
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Luke's Apocalypse

      Kate’s Story

    

    




      
        A.P. Shepherd

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: A.P. Shepherd]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join My V.I.P. Club

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A.P. Shepherd’s  V.I.P. Club members receive free Books, Audiobooks, behind the scenes photographs, occasional invitations to participate in give-aways and contests, and  to vote on Plot Twists and Character Ideas for upcoming titles.

      

        

      
        Members are always the first to hear about A.P.’s new Books and Publications.

      

        

      
        Please see the back of the book for details on how to join.  It’s easy and it’s a fun way to engage with A.P. personally.

      

        

      
        AP Shepherd’s V.I.P. Club

      

        

      
        https://www.apshepherd.com/v-i-p-club

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Luke’s Apocalypse – Kate’s Story

        Book first published in 2024

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Any names, characters, companies, organizations, places, events, locales, and incidents are either used in a fictitious manner or are fictional. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, actual companies or organizations, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2024 by A.P. Shepherd

        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotations in a book review. For more information: www.apshepherd.com

        For rights and permissions, please contact:

         A.P. Shepherd

        ap@apshepherd.com

      

        

      
        ISBN 979-8-9877932-3-7  (paperback)

        ISBN 979-8-9877932-2-0  (ebook)

      

        

      
        Cover designed by MiblArt

      

        

      
        Editor: Bri Lind @ BML Editing Services, LLC

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For my Sophia

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          

      

    

    







            Kate

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Luke, sweetheart, what’s wrong?” Kate asked, as a terrible feeling gripped her.

      “Oh God, Kate, oh God! Something just broke through a downstairs window,” Luke said in a panic. 

      They were the last words he would speak to her.

       Kate listened in disbelief and confusion as Luke’s breathing became hurried and sharp. It filled her ear as it pressed against the phone. But her confusion quickly turned to fear when Archie’s frenzied barking drowned out all the other sounds coming from the other end of the connection.

      “Luke? Honey? What is it? Luke!” she screamed, unable to hide her panic as she stood just outside her parents’ bedroom door, alone, holding her phone as a lifeline. 

      Kate heard the loud slap of Luke’s phone hitting the floor, uncertain of what it was, but an obvious change in the sound followed it. She listened in horror as Archie continued his uncontrolled barking. But it was more than barking. It was something she had never heard from Archie, and it was filled with rage, fear, or something…

      Kate focused her entire being on the sounds, trying to pick up every detail, and trying to dissect what each one could mean. She was using all her energy to will Luke to say something. She needed some sign that he and Archie were okay. The frenzied report only became more intense, and then there were gunshots. They were loud and near to the phone. 

      Then the call went silent.

      “Luke? Luke, please, no!” she cried out. 

      The line disconnected. Kate tried in vain to call him back, but every attempt went directly to voicemail. She dropped to her knees and began crying, panting for the breath she needed to sob out his name. “Luke. Oh, my Luke. Luke, please, baby, please…”

      The bedroom door swung open, and Kate’s father looked down at his daughter with obvious concern as she sat on the soft rug, sobbing uncontrollably.

      “Katie, sweetheart. What’s wrong, honey?” Charles Sinclair asked softly.

      He knelt down next to her and placed his hand on her shoulder and said, “Honey, it will be alright. I’ve got you. Whatever it is, I’ve got you.”

      After a few hitched breaths, Kate said, “Oh, Papa, it won’t be alright. It won’t.”

      Sliding the rest of the way down to the floor to sit next to her, Charles said, “Katie, why don’t you tell me what’s wrong, and I promise I’ll do everything I can to help, sweetheart.”

      Silence filled the air for long moments as Kate tried to get her breathing under control. The concern in her father’s eyes helped her to focus on this moment with him.

      “Papa, you won’t believe me. I wouldn’t believe me. Something terrible has happened, and it’s too horrifying to explain. I wouldn’t even know where to start. We need to go put on the news so you can see for yourself.”

      “Okay, Button. Let’s go into the kitchen, and you can show me what’s got you so upset. I’ll make a fresh pot of coffee for us. How does that sound?”

      “Yes, Papa,” she whimpered as she stood and took her father’s hand to help him to his feet.

      Kate held her phone tightly in her hand and looked at the screen several times on her short walk to the kitchen, hoping for a message or text from Luke. None came.

      She sat down on the large cushioned bench seat in the breakfast nook and picked up the remote sitting on the table. There was a modest, wall-mounted television just across from her on the large stone wall. As her father began grinding coffee beans to brew some fresh coffee for them, Kate switched it on.

      Her eyes widened in disbelief as their favorite local channel displayed what appeared to be a live broadcast from a military facility. There were uniformed soldiers in a large room and a podium setup for the man who was speaking. He was wearing a camouflaged uniform with a single star on his collar, and a U.S. Air Force patch above his shirt pocket. The other pocket had the name Needham embroidered on it.

      “Papa, please come see this. Hurry!” she said, still shaken by her phone conversation with Luke and not knowing if he was okay.

      “Be right there, honey, pouring the coffee now.”

      A red banner across the bottom of the screen scrolled the repeating text:

      “Governor Richards has declared martial law. Major General Mark Needham, the Adjutant General of the Iowa National Guard, has issued a shelter in place order for all people currently within Iowa state borders. Please remain indoors until further notice. Due to an active and deadly threat state-wide, a state of emergency has been declared. All state and local police jurisdictions have been informed and are now under military authority. If you venture outdoors, you may be arrested or attacked by this unknown threat. Please stay inside.”

      As if right on cue, several booming aircraft flew above their home, causing all the windows and cupboards’ contents to shake and rattle. As quickly as they came, they were gone. Charles dropped one of the cups and saucers, sending ceramic shards and coffee across the marbled floor. Kate jumped up to help her father.

      “Thank you, Katie,” Charles said, trying to sound calm. But inside, he was anything but.

      Charles was a prominent attorney, known for his calm demeanor, who owned a large law practice with two other partners. Their home was a sprawling estate on six acres in the Beaver Hills Country Club district. 

      “Here, take this one, and I’ll go pour another for myself. I’ll be right back,” he said.

      Kate took the cup and saucer with shaky hands and walked the few steps back to the breakfast nook, eyes riveted to the television screen.

      “Okay honey, now, what’s this all⁠—”

      A sudden eruption of gunfire drowned out the sound of the speaking General, as Charles took his seat across from Kate, stopping him mid-sentence. Several soldiers appeared to be shooting other soldiers. The General pulled his sidearm, stood his ground, aimed, and fired several times. The scene was surreal, and after a few moments of chaos, the gunfire ended.

      Voice quivering from adrenaline, the General continued, “Folks, I am Major General Mark Needham, the commander of the Iowa National Guard. Out of absolute necessity, I have been ordered by our Governor to institute martial law, effective immediately. What this means to you is that the military is now in charge of all state law enforcement operations for your protection. We are facing a dangerous threat. We believe a deadly and aggressive virus has been released in multiple populous regions throughout the United States. The source of this attack is currently unknown. Through our intelligence and communications with our global allies, we believe it is a world-wide coordinated offensive. Please stay indoors until we can effectively provide safety for you. You have just witnessed that even within the confines of a highly secure military facility, we are not safe. Please tune into your local television and radio stations for hourly updates. That is all for now.” 

      The General walked briskly away from the podium. 

      “Papa, what does this mean? Luke was in trouble on the phone when we were talking just a few minutes ago. He said something was inside his house, and then I heard Archie barking wildly, and then there were gunshots. The phone just went dead. Papa, I’m so scared! What’s happening?” Kate broke down in an uncontrollable crying fit.  

      Charles moved to Kate’s side of the breakfast nook and sat down beside her. He wrapped his arms around her and whispered, “Shhhh, Katie, shhhh. We will figure this out.”

      Charles held his daughter for several long minutes as she cried in his arms. He softly hummed a song he used to sing to her when Kate was a baby. As he rocked her in his arms, he worried deeply about the news program they had just watched together. 

      After some time, and when her crying subsided, Kate whispered, “Papa, I love you.”

      “I love you too, Button. Will you do something for me?”

      “What is it, Papa?”

      “I want you to have some of your coffee while I go get something I need to show you. Will you do that for me, sweetheart?”

      “Okay,” Kate said, after an involuntary hitched breath caused by her crying.

      “Be right back then.”

      Charles left the kitchen and went into his large study. There, he opened his safe and rifled through some papers, and returned to Kate with a red envelope in his hand. It was a rather large envelope. As he sat down, she asked, “What is that, Papa?”

      “Well, I’ll tell you, Button, I don’t exactly know. But I think it’s important, and I think now is the time for you to open it.”

      Charles handed Kate the envelope and sipped his now cold coffee. She pulled out a map, a set of keys, and a letter. She looked up at her papa with a puzzled expression and said, “What is all this?”

      “I’ll tell you what I know, Kate. About a year ago, Lilly Kendrick came to visit me at my law office.”

      “Wait, Luke’s grandmother?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t understand, Papa. Why would she come see you?” Kate interrupted.

      “She asked me to promise to keep her visit in confidence. And you know, as an attorney, I was obligated to honor her request. She told a story about Robert, Luke’s grandfather. She went on about how he had been building something for years. Something to protect the family if something terrible were to happen. She said he kept it from her, and she wasn’t supposed to know about it. But she said that she had known for years what he was up to. She said she just let him go about his project because it kept him busy and out of her hair. She was quite light-hearted and even a bit humorous about it. Until she wasn’t. Kate, she looked me right in the eye and said that Robert knew something was coming, and she believed him. She said that Luke had told her he was going to ask you to marry him, and she wanted me to give this to you if something bad happened.” 

      Charles pointed at the large red envelope.

      He continued, “She said I’d know it if and when it happened, and made me promise I would give it to you. She handed me the envelope, holding my gaze the entire time, and shook my hand. But she didn’t let go until I promised her I wouldn’t forget. She was so intense at that moment, Kate, and I never forgot that look in her blue eyes. I never opened it, so I don’t know what’s inside. And now you know everything I know, dear.”
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        * * *

      

      Kate stared at the contents of the red envelope she had emptied onto the table. There was a single key with a small, yellow ribbon looped through it, a folded map, and a handwritten letter. Kate looked at her father as sirens echoed in the distance. 

      “Go ahead, sweetheart, read it,” he said.

      “Papa, I’m so afraid. I don’t know what’s happened to Luke. And now this? How does this help him?”

      “My precious daughter, I don’t know what’s happening out there, and I can only hope that our fine men in uniform will get things under control. But I do know that I will protect you and your mother with my last breath. I also know that our Holy Father loves us, and we can never forget that.”

      “I love you so much, Papa.”

      Kate unfolded the letter and studied it for a moment. It was the most beautiful handwriting she had ever seen. It was written in script by a very practiced and artful hand. Kate read aloud:
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        * * *

      

      “My Dearest Kate, 

      From the moment I met you, I knew you were the right girl for my Luke. A woman knows these things, particularly a woman of my years. You are beautiful, intelligent, and strong. You remind me of myself in my younger days. I wanted you to know this. I have enjoyed our lunches together and evening walks when you visited. You are a breath of fresh air and are already an important part of our small family. I love you, child, and I pray always for only good things for you and Luke. 

      I have written you this letter because even though I’m an old woman, I know more than my stubborn old husband thought I did. He was a wise man, but still a man. And you and I both know that men have their limitations. I think he had forgotten that I was a university professor and have a brain to go along with these good looks. 

      For years before he went to Jesus, Robert had been building a bunker in our basement, and a cabin in a remote area near the Iowa-Minnesota border. He felt he needed to do this to protect me and Luke from something he feared was coming. He never talked about what it was, but he always had good instincts. So, when I found out about his little project, I didn’t let on that I knew—I wanted him to finish it. And I believed he was right. My old intuition told me something was coming too. I didn’t know what, and I still don’t, but I feel it in my bones.

      Something my Robert used to say was: ‘One is none and two is one’, but what he didn’t realize was that this also applied to knowledge. 

      You see, dear, if only he knew about his project and something were to happen to him, well then, it would all have been for nothing. So, I became number two. Do you understand, child? And now that he’s gone, dearest Kate, I’m counting on you to be number two. I’m not long for this world, and I need to tell Luke about this soon, but I’m passing on my baton to you. 

      Luke is a smart boy. However, he is going to need you to get through whatever is coming. You will help him see what needs to be done if he can’t figure it out on his own. I couldn’t leave Robert’s hard work and plans to chance.

      The bunker is in our basement and has supplies to last for quite a while. The enclosed map will guide you to the cabin when it’s time to leave here. I think you will know when that time comes. The key in this envelope will unlock the cabin door. I’ve never seen it, and I expect I never will. I believe there are more supplies there than in the basement bunker, as I kept track of all Robert’s purchases for years, and I’m convinced most of it is out there. I also know that Robert’s hunting trips weren’t hunting trips at all. He always came home empty-handed… I don’t know why he thought I wouldn’t find that suspicious. Men can be so thick sometimes. When he died, the deed to that property came to me and confirmed everything I already knew. 

      If you’re reading this letter, then the crap has already hit the fan, and it’s time for you two to either get down to that bunker, or out to the cabin - as quickly as you can. I believe you’ll be safe there. My Robert was a survivor and a fighter, and he knew a great deal about such things. 

      God Bless you, child. And you take good care of my Luke.

      Love, Lilly.”
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        * * *

      

      Kate’s hands trembled as she gripped the letter. Her eyes filled with tears again as she crumpled it against her face. She felt like a lost soul. In a single night, her life had crashed down and fallen into complete darkness. She burrowed deep within herself to a safe place and was no longer present in the moment. Unaware of her father putting his arm around her, sobs racked her small frame. 

      More sirens filled the early-morning air, and Charles could hear the sounds of distant gunfire. Kate didn’t seem to notice them, as she continued to cry into her hands, holding Lilly’s letter.

      Charles wanted to say something to comfort her, but he could think of nothing to say, so he sat there holding his broken daughter. As seconds stretched into long minutes, a plan began to form and develop within his mind. 

      Charles Sinclair was a strong man and rarely showed uncontrolled emotion. He was soft-spoken, kind, genuine, and intelligent. A successful litigator early in his legal career, Charles became a senior partner in his law firm within his first ten years, and a respected mentor to junior partners. He handled only the most high-profile cases for the firm over the past 20 years. 

      Charles was a very cerebral man and used his intelligence and logic to formulate a plan.

      Sirens, distant gunfire, and an occasional helicopter or other aircraft continued passing in the distance, filling the pre-dawn morning with an eerie ambiance. 

      Charles didn’t know how long they had sat there like that. But Kate had stopped sobbing for at least the past few minutes and was quiet and motionless in his embrace now. 

      He knew his daughter, perhaps better than anyone else. She always tried to appear strong, but deep down, she was a fragile soul…always had been. She was afraid of the smallest of spiders and would never even play hide and seek as a child for fear of being alone in a small space, or of being found and spooked. It was her gentle nature, but there was something more that even he never quite understood. But he was Kate’s rock and would protect her always. 

      Charles shook Kate gently, “Katie, sweetheart? Honey, I need your help. Let’s go into the garage. We have some work to do.”

      Kate stirred and lowered the now soggy letter as her hands moved down from her face. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot, and her cheeks were still wet from the tears. She looked at her father and said, “Papa, it’s all ruined, everything is ruined.”

      “Kate, you, my dear, are going to be just fine. I will take care of everything. And we are going to help Luke. Will you trust me?”

      Charles did not know how they would accomplish the last part, but he would figure something out. He was good at that.

      Kate’s posture changed slightly, and she patted her father’s hand sitting on the table, and then wrapped her fingers around it and squeezed. 

      “You always take care of us, Papa,” she said softly.

      “Glad to have you back, Button,” he smiled at his daughter.

      “Now, follow me.”

      Kate gathered the map and key from the table and shoved them back into the envelope. She left the crumpled letter sitting on the table and followed her father as he headed for the garage. 

      They didn’t make it…
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        * * *

      

      Horror-filled screams echoed through the interior of the sprawling ranch house. And they were coming from inside…

      “Kate! Get into the garage, quickly,” he said in the sternest voice he could summon.

      Only steps away from the garage entry door, Kate froze in terror as Charles turned quickly to face the direction from which they had just come. Unmoving and waiting, they both stood there. Another scream!

      Kate did not move, paralyzed by fear.

      Charles grabbed her shoulders and shook them firmly. “Katie, move! Now!” he ordered.

      Kate seemed to break from her petrified state and said shakily, “Okay, Papa.” They ran to the door as her father pulled her by the hand to guide her.

      “Papa? Is that Mama?” Kate uttered through her gripping fear, her words almost unrecognizable as he opened the door for her.

      “Try not to worry, honey. I’ll help your mother. I’ll protect her, I promise. I’ll come back as soon as I can. Stay here!” he said, as he turned on the light and pushed her through the door. He said nothing else as he pulled it closed and locked it to keep Kate safe inside.

      Now alone in the cold garage, Kate placed her trembling hands against her face once again, her breathing hitched with sobs…tears flooded her cheeks. With her back to the door, she slid down onto the concrete floor without even being aware she had done so. She then clasped her arms around her knees and hid her face there, disappearing once again—deep within herself.

      “Caroline! I’m coming, baby!” Charles croaked out as he ran toward the screams. But his heart-pounding adrenaline drove him faster than his ability would allow.

      Rounding the grand curved stairway, the sudden thought of his shotgun caused him to change direction much too quickly. And as he attempted to make the turn into his library to his gun safe—he was simply moving too fast. Charles lost his footing, and gravity along with his momentum brought him down hard, causing him to crack his forehead on the unforgiving walnut floor. His vision blurred and dizziness fogged his mind.

      Time moved, but Charles was unaware. How much? He would never know… But moments in which he may have been able to save his lovely Caroline were precious moments that he could not spare were gone forever.

      He moved shakily to his knees, numb from the violent impact, and vaguely aware that something sticky and warm was flowing freely from above his eyes and down his face. A framed photo hanging on the wall caught his dreamy gaze. It was of him and Caroline holding hands on a beautiful beach, a storm hovering on the distant horizon. Charles Sinclair could not have known that within this same fragment of time, his beautiful Caroline was being eaten alive; her body convulsing, intestines and stringy juicy bits being pulled from her middle, as her glassy eyes watched in unrelenting horror—a perpetual-silent scream bound within her enchanting full lips.

      THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

      The sound reached his ears. Softly at first, then more urgent as the fog encircling his dizzy mind began to swirl away.

      “Caroline!” he bellowed, as he remembered his plight. But he was too late. Much too late.

      He tried to stand, grasping the protruding ledge on the board and batten paneling that decorated the wall next to him. But the small protrusion wasn’t enough, and his fingers slipped, time and time again, as he attempted to pull himself up. Finally, painfully, Charles was on his feet again.

      Disoriented and woozy, he had to lean on the wall for more long moments until he felt he could move without falling. He pulled his sleeve across his brow to wipe away the tickling sensation there. As he lowered his arm, his sleeve was streaked with his sticky crimson blood. And there was a lot of it.

      THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

      Charles looked about as he stood there but could not resolve from where the distant sound was coming. He could no longer hear Caroline and wondered if she was okay now. What had caused such fear in her? They often slept with their large French doors open to the terrace, leaving only the screened door closed. On some nights, they could hear the coyotes off in the distance, but they never came near the house. Perhaps one came a little too close?

      THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

      The sound was rhythmic, and it beckoned him. He walked gingerly toward his and Caroline’s bedroom. The sound grew louder, closer.

      Charles reached the beautiful, soft Persian rug that covered the hallway floor. He loved that rug. He and Caroline had picked it out together from an estate auction years ago. They loved antiquing together, and they went often, usually bringing along a picnic basket for their romantic outings. The rug was ornate, with blues and golds, and flecks of crimson. But as he neared their bedroom door, he noticed an even larger area of crimson that seemed to seep from under the small crack along the bottom.

      THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

      “Honey?” he said, in his usual calm but now somewhat shaky voice. There was no reply. Now in arm’s reach, he looked down at the large crimson stain on the rug that he knew wasn’t there before. Charles reached down and touched it lightly with his fingertips. It was wet and sticky.

      “Caroline!” he screamed, heart pounding in his ears now.

      THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

      He reached in a panic for the doorknob and attempted to throw the door open, but it stopped after just a few inches and bounced closed again. Charles opened it more slowly this time, and the door hit something soft and heavy with a dull thud. A gurgling sound poured out of the small opening, along with a gagging stench.

      “Caroline?” he croaked, and the gurgling intensified. He pressed his shoulder against the door and leaned into it firmly, using his weight to push it open—inch by bloody inch, until he could squeeze through.

      His gaze diverted downward to glimpse the object blocking the door and saw the ever-widening pool of blood at his feet. Charles’ hand flew to his mouth in the same instant the overpowering putrid odor assaulted his tongue and nose. The abomination at his feet was so awful, so horrifying, that shock took over before he could take his next breath.

      THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

      The mangled and bloody hand that belonged to what was left of his once beautiful wife banged against the now half-opened bedroom door in a rhythmic and grotesque involuntary contraction. There was scarcely any flesh remaining on her forearm; it appeared to have been eaten away.

      Time and space were non-existent to Charles now, and he was no longer conscious of himself or his surroundings; the macabre sight of his poor Caroline lying at his feet consumed him. With a silent scream frozen upon her open mouth, her watery bloodshot eyes stared up at him blankly as he witnessed their rapid transformation. The blues and grays began to show tendrils of black. They began spreading like a night sky, eating the daylight at an unnatural rate. He locked his gaze upon hers and was not aware of the shuffling creature now only three feet behind him, nor the boney blackened fingers outstretched just inches from his neck.

      At the first touch of the thing on his shoulder, Charles turned and looked up, perplexed to see his neighbor and long-time friend, Andrew Rook, a retired Army Colonel, just a foot from his own face. Within the same tiny sliver of time, and at his feet, an outstretched, mangled hand closed around his ankle with an inhuman grip.

      The solid black eyes and half-missing nose that his old friend now possessed, were the last images Charles would ever be aware of.

      Next came unfathomable pain; the searing and unimaginable kind felt only in nightmares. And then, finally, thankfully, merciful darkness…

      Kate sat in silence. Only the occasional sounds of her own racked breathing and sobs permeated the stillness within the large four-car garage. Slowly, she climbed out of the depths of her inner shell and lifted her face from her bent knees. She allowed herself to take in the sights and lack of sound surrounding her. The soft hum of the large refrigerator in the corner of the garage was the only thing she could hear, apart from the sound of her own breathing.

      Forcing herself from the cold floor, Kate realized she had to pee. She placed her hand on the doorknob, but then stopped herself from turning it, remembering what her papa had told her: “I’ll come back as soon as I can. Stay here!” But he hadn’t come back for her, and it felt as though a long time had passed. She pressed her ear to the door and listened. There was no sound at all.

      Kate realized she didn’t know what to do. She always pretended that she knew what to do when she was around Luke or her professors, but deep down, she felt like a silly little girl. She hated that about herself and hoped one day she would grow up on the inside and stop being afraid of every little thing. Luke didn’t know this side of her; the real her. Kate never wanted him to know. She loved Luke and always tried so hard to hide her insecurities from him. She was getting so good at it that she believed it herself. Almost. But now, there was no pretending. Kate was in real trouble and she knew it—and she was afraid.

      She put her lips to the crack of the doorjamb and whispered, “Papa?”

      There was no answer. “Papa?” she repeated.

      She turned the doorknob. Locked! “Papa!” Kate said, much louder this time as she jiggled it.

      Carrying on this way for several moments, she worked herself into a near-frenzy. She pounded on the door with her open palms.

      “Papa! Open the door! Please let me out of here!” she yelled, her panic once again beginning to rise. And as she pounded, Colonel Rook began his slow, mechanical shamble toward the sound of her voice.
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        * * *

      

      With her palms stinging and her voice quavering, Kate realized her father was not going to answer her cries to open the door.

      Wholly consumed by her fear now, more afraid than she could ever remember, Kate trembled, sobbed, and continued to breathe erratically.

      She had been afraid plenty as a young girl. She could still picture the haunting face through her bedroom window. How many times? She had lost count. But Kate had never forgotten the first time she saw it. Him! Her alarm had awakened her, and it was time to get ready for school. Kate was only in fourth grade then, and saw it through the reflection of her full-length mirror hanging on her wall. Trembling with fear and unable to scream, she dropped her hairbrush and froze. It lingered for just a moment after, and then disappeared as fast as it came. But she stood there, in some sort of paralyzing shock, hardly able to breathe. She remembered her mother holding her tightly in a warm embrace, asking her what was the matter, whispering comforting words in her ear, the way only a mother can do.

      Kate stayed home from school for two days and just lay in her parent’s bed, hardly moving for the entire first day. She asked to sleep with them that night, and of course they said yes; they always said yes to whatever Kate wanted.

      She had never truly been frightened before that night, and she couldn’t know if it was real, or if it was her imagination. She never told her mom because she knew her mom wouldn’t believe her. Kate always had the most wild imagination, and her mother knew it. So she just pretended to feel light-headed and to have a difficult time breathing. Both of which were actually true. But the cause would remain her secret forever.

      Mom took her into town to see Doctor Morrison later that morning, and when he didn’t find anything wrong with her, he just prescribed some rest.

      Kate stayed awake the entire next night—eyes glued to that window, even though the curtains were drawn. She didn’t go to school the next morning either.

      Eventually, the vision of that horrible face began to fade, and she was even starting to believe it was only her imagination. Until several months later, and there it was again, in her window, just like the first time. She had just come in from the swimming pool on a warm summer day. It was mid-afternoon, and her mom always opened the curtains during the day to let the light in. This time, the face didn’t go away though, and Kate ran from her room screaming. She told her mom it was a spider.

      The face always came back. Sometimes, it was weeks. One time, she thought an entire year had passed since she saw it last. It was only after she went to university that it had stopped. But it haunted her dreams, even still.

      The fear she felt now was like that, but continuous. Her heart was racing, and her breathing did not feel like her own for more than an hour, she absently thought. She knew she could not remain in this state of panic and forced herself to count to ten, slowly, and take deep breaths. After a while, it helped, but it took several rounds of this before she felt somewhat in control again.

      “Dear Lord, I know you love me, and I love you. Please help me to be strong. I’m so scared and don’t know what to do. Please don’t leave me. Please tell me what to do. Amen.”

      The tiny prayer spoken from her heart, from her tiny shaky voice, helped her to feel a bit better. Not much, but a bit.

      Kate looked around the garage. She did feel safe here. There was really no way in. But she had to pee and knew she couldn’t hold it much longer.

      Papa’s Range Rover was parked in its usual spot, next to mom’s Mercedes.

      “Oh, Kate, you idiot!” she exclaimed, remembering that Papa always left his keys to the Range Rover under his sun-visor. He had forgotten them too many times in the kitchen as he left for work each day and grew tired of walking all the way back to the key rack to retrieve them. Besides, the large garage door was always kept closed and locked, so there was never any risk of leaving them there.

      Kate dashed over to the Range Rover’s driver-side door, opened it, and retrieved the keys from the familiar hiding place. Retracing her steps back to the locked entry door to the house, she paused for a moment before turning the key she had just inserted into the deadbolt.

      “Think, Kate, think!” she said to herself.

      Her papa hadn’t come back, but what did that mean? She couldn’t hear anything through the door. There was no screaming, no sounds at all. It had been quiet ever since she had come into the garage. Maybe everything was okay, and he was just in their room with her mom.

      Kate danced, trying not to pee in her pants. She desperately needed to go, and there was nowhere in the garage to relieve herself. She couldn’t imagine simply squatting on the floor there. No, she refused to do that. There was a guest bathroom just a few feet inside the house.

      “I’ll just unlock the door and open it enough to listen for a minute. If I don’t hear anything, I’ll run inside and use the bathroom, then run back before Papa comes back.”

      That’s what I’ll do, she thought.

      She turned the key!

      CLICK.

      As she opened the door just a crack, a horrible odor wafted in to greet her, as her face was already pressed to the small opening.

      Before Kate could react to the odor, the door violently smashed against her cheekbone and knocked her to the floor. Stunned from the impact, Kate tried to scramble to her feet.

      The man, the thing that came through the door, could not be real. Then, the face! Through blurred vision, that horrible, haunting face from her childhood memories appeared, but even more grotesque somehow. It looked right into her with its dead black eyes.

      Kate gasped for air, her heart pounding so hard in her chest that she felt it was simply going to come apart from its unnaturally accelerated movement within her. As the stars cleared from her vision, from the door’s concussive-blow to her face, recognition hit her with equally violent impact.

      “Mr. Rook?”

      It was him! She recognized the slicked back greasy hair, shadowy-gray face, and black eyes. Kate couldn’t believe she didn’t see this before! But every time he came to visit her father, he was always so well dressed, polite, and his hair was always nicely groomed and full.

      But this was the face that tormented her for so many years. This sick and twisted old man! And she never knew—not until this moment.

      Kate seethed with hatred of the thing.

      And then he reached for her in some nightmarish, mechanical slow-motion lunge.

      “Get away from me you sick bastard!” Kate yelled, as she tried to scramble away from him, still on the floor.

      The putrid odor emanating from him made her gag, and she almost threw up as she was forced to suck in a breath from her sudden evasive motion.

      As Kate scrambled to her feet, Colonel Rook’s blackened fingers grazed the back of her shoulder. In an attempt to avoid his ghostly grasp, she screamed and twisted frantically.

      Finally, on her feet, she ran to the other side of the Range Rover. But he just kept coming. She noticed that he was slow and lumbering. She never once saw him blink. Then the gurgling and hissing noises came from somewhere within him, and she knew he was no longer human. He was a monster!

      He’s like the ones on the news…

      That singular, horrifying thought seemed to be just what Kate needed to fully awaken her will to survive. She just knew he wanted to kill her, to pull her flesh from her bones, just like the ones she watched on her tablet earlier in the evening. Just like the ones on T.V. that attacked the soldiers.

      Watching his movements, she knew she could keep him running around the Range Rover forever and always outrun him, always stay just out of his reach. But she knew this was not sustainable. So as she played this deadly game of tag with her monster, she looked all around her and tried to think of some way out of this situation. First, she looked toward the half-open door, but it was some distance from her, and she believed she could hear noises coming from the opening now, and didn’t want to risk running into more monsters on the other side.

      Kate now had her wits about her, and her brilliant and imaginative mind was churning. It was always her strength and best quality. She would figure this out. She was smarter than this deranged, grotesque monster, and she knew it.

      After at least a dozen circles around the Range Rover, and weighing her options, she decided on a plan. She made a dash around the rear of the big SUV and to the other side of the Mercedes. Once Rook followed her there, she made a dash back to the far-side of the Range Rover, hopped up onto the hood, and jumped up to grab a rafter beam and pulled herself up into the attic of the garage. She was light and fast; it was something she did with little effort. Once in the rafters, there was no way Rook could get to her. But this was not her destination. Getting up there was just her way to buy some more time and figure out her next move.

      As she suspected he would, Rook just stood there, looking up at her, moaning and gurgling. He appeared to have only a single purpose. And Kate was sure he could outlast her down there.

      With all the adrenaline rushing through her, she had forgotten that she still really needed to pee. And now the sensation was back, stronger than ever.

      “Okay, girly, it’s time to end this once and for all.” She realized how cheesy that sounded as the words left her mouth, but she didn’t care.

      Kate looked around her and had something in mind, but needed just the right thing to do it. As she peered around all the junk scattered about up in the rafters, she spotted something that just might do the trick.

      Years ago, her mother had replaced all the curtains in the house, and she never threw anything away. All the old curtain rods were stored up here. There were a couple of very heavy iron rods that were stashed among them. She remembered those were in Papa’s study.

      “Papa, where are you?” she moaned softly. She had a sinking and dark feeling deep down in her soul… Somehow, she just knew—her papa was gone. But Kate was determined and would not allow herself to cry anymore. She had done that enough already—and it had caused this mess she was in right now.

      “It’s time to put an end to that sick bastard!”

      Finding her resolve, Kate made her way across a few of the rafter beams to pick up one of the iron curtain rods. Making her way back, she found an opening just above Rook, a clear view of his grotesque head. Seeing him again made her hate him more than she had ever hated anything in her life.

      The rod was heavy and long, and as she held it in both palms, she realized that finding the right balance to throw it properly, without falling, would be her biggest challenge. She straddled two beams with her butt planted on one and her legs stretched across the other. She spread her legs as wide as she could with the rod between them and raised it above her head with both hands. Kate did her best to line it up with Rook’s face, as he just looked up at her stupidly, clueless that he was about to be impaled.

      She threw the rod down towards him with all her might. But it missed his head and went through his mid-section instead with a sickening squishing sound.

      Rook didn’t even seem to notice. The rod was now at a forty-five degree angle and sticking out of him. He continued to just stare up at Kate and make that awful gurgling sound. She stared back down at him in total disbelief, expecting him to fall over at any moment. But he didn’t.

      Kate hustled to retrieve the second iron curtain rod. Positioning herself just as she had the first time, she lifted the bar high over her head, determined not to miss this time. But just as she was about to throw the bar down into Rook’s dead gray face, Kate’s foot slipped from the opposite beam, and she lost complete control and fell straight through, bouncing off the hood of the Range Rover, and falling hard to the concrete floor.

      There was a sudden vacuum in her chest, and she could not draw a breath. She had never had the wind knocked from her before and did not understand the sensation. Kate thought she was dying from the hard fall. Her inability to breathe frightened her more than anything else that had happened.

      Through her watery eyes, she could see Rook almost upon her. She still simply could not breathe and could not move beyond the almost unbearable pain in her stomach and chest. She thought of Luke in that moment, of Archie, of her life that she would now never know with them. Tears streamed down her face as death approached her.

      Ten feet away now… then seven… five… three…

      The massive invisible pressure that was preventing Kate from breathing was suddenly and unexpectedly lifted from her chest, and she was finally able to suck in a desperate and ragged breath; a heavenly, life-giving breath. She screamed without a sound, but slowly the scream came, raspy and ugly, not at all feminine. It was distorted, and absurd, not unlike Rook’s horrible gurgling sound. Just as he was upon her, his haunting and monstrous face began to lean down towards her. Reaching to her with his black, oozing fingers, Kate scrambled to move. She fiercely used her fingers to grip around the bar lying next to her and instinctively brought it up as quickly as she could with both arms. The sudden collision of Rook’s head coming down, and Kate’s iron bar swinging upward, forced the iron rod to slide up through his chin and through the top of his skull. Black stew-like ooze poured from the mess the curtain rod had made of his face and head. It was running down the rod and dripping onto Kate’s hands and arms. She screamed again, but this time, with the force of a full and deep breath.

      Rook was dead!
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        * * *

      

      Lying still on the floor, and gagging from the stench, Kate backpedaled franticly to put distance between her and Rook. She still did not feel safe, and the adrenaline continued coursing through her body. The realization that Rook was truly dead had not yet registered.

      As her feet and hands tried to find traction through the oily black ooze puddled around her, she slipped and slid ridiculously within it. It trailed down her forearms and onto her hands as her insides churned and rocked from the smell and feel of the deathly fluid on her skin.

      Kate fought for every precious inch of concrete floor to separate herself from this monster, but a horrifying thought niggled at the back of her mind: I’ve touched it, it’s on me. Will I become one of them?

      Finally, on clean and uncontaminated ground, Kate ungracefully vaulted to her feet and made for the shelves against the back wall of the garage. There, she found towels and a gallon container of windshield washer fluid. She opened the jug and poured it in a panic onto one of the towels, most of it spilling to the floor. She scrubbed her hands and arms as if she had acid on her… she could not rub fast enough.

      Visibly shaking, she then took a dry towel and rubbed even more, until her skin turned red from her efforts.

      “I’m okay, I’m okay. Breathe, girl,” she calmly said to herself. “Deep breaths… one… two… three…”

      Kate looked to the half-opened door that was fifteen feet away, and nearly tripped over the towel she had dropped to the floor, when she tried to run to close it. Regaining her balance, she made it there and pulled it closed hard.

      She turned the key to the deadbolt with a decisive click!

      Glancing back at Rook, she glued her gaze upon him, looking for any signs of movement from the monster. There were none.

      She thought about the torment she had gone through as a young girl, all caused by this sick and twisted old man. She was glad he was dead. Kate truly loathed him. So many years of fear, of nightmares, and of thinking she was seeing things, or maybe even being haunted by a ghost.

      “You got what you deserved—you creepy old man!”

      Kate seethed for a few more moments as she stared at him with pure hatred, then broke her gaze at realizing she was still in big trouble.

      “Mama, Papa!”

      The sudden thought of them exploded in her brain with such force—a tremor ran through her very core and she clapped her hand over her mouth.

      Kate put her ear to the door, listening intently. Everything was deathly silent. She realized she still did not know what to do.

      Mama, Papa, where are you? Don’t leave me…

      But she already knew the answer… she felt it in her very soul, and it made her lower lip quiver involuntarily, causing a pang of physical pain within her heart. She had to see for herself, but was so afraid to open that door. What if there was another Rook out there? Kate knew she would not survive another encounter like the one she just had. Only by pure dumb luck had she survived that one.

      Kate clinched her eyes as tightly as she could and tried to steel herself for what she knew she must do.

      “Papa, I’m so scared… I’m not strong enough,” she whispered behind her still closed eyes.

      She remembered what her Krav Maga instructor had told her years ago, when she had taken classes for nearly a year, hoping it would help her overcome her extreme fear of just about everything: “If you let your fear control you, you will die.” It didn’t help.

      Or did it? She remembered his words. Wasn’t that something?

      He had been teaching the class about life-threatening situations from an attacker. He emphasized to the class the importance of immediate and decisive action.

      “Surprise the attacker,” he said. “He will not expect it. It will save your life. Do not hesitate, not for a moment, or you will be a victim. It’s up to you to decide to never be a victim.”

      Then he followed with teaching various strikes to the instep, groin, throat, nose, and eyes, depending on the position of the attacker.

      Kate never believed she would have the courage to use any of this. Not in real life. She just knew she would freeze in terror. But she completed the class anyway, hoping it would help her feel less afraid.

      And yet, here she was, in the most terrifying situation of her life, and she was still alive.

      She took on Rook, and though she barely survived, she did survive!

      “Pull yourself together, girly, you are strong enough!” she said the words aloud, but she wasn’t sure she believed them.

      She listened for a few minutes longer, but still did not hear a sound. Grabbing hold of the key that was pushed into the deadbolt lock, she slowly turned it.

      BOOM!

      Kate jumped in surprise at the nearby explosion as a gasp escaped her lips. The shockwaves rocked the house, causing garage items to fall from their shelves and crash to the floor. She tried to comprehend what the explosion could be.

      BOOM!

      Another explosion, equally loud.

      Fast-flying jets roared overhead, just as they had earlier when she was in the kitchen with her father.

      “Okay, this is as real as it gets, Katie. Time to move your butt,” she tried to convince herself.

      She needed a plan. And as she stared at the motionless monster, one came to her. She would pack up Papa’s Range Rover and try to get to the place Luke’s grandmother had written about.

      Maybe Luke will be there too.

      And that singular thought gave her a burst of hope. But then she suddenly panicked. What had she done with the envelope that held the map and key? She could not remember. Frantically, she ran her hands across herself, front and back, hoping the letter would be in her sweater or in her jeans pocket, somewhere. But the realization that it could not be in her clothing hit her; it was simply too large for what she was wearing.

      “Oh, no! What did I do with it? Where is it?” she squeaked out as a fresh fear gripped her.

      “Deep breaths, Kate, deep breaths. Things do not just disappear. It’s here somewhere, and you’re going to find it. Just be calm,” she tried to convince herself.

      As her hands came up from frisking herself, she gagged again at the smell of the black ooze that was now smeared on her fingers from her jeans. She immediately went into a crazy stripping dance, peeling off her clothes as fast as she possibly could. She had not noticed until now that they were contaminated. Kate almost tripped when her left foot became caught in the pant leg—as she hopped on her right.

      Narrowly avoiding the painful fall, Kate now stood there in her underwear. Barefoot and half naked, her lower lip quivered, and she felt like crying again. But with a few more deep breaths, she was able to keep the tears at bay, for now at least.

      She thought to herself: What else can happen tonight?

      Kate was soon going to find out.

      As she looked down at her bare legs and feet, she realized that she no longer needed to pee. She guessed the adrenaline had something to do with that, but now she had more important things to think about.

      “Well, I can’t very well fight the zombie apocalypse dressed only in my underwear,” she nervously chuckled.

      Mama saves everything!

      Kate made her way to the back wall of the garage and dragged the step ladder leaning there and stood it between the two cars. She wanted to stay as far away from Rook as possible, and it was the only other space that would allow her to climb up.

      Easily navigating the ladder, she made her way back up into the garage attic.

      It was that simple act that made her smile to herself. She thought about Rook, about his lumbering shuffle. He was gangly and uncoordinated. She, on the other hand, was agile and light on her feet. Then she remembered her Krav Maga instructor, and how he had told her on several occasions that she was petite, fast, and would have a definite advantage, unless she was somehow wrapped up tight and unable to move.

      “Use your speed and agility to your advantage. They are your strengths and give you a decisive edge! Never let anyone get close enough to grab you.”

      She could easily out-maneuver these monsters, or whatever they were.

      “Zombies,” she whispered. Her imagination was always a bit on the wild side, and she had no problem calling them what they were. They were zombie freaks, and she would survive. She was smarter and quicker, and now she was determined!

      Kate rummaged through some old storage bins her mother had stored up in the garage attic and found some of her old clothes. They were ages old, but she had been the same size since she was sixteen. She found several things the would work just fine, and she dressed herself. Spotting an old favorite pair of comfy hiking boots she was sure her mother had donated years ago, Kate smiled as she put those on, too. “Still fit perfectly,” she said with satisfaction.

      Grabbing two more pairs of jeans, another sweater, two t-shirts, a jacket, and a warm coat that she wore when she was in high school, she then threw them into the Range Rover. Kate felt a glimmer of hope upon completing this important task.

      Gently sifting through the clothing bins one final time, for anything she may have missed, she decided she was pleased with her choices, and closed the bins up tight.

      Moving to another section of the small attic, Kate also tossed down a sleeping bag, a baseball bat, and a machete that she found in an old trunk that she had never seen before. “Papa…” she whispered, as it was full of his college photos and some gear he had collected in his days in the Peace Corps.

      Kate spotted a pocketknife in her father’s old trunk, and a compass too. She had no idea how to use it, but she took it anyway, thinking it might come in handy someday. Carefully stuffing her newfound treasures into her papa’s old backpack that she also found there, she picked up a small framed photo of him and her mom holding hands and smiling before they were married. She loved their college dating stories they told often.

      Kate pressed the photo to her heart and whispered, “I love you Mama and Papa,” as a single tear rolled down her cheek.

      Carefully slinging the pack over her shoulder, she decided to carry it down the ladder with her—she didn’t want to drop the pack to the floor and chance breaking the photo frame.

      Satisfied with her tiny haul, Kate climbed down and opened the passenger side of the Range Rover and tossed everything into the front seat and floorboard. She eyed the machete handle sticking out of the pack and pulled it out, and laid it on the seat. Somehow, that made her feel better. Remembering her phone was nearly dead, she removed it from her front pocket and plugged in into the charger.

      Looking around the garage for other items she might need, she decided upon an ice chest, a flashlight and a package of batteries, some old towels, a couple of gas cans, and a roll of duct tape. She moved to the large refrigerator against the back wall and filled the ice chest with as many drinks and as much food as she could fit. The fridge was well stocked, so she was able to fill the ice chest easily. Last, she grabbed a case of water that was sitting on the floor next to the fridge.

      Kate looked around for a lighter or matches, but could not find any, and thus she made a mental note to keep an eye out for some.

      Once she packed up the SUV, Kate became very thoughtful. She was feeling better about having a small plan. However, her heart ached for her parents and for Luke. She had never felt so alone before.

      “It’s going to be okay. I’m going to find Luke, and everything will be okay,” she reassured herself.

      She knew she was not ready to leave yet, not without her map and keys, and not without checking on her mama and papa. She knew in her very core that they were dead; nothing else made sense. Rook would not have been here in the garage with her if her papa was still alive. But as much as she did not want to see them dead, she reminded herself that had to be sure, or she would never be able to forgive herself.

      Kate decided to finish her preparations here in the garage first, before going into the house. She wanted to be ready to run to the Range Rover and leave quickly, if necessary.

      She made her way back to the entry door to the house and removed the keys she left hanging there in the lock, wanting to check to see how much gas was in the Range Rover.

      Jumping into the passenger side and sliding over to the driver’s seat, Kate pushed a button to turn on the accessories for the big SUV.

      “Crap, less than half a tank,” she sighed. “Well, I’ll just need to make it last and try to find more somewhere along the way.” That thought worried her a lot, though. She was not sure it would be safe to get gas, or maybe not even possible to do so. She had a terrible feeling about it, and it made her feel sick to her stomach.

      “I’ll just cross that bridge when I come to it,” she whispered.

      Pushing the thought aside for now, and with renewed hope, she said, “I’m coming, Luke. I’ll make it to you, sweetheart.”

      With that, Kate felt she was as ready as she could be, and hopped out of the Range Rover with keys in hand, and made her way back to the locked door. She knew the envelope had to be somewhere on the other side of that door, and she was not going to leave without it. And even more importantly, she just had to know for sure about her parents. Though, the thought of what most likely had happened to them squeezed her heart.

      Kate gulped and gently slid the key into the deadbolt’s keyhole once again and turned it.

      CLICK!

      She slowly opened the door, and the horror that looked back up at her from the floor made her scream!
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        * * *

      

      Kate stumbled backward in absolute shock and horror—an ear-piercing scream erupted from deep within her. Her heart vaulted, thumping in her chest like a triphammer as adrenaline pumped into her veins, filling her body with supercharged energy, preparing her for a fight, or to run like hell to escape.

      She could not form a coherent thought upon the sight of her mother, half-eaten and crawling on the floor, with the eyes of a demon, locked on to her like prey. She was inhuman, and she wanted Kate. The way her mother hissed, and the way she gnashed away with her teeth, was something from nightmares. It left no doubt in Kate’s confused and racing mind that the woman had only one desire… to eat her own daughter.

      Breathing in short, gasping breaths, Kate trembled and frantically scooted backwards on the cold concrete surface in order to get away from that now open doorway.

      Sitting on the floor, her back now pressed against the Range Rover’s front wheel, only a few feet away from Rook, she stared at the grotesque and unbelievable creature pulling herself forward, inch by painful inch. She was barely moving, but she was moving and now crossing the threshold of the door, leaving no way for Kate to close it.

      Staring in horror-filled disbelief, with tears streaming in small rivers down her cheeks, Kate tried to get her breathing under control. She was in no danger for the moment, as her mother, or once-mother, was still twenty feet away.

      “Dear Jesus, why is this happening? I need you. Please don’t abandon me. Please help me. This cannot be my mother. It can’t be. Please tell me she is with you now, please…” Kate prayed in a tiny and trembling voice between hitched breaths.

      Kate’s only thought now was to get into the big SUV and leave this nightmare behind as fast as she possibly could. But she needed that envelope!

      With her breathing slowing just a bit, and the realization of what she was seeing sinking in, Kate knew what she was going to do.

      She needed to wait until her once-mother was within five feet of her before she could execute her plan. Until then, she just had to sit and watch this hideous creature move at its agonizing snails-pace.

      Kate studied the creature… analyzing its features, searching for any signs of her mother in this monster. And as she watched her, she knew that this was not Caroline Sinclair anymore. She was dead. This mechanical, singularly minded creature was all that remained of her, and it was utterly inhuman.

      Heart aching from the thought of her mother suffering from the pain that this monster, Rook, had caused her, made Kate hate him even more. She glared at him and spat at him with her seething hatred. She could never remember cursing in her life, but she was thinking of the worst and most condemning words she could conjure as she did so.

      “Mama, I am so sorry. I love you. Please forgive me for not being able to save you,” she cried out softly.

      Only five feet away from her now, eyes still glued to her mother’s nightmarish form, Kate jumped to her feet and bolted around the crawling thing, giving it a wide berth. She recognized the pajama top it was wearing. Another pang of sadness went straight to her core.

      Kate had given her the special handmade pajamas last Mother’s Day. She remembered their special trip together to a charming Amish community in southern Iowa during the Christmas holidays. Her mom had commented on how much she liked them during their visit, so Kate had secretly purchased them for the special gift.

      It wasn’t until that moment that she realized that the life she knew was gone forever, and it filled her with darkness.

      “Luke!” she blurted out, with a tiny spark of hope igniting within her darkened spirit. She ran through the door, eyes glued to the floor, in search of the missing red envelope. Within just a few steps, Kate spotted it just lying there, undisturbed, against the baseboard where it met the hardwood floor. She must have dropped it when they first heard Caroline’s screams.

      More heartache filled her at that thought; her mom was alive then, and moments later, must have suffered a horrible death.

      She expected that she would be feeling a great deal more heartache before all this was over.

      As she reached down to pick up the envelope, she looked back to the door to see where her mother was at that moment. She was still fifteen or twenty feet beyond the open door, so Kate figured she still had a bit of time. She turned back to look deeper into the house. “Papa, where are you?” she whispered.

      She took a few tentative steps forward before realizing that if she spent too much time in this hallway, she might become trapped—once the hideous creature that was once her mother made it back to within a few feet of the threshold of the door. Kate did not doubt that the thing was tracking her again.

      She decided to chance calling out to her father once again. “Papa?” she inquired loudly. There was no reply. “Papa, it’s me, Katie. Where are you?” Still nothing. “Papa, I’m going to take the Range Rover and go to the place Luke’s grandmother wrote about, okay?” Deafening silence answered her back. “I love you so much, Papa. I love you so very much.” She knew he was gone, but she had to let him know… even if only in spirit.

      “Father in Heaven, please watch over Mama and Papa. Please, Lord. They have always loved you so much. I love you so much. Please? Amen.” Kate’s prayer was offered in her softest and most sincere voice before turning and making her way back toward the garage.

      Just when she thought things could not possibly get any worse, the lights flickered a couple of times, causing her to look up at the ceiling instinctively. And before she could form a thought about what that meant, out they went, leaving her standing in total darkness.

      Without making a sound, she froze, willing with all her might for the power to come back on.

      It didn’t.

      Perhaps waiting for a few moments, she thought, might allow her eyesight to adjust to the dark and reveal a small amount of ambient light. But that did not happen either.

      The house was as dark as she could ever remember, and she did not like it one bit. And it required all of her willpower not to panic.

      Envelope in hand, she now had all she needed. She just had to figure out how to get to the Range Rover. But how?

      “Think, Kate, think!” she breathed.

      She frantically reached for her phone in her front pocket, only there was nothing there. “Oh, no!” she exclaimed. But then, just as quickly, she remembered she had plugged it into the SUV’s charging cable her papa had for his multiple devices. “So stupid, Kate!” Panic began to rise as she shook her head in disbelief. If only she hadn’t done that, or brought the flashlight that she loaded up with all the other supplies… but how could she have  foreseen this as a possibility? Now she was praying that this single oversight might cost her everything.

      “No! I’m not going to let that happen,” she resigned herself.

      Kate shivered uncontrollably at the unexpected sound of gurgling echoing from behind her. Then, a loud thump against a wall from the same direction, deeper in the house, made her jump.

      “No, no, no!” she blurted out in a panic.

      Kate was out of time, and once again, adrenaline began pumping as her heart raced to an impossible level.

      She was trapped!

      There was something now behind her—inside the house with her, and the creature that had once been her mother was in front of her, blocking her way to the Range Rover. Kate was painfully alone, and in complete darkness.

      “Am I going to die, alone in the dark, eaten alive?” Kate cried out in a tiny, shaky voice.

      “Father, please help me. Please don’t leave me alone here like this. Please show me what to do. There must be a way,” she prayed weakly.

      Another thumping along the wall somewhere behind her, caused her to jump involuntarily. She violently shivered, her heart racing, and breathing erratic once again.

      Almost simultaneously, dragging sounds softly emanated from in front of her, followed by a grotesque gurgling sound. And she knew her mother was inching closer.

      Kate felt an unstoppable cascade of emotions from within, but she was frozen in terror. Through her fear, she realized she could not just remain there and allow these hellish creatures to reach her. She would not be able to defend herself against them.

      “Use your speed and agility to your advantage. They are your strengths and give you a decisive edge! Never let anyone get close enough to you to grab you.”

      The words echoed again through her fear.

      She decided she was more afraid of what was behind her than the monster that used to be her mother—in front of her. Kate moved as quickly as she dare, listening intently as she felt along the walls of the lengthy hallway while moving toward the garage door. She rammed her ankle into the leg of the heavy coat rack before she expected it to be there, and almost cursed. It hurt, but nothing she couldn’t handle. She leaned it towards her and dragged it in the direction of the interior of the house. She just wanted to get to the table, if possible.

      Kate stopped and listened, breathing heavily, trying to determine how far she dare go. Hissing sounds were in the hallway now, and were decidedly approaching, but still sounded several feet ahead of her.

      She was terrified. Tears were flowing down her face as she moved the heavy coat rack. Her heart felt as if it would burst from pounding so hard within her ribcage. Trying with all her might to be as quiet as possible took all of her concentration because she felt near hysterics internally and could barely keep it together.

      Moving awkwardly as she dragged the heavy object, her butt bumped into the table. Kate felt a tiny relief at that, and pulled the coat rack a couple feet more, just beyond the table. She then wedged the rack between the two walls. It was easily taller than the width she needed to cover. She huffed out a tear-filled grunt when she rammed it home. It would not budge against her weight, but she could feel that part of it had gone through the wall’s surface to hold it even tighter.

      She pulled large picture frames from the walls and threw them down in front of the small barricade she had built.

      She knew it would not stop the creature, but it would buy her a little time, and she would at least hear it when it reached the make-shift barricade. And knowing was everything!

      It was still so terrifyingly dark, and she was working blind, but Kate felt a sense of accomplishment, moving quickly to her next task.

      Taking three tentative steps, she rested her hands on the elongated table and tried her best to still her breathing and listen beyond her own pounding heart within her ears.

      The horrible gurgling sounds were close, and the gut-churning smell was already upon her.

      Breaking glass and loud moaning suddenly sounded from behind her. It was an inhuman sound, and it was aggravated somehow.

      Kate was out of time; the creature from the house had reached the barricade.

      BOOM!

      The house rocked and shook as windows burst from within the interior of the only home she had ever known.

      There was a flickering of light coming from somewhere after the explosion. It was faint, but it was just enough to see the silhouette of the angled and awkward figure tangled in the coat rack trap.

      “Papa?” Kate cried out.

      Loud moaning and hissing answered her.

      “Oh my God, this isn’t happening,” she whimpered.

      As she turned back toward the garage, the shadow of her mother was now only two feet from her, and Kate screamed in arrant horror.

      As she screamed, and in the half-moment she could spare, she yanked on the table and turned it as perpendicular to the hallway as she could. She had already worked out in her mind what she wanted to do, but she thought she would have more time.

      She didn’t.

      Desperately, she vaulted herself onto the tabletop, but the moment she landed, something clamped around her ankle. The monster from behind was now upon her, and she had not seen it coming.

      Adrenaline pumped through Kate once again, and she lost it. She screeched out an inhuman sound as she hurled herself up and out towards the garage. Pain seared her ankle as it broke free from… from what?

      Fear gripped her heart and squeezed it like a vise—from the ripped flesh she knew she felt there.

      Hitting the ground hard, more pain racked her small body. She scrambled for the door she could not see but knew was there.

      The sounds that bellowed from behind her were fierce and haunting. Kate finally crossed the door’s threshold.

      She slammed the door shut, and could hear the keys jingle from the keyhole where she had left them an eternity ago.

      Collapsing to the concrete floor, Kate lost consciousness…
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        * * *

      

      Scratching, banging, and inhuman wailing pierced the darkness that veiled Kate’s mind. Her eyes fluttered open. She could not see anything and did not know where she was. Panic gripped her and squeezed her insides.

      More pounding and scratching, and then awareness of the foul odor that assaulted her senses slowly worked to dissipate the fog. Kate did not want it to lift, though. There were monsters hiding beneath it; she remembered that much. And as the memories of the past several hours spun into focus, a current of absolute terror shot straight to her very core.

      “Oh, God, please no! I do not want to be…” she bellowed out in fear, as she frantically turned her hands and arms this way and that, feeling all over herself as she pulled up her sleeves, trying to inspect her forearms by touch. Running her hands underneath her sweater and down her thighs, everything felt normal. She reached up to her face and gently touched her cheeks, nose, ears, and forehead; all seemed okay there, too. She pulled up the denim pant legs as far as they could go. Kate felt a stinging pain in her left ankle as she lifted that side, and she feared what the pain could mean.

      “Did it scratch me? Can I turn into one of them if it scratched me?” she blurted out in fear. Kate could feel a wet and sticky gash located there. The blood seemed mostly dried, but as she pulled up the hem of her jeans, she may have rubbed it and caused it to start bleeding again. It really hurt, and she had to know how bad it looked.

      The terrifying sounds relentlessly filtered through the door next to where she sat on the floor. In her panicked state, she had tuned them out, as her mind had given its full attention to her feverish self-inspection. But slowly realizing that she was okay, Kate couldn’t tune them out anymore.

      “Mama, Papa…” she breathed, as tears trickled down her cheeks at the sudden memory of what had happened.

      The awful sights and sounds coming from the other side of the door brought the memories of her torment in the hallway rushing back to her. Kate remembered vaguely that she had banged her ankle on the table in the dark. Was that where this gash came from?

      As she sat there, with tremendous relief filling her at the thought, she allowed the last of her tears to fall for her mother and father. Kate took comfort in knowing that it really was not them. Not anymore.

      She knew in her heart that if she hoped to survive and make it to Luke, she needed to gather her courage and grit and get her butt moving.

      She took three deep breaths and let them out slowly, trying to ignore the sounds coming from the other side of the door.

      “Luke’s grandmother said it was near the Minnesota border. That could be 200 miles. I need to look at that map.”

      She needed to get out of the dark and thought about going to the SUV to turn on the headlights, but decided that she did not want to risk tripping over Rook. He was still there, she knew, but she also knew she would lose it if she accidentally walked into him. The thought of that made her shudder.

      “The keys!” she shouted in near jubilation and hoped with everything she had inside her that they were still in the keyhole.

      “Please God. Please, please, let them still be there,” she prayed aloud.

      The pounding against the door intensified as inhuman gurgling and moaning pierced the thin barrier between them.

      Kate gently felt the air in front of her and inched toward the sounds until her hand was pressed flatly against it. As she slid her hand up, it bumped the doorknob. Just a few inches above that, there the keys were! Still hanging there, right where she remembered leaving them.

      Clumsily feeling for the buttons on the chunky key fob for the SUV, Kate did not even bother removing the keys from the keyhole before she began pressing them. The horn blasted its loud, intermittent honking pattern, along with flashing the lights on the big Range Rover, which made Kate jump in surprise. She carefully turned the key to engage the deadbolt and then pulled them out of the keyhole. Locating the panic button on the big remote, she pressed it and stopped the ridiculously loud alarm.

      Oh, dear God, it was not even locked…

      That thought gave her pause. While she lay there helpless and unconscious on the floor, they could have easily gotten to her. They merely had to open the door.

      “They weren’t smart enough!” she blurted out the epiphany.

      Then she remembered the dumb stare that Rook had given her when she was above him in the rafter beams of the garage attic. Kate suddenly felt a lot better about her chances against these mindless, disgusting creatures. She just needed to use her intelligence, and that was another one of her strengths.

      “Never let anyone get close enough to you to grab you.” She let the words echo through her racing mind again.

      “Or anything!” she said aloud.

      Another pang of sadness hit her like a brick at the thought of her mother and father, and what they had become.

      “Girly, pull yourself together. They are gone, that is not them!” she reminded herself.

      Pressing the top right button on the key fob, she heard the door locks click, and the big SUV lit up like a glorious Christmas tree.

      “Thank you, Lord.”

      The night had been filled with nothing but horror, and Kate did not waste a single precious moment. She jumped up and ran to the passenger side, skirting wide around Rook, who was still frozen like a sort of macabre mannequin with the impaling curtain rod propping him up. Pulling open the first door she came to, she hopped in, slammed it closed, and pressed the door lock button on the key fob.

      Sitting in the familiar and comfortable backseat, she finally felt safe. The quiet cabin of the Range Rover also blocked the terrible sounds still emanating from inside the house.

      “Okay, time to get the hell out of here,” she said with more confidence than she felt.

      Pressing the cabin’s overhead light, she pulled the map from the red envelope and studied it. The map had a red circle near Okoboji Lake, and Kate was not familiar with the area. But she knew how to read a map and felt confident she could find it. The address was printed off to the side.

      Being an attorney, her father was always jotting down notes whenever an idea regarding a case popped into his head. She never saw him without a notepad and a pen nearby. Kate opened the center console and spotted what she was looking for. As a bonus, she also found a green highlighter.

      Taking the pen, notepad, and highlighter, Kate spread out the map across the roomy back seat and studied the numerous routes that would take her to her destination. Iowa roads and highways were laid out in a very predictable grid, almost like city blocks, but on a much larger scale. Deciding to avoid the major interstates, like I-35 and I-90, she planned for any possible dangers that could happen and highlighted a half-dozen alternate routes. Kate picked smaller highways that would be less populated. She also thought that they might offer more escape routes or easy turnoffs to smaller country roads, if she needed to get off quickly.

      After deciding to start out on Highway 20 West, she would take that all the way to 71 North, which should bring her all the way to the lake if she did not run into any danger. Placing the notepad in her lap, she made some notes using large letters that she hoped would be easy to read while driving.

      Carefully folding the map, she placed it, the pen, and the notepad, on the center console and stretched out in the backseat, laying her head down. She became thoughtful as she remembered their summer family trip to Des Moines. Her father had purchased tickets to Les Miserables, one of her mother’s all-time favorite musicals. Kate desperately needed a break from her studies as well, and her father insisted she accompany them.

      “Come on, Katie. It will be just like old times,” he said.

      They had taken many family trips as she was growing up.

      They had a wonderful time eating at the city’s finest restaurants and staying in the upscale Surety Hotel for two nights. But her favorite memory of that trip was when her father knocked on her adjoining room’s door on their first morning there and invited Kate to go on a doughnut and coffee run, just like they did so many times before while she was growing up. She even got her favorite chocolate sprinkled doughnut she loved so much as a young girl.

      “Oh, Papa. I love you so much,” she whispered as she reminisced.

      But she did not cry. Instead, she smiled at the memories.

      “Time to go, Katie,” she said. “Papa wouldn’t want you to stay a minute longer.”

      After grabbing a bottle of water from the back, she hopped up front and put on her seatbelt. But just as she moved her right index finger to push the start button, she realized she had a big problem.

      “Oh, crap,” she moaned aloud.

      The thought of the garage door had never occurred to her, and of course, it was closed. But the worst part was… the power was out!

      “Think, Kate, think!”

      She turned on the running lamps of the SUV and slid over to the passenger side door, opened it with a soft click, and hopped out. She wanted nothing more than to leave this place as fast as possible… But here she was again, back in the garage, with yet another problem to figure out.

      Mechanical aptitude was not among her strengths, and she honestly did not know what to do. But after studying the contraption that opened and closed the garage door, she believed she saw the solution. There was a cord with a red handle hanging between the two cars. She figured out that if she pulled it, it would somehow release the door and allow her to open it manually. The cord was too high for her to reach without jumping up and grabbing it. So, that’s just what she did.

      SNAP!

      She did not know what was supposed to happen, but she was fairly sure that was not it. The cord broke right off, and nothing else above her moved. Kate was still stuck in the garage.

      “Oh great! Now what?” she huffed.

      Kate got back into the car because she felt safer in there. It didn’t take her more than a minute to decide what exactly she was going to do.

      She put her seatbelt on and pushed the start button. The big twin-turbo V-8 roared to life. “Papa, I’m sorry about the garage door,” was all she said. That’s when she put it in reverse and pressed down on the accelerator. She barely felt the powerful SUV go straight through the garage door as if it were a giant piece of aluminum foil, flattening it onto the ground and rolling right over the top of it.

      Kate smiled with satisfaction, somewhat enjoying the exclamation point she had just put on her desperate escape. However, it did not last. Confusion and horror replaced her smile the instant she saw what awaited her on the other side of that garage door.
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        * * *

      

      Despite their age, the old couple put up an admirable fight as Gaige tied them to the middle two posts of the large pole-barn. The lean woman was strong and even managed to land a vicious swipe, leaving three angry scratches along his left cheek. He licked his lips and smiled at her after looking at his blood-tinged fingertips as he brought them down from his face. Gaige thoughtfully rubbed the blood with his thumb against his fingers and enjoyed the sticky feel of it.

      He thought of the scars the deep scratches would most likely leave behind. Ah, they’ll look good on me in this new world… He smiled to himself.

      “It’s good that you have some fight in you, ma’am. But if I were you, I’d save it. You’re going to need it,” Gaige said in his charming, deep voice, as he pulled her right arm back into place and secured it with the rope. He winked at her and placed a soft kiss on her cheek. Gaige could taste the salt from her tears. He patted her backside as he moved away from her.

      “You don’t have to do this, young man,” she whimpered.

      “He’s pure evil, Helen. He’s not gonna let us go,” Henry lisped through the bloody lips and broken teeth Gaige had given him with the butt-end of his rifle.

      “Your husband’s right about that, ma’am. But don’t you worry. From what I’ve seen, it happens quickly. Oh, it will be painful at first, but that doesn’t last for long.”

      Helen’s breath hitched beneath her uncontrolled sobs.

      Gaige took a few steps back and looked at each of them in turn, pausing to admire his handy work.

      “Well, folks, it’s been really nice getting to know you, but I’m going to enjoy the show from up there on that hill, next to the big hickory tree,” he said, his words dripping with sweetness as he turned and walked away.

      “Please, don’t leave us here to die like this,” Henry pleaded through his battered mouth. “It’s not right, boy.”

      Gaige just lifted his hand in the air and threw a friendly wave to them as he continued walking toward the hill. He didn’t even turn his head.

      As he reached the two-hundred-year-old hickory tree, Gaige reached down to his pack leaning there and unclipped his water-filled canteen. Taking a long drink, he turned his gaze west, the direction from which he knew the ghouls would be coming. He looked at his watch. “Shouldn’t be long now…” he trailed off, as he rubbed the stubble on his face.

      He had enjoyed the target practice outside the local Walmart with the ghouls earlier. He may have gotten a couple of folks trying to run away from them, but that’s how it goes, he thought. But after dropping seventeen of them, Gaige decided he should conserve his ammo. He only had a couple of thousand rounds and did not want to go scavenging for more anytime soon. A smile crept slowly to his lips as he thought again about how much he was going to enjoy this new way of life.

      He patted his trusty .30-06, scoped with a Vortex Viper, leaning there against the hickory. His father had taught him to shoot it when he was just a boy, and now he was an expert marksman with it.

      His pop had taught him at a young age to be a survivor, and to never hesitate. The bullet he had to put in his old man’s head brought a single tear to his eye, but he had no choice. He had come after him with a viciousness he did not know his father possessed. But those black eyes weren’t human anymore, and Gaige knew it had to be done. His father’s head disappeared in a cloud of black vapor when he pulled the trigger of his .357 magnum Desert Eagle.

      Feeling the powerful sidearm now on his right hip, the smile disappeared at the memory. He loved his pop, but he was gone. Gaige didn’t really mind so much because he knew at some point he had to go anyway. He would not be able to enjoy things while the old man was still alive. Shooting the ghoul that he had become just made it easier, that’s all.

      Gaige was ready to play now. He had wanted to play for a long, long time.

      He could just make out a teenage boy’s screams. It wouldn’t be much longer.

      Pulling out his binoculars, Gaige could barely see the dozen or so dark figures approaching the lad. He felt bad for making the boy’s wrists bleed when he strapped him to the heavy mailbox post. But he had to move quickly as he pulled the zip tie tight because the brat had kept trying to bite him while attempting to escape.

      Gaige really wanted to watch the boy turn, but he couldn’t risk missing the real show.

      No, the boy was just the bait, but at least Gaige could savor the screams. For a little while anyway.

      His heart beat faster, and he licked his lips as the small horde muffled the boy’s wailing with their combined mass. The binoculars only revealed a gray heap now where the boy once was.

      “Yep, won’t be long…”

      “Henry! Helen! Are you two ready?” he called down to the bound couple. “Your guests will be arriving shortly.”

      There was no reply.

      “Henry, I’m really sorry, old boy, but I need to ring the dinner bell. You understand…”

      Gaige casually picked up his rifle, lifted and pulled the bolt action back on the old, familiar Winchester rifle, and rammed it forward to chamber a round. He loved that sound. He lifted it to his shoulder, acquired his target, and gently squeezed the trigger. The scream it elicited from poor old Henry was even better than he’d hoped for.

      “Damn, Henry. That’s good. Keep it up, it’ll be over soon,” Gaige called down with mock sympathy.

      He let out a low whistle.

      Though he loved this game, even more than he thought he would, Gaige shuddered a bit at the sight of poor Henry. He had almost taken the old boy’s arm clean off at the shoulder. He could see it dangling from the hill. That 180-grain PP round was even more destructive than he thought it would be.

      As Henry continued to voice his agony, Helen joined in and wailed right along with him.

      Gaige lifted his binoculars and looked west again. He smiled as the horde had already closed a third of the distance. They were now fixated on the sounds of their new prey.

      He spread out his shooting mat and placed ten, five-round magazines in a neat row on the left side. They were all filled with the powerful 180-grain PP rounds. He lay down and got comfortable. He would need to be quick to get them all before any made it up the hill and had no doubt they would try.

      That was the thrill of the game, and he could hardly wait.

      Within minutes, the quickest three of the ghouls were rounding the corner of the pole barn, and quickly locked on to Henry’s writhing form. Gaige could hear their disgusting sounds from where he lay. He brought the binoculars up to his blue eyes and felt goosebumps rise up on his arms as his excitement started to build.

      The smallest one, a teenage male, Gaige thought, sunk his teeth into the exposed meat of Henry’s shoulder. Henry’s screams were otherworldly as tears flowed in rivers down his cheeks. Gaige witnessed the sight, not blinking and not moving.

      The remaining two, both clearly females, perhaps in their twenties or thirties, joined the feast and began tearing into Henry’s middle.

      Helen appeared to be hyperventilating, or something similar, and wasn’t making a sound that he could hear. But Gaige could not believe his eyes as the two females pulled long bloody strands from Henry. His body began convulsing and shaking as his mouth opened in a silent scream.

      “No, too fast! Don’t kill him!” Gaige hissed.

      He quickly tucked his rifle into his shoulder and rested his cheek on the worn, polished stock. He rammed another round home, aligned the first creature’s head into position within the optic, and squeezed the trigger.

      BOOM!

      The boy’s head disappeared, and the body dropped in a heap.

      BOOM!

      The first female met a similar fate. But the second female had her head buried in Henry’s stomach, and Gaige didn’t know how to take her out without hitting Henry.

      BOOM!

      Her left leg shattered at the thigh, and she dropped for a moment. As she scrambled to climb up Henry’s legs to continue her eating frenzy, he had an almost clear shot for just a split-second. Gaige knew he wouldn’t get a better one, so he took it. The left side of her head disappeared, and she fell lifeless to the ground.

      At least seven more meatheads shambled around the corner and all funneled toward Henry. But Henry had enough, and Gaige did not want to lose him. So he took aim, intending to take them out as fast as he could.

      Pulling the bolt back, there was nothing to ram home. He quickly replaced the magazine with a fresh one. With the five shots it allowed, he dropped four more. But it appeared that all the remaining ghouls were now present, and he counted five more in total. He had to do something, or they were going to continue picking on poor Henry and kill him. Gaige could not let that happen because it would ruin his plans.

      He fired a couple of quick shots at the post above Helen’s head to get her attention.

      With the sound of the impacts and splinters of wood flying about, it worked. She began to wail and fight against her restraints.

      The fresh screams immediately got the attention of the small horde, and four of them moved quickly to her. One, however, began scrambling up the hill. Gaige didn’t notice, as his right eye was on his optic and his left eye was closed.

      The first creature didn’t waste any time and sunk its teeth into Helen’s left thigh, and her screams made Gaige shiver. They were truly the worst thing he had ever heard, but he wanted to hear more. He got his wish as the other three began tearing Helen’s flesh from her arms, face, and neck.

      Gaige watched, mesmerized by the unbelievable scene playing out before him. His twisted mind was processing and taking in every gory detail, and he smiled his evil smile.

      He heard his inner voice pleading with him to take them out before it was too late. He took his time, carefully lining up each shot. Within less than a minute, all four were lying lifeless on the ground. One shot was errant, and it hit Helen in her leg. Gaige was okay with that because she was still screaming.

      His little party did not go perfectly to plan, but it was close enough. He felt a sense of euphoria at what he’d accomplished.

      He grabbed ahold of his binoculars and quickly sighted in on Henry’s eyes. He wanted to witness his turning, but he did not expect it to be so fast. Henry’s eyes were already solid black, and his expression went from one racked with unbelievable pain to a snarl filled with rage.

      By the time he moved to Helen’s face, her eyes were black too. She hissed and gurgled loudly as she fought frantically to free herself.

      It was now dusk, and the ambient light was almost gone. As Gaige pushed himself up, something powerful bulldozed him back to the ground. It was the fifth zombie that he had lost track of.

      Gaige was quick, and ever alert to his surroundings. This was something his father had drilled into him repeatedly for years. But for as fast as Gaige was, the deadhead had taken him by complete surprise, and was on him.

      And it was simply too late…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          

      

    

    







            Evil

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Keeping the rotting creature’s teeth from his own flesh was Gaige’s only thought. But it was strong. Too strong. It had taken him by surprise, and that was something he had never let happen before.

      The mighty struggle took all his strength, and he was losing the fight. Pinning Gaige’s back to the ground, the large male had an overwhelming advantage, and its mouth descended upon him. Gaige simply could not stop it.

      Impossibly strong, can’t hold it much longer…

      As he fought with every ounce of his being, every muscle and tendon in his neck and shoulders strained and bulged as adrenaline pumped through him at an incredible rate. But it was not enough.

      Gaige could feel his strength waning as the foul beast gained inch by precious inch.

      It was too soon! It could not end this way. He had plans! Glorious and evil plans for this new world, and he could not allow this stinking, rotting thing to stop him.

      Trembling and pushing with his large hands and muscular arms against the ghoul’s weight pressing down on him, Gaige bellowed and roared as the rotting man was now just inches from his face.

      With sweat gushing from his every pore, and all his pent-up evil ready to be let loose, he let his left hand slip from the beast’s shoulders and onto its throat. With his elbow now resting on the ground, it gave him just enough leverage to keep the stinking ghoul only two inches from his own face. He just hoped he could hold it for five seconds longer with just his one arm.

      The thing was dripping its black, stinking ooze from its grotesque mouth all over Gaige’s face and neck.

      Gaige reached down to his holster with his right hand and quickly drew his beloved Desert Eagle, and brought it up to the rotting thing’s head.

      BOOM!

      The decimating explosion was violent and thundering. Gaige’s face was instantly covered with a hellish and putrid black ooze as the thing’s head simply blew off from its shoulders, causing him to gag and heave. The proximity of the blast from the powerful .357 Magnum round caused other things to happen too, though. Instantly deafened by the detonation of the large round, except a painful ringing in his ears, his hands also flew to his stinging eyes. He could feel that small particles of something had penetrated his eyelids, and it was excruciating. He was thankful, however, that he’d at least closed his eyes as he pulled the trigger.

      Gaige rolled sideways to get out from under the thing, and as he did so, its body slid off of him. This new position also put Gaige face-down into the earth, covered in golden yellow and brown fallen hickory leaves.

      He grabbed handfuls of the leaves and frantically wiped his face and neck with them, repeating the process several times until he could no longer feel the sludge on his face. And though the ringing in his ears had abated slightly, he could still hear very little. Even the loud crackling of the hickory leaves was severely muted.

      But he was alive, and that thing was not. Wasn’t that all that mattered?

      Gaige attempted to open his stinging eyelids.

      It was too painful, so he lay back down against the dry leaves and rested. He desperately tried to hear anything beyond the ringing, which had now evolved into a low hum. He was exhausted from the tremendous struggle with the rotting creature, and the adrenaline that had been pumping through him for the past several minutes.

      As he lay there, wholly spent from the ordeal, unable to open his eyes, and unable to hear anything, sleep overtook him.
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        * * *

      

      “Is he dead?” a voice with a thick country drawl hoarsely asked.

      “I don’t know, Pa,” came the reply of a much younger voice.

      “Get his gun, boy,” the older one growled.

      Gaige had heard crunching leaves, but they were already on him by the time the fog of his slumber lifted. He decided to leave his eyes closed and listen for a few moments. This way, he would have the element of surprise on his side. Besides, he felt the rough grip of his .357 Magnum in the palm of his right hand.

      As the boy approached, Gaige raised the pistol and sat up simultaneously. The boy stumbled backwards in surprise and fell to the ground, landing on his butt, hard.

      The old man began to raise his shotgun from the ready position, but Gaige was too fast for the old man. Even through blurry, stinging eyes, he sent one bullet into the right forearm of the old gent, as it was presented to him perfectly. The look of shock on the old man’s face, followed by a blood-curdling scream, brought a sly smile to Gaige’s face.

      Gaige’s single shot from the five meter distance destroyed the man’s arm, shattering the bone and causing it to fold in half at an unnatural angle as the old man wailed in pain.

      “You shot my pa! You shot my pa!” the young boy kept repeating as he wept.

      Gaige stood without saying a word and gently rubbed his eyes with the backs of his hands. They were better, but felt as if they had sand in them. He sauntered over to the old man, who was now on the ground, holding his mangled arm. He reached down and picked up the 12-gauge pump shotgun and tucked it under his left arm.

      “Didn’t anyone ever teach you that it’s not polite to steal?” Gaige said in a calm, deep voice.

      He had intentionally wounded the man rather than kill him because he had quickly realized that he would have new playmates for the two tied up ghouls below in Henry and Helen’s barn, and would enjoy that so much more.

      The man just moaned and stared at his arm in disbelief, cradling it tenderly.

      “Boy, what’s your name?” Gaige asked politely.

      “Don’t you hurt my son,” the old man croaked out.

      “Please don’t make me ask you a second time,” Gaige said calmly.

      “A-A-Andrew,” the boy stuttered. “But I like to be called Drew.”

      “Well, Drew, I’m Gaige. I shot your father because he tried to steal from me. You understand that was wrong, don’t you?”

      “Y-Yes, sir.”

      “Good, because I’d hate to shoot you, too. Help your father to his feet and follow me. And Drew?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I’m a very good shot. You’ll want to be very careful to do everything I ask of you, the first time I ask,” Gaige said, as he turned and began walking down the hill, squinting through half-opened eyes.

      Gaige was thankful that the pole barn wasn’t visible as he descended the hill toward the modest farmhouse. The house was a hundred meters further away, and in a slightly different direction. He smiled to himself as he thought about his plans, wondering how his pet ghouls were doing back there. But he did have a dilemma, and he pondered that a bit as they approached the large front porch of the old farmhouse.

      It was chilly outside, and he must have slept through the night on that hill because the sun was coming up on the eastern horizon. He felt a little stiff, but otherwise rested. Gaige had never experienced an adrenaline high before, but he decided he rather liked it and would endeavor to experience it more. The exhaustion that followed, however, was not particularly pleasant. But the deep slumber sure was.

      With the cooler than normal temperatures for the past few months, the harvest was later than usual this year. The acres and acres of golden corn glowed in the morning sun. Gaige had always loved country life. His mind wandered to the boy and thought he might just keep him around for a while; he could be of some use to him. But the old man definitely had to go, and soon.

      As he opened one side of the double front doors, the farmhouse was warm and inviting, with a large red and yellow oval rug in the entrance. There was an antique coat rack next to the door and a mud tray for boots. It was cozy here. But compared to the sprawling ranch he had grown up on, it was a little too quaint for his taste. His father was a very successful cattle rancher, and Gaige never wanted for anything while growing up, except for his mother, who had died when he was only five. His father did the best he could, raising his son all by himself.

      Gaige instructed the boy to leave his father on the front porch and to go into the kitchen to make something for them to eat.

      “But Pa is hurt bad, mister. He needs our help,” the boy said nervously.

      Gaige didn’t say a word, but just looked at the boy and rested his right hand on the butt of his pistol, and slowly tapped it with his thumb.

      Drew’s eyes grew wide and locked on to Gaige’s hand resting there.

      As if right on cue, a low rumbling thunder, beneath the dark clouds that painted the early morning sky, interrupted the moment.

      The ominous sound was not lost on Gaige, or the young boy.

      Drew scurried off in the direction he thought the kitchen should be, worried and crying for his father.

      Gaige turned toward the door, and as he turned to step out onto the porch, he raised his voice just loud enough for the boy to hear. “Drew, I’m going to take your father to get him fixed up. If you ever want to see him again, stay here until I get back.”

      “Yes, sir,” came a distant reply.

      The rain had not yet started to fall, but the thunder continued, as fingers of lightning etched the horizon off in the distance.

      “Get up,” Gaige ordered the old man.

      The old man was sluggish, and it was apparent that he was growing weaker. Gaige knew he needed to move quickly, or he’d be carrying him before too long.

      “We’re heading to the barn to get you taken care of,” Gaige said calmly, as he pointed the man in the right direction, leading him by pressing his left hand firmly to his shoulder and providing a little shove.

      The old man stumbled a little from the unexpected force, but he kept his feet beneath him.

      “Mister, please don’t hurt my son,” the old man pleaded, as if he sensed he was nearing the end. “Please.”

      Gaige answered with another gentle push to the old man’s back.

      After some minutes, and a few more guiding shoves, they reached the side of the barn where the two ghouls were tied up. The old man dropped to his knees from exhaustion and pain.

      “What’s your name, mister?” Gaige asked politely.

      “George,” he answered with a painful grunt.

      “Well, George, we’re going to conduct a little experiment, you and I. You see, I need you to do something for me. But, I have a dilemma. I have a couple of those creatures tied up in the barn. Consider them my pets. But pets need to be fed, George. My problem is, well, I didn’t think it through all the way, and I really have no way of feeding them safely. You understand what I’m saying, don’t you, George?”

      Tears streamed down the old man’s face as he contemplated what Gaige was telling him, leaving trails through the dust that had settled there.

      “So, I need you to feed them for me, George. But I have a feeling you already knew that, didn’t you? Now, if you don’t feel up to the task, I can retrieve your son from the farmhouse, and we can see how he fares against them. Up to you.”

      “What about my Andrew? If I do what you say, please tell me you ain’t gonna hurt him. He’s all I got in this whole world, and he’s just a boy.”

      “I’ll keep him around to help me out around the farm, George. I give you my word.”

      Gaige was getting hungry, and he had a desperate need for a big glass of something cold to drink. But his pulse began racing at the thought of watching old Henry and Helen feed.

      “Get up, George. It’s time.”

      “Please, mister. Why you doin’ this?” George blubbered out.

      “Don’t you know?”

      “Is it because I tried to steal your gun? I thought you were dead, mister. You already shot me all to pieces.”

      “No, that’s not the reason.”

      “Then why, mister? Please tell me, why?”

      “On your feet, George.”

      It took him a moment to stand, and when he did, he wobbled a bit. But he puffed out his chest and began walking courageously around to the front of the barn. As he reached the opening and saw the two wretched beasts tied up there, he turned to Gaige.

      The creatures sensed his presence and began to moan and hiss savagely.

      “Please tell my boy I love him.”

      Gaige just gave him his evil smile.

      The boy watched from the top of the hill in horror as Gaige pushed his father into the pole that held old Henry. George had no way to protect himself from the unexpected fall into the stinking, rotting beast. And in a frenzy, Henry ripped his own dangling arm off the rest of the way to free himself from the pole to grab hold of the fresh meat offering.

      Events unfolded faster than Gaige could take them all in.

      Drew screamed out in anguish at the sight of his father being eaten alive. What he witnessed in those few moments burned into his memory forever. Gaige turned to the screaming boy, but as he drew his pistol to take a shot, the boy disappeared from sight, down the other side of the hill.

      “Run, boy, run!” George said weakly. Or did he think it? He wasn’t sure. But in those last moments, as his heartbeat stopped, he felt blessed relief from the unbearable pain, and knowing his son had gotten away from this psychotic maniac.

      Gaige knew he wouldn’t catch the boy. As he released a string of curse words that would impress even Father Benziger at the Catholic church, he licked his lips and reveled in the sight of Henry pulling strings of entrails out of George’s convulsing body.
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        * * *

      

      Fires dotted the earth all around their ranch house, as thick black smoke billowed from a nearby cornfield just off to the East, blotting out part of the brilliant morning sky. Kate recognized nothing beyond their long driveway. A military transport truck of some sort was lying on its side only a hundred feet from where she sat idling in the Range Rover, with a mass of something writhing and wriggling gathered at its rear cargo area. Kate knew in her bones exactly what that mass was, and she shuddered.

      As if to add to the horrific sights that filled her vision, a large military helicopter hovered about two-hundred yards past the overturned truck, firing a machine gun at the ground toward Colonel Rook’s house.

      Something slammed hard into the passenger side door of her SUV and shattered the backseat glass. Kate screamed in surprise but stomped down on the accelerator when the bloody face of a soldier unexpectedly appeared, crying out for help as two grotesque figures tackled him to the ground. His horror-filled screams echoed in her ears for what felt like an eternity, compared to the few actual seconds that had passed.

      “What the hell is happening?” she screamed in a voice she didn’t recognize. She could not understand why their quiet little ranch community was now being swept away by this chaos.

      Why here? There’s nothing special here!

      With shaking hands, she attempted to control the vehicle, while at the same time, frantically searching for a safe direction to move. There did not seem to be a clear path anywhere that was void of the apocalyptic landscape that seemed to be all around her.

      As she made a 180-degree turn to put some distance between her and the crashed vehicle, she witnessed three more of the creatures overtaking another soldier. She watched in utter disbelief as he fired his military rifle directly at them repeatedly. Unfazed, they engulfed him.

      She didn’t want to believe that any of this was real. How could it be? But after her ordeal in the garage with Rook, and then in the house with her parents, she knew it was. And though she did not understand it, she knew she had to get away from this… this nightmare!

      Thankful for the security of the Range Rover, she felt somewhat protected. But now, one of the back windows was broken, and she didn’t have a gun to protect herself. At least she had the machete she found in the garage attic. She reached over the armrest to the passenger seat, grabbed it, and stuck it next to her right leg between her seat and the center console. Kate’s self-preservation instincts moved her to perform this action without even thinking about it. Having the long blade next to her made her feel better.

      After changing directions, she was now facing one of the many farms that graced much of the Iowa countryside. It bordered their long property line. She had many fond memories of watching the big tractors during planting season and the harvest. She loved the big combines and was always so thrilled to watch them gobble up the cornstalks. Kate even got to meet some of the farmers along the property line they shared. She and her mother would celebrate the harvest each year by baking cupcakes and making fresh lemonade for them. They were always so nice and would stop and give her a wink and a smile for the homemade treats.

      Two acres of lush lawn and a barbed-wire fence were all that separated her from that field. Her mother and father had worked so hard cultivating their beautiful lawn for as long as she could remember, but now it would serve as her escape route. She didn’t know what else to do. It seemed to be the only way she could go that would not put her in danger from the fires, or the military activity, or the…what? “Yes, zombies! That’s exactly what they are! What else could they be?”

      As she remembered the garage door, and how easily the SUV had tackled that, she punched the gas pedal hard. The machine roared, and its tires threw up grass and dirt as it ate up the two acres between her and the fence.

      It was like breezing through a cloud. The powerful, British-made SUV was unhindered, and Kate couldn’t even tell she was chewing up the land. But now, she could see nothing except for the unending sea of towering cornstalks. As the car plowed through, the deafening sound of the corn pounding against the doors, roof, and windows was frightening.

      Kate slowed her speed to 10 MPH and hit the navigation icon on the touch screen, hoping to see the location of Highway 20. She knew it was south of their home, and if she pointed the Range Rover in that direction, that was her safest bet.

      Researching the farm that bordered their property one summer, Kate and her mother discovered that it was over a thousand acres in size.

      She was ecstatic to see Highway 20 appear on the navigation screen, but she was driving parallel to it, heading west instead. She needed to eventually go west once she reached the highway, but because she was driving in line with the rows of corn, and didn’t want to take them going perpendicular, she continued in that direction. It was very rough going, but she felt the Range Rover was handling it admirably.

      She could see a small farm road on the navigation screen that wasn’t too far ahead; she was already halfway there. Deciding to get to that road, Kate took a few deep breaths to calm her racing heart.

      The sky was bright blue through the tops of the cornstalks. The cheerful color was a stark contrast to the events she’d experienced over the past several hours. Wondering why all the corn was still here, she remembered most of the previous years’ harvests were in October. But with only two weeks from Thanksgiving, it surprised her to see the fields still filled with large ears of sweet corn. She hadn’t noticed before now, especially with all the work she had been immersed in for her research project.

      All at once, the bumpy ride ended, and the unnerving thumping of the countless ears of corn against the metal body of the SUV abruptly turned to silence. As the Range Rover ejected from the cornfield, the large tires blissfully rolled onto a small, crushed gravel road.

      Kate glanced at the navigation screen, and it still showed her position in the cornfield. But directly across from her was more corn. The gravel road seemed to divide two cornfields for as far as she could see in either direction. She stopped the car, and for a moment, just took in the peaceful, if not eerie, sight. Nothing was moving, and not a soul was visible. Not even one of them!

      Rolling down her window a few inches, and listening intently, she heard nothing but the rustling of the cornstalk leaves in the gentle breeze.

      “This must be a service road of some sort,” she said. “That means it leads to the farm in one direction. But then, where does it go in the other direction?” she asked herself aloud.

      The navigation system didn’t show details like the map on her phone, so she grabbed it from the center console where it was plugged in and touched the map icon. She could see the farmhouse on the map to the south, but a small county road to the north. Following the road to the north, she could plot her way to Highway 20, which is where she needed to go.

      Turning south would be a more direct route, but she wanted to avoid the farmhouse, and the possibility of more people, or worse…

      Caw! Caw! Caw!

      Kate jumped in surprise as a large crow flew out of the cornfield just behind her.

      “Shit!” she blurted out and rolled up her window. She turned to the right and began driving north, away from the farmhouse.
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        * * *

      

      Gaige could see the dust from the service road as a vehicle traveled toward him, and away from the Westergaards’ large farmhouse. Their farm was almost as large as his father’s ranch and bordered it on one side for about seven-hundred acres. He had avoided it, in favor of the smaller ones, as he began his search for victims, because the Westergaards employed a large staff of farmhands, and many of them carried shotguns or pistols to protect themselves from copperheads and rattlesnakes, or to scare off the coyotes.

      Gaige had grown up riding his motorcycles through the many miles of trails and farm and ranch service roads around there, and he knew them all. The Sheriff, or one of his deputies, had escorted him home on more than one occasion for trespassing. But his father’s worst punishment was to ground him from his motorcycle for a week, and then he was back at it again.

      Hanna Westergaard was his crush, and though she’d turned him down several times when he’d asked her to go on a date with him, he had definite plans to go there to look for her. But he needed to make preparations first so that he had a secure place to keep her. He had to know if Hanna was in that vehicle.

      The boy was gone, and he would likely not see him again. That frustrated him more than he wanted to admit. He took his anger out on Henry and George by putting .357 rounds into their heads. It didn’t quite quell his enmity, but it was very satisfying, watching them splatter as they exploded from the powerful handgun. Besides, he couldn’t very well have them roaming around.

      Gaige took off in a jog toward the farmhouse, and to his Kawasaki KLR he had parked there. It was a fast bike, and he knew he could catch whoever it was coming from the Westergaards’ farm. The exhilaration he felt at the thought of discovering who his prey would be, and setting a trap for them, made him smile and forget all about the boy. Maybe he would be lucky, and Hanna would be among them.
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        * * *

      

      Thinking about what awaited her ahead, Kate did her best to remain calm, pressing down on the accelerator, and driving in the direction away from the farmhouse.

      Lost at looking toward the flawless, stark blue sky, she fell deep into thought. She still couldn’t understand why their little community had become such an apocalyptic landscape; it made little sense. “Why there?” she repeated the question to herself. Why would the military be interested in our small community?

      Her thoughts drifted back to Colonel Rook and what he had become. Then she thought of the torment he had caused throughout her childhood. Why, indeed. It hit her with clarity. “Military officers!” She knew at least one General, and two Colonels, had retired and purchased ranch homes, and there were likely more. Her father had commented on the topic at the dinner table several times over the years.

      Glancing down to the navigation screen to determine how long it would take her to reach the nearest road, she unexpectedly bounced in her seat when the front tire rolled over something substantial. The big SUV pulled violently to the left. She slowed and came to a stop, watching the plume of dust she had caused float by her and then dissipate. “Oh, this can’t be good,” she sighed, as she tried to process what had just happened and what it could mean.

      The engine purred, almost inaudibly, as she peered out of the windows in all directions. The broken rear window offered the faintest of sound coming from the rustling leaves of the cornstalks. And though uninvited, they weren’t at all unpleasant. But this was all she could detect from her seat.

      Kate knew she had to get out of the car and inspect the damage, but she feared what she would find. After all she had been through, she didn’t trust her surroundings.

      “Three deep breaths,” she said to herself.

      1… 2… 3…

      Steeling herself, she opened the door and listened for a few moments. Not hearing a sound beyond the rustling cornstalks, she stepped out and looked at the Range Rover. The left front tire was completely flat. “Oh no, no! Please, not this,” she huffed in disbelief. She had never changed a tire in her life.

      She already knew what she was going to do, so she jumped in and dove across the center console and reached for the glove box to search for the owner’s manual. But as she opened it, she heard what sounded like a motorcycle, and it froze her in place. There was no mistaking that it was getting closer, and she wasn’t sure how to feel about it. Part of her was glad someone was nearby, but then her instincts told her this could turn out badly. She didn’t like that feeling at all.

      I’m a sitting duck out here. She grabbed her things as fast as possible and tried to hide before it was close enough to see her. She could always change her mind later, but she might not get that choice if she waited out here in the open. No, she wanted to be in control and not allow someone else to make that decision for her.

      Closer now, she felt like she only had moments to gather what she could carry and hide.

      Making a dash for the other side of the car, she threw open the front passenger door and grabbed her backpack from the floorboard and the machete that was tucked between the driver’s seat and the center console. As she slung the backpack over her shoulder, she moved as fast as she could to the rear of the SUV and opened the hatch, grabbed two bottles of water, and a package of sandwich meat from the top of the ice chest, threw them in her bag, and made a run for the corn. Remembering her phone was plugged into the charger inside the car, she slipped on the gravel and almost fell when she halted in her tracks. She ran back and retrieved it, just making it behind the first row of corn as she saw the silhouette of the motorcycle come into view. She didn’t want to take a chance at being seen, so she moved several rows deeper to conceal herself while still being able to see the SUV.

      Dropping to her butt, she was panting now, and her heart was pounding in her chest.

      Oh crap, did he see me?

      She wondered if she should continue to run deeper into the corn, or just stay out of sight and study the stranger. If he saw her, she knew she should run. But that was just it. She didn’t know if he had seen her.

      The motorcycle came to a sliding stop, the rear tire making an arc on the gravel as it did so. The tall, lean rider put the stand down on the bike, removed his helmet, and placed it on the seat as he threw his left leg over the rear and stood tall, facing the Range Rover.

      He moved slowly and purposefully, she thought, as he sauntered around the SUV, inspecting it. When he noticed the tire, he gazed down the gravel path toward the farmhouse, pausing for a few moments as he placed his hand over his brow to shade his eyes from the mid-morning sun. He turned, scanning the cornfields as he made a 360-degree turn.

      He was young, she thought, and looked to be no older than her. She had just turned twenty-six last month. But she had never seen him before. There was something about him though that she couldn’t put her finger on, and it radiated from him; the way he moved, the way he carried himself. Somehow, it didn’t seem to fit with what was happening all around them. Kate felt glad that she was hiding among the rows of corn because his presence made her feel very uneasy.

      Something rustled against the dying brown leaves of the lower parts of the cornstalks near her leg, and it caused Kate to pull her gaze downward and off the tall stranger for a moment. It was long, brown, and camouflaged against the foliage beneath it.

      She gasped as she threw her hand over her mouth to stifle the involuntary sound. But it was too late. Her eyes flew upward toward the man, only to find him staring right at her through the corn.

      Oh God, does he see me?

      The snake slithered closer, now only six inches from her pant leg, unaffected by her presence, but its eyes locked onto hers.

      Kate felt as if she would hyperventilate as her heart raced in her chest. She tried to remain motionless, but her eyes darted back and forth between the snake and the stranger, hoping that her stillness would somehow make her invisible to both.

      The brown spotted snake was long, perhaps four or five feet, and continued to slither closer to Kate. Its yellow-gold eyes looked right into hers, or at least, she imagined they were. She knew nothing about snakes but allowed her eyes to move along its length to see if it had a rattle on its tail. Seeing that it didn’t gave her some minor relief.

      She didn’t know how much longer she could remain still because inside, she was screaming and running already. The snake seemed to be the most immediate threat, and she felt that any quick movements might frighten it, causing it to then bite her.

      Allowing her eyes to move to the stranger for only a moment, she saw he was creeping toward her, his eyes squinting. She was certain that he was concentrating his stare directly upon her.

      The snake began sliding across her leg, and Kate could not control her breathing any longer. Her breaths were coming hard and fast, and she was making audible whimpering sounds with each exhale. She knew she was about to lose it, and the man was now just at the edge of the cornfield; he would be upon her within less than a minute. Kate needed to act fast because she was out of time, but she was frozen with indecision and fear. She tried to concentrate on the man’s face. He was turning his gaze from side to side, as if searching now, but not seeing anything. Kate saw him clearly, but she wondered if perhaps he hadn’t seen her yet, after all. The snake had made it across her leg and turned slowly to meander toward her ankle.

      The tall figure entered the first row of corn, moving almost straight for her. He stopped for a moment and stood still. Kate could no longer see the details of his face because he was now in the shadows of the tall cornstalks. Seeing only his silhouette was even more frightening and ominous.

      The head of the snake moved just past her ankle and slowed near the sole of her hiking boot. For a moment, Kate entertained the thought of stomping down on it, but sitting on her butt didn’t give her much leverage, and she was afraid of the consequences should she fail to kill it. No, best to leave it alone, she thought. It seemed more curious than afraid, and she didn’t want to frighten it into biting her.

      She needed a distraction, and fast, before the stranger found her. But her continued fear of the snake prevented her from any sudden moves.

      Think Kate, think!

      Convinced that the near constant state of crisis for the past several hours had diminished her ability to see things clearly, she strained to form a workable plan.

      The man took another step deeper into the corn. And almost instinctively, Kate stretched to reach for an ear of corn that had fallen to the ground. It was all she could think to do. Wrapping her fingers around it, the leaves surrounding it made a loud crackling sound, and she cringed at the sudden noise. She froze, eyes wide, holding her left hand over her mouth. She tried to see any sort of reaction from the dark figure. It was impossible to tell because all of his features were still in the shadows. But she would swear that he flinched.

      Time’s up, girly, she thought.

      She hurled the ear of corn as hard as she could above her head and away from her. Short moments later, it hit something with a loud, hollow thud, and the man jumped backward and moved quickly back onto the gravel path. But in that same moment, the snake at her feet coiled in surprise and looked right at her, ready to strike.

      Kate was sure she just peed herself, as she held her stifled scream with her left hand still firmly pressed against her lips. But her snotty, ragged breaths were still much too loud. The snake coiled tighter and peered at her as it sensed the fearful electricity in the air.

      She should have known the relief that swept through her at seeing the stranger retreat was too good to be true. It vanished almost within the same breath, only to be replaced by a certainty that her perilous situation had just escalated to a whole new level.

      Trembling, and blowing snot with ever frantic breaths, Kate realized she had no choice but to distance herself from the coiling creature. As she slowly and painfully slid her foot away from the terrifying snake, its eyes appeared to double in size. Her eyes never left the snake’s. Faster than Kate had ever witnessed any living thing move, it struck with terrifying speed and sank its glistening fangs into her ankle. Disbelief and shock wrapped their tendrils around her heart and squeezed. But before she registered what had happened, the snake struck a second time, and the hand against her mouth betrayed her, as a scream bellowed through her closed fingers.

      The sounds of rustling cornstalks danced in her ears, and the veil of darkness enveloped her.
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        * * *

      

      Through the dark visor, Gaige caught a glimpse of the slender figure as she slipped into the rows of corn in the bright morning sun. A small grin painted his lips. Gaige cherished this, the cat-and-mouse game most of all.

      Purposefully showing off his skills on the motorcycle, he pressed down on the foot brake lever and threw his weight at just the right moment as he buried his chin into his shoulder. The rear tire skidded around in a beautiful 90 degree arc as it came to a stop. Certain he was being watched, he moved with a coolness that he knew would be noticed. He lowered the kickstand and swung his left leg over and around the bike, while simultaneously removing his helmet and placing it on the seat.

      Gaige casually glanced in both directions, as if looking for clues. Turning his gaze to the Range Rover, he walked over to it and inspected it a little longer than necessary, making sure he made a convincing impression. He knew she was watching in the corn, but he didn’t want her to know that. Making a slow circle, as if searching, he detected her sounds of fear as they floated through the cornstalks and played upon his ears ever so softly, savoring them. Yes, she was in there alright, and most likely only a few rows back. And like a shark zeroing in on the scent of blood, he could feel her stare upon him, and the fearful electricity emanating from her.

      Now, how to get the little mouse to come out to play? Does my new friend have a gun?

      He pondered these thoughts. If she had a gun, it changed things a bit; he couldn’t very well go in after her and risk a bullet. But Gaige felt that possibility made the game all the more intriguing.

      No, I’ll need to lure her another way…

      As his new plan took shape, he decided to test the girl a little. He took a tentative step into the first row of corn. He saw her silhouette almost instantly but pretended that he didn’t spot anything at all and peered around a bit to throw her off. He could hear her heavy breathing and could almost feel her heartbeat pounding in her chest. Relishing the power surging within him, he had to fight his overwhelming desire to walk straight to her.

      Hearing the leaves rustling around her, he could taste her desperation. He focused on her form and anticipated her next move before she made it. Seeing her arm rear back, he decided to play along for now. But soon he would have her, and then the real game would begin.

      Impressed that she’d actually hit the car with the ear of corn, Gaige smiled to himself and moved away in mock surprise, just as he knew she would expect. But her muted scream came as a surprise, and it confused him a little. He listened for a few long moments, focusing on the corn where the girl was hiding. There were no more sounds, though.

      Probably a spider… There are lots of little crawly things living in the corn.

      He looked at the tire thoughtfully and rubbed his stubbly chin. The small curve on his lips slowly grew into a menacing smile as he made his way to the rear of the SUV.
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        * * *

      

      Blinking through sticky eyelids, Kate was vaguely aware of a soft light shimmering somewhere around her. Numbness blanketed her mind, and it felt as if she was in a dream. “Wha…” nothing more would come out. She tried to focus on the tall shapes dancing in the twinkling light. They seemed to surround her. Soothing, rustling sounds filled her ears, and it made her want to close her eyes again, back to a peaceful sleep. But she forced herself to a sitting position as thirst beckoned her to drink something.

      Staring down at her outstretched legs, the bits of fallen cornstalk leaves and other detritus caused a tidal wave of realization to wash over her. Then she looked up and recognized the field of corn that she sat in the midst of. Her fear returned and demanded her stillness and silence as her eyes darted back and forth, and down to the earth all around her. Seeing no more of the snake, she chanced a quick look upward and through the cornstalks. The motorcycle was gone too. Looking side to side one more time, she decided it was okay to move a little, so she gently pulled her left knee to her chest, and as she looked down to her ankle, she saw something sticking out of the upper padding of her hiking boot. Pinching it between her nails, she tugged on it until it came free. The curved pointy object had a speckle of red painted on the jagged end. She knew nothing about snakes, but she was sure this was a snake’s fang. It looked menacing, but it was clear it never made it past the leather protecting her ankle. Inspecting her boot, she could see more holes on the same padding that matched the one she pulled the fang from. Shaking her head, Kate looked up to the sky and whispered, “Thank you Lord,” and realized she must have fainted from her fear and exhaustion. She grabbed a bottle of water from her pack and gulped it down. As she wiped the few drops that dripped down the sides of her chin, she let out a burp. She wanted to drink the other bottle, but decided she’d rather get out of this place even more.

      The blue-gray hue filtering through the corn from the gravel road told Kate that a significant amount of time had passed. She stood up, stiff but rested. She felt just fine, but decidedly sick of being in the cornfield. She picked up her backpack and slung it over her shoulder, while gripping the machete, ready to slash at anything else that got in her way. As quietly as she could, she moved through the several rows of corn and stepped out onto the tiny road.

      Peering in both directions, Kate didn’t see anything and decided she needed to get to work if she had any hope of getting out of there before dark. With that singular thought, she focussed her attention on the Range Rover, her mouth dropping open in disbelief.

      “Who? How…” she whispered, as she walked closer, inspecting the front tire. Someone had changed it for her. Was it him?

      Why would he do that?

      After reflecting for a moment, she opened the driver’s door, eager to get in and leave this place for good, pausing when she found a note on the seat. Jumping in and closing the door quietly, she tossed her things in the passenger seat and locked the door. She read the note.

      “Miss, I saw you hiding in the cornfield. My apologies if I frightened you. I only wanted to help. I changed your tire as a way of saying sorry. If you need a safe place to stay for the night, I drew a map on the back. It’s only a couple of miles from here. My wife and daughter are with me, and it’s safe there. We haven’t seen any of those things near our ranch yet. We’re here to help if you need it. Gaige.”

      Kate stared at the note thoughtfully and contemplated her next move, but only for a moment. She depended on her knack for decisiveness now. Though thankful for the stranger’s help, she would stick to her plan and make her way to the highway. She wanted to get to the safety of Luke’s grandparent’s cabin as fast as she could.

      She knew the route she wanted to take, so she typed the cabin’s location into her phone as a backup, hoping it would update as she drove.

      “Time to get going, Katie girl.”

      After whispering a tiny prayer, she pressed the start button. Nothing happened. She pressed it again. Nothing. Pressing harder on the brake pedal, she pushed the button a third time. But again, nothing happened. “Oh, not this. Please, not this.” After escaping the undead at her house, the near miss with the snake, and the kind stranger’s gesture, she had been filled with hope, given another chance. Several more tries yielded the same result, and Kate banged her hands on the steering wheel in frustration. Looking closer, she now saw that there were no lights on in the car anywhere, nor any sounds. It was completely without power and made her wonder if she left something on, draining the battery.

      “I need a new plan, and fast.” As she thought about her options, she reorganized her backpack and stuffed as much food and water as she could comfortably carry. It wasn’t much, but it should last her a day or two, she thought, while she searched for another car. She looked at the map on the back of the note the man had left behind. Maybe they can help me? Then she remembered the eerie feeling she got from watching him. Don’t do it, her inner voice screamed at her. Kate trusted her instincts and quickly decided against that option. She crumpled the paper and dropped it to the ground. Why did that feel better than it should have? She weighed her other choices; it was either keep moving in the same direction she was driving and hope she could find a car along the way, or go to the farmhouse that lay in the opposite direction. The map the stranger left for her was in the direction she was driving. And she also thought she had a better chance at finding another car sooner if she went to the farmhouse. Kate knew there was a genuine possibility she would run into the people who lived there, or those things, but at least she would be in control, and that’s what she desired the most. After closing all the doors and sticking her keys and phone in her jeans pockets, she slung her pack over her shoulders, squeezed the machete handle firmly in her right palm, and started in the farmhouse's direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          

      

    

    







            The Farm

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Father, please protect me,” she whispered, as thoughts of Luke and the laughter they had shared over the phone only hours before danced through her head. Why did it feel like a lifetime ago since they spoke? She couldn’t get her mind around all that had happened since then and wondered if she would ever see him again. Wondered if she would ever get to run her fingers through Archie’s fluffy coat again. The thought of giving Archie a big hug and burying her fingers deep into the thick fur on his neck and chest made her feel better.

      “I love you so much, Luke. I know you are okay; I can feel it, I can feel you,” she forced the words, refusing to believe otherwise. “And I love you too, Archie Bear.”

      Whispering those sweet emotions somehow recharged her and made her feel less alone. But the gravel crunching beneath her hiking boots was excruciatingly loud, and each step caused her to cringe and pull her back into the present. This wasn’t good, and she knew it. She chose a new line on the edge of the tiny road where the surface was a bit softer and more sand-like. That’s better, she thought. It was definitely quieter, and it concealed her a lot more than walking in the middle. As she forged ahead, she could almost reach out and graze the cornstalks with her fingertips.

      Darkness would be upon her soon, and she worried about finding shelter for the night. The farm was still out of sight, and the last thing she wanted was to be out here in the middle of nowhere when the sun went down. For the past few weeks, the nights had been brisk, and there had even been frost on the ground for the last few mornings. Kate did not have the proper clothing to spend the night in that kind of cold.

      As her mind raced from one thing to another, it became clear that her priority was to find a safe place to spend the night. Nothing else mattered right now. She would work out the other things when the sun came up in the morning.

      Thankful for her comfy old hiking boots, she walked another mile or so until the first outbuildings of the farmhouse appeared in the darkening twilight ahead. She knew the farms in Iowa were expansive, but until she had seen them on the navigation screen in the SUV, she didn’t realize just how large they were. Walking alongside the rows, the corn seemed to stretch on without end. Thinking back to her childhood, and the monstrous tractors that gobbled it up along her fence line, she remembered being in awe of their impossible size. And now she understood why they were so enormous. She loved watching them harvest the corn each fall and would stare at them until they disappeared on the horizon, only to return on another pass 30 minutes later. Her heartbeat quickened at the thought of the danger that lie ahead.

      She listened intently and tried harder to blend into the tall cornstalks next to her. Her heartbeat quickened at the thought of the danger that lie ahead. Walking the remaining couple of hundred yards, she attempted to make herself invisible to anyone, or anything, that might be watching. There were no sounds other than those caused by a soft breeze that whispered past her ears, tickling her cheeks as it moved small strands of hair around her face. Leaves from the cornfield bristled lightly, only adding to the eerie ambiance of the farm as night fell. She slowed her pace, now only fifty yards from the first building that loomed ahead. It was a huge barn and all the doors and windows appeared to be closed up tight, but she couldn’t be sure since it sat so deeply in the shadows. Though she couldn’t make out its color, she was sure it had to be red because she could make out the lighter diagonal stripes across the large loft doors that gave the barn that familiar classic look. Kate imagined those diagonal lines were painted white. She spotted a pickup truck parked near the front just as the cornfields abruptly ended. The road she walked along opened into a large, yet well-worn, grassy area that seemed to mark the beginning of the proper farm. It was difficult for her to stay concealed at this point because there was simply nothing to hide behind in the sprawling open area, other than a few large maple trees scattered about here and there. However, she wasn’t close to any of them. Kate didn’t like the thought of being out in the open in this unfamiliar place. She sat down alongside the edge of the corn to scout the area before moving any further.

      She could just make out the shapes of other buildings beyond the large barn, but there were still no sounds at all, other than the persistent light breeze that continued swirling about.

      An unmistakable stench suddenly assaulted her nose, and she froze, instant terror seizing her. That horrid odor had to be coming from some place nearby. She frantically looked about her immediate area as her back was nestled against the corn. What if they are in the corn, though? That thought made her shudder, but then she realized she would almost certainly be able to hear them if that were so, remembering how clumsily they moved. It would be impossible for them to move through the harvest-ready crop quietly. No, it must be coming from ahead, she reasoned. As fast as the thought came, it was gone, replaced by the pleasant smells emanating from the fields that she so loved as a child growing up.

      Full on nighttime was nearly upon her, and all the buildings appeared lifeless. There wasn’t a flicker of light visible from anywhere. “Where are they?” she whispered. She did not want to be in the dark with those things again. Feeling utterly alone, fear again tightened its grip on her, and her breathing accelerated as she felt panic taking hold. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and forced deep and controlled breaths while she thought of a bible verse she memorized as a child:

      “Be strong and courageous. Do not fear or be in dread of them, for it is the LORD your God who goes with you. He will not leave you or forsake you.” (Deuteronomy 31:6).

      Kate repeated this prayer until the fear that consumed her subsided. Then she thought of Jonah. She wasn’t sure why, but maybe it was because he was a soldier, a fighter, and never seemed rattled. But here she was, terrified to the point of hyperventilating. She wanted to be like him right now, brave and in control. She loved Jonah. He was always kind to her and was a great friend to Luke. He never once made her feel unwelcome in Luke’s life. In fact, he never failed to have a genuine smile on his face and a big bear hug for her whenever he greeted her. He was like the big brother she never had. She knew he had been through a lot, but he never really talked about it. Once though, he had confided in her, and told her about a young Afghan girl who had been eight or nine years old. He couldn’t save her, and she died in his arms as she looked up at him with her innocent and tear-filled brown eyes. He told Kate that he dreamed of the little girl often, and of all the horrible things he experienced during his military service, but that was the one that haunted him the most.

      “Why couldn’t I save her?” he said, voice trembling. Kate wiped a single tear from his cheek, and though there were no words to comfort him, her compassionate smile and hand on his cheek conveyed her understanding of the trust he had just shown her.

      Kate was fighting mindless, lumbering creatures. Yes, they were deadly, but she could out think them and outrun them. And if Jonah could face the things he did, surely she could face this. “Thank you Jonah,” she whispered.

      An unexpected surge of confidence filled her as she carefully assessed her surroundings and formed the beginnings of a plan. She knew she had to go completely undetected, and that was how she would stay alive.

      “Katie girl, time to be like that rogue you created in Dungeons & Dragons online,” she said to herself. A small smile formed at the corner of her mouth as she gripped her machete just a little tighter. After all, what kind of rogue would she be without a blade?

      Thinking about Jonah and all that her Krav Maga instructor had taught her gave her a bit more courage.

      It was getting darker by the minute, and she wanted to get inside and up into the loft as soon as possible. Studying her surroundings for a few moments longer, she whispered an I love you to Luke, and made a dash for the maple tree that was almost exactly halfway between her and the barn. Making it to the tree, she pressed herself against it as she squatted down as low as she could and listened. She could still detect no sounds or movement, so in a low crouch she moved as quickly as she could to the pickup truck. Positioning herself against the passenger side of the truck, which was nearest to the barn, she studied the building, looking for a way in. She thought for a moment of just climbing into the pickup truck, but decided she didn’t want to be so out in the open.

      The large sliding doors along the front did not provide an optimal way in. She knew they would be too loud if she could even get them open. Spotting a small entry door near the rear of the barn along the side, a great relief washed over her. But it was a big structure, and she was near the front. It was only a few yards to the corner of the building, so finding her resolve, she gritted her teeth and crawled on her hands and knees in the well-worn grass. And after a few moments, she stood with her back firmly against it. Kate side-stepped with her hands splayed out against the rough wood as she moved, careful not to get any splinters. It only took a minute to get to the door. She could now make out a large farmhouse that stood about fifty yards beyond the barn, but offset by another fifty or so. It was dark and lifeless, like everything else around here. But then, a familiar putrid odor wafted into her nostrils again, causing her to gag. She stiffened as she fought hard to hold back her bile. Pressing her nose into the crack of the door, she tried to determine if the smell was coming from inside the barn. She had no intention of going in there if it was the source. It wasn’t as far as she could tell, so she decided it must be coming from the farmhouse. Keeping her eyes on its dark silhouette, trying to discern any movement, she pressed down on the thumb lever of the door behind her. It clicked open with a faint squeak. Kate jerked away from the one-inch opening that she had just created and listened. She knew it was going to be dark in there and didn’t want to run into anyone or anything. “Lord, please let it be safe,” she whispered.

      She didn’t know how long to wait before going inside, so she kept listening with her ear next to the crack of the semi-opened door. There was no way she was going in there if she detected a single sound, that much she knew. But then, soft moaning drifted toward her from the direction of the farmhouse and caused her to snap her head around. It faded as she strained to see through the darkness ahead. There was nothing she could make out, other than the large shape of the farmhouse against the night sky. But then the sounds started again, and they were louder this time, and more intense. Kate’s eyes grew wider, as she could just make out a moving mass of something coming toward her. More sounds, and this time gurgling, followed by hissing. When Kate realized what she was looking at, it was too late. They already knew she was there.
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      The gagging odor and inhuman sounds were dizzying, and Kate knew they were coming for her. She had been so careful, so quiet, and she simply could not understand how they had discovered her so easily. If she couldn’t trust her own instincts, or judgement, how would she ever survive this? Where had she gone wrong?

      She didn’t have time to think about all that right now, and knew she needed to run, or in moments, would be eaten alive. Or worse!

      Looking left, then right, the thought of running blindly into the night was more frightening than facing what she could see, as awful as that was. No, she’d rather take her chances inside the barn, certain that if she could get up into the loft, they could not reach her; just like the garage loft at home and Colonel Rook. But then what? Would she be trapped?

      Figure that out later, Katie girl. Move your ass, now! The thought was so loud it was almost audible. That got her going, and she pushed the door open behind her and disappeared inside, closing it fast. She felt around for a lock but could not find anything there. She turned to face the interior, only to stare into pitch blackness. Her panic began to rise as her heart pounded against her ribcage. The inability to see even her own hand in front of her was almost more than she could bear. Almost.

      “No!” she forced the single word out. She knew she had only seconds to hide and would not allow fear to consume her. Not again! Instinctively, she reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone while pressing the side button to illuminate the screen. A large tractor was parked merely two short feet from her face, and she was instantly thankful that she had stopped at the door, shuddering at the thought of running headlong into it. She carefully stepped over the large forks that were attached to the front, which she assumed were for lifting hay. The barn seemed to be empty other than the half-dozen bales that were sitting on the barn floor around her, along with a few farm tools hanging on the walls.

      Taking her first steps deeper into the dim light, she could not detect any movement or sound, giving her some comfort as she moved even further into the interior. Searching for a ladder, or some way into the loft that she knew must be there, she spotted the silhouette of an ATV in a distant corner. Kate moved that way. As she got closer, her eyes widened in disbelief as she clearly identified two rifles stuck into a rack in the back of the vehicle.

      BANG!

      The sound shattered the silence, and Kate gasped involuntarily. More bangs followed, and she knew within moments they would be inside the barn with her. Kate no longer moved carefully, and sprinted the last few steps to the ATV and grabbed the first rifle from the rack, searching frantically for that ladder. Almost instantly, she spotted what she was looking for. If she hadn’t moved toward the ATV, she surely would have missed it. Kate had never been inside a proper barn before and thought she was looking for a large wooden ladder, or staircase, that would be clearly visible in the middle of the floor somewhere, leading up to the loft. But that’s not what she found. Instead, it was a narrow metal frame and rungs attached nearly flush to the barn wall, and it lead upwards into a small cutout in the ceiling.

      Thankful that the rifle she picked up had a strap attached to it, she slung it over her shoulder and aimed the light of her phone upward, but could not see beyond the black hole where the ladder disappeared. Swallowing hard, she tucked her phone back into her pocket and was instantly immersed in darkness once again. But at least her hands were on the ladder now. Not wanting to risk falling, or dropping her phone while climbing, she trusted her sense of touch and gripped the ladder tightly and began making her way up.

      The sounds emanating from the other end of the barn were growing louder and more violent. Maybe they can’t get in... She knew it was too much to hope for.

      Breathing out the count as she moved upward, she knew there were between ten to fifteen rungs to get her through the small opening above her. Just as her breathing and counting drill helped her to quell her fear in the past, counting the steps up the ladder had the same effect. Twelve, thirteen, fourteen… the ladder kept going, but at fifteen, she reached to her left and felt some loose hay on the wood surface of the loft floor. A flood of relief filled her. She kept climbing higher until the step over was easy. Kate carefully moved off the ladder, but still in total darkness. With two feet on the loft surface now, though, she instantly felt safer. She slid her phone out of her pocket again and illuminated her new surroundings. The loft was enormous, and what must have been hundreds of bales of hay filled it as far as her dim light could show her. She was thankful for the path through the middle of it all, at least for the distance from the barn door.

      Kate moved several feet away from the opening she had just come through and unslung her rifle, which she now realized wasn’t a rifle at all, but rather a shotgun. That small revelation gave her a little more hope because she had fired a shotgun before and knew something about them. Laying it on the floor next to her, she then lowered her backpack to dig out the flashlight she had packed away. It didn’t take her long to find it, and turning it on was like the sun coming out. Allowing a partial smile at her tiny victory, she slid her phone back into her pocket. But as she did so, she palmed her forehead. “Jonah!” Thinking of him earlier had given her comfort and a dose of courage, but her situation then would not allow her to attempt a call or text to him; perhaps now she could try! That thought excited her. But as her fingers grazed the edge of the phone to pull it out again, a loud crash and sounds of splintering wood muffled through the loft floor and the bales of hay that surrounded her. She knew that they were in the barn with her now.

      As her heart pounded fast and hard in her chest, she scooped up her shotgun and backpack and did her best to cover some of the bright flashlight beam with her left hand, moving deeper into the loft. After a few seconds, she realized it probably didn’t matter and uncovered it. The smell from the foul things had already begun to filter up into the loft, causing her to squish up her face in an attempt to block it out. She couldn’t, and it was making her gag. Though she wasn’t completely familiar with the awful creatures, she didn’t think they were capable of solving the problem of the ladder. It was completely vertical and required a good bit of coordination to navigate. As she moved further in to the depths of her new sanctuary, the hissing and gurgling sounds grew more intense, along with the putrid odor. They’re right under me, she thought, and she didn’t like the idea of that at all, but being further away from the opening definitely made her feel safer.

      Exhausted, almost to the point of collapse, she knew it was time to find a place within the loft to settle in for the long night ahead. She figured she could eat something and try to find a few hours of much-needed sleep. Reaching the far end of the loft, she laid her gear on the floor and sat her flashlight sideways on the top of her backpack. She began moving bales of hay around, doing her best to block out the sounds and smells that penetrated the floor beneath her. But her movement directly above them seemed to put them into a frenzied state as their gurgles and hissing grew more intense. After long minutes of this, she managed to construct a small shelter within the stacks of hay, complete with four walls and a small opening she could squeeze through. It reminded her of the small forts she made of pillows and blankets when she was a little girl. It was cozy and made her feel a bit safer, but she wasn’t fooling herself; she knew what was down there and what they wanted.

      Satisfied, Kate finished her task by breaking apart two more bales and spreading their soft contents along the floor of her tiny room, and then plopped down in a heap, allowing her head to fall backwards onto the soft hay. The sounds from below were muffled now, and she could hear her stomach rumbling. She was hungry and knew she needed to eat. Before she completed her next thought, she fell into a deep sleep.
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      The large half-round Victorian windows framed a beautiful winter landscape outside as giant snowflakes silently fell. But inside, the enormous fireplace was cozy and warm as Kate sat next to Luke, munching on a bowl of buttery popcorn he made for her. Cuddled up on the oversized couch, they were binge-watching Stranger Things for the third time, and couldn’t wait for the new season to come out. Archie was lounging lazily on the beautiful oval rug between them and the fireplace, and his heavy breathing told Kate he was in a deep slumber. It was their favorite way to spend evenings together, and she was never happier.

      Luke poked her in the ribs playfully as the creature from the Upside Down began to push through the wallpaper, stretching it like a rubber film that would not break. It was a creepy scene. Kate screamed at the unexpected sensation and grabbed a handful of popcorn and threw it at Luke as he giggled at her. Then Archie, believing it was time to play, jumped up and was practically in Kate’s lap in a heartbeat, putting his big nose into Kate’s other side. This caused Kate to dump half the popcorn from her bowl onto the couch and floor. Archie loved popcorn, and it didn’t take him long to make his way down to the unexpected treat. “That’s it,” Kate squealed, as she shoved Archie down and began wrestling with him on the floor. He tried to lick the buttery mess all around him.

      Archie loved wrestling, and though he was as large as Kate, he was very gentle. He had an uncanny awareness of his strength and sharp teeth. But after a few moments of Kate’s excitement, Archie got the zoomies and disappeared through one door, only to appear moments later through another one. Luke’s giggle turned into laughter at the sight of Kate on the floor, covered in popcorn, and Archie running in giant circles through the downstairs rooms, barely gaining any traction on the hardwood floor. As Luke rolled in stitches on the couch, Kate couldn’t hold her laughter in any longer, either. The once quiet, cozy evening had suddenly turned into a bit of a circus.

      Without warning, Archie halted in his tracks and turned suddenly to face the oversize windows and froze. He seemed to instantly double in size as he bristled and was almost unrecognizable. His immediate transformation into a vicious protector shocked both Luke and Kate. They had never seen him like this before, and his growl became a terrifying warning emanating from deep within his chest as he bared his long, sharp fangs. There could be no doubt that something was out there, and that “something” now had them all on high alert as they focused their gaze on the large windows.

      A gray mass ebbed and flowed like a giant wave until it blotted out the picturesque winter landscape as the white of the snow was erased before their eyes. The mass seemed to have no color at all, only shades of gray and black. Archie was like a wild snapping demon now, and generations of protective DNA were now in full control of his entire being. He was a chilling sight to witness. Luke and Kate were frozen in terror. When suddenly, all the windows burst inward at once, the hideous mass pouring through. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of black eyes, with their accompanying snapping jaws and putrid ooze, were on the trio of the living flesh they sought. They were swallowed up in an instant.

      Kate’s scream was guttural and filled with a terror that could only be drawn from the most savage of nightmares.

      Scrambling frantically along the hay-covered floor of the loft, Kate’s breathing was erratic, and she was drenched with sweat. In a fog, somewhere between sleep and awake, the horrible nightmare still filled her senses. As she slowly realized where she was, she became thankful that she had fallen asleep with the flashlight still on. It took her a few moments to catch herself and sit still until she could get her breathing under control. The horrible moaning and heightened excitement from the real monsters below was hard to ignore, however. Kate was grateful for her temporary sanctuary and was certain she was safe from the awful dead things. For now, anyway.

      With dirt-streaked tears staining her cheeks from the heavy thoughts of Luke and Archie, she suddenly felt terribly alone, and her heart ached for them. Shaking from the awful dream and weak from hunger, she resigned herself to eat something and then would try to sleep again, knowing her body was desperate for both. Trembling, Kate reached for her backpack, as the painful evocation of Luke and Archie squeezed her heart. But she quickly changed direction to her shotgun instead, at the surprise sound of a voice from only a few feet away…
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      “Hello?”

      The voice was shaky.

      Kate did not answer but slowly brought the shotgun to her shoulder as quietly as she could, placing her thumb on top of the safety button, and pushing it forward to disengage it.

      “I know you’re i—in there, please don’t hurt me. I don’t mean any harm,” the voice continued. “I—I’m Hanna. I’m so scared. Please don’t hurt me.” She began to cry now.

      “Show yourself!” Kate said, with more strength than she felt.

      “O…okay, I will. See?” she managed between huffs of ragged breathing. “I’m here by myself, and I just don’t want to be alone anymore. Please…”

      When the shivering young woman appeared in the narrow opening of Kate’s tiny hay bale room, she could clearly see that the girl was on the verge of shock. Her breath hitched as she tried to speak, so she gave up trying and just dropped to her knees and began sobbing, burying her face in her dirty hands.

      As Kate looked at the poor girl, she saw herself in her. But not herself now, she thought. She lowered the shotgun, picked up the flashlight still lying on her backpack, and pointed it directly at the girl to get a better look. She was wearing ripped jeans with her soiled knees showing through the large holes, and a blue and black flannel long-sleeve shirt. It was badly torn, and her bra was showing through. Hay was stuck in her disheveled hair haphazardly. She looked to be quite tall, much taller than Kate. But that wasn’t saying much since Kate was so petite. She looked thin and fit, but Kate felt sorry for her just the same. It was evident she was consumed by fear. She couldn’t see any injuries or blood on the girl, but she was very dirty, as if she had been rolling in it, or perhaps in grease.

      “Hanna, shhh… it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m Kate,” she said reassuringly, as she moved toward Hanna. When Kate was directly in front of her, she mirrored the girl’s position, sitting on her heels, and then reaching for Hanna’s hands to gently lower them from her face. When Hanna looked up, Kate was taken by how pretty she was, even through all the dirt, or grease, or whatever it was.

      “You’re not alone anymore,” Kate told her, as she gently swept the matted hair away from her clear blue eyes and tucked it behind her ear. Kate knew she needed to do something to calm this terrified girl down somehow, or she would likely go into a full-fledged state of shock, and then Kate would not know how to handle that. Plus, she instantly liked Hanna. She had a gentle kind of energy around her, and maybe too, because she was vulnerable, like she was herself, or used to be.

      “Take a few deep breaths, and let each one out slowly,” Kate said. “Like this. Here, I’ll do it with you.”

      Taking a deep breath, and counting to three, Kate let it out as Hanna tried to mimic her. She couldn’t hold it the first time due to her heavy sobbing, but after a few more attempts, she was able to hold it in for a few seconds.

      Repeating this a few more times, she was a bit calmer and finally able to speak.

      “Oh, Kate. Wa-what’s happening? I don’t understand what’s happening. Do you know? My whole family is dead, and I don’t know what to do.”

      “I think it’s some sort of virus, Hanna. Something that changes people into these monsters. Did you ever read books or see shows about zombies or the undead? I think it’s a bit like that.”

      “But that’s crazy, those are just stories…”

      “Shhh, Hanna. Listen to me, okay? It’s happening, and we do not have the luxury of questioning the reality of it, or we will be just like them. We are alive, and we are in control. Do you understand me?” Kate was calm, but firm with her words. “So many people were simply surprised by it, and now it’s too late for them. But not for us, okay? We’re going to be okay,” she said confidently.

      “I don’t want to die, or be like them. P-p-please don’t…” But before she could finish her sentence, heavy sobs racked her again. Kate moved closer and put her arms around Hanna and just held her there for a few minutes, slowly rocking back and forth and whispering, “Shhh, Hanna. Shhh. I got you, everything will be okay. I got you...” She also found some comfort in this gesture, realizing that she, too, was no longer alone. Kate held her a little tighter.

      Long moments passed as they just knelt on the hay, holding each other, when Kate lowered her arms and scooched back a bit.

      “I haven’t eaten in I don’t know how long. I have a little food and water in my backpack. I can share some with you if you’d like,” Kate offered.

      “Oh yes, please. I’m so thirsty. Can I have some water, please?”

      “Of course,” Kate said, as she reached for her pack, taking out two of her three remaining water bottles and handing one to Hanna.

      “Here ya go.”

      “Thank you.”

      Without fully realizing the whole of their situation, Kate and Hanna gulped their bottles down, nearly emptying them. They were trapped in that loft, and there wasn’t any food or water up there, other than what Kate had in her backpack.

      “Oh, that was so good. I was so dehydrated,” Hanna said, wiping her bottom lip and the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand. “Who are you? How did you get here?”

      Smiling ever so slightly, Kate said, “I could ask you the same thing?” as her voice pitched upward in a question, and they both huffed out a small laugh.

      “This is my family’s farm. We’ve been here for ages. My great grandparents were from Denmark and came here in the 1920s,” Hanna said, tilting her water bottle to get the last drop. “Can I have some more, please?” she asked.

      “Um, sure, hang on,” Kate said, reaching into her backpack and pulling out the last bottle. “This is the only one I have left. I think we should save it,” Kate suggested.

      “You’re probably right, I’m just still so thirsty.”

      Kate looked at her own bottle, hesitated for a moment, and then held it out to Hanna. “If you’re not a germaphobe, you can have the rest of mine.” She was fully aware of how weird that probably sounded, but Hanna didn’t hesitate as she took the bottle and quickly emptied it.

      “Thank you. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be greedy. I’ve just been hiding in this barn all day and haven’t had anything to drink for a while,” she said apologetically. Her eyes began to well up with tears again.

      “It’s okay, Hanna. It’s okay, really. I understand. But we’ll need to conserve this until we figure a way out of here,” Kate said, as she lifted the last remaining full bottle of water.

      “Thanks. I’m just so glad you’re here,” she whimpered, as glistening tears rolled down her cheeks. “I mean, not because of the water, but…”

      “I know, Hanna, me too. I’m glad you’re here, too. I thought I might be the last real person left. Well, except for that creepy guy on his motorcycle.”

      “Creepy guy?” Hanna asked.

      “Yeah, he came out to where my car broke down on a small gravel road. You know, one of the ones between the big corn fields? I didn’t talk to him because I was hiding in the corn, but I saw him, and I’m pretty sure he saw me, too. But I’d rather be here than out there with him. I got a really bad vibe from him, you know?”

      “When was that? Do you know who he was?” Hanna asked.

      “Time has become so jumbled, but it was this morning, I think,” Kate replied. “I had been driving from my house near Wild Horse Ridge. I live with my parents there.” A sudden cloud darkened Kate’s expression.

      After a few moments of silence, Hanna touched Kate’s knee and asked, “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Um, yeah, it’s just, my parents…” she trailed off. “Well, I almost didn’t make it out of there, ya know?”

      “Yeah, I know, Kate. It happened to me too. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” Hanna patted her knee, then removed her hand, as if suddenly self conscious about it.

      “My car had a flat when I was trying to get away from those things. I was driving it pretty hard through the corn.”

      Hanna’s eyes got big, and she put her hand over her mouth in disbelief.

      “That’s crazy, Kate,” she said as she lowered her hand.

      “I know, but I didn’t have a choice. I was glad to be in my Papa’s Range Rover. Well, when I finally made it through and onto a small gravel road, I stopped and got out to look at it. But almost as soon as I got out of the car, I heard a motorcycle. When I saw it, I just grabbed my backpack and ran into the corn before it got to me. I’m not sure why I did that exactly, but it was just this feeling I had, you know? The rider stopped and got off his motorcycle and started looking around. I’ve never seen him before, but he looked pretty young, like maybe in his twenties. I don’t think he could see me, but I could see him. Something was off with him. I couldn’t tell you what…” she paused for a moment. Hanna kept her gaze locked on Kate. “But it was something, though.”

      “How long did he stay there?” Hanna asked.

      “I’m not exactly sure,” Kate said, looking down at her hands as she began flicking pieces of hay from her jeans. “I sort of passed out.”

      “What do you mean?” Hanna asked, genuinely interested.

      “Well, there was this snake. I hate snakes! You have no idea. Spiders too. Really, just about any crawling or slithering thing. It’s a childhood thing. Well, it was there suddenly, moving across my leg where I sat stretched out.”

      “No!” Hanna exclaimed, a bit surprised by her own sudden outburst. With that, the noises from the creatures below became more aroused and intense, clearly sensing living flesh nearby but not knowing how to get to it. “Sorry,” Hanna whispered with a cringe.

      Speaking more softly herself, Kate continued, “It was looking right at me, and I was terrified, Hanna. I mean, I was about to lose it. But I knew that creepy guy was just fifty feet away, and I didn’t want him to know I was there. So I threw my hand over my mouth and tried so hard not to scream out. But I could hardly hold it in. The snake could sense my fear, I know it could, and then it just reared back and bit me. ”

      Hanna gasped and put her hand over her own mouth and continued listening to Kate.

      “Then it bit me a second time. It all happened so fast! That’s all I remember. Because after that, I just blacked out. When I awoke, the guy was gone and so was the snake.”

      “Where did it bite you? Can I see?” Hanna asked.

      Embarrassed now, Kate put her legs out in front of her and brought her foot up to cross her other knee. She liked Hanna. She seemed very genuine, and it somehow warmed her heart just a little.

      “It never actually did. But it bit my boot here, see?” Kate said, rubbing the punctures on the padding with her fingers. “I guess I just passed out from being so scared.”

      “You were lucky!”

      “Tell me about it.” Kate was silent for a few moments. “Anyway, when I woke up, I was glad he was gone. But you want to know the weirdest part?”

      Hanna nodded. “Yeah.”

      “The guy changed my flat tire and left a note. Something about how he was sorry he frightened me and this was his way of saying sorry. He left his address and said it was nearby, and that it was safe there with his wife and daughter.”

      “That was really nice of him, especially with everything going on around here,” Hanna said.

      “No, Hanna, it wasn’t. Think about it. What kind of guy would leave his wife and daughter alone with all this mess, and then even take the time to change a stranger’s tire? I mean, I saw him. Something about him was just…off.”

      “Yeah, I see what you mean. Do you think he was lying? What did you do?”

      “I don’t know, maybe… Well, I crumpled the note up and threw it away. I had no intention of ever seeking him out. But you know something else? I couldn’t start my father’s Range Rover after that. It just wouldn’t start. And Papa loved that car and took great care of it. Besides, it was only a year old. Why would it just not start all of a sudden? Yeah, I’m pretty sure he did something to it in hopes I’d make my way to him. But I made my way here instead, thinking I could find another car. So, here I am.”

      “I’m glad you’re here, Kate. I’m just so glad you’re here,” Hanna said. “I didn’t think I was going to make it, after everything I saw. We were having a harvest party, something we do every year, and it was such a happy time. Then it turned into a living hell. I watched my father fight one off so I could run away. I don’t even know where it came from. It all just happened so fast. Then, I heard his horrible scream,” she blurted out through a fresh round of tears and snot coming out of her nose, still traumatized by it all.

      “We have a lot in common, girl,” Kate tried to comfort her. “Hanna, one thing my family felt very strongly about was their faith. Their love for God and belief in Christ. I grew up with that. I don’t think I ever felt as strongly as they did, but I do now more than ever before.”

      She reached out and took Hanna’s hand and wrapped it with both of hers. “Do you think that’s weird?”

      Hanna looked at her almost comically and rolled her tear-filled eyes. “Are you kidding me? I’m a farmer’s daughter in the heartland of the USA. I swear, my mom has a Bible in every room of our house. So, no. Not weird,” she said, and they both shared a little laugh at that.

      “Can I say a prayer for us? I mean, would that be okay?”

      “Yes, it sure couldn’t hurt.”

      Kate prayed, “Lord, you said you would never leave us alone. It is written in so many places within the Bible. Please don’t leave us now. We need you more than ever before. We are yours, Father. Please protect us and guide us. You know my heart, you know Hanna’s. Please, Lord, help us through this. And please protect Luke, Archie, and Jonah. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.”

      Hanna softly repeated, “Amen.”

      “Now, let’s eat something and figure out what we will do to get out of here. I know a place we can go, and I think we will be safe there.”

      “Kate, who are Luke, Archie, and Jonah?” Hanna asked in a voice smaller than it should have been.

      “Jonah!” Kate exclaimed and reached for her phone.
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      Kate nervously fumbled to Jonah’s contact in her favorites and pressed it. Her heart began to race at the possibility of talking to him. One ring… Two rings… Three rings… “Answer, Jonah, answer!”

      “Katie?”

      “Oh my God, Jonah. Jonah…” The tears began flowing with her overwhelming emotions at the sound of his voice.

      “It’s okay, Kate. I’m okay. Are you safe? Are you okay?” he asked in his strong, yet calm, voice.

      “Jonah, I’m trapped, but I’m okay. I mean, I’m not hurt or anything. Oh, Jonah, it’s so good to hear your voice.”

      “Love, it’s good to hear your voice, too. Kate, have you talked to Luke? I haven’t been able to reach him since just after the plane crash. We spoke on the phone then, and he was fine.”

      “Jonah, we were talking when all this started, probably not long after you spoke to him. But then something got into his house and Archie went crazy. Then there were gunshots, but then the phone just went dead. I haven’t talked to him since. That was around 4:30 a.m. or so. I don’t know if he’s still alive. Jonah, I don’t know if Luke is alive…” She had to try to take a breath as it hitched beneath her tears. She needed to get control of her emotions.

      “Katie, listen to me. Are you listening, love?”

      “Yes, Jonah, I’m listening,” she managed to get the words out.

      “Good. Now, you know Luke. He’s smart, and he’s as fast as they come. He’s got Archie by his side, too. I know he is going to be fine. I know he’s okay, I feel it. Concentrate, you’ll feel it too. He’s been keeping that big old handgun on his night table at night for a while now. You’ve seen it. It’s that huge .45. It’s a monster, Kate, and can take the legs out from under just about anything. He’s a pretty good shot, too. He’s okay, I promise you. Luke is okay!”

      “Yes, Jonah, I think I can feel it, too. But I’m so unsure of everything right now. I mean, can you believe this is happening? The world has gone mad, and I barely escaped my own house. It was the worst thing you could ever imagine.”

      Hanna sat there, unmoving, and was listening intently to Kate’s every word, trying to put the pieces together.

      “Jonah, I don’t know if I can get out of this jamb I’m in. We’re trapped in a big barn up in the loft. I’m not alone. A girl, Hanna, she’s here with me. She lives here, and all her family is gone now too.”

      “That’s good, Kate, that’s good. You’re safe, and that’s the important thing. Remember that. Don’t do anything stupid, you’re going to be okay.”

      “Jonah, they’re underneath us right now in the barn. I don’t know how many there are, but there’s a lot of them. Maybe fifty, I don’t know. But I don’t think they know how to get up here. I don’t think they’re smart enough. But we’re almost out of water, and we have very little food. I don’t know how long we can last up here.”

      “Kate, do you know how to send me your location? You can do it in a text with a map pin. You can send it to me, and I’ll come to you. I’ll get you out of there. I don’t know how, but I’ll get to you. It may take me a day or two, but I’ll get there. Then we can try to get to Luke. How does that sound?”

      More tears, but these were tears of happiness. “Oh, Jonah, I’m so thankful for you. Did I ever tell you that? I’m just so thankful for you. Do you really think you can get here? It’s a long way, and there’s no telling what you’ll run into on the way. And Jonah, those things below us… They will come after you.”

      “I’ll get to you, Kate. I’ll get there. And I’ll figure something out. I’ll find a way to get you down from there. Try not to worry. Kate, I have a new friend too. Her name is Sophia, and she’s 13. She’s a tough kid, and I know you’ll like her. You’ll get to meet her soon. We’ve locked ourselves inside a gun shop, and we’re safe. No one is getting in here unless I invite them. Listen, Kate, we really need to conserve your phone juice. I don’t have power here, but I have a small power brick in my pack, and I’ve got my truck too. I’m gonna walk you through how to send me your location if you don’t know how to do it. Then I want you to put your phone on low-power mode, and then don’t use it. After that, I’ll get to you. I promise! I’ll get to you, Kate. Deal?”

      “Jonah,” she half laughed and half cried, “leave it to you to find refuge in a gun store.”

      “You know me too well, Katie.” He smiled.

      She did, and she knew he would find his way to her. He was an Army Ranger, after all, and he knew how to take care of himself. Jonah was used to danger, and he would find a way.

      “Katie, deal?” he repeated.

      “Deal,” she replied.

      As Jonah explained to Kate how to send a map pin, she followed his steps carefully and sent him her precise location. Then she put her phone into low-power mode and said her goodbyes.

      “I love you, Jonah. I never told you that, but you’re like my big brother. Please take care of yourself, and be safe. I can’t wait to see you.”

      “I love you too, Katie. You’re gonna be okay. Just stay where you are and wait for me. We can’t count on our phones to keep working, but as long as they are, I’ll text you here and there to let you know what’s happening. I’m also going to write down details of how to get to you. I'll choose several routes, just to be sure. That way, if the phones do stop working, I can still get there. I’ve got a portable map device that I carry in my go-bag, and I can use that too, as long as our satellites are still operating.”

      “Okay, Jonah, okay. I’ll wait for you. Please hurry.”

      “You got it, love. Now you be safe too, and I’ll see you soon, okay? Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll head out as soon as I map things out and put a few supplies together.”

      “See you soon, Jonah,” she said hesitantly.

      “See you soon, love.”

      “Wait! Jonah?”

      It was silent for a moment, but then, “Still here, Katie,” he said as cheerfully as he could.

      “Please hurry.”

      “Will do, chicky,” he said with a smile, and the call disconnected.
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      Jonah lie there in his makeshift bed on the floor, staring at the dimly lit screen. He had almost fallen asleep when his phone rang. Kate’s call was an unexpected surprise. He had been so consumed with his own survival, and now protecting Sophia, that he had scarcely even a moment for his attempt to contact Luke. But he was genuinely happy to hear from Kate and thankful she was alive. He prayed that Luke and Archie were okay, too. He felt in his bones that they were. He had learned to trust his gut, so he resigned himself to believing they were okay. They just had to be, and he would make it to them somehow. But his protective nature would not allow him to ignore Kate’s dire need for his help, and he knew Luke would want him to go to her first and try to help her.

      As he stared at the photo on his phone screen, his thoughts drifted, becoming lost in the Christmasy scene of the random wallpaper there. He wondered if there was anyone else he should try to contact. But he really had no one, except for his estranged step-father, to whom he had not spoken in years. There was Shara, the girl he loved and missed dearly, even still, but they had broken up four years ago. That breakup had hurt him more than just about anything he had ever gone through before. He loved her deeply and had never known anything close to that feeling until they met. Thinking about her came less frequently now than it did the first year following their breakup, but when thoughts of her did come, he could still get completely lost in them. He had somehow learned to compartmentalize that pain and only opened the door to it when he needed to feel her close to him. That was a soldier’s skill, he guessed. She was his soulmate, and he knew there was only one. He imagined a life with her so often that it seemed real at times. They had met online and quite by accident, but she stole his heart and they fell in love almost instantly. For nearly a year, they talked or wrote letters to one another every day. But because of his deployment, he had only been able to visit her in Sweden once during the year they were together. But that one time, that single unforgettable week, was the most beautiful he had ever experienced. She was an Iranian girl whose parents fled to Sweden when she was an infant. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. He was smitten with her and held her hand every moment they were together. That simple act of feeling her fingers interlaced with his was the most powerful sensation he had ever experienced, and he never wanted to let it go. It felt so small and fragile in his rough hand. He simply adored her. The way she spoke to him, the way she listened and looked at him… He didn’t think any two people in the world could be that way together, but they were. Her eyes were magical. He wanted to kiss her the moment he looked into those mesmerizing, gorgeous brown eyes for the first time. When he finally rallied the courage to do so, and their lips touched, the light between he and Shara glowed so brightly. She called him her starlight, and she became the very air that he breathed. Yes, she was his soulmate, and she said he was hers. But the time and distance ultimately became too much for her to bear, and she could not wait for him for the years he had left in service to his country. It was too painful for her, and she had to let him go. That had shattered him. Jonah felt as if he’d lost his world. But even then, he believed that someday, they would meet again when he was free to be with her properly and would win her heart once more. He had tried to contact her several times after he processed out of the Army, but she never returned his letters. As much as it hurt him to do so, he had to stop writing to her because he would never want to force his place in her life.

      Jonah had not dated anyone since. He wanted to, but he just never met another girl that made him feel anything like that. And after what he felt and shared with Shara, the beauty and realness of it, he needed that. So, he had become sort of a lone-wolf, except for his very small circle that included Luke, Archie, and now Kate. Sure, there were people he worked with, and he really liked Father Conley at his church, but other than some army buddies scattered across the globe, there wasn’t really anyone else.

      Jonah began to feel a bit sorry for himself, and he loathed self pity.

      “Who is Kate?” the small voice interrupted his thoughtfulness. He was so thankful for the distraction.

      “I’m sorry, Cricket. My conversation woke you,” Jonah replied.

      “It didn’t. I couldn’t sleep anyways. I’ve just been sort of lying here.”

      “Remember I told you about my friend Luke? He and Kate are engaged. She’s my friend too, now. I haven’t known her as long as I’ve known Luke, only about a year, but she’s sort of grown on me. She’s nice, you’ll like her.”

      “She’s in trouble, isn’t she?”

      “I think we all are, don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” Sophia said, but then was quiet for a few moments. “Are we going to go help her?”

      “Yes,” Jonah replied. “She’s trapped and needs my help, but it’s dangerous and kind of far from here.”

      “How far? Can I come with you?”

      Now it was Jonah’s turn to be silent for a few moments. He knew she’d be safer here, but he also didn’t want to leave her alone. A soldier never takes a civilian into a combat situation unless there’s no other choice.

      I guess we’re both civilians now, he thought.

      “Cricket, you know it’s going to be dangerous out there. You’ll be much safer here,” he said, fishing for how she felt about this new twist in their journey. But he believed he already knew the answer.

      Confirming his hunch, she snapped, “Jonah, don’t leave me here. I want to go with you! You said you’d never let anything happen to me. And what if you don’t come back?” Sophia’s small voice was filled with emotion at that thought.

      “I figured you’d feel that way, but I just wanted you to make the decision,” he replied.

      She wasn’t sure what she expected him to say, but it sure wasn’t that. “So, you’ll take me with you?”

      “I will. You can come with me. But there’s a condition.”

      “Okay, what?” she replied, with a tiny smile betraying her emotions.

      “I need for you to do exactly what I tell you, without hesitation. Do you understand?”

      “I will, Jonah, I promise!”

      “I wish we had more time, Sophia. There’s a lot I want to teach you, but we’ll just have to make do with the time we have. For now, I have to gather some supplies and plot out a few different options. I want for us to be as prepared as we can be. What I want you to do right now is sleep. You’re going to need your rest, and I need you sharp. I’ll wake you in an hour or so, and then we’ll get you ready to go. Deal?”

      “Okay, but what about you, Jonah? You haven’t slept at all either.”

      “I’ll be okay. Now sleep!”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied, but with a hint of excitement in her voice.

      Jonah dug out his Garmin GPS device and began plugging in the coordinates that Kate sent to him. She was sixty-eight miles away. He took a few moments and studied the map. Thankfully, she was located near the northeast side of Cedar Falls, which put her closer to him. There was a lot of farm land between them, which meant a much lower population density, and that would work in their favor. Still, he would prepare for multiple scenarios.

      He decided upon three possible routes and saved them into his device’s memory. He dug around in his pack and pulled out a plastic bag that held a small notebook and some pencils. He wrote out the directions twice, on two separate sheets. He left one in the notebook and put that and his pencil back in the plastic bag and packed them away. The second, he put into his pocket.

      Now it was time to go shopping. Jonah made his way to the rifle and carbine rack on the back wall behind the counter. He already had a pretty good idea of what he was looking for, but it was really a matter of what the little gun shop had on hand. He was glad the rifle display and stockroom were both in a different area from where Sophia was sleeping. Still, he tried his best to move stealthily. Jonah knew guns and quickly found the firearms he had on his mental list and laid them all out on the front counter so he could make some quick modifications to them. For long-range, he chose a Bergara B-14 HMR. This was a solid rifle with an extremely accurate barrel. He was pleased to find it chambered in 6.5 Creedmoor, as that was a better long-range round than the .308. He mounted a Vortex Razor HD scope that he loved and felt confident could get him out to a thousand yards, if needed, though he would not have the opportunity to zero it properly. At least there were some decent bore sight kits in the shop, and that would have to do. He also picked out a couple of Daniel Defense AR15s chambered in 5.56. He chose a 14.5” barrel configuration for himself and an 11.5” for Sophia. He mounted each with a Vortex Spitfire 5x etched reticle prism scope. He loved these optics and was very familiar with them. They would be great for mid-range distances. He added a pair of Benelli M4 shotguns and installed seven-round magazine tubes on each. He installed Streamlight ProTac weapon lights on all, except for the Bergara, and VTAC slings on all of them. Lastly, he carefully chose two additional handguns. He loved his Sig M17, but he wanted something with a little more punch to it. He chose the Sig P220 Legion .45 for himself and a Ruger LCR .357 for Sophia. He felt for her size. A small revolver would be easiest to operate. He would use .38 rounds for Sophia’s little revolver. Jonah mounted a Trijicon Red Dot to the P220 and found holsters for both. He setup a small C&G tactical belt for Sophia, with a holster, and two speed loader pouches. He added a couple of mag pouches to his own, for the ten-round extended magazines he grabbed for his P220.

      He wished he had a few days to spend with Sophia to train her, but they just didn’t have the luxury of time and needed to move within the next couple of hours. He would teach her the basics of the carbine and revolver for now. He would train her properly as soon as they had rescued Kate and were out of danger.

      After stuffing gun bags with ammo, extra flashlights, batteries, and some basic first-aid supplies the shop had on hand, he also filled a couple of backpacks with as many snacks and as much water as he could fit. There wasn’t much in the way of food, but the fridge was pretty well stocked, and there was also a vending machine near the front counter, stuffed with snacks. Jonah was embarrassed for breaking into it, but this was a new world now, and he didn’t believe the owners would be back, ever. He finished off by packing a small tactical bag with a couple of pairs of Steiner Predator hunting binoculars, two Kizer folding knives, and a magazine speed loader for his new Sig Legion. He couldn’t believe his luck when he spotted a single pair of Goyojo NVG 2K night vision goggles too. No, they weren’t military grade, not even close, but they would serve their purpose if needed. He was glad the little shop had a brand new pair tucked behind the counter. He even spotted a tactical helmet and grabbed that too, and then stuffed everything into a duffle bag.

      Jonah looked at his watch. It was 0130 hours. He’d like to be on the road to Kate by 0400, if possible. He wanted the cover of night but wanted to arrive as the sun was coming up for visibility purposes. It was getting cold outside, and neither of them had proper cold-weather gear, except for a set of thermal underwear he kept in his go-bag. The gun shop didn’t have anything in the way of clothing either, but there were some hooks on the wall in the stockroom that had a Carhartt coat and a light North Face jacket hanging. Both would be too big for Sophia, but the Carhartt was definitely too small for Jonah, so he’d give that one to her and try to make some field adjustments to it so it wouldn’t be uncomfortably big for her.

      He made his way quietly over to Sophia’s cot and listened to her breathing. It was soft and rhythmic, and he could tell she was in a deep sleep. At the very instant he reached for her to wake her, there was a thunderous explosion outside that shook the ground and rocked the little gun shop for several seconds, ripping Sophia from her peaceful slumber.
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      Burning logs crackled in the small wood stove and warmed the quaint farmhouse to a cozy temperature as Gaige paced back and forth along the hardwood floor. The couple’s small farm was adjacent to one of the many borders of the Westergaard’s enormous farmland. He was careful to pick one that would be close enough for Kate to hike to within just an hour or two at most. Doing away with the farmer couple who lived here was much easier than he had expected, though the farmer had put up a pretty good fight. Gaige had also done his best to clear her path to him of any of the mindless, rotting creatures along the way. He thought that pulling the battery wires on the Range Rover was quite clever, and leaving her stranded would have sent her running to him for help. But she hadn’t come to him, and he just couldn’t understand that. Had he miscalculated the situation? Well, he would soon fix that!

      He rubbed the back of his neck to help ease the tension he was feeling. What had she thought of him? Was she afraid, perhaps? He was certain she could see him, and he put on his best performance for her. Didn’t she realize how kind he was for changing her tire?

      No, she should have been here by now. Something must be wrong. His thoughts churned.

      He would not wait any longer. Gaige rummaged through the farmer’s closet for a clean t-shirt to wear. He could smell his own sweat, but he wasn’t going all the way back to the ranch for a change of clothes. He’d make do with what he could find here instead. He also preferred the protection of his truck in the darkness, but he had ridden his motorcycle there. He knew the old farmer must have a truck, though, so he’d find the keys.

      As bits of a plan began to fall into place, he made his way into the modest bathroom and washed his face and hands and then slicked back his dark shoulder-length hair. Sliding the t-shirt over his head, it was obvious the farmer had a smaller frame than Gaige. It was a bit tight, but he liked how it showed off his muscles. Gaige had his Desert Eagle handgun with him, but he didn’t feel that was enough for a night-time excursion, so he searched the small farmhouse. It didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for. The farmer had firearms scattered throughout the house and within a few minutes, Gaige had gathered up a nice little arsenal. After looking them over, he decided on three: a well kept Colt 1911, a Winchester .30-30, and an AR-15 with a mounted red dot scope. Then he grabbed all the ammo he could find and loaded everything up into the farmer’s Ford F250 pickup truck. He had found the keys while searching for the other things he’d been looking for.

      It was 2:00 a.m., and he wanted to find that girl, but had not eaten since mid-day and was feeling a bit weak from hunger. He made his way back into the kitchen where the farmer’s wife had left a plate of ham and homemade biscuits sitting on the kitchen counter covered in plastic wrap. He grabbed a bottle of milk from the still-cold fridge and drank the full quart as he washed down his fourth ham biscuit. His thoughts drifted to the distant memory of his mother, but couldn’t remember if she cooked like this. He thought she did, but he couldn’t be sure. It was so long ago, and he could only remember a few things about that time in his life. A single tear rolled down the tip of his nose as he took his last bite. He slammed his fist down on the table hard and zipped up his leather jacket. “Time to go,” he said in his low-pitched voice. He wiped the tip of his nose with the back of his hand and closed the kitchen’s back door behind him with a soft click.

      It was cold outside, with winter just beginning to reveal its plans for the months ahead. The farmer’s truck started right up, and Gaige was pleased to see that it had a full tank of fuel. The familiar clacking sound of the big diesel engine was barely audible over the news coming in over the radio. He listened for a short time as the stern voice gave instructions for sheltering in place and yammered on about martial law, and a dangerous virus infecting everyone it comes into contact with.

      “Soon, you’ll all be joining them,” Gaige said with calm certainty.

      He had heard the military aircraft flying overhead for the past twenty-four hours, and more explosions than he could count. He knew they would not get this mess under control, and the world he knew would soon be gone. He saw these things up close and had no doubt there would be no stopping them. That was okay by him, though; the world had been such a shitty place for as long as he could remember, and it had far too many people. It was way past time for something to come along to thin them out. He would not be one of them, though. He knew his destiny lie elsewhere.

      Shifting the truck into reverse, he backed out of the carport onto the wide gravel driveway. The night sky had an eerie glow, and the horizon was dotted with orange and red flickering lights. The apocalyptic ambiance was fitting, and Gaige felt right at home in the ominous milieu. He switched off the distracting radio and rolled down the windows to listen to the night. He couldn’t make out anything over the soft idle of the diesel engine, so he turned that off too. There was nothing, only emptiness. Then, there was something. It was soft at first, like a hum that was barely audible. It grew slowly, like a crescendo. The sound was not familiar to him and caused him to tilt his head slightly and look upwards as he pursed his lips.

      What is that… But soon, it faded, and then it was gone.

      Winter was coming, that was certain. The brisk cold coming in through the truck’s windows left no doubt of that. Wearing only a leather jacket and a t-shirt, Gaige started the engine and rolled them up and switched on the heat. As he began to move out, the crunch of gravel under the big tires brought his focus back to his objective. Find that girl!

      It was less than four miles to the location where he had left her, but he didn’t want anything or anyone detecting him as he drove. He turned off all the truck’s interior and exterior lights. It was quite dark outside, but there was still enough ambient light to see. Almost. Besides, he knew this farmland and all these back roads intimately since he’d ridden them hundreds of times on his motorcycle. Still, he had to take it slow because the cloud cover blotted out the moonlight, and it was even darker than usual.

      With only a mile until his turn onto the small maintenance road between the crops, a sound like a gunshot hit the passenger side of the truck, and Gaige instinctively ducked.

      “What the hell?”

      As he lowered his head, he also unintentionally swerved much too far to the left. This sudden move brought him into the ditch, violently halting the truck and caused Gaige to strike his head on his door’s window. A bit rattled from the unexpected chaos of the last few seconds, he put his hand to his forehead and tried to sit up, only to find the effort to do so greater than it should have been. He soon discovered why. The truck was now sitting at nearly a forty-five degree angle in the ditch. Just as he began to make sense of his quandary, loud banging ensued all around the exterior of the truck, causing him to jump in surprise.

      Gaige had had enough. He bellowed in anger. It was a guttural scream piercing the air around him as he rammed the truck in to park, restarted the engine, rammed it back into drive, and stomped onto the accelerator. The powerful 6.7 liter turbo diesel roared to life and launched the truck forward as it finally fishtailed out of the ditch. Gaige could not even see where he was going, but he didn’t care. Once free from the clutches of the ditch, he turned on the full array of lights on the truck and saw nothing ahead, other than never-ending cornfields on both sides, and an empty farm road as far as he could see. After driving for about a thousand feet, he slammed on the brakes and whipped around in a three-point turn to drive in the opposite direction. He was completely turned around at this point and could not yet make sense of which way he should be going. But his primary goal right now was to see what the hell had attacked him because it was time for some payback.

      The dark mass that began to take shape in his windshield was so unbelievable that he thought for a moment the crack on his head had caused him to see things. He slowed to a stop and just stared in disbelief. But as he looked on at the jerky movement of the mangled things, the rage within him grew. There must have been a hundred of them, and even more were still pouring out of the corn fields into the rotting, writhing congregation. They must have just started coming out as he drove by, and the first few threw themselves at the truck. That must have been the loud bang he first heard that caused him to duck and swerve into the ditch. He never saw them, but this he would have seen. He revved the big engine and thought how satisfying it would be to just crush them with the big truck like rotten sacks of meat. But just as he began to drop it back into gear, he remembered that wild boar he’d hit when he was sixteen, and how it had really messed up his truck. It was in the shop for almost two weeks and had cost him all the money he’d earned that summer.

      “No, better not risk it. Time to have some fun with guns instead,” he said with a wicked smile.

      The horde was about 150 yards away from him and shambling towards the bright headlights of the big truck. Gaige rolled down the driver’s side window and then opened the door. He reached behind him and plucked up the AR-15 along with four full magazines. As he stepped down to the ground, he rested the barrel of the carbine in the open window and lay the extra mags on his seat. With a practiced hand, he pulled back on the charging handle and let it go, flipped the safety off, and took aim at the first deadhead’s mangled face. It was a tall fellow wearing jeans and a sweatshirt with a local farm supply store’s logo on it. “Time to play, old boy,” he said with an evil grin, and gently squeezed the trigger. The head of the big fellow snapped back as he crumpled to the ground. Several of his comrades tripped over him and joined him there on the asphalt. With four accurate shots, Gaige didn’t waste any time making sure they stayed there. Two looked to be teenage girls, and the other two were a man and a woman. All were equally grotesque, with their oily, stringy hair, and parts of them missing. The color of their clothing was almost indiscernible because of the dirt or black ooze that seemed to cover them.

      The shooting gallery had officially begun, and Gaige was in his element.

      CRACK!

      Down went a good ole boy wearing a Minnesota Golden Gophers jersey. “Traitor!” Gaige spat as his head exploded.

      BOOM!

      A farmhand in overalls dropped to the ground.

      CRACK!

      A tall woman in a greasy bathrobe with a missing arm fell next.

      The game was easy, and he was enjoying it immensely. But as many as he put down, it was clear to him that there were more of them than he had bullets for. Sure, he could do this all day, but they were now only about a hundred yards away, and closing.

      Where had they all come from? He wondered. There didn’t seem to be a pattern to what they were wearing and were all ages from what he could make out.

      BOOM!

      He had been lucky with that shot and two dropped simultaneously, with the first’s head exploding in a mist, while the one right behind him appeared to take that same bullet in his head, also falling to the ground in a heap of rotten meat.

      Seventy-five yards…

      After taking out a few more, Gaige decided it was time to pack up and get out of Dodge. As he turned to toss his gear into the backseat, he had failed to hear the thirty or so deadheads closing in on him from behind while he was having some fun with the ones in front.

      “Holy shit,” he breathed. And just as he said it, he heard that humming sound again. It was faint, but it was there. Gaige jumped in and closed the door, unsure of what his next move would be. He knew what would most likely happen if he tried to drive through them, and he didn’t like that outcome at all. If there were just a few, it would be okay, but there were just too many of them.

      The hum grew increasingly louder and began to have a distinct whup-whup-whup-whup sound. He didn’t think the sound was coming from any of these deadheads, and as he rolled up his window, several aircraft blasted over his head, low and fast, causing him to flinch wildly. He counted three of them. They began to circle in a large arc until he couldn’t see them any longer. But within just a few seconds, they were back, and coming up from behind him. Gaige did not expect what happened next. The three aircraft unleashed hell on the horde of deadheads in front of him. The sounds from the explosions, or guns firing, or both, were deafening, and the creatures were simply obliterated. There were definitely three of them, and they looked to Gaige’s novice eyes like military Apache helicopters. They circled back around again, but this time tighter, and within moments, they were hovering in front of him about a hundred yards out. Their search lights were blinding through his windshield. Then, one of them adeptly moved directly over him as the other two cut their search lights. Once again, all hell broke loose, with the one above him vaporizing the zombie horde behind him. Then, with a couple of quick flashes of their search lights from the two in front of him, as if to signal him in some way, they were gone.

      Gaige sat there, staring at the road ahead, or what was left of it, as the headlights of the truck illuminated the impossibly macabre sight. He’d never seen anything like it. He was sure the truck could drive over it okay, but the thing was, he really didn’t want to. Smoldering body parts lie strewn in gory heaps for at least a hundred yards in every direction. It was disgusting, and yet somehow awesome at the same time. He could only imagine what it would smell like to drive over that mess.

      He held his hand out in front of him and stared at it for a long moment. He half expected to see it shaking, but it was as steady as ever. This was his world now, and he would learn how to master it. He got his bearings and was thankful that the route behind him was the way he needed to go, not thinking about the return trip just yet. At least behind him, there were far fewer of the foul things blocking his path. As he turned the big truck around, it occurred to him just how close he had come to buying the farm, chuckling at the irony of the thought. He underestimated these deadheads, but he would not make that mistake again.

      He weaved through and around the numerous smoking craters and body parts dotting the small farm road. Gaige was in awe of the utter devastation those military helicopters had caused  within just a few seconds. But even through the destruction, one of those damn things was actually still moving, clawing at the road and pulling its way toward him with a single outstretched hand. It wasn’t possible, but there it was just the same. Gaige simply stared in disbelief. “Time to say goodnight, ugly,” he whispered as he lined the front tires up with the revolting creature’s head. He swore he could actually feel it pop as he drove over it.

      Without any further encounters, Gaige reached the gravel path where he left the girl, and her disabled Range Rover. Making the turn, he stopped and studied the area, deciding to keep his headlights switched on. He detected no movement and slowly rolled forward. Once again, the crunch of gravel beneath his tires helped him to focus. Soon, he could make out the reflective markers on the SUV that felt ghostly to him somehow. He pulled to within five feet and killed the engine, leaving the headlights on. Grabbing the AR and popping in a fresh mag, he opened his door and stepped out onto the gravel. He wished the AR had a weapon light, but it didn’t, so he’d just have to stay close to the vehicles. He only took a few steps when he spotted something lying on the gravel path. Once he was close enough, he touched it with the toe of his boot, and then leaned down and picked it up. Recognition of the crumpled piece of paper hit him as he began to unravel it and discover his own handwriting there. As tendrils of rage began to writhe and grow within him, Gaige slowly lifted his eyes from the note and aimed his steely gaze beyond the Range Rover, and toward the Westergaard farm.
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      The tears on Kate’s cheeks left little trails in the dirt on her face. A tidal wave of emotions hit her at hearing Jonah’s voice. Hanna wished she had something to give to Kate to wipe them off, but everything she had she was wearing, and it was all ripped and dirty too. She glanced down at herself and then offered Kate a smile instead. Kate looked at Hanna with a puzzled expression and realized she had been so consumed with her phone call to Jonah that she had shut the rest of the world around her out, including Hanna. But there she was, just smiling shyly at her and not saying a word. Kate really liked her and was glad for the unexpected twist of fate in this horror that brought them together. She knew there was a word for it, but couldn’t think of it. Unsure of how to begin, Kate smiled back at Hanna and wiped her cheeks with the sleeve of her shirt.

      “You’re probably wondering who that was, huh? Jonah is my fiancé Luke’s best friend. He’s going to try to come and get us out of here.”

      “Do you think he can?” Hanna asked.

      “I sure hope so, because I don’t know how we’re going to get out of here by ourselves. He was a combat soldier, an Army Ranger.”

      “What? You're kidding!” Hanna exclaimed.

      Hanna’s reaction surprised Kate.

      “No, why?” she asked.

      “My brother, Ethan, is in the Army. He’s a Ranger too, in the 75th Ranger Regiment, 1st Battalion. Kate, my big brother is the toughest guy I know, and even he struggled getting through Ranger School. If your friend, Jonah, was a Ranger, and if he’s anything like Ethan, he’ll get here. I know he will.”

      Kate’s spirits were lifted a little at Hanna’s enthusiasm, and though she knew Jonah was special, she had no idea about the things Hanna said. But then, Hanna’s sudden look of sadness at the thought of her brother was unmistakable. “Thank you, Hanna. Jonah’s a really great guy, and as big as a house, too. He’s been out of the Army for a couple of years now, but you wouldn’t know it by looking at him. Where is Ethan now?” she asked.

      “He FaceTime’d with me last week and said that his unit was being deployed somewhere in the Middle-East, but couldn’t tell me where. He’s stationed in Savannah, Georgia, and was there when he called me. I don’t know if he left yet. So I don’t know where he is,” Hanna explained, concern clear in her eyes.

      “Well, if what you say is true about the Rangers, and your brother, you must know he’s better equipped than just about anyone to survive this. He’s probably helping others right now, just like Jonah.”

      “I know,” Hanna replied. “I just really miss him.”

      “Hey, are you hungry?” Kate asked, trying to pull Hanna back. “I can’t remember what I threw in my bag, but I stuffed what I could in there.”

      “Sure, but I don’t want to take your supplies,” Hanna said shyly.

      “Don’t be silly. We’re in this together now, and we’ll help each other, okay?” Kate replied.

      As they shared a cold package of Oscar Mayer Stuffed Cheese hotdogs and a bag of pistachios, Kate told Hanna all about the things Jonah said during their phone call. Hanna seemed to come back to the here and now. The hotdogs went quickly, and neither seemed to care at all that they were cold. Finishing the entire package, they each had a single sip of water from the only remaining water bottle. Then Kate capped it carefully and placed it back in her pack.

      “It’s so surreal,” Kate said. “The things we never thought about before, but just always thought would be there when we needed them; water, food, a warm coat... simple things like that. And now we’re sitting here shivering in a barn, eating cold hotdogs without buns, and sharing a single bottle of water like it’s the last one on Earth. Not to mention that we have actual zombies beneath us. I’ve never in my wildest dreams, and believe me, I’ve had plenty, imagined anything like this,” Kate shared.

      “I arranged to get my assignments ahead of time so that I could come home a week early for our harvest party, and then planned to stay through Thanksgiving break. I’d only been home since Saturday when this nightmare from hell fell on us. I was supposed to graduate this year, Kate,” Hanna replied with a quivering voice. “None of this can be real, but I know it is. I know what’s happening, but I can’t make myself fully believe it. When do you think Jonah will get here? And when he does, then what, Kate?”

      “He said it would be a few hours before he could leave, and he’s about seventy miles away. Who knows what he’ll run into out there, but I’m really praying he’ll be here by morning.”

      “I’m so cold, Kate. I didn’t have time to grab anything warm. And God, those things smell.”

      “I know, I’m cold too. I don’t have much, but I think I have a couple of extra tops in my backpack. Let’s layer up with what we have, and we’ll try to use the hay to help keep us warm. Hey, baby Jesus was born in a barn on Christmas Eve. I’ll bet it was cold for him too,” Kate said with a smile, reaching into her pack and pulling out a sweater and another long-sleeved top. “I’m afraid I can’t do anything about the smell down there though,” she said, holding the sweater out to Hanna.

      Wrinkling her nose, Hanna accepted the sweater and quickly pulled it over her head. “I’m sorry. I’ll probably stink this up a bit, but I’m so thankful, Kate.”

      “Trust me, you smell like a bed of roses compared to the things below us,” Kate chuckled. “Let’s drag some more hay bales in here and break them open,” Kate said, after pulling the extra top over her head.

      “Okay,” Hanna replied.

      They managed to both squeeze into the tiny hay bale room and lay side-by-side with little room to spare. With her backpack pressed against her head and the shotgun nestled against her side, Kate was thankful to have Hanna with her. Being alone was more than horrifying, and the dark feeling it created within her was something she never wanted to know again, not ever. They had built up a thick layer of hay beneath them, and enough to cover themselves substantially as they lay there in the tight space. They were almost warm. Almost.

      Quiet and motionless, Kate knew sleep would take her before she could finish her silent nighttime prayer. She could already hear Hanna’s soft snore, and it was strangely soothing. That, along with Kate’s own emotional and physical exhaustion, finally forced the veil of sleep over her consciousness. She was out.

      “Miss Hanna? Miss Rebecca? Anybody there? Where is everybody?” A loud squeaky voice with a southern drawl called out from somewhere outside the barn. “Mr. Tom? It’s Birdie. Where is everybody?” The perplexed woman’s call repeated in some variation several times, as an element of panic began to creep into her worried call. That still did not wake the girls from their deep slumber. But as it continued, a thundering crescendo of undead roars from beneath them did. The creatures roused from the beckoning of living flesh nearby, and their hunger-filled moans grew to a deafening level within the confines of the barn.

      “Kate, wake up, something’s happening,” Hanna said in a harsh whisper, shaking the arm that was practically draped over her. “Kate, please wake up!” She shook a little harder.

      “What?” a sleep-filled voice finally replied.

      “Listen, something is happening, and I’m really afraid.”

      She didn’t have to listen because the noise was already drowning out her own voice. It was accompanied by banging and the unmistakable sounds of splintering wood as the mass of undead below each attempted to be the first to get to their fresh meal.

      “It sounds like they’re trying to get out,” Kate said. “Someone must be out there. Oh my God, is Jonah here?” Kate tried to scramble to her feet and realized that there wasn’t enough room. “Hanna, move, we need to get out and try to see what’s happening outside!” she barked as fear and excitement filled her every fiber.

      Kate switched on her little flashlight and pushed Hanna to move faster so they could go and see what was happening. Scurrying through the opening on her hands and knees, Hanna stood to make room for Kate to exit the tiny shelter to avoid knocking down the bales of hay.

      “Kate, over here, there’s a hay access door.”

      The large doors were only fifteen feet away from them, and as the horrifying sounds below continued, the movement of the rotting creatures stirred the air with their vile stench. It permeated every crack, every opening, and gagged Hanna and Kate as they scrambled to the large doors. Hanna unlatched them and pushed hard to swing them outward. A scream filled Hanna’s airways as she understood why the undead were so aroused.

      “Birdie! Run!”

      Hanna instantly recognized the loud voice and rotund figure of the black woman below who had practically raised her.

      “Miss Hanna? Where are you?” she called out as she moved her flashlight around in circles.

      “I’m up here in the loft, Birdie. There’s no time to explain! Please, run! Run as fast as you can. You have to hide, now!” Hanna yelled in an utter state of panic to the old cook that she loved so dearly, knowing it was already too late for her dear friend.

      “I don’t understand, Miss Hanna. Whatcha doin’ up there in that loft?” she asked, stymied by the scene unfolding around her.

      CRASH!

      The side of the barn splintered as dozens of undead poured through the new, jagged opening.

      “Oh, God. Please, no! Birdie, please run. They’re going to kill you,” Hanna bellowed.

      Though it was still mostly dark at this early morning hour, there was enough light to see the dark mass closing in on Birdie. Kate aimed her flashlight downward to illuminate the nightmarish scene developing below. And to Kate’s and Hanna’s surprise, Birdie suddenly produced a long-barreled shotgun and pressed it against her shoulder.

      BOOM!

      The heads of the two nearest zombies exploded in a grotesque mist and dropped to the ground.

      BOOM!

      The mid-section of a skinny female zombie with stringy black hair was nearly cut in half, folding in two as she dropped to the ground. But her hands immediately stretched outward in a robotic jerking motion to try to propel herself forward. Birdie wailed, and Hanna continued to yell down to her to run.

      “Birdie, there are too many of them. Please run!”

      But Birdie either could not hear her, or simply would not listen, because she didn’t budge.

      “You hurt my family, you filthy monsters! No one hurts Birdie’s family without answering to me!” she raged.

      BOOM!

      The head of a tall deadhead in overalls was vaporized.

      “Birdie, oh Birdie…” Hanna was now crying hysterically, as Kate wrapped an arm around her in a weak attempt to calm her some.

      BOOM!

      A tall, long-haired teenage boy’s shoulder and arm were blown off, but he kept coming.

      BOOM!

      He crumpled to the ground.

      CLICK!

      No more boom stick! Birdie was out of ammo. She pumped the shotgun and squeezed the trigger repeatedly, but nothing happened. She howled in anger and frustration as tears streamed down her plump cheeks. She fought admirably, but even she could see it was a losing battle. Birdie turned and made a run for the big farmhouse that she knew so well. But just as she was taking her second stride in that direction, she felt something clasp onto her ankle like an iron vise and fell hard to the ground with an umph! Kicking and screaming, Birdie moved and flailed with speed that defied her age and round physique.

      “Oh, Birdie, no!” Hanna cried from the loft.

      But in a surprise move, Birdie kicked hard at the face of the thing latched onto her ankle just as it pulled itself closer to the meat it so desperately wanted… no, needed. It was a large man with one eye missing and half of his left cheek that was nothing but a gaping hole. He appeared to have been scalped, as the top of his head showed only exposed skull. It was good that Birdie could not see that, or she would have gone into shock at the sight. With a sickening wet crunch, the heel of Birdie’s laced up boot crushed the creature’s head, and it instantly went limp as its grip was broken. Birdie wasted no time scrambling to her feet and running for her life as she closed the distance to the farmhouse front door. With only twenty feet remaining, sounds of gunshots echoed from the very house she was trying to escape to, sending the poor woman sprawling in agony to the ground.
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      Knuckles white from his iron-tight grip on the truck’s steering wheel, Gaige seethed with raw anger at the rejection of the woman in the SUV. It was an emotion he knew all too well and had yet learned to master control over. Small drops of spittle flew from between his lips as he sucked air in and out through his teeth. He did not like this unbridled anger because he could not trust himself when it took over, and he needed to be in complete control right now. He nearly lost his life twice now when he failed to focus; once from the surprise attack of the zombie on the hill at the old couple’s farm, and just moments ago from the small horde that had boxed him in on the small farm road. If those military helicopters hadn’t come along when they did, he was certain it would have ended badly.

      Gaige waited, sitting there, trying to get his breathing under control before turning the key to start the big diesel. The long pause helped, and he felt his blood-red vision begin to clear a little. He finally shifted the truck into drive and slowly rolled toward the Westergaard farm that was just a mile or so ahead, and considered what he might find there. Stealth was his friend, he knew that. He wanted to observe things undetected so that he could formulate a viable plan. She was there. He could feel it in his bones.

      He stopped the truck two-hundred yards from the end of the cornfield and killed the engine. The farm was just ahead, and Gaige would approach the rest of the way on foot to avoid giving away his presence. It was dark and cold. The early November snowflakes fluttered against his cheeks as he stepped with a crunch onto the gravel road. It was a light snowfall and would most likely not amount to much, but it was a signal of the winter to come. Gaige loved the wintertime and the snow, but he was not sure how he would feel about it in this new world. Iowa winters could be long, and if the power remained out, as he expected it would, there would definitely be some adjustments.

      Double-checking his Desert Eagle, he holstered it, and then tucked the Colt 1911 into his waistband behind his back. He put two extra magazines for each into his coat pockets. Gaige wanted to move lightly and stealthily. Besides his two handguns and ammo, he grabbed a small flashlight and a pair of compact Steiner binoculars that he’d found hanging next to the door in the farmhouse. Zipping up his coat, he locked up the truck and placed the keys on top of the driver’s side front tire, where he knew they would remain until he was ready to leave again. Then he stood still and quiet, like a predator, allowing his eyes to adjust to the ambient light. He listened to the sounds of the night around him. He learned this skill from his father, who was an expert big-game hunter. Gaige could hear the echo of his father’s voice in his head:

      Boy, if you are one with your surroundings, especially in the dark, you will sense the slightest change in air density, and detect sounds that most humans will not. You’ll move like a shadow, deadly and silent over every contour. You will recognize the most subtle of changes, and those changes, no matter how small, signal something you need to pay attention to. When you can do those things, then you will be the apex predator.

      Gaige was hunting, there was no mistake, and his prey lay somewhere ahead on the Westergaard farm. What he would find there, he did not know, but the thrill of the hunt was building, and it was time to go.

      Pulling his collar up high and snug around his neck, he moved like a cat, without a sound. There was the hint of a moon now, glowing behind the cloudy sky above, and he could see the outline of a farmhouse, or a barn, up ahead as he approached the final row of cornstalks. Nestling himself against the edge of it, Gaige knelt down, remaining motionless, as he watched and listened. The farm was like a ghost town, except for a gentle breeze occasionally stirring the cornstalks and the leaves on the ground around him. Patience was not one of his strengths, but he knew what could be out there waiting for him in the dark shadows. Stretching out into a prone position on the snow-dampened ground, he pressed his left side against the field of corn, making sure to maintain a clear view of the silhouettes of the house and surrounding farm buildings ahead. Gaige settled in with his binoculars, knowing it would be nearly impossible for anyone, or anything, to detect him from his reconnaissance position. For nearly an hour, as a lion in the tall Savannah grass, he watched and waited for any movement or sound. Gaige was getting cold as a thin layer of light snow now covered him. Detecting nothing, it was time to move in closer and see what mysteries the farmhouse held.

      It was nearly 6 a.m. now, but in late autumn, the sun would not rise for another hour. Still, the large moon behind the clouds provided just enough diffused light to see without the help of a flashlight. Gaige drew his handgun and moved slowly, using any object in his path to try to remain concealed as he made his way closer. He was surprised by how quiet it was, but there was a low hum from somewhere off in the distance. He stopped and listened, trying to pinpoint its direction. But with the snow and light breeze, it seemed to change. In one moment, it sounded as if it was coming from behind him. Then, in another moment, from his left, and on it went. He remembered the helicopters and wondered if it was more of the same. Eventually, shrugging it off, as it seemed too far away to concern his mission, he crept up the steps of the front porch. Ever watchful, he made his way to the large front door that stood partially open. It was smeared with the familiar oily black sludge, and the gagging stench accompanying it soon assailed his nostrils. Listening for any movement coming from within, or the telltale gurgling and hissing sounds of the undead, he paused for a few long moments on the threshold. Gaige had good instincts, but he didn’t sense anything inside, nor could he understand where everyone had gone. Taking a tentative step inside, he lowered his outstretched handgun and gently closed the door behind him, locking it with a soft click. He retrieved his small flashlight from his jacket pocket and switched it on. The floor and walls were smeared here and there with the same putrid sludge that he found on the front door. He moved deeper into the house’s interior, closer to the large, winding staircase. Aiming the beam of light there, Gaige did not see any of the slimy trails on the walls, or steps leading up. He decided that’s where he would go first, wondering who he might find hiding up there. Would she be there? The thought made him smile.

      The house was quiet, too quiet, and he could hear his own breathing. But that changed as he ascended the stairs. With each step, they creaked and groaned, causing him to curse internally. He gritted his teeth and continued. Aiming his flashlight and handgun out in front of him as he climbed, he paused from time to time, listening with the ears of a hunter. But there was still nothing. Reaching the top landing, he was thankful for the plush carpet now under his feet. He slowly moved his weapon and flashlight in an arc the full breadth of the large area. It was open and airy, but still with a cozy farmhouse charm. Nothing looked to be out of place, and there were still no signs of the undead. He moved to his right, toward the rear of the house. As he walked forward, the photographs on the wall told a story of a family, many of which captured the girl he could not stop thinking about his entire freshman year. “Hanna,” the whisper escaped his lips. It was then that Gaige heard it.

      He switched off the flashlight and allowed his eyes a moment to adjust, listening hard as he waited to try to figure out what it was he was hearing. There was some ambient light now, with the sunrise nearing, some of it from a window in one of the rooms ahead. He inched his way toward it. The window inside glowed softly from the snowy early-morning sky trying to penetrate the darkness. Gaige approached the frosted panes, slid the single latch to the side, and quietly lifted the window a few inches. He now heard it clearly. The voice was strong, with a sort of down-home quality to it, but it was out of place somehow. It was filled with a sleepy kind of bewilderment. He knelt to the floor and lifted his binoculars, resting them on the window sill, trying to get a better look at its source about twenty yards away. He could just make out the round silhouette of the woman as she moved in no particular pattern around the open area between the house and the barn. Gaige watched with anticipation as the events of the next few minutes unraveled.

      She called out to those on the farm that she expected to be there, but no one answered. He wondered, too, why there seemed to be no one at home on the farm. The more she carried on, though, the more Gaige wanted to deal with the loud woman. But just as his right hand began to drift downward from the binoculars to his holster, the sounds of something new entered into the mysterious scene, and it gave him pause. His tightly pursed lips slowly relaxed and turned upward into an evil smile. Hanna, the girl he crushed on in high school, called down to the beckoning woman from the barn loft, pleading with her to run, but she did not listen. Instead, she called back to the girl, and when Gaige heard her voice and her name, all the emotions from the past came flooding back, stronger, and far more deeply than the photographs in the hallway. The ache he unexpectedly felt in his blackened heart was surreal. But before he could latch onto it, the mystery of the missing people started to make sense as all hell broke loose.

      “The barn, of course!” Gaige muttered aloud. And though he wished for sunrise so he could have a better view, he himself could not have set a better stage for what was about to unfold. He was charged with an excited electricity. Just when he thought it couldn’t possibly get any better, the annoying woman actually produced a shotgun and began blasting at the filthy creatures. This single move on her part gave him many ideas for future plans, and they energized him even more. But for now, he would just sit back and enjoy this show. Thrilled that the woman was actually able to take down several of the dreadful creatures, and some in quite dramatic fashion too, he still anticipated what would come next. And just as he knew it would, the booming shotgun fell silent, further elevating his twisted energy.

      “Now the real fun begins,” he whispered.

      The woman bellowed with rage, but turned and broke for the farmhouse. A large undead male was much too close to her, though, and it lunged for her clumsily. It looked for a moment as if the foul creature had missed, but just as it fell to the ground with a loud thud, it had somehow latched onto the fat woman’s ankle and brought her crashing to the ground to join him. She kicked and writhed, and her screams of terror were very satisfying to Gaige. But in an unexpected stroke of luck, she kicked out hard and placed a well-timed boot heel square into the stinker’s head. And that was that; it moved no more. In a burst of speed that betrayed the woman’s size, she was on her feet in a flash and running toward the house.

      “No, no, no!” Gaige blurted out and, with lightning reflexes, drew his Desert Eagle, squeezing off three shots in quick succession, aiming intentionally low, not wanting to kill the old girl. The poor woman grabbed her right thigh as the hot round pierced her meaty leg, sending her spilling to the ground in agony. Gaige was a good marksman, but even this shot was one in a hundred for him. But he hit his target, watching in delight as the closing zombies were within five yards of her now.

      Seeing the flashes of gunfire from the window of the house, but not understanding what they just witnessed, Kate and Hanna screamed in shock and horror as Birdie clawed frantically at the ground in her futile attempt to escape the closing horde.

      Gaige’s anticipation of the frenzied undead ripping flesh from the woman’s bones hypnotized him to the scene, and he knew it would only be seconds now before they would take their first juicy bites. But, without warning, one of the glass panes in the window he knelt in front of shattered violently as sparkling shards of glass flew at his face, chest, and arms. Gaige grabbed his left eye when he felt an odd sort of pressure there. He dropped to the floor as wood began to splinter all around the window frame, followed by multiple cracks of a rifle from somewhere nearby.
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      Sophia bolted up from her little cot in a wild state of panic, and Jonah was right there to catch her. She punched and screamed, not understanding in her sleepy state who he was.

      “Shhh, Sophia, I got you.” He reached for her to calm her a bit, but not before she clocked him right on the chin, and with such ferocity, he actually saw stars for a moment. The girl’s power defied her petite stature. He clutched her small wrists and said again, “Cricket. It’s me, Jonah. I got you, honey. I got you.” The fog of sleep seemed to lift from her, and she grabbed him and held him tightly, wrapping her arms around his neck and squeezing. He could scarcely breathe. He didn’t break her constricting hold though. Jonah realized she was truly afraid, and she trusted him and needed him to keep her safe. And he wanted to. More than anything, he wanted to. It gave him purpose and focus in this impossible new world. Jonah would guard her with his life.

      Without moving, he croaked out, “Cricket, I can’t breathe, love. Can you let go, please?”

      As she released her tight grip from around his neck, she asked, “Jonah, what happened? What was that loud boom?” But before he could answer, the putrid stench hit them. The creatures were inside, and they both knew it the instant the foul aroma entered their small sanctuary.

      “Sophia, time to go. We are no longer safe here,” he whispered, pulling her to her feet. “Hold my arm, don’t let go. I’ve already gathered all our gear at the top of the stairs. Let’s move, hun!” he said. But as they turned to leave the small office area, two disfigured undead filled the doorway with outstretched arms. The dim light in the room was enough to show that both their faces were half missing and rotting intestines were hanging out of the female of the duo. Sophia screamed loudly as Jonah drew his sidearm and shot the two undead from only fifteen feet away, finishing both with one bullet each before they could take a single step toward them.

      “Get in the bathroom! Now!” he yelled to Sophia, as he gave her a not so gentle push to get her moving. “Lock that door!” he ordered.

      “Jonah!” was all she said with a stab of fear as she ran the short distance. Sophia closed the door fast and locked it, only to realize she was now completely in the dark. There was only the tiniest sliver of light coming from under the thin crack at the bottom of the door. She knew Jonah was strong and brave, and nothing was going to hurt him. Nothing!

      Dropping quickly to the floor, she pressed her cheek against the cold tile to get her ear as close to the crack as possible. She wanted to hear any sound she possibly could. Multiple gunshots rang out in controlled succession, but then it went silent. Had he gotten all of them? Sophia knew that his gun only held so many bullets. Did he have more with him? She didn’t know. She had never known anyone like Jonah before; the way he saved her, protected her, and tried to save her mom too. The way he tried to help those boys and their mom running in the street. He was never afraid, and he always seemed to know just what to do. She felt so lucky that he found her, and now she never wanted to be away from him. She wanted him to teach her everything he knew. Sophia was a survivor! She felt it in her bones, and she would fight like she never had before. Remembering how she used his big knife on the deadhead in the street when he was down, she realized she wasn’t afraid then either, and just did what had to be done to help him. She knew she had it in her. She just knew it, and she would not become one of them!

      Long minutes passed. How many, she did not know. Then there was a dragging sound, like something big and metal scraping along the floor.

      “What does that mean?” she breathed aloud. Five minutes of silence passed without so much as a footstep. Then, unexpectedly, almost as if to answer her, a rapid tap on the door came, followed by Jonah’s low voice. “Cricket, let’s move.” She jumped in surprise, but with overwhelming relief. She hopped to her feet and opened the door to join him.

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” he said in a stern voice. She would later call that his soldier’s voice. “Don’t let go,” he added, as he grabbed her small hand and pulled her to the stairway leading to the rooftop. As they passed the small workbench, Jonah snatched up a large screwdriver.

      “I won’t,” was all she said.

      He was expecting a thousand questions, but her simple reply told him she understood their dire situation, and her stoic nature again took him aback. He didn’t know for sure, but thought this must be an uncommon trait for a young teenage girl. He really liked Sophia.

      Just as they made it to the top landing of the stairs, a loud crash from somewhere inside the gun shop echoed up to them.

      “That’s it. We’re out of time!” Jonah said, as he unbarred the door and opened it, shoving Sophia through it. He began tossing the bags as fast as he could to the other side. He slammed the door shut with a loud bang, and pushed the hasp over the small ring he cut the lock from, and then jammed the large screwdriver into it. Jonah turned, pressing his back to the door, and slid to the ground in a plop.

      “That should buy us enough time to get out of here,” he said, as he turned to face what was left of the rooftop. Half the building was gone, and in its place, smoke rose from the rubble below.

      “Jonah, what happened?” Sophia asked in quiet surprise.

      “I’m not sure, Cricket. But if I had to guess, I’d say it was an explosion. From what—I don’t want to say.

      “Why not?”

      “Because, if I’m right, things are a lot worse than I thought.”

      “Jonah, you can’t protect me from the truth. Please tell me!” Sophia insisted.

      Looking out upon the countless fires that peppered the small city and horizon, Jonah gestured with his hand and said, “I think it’s military. And if they’re using surface-to-surface, or air-to-surface missiles in civilian areas, then they’ve already lost control.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He paused but then relented, realizing she was right; he couldn’t protect her from the truth.

      “They can’t help us, Sophia. All they can do is try to destroy as many as possible and hope there are enough survivors left to help rebuild.”

      “You mean you think they can’t stop this?”

      “Do you? You’ve seen them, Cricket. How can anyone stop this and make things normal again?” he answered.

      “Then what happens to us?” her lower lip quivered.

      “We take care of each other, and help as many others as we possibly can, and we survive, that’s what!” He put his hand on her shoulder. “Look, what do you know about viruses?”

      “I remember in my junior high biology class, they told us we take antibiotics for bacteria, but for viruses, there is nothing except our immune system to fight those. Anti.. anti…”

      “Antibodies?” Jonah helped her out.

      “Yeah, that’s it. Antibodies,” she repeated.

      “That’s mostly true, I think. But we don’t have antibodies to fight this. It’s too strong, and too fast. But viruses do eventually die out once they no longer have a host. I think we just have to outsmart them until they die off. I know very little about all this, and this may not even be a virus, but I don’t see how these things can survive for very long in the shape they’re in. At least that’s what I’m hoping.”

      “Yeah, they’re pretty messed up,” she said thoughtfully.

      More explosions in the distance pulled their attention to the west.

      “Cricket, let’s go see if we can make it to the truck and get out of here. How does that sound?”

      “Yes, please. I don’t like it here anymore.”

      They moved together to the rear ledge of the building, and thankfully, it still seemed to be intact. To their left, about twenty-five feet, it was badly damaged, and big chunks were missing. But behind that, it was just gone. As they approached, Jonah began walking in a crouch to keep his profile low. Reaching the ledge, he placed both hands on it and slowly peaked over. There was one wandering meathead near the truck, but besides that, he saw nothing else.

      “Wait here, have a look. I’ll be right back,” he said, as he moved quickly back to his bags to retrieve one of the ARs. There were no sounds on the other side of the door. Perhaps the creatures did not know how to navigate the stairs yet. He was sure they would figure it out soon enough though, and he’d like to be on the road before they did. He returned to Sophia’s side in less than a minute and pressed the small power button on the side of the attached scope. He could see that the reticle was now illuminated and looked thoughtfully at Sophia for a moment.

      “What?” she said.

      “This is an AR-15. It’s powerful, but easy to operate. This one is yours, he said.”

      As she studied it, she looked intrigued, but not at all afraid.

      “We will be dealing with these infected people for a while, and there will be times I’ll need to depend on you. We’re a team now. Are you okay with that?”

      She gave Jonah a quick salute and said, “Yes, sir.”

      Smiling at her, Jonah held out the AR-15 and said, “Here, take this.” He guided her hands through a safe transfer of the firearm. “Place your right hand around this pistol grip and put your right index finger above the trigger, like this,” he said, showing her as he spoke. “Now, place your left hand under here, on the handguard. That’s it, that’s perfect,” he said, as she held it out in front of her. “This t-shaped handle behind the scope is called a charging handle. Pulling this all the way back and letting go, will place a round from the magazine into the chamber. This makes the AR-15 ready to fire.”

      “It’s lighter than I thought,” she said.

      “This horizontal lever here is the safety selector. When it’s straight like this, you cannot fire the weapon. You first need to flip it down, like this,” he demonstrated with a soft click. “Here, you try,” he said, flipping it back into the safe position. “But I want you to use your right thumb since it’s already close to it when you’re holding the pistol grip. See?” he said, as he showed her. “Hold it up to your right shoulder and look through the scope. It’s magnified some, so things will be easier to see. The reticle inside lights up to make it even easier in low light, but you will aim the same, with or without the light. The way I’ve set this up, you just put your target in the center of that donut and fire. If you’re within a hundred yards or so, you should hit what you’re aiming at.”

      Sophia was quiet and tried to take in all that Jonah was teaching her.

      “I want you to take down our target. Do you think you can do that for me?” he asked.

      “Yes,” was all she said.

      Jonah helped her get situated with the AR-15, resting on the roof’s ledge, and instructed her on how to chamber a round.

      “Now, find your target in the scope and put its head in the middle of that donut. Lower the safety selector with your thumb and gently place your index finger on the trigger. Find a place where it feels the most comfortable, but don’t squeeze it yet,” Jonah continued, speaking softly to Sophia. “Take a couple of deep breaths first and look at how the sight picture moves slightly during each breath. Do you notice how relaxed you are at the bottom of each breath? That pause at the bottom is where you want your target centered in your donut. That’s when you squeeze the trigger, just before your next inhale. Does that make sense?”

      “I think so,” Sophia answered softly.

      “Be gentle, and squeeze when you’re ready.”

      Jonah watched her chest rise and fall with each breath as she looked through the small scope. She didn’t move otherwise, and he wondered what was going through her thoughts as she continued to breathe and pause at the bottom of each exhale. After her fifth or sixth breath, the carbine barked with a loud bang, causing him to flinch. Sophia remained still and kept her eye on the scope. Jonah looked down and saw the meathead laying on the ground, motionless. This girl was a natural, and as cool as they come.

      Placing his hand on her shoulder, Jonah said, “You’d make a fine sniper, Cricket.” She turned her head slightly to look at him, and he noticed a single teardrop in the corner of her eye.

      The sadness in Sophia’s soulful gaze tugged at Jonah’s heart.

      “You okay?” Jonah asked as he reached down and brushed the teardrop from her cheek with his knuckle.

      “I was thinking of my mom.”

      Glancing toward the motionless creature splayed on the pavement below, she said, “That was someone too, you know, before all this? Someone’s dad, or husband, maybe? I just kept thinking about that.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he replied softly. After a moment, he continued, “Sophia, do you believe in God?”

      She didn’t answer, but rather turned away. Jonah could see the conflict within her.

      “I know it’s hard, with all this, huh? I mean, if God is real, how could he allow this to happen?”

      She turned back and looked directly into Jonah’s eyes.

      “Well, could He?”

      “I saw some pretty messed up things when I was an Army Ranger, and I wondered the same thing, many times in fact. It made me very sad, and it almost ate me up. It was the kind of sadness that’s really hard to shake, and I felt like I was in a deep dark pit that I couldn’t climb out of. For a time, I didn’t know what to do, because each day, I faced more and more of those same horrible things. And it felt like nothing good was around me. But I was wrong. I was so very wrong, Cricket. I’ll tell you a lot more about that when we have time. For now, I can say that there has always been evil in this world, ever since the beginning of time. Remember the story of Adam and Eve?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The Bible tells us that it began there, and all throughout its pages are countless stories of good men fighting evil all around them. I’m a soldier, honey, and I know God is real. I will fight for the good in this world until my last breath. I believe in my heart that’s His purpose for me. The moment I realized that, a great peace settled within me. I can’t explain it. It was just so powerful, I knew. This virus, or whatever it is, came from something evil; it is not of God. He promised that one day, He will return and destroy all the evil in this world. But until then, we have to decide which side we’re on and stay our course. It’s black and white and there is nothing in the middle. I know which side I’m on, and I believe you do too,” he said, looking right back into her eyes with a genuine smile. “What you did just now, well, you’re fighting for good too. And if you listen to your heart, to your soul, you’ll feel it. I know you will.”

      She didn’t say anything, but just smiled back at him. It was quiet for a moment, and though Jonah knew they needed to get out of there as soon as possible, he felt this moment for Sophia was important. So he gave it to her. Then, unexpectedly, she leaned the carbine against the rooftop wall and hugged him tightly. She only came up to his chest, so she squeezed his middle. That singular thing, that complete trust in him, solidified his love for this child. She had somehow found her way into his very protected heart.

      “Hey, we’ve got a rescue mission to execute. You ready to get out of here and go save Kate?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied as she let him go and simultaneously gave him a playful salute.

      “Alright, then. I’m gonna go down the ladder first, and I want you to toss the bags down to me. Once they’re all down, I’ll load them up. You’ll be on lookout duty while I’m doing that. Okay?”

      “I won’t let anything near you, promise,” she said confidently.

      “Pick up your weapon and bring it to me,” Jonah ordered.

      She did so, careful not to point it at him, but clearly nervous and unsure of quite how to hold it. Jonah took it from her, quickly flipped the firearm to the safe position, and slung it around her neck and over her shoulder.

      “First rule, always keep your weapon in the safe position, and your finger off the trigger until you are ready to fire,” showing her again where the safety was located and how to flip it between the safe and fire position.

      “Got it?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Sophia replied.

      He lifted it and showed her how to hold it in the low-ready position.

      “Holding it like this makes it easy to lift and get a quick sight picture, but open enough to see clearly all around without the obstruction of the weapon or optic. When you’re ready to take aim, lift it like this,” he said, as he showed her how to quickly get it into firing position on her shoulder, with her cheek resting on the stock. “Now, get your sight picture, then flip the safety, and fire when ready.”

      He spent the next couple of minutes teaching Sophia safety and handling of the firearm. He also explained the importance of knowing what was beyond the target before firing. She was eager to learn and did everything he asked of her without hesitation or question. But they were running out of time, and Jonah knew it was time to go.

      “Okay, Cricket. You’re my eyes,” he said with a smile.

      Swinging his backpack all the way around and over both shoulders, Jonah positioned himself on the ladder and began his descent. Once his boots were on the ground, he did a quick visual sweep and then motioned for Sophia to drop the first bag. Allowing her weapon to hang against her chest, she reached down to pick up the first duffle bag. It was much heavier than she expected, and she struggled to lift it. She became worried for a moment if she’d be able to get it on top of the ledge. With all her strength, she was finally able to wrestle it up there. She only hoped the others weren’t as heavy because she didn’t think she could do that again. Jonah positioned himself directly below where he thought the bag would fall and gestured silently for Sophia to push it over. She did, but felt ashamed when Jonah caught it as if it were a pillow. Then and there, she made a promise to herself to do everything she could to get stronger every chance she got. I refuse to be a weakling, she huffed internally. Still, she sighed in relief when she picked up the next bag, and it was half the weight of the first. Placing it on the ledge, they repeated the drill. After three more, all the bags were on the ground safely. Sophia quickly moved her AR-15 in the low-ready position, just as Jonah had shown her, and pressed her body against the roof’s wall, which came almost up to her shoulders. She now had a full field of view all around Jonah’s position. He watched her carefully. When he saw this, he gave her a thumbs up. She nodded at him, not knowing what else to do without lowering her weapon. Even in the dim light though, she thought she saw him smile.

      Jonah did one more visual sweep and then unlocked the truck, cringing when the lights came on. He opened the rear door quickly and pressed the lock button to turn them off. His night vision was now ruined for the next few minutes, and he mentally cursed himself for not thinking ahead about this. He was a great soldier and light discipline was a life-saving skill when a threat was nearby. He was annoyed with himself for forgetting about this feature on the truck. Speed would now be crucial, so he moved quickly to load up the bags. No more than forty-five seconds had passed between loading up the first bag to the last one. But as he leaned deep into the interior of the truck to position a rifle bag on the seat between two others, three shots rang out in quick succession from just above him. And then, Sophia’s loud scream, “Jonah!”
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      Though Jonah’s feet were on the ground, most of his weight was centered on his midsection as he stretched to stow the rifle bag securely. The shots and scream nearly caused his feet to slide out from under him as he extracted himself from the backseat area of the truck. But the moment he regained his balance and spun around, he inhaled the putrid cloud from the face that was only six inches from his own. She was a disgusting, stringy-haired, overweight female with her mouth agape in an inhuman, disjointed snarl as she lunged to sink her teeth into Jonah’s face. Pure instinct drove him hard to the ground, which allowed him to escape the imminent bite from the horrendous creature. A stab of pain shot through his elbows as they met the concrete, but he quickly rolled left and took the legs out from under the obese creature. The foul once-woman crumpled awkwardly against his truck, smearing her putrid black ooze all over the door panel as she folded to the ground. Jonah backpedaled on his hands and feet to put some distance between them. He intended to drop the vile creature, so Jonah drew his handgun from its holster and aligned its sights with the creature’s head. But in a split-second before squeezing the trigger, he opted instead for a better shot so as not to splatter her brains all over the inside of his truck.

      “Jonah, I’m so sorry. My gun got stuck,” Sophia cried out, clearly distressed. Hearing the tears in her voice, he wanted to let her know it was okay, but he also wanted to minimize sound as much as possible, knowing full well they had blown that objective already. He had to try and regain some control of their situation. Jonah got to his feet, gave her a thumbs up, then patted his heart with his left hand to communicate his love and understanding to her. He hoped his gestures were enough to calm her somewhat and convey their need for silence. By this time, the fat female zombie had moved several feet closer to him by pulling herself along the ground, apparently unable or unwilling to stand up. Jonah didn’t wait another moment and quickly ended the poor creature’s misery with a single bullet. He knew they needed to leave within seconds. Jonah performed a quick visual surveillance of his immediate surroundings. He saw no other threats, but halted his scan when he spotted the two figures lying on the ground about fifteen feet behind him. He turned and looked up at Sophia, then back at the two motionless deadheads, and shook his head in disbelief. Pride and admiration swelled within him as he instantly knew where the three shots he had heard landed.

      Without a moment to spare, Jonah ran back to the truck and closed the back door, moving just as quickly to the bottom of the ladder.

      “Sophia, put your weapon on safe and drop it down to me in a horizontal position,” he ordered in a loud whisper. She did as he said, and the carbine landed safely in his arms. He was about to motion for her to climb down, but she was already on her way before he could. Jonah looked at her carbine and could see the round cocked sideways in the ejection port. He quickly checked that it was on safe, released the magazine, pulled back on the charging handle and locked the bolt back. Two rounds fell out of the magazine well. He quickly reinserted the magazine and hit the bolt release lever to chamber a new round. He then performed a quick press check to verify. Jonah had done this in the five seconds it took for Sophia to reach him and drop to the ground. He handed her the weapon and gave her a little shove toward the truck, whispering, “Move, Cricket!,” as he ran behind her and unlocked the truck. He quickly opened her door, and once she was in safely, he closed it and sprinted to his own side. Jonah got in and locked the doors once more and started the engine. The headlights illuminated a wall of undead a mere thirty feet ahead of them, and closing.

      “Seatbelt!” Jonah commanded, slamming the truck into drive. The beast roared, and its tires spun loudly as he hit the accelerator hard and rocketed toward the left side, which was the only possibility to flank them. Seeing his trajectory, the undead wall shifted their movement to close the gap that Jonah aimed for, but the deadheads were much too slow to head off the speeding truck. As Jonah made it around them, he was no longer on the road, but rather on a grassy median populated with huge black walnut trees. The truck weaved and fishtailed wildly as he tried not to hit any of them. Jonah recovered just in time to see the large glass and aluminum overhead doors of a fire station directly in front that waited to violently greet them if he didn’t do something in the next half second. Jonah did the only thing he could do and slammed on the brakes, sending the truck sliding for what felt like minutes as its momentum fought against his command. Sophia had her arms outstretched, with palms firmly on the dashboard, to brace herself. The truck finally screeched to a full stop only two feet from the glass. If they had managed to crash through the enormous door, like a sentinel guarding his domain, an enormous fire engine with an impenetrable front bumper and grill, stamped with the name, Raider, awaited them.

      Jonah turned to Sophia, “You okay?” he managed to huff out.

      “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      “Okay, then. Hang on. I need to get us out of here,” he said.

      They had managed to put some distance between them and the undead horde, but they were sitting ducks out in the open. Especially after practically ringing the dinner bell.

      “We need to get to Highway 65 South. I’ve already programmed it into my phone. Think you can navigate for me?” Jonah knew he needed to keep his focus on their surroundings and having Sophia navigate would also keep her focused and give her a sense of purpose.

      “Yes,” she replied, taking his phone.

      Sophia had loved maps for as long as she could remember. Whenever her mom and her got in the car to go somewhere, Mom always handed Sophia her mobile phone to play with to keep her occupied. Sophia’s favorite thing on Mom’s phone was opening the map to watch their car’s dot moving along all the roads and highways. One time, they were stuck in a terrible traffic jam, and she surprised her mom by telling her to turn here and there to get out of it. Soon after, they were at the mall where they had planned to go ice skating. Most of the roads were ones they had never even been on before. Sophia was only seven, but that sealed it; she was officially Mom’s navigator from then on. She was an expert with maps now and could find anything quicker than most. Jonah had no idea, but was about to find out just how skilled she was with it.

      The roads were blocked in several places, but Sophia guided Jonah at every turn and even he didn’t know where they were. But within minutes, they were headed south on 65, deep in farm country.

      “I’m impressed,” Jonah said with a smile.

      “Thanks,” Sophia said as she blushed a little. But without missing a beat, she said, “Jonah, I don’t think we should take 65 all the way. There are too many small towns along the way. Turn left on B43, but it could also be named 210th Street. It will keep us away from the small towns. It’s only a couple of miles, just past a place called Redline Concrete.”

      “That’s a good idea, Cricket. Say, you’re pretty good with that thing.”

      “I used to always help Mom find places; she was terrible with directions,” Sophia said. Jonah could almost see the dark cloud drop over her.

      “You know, you’re making a habit out of saving my butt,” Jonah said playfully.

      “What do you mean? I messed up and almost got you killed,” she said, feeling ashamed of herself again. Sophia then looked away so he couldn’t see her face.

      “Corporal Kelly,” Jonah said, and shook his head and fell silent. After a minute or so went by, Sophia pointed out their turn coming up as they passed the concrete business.

      “Turn left here, Jonah,” she said, and Jonah did as she directed him, turning onto 210th street. “Who is Corporal Kelly,” Sophia asked, curiosity finally getting the best of her.

      “He was a good friend, and a really great guy. He had just completed BLC, and he was in my squad. I was training him to be a team leader.”

      “BLC?” Sophia inquired.

      “Yeah, basic leadership course. And on top of that, I had been on the firing range with Corporal Kelly many times, and he was a crack shot. He was even a better shot than me. He could hit just about any target at any distance. A couple of months after he finished BLC, we were on a patrol mission, and Corporal Kelly was an automatic rifleman on one of my fire teams. But he froze up when we were ambushed on that patrol. He almost got us all killed. I had to drag his ass behind cover before he was shot himself. When I did that, an enemy round took the camera off my helmet. I was that close to taking a bullet. You see, Cricket, we have very special roles in a Ranger squad, and we all count on each other. I would have you in my squad any day,” he smiled as he glanced over at her for a half-second. She blushed but didn’t look away.

      “I didn’t teach you how to clear a double feed. That wasn’t your fault. It was mine. I didn’t oil that new bolt carrier group enough before giving it to you. You took out two threats from fifty yards with precision. I have no doubt you would have taken out the third one if your weapon hadn’t jammed up on you. So no, kiddo, you saved my bacon, and it’s not the first time. I barely escaped from just one of them, so I know I would not have survived all three sneaking up on me like that. Thank you, Cricket.”

      Sophia didn’t say anything, but was beaming inside. After a few minutes of quiet, she asked, “Will you teach me how to do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Clear a jam.”

      “You bet I will, Sophia.”

      “Oh, turn right up here on Zinnia Avenue,” Sophia said excitedly.

      “You sure?” Jonah asked with great uncertainty.

      “Turn now, Jonah!” she yelled, in her own soldier’s voice, leaving no doubt that he should not question her again. This was something she knew how to do better than anyone she had ever met, and they didn’t have time to waste.

      Jonah flashed Sophia a sideways glance, but kept quiet as he made the turn.

      “Good! Next, you’ll turn south in just a few miles. I’ll tell you when we’re getting close.”

      Jonah did not know which way was south at this point, but decided he would wait for a clue along the way rather than risk sounding like he didn’t know where he was going, which he didn’t. But his inner voice was telling him that Sophia knew what she was doing, and they would be much better off with her navigating real-time rather than relying on his pre-planned route.

      “What is our ETA to Kate’s location, Cricket?” Jonah asked.

      “It keeps trying to reroute me because it thinks it knows the best way to go, but it doesn’t,” she answered confidently. “But I think we should add an extra hour more than what it’s showing me because I’m pretty sure Google Maps doesn’t understand there is a zombie apocalypse in our way. So it would be 5:30 a.m., if we don’t run into any trouble,” she added.

      They had been driving for nearly an hour, and since getting out of Mason City, they hadn’t run into any trouble. The quiet country roads were deserted, except for an occasional mailbox that marked the private roads leading to a farm or a ranch. They did pass an old pickup truck parked on the shoulder, which didn’t really seem out of place. But the abandoned late model Corvette in the middle of the road, with both doors open, definitely was. They did not see anyone living or dead anywhere in sight. Sophia continued to impress Jonah with her map skills, and soon, he had completely given up on trying to figure out where they were. Every turn they made looked just like the last. All the roads this deep in Iowa farm country looked pretty much the same, especially in the dark. It was eerily peaceful. Jonah learned a long time ago that’s when you should pay attention the most, and he did.

      They were well into their second hour of driving when Sophia said, “Jonah, we’re only a couple of miles away from Kate’s location. Some roads that I see on satellite view aren’t showing up on the map. I think they take us between the cornfields, and are private. I see a couple we should take that should keep us out of sight.”

      “Yeah, I’d definitely have you on my team, Cricket. Just tell me where to…”

      But before Jonah could complete his sentence, the powerful propeller wash of the low-flying formation of Apache helicopters startled him and nearly blew him off the road. He had to slam on the brakes to avoid losing control. It only took Jonah a moment to process what had just happened, and in the next, the sky rained fire down in front of them like it was the Fourth of July.
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      Mesmerized by the explosion of sights and sounds, Sophia stared in total disbelief. Jonah knew the pilots had seen them, and it was their warning to stay back. He wasn’t worried about being hit, but he was worried about what they were unleashing their fury upon that close to their position. And he knew it could only be one thing. There looked to be three of them. After lighting up the cornfield with their big guns, they circled and came back for more. Thirty seconds later, they were gone.

      “Apaches. Probably from the Iowa Air National Guard.”

      “What do you think they were shooting at?” Sophia asked.

      “My guess is, there is a large group of deadheads over there. Come on, let’s get out of here. Are we close?” Jonah asked.

      “We are about two miles away from the farm where Kate is. There are some small farm roads that go between the fields of corn. They aren’t named, but they are there. Here, look at this and tell me what you think.”

      Leaning over to share the screen with Jonah, Sophia pointed out the maintenance roads that the satellite view revealed. “If we turn here, then here, it will bring us up behind the farmhouse and barn, about two hundred yards out,” she said, pointing out the turns and then the building she believed to be the barn. Jonah was more than impressed with her ability to navigate and that she got them so close to the farm without a single encounter until the Apaches.

      “You’re brilliant, Sophia. Not only a sniper, but you’d also make a fine 19 Delta. Just tell me where to go, and I’ll do it, just as long as it’s not that way,” he winked, pointing to the area the helicopters had just obliterated. She beamed inside, and with a charge of renewed energy, she told Jonah where to go.

      “What’s a 19 Delta?”

      “It’s the army designation for a Cavalry Scout.”

      “That sounds cool.”

      “It’s totally cool,” he said, as he thought about how this very gifted girl was truly an asset. She was as much of a soldier as any he had served with, and he was glad to have her by his side.

      Miles and miles of never-ending cornfields rolled by as they drove south along the two-lane asphalt farm road. Jonah concentrated on the road ahead as Sophia focused on her map screen. It was almost peaceful in the quiet cab of the comfortable truck when Sophia broke the silence.

      “Jonah, slow down. Our turn is coming up, and it may be hard to see. It’s gonna be on our left.” Slowing to 10 MPH, Sophia saw it before Jonah did.

      “There! See it?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Looks like we’re gonna need to use the cutters to get through the barbed wire. I’ll take care of that. Will you be my lookout?”

      “Yes,” Sophia replied.

      “Hop up onto the hood of the truck with your AR. Remember, don’t shoot unless we are in immediate danger.”

      “Okay, Jonah.”

      As Sophia got into position on the hood of the truck and began scanning their surroundings, Jonah grabbed the bolt cutters from his backpack sitting on the rear floorboard. Making quick work of the wire, they were back in the truck in no time, making the turn into a massive cornfield just north of the Westergaard farm, deep within a neighboring farm’s harvest-ready crop. Jonah was thankful that Sophia was thinking strategically regarding their concealment, certain that it kept them out of trouble on their journey to rescue Kate. They moved slowly along the small, spooky road, squeezed on both sides by seven-foot cornstalks, as the dirt and rocks crunched much too loudly for Jonah’s comfort. But they covered the mile or so of distance to the end of the corn within only a few minutes.

      Just as they were coming out into an open area where the field of corn ended, Sophia blurted out, “Jonah, cut your headlights and stop the truck.” Without questioning her, Jonah did as she said, and then turned toward her to see what had alarmed her. Through her window, he spotted the two tiny headlights in the distance moving toward them from a field on the far side of the large open area, but perpendicular to their position. Between them stood several farm buildings and a large farmhouse, according to the satellite map.

      “Good eye, Cricket,” Jonah said.

      “Who do you think it could be?” she asked.

      “Hard to say.”

      Jonah studied the moving vehicle for a few moments, hopeful that whomever was inside had not spotted them, too. But as its headlights continued to bobble with its movement, it didn’t appear they had.

      “What are we going to do, Jonah?”

      “Let me see your map.”

      Sophia shared the screen with Jonah. He asked, “Is one of those buildings ahead our barn?”

      “Yeah, I think it’s the large building on the far right side, according to Kate’s coordinates.”

      They couldn’t see the buildings through the darkness, but there was just enough ambient light to make out a few large, dark areas a few hundred yards in front of them. As the light snow began to fall, Jonah was thankful for the coats he had found in the gun shop.

      “I want to get a closer look at those buildings and see if I can tell whether our visitor there is a friend or foe. It’s gonna be cold, Sophia. Do you want to wait here in the truck, or come with me?”

      “Duh!” was all she said, as she began rifling through the back seat to find the small backpack Jonah had put together for her.

      “Alright then. Grab the two extra magazines for your AR while you're back there. They should be in the big, black duffle in one of the side pockets,” Jonah said.

      “These?” she asked, holding up two thirty-round magazines.

      “Yep,” Jonah replied.

      There was practically no cover between them and the distant shadows of what they assumed were the farmhouse, barn, and other outbuildings. Jonah found a retail version of the Ops-Core helmet at the gun shop and attached the NVG to it. He was pleasantly surprised at how closely it matched the Ranger issued helmet he wore in combat. He didn’t want to wear it, but the mount for the NVG was too convenient to ignore, leaving his hands free.

      “That’s cool. What is it?” Sophia asked.

      “It’s a ballistic helmet, but I only grabbed it because I wanted to mount this,” he explained, as he showed her the night vision goggles.

      “This will let me keep my hands free for holding and firing my weapon, while still being able to see in the dark.”

      “Wait. You mean you can see in the dark with those?” Sophia sounded excited.

      “Sure can. Here, have a look and see for yourself,” Jonah said, firing up the NVGs and holding them out to her.

      “Woah! I can see as if it’s daylight,” she said, as she looked around at the buildings a couple of hundred yards ahead of them. “Jonah, I see the barn. There’s no doubt that building to the right is it.”

      “May I?” Jonah asked, holding his hand out and politely waiting for Sophia to give them back, though he could tell she didn’t want to.

      “Um, sure,” she said with disappointment clearly in her reply.

      “Don’t worry, you can have them back when we get closer. You’re gonna be my eyes,” he said, as he ruffled the top of her head.

      “Really?”

      “Yep. You’re my scout, remember?”

      Sophia didn’t say anything, but she smiled as she gave the NVGs back to him. Locking them into place on the helmet mount, Jonah put it on and buckled the chinstrap.

      “I’ll take point. You have my back, okay?”

      Sophia gave him a salute and said, “Yes, sir.”

      They closed the two-hundred yard distance in just a couple of minutes and stopped in a small stand of silver maple trees. Jonah kneeled down quietly on a bed of snow-dampened leaves covering the ground and signaled for Sophia to join him. Jonah spotted the silhouette of the man moving twenty yards before they reached the cover of the trees. The stranger had nestled himself along the cornstalks across the way and held up what looked like a pair of binoculars. Jonah had an uneasy feeling about the stranger. From their position in the maple trees, they were only about forty yards from both the farmhouse and the barn, almost directly between them. They had a clear view of both, and there were no signs of any movement, other than the stranger spying from against the other cornfield.

      “Jonah?”

      Jonah turned and pressed his fingers to his lips, signaling Sophia to be as quiet as possible. Using his two fingers, he pointed at his eyes, then at the hiding figure. He then removed his helmet and placed it on her head and lowered the NVGs for her so she could see the man for herself. As he did so, he could feel her shivering from the cold. Her mouth formed the word, “woah,” without actually saying it. He leaned in close and whispered in her ear.

      “We have the element of surprise, and we need to keep it. We are going to sit tight until he makes a move. When he does, we’ll make ours. Copy?”

      Sophia nodded.

      “I know you’re cold. I have a thermal shirt in my backpack. When I take it out, I want you to remove your coat and put it on, then put your coat back on over it. It will help keep you warm. Keep your eyes on our friend there and don’t lose him.”

      Jonah worked quietly to dig the shirt from his backpack and quickly replaced the items he had taken out to get to it. Closing the pack, he handed the shirt to Sophia as he removed the helmet from her head so she could put it on.

      They took turns with the NVGs as they watched the nearly motionless figure for almost an hour, when he finally stood up and started his way towards the farmhouse.

      “Jonah,” Sophia whispered. “He’s moving now. Here,” she said, as she handed Jonah the helmet.

      “Got it,” he said, as he accepted it and placed it back on his head. Acquiring his target quickly, he watched as the figure moved like a thief to the house.

      Jonah had been thinking through likely scenarios and worked out a plan for each as they waited. He didn’t care about the stranger. His only goal was to rescue Kate and her companion, and get back on the road as soon as possible. Kate said the deadheads were in the barn beneath them, and that there were a lot of them. So there was that. But there was also the stranger now, and Jonah somehow knew he would come into play. He instinctively felt it wouldn’t be in a good way, either. They would have to be prepared for the worst. The movements of the man appeared confident and calculating, and there was a dark energy about him that Jonah could feel, even at this distance. He believed the man was going to try to gain entrance to the house, but for what purpose? He could only guess. And once the stranger was inside, would that give them any window to lure the deadheads out of the barn and get to Kate? All the scenarios included creating a diversion to get the creatures out in the open so he could see what they were up against. It could take away their element of surprise with the stranger, but it wouldn’t give away their position. Getting the stinkers out in the open was the first step in getting Kate and her friend out safely. Jonah struggled with one minor detail, when to let Kate know he was there. He knew from experience that he would lose some control of the situation by letting her know too soon, as it could cause a reaction that she would otherwise not make, and possibly jeopardize her rescue. No, the best option for a successful rescue mission would be to wait until it was absolutely necessary before letting her know.

      The distraction that Jonah had in mind was a civilian flashbang he had picked up in the gun shop. He did not know if it would be as effective as the mil-spec M84, but he figured it would get the job done. However, he needed to get closer to throw it because he had to be sure it would land near the barn doors.

      “Cricket,” Jonah whispered. “I need to get closer. Once our friend gets inside the house, I want to create a diversion to lure the deadheads out of the barn. I’m not going far, and I’ll be back in sixty seconds. You’re my scout. Keep the NVGs on and watch my back.”

      “I will, Jonah. What’s our plan?”

      “I’ll let you know once we see how many there are. Sit tight.”

      “Be careful,” Sophia whispered back.

      “Always,” he replied.

      The figure opened the door and slipped inside, closing it softly behind him. Jonah waited a couple of minutes to be sure that’s where he would stay for the next little while and then started a low crawl toward the barn. But before he reached his destination, another figure appeared from behind the house. It was a woman, Jonah quickly discovered. She called out loudly to others she seemed to believe should be there, but no one came. Jonah found it odd that she would be so careless with the amount of noise she was making. Is it possible she didn’t know what was going on? He could only guess that was the reason. Well, he wouldn’t need to create a diversion if she kept up that racket, so he moved back to Sophia quickly.

      “Jonah, that woman is gonna be in trouble soon if she doesn’t stop.”

      “I know. Let me have a look,” he said, as he reached for Sophia to give him the NVGs.

      With sunrise approaching, there would soon be no need for them. Sophia handed the helmet back to Jonah, and he quickly acquired the woman as she wandered between the front of the house and the barn, calling out to what he could only assume were family members. He scanned around the rest of the house, looking for any other movement. Just as he changed his view back to the front of the house, he thought he spotted someone moving in one of the upstairs windows.

      Speaking softly, Jonah said, “Sophia, I have a feeling something is about to go down. If that barn is filled with deadheads like Kate said it was, they aren’t going to stay in there for long.”

      “What should we do?”

      “We’ll need to make it safe for Kate and her friend to come down from the loft, and I can only think of two ways to do that. We’ll either need to lead the creatures away or take them out. Leading them away will be unpredictable, so taking them out may be our best option. If it comes to that, are you up for helping me?”

      “I think so,” Sophia replied with a little uncertainty.

      As they spoke, Jonah continued to scan the area, and also swung his view between the woman and the window where he thought he saw movement. When he swung his NVGs back to the window again, he froze. The man’s face was there, looking right back at him. At least it felt that way to Jonah.

      “Be perfectly still, Cricket,” he said softly.

      Jonah didn’t have a chance to say why, before the barn loft doors swung open and another woman began calling out to the one below. She was pleading with her to run. Jonah could hear her clearly and quickly looked at the loft opening. He could see the unfamiliar young woman, and there was someone else next to her. He hoped it was Kate. And that’s when about ten things happened all at once, and none of them were good.

      The horde crashed through the side of the barn and began pouring out in a frenzy to get to the loud woman. Even though Jonah expected something to happen, the sudden appearance of dozens of living corpses crashing through the splintering wood surprised even him. But when the woman produced a shotgun and began blasting away, Jonah knew it was time to move.

      “Cricket, we need to help her. Grab your gear and follow me,” he ordered, as his Ranger instincts took over.

      They ran in a low crouch to a large elm tree half the distance to the barn. As they moved, Jonah kept his eyes on the undead horde. Several of them dropped to the ground from the woman’s shotgun blasts, but by the time they reached the tree, the woman had broken into a full run toward the house. But as she was running, she fell to the ground. Did they get her? “Oh Lord. Please, not that,” he said under his breath, as he lost sight of her.

      “Jonah, there!” Sophia said. The woman popped back up again in her attempt to get to the house. That’s when Jonah saw the muzzle flashes from the upstairs window, followed by cries of agony as the woman fell to the ground again. Horror-filled screams came from the loft of the barn. Jonah could not understand what he just witnessed because the nearest deadheads were still fifteen feet away from her.

      “Jonah, did that man just shoot her?” Sophia blurted out in surprise.

      Jonah raised his carbine and fired several shots at the window, intentionally missing the man in case he was wrong about what he thought he just saw. The stranger dropped from sight.

      “Birdie! Oh, Birdie,” Hanna cried out from the loft as she watched her loving nanny fall to the ground. Kate grabbed her and pulled her down to the hayloft floor and out of sight to protect her.

      “Sophia, keep your sights on that window. If he appears again, shoot! But aim for the glass or window frame just to keep him pinned down. Use your knee for a brace, like this,” Jonah said, as he quickly demonstrated a kneeling position to fire from.

      “Okay, Jonah,” she said with a steely calm.

      Jonah was now in firing position and took aim at the nearest deadhead to the wailing woman on the ground.

      CRACK!

      Its head exploded as it fell in its place.

      The sunrise was upon them now, making it much easier for Jonah and Sophia to see without the aid of the NVGs.

      BOOM!

      Another one’s head jerked violently backward as it dropped to the ground.

      CRACK! CRACK!

      Two more disappeared from the front lines of the horde. On it went, as one after another fell, until his bolt locked back, chamber empty. Jonah reached behind him for the extra magazines in his pack, as Sophia’s AR recoiled against her shoulder, accompanied by two loud cracks. More glass from the window, and splinters of wood flew from its frame when she saw the silhouette of the man reappear momentarily. But again, the man dropped from sight.

      Peaking around the corner from a prone position, through the barn’s huge loft door, Kate watched as the zombies fell to the ground from the nearby gunfire. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      “Oh God, thank you,” Kate said. “Hanna, someone’s helping us! We might just make it out of here.”

      Hanna crawled up beside her, and they both watched as, one by one, the creatures nearest to Birdie dropped from the gunfire that erupted.

      “It’s coming from over there,” Kate said, as she pointed to a distant tree. “See?” she said, as more muzzle flashes gave away Jonah’s and Sophia’s position.

      A small group of the creatures turned and began their grotesque shuffle towards Jonah and Sophia. Jonah spotted them right away.

      “Cricket, see if you can take a couple of those out,” Jonah said, nodding in their direction as he smacked the palm of his hand against a fresh magazine, driving it home, and once again taking aim at the gimps closing in on Birdie. Sophia did not hesitate as she sighted in on one through her scope and squeezed the trigger. The round took the deadhead’s right arm off at the shoulder, but he kept coming. She concentrated and lined it up carefully on his forehead, but he was moving, and she wasn’t sure if she could hit it.

      BOOM!

      The gimp’s head exploded, and it dropped to the dirt. She then carefully took aim at the next one.

      CRACK!

      She missed completely, as far as she could tell, but didn’t waste a second as she squeezed the trigger twice more.

      POP! POP!

      The deadhead jerked hard as his head snapped back and then fell to the ground. There was just one more remaining, but it did something she did not expect; it broke into a run and was coming at them fast.

      “Jonah!” Sophia squealed. He turned just in time to unload three rounds into its face as it fell a mere ten feet from them.

      In that five seconds, two more broke into a run toward Birdie, and Hanna screamed. Jonah did not see them. When he looked up, it was too late; they were already on the poor woman. The mass on the ground now was just a big gray blob, and he had no possible shot. Birdie’s heart-wrenching screams were short-lived, and Jonah’s soul filled with sadness for her. He looked at Sophia, but her expression was stone cold as she quickly turned away and took aim at the window again. Jonah didn’t know what to say, so he left her alone with her thoughts. He just hoped she wasn’t blaming herself.

      With the familiar, but unwelcome darkness creeping in on him as it did in his worst days of war, Jonah lifted his AR and began picking off the undead monsters once again. Only now, he was angry and relentless. For each one he put down, he became more and more filled with hate for the vile creatures. A tear streamed down his cheek as he dropped one after another. And when his bolt finally locked back, there was only a handful remaining. He had gone through two full magazines and didn’t remember needing to take more than one shot for each. That meant he took out at least fifty of them. There were maybe a dozen left when he reached to the ground and picked up another full magazine lying next to him. Sophia was watching him and could see his pain, even through her own. She softly said, “Jonah, it’s not our fault. It’s not your fault. God’s soldiers, remember?”

      He paused at her words, but didn’t look up. Instead, he squeezed his eyes shut and took a couple of deep breaths and said a silent prayer.

      Thank you for this little girl, Father.

      With tear-glistened eyes that he hoped she could not see, he looked at her and said, “God’s soldiers.” Holding her gaze for a moment longer, he said, “Let’s finish this.”

      “Let’s finish it,” she replied.

      Side by side, they decimated the remaining zombies in a matter of seconds. But there was still the writhing mass on the ground to deal with.

      “Cricket, I know you don’t want to hear this, but stay here while I clear the ones on the ground, okay?”

      “But, Jonah…” she tried to argue.

      “No buts! You’re my scout, so keep your eyes on that window and all around me to keep me safe while I do this. I’ll get Kate and her friend down from the loft, and we will come right back here to you.”

      Deep down, she knew he was right. There wasn’t much she could do there, but from here, she could watch over him.

      “Okay, Jonah,” she said hesitantly.

      “Don’t shoot me,” he winked, grabbing an extra magazine and shoving it in his pocket, and then swinging his pack on. He wished he had some large magazine pouches for his belt, but he couldn’t find any at the gun shop.

      While Sophia kept her eyes on the window, and on his surroundings, Jonah ran in a crouch at an angle toward the rear of the farmhouse, avoiding the stranger’s line of sight as much as possible. Keeping his eyes on the two undead creatures that were still occupied by the woman on the ground, he grimaced at the thought of what they were actually doing to her. The horrendous stench of the undead splayed out all around the area assaulted his senses. He had never smelled anything as awful as this and could not wait to be back in the truck and on the road with the girls. Reaching the side of the large farmhouse, he pressed his back against it and slowly sidestepped towards them with his carbine raised to his shoulder.

      “Jonah? Is that you?” Kate’s distressed voice cried out.

      Jonah gave her the thumbs-up and used hand signals for her and her friend to stay down.

      Jonah quickly dispatched the now three deadheads on the ground, and his heart broke for the poor woman he could not save. Thinking about the situation of the possibly deranged man in the house, he stepped out and away from the wall he had placed his back against and quickly took aim at the window, peppering it with multiple shots from his carbine. Glass and splintering wood flew as Jonah intentionally aimed high—he still could not be sure about the man and just wanted to keep him down and out of play. Without hesitation, Jonah turned and yelled up to the loft, “Katie, are you and your friend okay? Are either of you hurt?”

      “Oh my God, Jonah. It is you! I’m so glad you’re here. We’re okay,” Kate managed to say through her racing heart and quivering voice.

      “Listen, honey. I need you to come out that door you’re in. I don’t know what’s inside that barn. Can you use that rope hanging on the pulley there? Is there more rope inside the barn you can let out?”

      “Kate, that thing is an antique. I don’t think we’ve ever even used it. Papa always used the tractor,” Hanna said.

      “Jonah, the rope is old. It may not hold us.”

      “Try, Kate. I’ll get under it and try to break your fall if it doesn’t hold. But you need to move! Now!” he emphasized.

      “Hanna, we need more rope,” Kate said urgently.

      Hanna disappeared around the corner of the hayloft door. A moment later, the large hay forks on the end of the rope began lowering to the ground, and Jonah unlatched them and threw them aside.

      “Here, Kate, put these on,” Hanna said, handing Kate an old pair of work gloves. Kate put them on and grabbed the rope and slid down without any trouble, making it look easy. The moment she hit the ground, she threw her arms around Jonah and could not hold back her tears.

      “Oh, Jonah. Thank you, thank you!” she said, kissing his cheeks at least a half dozen times. He gently pushed her back with a smile. “It’s great to see you too, Katie,” he said, and then kissed her forehead.

      “Jonah! My backpack! It has everything in it!” Kate panicked, as she threw her hand over her mouth.

      “Love, we don’t have time. We have to go,” he replied firmly. “Come down now!” he motioned to Hanna. She did not hesitate. But as she put her full weight on the old rope and began to slide down, it snapped, and she dropped to the ground hard. Jonah was there and did break her fall some, but it was awkward because she was vertical. Thankfully, her fall was only from about six feet, but Jonah suddenly had his arms wrapped tightly around this stranger in an embrace, his face only three inches from hers. Their eyes locked for a moment as she smiled shyly at him. She was tall. Not as tall as Jonah, but tall just the same. Embarrassed in the moment, Jonah quickly said, “Are you okay?” as he found himself not really wanting to let her go. But he gently released her and took a step back.

      “Yeah, I think so. Thank you for helping us,” she said with a quivering voice and tear-stained cheeks, giving away her emotional state.

      Kate was still trying to convince Jonah that she needed her backpack, but that came to a halt when they all turned in surprise toward Sophia’s voice as she screamed, “Jonah!”

      Three fast moving deadheads suddenly came through the jagged and broken opening in the side of the barn to their right side. Not yet seeing them, they heard four cracks from Sophia’s carbine, as Kate and Hanna frantically looked around.

      “Jonah, there!” Kate yelled, as she pointed.

      He turned and saw one drop to the ground from Sophia’s shots, but the remaining two were much too close to them now for her to take another shot. With only a few seconds before they would be on them, Jonah expertly pulled his .45 from its holster and unloaded the magazine into their grotesque forms. The final one dropped only five feet from where they stood.

      “Run, now!” Jonah ordered, giving Kate and Hanna a shove in the right direction.

      They had only taken a few running strides when several shots rang out from behind them, and Hanna collapsed to the ground in front of him with a piercing scream of pain.
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      CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

      Sophia’s shoulder ached from the recoil of her AR as she returned fire back at the house. It halted the barrage of bullets coming from there, but she hoped she hit the horrible man shooting at them. The world is already messed up enough. Now this? she thought. She kept her scope trained on the house and moved from window to window, down to the door, and back again, not wanting to miss him if he popped back up. She’d be ready for him if he did.

      Jonah was grateful for Sophia’s quick reaction, and that she was still watching over them from twenty yards away. But he was fearful of what he might learn as he kneeled down next to the motionless young woman lying on the ground. Hanna was vulnerable and afraid when he met her, and he desperately wanted her to be okay. “Oh, thank you Lord,” Jonah whispered his prayer as he felt her strong pulse.

      “Hanna! Jonah, is she alive?” Kate said through tear-filled eyes as she came to a sliding stop next to them.

      “Yeah, she has a strong pulse, but I need to get a better look to see where she’s hit,” he replied. “Sophia, keep a close watch on that house while I attend to her,” Jonah shouted. She replied with several more cracks from her carbine as she put down the three slow-moving gimps that were heading toward them from the barn.

      “Yes!” she said to herself, then quickly went back to scanning the windows and areas surrounding the house again.

      It was dawn now. There was enough light for Jonah to see the small, round boulder next to Hanna’s bleeding forehead. He gently swept the hair away from her face as he examined the wound. A small gash and a nice sized bump on the side of her forehead confirmed it.

      “She’s unconscious, Kate. I’m pretty sure from hitting her head on that rock,” Jonah said, pointing at it. He then did a quick visual sweep over her prone body and spotted a blood-red wet patch on her shirt at her waist. He had to lift it to get a better look. When he saw the small, bloody hole in her side, just above her hip, he silently prayed that there was a matching exit wound on the other side.

      “Help me turn her to her back, Kate,” he spoke softly.

      After gently rolling her over, Jonah lifted her flannel shirt to get a look at the front. And there it was, a tiny, crimson hole just where he hoped it would be.

      “It’s not too bad, Katie. She took a bullet from behind that barely caught her in the waist. I don’t think it hit anything other than flesh, but I can’t be sure. Here, take my keys. Go get my truck and drive it over here as fast as you can,” he said, pulling the keys from a zipped pocket in his pack and handing them to her. “My new friend, Sophia, is next to that large elm tree over there,” Jonah pointed. “Tell her I want her to stay in place and continue to keep her eyes on the house for us. The truck is a couple hundred yards past her. You can’t miss it. Hurry!” Jonah commanded.

      Jonah picked up his carbine and looked through the scope at the house, and then the barn, but saw no movement anywhere. He turned his attention back to Hanna. He unclipped a first aid pouch from the front of his pack and unzipped it, grabbing a small vial labeled WoundSeal, a package of gauze, a tube of Neosporin, and a roll of white tape. Taking an unopened bottle of water from the side pouch of his pack, he poured it over the wound on the front and dabbed away the blood and water with a clean piece of gauze. The bleeding wasn’t severe enough for the WoundSeal, so after cleaning it, he squeezed a generous portion of antibiotic ointment onto a clean square of gauze and taped it into place.

      Kate had jogged the short distance to Sophia’s position in a matter of seconds. She stopped briefly to give her Jonah’s instructions.

      “Hi, you must be Sophia. I’m Kate. This is an awful way to meet, but my friend, Hanna, is hurt pretty badly. Jonah asked me to get his truck and drive it over to them. He wanted me to tell you to stay here and watch his back.”

      “I am,” she replied curtly.

      Kate didn’t wait, as she spotted the truck and made a beeline for it at a full run. But she thought about Sophia’s reply, and there was definitely an unwelcoming vibe. The thought was fleeting, though, as she made it to Jonah’s truck and unlocked the doors.

      Hearing his truck’s engine roar to life, Jonah worked fast to clean and dress the wound on Hanna’s forehead. Just as he placed the final strip of tape on the bandage, the tires of the big truck slid to a stop ten feet from them.

      “Jonah, how is she?” Kate asked, as she dropped to her knees next to them.

      “It could be worse. Here, help me turn her to her side so I can treat the wound on her back, Kate.”

      Jonah rinsed the bullet hole and firmly pressed a piece of gauze against it and held it there for a few moments. As he did, he looked over his shoulder to see Sophia with her AR against her shoulder, scanning the area around the house and barn.

      “She’s amazing, Jonah.”

      “She is,” he said.

      “I don’t think she likes me very much,” Kate said.

      “You’ll grow on her,” Jonah winked.

      He removed the gauze, and the bleeding was worse than before he rinsed it, but he needed to get it clean. Confident the WoundSeal would do its job, Jonah opened the small vial and poured it directly on the bullet wound. It looked like dirt as it began to work its magic. He prepared the final piece of gauze, taped it into place, and asked Kate to keep an eye on Hanna as he hopped up and went to his truck. Kate sat on the ground next to Hanna and gently guided her head onto her lap.

      Jonah began unloading the back seat and rear floorboard of the truck, tossing it all into the bed. Everything was pretty well secured in duffle bags and backpacks, so he felt it should all be fine, even with the light snowfall. Once the last bag was moved, he ran back over to Kate and Hanna and lifted Hanna easily into his arms.

      “You’ll need to watch her, Kate, and hold her in your lap so she doesn’t fall off the seat.”

      “Okay, Jonah,” she said as she kissed his cheek once again and hopped into the back of the truck. Jonah lay Hanna down in the back seat and lowered her head onto Kate’s lap.

      “Hold on tight, Katie. I’m not going to waste any time getting us out of here.”

      Jonah closed the back doors and raised his carbine to his shoulder and fired several more rounds at the house for good measure, putting bullets into the four windows he could see from where he stood. The thought that he could have stopped this evil man when he first spotted him hiding against the corn would haunt him for a long time.

      The warmth coming from the truck’s heater felt good to Jonah as he got in and closed the door. He had not had any time to think of how cold it was, and in that moment, he was concerned for Sophia. All this time, she had been sitting out there in the cold, with little movement, and he wanted to get her into the warm truck. Jonah whipped the beast around and quickly drove up to Sophia’s position, and got out to help her with her gear.

      “Nice shooting, Cricket. Seems like you’re making a habit out of saving my butt,” he said with a smile, as he picked up her pack and reached down to help her to her feet. Her hand was ice cold, and her teeth were chattering.

      “Thanks,” she replied in a quivering voice.

      “The truck is nice and warm. Let’s get you out of the cold. How does that sound?”

      “Uh huh,” was all she said.

      Sophia got in and didn’t even turn around to look at Kate or Hanna. Instead, she looked forward and pressed her hands to the vents that were blowing out warm air.

      “Hang on everyone. We’re getting out of here!” Jonah said, as he aimed for the opening in the cornfield, the same way they had come.

      “We need to find a safe place to hold up for a day or two. Sophia, any ideas?”

      Kate heard Jonah ask this question of Sophia and was not surprised he would ask her after what she already saw Sophia do to help them.

      “The concrete plant on Highway 65,” she said.

      “Sophia, that’s brilliant! It was the middle of the night when all this went down, and it’s likely no one would even be there. Think you can get us there?”

      “I’m sure I can,” she answered.

      “Here, take this. Plug it in to charge it up,” Jonah said, handing Sophia his unlocked phone so she could navigate for him once again.

      Jonah remembered that it was only a few miles outside of Mason City, and that would hopefully be far enough away to avoid the population, but still close enough for a base of operations to get to Luke and Archie.

      Kate listened as Sophia guided Jonah turn by turn, and was truly impressed by her mature demeanor and her ability to navigate so meticulously.

      “Papa, Mama? I’m so sorry…” Hanna trailed off in a sleepy voice.

      “Shhh, I got you, Hanna. It’s Kate. We’re safe now. Just rest, okay?” Kate said, as she stroked Hanna’s cheek softly with the fingers of her free hand.

      “I’m so thirsty,” she moaned.

      “Jonah, do you have any water?” Kate asked. But before he could answer, Sophia grabbed an unopened bottle from her pack and handed it to Kate over the back of her seat without looking.

      “Thank you, Sophia,” Kate said.

      Sophia did not reply, but instead told Jonah their next turn coming up. Kate knew Sophia was probably feeling very protective of Jonah, and she could understand that. She didn’t know Sophia’s story, but the fact that she was here alone with him probably meant it wasn’t a happy one. She would go out of her way to not come between them, or even give the appearance of trying to do so. She could see that Jonah also had a strong fondness for the girl, and that was something he probably needed too. And it was clear that Jonah trusted her, and Kate knew that was not something easily earned.

      Over the next hour, as they retraced their route back to the concrete plant, Hanna was in and out of consciousness, and mumbled a few words to Kate every time she stirred. Some of it was coherent, and some of it was not. But the fact that she was talking at all, and seemed to know who Kate was, was a good sign. There were no other vehicles on the road, and it felt to Jonah as if they were the only people in the world. It was an eerie feeling as he drove, but he was also thankful for the lack of them. The snow had stopped, and the sun was shining in a bright blue sky, but it was still quite chilly. It wasn’t freezing, but it wasn’t too far from it.

      “Jonah, there!” Sophia blurted out as she pointed.

      He eased up to the driveway of the modest concrete plant and came to a gated chain-link fence that was almost certainly locked. He brought the big truck to a stop as he pressed the front bumper of his truck right up against it and then cut the engine.

      “Well done, Cricket,” he said, as he looked over to Sophia with his right fist held up. She happily met it with her own tiny one in a friendly bump.

      “Ouch!” he teased her, and she punched him hard in the shoulder.

      Rubbing the spot with his left hand, he said, “How’s our patient doing back there?”

      “She’s sleeping right now, but I think she’s going to be okay with a little rest and some food and water,” Kate said.

      “Jonah, I didn’t think we were going to get out of there alive. I know we wouldn’t have, if it weren’t for you and Sophia. Thank you both,” Kate said, with tears in her eyes. “I just can’t believe it’s you, and that you found us.”

      “You’re welcome, Katie. I may not have made it at all if it weren’t for Sophia. She kept us off the main roads and away from a lot of trouble. I’m sure of it.”

      Sophia was beaming inside at Jonah’s words, and she thought Kate was nice too for saying what she did.

      “Sophia, don’t fault me if I give you a great big hug when my arms are free,” Kate said to her, through a tiny tear-filled involuntary laugh.

      Sophia looked at Jonah with a shy smile, and he just winked at her.

      “We will have plenty of time to catch up once we get inside. I’m going to get out and look around. Sophia, you know what to do,” he said, as he looked at her for confirmation. Without hesitation, she nodded and jumped out of the truck with her rifle and up onto the hood. Jonah was already out the door with his AR, and quickly lifted it to his shoulder as he surveilled the area on the other side of the fence with his scope. Just as he hoped, there wasn’t a sign of life anywhere in sight. The property was surrounded by a thin tree line, and there were several tall structures and machines for what he suspected was for making or loading concrete, along with several mixing trucks lined up in a neat row along the back fence. It was all set within a large open area with two very tall mounds of what looked like gravel. There was only one nondescript building that must have been the office for the plant. An old pickup truck sat in front of the office, and that concerned Jonah a bit. But now, he suspected that someone may be inside after all. Jonah walked about a hundred yards in both directions from where he parked his truck and slowly made his way back.

      “You spot anything, Cricket?” he asked.

      “Nope,” she replied.

      “Me, neither. Let’s get in there and go check out that building.”

      “Roger dodger,” she replied.

      Jonah did not want to spend the next half hour cutting through countless links of fencing, enough to drive the truck through. Not to mention, the chain on the gate was too heavy for his modest cutters. So, there was only one thing left to do.

      “Get in, Cricket. We’re going to drive through it.”

      “Really?” she said, with a hint of excitement in her voice.

      “Let’s roll,” he said.

      They both quickly got inside, and Jonah started the beast. Dropping it into low gear, he began to gently push down on the accelerator when the office door suddenly burst open, followed by an old man holding a shotgun—blasting it into the air. The largest Doberman Pinscher Jonah had ever seen charged at them and bared its teeth, daring them to break in.
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      Jonah put the truck in park and killed the engine. The old man just stood there on the front porch of the office building, with his shotgun cradled in his arms. He didn’t seem to have any interest in what the strangers wanted.

      “Jonah, let me handle this, okay? He’s an old man, and old men love children. My grandpa said so. Okay?”

      Jonah looked at Sophia for a long moment without saying a word. And when it seemed he wasn’t going to say anything at all, he lifted his right hand from the steering wheel with a gesture and a look that said, be my guest.

      Sophia grabbed a bag of Doritos, smiled at Jonah, and hopped out of the truck. Jonah got out too, but stayed behind the door and out of sight. He rested his AR in the nook where the door hinge was attached, and lined the old man up in his scope. Jonah was fairly certain that the old man couldn’t see him, but even if he could, it wouldn’t matter.

      “Puppy!” Sophia said, with a playfulness in her voice that made the vicious dog stop barking and tilt its head sideways.

      “You’re so cute! I have a treat for you. Can I give it to you? I won’t hurt you, I promise,” she said in her sweetest voice.

      Jonah watched as the enormous Doberman began wagging its tail.

      “Hey, you git, now. Git on outta here!” the old man said in a very southern voice. He sounded like an old cook from a chuckwagon on a cattle drive.

      Sophia ignored him and continued charming the big dog. Jonah kept his eyes on the old man but didn’t feel there was any danger from him at this distance.

      “What’s your name, puppy? My name is Sophia. Here, try this. I love Doritos. They’re so cheesy,” she said, pushing one of the triangle chips through the fence to easily reach the Doberman. It took the chip and then began licking Sophia’s fingers.

      “You like Doritos too! Hey, that tickles. Here, have another one,” she said, as she offered the beautiful dog another one, and then another. The old man watched in surprise as his loyal companion fawned over this little girl.

      “Well, dagnabbit. Why you gotta go makin’ Belle all soft like that?” he said, as he rested his shotgun against one of the porch posts and began walking toward the gate. He had seen the man with the rifle on him and figured he’d be dead already if that’s what they wanted.

      “Now, look here young’n. Yur plum spoilin’ Belle there. What’s that you got in your hand, girl?”

      “Doritos,” Sophia said cheerfully. “She likes them a lot,” she added.

      “Well, I suppose a treat ain’t gonna hurt her too much. But don’t you be givin’ her that whole bag, now, ya hear? What are y’all doin’ here, anyhow? And mister, I see you there behind the door with your rifle, so you may as well git out here too and speak your mind,” the old man said.

      “I’m Jonah, and this is Sophia,” Jonah offered. “We don’t mean you, or your dog, any harm, sir. We have a hurt young woman in the truck that needs medical attention and some rest.”

      “Don’t you be bringin’ anyone bit near me! Now, y’all go on an’ git!” the man insisted.

      “No, sir. I would never do that; we’ve seen what they turn into. She was shot in the back, and then hit her head pretty hard as she fell.”

      “Shot? Now why would anyone go shootin’ at you folks?”

      “Well, I can’t answer that, sir,” Jonah said. “Loose screw, I imagine. We were just trying to get away from the creatures when a strange man shot another poor woman, and my friend too. The other woman wasn’t so lucky.”

      “Well, I’m right sorry to hear that, son. How bad off is she?”

      “I think she’s going to be okay with a few days of rest. I dressed the wounds before we made our way here.”

      “You talk like a soldier. You ever serve?”

      “Yes, sir. I was a Ranger in the 75th Ranger Regiment.”

      “Well, God bless you, son. Y’all come on in here, and let’s see if we can help your lady friend. Belle, stand down, girl. These here are friends,” he said to his beloved companion.

      “This here’s Belle, and I’m Abe. She looks a lot meaner than she is. If yur a friend of mine, yur a friend of hers.”

      Abe pulled out a set of keys from his jacket pocket, unlocked the big padlock on the chain, and slid the chain from around the gate posts. Opening the gate, Belle almost tackled Sophia with kisses and wagged its backside.

      “She sure does like ya, child. Well, you just play with her all you want to. She needs the exercise. Belle, now, don’t knock down that pretty little girl. You play nice, ya hear?” Abe instructed his pup.

      “Sir, thank you for helping us. I promise we won’t stay any longer than necessary,” Jonah said, as he walked up to Abe and gave him a firm handshake.

      “You're welcome, son. Don’t worry about all that. And I’m Abe, not sir,” he said, as he patted Jonah on the shoulder. “Now, get that big ole truck of yurs in here.”

      Sophia played with Belle, who was almost as tall as she was, and certainly outweighed her. Jonah jumped in the truck, pulled it through the open gate, and parked near the entrance. He scooped up the half-awake Hanna and followed Abe into the building. The interior was not what Jonah expected at all. The place looked like a comfortably appointed ski lodge, including a stone fireplace on one wall.

      “This is a nice place you’ve got here, Abe,” Jonah said in surprise.

      “Follow me, son,” Abe answered, as he led Jonah down a long corridor lined with a plush rug and dozens of photographs on the walls, some quite old, and displaying military units. One looked like old Abe with his arm draped over a buddy and a cigarette hanging from his lips. They entered a large room with country style furniture, including a large comfortable looking bed. Abe grabbed a gray blanket from a closet and spread it out on top of the neatly made bed, covering a lovely handmade quilt.

      “Put her down here, son.” Abe patted the bed. Jonah then laid Hanna down.

      “You can let the other gal clean her up, and then she can get proper under the covers,” Abe said.

      “Thank you, sir,” Jonah replied.

      “Now, you call me Abe, ya hear?”

      “Thank you, Abe,” Jonah replied.

      “Where am I? And who are you?” Hanna questioned in a groggy voice, looking up at Jonah with confusion. That caused old Abe to give Jonah a quizzical look.

      “I’m Jonah, Kate’s friend. I helped to get you out of that barn. Do you remember that?”

      “Oh, Jonah…” she trailed off with the sweetest voice, and those teary blue eyes melted Jonah’s heart. Then she placed her hand on his arm as her eyes closed again. The touch on Jonah’s arm stirred something in his heart that he had not felt in a very long time. He turned his head over his shoulder to call for Kate, but she was right behind him and gave him the biggest grin.

      “What?” Jonah said, seemingly a bit uncomfortable.

      “Oh, nothing,” Kate teased with a knowing smile.

      “I’m Kate,” she said, as she held out her hand to Abe.

      “Nice to meet ya, young lady,” he said, shaking Kate’s tiny hand gently in his big, callused one. “There’s a bathroom through that door over there,” Abe pointed. “You can git you and yur friend there cleaned up some, while I talk with Jonah.” Abe turned and left the room, clearly expecting Jonah to follow him. And he did.

      “I’d like to check on Sophia, Abe,” Jonah said.

      “Sure thing, son. Let’s go fetch ‘em,” Abe replied.

      Jonah had to ask about the photos on the wall as they made their way down the long corridor toward the front of the building.

      “These photos… Are these of you?”

      “Yep,” was his only reply.

      Now Jonah understood why Abe reacted the way he did when he told him he was an Army Ranger.

      Abe led Jonah down another hallway and into a huge room with two long and comfy looking leather sofas with an enormous lodge style table sitting between them. There were at least a dozen big game hunting trophies hanging on the walls of the cozy room. There was nothing about the interior of this building that resembled an office. It truly baffled Jonah.

      “There’s a fridge there behind that bar. Git yourself a cold drink and take a load off. I’ll go fetch Belle and the girl.”

      As a soldier, Jonah was conditioned to deal with being perpetually thirsty. He understood his body and knew how to ration his water intake and ignore that sensation. He had forgotten how thirsty he was until Abe offered him a drink. He quickly made his way to the fridge and found an assortment of soft drinks, juice, beer, and water. Jonah had not had a Coke in years and decided on that delicious, sugary drink to satisfy his thirst, and need for sugar. Just as he released that old, familiar hiss from the bottle top, Sophia bounded through the door with Belle close on her heels.

      “You have Coke!? No way!”

      Jonah had not yet taken a sip, but handed her the cold bottle anyway.

      “Really? I can have it?”

      “Sure. Why not?” Jonah replied.

      Sophia gulped down half the bottle of the sweet, fizzy liquid before she lowered it and let out a big burp.

      “Nice one.” Jonah smiled at her as he retrieved another bottle for himself.

      Belle continued dancing around Sophia’s feet until she plopped down on the floor. Then, the Doberman followed her lead and lay down right beside her. Sophia began scratching the big dog’s belly.

      “I see I’ve been replaced by a pretty girl with a Dorito. Traitor!” Abe said teasingly.

      “She sure is a big dog, and she is so sweet. I just love her,” Sophia said.

      “That she is. I’ve had her since she was a puppy that fit in the palm of my hand. Now, she’s over a hundred pounds. I didn’t reckon she’d grow that big. She sure wasn’t supposed to. But she’s a good girl. Ain’t ‘cha, Belle,” he said fondly, as he bent down and gave her a scratch on top of her head. “You folks must be mighty hungry and tired. I’m gonna fix ya some vittles and let ya get some rest. We can talk all ya want after that,” Abe said as he turned and headed toward the kitchen. “Bathroom is just down this hall, if ya need it,” Abe said, as he disappeared around a corner.

      “How are you holding up, Cricket?” Jonah asked, now that he was alone with Sophia.

      “I’m fine. I’m sure glad we met Abe and Belle. I told you old men liked kids.”

      “You were sure right about that. He’s a nice man. But I wonder what his story is. I mean, look at this place,” Jonah said.

      “I’ll bet he’s lonely, though. Well, except for Belle,” Sophia said, as she scratched Belle on her sides while she lay splayed out on the floor next to her. And just like that, Jonah thought, this child instinctively saw what really mattered most; not the nice shelter they found themselves in, but a lonely old man and his dog. He admired her all the more because of it.

      “We may be here for a couple of days while Hanna recovers enough to travel,” Jonah said.

      “Or, they could stay here, and we can go get Luke,” Sophia suggested.

      Jonah had thought about that too, but he didn’t want to take Sophia into the city again, especially not after what they saw there. He had been trying to think of a way to make her feel okay about staying here with Kate and Hanna, but he knew deep down that she would insist on going with him. He’d need to figure that out soon.

      “We all need some rest first, then we’ll make a plan. Do you realize all you and I have been through in the past twenty-four hours, Cricket? You were invaluable in our mission, and I have no doubt that you alone saved us on more than one occasion. We make a great team,” he said as he smiled at her.

      “Where can we go, Jonah? I mean… if this is everywhere, where can we go and be safe?” Sophia asked.

      “I know a place,” Kate said, as she walked into the room. They both looked up at Kate in surprise.

      “You do?” Jonah asked.

      “Yes. But, Jonah, have you heard from Luke? I have tried calling him and texting him countless times, and nothing goes through.”

      “I have too, Katie, and I get the same thing. But we will find him. I know he and Archie are okay. I just feel it. Can’t you?” Jonah reassured her.

      “I think so, but I’m so worried. I haven’t talked to him since this all first started, and he was in real trouble then.”

      “He’s going to be okay, honey. He’s got Archie, and he’s also armed and knows how to protect himself. Our priority now is to get to them as soon as we can. We will find them. I promise! Have faith, Kate,” Jonah said.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks, but her voice was strong. “What’s happening, Jonah? What is this? It’s like a terrible nightmare. Both my parents are gone… I saw it happen.”

      Sophia looked up from Belle and watched Kate when she heard this.

      “I think it’s a virus, Kate. Most likely a bio-weapon, but that is only a guess. I don’t believe this is anything natural.”

      “I lost my mom too,” Sophia said, surprising even Jonah. Kate threw her hand over her mouth and gave Sophia a look of genuine sympathy. She walked over to her and knelt down on the floor next to Sophia and Belle. Belle sat up, ears pricked high, as this new person was talking to her new friend.

      “I’m so sorry, honey. I know it hurts. Believe me, I know.”

      Sophia looked directly at Kate with her steely blue eyes, as if searching to see if Kate really did know.

      “Can I give you that hug now?” Kate said, as she held her left arm out.

      “Um, sure.”

      Kate embraced Sophia as they knelt there on the floor together. She could feel Sophia tense up.

      “I hope we can be friends. I could really use a friend right now,” Kate whispered as she hugged Sophia.

      “Me too,” Sophia said as she pulled away from Kate with a shy smile.

      “Alrighty now, who’s hungry?” Abe announced, as he walked into the room with a large tray of food.

      “Oh, Abe, you dear, sweet man,” Kate said as she stood. “I’m starving!” she exclaimed.

      The tray was filled with a spiral-cut ham, a loaf of bread, butter, cheese, and some apples. It also held a stack of paper plates and some plastic utensils.

      “It ain’t home cookin’, but I wasn’t expectin’ no company. I’ll cook up a big ole batch of stew fer ya later that’ll put some meat on yer bones. But this is the best I can do fer now. Now, don’t be shy, dig in!” he ordered. “Here, fer your friend,” he added, handing Kate a bottle of antibiotics.

      “Abe, I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say nothin’. Just take ‘em, and git that pretty gal healed up.”

      Before eating, Kate took a bottle of water and the antibiotics into Hanna’s room and woke her up long enough to take the medicine. She sat there with her for another ten minutes until Hanna drifted back off to sleep, and then rejoined the others. As she walked back into the large sitting room, Abe was telling them about his time in the Marines.

      “I was in the first wave of Marines in the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade to land in Da Nang, Vietnam. I was there from ‘65 to ‘69. Saw plenty, that’s fer sure. I retired in ‘89, a Master Gunny. Yep, twenty-seven years I gave to ol’ Uncle Sam, and never regretted a minute of it. That’s when I met my Emma. We got married in ‘91 and bought a little farm here in Iowa. We struggled to make ends meet fer ten years before we sold that farm, and that’s when I went into the concrete business. Bought this place and built it up from nothin’. My Emma died to cancer two years ago, and I just couldn’t keep livin’ in that big ol’ house alone; too many painful memories. So, I sold that house and paid them contractors to make my office building here, my new home. It took them a while to gut it and rebuild it inside the way I wanted it. No one comes in here anyway, ‘cept fer me. I don’t let them drivers or operators in here. No need. I run the operation, and they work out there makin’ concrete and drivin’ them trucks.”

      “It’s lovely, Abe,” Kate said.

      “Thank you, miss. Well, you folks need some rest. I know a worn out platoon when I see one. I’ll bring some blankets and pillows fer ya two to sleep in here,” he pointed to Jonah and Sophia. “I only got two bedrooms, and I ain’t givin’ ya mine. I’m too old to be sleepin’ on a couch. As for you, miss, I figure you ought to stay in the bedroom with yur friend. Someone should be in there keepin’ an eye on her,” he said to Kate. “I’ll bring y’all some clean t-shirts to sleep in. It’s all I can offer. But tomorrow, we’ll get your clothes all washed up. Son, come give me a hand carryin’ everything,” he said to Jonah.

      It didn’t take long for everyone to get cleaned up and tucked in for a good long rest. It was just after noon, and the bright sunshine was peeking in through the cracks of the drapes. But that didn’t seem to bother any of them. They were all soon fast asleep, including Belle, who was lying on the floor next to Sophia, snoring lightly, right alongside her.
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        * * *

      

      The aroma of freshly brewed coffee roused Jonah from his deep sleep, as he stretched from the big comfy sofa. It was dark in their make-shift sleeping quarters, and he figured it was late evening. But when he looked at his watch and saw it was nearly 4:00 a.m., he could not believe he had slept through the night. Sitting up, Jonah hoped the faint light coming from somewhere down the hallway would lead him to the source of that irresistible smell. Hearing Sophia’s rhythmic breathing from the other sofa, he did his best not to wake her as he quietly slid on his boots. After a brief stop in the bathroom, he sleepily followed the light and his nose.

      “Jonah!” Kate smiled at him. “Nice pj’s, dude,” she teased.

      He looked down at his long johns, relieved that everything was properly covered. He rubbed the stubble on his cheeks and said, “Can I have some of that?” pointing to the coffee cup in her hand.

      “Help yourself,” Kate said, nodding toward the coffee pot on the counter.

      “How’s our patient doing?” Jonah asked as he poured himself a cup.

      “I think she’s okay. She woke up for a little while, and we talked for a bit. She seemed coherent but said her head hurt worse than her gunshot wound. I helped her to the bathroom and changed her bandages. But I think you need to go and have a look at that bullet wound to make sure it looks okay.”

      “I can do that,” Jonah said.

      “She asked about you,” Kate said with a sing-song voice and a devious smile.

      Jonah tried to look disinterested, but he didn’t do a very good job as he bumped his tooth on his cup while taking a sip.

      “You like her,” she teased.

      “What? No, I don’t. I mean, she’s nice and all, but I don’t even know her,” he fumbled with his words.

      “You folks hungry?” Abe said as he walked into the roomy kitchen.

      “Yes,” they both said in unison.

      Jonah was glad for Abe’s interruption, but that didn’t stop Kate.

      “You can bring her some breakfast and check her bandages, Jonah,” she said, unable to help herself.

      “Alright, Katie, alright,” he huffed.

      Jonah had lain awake for more than an hour before falling asleep, thinking about Luke and Archie, and the best way to get to them. There were so many unknowns, and he knew the situation would be extremely fluid. He’d need to be quick on his feet. He had the beginnings of a plan and wanted to share it with Kate and Abe before Sophia woke up.

      Better do it now… I may not get another chance, he thought.

      “Abe, I’ll help you with breakfast, but I need to talk to you and Katie first,” he said.

      “Okay, son, let me git a refill, and I’ll come join ya,” Abe said, waggling his empty cup.

      They huddled there together around the oversized breakfast bar on comfortable cushioned bar stools as Jonah told them about his plan.

      “I want to leave in the morning, before sunrise, to get Luke.”

      Kate’s breath hitched at hearing this and threw her hands over her mouth, too late to stifle the sound. Kate had already told Abe about Luke before Jonah woke up, as they shared their first cup of coffee.

      “I know all about him, son, and I’ll do what I can to help,” Abe said.

      “Thank you, Abe. My biggest concern is Sophia. I know she will insist on coming with me.”

      “Oh, Jonah, no! You can’t!”

      “I know, Katie. We came from town, and it was as bad as you can imagine. Probably worse. She’s an extremely gifted girl, and she’s a natural with a scoped rifle. And you’ve seen for yourself how capable she is. She’s already saved my butt a few times.”

      Jonah proceeded to tell them about how they met, and about Sophia’s mom, and the way in which they lost her.

      “She is one brave little girl, but this is one mission I need to do alone. It’s far too dangerous, and I can’t let anything happen to her!”

      “You’re very fond of her, aren’t you, Jonah?” Kate asked.

      “Yes, I am.” he said.

      Sophia wiped the tears from her face as she listened from outside the kitchen door as Jonah told them about her mom. She couldn’t believe he would leave her. He needed her, and she could help him. She knew she could! And what if he didn’t come back? Sophia decided then and there that she would not let him go without her. She’d find a way, somehow.

      “Can you two keep an eye on her for me while I go get Luke?”

      “Of course, Jonah. But from what I’ve seen, she will be keeping an eye on us! I’ve never seen anything like that before,” Kate said, referring to how Sophia handled herself and the undead horde at the farm.

      “Ain’t nothin’ gonna happen to that girl with me and Belle around. I can promise ya that, son,” Abe added.

      “Good, then it’s settled. I’ll head out at 0400 hours. Abe, I’ll need the gate key to let myself out in the morning,” Jonah said.

      “I’ll get you my spare key. That big ol’ truck of yurs need any fuel? I got plenty of diesel onsite here, and we can fill her up.”

      “Thanks, Abe. That’s a good idea,” Jonah said.

      “How ‘bout some vittles?” Abe asked. “I can cook up a pan of scrambled eggs and some bacon. How’s that sound?”

      Kate and Jonah looked at each other in disbelief and joy at the thought of having such a breakfast. They talked over each other to try and tell Abe how great that sounded.

      “But Abe, we can’t eat all your food. You’re going to need it. The future is filled with so much uncertainty,” Kate said.

      “Don’t y’all be worrying ‘bout me. I got plenty. How do ya think I power this place, anyways? The roof up there is covered in them solar panels. You see, I’ve been thinkin’ somethin’ bad was gonna happen for a long time now. I got me a root cellar dug out behind the tree line, and a basement filled with supplies. More than enough to last me and Belle for a lot of years, if need be.” Abe winked at her.

      That reminded Jonah of something Kate said yesterday.

      “Katie, you mentioned you know a place. Where?”

      She pulled out her phone and showed Jonah the location she had previously saved there.

      “Luke’s grandma, Lilly, left a map and a key with my father, to give to me in an emergency. Luke’s grandpa built a cabin in a remote area and stocked it with supplies.”

      Jonah held Kate’s phone and studied the map for a few moments, moving it this way and that, calculating possible routes to get there. He thought about how Sophia would love to plot their course, and that made him smile a little.

      “What?” Kate asked.

      “Oh, nothing,” he said. “Katie, this may just be the perfect location. Luke and I went hunting in that area a few years ago. It’s remote, and quiet. I remember it because we almost got lost trying to find our way back to camp.”

      “Do you think we can get there?” Kate asked.

      “I do. It’s about a hundred and thirty miles, and there are a lot of farm roads between here and there. It should be pretty easy to avoid any towns,” Jonah said.

      “Kate, do you have the key?”

      “Oh, Jonah, I put it in my backpack, along with the map. It’s still in the loft of that barn.”

      “It’s okay, Kate. The important thing is, you recorded the location on your phone. I’ll do the same with mine,” he said, as he texted the address to his phone number. “It’s sitting on the table next to the sofa. We’ll get Luke and Archie, and get to that cabin.”

      Kate threw her arms around Jonah’s neck and squealed with joy. In that same moment, Sophia walked into the kitchen, with Belle trailing right behind her. She glared at Kate, and quickly walked up to Jonah and gave him a big hug around his waist.

      “Hey there, Cricket. Good morning to you too,” he said with a smile. “How did you sleep?” he asked.

      “Good,” she replied.

      Sensing Sophia’s jealousy, Kate quickly reclaimed her spot at the breakfast bar and tried to lighten the mood a little.

      “Sophia, guess what?” she asked. Without waiting for a reply, she told her about the cabin and their plans to go there.

      “Is that where we’re going?” she looked at Jonah.

      “It’s just the sort of place I was hoping for to wait this mess out. So, yes, I think so. It’s definitely doable. But we’ll need your help to get us there. You game?” he asked, hoping to get her thinking about something positive.

      “Uh huh,” she replied with a hint of excitement.

      The next hour was filled with conversation and the irresistible aroma of bacon and eggs cooking on the oversized gas stovetop. Kate couldn’t help noticing how Sophia was glued to Jonah’s side. And Jonah didn’t seem to mind at all. She knew they needed each other and vowed once again to herself not to come between them.

      After a filling breakfast, everyone had a renewed vigor and there was a charged energy in the air. They all felt it.

      “Sophia, will you do something for me?” Jonah asked.

      “Sure,” she replied.

      “Follow me,” he said.

      They made their way back to the living room, and Jonah dug out a pair of Midland two-way radios he had taken from the gun shop. After turning them on, he handed her one and told her channel thirteen. They tested them, and they worked perfectly.

      “Why channel thirteen?” Sophia asked.

      “I’m not superstitious, and it’s just one of my ways of being different, I suppose. It’s good to laugh at silly things, don’t you think?”

      “Would you walk under a ladder?” she asked.

      “Nah, probably not. But not because I’m superstitious. It would just be dumb,” he winked at her.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      “Get your rifle. I want to teach you a few things.”

      Jonah spent the next half-hour going through clearing misfeeds and reloading the AR. He drilled her several times until she was nearly as fast as he was. He was stunned at how quickly she picked it up. He worked with many soldiers who fumbled through these drills, trying to do them at speed while being barked at. Of course, he didn’t bark at Sophia, but she was blazing fast, and he was truly impressed.

      “Do you know how good you are?” he asked, winking at her. Of course, she just beamed inside at his compliment. “Okay. We’ll do more later, but for now, go brush your teeth,” he said, handing her the toothbrush and toothpaste. “You always have to take care of yourself. Never forget that, okay?” he said. “Then, I have a mission for you.”

      After taking care of her personal hygiene, Sophia got fully dressed, put her shoes and coat on, and met Jonah in the kitchen. They were busy cleaning and making a plate for Hanna when Sophia walked in.

      “All set?” Jonah asked.

      “All set,” she replied.

      Seeing this small girl with a scoped rifle slung in front of her was a sight Kate never imagined. But she seemed so natural. Kate thought this was probably the new normal now, and she should learn a few things herself. She’d ask Jonah when the time was right.

      “Abe, mind if our girl takes Belle for a walk around the perimeter while I tend to Hanna’s wounds?” Jonah asked.

      At the sound of her name, Belle was up and hopping around after just having finished her breakfast too.

      “Not at all, son. Belle knows the property well and will stay right by her side. The fence is secure all the way ‘round. Ain’t nothin’ gettin’ in here,” Abe answered. “But it’s good to do a patrol. I shoulda thought of that. Gettin’ rusty in my old age, I reckon,” he quipped.

      “Stay on channel thirteen and report anything you see. Take one trip around the perimeter, then report back here. Okay? Abe here tells me he has some ice cream for when you get back, if you’re interested.”

      “Roger dodger,” she smiled, secretly excited about the ice cream.

      Kate and Jonah entered Hanna’s room with a tray of food and some fresh first aid supplies. Hanna stirred at the sound of the door opening and tried to sit up, wincing at the sting in her side, but managing to complete the maneuver.

      “Morning, Sunshine,” Kate said in a bubbly voice.

      “Good morning,” she replied weakly. Upon seeing Jonah trailing behind Kate, she immediately began fiddling with her hair, and her face lit up.

      “Morning, Hanna. Thought you’d like a little breakfast,” Jonah said.

      “That smells amazing,” she said, smiling shyly at him.

      There was definitely a connection between these two, Kate thought. And then she wondered how Sophia would deal with that when she saw it for herself. Well, she would do all she could to help Jonah and Sophia when the time came, confident that everything would work itself out. Jonah was a great guy, and she knew nothing would change his love for Sophia. Yes, she was sure it was love he felt for her; like a big brother loves a little sister, or a father loves a daughter. They would be just fine.

      The remainder of the day was filled with many activities, from washing clothes, to cooking, and finally eating and just being together. They talked, and even played board games. Sophia turned out to be the clear winner of everything they tried, from Monopoly, to Uno, to Sorry. She won them all, and there wasn’t even a close second.

      “I think you cheat,” Jonah finally said, as he added up the points he got caught with in his hand, including a Wild Draw Four card, after Sophia yelled: “Uno!” ending their game after just five hands.

      “You’re just a sore loser,” she shot back. “Besides, I don’t have to cheat. You’re terrible!” She laughed, causing everyone else to join in.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Jonah said. “Well, I’m not going to go so easy on you next time,” he added.

      “Anytime, any place,” Sophia said.

      “Well, folks, this old man needs his beauty sleep,” Abe said as he stretched.

      “Yes, I think we’re all ready for a good night’s sleep,” Kate said.

      “Abe, can you take Belle tonight? She kept waking me up last night,” Sophia said, surprising Jonah. But she didn’t want Belle trying to follow her later, when it was time for her to sneak out.

      “Belle, ya hear that? Was your snoring keepin’ that child up last night? Well, come on then. Let’s go, girl,” Abe called to his loving companion. But the big Doberman clearly didn’t want to go. Sophia felt a pang of sadness for her new friend, as Abe had to hold her by the collar to get her to go with him.

      “Night, folks,” Abe said as he left the room.

      “I’m ready for sleep too,” Jonah said to Kate and Sophia.

      “Me too,” Sophia said a little too fast, as she began spreading her blanket out on the couch and fluffing up her pillow.

      “Not before brushing your teeth,” Jonah ordered.

      “Oh, yeah,” she smiled sheepishly as she grabbed her things and jogged off to the bathroom.

      Hearing the door close and the water come on, Kate said, “Jonah, you be safe and get back here soon. Please find Luke and bring him to me,” she said as she hugged him.

      “I will,” Jonah said, as he took his knuckle and wiped the tear from her cheek. “I’ll send updates when I can, so check your phone, okay?”

      “Do me a favor?” he asked.

      “Of course. Anything!” Kate said.

      But he couldn’t find the words, and he ended up not saying anything at all.

      “Don’t worry, Jonah. I know. I’ll tell her. I know how you feel about Sophia. She knows too. But I’ll tell her.”

      “Thanks, Kate,” was all he said, and then kissed her on the top of her head and said goodnight.

      Sleep came to all of them quickly as the excitement of the busy day took its toll. All except for Sophia. She waited patiently for what seemed like hours before Jonah’s snore finally came. She had already packed her bag and was fully dressed under the covers. She feared taking her AR with her because of the noise she knew it would make if she picked it up. No, getting out of here quietly was the most important thing, and it was all that mattered, so she left it behind. She snuck out the front door and closed it without a sound. Earlier in the day, when no one was looking, she had unlocked the truck and double checked that the blanket she saw in there when they had left the gun shop, was still there. It was. It was pushed under the seat. She climbed in, locked the doors, and lay down on the back seat floorboard. It was cold, so she pulled the blanket out and covered herself with it. Before long, she was fast asleep.
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      The vibration of his phone alarm under his pillow pulled Jonah from his dream of Shara. As he lay there, he tried for several minutes to replay it, but it kept slipping away. Then, he lost it altogether.

      Forget about it, he thought. Time to go get Luke.

      Using his phone as a flashlight, he put it on the lowest setting to illuminate the room a bit. He wanted to be sure Sophia was sleeping. The lump-filled blanket on the sofa across from him, with her rifle leaning against it, told him she was.

      Jonah had slept in his clothes and only needed to pull on his boots and pick up his pack and rifle. “Love you, Cricket,” he whispered, and tiptoed to the door and quietly slipped outside. He walked the perimeter nearest the gate to be sure the area was clear before leaving. The world felt empty and quiet. It was one of the most eerie sensations, and Jonah felt as if he were in a living nightmare.

      “Father in Heaven, please watch over my friends and keep them safe. Please guide me to Luke and Archie and allow me to bring them back here safely. I trust in You, my Lord, and love you with my very soul. Amen,” Jonah said this little prayer softly as he stood at the gate.

      Watching for a moment longer, he turned and walked back to his truck. After unlocking the doors, Jonah first opened the passenger side front door and placed his pack on the seat and his rifle on the floorboard. He unclipped his tactical belt with his holster and mag pouches from the strap of the backpack and put it on. Then, grabbed his newly acquired .45 from the top of his pack and holstered it. It would be uncomfortable to drive with it, but he could live with that. Jonah walked around to the driver’s side, got in, and started the truck. It was loud, and he cringed at the sound. But there was nothing he could do about it. Within less than a minute, he had pulled up to the gate, unlocked and opened it, pulled the truck through, closed and re-secured it with the chain and lock, and was on his way.

      Jonah did his best to navigate the route he had mapped out, but the closer he got to the city, the more detours he had to make. There were fires and smoke spattered throughout the area, and he spotted several small hordes of deadheads meandering about, all turning to face him as he moved past. They seemed to be drawn to either sight or sound, but then he thought maybe it was something more basic, such as vibration. He guessed he would never truly know, but they definitely detected his presence. He knew he could outsmart and outmaneuver them, but they had him impossibly outnumbered. That was his greatest concern, and the singular thing he could not allow them to leverage against him. Jonah kept that in mind as he planned for his mission to get to Luke.

      The opening door had awakened Sophia, and for a split second, she thought it was the rear door next to her head and that Jonah would see her. Her heart pounded within her chest as she made herself as small as possible and prayed he wouldn’t. But then the door closed, and he got in and started the truck. Sophia was freezing and very thankful for the heater Jonah had put on. And soon, warmth was also coming up through the floorboard where she lay. She heard him mumbling a couple of times as they drove, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying. She could tell each time the truck made a turn and tried to imagine where they were. Sophia was itching to navigate for Jonah again and hoped he would be okay without her help.

      After some time of relatively calm motion, the truck unexpectedly came to a screeching halt, eliciting a gasp from Sophia. The engine raced as she felt Jonah throw the truck into reverse, causing the tires to kick up dirt and rocks as he whipped it around hard. She heard him moaning and grunting from the effort of evading something. The truck sped away and turned violently to the right, and then to the left, repeating several times in succession. Minutes later, they came to a stop. She could hear Jonah breathing hard. No less than five minutes had passed, but, to Sophia, it felt like an hour, as she lay there blindly on the floor of the truck.

      “Sophia, get up here. Now!” Jonah commanded.

      She didn’t move, hoping she had misheard. But then he said it again, more sternly this time. There was no mistaking it then. Sophia pulled herself up and sat on the center console with her feet still in the backseat. There wasn’t any room in the front seat because of Jonah’s backpack.

      “What were you thinking?” Jonah asked, trying to sound mad.

      “What was I thinking? No, Jonah. What were you thinking?” she shot back. “You left me, and you didn’t even tell me,” she huffed. “You left me with people I don’t even know!”

      “They’re friends, Sophia,” he responded, mostly referring to Kate.

      “Your friends, not mine!” she yelled back at him. “And besides, I don’t want to be with them. I want to be with you! And you might not have even made it back…” she trailed off this time, her voice cracking with emotion. And then the tears fell.

      Jonah was sure he was right. But once again, she put things so plainly. And then he thought maybe he wasn’t.

      “I was trying to keep you safe.”

      “Then keep me safe, Jonah! You can’t do that by leaving me behind.”

      She had an answer for everything, it seemed.

      “Cricket, I just can’t let anything happen to you. You’re very important to me.”

      She glared at him. “Yeah, well, what about you? I don’t want anything to happen to you, either! What if you didn’t come back for me, Jonah? If something happens to you, I don’t want to be in this messed up world without you.” Now more tears fell.

      His heart was bursting from her words and for how much he cared about this child.

      “Okay, I’ll make you a deal.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “I can’t promise that I’ll always be able to take you with me, but I can promise to talk to you first. I’ll never just leave without you knowing.”

      “Then, I won’t let you go. So, deal!” she replied.

      “I’ll take that, for now,” he said, and held out his fist for a bump. She threw her arms around his neck instead.

      “Hey, easy on the old man,” he said. She just looked at him and rolled her eyes.

      “I need your skills. Wanna take over for me?” he asked, holding his phone out to her.

      “Yes,” she said, grabbing it from him.

      “We had a close call a couple of miles back. The town is swarming with those things. Whatever you do, avoid 6th street.”

      “Okay. What’s the plan?” she asked.

      “I’ve programmed Luke’s address into the map. I’d like to scout the area a few blocks around that specific location and slowly work our way in closer and closer. If it’s safe to do so, I’d like to get as close to his house as we possibly can. What we do after that depends on what we find. Copy?”

      “Roger dodger,” she said.

      “Okay, you gotta stop saying that. It’s either Roger or Roger that.”

      “Roger dodger,” she said again, smiling, because she could see it annoyed him. This time, it was Jonah’s turn to roll his eyes.

      Sophia guided Jonah to the neighborhood where Luke’s house was located. It was still dark, but Sophia could tell that all the houses were very old, and she felt as if she were pulled back in time.

      “These houses are spooky,” she said.

      “Yeah, most of them were built around 1900, I think. Luke’s grandma left her house to him when she died.”

      “Woah, even spookier then,” she said.

      They didn’t spot any movement anywhere, which struck Jonah as odd. Several cars with open doors lined the roads. Many were smashed into trees and into one another. One was even sticking out of a house!

      “Yeah, spooky,” Jonah mirrored Sophia’s sentiment.

      Sophia noticed how everything was laid out in neat square blocks, so it was easy for her to plot out concentric squares that got smaller and smaller on every pass. Until, at last, they closed in directly upon Luke’s house.

      “Oh my God, Jonah. That’s it,” she said.

      “Yep, that’s it alright,” he replied as he parked right in front and quickly cut the engine and lights. They sat there for several minutes watching and listening, just as they had at the gun shop. Jonah rolled down the windows a couple of inches to allow them to hear a bit better. The early morning was void of any sound, and this definitely made things more spooky, if that was even possible.

      “You left your AR behind. It’s okay, though. I’ve got something else for you,” Jonah said, reaching over to his backpack and pulling out his Sig M17, a holster, and two spare seventeen-round magazines.

      “Here, put these in your coat pocket,” he said, handing her the two magazines. “Remember this?” he asked.

      “Yea, I remember,” she said.

      “Good. It’s only for emergencies, got it?”

      “Roger,” she said, and Jonah smiled at her. He spent the next few minutes going through its operation with her, emphasizing safety. “You don’t have your gun belt, so we’ll need to improvise,” he said.

      “Yeah, I do,” she said, reaching down to the floorboard and into her pack. She pulled out her belt and small revolver.

      “Here, give it to me,” he said, taking it and removing the holster. He attached the M17 holster in its place and handed it back to her.

      “Put this on,” he instructed.

      Sophia did as he asked, and Jonah adjusted it. He also adjusted the holster to make it easier for Sophia to draw the weapon.

      “Remember, only in an emergency. Okay?”

      “Okay, Jonah.”

      “Do you still have your radio?” he asked.

      Sophia reached into her pack, pulled it out, and showed it to Jonah.

      “Good. Channel thirteen,” he said, as he retrieved his from his pack and turned it on.

      “I need to go in and clear the house, Sophia. This is something I promise I will teach you, but now is not the time. You will be my eyes out here, okay? Let me know if you see any activity out here at all. And I mean anything.”

      “Will you be okay without me?” she asked, genuinely concerned.

      “I got this, Cricket. I used to do it for a living, remember?” he smiled and offered her his fist again. This time, she bumped it and smiled back.

      “Hey,” he said. “We’re gonna be out of here soon. Let’s get this done.”

      “Roger that,” she replied.

      Rolling the windows up and leaving the keys with Sophia, Jonah retrieved his gear and got out of the truck, giving Sophia the thumbs up. He gave her the signal to lock it, and upon hearing the familiar click, he disappeared into the trees surrounding the house.

      Jonah had eyes on the front porch and large front windows. The windows were all broken with jagged, sharp openings and pieces of something hanging within them, but the front door was closed and seemed to be intact. Jonah cleared the area surrounding the front of the house, using the large trees as cover as he did so. Assuming the front door was locked, he opted to make entry into the house through one of the large broken windows. It didn’t take him long to clear and make his way through a gaping hole with jagged glass that put him in the grand living room. He didn’t waste any time climbing through either, after discovering that the pieces of something, clinging to the broken shards within the window frame, were actually strands of putrid flesh and clothing. Jonah gagged as he passed through the macabre makeshift entry, because the foul and rotting meat was only inches from his face.

      Whatever came through here had no concern for its own safety, he thought. And he knew that could only mean one thing.

      Carefully clearing the living room and grand foyer, Jonah made his way up the curved staircase.

      “Luke? You up there, bro?” he asked in a loud whisper as he climbed. “Hey, buddy. Hey, Archie… You guys up there?” he repeated, followed by a whistle meant for Archie. Nothing but dead silence answered him. But there was something up there, and Jonah had to stop and pull up his neck gaiter to try to block some of the horrific odor wafting down to him. Jonah was well known in his Ranger Company for his elite CQB and CQC skills. He knew how to handle himself, even solo. He mentally prepared for the worst and knew nothing up there would get the advantage on him. Allowing his training to take over, he methodically made his way up and around the winding staircase, his weapon light illuminating everything in front of him. Clearing the entire floor, by the numbers, Jonah approached the final room. As he got closer, the putrid and gagging odor intensified. He clenched his jaw and mentally prepared himself as he swung his weapon quickly into the doorway. What he saw stunned him. Laying on the floor was the largest man Jonah had ever seen. Well, it was once a man anyway. The thing was monstrous, and when he saw what was left of the back of its neck, Jonah knew of only one thing that could do that. Archie! It was at that moment, he knew Luke was okay. That big .45 of Luke’s sure did a number on that beast too. A sense of awe-struck Jonah at what Luke and Archie must have felt when the behemoth crossed the threshold. It gave Jonah goosebumps, and he was proud of his dear friends for facing the thing and showing their metal. “You two are awesome… But where are you, bro?” he whispered. Jonah tried to put himself in Luke’s shoes and wondered what he would do after finishing off this monster. There weren’t any other signs of the undead on this level. So, if he stayed up here, he would most likely have been safe. “What made you move?” He counted the shell casings on the floor, and there were seven scattered about.

      “Ammo! That must be it,” he said.

      He knew Luke kept his handgun on his night table, but he didn’t think he kept spare magazines up there. Jonah still needed to clear the downstairs rooms, but he wanted to check a few other things first. When he made his way back into the bathroom, he studied the area carefully and noticed the disgusting and putrid t-shirt lying on the floor near the sink. He didn’t see any signs of blood anywhere, though, so he figured Luke had to have been okay when he changed it. Luke was not in any of the rooms or closets. As he turned back toward the staircase, that’s when he noticed the attic door above him at the end of the hallway. There was no cord to pull, but instead, a place to hook it with a pole. He looked around and spotted a rod nestled in the corner. But then he thought, if Luke and Archie were up there, the rod wouldn’t still be sitting there. But he needed to check, to be sure.

      It took Jonah another five minutes to ascend the ladder and clear the huge attic. Everything was covered in dust, and there weren't any signs that anyone had been up there in years. Jonah climbed back down, leaving the door and ladder open, and made his way back to the winding staircase. He wanted to check on Sophia before clearing the downstairs rooms.

      “Cricket, you doing okay out there? Over,” he said.

      She excitedly answered, “Jonah! I’m okay. Are you okay? Um, over,” she squealed.

      “All good, so far, but no Luke or Archie yet. More rooms to clear. Standby. Over and out,” he said.

      “Okay, be careful. Over and out,” she said.

      As Jonah moved through the downstairs rooms beyond the staircase, the carnage he saw throughout, gave him chills. He tried to replay the events that unfolded there, as each corpse told a different story. But not a single creature was left standing. Luke and Archie had taken care of the monsters, one by one. Again, Jonah was in awe of his best friend and his canine companion. He secretly wished that he could have seen them in action. But the grotesque woman splayed out on the floor, with the crushed skull and coat rack lying next to her, gave Jonah pause.

      “Out of ammo,” he breathed.

      Then he heard it. Loud moaning and hissing, followed by scratching and something like a dragging sound coming from somewhere toward the rear of the house.

      “Oh, dear Lord, please don’t let that be…” But he stopped himself from finishing that thought, refusing to believe it could be a possibility.

      Jonah held his AR at the high-ready as he steeled himself for what he might find and began moving in the direction of the sounds.

      “Oh, my God! Jonah! Jonah! Please help me!” Sophia’s panicked voice came over the radio. Then she screamed in terror, and the radio went silent.

      “I’m coming, honey! I’m coming!” he yelled into his radio.

      He ran as fast as he had ever run in his life to get to her, ignoring all the pain he still felt in his leg. Adrenaline pumped through Jonah’s body as he crashed into the front door. But the heavy walnut door held fast as it rattled in its frame. Jonah angled his AR’s muzzle at the double bolted door and put three rounds into it, splintering the wood around the locks and giving them very little left to anchor to. He then kicked hard at the door with his powerful right leg, destroying the doorjamb as the door crashed open in the direction it wasn’t intended. When he saw the horde surrounding his truck, climbing over one another in a frenzy to get to the terrified Sophia inside, he roared with a voice he did not know he possessed. Pressing the talk button on the side of his radio, he yelled, “Sophia! Get down on the rear floorboard and don’t move until I tell you!”

      He did not want to risk stray bullets hitting Sophia, so he charged at the mob of at least a hundred deadheads, roaring once again like a rabid grizzly bear. When he got close enough to be sure he would not hit the truck, he stopped and took aim, putting down three of them with three perfect shots to their skulls. The gunshots, along with his bestial screams, caused the horde to give up on the truck and turn on Jonah for an easier meal.

      “That’s right, come and get me! Come on!” he screamed at the foul creatures. They all turned in unison, like a single organism, to pursue Jonah.

      POP! POP! POP!

      Down went three more. He knew he didn’t have enough time, or ammo, to take them all out, but he wanted to be sure they were all on him before he led them away from the truck and house. They were still about a hundred feet from Jonah when he looked on in disbelief as a half dozen of them pushed through the others, and broke into a full run!
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      “Oh, God! Oh, God! Please save me! Please, please, please, don’t let them get me!” she screamed! Sophia began shaking violently and gasping for air as the truck rocked from side to side, and the banging sounds intensified from the deadhead’s attempts to get to her. Terror consumed every molecule of her being, and she was no longer in control; fight-or-flight mode had taken over her completely, but she was unable to do either one. It was like the worst sort of dream where she had no control over her surroundings, or herself. All she could do was watch things happen to her and was powerless to stop them. Sophia cowered and tried to press herself under the seat, but she would not fit. Gunshots from somewhere outside the truck registered, but she could not understand them. Sophia sobbed uncontrollably as the seconds turned to minutes, and the minutes melted into an hour and beyond. The sounds and shaking had stopped long ago, and somewhere in her deep subconscious, she was aware of that. But she was still alive? Time continued to pass. She did not know how long, but the adrenaline that ran through her little body slowly began to fade, and her breathing and heart rate slowed. And then, from complete exhaustion, sleep came. Deep and healing, sleep.

      Tendrils of light pierced her eyelashes as they slowly fluttered open, but she did not understand where she was. She was very thirsty. Sophia studied her surroundings from her prone position and slowly blinked away the fog. Then it hit her, hard and fast!

      “Jonah!” she blurted out as she sat up. Then, as if covered by ants, she scrambled frantically, looking for her radio.

      “Where is it? Where is it?” she said in a panic.

      She reached far under the front seat and finally touched it with her fingertips. She pulled the radio to her and pressed the talk button as she brought it to her mouth.

      “Jonah? Are you there? Are you okay? Jonah? It’s Sophia! I’m okay. Are you there?”

      Sophia called out to him over and over again, but there was no reply. She sat up on the seat and looked out the windows. They were all covered in oily, black smears, with only a few clear spots she could actually see through.

      They almost got me, she thought. “They almost got me,” she said aloud this time. “God, thank you for not letting them get me. Please, God, please let Jonah be okay. We’re on your side, remember? Please?”

      Digging a bottle of water from her pack, she guzzled it down without stopping. She was still thirsty, but decided to save her last bottle for later. She wondered how long she had been sleeping and then grabbed Jonah’s phone from the front seat to look at the time.

      “Oh my gosh!” she said, when she saw the time, 5:30 p.m.

      “I slept all day? Oh, Jonah, where are you? Please come back. Please…”

      She would not allow herself to believe that anything happened to him. But where was he? And why isn’t he answering his radio?

      “Maybe he can’t? That must be it, because I know he’s okay. I can feel it,” she told herself. “I’ll just wait here. I know he’ll be back. He will,” she added.

      From time to time, Sophia picked up the radio and called to him again, but there was never a reply. She ate some crackers with peanut butter from the snacks they took from the gun shop, and then a couple of Slim Jim sticks. She sipped the only bottle of water she had left, trying to conserve it. The sun was going down as she played Geometry Dash and Temple Run on Jonah’s phone. She couldn’t believe he had those. She loved those games and was really good at both. Darkness soon overtook the light, and it began getting colder inside the truck. Earlier, when the sun was shining through the windows, the truck was toasty warm inside. But now, she needed the small blanket Jonah kept in the back seat. She heard him call it a “woobie” before, and she thought that was a funny name. But she liked it and giggled when she said it aloud. She laid down on the back seat of the truck and covered herself with the “woobie”, and played on Jonah’s phone underneath it. She didn’t want the light of the phone to attract attention, so she set it to low and stayed under the cover. Sophia kept her radio right by her side and tried once more to call for Jonah. There was still no answer. She still refused to believe that he wouldn’t be back for her. She just couldn’t believe that, so she said a little prayer.

      “God, I don’t know how long I can stay in here. Please make Jonah come back for me. I don’t want him to be hurt. He’s my friend and I… Well, I really love him. Please make him come back. Please? And please keep me safe here while I’m waiting for him. Tell Mom I love her, and miss her. Amen.”

      After another hour or so of Temple Run, Sophia finally drifted off to sleep, unable to keep her eyes open any longer.

      Ice skating, and eating pizza with her mom filled her dreams. There was another dream of her father too, taking her for a ride in his jet. But the sunlight shining in through the windows pulled her from her sweet dreams, along with a strong sensation to pee. She knew exactly where she was this time as she awoke and squeezed the radio in her hand and pressed the talk button.

      “Jonah, are you there? Over,” she said, but no answer came.

      “I’m still here in the truck, and I’m okay. Are you there? Over.”

      Nothing.

      “I need to go to the bathroom. I remember you saying that you cleared the house. I’m going to try to go inside because I can’t hold it. Jonah? Jonah, please answer me!”

      There was still no reply.

      “Okay, well, I’m taking this radio with me. Please talk to me as soon as you can. Over and out,” she said.

      Sophia sat up tall and peaked out of the windows. She couldn’t see anything moving out there. She looked at Jonah’s phone. It was only 8:15 a.m.

      “God, please let me make it inside. Please watch over me, and please watch over Jonah too,” she said, and grabbed the truck keys, Jonah’s phone, and her radio and put them in her coat pockets.

      Sophia cracked open the back door and listened for a couple of minutes. Not hearing anything, she stepped outside into the cold morning air. Sophia looked around carefully and then didn’t waste any time getting to the front porch of the house, running the entire way. The front door was broken open, and she couldn’t remember if it was like that when they got there. Jonah did say he cleared things, but she pulled out the M17 he gave her and held it in two hands like he showed her, just in case. Walking in slowly, she turned to the right and saw the big winding staircase, but didn’t like the idea of going up there. No, she’d stay on this floor and find the bathroom because there had to be one, right? As she moved through a hallway, she saw two of the undead monsters lying mangled on the floor. She was sure they would not be getting up but skirted around them anyway, giving a wide berth as she passed.

      “Man, these things stink so bad,” she said, as she tried to push her nose into the material of the coat Jonah had given her. She spotted a room a short way down the large hallway and moved quickly in that direction, feeling hopeful. Pressing her elbow against its door, she nudged it all the way open as she continued to hold the gun out in front of her.

      “Oh, God, thank you!” she said with relief, as she entered the bathroom and found it empty. She stepped inside and closed the door, heading straight for the toilet. Once she was done, she went to the sink, washed her hands, and drank from the faucet, wishing she had brought her water bottle with her to fill up. She wanted to get back to the truck, but she was so thirsty before and knew she didn’t have any water left back there. Maybe the kitchen is close? she thought. She could find some bottles there to fill up to take back to the truck with her.

      “I’ll go really fast, get some water, and run back to the truck,” she said aloud, further convincing herself that it was a good idea.

      As she moved further past the bathroom, and deeper into the house, she saw the bodies lying about and wondered if Jonah did that. It made her sad to see them, and the smell was overpowering. She nearly threw up after seeing the second one and almost turned back, but then she decided to stick to her plan and get the water. That’s what Jonah would do. She pushed on, and soon found herself in a large kitchen with more bodies. She did her best not to look at them and began opening cabinet doors and quickly found what she was looking for.

      “Goldmine!” She smiled as she said it, pulling out a one-gallon RTIC insulated bottle. She had never seen one so large before. Sophia placed it under the kitchen faucet and filled it halfway. She then poured it out to rinse it, then began filling it again. It had only just started filling when she heard noises coming from an opening on the left side of the kitchen.

      “Jonah?” she said softly. “Jonah, is that you?”

      She turned off the water to hear more clearly. It was a sound she could not identify, but maybe Jonah was in there and needed her help.

      “Jonah, if that’s you, I’m coming. It’s me, Sophia. Don’t shoot, okay?” she said loudly this time.

      The sounds intensified, and then she heard a groaning sound. She held her big handgun out in front of her as she walked toward the hallway.

      “I’m coming, Jonah. It’s me, Sophia,” she said again, as she walked into the small hallway. She could see that it opened into another area that she thought must be the very back of the house. But as soon as she walked in, a very hungry Gus moaned loudly as he grabbed for her ankle. Sophia was looking to the left, and old Gus was on the right. She just didn’t see him crawling there on the floor. His grotesque fingertips grazed her pant leg, and she screamed and jumped further left. The monster hissed loudly, and Sophia screamed again as she ran to the other side of the room and pointed her gun at the beast of a man. She watched him as he slowly, and painfully, clawed his way toward her, but she quickly recognized that he was barely moving. He was huge, but as he tried to pull himself along the floor, Sophia could see one of his legs was badly broken. Then she understood why he was not standing. She stared at him and aimed her gun, but something made her feel sorry for him. She was trembling, but she was okay, she realized. Sophia backpedaled as she watched him, not able to bring herself to squeeze the trigger. Then, a gurgling sound from behind her startled her, and she screamed again as she turned to see a woman with a missing throat and mangled hands reaching for her from only three feet away. Sophia did not hesitate this time, and pointed her gun at the foul creature, squeezing the trigger four times, finally hitting it in the forehead. The female deadhead fell against a metal door, leaving disgusting black ooze smeared all over it as she slid down to the floor.

      Sophia walked directly up to Gus, pointing her gun at him as she walked, and pulled the trigger twice at point blank range, blowing half of his head off.

      Ears ringing, Sophia began to cry. She could not understand any of this. These used to be ordinary people, just like her, and now they were monsters. But she could still see the people they once were, and it broke her heart.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whimpered to old Gus, as she slowly backed away from him until her back bumped up against a wall. She slid down to the floor and began crying uncontrollably. She felt so alone, and didn’t know where Jonah was. She just wanted him to come back.

      As she sat there with her broken heart, lonely and afraid, she heard noises and looked up. The metal door that the woman fell against opened slowly as it pushed the woman out of the way. A huge German Shepherd came bounding out and ran right for her. She didn’t have time to react, other than to throw her arms up in front of her face to try and protect herself. As she braced for the attack, the big dog began whining and licking her all over her arms and face, clearly happy to see her. It was very friendly. She began talking to the beautiful Shepherd, hugging him and burying her fingers and face into its thick fur on its chest and neck as she returned its affection. Then she heard a man’s friendly voice speaking to her. But suddenly, there were noises coming from the kitchen area. The big German Shepherd was on high alert as the man spoke urgently to them to get through the metal door to safety. Sophia did not need to be told twice. She scooped up her gun lying on the floor next to her and ran with the dog through the door, and down the stairs leading to the basement.

      She talked to her new furry friend as she heard the man at the top of the stairs close the door loudly. Archie continued giving the girl kisses as she sat there on the floor with him. She couldn’t stop giggling from the affection. She could hear the man descending the stairs, so she stood before he reached the bottom.

      “Hi,” Luke said. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so,” Sophia said. “I really like Archie. He’s so fluffy and nice.”

      “Well, he sure likes you. He hasn’t seen anyone except for me in days. I’m sure he’s pretty tired of me, and you’re certainly a breath of fresh air,” Luke said.

      “Jonah told me a lot about you,” Sophia said.

      “What? Wait. You know Jonah? How? Where is he? Is he okay?” Luke couldn’t ask the questions fast enough. Archie stared at the little girl, ears pricked up high at the sound of Jonah’s name. Just then, her radio crackled to life from within her coat pocket.

      “Sophia! Are you there, Cricket? It’s Jonah. Come in. Over.”
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      To be continued…
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        Your review means more than you may know. They are truly the lifeblood for me as an independent author.

        I read each and every review and am so thankful for all of them - good and bad.

        It only takes a moment ~ and it means so much

        If you've enjoyed this book I would be very grateful if you could spend just a minute or two leaving a review (it can be as short as you like) on the book's Amazon page.
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