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In a multiverse of infinite possibilities,

divine
intervention is indistinguishable from dumb luck.

What if that's
intentional?
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Prologue:
Parents

Three days since the sirens.

The pair of figures moved silently through the night. They stuck
to the darkest shadows and stayed far away from anyone—living
or dead—they encountered on their journey. Presently they were
in an urban residential neighborhood, very near their destination.
They were trying to stay focused as they neared their target.

Jerry was in the lead; Lana was twenty feet behind. It was enough
space to avoid both of them being hit at once in an ambush, or both
fall under attack from one of the infected. They'd survived shades of
both in their mission over the past twenty-four hours.

They were dressed in black tactical gear—long pants, long
sleeved shirts, each reinforced with extra padding—nearly
identical except Jerry also had ballistic armor on his chest and back
to give him extra protection in a gunfight. Lana chose to forgo the
armor in exchange for increased dexterity. Her slight frame made the
choice almost a necessity.

They each carried highly modified AR-15 rifles. Long lamented by
what Jerry was fond of calling the “propaganda media” as
weapons of war, they were in fact nothing more than glorified
hunting rifles. That didn't mean they weren't deadly, but in a real
war these weapons would be laughed off the battlefield. This wasn't a
real war. Not in the traditional sense. This new reality was much
more complicated, with all kinds of nasty surprises. Having an AR-15,
or something like it, was as much a survival tool as any shovel.
These AR-15s had all the accessories favored by the mall ninjas such
as flashlights, rails, slings, as well as something uniquely suited
to the new reality—the bayonet.

Their kit was rounded out with backpacks, webbing to hold extra
magazines on their person, and even head mics so they could whisper
to each other at twenty feet. They had some food and water, but those
were easy to find in the city. Their most precious commodity was
ammo. They'd blown through half of it getting to this point. They
encountered lots of infected roaming the city. The remaining living
people were either cowering in fear inside their homes waiting for
help that would never come, or they were out and about causing
trouble in the chaos while there was still time. They'd run into some
of those as well. Most who were able had left the city over the past
few days. They'd also heard the stories about the battle at the
Arch—which took place earlier that day—from survivors
who'd made it out. The whole city was spiraling into oblivion, not
even sparing the crown jewel of the city.

These two weren't just depending on their “tacticool”
gear to get them through this challenge, they had each trained on
their guns in the months and years leading up to the collapse. Jerry
wasn't ex-military, but he had studied military history all his life
and had striven to emulate the excellence of the men and women in
uniform. Thus he and his partner—his wife—were
well-prepared for what they were doing.

They were on a rescue mission. They were inside a dying city,
under constant threat from tens of thousands of infected men and
women, and an equal number of criminals, gang members, and the insane
who couldn't handle what was happening to their world. It was
literally the last place on Earth they wanted to go, except it was
where they hoped to find their son.
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Under the light of a partial moon, they approached the target
building they'd been searching for on this street. As with the rest
of the city, there was no municipal power supplying this block.
Earlier they'd observed looters tearing up a dead power transfer
station. They were also working on stripping the dead transmission
lines, perhaps thinking they'd be worth something when the recycling
centers opened again. 


Jerry approached the back door of the target house first. He noted
the rear screen door was mangled and lying on the ground. The rear
wooden door was still closed. Lana joined him, both focusing their
lights on the door in front of them. 


“What happened with her door?”

“Doesn't look good. Maybe an infected tried to get in. Let's
hope it failed.”

Before either could make an effort to open the door, they were
attacked from out of the darkness by a plague victim. Clad in a
light-colored nightgown, she was easy to see once she was out of the
shadows. The sick woman fell upon Jerry and pushed him over.

“Get her off!”

Lana was quick. She managed to hold onto the nightgown of the
woman and ensure she couldn't get a solid purchase on her husband. At
the same time, Jerry was able to keep his chest armor facing the
teeth of the zombie. They had a temporary stalemate.

“I'm going to roll over and push her off. You know what to
do!” It wasn't the first time on this trip they'd had this
exercise.

“Go!”

Jerry used all his strength to push the thrashing woman over to
his side and scrambled away. Lana raised her rifle, intending to
skewer the zombie—and she hesitated.

“My god. This is Angie.”

The nurse was an absolute wreck of her former self. Once a
well-manicured sixty-something-year-old friend and nurse for Jerry's
grandmother living inside this house, she was now covered almost head
to toe in blood. Her nightgown was especially filthy with blood,
dirt, and god knows what else. Her eyes were blood-red in their
sockets and her hair was well matted and mangy. Her skin was ashen
gray, where it was exposed. It was amazing they could recognize her
at all, even though the couple had known her for decades.

The shock and surprise and resulting delay gave Angie the chance
she needed to pull herself off the ground, gain her feet in a
crouching position, and begin rising—

—only to be forced back down by Lana's steel bayonet.

She grunted hard as she shoved it in as far as she could. The
blade sunk until the point of her barrel was inside the infected's
skull. Both stared at the dead body in stunned silence, given the
identity of this dead woman.

“Angie. I'm so sorry.”

Jerry said nothing. Frozen in place.

Lana broke the trance, pulling her blade out with effort. “Let's
get inside. Now!” she ordered.

Jerry had a key. As he rifled through his many deep pockets, he
happened to notice a flash of light inside the house. At first he
thought it was Liam or his grandmother, but caution nagged him. He
stood still, indicating Lana should also be quiet. Though it had been
there the whole time, the noise of gunfire around the city came
reminded Jerry of the worldwide pandemic beyond this yard. He
couldn't risk losing focus on the moment.

“What is it? You see Liam or Grandma inside? Do they need
help?”

Jerry turned off his light, and Lana followed suit. Instead of
pushing the door open, Jerry backed away, drawing his wife with him.
They moved to the narrow walkway between the two red brick
structures. At the first window he paused, and peeked into the glass
frame. Inside he could see a light bobbing up and down, very slowly.
It was difficult to make out details, but it looked like someone was
standing around with a flashlight, though it was pointed down at the
floor.

Lana took a turn at the window and came to a similar conclusion.
They also both agreed it was a large man, not their son, and
certainly not their hunched-over 104-year-old grandmother.

“So who is it?”
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They went from window to window, trying to glean intelligence on
the figure standing in Grandma's kitchen, but the farther forward
along the house they went, the less they saw of the mystery man.
Standing at the front door they whispered their next moves.

“Whoever is in there is apparently sick. No one normal would
stand there so oblivious. He had to have heard us fighting Angie.”

“Yeah, and if Liam was inside, he would be standing out here
with us already.”

Jerry began to lay out his plan. “You stay up here and knock
loudly on the door in sixty seconds. That should get his attention.
I'll be at the back door, so when he walks away I'll enter and then
see what I can see. You run back and watch my behind.”

She gave him a wry smile at the innuendo, despite the seriousness
of the hour. She disappeared into the night.

Their plan worked as expected. The knock on the front did indeed
coax the big man into the front of the house. Lana walked in the open
back door and was hit with the stink of death. It wasn't
overpowering, especially since they'd been passing badly mutilated
bodies for the past two days, but it was present.

She moved up to be with Jerry, slipping on something—blood.
She couldn't see it in the darkness, but she knew what it felt like
to slip on it. Jerry was looking up the hallway deeper into the
house. The mystery man was somewhere in that direction.

He turned around and gave her the “shush” symbol
across his lips. He had his rifle out. He flicked on the flashlight
attached to the barrel and then turned around and yelled up the
hallway. “This is Jerry Peters. Identify yourself!”

He saw the flash of light in the front room. A sign the man was
moving.

The big man lumbered into view.

“Stop or I shoot!”

Jerry knew the man was infected. The small flashlight revealed all
the blood on his face and neck. It was an unmistakable indicator he
was already dead from the Ebola-like plague ravaging the city.

The gunshots were loud inside the tight apartment.

The infected man fell over and slid a short ways on the slick
floor. He came to rest not far from Jerry's feet. He shone his light
down at the man—revealing a wrecked skull, heavy bulletproof
vest, and the same type of black tactical clothing Jerry himself was
wearing. The flashlight was attached to the man's shoulder with a
thin rope, as if he wanted to ensure he was never separated from it.

Jerry's light also reflected into a nearby bedroom. From his
vantage point he could see the leg and shoe of someone lying on the
floor in there. His heart choked and fluttered; the shoe reminded him
of the style Liam wore.

“Lana, I—” He couldn't say the words. Instead,
he moved rapidly to the bedroom. “Cover the hallway dear, while
I check out this first bedroom.”

He entered to find a veritable morgue. A dozen bodies were tossed
into a pile, all with bullets to the head. They'd been murdered—as
healthy people—because none of them were bloody like the
infected. He knew who some of them were. He scanned the bodies, but
didn't see his son—that was his only focus. The person on the
floor with shoes like Liam's was...someone else. The piece of Jerry's
brain taking care of emotions clicked off. He closed the door to the
bedroom as he left.

“Lana, don't go in there. We have to keep looking for Liam.”

Room after room was empty. He walked beyond the dead—contractor?
He didn't know how to describe the man. They went upstairs to Angie's
apartment and found another dead contractor inside a pile of bloody
clothes in the middle of her apartment.

Still, no Liam.

They finally went into the basement. Liam had his room down there,
but other than the dryer sitting in front of the rear basement door,
the entire level seemed undisturbed. They both returned to the main
floor, heading for the big dead man.

Jerry searched the body, but found no identification of any kind.
He had numerous pockets in his tactical vest and pants, but those
were mostly filled with rifle magazines and various types of knives,
batons, and handcuffs. Not a contractor, a policeman?

He did find one clue. Several sheets of paper stapled together and
folded multiple times—beyond what any normal person would have
folded them. Jerry unraveled the papers and spread them out on top of
the dead man's chest. Using his light both he and Lana were able to
scan the names typed in three neat columns. A few were crossed out
with a pencil. He knew many of them. Actually—

“Oh no. This list has most of our family on it. What he hell
is this?” He scanned the names, finding one he recognized. “No.
No. No. This is a list of people someone is trying to kill.” He
scrunched up the paper with his hands, wrinkling it into a little
ball with a primal grunt.

“Why? How do you know that?”

Jerry looked up with anger in his eyes. “Because my brother
is in that room—dead. And his name is crossed off.”

He held it out to her, and she walked into the kitchen. She
unfolded the paper and spread it on the table where she could get a
better look at it.

“There's my name. Your name! We aren't crossed out. Nice to
know we're still alive.” She let out a nervous chuckle. She
read the names to herself—mostly family she recognized—from
time to time lamenting those with their names crossed off. “Here's
Marty's name. She's alive thank God! At least she hasn't been, what?
Assassinated?”

Jerry grunted an affirmation as he stood up and moved next to
Lana. He didn't want to know who else was on the list, and yet he had
to know.

Lana turned the page. Then she turned once more. On the third page
she found her son.

“No line! Liam has no line over his name.” Lana set
the flashlight on the table, and turned to hug Jerry. “I'm so
sorry about Craig.”

“Thanks. Me too.” Jerry gently separated himself, and
looked around. “Looks to me like these men were hiding in
Marty's place, waiting for our family members to come collect her.
When my brother arrived they must have killed him and tossed him into
the room with the others I didn't recognize. If they were targeting
our family, maybe these other people just wondered in.”

“Friends and neighbors of Marty?”

“Yeah, that would make sense. Who wouldn't come by to check
on Marty if they knew her?”

“OK, so this hit team, or whatever it is, is lying in wait
for us. Somehow they got infected, so we just dodged that bullet. But
now we have a list of our family members, all of whom seem to be the
target of some criminal enterprise, and we have a son out in the
apocalypse who has no idea he's on this list. Where the hell is he?”

“If I had to guess, I'd say Liam took Grandma and tried to
escape the city.”

Lana raised her head so she could look at the face of her husband.
“How do you know that?”

“Because her guns are gone. I noticed when we searched
downstairs they had been moved.” He pointed his light at the
black box sitting on the stove top. “I left her two guns in
that box, hidden in her rafters downstairs. Because they were so
high, there is no way she got them herself. Since the house isn't
otherwise looted, it means someone pulled them down who knew they
were there and what was inside. That means she told Liam and he has
them. And because they aren't here, it tells me they're armed and
attempting to escape this town.”

“I'm not sure if I should be jumping with joy or screaming
in fear.”

“Me either, my love. Me either. But at least we know these
creeps didn't get him.”

Jerry didn't want to appear pessimistic, though he certainly felt
it. Whoever made the list was still out there. That suggested Liam
wasn't safe at all. But that wasn't even the dangerous part. Liam had
gone off into the urban decay of St. Louis with his 104-year-old
grandmother. At best he had a couple of little handguns to defend
himself. The dead were walking, killing everyone left alive, and the
police, fire, and other civilian infrastructure lay in ruins. If
Liam could get out of the dying city, and if he avoided
getting himself scratched off this list, and if he survived
the other million dangers, where would he go? 


They only needed a few seconds to reach the same conclusion.

“We have to get back home.”




Chapter
1: Somewhere in Suburbia

Fifteen-year-old Liam Peters had just survived the worst four days
of his life. He'd killed zombies. Been shot at. Was nearly run over.
Ran from gangs. Ascended one of the longest flights of stairs west of
the Mississippi. Rode a train through swarms of zombies. Saw friends
die. Dodged falling bombs. And, if he had to stretch things even a
little to mimic World of Undead Soldiers—his favorite
online game, he'd say he slayed the undead and other supernaturals to
rescue a buxom maiden.

Looking at her now, Liam admitted Victoria wasn't very buxom, and
strictly speaking they
rescued each other, but he allowed some liberties in
retelling his own story. She was also a filthy mess. When he'd found
her she was wearing an elegant black cocktail dress she'd worn since
her survivor story began, and over the course of their escape from
the city she'd gotten filthier and filthier. Now she was covered in
black coal dust from their stint on the train, and it was nearly
baked on from all the running and sweating they'd done to get away
from the horde of zombies this morning. She wasn't much to look at
right then as far as a damsel to be rescued. If he had a mirror he
assumed he looked just as bad.

Fortunately, he could overlook all those things and simply see the
pretty young woman who captured his heart over the few days they'd
been together. She was sleeping peacefully next to Grandma, both
lying at the foot of a large sycamore tree on the near the bank of
the river they'd just crossed. A large mass of zombies could still be
seen on the other side, although a majority of them had wandered away
since there were no easy pickings anymore.

Liam shivered when he looked across at the horde on the wrong side
of the river. He fancied himself an expert on zombies. He'd been
reading zombie books and watching zombie movies since he was a small
child. Probably much earlier than was reasonable if the parenting
experts were to be believed. It did give him plenty of reference
material to explore the behavior of these plague victims, though he
was quick to realize real life was much more random than any book.
Sometimes luck played as much of a factor in survival as preparation.
It's something you can't appreciate until you've seen death within
inches, only to have it pass by harmlessly. Liam resolved to cherish
every second he had with Grandma, and make every effort to be a
stand-up man for Victoria. He'd seen too many men give up, fade away,
or just go crazy over the past few days. He knew just being there for
her would be more than most men could provide in this new existence.

So what do we do now, Mr. Expert?

Liam had been working on that problem since Victoria laid down to
sleep. Was that an hour ago, maybe two? He looked at his watch and
saw it was nearly noon. Noon on the fourth day since the sirens.

He didn't know exactly what they should do, but almost every book
he'd ever read on zombies made it clear the only way to truly survive
in the long run was to find a strong group of like-minded
individuals. Not that he was being choosy back in St. Louis, but he'd
dropped in with a group of St. Louis city policemen as they escaped
the city last night. It maximized his own odds for sure, though
getting out was still a very close affair.

Once on this side of the river, many of the police and other
survivors had scattered, in a hurry to get wherever they needed to
go. The only officer he really missed was Jones, the beefy black cop
who laid down his life saving a large group of survivors. He had
nothing against any of the remaining officers, but they all had
families and were quick to be moving on. Liam needed to go somewhere
specific. Home.

He looked at the roadblock and only saw a handful of local cops, a
couple police cars, and a mish-mash of other survivors loitering
about, as if unsure where to go next. It was a new day. A new part of
the world. A new adventure. It was just like setting out in his
online gaming world.

Except in this world you don't get to start over if you die.
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Marty was asleep. She knew it right away. She was standing in her
backyard. The lush green grass contrasted with the fresh white paint
of her standalone garage filling the scene before her. She left her
real house days ago, and now she was standing in her yard, as it was
decades ago when she first moved in.

“Hello again, Marty.”

It was her husband, Aloysius—Al for short. Well, it looked
like her husband. An angel? The being had helped her earlier this
morning as she lay dying on a bridge being chased by a horde of
infected, though she couldn't recall the specifics of that encounter.


“Why can't I remember our last meeting? I know we met in
this...dream world...and you gave me something to say to Phil from
his dead wife. But what?”

“Ah yes. I told you I'm not really supposed to help one way
or the other for it could upset the balance of this world in
unexpected ways. I can mitigate that ethical dilemma somewhat if you
yourself don't remember the agent of that unbalance. Since I'm in
your head already, I can—make adjustments.”

“So you're scrambling my brain? It’s already old and
scrambled I'm afraid.” She laughed a little, but it was true.

“I needed to bring you here, Marty. And I'm sorry to do it.
But you have to see the world for what it really is if you're going
to save it.”

In front of her, where a second before there was nothing, she saw
her nurse and friend Angie. Dead with a large hole in her head. She
had become infected and was largely responsible for forcing Marty out
into the world with Liam.

“I want you to see her. Truly see her, and those like her.
These—infected—are the future of the human race. Look
closely.”

She only saw the blood. So much of it. Many infected people had
blood oozing from their eyes, ears, and noses—as if they had
some terrible equatorial disease such as Ebola. But it was so much
worse because the victim never fell over and died. They just kept
walking around, trying to spread the infection as far and wide as
possible. She felt horrible Angie had to be the example for this
demonstration.

“Yes, I'm sorry too. But what if I told you that because of
an unfortunate series of dangerous coincidences, the trajectory of
the human race has been changed so it will now die in obscurity on
this planet? Every last human being is destined to stand around
staring off into space with nothing of any value inside their
brains?”

“I'd say you were describing every new generation of kids
that has come along in the previous hundred years. I should know!”

“So right you are Marty. But this would be the last
generation, ever. And the members would all look like poor Angie
there. Until the sun burned out, the only humans surviving would be
those like her. She would have seen the sun die if she wasn't shot.”

“Impossible!”

“In an infinite multiverse, nothing is impossible.”

She looked at Angie again. “Not that it matters in the short
run, but surely they'd wither away after a time?”

“No, these terrible creatures are imbued with a power both
terrible and wonderful. That same power which allows me to talk to
you here is also responsible for—'animating' people like Angie.
That energy is practically infinite, which means the sickness will
last for eternity.”

“They'll live forever?”

“They'll die forever, Marty. They're dead. But we aren't
going to let that happen. There is a cure. You will find it. Of that
I'm certain. You're already on the course right here and now. I just
need to tweak your memory a little. I can summon a little more of
that—energy—to help you collect your third partner.”

Ha. A cure? She had considered that at the start of the outbreak,
but it seemed impossible once she realized the condition of the
infected. How could a body recover from such trauma? And what of the
mind? What was Al saying about energy and such? Marty admitted he
often spoke above her.

Al walked closer to her, not in a menacing way, but with purpose.
“I'm sorry again, Marty, but I have to show you something. It
will be uncomfortable to watch.”

“What is it? Is someone in trouble?”

“There you go again, thinking of others. But this time
you're right, someone is in trouble. They're about to die.”

She looked at him and was dismayed to see how uncharacteristically
serious he'd become. Something bad was coming. He leaned close. She
heard a car engine approaching. It was a sound she recognized. He
began to whisper.

“This is how Victoria dies.”

And then she saw it happen.
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Grandma woke with a start. “OH MY GOD!” She heaved
sideways and tumbled into the sleeping figure of Victoria next to
her.

“Grandma, that's the second time today you've woken up
saying that. What kind of dreams are you having?”

She looked around, initially unsure of her surroundings, but
quickly gathered her wits. Last night she'd almost gotten them all
killed when she woke up screaming those same words while zombies were
lurking around their group. “I think there's a cure to this
thing. I think I'm a key part to learning the secret of that cure.
I've been told—”

She appeared to force herself to think, but to no avail. “He
showed me...things.”

“Grandma, if I didn't know better I'd say you've been
reading too many zombie books. Of course that's what they tell
you. 'There's a cure' and it’s up to you and your merry band to
find it and save mankind. As if there's no one else in the world
searching for a cure but two kids and their grandma. Who told you
that? Was it the same person who told you about Phil's wife?”

Just this morning she seemed to glean information on a police
officer's dead wife and daughter “from beyond,” which
helped them negotiate their way to safety over the bridge—but
that seemed like a miracle. This seemed more like misinformation. A
distraction.

“I don't know. I have these dreams and they're so vivid, but
I forget them almost as soon as I wake up. I think it's Al telling me
these things.”

“Grandpa?”

Liam remembered great-grandpa Al from when he was a small child,
and through pictures and movies his family had taken back then, but
he had very little direct recollection of the man, other than he was
a kindly person who loved to laugh and joke with anyone who happened
to be in the room with him. As with his great-grandma, he referred to
him simply as “Grandpa” in normal conversation.

“Grandpa is talking to you in your dreams?”

“That feels correct.”

Liam took a minute to study her. He knew she was quite old, 104 to
be exact, but never once had she ever displayed the least bit of
dementia. He didn't think she was starting today. “Alright
then. I believe you of course. But what does he expect us to do about
a cure? He might as well tell us Santa Claus is real.”

Grandma gave him a sideways glance, which Liam took as an
invitation.

“Santa is real?”

Victoria hit him on the shoulder, but all three were laughing.

The consensus was that even if there was a cure to this horrible
plague, they were in no condition to find it. They were hardly in a
position to move beyond the tree. Grandma's cane went MIA back under
the Arch, and the big wheelchair given to her by a passerby was lost
last night when Liam whiffed tossing it onto a moving train. He and
Victoria could help her walk for a short distance, but that wouldn't
work for a longer journey. Step one of their master plan to save the
world had to begin at the most rudimentary level. They had to find
transportation.

Liam studied their group. He was the 15-year-old boy dressed in
jeans and a Mountain Dew T-shirt, carrying a small Ruger Mark I .22
caliber pistol inside his waistband. Victoria was his partner, a
modestly pretty 17-year-old girl clad in a formerly beautiful black
cocktail dress covered almost head to toe in coal dust, and
accessorizing with Liam's brown leather belt around her waist so she
could use his holster for a duplicate Ruger Mark I. They were both
caring for Liam's 104-year-old great-grandmother. She was wearing a
light blue pant suit and a head scarf, with the ability to walk
unassisted for about ten feet, armed only with a Rosary. They also
had Liam's backpack which had some sundries such as off-the-shelf
pain medications, a near-full box of 1000 rounds of .22 ammo, food,
and a couple remaining bottles of water.

We aren't exactly the stuff of legend.

Liam wasn't convinced there really was a cure. This was the real
world, not some book about zombies. In the real world, filled with
people with conflicting goals and morals, hiding something as big as
the source of this plague and any attendant cure, would be
impossible. Somebody would talk. Someone would warn the world. The
internet would be filled with anonymous tips from good people who
wished to save humanity.

The answer could have been out there all this time, but he was so
busy playing World of Undead Soldiers with his friends he
would never have noticed if someone was screaming it on every news
channel or posting it in every online forum. He lived his life as far
from the “real world” as was possible for someone so
engrossed within a bubble of modern communications. It would have
been a point of pride a week ago. Now it was a major liability.

Still, from a technology standpoint Liam was probably their best
chance of finding clues to help them understand the plague, and to
discover if there was any hope of a cure. But to do that he'd need
access to the internet, and probably weeks of time to study message
boards far and wide. If this thing was global it was likely the
internet was down everywhere—to say nothing of most of its
users either turned to zombies already or fighting for their lives
against the walking dead. That made him about as useless in the
technology department as Grandma—a woman who prided herself at
avoiding anything more technologically advanced than a rotary
telephone.

That brought him back to the present. She still seemed comfortable
sitting against the tree, but Victoria was crouched in the grass
nearby, trying to rub her arms and legs to remove the insidious coal
dust. She was having limited success.

Liam took the opportunity to move back toward the blown bridge.
Whatever their long-term desire to find the cure might be, everything
started right here.

He needed to get the trio to his parents' house. He needed to meet
up with mom and dad. He needed to find allies.

The key to all that was sitting in a police cruiser back at the
bridge.
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“Excuse me. Officer, uh, Phil.”

The man who had been instrumental in saving them when they crossed
this bridge this morning was the man in charge of the whole operation
here. He was a police office with the Arnold PD, the local
jurisdiction. They had been manning blockades across all the bridges
south of St. Louis with orders to prevent anyone—living or
dead—from crossing to the south shore of the Meramec River. The
goal was to prevent the infection from getting out of the city, but
it also doomed those who were still alive to suffer a horrible death
as they were caught from behind by the growing hordes of zombies.
Grandma was able to convince Officer Phil to let her band of
survivors cross this bridge—and then they used a wrecking ball
to drop it in the river.

By Liam's calculation he was actually in Phil's debt, but he was
hoping Grandma's “miracle” in letting him talk to his
dead wife would have some lasting value for what he was about to ask.

Phil was sitting in his black and white police car with the door
open, listening to his radio. When he saw Liam, he rose from his car
to meet him. “What can I do for you, son? Is your grandma
alright?”

“Yeah, she's fine, thanks for asking. We hate to impose on
you, but she has no wheelchair or cane anymore so there's no way we
can get her home. I was wondering—well, we all were—if
you can help us find a ride home?”

“Where do you live?”

“Not far. My parents have a house in Barnhart.” Liam
couldn't help but show excitement.

Phil gave him a long hard look, then sat back down in his car. The
radio was cackling loudly with several urgent reports. Lots of them
were squelching each other off the air. He turned the radio down
significantly. “On any other day I'd give you a ride and be
back here in thirty minutes. I know you don't live far, but the world
has gone to pot as you can tell.”

Liam didn't know what that meant specifically. But yes, the world
was a mess. Phil took a long time, apparently thinking while looking
forward inside his cruiser.

“I don't know how your grandma talked to my wife and
daughter. It was a miracle by the grace of God. I've been sitting
here wondering what I should do next with my life now that I know
what I know. The fact that your grandma helped you guys cross the
river probably saved our lives too.” He was sweeping his hand
toward the few remaining police officers standing around, near the
destroyed bridge. “All the other roadblocks have
fallen—violently. The interstate was especially brutal.
Citizens refused to be turned back. After seeing the walking horror
following you guys I can understand why no one would turn back to
face it. If I was a smarter man I would have realized that
immediately when I saw you, and reported back to HQ that we had no
choice but to open the bridges to everyone while there was still
time. The dead reached our roadblock first, I guess because they were
intent on following your train directly out of the city. But there
was never a chance of stopping them.”

He stood up, slamming his door. Liam backed up a few paces,
listening intently.

“The citizens refused to be denied the bridges. They began
shooting. Then they began swimming. They got behind the police and
other city workers who were manning the roadblocks. Lots of good cops
died needlessly for a stupid order from the mayor. I can see that
now. What it did was turn the citizens against the police, and then
against the entire city of Arnold. Right now the angry people from
the roadblocks are tearing the town apart. Burning it to the ground.
As you might have figured out, being a police officer for this town
is now practically suicide.”

“Sir, what if I told you my grandma discovered there's a
cure for this thing? I'm trying to help her so we can organize a
mission to find it.” He left off the detail about her learning
it in a dream.

“Well I don't know anything about finding a cure. Would be
nice of course. But the only thing that matters to me right now is
what my wife would want me to do. I believe she'd want me to help
you, and I have to admit I want to stay as close to your grandma as
possible in case my wife wants to communicate with me again. But I
have duties here. People depend on me...”

Liam thought of all the police officers he'd encountered since he
left Grandma's house. Duty was always fore in their minds, but they
were people, too. They balanced duty with their obligations to their
own families, which was why they fought so hard at the Battle for the
Arch, but then had to abandon that fight when their families were in
mortal danger. As a boy with missing parents, he appreciated how they
operated.

“The way I see it, your duties have been fulfilled. If my
father were here he would say it much more eloquently than me, but I
think he would be critical of continuing to work for an organization
that seemed so intent on hurting people.”

“I think I would like your father.” After a thoughtful
pause, he said, “Give me some time here. I'll think about
getting you and yours home.”

Liam walked back toward his companions, hopeful he had just
started them in the right direction.
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“I think I may have found us a ride home.”

Victoria looked up from what she was doing in the grass. “Does
it involve that military truck coming this way?”

Liam hadn't noticed any military truck, but now he saw a Humvee
painted in multiple shades of green and brown camouflage. It was
alone and heading directly for them on a gravel road parallel to the
train tracks.

Victoria stood up, looking somewhat cleaner, and they moved over
to Grandma to help her stand. Liam didn't know what to expect, but
he'd learned over the past few days to always plan for the worst. The
last time he'd seen the military they were pointing rifles at him
from up on a bridge. The time before that they'd been dropping bombs
on his head.

The Humvee pulled right up in front of them. Liam wasn't surprised
to see the passenger was their secretive friend Douglas Hayes from
the CDC. He was still dressed in his white shirt, but without his
hideous tie. He was now wearing a pair of aviator sunglasses and an
ostentatious CDC baseball cap. He had a big smile for them all.

“Hey guys. So glad to see you made it across the bridge!”

Grandma made a motion across Liam's chest, as if holding him back.
“And we're glad you made it across as well.”

Liam wondered if Grandma said that to prevent him from unloading
what he really felt—which would include a lot of cuss words.
Hayes had antagonized the roadblock officers when they first tried to
cross the now-destroyed bridge, and then angrily stormed off when
they wouldn't recognize his authority with the federal government.
Where he went after that was a mystery.

“I found a friend here who was more than happy to pick me up
and drive me around. I can pretty much go wherever I want now.
Fortunately there are still some law enforcement agencies willing to
help the CDC track down this plague.”

Liam took this as a slam on the police officers who would not let
him across earlier today, although none of them were close enough to
hear the disparaging remarks. He noticed Phil's cruiser had started
to move. Hayes started to speak again, keeping him in the
conversation.

“Liam, what do you say we take a ride with your grandma and
your girlfriend? We can go back to your house, find your parents, get
you all safe, and then I can protect you all.”

Liam couldn't help himself from replying. “Hayes, you told
us the Army wasn't in Missouri anymore. This looks military to me.
Was that a lie you told us?”

Liam saw the driver was the same plain looking redhead woman he'd
seen with Hayes way back in the St. Louis Arch candy shop. She was
wearing a ball cap as well, and she tried to face the other way, but
it wasn't hard to figure out. Her red locks were very distinctive.
That would mean more people than Hayes survived the attack from the
looters underneath the Arch. He'd said looters shot all his coworkers
under the Arch. Was that a lie too?

“This isn't US Army.” He didn't elaborate. Hayes
lifted his phone, and appeared to take a snapshot of Liam. Then he
looked down in his lap. The Humvee windows were very small, so it was
difficult to say for sure what he was doing. “Come on. We can
have you home for a late lunch. Just give me an address.”

“Give us a minute. I want to talk this over with Liam and
Victoria.”

“Sure, take all the time you need. We're going to turn the
rig around.” The Humvee moved fifty feet down the gravel road
to the turnaround at the roadblock.

“Grandma, what do we do? I don't trust him, but it would be
nice if we could agree with him enough that he'd take us home.

“If I've heard you correctly, almost everything this man has
told you has been a half truth. I don't feel right getting in a car
with him.”

“Liam might be right. He was talking to soldiers on the
Jefferson Barracks Bridge yesterday and they wouldn't let him across.
But they didn't shoot him either. Now he's with soldiers again. He's
had plenty of opportunities to hurt us. Maybe it's worth the risk to
get you to Liam's parents where you'll be safe. Surely he has some
pity for our situation?”

They all agreed Hayes wasn't truthful, and they mostly agreed he'd
not put them in any actual danger since they'd met him. He even
claimed to have helped Liam and Victoria avoid getting shot by
snipers at one point. The lure of a quick ride home was powerful;
Liam wanted to see Grandma get to safety. If his parents were there,
they'd take care of Hayes for him.

As the military truck was turning around, an Arnold PD cruiser
rolled up. Phil and a partner were in the front. “Liam, I
thought about your offer and I'm in. Let's get you guys home.”

Liam looked at the Humvee, now pulling behind his car, and he
walked up to Phil's window. “We were just offered a ride by the
guys behind you. They are from the CDC, or so they say. But we'd all
feel much better riding home with you.”

“Well then jump in.”

Liam walked back to Grandma and together with Victoria they moved
her over to the rear door of the police cruiser. As they opened the
door, Hayes jumped out and walked around to where she was being
loaded.

“Hey, I thought you guys were coming with us?”

Phil opened his door and stood up.

The women were safely inside the car. Liam was left to face Hayes.
“Thank you. We really do appreciate your offer, but Phil was
there to help us cross the bridge so we feel we owe him. We want to
try to repay him, so we are going to let him take us home.”

Hayes had never expressed any negative emotions. He acted as if he
was above most of the fighting and excitement of the last few days.
He never shot a weapon or even held a weapon in Liam's recollection.
He claimed he was a middle manager for the CDC, more of a
“transportation roadie” than anything to do with fighting
diseases, but Liam was pretty certain he was less than truthful about
his job description. Taken together, Hayes projected an aura of
scientific detachment, which was why Liam was surprised when he got
right up in his face. He spoke so only Liam could hear him.

“Liam, please. You don't understand. Your grandmother could
hold an important key to solving this riddle. She needs to be
protected and I want to make sure she stays safe. Come with me and
I'll take you all somewhere I can guarantee your safety for
the duration of this disaster.”

There were a number of books swirling through Liam's brain at that
moment. There was always someone who enticed the unsuspecting victims
with safety, but then inevitably put them into even more danger...or
killed them outright. On the other hand, the real world was much more
fluid. Perhaps Hayes just had poor communication skills and his
mission really was to study the plague, and he really believed
Grandma could help with that cause. In that scenario, going with
Hayes would probably benefit everyone involved.

His father was the tiebreaker. His dad took pride in his
anti-government leanings, and he even kept his favorite quote in a
small frame near his home-office desk. Liam had read the quote his
whole life, but he never understood it until just this minute. He
could only paraphrase it, but it went something like, “The nine
most dangerous words in the English language are 'I'm from the
government, and I'm here to help.” It was spoken by a US
President from before Liam was born.

Now, the government was literally offering its hand to him. Though
not on the best of terms with him lately, he was going to trust his
father on this one. “Thank you, Mr. Hayes. Seriously. We will
be perfectly safe with the officers here. Good luck finding the cure.
Stay safe out there.”

He moved to get in the back seat, but Hayes grabbed his arm. His
voice was bordering on stern. “I urge you to reconsider. There
are so few...people...left, we have to husband them carefully.”

That's just what a government egghead would say.

“No thanks. See ya!” He yanked his arm and jumped in
the back seat, slamming the door.

Hayes and Phil were left outside facing each other. Liam wasn't
sure what to expect, but nothing dramatic happened. The two men may
have nodded slightly, and each returned to their respective vehicles.
No threats. No nothing.

Liam acknowledged either way he went he was getting into the
vehicle of the government. But he decided he'd rather get into the
car of a man regretful of his role in government debauchery than one
proud of it. 


As they drove away he looked through the rear windshield to see
Hayes sitting inside his armored car, talking animatedly on his
phone.

This was his first big choice of the new day. Had he made the
correct one?

I'm thinking yes.




Chapter
2: Phil

Liam felt relieved at getting away from Hayes, but all his
enthusiasm drained away once they got out of the woods along the
river and back into something approaching civilization. Almost
immediately he saw signs of conflict—burned houses, cars tipped
over, dead laying in the streets. He realized crossing the bridge out
of St. Louis wasn't leaving the plague behind, it was merely changing
one set of problems for another. 


They pulled to the end of the gravel lane and stopped just before
the major two-lane blacktop road. He saw no traffic in either
direction.

“So how are we getting to your house Liam? Do you know how
to get there from here?”

Liam knew where he was, and how to get home. But what was the best
way home?

“On second thought, I have to do something first. If I'm
going to quit my job I want to do the right thing and ditch this car.
You mind if we swing by my house so I can get my personal vehicle?”

No one objected, so Phil put the metal down and forced everyone
back into their seats with the acceleration. He was heading into the
town that dreamed up the roadblocks, which Phil said would be
dangerous. Getting it done as fast as possible seemed sensible.

The car ride was torturous for the trio in the back seat. Phil was
driving at high speeds through narrow streets and along country
roads. He knew them well, but the back and forth and up and down
motions were tossing the rear passengers all over. Liam worried about
crushing Grandma between Victoria and himself.

As they approached the town of Arnold, more people were walking
the roads, more cars were mobile, and there were more signs of the
devastation of the ongoing societal collapse. Houses on fire. Dead
people in the streets. Gunshots.

At one point, on a nice suburban neighborhood street, someone
threw a rock at Phil's police car. It hit the passenger side rear
door just below the glass. Victoria let out a small scream. She then
shrank noticeably into her seat.

“I don't think these people like you Phil. These your
neighbors?” Liam was hoping to keep the mood light, but...

“These people aren't from my neighborhood. These are people
who broke through the Arnold blockade up on the highway. They are
none too happy to see Arnold PD. Crap. This may have been a mistake.”
Another rock clanged off the hood and chipped the glass on the front
windshield.

“Almost to my house. Let's just get this done.”

A few minutes and they were there. Phil's partner switched seats
so he could park the cruiser. Phil jumped out, ran to his garage and
opened it, and moved his car out. Phil's partner put the police car
into the garage and shut the door on it. Lots of people had to have
watched it go in.

After a frantic minute they were all inside, and could breathe
again.

“Thanks, guys. I didn't want to freak anyone out, but it was
critical we got over here to hide the car. Before I picked you up I
was listening to the reports on the radio. Not only did the refugees
get across the river up at the highway, but they've taken a severe
disliking to those who tried to keep them bottled up on the wrong
side of the water. Many officers and city officials were killed at
the roadblock, but I've heard people are attacking cops on the road,
shooting their vehicles, and stuff like that. I knew we'd be safer
coming here to swap cars rather than try to make it anywhere with a
car that attracts violent protesters. We have enough troubles with
the infected now.”

“But didn't they see us arrive at your house?”
Victoria's concern echoed Liam's.

“Definitely. We'll have to be fast.” While he was
talking he was putting together some foodstuffs from his cupboard,
throwing them into a backpack. He also grabbed some bottled waters
and handed them around. He ran out of the room saying he needed to
change his shirt, ripping off his uniform in the process. “Drink
up while you can!”

Phil came back with a light button-down shirt and full-length
jeans. He wore his service belt under his untucked shirt, providing a
degree of concealment for his arsenal. He then went into his garage
and came back with two big duffel bags, then excused himself to go
downstairs. “Billy, can you come down and help?”

Grandma was sitting at the kitchen table, while Victoria was
pacing nervously between the front and rear windows of the house.
Liam just bounced around the kitchen aimlessly. Fatigue was his
current nemesis. The water was divine.

A few minutes went by and the men were back up the steps. Each had
a duffel over his shoulders. Billy carried both out the front door.
“We're grabbing some supplies, but we have to go right away. I
have most of what's easy to grab but I have to leave so much.”

“I think we're already out of time.” It was Victoria.
She was looking out the back window, and speaking with a palpable
sense of dread.

They all went to see what had her rattled.

Phil's house didn't have a great view of the town, but it did sit
on a small hill in his neighborhood. They could see people running
around, and several nearby houses on fire. A few residents were
shooting and being shot by the arsonists. They were only a couple
blocks over—heading in Phil's direction.

“Yep, because of THAT. Those are probably the people from
the roadblocks. Torching everything in their path now. That fuel is
priceless and they're tossing it on a funeral pyre!” Phil
seemed more exasperated than scared. “Time to go!”

Phil threw his backpack to Liam. Liam flung it on his own back—

Holy hell this is heavy.

—and he helped Grandma get outside.

Phil's SUV already had its engine running while sitting in the
short driveway. The rear lift gate was open so they could throw their
gear in the cargo area.

Liam heard a strange whizzing sound. A second later they heard a
gunshot report.

“Run!”

They practically threw Grandma in the back seat. Liam and Victoria
tumbled in after her.

A loud clang rang through the truck. A couple more followed.
Reports were echoing off the garage doors of neighbor's houses.

Phil dashed into the driver's seat, followed swiftly by Billy on the other side. The
truck roared out of the driveway, turning right and then a quick
left, away from whatever was happening back there. Followed only by
three more clangs of metal.

“Everyone OK back there? That was a little too close for
comfort. Hoo boy! We got out of there just in time, eh Billy Boy?”
He looked over to his partner and was shocked to see he was dead. A
bullet must have gone through Billy's door and killed him instantly.
Phil seemed to slow down so he could take in what just happened to
his friend and partner—to say nothing of his home and
livelihood—but there was too much going on to do anything but
drive at that moment.

“I'm sorry about your friend.”

“Yeah, so sorry.”

Grandma closed with, “Rest in peace Billy.”
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The people of St. Louis fought the much smaller city of Arnold,
and spiked the football. They were taking the spoils by looting,
pillaging, and then razing the berg as they moved through. Liam hoped
he was wrong, but nothing out his window suggested society was going
to be back anytime soon. Not here. He had to remind himself the wave
of St. Louis zombies hadn't even arrived here yet.

“If I was smart I would have parked that police car in front
of another house, maybe the Mayor's house.” He gave a strained
laugh at that. “Maybe driven it into a lake. Once they find it
in my garage they'll definitely burn the house to the ground.”

Liam thought he was being unfair on himself. “You did the
best you could. You got all that stuff out in a few short minutes,
giving us some valuable supplies to get to my house.”

“Yeah, well I've been planning for something like this for
weeks. Once it started getting bad.”

There's that phrase again. Liam had heard people say things had
“been getting bad” for a while before the plague exploded
onto the scene, but he couldn't for the life of him remember anything
that would have tipped him off to something as big as the collapse of
the world. Was he too self-absorbed to notice? He read about it many
times in his zombie books.

“When you don't have a family around you'd be surprised what
seems important to do at three in the morning.”

Grandma gave a slushy “mmmm hmmm” hum in agreement.
She probably had some free time herself over the years. It had been
decades since Grandpa Al passed on.

“So I used my time to organize my bullets, count my cans of
beans, and watch videos on the internet about how to survive after a
societal breakdown. The number of websites on survival is, or rather
was, nearly infinite. I admit though I never really tested much of
their advice. It never seemed urgent to try to tan a hide or pluck
feathers from a chicken—so I'm afraid I didn't train up on
much, beyond what I already knew.”

Phil went on to explain he had put his duffel bags of guns in
places he could easily grab them, so if he ever needed them in a
hurry he would be able to be in and out. He never dreamed this was
how it would end up.

Being a police officer had many perks, but the most relevant to
today was being plugged into the firearms community. He not only got
all the free training and range time he could ever want, but he also
tapped into low cost auctions of firearms—often before the
general public knew about them. He explained the various types of
rifles, shotguns, and handguns he had—though Liam wasn't really
listening.

In spite of all the danger, he was so tired his head was rolling
side-to-side with the motion of the car, his eyelids vacillating
between open so Liam could stare, and closed so he could drift off.

“A couple AR-15s.”

“A couple hunting rifles with really good scopes.”

“A pump scattergun and one automatic.”

“Lots of handguns.”

“Beaucoup Ammo!”

“Left a ton of older guns back in my safes.”

Liam looked at the two ladies and was surprised to see them both
slumped over, asleep. Just that fast. He fought hard against the draw
of sleep; a fight he was losing until the car lurched to a stop—he
was wide awake again. Phil put the car in park and looked back at the
trio, but settled on Liam because he was awake.

“I've got to get Bill out. I'm going to drag him into the
woods, well off the roadway, and lay him down. We really don't have
time to dig a grave, but I'll try to get back to him if I can.”

“Do you need any help?” Liam looked around and saw no
other cars or people in the area, so he figured it was safe to get
out.

“No, I'll be quick. I need a moment alone if you take my
drift.”

Liam had seen death more than he cared to admit over the past few
days. Angie. Captain Osborne. Officer Jones. Now Officer Billy. To
say nothing of the thousands upon thousands of people walking around
with a plague that brings the dead back to life.

Phil walked around to Billy's door, opened it, and pulled his
friend out. He gently dragged the dead man down a slight hill until
he was well into the woods. Liam couldn't see much after that.

Victoria and Grandma slept on.
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Liam must have drifted off while waiting for Phil to return Soon
they were moving again, heading south. The direction Liam needed to
go to get home. He could hear voices on a near-silent radio up front
with Phil.

When Phil saw Liam's eyes were opened he started up. “I've
got my police scanner. Sorry if it woke you. You said you lived in
Barnhart, correct?”

A quick nod in the affirmative.

“A call came over the scanner that all available Arnold and
county police are to meet at the interstate overpass in Imperial—near
your home—today at 3 p.m. Something big's going down. I think
we need to check it out before we take you home.”

Liam really just wanted to get home in the most direct path he
could and avoid further entanglements, but he didn't want to seem
selfish when there were so many desperate people outside his window.
To be polite he merely said “sure,” and left it at that.

A few minutes of driving and Phil turned the car abruptly to the
left into a small strip mall parking lot. He pulled up to a parked
Arnold PD car as if he were going to talk to the occupants. They were
facing his direction, so he maneuvered so his window was closest to
the other driver. “This is Maple's car. I'll ask him what he
knows.”

Phil pulled the car up next to the police cruiser, but quickly let
out an “Oh shit!” He reached down and pulled up a
semi-automatic pistol. Liam imagined he was going to take the gun and
start shooting whoever was inside the police car. Instead, Phil moved
the car a few feet ahead and took three shots at the rear tire,
blowing it out. He then sped out of the parking lot, continuing
southward. Liam's ears were ringing as he looked over his shoulder.
He could see several men pour out of the police cruiser—none of
them were Arnold PD. A couple tried firing handguns, but they were
too far away. Liam had never been so happy to see a police cruiser
out of operation.

“Wow. Did you know who was in that car when you pulled up?”

“No. But I should have known. I saw the driver wasn't Maple,
and did the only thing I could think of—short of killing them
in cold blood. Those boys could have been out for a joy ride and
innocently found the car, or maybe they killed Maple to get his car.
Maybe the car was abandoned; like I dumped mine. Maybe they thought I
was a bad guy trying to jack their ride. There's no way to tell
anymore who are the good guys and who are the bad. Even the good guys
guarding those bridges became bad in the eyes of those on the other
side of the roadblocks. Good and bad are just empty words out here.”

Phil drove on a few blocks and pulled off the road behind a small
building. He put the truck in park and looked back at everyone. “I'm
sorry guys, but we need to regroup. I've realized we all have to work
together on security if we're going to survive. I don't think I'll be
dropping you off and heading off on my own like I thought either...”

No one seemed anxious to argue with a police officer about
security.

Phil requested Liam sit in the front passenger seat to help be his
eyes and, he admitted to everyone, he needed someone checking his
work. The other thing he did was place an AR-15 in the front seat
with Liam. He threw several loaded mags onto the front floorboard.
“If you need to fire it, try to stay lower than the window
frame. Bullets will still come through the metal part of the door,
but they have a much better chance of deflecting or at least slowing
down compared to going through an open window right into your head.”

Liam had fired an AR before, as his dad was something of a “gun
nut.” However, he was far from an expert shooter with the long
guns like this. Some people had a steady hand and a dead-eye when
they used scopes on rifles, but Liam admitted he was kind of
“twitchy” and found it difficult to concentrate and
remain perfectly still when he had to shoot long guns, such as
hunting rifles. He wondered out loud how twitchy he was going to be
when the targets were for real.

“Just take your time and pretend you're firing at paper
targets. Aim center of mass, then put three shots right there. Oh, if
you encounter any zombies—add one to the head. But I warn you,
it ain't like the movies. Getting a headshot from any distance can be
very difficult if you don't shoot guns regularly.”

“Victoria and I shot dozens of zombies in the head with our
Rugers when we were on the train. It isn't really that hard when
you're up close. Zombies don't move fast. But as I said, we were only
a few feet away for most of those kills.”

Phil smiled. “Good. Now listen up. I've spent my whole life
on the streets as a police officer. Almost twenty years. Not in the
toughest jurisdictions mind you, but I've still seen and done a lot
of ugly crap over the years. But none of that compared to the pain
and trauma of losing the two loves of my life. My wife and daughter.
And to a senseless car accident.”

He paused as if he'd lost his train of thought for a few moments.

“My point is that life is full of curves. That was always
the case. But look at things now. Even when you think you're looking
right at something you are 100% sure is what you think it is, you
need to look again. Have your buddy double check you. Check your
buddy's work. Do it again. Take nothing for granted.”

Another long pause. Liam turned to the back and smiled as he saw
Victoria.

“Once law and order is removed from the equation of the
street, you're going to see the worst in people. Without those few
police officers making it clear the unspoken rule of “civil
society” is still in effect, people are going to be quick to
throw off the pretenses of lawfulness. That's why looting happens so
fast. Once there is a whiff that law and order is AWOL, some kind of
message goes out and finds every criminal in the area and invites
them to make things worse. Unless I'm calling things really wrong
here, I don't see law and order returning anytime soon. Maybe never.”

Phil hunkered down in his seat after a quick check
out the front window.

“This is the absolute most important piece of advice I will
ever give you: the concept of law and order is just an illusion. In
the past, when order existed in our normal lives, the people who
broke the law and did terrible crimes were very much like suicide
bombers. They made a decision to murder, rape, shoot people in a
movie theater, or whatever—knowing that for a period of time no
police officer could possibly stop them. If you were willing to die
in the act, no depravity was beyond reach. As a police officer under
orders from politicians with a particular mindset toward guns I
couldn't talk about this in my official duties. But privately I told
everyone I knew it was their civic duty to carry a sidearm with them
at all times. Movies. Church. The dentist. You are your own security.
Police only show up after the suicide bomber has detonated himself.”

“Here's the bad news. Whereas previously only a suicide
bomber would go out and test the limits of depravity, in today's
world there is a neon sign on every street corner saying 'Law and
Order has been terminated. You are on the honor system.' That means
you no longer have to be a suicide bomber to conduct activities that
aren't in harmony with the law—either written law or just plain
decency. Murder is easy and has no consequences now. The suicide
bomber no longer needs to detonate. And it won't just be the
down-on-his-luck guy who fancies a molotov cocktail at the parish
church, it will be groups of college-educated men and women throwing
bombs through windows of entire neighborhoods simply as a statement
against the very system of law and order they simultaneously hate and
desperately need. Society itself becomes suicidal in the absence of
law and order.”

“Are you saying it's the law of the jungle now?”

“I'm saying it's worse than that. The law of the jungle
allows for continuation of the species. It works well when times are
good and the system is well-oiled and everyone knows their place,
even though it may not be the most advantageous code for individual
weak members of the tribe. The strongest warrior and the weakest
elder can coexist when times are good, even under the law of the
jungle. A system is in place that rewards the strong and penalizes
the weak, but it doesn't outright kill the weak for sport. Imagine
the law of the jungle with no societal restrictions of any kind. The
strongest warrior suddenly has every incentive to kill all the
weaklings, including the young—so he can amass his own
resources and treasure to survive a little bit longer. Cooperation is
gone. Order is non-existent. The only constant is chaos. In that
setting, even the law of the jungle would be the height of civility.”

“So what are we looking at if the law of the jungle is
beyond reach?”

“What do you call a world where the dead are walking around
in broad daylight? What do you call a world where a man would burn
your house to the ground because he could? What do you call a world
where a man would shoot you dead simply for wearing a certain color
uniform? What do you call a world where the police are the bad guys
and the criminals run roughshod over the law-abiding?”

Phil paused his monologue dramatically.

“I call it Hell.”
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After the lecture on security, Phil pulled the SUV back onto the
road. Liam was riding shotgun, and was as alert as his tired
condition would allow. They were close to the designated bridge over
the highway. Very few cars were on the roads in this more rural part
of town.

Nothing could have prepared them for the scene when they reached
the highway interchange. There were no cars on the highway. Only
people. Lots and lots of people. They consumed all six lanes of
traffic on both north and south-bound sides. All of them walking
south—away from St. Louis.

Victoria was the first to speak up. “How is this possible?
That must be the whole city walking out.”

Phil slowed the truck to take it all in. They were all gawking
like schoolkids on their first zoo field trip when a man ran up to
Phil's window.

“Hey! You might want to get that car off the bridge. Some of
those people down there might be tempted to come up here and take it
from you.”

“Thanks.”

“I'm going to pull the car well off the road so no one can
see it, but if anyone wants to get out now I plan on walking back and
talking to these people on the bridge.”

Liam volunteered to get out. He looked at the women.

“I'll stay in here dear. I'm comfy.”

“And I'll stay with her. We'll keep each other company.”
Victoria gave Liam a smile as she said it. A bright ray of sunshine
after the problems they'd been having.

Liam looked at Phil before he got out. “You think I should
carry the AR?” He was looking at the AR-15 expectantly.

Phil took a few seconds to consider, “No, it would better to
keep your sidearm handy, but hidden. Be ready to defend yourself, but
don't make yourself a target. There are desperate people down there.
They might see a young man with a rifle over his shoulder as a juicy
mark. Don't worry, I'll be back in a couple minutes.”

Liam stepped out, and the SUV sped off. He was mesmerized by the
impressive number of his fellow man down below on the interstate. He
looked behind him and saw the wave of mankind pushing well down the
highway and over a small rise about a mile away.

I wonder where they're all going?

As he was standing there, gawking, the same man was once again
giving a warning. “Hey. Howdy there. My name's Mark.” He
hung his hand out for Liam to shake.

As Liam became aware of the hand, he blinked his eyes as if to
wake himself up. “Oh, hi. I'm Liam.”

“I know. We're all exhausted. But I recommend you move over
here to where we have our little operation. You don't want to be
alone and looking down into the crowd like that. It freaks some of
them out. And these folks are already freaked.”

“No doubt.” Liam followed him from the middle of the
bridge to a point a bit further toward the western edge. There were
about twenty or thirty people doing various tasks up on the bridge
decking, all of it related to water. Some were pulling big water
containers on bicycle trailers. Others were pushing some kind of
garden cart with more containers. Then there were static containers
filled with water sitting directly on the bridge. Several people were
either filling them up, or draining water into buckets. Those buckets
were being dropped over the side of the bridge. Liam walked over to
the edge and could see where the buckets were going. The crowd below
was using the water to quench their thirst. They looked road-worn but
shouted up thanks with real gusto. He had to admit it was almost
festive.

Mark spoke to Liam as they both looked down. “Get to livin'
or get to dyin' eh?”

“What?”

“Oh, it's a line from a movie. It's how I feel about setting
up this water stop for people.”

“You set all this up?”

“Well, me and thirty of my closest friends. Yes. We did it
together. The fast food joint over there was the key though,”
he was pointing off to their left, “they still have running
water and the owner got us most of these big containers.”

Liam was impressed. It had only been four days since the world did
its face-plant off the bicycle, but this was the first truly positive
thing he'd seen. It lifted his spirits. “Amazing.”

Phil came running up, and after some introductions, he took in the
operation and could only echo Liam. 


Liam looked at Mark. He seemed to be in his 30's or 40's—he
was notoriously bad with ages—with short dark hair with bits of
grey sprinkled in. He was average build and average height. He was
wearing dark sunglasses and an obnoxious deep red Hawaiian shirt with
white palm trees. He came across as a naturally happy person, with an
infectious smile, even in the midst of this terrible scene.

He turned his smile on Liam. “So what brings you guys this
way? Not many cars on the roads these last couple days. You must be
going somewhere—surely not here.”

“I used to work for the Arnold police. I've heard on the
police scanner that some local official from Arnold is rounding up
all his remaining officers, and those from the Jefferson County
Sheriff's Department, and is going to try to turn these people back.”

“Back? That's insane. Where the hell is he going to try this
neat trick?”

“Lucky you. They're coming right to your bridge. 3 p.m.
today.”

Liam looked down at his watch. It was already 2:30.

Saddle up! We're out of here.
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Liam really wanted to get out of there, but he couldn't force Phil
and he didn't want to lose a ride for Grandma.

“Did you know these folks burned Arnold to the ground?”
Phil nodded in the direction of the massive plumes of black smoke to
the north. The small town was indeed burning.

Mark had already heard about the blockades at the bridges, and how
they fell. He pointed over to his team and said a couple of them had
come directly from the nearest up the highway. Whoever it was
probably wouldn't be too happy an Arnold PD cop was standing right
here on this bridge, though Phil had nothing to do with the bridges
other than the one he managed—and on that bridge he let the
people across peacefully.

“But most of these people are just like you and me. Average
law-abiding people. Parents. Children. They have no more interest in
the violence spinning around them than they did before the collapse.
We set up this system with the water to keep them moving down the
highway. Initially I thought of the idea to keep them from coming off
the highway and overwhelming my neighborhood, but now that I
see them—there is nothing that can stop that now. There are
just too many.”

“And they're being pursued by zombies.”

Both men turned to Liam. Phil had briefly witnessed the zombies in
action, but Liam had spent days inside St. Louis trying to fight them
and get out.

“Well I can't say for certain that these people are
being pursued by zombies, but my grandma and me lived on the south
side of the city and we had to practically fight our way out tooth
and nail since the sirens went off. We met Victoria and she helped us
get out of the Arch. We met Phil and he helped us get over the last
bridge out of St. Louis. The infected—I call them zombies—are
real, and they're vicious. They wouldn't stop following us even in
the middle of the night while we were on a train.”

Mark looked back to the crowd. “If they're behind this
group, it's going to be an explosive disaster. There's nowhere to run
with people packed that tight.” He put his foot up on the
concrete barrier that was the side of the bridge, like he was
thinking. Liam noticed he was wearing cycling shoes—the kind
that locks a rider onto the pedals. An interesting choice for someone
with that shirt on.

“I just don't know what to do. I can't make these people
move any faster. I can't warn them without panicking them. I also
have an obligation to my wife and family to protect my own house. If
these people leave the highway and zombies are rampaging over the
countryside, my little water station is going to be a skidmark on the
underpants of this disaster. Maybe it would better to just abandon it
and spend time fortifying my neighborhood?”

Phil replied. “There's no clear answer. Once the Arnold
people get here there's going to be a disaster either way. The Mayor
is an idiot if he thinks this tiny intersection can be defended
against this crowd, when an entire river wasn't enough to stop them.
Of course this is your town now—he's no longer worried
about destroying his own, because it's already ash.”

Stay or go. Door 1 or door 2. The age-old question of gamers
lining up for quests in his video game world. Only a few days ago
World of Undead Soldiers was the only thing Liam would think
about for days at a time. Now he was living it. Run away or confront
the local overlord and try to make a difference. Unlike the game
world, Liam had responsibilities. His grandma. Victoria. His parents.
It wasn't simply a matter of finding the right weapons and then
cutting new trail into the wilderness as a loner to find glory. He
found himself getting nervous about being on the bridge when the
police showed up.

“Umm Phil. Maybe we should be going?”

“Yeah, I want to be gone by the time they get here. Don't
worry about that. We have to try to help while we can.”

With less than thirty minutes, and tens of thousands of refugees
on the road below, Liam saw no hope in anything they could do. He
looked at Mark, trying to engage in conversation to hide his
nervousness. “Do you live around here? I live over hill in that
direction, in the Dearborne Acres subdivision. Well, my parents live
there. I'm trying to get Grandma back to them.”

“You got her out of the city huh? That's pretty impressive
for a—,” he hesitated. “Um, did you walk out?”

“Well, we started out in a car, did a lot of walking, and
ended up on a coal train. I left a few things out, but those are the
basics,” he laughed.

“Hmm. No, I live over in the next valley, up Seckman Road.”
He was pointing in the direction west of the interchange. It was near
his own subdivision, but on the opposite side of a low ridge. “It's
a fair piece from here, but we rode our bikes. We—”

Liam heard groans coming from the people on the bridge nearby.
Many of those serving water were looking past Liam and Mark; pointing
at something. Liam turned in the same direction and groaned as well.

Several police cars were turning from a side road, approaching the
bridge. Liam saw a dozen different color patterns on the cars as they
filed along the road. Several dark vans were part of the same convoy
as well as a rag tag assortment of other vehicles—dump trucks,
fire engines, big rigs pulling large container trailers, armored
vans, and others. It looked like a parade. A parade of government
departments.

Liam took a few steps back. Phil turned to him and said, “We
have to get off this bridge. Go!”

Liam walked backward, but couldn't take his eyes off the unfurling
procession. He couldn't see the end of it from his vantage point—only
the ominous beginning. The lead silver police cars were recognizable;
they were driven by the Missouri Highway Patrol. He immediately
thought of Captain Osborne, a Missouri Highway Patrolman who had led
a group of survivors out of the tunnels underneath the Gateway Arch.
He wished Osborne was in one of those cars, but knew that was
impossible. Osborne died saving him and many others.

Still, he hoped someone like Osborne would get out of those
cars. Otherwise—

He looked down on the packed highway below. Those people were too
low to see the trouble arriving on the road above them yet. The water
buckets were being pulled up one last time, as the workers began
moving off the bridge. That would get their attention. He imagined
himself down there in the throngs. What would he do if someone told
him he could go no further?

He and Mark were the last two off the bridge. They ran to join
Phil and the others on a nearby hill. He was happy to see Victoria
running up from the far side.

“Liam! I saw all those police cars in the distance and
wanted to warn you before they got here. I was too slow, I had to
make sure Grandma was comfortable before I left her back in the car.”

“That's OK. Thanks for keeping an eye on her. I'm glad
you're here though.”

“You seem to have a knack for getting into trouble.”
She was grinning, though her face was bruising badly from her ordeal
fighting the gang members up in the Arch.

“Maybe it's you? My life was smooth sailing until you came
along.” He was trying to be funny to dial back his fear at what
was about to happen on the interchange below them.

“Nope, that was the old Victoria. From now on, only good
things are going to happen.” She crouched next to him on the
reverse slope of the hilltop with all the others. They watched as the
police line started to creep onto the deck of the bridge, like
gasoline washing toward the spark.




Chapter
3: Interchange

“Liam, do you think it's a good idea to stick around and
watch this?” Victoria was fidgeting on the ground next to him,
as they both watched what was happening on the highway overpass below
their hilltop perch. “It looks like things are going to be
violent.”

He couldn't argue with her. She'd been right to be wary back at
Phil's house. Things had been “getting” violent for days
now. Whatever was going to happen down there wasn't going to surprise
him. When he didn't respond in a timely fashion, Victoria seemed to
take offense.

“Liam? We have to do something. Are we going to leave or try
to help those people.”

Liam still hadn't made up his mind when Mark spoke up. “Help
the people. We have to try to stop the police from turning these
people back.” He paused for a moment and introduced himself to
Victoria while Liam continued to ponder.

Leave or stay?

Leaving looked pretty good. His loyalties were to Grandma and
Victoria, and to a degree his new friend Phil. While he felt sympathy
for the people down on the highway, he didn't know how he or those
around him could possibly interfere with the police presence without
getting hurt or even killed. The police had already battled with
refugees like this on bridges miles back up the highway—and
lost. Were they ready to fight harder here?

He took another look at those down on the highway. He noticed
people carrying mattresses over their heads, looted from one of the
ubiquitous mattress stores in town. Two guys were pushing a heavy
chipper-shredder in the breakdown lane; it was bathed in the heavy
orange of the home improvement store where it was liberated. He could
see survivors carrying flat-screen televisions, dragging kiddy pools
filled with clothes, and wheelbarrows full of DVDs and video games.
He even saw one group of teens rolling a giant metal chicken ahead of
them—Liam thought it belonged to one of the chain restaurants
up in town.

The police arrived and fanned out up on the overpass. Would the
transients below ever survive if they were still operating in a world
where pushing giant chickens passed as a survival instinct? It made
him less enthusiastic about the future, both at this bridge and
whatever would come later. Ever since he'd walked out his door with
Grandma he'd only seen remnants of humanity, always on the run. Here
he was looking at the biggest group of living humans he'd seen in a
long time, and the word that popped in his head was “lemmings.”
Lemmings that would keep walking down this highway until they dropped
dead.

He imagined himself down there. With Grandma. With his parents.
How would he feel if he made it this far only to be turned around by
“the authorities.” The same authorities who had done
nothing to protect him or advise him how to survive when the sirens
first sounded.

“I'm going out there.” Liam was getting up, brushing
off the dust and grass from his pants.

“What?” He heard several people ask that question.

“I have to go out there and try to save those people down
there. What if it were us? What if Grandma were down there?” He
was looking at Victoria, but talking to everyone. “We can't let
anything happen to them.”

Mark was the first to respond, standing up as well. “He's
right. We've been trying to help those people. We shouldn't abandon
them now.”

Victoria and Phil joined them. Victoria asked, “I'm with
you, but what are we going to do? I don't think they'll be too
anxious to listen to a couple kids and an ex-Arnold police officer.”

Mark came up with a plan on the spot. Liam figured he must be
military or something because he was so methodical. Liam didn't like
his part in the outline, but he knew it was the best way to help
given the resources they had available.

Mark and Phil ran off to do their thing.

The kids walked toward the bridge, ready to do theirs.
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Liam felt the eyes of the law enforcement people immediately as he
entered their “jurisdiction” up on the overpass. They
walked by several dump trucks placed across one of the exit
ramps—though no cars were on the road. They had put the heavier
equipment out on the edges of their roadblock, and kept their own
police cars and supplies closer to the middle. A couple of small
surveillance drones were humming high above.

To Liam's untrained eye he saw many tactical faults. They didn't
control the high ground adjacent to the interchange. His friends
controlled that. Liam noted they had no men on the back side of the
bridge. What if someone paid them a visit from their 6 o'clock? Is
that where Mark and Phil were going? And finally, being on the bridge
now, he could see much of this force was made up of civilian
government bureaucrats such as water department officials, park
service employees, and some out-and-out civilians.

“I need to talk to the person in charge!” He was
walking hand-in-hand with Victoria, trying to project anything but
the fear he felt in his stomach. He didn't know what he expected, but
was surprised when they ignored him outright. He could tell who was
in charge though. There in the middle was a pudgy guy ordering people
around. He was standing right by the truck with the huge
loudspeakers.

“Excuse me! I need to talk to the guy in charge.” Liam
was walking right up to the man. Amazingly, none of the cops made any
move to stop him all across the bridge.

I'd say that is another pretty big tactical fault!

After introducing himself in his most polite voice, Liam
immediately laid into him, letting him know everything wrong with the
proposition of halting this crowd. He was not very eloquent. The
stress of everything made his already poor social skills degrade to
the equivalent of slipping on a banana peel.

Fortunately, Victoria jumped in. “I think what my friend
here is trying to say is that you can't enforce a blockade if there's
no viable escape for those trapped by it. This crowd can't simply
turn around and go home. Their homes have been overrun. If you block
these good people from continuing down this highway, there's going to
be a lot of bloodshed. Even a seventeen-year-old can see that.”
Then she turned quiet. “We've been seeing it ever since we left
downtown St. Louis.”

Liam noticed the man was sweating profusely, either suffering
because of the heat or was agitated by his obligations here—or
both. He seemed to cringe when Victoria held out her hand to shake
his.

“You two are from St. Louis? You shouldn't even be here.”
He seemed to make an effort to put part of the truck between himself
and the two kids so as to avoid shaking hands. “My name is Jack
Crosby. I'm a councilman up in Arnold, but you're right—we have
to prevent further bloodshed.” His hand was twitching
intensely.

Whoa, this guy is baked!

Liam asked, “Why this bridge?”

Jack explained. “After the crowds swept over the bridges
into Arnold and tore the place apart, people down south got scared.
They made calls for help. Then I got a phone call from...” he
paused for a long time. “I got my orders from...” He
seemed unable to decide. “They gave me a hundred reasons why
this roadblock made sense. Why the rioters couldn't be allowed to
pass out into the rest of the state of Missouri. Now if you'll excuse
me—”

Liam could see the sweat beading up on his forehead.

Victoria continued. “Sir, you realize what you're doing here
is completely without hope don't you? Just look at all the people who
have already walked under this bridge.” She pointed further
down the highway. “A thousand men with machine guns couldn't
turn this entire crowd around. Not without killing them all. That's
not what you want to do here today, is it?”

His pause was a heartbeat too long for Liam's taste, but the man
conceded cold-blooded murder was not why he was there. 


“I do have orders though. I have to try.”

“Orders from whom?”

Jack ignored Liam, fidgeting with the controls of the sound
system.

“Orders from whom!”

The speakers went live as Jack turned toward the crowd.
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“ATTENTION FELLOW CITIZENS!”

Liam and many nearby officers flinched. Jack reduced the volume to
a more tolerable level. Still loud enough to hear it well down the
highway. The crowd was standing still and quieting down. A minor
miracle.

“My name is Jack Crosby. I work for the city government. I
know y'all are tired and thirsty and are looking for help—”

Victoria whispered to Liam, remarking that ol' Jack neglected to
say which city he was from. She gave Liam a wink. An Arnold
city official would not be popular right now.

“—but by decree from the Jefferson County Sheriff’s
Department I order you to return to your homes and await further
instructions.”

No surprise that the crowd erupted in screaming and shouting. He
was still talking, but no one was listening. If there had been cars
on the highway the crowd would have already turned them over and set
them alight. They were in riot mode, though still not willing to give
the roadblock a go head-on. Liam looked around at the men and women
on the bridge, and saw them eying their rifles.

Jack dropped the microphone and walked away. He appeared to be
rubbing his hands—was he literally washing his hands of this?
Liam and Victoria were left standing there.

Should I pick up the microphone and say something to these
people? What would I say?

The question hung heavy on Liam. Could he insert himself between
these people and a government politely requesting they go home and
die? What would he be authorized to say? Come to my place. I have
chips? The responsibility of touching that microphone was huge. He
had a new respect—sort of—for the sweaty politician
currently fading into the background of this scene.

His answer would have to wait. A black van slowly moved from the
assembly area and glided into position just behind the speaker-truck.
It had no markings of any kind, not even manufacturer badges. Three
men emerged from the back door.

Government men.

It was obvious two of the men were working security for the third.
The two large men on the flanks wore equally large black rifles with
oversized scopes, slings of ammo, bulky vests, dark sunglasses, and
ear pieces. Liam saw their type in numerous action movies. They moved
with that cat-like grace big men carry when they are true
professionals at their craft. Probably ex-military. The guy they were
protecting was dressed exactly as you'd expect from a G-man type.
Black slacks. White shirt. Sport jacket over the shoulder. Smart tie
around his neck. Mirror shades. The only incongruity was the brown
cowboy boots. Maybe that's how they did it in the corn fields of
Missouri?

Mirror man walked directly up to the microphone, picked it up, and
pinged it one time for a mic check. He had slicked back jet-black
hair, was clean shaven, and looked to be about fifty. His face was
otherwise average, but his gray eyes revealed a man who was supremely
focused on his task. Not once did he look at Liam, Victoria, or
anyone else on the bridge.

“Hello.” He spoke into the microphone. “Hello,”
he calmly repeated.

If he didn't see it happen Liam wouldn't have believed the crowd
could actually be “talked down” from the
foam-in-the-mouth fury they expressed minutes earlier. Slowly the
crowd stepped back from the edge of chaos. Merciful silence was
returned.

“I'm Special Agent In Charge Duchesne. I'm with the
Department of Homeland Security.”

The two security men happened to be standing precisely where Liam
could see both of them at the same time. He thought he noticed the
slightest glance to their leader from both of them.

“My job here today is to help protect you citizens in this
time of crisis. I know you're scared.” He paused to let that
sink in. “I know many of you have walked through some ugly
situations—including roadblocks set up by idiots like Jack back
there.” He was pointing over his shoulder. Jack was probably
running for his life now. “I'm here as part of the Federal
effort to ensure our citizens get the best care their federal
family can provide. We're all in this together.”

The agent went on; a very accomplished speaker taking control of
the situation. The crowd heard what they wanted to hear. Someone in
charge who was going to tell them what to do. Agent Duchesne began
listing facts and figures about survival rates in the city, locations
of FEMA hospitals, and even said the US Army had a brigade of troops
moving up this very highway from their base in Arkansas to help
protect them. He then began listing resources they had set up for
food disbursement throughout Jefferson County. Liam wanted to believe
it. The government was here to help right?

“And we're working on the vaccine for the sickness. That
will be given out at the FEMA centers. You just have to turn around.”

Victoria looked at Liam, apparently studying what she saw on his
face. “You don't believe him do you? What he's saying is horse
hockey. You know that right? We didn't pass any food
distribution centers and we've been all over the place. Have you
heard of a vaccine?”

No, but I want to believe.

Liam looked down at the crowd while he was digesting. Something
amazing had happened. They were all standing there talking to each
other, as if they were discussing the weather. Did they believe what
the agent had told them? Stuck between false hope and hopelessness
they seemed to be selecting false hope. They had to know it was all a
long shot. An impossible shot.

Don't get involved. This is for the adults to handle.

He found himself wishing his dad was there. He'd know just what to
say to make this situation resolve itself satisfactorily. He
desperately wanted to avoid being the one making the decisions.

Get involved. You can't let this happen.

He thought of the teens pushing the chicken. Who would speak for
them? He looked down into the crowd and saw women, children, the
elderly. Would they really turn around because this guy said it was
the right thing to do?

Yes, but don't get involved. Someone else will save the day.

The agent carried on with more soothing words. All lies.

Why is no one stepping up? I can't be the only one seeing this?
Where is Mark? Phil?

He knew they were somewhere below, but he had no idea what they
were actually doing down there. He was supposed to be the diversion
for them, but they didn't seem to be doing anything to divert.

Don't do it. Don't get involved.

Do it. These people need someone giving them the honest truth.

BUT IT COULD GET YOU KILLED!

Worse. You could get them killed.

Liam squeezed Victoria's hand, stepping forward.

If I do nothing now, I kill them. I know that in my heart.

To his relief, Victoria didn't let go.
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Liam wasn't that far from the man speaking, so he didn't have much
time to think what he was going to do. He realized he probably should
have thought of that before he committed himself. Was he going to
push the man aside and heroically begin a speech as if he were George
Washington? Maybe organize the police to hurl the man over the side
of the bridge so the crowd could “have at him.” That's
how they do it in the movies.

Reality was less structured. There were two guards with guns
standing right there. Not to mention the other fifty police officers.
He took a few steps forward toward the side rail of the bridge—it
was a wall of concrete about three feet tall. The police had set up
some steel cases at various points on the bridge—ammo
crates?—and he hopped up to the one nearest him. People down
below could clearly see what he was doing. Victoria stood next to and
underneath him, but still held his hand.

He did the first thing that came to his mind and began wildly
flailing his arms as if trying to get the attention of someone way
back in the crowd. He thought he might start screaming “This
man is a liar!” but he thought it might only antagonize the
agent. Better to be seen as a confused kid than a man with a plan.

“Dad! Dad! Can you see me?” He shouted.

Where am I going with this?

The agent halted his speechifying, unable to ignore the young man
to his left gesticulating and yelling in a crazed fashion. It gave
Liam the opening he didn't know he was looking for. “Hey! Can I
use that microphone? I see my sick dad over there!”

Not too thick you fool.

The agent was clearly processing this new information, and was
reaching a conclusion Liam wasn't going to like. He turned around
from the crowd and gestured to one of his guards using the “finger
across the throat” motion. Then he pointed to Liam.

He looked twenty feet below to those closest to him on the
roadway. In that instant he saw a family of four and knew what to
say. “I have information that could save your lives but this
man won't let me speak. Help me!” Liam was yanked off the crate
and was subdued forcefully to the ground by one of the guards. He
could no longer be seen by the crowd, but Victoria began shouting at
the security guy to let him up, insisting they were hurting Liam. She
was putting on a show for those below. 


With a knee in his back he was unable to continue watching her. He
was looking at the cigarette butts, chewing gum, and other debris on
the pavement of the bridge near his face when he heard the chanting
from below.

“Let him speak!”

“Let him speak!”

“Let him speak!”

Liam knew as soon as he'd heard it he'd won the first round of
this battle. The people down below would not stop until they knew the
kid on the bridge was safe and was allowed to speak. The chant went
on for another sixty seconds before the agent finally relented.

The security agent simply removed himself from Liam's back. He was
left laying there to collect himself. Victoria pulled him up. She had
a nervous look on her face, but also the makings of a smile. “You
better go talk to your dad,” she said with a wink.

That's it. Victoria was a genius.

Liam resumed his story when he got up, this time speaking to the
agent in charge as he moved his way. “I just need to get a hold
of my dad and I'll be out of your hair. I have information that could
save his life.” It was a thin transition from what he had told
the people down below, but it was all he had.

Liam could see Agent Duchesne was a smart guy, and that they were
both walking a precarious line with the mass of frightened humanity
below. If Duchesne wanted this crowd to turn around he'd have to
allow Liam “the frightened kid” time to call for his dad.
Similarly, Liam would have to speak in a way that wouldn't be
threatening to the very driven agent.

“You have sixty seconds to hail your dad,” the agent
said in a very quiet voice as he passed him the microphone for the
large speakers. “Thank you, sir. Thank you!” 


Just a dumb kid here, uhhhh yep.

Liam pinged the mic once as he stood right up against the guard
railing again. No crates to stand on this time. “Hello! I'm
talking to my dad out there in the crowd. I saw him just a moment ago
way back there,” he pointed over the crowd emphatically as if
the father were real.

“Dad if you can hear me I want you to know these are some
good men and women up here. These police officers are here to help
you survive this crisis. They have taken an oath to serve and
protect you. You can count on them to be good and true to their oath.
A good man, Captain Osborne of the Missouri Highway Patrol,
sacrificed his life to save me and many others as we escaped the
infected in downtown St. Louis.” Liam didn't know what he was
doing, but he wanted to let the police officers know he was on their
side and that they should be on the side of the crowd. It would
matter because of what he was going to say next.

“But even good men can make bad decisions. You can't turn
around. Not ever! I'll tell you why if you give me a chance!”

Liam knew the agent would be fuming, and looking back at him he
wasn't disappointed. Would the agent decide to cut him off now? Shoot
him in the back? Seemed a bit too dramatic. Better to ask forgiveness
than permission. He continued—

“Here's what you need to know dad. This roadblock was set up
to turn you all back, but there's no help back there. None. No army
units coming to help. No FEMA hospitals. No—” He felt
himself drifting, unsure.

Hey look, you're talking to all these people. Not scared are
you?

Liam recovered with a quote. Ironically it was one taught to him
by his real father, not the fictional one standing out in the great
crowd below him. “A great President once said we shouldn't ask
what our country could do for us, but what we could do for our
country. I say we need to get back to basics and simply ask, what can
we do for ourselves!” The crowd seemed to be warming. “We're
American's, dammit! We do what's right even when the chips are down.
Even when society itself is collapsing. That's what you always taught
me, dad.”

Some cheers and affirmation from the crowd now.

“Look around you. Look what you've been through. Do you know
where you're going? We're all lost right now. The people on this
bridge are lost same as you. Which is why we have to stick together
if we have any chance to ride this thing out.”

For the life of him Liam couldn't think of what to say next. He
wasn't a speechwriter. He could see the crowd was reacting positively
to his message, but what was actionable? Platitudes were nice, but if
they couldn't go home, where could they go? He had new appreciation
for why the councilman was running from this problem at top speed.

So, he once again said the best thing he could, hoping it was
enough.

“Dad, four days ago I walked out my front door with Grandma
Marty—she's 104 years old by the way for all you who don't know
her—and we went downtown because traffic was stopped on the
highways heading south. The situation at the Arch was...horrible.”
Liam noticed the crowd was listening in utter silence. “Tens of
thousands of people were protected by the desperate acts of heroism
by soldiers and police. But there were also people like you, just
average everyday people, manning the barricades against
the—infected.” Liam hesitated to use the Z-word, as it
tended to scare people. “We survived for a time. But then the
bad people came. No, not the infected. I'm talking about bad humans.
Looters. Criminals. Hoodlums. They tried to take over the Arch,
killing anyone in their way. They beat up my girlfriend. They would
have killed us all if not for the St. Louis police department. I
mentioned Captain Osborne. He led us all out of that disaster and
made sure we were safely moving south before he was killed by one of
the bombs from the Air Force.” Liam looked down and could see
most people were still listening. Certainly there was there some kind
of message here?

“You, my friends, have to take charge of your own lives or
people like this,” Liam was pointing over his shoulder at the
silent G-man, “are going to herd you around like sheep until
you fall down dead.”

How do I end this?

“Dad, look in the crowd. There are leaders among you. There
are police officers. Farmers. School teachers. Every ingredient you
need to survive. It can't be done by killing, stealing, or other
lawlessness. It can't be done by killing the men on this bridge, nor
can it be done by killing the people under this bridge.”

Will the police understand I'm talking to them?

Was that a good ending? Only one thing left to do. Liam made a
theatric turn to the people on the bridge. He had spent days with the
police. He didn't fear them. “My friends up on this bridge,
your oath is to serve and protect these people. I ask you now, will
you let these folks pass so they have a chance at living another day,
or will you turn them back to certain death back in St. Louis?”

Much like on TV, there was a long dramatic pause.
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Liam was holding his breath. Really. He fully expected the agent
to sic his two guard dogs on him, then they'd pull him screaming and
kicking into their van, and “disappear” him. The law
enforcement people would start shooting at the crowd to make them
disappear as well. End of problem.

The police did exactly what he hoped. They removed their officers
from the highway below. The refugees started to pass under the bridge
once again. It was the only thing they could do with a clear
conscience just as Liam had gambled.

Instead of shooting him in the back, the agent came up to Liam and
began talking. He had regained his composure and was using a low
voice, as if they were sharing a moment between old friends. “I
commend you for your methods. You were able to win the crowd with
your deceptions. I underestimated you kid. I assure you that will
never happen again.”

“Thank you, sir. The only reason I had to step up and mimic
your methods was because they believed your lies. There's no help
coming is there?”

He made no effort to answer.

“Can you at least tell me if this crisis is all over the
country?”

The agent looked directly at Liam's face as if he was going to say
something, but instead he reached into his pocket, pulled out a small
camera, and snapped his picture. After capturing his quarry in
digital format, he relaxed and continued. “Yes, the crisis is
everywhere. The whole world is fighting the Double-E Virus in
addition to the other problems of good governance.”

Liam's reply was unusually quick “Oh, you mean like blocking
escape routes and sending people back to be eaten by the zombies?”
Victoria reached for Liam's arm, as if giving him strength. Or maybe
holding him back. 


“Zombies? Is that what you're calling them kid? Seems
suitably juvenile. They aren't zombies from the movies.
They're living people with a terrible disease. My—” He
paused while seeming to think it over, “—superiors assure
me a vaccine is being rushed through FDA approval even now. So relax.
No one is going to be eating these people's brains. Though now
they're going to be walking out into the countryside with no food, no
water, and no medical supplies. Thanks to you.”

What if he had sent them to their deaths to the south? Even
without zombies to worry about, feeding this many people in a
survival situation would probably be difficult. But some problems
were bigger than others. “I came from the north. I've seen the
infected, the zomb-eeeeeeees, killing people by the hundreds. I know
it has to be safer outside the city than back up this highway with
those things.” 


“Mr.—what's your name?”

“This is my friend, Sam Stevens,” said Victoria, “he's
my neighbor from over there,” she was pointing in a random
direction, which luckily wasn't where Liam lived.

“Sam, huh?” Agent Duchesne gave a tight-lipped grin.
He made an expressive show of holding his camera in front of him, to
let Liam know his photo would soon be plugged into the proper
database and he'd then know everything about him, including his real
name.

“Shouldn't you guys be shredding hard drives or something
right now?”

The agent's response was predictable. He took a snapshot of her.

“Give me a warning next time and I'll smile!” Victoria
seemed to be enjoying herself.

Without fanfare the agent spun around, gathered his protection,
and got back in his van. Liam wondered if he just made an enemy. He
seemed suitably creepy and power-hungry, but in the light of day it
seemed ridiculous. “Making enemies” sounded like a Spy
vs. Spy cartoon.

I only wanted to help my fellow man. That can't be a crime, can
it?

Rather than being a cartoonish evil man shaking his fist at Liam,
the agent was simply driving away. He gave no clues about what he
would do next. In many ways it was worse not knowing. He had no doubt
that was by design.

As the police blockade pulled back, Phil and Mark came up to meet
Liam and Victoria once again. After explaining what they had done up
on the bridge, Phil briefly explained what they'd been doing. “Liam,
you're a genius. My solution was to gather everyone with a gun and
move under the bridge in small groups, and then we were going to
storm the backside of the roadblock with guns blazing.” 


Liam didn't know how to respond. The energy drained out of him
after so much mental effort. He put his foot up on the side rail of
the bridge, and looked down. Victoria had her hand on his arm, and
leaned against him. Under the bridge the mass of humanity continued
to walk out of the city, many of nearest waved up as they slid out of
view. He felt a sense of pride he helped make that happen. Then he
saw that metal chicken again. It was laying off to the side,
abandoned in a drainage ditch.

Well, maybe someone learned something here today.




Chapter
4: Home

Marty watched as Liam bolted out of the SUV, bounded up to the
front door, and rang the door bell. She knew his keys were
confiscated when he came to live with her.

She took a hand from Victoria as she got out of the back seat.
She'd spent a lot of time swishing back and forth over the vinyl
seat, and her stomach was a little out of whack. She'd have to get
something to eat fairly soon to keep up her strength. She wondered if
she'd be able to keep it down.

“Here Grandma, hold on to me and I'll walk you in.”

“Thank you dear. Give me a minute to stand here and rest
before we walk up there.”

The two women were separated by 87 years and a lifetime of
experiences, but they did have one thing in common—a fondness
for the young boy eagerly waiting to see his parents.

“I haven't had a chance to thank you for helping me get Liam
out of the city.”

“Well, he handled himself pretty well. I didn't have to do
too much.”

Marty turned to give her a look. “My dear, you did the most
important thing. You played it smart. That meant Liam didn't have to
do anything stupid to try to rescue you. I tried to do the same, so
he wouldn't have get hurt rescuing me either. It was easier for me
since all I could do was sit and hang on.” She chuckled at the
image of her in that big wheelchair.

She had an agreement with Victoria that should Liam ever have to
make a choice to save only one of them, it would be Victoria. Liam
didn't know about it, and Marty wondered if Victoria would renege
when things got down to it. She had already shown a willingness to
lay down her own life—saving the rest of their lives back at
the Arch—but in the future such heroics could spur Liam to do
just about anything to rescue her, no matter how dangerous. She knew
Liam was becoming romantically interested, and Marty admitted she
handled herself very responsibly in some pretty dangerous situations
the past few days.

I've met 100 young women that would be worse for Liam. Few
better.

“Do you really think there's a cure out there?”

Marty cleared her throat. “Hmm, well, I feel like
there's a cure. Someone made this virus. Someone must know how to fix
it. Right?”

Victoria seemed surprised. “How do you know someone made it?
Did they say that on the news?”

“When you get to be my age you just get a sense of things.
There's a natural rhythm to life. I guess if this was a natural
plague the rhythm would be there. Deadly yes, but part of nature. It
wouldn't feel so overwhelming. But this. Walking dead? Does that
sound like Mother Nature to you?”

“I guess not. But why? Even if this was man-made, who would
benefit from killing off the human race?”

Marty actually laughed. For most of her life she had avoided
politics. Avoided conflict with family members sporting political
views contrary to her own. But she read the papers. Watched the news
channels. The world was full of bad people. Some were religious. Some
were fiery political scions. Some were nations that just oozed evil.
She formed opinions. Had thoughts on why bad things happened in the
world. She could list a dozen groups that would benefit from throwing
the world into chaos. Just as Jim Jones convinced his followers to
drink poison, so too would many organizations willingly kill almost
everyone on Earth to advance their sick goals. But she wasn't ready
to unload all this onto Victoria. Wild speculation would do no one
any good.

“Oh I could think of a few groups that wouldn't hesitate to
kill off mankind, but the real question isn't who would do this.
Instead, the questions is who could do this. A few grumpy men
sitting in a bunker somewhere probably couldn't come up with a virus
this destructive.”

While they were talking, Liam had found a hidden key near the
front door, and was walking in.

“It looks like Liam made it in. Let's start up there, if
that's OK?”

“Sure, Grandma.” And then, “Do you think God
would allow us to kill ourselves? Kill off the whole species homo
sapiens?”

They'd only been walking a few steps, but Marty stopped her at
that question. “Oh dear. God gave us free will. Free will
includes allowing us to do stupid things. Even stupid things that
kill off the entire race. But God gave good women and men like you
and Liam the ability to stop that from happening.” She pointed
to the cross on Victoria's necklace. “You have to stay strong
in your belief God is watching over you. He is helping you when you
need helping. Never lose faith no matter how dark the world gets.
Those bad people—whoever they are—must be stopped.”

Victoria gave a little laugh as they started walking again. “You
talk like Liam and I are going to save the world. We're just a couple
of random kids. We aren't important. We can't be.”

“That's where you're wrong. To some people you two are the
most important people in this world. They are counting on you—like
I'm counting on you—to take it upon yourselves to take action.
Stand with the light. Fight the dark. Save the world.”

“What makes you so sure we can?”

“Because if everyone waits for the perfect heroes to come
along, the world dies waiting.”

To underscore her point, Liam walked out the front door with a
monotone announcement. “Mom and Dad have gone to your house
Grandma. If you can believe it, they went to rescue me.”

Marty was looking at Victoria to see how she would handle the
news, and was pleased to see a new look on her face. Resolve.

Am I a bad person for manipulating her?

Deep in her subconscious, Al was smiling.
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Liam, Victoria, Phil, and Marty were all sitting comfortably in
Liam's family room. The house itself was a modest ranch-style
dwelling with a small floor plan. Therefore the family room was quite
cozy with all four sitting together. Grandma had found the recliner
she favored. Liam and Victoria were sitting next to each other on a
small loveseat, though they remained separated by a few throw
pillows. Phil sat by himself on the large couch. They all shared a
visible weariness after their days of being on the move. The problem
of Liam's missing parents had been the subject of much discussion the
last several minutes.

Phil summed up the situation. “We know your parents left two
days ago in your mom's car and headed into the city. We have
no way of knowing whether they made it to Grandma's house and thus we
have no way of knowing if they are on their way back. The only
practical question is whether they would wait there for you to return
or if they would assume this is where you'd go. Did you leave a note
at her house saying where you were going?”

It seemed so obvious now, but he admitted he never thought of
leaving a note because he never dreamed anyone would go looking for
him. He was only thinking of Grandma and himself.

“Well, is there anywhere else they might look for you?”

Liam wondered about other members of his extended family, some of
whom lived near Grandma's neighborhood in the city. Were they still
alive? Did they also go looking for her? Maybe there were a dozen
family members in her house right now, all asking the same question
about where Liam would have taken her. Would it be obvious? Liam
admitted it never crossed his mind to take her to see other family
members—even those who lived relatively close to her.

“Any family member who knows me would probably agree the
only place I would go is back home. My friends might be under the
impression I would try to get to their houses—we kind of all
discussed how we'd band together if zombies came—but if they
knew I was with Grandma...they'd probably assume we died on the way.”

“OK, so for now we have to assume your parents are going to
come back here. Which means we have to decide what we're going to do
in the meantime.” The question hung on the air for a long time.

As they all sat together, the only sound to be heard was the soft
tick tock of the analogue wall clock hanging near the kitchen. It
reminded Liam of Grandma's clock hanging on her wall, and how it used
to make him nervous to sit in the same room with her and always be
aware of that clock ticking. Mocking his inability to interact with
his oldest living relative. Fighting zombies and running from gunmen
weren't nearly as hard as finding a common frame of reference with
the old woman, at least before the collapse. Now they had plenty to
talk about, and all of it was as important as life and death. 


“Grandma, what do you think we should do?”

She let out a quick puff of air, like she'd been holding her
breath waiting for his question. “Well, I think we have to
stick to the basics. Take things one day at a time. We need some
food. We need to rest. We need to get cleaned up. We're all covered
in filth—look at poor Victoria—and we're all exhausted.
The day is getting on. We should use the time to rest and look at
things anew tomorrow morning.”

Phil was in agreement. “I'm going to bring our gear into the
house and pull the truck into the garage. No use making it known we
have goodies for people to take. After we get some grub I recommend
we discuss security of the house overnight, go over some safety
protocols, and have a basic plan of escape.”

He did a double-take when he saw everyone was eying him like he
was nuts. “What? I'm a police officer. It's in my blood.”
He gave a little laugh at that, but then was serious, “Look, I
know it sounds crazy, but this is dangerous. If a bad guy comes
through that door you can't call the police anymore to take care of
it—OK, you folks can because I'm in your house—but
you get what I'm saying don't you? The only way to stay alive now is
to be prepared, all the time. I told you earlier the bonds of
civilization are coming off. Bad people are going to be coming out of
the woodwork looking to capitalize. Our only hope is to—”

He stopped to consider his next words. Liam figured he was going
to say something like “stick together” or “stay
positive” or some other platitude. 


“—kill potential threats as they present themselves.”

Everyone remained silent for a few moments, the reality sinking
in.

Victoria said, “Are you saying we have to go around killing
people? I have no problem killing zombies, but people?”

“Imagine yourself captured by a registered sex offender who
lives down the street. He knows the police will never come around
again so he decides to have some fun. If you don't have a gun on you,
and you can't run or get away, you're probably in big trouble. But if
you have your gun on you, and you know how to use it, you can defend
yourself. But here's the problem now. If you point your gun at him
and tell him to get lost, what do you think he'll do next? Go home
and cry in his pillow? If he didn't have a gun the first time, you
can bet he will be armed the second time he goes out. I'm a sworn
officer of the law—well I was—but the way I see it we
have to accept the law is gone. The only thing that matters is
survival. You have to kill threats immediately once they are clearly
identified.”

Victoria got up and left the room. She wasn't crying, but Liam
knew why she was upset. “You couldn't have known, but looters
did capture her in the Arch. She was unarmed. She ran
up all the steps, all the way to the top, to keep them from nabbing
Grandma and me. It was dumb luck she was rescued by the police. I
told them where she was so they could keep their eyes open for her.”

“Oh hell. I'm sorry. I need to go apologize.”

“No. I'll go. Thank you Phil. She won't hold it against you.
But I'll go talk to her.”

Phil leaned hard back into the sofa, looking even more tired.

As Liam got up to find Victoria he let the words tumble through
his mind.

Kill threats immediately.

This dilemma is addressed in many different ways in a plethora of
zombie books and movies, but there is no consensus. Letting bad
people escape to fight another day almost always results in a more
dangerous fight down the road. Killing bad guys without a trial never
sits well with people of good conscience, but it does eliminate the
short-term threats. One method keeps people safe. The other defers
the danger. Liam thought he knew which was which, but as he walked in
the hallway of his boyhood home he realized the choice wasn't so
simple.

There's no blueprint for the apocalypse.
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He found Victoria in his room, poking around at all the little
tchotchke's he had on his desk and shelves. She even found his messy
nightstand, with a few personal effects littered about.

“You know I was just joking when I said I'd show you my
retainer!”

She looked back at him and smiled weakly.

She's exhausted.

“Phil feels terrible about his example. He said to say he
was sorry for causing you any pain.”

“It's OK. He's right of course. That's what's so troubling
to me. If I had a gun up in the Arch, I would have killed those guys
with it. I'd have had a choice. But I never dreamed I'd become a
murderer. Is that what we must become to survive? Murderers?”

“You wouldn't have been murdering those thugs. It would have
been self defense. That is NOT murder. Big difference.”

Victoria moved to sit on his bed. “Love the superheroes bed
spread.”

“Uggg. I'm so glad I put away all my dolls. Oops! Did I say
that out loud?” He noticed his books near his bed and had an
idea to change the subject. “You know, I'm sure we have a Bible
somewhere around here. I could probably get you one that has the Old
Testament, as well as the New if you'd like?”

Her reply surprised him. “No, I think I prefer the one you
gave me. It's just perfect Liam.”

Liam sat down next to her. He still wasn't bold enough to put his
hands on her, even though they'd briefly kissed earlier that day. It
warmed his heart she wanted to keep the Bible he had found for her,
but he felt compelled to revisit the murder question because it was
so important for both of them.

“Seriously Victoria, murder is completely different than
self defense. You can't hesitate if someone is truly intent to do you
harm. Please don't ever hesitate to save yourself if you can.”

Liam thought back to the early days of this crisis, when he froze
several times, unable to adjust to the threats right in front of him.
It almost cost him his life more than once.

“But if all we do is go around killing bad people, doesn't
that make us bad people too?”

That was the ethical dilemma. If you kill out of necessity to
prevent evil from doing harm to you and your loved ones, does it
eventually catch up to you—make you evil? Does it depend on how
many people you kill? For what reasons? Does it become easier the
more you kill? That was his real fear. That killing would become
routine and expected. That's why he preferred to think of zombies as
a distinct species—no longer human. Deep down he knew that
wasn't true though. And if what Grandma said about a cure was true,
it meant maybe even the zombies could be brought back. That could
present some moral problems.

“I think we have to watch each other and support each other
to make sure that doesn't happen. You and I have both looked deep
into the gaping maw of the zombie world. I think we both know we are
going to have to do more killing. We have to be ready for it. I'd
kill anyone without hesitation who tried to do harm to you.”

He didn't say it to impress Victoria with his bravado, so he was
surprised she took his hand in hers and said “thank you.”

As they sat there, Liam tried to think of something to change the
subject to something a little less heavy. Victoria beat him to it.
“Phil seems like a nice guy. Kind of intense, but I guess
that's the kind of attitude we need to survive this mess. He seems to
have a connection with Grandma now, which is also good. I hope he
stays with us.”

“Me too. He's definitely better than teaming up with a
juggler or a writer. Someone who can't protect us.”

They laughed a little at the thought.

“If the world really is going to hell, as Phil says, the
next few weeks are going to be really important to our long-term
survival. Phil would be a great addition to our team, but we're going
to need many more Phil's on our side to survive. When I wasn't
playing computer games I was reading books on zombies, and most of
those had good information on how the world would be changed forever
if zombies swarmed the Earth. Single people and small groups had the
most trouble surviving. Evil people are using the chaos to build
their own teams of bad guys. Like finds like. It's the same in nearly
every book I've ever read on the subject. No one survives on their
own for very long. We have to stick with larger groups of people
who—and this is the key to the whole thing—know what the
hell they're doing.”

“You should lead our group, Liam.”

“Uh, no. In case you didn't notice I'm only sixteen. And I—”

“Wait a minute! Grandma said you were fifteen!” She
was smiling broadly as she said it.

“Well, my birthday is in a couple weeks...” He
realized again that without records to back him up, he could say
anything about his own past, including his age. But he wasn't a
chronic liar. Intentionally deceiving Victoria wasn't something he
wanted to do with any regularity.

Apparently, she was just enjoying a little good-natured ribbing at
his expense.

“OK, let me re-phrase that. In case you didn't notice I'm
only fifteen.”

“Then you are much too young to be a leader.”
She turned on him and pushed him backward on his bed, then she threw
her arm across his chest and pulled herself near his face. She gave
him a quick kiss on the lips, a big smile, and then laid her head
down on top of his chest. She held him tight as she asked another
question. “Liam, do you think the world will ever get back to
normal? Will we always be fighting zombies and each other? Was there
anything true about that agent's speech?”

Liam's instinct was to say no. The world would never be the same
again. If St. Louis was any indication, humanity had crossed a
threshold from which it could never return. The zombies alone were
bad enough, but the real destruction was from men and women who were
scared and angry at the changes taking place around them. If people
had unified in the face of the zombies it would have been easy to
dispatch them, contain the spread, and maintain a semblance of the
old world. Instead, gripped by fear, humanity embraced the chaos,
worked against each other, and only looked out for themselves. The
zombies were merely feeding on the already dead flesh of society.

He lost himself in thought for a few minutes, but when he was
getting ready to answer her he realized she had fallen asleep. He
couldn't see her face, but he could hear her breathing and knew she
was out. He was content to let her lay there, enjoying the faint
scent of her hair. He could also smell coal dust—she was still
covered in it.

After several minutes he decided to try to roll her over and turn
her so she was laying correctly on top of his bed. She stirred, but
allowed him to reposition her. He wished he could lay down next to
her and drift off to sleep as well—sleeping next to a girl was
high on his bucket list—but he still had some things he wanted
to do in his house.

He was successful getting her where he wanted, and took a light
blanket from under his bed and gently covered her. She was still in
her cocktail dress, and he didn't want her exposed legs and arms to
get chilly. As he did it, he remembered it had only been four days
since he found Grandma lying asleep on her bed, and he performed a
similar service. When she woke up the following day, it began a
series of adventures which ended on that bridge across the river this
morning. What adventures awaited them when Victoria woke up from her
slumber?

Please world, let her sleep through the night.
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Liam grabbed some clean clothes, and on a whim decided to pull his
favorite book—Earth Abides—off the shelf and carry
it with him. He'd read a hundred books on zombies and the end of the
world; Ish was still the survivor that impressed him the most. He
didn't face zombies, but he walked into a world gone mad, just like
the current real world was losing its mind. Life imitating
art?

I can think of worse books to be in.

With one last look at Victoria, he closed the door and returned to
the family room. He found Grandma and Phil talking about the house
and the surrounding neighborhood. She didn't live at the house, but
had visited many times, so she knew the basics. They were currently
discussing geography of the area.

“This subdivision is pretty old, so most of the houses are
small ranches with plenty of room between them. I have no idea how
many houses are in the neighborhood. Maybe fifty? I usually only
drive to this point on the street so I can't tell you what's up the
hill. Liam, can you help describe the area to Phil?”

“Sure, Grandma. Well, the rest of the block is a lot like
what you see out our window. Small houses with lots of trees, and
forest surrounding the whole neighborhood. I guess we are a pretty
poor neighborhood, with lots of pickup trucks and fishing boats
parked in the driveways. What more do you want to know?”

Phil explained the most important factor was the proximity to and
access from the interstate. On that point, the area was a mixed bag
as far as Liam could explain. His subdivision dumped residents onto a
main east-west controlled access highway called “M.”
Highway M went east for less than a mile and hooked into Interstate
55. It was the next exit south of Imperial, where they'd met Mark
with his water station. Driving west on M took the driver through a
lot of woodsy areas on the way to a couple small towns as well as the
county seat. It was decidedly rural, though there were some modern
developments along the route—mostly single-family homes in
large subdivisions for people who commute to St. Louis proper.

“So your subdivision is right off a major transit corridor
that ties into the same highway where half of St. Louis is now
escaping?”

“That's bad, huh?”

“Well my house was inside a town being burned by the same
crowd, so yeah, that does give me some concern. But thanks to guys
like Mark helping people up the highway, these folks might not be as
hostile to us as they were to those closer to the roadblocks across
the river.”

“Or maybe the looters and pillagers are still in Arnold and
are stripping it of value before moving on?”

“Pillagers?”

“It's from a game I play. You can rob and destroy cities,
just like real life it turns out.”

“Sounds like a fun game.” But Phil wasn't laughing.

Grandma took the opportunity to speak up. “Those people are
going to be desperate, no matter where they've come from. They're
going to be looking for food and water especially. Maybe a place to
stay once it gets dark outside. They're going to be looking for
houses with lots to offer. Liam, do you want to show Phil here what
you're dad has been doing downstairs?”

“How do you know about that?” He was pretty
sure she had not been in their basement in the past decade.

“Your dad told me on one of his many visits. I don't think
he was too worried I'd tell the world about it.”

Liam took Phil down into their cramped basement. The biggest room
contained a small television set and a few chairs on a red shaggy
carpet. It looked like it had been designed in the 1970's and hadn't
been updated since. There was a small room off one side which Liam
explained had the HVAC equipment for the house. And he told him there
was another room hidden from view. Phil was unable to locate it by
just looking around.

The entire back wall was decorated with vertical wood paneling.
But there was one section of paneling that broke away from the rest
when Liam adjusted a small shelf on the slab. It allowed the section
to fall forward so he could set it to the side. It revealed a
normal-sized doorway leading into a small twelve-foot by twelve-foot
room. It wasn't a secret room per se, but Liam's dad had apparently
removed the door and put the wood paneling over the entire wall to
hide what was behind it. Someone would have to be very observant to
realize the footprint of the basement didn't match that of the
upstairs. Liam's father had explained it would help hide the room
from casual thieves, which at the time was his main concern. He
wondered what his dad would say about looters?

Phil pulled a flashlight off his utility belt, then stepped inside
and whistled in amazement. It was part-food store, part-sporting
goods store, and part-armory.

“I love your dad's flag collection.”

The first thing inside the door was a tie-down holding several
flag poles with flags attached. Liam recognized most of the flags
because Dad loved to fly them when the weather was nice—American
flags, the POW-MIA flag, and a variety of other colorful flags. He
also saw some historical flags he suspected were affiliated with one
political movement or another, though his Dad never flew those as far
as he could recall. One had a snake, another had a polar bear, and a
third had what looked like a porcupine.

Beyond the flags, the most attention-grabbing things were the
guns.

“Wow, you know under Federal guidelines your dad would
probably be classified as a domestic terrorist. I know a lot of
people who wouldn't appreciate all that ammo your dad owns.” He
was pointing to shelves and shelves of ammo. “Me personally, I
never understood politicians' fetish with controlling ammo. If you
practice shooting you know you can go through thousands of rounds of
ammo in a busy afternoon of training. Your dad's ammo supply would no
doubt give those type of people conniption fits. All those guns
sitting over there would cause them to fill their drawers.” He
gave out a hearty laugh, “Me? I'm just jealous.”

Liam knew his dad had been stockpiling food, but he'd no idea he
had also been stockpiling guns and ammo. His dad had always had guns,
and shooting was practically the only activity they could all do as a
family, but even Liam was surprised at the numbers of guns he was
looking at now. He recognized a dozen or so AK-47's, a couple AR-15s,
and maybe five or six tactical shotguns of various makes. There were
other rifles and handguns he couldn't identify.

It reminded him of a thought he had earlier that same day.

Did my dad know this collapse was coming?

His first instinct said he was being insane. His dad was
prone to go on tirades against the government, especially the
two-party political system—he often joked it was really a
single party with two faces. But he never even hinted he would ever
take up arms against the government or was otherwise involved in
anything related to survivalism or...rebellion. Was that what this
stash represented? Conspiracies and secrets were the stuff of
fiction. Though how many other parents had secret rooms stuffed with
guns? Liam recalled one book he read about a man who defends his
neighborhood somewhere in Chicago. His brother lived with him and had
an arsenal just like this one. At the time he thought that book was a
flight of fancy—but it turned out it was frighteningly
realistic. Looking at all the guns put a lot of things in proper
context in many books...

“Well, that settles it. We have to defend this house. This
cache is too valuable to surrender to looters. Your dad was a genius
to hide it like he did.” He reoriented on Liam as he spoke.
“Liam I'd like to stick around with you and help you and your
family defend this. I can't imagine anyway safer right now, and I
feel my fate lies with you after what happened this morning on the
bridge.”

Liam didn't have to think about it. They all agreed on the need to
work together. The guns and ammo nearby were going to be keys to
everyone's survival. Liam knew his father would like Phil.

The molecules are starting to gather.

They sealed up the room again, making sure it was tightly shut and
they placed a chair in front of the wall so it all looked completely
mundane before they went back up the steps.

The only thing that didn't make sense, if his dad did know the
collapse was coming, is why his he sent him to live with
Grandma. If he knew how bad things were going to get, why didn't he
have her come to live at his house?

As his dad was fond of saying, “You'll need a tinfoil hat to
solve that mystery.”
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Marty, Phil and Liam had some near-stale bread, a few bags of
potato chips, and other consumables from the pantry. Everything had
been emptied out of the freezer and refrigerator. Probably because
the power had been out for so long. Mom and Dad must have done that
before they left.

It was near dusk when a loud banging noise came from the front
door.

Phil pulled out his service pistol and Liam did the same. Liam
whispered he was going to look out the peephole in the door, but Phil
advised against it.

“No! If they're bad guys they might shoot you through the
door. You need to go to the front window and look out from behind the
drapes. Do it slowly so they don't notice you.”

Liam was able to move to the front window by crawling along the
floor. A shadow passed in front of the window for a few moments, as
if the person who had rung the bell was now looking inside the house.

“Hey, Jerry! You in there?”

Liam recognized it as his neighbor across the street.

“You still want to look out the front. Study the scene. Make
sure he's alone.”

Liam did as instructed. He was slow to pull back the curtain, and
spent several moments watching the big man standing on his front
porch. Nothing looked out of the ordinary.

Phil seemed satisfied, though he didn't put his gun away. He
merely held it at his side, slightly behind his leg so it wouldn't be
seen by anyone walking through the front door. “Tell him you've
unlocked the door and that he should walk through slowly and then
shut it behind him.”

Liam did as instructed, and the neighbor did the same. Soon he was
standing in Liam's foyer with a bunch of questions.

“Hello, Mr. Poole, sorry for the trouble, but we aren't sure
what's going on around here. We didn't want to take any chances
someone was forcing you to knock on our door.”

“Hmmm, well I guess I can understand. The world has gone
sour, that's for sure. But where's your dad? Who's this guy?”
He was pointing to Phil.

“This is Phil. He helped us get out of St. Louis—Grandma
and I.” He had the good sense to not mention Phil was a police
officer from the area's least favorite town. Maybe Mr. Poole wouldn't
even know about Arnold.

“Got out, did ya? Me and Virginia tried to get out, too.
We'd been staying at our son's house up in Oakville and decided to
try to return here. I don't know why we didn't just stay with him.
Ginny and I were stuck at that hellish blockade on the interstate. We
hit traffic, stopped, our car got blocked in, and that was that. Lots
of people were out and sitting in the grass or in the shade of the
nearby trees, but we needed to stay comfortable so we sat in our car,
even though the jam was never going to move again. We had nowhere
else to go you see. I guess we were there for maybe twelve hours. Ran
out of gas to run the air conditioner just a few hours in. More and
more people kept showing up, each new person had tales of those
zombies that were taking over the city up 'n St. Louis. Soon there
were so many people at that roadblock, and so many of them were
panicked from the dead folks walking behind them, they started
shooting at the police on the other end of the highway bridge. So
much shooting. Then the zombies showed up. Not a lot mind you, not at
first, but everyone with a gun was shooting at them—and none of
them with a whiff of sense about how to properly shoot firearms.”

He paused for a moment, as if steeling himself.

“Anyway, one of those idiots put a round into my car and it
struck Ginny in the back of the head. Poor girl died on the spot.
Once that happened I just got out and started walking around. I guess
I was hoping I'd catch a bullet too. It was so loud. So many guns.
Some facing the zombies. Many facing the police. I don't even
remember how long that went on. Hours maybe. As luck would have it, I
couldn't get myself shot. I did however see a zombie with his face
attached to the neck of a dead woman about the age of Ginny. It was
horrible; it was chewing through her neck… Let me tell you,
that woke me up. I found a gun that had been dropped by someone—dead
perhaps—and was more determined to get myself offed. I couldn't
figure out how to turn the rifle on myself so I did the next best
thing. I began walking toward the roadblock.”

Mr. Poole pointed to a chair in the front room. “Mind if I
sit down?”

They all moved into the front room and sat where they could.
Grandma had been sitting in the kitchen, listening, but as they
settled in Liam helped her sit down with them.

“As I was saying, I had that rifle in my hands—not
even sure if it had any ammo—and I began walking over the
bridge. I had to weave around many of the cars parked on the first
half, but the police had ensured no one could drive past some
concrete barriers they'd placed smack in the middle of that thing. I
just helped myself across those barriers and began walking across the
empty side of the bridge—pointing my gun in the direction of
the police. I hoped it was only a matter of time before they cut me
down.”

“Ha! Those bastards tried. They shot around me. In front of
me. Maybe they intended to miss. But soon there were other men next
to me. Others with equal desperation. First just a few, but then
dozens. They'd been sitting amongst those first cars, probably
waiting for a sign to try to cross the bridge and get up close and
personal with the people on the roadblock. I was the idiot who got
the whole thing rolling.” He gave a hearty but tired-sounding
laugh at the thought. “I don't think those police really wanted
to shoot us. I'm so large and long in the tooth, I didn't even make
it to the roadblock itself before everything was over. Some of the
police fought and died there. Most jumped in cars and fled. Some
surrendered—but that didn't turn out well.”

Poole took a deep breath.

“I've spent the rest of today walking home on the
interstate. I've been asking myself whether I wanted to live the
whole time. I thought I could just walk into a ditch, lay down, and
wait to die. Some people were already doing that, especially people
my age. It was so depressing. They looked so pathetic. In the end I
understood Ginny wouldn't want me to die that way. I struggled down
the highway, and just when I thought I was going to die anyway of
exhaustion, I was getting water from a bucket dropped from an
overpass. That helped me get through the last miles to make it home.
I wanted to talk to your dad to see how he was faring. He always
struck me as a guy with a plan.”

Yes, he struck me that way too.

“I guess you all should know the refugees are just outside
the subdivision now. They're spreading out on every side road they
can find. Some followed me in. Probably trying to find shelter for
the night. I'd expect they'll be thick on our street before
nightfall.”

“After spending the whole day with them, I might let a few
stay with me tonight. I really don't think I should be alone.”

Liam didn't know what to say. Losing his wife must have been
traumatic, but Liam couldn't think of any scenario where he'd invite
random people to stay in his house overnight.

Does that make me a bad person?

After a few minutes of small talk, Mr. Poole stepped back out the
front door to head home. He refused an offer from Phil to stay with
them. Liam was glad, but felt guilty for the feeling. He looked down
the street in the direction of the main road, disappointed to see the
first refugees were entering the subdivision and had already begun
knocking on doors.

Liam watched Mr. Poole walk away and found himself intensely
disliking the man. He knew he was being unfair. Poole himself said he
was leading a procession of refugees—and now they were walking
up this street. Liam felt he deserved a break after reaching his own
home.

It's just not fair.




Chapter
5: Melissa

The sun was getting ready to tuck in for the night, but Liam's
group was busy. Grandma had been able to catch a nap, as had
Victoria. Liam felt like a zombie; he hadn't gotten any quality sleep
since he was inside the Arch. There was no time now. Refugees had
been trickling up the street for a couple hours, but the flow had
become steady as dusk approached.

They were going to hunker down in the house and ride out the wave
of refugees. The main dilemma was whether to interact with them or
lay low and only get involved if the situation called for it. Mr.
Poole had said he wanted to be with them directly, so they knew the
house across the street would have refugees inside.

“It would be dangerous to invite people into the house, even
people we knew were harmless. Once it's known we are a safe harbor
for these people, it will never let up until we are overrun.”

Liam wasn't about to argue with Phil and his years of experience
dealing with the public, but he had a hard time wrapping his arms
around the notion they couldn't help anyone. After all, they'd seen
Mark help people up on the bridge a few hours earlier. “Can't
we help a few of them like Mark up on that bridge? It seems
un-neighborly to ignore them.”

“The difference is that Mark was helping them so they'd
continue down the highway. Because there weren't many options for the
crowd, it worked out well for Mark. He said he was doing it for all
the right reasons, and I respect his efforts, but the net effect is
that he pushed a few more people into this neighborhood rather
than his own. Now these folks are at the end of the line for the day.
They've been out in the open and running. They've finally reached
relative peace and quiet. There is no way to encourage them to keep
moving. Amongst all those sheep you see, there are wolves. Those
wolves burned Arnold to the ground. Those wolves are hungry. I'd bet
my pension they are out there. We have to be ready to meet them.”

Victoria was probably the least likely to want to interact with
dangerous people, after her close call with two of them back in the
Arch, but even she seemed unwilling to completely turn her back on
the families and kids now walking up their street. “Can't we
help a few of them—maybe out on the grass so they don't have to
come inside—so we can show the rest of the refugees that we're
good people? It seems like that would be better than constantly
slamming our door on them.”

And that was the crux of the problem. It all came down to
appearances. Should the group present a house that appeared
antagonistic to the desperate people walking by or should they show a
softer side, appearing friendly to them. Phil was unwilling to
interact with the refugees at all. Liam and Victoria indicated they
wanted to at least acknowledge them so as to be seen as friendly. 


That left Grandma. “Phil, I trust your judgment. I really
do. But I've been among those people for several days. If I was
walking—or being dragged—up this street after a long
journey on a dangerous highway, I think even I would be angry at any
house that purposely ignored our plight. Won't you reconsider? I
really think we should be unanimous in whatever we do here tonight.”

Phil looked outside for a long moment. Weighing the options.

“You guys aren't going to let me say no on this, are you?
Look, I hear what you're saying. I wasn't out among those people so
I'm probably not the best person to judge them. However, I'm a safety
guy. Can we agree on helping them without allowing them to come
inside the house? Once they're inside, we may never be able to get
them out again.”

“So what do you guys want to do?” Phil asked.

Liam wasn't ashamed to say it; Mark from the bridge had rubbed off
on him. “Why don't we provide a safe patch of grass and some
clean water for them? Surely we can spare water to help them out? Mom
and Dad filled our bathtubs with water before they left. They were
really thinking ahead—and planning for a long outage.”

Everything came together quickly once they had the framework
sketched out. They were unified in their plan of trying to help the
refugees out in the front yard—outside the house—by
providing water and a place to lay down. Phil suggested they make it
clear they would also provide security for those folks to further
reinforce the notion Liam's group was “the good guys.”
They all agreed the plan made the most sense given the circumstances.

“I think even my dad would like this plan.”

The final piece depended on finding the right kind of refugees. It
reminded Liam of his own selection process days ago where he scanned
the crowd at the Arch to find the least intimidating people so he
could get Grandma under a shade tree. He selected a tree with a
couple families and one harmless looking sleeping woman on the
ground. That young woman turned out to be Victoria.

I chose pretty well.

He was beginning to believe reading all those zombie books had
given him an edge in decision making under the stresses of the Zombie
Apocalypse.
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It wasn't quite dark, but the shadows were long on the street and
it was getting hard to see the characters walking their way. They
decided they had to make a decision soon or they'd have trouble
determining good from bad.

“Right there! Those folks walking with those kids.”
Liam pointed to a group of about twenty moving together.

Phil looked out the front window, then he and Liam walked out the
front door and across the grass of the front yard. Liam noticed
refugees were sitting in many yards already. They were staying close
to the street, as if unwilling to impose on the owners while
simultaneously staking out the patch of ground they needed to survive
the night. Liam's front yard had no trees, so it was one of the only
yards not occupied. They were about to change that.

Phil did the talking. He stayed in the yard so as to give them
some space from the people in the street. “Excuse me. Would you
folks like a place to rest for the night? We have a safe yard here.”

The small group of people directly in front of Phil stopped, and a
pretty woman with expensive hiking boots and large backpack seemed to
speak for them all. He noticed the woman had a small rifle tucked
inconspicuously behind her back.

“What do we need protection from? Rapists like you two?”

Liam mentally slapped his forehead.

I look like a rapist?

Phil, probably used to such charming banter from the public while
on patrol, was nonplussed. He looked at the others in the group as he
addressed them. “It's up to you guys. My friends and I live in
this house and we're willing to provide you guys a place to crash for
the night. On the lawn. We can give you some clean water and we'll
defend you as best we can.”

“Why can't we come inside? Why are you going to make us lay
out on the grass, exposed to everything?”

Phil still wasn't letting her get to him. “It's your call.
We're going back inside. You are welcome to our front yard. If not,
there are plenty behind you and we'll invite them.”

Phil motioned to Liam and they turned around to walk back in the
house. Liam expected the group to call them back but no one made a
peep. They were inside the house before Phil spoke. “It'll be
fine. Even if that woman doesn't plop down, the others were eying our
yard with longing eyes. They'll override her if she's their leader.”

Liam was less sure. He peeked through the curtains to see what
would happen. They were already sprawled on the grass of the yard.
“Wow, that was fast. It looks like you were right. They're
already in our yard. Except the woman. She's standing in the middle
of the street, looking lost.”

“I pantsed her pretty hard; she was being unreasonable. She
actually thought we were going to rape her.”

Liam stood watching the woman for several minutes. Several other
refugees had walked by her in the street, but she didn't drift off
with them.

“She still isn't doing anything.” 


Victoria moved into the room and looked out the window too. She
had ditched her cocktail dress and was wearing a pair of jeans and a
black tank top. He knew they were his mom's clothes but was surprised
they fit. He was about to ask her where she'd gotten them, but she
walked away just as quickly as she'd arrived.

Phil still wasn't cutting the woman on the street any slack.
“She's probably crying because she lost her group. Serves her
right.”

Liam watched for several more minutes, and tried to get a better
look at the people sitting in his front yard. There were several
older children—pre-teens—and two couples who looked like
parents. There were a few older men and women, maybe in their
fifties. None of them looked prepared to be out hiking. None save the
woman.

He focused his attention back on her and saw she was talking to
Victoria.

What the hell?

Liam looked around the room. “Victoria is out there.”

Phil returned his attention to the window. “What's she
doing?”

Grandma was sitting on the sofa listening to everything happening.
“Liam, you should go out to her.”

Liam looked at Phil, who was peering out the window. “I
guess it would be better than me going out. I'll cover you in case
anything happens.”

He was out the front door in moments, and moved fast across the
yard, avoiding the people now encamped there. He felt the pistol
against his hip, aware he may need it but wondering if he could pull
it in such a pathetic crowd.

Liam couldn't hear what they were talking about as he walked up,
but he got an earful as he found Victoria's side. “Let me
guess. This is your boyfriend? You both look like you're
thirteen. How are you in charge?”

“In charge? I'm not—”

Before Liam could get defensive, Victoria put her finger on her
lips, indicating he should be silent.

“This is my good friend Liam. He found me the day after the
sirens sleeping under a tree down by the Arch. I was wearing a
cocktail dress and he never touched me. He and his grandma helped me
get out of the city. I'd be dead without them, several times over.
Phil was the guy who talked to you earlier. He helped us get over a
bridge and out of the city. We went to his house to get some weapons
and ammo. He had plenty of opportunity to do us harm, but he never
did. In fact, he lost his house to arsonists as he helped rescue us.
These are good people.”

“As I told you. I don't trust anyone. Maybe you guys don't
realize it, but the world is full of bad people now. Maybe all of
them. I worked at a shoe store in Arnold. When the sirens went off
everyone raced for home, but I figured I'd stay at the store because
it was next to a large supermarket and I'd have the place to myself.
Much safer than my apartment complex with all those rednecks. I
purchased a lot of food and gear and tucked it away in my store,
content I could survive there a long time. My manager showed up the
next day and decided to hole up with me. I couldn't tell him to get
lost, but I should have realized right away where things would go. It
wasn't even a day before he was putting moves on me—eventually
overpowering me...”

She looked around for a few moments. “I think he had dreams
of being a big shot in the chaos. He thought I'd actually be grateful
to end up with him. It didn't work out like he hoped.”

The implication was clear to Liam. Victoria merely nodded.

“I pulled him out the back door and left him in the alley
like so much trash. He had this rifle and backpack, so I added them
to my stockpile. For about ten minutes I felt I was back on easy
street. It wasn't long before angry refugees started showing up at
the strip mall—further ruining it for me. They smashed my
windows and stormed the store, taking everything of value.
Fortunately I saw what was happening and grabbed the rifle and
backpack and blended in with the looters, even as I ransacked my own
store. There was no hope of stopping them.”

“I fell in with them as they moved through the town, and
eventually found my way onto the highway where an even larger group
was already walking. I can't tell you how many times horrible men
came up to me with a malicious look in their eyes. I ran ahead in the
crowd. A couple times I had to threaten them with my rifle—but
that's been less and less effective. Now I just have bloody blisters
in these piss-pour boots to show for my efforts. I'm unwilling to
risk ever putting myself into that situation again.”

Victoria stood looking at the woman for some time. “My name
is Victoria. The only one you haven't met is Liam's grandma. She's a
104-year-old ball of energy. What's your name?”

The woman was probably in her thirties or early forties. Fairly
tall for a woman, and shapely. By almost any definition she was
physically pretty. She had her long blonde hair in a tight pony tail.
In addition to her boots, she was wearing khaki shorts and a
too-large denim button-down short-sleeve shirt. Liam's first
impression was “soccer mom.” Liam could understand why
she'd be a target to unsavory characters.

The woman thought on it for a short while. She was looking back
and forth at Liam and Victoria, then the house and the people lying
on the grass. Her last look was up and down the street at the many
people wandering around.

“My name is Melissa, but you can call me Mel. I still
don't trust you,” then, with less hostility than anything
she'd said so far, “maybe I'll never trust anyone again—but
I'll accept your hospitality for the night. Thanks I guess.”

“You're welcome.” Victoria said that as she grabbed
Liam's arm to move him back to the house.

When they were well away from Mel she whispered to Liam. “I
couldn't let her walk away without trying to help. I'm not sure why,
but it just felt like the right thing to do. Like I was helping
myself.”

“You did great. Next time, just let me know what you are
doing before you run out alone. You scared the hell out of me.”

“Deal. That was pretty dumb of me.”

No harm done. This time.
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The sun was nearly down. Liam and Victoria came inside the house
and made for the kitchen to round up some water. Grandma and Phil
were still in the front room.

“The new clothes look good on you. I take it those are my
mom's?”

“Yes, I hope she doesn't mind, but I needed to get out of
that filthy dress or I was going to die. I ran a brush through my
hair, but it didn't help much. After I woke up from my nap I was
nosing around in your parent's room, hoping I could find some of your
mom's clothes and praying they would fit me. When it looked like we
were in for more trouble tonight I decided to go ahead and change
clothes. The only thing left is to burn my dress. I never want to
touch that thing again!”

Liam would never forget that dress, as it was what attracted his
attention to her in the massive crowd at the Arch, but he had to
admit after days of hard wear, it had gotten quite the beating. He
also lamented there may never be an opportunity for women to wear
dresses like that again.

At least not voluntarily.

That shook him to his core. He thought of Melissa and how quickly
things had deteriorated for her. He took a fresh look at Victoria and
knew she would undoubtedly catch the same eyes that had been after
Mel. Many of the end-of-the-world books he'd read painted a hard life
for women, though he never truly appreciated why until now. Slavers.
Religious nuts. Men who want to rebuild the world with their babies.
He knew he would need to be vigilant in protecting his female
friends. They all would.

“I don't want to scare you, but Mel's story has me worried
about you. You know—because you are pretty and stuff.”
Liam tried not to sound like a shy schoolboy when he said it, but
knew he'd failed.

“Thank you, Liam. Her story scared me too. But I have
something she didn't have, which helps me sleep at night—friends.
She plays tough and all that, but she has to know how futile it is to
trust absolutely no one. We all need friends. People we can count on
to watch our back and stand by our side when things go to pot. That's
a lesson you taught me by the way.”

Ha! Liam had read enough stories to know the only way to survive
the Zombie Apocalypse was to stick together in strong groups. It took
him a while to realize he had done exactly that over the past several
days, though he felt his core group consisting of himself and his
104-year-old guardian would be laughed out of any of the great zombie
stories. Somehow they did though, and they picked up Victoria,
several St. Louis city police officers, and even a few “gang
bangers” as they all joined Liam's group while escaping the
city. Or he joined theirs. It didn't really matter which.

Maybe I'm passing on the lessons of those stories without
realizing it?

Victoria had joked about leading a group of survivors, but his age
precluded that reality no matter how many books he'd read on the
subject. He was content to let others lead because it took the burden
of making mistakes and or causing deaths and made them someone else's
problems. He'd almost lost Victoria in the Arch and that made him
panic. He saw Jones die at the quarry—and that made him
depressed just thinking about it again. He thought Grandma died on
the bridge, and they were all going to follow her, until a
last-minute rescue. Those were just in the past three days! How much
stress would he have to endure leading a group in this cruel new
world for years into the future? No, he'd resolved to contribute as
best he could to any group he, Grandma, and Victoria might find, but
leading just wasn't something he wanted to do.

“Thank you. I wish I could say I was doing it on purpose,
but I wasn't. I just think what characters in the books I'd read had
done and tried to learn their lessons—both good and bad. But
I'm learning reality is much different than anything in a book.”

“Well, you did pretty good in my book.”

She gave him a broad smile—even though she'd cleaned herself
up pretty well, she still carried the nasty bruises and black eyes
from her fight with the looters—as she walked away with water
for the people on the lawn. “You might consider freshening up.
Have you looked at yourself in a mirror?”

“Hey!”

But she was already out the door. Looking down at himself he saw
he was covered in the same coal dust and road grime he'd seen on
Victoria. His own jeans and t-shirt were pretty much ruined, just
like her dress. Out on the road he'd not noticed the dirt, but in the
spotless kitchen his condition was amplified.

Suddenly overwhelmed with exhaustion, he took a moment at the
kitchen counter. He put both hands on the counter top, as if
steadying himself. What would his parents say to this motley foursome
now occupying their house? He hadn't exactly recruited people to his
group, more like they wandered in, but he felt in his heart they were
good people—and he believed that would please his parents more
than bringing home a random squad of soldiers.

And what of Victoria?

Other than a few awkward chaperoned trips to the mall with girls
set up by his mom and her friends, Liam had never brought home a real
girlfriend to be vetted. His time was spent with his guy-friends
playing World of Undead Soldiers for the most part. The World
of Girls just wasn't on his radar. The thought of how his parents
would react to a new girlfriend had never crossed his mind.
Conceptually he assumed they'd approve, but it still scared the crap
out of him to even consider it.

But Grandma likes her. That has to count for something.

He picked up the water bottles and began to follow Victoria out
onto the lawn. He resolved to keep building his little group with
people of the highest quality. Men who would help defend the women,
and women who could defend themselves. Doubt was plaguing him though.
Could it be as simple as his video game missions? Men and women
adventurers, each with strengths and weaknesses, all working and
fighting together. Could he find a group of people all rowing in the
same direction?

Could anyone?
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The group of people on the lawn had grown. After Victoria and Liam
provided some water, they retreated to the living room of the house
to provide overwatch for those outside. Phil and Grandma were still
there. Phil was keeping watch out the big front window, using the
curtains to shield his presence as best he could. This meant they
were at the ready should any trouble flare up, but no one expected
the people to keep flooding in.

Phil broached the topic. “There are too many people out
there. If they decide they want in this house, I don't think we can
stop them.”

“Should we let some of them inside?”

Phil looked at Victoria as he considered. “I don't know.
Once they're inside we may never get them to leave. But if we don't
invite them in, they may force their way inside anyway and push us
out. I couldn't see what happened exactly because there are no lights
out there, but a group of some kind did go into your neighbor's house
across the street. Poole's house.”

“He said he was going to let some of them in.”

“They're in, all right. The question is whether he is a
willing host or a captive to the whims of the crowd.”

They discussed the problem, unable to come to a definitive
conclusion. They noticed people were going into Liam's backyard and
the woods beyond—sneaking around to do their business. But more
than a few faces appeared in the rear windows of his house before
going back to the front. It helped solidify the need for a plan.

Marty summarized the issue. “We need more friends. Right now
we're too small of a group to resist the will of the mass of people
outside. We need allies.”

Phil responded. “I hate to admit it, but she's right. Not
because I don't want to listen to her,” he tipped his head
toward her, “but because I didn't foresee this earlier. I had
no idea there would be this many people. I still hate the idea of
opening our doors to strangers, but I guess we have to take chances
to avoid potential disasters.”

“So how do we get the people we want to come inside, and
leave the rest outside? And if we have a house full of people, will
it still be enough to resist all those still outside?”

Victoria's questions got Liam thinking. They had made the effort
to befriend the people outside by giving them something to drink, but
he had to admit they were approaching this crowd in the same way Mark
said he approached the crowd on the highway when he first saw them.
Anything to keep them moving down the line. But what if this was
the end of the line? Were these locusts waiting to destroy everything
in front of them, or were they human beings to be cared for? Maybe a
mixture of both?

Victoria answered her own question.

“I have an idea. I'm going to talk to Mel again.”

Phil gave an audible groan but otherwise said nothing.

“OK then. Liam will you come with me? I need to go out
through the garage.”

Together they were able to lift the double garage door. His mom's
minivan was gone, but there was a small four-door sedan in one space.
Phil's SUV was in the other. When the door was open Victoria softly
called for Melissa. She was conspicuous in the middle of the lawn
where she'd sat down earlier. She got up and moved purposefully to
Victoria standing at the garage threshold.

“Hello again.” Victoria tried to be polite.

“Hi.”

“We need your help. We have a big problem.”

“I'm listening.”

Victoria had only just begun her studies in her nursing program,
but one of the most basic concepts was triage. When faced with a
large number of sick or injured, you had to take care of those who
could be saved, and let some of the others go. She explained to Mel
they needed to find people in the crowd who could be counted on to
protect the house in the event problems started happening on the
street.

“I know this seems silly to ask, but we're worried there are
too many people coming up this street. We don't want to lose the
house. We need some people we can trust to help hold it in case
things get—” She left it hanging, but the implications
were understood.

“Why should I care about your house? Tomorrow I'll be moving
on. Right? That's what you said.”

Victoria and Liam stood there looking at each other, unable to
voice a suitable explanation.

“Because the world falls apart if we don't take care of each
other.”

It was Grandma. She was standing inside the house, but talking out
the open door into the garage. She was steadying herself by holding
onto the doorframe.

Mel walked into the garage to get a better look. She used a small
flashlight to illuminate the entryway.

“My name is Marty, but everyone calls me Grandma. Pleased to
meet you.”

Mel was reticent to respond for a long while. “I'm sorry.
You remind me of my own grandma. She passed away a few years ago. No
offense to you or her, but I'm glad she isn't around to suffer
through this.”

“Oh, you'd be surprised what we old people can survive. But
sorry for your loss.” She followed quickly with, “Will
you help my grandson protect our home?”

“Why me? I want to know why you picked me out of all those
people on your lawn.”

Grandma indicated it was Victoria's choice.

Victoria explained how she was attacked by the looters as she
ascended the Arch stairwell to save Grandma and Liam, ending her
story with how they rearranged her face and undoubtedly had further
plans. Liam had the foresight to tell the police to try to help
rescue her, even as he was rescuing the police officers trapped in
the base of the Arch. She said she empathized with Melissa's story
and felt compelled to help her. “You seemed like a survivor.
And you remind me of what could have easily happened to me. I hope
I'm as strong as you when I get older.”

Liam didn't know if he would help the situation, but he felt he
had to say something. “Plus you showed concern for those people
when we first met you. You were right to be skeptical of people you'd
just met. There are plenty of wolves in sheep's clothing out there.”
He thought of his own journey out of the city. How many times had he
been shot at? A week ago weren't those people law-abiding citizens,
content to watch football on the weekend or have BBQ's in their
backyards? How quickly the world can go to crap, and good people go
bad.

Assuming they were ever good.

Looking at Mel anew, he could see parallels with Victoria. They
were both fighters. Stubborn. Driven. Mel was just a couple decades
older. Would that be Victoria someday?

Mel surprised them all by walking over to Marty, and then shaking
her hand right there in the door. “My name is Melissa Perkins.
Pleased to meet you Marty. I'll do my best to protect your home.”

Melissa was a take-charge kind of gal. She asked if she could vet
the survivors out front and bring in those she felt had the greatest
chance of contributing. No one objected, though Liam wondered what
Phil would say had he been there.

She was off. For better or worse, Mel was probationary member of
Team Liam. He joked internally about the name, especially since he
didn't want to lead it. But he could at least recognize when
potential members entered their orbit. He knew it was critical only
the “best and brightest” join up with his group. So many
books he'd read showed there was almost nothing more important than
the quality of people brought in. But real life was always more
delicate than a book. That didn't change the result one bit though.
Either his group would grow with people who would help, or the group
would collapse under the dead weight of useless people. And always
the question of leadership. As groups grow, someone has to be in
charge.

Liam had no idea who was leading his group. 
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As with so many other plans set in motion during this crazy time,
things went pear-shaped almost immediately. Mel was able to get a few
people into the garage, notably parents with children, as she
explained they'd be the most likely to defend their ground to the
death. She gathered a few older men who were carrying firearms. She
explained how she talked to each one to ensure they'd be team
players. The few she gathered were anxious to move on to find loved
ones, so she felt they'd likely defend the house tonight, but would
be on their way tomorrow. She was really thinking ahead.

However, flames began pouring out of Mr. Poole's garage across the
street—lighting up the entire area in the process. A gaggle of
men and women began a hasty egress from the main part of his house,
and stood around gawking at the conflagration from the front yard.

Several minutes later Poole was knocking on the back door. Once in
the kitchen, Liam, Marty, and Victoria listened to his story. Phil
remained in the front room, though he could hear from there.

“Ehhhh, those bastards thought they could take over my
house! I showed them.”

He took a seat at the kitchen table, looking dreamy and distant.
“I let them in, thinking I was doing them a favor. Little did I
know they were a club of some kind—all bad fellas—and
they just kept coming and coming. Soon there was no room for me, and
they were stomping all around the house tearing things up. They got
into poor Ginny's keepsakes and I couldn't take it no more. I asked
them to leave, but all they did was toss me out into the
garage—laughing.”

He looked around the room, seeming to come to. “You remember
our discussion earlier? I told you I tried to kill myself up on the
roadblock. Well, I tried again tonight. I lit that fire in my own
garage, and I intended to burn the place and all those people with
it...but I heard them standing in the front yard and knew they'd
gotten out. I guess I didn't think it through. Well, I wasn't about
to die if they were just gonna laugh at the whole thing. I walked out
the back door of the garage and snuck over here.”

Liam was struck by how crazy this man seemed. It wasn't just the
suicide attempts, but his demeanor. Inviting strangers into his
house. The way he talked about it. He did just lose his wife, so
maybe that broke something in the man?

“I had lots of gasoline for my mowers in that garage. It
will help burn the house to the ground.”

From the front room Liam thought he heard a groan from Phil. 


No one knew what to say. Liam was tempted to say a sarcastic “good
job buddy” but he knew the men in that house wouldn't be
gawking for very long. Mr. Poole had just made their own lives a lot
more complicated. Plus, if they knew Mr. Poole was in this
house—it could make things very difficult for them. 


Grandma finally broke the uncomfortable silence, but she said
something that came as a complete surprise to Liam. “Mr. Poole,
I'm very sorry for your loss. But you have to leave our house this
instant.”

Liam was floored. Victoria's mouth was agape. Only Mr. Poole
seemed unsurprised. He sat there for a minute, then looked up as if
peering at the clock on the wall. In the low light it was very hard
to tell. Liam caught a glimpse of Phil in the hallway, past the
clock. From where he was sitting, only he and Poole could see Phil.
In the shadows Liam saw he was aiming a rifle into the kitchen—at
Poole.

Is he going to try to suicide in my kitchen?

Poole, getting the message, got up and retreated out the back
door. His final words were aimed at Liam as he stood on the
threshold, “I'm sorry if I caused you any trouble. Good luck
finding your parents. You won't see me again.”

The group let out a collective breath, though Liam's was a bit
heavier since he knew what Phil had done. The girls expressed relief
at getting the trouble out of their house.

Phil had returned to the front window without saying a word.

The fire across the street was so large it was throwing light into
Liam's house. Liam thought it was a pretty light, if you ignored all
the memories and resources going up in smoke. If the world really was
ending, most of the things now aflame would be irreplaceable. A few
minutes passed when Mel ran in through the garage entry.

“Hey guys. We have trouble out here!” She was pushing
a gaggle of children inside.

Phil, at the front window, underscored the urgency, “Oh
crap! Those guys are armed!”

The men forced out of the burning house were looking for a new
place to stay. They must have found Liam's house the next-easiest
target. They were grouped together, maybe twenty burly
motorcycle-gang-ish guys with weapons out, all moving up the
fifty-foot driveway in the direction of Liam's open garage.

Thank you for screwing us, Mr. Poole!




Chapter
6: Checkmate

Liam and Victoria moved past the children already inside, and went
to the door of the garage to see what was happening. Both had their
pistols in hand, pointing them safely at the ground.

When Liam looked into the garage he was just in time to see Mr.
Poole throw himself on the crowd of angry men. He moved silently from
the darkness of the space next to the garage and was on the front man
before he had a chance to raise his weapon. Poole had a stout
wooden-handled shovel which he was able to swing hard into the face
of that man. “Serves you bastards right for stealing my house!”
It was the last thing he ever said.

As Liam stood there in disbelief, he heard Mel inside the garage
yelling too.

“Fire!”

Liam was blown away by the concussion in the confined space.
Several rifles cracked from the dark spaces at the deepest part of
his garage, from the back of Phil's truck, and even underneath his
dad's car—he didn't notice the men and women hiding until they
revealed themselves with gunfire. The dark garage became a lightning
storm of flashes as more and more shots were fired. It exposed their
positions, but it must have been fearful to the men out on the open
ground only a handful of yards down the driveway.

After a few moments, more cracks were coming from the front yard
and from inside the house. Phil's rifle was adding to the cacophony.
Liam could see innocent bystanders scrambling away from the erupting
gunfire. He hoped no innocents would get hit in the crossfire.

The men on the driveway were surprisingly agile in reacting to the
fluid situation. The guns in the garage made short work of several of
the men in the front of the group, but those in the back began
running to their left, taking them out of the field of fire of the
shooters inside the garage. It still left them exposed to the guns in
the front yard—Liam had no idea who was shooting from there—and
Phil had the best view of all. The light from Mr. Poole's house
helped keep the men lit even as they tried to shoot back.

An explosion of wood in the doorframe next to Liam's head made him
realize he'd just been standing there gaping at the action. He turned
and saw Victoria was similarly mesmerized. He pulled her back into
the house.

It wasn't long before the gunfire died down. Soon it was gone
completely. Liam was nearly deaf and was choking on the smell of
gunpowder, but he could hear cries of the injured men out front, as
well as very loud calls of surrender.

Phil from inside the house yelled, “Everyone stay put on my
team! You out on the driveway, put your hands up and walk into the
light!”

Liam grabbed Victoria's hand and pulled her into the front room to
be with Phil and Grandma. She was lying on the floor, but gave both
kids the thumbs up sign. He wanted to help her but needed to see what
was happening out in his yard. He went to the front window where Phil
was still stationed. The entire window had been broken out. In fact
all the windows in the front room had been broken out; Liam realized
bullets had been coming this direction too.

He saw two men standing in the driveway with their hands up.
Between them was the man initially struck by Mr. Poole. He was trying
to sit up after having been knocked out cold. Lots of blood was on
his face, visible in the fire light. Liam thought he heard men crying
out on the lawn. He imagined there were some grievously injured
attackers unable to surrender properly.

“Get on your knees, keep your hands up!” Phil was
yelling out the front window. He had a serious look on his face as he
studied the lawn.

“What do we do with these men? They obviously meant to do us
harm,” Phil asked.

Victoria had helped Grandma back to her spot on the couch. Liam
looked in her direction to confirm she was OK. He silently thought if
she had been killed by these men he'd have no mercy on them. As it
was...

Liam responded. “I'm not sure we can just outright kill
them. Maybe we could tie them up somehow and save them for the police
when they come back?” 


Victoria suggested they mark them with a branding iron and tell
them they were being released but we'd kill them if they ever turned
up again. She'd seen that on television, but couldn't remember the
show.

Phil was turned into the room at the moment more gunfire erupted
from the front yard. Several quick pops went off. Liam turned around
just in time to see Mel down the injured man. She then hurriedly went
around to the remaining attackers and shot each one in the head as
they tried to scramble away.

Phil just stood there, staring out.

Liam considered yelling for her to stop, but found it wouldn't
come out. It was already over. The pair of women were down on the
floor again, unaware who was shooting.

Phil recovered just as Mel finished the grisly business. “Mel
just solved the problem for us. It looks like we take no prisoners.”

Liam couldn't tell if he was saying it with regret or pride.

Grandma was laying on her back, but in the dim light of the ever
increasing conflagration across the street, Liam saw her make the
sign of the cross. He wondered if she was praying for the deceased on
the lawn, the soul of the executioner, or those in this room who now
lived in an increasingly desperate world.

While looking out the window, Liam noticed movement near Poole's
place across the street. A couple of men were standing in the
shadows, looking toward Liam's house. Studying what went down? He
couldn't really tell. Together they ran off into the dark of the
woods over there.

Liam wondered if they just set the tone for the days ahead?

Out loud he said, “Pray for us all, Grandma.”
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While they were still alone in the living room, Liam, Victoria,
Marty and Phil were trying to answer the question whether what they
just witnessed was necessary or wrong. In the few minutes they'd been
hashing it over, no consensus emerged.

Grandma had the only answer they could all agree upon. “Maybe
nothing is as simple as good and evil anymore. There is simply life
or death.”

Liam recalled an earlier conversation with Victoria about living
in a world where good people were forced to do bad things, but now he
was less sure he could identify what those bad things might be.
Staying alive and not worrying about those men searching them out to
kill them later seemed pretty “good” in his book.

They were just about to join Melissa out on the driveway when they
saw people running down the street, from their left to their right as
they looked out the front window. A few were screaming wildly.

“What now?” Phil looked out the wide open window to
see if he could see anything to explain the commotion. A few more
people were running by, but nothing obvious was behind them.

“We better collect our people.” He yelled for Melissa
to come inside.

Liam noticed there were fewer people in his yard now. No surprise
there. The shootout had sent people scattering for safer areas.
Several refugee bodies were left lying in the yard, none of them
moving. Maybe a dozen or so people were still milling around, mostly
on the side of the yard away from the driveway.

Liam moved back into the kitchen and was reminded of all the kids
that had come through his door. 


Melissa came in quickly from the garage, trailed by several of her
shooters. She spoke to the parents in the kitchen, most of whom were
carrying rifles slung over their shoulders. “Thank you for
defending this house. I had no idea we'd be attacked so soon after
approaching you guys, but I'm so glad we were able to work together.”
Many of the parents stood quietly with their children, looking at
Mel.

She sensed the uncomfortable atmosphere and guessed at their
reasoning. “I know it seems harsh to kill those men, but trust
me there was no other way. The police aren't coming. We can't keep
them prisoner forever. If we turned them loose today, they'd be back
after us tomorrow to kill me; to kill your children. You saw how they
killed that man. They were coming here to do that to all of us. I did
what I had to do to protect these kids.” She motioned with her
hands, sweeping all the kids in the room. “Things are different
now. You have to recognize that if you want to keep you and your
families alive in this chaos.”

It seemed to settle the room somewhat, though Liam was troubled
that he was adjusting to what she did almost without question. His
brain had gone too long without sleep so he attributed his newfound
acceptance of the changing moral climate to exhaustion.

He spoke up. “We have a new problem. People are running down
the street as if something is chasing them. It could mean more bad
guys are up the hill, but they aren't stopping to ask for help so
it's more likely they are running from zomb—the infected.”

He didn't like to use that word in the company of kids.

“But we don't know anything for sure.”

He knew these folks had just saved his house, and they did it to
protect their own kids. He couldn't very well ask them to go back out
on the lawn. “Please make yourselves comfortable. This is my
home, but you're welcome to plop your kids down anywhere you feel
safe. I recommend the basement in case there's more shooting, but we
don't have any doors down there so if you want to get out of the
house in a hurry you may want to stay on this floor.”

Always think of escape.

“Just be ready with your guns.”

He had put his own pistol back in his waistband. He'd have to see
if he could scare up another proper holster for it. Victoria had the
one his dad gave him. He also considered getting one of his dad's
guns.

When he went back into the front room, the situation on the street
had already snowballed. Now there were tons of people running, and
the source of their fright was evident by the shambling infected
moving quickly down the street. Many of the zombies reached Poole's
house and halted. They seemed agitated—or entertained—by
the fire, even as they moved themselves too close to it. Some were
catching their clothes and hair on fire as their numbers increased.
More were coming.

No one was left on the front lawn. A few of the last people had
come into Liam's house, along with most of the kids and their
parents, but most of the survivors on his lawn had taken off running
during the gunfight and never returned. The wave of fleeing people
from up the street swept away any stragglers.

“Should we be running?” Liam really wanted to know.

In a quiet voice, Phil replied, “I think we're better off
here for now. We have lots of ammo and a good defensive position. We
can't all get in a car and drive off and leave our—your
house—with all its belongings. We have too many young and old.
I think as long as we're quiet they may focus on the people running
down the street and that fire over there.”

“What happens at daybreak?” Victoria had a good point.
Sunrise was only a couple hours away.

“I guess we'll burn one bridge at a time.”

It was really all they could do. Liam felt bad for the people
running outside, but there was nothing anyone inside the house could
do for them. The fire was giving survivors some time to escape,
though he knew the zombies were relentless.

They had almost begun to relax. Then, BANG! A gunshot from the
kitchen.

Liam ran to the kitchen, and was dismayed to see his sliding glass
back door had been blown to smithereens. A man with a rifle was still
pointing it out the open space. Many of the kids had begun crying and
the parents were herding them in various directions away from the
blown door.

Another zombie poked around the corner and the man expended
another round in it. The shock sent the kids further into hysteria,
and even Liam felt his legs quiver a little. There was nothing to
stop the zombies from walking in his wide-open back door.
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After the second zombie was put down, no others showed up, so Liam
chanced a look out back. It was difficult to see much with the weird
shadows being thrown by the fire across the street, but his backyard
appeared empty of any infected.

“We're good for now. We need to secure this door.”

The kitchen table was a rectangle, so they turned it sideways and
set it against space where they back door had previously been. They
laid it longways, so they could shoot over the top. But he'd seen
what happens when too many dead stack up. If they swarmed his back
door, he knew they'd eventually create so many fallen bodies the
others would simply climb over them and into the kitchen. It all
depended on how much ammo they had.

Lots.

Victoria came into the kitchen.

“Victoria, would you mind taking Grandma downstairs along
with all the kids? Then come back up. We'll guard this door
together.”

Marty was standing in the hallway, so heard her name. “Liam,
don't you do anything silly now. I'm just an old woman. If things get
bad you get all these people to safety.”

“I'll be safe. I promise. We're going to protect you all.”

Now Phil and Melissa were in the kitchen. It wasn't long before
Victoria returned from her chores. They were standing in the open
space where the table had been.

Phil was the first to speak. “I think we can defend this
house against almost any number of zombies, at least in the short
term. If we kill enough of them at the entrances, they won't be able
to get in the house at all. But, if we kill a massive quantity of
zombies we may have other problems with so many decaying bodies so
close to us. While shooting an infinite number of them appeals to my
baser side, we have to consider the long-term implications of killing
indiscriminately.”

Liam sensed something between Melissa and Phil in that statement,
but he wasn't sure what it might be.

“For now all we can do is lay low and hope the gunshots
didn't attract more of those things. There are so many guns going off
right now it might not have been noticed.”

Though his ears were ringing madly, Liam could hear guns up and
down the street. How many of the infected were out in the darkness?

The plan was to keep the kids and the older folks down in the
basement, and those with guns would stay on the main floor. They
decided the best course of action was to be silent and hope the
zombies passed them by. Killing zombies is easy, but cleaning up the
dead would probably ruin the small house forever. They needed the
infected to keep on moving down the street.

For the couple hours until dawn, the fire across the street kept
most of the zombies occupied. Liam was able clean up, get some food,
and get some sleep in the front room while Phil kept watch out the
front, and Victoria and the others kept watch out back. He felt far
from refreshed, but any sleep was better then none.

“The infected are beginning to break up across the street.”

When Liam looked out the front he was shocked to see so many
standing there. He estimated there were hundreds of them surrounding
the much-reduced fire in Poole's former house. The periphery of the
zombie horde was peeling off to search for new distractions. Liam
knew what that meant.

There were a few zombies wandering around his own yard. He
suspected they were in back too. Even though it was a warm June
morning, he shivered at the sight of so many horribly disfigured and
bloody people standing so close to his home. In all the books he'd
read on zombies, he never once pictured them here on his street.

What did I think would happen?

Liam felt he should have anticipated they would eventually find
his sanctuary. Just from what he could see, there were a couple dozen
wandering his way. Could they sense there were people close to them?
Could they smell them? Were they hearing something inside the house?

Trouble always seems to find me.
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Once again, Marty was asleep. Had she known she would return to
her dream world and see her husband's doppelganger, she probably
would have tried to stay awake. He always brought portents of
trouble. Or maybe everything which happened to them now was bad; it
wasn't just him.

This dream found Marty and Al on a dark forest road, walking
together. The great pines on each side blocked out the stars, though
one or two winked at her from between the big branches.

“Hello Marty. After our last meeting I was afraid what I
showed you was too much for you to endure. I know it was one of your
darkest emotions. I'm sorry for that. But I'm pleased to see we are
here now. This is just as important to witness as was Liam's green
car on the bridge. We're coming to it up ahead.”

Rather than argue, Marty simply looked where he told her to look
and walked where he told her to walk.

“Nothing to say, my dear?”

Marty was tempted to give him the silent treatment. It was
something she rarely did with her real husband, so it didn't feel
right doing it to this simulation of him, but his riddles and
ill-tidings were wearing on her. The last vision he showed her of
Victoria was madness. In the end, it was her indecision which passed
for her silence.

“Fair enough. For now we'll just walk. We have only a short
way to go. But I want you to know you are far exceeding my hopes for
you. When I first became aware of you I admit I had my
reservations—even knowing your potential—because of your
age. But it wasn't long before I saw you in action with your Liam to
know you have more depth than even I could see. Your perseverance
after seeing Victoria die was the clincher. Now I'm confident you'll
be able to do what I'd hoped.”

She couldn't resist such a juicy statement.

“And what exactly did you hope I'd do?”

“Find the cure, of course! As I've said before, your first
task is to assemble your team in this place to properly wage the kind
of sustained battle you must endure to see this to the end. We are
doing this in a series of small steps, much like a computer program
if I might use but one allusion, to achieve the desired result.”

“You know, don't you? You speak of computers. Of all the
people on Earth you could have selected—” She walked
while inhaling deeply, “I'm probably the only person on Earth
who has never touched a computer. There have to be lots of people
with computers near the source of the plague who could do a better
job than me at stopping it? Soldiers. Scientists. Heck, even someone
a little younger. Why didn't you take your magic show to one of
them?”

“All I can say is there aren't many people left alive who
know where the plague came from or who made it. I didn't have a long
list of candidates, and very, very few of them could
survive...this place. Even my best guesswork—and I hate
guessing—suggests there are only a handful of those candidates
left alive. Call them 'source vectors.' As heroes go, you are
actually one of the people closest to one of those source vectors.”

“Hayes.”

“Yes, Hayes. As a contact in the CDC, I believe he's
important in finding clues to how the virus was made, how it
replicates, and how it can be stopped. My research is incomplete
because he is a remarkably secretive person.”

“Can't you just ask him? You seem to have a lot of powers.
Go into his dreams and Scrooge the buh-jeezus out of him like
you do to me.”

“I have access to a lot of information about the infection,
but even I don't know everything, nor can I directly reach out to
someone like Hayes. I do believe a solution is out there, a cure, but
it is against my directive to give you any information that could
change the natural course of events. I can't draw you a map for
instance and say go find the X.”

“That would save us all a lot of time, and probably save a
lot of lives.”

“Always thinking of others. I respect that. I really do. But
if I interfered now I would become too much a part of this event. And
my directives forbid such interference. Liam would describe this as
something akin to my prime directive. That is why you are my champion
in this crisis!”

“Oh my. Lord help us all if I'm the best champion you could
find.”

“You'll do just fine, Marty.”

They rounded a bend to find a truck parked just off the road
inside the coal-black canopy. Marty could hear screams from inside,
muffled by the closed windows. She paused when she heard the noise,
unsure what she should do. She wanted to help, but she had no
weapons. Little strength. Not even a walker. Al took her hand and
walked them both closer.

“As before, I'm truly sorry you have to bear witness to such
evil, but this is one facet of your—” Al walked for a
long time, saying nothing to finish that sentence. Marty was just
about to remind him he was talking…

“—calibration.”

They were next to the truck. Some kind of SUV. Dark color. Lights
off. The screams were diminishing, but crying could now be heard.
Marty could imagine the victim having her blood drained from her,
weeping helplessly as it happened.

“Why are you showing me someone getting assaulted by a
zombie? As horrific as that may be, I've seen more than my fair share
already.” She tried to pretend she was being brave, but she
knew Al could read her mind. She was terrified.

“Brace yourself Marty. You aren't going to like this.”

“I never do. Let's get on with it.” The crying was
growing louder. But also—something else.

“I'm sorry for having to lay this on you but this is very
much like a chess game. Good vs. evil. Dark vs. light. That sort of
thing. You are my white queen, and you should know the truth of your
adversaries. But first you should know the absolute truth of your
allies. Their souls. It is this truth which will bind you, fortify
you against evil.”

Still, she hesitated. “Al, you know I've been praying my
whole life. That is what fortifies me against evil. Is this
really necessary?”

“You can pray if you choose. But God didn't hear the cries
of this poor soul.” He was nodding casually to the inside of
the truck. “How you respond to this girl's—situation—will
define your relationship with her from this moment forward.”

In a flash Marty knew who was inside the truck. She'd heard the
crying before.

Al walked next to the back window, inviting Marty to join him
there.

She walked as if in a trance. She heard the crying, but the other
sound was too incongruous to imagine if an infected person was
feeding on another. It was laughter.

“My dearest Martinette. Behold the final piece of your
triad. You three are going to find the cure.”

She looked inside the window. Al did something to illuminate the
scene, or maybe it was her imagination. No way to tell in this place.
But she could clearly see the two people struggling in the back seat.

She was right. She already knew the girl.

5

“OH MY HEAVENS! OH MY! NO!”

Marty's voice was not outstandingly loud anymore, but more and
more often she awoke from sleep as if she had fallen off a cliff in a
nightmare and woke up with a jarring SPLAT! Upstairs, Liam and Phil
both went rigid with the loud yelling in the basement. Liam knew
immediately who was making such a racket.

He whispered to Phil, “Grandma had another nightmare. She's
convinced her husband is talking to her in her dreams, but it seems
more like she gets beat up.”

“Well she did talk to my wife and daughter—both
dead—and she told me something else...” Phil paused, and
Liam leaned in, willing Phil to reveal his secret. “She told me
I had to help the trinity of dark angels. They were the only ones who
could stop the sirens. Maybe your grandma is seeing those angels?”

“She never mentioned any trinity. And the sirens did stop,
didn't they? They stopped that first day.”

“It makes no sense, Liam. I've been trying to figure it out
since she told me. I really want to know what it means. How I can
help. Who I can help. You know?”

“Well, someone is scaring Grandma in her dreams. I'd like to
get in there and give them a piece of my mind.”

Phil was peeking outside. “Oh man. The sound has definitely
caught the attention of our friends. Look at them moving this way. We
should probably—”

Muffled but terse discussion from the kitchen. They could hear
what amounted to an argument in progress. It escalated quickly and
then they heard Melissa practically yell. “NOOOOOO!”

Gunshots went off. Very loud. Inside the house.

“Stop shooting!” This time it was Victoria.

Phil tapped Liam to go see what was happening. He said he needed
to stay in the front.

One of the dads from the previous night—the same guy who
shot out the rear window—had once again rattled off some shots
into the back yard. Liam's look must have contained a question
because the man responded.

“That zombie was almost at the back door again. I didn't
want to take any chances.”

Liam didn't feel he had the authority to tell him he may have just
killed them all. Shouldn't that have been obvious to the guy? 


Melissa suffered no such doubts. “You probably just
attracted every zombie from across the street. You should have just
ducked down and let the zombie walk by.”

“Who put you in charge little lady?”

Liam could see where this was going.

Phil ran into the kitchen. “We have to get everyone
downstairs. The zombies are coming.”

“How many?” Liam was afraid of the coming answer. A
movie quote echoed in his mind.

“All of them.”

Crap.

It didn't take long before they were secure in the basement. The
basement door on the main floor wasn't reinforced, but it was
nondescript. It's not like it had a sign on it saying “fresh
meat, this way!” Still, Liam couldn't help but feel they'd
reached their last move on the chessboard. Once they were discovered,
there was literally no way out of this basement for such a large
group. There were some small windows, but it would take a long time
to get all these people out through them. And then what of the
zombies standing right there in the backyard? They were in real
trouble, same as those people he saw days ago going down the spiral
of the pit quarry. Once they reached the bottom there was nowhere
else to go.

Looking around, Liam could see about a dozen or so children of
varying ages. Thankfully no babies who might cry out and reveal them
all. Some of the school-age children were silently crying however. It
couldn't be helped under such circumstances. He counted three sets of
parents, plus Phil, Victoria, Mel, and Grandma. About twenty people
against a horde. Was it even possible to resist such numbers?

Minutes went by.

Then ten.

Then they started hearing thuds on the floor above.

“They're coming in through the broken front windows. I'd bet
anything.”

Thuds continued. Then shuffling of feet across broken glass and
the linoleum of the kitchen. The table against the rear door could be
heard scraping the floor. It was being pushed inside by zombies
coming in from the back yard. The entire floor was crawling with
zombies; the floorboards were creaking above his head.

For a long time they waited, unable to do anything but listen to
the noises above and cringe whenever they heard unnecessary noises
from the kids.

Just how good was their hearing anyway?

Minutes continued ticking by.

Then an hour. The sun was coming up, trickling through the small
windows of the basement.

Kids were getting antsy with the new day. They were unable to
appreciate exactly what was happening above, or why so many playmates
had to be quiet for so long.

Another hour went by.

Giggles from two young girls in the corner.

A shush from a parent.

More giggles.

My god. We're doomed.

Another shush.

Then a clear pounding on the basement door.

Everyone froze.

More banging.

Phil moved first, steadying his rifle in front of him, pointing up
the steps. The others with guns did the same.

Phil's instructions were hurried and very quiet. “We want to
try to get as many as we can in the doorway. If we can stack them up
in front of the entrance to the stairwell, we might be able to block
it so none of them can fit through. It's our only hope.”

More banging. More shuffling. More angry moans.

Liam was considering backing them all into the secret room. It
would put them out of reach of the windows, but it would give them a
little more safety in a fallback room. Though it might be the last
fallback they'd ever have...

A new sound overtook them.

From up above they heard something that sounded like a helicopter,
but it was starting and stopping in odd sequences.

Buzzzzzzz. Buzzz. Buzzzzzz.

They listened some more, unable to pin it down.

Buzzzzzz. Buzz. Buzz. Buzzzzzz.

It was getting closer.

Buzz.

Then silence for almost a full minute.

Buzzzzzzzzzz. Buzzzzzzzzzzz. Buzzzzzzzzzzzzz.

The door above was perforated by powerful gunfire.

They all dove to the ground. A few ricochets sent stray rounds in
odd directions inside the house, including some that blew big holes
in the cross beams supporting the floor above their heads.

The buzzing continued for another minute or so, along with the
crunching of wood, plaster, glass, and the breakage of all the
minutia of life now being destroyed on the main floor above.

The noise was deafening, but Liam was also screaming. The rear
windows of the basement were starting to drip with blood. The gun was
ripping apart the zombies and sending them out the back of the house
into the yard. Some were falling directly below the back of the
house, smearing and splashing those windows with blood.

The gun would sweep one side of the house, then stop. It would
start up again on the other side of the house. The basement door was
near the center of the house, so it was perforated on almost every
pass. The final straw for the door happened when a zombie was pushed
through the frame by the kinetic force of the bullets. It came
tumbling down the stairs like a rag doll, and crumpled at the base of
the steps.

And then silence from the guns. Silence continued for seconds,
then minutes. All the while the children were screaming at the top of
their lungs. Irreconcilable. Liam had stopped screaming at some
point.

Victoria was stacked on top of Grandma, who was on the floor
against the back wall. They both seemed all right. They were stirring
as the silence from the weapon above continued.

He wiped away the tears from his face, and made has way to the two
women. He was dismayed to see blood was dripping into the room from
the ruined floor above them. The shaggy carpet was soaking in it. He
was deathly afraid to look up for fear of being dripped on. He
imagined he was in a zombie movie he'd seen, where a drop of infected
blood fell into the eye of one of the heroes—ruining him. He
wondered if that was his fate.

“Don't look up! Don't get the blood on your face!”

He didn't know if he could be heard over the screaming kids, or if
it was necessary advice.

It was a long time before things got quiet enough for Liam to be
sure he was heard. 


Victoria managed to get to her feet. She was wiping her face with
one hand and holding Grandma steady on her feet with the other. She
looked at Liam as she asked the twenty-dollar question.

“What. The. Hell. Was that?”
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“That, my friends, was a high-powered machine gun. If I had
to guess I'd say there are Army units on your street, Liam.”
Phil never mentioned experience with military gear, but Liam wasn't
about to doubt him on something so obvious.

A loudspeaker began booming. “This is Douglas Hayes of the
CDC. Liam Peters! You and your grandma need to exit the house
immediately. Bring nothing with you. Please leave your other friends
inside. They will not be harmed.”

“What do we do Grandma?”

Marty was already up and moving to the steps. “If they just
cleared all those zombies we have to get out of here while we can.
Let's go before they hurt any of these good people.” Grandma
turned to Phil. “Thank you for driving us here. Best of luck to
you. Mel, you too. Good luck.”

Liam looked at Phil. He nodded. “We'll run like hell as soon
as we can. Don't worry.”

He looked at Victoria, planning to say goodbye. She had already
found her place on Grandma's arm and was helping her up the steps.

I guess that's that.

“I'll go see what they want. You folks should lay low down
here. I know this guy.”

None of them made any move to go up the stairs. Only Melissa made
as if she might try. In the end, she only wanted to say “good
luck” to them. Liam gave her a smile and caught up with the
women on the stairs.

The door was pulverized and opened as much by falling outward as
by its hinges. It was impossible to believe the whole floor had been
stuffed with zombies moments before. The fury of the guns out front
had turned the zombies into more or less a fine paste drilled into
the walls, ceiling, and floor of Liam's house. Much of the larger
remains had been pushed out the back side of the house and into the
woods behind his dwelling. The amount of blood and...bits...was
legion however, and Liam's stomach went into immediate critical mass.
He saw a lot of lower legs wearing shoes. Some heads. Remnants of
what the guns missed.

Settle down stomach.

The smell...

By the time they reached the front of the house, both Liam and
Victoria had stopped to deposit their stomachs. Grandma seemed
unaffected.

The front door was gone. They emerged from a large hole in the
front facade of his house.

A large military truck was parked in the middle of the street.
Liam recognized it from videos of Iraq and Afghanistan—it was
some kind of six-wheeled anti-mine vehicle used to carry troops.
Instead of being painted the characteristic desert tan, it was
painted in multiple greens and browns more in line with the foliage
of this part of the world. It had a nasty-looking Gatling gun on the
top.

There were four Humvees parked nearby. Each with a machine gun on
top, pointing away from his place. They were sweeping the street for
remaining zombies. The area around his house was clear now, but
beyond the safety of that space the infected were coming in from all
directions.

Hayes and two flanking escorts were coming up the front yard. Liam
noted they were trying to avoid stepping in the mess they created
when the Gatling sliced through the crowd of infected on the lawn and
in a wide arc into the neighbors' yards.

“Ahoy, Liam!” He appeared happy as a lark. As if a
massacre of sorts did not just take place. He was dressed in Army
fatigues that were a size too big for him. Liam thought it made him
look ridiculous.

“Hayes. How did you find us?” Liam tried not to sound
as deflated as he felt.

“I work for Big Brother, don't ya know? You were on a list.”

“A terrorist list or something?”

“Nope, something much more sinister. Your parents are on the
list. Grandma is on the list. Probably your whole family.”

Liam began to panic he really was on some kind of terrorist watch
list. He'd killed enough of the infected in front of Hayes to qualify
for some kind of special status. But the rest of his family?

Hayes started to laugh. “It's called a phone book, Liam.
Your parents are listed in that magical tome.”

Liam inwardly groaned. He should have seen that coming.

“I need you and Marty to come with me. I told you I could
protect you and I must insist you let me do so.”

“What about my friends? There are women and children down in
my basement.”

Hayes left his two escorts several paces behind him. He came right
up to Liam and began speaking in a tone that sounded an awful lot
like sincerity. “I'm sorry Liam. I really am. But there just
isn't enough space to transport everyone. My orders are to bring you
and your grandma back.” He then looked around the yard as if
satisfied. “I think we helped your friends out quite a bit
though.” Pointing to a lone leg nearby, “We gave them a
leg up, eh?” He laughed heartily at his joke.

“As I said earlier, I appreciate the offer but we aren't
going anywhere with you.”

Marty became uncharacteristically agitated. “Liam, I really
think you should listen to the man. He's offering safety.”

“Grandma, you know we can't trust him.”

Though he was standing right there, Hayes didn't seem offended.

Victoria said, “I'm with Liam. We can't trust him and you
shouldn't go with him.”

“Really? I just roll up and kill a couple hundred zombies
with my cool toys and you don't recognize the situation? I can
understand these kids, but you?” He was looking at Marty.

“Liam, you and I should go with this man.” She tried
pulling Liam along, but Liam was firm.

“Grandma we can't!”

Hayes' was smiling up until that point.

“You must come with me. Now. Look around, the zombies
will be back.” He said it very close to them—waiting for
a reply.

Liam wondered if he could get Grandma back inside. Just kind of
slide backward into the wreckage of the place. Maybe the folks
downstairs could help? Then he thought about the fake police officer
who tried to rob him. His mind drifted to thoughts of a guardian
angel. Someone—or some thing—had saved them both
that day, and they'd been very lucky this entire trip. Surely
this injustice could not be tolerated by any guardian angel. So many
thoughts, they became a jumble inflicting a paralysis on his
decision-making.

Hayes gave a disgusted snort, turned around, and walked back to
his escort. Liam relaxed ever so slightly, thinking he was leaving.
But Liam saw him say something to one of the guards, though he
couldn't hear it. The escort was carrying a fancy military-style
rifle with a big telescopic sight on top. 


That is a big friggin' gun.

Without turning around, Hayes spoke in a very loud voice, “Last
warning Liam. Walk with me now or things are going to get ugly.”

Grandma was trying to move. Victoria and he were holding her back.
“Liam, please,” She was imploring him.

He faltered. Unsure. But Victoria was strong. Holding her ground.
Setting the example for him.

“Hayes, you wouldn't dare do—” Victoria began.

Hayes gave a nod.

The soldier raised his weapon. The scope was huge, but he didn't
look through it. No need for it at ten feet. He aimed. He pulled the
trigger. The bang wasn't as loud as Liam expected. He wasn't sure why
that was his first thought, but it was.

His next thought was that he hadn't been shot.

Neither had Grandma.

That means...

“You will either step forward and walk to my truck right now
or I kill Liam too. I'd rather not so I don't have to waste one of my
men supporting an old lady, but I will if it means we can move on to
other business.”

Several of the Humvee's machine guns were rattling in anger at the
encroaching zombies.

Liam had just enough time to look back and see Victoria laying
face down inside the remains of the front room. The force of the
bullet must have pushed her back even as it brought her down. Marty
had grabbed his hand and pulled Liam forward. In the shock he was
unable to resist. He knew he wasn't supposed to resist. 


What just happened here?

They were complying with Hayes' request. They were halfway down
the desecrated front lawn before Liam's mind caught up with the
confused rage in his heart.

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE! YOU SHOT HER, YOU BASTARD!”

“Ha! That's where you're wrong. You killed her
Liam. You've got to learn you either comply with me
immediately, or people get hurt. I let you go at the roadblock
because I didn't have my proper team with me. It was very rushed and
I don't do rushed. That's how mistakes happen. But I don't like
anyone telling me no. You saw that back when the police wouldn't let
us across that bridge. I found my own way. I had a backup plan. I
always do. I'm trying to save the world, so give me a little
respect.”

Several soldiers were training their weapons on him. Very close.
He could see inside the muzzles of the guns they were so near to his
face. Liam remembered the temper tantrum Hayes threw when the police
told him he couldn't cross the bridge out of St. Louis, despite
telling them he was with the CDC. But he never once advocated murder
in the days he'd been with Liam's group. This was something new.

He knew enough not to do anything stupid. Despite his rage,
Grandma kept a tight hold on his hand—even for her age she had
a tight grip—and moving in the right direction. There was no
arguing with this man, at least not here under the aegis of all these
guns.

“You shot Victoria. You shot Victoria. You shot Victoria.”
It was a mantra that got him across the grass and up to the big
truck.

Was it really my fault?

A guard searched him for weapons, taking his pistol and a pocket
knife. They also did a cursory search of Marty. She carried nothing.

As they were climbing through the rear entrance of the big
military truck, Liam looked at his house one last time. It was a
disaster. All the glass was gone. There were large holes where the
windows once were, and many smaller holes all along the length of the
structure at about man height. The Gatling really did terrible
damage.

He tried to look for Victoria one last time too, but she was
inside and the bright glare of sunshine prevented him from seeing her
lying on the floor. Wisps of smoky debris also poured out the front.

“Goodbye, Victoria. I love you.” He said it only loud
enough for Grandma to hear. It was the first thing that tumbled out
when he thought of the girl he had come to know during this calamity,
and began to have strong feelings for her—love perhaps—because
of those shared experiences. He had thought he'd found something
worth living for. Someone to help get him through to the light on the
other side of this disaster. Someone to share the load.

Then the door to the outside world was closed. He wasn't surprised
to see two long empty bench seats in the rear of the transport.

No space, my ass!

All Liam could do was break down and cry.

Grandma put her hand on his back to comfort him as he was hunched
over in his seat.

No words passed between them for a long time.

There was nothing to say after such a loss.




Chapter
7: Breakfast in Afghanistan

Jerry was sitting at Marty's kitchen table. Lana was sitting next
to him absently leafing through the kill list with the familiar names
on it. They'd spent the previous few hours scouring the house for any
definitive clue as to where Liam and Marty had gone, but could find
none. They knew Liam was armed and had taken her and many of her
essentials—the walker, her pain meds, etc.—but they had
no idea which way they went, how they were getting around, or even
where they were going. Angie's car was gone, but the garage was
ransacked so it was unclear who had it. Their best guess was Liam was
going back to his own house, but they wanted to be certain before
giving up on Marty's home.

“We know the highway is a solid brick of cars south of here.
If they got stuck in that they would certainly have had to walk out.
You don't think Liam would have been dumb enough to get himself
caught in that traffic do you?”

“I think all we know for sure is they made it far enough
away from this house they didn't feel the need to return. That may be
a good sign they are making progress.”

“Or they were unable to return.”

“That's always going to be a possibility until we see them
safe and sound.”

“So what do we do next? Wait here and hope they show up? Go
back home? We're worried about Liam getting out with Grandma. We have
to get out too at some point.”

They had caught a quick nap in the waning hours of the night, as
their long journey into the city and the disappointment of not
finding Liam had sapped them of all their strength. They woke up on
the fourth morning since the sirens had gone off.

They couldn't leave and risk Liam showing up at Marty's again. But
they couldn't stay forever either. If Liam somehow made it home, he'd
be looking for them. 


“I wish the phones were working. We could just call him.”

“Actually maybe we can. If we can find the internet
somewhere. If it's still up. We just have to find something which can
send out a text in that fashion.” Jerry was the family's IT
guy. He stood up, excited at the implications. He and Lana both
shared a cell phone plan with Liam, but neither had gotten a
signal—Wi-Fi or otherwise—since the crisis began. They'd
more or less given up on them. Their phones were older and cheaper
than Liam's. They had voice and texting plans, but no data and no
ability to get onto a hotspot.

“I won't bother asking about Grandma, but doesn't Angie have
a tablet of some kind we could use for this?”

They both remembered her with some kind of tablet on at least one
occasion recently. It was enough of a hope they both sprinted up the
steps to her flat to search for it. The horrid smell and large piles
of blood-soaked clothes on the floor slowed them down. They'd been in
the room in the darkness; somehow the light made it scarier.

“What the hell happened up here?”

“I have no idea, but let's find that thing and clear out of
here pronto. All this blood gives me the creeps.” Like Liam,
Jerry suffered a queasiness around blood. He was mostly able to
control it after years of careful practice, but this place tested his
resolve.

The tablet was sitting on the floor of Angie's bedroom. It had
probably been sitting on the nightstand, but the furniture had been
rearranged to put it charitably. They grabbed the tablet and its
charger.

A few minutes later they were back at the kitchen table, hovering
over the tablet as it was turning on. They were both relieved to see
it had at least half its juice left. But they were greeted with
disappointment as Angie's device had essentially one application on
it—the app that let her read her stories. They had no way to
easily determine if Angie had the internet in her apartment, but it
was clear there were no hotspots active anywhere in range at the
moment. With the power down everywhere, they expected as much.

“OK, so what we need to do is find a working Wi-Fi hotspot,
then hope we can connect to the internet, then hope the app store is
still open, then hope the messaging app we need is free, then we have
to hope Liam still has his phone with him and that at some point he
will also find a Wi-Fi hotspot so this texting program can get a
message to him.” Jerry tried to remain optimistic. “Should
be a piece of cake!”

“Don't you mean it's impossible? Even I can see that.”

He moved closer and put his arm around her. “I understand
your frustration. I really do. But look at it this way. A few minutes
ago we had absolutely no hope of finding our son without walking out
that door and searching each structure and car from here to our home.
With this tablet, we at least have a chance of contacting him.”

“But not a great chance.”

“Any chance is better than no chance in my book. We'll find
him, I promise you that. Even if it takes my whole life I will find
our son. I say we head back home. We have to do something besides sit
here and hope he comes back. If there are people out there targeting
him, we need to protect him. I want to be make sure our home doesn't
have any of these men waiting for him.”

“That's good enough for me.”

The tablet was tossed in a backpack along with the list of names.
Lana found some paper and wrote a note and taped it to the surface of
the kitchen table. On a whim she peeled off two more identical notes
and taped them to the floor just inside the front and back doors.
“Just in case they come back, I want Liam to know we were here
and went back home.”

“Smart.”

Jerry did think it was smart, but also lamented it could tip off
anyone coming to check up on the hit men lying dead in the house.
There was chance in everything now.
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Liam was shocked awake by the sound of the Gatling gun. He also
heard the sound of banging on the outside of the truck. Not the
banging of hands, but the unmistakable banging of gunfire hitting the
exterior.

“Are we under attack?”

He addressed the question to Grandma, but immediately noticed the
truck was no longer empty. Almost all the space was taken by a cadre
of octogenarians. They looked sprightly and youthful next to his
104-year-old grandmother.

“Ummm, I think we took the wrong bus, Grandma.” He was
trying to be funny, but mostly he needed to boost his own morale. He
remembered what happened to Victoria and his good humor faded.

More loud bangs on the exterior. More buzzing from the chain gun
on the roof. The clinking of spent ammo casings could be heard
bouncing wildly on the top of the rig.

Marty had to speak up to be heard. “It's been going on like
this for a couple hours now. How have you been able to sleep through
it? You must be exhausted.”

Liam felt exhausted. After days without real sleep, then losing
Victoria...

“I got a little sleep. Do you know where we're going?”

“Can't say for sure. Maybe the old folks home. We've been
picking up all these passengers since we left your house. They all
get in with the same look of surprise. No one has been told
anything.”

Liam counted five fellow travelers on the opposite bench seat, and
two more on his bench. There was nothing else in the rear compartment
beyond the spartan seats, and there was a stout net separating the
driver's cockpit. There were two crewmen up front, working the
controls. Neither seemed too concerned about the passengers.

I guess a real hero would be taking over this beast.

He just sighed. He felt no energy for rebellion. Instead, he fell
back asleep.

The truck rolled on.
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Liam next woke when the truck was stopping. The back doors swung
open and Hayes was there, looking as cheery as ever. “Potty
break! Liam would you help all these guests out of the MRAP please?”

Liam wasn't happy to be put to service, but he did as he was
told—for now.

He must have slept for a long time because it was now completely
dark outside. He could see they were on a narrow paved road in some
woods, but he had no idea where they were. He considered getting out
his phone to look at a map, but remembered he could no longer get
reception “in the wild” as it were. What was once second
nature—using his phone to answer questions—was gone.
Maybe the old-fashioned approach would work.

“Hayes, can you at least tell us where we are going? My
Grandma can't sit like this for much longer.”

Hayes laughed. “Nice try Liam. I watched her walk and ride a
wheelchair out of the collapsing city. She isn't as weak as you
portray. And I'm still mad at you for making me kill Victoria, so no,
I'm not going to tell you anything.”

I made you kill her?

There were no chairs provided, so elderly men and women simply
stood against the trees, or held onto a fellow human being. Everyone
did what they needed to do, stretched for a few minutes, and then
were marshaled back into the MRAP.

Hayes did surrender one tidbit of information before he closed the
rear doors. “I'm sorry we can't stay and chat for a while
longer, but we are on a tight schedule. We have one more pickup to
make and then we'll be going to a makeshift medical facility where
you will all be attended to.”

Liam silently wondered what all this was about. He knew Hayes
couldn't be a good guy, not after what he pulled with Victoria, but
how could a government agency let a guy like this run any kind of
program? His first inclination was to say he would never cooperate,
no matter what agency he worked for, or what method of coercion he
used—but the reality was much different. Would he refuse to
cooperate if he harmed the woman sitting next to him? What if he
threatened his parents? Liam had no doubt Hayes had the ability to
reach out to anyone if he wanted to do so.

As he sat in the truck and it rumbled down the road, he wanted
nothing more than to see Victoria again—but she was dead.

Why do I keep forgetting that?

He slumped in his seat and tried to go back to sleep. Right now it
was the only thing that kept him going. Sleeping let him forget, just
for a little while, the pain of the waking world. He fell asleep
while listening to barely-audible music coming from the front
compartment. It sounded exotic. Foreign.

A few moments later, at least in his mind, the truck ground to a
halt. After an insufferably long wait in the increasingly warm
compartment, the doors finally opened. Liam looked out into the
darkness and could see small fires burning in two parallel rows, far
out into the distance. It reminded him of an airstrip.

A couple camouflage-clad men were lifting a stretcher into the
back of the truck, pushing it into the space between the
inward-facing benches. All nine of the passengers would be facing the
tenth rider laying on the floor.

The tenth man was ancient. For once even Grandma looked young and
healthy by comparison. The men had loaded an oxygen tank which was
connected to a breathing tube draped below the man's nose. His eyes
were sunken and he had distinct dark circles around his eyes, but he
was very alert. He had almost no hair, but huge bushy eyebrows. His
face was narrow, and deeply pockmarked—with a most unhealthy
pallor about him. Liam guessed he was pulled out of bed because he
still had on his plaid pajamas. He even had the slippers although he
didn't look fit to stand.

Liam was sitting in the last spot on his bench, so he was furthest
from the man's head up toward the front of the compartment. Once the
doors were sealed he felt compelled to talk to the old gentleman.
“Hello, sir. My name is Liam. Do you know why they brought you
here? Do you know where we're going?”

After some initial confusion, the man pointed to his ear with his
tiny arm and made a cup with his hand, as if to say he couldn't hear
very well.

Now louder, Liam asked him the same question.

The man could barely be heard over the road noise of the
now-moving truck. “My name's Bart. They took me without letting
me say goodbye to my granddaughter. She takes care of me. He said he
needed me to come with him because I was going to help with a cure
for the sickness. But they made me leave Janey!”

Thinking of a doting granddaughter keeping this man alive even
after the collapse hurt Liam's heart. He pictured her coming home and
finding her grandpa had up and left. What would she think? Who would
steal an elderly man from his own home?

Thinking of what they did to Victoria, he wondered if there was
more to the story. “Did they harm Janey?” He practically
shouted at the man so he could be heard.

His eyes looked at Liam a moment, and in his wisp of a voice said,
“No. She was out looking for more oxygen for me. She hadn't
come back. Can someone call her? I have her number on my bracelet.”

Obviously someone had taken care of him all this time, but how
could he not know the situation with the world? Unless Janey was
trying to shield him from it. He'd read about that scenario many
times.

“Sir, do you know what's happening with the zombies?”

The man seemed to look around at his overseers, trying to absorb
what was happening to him. If he heard Liam he chose not to respond.
Instead, he repeated that his Janey was going to be looking for him.

Damn. He's not all there.

As they continued down the road, Liam still had no idea where he
was going or why the CDC would be collecting this odd menagerie of
people. All he knew was these folks were going somewhere that was
run, either in part or in total, by the man who shot his girlfriend.

There, I said it.

If there was an indicator on Liam's heart, it would be moving
slightly from the depressed zone to the “I'm going to sabotage
this whole project and make that son-of-a-bitch wish he had never met
me” zone. Was Hayes really working on a cure? If so, would
sabotaging him doom them all? Even revenge was overly complicated at
the end of the world. For all he knew, it was always was.
Nonetheless, his heart would give the man no quarter.

He would play the rest by ear.

Bart chose that moment to finally blurt out a response to Liam's
query. 


“Zombies? I saw a zombie once. It was in a movie.”
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The journey continued in the back of the MRAP for several more
hours. They could see the early morning light coming in through the
small side windows and the large front windows. Liam still couldn't
see where they were, and he didn't know where they were going. He did
know they'd spent the entire night traveling in the cramped
compartment and no one was happy.

“Someone please tell Janey where to find me.”

Bart on the floor would alternate between sleeping and shouting
out for his granddaughter. He would listen to none of his fellow
passengers, most of whom insisted they would tell Janey as soon as
they could. He either ignored them or didn't believe them. He was
confused, that much was evident. Many were visibly frustrated at the
futility of interacting with him.

Grandma seemed the least affected by his ramblings. Liam asked
why.

“I've spent plenty of time in the nursing homes. You recall
when I fell down and broke my arms—I spent six weeks in the
crazy house that time—and a multitude of visits to friends and
relatives who suffered their last years there. I've seen plenty of
men and women like this gentleman. It really is sad how we end up
when we reach the end of our lives.”

Liam noticed she had her Rosary in her hands, passing the beads
through her frail fingers. It may have been there the whole time they
were riding.

“Grandma, would you say a prayer for Victoria?”

She turned to him with a soft look. “Sweet Liam. I've been
praying for her since we left.”

He didn't know what to say. He was afraid just thinking about her
now would move him to tears, so he tried to focus instead on other
things—anything. He stood up to address everyone. Time to DO
something.

“Does anyone in here know why you've all been, uh,
collected?”

He looked around. The obvious reason was their age. But that was
just stupid. What other things did they have in common? He was
saddened to see he wasn't getting any response beyond blank looks.
The long journey made everyone bristle at the merest interaction with
their neighbors. Liam was breaking an uneasy truce among these
survivors.

“Don't you want to know why you're all here? I can't be the
only one curious.”

An old woman—they were all old—further up his bench
spoke up at last. “I can't think of any reason anyone would
want me. My name's Petunia Hemma. I spent my life raising my
family—they're all moved out and on their own of course—and
my husband passed away a few years ago.” She crossed herself at
that statement, as did many of the others. “I don't have any
special skills or knowledge. I'm just a housewife.”

Others spoke up in turn, some explaining they had jobs in the past
which could have been construed as “interesting.” One
even worked for the CIA in Langley as a receptionist. But Liam was
unable to deduce anything both interesting and common among them all.

He was left with the only thing even remotely common—their
age. It was also the least intriguing to him. “Why would the
government need a group of old people?”

He looked around and noticed the stink eyes.

“Oh sorry. I meant no disrespect. My grandma told me I could
call her an old person after she reached 100.”

That seemed to mollify everyone. Several began talking to Grandma
once they learned she was a centenarian. An unwritten rule of silence
was broken, and the group became much more animated. Checking where
they went to high school. Piecing together the circles they'd run in
during their youth. Finding out if they dated the same people. Old
people stuff.

Oops.

Just people stuff.

Liam was back in his seat, listening to the group chatting like
they were sitting at a coffee shop hopped up on the caffeine. He was
vigilant for clues tying them all to this journey, but few were
forthcoming. He settled in and absorbed the life stories of his
fellow passengers.

All the excitement made him forget something important for just a
little while.

Victoria is gone...

That was it.

Another hour ticked by. The truck was never going very fast, and
sometimes it would stop for a long time while the gun was in
operation or was being reloaded by the men up front. They were let
out one more time in the early morning, greeted by a light drizzle.
It seemed to refresh the passengers and their conversations exploded
as the journey continued. 


Liam absorbed as much as he could, but those folks could really
talk when they wanted to. He still had nothing to go on in his effort
to solve the mystery, even after a couple hours enduring waves of
information. They were starting to repeat themselves as they shared
their same stories with other companions. Even Grandma seemed to
revel in the data dump.

For a fifteen-year-old boy, it moved quickly from exciting to
boring beyond belief.

He turned inward. Sitting in the back of the truck reminded him of
his zombie books. Survivors were rounded up in the hot zone and
brought to the safety of the “compound” where they could
find safety and comfort. When the rear doors of this MRAP opened,
would they be greeted by a friendly face welcoming them to their new
home?

He didn't think for a second this was an altruistic mission.

He then thought of his military history. He'd seen a dramatic
recreation of another group of men sitting in the back of a military
truck in the old days. They were traveling as prisoners of war in
wintertime during the Battle of the Bulge, fought near the end of
World War II. When the back flap opened they were greeted by German
special forces, and they were anything but friendly faces. They
dragged the men into a clearing and shot them all—a massacre.

Did he believe they were heading for a massacre? Part of him did.
But they could have been killed at any point in this journey. They
could have been killed in their homes. Why bother with the elaborate
transport? Maybe they have to keep it secret?

He felt panic somewhere deep inside him trying to get his
attention. Were these cold-blooded killers? They'd killed Victoria in
cold blood.

Was it really cold blood? What does that even mean?

They killed her because of me.

He felt his emotions going haywire. Panic. Regret. Anger.
Confusion.

He tried to force himself to go to sleep. End the fistfight taking
place in his head.

Sleep remained elusive. Much blood was spilled in the long mental
battle.

The truck rolled on.
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Liam's thoughts were interrupted as the world slanted.

The truck dipped its nose down a little and slammed into
something. It wasn't going very fast, but the mass of the large truck
and the flat bench seats worked together to send all the passengers
toward the front of the vehicle in a brief but violent jerk.

Those in the front of the truck had it the worst. They were pushed
against the webbing separating the front compartment while
simultaneously absorbing the weight of the passengers behind them.
Because Liam and Marty were closest to the doors, they suffered
almost no ill-effects.

The Gatling gun on top came to life. It seemed pissed, spinning up
in long pulls.

The men in the front of the truck were yelling. The radio was
squelch city. The MRAP seemed stuck on something. The engine was
roaring, the tires were spinning, but the thing wasn't moving.

The plinks of shell casings rattled on the roof while the clangs
of rounds bouncing off the exterior were plainly evident.

Where the hell are we? Afghanistan?

The Gatling continued making long sweeps with short intervals of
downtime. The operators up front were yelling about overheating, ammo
consumption, and target selection. The noise was dizzying. He tried
to help some of the others get back in their seats.

Impossibly, a few minutes into the firefight the back doors popped
open. Hayes was hunched down just outside the truck, as if trying to
avoid the rain. “Liam, you and Grandma will come with me. Now!
Bart, you will be picked up next.”

He considered the wisdom of that statement, but Grandma was
already on her feet. She made the decision for him. After several
long seconds of helping her out, they were standing at the back of
the MRAP, surrounded by a thick blanket of white smoke. Smoke
canisters were laying on the ground in all directions, belching out
the smothering layer of safety. The MRAP itself was also cranking out
smoke. Liam wasn't sure if that was due to the crash or a protective
feature of the vehicle itself.

Standing out in the open, he was assaulted by the sights and
sounds of battle. The buzz saw sound coming from the top of the MRAP
was the most distinctive, but he could hear other machine guns from
the Humvee's, as well as the sounds of guns being fired from a
distance. Those were the attackers—whoever they were.

Hayes had a Humvee pulled up almost to the back of the MRAP. He
hurried the pair toward his ride.

Liam didn't know how to process all that was happening. 


In one moment he heard the whipping sound of a bullet streaking
through the air nearby.

Then two more. Close.

He heard several rounds smack the outside of the MRAP.

The Gatling was freakishly loud.

In another moment he heard and saw a bullet sink into the tire of
the Humvee he was approaching. His mind recalled some television show
which explained how these vehicles had special tires which would run
even if flat. So much time to think in those few seconds of
running...

Hayes made no effort to slow down as they moved toward the space
where the bullet just passed. There were several cracks already on
the windshield. “Get her in the front seat! I'll be in the
back!”

Once inside, with the doors safely closed, the Humvee began
moving. Liam and Grandma were crammed together in the front seat,
staying as low as possible. Hayes was in the back, along with a
person they couldn't see fully. He was standing upright and was
poking out the top, operating the machine gun mounted on the roof. It
was hammering away, dropping shells both inside and over the outer
surface of the truck. The driver was the redhead woman. She didn't
have her hat on this time, her wavy red locks were down to her
shoulder. After looking over to ensure everyone was in, she ripped
out of there—as fast as the Humvee could accelerate.

“What about the others?” Liam didn't want to leave the
whole group inside that truck, though he had to admit he was glad he
chose to sit at the back of that thing so they were pulled out first.

“The other Humvees will get them out. If they can push back
the looters maybe they can free the MRAP too. A good mine-resistant
vehicle like that isn't something we want to abandon.”

“Wait. Those were looters?”

“This whole trip we've been attacked by them. They see us as
a threat to their ability to steal and destroy everything in this
part of the city.”

Liam had seen looters destroy everything that held together the
fragile safety zone in downtown St. Louis at the Arch.

As the Humvee cleared the firefight and smoke, the machine gun up
top stopped, the driver slowed to safe cruising speed, and Hayes gave
them the all clear to sit up. Finally, Liam would get a look to see
the new landscape they'd been trying to reach for so long.

His mouth dropped when he saw where they were.

Is this for real?
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After a full night and morning of riding in the back of the MRAP,
Liam imagined they were somewhere in Texas, or even Maine. Instead,
they were on a street Liam recognized as being less than thirty
minutes from his house. They were still in a suburb south of St.
Louis.

“Are you kidding me? This is all the farther we've gone?”

“I guess I can't blindfold you now while we go to our secret
lab, can I?”

Liam gave him a harsh look.

“Oh, lighten up, Francis. We've been avoiding roadblocks,
traffic jams, and hordes of zombies since we left your house. It
takes time to plan routes, feed more candy to the dragon riding on
top, let your friends out to pee, and keep ourselves from getting
bogged down in massive throngs of the infected. It would be easy to
get trapped forever in one of those groups. Traveling in the
apocalypse is not like going to school with the text-and-drive crowd
you're used to. It's gotten complicated.”

He hated admitting the guy was making sense, but...

“So then where are we going?”

Hayes was pointing to a nearby park a mile or two up the road,
across the interstate. Liam knew where they were now, so he knew the
destination, if he was being told the truth. It was a huge wooded
park designed around a herd of elk the locals kept penned there as an
attraction. Liam had been there once as a young boy and could
remember absolutely nothing of the trip. It only stuck in his memory
because it was close to the highway and every time the family drove
by it, Mom and Dad would reminisce about that earlier trip. They
would always ask if he remembered feeding the reindeer, to which he
replied many times, he didn't. Then Dad would take his cue to bestow
a biology lesson, starting with “did you know they aren't
really reindeer?”

I wish you guys were here now.

Before his mind could start warming up for a fight, he tried to
coax more information from Hayes, though there was a powerful part of
him that couldn't help but respond with snark.

“Are we going to feed the reindeer?”

“Ha! Those elk are probably already dead. People are going
to be hungry. And no, we aren't going to feed them.”

The Humvee sped along the road underneath the main interstate
highway in the area, wasting no time with any of the desperate
hitchhikers running their way. The highway itself looked like it was
a bombed out parking lot. Many cars were smoldering, while others had
their doors hanging open, abandoned. There were quite a few people
walking around, though it was impossible to tell through the dirty
and broken windows of the Humvee whether they were alive or dead.

A short drive on a side road brought them to the gate of the park.
Nearby was a large wooden sign with faded white letters which
informed citizens they were about to enter Lone Elk Park. Unlike most
parks in the area, this one was practically unique in that it was
surrounded by a ten-foot wire-mesh fence high enough to both keep the
elk inside, and keep other species of deer on the outside. It
wouldn't keep out a determined human who could easily climb it or cut
it down, but it would be ideal for keeping mindless zombies out.

Until they were so numerous they pushed the fence down.

Liam knew that story had already been written. No fence was
impenetrable. He surveyed the barrier as they drove through the gate
and to his untrained eye it looked pretty solid. Solid enough for
today.

They sped along a narrow road until they came to a clearing next
to a small man-made lake. Instead of elk they were greeted with
several immense olive drab tents and many smaller flanking tents.
There were also a few other Humvees parked randomly in the complex,
plus a few civilian cars. A gaggle of guards were jaw-jacking near
one of the big tents, but that was about it for people. No one was
walking around outside, which Liam took as a good sign. No zombies
were here. For now, whatever project was taking place here was under
human control.

The clock is ticking...

Liam suffered from an overdose of pessimism. The past twenty-four
hours had been nothing but down for him. Really everything had been
down since he kissed Victoria at the sycamore tree two mornings ago.
Would that end up being the high point of his life going forward?

Hayes got out first, then opened the front door for Liam and
Grandma.

“It isn't Fantasy Island, but welcome anyway.” He
swished his hand in a dramatic gesture as if to show them the entire
facility with it. Liam helped Grandma get out of the high-clearance
truck and set her upright as he held her next to him. He noticed she
was leaning hard.

“Let me show you to your tent. This way please.”

Liam was struck by the silence of the place. After the constant
din of the MRAP, and the battle they'd just escaped, his brain was
suffering in the absence of loud noise. He could hear birds tweeting
softly all around them, and the rustle of nearby tree leaves. It was
only disturbed if he listened very hard for a soft hum coming from
one of the larger tents. 


They walked a short distance to one of the smaller tents. It was
still a very large affair for someone used to a four-man tent his
family used for camping. It was about twenty feet across and looked
like heavy canvas construction. There were full-length flaps on all
four sides, allowing a person to walk in from any side. All were open
but the one in the very back. It was hot enough they needed the
airflow.

As they got closer he noticed there were several cots in the tent,
and most of the cots had people lying on them. He tried to get a
better look, but when they were at the threshold of the front tent
flap Hayes stopped them. “This is going to be your new home for
a while. I told you back at the bridge we're going to protect you
two. You will be safe here. I'm sorry for all the—ah—unpleasantness
getting to this point. From here on out you're home free.”

Liam didn't want to sound too pessimistic in front of Grandma, but
he'd read enough zombie books to know how silly that statement
sounded. He cranked the sarcasm all the way up. “You realize of
course this whole camp is going to be overrun, and we'll probably all
end up dead or zombies. You know that right? You brought us here for
nothing.”

“And you realize of course I just spent two days,
tens of thousands of rounds of ammunition, precious fuel, and many
other toys and manpower to bring your grandma here. Oh, what?
You forgot? I didn't bring you here. I brought her
here. Now that I have her here do you think for a second I need you
and your attitude around?”

He stepped in it now.

Uh oh.

“Sir, I'll do as you ask. Please leave Liam with me. I
really do need his help getting around after all the excitement of my
travels.”

Hayes had a penchant for the dramatic. He left it hanging for a
long time whether he was going to give Marty her wish.




Chapter
8: Elk Meadow

Hayes had kept Marty and Liam in suspense for a long period of
time. So long that Liam needed to shift his weight to his other foot
while he stood there holding grandma.

He's going to kill me.

Hayes was looking at Liam, studying him. He realized at last what
it meant to have your life in someone else's hands. His mouth may
have just gotten him killed. Then how would he avenge Victoria? “I'm
sorry. I get mouthy when I'm nervous. It got me kicked out of my
house by my parents. Please don't kill me.” He knew he was
falling on his sword, but he couldn't stand leaving his fate
completely in the hands of this man.

“Kill you? Is that what you think of me? Listen, I hated to
have Victoria shot, but you see how the world is now. Everyone wants
to kill everyone else. Bullets are flying. These plague victims are
chomping. I really didn't have time to argue with you. You see that
now, right?”

He didn't wait for any reply. “Anyway, I'm not going to kill
you. I just enjoy messing with your head because you are so freaking
annoying. But consider this one helpful hint before you settle into
your new lives. Grandma, I'm talking to you on this one. If either of
you so much as sneezes and I don't like it, I won't kill you for it,
but I might have my friends over there kill you for me. A minor
detail perhaps, but my job is all about the details.”

He spun around and shouted out, “Enjoy your stay!”

They entered the tent and found their way to a couple of empty
cots. Grandma asked to lay down, which was easily accommodated with
Liam's arm.

“Thank you, Liam. For all your help on this trip. I just
need a little time to rest now. And pray.” She had her Rosary
out again, holding it to her chest.

Liam was once again reminded of a dead woman with her arms folded
across her chest, dressed in her everyday clothes. It gave him the
chills to look at her. He stood there for a few moments to observe.
She seemed to drift off to sleep almost as he watched. Satisfied she
was still alive, he looked around at the rest of his tent mates.

Well, I'll be.

Everyone in the tent, maybe ten others, was elderly and frail,
just like the group he'd left in the MRAP. He was now convinced the
common denominator was age. It wasn't background, skills, knowledge,
or anything else. The CDC was collecting old people. But why?

“Hello, everyone. I'm Liam and this is Marty.” None of
the old folks looked as if they were as old as Grandma, but he didn't
feel right asking them to call her “Grandma.”

“We were kidnapped at gunpoint two days ago and brought here
in one of their military transports. Is that how you got here too?”

Before anyone could answer a nurse came up to the tent, wearing
camouflage scrubs and with a light mask over her mouth and nose. She
asked “Ruth” to come with her. Once identified, the nurse
moved to help one of the women rise from her cot—it took her
some time to do so—and she went off with the nurse. 


Once that distraction was over, an elderly man got up and
introduced himself. He was thin and dressed in sweat pants and a
well-faded Hawaiian shirt, but seemed energetic and alert. Qualities
in short supply with the crowds he'd been hanging with lately.

“I'm Zachary Taylor—yes like the President, my parents
had high hopes for me—so pleased to meet you Liam. I look
forward to meeting your grandmother when she's up to it.”

“She's my great grandmother actually. She's 104.”

The man let out a quiet whistle. “I'm sorry about how you
found your way here. Most of us volunteered to be here.”

“Really? Did they promise you anything? Threaten you? Tell
you why you're here?”

Zachary looked around to the few others sitting up and alert, as
if to take their temperature on this point. “They told us the
world was going to hell and that we had a chance to save it. Most of
us—”

He looked around the room, scanning each bed.

“—yes, all of us here now were in various nursing
homes in the area when they found us. You see, once the power went
out things became very—what's the word I'm looking for here?
Terminal? Yes, things got terminal at the nursing homes. A few
families came to get their loved ones, but many of us were already on
our own when we went into the homes, and we had no family or friends
left on the outside. No matter how bad things got in there, we had
nowhere else to go.”

Zachary went on to explain how the loss of power was followed by a
short but tense period on reserve generators at his home, but those
failed pretty quickly. Power had been going on and off for a couple
weeks before the final shutdown, so the generators had already seen
hard use and poor maintenance. The final straw was lack of fuel.
“Needless to say, many of the residents required power to live
in comfort; some needed power simply to live. It was in the first day
after the sirens people started to die—and the stream never
stopped until there were only a handful of residents left. Even the
help had scattered to the winds as things got progressively worse.
Then Hayes showed up. At that point it was myself and another
woman—we joked about being the last man and woman on Earth,
wouldn’t that be ironic? Hayes offered us a place to stay and
explained why he needed our kind of people on his team, including the
downsides.”

Liam interrupted. “Why! Why does he need people of your
generation?”

“Experiments of course. They are experimenting on us to try
to solve the riddle of the cure.”

“And you let them?”

Zachary looked around, suddenly with a sadness about him. “Son,
you're a bright-eyed kid—what are you, about 14?—so you
can't see things for what they are. The world has collapsed. People
are dying in the streets. What hope of survival do any of us old
fogies have? What hope of ever contributing again? I can't speak for
us all, but I'm doing this so my death means something. I see that
look in your eyes. I know I'm going to die soon. We all do. If the
Department of Homeland Security says I can help make a difference in
finding a cure and protecting my fellow man I feel it is my civic
duty to try.”

“You said Homeland Security. Are you sure this isn't a CDC
facility?”

“No, Hayes definitely said he was with Homeland Security.
Why? Does it matter who he's with? Obviously this is a government
operation.”

He couldn't answer that out loud. It mattered he saw a
discrepancy. His dad would be shouting from the rooftops this was an
ah-ha moment. He would never accept it didn't matter which entity of
the government had shown up at his doorstep and asked for his
cooperation. He would demand to know whose name was on the letterhead
of the warrant. He'd want the address of the judge, in fact.

Hayes represented a group with lots of manpower, lots of military
gear, and an apparent inside track on finding the cure to the
infection burning through the population of the world. He was willing
to tell lies to get them all here, including a lie about who he was
with and what he did. Finally, he was willing to have Victoria shot
in cold blood just to spank Liam into compliance.

Liam was agreeing with dad on this one.

I think it's pretty important who he's really with.

In front of Zachary, he just shook his head no.
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The tent settled into a routine after the initial introductions
and Liam's encounter with Zachary. Most of them were lying on their
cots, resting. His watch displayed 2 p.m.

Two hours until bedtime!

He chuckled internally at the jocularity concerning old people. He
knew it wasn't universally true, but Grandma was often in bed
at the unnaturally early time of 7 p.m. For a fifteen-year-old, the
night was just getting started at seven. Rather than take a nap he
pulled out his phone. Looking at it, he felt the sadness creeping
back in.

I should have taken her picture with this.

How he missed that trick in all his time with her he'd never know.
Before the sirens he was always snapping pictures of friends, pets,
and even the odd pile of dog poop. He'd send them to friends as part
of the life of a silly teenager. But he never thought to take her
picture.

“Maybe I could ask agent Duchesne for a copy of the picture
he took of her.” He could only laugh at the multiple layers of
futility in that thought.

He was staring at the lock screen and noticed he was getting a
Wi-Fi signal. Looking closer, the little display icon showed it was
trying to acquire a signal. It hadn't found an open one. When he got
past his lock screen he swiped around a few times until he was
looking at the available hotspots. 


He was about to scroll through the list when he was aware of the
nurse returning to the tent. He put his phone into his pocket just as
the nurse arrived. She seemed to pause her eyes on him, but he
admitted it could have been his imagination. He wondered if he looked
guilty.

“Liam and Marty? Come with me please. You need to meet with
the base director.”

Liam moved to the nurse. She was still wearing a mask. “Would
it be OK if I let my grandma sleep? Can I come with you now and then
tell her what I learned later?”

The nurse nodded in the affirmative and she began walking away
without comment.

He waved to Zachary so someone knew he was leaving the tent.

He tried some clumsy small talk, but the nurse was not very
friendly. Soon they were at another of the smaller tents, but this
one was closed on all sides and they had to go through a small door
flap on the front.

Inside was nice and cool, though it had a strong musty smell
common to all canvas tents left outside for any length of time.
Several dim fluorescent lights were hanging from the tent's roof,
their wires all running into a bundle near and under the back tent
wall. He also noticed a tube of some kind was blowing air directly
onto the man sitting at the lone desk in the middle of the tent. No,
not just a man. A soldier. He was an older man with near-total gray
hair, including a gray mustachio. He was wearing a camouflage
uniform, the eagles visible on his shirt as he looked up at Liam.

“Hello, Liam and...Marty.” 


“Uh, hello, sir. I'm Liam. My grandma is sleeping. The nurse
said I could take notes for her.”

He turned around but the nurse was already gone.

Dang it!

“Welcome, Liam. I'm Colonel McMurphy. I run this place. I've
asked you and your grandmother here so I could explain what it is we
do here and why you two are so important to our cause. I would have
preferred to tell her directly, but we'll roll with it. I expect
thorough notes for her.”

Liam couldn't tell if that was a joke.

The colonel stood up and moved to a row of silent computers
against a side wall. Instead of taking a seat at one of them, he
grabbed a few sheets of paper from a printer tray and handed them to
Liam. The topmost appeared to be a satellite photograph of the city
of St. Louis. There were a few red blotches in the middle of the
photo, and some near the top.

“This is unclassified by the way. I think everyone knows
what you're about to see, even if they can't visualize the world from
space. The first sheet shows the areas of the initial outbreaks in
your city as best we can tell. Things moved so quickly we may never
know for sure how the disease spread in those first few days. The
second sheet is more in line with what we all know today.”

The second printout was the same view of the city, but the
coverage of red was absolute.

“A bit dramatic perhaps, but true. The disease is now
everywhere. If I had a globe it would pretty much be a red orb. There
are holdouts of course, places like this, but anywhere man can walk,
the disease will be walking there.”

Liam handed the papers back, and looked at the colonel as if ready
for more impressive information.

“You know most people see that second sheet and practically
wet their pants. You seem unconcerned by what I'm telling you.”

“I escaped the city with my grandma—no thanks to you
military jerks who killed a lot of my friends when you bombed the
Arch—and I've seen the zombies up close for six days now. I'm
scared as hell around them, but I'm more scared around Hayes—he
killed my girlfriend thankyouverymuch—and I'm scared
silly standing here in your office waiting to learn what you are
going to do to my grandma.”

The colonel walked back to his chair and sat heavily in it. He
motioned for Liam to sit in one of the chairs in front of his desk.
“You call them zombies, huh? I'm hearing that more and more,
and from unexpected places. I've seen what these things become, so I
guess I could see why you'd use that word.” He seemed to chew
on his lip as he thought about something, but he continued on a
different tact, “Normally I'd give a dog and pony show about
saving the world and my audience would be willing to step into an
acid bath if they thought it would help further the research of this
disease. I don't think you or your grandma will be so easily swayed.”

“Thanks?”

He studied the boy intently while sitting behind his desk. Liam
felt very uncomfortable, as if he was under a bright light in front
of a large audience. He couldn't help but squirm in his chair. The
man's gaze was iron, but he looked down to his desk and seemed to
dwell on some picture frames sitting off to the side.

In a quiet voice, the colonel began speaking again. “I'm
very sorry about your girlfriend. I won't try to give you any
excuses, but Hayes does what needs to be done in this crisis. There
just isn't any time for pleasantries such as inquiries, criminal
investigations, and so on. But that doesn't mean I have to like it.”
He was looking down at his desk as he spoke, suggesting he might
really be sorry. Or maybe he was pushing a red button somewhere to
have the guards take him away?

“Let's go for a walk.” He stood up, motioning Liam to
follow. They exited through a gap in the back flap. The day was
overcast, but it was still a bright shock after the dim tent. Liam
followed the soldier as he waved to a guard and then headed down a
wide, well-worn double track path into the woods. When they were
clear of the camp, he continued talking. “I’m glad to be
with a young person again. I've seen a lot of old timers come through
here, and frankly I'm sick of them. They all seem resigned to die.
Welcome it. It's not natural. Very much a downer.”

Liam could only agree. Many of the old people he'd seen were very
morose in their outlook. Zachary summed it up nicely by stating most
of the elderly had already died because they had no one to care for
them, or they lost power, ran out of meds, or whatever. It shouldn't
surprise anyone when the surviving oldsters resign themselves to die.
His grandma had largely avoided such talk because he was there to
take care of her. While the other survivors were arriving here with
boosted spirits at doing something useful with their remaining time,
she would undoubtedly view this camp as the complete downer it really
was. She wasn't plucked from a sinking ship either. She was kidnapped
at gunpoint.

“I couldn't help but notice you rescued a lot of these folks
from their failing nursing homes, but you kidnapped my grandma.”

They were walking at a good clip, deeper into the woods, but the
colonel slowed at that. “That was Hayes' call. He said he met
your grandma days ago on the run out of St. Louis and he said she was
a prime candidate for our research. She's a survivor of a remarkable
age, and we need her.”

“So you can kill her?”

“So we can study her.”

“But you're going to kill her eventually, right?” Liam
was leafing his books in his mind. He was hard-pressed to think of
any stories where the experiments were happy and friendly, leaving
the patient in better shape than when they walked in. He was
disinclined to believe an organization run by people like Hayes would
have the best interest of the test subjects, no matter how much they
plead otherwise.

“Damn kid, you're a downer, too. I brought you out here to
show you why we need your grandma, but now I'm wishing I hadn't.”

“Sorry sir. My mouth runs away when I'm nervous.”

He looked around and saw nothing but woods in all directions,
getting an inspiration. And a genuine chill. “And I'm being
walked into the woods by a man with a gun on his hip. There are no
witnesses. Hayes said he could have me killed at any time.”

The colonel gave a tart laugh. “Well, maybe you have cause
to be a boat anchor. Look, I promise you I'm not here to kill you.
I'll go ahead and show you what I came out here to show you.”

They walked for another five minutes or so, almost entirely in
silence. There was no break in the woods along the trail until they
reached the destination. The trail split at a junction. To the left
was some kind of wooden enclosure. To the right the path went up a
sharp little hill, and then over. Liam couldn't see over the hill,
but he could see a lack of trees in that direction. There was some
kind of clearing, or maybe a lake.

The colonel walked toward the enclosure, indicating Liam should
follow.

“We call this place 'the back forty.'” He thought it
was funny, but Liam had no idea why. “This enclosure was
originally a round corral built to hold animals, but we've modified
it to hold some of our infected friends. Then we built this walkway
over the top. It allows us to study them up close, and this
particular pen is useful for one important experiment I'd like to
show you.”

“You're not going to toss me in are you?”

The colonel didn't even reply. He just walked up the flight of
steps to the platform above the corral. Liam couldn't see any of the
infected inside because large sheets of plywood had been strung
around the outside of the pen. It made it look like a wooden
coliseum, with a large wooden arch built across the middle. Exactly
the kind of place victims would be tossed to the lions.

Liam climbed the stairs. He couldn't make a run for it and risk
leaving Grandma to her fate, and he admitted he could have already
been killed a hundred times by this man. And he was terminally
curious.

I'm going to regret this.
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When he reached the top he could hear the moans and cries of the
zombies below. One side of the walkway had a railing and a very fine
metallic mesh wiring between the top rail and the floor, but was
otherwise open to zombies 10 feet below. The other side of the
walkway was lined with more of the plywood sheeting, so Liam couldn't
see what was on that side of the pen.

“On this side we have infected taken from the vicinity of
St. Louis. These are the fellas you've been avoiding since the sirens
went off almost a week ago. On the other side, behind these sheets,
are infected from the Chicagoland area.”

He pointed straight down.

“You see this wire mesh hanging down from this walkway? Not
the stuff up top, but the stuff below the walk and down to the
ground. There's an identical one hanging on the other side of this
walkway. We did that so the two sides couldn't touch each other
beneath us.”

Liam was looking straight down. A handful of zombies were in the
pen, and they were all grasping for him while pressed up against the
wire mesh. Fortunately they were well below the walkway and no
immediate threat.

“Do you think you could climb up that mesh?”

Liam suddenly panicked. He took a quick step back from the
railing.

“I'm not going to push you in! I'm just asking a question.
Move away from me. Stay away from me. I don't care.”

Nervous laughter. “Sorry. Now I have you and zombies
to worry about.” After stepping back to the rail, he conceded
the mesh was spaced so a man could climb out of the pen easily, much
like climbing a chain link fence.

“You'll notice in a moment what makes this experiment so
interesting. I want you to look on this side.”

As he pointed Liam to the closed-off side, he slid a piece of
plywood along the walkway so they could both get a look at the
subjects below. There were only two. They were both middle-aged men
dressed in business suits. Well-bloodied with horribly mutilated
necks. Liam wondered how their heads didn’t just fall off. They
immediately became agitated. With visible targets, they moved
directly below Liam and the colonel, much as the ones on the other
side had done.

The zombies seemed to notice the wire mesh in front of them. They
saw it going up to their prey. So they grabbed on. After some initial
fumbling, one of the zombies started to climb the fence.

“Oh shit!”

The other zombie took a cue from his friend. Soon both were on the
wire mesh, climbing directly below Liam.

The colonel slammed his hand on Liam's back, not violently, but in
a sportsmanlike-manner. “Oh shit indeed!”

Liam froze again. How easy would it be to toss him in now? He
tried to push back at the fear, but he was frozen solid in
anticipation of what would happen next. If he had to pee he might
have had wet drawers just then.

The colonel continued while keeping his arm draped over his neck.
“These two saps had just come from Chicago, probably on some
kind of business trip, dontchya think? Or maybe they just liked to
dress nice? Maybe they knew they had the disease. Doesn't matter now.
We tracked their route back to Chicago using credit card data from
the plastic in their wallets. We know they arrived here just after
the bridges were closed across the Mississippi. Not many people were
driving into St. Louis. My team found them at the baseball
stadium downtown of all places. They were caught up in the nets above
home plate. Several men and women had climbed the nets to try to flee
these guys. They were relieved to see us, though not for long. We
weren't there to save them, only acquire samples. Hayes' team was
instrumental in bringing these samples to us.”

Is that why Hayes was downtown when I met him?

The two zombies had been climbing steadily to the top of the wire
mesh below the walkway. Out of instinct, Liam took a step back,
breaking the loose hold of the colonel's arm. He made no effort to
force Liam to stand there.

When the first zombie reached the transition between the wide mesh
and the narrow mesh above it, he was stymied. With no means of
putting its fingers into the tiny wire mesh, it was unable to climb
all the way to the top. It simply pawed away at its prey, unable to
continue. Someone had really thought through this contraption. 


“I don't get it. Why are these guys climbing? What's
different about them?”

“BINGO! That's what we're trying to figure out. Normally the
sick are dumber than a box of hammers, but these guys seem to have
the intelligence of very stupid apes. That doesn’t do justice
to apes because apes could outsmart these two in a hundred different
ways.”

Liam knew the climbers were important. Different at the very
least. He’d seen hundreds, probably thousands of individual
zombies of late up close and personal, and none of them were climbing
like this. But the zombies he did see must have also had a special
skill, unless they were just the plain old average zombie—as if
such a beast could exist.

“So, does that mean the rest of the zombies around here also
have a special skill?”

“That’s a good question, son. Maybe their skill is
being effective killers. That's something we know for certain right?”
He laughed just a little too readily for Liam.

“You mean you really don't know?” His dad was
the conspiracy theorist, but those stories about government coverups,
government corruption, and government incompetence did wear off just
a little bit on the son. “Didn't you guys cause this plague in
the first place?”

The colonel looked at Liam with real surprise. “Why would
you say that? You think your government is so evil it would create a
plague that would condemn every man, woman, and child on Earth to a
horrible and endless death? That would include my own wife and son by
the by.”

Liam kept a blank look on his face.

“As God as my witness, I have no knowledge of anyone in our
government being a part of the creation of this plague. Imagine how
far ahead we'd be if we knew how it was created.”

“OK, so who made it? Where did it come from?”

But the colonel seemed put out. He slid the plywood back in place
on the walkway so the climbers were out of view. Then he walked back
down the stairway and off the corral. He stood not far away and lit a
cigarette.

Liam looked back into the pit where the terrestrial zombies were
still pawing uselessly up at him. He'd seen plenty of these over the
past six days, but up close and from the safety of this platform he
realized how unnatural they appeared. The area around their eyes was
caked with blood, as was their noses, ears, and mouths. Their necks
had malicious wounds, with that side of their body coated with dried
blood. They must have had torrents of the stuff pouring out. What was
it that made them bleed profusely—beyond the obvious chunk of
flesh missing where they were initially infected. His stomach was
always unsettled at the sight of blood, and now was no exception.

He looked up to give himself a break. From his perch, he could see
over the small rise he'd seen earlier. He could now see the small
cart path go over the top and into a small clearing. A small yellow
construction tractor was next to a big pile of dirt. He could see
something else. Something unmistakable.

I think I know why he brought me out here.

He began walking toward the steps, but paused just before he
reached them. He did something spur-of-the-moment he couldn't
remember doing since he was a small child. He took a knee, made the
sign of the cross, and said a quick prayer asking forgiveness for any
wrongs he may have done in his life. He admitted he wasn't sure if he
really believed in God, but he needed the help of someone now, and
Grandma's God was good enough for him. Prayer always seemed to work
for her.

“Really, Liam? You still think I'm going to kill you out
here?”

“I know what's over the hill, sir.”

“Ah. That.” He took a heavy drag on his cigarette,
then tossed it down.

Liam's most pressing thought was that he felt the colonel should
know better than to drop a lit cigarette in a forest. He'd been
programmed by society since birth to “help prevent forest
fires.”

“Let's go take a look, son.”

He began walking back to the path, then turned left on the
mysterious spur, leaving Liam to follow or not.

Liam considered making a run for it once again, but he was still
afraid what they'd do to Grandma without him as her advocate.
Paralyzed with many conflicting options and emotions, he defaulted to
the easiest. He followed him over the rise.
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The bodies were tossed into a shallow hole. The attendant tractor
was too small to excavate a proper burial plot, but it made a noble
effort to gather dirt and pile it nearby. Many bodies were still
exposed, awaiting proper covering.

The colonel began talking as Liam caught up. “We've been out
here for weeks. Testing. Examining. Hoping. These brave people gave
their lives so my team could try to make headway against this thing.
It pains me to say this, but there's no other way to do what we've
been doing. I just wish it didn't always end up with the subject
laying out here in this grave.”

They both stood there for a long time. Many of the bodies were
partially covered by dirt, or had a white powder covering them, but
the pit still stank. The bloody signature of the infection was
present on the bodies lying in front of them. They'd been infected.

Then it hit him. Weeks! They'd been researching the plague even
before the sirens went off. He filed it away...

“Even the animals won't touch them. We think it’s
because the sickness scares them off, but we can't be sure. Maybe we
should run some tests.” But he said it without heart.

The colonel got out another cigarette. 


“These are all old people? Is this what you mean by
'experiment' on them? What in God's name are you doing with them?”

“Liam, you have no idea how lucky you are. Do you think I
give tours to every doe-eyed teen who comes through here? The answer
you're looking for is no, this isn't the outcome we hope for. I
brought you back here so you'd know the riddles we're trying to
solve. You weren't supposed to see this, but I respect your
inquisitiveness. We believe your grandma has qualities that will
advance our research a long way toward answering those riddles.”

“And then she ends up on the pile?”

The man took a long drag before answering. “I don't want
anyone to end up on this pile. Really, I don't. I won't tell you it
could never happen, but I will tell you your grandma is different. If
the medical team's theory is correct, she may in fact be practically
unique. That uniqueness is why I'm even talking to you. It's vital
she be protected and comforted until we can get her to a proper
medical facility. I want you to help me with that.”

“And then you are going to kill me when I've served my
purpose?”

The colonel looked at Liam with a hard gaze. “Son, are you
trying to get me to off you? You seem awful anxious to remind me I
should be out here killing you.”

That sent him reeling. Death was all he could think about since
this crisis started, but thoughts of death exploded after Victoria
was shot. Spending a day riding with a group no younger than eighty
also turned him inward and downward. He admitted he was scraping rock
bottom on the zest-for-life scale, but he didn't consciously want to
die. Far from it. 


What answer did he expect? “I don't want to die. I don't
know why I keep asking about it. I guess I'm nervous about my
grandma. About my girlfriend being shot. About the death of our whole
world.”

“That's a fair answer. None of us are having a good day. Not
anymore.”

“It also doesn't help that I don't know what's going on. I
see the pen with the two types of zombies, and I understand there are
costs with the experiments you're running—even if I don't agree
with your methods. But none of this tells me anything important about
the disease, its origin, or how it can be stopped. I hear you about
needing Grandma, but I want to make a difference too. I want to help
save the world. I know that sounds corny coming from a
fifteen-year-old...”

“I wish I could tell you more. I trust you more than I
probably should. But I don't trust you enough to tell you anything
that might jeopardize our project here. We know someone started this
plague. Whether it was a single person, a small group, or a major
government—we don't know. I can't take even the most minute
chance you found your way here with the intention of helping them.
Even accidentally.”

The colonel let that sit for a few minutes. Liam couldn't take his
eyes off the pile of bodies in front of him. He imagined Victoria on
the pile. Jones on the pile. Phil on the pile. His mom and dad.

Snap out of it!

With great effort, he made himself look away. “Can we go
back now?”

“Yeah, this place isn't my favorite place to relax.”

They hadn't been on the return trail long when the sound of jets
went screaming over their heads, very low. With all the foliage on
the trees it was impossible to see them, but the colonel seemed to
know who they were and what they were doing. “Before I met with
you today, I was managing a crisis at another of our camps out in the
sticks of Missouri. Those planes are going to eradicate the problem.
Those Air Force boys and girls just love playing with their toys.”

“You mean they're going to destroy a camp just like this
one?”

“Containment failed.”

And there it is.

Liam knew containment always failed. Always. Every book he could
remember reading about zombies had some element that ended with “and
the zombies broke through.” He knew this camp was safe only as
long as it took for chance and the human condition to break things
apart so the zombies could exploit the weakness and overwhelm them
all. It was a well-worn theme in zombie literature. Exceptions were
exceptionally rare. Even space stations and off-world colonies
couldn't escape zombies. This pitiful little camp surrounded by a
flimsy fence would definitely fall. The only question was when.

“Don't think I don't know our fate. I think every camp is
going to end up with bunker busters raining down on them, but it
pains me every time I hear of another one falling to the infection.
If we had proper medical facilities we might have been able to solve
this thing in short order. Working in tents with unreliable
generators and with second rate Doctors has set us back as a species,
perhaps forever.”

“Why don't you use a hospital?”

“I guess you didn't happen upon one in your travels, eh?
Where do you think all those sick people went when they first came
down with this disease? Hospital is just another name for morgue
today.”

They were getting close to the main camp once again. As the tents
came back into view, the colonel made one last plea. “I feel
for you Liam. This is all depressing stuff. I hope you see what we're
all about here, and that you'll consider how badly we need your
grandma to help us. I can't change anything that happened up to this
point, but I promise to do what I can to provide the very best future
for her. For you. The cure is out there.”

A short pause.

“It has to be.”

Oh hell.

Liam was shocked he had no idea if there even was a cure.
Everything he told him up to that point was contingent upon the
belief there was a cure. All those people in the pit grave had
contributed everything they had to the cause of finding it. This guy
was saying all those deaths have so far yielded nothing. He was still
unsure of the existence of that cure. He just said a companion
camp was being erased from memory by the screaming death above. How
many camps were there? How many graves? How many dead grandmas and
grandpas? What if there was no cure?

No way Grandma is going to end up in a pit.

Privately, Liam was making plans to break her out of this place.
Sadly, even with the most lax security one could imagine, escape for
the both of them was a long shot, at best. Grandma couldn't run off
into the woods and scale the fence. Steal a vehicle? Enlist help from
inmates who actually want to be here? Roll her out the front gate
into the chaos of the world? Liam could only find headwinds against
his route to freedom.

He would have to bide his time.

Then an image popped in his head; a logical conclusion to this
whole affair. Fire and death.

Were the planes destined to bomb this camp already in the air?

Paradoxically he was shaken to the core to realize the thought
actually comforted him.




Chapter
9: Containment Failure

As the pair re-entered the complex of tents, a soldier ran up to
the colonel with a message.

“Sir, I uh—”

He looked at Liam, then back to his boss.

“Speak freely unless you're reporting a state secret.”

“Yessir. The MRAP has arrived and we have one of the
subjects in the research suite. He didn't look like he'd survive for
much longer.”

“I'll be right there.”

The soldier tore off and they resumed walking the short distance
to the tents.

“Liam, I'm going to do something that is completely outside
protocol and invite you to watch this procedure. I want you to
understand what both sides of the equation look like, not just that
pit back there.”

Would seeing the experiment happen in real time change his mind
about anything? Doubtful. But it would tell him more than if he was
warming a cot back in the tent with Grandma. Better to know as much
as possible.

“Is it going to be bloody?”

The colonel looked at Liam with a sideways glance, not in a
flattering way.

“This is the apocalypse, son, and you're afraid of blood?
Suck it up!”

In the end Liam knew he would follow, blood or no blood. He was
suddenly very committed to understanding what was going on in this
place and, as much as possible, learn how he could eventually get
Grandma out of there.

Step 1 was watching this procedure. Step 40 was walking her into
his own home.

The colonel took him to one of the largest tents. He expected a
throng of orderlies and doctors to be running about, spinning
centrifuges or whatever they did in zombie movies. Instead, the first
chamber contained a few folding chairs, as if it were a waiting area
of some sort. The second, main, chamber was slightly cooler and
marginally better lit, but was similarly sparse. A couple of people
looked like medical staff, and the patient was laying on a fancy
metal table underneath some lights in the middle of the room, but
there was very little else in the large space.

“Where are all your people? ER doctors. The researchers.”

“You expected a hospital? This is it, kid. Now be quiet or
I'll have to kill you.”

Even in his fragile mental condition, he recognized the joke. But
he resolved to hold his tongue.

He took a seat off to the side of the central equipment, next to
the colonel. There were a dozen other chairs in two neat rows of six,
but there were no other observers. He thought about asking where
Hayes might be, but he didn't want to accidentally get him invited.

The patient was lying down and secured with leather straps. There
was a doughnut-shaped apparatus near his head. It looked ultra-modern
in the tent, with wires and stuff running across the grassy floor and
under the canvas wall—presumably to computers, generators, or
whatever. Liam was unable to see who was on the table, though it
appeared to be an elderly gentleman. Only his restrained arms were
visible, as a large, heavy blanket covered the lower half of his
body.

The doctor, or at least the lead medical person as it was
difficult to deduce rank or responsibility from this lot, was
spending most of her time tinkering with the doughnut contraption. He
figured she had to be in charge because she was the only one who
looked to be doing anything important. The two other staff were
bringing things to and fro from a room at the back of the tent.

That left the colonel to tell him what was going to happen. “I'm
afraid it isn't very interesting. They are getting something sorted
with the CT scanner. When ready, the staff here injects infected
blood into the patient, and then we use our sensors to track the
physiological changes as well as brainwave activity. I don't think
I'm giving away any secrets telling you that. We've tried taking the
blood of newly infected, and from zombies we knew had been infected
for a long time. We've tried giving just a little, and an entire
transfusion. We've found none of that matters—the result is
always the same. Death. But for some reason, elderly people hold the
infection at bay much longer than the young.”

“OK, guys. Let's get this over with.”

The woman woke up the old man laying on the table. He was groggy
for a long while, as if he'd been in a deep slumber. “Where am
I? Who are you?” He looked confused, unsure where he was.

The staff tried to comfort the man, but to no avail. He strained
against the restraints.

The woman had a syringe she was keeping low and out of sight of
the volunteer, Liam didn't see it until the last moment before
injection. It went quick.

The man calmed down immediately, like he knew he was done for.

“Please find my Janey.”
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Liam wanted to jump up and throw off the shackles holding Bart to
the table, but he remembered Bart was a volunteer. He suffered from
dementia, but never gave any indication he was refusing to help.
Maybe the dementia was worse than anyone realized.

Or maybe they didn't care.

Liam promised not to interfere; he was already on very thin ice.
Sadly, he knew once the syringe went in, Bart's fate was sealed.

Now standing, Liam could clearly see the man's face and the look
of fear there.

Eventually Bart seemed to relax.

Then he seemed to fall asleep.

Several minutes went by before the colonel spoke up. “It
seems to be the common disease process when injected like this. First
the patient falls quiet, and the transformation begins. It is very
much like when a person is bitten, but not quite as fast, or violent.
You are going to see it momentarily.”

But time went by and nothing happened.

Minutes. Then fifteen.

The staff became more antsy the longer the experiment went down
this unexpected path. The doctor was still standing near the CT
equipment, studying a small panel on its side. Other equipment with
heartbeat and vitals were pinging along, telling everyone the man was
not yet dead.

“Is he fighting it?” The colonel said it with
incredulity.

“Sir, we don't know. This telemetry data is all out of sync.
I need more time to tell you what I'm looking at.”

The colonel moved closer to the action, leaving Liam standing in
front of the observation chairs. It did occur to him he was
witnessing, nay, participating, in the first act of the last chapter
of the camp itself.

This is where we all get infected.

But his curiosity would not be sated so easily, even against such
fears.

“I don't believe it!”

Everyone stopped at the exclamation from the doctor. She was
standing at her station, but pointing to the patient. She moved
around the scanner so she could look at Bart's face. She needed the
visual confirmation before she would add, “He's awake.”

No one was moving but the colonel. He moved to the near side of
table, where he could see Bart's face too. Now Liam moved closer, if
only so he could observe the whole spectacle. He was standing toward
Bart's feet, but could still get a serviceable look at the man's
face. And his eyes.

“Hello, sir. Can you hear me? Do you know what's happening?”

“Janey? I hear you.”

“Sir. Do you know where you are?”

“I hear you better now. What is this place?”

“Sir, you are in the Elk Meadow Research Facility. You are
here as a volunteer. You are helping us with our research.”

“It really is beautiful here. It's so good to see you
again.”

“Um, it's good to see you too, sir. How do you feel? Are you
in pain?”

Bart was now looking straight up, not at anyone inside the room,
but up into the scanner shroud around his head. He kept talking. “Am
I dead? I don't feel dead. This seems so real.”

“No, sir, you aren't dead. We see your vitals and you're
doing just fine. Can you tell us if you're in any pain?”

“You know I'm not a praying man, but I think this calls for
a prayer. Janey has been found! And who's that? Clara my ahn-gyel!
How are you still alive? Where are we?” He looked around as if
he was seeing more than the metal contraption above him. And then
began a prayer, first in English, but as he went along it digressed
into gibberish, or maybe a foreign language.

For several minutes Bart talked in fits and starts.

While the room was focused on the man on the table, Liam sat back
in a rickety metal chair. He conducted a drill involving his cell
phone and his fast hands. While the phone was in his pocket he was
able to swipe through the lock screen. When he felt safe no one was
looking, he turned away from Bart and his observers and whipped out
his phone, found the recording feature, started to record, noted the
Wi-Fi signal indicator once again, and then dropped it back in his
pocket.

He knew it was dangerous, but something unusual was happening
here, and he wasn't going to let the opportunity go to waste. If he
got out of here, someone might be able to decipher this nonsense.

He stayed in his chair for ten minutes, wondering the whole time
if he had a guilty look on his face. No one bothered him as Bart
rambled on and on.

Until Bart called for Liam.

In crystal clear English.

Then, all eyes were on him.
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Liam looked up with genuine surprise. He pointed to himself as if
to say “Did he say me?”

Everyone nodded in unison. The colonel punctuated it by beckoning
him to come to the table.

They all huddled around Bart as Liam closed ranks. He was looking
at Liam from under the device. “Hello, Liam. Thank you for the
kind words back in the truck. Give my regards to Marty.”

Liam was struggling to find an appropriate answer.

From his left side, the colonel was nudging him. The unsaid words
were, “Keep him talking.”

What do you ask a man with dementia, infected with zombie blood,
who is under observation from a government agency of indeterminate
nature? People always love talking about themselves. “Did you
find Janey? How's she doing?”

“I found Janey here in Heaven. Yes. She looks marvelous.
I'll be joining her soon. Her husband is here, too. He and Janey were
by my side every day until the world ended. And my angel, Clara,
too.”

Was dementia creeping back into his words?

“Mr. Bart, do you know where you are right now?”

“I'm under observation at the Elk Meadow Research Facility.
I am a volunteer. I am helping with research.”

If Liam didn't know better, that was snark from the old guy.

Now Bart was talking in a hushed voice. “But I've learned
something in this place, inside your machine. Something they didn't
want me to find out. A secret.”

His next words were a whisper. Everyone leaned in to hear. “They
can read my mind, but I can read theirs too. Clara, my little angel,
showed me the truth about what they did to her.”

Bart began looking left and right in the chamber as if he was
seeing something and reacting. “Damn you! You've given me no
choice. Let me tell them the truth.”

He was yelling, causing everyone at the operating table to jump
back in surprise. But then he resumed speaking very softly, inviting
everyone to get closer once more to listen. “They killed Clara
because there can only be three. I want you to know that much.
They've threatened to do much worse to me. I have to do what they
want. God forgive me. Forgive me, my Clara. For what comes next I can
only say...I'm sorry.”

Everyone had leaned in to listen to the wisp of a man. The medical
team was on one side, and Liam and the colonel were on the
other—Bart's left. The colonel remained closest to Bart's head,
determined to not miss anything spoken between Bart and Liam.

While everyone was focused on the words coming out of his mouth,
Bart had somehow worked his left arm out of its restraint. He didn't
even have to be quick about his next deed. He grabbed a very
surprised colonel and with uncanny strength was able to pull him the
last foot or so to his face. In doing so the colonel's head slammed
into the CT device. Bart sunk his teeth into the side of his face.

Liam sputtered backward, as did the medical team.

Almost before their eyes Bart's vitals spiked and then flatlined.
He was dead.

Liam took a few more steps back. To their credit, the medical team
rebounded from their initial horror and were back in action. One was
securing the hand of Bart and was working on reattaching it to the
operating table while the other two attended to their leader.

Liam kept moving back. One small step at a time.

This is it. I'm living THAT moment when it all goes to Hell.

His mind was exploring the breadth and depth of the collapse of
mankind. Did it all start in some government lab just like this? An
experiment gone wrong spawns the undead to march on their nefarious
journey? Or was the original virus released intentionally and
methodically by a malicious purveyor of death? A cult? A secret
organization? A foreign government? Terrorists? The colonel swore he
knew nothing about its origin, but maybe it was above his pay grade?

The colonel regained his feet, hand covering the bloody marks on
the side of his face. Any other day it would be an unremarkable wound
needing minor treatment, but here in this context it meant he was
already a dead man. He looked over the scene from end-to-end. The
anxious staffers. The dead patient. Liam moving slowly backward. He
spoke to Liam first.

“Dammit, kid. Maybe I should have tossed you into the corral
after all. Huh?” He gave a weak laugh. “I've got to take
care of one thing. I think you know what it is.”

He stood up to his full height and saluted his staff. “Good
luck and godspeed everyone.” He pulled out his gun. Liam
expected him to kill himself right on the spot, but instead he aimed
the gun at Bart and put a round through the man's head. He took off
through the backdoor of the tent's main room.

Liam was paralyzed with fear.

He heard several gun shots.

An air raid siren began to wail.

Liam put two and two together and remembered the jets above. But
they couldn't get here that quickly, could they?

“Are we about to be bombed?”

He said it to the remaining staff members, who shared his sense of
uncertainty at the moment. The doctor answered.

“Protocol dictates when a base is compromised it will be
terminated by the Air Force. But that siren is just the alarm for the
camp to evacuate. The colonel must be giving us a chance to get out
while we can. He's the only one outside this room who knows the
plague is here. In fact, we probably could have contained it if we
had killed him immediately.”

Liam didn't like the look in her eye. Was she somehow blaming him?
No sense waiting around, Liam spun around and ran out of the tent.

And into chaos once more.
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It had literally been ninety seconds since the sirens cranked up
in the camp. Already all the Humvees were speeding away, toward the
front gate of the park. Only the MRAP was lagging behind because of
its size and weight. The doctor and medical staff from the tent he
just left had mounted a Humvee and were on their way out.

Standing there marveling at the speed everything had happened,
Liam figured the camp staff must have already had one foot in their
vehicles the whole time. There was no other explanation for how fast
they evacuated. He had no doubt Hayes was in the lead.

He ran hard to Grandma's tent. The air raid siren spun down as he
closed the distance.

When he arrived, all the survivors were sitting up and alert,
including the one he wanted. “Grandma! You won't believe my
story, but we have to get out of here. The Air Force is going to bomb
this place out of existence.”

“That didn't take long.”

Liam wasn't surprised these people had been left behind. Not after
he saw how they were treated and where they were all destined to end
up. But he did begin to fret about getting everyone safely out. He
couldn't very well take off with Grandma and say “best wishes”
to everyone else.

While he was in the midst of thinking through his options, he saw
the colonel walking his way. When they saw each other, he motioned
for Liam to come to him. There was no point in refusing.

“Hello, sir.”

“Listen, son, I don't have much time. I've seen this plague
take root more times than I want to remember.”

He gave Liam a photograph. It was folded and torn, as if it had
come from a broken picture frame. “This is my wife and son. I
know you'll probably never meet them, but if this ship ever rights
itself and you get to Denver please tell them my last words were my
love for them. I wrote their address on the back. This photo is my
most prized possession in life Liam. Guard it well and get it to them
if you can.”

The photo showed two people on a mountaintop. The wife was pretty
with wind-blown red hair down to her shoulders. Seeing the son, he
understood why the colonel had been treating him as a human being.
The boy standing in the photo looked to be about Liam's age. He even
had the same shaggy haircut common in his generation.

“I'm actually honored, sir.”

“The other thing I want to give you is your pistol and
pocket knife back. I'd give you mine too but I just emptied the mag
firing in the air. Spurring my people to get the hell out of here. We
all have to be armed in today's—,” a pause while he
searched his lexicon, “society.”

“Thank you.”

“I still can't trust you completely, but you're the closest
thing I have left to a confidant. Everyone else has run off.”
He tried to laugh, but it was more of a sad cough. “First
things first. I showed you two kinds of zombies in the back forty.
There is a facility in downtown St. Louis housing dozens of different
types of zombies. They bring them in from other cities. I was there.
I know what this infection eventually does to a person. It's why I've
worked to the bitter end to find a cure. You might find someone with
answers there. Secondly, I—”

He contorted in a fit of pain.

“—I ensured all the data from our work here was
uploaded to our central servers so other doctors can see what
happened. We have some big ass data connections so I have no doubt it
will make it out before any unpleasantness from the sky. What you saw
today was an incredible deviation from every other infected patient.
It was his age. I know it. That man was 106! Your grandmother is a
precious resource. The data will confirm it. You—”

More contortions.

“—Oh shit, I'm in trouble.”

He stumbled to one knee. Straining to resist, or at least give the
appearance of resistance. Maybe the old soldier just wanted a heroic
exit.

“Keep your grandma alive. Help us find the connection
between age and the virus. Help us find the cure. Get her to another
camp. Humanity depends—”

He dropped his other knee, and screamed.

“God forgive me!”

Then, almost in a whimper, “I won't end up like...”

“I love you, Susan.”

Unceremoniously, he pulled out his sidearm, looked at Liam with
real sadness, and put a round into his own head.

He had saved at least one bullet for himself.

The colonel turned out to be a decent guy, at least by the
standards of the apocalypse. Liam would have enjoyed giving him a
witty rejoinder that he would never in a million years take Grandma
to another facility like this one, but he didn't feel the need to
dump on the man's last words. However, he did glean one significant
piece of information potentially useful in reuniting his own family.

Big ass data connections.
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He ran back to Grandma and her friends. He wished he knew how long
he had. The colonel seemed satisfied there was enough time for the
data to upload, so maybe they had some leeway.

“Grandma, you and the others have to start walking out of
here! I'll be right back!” He didn't even wait for a response.
He felt he had to move as fast as possible to get what he wanted to
do, done.

He ran to the other big canvas tent, the mirror image of the one
where Bart died. He wasn't surprised to see it was a duplicate on the
inside too, probably so they could run two tests at the same time. He
flew out of that tent and started exploring the remaining smaller
tents. What he needed had to be in one of them.

The fear was creeping up on him, but he forced it back down. He
made himself take a few deep breaths and think. That's how he saw the
data cables. Those wires would inevitably end up in the tent with the
connections to the outside.

It was a tent very near the colonel's. It made sense he'd want to
be near the expensive equipment. Liam ran in and was rewarded with a
blast of cold air. They spared no effort to keep the servers and
other equipment properly cooled, even inside a leaky canvas tent.

He whipped out his phone, and tried to acquire a signal. Even
though there were a dozen wireless access points, he was unable to
find any that didn't require a password to let him link up. He was
not a tech guy per se; most of his knowledge had to do with keying in
passwords, not how the internet was built or functioned. His dad was
the tech guy, and even he had to write his password—

That's it!

He ran out of the tent and popped directly into the colonel's. He
went to the bank of computers off to the side. Even though they were
off, he was able to locate the wireless router for this tent. It was
still blinking happily. He flipped it over and was rewarded with a
hand-written note, providing the password to access this device.

“1 2 3 4 5”

“Hey, I use that on my luggage!” Liam shouted the joke
from an old movie his dad loved to watch.

It was the combination a leader would use who didn't want to be
bothered with the minutia of ever having to remember a complex
password to access his own network.

Not as security-minded as you thought, herr colonel.

In a few seconds he had entered the pass code and found a
connection. He scrolled into his chat history and found a discussion
between himself, mom, dad, and a few other family members. He didn't
want to engage in a lengthy conversation, but it was the easiest way
of blanketing as many people as possible with a short message.

***This is Liam. At Lone Elk Park at a gov camp. Just broke free.
Beware Hayes. Heading for home. Have grandma. 7d since sirens.***

He entered the time in case there were delays. He hit send and was
thankful to see the message went out the door, figuratively speaking.
He waited a few moments for a reply, wondering if anyone happened to
be looking at their phones. Were the networks even working? A couple
minutes of nervous pacing and he decided he could wait no longer. He
had spent maybe five minutes running around the camp looking for the
data connections, and it felt like an eternity. If a message went out
to the Air Force when the alarm first sounded, how long before they
were here? He felt the crush of urgency.

No answer came through. But no “network not found”
messages either. He opened his email and banged out the same message.
He only sent to mom as she had an easy-to-remember email address. He
hit send and was pleased again to see it go out.

That's when the first bombs exploded. He nearly dropped his
precious phone out of fright.

He hung his head out of the tent, afraid he would see his own
death falling from above, but the big explosions were coming from
inside the woods. A good ways into the woods. They were blowing up
the corral and destroying evidence of the grave. Had to mean the camp
itself was next.

Run!

Liam made it to Grandma's tent in time to find many—but not
all—the residents standing around out front. There were
actually three other tents in the compound used for test subjects, so
the total number of elderly was quite a bit more than he imagined.

“Is this everyone? Where's Zachary Taylor? Why aren't you
already moving?”

“Not everyone is coming, dear.” Grandma sounded
nonchalant about what should be a very serious claim.

“Not coming? We have to get them out of here. They are going
to bomb us any second!”

“Liam. Look at me.”

He was near-panicked. 


“You and I are going to walk out of here together. Will you
help me down the road?”

He felt like he was going to piss himself, but his tension eased
as he took her hand. They were leaving, finally.

“And now, we start walking.”

With that, Liam and Marty started along the road. The others were
spread in front and behind, moving as fast as their legs would carry
them. Most actually moved at a good clip. Being in the 80's wasn't
always synonymous with lack of mobility, and these folks were the
survivors from wherever they'd been rescued. A tough lot, given their
age. 


Grandma and Liam quickly fell toward the back of the pack, then
the very last in the line. “Liam, will you leave me here and
save yourself? I really can't go any faster. I think they took too
much of my blood.”

Uh oh.

Alarm bells were cracking from overuse inside his head, but he
didn't want to worry his walking partner. He could guess who took
blood samples while he was off with the colonel. He'd cross that
bridge with her when the time was right. Walking out from under the
shadow of a massive explosion was not the right time. Instead,
he kept it light.

“No. It's you and me together, remember? I made that promise
when we left your house. We are one wheelchair ride away from home!”

At the last possible point they could see the camp, Liam turned
around while Grandma took a short rest. Looking that direction, Liam
could see two large plumes of smoke snaking up from deep in the
woods. The remains of the corral and the pit grave were wafting to
the sky. Were they far enough from the camp to be safe now?

Leave nothing to chance.

If there was one thing Liam understood it was that the military,
for all their technology, was prone to making mistakes. It wasn't a
slight against the modern military; it had been happening for
millennia. They could just as easily bomb this empty road as destroy
the camp itself. Call it operator error. Call it a computer glitch.
Call it Murphy's Law. Whatever it was, it happened.

The high cloud ceiling and dense tree cover made it hard to know
if planes were lurking high above, but he thought he could hear
aircraft noise coming from somewhere.

“Grandma, keep moving!”

Another ten minutes and they could see the park exit. The
geriatric brigade they'd been following were a short ways out of the
gate, as if they had reached the finish line and were now catching
their breath. Everyone had spent what they had pushing the limits to
get here.

For his part, Liam was practically dragging Grandma over the line.
The steel gate was smashed outward. Useless. A vehicle had run it
down.

He doubted anyone was listening, or cared, but he risked a moment
to stop and talk out loud. He was looking off to the side, as if
giving color commentary to an imaginary camera crew. It was a thing
he did.

“And this is why containment always fails. Right
here. This gate. One hundred zombie books out of a hundred will have
this gate, or something like it. Those jerks could have just as
easily unlocked the gate and driven out so this place could be used
by future survivors. Instead they tossed it like a disposable diaper.
This park would have been a great refuge to hide from the zombies
until the world cleaned itself up, but now it's just going to get
infected like everywhere else.”

Almost as if in a script, the bombs fell on the camp. The
explosions were loud and on target. Or close enough by Liam's
reckoning because they didn't fall on their heads.

“And those planes. Were those really necessary? The whole
damned world is already infected.”

The howl of several aircraft ripped overhead. He looked up to
watch the dusky gray fighter jets scream up into the clouds like
playful cats hiding on a high shelf, their bad deed already
forgotten.

“I bet those pilots are hootin' and hollerin' like they just
sank the Bismarck. Idiots.”

It tempered Liam immediately when he remembered who had been left
at the camp.

“Grandma, will you pray for Zachary and all those left
behind? I feel like someone needs to remember them.”

And then, for the first time in his life, he prayed with her.

6

After a few moments of prayer Liam looked up, taking stock of
where they were. It was mid-afternoon on the seventh day since the
sirens. He'd spent much of the past few days holed up in his home,
hidden in the back of a military truck, or at the secluded military
camp. He'd only glimpsed the decay of the world briefly as they drove
into the park this morning. He was shocked now that he could clearly
see what the breakdown had wrought.

He was gazing down at the interstate, not fifty yards away. Most
of the fires and smoldering cars had been reduced to cold charred
ghosts dotting the landscape. Other intact cars were scattered
haphazardly up and down the highway, in both directions. Probably
sitting where the gas gave out. Every household item you could
imagine was strewn on the pavement, as if people had tried to escape
the city with their personal effects, only to toss them down once
they were separated from their cars.

And bodies. They too dotted the landscape, providing a horrible
tableau of what happened here the past week. Now they were bloated
mannikins left to lie where they fell. Wretched and smelly, even from
a distance. Liam couldn't see them with any detail, but so many
bodies suggested they were either humans shot by other men, they were
bodies ravaged by zombies, or zombies put down by survivors. It was
all due to chaos. He'd seen the start of this on his own earlier
journeys. Now he was seeing the result of the full bore zombie
plague. The dirty horde of infected who exploded out of the city—in
pursuit of the refugees—had created this mess.

The final pieces of this horrible scene were the broken people.
Living humans, not zombies, were trudging along the highway. A thin
stream of survivors moving from the city, out to the wooded and rural
lands. Their slow and deliberate pace made them seem like
sleepwalkers out on a midnight stroll. Some picked through the
treasures strewn everywhere, but most kept moving.

A couple of survivors were on bicycles, but no one was in a moving
car now. A car probably couldn't fit through all the obstacles on
this stretch of highway.

Liam looked at his fellow escapees. They needed a mini-bus to come
along and take them back to their respective homes, where they could
resume dying in the manner of their choice.

The task was daunting. Perhaps insurmountable. Getting Grandma out
of the city was luck more than anything else. Things were still
running. Law and order still reported for duty. Now, he had to get
her across miles of suburbia without the help of trains or cars. It
had taken Hayes and a convoy of military almost a day to travel the
twenty miles, and they had a freaking chain gun to win arguments with
the natives.

Plus, I had Victoria.

It was amazing how her presence had made the previous journey seem
almost pleasant. Now he had no help at all. In fact he was now
carrying more baggage. He looked at the other survivors from
the camp. Did he owe them anything? Could he and Grandma head for
home and leave these people to their fates? Could he realistically do
anything for them?

She was surveying the highway too. “Too bad we never saw any
elk in the park.”

He looked at her as if she'd just said the funniest joke he'd ever
heard. “Grandma, do you ever get depressed? How do you do it?”

“Oh, Liam. I have been down. Many times. Once you get to be
my age, you take each day as a gift. Sure this looks bad, but it
looked bad back at the Arch. It looked bad in your basement. It
looked bad when the truck crashed. It looked bad running from this
camp.” She used her thumb to point back over her shoulder. “But
through it all I still have you by my side, and we're still alive.
We've gotten this far together. We just need to work a little harder
to get back home this time. The Lord will provide.”

It was an echo of the speech she gave as they left her home the
day after the sirens.

The planes screamed overhead, more bombs fell on the camp behind
them.

It's the only way to be sure.

That movie quote was more true now than ever.

Here and there gunshots could be heard in the distance. A portent
of the challenges ahead.

That very day Liam had witnessed strange zombies, horrible
experiments, and the erasure of an entire government camp with heavy
ordnance. He was stuck on a highway with his 104-year-old
great-grandmother again, and the path to home and family looked more
complicated than ever. But holding her at his side gave him a new
strength. He suddenly had a premonition he would make it home with
her and that everything was going to be OK.

Together, they took their first steps.

Toward home.




Chapter
10: Interludes

Jerry and Lana were exhausted. They'd been on the road for almost
five days, including one short visit to Marty's now-abandoned flat.
They mostly traveled at night, and stuck to routes as least traveled
as possible. That included parks, greenways, drainage ditches,
creeks, and sewers. Anything to keep them off the radar of the
multitude of human opportunists who were out to cause trouble in the
absence of law and order. It also kept them off the radar of
desperate men and women suffering in normal, everyday desperation.
Those who ran out of food. Those who were injured with nowhere to go
for help. Those who ran out of their psych meds. Those who had caught
any number of secondary diseases, once the dead started stacking up
in their neighborhoods. Finally, their most loathsome enemy was the
infected. The zombies weren't as thick as they were at the beginning
of the collapse, but they were well-ensconced in the landscape, and
much harder to see or anticipate.

Taken together, there was hardly a minute in the journey that the
couple was able to let their guard down. It took a toll on their
constitutions that could only be replenished with healthy sleep. The
nightmares kept pleasant dreams and healthy slumber at arms-length
for both of them. But now, on the fifth day since the sirens, they
could see their destination. Their own home.

“What in the name of God happened to our house?” Jerry
was looking down his street from the hidden safety of the woods
surrounding his neighborhood. The house looked like it was used for
target practice by a platoon of infantry. “And Poole's house
has been burnt to the ground.”

“What did we miss while we were gone?” Lana replied.

Thoughts turned serious once they realized Liam could have been
inside when it was attacked. Or in Poole's. No other people were on
the street, if they ignored the many dead bodies.

Jerry advised, “Let's use the woods to get behind the house,
then see what we can see.”

They moved through the foliage until they arrived at their own
property. From this vantage point they were horrified to see the
trees were gnarly and mangled from the effects of shots going through
the wooden structure. The backyard was littered with the remains of
the zombies who had been blown out the back. One grisly figure was
clawing himself around the yard with his single good arm. Everything
below his rib cage was...somewhere else. Scores of others on the
grass were much worse off. Here and there they could see lone heads
with mouths opening and closing, as if they were fish out of water.

“I hope those were zombies before they were shot, and
not anyone we know.”

They discussed their options and decided to move between their
home and the next, so they could enter through the front. The gore on
the back side was just too much. They weren't ready to learn the
identities of those—things.

They snuck to the side of their house. There were no windows on
that wall, so they kept moving to the front corner. Jerry studied the
scene. On the far side of the street Poole's place lay in ruin. The
fire had destroyed everything, and the house collapsed upon itself.
It was now a smoldering pile of roof shingles. Bodies were thick
between their home and Poole's. The front yard was as gruesome as the
back, though the pieces were smaller in the front. Lots of blood, and
relatively fresh because it still glistened on the grass. Jerry's
fought his unsettled stomach.

“Do you think this was an assassination attempt on us? Is
this what happens to people on the hit list?”

Lana couldn't or wouldn't answer.

“Cover me.” Jerry ran to the front door and waited.
Lana followed after he made it and turned around to watch her. They
didn't have to worry about knocking, or even swinging a door. It was
totally gone. Jerry moved into the house, incredulous at the
destruction. There was no doubt guns did this, but he'd never
expected his own house to absorb such abuse. 


He whispered, “Who would use such firepower on our house?
None of the other houses have been attacked like this.” Poole's
house was an unknown. It could have been arson or something as
mundane as a cooking mistake. They'd seen lots of fires the past few
days.

Lana was unable to provide any answers. She went right into the
living room while Jerry stood near the door and covered her. The
front window had sprayed glass all over the inside, and the remains
of the television and numerous pieces of artwork had been shredded.
Body parts and blood had splashed everywhere—even the ceiling.
It was the stuff of nightmares.

Jerry took a step farther into the entryway, and heard the squeal
of a girl.

“Ouch!”

Jerry nearly jumped out of his skin. He did jump as he realized he
was standing on someone's hand. Lana swung around in surprise too.
The hand was sticking out from some debris. A piece of the wall had
fallen on top of her, knocking her flat on the floor. Lana had missed
her as she came through the front wall.

Jerry began uncovering the victim while Lana moved back to cover
the operation with her rifle. The load wasn't heavy; mostly drywall.
The victim was a young girl. A teenager.

As the debris came off she didn't immediately stand up.
Unencumbered, she grasped her bloody hip as she tried to right
herself against the remains of the wall behind her. “I've been
shot!” She adjusted for a second, appearing to get comfortable.
Then she paused, despite her own obvious pain. “Wait. I might
have been hallucinating, but did you say this was your house?”

“Yes, I'm Lana and this is Jerry. We live here. What the
hell happened?”

“My name is Victoria. Liam and Grandma and I escaped the
city together.” She winced as she grasped her hip tighter.
There wasn't a lot of blood from the wound, but enough.

“Grandma? Liam! Where's Liam?” Lana looked around,
searching.

“If there aren't a bunch of Army trucks still on your front
lawn, he's gone. Grandma's gone, too. Taken.”

Jerry remained kneeling. Lana came over as she slung her rifle
behind her back so it was out of the way. She squatted next to
Victoria to look directly in her eyes. “Victoria, who took our
boy? Did they mention anything about a hit list? Was he taken because
he was on that list?”

“The CDC took him. Some guy named Hayes. But they didn't
take Liam specifically. They took Grandma. Liam went with her to look
after her. I'm sorry, but I don't know anything about a list.”

“That doesn't sound like Liam.” Jerry asked. “So
he did take her guns. He's protecting her?”

“After what he's been through, I don't think you'll
recognize your son.”

Thinking of their own journey in and out of the city, Jerry
couldn't argue. “No, I don't imagine we would.”

Lana began reaching for her backpack medical kit. “Let's get
you patched up. Then, tell us everything.”
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14 hours before the sirens

Angie Jacobi was Marty Peters live-in nurse. She was finished with
her chores for her friend tonight and went to pick up her
granddaughter from work. Her mom had called and begged Angie for this
favor. She knew better than to even think about arguing with her
daughter-in-law. 


“Thanks for picking me up Grandma. There were some creepy
people coming into the store today.”

“I don't know why Cheryl kept the place open. Everyone
should be staying home now.” 


“Well, they sold out of shovels, hoes, machetes and all
kinds of other yard junk. You should have seen how many chainsaws we
moved. It would be great if they weren't using them for the wrong
purpose. People said they needed them for defense now. How crazy is
that?”

Angie took a moment to consider. “I'm sure they're just
scared. We all are.”

“You're scared? I've never seen you scared—about
anything.”

“This isn't anything. This is something.”

“You believe all that internet stuff about zombies and the
undead? I've seen videos from overseas, but it looks fake to me. Not
half as real as those zombie TV shows.”

Angie steered the car through the evening traffic. Mary Beth lived
in the county with her family, but worked in a small corner hardware
store near the double flat she shared with Marty. She spoke with her
mother and they agreed to let her stay in the city for the night.
Tomorrow Mary Beth would get a ride back home—to hell with
working in the dangerous metropolis. She couldn't imagine why her mom
insisted she go to work but knew better than to question her about
it.

The fuel shortage was acute so traffic was unusually light, but
Angie's tank was full because she did very little travel. She could
afford a couple-mile round trip to pick up her granddaughter. The
young girl had access to the internet and what was happening
overseas, but Angie had spent time in a local clinic as a volunteer.
She held her tongue about the things she'd seen “disposed of”
by social services. The sickness wasn't just overseas…

“Once we get to Marty's I want you to stay inside, do ya'
hear? I have a bad feeling about the direction things are heading.
There are even fewer cars than normal out tonight. Something is
wrong.”

The only regular traffic she could see were emergency vehicles.
Several times during their trip through the city blocks she had to
pull over to allow the howling cars and trucks to get by. They were
coming and going like angry bees.

“We're almost home, thank God.” Angie could see
familiar territory. She drove in front of Marty's house on her way to
park the car around back. “Do you want to get out here, dear?
You can run in the front.”

“Nah, I'll go around back, walk you in. We have to stick
together, ya' know?” Mary Beth smiled.

Angie nodded and continued down the block, turned right at the
corner, and was just about to turn right into the alleyway when her
car was bumped from behind. 


“Oh dear!”

The collision wasn't forceful, just a strong nudge. It frightened
her and she put on the gas rather than the brake, sending the car
past the alley. She pumped the brakes and was surprised to see a
black van pull around her and then veer to the right, in front of her
car. She put the car in park a few feet from the side of the van, and
wondered if she even had her registration and insurance information
where she could get it. 


With a tired sigh, she said, “Can you check the glove box.
My car registration should be—”

The door of the van slid open in front of them. It was near-dark
outside, so it was difficult to see who or what was inside. It was
parked so she had a view of the driver's seat through the opening
created by the sliding door, but she couldn't make out the driver.
Her headlights shone into the van, but revealed nothing.

Angie reached for her glove box to help Mary Beth with the search,
but stopped for a reason she couldn't explain. The van wasn't just a
normal van. It was an armored van. She could see the partition behind
the front seat. It was a lattice of metalwork, like a dog catcher
would use. No one got out of the van to exchange paperwork.

“Grandma? Everything OK?” There was just a touch of
heightened concern in her voice. “Should we maybe leave?”

“Yeah, maybe—”

Before she could finish her thought, the front window of the van
descended. A few seconds later the occupant threw something at them.
The heavy object banged against the glass of the windshield, though
it didn't break. 


“What the? Is that...”

“OH MY GOD!” Mary Beth began shrieking. The object
looked very much like a bare foot. 


Something pushed the car from behind. Another van had come up to
block them in.

Time stood still for Angie. She could see something emerging from
the emptiness of the cargo van. An arm appeared first. Then a head.
The creature was large. The size of a very big man. In fact, as it
emerged she could see it was a very large man. He came out on
all fours. Sniffing the air. 


It jumped onto the hood of the car, attracted to the bloody foot.
It was a hulking thing, wearing nothing but bloody cargo pants and
boots. Its upper body was lacerated in many places, though the blood
had long since dried. It was gaunt, but the muscles stuck out like
some kind of sick medical dummy. The side of his neck was a festering
explosion of veins and arteries, as if he had been assaulted by a
ravaging wolf. His head was skeletal, with very little hair. 


And the eyes...

Angie reached over to Mary Beth and put her hand over the girl's
mouth. “Shush girl.”

Mary Beth nodded, but had to put her own hands over her mouth to
control her involuntary sobs.

“Listen. I need you to run to Marty's. I'm going to run the
opposite direction, and draw it away.”

“It's looking—at me.”

“No, it's looking at the foot. You have to do as I say.”

The girl shook her head vigorously in the negative. “I...I
don't know where she lives. These houses all look the same from the
back.”

“Run back up the street. Find her house from the front.”

It was the best plan she could summon in the seconds it took to
think it. With a final look at her granddaughter, she pulled her keys
from the ignition, and opened her door. She ran like hell. As fast as
a woman of 58 years in decent shape could run in a pair of cheap
tennis shoes. She left her car door open, assuming the thing would
follow her. It did jump to the ground as if to pursue, but it stood
up and turned to Mary Beth instead.

“RUN!” Angie screamed.

The thing turned around, giving her an open-mouthed yell, but then
jumped in the car. Mary Beth had opened her door, but wasn't getting
out. Not knowing what to do, Angie ran behind her car, and up to Mary
Beth's open door. The girl was screaming in mortal terror.

So much blood.

Angie tried to pull the girl from the blood-splashed face of the
creature, but her seat belt was still hooked. 


“Oh God. Your seatbelt!”

“Grandma, help.” She wheezed, like she was out of
breath.

Angie moved so she could get a better look at the thing. The
creature was now in full sight, tearing into the soft flesh of the
teen's side. To get to the seatbelt release she'd have to reach
between the thing's teeth and her granddaughter's bloody side. It was
impossible.

“Oh God please help me.”

Her backseat was empty. She turned forward. She saw the foot,
lying on her windshield, nearest the passenger side. She reached for
it and brought it back to the gap of the door, ignoring the
disgusting feel in her hands. She tried to wield it as a weapon,
swinging it as an awkward club against the thing's head. It looked up
and snapped several times at her. She tried to swing the foot again
as it looked at her, but it was too slippery. It fell uselessly to
the floorboard in front of her dying granddaughter.

The girl had stopped moving. Angie could see her through the tears
in her eyes. She took a step back. The person or persons in the van
were making no effort to help. They had done this
intentionally. 


When she looked back inside, the thing was looking up at her. She
had a second to put another foot behind her, and she did try to close
the door. It more or less slithered over Mary Beth, and fell out of
the doorway to crouch on the pavement. It looked at her with empty
eye sockets. Angie felt a wave of despair envelope her. She stumbled
and fell to her backside. She had to resort to crawling backward with
her elbows…

The thing jumped on top of her, covering her with the Mary Beth's
blood.

“Oh God, no! HELP!” She screamed as loud as she
could—as if finally realizing there was a need for it—willing
someone in the neighborhood to rescue her. 


Pinned to the ground, her last thought was of the girl in the
front seat. How she failed her so completely. How quickly this all
happened.

She felt the teeth go into her. She struggled as best she could,
but the fear was absolute. She went from panicked resistance to
abject surrender in moments. Her vision floundered. Her breathing
became labored. She closed her eyes, asking God for forgiveness.

An eternity later, she saw a man. He shot something at the thing,
and it ran. “Are you OK?” he said in slow motion. Then he
shouted, “RUN!” before moving out of her field of vision.

Angie got up, teetering on the edge of awareness. Mary Beth was
gone. Not in her seat.

That's a shame huh?

Angie walked up the alley; compelled to reach the safety of her
home. She looked down at her feet, but the sight of those shoes
plodding ahead, one after the other, made her stomach churn. She
tried to keep her head up, but that was painful. Her neck was burning
on the left side.

Angie went through the rear gate, and stumbled up the walkway
through her backyard, and into the narrow channel between her home
and the next. She held her arms out and could almost touch both brick
walls. She giggled as she tried.

She rounded the corner of the house, and moved up the ramp to the
pair of front doors. Marty's door was on the right. She looked at it
for a long time. Marty could call for help. Marty could—

The cloudiness in her brain wouldn't allow her to complete the
thought.

“I must get home.” Returning home was important.
She desired it the most.

She moved to her own front door, to the left of Marty's. It was
unlocked, but was stuck—as usual. She gave it a good shove and
it pivoted inward for her. She swung it shut, and looked up her
steps. The steep wooden stairway was looming in front of her. The
bright lights in the entryway and on the stairwell were hardly
registering.

“I'm coming Mary Beth.”

She held on to the bannister as she took each step one at a time.
She pulled herself with her hands as much as she used her legs.
Several times she became so dizzy she nearly let herself go. She
giggled again, this time at the irony of surviving a grievous neck
wound, only to die falling down some lousy steps. A pause was
necessary at the top. She fell to her knees, depositing blood on the
floor. 


“I'll clean that up later, don't worry Marty.”

Angie dragged herself to her door a few feet from the steps. The
handle was a convenience to help her regain her feet. It was
unlocked. She tumbled through. 


Eying her bedroom, she wobbled in that direction.

I'll just put myself to bed. I'll feel better in the morning.
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“You sure this worked?”

“Yeah, why wouldn't it? We saw she was bitten, then she went
inside her house. I'd say that's a job well done.”

“Yeah, though we both know HQ won't like it if we don't get
this thing correct. Using infected victims to kill people isn't
exactly a tried and true method of assassination.”

“That's why it's so perfect. We can take care of this list
and no one will suspect a thing. That will make the boss very happy,
don't you think?”

“Yeah, I guess. This test scenario did go better than I
thought. Shame about the girl though. She wasn't on our list.”

“Let's not mention that in our report huh? We'll just tell
them the package was delivered to Marty Peters. She'll be dead by
morning.”

“Who's next?”

The man pulled out a smartphone, and scrolled through his text
messages.

“Looks like they want us down south. A couple of
high-priority targets. Jerry and Lana Peters. The grandson of the
soon-to-be-deceased Ms. Marty Peters. They live down in Jeffco.”

“Aw hell. The sticks? Let's do that in the morning. We only
have a couple more days before the world goes to shit. I want to
enjoy some R&R in the city, ya' catch my drift?”

The van's driver stared out his window at the house across the
street. He wondered if Angie would do as she was supposed to. Surely
the old woman in the lower level couldn't escape her own sick nurse.
It was truly the perfect crime. But he knew the world was
ending. His organization was helping it along. All the more reason to
enjoy one more night of normal.

“OK, but you're buying the first round. Tomorrow we hunt
some more.”




Chapter
11: Camp Hope

Liam was embedded with a gaggle of elderly
survivors from the government camp run by the CDC, Homeland Security,
or whatever. It didn't matter now because the camp was just a smudge
on the landscape after the aerial incineration. His concern was how
to get both himself and Grandma home, while doing right by the others
who had escaped with them.

They had walked out from the camp, maybe a mile at
most on the road, and everyone seemed beat. Many had taken a seat on
the metal guardrail. Grandma was leaning heavily against his side,
indicating she was also spent.

There was nothing hospitable where an unusual
group like this could find safety for a night. The highway ran in
both directions to their right and left, the camp they'd just left
was behind them, and across the roadway was an even larger piece of
woodland preserve, though Liam couldn't remember what it was called.
He did know it tied in with a large Boy Scout reservation just down
the interstate.

Hmmm. That's an idea.

The safest call was to hole up inside the fence of
the camp from which they'd just emerged. At least they knew there
were no zombies inside the fence yet, unless the Chicagoans climbed
out prior to the fireworks. However, Liam was worried Hayes and the
military men would come back to check the status of the trashed camp,
and they'd be recaptured. He wanted to be far away.

By his estimation, the most sensible course of
action then was to cross the highway and get into the woods. Spend
the night in the forest resting so they can move again tomorrow.

But the old folks didn't like the idea of spending
time traipsing around in the woods. “We have to find a police
station or fire department. They can call us an ambulance or
something.”

Another older woman agreed, adding, “Surely
we aren't a threat to anyone. Perhaps someone on the road there will
give us some food and water?”

A third person said, “I ain't goin' into no
woods.”

The conversation was subdued—none of them
wanted to follow Liam's path. They were convinced they would find
help by going toward “civilization.” Liam didn't know
about help, but he knew the chaos would be stronger if they went
toward the urban core. Better to lay low out in the sticks. He did
worry about finding food and water.

“Grandma. What do you want to do?” He
was speaking quietly so the nearby group wouldn't hear their
discussion.

“I know I sound like a broken record, but
I'll do what you tell me to do. I trust you to find us the safest and
best way home. You're the one who has to carry me.” She
chuckled at that.

“But maybe it's safer to stick with the
group and go back into town?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Besides you, no one has
any weapons. No one at all has food or water. I think this group is
going to be a burden on anyone they cross. I'd not expect much
sympathy, either. None of those people down on the highway look
anxious to have more mouths to feed.”

Liam watched the sad lot moving down the highway.
None seemed very healthy. “I want to get you to safety across
the highway before we're captured again. I think Hayes will be back.”

“I'm really tired, Liam. My legs are shaking
as we stand here. But I'll try to get across that highway with you.”

Liam thought one or two would go with him, but
there was a kind of groupthink and once they'd convinced themselves
help was just a little ways back into town, they were unshakable in
their desire to go that way.

As everyone stood up, one man near the middle of
the pack seemed to sway heavily as if he had a head rush. He fell
backward—and slammed hard to the tarmac. He was one of the men
who shared the ride in the MRAP earlier that same day, though Liam
couldn't remember his name.

He was holding Grandma so he couldn't run over to
check on him, but another man bent down to confirm he had passed. A
couple of the men made the effort to drag the man off the pavement
and into the tall weeds. It was what passed for burial these days.

Grandma softly prayed for the man as they walked
toward the highway. “Goodbye, Ralph. Rest in peace.”

“Amen.”

The bulk of the main group was already moving up
the side street, heading back to the suburban sprawl. Their fates
diverging, Liam was ready to focus on the task at hand.

As was his custom, he tried to find a gap in the
people walking down the highway so he'd have the least chance of
interacting with anyone. In the old days he did this out of habit
because he didn't like talking to people, but now it could be
considered a matter of survival. He had to time things right because
Grandma only had one speed: slow.

A man passed on a bicycle. Rifle slung over his
shoulder. He gave one quick glance in their direction; he kept
pedaling.

Suits me fine.

He made his move after the biker was well away.
They emerged from the weedy shoulder area and began moving across the
first two lanes of traffic. There were people far to the left, but
even with Grandma inching along, they'd clear the road before they
made contact.

This area had very few cars, and was mercifully
clear of dead bodies. They stumbled into the middle, which was a
grassy depression between both directions of the interstate. It was
lined with a strong cable to prevent vehicles from crossing between
the lanes. The wire was about three feet high.

“Grandma, can you step over this?” He
asked the question, but was positive she would find it hard to step
over a shoebox given her condition.

He had an inspiration. “Here, let me step
over first, and I'll lift you over with me. When I pick you up, try
to put your feet behind you, like you're praying.”

He was able to hold her while he stepped across,
then he turned around and bear-hugged his 104-year-old companion,
gently lifting her over at the same time. She cooperated as best she
could, and together they crossed the barrier.

“Liam, I'm very dizzy.”

He looked both ways. People were getting closer.
He considered carrying her, but knew that was dangerous for a lot of
reasons. “Let's just get over there and then we can rest. One
more set of lanes.”

He didn't wait for her. He held her as she walked
next to him, and he tried to provide as much support as possible.
Even so, they ran into a few dirty travelers walking by, though again
when they saw the young boy and old woman they made no effort to
bother them.

Liam's paranoia was telling him the reason they
weren't interested was because they carried nothing of value—except
for his gun, which was hidden from view. If they were carrying a
bucket of chicken the entire highway would no doubt be his friend.

Or my worst enemy.

They found their way into the weeds on the far
side of the highway and Grandma practically collapsed. Liam felt they
needed to be further into the woods, so no one could see them from
the road.

“I've got to sit down, Liam.”

He geared up for something he would have never
considered doing a week ago, no matter how much he wanted to. He was
going to tell her no.

“Keep moving. Our lives depend on it.”

“I can't. I just can't.”

“You can. You have to.”

They made it a dozen yards when Grandma slumped
over in his arms. He had to stop and turn to her as she fell over
like a fainting damsel. He kept her on her feet, and began dragging
her as he walked backward. Her oversized orthopedic shoes were secure
to her feet, so they provided good cushion while he pulled her over
the rough ground. They were at the threshold of the woods and there
was no stopping.

In the previous world, the sight of anyone
dragging a body would be enough to require a call to the police.
Today, if anyone happened to notice them, it favored no extra
attention. People ignored him and went on their way.

Liam finally had her far enough into the woods
where the highway was no longer visible. He was running out of
energy, too. His poor diet and bad sleep habits the last few days
were grinding him down.

“Here you go, Grandma. I'm so sorry I had to
drag you like that.”

He set her up against a stout oak tree.

She was out cold. She was also suffering from the
poor food being served in the Zombie Apocalypse. He didn't have a
crumb to give her.

He sat down next to her, intending to keep silent
vigil.
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Marty woke in a dream. She was a veteran of these
vivid episodes.

She looked around but didn't see her husband. He
was a mainstay on all her previous dreams—or nightmares
depending on which ones she was thinking about.

Maybe I'm not dreaming.

She was in the woods where Liam had dragged her.
In fact, Liam was still at her feet. Asleep against the tree. He was
translucent, like a ghost. She looked at her own hands and arms, but
couldn't see through herself. She was real. Or he was.

“Liam. Are you awake?” She reached
down to shake him, but he wasn't just transparent, he was hollow,
like a projection. “OK Al, where are you?”

Again she raised her arms. Instead of the thin and
wrinkled skin she was used to seeing, her arms were a little more
full. A little more...young. Not teenager young, but she had been in
her body for 104 years and knew its wear marks. Perhaps a spritely
90.

Her body wasn't tired, and she felt fine in this
place. She started walking the little ways back to the highway. It
was the same mess it had been when they crossed it. Cars. Bodies.
Junk. No one was visibly walking in the night air, though the moon
was helping illuminate the scene.

There was a campfire, with several men and
women—all translucent like Liam—sitting around it. She
felt compelled to go check it out.

They were some of the well-worn travelers she had
seen passing this way earlier in the day. She couldn't hear what they
were saying, and she was quickly distracted by a young girl walking
from the other side of the group. She was the only person who noticed
her walking up to the fire; she was also the only one solid like her.

“I saw you come out of the trees. Are you my
guardian angel? Momma says we have angels looking out for us, even in
the bad times.”

The girl was saying the word “angel”
in a funny way. She said ahn-gyel, as if the word was foreign to her.
She cringed at the condition of the poor thing; she appeared to have
been having rotten luck. It's enough to be traveling at the collapse
of mankind, but the girl had a bald head and a sallow look. Cancer?
Something serious to be sure.

“No, dear. I'm no one's guardian angel. I'm
just an old woman out for a walk. Who are you?”

“I'm Clara. I've been walking all day
looking for my mom and grampa. Do you know where they are?”

“No, I don't. I'm sorry. How old are you,
Clara?”

“I'm this many.” She held out her hand
with four fingers. “But I'm almost this many!” Again, the
fingers came up, five on display this go-round.

“That is very nice, Miss Clara.”
Marty knelt down in front of the child, an act impossible to do at
her age.

Dreaming or really sleepwalking this time?

“Can you tell me, what are you doing out of
bed?”

The little girl appeared to think about it. “I
get up sometimes when I'm asleep. My mommy made me go to sleep and I
saw her and grampa in my dream. Grampa was OK. I was OK. But then the
bad man came in and pushed me down. I had to go away. Why did he do
that? Where's my mommy now?”

The tone of her questions made her appear every
bit as scared and weak as she probably felt. Her sickness only added
to her misfortune. Marty couldn't make herself ask the child what
disease had made her sick. She didn't want to make her feel bad. She
figured they would both be disappointed when they got back to their
bodies after being in this place.

“Oh Al, why did you show me this poor girl?”

“Who are you talking to, lady? Can I talk to
them, too? Are you talking to Grampa Bart?”

She held her pose, expecting Al would make himself
known. When nothing happened she let out a soft sigh. “I
sometimes have a friend—”

“Grandpa Bart? Is your mom by chance named
Janey?”

“My mommy's name is...mommy. I think Grampa
calls her Janey. Do you know where to find my grampa? He said he was
going bye bye.”

She had her answer. It had to be the same
man. Marty last saw Bart laying on the floor in the back of the MRAP.
He'd been asking for his granddaughter Janey the whole miserable
trip. Now this little girl was looking for her too, as well as
Grandpa Bart. Liam told her about Bart's fate as they escaped the
camp, but she wasn't about to tell this sweet little girl her beloved
grandpa was gone forever. But she was troubled by the need to lie to
her.

“I'm not exactly sure where your grampa is
right now, my child. Do you know where your mommy is? Maybe she can
help you?”

“My mommy comes to my dreams too. And Grampa
Bart. We play together. Grampa is so silly. But where are they? I'm
scared.” She was talking quietly while using her right hand to
pull at her right ear. It was a nervous affectation.

“Come, my dear. Sit with me a while. We'll—”


As she stood there talking, her little friend
winked out of existence.

“—be just fine.”

Marty didn't wake with a scream. She simply opened
her eyes and was sitting on the ground against the tree. Most
uncomfortable. Liam was next to her, just as he'd been in her dream. 


Her mind was swirling with questions about what
she just witnessed. But there were no answers to be found in the dark
and buggy forest that night.
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They woke early on the morning of the eighth day
since the sirens. The late June air was already heavy in this wooded
area, and heating up. With nothing to eat or drink, they were
immediately prepared for the continuation of their journey.

“We need food and water.” Marty was
standing against the tree, looking marginally more stable than she
did last night.

“Can you walk if I hold you?”

“I guess we have to try. Don't want to die
in this forest.”

Ain't that the truth.

But where should they go? Liam knew this area to a
degree because of his time in Boy Scouts. Beaumont Scout Reservation
was over the hill and in the valley beyond. He'd been there many
times growing up, as his dad was a Boy Scout leader and had insisted
Liam participate. It gave him an opportunity to do things “in
the real world” as Dad would say. Tie knots. Fish. Camp.
Survive.

“If we can make it over this hill, I think I
know where we can find clean water. The Boy Scout camp has an
artesian well that should still be pumping out water. After that we
can work on finding some food.”

The only tools Liam had to work with were his
pistol and his pocketknife. He used the knife to fashion a crude
wooden cane for Grandma. He would hold her on one side, and she could
use the cane on the other. That way they might be able to minimize
the strain on her leg muscles while they went over the hill. He
briefly toyed with the idea of making a stretcher to pull her behind
him, but he knew it would take him a long time to fashion anything of
that scale. Better to get as far into the woods as possible while she
could still perambulate.

The woods were rough on Grandma. Many times Liam
asked her to sit down on a rock or log, and she never rejected him.
He knew he was pushing her hard going this way, but they had no
better options.

To keep her mind off her struggles, Liam tried to
keep her talking. He laughed at the irony after all the years of
avoiding speaking to her. She recalled many things Liam classified as
minutia from her life, but she also recounted her experience from the
previous night.

“I had a strange dream last night. A lot
like the ones with your grandpa, but he wasn't in this one.”
She described the little girl and everything they discussed.

“I don't know what to say, Grandma. Maybe
the sick girl means the world is sick? Or that you are sick?”
It almost made him choke up to say it. “I sure hope you
aren't...”

She laughed. “I may not be sick, but if you
keep pushing me like this I might die of exhaustion.”

They took another rest while they talked. “I've
been having a lot of these dreams lately. I never had anything like
them before the plague started. I have to believe the two are
related. Al—I mean your Grandpa—told me this has to do
with good and evil, though I can't quite fathom how.”

Alarms rang in his mind. He'd done too much
reading about how the world ends in zombie bloodshed. Maybe this was
more of a supernatural battle, played out with the spirits of the
undead walking the Earth? “You mean like God and the Devil
fight it out in the streets? Tribulation? That sort of Biblical
stuff?”

Marty was standing there, deep in thought.

“Grandma?”

“Oh, sorry. I really don't know. Everything
your grandpa has shown me has pointed to Biblical stuff as you call
it, but my heart isn't sure. Why did he pretend to be your grandpa?
Why not just approach me as an Angel? Why would God be concerned with
finding a cure for a plague? What does the little girl have to do
with anything?”

Her statement was left hanging in the woodland
breeze.

Liam made as if to start walking again, before
saying, “Well I don't know about you, but I'm ready for a cool
refreshing drink of spring water.”

“That would hit the spot!”

Grandma was being cheery, but was suffering
horribly. Her bottle of Ibuprofin was sitting in his backpack in his
parents' basement. He took comfort she had no medications she
absolutely required each day. When she broke her arms several years
ago, her doctors were amazed to learn she had never been on any
long-term medications throughout her entire life. No cholesterol
meds. No high blood pressure meds. No blood thinners. No nothing. She
did need the rare pain relief for her back, but that usually only
flared up when she overdid herself. Like walking-through-the-woods
level of overdoing it.

Liam and Marty walked out of the woods a couple
hours later looking much as they had when they collapsed the previous
night. Exhausted beyond words. The only difference; it was only 10
a.m.

They were standing at the edge of the woods,
overlooking a narrow and flat valley where the Boy Scouts conducted a
great deal of camping trips, hiking, horseback riding, and big
gatherings they called jamborees. The camping area was about a mile
long, two hundred yards across, and very flat the entire length. It
was hard to see from one end to the other because of small curves and
undulations in the landscape, but they could see a good portion.

“Grandma, we found the mother of all
jamborees.”

Below them, tents of all shapes, sizes, and colors
were packed into every possible space. Nearest the road were a large
number of pop-up campers, buses, and recreational vehicles. It was a
spectacle of mankind that caught Liam completely by surprise.

They'd been standing there gawking for a few
minutes when he noticed they weren't alone. From behind them and from
the sides several young boys with long spear-shaped poles made
themselves known. An extra boy, trailing the others, was carrying a
rifle.

Marty was quick in setting the tone for this
encounter. “We surrender!”

Liam added, “take us to your leader.”
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Fortunately, being a Boy Scout had its advantages.
Liam was able to remember the secret handshake and recite the Scout
Oath and Scout Promise. The others were impressed. They didn't say
what would have happened if he wasn't a Scout. The crew that
“captured” Liam and Marty elected to send one of the
younger boys as an escort so they wouldn't get lost. 


The encampment was loosely centered around the
administrative building in the midpoint of the length of the valley.
A small wooded creek ran through the campground, and the building was
set just to the west of the waterway. Even so, the large building was
hard to see among all the colors and variety of living quarters
erected around it. The first camper arrived, set up shop next to the
main building, and everyone else spread out from there.

Contrary to expectations, they did not bring them
in to see “the leader.” The place was packed, as you
might expect when thousands of your closest friends are camping in
confined quarters, with hostiles on the perimeter, and food a scarce
resource. The only thing they had in spades was water. Boys of all
ages could be seen carrying water from the creek to fires on both
banks—likely purifying it. 


A young Scout about Liam's age was walking by and
saw Liam trying to help Grandma along the pathway near the creek. He
immediately jumped in to help. The young boy leading them appeared
distraught, as if he should have volunteered to help first. He kept
walking.

“Hello. I'm Drew. How old are you ma'am?”

“I'm 104! Can you believe it?”

“Wow!”

“And how old are you, Scout?”

“I'm almost 15, ma'am.”

“And what brings you here?”

“We just got here yesterday. We were trying
to hide in our house, but Mom and Dad said it would be safer for us
here. We didn't know so many other Scout families had the same idea.”
He laughed a bit, but it sounded forced.

They crossed a small bridge over the creek and the
young guide told them to wait by a pirate ship. Liam thought he
misheard him, but sure enough they rounded a bend and saw a
fifty-foot wooden pirate ship. It was made out of lumber and was
intended as a place for young Scouts to play. The mock pirate ship
appeared to have run aground next to the water, and it actually made
Liam laugh out loud. It wasn't here when he frequented this place.
The Scouts probably built the ship as part of one of their many
service projects.

Their young guide asked Drew if he could leave
them with him, and he gave the boy a thumbs up sign. He then hauled
butt out of there, presumably to return to the woods to find his
mates.

“They organize new people at this boat. I
started out here, too. I guess it gives a well-known landmark for
orientation and other meetings.”

There were dozens of people sitting at various
places on the structure. Most were families with young boys, but
there were older people and young girls scattered around as well. 


The Boy Scouts were nothing, if not organized. As
they approached the meeting area, two Scouts ran up with cups of
water, each trying to be as courteous and kind as they possibly
could. Marty gingerly downed what she could while Liam drank his in a
few rude gulps, followed by a gratuitous belch.

“That was the best drink of my life!”

Grandma didn't chide him. After what they'd been
through she might even have laughed. Sadly, they had no food to
offer, and they retreated back to their drink preparation station a
bit sheepishly. It must be a common question.

There were no chairs or benches on or near the
boat, so Grandma took a seat on the steps leading from the main deck
up to the poop deck. A large wooden wheel for steering the fake ship
was up there. Several young kids were already spinning it, their
spirits undaunted even in such a bleak world.

She seemed to relax amongst the youngsters.

Liam took a moment to pull Drew aside. “What
can you tell me about this place? Is it safe? Do you have zombies
here?”

“Ooooh, you call them zombies? We've been
calling them plaguers, but zombies sounds better even though they
aren't true zombies that come out of graves and stuff. I haven't seen
any of them since I got here. Plenty on the way, though.”

He visibly shuddered.

“Once I got here and set up my tent, they
told us everyone was responsible for security. They send us out in
small groups, so we can help each other if there are plaug—zombies.
That little guy who brought you here was carrying what most of us
are—basically a sharp stick. But we have an infinite supply of
them around here. Anyway, to answer your question, we haven't had any
zombies in camp, but from time to time you will hear some shooting or
young boys coming out of the woods crying after their team had to put
one down.”

Liam was reminded that he wasn't so far removed
from these boys. If things had been a little different, perhaps he
would be here at a campsite with Mom and Dad. But would that mean
Grandma would be dead in her house right now? Would Victoria still be
alive if she hadn't met him?

Ugg.

Using that expression, even inside his own head,
reminded him of Victoria's absence. A dark cloud passed over his
heart, putting a damper on his otherwise pleasant demeanor in front
of Drew. The other boy took this as an invitation to continue
talking.

“Yeah, I know how you feel. We all have that
look in our eyes. Like we're lost. I know I did for all those days
sitting inside our house waiting for things to improve. Of course
they only got worse. Some of our neighbors left early in the plague,
but most stuck it out until the end. We fought off looters, zombies,
and even a huge pack of wild dogs. But in the end, it was the stench
that drove us to abandon our house. Do you know what dead bodies
smell like? Our street was covered with them. The smell sticks to
you. Reminds you constantly not to forget it. Nothing would block it
either. My mom tried everything. We packed up what we could and drove
our car as far as we were able. That turned out to be about 100
yards. Once we got out of our neighborhood we realized this was far
bigger and worse than we imagined sitting inside the safety of our
home. We almost turned around, but the smell was with us even then.
So we got out and walked, trying to get to this place.”

“How did you do it? What route did you take?
I need to get Grandma to our house after we leave here.”

“Ahh, that's the thing. It was mostly at
night. Mom and Dad both had guns. Several times we stumbled on
zombies doing their thing...shot them of course. It took us a whole
night to get here. We don't live far. I guess we just got lucky.”

“Sounds like your dad knew what he was
doing.

“If you say so. You can ask him why Grandma
and Grandpa couldn't come with us.”

Liam was afraid to ask, as he had just left a
group of grandmas and grandpas...

“You mean he wouldn't let them come?”

“They said it was their decision, but I know
he talked to them. He never liked them.”

Liam had sympathy. There were plenty of people he
would like to leave behind if he ever got the chance. His algebra
teacher. That asshat Jeff Tuttle who gave him grief in study hall. He
had a list from his various track teams too. But when the carnage was
absolute and unforgiving, Liam didn't think he had it in him to turn
anyone away to their deaths. He just didn't think he would be able to
make that call.

What if it would save someone I loved?

He resolved to try to be strong if that situation
ever came up. So far he'd avoided any complicated life-or-death
choices. For a moment he had forgotten many of the choices he'd made
since leaving Grandma's house nearly a week ago. So many of those
choices were probably life or death, though they may not have seemed
like it at the time. Certainly Victoria was dead because of decisions
he'd made.

Neither of the boys was particularly happy, but
Drew seemed to be a glass-half-full sort of kid. He raised both their
spirits by admitting, “With Grandma and Grandpa on their own, I
figured it would only be right to help you with your grandma. At
least someone of their generation made it here to safety.”

Safety.

Liam didn't think that word meant what it used to.
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Liam and Drew were chatting happily within
eyesight of Marty. They realized they both played the same video
game, so they had a lot of things to discuss about the adventures
they shared from inside that fictional universe. It helped distract
them from their own seemingly fictional woes.

They didn't notice a leader walk up to the boat
and extend two fingers, which is a Scout sign to “shut the hell
up.” The two boys failed to notice everyone else had dropped to
silence while they continued talk and laugh. Someone tapped them on
the shoulder and pointed to the leader glaring at them with his arm
over his head.

Red-faced, they turned to give their full
attention.

“Hello, ladies and gents. Welcome to Camp
Hope. Yes, we've renamed this place for the duration of this event. I
hope you'll find it appropriate for what we've got going on here. Oh
yeah, my name is Troop Leader Lee. Like the general.”

A few snickers.

“You can call me Mr. Lee. My role is to
introduce you to this place and help you find a place to stay. I'll
assume many of you have camping equipment and supplies. Raise your
hands if you don't have a tent or any supplies.”

Several hands went up, maybe a third of the group,
including Liam's.

“We've noticed fewer and fewer people are
making it here with supplies. Don't worry. We know things are rough
on the outside, so just be thankful you made it here in one piece.”
Lee went through some checklists relating to the area, much of which
was important to Boy Scouts in general—preparedness,
sanitation, security, hygiene, hydration, and calorie counts. Liam
was interested in all of them, but the last was foremost on his mind.
He raised his hand.

He was soon called on by Lee. “Hello. I'm
Liam. Sorry about earlier. My grandma is over there, and she's 104
and could use a bite to eat. We've been in the woods all night.”

“That's a tough one, my friend.” He
looked at Marty as he spoke. “Ma'am, I'm sorry to say we don't
have much food here. Only what was brought by folks such as
yourselves. We're trying to organize some raiding parties to go out
and look for food and supplies, but it's been so dangerous none of
the leaders have been willing to let any of the kids go back out of
the valley.”

Marty merely nodded.

“For the rest of you, please assemble over
on the path there. I'll be with you once you're all together.”

Liam and Drew both got up to help Grandma again.
“Thanks, Drew. I can get her if you have places to be?”

“No sweat. I'm not doing anything important
right now. I want to see where they stick you. Otherwise I'll never
find you in this crowd.”

Liam was pleased to have a friend here.

He noticed Mr. Lee was stopping to talk to
stragglers while they were lifting Grandma. A couple with a small
baby. Another elderly woman. And then he arrived just as they were
moving Grandma off the boat. He was purposefully facing away from the
larger group.

“Hi, guys. Look, I couldn't give this out in
front of all those people, but I have a grain bar for your grandma.”

Marty tried to demur, but Liam accepted it for her
and promised she would get it.

“Scout's honor.”

“Good enough for me.”

Mr. Lee walked away, toward the group of new
recruits.

They didn't have to travel far.

“Y'all are the first group to get spots
inside the woods. We've run out of space on the flat, grassy part of
the valley, so we had some of the boys clear this flattish section of
woods so people could use it. We'll be placing new people in similar
redoubts around the outside of the whole camp. I guess we'll just
keep on spreading until we have a city again.” He laughed at
the joke, though no one appeared in the mood to laugh with him.

After spending the rest of the afternoon with Mr.
Lee and several of his assistants, the group was settled into a small
enclave of clear space among the large trees. They were joined on one
side with the main encampment—in fact they could still see the
central administration building. The other three sides were empty
woodlands as far as they could see in the hilly terrain. By pooling
resources, and shoving too many people into too few tents, they were
able to get everyone in the group into a tent they could call home.
Someone even volunteered a sleeping bag for Grandma, which prompted
her to immediately plop down in a small tent to rest.

“Don't leave without me,” she joked as
Liam zipped her tent flap to keep the bugs out.

Liam was standing right next to the tent,
marveling at their luck at having such a fine place to stay, at least
until they sorted how they were going to get home—when he heard
a familiar and terrifying sound far in the distance.

Buzz. Buzzzzz. Buzz.

Mr. Lee was banging in a tent stake for a nearby
tent when he stopped to listen. Soon everyone was stopped, cocking
their heads like a herd of nervous deer.

Buzzzzzzzz.

“It sounds kind of like a chainsaw.”

“No, it sounds like a bunch of hammers
hitting over and over.”

Liam could only admire the Scouts for being
problem solvers. One part of him felt he shouldn't make it known he
knew what the sound was, but another part was anxious to earn the
respect and trust of Mr. Lee. Deep down he also wanted to impress the
younger kids within earshot. So he spoke up.

“No, my friends. You're all wrong. It's a
gun. A lot like a fire-breathing dragon.”

Everyone was laughing except Liam.

Almost everyone.

Mr. Lee wasn't laughing, either.




Chapter
12: Along The Watchtower

“Liam, can I talk to you for a minute?
Alone?”

The buzzing of the Gatling gun had been going on
and off for the past couple minutes. It was still far away, but
definitely getting closer. The road from the highway to this camp lay
on the other side of the hill where Liam had come from, and it
intersected the beginning of this small valley system. The gun would
be heard while the MRAP was driving on that entrance road.

When the two were away from everyone else, Mr. Lee
spoke first. “I did some time in the military—sandbox
stuff—so I know the sound of guns like that. I just didn't
place it because it sounded so unusual stateside. Never thought I'd
live to see the day military rigs are here shooting stuff up.”

“Well, they're probably shooting zombies,
but I can't say for sure. I rode in one of those things yesterday and
they were shooting tons as we drove, and unless they were just
killing men and women at random, I'd say they were shooting zombies.
But from time to time we could hear gunshots pinging off the
exterior. So someone was shooting us, though I can't think of any
reason why. We eventually got trapped at a roadblock and we had to
get out while under fire—”

Liam felt himself tense up at the thought of all
the chaos and bullets flying by.

“—I managed to help Grandma out of the
MRAP and into a Humvee so we could escape but I'll admit I've never
been as scared in my whole life. That includes riding a train in the
dark with zombies lurking all around us.”

“Hmm. Sounds really dangerous for us if that
thing decides to come up this way. You were inside it you say? How'd
you manage that?”

“The people in that convoy might be CDC, or
they might be Homeland Security. They also might be some kind of
military unit. They captured my grandma—they brought me along
so I could support her. They took us to a medical camp over in Lone
Elk Park across the highway. They were running weird experiments, and
told me the camp was set up to help find a cure to the zombie
plague.”

“And you believed them?”

“No, sir. I didn't believe a word... Well,
there was one man, a colonel, who seemed to tell me the truth. Oh
yeah, back up, I almost forgot the most important part. They killed
my girlfriend in cold blood to convince us to go with them in the
first place.”

That thought forced his shoulders to slump
noticeably.

In return, Mr. Lee briefly put his hand on Liam's
shoulder. “OK, so they are super dangerous. Sounds like you did
everything you could to keep your grandma alive. Don't beat yourself
up.”

“Thanks, but there's something else.”

It made Liam feel marginally better to share his
story with the Scout leader, but he turned inward while considering
his next statement. Was Hayes looking specifically for his
grandma? Hayes and his buddies hightailed it out of there the second
the warning sirens went off. But where did they go? Another camp?
Back to some central base? Did they go somewhere nearby and watch all
the old people walk right out the front gate? Would they know he and
Grandma survived at all? 


Maybe the old folks told them.

It wasn't something he wanted to admit, but the
escapees weren't exactly friendly, in the end. They had volunteered
to be there—maybe they resented a young boy coming along and
tipping the apple cart? It was plausible Hayes caught up with them,
and maybe gave them all a cold beverage while he interrogated them to
learn where he and Grandma had gone. They could at least confirm
Grandma was alive. That part rang true.

“Mr. Lee, I would feel bad if something
happened and you didn't know this. They might be coming for my
grandma and me. If they thought we were still alive it's possible
they're once again trying to track us down. I honestly don't know why
we're so important to them. We've been tangling with Hayes almost
back to when the sirens went off. Unfortunately, some of our fellow
escapees know we crossed the highway in this direction. It's only
natural we would end up here. We should leave.”

“I appreciate the offer. I really do. You
show a lot of bravery in saying that, and I'm honored to meet someone
who would go to such lengths to take care of his family. You're
exactly the kind of young man we need here. You've done the Boy
Scouts proud. Now, I hope you have comfortable shoes. We have to do
some running.”

Liam was wearing his old running shoes—he
saved his better pairs for track meets and long runs—but they
were still serviceable. Of course they were covered with dried blood
and their original color was hidden underneath the road grime of the
last week.

“Where are we going? How will we move
Grandma?”

“Just you and I. We'll leave her here for
now, but I promise we'll be back in time to take care of her. Right
now I want to take you to the camp leaders so you can share your
story with them, and they can make the decision on what to do next.
Since these people present a threat to us all, we have to make sure
the leaders are involved.”

“What do you think should happen?”

“We should hide you guys, of course. We
aren't just going to hand you over.”

He seemed to dwell on that for a moment.

“I have to inform the leaders. But if for
some reason they decide to do something silly—like turn you
guys in—I promise I will personally help get you guys out of
camp before that happens.”

“Are you saying you don't trust the
leaders?”

“I trust them. But they're a team of
civilian leaders working under extreme conditions. Not all of them
are cut out for the tough decisions necessary to run a camp of this
size, with these plaguers lurking all around us. Some of them might
see the arrival of military units as a return of authority. Look, I'm
not trying to scare you. I want you to have the lay of the land. I'm
in this to help you.” Mr. Lee turned around and started
jogging, giving a wave for Liam to follow.

He didn't know what to say. So he started after
him. They ran back through their new little cluster of tents,
informed Drew and the others where they were going and that they'd be
right back, and then began a fast jog over to the administration
building.
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The camp headquarters was bustling with activity.
People were running in and out in droves, presumably to get advice
and instructions from the camp leaders. Mr. Lee explained the Scouts
had divided up several tasks to different committees, and each
committee was located in this central building. It made it easy to
find answers, and it kept a lot of runners busy zipping all over the
camp, but it seemed to work efficiently.

They walked in on the ground floor and Liam was
disappointed to see how many people were inside.

“The leaders are against the far wall.
Follow me.” Mr. Lee snaked through the crowd, unconcerned about
queue protocols. Even though there were dozens of people lined up in
front of the table where the leaders positioned themselves, he walked
Liam right up to it. He got the attention of one of the leaders—an
older gray-haired man with a Boy Scout hat but no other uniform
accoutrement—and motioned for him to lean over the table. He
whispered something, and the man then went to each of the others on
the committee with a quiet message. They all left the table to go up
some steps to the second level of the small building.

The last leader to leave spoke up. “Sorry,
folks. We had something come up and need to put our heads together.
We'll be back as soon as we can.” He then pointed to Mr. Lee
and Liam. “You two please come upstairs.”

Everyone in line seemed disappointed at the delay,
but no one made any snide comments at this turn of events.

The upstairs was the complete opposite of the
lower level. Peaceful. Calm. Unoccupied.

There were four men and two women on the
leadership team. Most were retirement age, and appeared healthy and
active. One man appeared to be old enough to have been an escapee
from Elk Meadow, but he still looked fit. A couple had full uniforms.
Most had pieces of their uniforms, as if they arrived here and had to
borrow them. 


“Lee, what's happening out there?” It
was one of the women, though it was unclear if anyone outranked the
others.

“Everyone, meet Liam. He's a Boy Scout who
found his way here with his 104-year-old grandma this morning. They
came across the north hill...”

He took five minutes to explain everything he knew
about Liam's journey, the reason he was in the government camp, and
why Hayes and his team might be looking for them. Liam filled in any
gaps, and answered whatever questions he could.

Just as Mr. Lee predicted, their first reaction
was of hope. They thought the government was coming to restore order.
A younger leader joined explained. “I appreciate your
situation, Liam, but I have a hard time believing these government
people would hurt any of us. Maybe we could get them to provide some
food and water once they know we're here. Surely there can't be
bigger groups of survivors in the area. They have to help us, right?”

The oldest man seemed to support his reasoning.
“Back when I lived in California we'd get those earthquakes and
it would tear things up something awful. Lots of people were turned
out of their homes, and we'd all go to shelters and get our three
squares a day until our neighborhoods were re-opened. They did that
after Hurricane Katrina too. Wind and water knocks everything down.
Government picks it all back up. The scale of this is bigger, but
they'll be along to help us. They always come through in the end.”

This wasn't going the way Liam had hoped. He had
made it clear the government had killed his girlfriend, kidnapped his
grandma, and forced him into a glorified prison camp. 


Another of the male leaders seemed to hedge. “I'm
willing to believe you Liam. No one would make up a story like that.
But I just can't believe the entire government is in on it. Maybe the
trucks heading our way are a different group—the good guys—come
here to help?”

Liam was exasperated, and wanted to snap back, but
held his tongue. His whole life was based on the reinforcement of the
idea the government could always be counted on to make things worse.
They always brought problems, and never solutions. His dad even had a
plaque to commemorate government incompetence! Why were these people
not seeing it? Even the plague itself was testament to the inability
of those in charge to protect its citizens. That right there should
be proof enough.

“We'll have to talk it over, but my
recommendation would be to wait and see what they want and then
reconvene once we have more information.” That was from the guy
with only his Scout hat as his uniform.

Liam took it as his cue. “Look. You guys
have no reason to believe me, but everything I've seen over the past
week suggests the government as we knew it is gone. Down at the Arch
I saw pretty much the entire St. Louis PD destroyed. On our way south
we witnessed the destruction of the Arnold Police Department, along
with the pillaging of the whole town of Arnold. If the police from
those two jurisdictions are gone forever, how many other police units
have suffered similar fates? Every book I've ever read about the
Zombie Apocalypse says law and order will never come back after
something this big.”

He'd said the wrong thing. He knew it the moment
it left his tongue.

The chuckles spelled it out for him, but hat-guy
put the exclamation on it.

“Kid, this isn't one of your stories. This
isn't the Apocalypse, zombie or otherwise. There are just a
lot of sick people out there and it has overwhelmed social services.
Everything will come back, just give it time. All we have to do is
sit tight and hope the plague doesn't overrun this camp, too.”

Liam felt his hackles rising.

“Do you even know what a zombie looks like?
'Cause I've been hip deep in their ranks. I've seen them up close and
I've killed scores of them.” Maybe a slight exaggeration. “They
aren't people with a cold. They aren't people with Ebola, Extra
Ebola, or whatever. They're people who have died and gotten back up.
Call them plaguers, zombies, sickos—it doesn't matter. Things
are much more serious than you seem to understand.”

Mr. Lee put his hand on his shoulder, signifying
he'd said enough. “Thank you, Liam.” Then, to the others
he said, “I move we help Liam and his grandma hide in the woods
while these strangers are at our front gate. If they want to search
the place, let them. This will protect the camp from being accused of
harboring anyone, and it will help a boy and his grandmother from
being taken again as captives. I think we all win.”

The others considered the motion; the old-timer
brought it to a vote.

“Everyone who wishes to protect these folks
by helping them hide, raise your hands.”

It was unanimous. Even Mr. Lee had his hand up.

Liam was surprised to see he'd been talking to a
member of the council the whole time.
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“I'm sorry I didn't tell you I was on the
council before we went in there. I felt it had to appear authentic
and I didn't want you to think it was a slam dunk. They needed to
hear from you instead of just from me.”

“No problem. I'm glad they're helping, but I
really do think they have some wrong impressions about what's going
on in the wider world. Your valley here is a nice place, but if they
don't prepare for the worst it's going to come in and bite them hard.
All books aside, it's a lesson I've learned myself walking from the
city out to the suburbs.”

“You might be surprised if I told you what
my role is here in the camp. Security. I've walked the perimeter with
my patrols. I've seen plaguers and zombies. I know what you say is
true.”

“Then why didn't you tell them?”

“I've been telling them for days. But you
saw them. Old. Soft. Civilians. They're good Scout leaders, but they
aren't good Scouts, if that makes any sense? They arrived here at the
beginning, before it got really bad. I won't say they've been hiding,
but none of them have been out in the woods to see what's been going
on. They look out their windows and see us all cooperating, singing
songs, and figure we've done just fine for ourselves in holding
things together. They're waiting for the outside to return to
normal.”

“So, they have their heads in the sand?”

Mr. Lee only smiled.

They stopped in one of the rooms which contained
medical supplies. Stacked against one wall were a few dozen poles
with canvas wrapped around them. Liam had no idea what they were
until Mr. Lee pulled one out and opened it. “We'll use this
stretcher to get your grandma out into the woods. You remember the
tower from your time here? That will be the perfect place to wait
this out.”

Liam was surprised by his statement.

“You're going with us?”

“Me and several of my friends. We Scouts
have to stick together. Plus, it will be a good training exercise for
one of the perimeter teams I'm building. Unlike council, I'm
preparing for the worst.”

“Zombies?”

“They're bad, no doubt about it, but they're
far from the worst. Unless they start running, they're easy to catch
and kill with the right tools and with the right people defending us.
No, my fears are the thieves, murderers, looters, and other humans up
to no good.”

“You aren't going to stop them with pointy
sticks.”

“No. I'd love to get some more guns, but
until then we do what we can.”

They started jogging back to the camp. Mr. Lee was
big enough to carry the stretcher over one shoulder.

As they ran Liam realized the Gatling had gone
silent. Had they run out of ammo? Were they even now at the front
gate? He knew it wasn't logical, but he was worried Hayes was already
taking Grandma from her tent.

When they arrived, Grandma was safely where he'd
left her. “Grandma, wake up!”

It took a few minutes to rouse her and get her
ready for their walk. Mr. Lee went back out to gather his team. He
also sent runners to find people and items he needed. They were going
to meet at Liam's tent as fast as they could organize. The efficiency
impressed Liam greatly.

If the whole world was made of Boy Scouts,
would we be in this mess at all?

He wanted to give the boys their due, but he
remembered the leaders were less than he'd hoped. Maybe leaders were
just normal people, doing average work. A select few rose to any
challenge, making them shine, like Mr. Lee. If Liam had run into any
of the other six on the committee when they'd first arrived, he
thought—perhaps a bit unfairly—he and Grandma would
already be moving on to somewhere new. Once again luck was his
friend.

They were standing around with Drew and a few
younger boys, explaining what it was they were about to do.

“Can I come with you, Liam?” Drew was
one Scout Liam would be happy to have along. Liam wondered what he
was like in a fight. That was quickly becoming the gold standard for
making friends in the world of zombies. Can this person help me
survive or will he or she get me killed? Every book on zombies—movies
too—showed how the wrong mix of people would be the death of
any group. Liam called the phenomenon “Being THAT guy.”
The guy that falls asleep while on watch. The girl that refuses to
believe her boyfriend has really changed. The man who loses his mind
and shoots people instead of zombies. “THAT guy” was
always the first chink in the armor leading to the downfall of any
group of survivors.

His science teacher would call that a conundrum.
Humanity needs groups of survivors of a sufficient size to hold off
the zombies and work together to rebuild. But if the group gets too
large, the capacity for “THAT guy” to manifest himself
and ruin the whole thing grows, too.

Drew didn't seem like the weak link. “It's
fine with me, but we should see what Mr. Lee says. He's building a
specific group for this adventure.”

That seemed to mollify him, but events were moving
fast. From his vantage point on the wooded hillside, Liam could see
the trucks moving along the valley road. One MRAP and two Humvees.
“Drew, will you help me with this stretcher? We have to move
now. Those trucks are nearly here. They might spot us.”

Unless they were very lucky, the odds of being
spotted with so many other campers around seemed pretty low. They
also had some additional cover from the trees. Still, Liam felt
moving out was better than waiting around to see if Hayes got out and
walked right to them by random chance.

Leave nothing to chance. Thanks for drilling
that into me, Dad.

“Grandma, I need you to lay down on this
stretcher. Drew and I are going to carry you into the woods to hide.
Mr. Lee should be back soon and he'll join us.”

Marty had done enough things the past week well
out of her routine; she was able to roll with anything it seemed. In
just a couple of minutes they were moving into the woods out of the
camp.

A very young Scout was selected to tell Mr. Lee
they'd started up the trail.

They were joined by four pre-teen boys who
insisted on coming along as security. Their sharp sticks seemed
menacing enough, though Liam had serious reservations they would be
able to hold off a significant number of zombies. Or a single bad guy
with a gun.

Still, you go with the army you have. Not the one
you wish you had.

That sounds like a dad quote too.

He began walking up the trail with his mates, the
fate of his parents foremost in his mind.
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The Boy Scout reservation is an island of
undisturbed forest nestled in the suburbs of St. Louis. It is bounded
on the north by the interstate Liam and Grandma had crossed. In the
west it was bounded by a small blacktop road. On the east and south
sides, it was bounded by suburban homes. Because it was ringed by
fairly sizable hills, the valley was shielded against easy access by
the zombie waves coming out of the city. They stuck to the highways
and main roads, where prey was more accessible. Still, the miles of
forest on the reservation was an excellent place to get lost—or
hide.

On a nearby tree-covered hilltop the Scouts had
constructed a three-story wooden watchtower with stairs leading from
one level to the next. Each twelve-foot by twelve-foot level was
empty but bounded by a slatted railing, like you'd find on a backyard
deck. It provided a convenient destination as it was essentially the
only structure built outside the main valley. But it was a bit of a
joke as a watchtower because it was built inside the canopy of trees,
making it useless for any function but walking up and down stairs for
exercise. Nothing beyond the hilltop itself could be seen through the
full foliage of the trees.

The path leading up to the summit was steep but
well-traveled, making it easy to keep a steady pace the whole way for
the boys. They only needed to set Marty down a few times on the
mile-long ascent. When they reached the tower, they helped her walk
up the three steps to the first level and then sat her down on the
top step.

“How are you, Grandma? How do you feel?”

“Oh I'm fine, Liam. Our walk over the hills
earlier today took a lot out of me, but I'm doing OK. This time going
up the hill was much easier thanks you strong young men.”

The younger boys immediately went to the top level
of the tower, as every Scout before them had done—laughing and
hollering the whole way up. It wasn't long before they came back
down, in complete silence. “There are plaguers over the hill!”
They were quiet, but forceful in the statement.

Liam and Drew went to the top level to confirm the
report. Indeed there was another wooded valley on the far side of the
hill, narrower but otherwise similar to the one they'd just escaped.
Zombies had found their way into the woods and were meandering around
the open spaces down the hill.

“Yep, zombies are here.”

Most of them were in the valley. But some were
moving up the hill, directly toward them. Did they see the kids
running and laughing as they went up the tower?

Why can't I just have a nice relaxing
afternoon?

He and Drew moved back down to the bottom level.
For now the zombies were out of sight.

“Grandma, we might have some company.”

“Oh dear.”

Drew and Liam hashed through their options. They
could continue to carry Grandma around the woods, hoping to elude the
zombies, but other than the trail back down the hill toward Hayes,
there were no others. If they went off the trail, it would make
carrying her difficult in the sloping terrain and dense underbrush.

“We could go back down to camp and try
hiding.” Drew presented this as question.

The only other option was to stick it out at the
tower, hoping if any zombies made it up the hill, it wouldn't take
much to put them down. His concern was for the safety of the boys
he'd brought along. If the zombies trapped them on the tower, or if
there were more zombies in the woods than they could immediately see,
it could be the end of them all. Liam didn't want that
responsibility.

One of the boys tapped Liam on the shoulder.
“Liam, look over there. A plague—I mean a zombie!”

The creature was walking along the path they'd
just come up, cutting them off from the relative safety of the tent
city. It was just one, but there could be more. Almost certainly
were.

“OK, we'll stay put. If we're quiet they may
leave us alone. That will give Mr. Lee time to get here and then
we'll see whether we need to fight or not.”

Ten minutes later he knew things were not going to
be peaceful and quiet. Several zombies came up the hill, almost
invisible in the underbrush until they were a stone's throw away.
They made for the group sitting on the first level of the tower. He
watched as the first wave of them made enough noise to pull in those
behind them.

Liam had his little hand gun, with a few rounds in
the magazine, but he knew it was only useful as a last resort. It
wasn't a loud gun by any definition, but it did make a distinctive
crack that would be unmistakable if anyone within earshot was
listening for it. If they were going to do this, he didn't want to
survive only to see Hayes coming up the other side of the hill.

“OK, Drew and I will be the first line of
defense. We'll stand here at the top of these steps and use our
sticks to...impale...any zombies that come up to us.” He
blanched at the thought of all the blood it would create. He knew it
had to be done. “Can two of you guys give us your sticks?”

After taking the sticks of the two volunteers, he
asked them to pull the two wooden poles out of the stretcher canvas
and sharpen one end of each. They would make perfect spears. Each boy
whipped out a pocket knife and set upon the stretcher as if their
lives depended on it. The remaining two boys with their sharp sticks
were to patrol the first floor behind Liam and Drew, ensuring none
got over the railing around the platform. Marty was moved to the
second level. Liam didn't think they would create a stack of dead
zombies on this hilltop, but he knew better than to assume.

As he watched the handful of zombies appear out of
the brush, he thought back to the experiment he'd seen with the
zombies from Chicago. Those could climb. What kind of trouble would
they be in here if these zombies happened to have come from a bus
full of Chicago natives? He gripped his small spear a little tighter.

“Hey guys, if you see anything unusual, like
they start climbing over the railing, let us know. Expect the
unexpected!” There were five visible zombies now, all within
about twenty yards of the tower.

What am I forgetting?

Drew drew first blood.

He was closest to the lead zombie. He braced
himself, watched the pacing of the plain-dressed man, and plunged his
light spear directly into its eye. He almost fell forward as the
zombie tumbled backward. His stick was stuck inside the brain pan.
Liam had to turn sideways to hold Drew, and Drew held tight to his
weapon as it slid out with a wet slurping sound. He fell backward and
pulled himself up the steps on his backside.

Liam couldn't help himself. His stomach was empty,
but he threw up anyway.

The next zombie pulled up as his mate thudded to
the ground.

Since Liam was the most prepared, he called out he
would take it. He too braced his feet and readied himself for the
impact, but when the zombie arrived his head moved higher than Liam
anticipated, and the point of his stick went through the left side of
his throat and neck. The profuse bloodletting caused him to throw up
again, even as he wrestled with the stick to pull it out for another
thrust. The zombie was not cooperating.

He's going to pull me.

Liam was about to release his stick and let the
zombie take it when Drew launched his own spear for his second kill.
His aim was true, and another eye puncture ended the conflict
abruptly. Together they were able to pull their weapons out and
return to the top of the three-step flight.

Looking at what they'd just done with the spears,
he imagined them as stakes, and the zombies as vampires—he'd
just put a stake through the proverbial heart of these creatures. He
and Victoria had wondered whether it was more appropriate to call
these things vampires. They consumed blood like a vamp, and they
could be killed with one swift blow to the head with a stake. The
only difference he could see was that he didn't have to aim for its
heart. Of course he'd never had the time to experiment with where
else a stake might kill a zombie—he'd just assumed, based on
the literature, to aim for the head. Perhaps it was all academic
anyway. As far as he knew he was pretty much the only person who
cared what the things were called. Most people simply called them
infected or sick or plaguers.

He was desperately tired after his first
encounter. The adrenaline was pumping hard, but his exertion at
holding the spear while the zombie thrashed left him exhausted. He
wasn't going to complain. Three other zombies were making their
plays, and as one of the older boys he had to do his duty.

The most distant zombie appeared to be going for
the far side of the tower, where one of the younger boys would have
to deal with it from behind the relative safety of the railing. The
other two were closer, and heading for the same opening as the pair
before.

The two dead zombies were sprawled on the ground
just below the steps, the beginnings of the inevitable pile.
Currently they served as tripwires for the walking horrors now
approaching. Rather than step around the bodies, the zombies tried to
step on them. It was as if they couldn't be bothered to take a
slightly longer route to the humans directly in front of them. It was
their literal and figurative downfall.

As the first zombie fell over its friend, it
landed clumsily on the first step. It then tried to claw its way up
the steps, again as if standing would add too much time. This allowed
Drew to push in his stick once again, just as the pining creature
looked up at him.

Liam did nearly the same thing when the other
zombie was on the step looking up. Liam's stick got stuck in the
zombie, and broke.

Liam was embarrassed to be the one with a broken
spear, but the feeling only lasted a second. He turned around in time
to see one of the young boys lunge with his own little spear, but he
missed the head of zombie poking over the side rail. Instead, he sunk
it a little way into its shoulder. As his arms were extended, the
zombie grabbed him and pulled him whole hog over the railing.

Liam looked up, trees all around were rustling
with new arrivals.

That guy.

Liam threw down his useless stick and jumped down
the small flight of steps to solid ground. He was on the run while
pulling the gun out of his waistband. He only had his original nine
rounds.

Five seconds and he was running full speed.

Seven seconds and he was around the corner.

Eight seconds and he was decelerating to a stop,
thumbing the safety.

Ten seconds he was taking aim at the zombie now
wrestling the Scout.

Eleven seconds and he pulled the trigger.

Twelve and thirteen, he pulled two more times. At
least one of those went through the zombie's head.

It tumbled over.

Next to him, the boy was still holding firm to his
unbroken spear.

Liam grabbed him, pulled out the spear, and they
both climbed over the railing closest to them—putting
themselves into the safety of the little wooden platform once again.
There was no time for celebrating. Drew was screaming for Liam to get
back to the steps.

The forest was alive with the sound of rustling
leaves.
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As Liam ran back next to Drew, he recognized he
had just saved the life of his young companion. Even if Hayes somehow
heard the shots and knew where to look, it was worth it to save a
life. It felt pretty good.

He was still carrying the spear he pulled from the
zombie he'd shot, and he decided he would stick with it unless it
broke again. He needed it more than the young boy, for now. Using the
gun would be easier, but the sound and lack of ammo made it a tool of
very last resort.

The two kids working the stretcher poles were
still at it. The ends of their poles were just starting to get
rounded with the blades of their knives. They were still out of the
game, and the group was already a spear short.

Still no sign of Mr. Lee.

As he resumed his position next to Drew on the
steps, Drew gave him a chuck on the shoulder. “Nice work, man.
That was some fast thinking!”

“Thanks.” It was all he could muster
amidst the rising and falling adrenaline bursts.

More zombies were coming into view. Several were
indeed coming up from the open valley below them, but more were
coming along the ridgeline.

“It's like they've been waiting out here for
something to do.”

Liam couldn't disagree. Could they have all been
alerted by the sounds they'd made earlier on the tower? Did they all
get lost in the woods, only to awaken at the sounds of the small
battle? None of it made any sense.

As the forest continued to spit out the dead, Liam
took stock of their situation. The six of them could easily run down
the mountain and be safe within a few minutes. But Grandma was on the
second floor. He wasn't going to leave her. “Guys, things don't
look too good here. If any of you want to escape down the hill I
wouldn't blame you. This may be your last chance.”

The two kids working on spears never looked up.
They reaffirmed they were staying. Liam wondered if they just wanted
to try out their new weapons.

Kids!

The young boy who was pulled over the railing
looked much more hesitant, but he also said he'd stay and fight with
everyone else. The last boy, still with his spear in hand, said he
would fight until the zombies got him.

He decided to give the frightened boy something to
do. “You—what's your name?”

“Bobby.”

“OK Bobby, I want you to sneak up to the
third level and tell me what you see. Look down into the valley on
this side. Also, if you see Mr. Lee, yell like your life depends on
it. Sound like a plan?”

He nodded and started up the steps.

Preston was the other boy with a small spear. Liam
told him he was responsible for the three other sides while he and
Drew took care of the side with the steps. He also advised him to
allow the zombies to come up to the railing and stand there, rather
than kill them. When the boys were done with the long spears, they
could use those to dispatch any that remained.

He didn't want to risk another boy getting pulled
over the sides.

The first of the second wave of zombies was now up
to the steps. The time for running had passed.

Drew and Liam became adept at slaying the zombies
at the stairway. Since they had to crawl over their predecessors, the
zombies became easy prey to pounce on with the little spears. They
realized they didn't have to sink the weapons very far into the
zombie heads, making it easier to pull them back out. They were able
to dispatch another four or five in a row before things started to
get serious again.

The recommendation to allow the zombies to park
themselves outside the railing seemed like a good one, but the
agitation of being so close to their prey drove the zombies mad with
rage. Four of them began thrashing themselves against the railing. A
slat broke inward, making a sound that caused all the boys to look
where it came from.

“Uh oh!”

To Drew he said, “One of us is going to have
to go push those zombies off the railing.”

“I'm on it.” Drew left the steps,
leaving Liam alone in the breach.

“Spear ready!”

One of the kids with the pole from the stretcher
was ready with his crude weapon. He stood up with it and realized how
unwieldy an eight foot spear could be. Instead of heroic slaying, he
was more likely to knock down one of the other boys.

“Two boys to each big spear! Little guy in
back to hold it, bigger guy in front to guide it and lunge it in.
Go!”

He thought about taking the big spear for himself,
but he was finally getting adept at using the smaller spear. No sense
messing with a good thing.

Soon the second big spear was done, Bobby came
back down, and the four younger boys were learning on the job how to
properly execute an attack with the crude weapons.

The stronger kid in the front would call out what
zombie he was aiming for, and then the pair would run a few paces
while the spear was guided home by the person in front. Because the
spears were large and smooth, they seemed to go in and come out with
relative ease. It was also more forgiving on where it impacted, as it
would severely damage the zombie's head wherever it hit.

Back. Forth. Zombie skewered.

Back. Forth. Zombie mushed.

Some cheers.

Back. Forth. Zombie drilled.

Hooting and hollering.

Back. Forth. Zombie hollowed out.

Trash-talking and high-fiving.

The kids were starting to enjoy the task. This did
not make Liam feel good. In all his reading he couldn't remember too
many instances of bloodlust in young kids, but he had to believe it
was better to be overzealous in battle than crying in the corner.
Right?

He wondered if anything was going to be “normal”
again in these turbulent times? Certainly growing up wasn't going to
be the same anymore. Victoria had wondered if killing was going to be
a requirement in the new era of zombies. Before she herself was
killed...

That's irony right there.

He looked around and was pleased to see they'd
done away with all the zombies trying to attack them over the past
ten or fifteen minutes. Most lay dead or incapacitated in the close
semi-circle around the tower. Some had stumbled off to expire deeper
in the woods.

They were taking it all in, celebrating amongst
themselves, when Mr. Lee coughed from a little ways down the hill
behind them. He was trying to get their attention without scaring
them, or getting shot.

He was with six older Boy Scouts and two adult
men, all carrying rifles.

More irony. The battle had just ended.




Chapter
13: Maskirovka

After arriving at the watch tower, Mr. Lee and his
team set up a perimeter to wait for more zombies. There were still
many lurkers in the next valley, but none were on their way up. For
now, the group had some time to think.

“I'm sorry it took us so long to get up
here. Your friend Hayes caught me while I was in the administration
building getting a couple of extra guns. He wanted to talk to the
whole committee, and since I was in the building...”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“So, this is what I know. Obviously, it was
the guy you thought it was. By coming up the road he showed us he has
the MRAP and at least two Humvees under his command. And that MRAP
has that sophisticated Gatling gun up top. Wow. He seemed positive
you were in the camp, Liam. He didn't come out and say it, but he
might as well. For instance he knew the approximate time you arrived.
He said you were a Boy Scout. He knew, or at least assumed, you'd
find friends here. I think he suspects someone was hiding you, but he
never accused us directly.”

Lee sat down on a step to the second level so
Grandma could hear.

“The odd thing is he said he didn't have
enough manpower to sweep the camp, but he would be back tomorrow with
the force he needed. He was very friendly about it, but there was a
threat there too. The rest of the committee was thankfully
tight-lipped, but I'm not sure how long they'll mind their tongues if
a serious military force arrives and starts ripping up tents looking
for you. He didn't stay long, and he seemed unnaturally happy. He
bade his farewell for the day, and then got back in his Humvee and
took off. Once he left I was able to collect my guns, grab a few
boys, and head into the woods.”

Liam knew Hayes had a plan. Could he know for sure
they were in the camp? Was he using a drone? A tracking device of
some sort? He had visions of tiny homing beacons being placed on
their clothing, or in a pocket, but when could they have done it? It
seemed very unlikely. Unless...

Liam ran upstairs to find Grandma lying prone on
the hard wooden planks, in tears.

“Grandma, what happened, are you OK?”

He had to be quiet as he didn't want to alert the
zombies.

“I'm fine, Liam. My back was in such pain
while I was sitting. I just had to roll over and take the weight off.
I didn't want to call down for fear of bringing more of those things
here. I could hear what you did down there though. Good work getting
your friends through the worst of it. I'm very proud of you.”

Here she was lying in pain, and she was thinking
of him. He was humbled by her perseverance. He helped her sit up
again while he continued. “Thanks, Grandma. I have to ask you a
question. Back at the camp when they took your blood. Did they give
you anything? Something to hold maybe. Or put in your pocket?”

Liam saw it. How did he miss it before? A thin
clear elastic band was around her ankle, and on that band was
something that appeared as a flattish-round metallic object. About
the size of a dime, but a little thicker.

The oldest trick in the book. The Trojan Horse.

“I don't remember them giving me anything,
Liam. I was already lying down and they drew my blood right there on
the spot.”

Liam got out his pocket knife, quickly cut the
band and pocketed the beacon. She didn't seem to notice. “Will
you be OK for a couple minutes? We're going to leave soon. I'm going
to get you somewhere more comfortable.”

“I'll survive.”

Liam ran downstairs and showed the tiny object to
Mr. Lee. “We have to get rid of this thing, but where do we put
it? They could be using this right now to surround us.”

How long had it been since Hayes left the camp?
Half an hour? Plenty of time to get men up on this hill.

“We could do like the cartoons and put the
homing device on a rabbit or something.”

“Or on a zombie.”

“We could put it on a snake so he'll take it
underground.”

“What about a bird?”

All the kids seemed to want to offer better and
better suggestions.

Mr. Lee considered, and came up with the only
rock-solid course of action.

“We'll break into two groups. Liam, you and
Drew and your brave team can take Grandma back down the hill to your
campsite. It's getting late in the day and you two need to get some
rest. I have a feeling tomorrow is going to bring some hard
challenges for us all.

“As for the second group, I'll carry this
thing with my team to a point bordering our forest and try to put it
on a zombie or something so it continues to move. That will keep
Hayes busy tonight.”

“Tomorrow we have to get you two out of this
area—at least for a while—so Hayes no longer can claim
this camp is harboring a fugitive. Even if he tears the place up
looking for you we'll be safe. If the committee spills the beans they
won't be able to give you away, either.”

Liam looked around at Mr. Lee and the dozen or so
boys trying to help him. He was suddenly caught up in an emotional
moment. He had to look down when he said it. “Why are you guys
helping us like this? We're just a couple of nobodies passing through
your turf.”

Mr. Lee didn't miss a beat, “Everybody is
somebody when the big D—Death—is chomping at all our
heels. I'd help anyone who stumbled out of this forest like you did,
although it helps that you're a Scout yourself and that your
grandmother is such a sweet lady.”

The other boys piled on, explaining in a dozen
different ways why they found helping people to be its own reward.
But one of the new, older, boys had a response which stuck with Liam
for a long time.

“Because doing good things for living people
beats killing the dead again and again.”

Liam was overcome. He refused to tear up, but he
nearly drew his own blood biting his tongue to keep from doing so.
After accepting he and Grandma had to leave, he knew this was exactly
the type of place he wanted to end up.

If anything good and decent could survive the new
type of world skulking around its borders.

That was very much up in the air.
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Grandma perked up after was off the floor and they
started back down the hill.

Two boys led the procession, toting their little
spears. Liam was carrying Grandma with Drew; He was on the high side,
closest to her head. Two more boys were behind him, protecting the
back.

“Liam, you can leave me here with these good
people and you can go back home to find your mom and dad. I hate
slowing you down so much. Promise me you'll think about it.”

“I told you, it's you and me the whole way.”
As it came out of his mouth he knew the time was coming when that
couldn't hold true. He couldn't take her everywhere with him.
Eventually she'd need a home. A place where she could be comfortable.
Reasonably safe.

“Now Liam, you know Hayes is going to find
us. There are fewer people and more zombies every day. It won't take
him long since we can't get very far on foot.”

She was right. But he wasn't ready to leave her.
If Hayes did come back she'd be a sitting duck. No, he needed a way
to get her home where Mom and Dad could help him make the right
decisions for her. His mind was searching for the elusive the
solution as they descended the hill.

As they rounded a corner of the trail the two boys
in the lead practically skidded to a halt. One of them had enough
time to raise his spear, but the other did not. That boy was knocked
over by a zombie who had been standing in a particularly dense
section of trees. Two more zombies poured out after their leader.

Fight or flight? His Biology teacher would be
proud he remembered that.

“Grandma, Drew and I are going to set you
down here on the path. We need the poles again to use as spears.”

They didn't wait for an answer. Grandma was on the
ground and they were sliding out the poles.

Their task completed, they looked ahead again.
Both boys were dead. Just like that.

I should have just shot them.

He remembered he didn't have to be silent anymore.

“Drew, hold up.” He pulled out his
pistol and made short work of two zombies, but the third was lucky.
He did get a shot off, but it glanced the side of the zombie's skull
rather than pierce it. Drew was off balance from complying with
Liam's commands. The zombie was able to take him down, sending them
both tumbling off the trail and into the brush. Liam looked at
Grandma and ordered the other two boys to look after her while he
jumped into the bushes to help his friend.

“Liammmmm!”

Drew and the zombie had rolled together for ten or
fifteen yards. They landed up against a large pine tree. The zombie
was on top, but in a weird angle. He was sideways, but was regaining
his bearings and moving for the head.

Liam was running full speed down the hill and he
found himself looking down on the two fighters. He realized he
couldn't shoot the zombie in the head because it was right over the
top of Drew. He used precious seconds to get a better angle.

“Hold him off for just a second, Drew!”

The zombie was an average-sized man, though larger
than its prey. Drew was fighting, trying to keep the man's head away
from his. He was able to lock his elbow on his own chest and hold his
opponent's neck, but he cried out in pain as the man's weight started
to bear down.

Liam was right there. He only needed a few more
seconds.

Drew let out a painful scream just as Liam loosed
his first shot. He hit the zombie square in the temple. For once,
there was very little blood. The zombie just stopped moving.

Together they were able to push the
dead—deader—zombie off to the side, and it careened a few
more yards down the leaf-covered hillside. It came to rest in some
dense bushes.

Drew showed he was all right and un-bitten, but he
seemed to have strained something in his arm and he could no longer
bend it properly. They both reacted to more screams from up the hill,
where they'd left Grandma.

Liam pulled Drew to his feet, put his gun back in
his waistband, and together they began struggling back up the slope.

I wonder if any of this is poison ivy?

He was deathly allergic to the stuff. His mind was
doing its own thing again. It liked to go on walkabout when Liam's
body was under a lot of stress.

“Bobby!”

The child's scream was a panicked one.

They were nearly back up to the trail when the
young boy Bobby went running full speed by them, further down the
hill. He had dropped his spear and never looked at Liam or Drew as he
went by. He tumbled but got back up and continued until he was out of
sight into more dense foliage.

“Grandma!”

As Liam arrived back on the scene, he was shocked
to see Preston locked in a struggle with a zombie girl—about
the same age and size as Preston—who seemed particularly angry
and bloody.

“Hang on, Preston!”

Liam covered the distance to his young friend in
just a few seconds and gave the girl a powerful kick to her side. The
momentum of the kick broke a few ribs in the zombie, that much was
plain to hear, and the girl rolled off her victim. Liam noticed his
shoe was slopped with the girl's blood. It evoked anger for reasons
he couldn't explain.

He knelt on one knee over Preston, pulled out his
pistol, and put two shots directly into the face of the menacing
threat. She had regained her feet and thus fell backward and down the
hill when Liam's shots ended her attack.

Preston, now lying motionless below him, started
to quietly cry.

His anger for Bobby was boiling over. He shouted,
“Bobby! You left Preston to die!” He followed up with
some expletives, which weren't normally in his vocabulary.

Liam wasn't blessed with a loud voice, but his
anger amplified what he had. They probably heard him in the camp.

Good for them.

“If I ever see Bobby...”

He felt a hand on his arm. “Liam. Its OK.
I'm OK. He's just a little boy.”

His anger went from boil to a medium simmer.

“Are there more zombies up here?”

He scanned the wooded hillside, but none were
visible.

Drew and Preston checked each other for bruises
and broken bones while Liam and Grandma continued their conversation.
“Liam, things are going to continue to get dangerous no matter
where we are. You should leave me here in camp so I'm not a liability
weighing down every decision you have to make to get home.”

“I can't give up on you that easily. We've
come so far. What would I do if I left you here today and the camp
was overrun and destroyed tomorrow? I'd never forgive myself for
leaving you.”

She chuckled at his statement. “Oh, Liam.
There isn't any place on Earth you could put me where there isn't a
chance of zombies overrunning it. It's just the gamble we all have to
take now. At least until we see who comes out the other side of this
thing and can begin to pick up the pieces. Then maybe we can rest a
little easier.”

“No! I'm not leaving you.” And then to
leave himself some wiggle room for the day he knew would arrive
eventually, “At least not here. Not today.”

Grandma seemed to relent.

The older boys put the spears back into the
stretcher and resumed carrying Grandma off the hill. Preston wouldn't
walk in the front, so Drew took the lead while holding the stretcher.
It seemed to be the only workable solution.

They all passed the two dead boys off to the side
of the trail, but no one seemed to have the energy or desire to look
at them. Two more souls claimed by the zombies.
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The journey down the hill was slow. Several times
Drew and Liam nearly lost their grip of Grandma's stretcher as they
slipped on dirt and gravel on the steep trail. A few times they had
to stop for breaks to rest their hands.

At long last, they could see the colorful tents in
the valley through the trees.

“We should put Grandma in her tent and let
her get some sleep. You and I should go see the council so we can
figure out what she and I will do next. We need to leave the camp.
Maybe they'll have advice on the best way to do it. Preston you can
go to your parents if you want.”

The younger boy said nothing. Liam didn't know if
that was good or bad, but after what he'd just gone through he was
inclined to cut him some slack.

They were almost at the clearing of the valley
when they heard movement in the woods to their right. Liam judged
they should keep moving no matter what came out of the trees. Preston
started to run ahead of them, and was quickly into the tents. The two
litter carriers made the safety of the valley just in time to see the
tall weeds separate right behind them.

A small female deer squeezed through.

Liam nearly fainted. Drew never looked back.

“It's OK. Just a deer!”

But just as he said it, he heard more rustling.

This time Liam looked behind him in time to
see—another doe pop out.

“Hold up!”

He nearly pulled the stretcher out of Drew's hands
he slowed down.

“Sorry about that. Look behind us.”

As they paused on the edge of the tent city,
several more deer popped out, heading toward the campers. He noticed
a few more deer further down the line had also come out of the woods.
One savvy hunter must have had a bow at the ready. He downed one of
the females; it would be a nice meal for someone. 


He actually scanned the ground for mice and rats.
Those were what he expected to see fleeing a sinking ship.

“OK, let's get moving again. I've got a bad
feeling here.”

They returned to the loaner tent without incident.
Marty was more than happy to have a place to lay down in relative
comfort, even though the late afternoon heat was pretty intense. More
so for those who were fighting and carrying burdens. Not that anyone
was complaining.

After explaining to Grandma where he was going,
and after shaking off a dozen questions from other Scouts in nearby
tents, Liam and Drew headed to the administration building at a slow
jog. 


“How do you think you guys will get home
from here? How far do you have to go?”

Liam had to think about it. He'd been in a car
several times on the windy county roads between here and his home,
but he never had to be concerned about mileage. Surely not more than
twenty or twenty-five miles as the crow flies. In better times that
would be a long day's hike, or a couple hours on a bike.

On a bike.

That would work, wouldn't it? He recalled
something from one of his favorite zombie books—the hero used a
bike and trailer to pull his infant son to safety. If he could find a
bike and a kid's trailer, he thought he'd be able to get Grandma into
the small seat so he could pull her along behind him. A book might
just save their lives. With any luck they'd be home in just a few
hours...assuming the streets in the county weren't as bad as those in
the city.

“I live due east of here, near the
Mississippi River. Say thirty minutes by car, however far that is.”

“If things work out, I'd like to volunteer
to come with you guys. We make a good team.”

“No doubt!”

Liam was pleased to have someone volunteer, but he
had to wonder what would drive a boy to leave his mom and dad here to
go back out into the world. Risk it all for someone you didn't really
know. Was that good or bad on balance? Was he suicidal? On a
vendetta? Mad at mom and dad? He realized how complicated
relationships had become now that every decision was colored by the
lens of the end of the world.

He had an inspiration. He paused from his run to
speak with drew. “Will you do me a favor? While I'm at the
admin building, go make sure your parents are OK with you leaving the
camp with me. I'm not sure when we'd return, though I'd like to come
back. You might be out for a long time.”

“Cool, Liam. I'm on it!” He took off
into the maze of tents, lost immediately from view.

Liam resumed the short run to see the council, and
he let himself in and walked right up to the crowded table. The line
of people waiting was shorter in the late afternoon than it was in
the morning, but there were enough people to intimidate him on any
normal day. Today was not a normal day.

“I need to talk to the council. Now!”

He took the steps to the second floor two at a
time.

Near-death battles give me courage.

He had a few moments to himself to look out upon
the tent city from the second floor. He was looking south down the
valley, the shadows of the late afternoon were well formed by the
surrounding hills, and he was amazed again how many people were
there. They had plenty of water, but food—

“Hello young man. You and your grandma have
caused quite a commotion.”

Liam watched as the council made its way up the
steps. The oldest gentleman had to be helped up by one of his younger
comrades. The sight made him think of Grandma, and his bravado
drained away.

“Hello. I'm sorry for barging in, but it's
really important I see you.”

“Of course.”

“We sent Lee up to find you. I assume he
arrived in good order? Did he tell you what happened down here?”

Oh my. Where do I begin?

“Well, yes. Mr. Lee found us and told me Mr.
Hayes said he'd be back tomorrow.”

Liam kept the part about the tracking device to
himself. He had a vision pop into his head, and he saw his dad doing
one of his silly skits where he pretended to be a conspiracy
theorist—tinfoil hat and all. It was his subconscious informing
him of the need for OPSEC. Operational Security. Only tell them the
bare minimum of facts to get what you need.

“Mr. Lee is still out in the woods. We found
a large group of zombies in the next valley and he said he wanted to
try to lead them in a different direction to protect the camp. His
team went with him. You all should know that we saw some zombies on
our way into camp, not far up the hill. We killed three of them, but
they killed two youngsters before we could get them.”

The council woman looked like she was going to say
something, but Liam pushed on.

“Look, I don't want anything to happen to
this place. In fact, I want to bring my family here when its safe. If
Hayes is coming back tomorrow, I want to be gone before he gets here.
If you can get me two bikes with child trailers I can pull my grandma
and leave you in peace.”

“Why do you need two of each?”

“The second bike is so I can bring back a
crapload of guns.”
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The council seemed to consider his offer. He
didn't really expect much in the way of resistance. He wasn't asking
for much, and getting him out the door would do more for them than it
would for him.

The oldest member of the council turned to Liam.
“Why don't you just take a car? I'm sure we could get one for
you. Can you drive?”

“I don't have too far to go. A few hours on
a bike. I want to ride in the very early morning, hopefully when most
people are asleep. If we took a car we would be heard for miles and
would be a target. I saw cars ransacked on the highway, and was in a
military convoy that ran into lots of roadblocks out there.”

“Hmm. Smart kid.”

The deliberation didn't take long. Liam could hear
them discussing other options he hadn't even thought about. Horses?
The camp did have horses, but they agreed they were too valuable to
give up. A boat? There were a few canoes in the chaos of the camp.
People brought all sorts of gear. The Meramec River wasn't far away,
and a casual float down the river would take the boat very near
Liam's house. But not close enough. Grandma would still have a long
walk from wherever the boat ride ended. ATV's were too loud. Liam
couldn't operate a Motorcycle. Someone even brought a small plane, an
ultralight, but that was wrong for all sorts of reasons. In the end,
the bikes seemed to offer the safest method of travel for Liam and
his fragile passenger.

As expected they allowed him to go, and provided
the bikes and trailers. They scared up a map of the area, which Liam
realized was critical to his plan because there were so many twists
and turns in the hilly country. He would never have thought of that.

They seemed hesitant to allow him to return with
weapons, but Liam explained how the two young boys could have been
saved if only they had real weapons, and not just sticks. He bent the
truth just a little, they really died because they let themselves be
surprised by the zombies...

It all happens so fast in real life.

Liam had two items on his agenda for the evening.
The first was to talk to Drew about an idea he had for getting both
bikes safely on the road. The second was to get a few hours of sleep.

He caught up with Drew back at Grandma's tent.

“Hey, Liam. I kind of lied to you about my
parents. I'm here by myself.”

“Are your parents outside the camp?”

Drew had a look of embarrassment. And sadness.

Oh crap.

“They're dead, aren't they?”

The other boy nodded.

“I'm so sorry. But why didn't you just tell
me that when we met?”

“It feels better to pretend they're alive.”

Liam considered whether that was true. Was he
pretending Victoria was still alive? Even thinking about her now made
him wince with pain, but what about all the other hours of the day
when he wasn't directly thinking of her? “I lost my friend,
too. I don't know what to say about your parents, but you can hang
with me however long you want.”

Drew lit up slightly at that. He was clearly
trying to put on a brave face.

“OK, wingman. I want to go over my plan with
you. Step into my office.”

The two boys sat on the ground in front of
Grandma's tent, talking in the hushed voices of a palace coup. It was
dark by the time they had everything fleshed out. When they were
finished, Drew seemed impressed. “Where did you think of such a
complicated plan?”

“It's called maskirovka. A Russian
word for deception. It's one of the odd things about history my dad
taught me. I'll tell you about it when we reach my house and we're
high-fiving.” He laughed at the thought. Willing it to be true.

“For the next part of my plan, I'm going to
sleep.”

He crawled into the tent next to Grandma,
sprawling on the open floor since he had no sleeping bag. It didn't
matter to him in the least. He set the alarm on his watch for 3 a.m.,
and immediately dozed off. It felt as if a moment later his alarm was
ringing. He turned it off, but lay there for a few minutes in a
dreamy fog. He'd been having a dream about Victoria. He was stepping
on her hand over and over and he couldn't make himself stop.

He sat up in the tent, and asked Grandma if she
was awake. She started in, like she had also been thinking in the
darkness. “Liam, I heard some of your plan while you and Drew
were discussing it. Even if it doesn't work, I'm proud of you for
trying it. Getting us all the way home on bikes would be an amazing
feat. Hayes would never expect you to do such a thing.”

Inwardly he smiled. He knew Hayes would be
tracking some dead zombie up on the north side of the camp boundary.
They'd slip out the south. Dad would call the deception a force
multiplier.

See dad, I DID listen.

“Well Grandma, should we get to it?”

It wasn't long before they were organized and
moving. Liam walked Grandma down the path to the main road, where the
bikes were waiting. Two of the council members were there as well.
Making sure they really left perhaps.

Drew was a few minutes late, but he arrived in
good order. He was carrying a small rifle on his back. He saw Liam
eying it. “It was my dad's. I only have a couple rounds, so it
isn't much use.” He started that statement happy, and ended
sad. Liam figured it was because he couldn't pretend his father was
alive while he said that.

“Better to be safe than sorry,” was
Liam's reply. He wanted to keep things positive with Drew.

Liam carefully loaded Grandma into one of the
trailers. It was built to hold two children sitting side by side and
facing backward, but the diminutive lady fit in the same space rather
well.

“You kids don't have a pillow handy do you?”
She said it as a joke, but the female council person ran back inside
the administration building and retrieved a small camp pillow. It
wasn't much, but Grandma was grateful. “I'll make sure it makes
its way back to you when I'm done.”

“No, you keep it. I don't do much sleeping
here anyway.”

There were no crowds to see them off. As they
pulled away, Liam looked back and only saw the two leaders waving
goodbye. Mr. Lee hadn't returned from his task.

Liam whispered over to Drew as they glided down
the gently grade of the valley road. “I guess I expected more
people. I don't know why.”

Drew nodded, but focused on his driving.

They passed tent after tent, weaving in and out of
parked campers, only stopping once to adjust their bikes. Soon enough
they were at the front entrance and heading for open road. Lots of
cars were parked in the fields nearby. There was no room inside the
camp anymore. If there were guards at the front gate, Liam didn't see
them.

Fifteen minutes later they were huffing up and
down the hilly back road. The moon was bright enough, but still low
on the horizon. It would give them enough light to ride the paved
roads with nice yellow lines down the middle.

They pedaled without incident to the first
intersection. It was a Y-split giving them two options in the proper
direction toward home. Liam's plan kicked in. “OK guys,”
he was talking loud enough so Grandma could hear as well. “This
is where we go in different directions. Drew and I have been over the
routes and we're both taking a different way to my house. If anyone
is following us, they won’t be able to get us both.”

“I trust you Liam. Lead on.”

“Me too, Liam. I'll reach your house. I
promise.”

“You know what to tell my parents if you
find them?”

“Don't sweat it. I'll tell them what you
told me.”

I trust you too, Drew.

Liam reached out to shake Drew's hand. He didn't
know why he did it, but it just felt proper given the gravity of the
situation. Drew reciprocated with a big smile. “We got this!”

Liam watched as he pedaled away to the left.
Looking right, he knew his journey would take him on the alternate
path. Hayes couldn't be on both.

Like Grandma said, we all have to take chances in
this new world. Liam knew he was taking a big chance now.
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Riding on the back roads was uneventful for the
first hour. It had been a long time since he'd ridden a bicycle and
the trailer added some heft on the hilly terrain. It also tended to
sway if he got going too fast and he was worried about having an
accident on the dark roadways.

He arrived at the first major cross street he'd
face on his way home. It was a four-lane highway with two lanes in
each direction separated by a grassy median. The intersection was
something out of a war zone. He paused while he took in the scene in
the low pre-dawn light.

None of the stoplights were working, nor were any
of the tall light posts. The intersection itself was crammed with
cars, as if people decided they were going to ram themselves through
with or without the aid of the signals. Cars had stacked up in all
directions with several wrecked vehicles surrounding the whole mess.
Some were charred hulls, scoured clean down to bare metal.

One large concrete mixer had hit the whole
congregation at high speed and plowed into the middle of the
intersection before it lost all its kinetic energy. Its engine bay
was a blackened, burnt-out mess. The cars it had hit were much worse
off. Very hard to see if anyone had been in those cars.

To his right was a place he knew from his younger
days—the county library. It was a small building as libraries
go, but it was relatively new and Liam remembered it with sarcastic
wit as the place that never had anything he wanted to read.
Apparently this area had no interest in zombie or horror books.

Y'all should have read those books!

Now no one would ever get the chance. It had been
burned to the ground, along with a fast food place and a gas station.
Maybe the gas station caught fire and torched the other two nearby
buildings? Maybe some angry residents took out their frustrations on
these places? Maybe it was a freak lightning strike? Any number of
scenarios could have happened here.

There were no people around. So he began pedaling.
He had to ride well up the cross street to find a gap in the traffic.
He then had to walk his bike through the pile up of cars and follow
the far side of the road back to the intersection. While walking he
saw some of the cars had moving creatures inside. The windows, much
like the car exteriors, were blackened from soot from the nearby
fire. He kept as silent and as low as possible as he rolled by them.

There were several grooves in the grass off the
side of the raised highway. Vehicles were still getting through this
intersection, but had to be a daredevil to drive along the canted
hillside—the only route clear of debris. A bicycle could still
fit on the flatter portion of the road grade. A good thing too as the
hill looked very dangerous.

Once on the other side of the intersection he
could look back on the devastation. The mangled traffic. The hulks of
cars. The hollowed out buildings. Nothing of value was left in sight.

God help us all if this is happening
everywhere.

As he was standing there a man ran up behind him.
He had been hiding behind some nearby clutter. He had a gun trained
on Liam before he could even consider riding away.

“What's your business here?” The look
in the man's eyes was not right. No doubt some things happened here
which would affect anyone.

“I mean you no harm. Me and my grandma are
just passing through.”

“Grandma, eh? Mind if I take a look?”

Liam hesitated. Unsure. He thought of the last man
who held a gun to his head to rob him. Someone had shot that guy at
the last possible second. He didn't think anyone was going to save
him this time, assuming this guy had the same bad intentions.

“Umm, she's asleep. We have nothing of
value.”

The man wouldn't take no for an answer. He moved
to the back of the trailer, looking at Liam as if daring him to stop
him. When he reached the side of the trailer he peeked into a gap in
the canvas outer shell. He started to giggle.

He then tore off the canvas flap so he could see
the rear compartment.

He was bawling in laughter.

“You are more messed up than me, carrying a
woman like this around. I salute you!”

He threw down the flap again and took a bow.

“Please sir. You and your grandma are
welcome to proceed.”

He was bent low. Liam needed no second invitation.

The laughter receded as he rolled away.

He felt better once back into the isolated country
road network. The trees provided cover from the living and the dead.

The light of the morning was growing. It had taken
him fifteen minutes to get around the blockage, and now the sun was
blaring bright just beneath the horizon. Soon it would be visible.

Pedaling along he would often see zombies standing
in stream beds, open fields, and in the woods. Alone they weren't
much to look at. He could probably walk up to any one of them and
spear them out of their misery. Were they standing out here waiting
for a human to happen by? Did they pause in the night, as a type of
sleep period? What made them surge in larger groups? And what special
skills, if any, did the zombies around here possess? The colonel said
there were many different flavors of zombies in America now. What
were they like in Alaska? So much he didn't understand about these
new creatures. 


As he coasted on the bike, he reached over his
shoulder to reassure himself the small spear was still strapped to
his back. What he did know was that anytime he was spotted, the
zombies would react with anger and begin moving in his direction,
even if they had no hope of catching him. Much like his journey on
the train, he seriously wondered if every zombie he was now passing
would show up at his doorstep at some point in the future like a
bloodhound finding its way home. They were able to follow the train.
Could they follow something smaller and quieter?

He picked up his pace.

On one long straight stretch of road Liam was
distressed to see people standing in the middle of the pavement in
the distance. He stopped his bike and tried to ascertain if they were
living or dead, but he couldn't see them clearly.

Push through or find an alternate route? The
age-old gamer's dilemma.

He looked at his map and decided a detour would
take him in a wide arc that he simply didn't want to add to his day.
With the rising sun he'd undoubtedly encounter more people, and the
sooner he could get home the less friction he'd have with the
natives.

He pushed.

As he got closer he knew they were humans. It was
a group of about six men. It was a roadblock. He could turn around,
but they'd already seen him. Plus, they had a truck nearby.

He decided he'd have to go through.

Playing it cool, he rode right up to the men with
a purpose, stopping about twenty feet short and then raising his
hands.

The men looked rough. The type of country boys
with overalls and filthy ball caps. Liam felt the knock of panic.

“Halt! Who goes there?”

The men laughed at their own—probably
well-worn—roadblock joke.

“I'm Liam Peters. Boy Scout. I'm on a
mission for the Boy Scout camp out by Interstate 44.”

“Boy Scout, eh? What you got in the back?”

He didn't want any snoopers if he could help it,
but that seemed nearly impossible to avoid. “I'm trying to get
my 104-year-old grandma to my home about ten miles thataway.”
He was pointing straight ahead.

“You live around here?”

“Yes, sir. I live at Hwy M and Interstate
55.”

Liam knew how to work the odd cultural phenomenon
shared by residents of the St. Louis area. Everyone in the metro area
gets judged by where they went to high school. You say your school,
and a stranger says theirs. In that instant both parties know quite a
bit about the other. Social status. Geographic location. Whether they
were religious. Whether they were good at sports. By a lucky
coincidence, most of these young men went to the very same high
school where Liam was soon going to be entering his senior
year—assuming school ever started again. None of them had been
on the track team, but most had been football and baseball players.
They asked about coaches, teachers, and the condition of their old
playing fields.

One of the men, named Ty Owens, seemed to be the
leader of this motley outfit. He had a mouth full of chaw and an
International Harvester hat beaten all to hell. But Liam realized he
was just as scared as he was about what was happening.

“I hear ya. Yeah, once things started
falling apart my buddies and I all made for the biggest farm in the
group,” he pointed over his shoulder, “which turned out
to be my daddy's place. We brought our families here and have been
stopping people trying to get any news of the outside world for the
past week now. Can you tell us anything?”

Liam actually laughed. “Where do I begin!”

He told them about his journey out of the city
with Grandma. He breezed over his encounters with zombies—they'd
dealt with a few during the initial wave—and focused on Grandma
and Victoria. He then told them of the fall of the city of Arnold.
The collapse of St. Louis. The mess on the highways, and of strange
military convoys. He specifically told them to avoid Hayes if he came
through with his MRAP. He also took a chance by revealing more about
the Boy Scout redoubt.

“The camp where I'm coming from is filled to
the brim with industrious people who survived the initial collapse
and zombie hordes, but they have no food. I'd suggest you go there to
find refuge, but I don't know how long they will survive there.”
He made as if nodding at their guns. “They could also use help
with security.”

“But no food, eh?”

“No, they are in the woods without much
chance for agriculture. It's a good place to hide from the zombies,
but longer term they are going to have to rethink their position.”

“Once I get Grandma home and get my parents,
I'm planning on going back there. Unlike most of the world I've seen,
they are the only ones actually working together to survive. Well,
and now you guys.”

“You're welcome to stop here on your way
back. We'll help you in any way we can. Just be careful out there.
We've seen some real characters go through here. Some with guns
blazing.”

They gave him a few freshly picked strawberries
and allowed him to go on his way. 


They allowed Grandma her privacy, and for that
Liam was most appreciative. “Goodbye Grandma,” they said
while they waved him through, “nice to meet y'all.”

For the first time in his life he thanked his
father for moving them so far out into the suburbs they were
bordering on rural.

I need to start keeping a list of things to
thank Mom and Dad for when I see them.
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Marty fell asleep as soon as she was positioned
inside the tiny trailer. She wasn't entirely comfortable, but it beat
that miserable ride in the back of the military truck. 


Soon she was dreaming.

Marty's vision focused as she became aware of her
altered state, but it was very dark. She waited while her eyes
adjusted to the low light. As if on cue she heard the clops of
running feet heading in her direction. A small group of young people
were in a narrow corridor between two tall buildings.

“Help!” One of the young women cried
out from the back. Four or five people ran by Marty as she stood
there. Only one stopped to look back. As her brown hair swished away
from her face, it was evident to Marty she was watching Victoria.

“I'm so sorry,” was all that Victoria
could get out for her beleaguered fellow-runner before she resumed
her own escape. Even in the darkness Marty could see the girl on the
ground had been brought down by one of her pursuers.

Before she could get moving again, one of the
infected pounced on Victoria from the shadows, pushing her to the
ground, both tumbling—Victoria screaming in surprise while the
attacker merely snarled. They came to a rest at Marty's feet, causing
her to stumble backward into some trash cans.

The plague victim was on top of Victoria—he
was much larger and quite aggressive. She screamed wildly for a few
seconds, but then seemed to reconsider. She quieted down, to just a
quiet whisper of crying. Her eyes were closed.

“Victoria, don't give up.”

A final yelp was soon lost to the victory bark of
the dead man pawing away at her. The man's teeth were hovering over
Victoria's jugular. It was only a matter of time…

Marty looked away—and was grabbed and pulled
into a dark doorway.

It was Al. Finally, he was back.

“I was beginning to think you'd left me.
After seeing Clara but not you, I thought I was on my own.”

They were inside the building. Al was leading her
through dark hallways, but appeared to know where he was going.
“There are many layers to this battle. Clara represents a
difficult one for me to solve. This memory is far more important to
you. The clues it provides are manifold, if you're willing to see
them.”

“This is a memory? But Victoria didn't die
in a dark alley. She was killed in Liam's home.”

“Are you sure? About either?”

Al wasn't known for speaking directly about
anything. Was Victoria attacked in a dark alley? It seemed impossible
or she would never have survived that night. No one gets up and walks
away from an attack like that. Could that memory be real? She knew
for certain Victoria was killed by Hayes. She'd seen it with her own
eyes.

“Al, stop. Where are we going?” Marty
realized with some genuine shock she was being pulled through the
darkness of the structure and was running the whole way. Was it
magic?

“Not magic. That's ridiculous Marty. We're
in your head, remember? Anything is possible. But right now we have
somewhere we need to be. There's something I must show you as it
happens.”

They ran for several minutes. While scary on the
face of it, Marty was reveling in the feeling of the wind at her
face. She'd not run with any speed in probably 60 years, and seldom
any further than the length of her backyard with her children.

They came out in a large space, outdoors. It was
the same celestial waterfall she'd seen back on that railroad bridge
as they escaped St. Louis. She remembered the whole event with
clarity now that she had returned. The waterfall, she knew,
represented all the known planets in existence—each drop was in
fact a tiny representation of a planet. Marty couldn't even guess at
the number she was seeing. The waterfall began high up; she couldn't
see the top. It descended into a small pool of water surrounded by
vibrant green grass and several types of strange flowers. The pool
drained down off a cliff, out of sight. It was much as she remembered
it, but there were some changes.

Next to the waterfall she noticed a large glass
window centered on a dark metal door set into a rock face. Al was
walking directly to the window. When he looked in he put both arms up
on the door frame as if catching his breath.

“We aren't too late.”

Marty walked to the door, trying to look in. Al,
noticing this, moved out of the way. Inside Marty could see a
well-lit room with a small wooden table in the middle. She thought
she recognized the table, but she had no frame of reference for what
was sitting on it.

“No, you wouldn't Marty. That is one of the
very first personal computers. My oh my, Marty, you really haven't
touched a computer have you? You're seeing what your mind projects
when you think of a computer. Wow. That is an original 8088, I
think.”

“But what does it mean?”

“I'm sorry, Marty; I don't have time to
explain it all, but I'll show you what I can. First, I want you to
notice all the other windows in this room. Do you see them?”

She looked through her window and could see
several other doorways with their own portals. They were all darkened
and she couldn't see anyone standing as she was, looking in.

“But they're there. Each window you see is a
representation of someone trying to access—what's inside that
room. I know you want to know what it is. But I cannot influence you
at this critical juncture. I can only tell you that the key to
getting into the room is held by you, and it is tied to the memory
you just processed back in that alley.”

“Victoria? But she's dead, right?”

“Then how did you see her memory?” He
had a bit of his old smile as he said it, though he was much more
serious than he'd been in their past meetings.

“She's still alive? She wasn't attacked in
that alley? But she was definitely shot in Liam's house.”

It was par for the course for Al. He never gave
her a straight answer. She was left grasping at straws.

Looking away from the old computer and focusing on
Al once more, she took a stab at piecing together his cryptic hints.

“So, Victoria is still alive. I saw her in
that truck on that dark road being attacked. I saw her in that alley
being attacked. I'm seeing her real memories, just as I saw Liam's in
an earlier vision. This is incredible. It means Victoria didn't die
when she was shot.”

She perked up as she said it.

“You got it, Marty. You already know Liam's
heart. You are seeing the truth of Victoria. You are creating a triad
of heroes. Focus on that. Don't let go of that thought. Ever.”

“Yeah, but what good will that do? An old
woman and two youngsters. How are we heroes? What the heck are you
not telling me?”

“Oh, Marty, my dear. There is an entire
universe of information I'm not sharing with you right now. I wish I
had the time. All I can say is that everything you're doing,
everything you're seeing, these memories, your real life existence,
and the people you're fighting—will help you understand how to
get into that room,” as he said it he was pointing his
thumb through the glass window, “before anyone beats you to it.
You three are the key. Only you three.”

With that she woke up. She found herself in the
bike trailer once more.

“Victoria is still alive.”

Ahead, her chauffeur responded by putting more
effort into cranking the pedals.

We're coming Victoria.
   



Chapter
14: Eurydice

The last hour of Liam's bike ride brought him into
territory that was more and more familiar. Houses he recognized.
Potholes to avoid. There was very little activity, alive or
otherwise, on the roads winding though the wooded properties of the
area. It gave him plenty of time to think, while keeping his eyes
open for trouble.

He tried to summarize the crazy chain of events
which brought him here.

Victoria's death.

Getting kidnapped and imprisoned by Hayes.

Seeing behind the curtain at the CDC Camp.

Spending the night in the woods with Grandma.

Surviving the day with the Boy Scouts.

And now, an early morning bike ride home to avoid
Hayes and his search party.

Seems so simple when you draw out a list. But the
first was the most painful. Liam felt like he'd been spinning wildly
these past few days without Victoria at his side. He'd only just met
her, but she had given him a glimpse of the future. Someone strong to
help find the light in these dark times. 


Why am I remembering this now?

The quiet countryside reminded him of jogging
along these roadways in peaceful times. Before the end. Back then his
biggest fear was a careless driver. Now, the men and women lurking in
the creeks and cornfields were constant reminders that even a simple
relief stop could turn fatal. He looked down to watch his feet turn
the cranks. When he coasted he could hear the whine of the tires on
the asphalt. 


If he wasn't pulling such precious cargo he could
almost coast and ignore everything wrong since sunrise. Just him, the
bike, and the sky.

But not her.

His mind was a turbulent mix of emotions and
scheming when he caught sight of his own street. His house was up the
hill a ways, and hidden by trees of the secluded neighborhood, but he
was home.

Out loud he said, “We made it.”

He took a moment to collect his thoughts as he
rolled to the stop sign at the end of Riverside Drive.

So much had happened since he'd last seen his
parents. Were they home waiting for him? What if they weren't? How
would they greet him? What would he do if they were still away? If
they were home, what would they think of the dead girl in their
foyer? Maybe Phil took care of the body. What if she changed?

He couldn't settle himself down. Each question
produced two more.

Deep breath.

He had done so much since the sirens. He even felt
a satisfying pride peeking out from his psyche. Not many people would
have been able to rescue Grandma twice amidst the backdrop of
the Apocalypse. Liam practically did it on his own.

Well, he did have help from time to time.

Of course, his helpers often ended up dead.

His thoughts turned inward and dark. No matter
what else happened, no matter how proud he was of himself, no matter
how proud his parents might be, he would never forget those who laid
down their lives to make this reunion possible. It was the least he
could do for the dead.

Thank you, Victoria.

He bit his tongue.
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Liam turned his bike and trailer onto his own
street, and climbed the gentle hill past the few houses between the
entrance and his. It was about the length of a football field.

As he approached his own house his heart felt
crushing despair. One Humvee sat right up against his garage. Another
sat between his house and the neighbor's nearest him. It wasn't
unreasonable to think there were others hiding in the area. Whatever
else was going to happen, Liam had allowed himself to walk right into
this trap.

Hayes popped out the Humvee on the driveway,
giving Liam a big wave. “Hey, bud. Good to see you!”

He had changed clothes. He was wearing the same
style Hawaiian button-down shirt his dad favored. Dad was either
inside as a captive, or dead. Or Hayes just found his stash of ugly
shirts and decided to help himself. Of all the things to survive the
destruction of the whole house...

Liam's mind was dancing wildly at the unfolding
scene.

Two people got out from the other side of the
Humvee and were walking around the backside of the truck. First in
view was the red-headed driver Liam had seen a few times already.
Behind her was a young girl about Victoria's age, dressed in jeans
and a brilliant white cotton t-shirt. Her dark hair was pulled back
in a tight ponytail. She was as clean as if she had just walked out
of the shower. Liam's vision was blurry from the admittedly emotional
sloshing going on in his mind. He refused to cry at the desperation
of it all.

But, wow, she looked just like Victoria.

He stopped his bike a couple dozen yards down the
street. Unsure what to do. He put his head on the handlebars as he
straddled the top tube.

“Hiya, Liam. Why don't you and Grandma come
on up the way. We have a lot to discuss. I promise I won't shoot
anyone this time.”

This time. Ha!

He was preoccupied with all his options. He could
turn around and try to escape. He could hide his gun and try to kill
Hayes when he got up close. Maybe he could find some help.

None of them seemed to offer real hope. Killing
him was probably the closest he could come to a plan with any chance
of success, but he had never killed anyone—alive—and
didn't think he had it in him to gun the man down in cold blood. Even
if he deserved it.

The only option was to take his medicine and see
where the windy road ended.

“Grandma, I have to stop here for a minute.
We'll get you out soon. I promise.”

He hailed Hayes, got off his bike, and began
walking it in. As he closed the distance he regained his composure
and was able to study the girl standing on his driveway in better
detail. She was very pretty, that much was obvious. She seemed to be
part of their team. No— 


Her hands were bound in front of her, held low.
The zip ties were hard to see, but they were there. She was standing
patiently, unmoving. Looking down at her feet.

Liam was now at the edge of his front lawn.
Stopped. Mind jumping all around. “Why won't you let me and
Grandma go? Why are we so damned important to you?”

“I thought you figured it out back at the
medical camp. I've seen the tape of the old man who spoke to you
while undergoing treatment. You know what this whole thing is about.”

He didn't know how to respond without making
himself look dumb. Was he missing something obvious? He knew the
experiments were done specifically on older people, but the
volunteers made it sound like they were donating their bodies to
science so they would make a difference in finding the cure. They
were the most viable test subjects available.

Liam felt in his pants pocket for the photo. He
knew it had the address of the colonel's family. His last words were
pointedly about Bart's age. He had said, “It was his age. I
know it. That man was 106!” Was there something specific about
a person's age that made them important? Grandma was 104. Did that
make her more worthy than someone 94? It might explain Hayes'
obsession with her.

“The colonel's last words to me were that
the old man was 106. He said the reason he was such a good test
subject was his age. You want Grandma because she's almost the same
age.”

“Can you come up here where we can talk
without shouting? I'm surprised you haven't said anything to my
pretty friend here.”

Hayes walked over to the young girl but she
shirked away when he got close. The mannerism was recognizable as
something Victoria had done during their journey.

He froze in disbelief. Seeing the girl for who she
was at last. “Victoria?”

She bobbed her head up and down, over and over.
Tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Ah, yes. I told her I would shoot you dead
if she said a peep. I had to be sure you wouldn't try anything
heroic. Nor would she. Can you two agree not to do anything stupid
for the next five minutes while we all get reacquainted?”

They both nodded with enthusiasm. Victoria in
silence, and Liam in sympathy silence so as not to get her in
trouble.

“Alright then. You can go down and meet your
boyfriend, but just be aware of these machine guns and who's inside
the house.”

Victoria ran down the driveway, bound hands and
all. Liam had to keep his hand on the bike, but he dismounted just in
time to catch her in a one-armed hug. They held each other tight, but
Victoria was using the opportunity to pass information.

“Your parents are captive inside. Hayes
wants to trade me for Grandma and he says they'll leave the rest of
us alone. I missed you!”

They kissed briefly, but the moment was ruined by
their tormentor. “Alright! That's enough of that. You kids need
to separate or I start shooting. Yuck!”

Victoria and Liam separated, but Liam kept his
hand on her back as they both looked up at Hayes. A small token of
defiance.

Liam's emotions were splashing over the rim. He
felt the joy of the reunion. Happiness she was alive. Anger at Hayes.
Fear for his parents. Love for Victoria.

Whoa. Say what?

Maybe not romantic love exactly, but at that
moment he would have laid down his life for the girl he thought was
already dead.

That was as good a definition of love as any.

3

“Victoria, you can hold Liam's bike. He and
I have some things to discuss.”

Liam didn't want to let her go, but he saw no
alternatives.

“It'll be OK. Just stand here with Grandma.
I think she's sleeping.”

They traded spots and Liam turned his back to
Hayes so he could look at Victoria.

“I can't tell you how good it is to see
you.”

She gave him a big smile as she wiped the tears
still on her face. All she could say was “be safe.”

As he turned back toward Hayes he knew where
things were going. Hayes held all the cards. He would have to give up
Grandma.

“Liam. Let's take a little walk. Not too far
of course, those zombies are everywhere.”

They walked down the driveway, around several
large patches of blood and gore on the ground, and began walking up
the street, away from Victoria.

“I'm impressed Liam. I don't think I've ever
seen such dedication by a young man your age for an old lady like
your grandma. I thought it was an act back at the Arch when we first
met, and then I thought you were trying to impress your gal, but
seeing you get dear old Marty out of the camp and across all this
hostile terrain alone... Well, I guess I have to give credit where
it's due.”

They walked a few more paces before he continued.

“But this is the end. I've invested too much
time and energy trying to keep a hold of your grandma, and my bosses
are getting concerned. Speaking of which...”

Liam was blindsided by the speed of the man. Hayes
had turned and swung a fist hard into Liam's kidney, causing him to
buckle over in pain. Still on his feet, but just barely.

“That is for your stunt with
the tracker. You made me lose my MRAP on that wild goose chase.”
He started walking again, unconcerned that Liam was now behind him.
“Dammit, Liam. You're a clever boy. I hate that you did it. I
should have seen it coming. We chased that fake signal for hours
until we realized it was on a wounded deer.”

Mr. Lee and his team. They got it done.

“Once that resolved itself I knew there was
only one place you could be heading.” He let out a chuckle.
“You need to make some new friends. You're like a fish always
going to the same spot to roost.”

Mixed metaphors aside, Liam knew he was right. He
was predictable.

When they were beyond earshot of Victoria, Hayes
stopped. Liam was close behind, still nursing his sore side. There
were no thoughts of fighting back now. Not with Victoria in such an
exposed position, and his parents under guard as well. This was all
Hayes.

Mostly.

“I'm going to make you a deal. Man to man.
You've seen our goals. You know what's happening to the world. You
know why your grandmother is important to us. You and I both know I
could blow your brains out right here on this street, and no one
could stop me. I could then kill Victoria—she is one tough
babe—and I could kill all your family just for fun. Then I
could take Grandma with me and use her in any way necessary to solve
this plague.”

Liam held his breath.

“But. There's always a “but,”
huh? The thing is, I'm not a murderer.” He seemed to ponder for
a moment, and continued with a disturbing correction, “I'm not
a mass murderer. I told you before I only do what I do to get
what I need and then move on. Tomorrow my boss may say he wants me to
get him the last cheeseburger in America. I'd be equally tenacious
with that mission as I am today with your grandma. I—”

Hayes had a small earpiece and a lapel mic. They
blended into his clothing and hair, so they went unnoticed until just
now. Hayes held up his finger in the universal “I'm on a call,
please be quiet” symbol.

“Roger. Five minutes inbound.”

“Ok Liam, sorry about that. Where was I?
Telling you my deal?”

He turned to face Liam. “Look kid, you do
what I want and no one gets hurt. I'm going to trade you one old lady
for one young girlfriend. You two can have a long life together
knowing Grandma did her service to her country by helping to stop
this plague.”

There it was. Finally. Liam was almost relieved.
He knew he would one day have to choose between his grandma and
Victoria. It just seemed as if it were written in the stars. Now that
it was here he was ready to make the sacrifice. What choice did he
have, after all?

“Do you think she'll survive the testing?
That old guy back in your camp seemed to be OK for a while. Can you
give me your word you'll do your best to keep her alive?”

“I'll do everything I can to keep her alive.
I need her alive, you know?”

“I've only got one condition. Let Victoria
walk up here to me, leaving Grandma in the trailer. I don't think I
can face her knowing I'm giving her up.”

Hayes was happy to get things moving. He yelled
down at his assistant to hold Grandma's bike, freeing up Victoria to
walk up the street to Liam and Hayes.

When she arrived she could guess what was going
on. “No, Liam. You can't trade me. I didn't agree to this!”

“What choice do I have? He said he'd kill
you and my whole family if we didn't give her up. Grandma would want
it this way.”

Victoria was torn. It showed on her face. Liam
tried to look away because he didn't want to break down at the
thought of what was happening. He needed to stay on task.

“This is all great. Very touching. But our
business here is done.”

Hayes started walking down the street. “Liam,
if I see you trying to rescue her again, I will have to do something
worse to you than a punch to the gut. Just remember that. No more
games.”

“Understood.”

Liam pulled Victoria across his front lawn, toward
one of the Humvees parked in between the houses. He raised his hands
and pointed to his house, making it clear he was just passing the
truck, not attacking it.

Hayes was nearing the driveway, and shouting to
his people. “Get her in the truck. We've got dust off in less
than five. Move it!”

Liam and Victoria were now behind his house,
moving through the detritus which had been blown out the back by the
MRAP. He caught some motion in the woods nearby.

Victoria stopped him. “We can't go in the
house.”

“Why not?” He was thinking of the
activity in the front yard. His maskirovka was about to be revealed.
He needed to get in and get his parents. “I need to get my
parents out of here, now.”

They were trying to be quiet, as the Humvee was
still only a few yards behind them. “Trust me, Liam. We have to
wait right here.”

He looked again out into the woods. There was
definitely someone out there. Did Hayes have snipers backing him up?
If so, his plan was doomed to fail.

To Victoria he whispered, “You have to tell
me what's happening. We only have a few more seconds.” He took
the opportunity to pull out his small pocket knife and cut her
bindings.

She seemed confused, but laid it all out for him
in just a couple sentences. Her subterfuge was impressive.

He thought of Grandma's eloquent way of cussing.

“Oh my lands!”

Then he told her his secret.

Her mouth was hanging open in shock as the first
expletives arose from the front yard.
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“VERY FUNNY, LIAM!”

“Liam, listen. Your parents are inside, but
they aren't alone. Trust me, you can't go in right now.”

“DIDN'T I JUST TELL YOU I WAS DONE WITH YOUR
GAMES!”

“So what do we do? Are we just going to
stand here with this Humvee in my yard?”

Victoria didn't have an answer. Everything was in
flux for both of them. Planning was impossible in such circumstances.
Liam had to improvise.

“I trust you. What do you want to do?”

Victoria looked at him, relaxing slightly. Then a
smile appeared on her face, quite incongruous with the situation
around them. “Run!” She sprinted like she was in a race.

Liam noticed she was wearing running shoes instead
of her broken flats. She ran directly behind the Humvee and behind
the next door neighbor's house. Liam stayed close behind. She dropped
behind a small patio wall to take stock of things. They were
temporarily safe from the soldiers. Even those in the woods wouldn't
have a clean shot at them.

The shooting started.

They both dropped their heads instinctively, but
Victoria was first to pop back up. “They aren't shooting at
us!”

Liam raised his head. He could just see the back
of the Humvee from his vantage point.

Some loud pops came from inside Liam's perforated
home. There were shots also coming from the woods.

The Humvees immediately moved forward into the
front yards. No doubt escaping the firepower coming from the woods
behind them.

Over it all he could hear Hayes cussing.

“Serves him right.”

A few moments later Liam was ecstatic to see his
mom and dad crawl out of the massive hole in the backside of their
house, followed closely by Phil. All three were covered in blood from
inside the house. They came to rest low against the foundation, much
as he and Victoria were low behind the patio wall.

Just in time, too. A massive barrage of gunfire
came through the house. The Humvees had obviously recovered from the
surprise and were dishing out the heavy stuff in retaliation.

The slope of the front yard was such that the
bullets traveling into and through the house were going ten or
fifteen feet over the heads of the people in the woods behind the
home. Liam could see those folks now scrambling to escape any stray
bullets or ricochets. A 50 cal deflection to the body would be a
death sentence.

Victoria tapped Liam's shoulder. The noise of
battle was still loud, but not deafening. “Follow me! Let's see
what's happening in the front.”

“But my parents!”

Together they watched as his parents continued to
lay low against the concrete foundation. They would be safe there for
the time being. They were pinned down. They couldn't run to the woods
for fear of getting a round in the back. They couldn't run between
the houses because of the open corridor currently being peppered with
heavy duty rounds.

Liam wanted to see what was happening. Maybe they
could help affect the outcome of the battle, even if they didn't have
any guns. Well, besides the mostly empty Ruger he was carrying.

They took off at a run, continuing their race.
Victoria ran two houses up, using the backyards to avoid any exposure
to Hayes and his team. The Army guys continued to focus their fire on
Liam's increasingly rickety house in front of them.

Victoria walked in the back sliding door of the
neighbor's house as if she owned the place. He had to struggle to
keep up with her.

She brought him to the front room and was
impressed to see a crude bulwark of wood below the front window of
the house. As he crouched low with her he could see a pair of heavy
iron sewer lids, and in front of those was dirt and rock. It seemed
like a formidable defensive position, even against machine guns.

“Welcome to Observation Post Victoria. This
is where you and I were supposed to run when everything turned to
hell. It didn't go down exactly as we had expected, but at least we
made it this far. Liam, I'm so happy to see you. There's so much I
want to tell you, but there's no time. We have to see what Hayes is
doing.”

Looking out the window, they had a beautiful view
of the whole situation. There was Poole's burnt out house, complete
with dead bodies on the lawn left to rot. In the middle of the street
were three Humvees, each with a heavy machine gun dumping all they
could into Liam's house. Next to his driveway he could see his
bicycle had been tipped over and the trailer dumped out. The fake
grandma he had put together with sticks and trash had been thrown out
into the street.

Grandma wasn't in his trailer. She was safe with
Drew.

“I can't believe it worked.” He said
it as much to himself as Victoria.

“Yeah, well you really pissed him off. I
hope you weren't planning on getting Christmas cards from him ever
again?”

As they watched, Victoria explained what she
could. “Mel put most of this together. She was in the military.
Did she mention that to you? Well, Phil and your dad helped a lot,
too. They got your text message you were coming home as well as your
warning about Hayes. They immediately began planning for his next
visit. The whole time your mom and dad wanted to go out looking for
you, but we all talked them out of it. Instead we worked on getting
the basement situated so Phil could hide in the secret room.”

On the street, one of the Humvee's machine guns
stopped firing. Its operator slumped in his perch. The other two
started swinging their guns wildly around the neighborhood as other
sources of gunfire emerged.

“Anyway, their plan was to get you and me
and Grandma safe, and then spring this trap on them. There are
positions like this one in almost all the houses on your street. A
few of your neighbors joined in to help, though most of the houses
were empty. We enlisted the help of some guys from a neighborhood
over the hill too.”

A few rounds impacted on the front of the house,
sending them both to the ground.

“The plan called for surrounding the guys in
the trucks, and forcing them to either fight it out or make them
leave. It looks like they are sticking around until the end.”

“Suits me fine.”

They risked a look down the street. One of the
Humvees had backed itself up directly into Poole's former house. It
managed to smash into the former garage space, but it didn't make it
very far into the debris. It was out of the action.

From their left they heard an obnoxiously loud
gunshot. Loud even for the ongoing gun battle.

Another bang.

Pause.

Another bang.

“That's a sniper rifle. One of the new guys
brought it with him.”

Liam was looking to his left to try to see where
the noise was coming from, but then he panned to where he figured the
shots were going. The remaining two machine gun operators were put
down, and the side windows of both surviving Humvees were blown in.

Over the next minute or so it became obvious the
battle was over. No one was firing back from the trucks. Soon enough
hands could be seen surrendering.

Was the fight to save Grandma finally over? With
Hayes dead, maybe they could fade away and live out their lives in
peace.

I can dream.
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It took several minutes before anyone felt
confident enough to walk out to the Humvees and tender the surrender
of any survivors.

Please let Hayes be dead.

In the relative quiet on the street, Liam heard a
helicopter fly over and hover somewhere beyond the entrance to the
subdivision.

Phil was somewhere near the military trucks, but
out of sight. He yelled for any survivors to exit the vehicles and
lay face down on the street. A couple of doors opened. One on each
Humvee.

Please let Hayes be dead.

Liam decided he had to be down there.

“Liam, just wait! Let's watch from up here.
Safely.”

He paused before leaving the front room of the
house. “I have to see if he's dead. I need this to be over.”

With that, he ran out the back door, and toward
his answer.

As he ran he saw many of his friends and neighbors
emerging from their hiding places. In small groups they emerged from
many of the houses on the street. All with rifles of some kind held
at the ready. They were there to cover the surrender.

Liam walked next to Phil as he too emerged from
Liam's garage. His own SUV was abandoned inside—it looked like
Swiss Cheese.

“Heya, Phil.”

“Hi, Liam. Good to see you.”

“You, too. Thanks for helping my parents.”

“It was easy with your dad's secret room. It
was our secret weapon.”

They both got serious as they neared the men on
the ground. Liam had his tiny gun out.

Please let Hayes be dead.

He wasn't dead.

Of course.

There was Hayes. His leg was bloodied, but seemed
in good spirits.

“I salute you, Liam. The fake grandma trick was a well-executed deception. But you've just declared war on the
United States of America. You'll never get away with this. I'll make
sure this is the last mistake you ever make.”

Liam looked around for his red-headed driver. She
wasn't one of the three survivors.

“Sorry about your people Hayes. I never
wanted any of this. I just wanted you to leave us alone.”

“Ask not what you can do for your country,
ask what your country can do to you. Your country is coming for you,
Liam. You were already on a kill list. Your whole family was. But I
froze it. If you kill me, it will unfreeze. It won't be
pretty, I promise you that.”

Liam looked around. Phil was close. Victoria had
caught up and was standing nearby too. His parents were walking
across their defiled front lawn, covered in the mess from inside the
house.

Mom and Dad! 


He had finally found them, alive. But the reunion
had to wait. Hayes ruined even that.  


His “group” of survivors was
formidable, he had to admit. But to think of them in a war with their
own country was beyond his imagination.

Liam turned around. “I want to make a movie.” He pulled out his phone. He set things up, then gave it to his mom. “Mom,
can you record me?”

When all was ready, he spoke into the camera.

“Hello, I'm Liam Peters. My grandma is
Martinnette Peters. Today, which is eight days since the sirens,
these men attacked my house with the intention of taking my grandma
to do experiments on her relating to the plague. We did not
give permission for this to happen, and in return we were viciously
attacked in an attempt to take her anyway. My mom is going to sweep
the scene so you can see the devastation these men brought to us.
Note my house is no longer suitable for habitation thanks to them.”

His mom panned the camera in a 360 degree sweep.

“Where is Grandma? Put her on camera!”

It was Hayes.

“Tell the camera how you fired first!”

Uh oh.

He hesitated. Should he continue filming?

His dad saw what was happening, and softly said
“Well done, Liam. We can edit the film. Don't give him a
voice.”

Liam figured that would be his only brush with TV
stardom.

“Does anyone object if we let these two
soldiers go? Take their weapons and let them go on down the street.”

Liam felt it would set a bad precedent to kill
them, and they couldn't hold them prisoner indefinitely. Fortunately,
no one objected.

The soldiers ran like hell into the woods once
released.

The third Humvee was sitting in the ruins of
Poole's house. The driver's door was open but when Liam's neighbors
investigated they said there were two dead men inside.

Did red-head get away?

Briefly he looked around, hoping to catch a
glimpse of her, but to no avail.

Now, what to do with Hayes?

Liam felt the press of his gun against his hip. It
was reminding him it was there, ready to do its duty for him. One
bullet to the temple and the Hayes problem goes away forever.

Forever. It was the word that scared him the most.
Killing Hayes would be something that would stay with him forever
too. Looking at the bleeding man on the pavement—a place once
innocent and pure, where he learned to first ride his bike, where
he'd run and play—he couldn't fathom killing a man. Could he
allow him to be killed? He had no doubt someone in his group
could do it, if asked. Mel had done almost that exact thing to those
injured criminals from Poole's house. Would that still put the stain
of cold-blooded murder on him?

These are issues he never encountered in any of
his video game adventures. The bad guy was always slain. The
line between hero and villain was always crisp.

Real life was much more of a mess. He'd been
learning that lesson since he'd walked out his grandma's door, into
the apocalypse. Each lesson stacked on the next, guiding him and his
friends to this point in time. The next ethical puzzle to be solved
amidst the rotation of true moral north during the societal
implosion. Many had done it in his books. A simple trigger pull and
all those future problems go away...

As if sensing his internal dissension, Victoria
stood next to him and took his hand. It was warm. Comforting. Alive.
Would his decision have been easier if she had really died at the
hands of this man?

It would certainly change the equation, though he
couldn't say whether he would still be able to pull the trigger.
Probably? Maybe?

“Would anyone object if we let Hayes go?”
He said it quietly.

He secretly hoped someone would object and jump in
to do what he couldn't, but everyone was following his lead. Mel had
run up late, but even she assented to his release.

“Just go then.”

“You know what this means, Liam. I can't
stop what happens next, even if I wanted to.”

Liam spun around. “I know the feeling. Do
what you have to, and I'll do what I know is right.”

Hayes began walking away, as Liam found the
comfort of family and friends.
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Liam imagined Hayes was walking out of his life
for good, and that everything would turn out OK. He allowed himself
to come off high alert. Back into simple exhaustion. He was standing
around with family and new friends. Hayes had limped almost all the
way down the street when Liam's complicated masquerade finally came
unraveled. 


A bicycle and trailer turned the corner, and
practically ran into Hayes.

Things moved in slow motion. Liam's entire
existence was focused on the end of his block. He could see each
action as it happened, though he could hear nothing from such
distance. He couldn't change the outcome from so far away.

A friendly wave from Hayes to the rider.

A smile in return. Hayes may have said something
like, “So pleased to see you made it, Grandma!” Drew
would have no idea he was a bad man.

The bicycle stopped. A short chat.

Then a vicious punch. The rider fell.

“NO! NO! NO!” Liam was yelling, angry
at his own impotence. Angry at how slow he was moving.

Hayes struggled to mount the bike, turned it
around, and cranked away. Injuries and all.

Everyone in the yard snapped awake.

Liam was the first to start running. He ran for
his own tipped bicycle.

Everyone else was on foot, but heading in the same
direction. Soon he had control of his bicycle and overtook them all.
He flew by Drew, who was sitting up and getting his bearings. His
target was up ahead, but couldn't be far. The helicopter was loudly
chopping air nearby.

Liam pedaled like a maniac, but he only had to go
a couple of hundred yards. The helicopter was in the middle of a
grocery store parking lot, as he imagined. It was on the ground but
its rotors were spinning hard, like it wanted to take off. He risked
a look back and could see his group running furiously, some faster
than others. Victoria near the front. He kept pedaling.

Hayes was having issues. His leg injuries were
slowing him down, but he managed to keep turning the pedals and he
kept steering more or less in the right direction. Liam was closing
the distance.

Liam saw his opportunity as he caught up with the
struggling man. He whipped his bike to his left and in front of the
other, intending to cause a wreck. Hayes made no effort to correct
his path as they collided.

Liam tumbled hard to his right while Hayes just
crumpled with his bike as it impacted. His speed wasn't that great,
so Liam ended up getting the worst of it. Even so, he was on his feet
quickly, road rash be damned.

Hayes was straddling his bike's top tube, talking
into his headset. His eyes firmly on Liam.

A shot rang out.

Liam turned around to see a civilian man with a
high-powered rifle in the back of the helicopter. It was now pointed
at him.

“You lose, Liam! I'm taking Marty and we're
getting on this bird. I'm cutting you a break just like you cut me
one back there at your house. Details you see. But we're even now.
I'm a little injured. This is what you're going to do. You're going
to get Grandma out of her trailer—the real trailer, you sneaky
bastard—and help her board. Then I'm going to fly away with her
and you will never look for her. Do you understand?”

He understood. He looked back to see several
people arriving behind him.

“I'll agree to your terms if you also agree
not to harm any of the others.”

“Fine. Just get her in, quick!”

Liam made a motion for everyone to halt well
behind him. Only Victoria disobeyed and continued to run up to him
with a hug. She then helped Liam get Grandma out of the trailer as
requested.

Grandma came out with a smile. “Oh,
Victoria! I'm so glad to see you're alive. Such a happy day for
Liam.”

“Grandma, they're going to take you away. To
a medical facility again. I'm really sorry, but I couldn't save you.
They were going to kill us all to get you.”

Liam could feel the tears welling in his eyes. He
found a free spot on his tongue and bit hard.

“Liam, you made the right decision. You have
to see that. Don't you worry about me. I'll be fine. I'm old you see.
I've got my Rosary at the ready.”

Victoria seemed to take a cue from seeing the
religious object.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out the
travel Bible Liam had given to her. She showed it to Liam, opened it
wide, and held it up to her eye. It had a bullet hole near the top
left corner, though it didn't go all the way through.

“This Bible saved my life. I had it tucked
in Liam's belt because it wouldn't fit in my pants pockets. The
bullet hit this and sent me flying. I had a bloody bruise on my hip,
and I hit my head, but was otherwise unharmed. It was a miracle. I
want you to have it so you can have a miracle, too, Grandma.”

“Oh, child, thank you. Seeing you alive is
my miracle. I'll take it for now, but I'll give it back when we meet
again. Deal?”

Victoria was unable to do more than nod. She was
crying openly.

“Oh, and please do return that pillow to the
Boy Scouts if you can.” Liam couldn't tell if she was joking
until she gave both of them her trademark wink.

Liam took his opportunity to give Grandma a big
bear hug. He held her for a very long time. Finally he spoke.

“Grandma, I'll find you. I have a whole
group here to help me. Together we can get to you wherever they take
you.”

“Liam, don't you go fretting about me. I
don't want anyone else to be put in harm's way because of me. Just
live a good life with Victoria and your folks, and remember me from
the time we've shared on our adventures. I'm happy to have gotten to
know you better and I'm proud of the man you're becoming. But maybe
you could pray for me once in a while?” She flashed him a huge
smile as she said it.

“I love you, Grandma. I'm going to miss you
while you're gone.”

“I love you too, Liam. Tell your dad I love
him, will you? Your mom too!”

She gave her son and daughter-in-law a wave and
together she and Liam moved into the wash of the spinning blades.
Hayes had struggled his way into a back seat, though he was still
yelling into his microphone.

With the assistance of one of the crew, Liam was
able to help Grandma up and into the helicopter. She was put in a
seat across from Hayes. Liam waved once more to her and then ran out
of the wash from the rotors. He was watching with Victoria by his
side.

From inside the helicopter he could see Hayes was
now wearing a larger pair of headphones and had a boom mic across his
face. A loudspeaker on the bottom of the copter kicked on.

“I have one last gift for you, Liam.”

Liam looked around, looked at the helicopter,
looked at the man with the gun riding in the back. He had become
hypersensitive to traps. He found himself taking a step in front of
Victoria—shielding her. But from what?

“Consider this your air raid warning.”

Maybe he did it to imitate Grandma, but he winked
at Liam as the door slid shut.

With that, the helicopter pushed up, then tilted
forward and escaped the area in a hurry.

Escape.

“Everyone run!”

Another race.

As the helicopter rotor noise faded, a different
roar got louder by the second.

An ugly-looking plane came in low and slow over
the trees in front of them. Liam knew it was an A-10, nicknamed the
Warthog. He'd seen them days earlier, at the Arch. It was a
squat-looking plane with twin-turbofan engines hugging tightly
against the rear fuselage, in front of its dual vertical stabilizers.
It was best known for its deadly accurate rotating 30mm Gatling gun.
There was nothing like it.

Liam and his companions were running away from
Liam's street, but they were on the same axis. The planes were coming
in directly in front of them, heading lengthwise directly above his
street. They heard the chain gun rounds smashing into the
neighborhood an instant before the sound of the gun itself reached
their ears from above. The first jet screamed overhead, passed the
street, then peeled away, direction unknown. Liam knew the Gatling on
the MRAP was a toy compared to the power of the lethal aircraft.

Two more were coming in similarly low and slow.
Lining up the houses behind them and then letting rip with multiple
rapid strings of gunfire.

“Keep running!”

The small group of his friends and family were
running across the open parking lot toward more trees and a drainage
ditch. A stray Gatling round or one well-placed bomb could have
eliminated them all forever.

Forever.

That word continued to scare him.

His mind was trying to crack the code as to why.

So much going on.

He found himself running hard, though Victoria was
staying just in front of him. She was fast.

Wow. She's beautiful, like an angel. Why can't
I catch her?

Seeing her spurred a desire to pray. He recalled
the first time they met, and the comfort he took from the cross
hanging from the chain around her neck. He recalled openly praying on
the corral back at the Elk Meadow facility. He wanted to tell
Victoria all about his burgeoning faith. He realized he never told
Grandma about it either. She would have been so proud.

Am I about to learn what happens after death?
Will I learn about “forever” or will I simply wink out of
existence? Never know that I existed at all?

He expected to die. So much left unsaid. Undone.

More planes were screeching above him. His mind
was racing as fast as his feet. The stress was causing havoc on his
thought process. The important mingled with the irrelevant. The
eternal chased the ephemeral. He couldn't control it.

He resolved to ask Victoria out on a date if they
survived. That seemed very important to him as he trailed her. What
would dating look like when there were no restaurants or movie
theaters? What did they do back in the old days? And there would have
to be introductions with his parents. That scared him almost as much
as the barking guns above.

I need to apologize to my parents. I'm sorry I
was such an ass.

Behind and above, a sound was growing. If he
didn't know any better he would say it was the stereotypical sound of
a bomb falling from high in the sky, like a cartoon. Or his mind was
playing tricks. Fear could do that.

It couldn't end like this. He wasn't ready.

He wanted to tell everyone about the experiments
he'd seen. Reveal the different types of zombies wandering America.
Share news about the safety of Camp Hope. Warn them of the presence
of more government camps, including a big one downtown. He'd just
escaped the city and had no desire to go back—maybe he'd save
telling them about it. 


And what of Grandma? He tried to imagine where the
helicopter would take her. To another camp out in the woods? Would
she soon be tied to a gurney inside some dank tent? Would Hayes be
there rubbing his hands in glee, after finally bagging the old woman
he'd been chasing? She wasn't as old as Bart, but there had to be
something special about her to demand so much attention. He needed to
solve that mystery. 


If he lived. He sprinted until his heart nearly
gave out. He even caught Victoria. They were in it together.

His mental gymnastics were finally shut off when
he was knocked into the muddy ditch by the massive explosion behind
him.

Did I win the race?

###




Bonus
Material

Thank you for reading Siren Songs. I hope you'll consider
taking a few seconds to review
my book on Amazon as it really helps me improve future versions
of this story as well as guide future readers into my zombie
universe. Once I capture them, they can never escape the walking
plague! I appreciate every review as long as it's honest.

Below you will find the first two chapters of book 3 in the
trilogy, Stop the Sirens. It picks up exactly where book 2
leaves off. The family is reunited as the quest to find Grandma kicks
into gear. The mystery of her location, and the source of the plague,
will be answered in book 3.

Thank you so much for your time.

E.E. Isherwood




Stop
the Sirens: Prologue: Shush!

Marty woke up in a clean bed, in a well-lit room. She was on her
back, and for the first time in a long time, felt rested. 


She managed to sit up and was surprised to look out the window and
see she was high up in a skyscraper. It was probably a hospital, but
she couldn't be sure. She wasn't even sure what city was outside. The
'North Star' of her hometown of St. Louis was the Gateway Arch. If
you could see it, you were home.

Now she only saw the upper portions of other buildings and lots of
smoke in the air below her. The sun was setting in the west, directly
out her window. Whatever clues she could find outside might help her
identify her location. She spent twenty minutes looking around, but
saw absolutely nothing which gave her the all-important answer.

Where am I?

She sat in a little chair next to her bed and happened to look
down at her bed's foundation. On it was stamped “Riverside
Hotel and Casino.” That made it much easier. Not a hospital
after all.

She laughed despite her fear.

So I'm still in St. Louis.

She had no idea what day it was. How long she'd been there. If any
tests had been done. The last thing she remembered was getting on the
helicopter after Liam said goodbye, waving to him, and then—

—nothing.

I'm old. I must have zoned out.

She stood up again. She felt good. Getting up from a chair was
normally a laborious process. Even her back wasn't bothering her at
the moment.

“Al, am I dreaming right now?”

Her late husband/guardian angel did not respond.

“OK, I'm not dreaming.”

She found a mirror over the sink in her room, and was happy to see
herself for a change. Rather than the usual drooping eye sockets, her
eyes looked bright. Even her skin seemed to sit a little firmer on
her face.

Maybe it was all that exercise.

She laughed out loud at the notion. She hadn't had so much
exertion in decades.

“Hmmm, exercise really is the best medicine.”

She winked at herself in the mirror, then moved back to the
window. The world outside was as dark as pitch on the ground and in
the sky. No other lights were visible now. The entire city seemed
devoid of light. She had an inspiration to turn off the lights in her
own room, so she could get a better look at the stars. Once she
returned to her window, she allowed some time for her eyes to adjust,
and was rewarded with a sky full of stars. The smoke in the air
obscured some of them, but the entire sky in front of her could not
be covered by the smoke.

She put her hand into the pockets of her pants, fighting a chill.
Her hand ran across something foreign. Small, boxy, smooth, about the
length of her hand. Pulling it out, she was able to get a good look
at it in the glow of the stars.

She inadvertently hit a button which turned it on.

Marty didn't know what a lock screen was, but she could appreciate
the picture on it. Staring up at her, with a conspiratorial grin on
his face—and a few tears in his eyes—was Liam. He had one
hand in front of his mouth, with one finger up in the traditional
“shush” symbol. Behind him she could just make out part
of her own head, and the rotors of the helicopter. After a few
seconds the screen went blank and she pocketed the device without
comment.

He must have snapped the picture while giving me that big hug.
Clever boy indeed.

Marty lay back down in her bed. Content for the time being.
Somewhere out there people were thinking about her. Trying to get to
her. Drawn by her siren song. A song she continually tried to mute.

Normally she prayed for others. Health for the sick. Luck for the
out-of-work. Help passing a school test. Some prayers were epic in
scale, others a simple show of affection. Always for someone else.
But in a rare moment of spiritual weakness she requested something
for herself.

Lord, if they come to save me—

Liam couldn't help himself. He would find a way. It was already
written.

—please, I don't want anyone to die.

She admitted that wasn't how siren songs end...




Stop
the Sirens: Chapter 1: Exodus

8 days since the sirens

Fifteen-year-old Liam Peters looked up from the muddy water. He
and several of his companions had escaped the big bombs dropped on
his neighborhood by tossing themselves into a shallow creek running
next to the shopping center parking lot they'd just sprinted across.
First the A-10's swept his block of modest ranch-style homes—their
deadly Gatling guns announcing themselves like the horns of the Four
Horsemen the Apocalypse. Quite appropriate for the actual apocalypse.
And then something came down from high in the sky—the Colonel
he'd met at the government medical camp called them bunker
busters—and moved the Earth just as they'd tossed themselves
down into the creek for cover. Then more bombs came. He wasn't brave
enough to look up over the little lip of the creek to see the remains
of his neighborhood yet. For now it was enough he was alive.

He looked down the line for his parents, his friends, and his
recently-mistaken-for-dead girlfriend. He saw most of them from his
patch of mud. He definitely saw her. Victoria! She was—he
was 99% sure—his girlfriend. An older woman too! She was
seventeen.

They'd met less than a week ago, but they'd been through a
lifetime's worth of adventures in that time. They'd been up in the
Gateway Arch to watch for looters below and help the St. Louis City
Police Department spy on them. She went back up alone a second time
as a diversion to save him and his grandmother. That was the first
time he thought she was as good as dead. After that they teamed up
for the impossible task of helping Liam's 104-year-old grandma escape
the collapsing city of St. Louis and get her to Liam's home in the
suburbs. They pushed her in a wheelchair to escape zombies. They rode
a freight train through hordes of the undead. They broke a blockade
across a river set up by the Arnold, Missouri police department. Then
they teamed up with an officer of the same department as they all
watched the little town implode with the arrival of the refugees from
the metropolis next door. And if that wasn't enough excitement, they
reached Liam's home only to find his parents had left to go to
retrieve Liam at grandma's house. He had made it all the way home
only to find out they had switched houses. It was enough stress to
drive anyone crazy.

But Victoria was there. She provided a quality he couldn't
describe. A stability. A peace. Liam knew he tried harder when she
was around, and because she was as smart as any girl he'd ever known,
she was able to see things from a different perspective and give him
ideas he otherwise would never have considered. He was actually
beginning to feel things were going to be OK, even with a zombie
plague unloading itself all over the world. 


But then she was shot. 


Throughout all their adventures they were being watched, and then
pursued by a guy named Douglas Hayes. He said he was a truck driver
for the CDC—a man with no job once the medical unit effectively
ceased to exist—but it became clear he was more than that. He
actually showed up at Liam's parents' house to collect Grandma. He
requested Liam bring her to his military truck, but when he
refused—well, Victoria got shot. That was the second time Liam
thought she was as good as dead. By all rights she probably would
have been, but the single gunshot hit the small but durable travel
Bible Liam had procured for her earlier in their travels. The force
of the bullet knocked her back and she hit her head on the ground
when she fell, but she emerged relatively unscathed. Liam and Grandma
were whisked away before they knew her fate, so Liam had several days
to lament her passing. 


Now, in this brackish creek, she was very much alive. Minutes
earlier she had been wearing a clean and bright white shirt and blue
jeans, with her brown hair tight in a ponytail. She reminded him of a
perfect angel, returned from the dead. That angel was now covered in
muddy slime. Her shirt was ruined. Her hair soaked and sprinkled with
debris. And her face...

Her face was a wreck. In the last week she'd been beat up
violently at the top of the Arch. Her face was graced with two black
eyes, and more abrasions than Liam could count. Her nose might have
been broken, though he couldn't say. Neither would she. In short, her
face had seen some rough treatment of late. The water had washed off
the heavy makeup she'd applied to hide her wounds, and now he could
see her face as it really was. He could only think of how much pain
she suffered, and how it made him angry someone would have done that
to her. It made his thoughts turn dark.

Until he saw her emerald green eyes looking at him with a twinkle
of mirth. Her demeanor suggested she was happy. He guessed she had a
big smile on her face too, though her hand was over her mouth. Was
she laughing?

“What's so funny?”

She moved—sloshed—to be closer to him before she
answered. “I think I broke a tooth jumping in here.” She
removed her hand, and sure enough blood was dribbling down her lower
lip. Mixing with the muddy water already there. A large cut was on
her top lip. She removed her hand completely and gave Liam a genuine
smile, a big one. She had lost one of the sharp top teeth. The visage
was both horrible and comical. Liam couldn't help but laugh.

“Good Lord Victoria, you need to start wearing a face mask.”

His parents chose that moment to slither along into the
conversation. Victoria took the opportunity to smile for them as
well. Their faces reflected a more serious analysis than Liam's. But
Liam's sense of humor tended to activate under high stress
situations. He'd had an irrational fear of how he would bring this
girl home to his parents. He had no experience introducing new
girlfriends.

“Mom, Dad, I'd like to take this opportunity to introduce
you to my wonderful and elegant girlfriend, Victoria. Victoria, this
is my mom Lana, and my dad Jerry.”

She played along, even though she'd already spent time with them.
“Very pleased to meet you. Forgive me for not curtseying.”
They looked at her like she was crazy, but noticed Liam was laughing
hysterically and decided it was just too silly not to laugh.

Above them and across the parking lot, their entire lives were
burning to cinders in the aftermath of the bombing.

Laughing helped take the edge off. 
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The group crawled out of the water, but stayed along the slope of
the creek bank so they could observe the fires in front of them, and
remain protected if more bombs fell. It had been twenty minutes since
the big one went off, and no more A-10's had been by since the
beginning. It was looking as if it was over.

Liam's dad called out, “Who are we missing?”

Everyone looked around, taking stock of the survivors. Liam saw
all the people in his core group, including his parents. He saw Phil,
the ex-police officer way down on the end. There was Melissa, a shoe
saleswoman and apparently a military veteran of some kind. Liam
didn't really know her at all.

The only person he didn't see was Drew, the boy who helped him get
Grandma from the Boy Scout camp to his house. He was last seen laying
on the street after Hayes had punched him to commandeer his bike—with
Grandma trapped in the bike trailer behind. Liam looked at where Drew
was last seen, and was disappointed to see it was well within the
impact zone. 


In the end they accepted many of their neighbors were undoubtedly
dead. When this group ran after Hayes and Grandma as the thief took
her to his waiting helicopter, they all took themselves out of the
blast zone. The neighbors had remained in their homes or on their
lawns, celebrating the fact they had defeated a small contingent of
Hayes' soldiers in their Humvee's. That celebration lead to their
deaths.

The humor of the situation ebbed away as everyone realized the
gravity of the loss.

“What do we do now Dad?”

Liam had been waiting eight hellish days to ask that question.
Ever since he and Grandma left her house in the city, he'd been
trying to get home and find his parents. Yes, he wanted to be sure
they were safe, but he also wanted to effectively hand over the
responsibility of caring for Grandma so he didn't have to worry about
her. Mom and Dad were always there when he needed them, even if he
didn't agree with all their methods—such as sending him to
Grandma's for the summer after a particularly trying period of
conflict with them. Now, his question rang hollow. Mom and Dad, he
realized, didn't have all the answers. They couldn't wrap up all his
problems into neat solutions for him. Grandma had been taken by Hayes
to do medical testing on her, despite his best efforts to protect
her. Even his father wasn't going to have an answer to counterbalance
that loss.

His dad was laying face down in the weeds. His arms were spread
out in front of him, and his hands were tucked back so they were on
his face, as if he were using them as pillows. His mom was laying
next to him, on her back, looking straight up at the sky. They had
just lost their house—well it was lost days ago when the big
military truck tore the whole thing to shreds with its top-mounted
Gatling gun—but Liam wasn't bothering with the details. That
was a previous run-in with Hayes. But now even the perforated frame
of the house was gone. Every possession, every memory, wiped off the
Earth forever.

But it was more than that. Liam's dad had spent years diligently
stockpiling supplies he would need in the event there were
catastrophes—man-made or natural. Liam knew about the secret
room in their basement where Dad stored all his goodies, including
lots of guns. Liam suspected that was what really had him upset,
above and beyond the loss of friends and neighbors. That was supposed
to be their life raft in these chaotic times.

Jerry popped his head up to look at him. “I don't know Liam.
I guess we wait for the fires to die out and then see if there is
anything we can salvage. I'm sure our house is wrecked, but from here
I can't see if our house is now a crater. We'll see.”

Liam knew it was their only viable option right now. Wait and see.
So they waited. The morning slid by. By about noon everyone was
getting antsy. Melissa and Phil had been talking, and now Melissa
came over to Liam's group.

“We should wait a little longer. I have a bad feeling about
going back to the scene of a crime, if you catch my drift. What if
they are watching for us to return? It's what I'd do if I were
running this operation.”

Melissa was a forty-something woman Liam had met several nights
before as she walked up the street toward Liam's house as a refugee.
By almost any definition Liam figured she would be described as
physically pretty. A little taller than most women, but shapely and
well-proportioned. She kept her long blond hair in a ponytail, though
now her hair was a mess, just like Victoria's. Initially reluctant to
accept the hospitality of Phil and Liam, she was convinced by
Victoria to give up some of her fears. By her own account she had
been sexually assaulted by her former boss, then harassed by the
sickos of the refugee crowds as they all fled the city. She was in no
mood to accept the hospitality of a couple men. 


She then went on to organize some men and women around Liam's
house, and together they got the drop on a group of hostile men
intent on taking Liam's house from him. The ensuing firefight was
brief but intense. She proved her worth, though she ended up killing
some of the wounded hostile men. She said it was to prevent them from
coming back to harm them when they healed up. In his brief interludes
of quiet thought of late, he'd wondered how Phil and his parents had
agreed to keep her around after what were essentially battlefield
executions. She was still with them, and going strong it seemed.
Victoria said she helped organize the resistance on his whole street
earlier today. She was probably very familiar with the people now
dead up there. Bottom line, Liam was inclined to listen to her.
Apparently everyone else agreed. So they waited.

They were rewarded for their patience less than twenty minutes
later, when the sound of propeller-driven aircraft could be heard
approaching from south of them.

“Everyone down!”

The trees near the creek offered some protection from above, as
did the mute color of all their clothes after being in the muddy
water, but they didn't want to take any chances of being seen.

They were impressed when two big planes slowly flew over their
positions, and began tilting their wings so their propellers were
facing straight up. The ungainly looking planes descended like
helicopters to land on the large parking lot where Hayes' copter had
departed hours earlier. The back ramps dropped and Army men poured
out. He could see about twenty per plane.

“What are Army men doing here?” Liam asked.

Melissa was watching the drama with everyone else. “Not
Army. The planes are V-22 Ospreys. Troop carriers. Those are US
Marines.”

Marines. Great.

“Liam you must have made quite an impression on someone,”
Mel quipped.

He could only wonder. Were they sent by Hayes to clean up his
mess? If he had them on speed-dial, why not send them first if he
really wanted to capture Grandma without incident?

The Marines spread out in careful formations, alternating with
each other to various positions until they were up in the ruins. It
became difficult to see what they were doing, there was a lot of
smoke wafting around from smoldering fires, but they didn't appear to
be searching any specific piece of the street.

“We should leave this place. They have to be looking for
us.” As his dad would say, sometimes they really are
trying to get you. His instinct said run.

Phil was quick to agree. “Any competent police sweep we ever
did would investigate any nearby hiding areas for survivors. This
ditch will be high on their lists once they start fanning out.”

Liam's parents seemed most reluctant to leave, but they were
pragmatic about it in the end. Maybe it was shock. They slid away
with everyone else.

The creek provided an easy route to slip away unseen. They
followed it to a wider branch which went underneath a nearby roadway.
Soon they had the entire road between them and the Marines. Next to
the road was a thick woodland. They stayed low, got into the woods,
and took stock of things.

Melissa gave her assessment. “We're probably safe over here,
but I'd vote we go deeper into these woods just to be sure.”

Jerry agreed but added one important request. “Once those
guys leave, we have to go back and grab our stuff.”

Liam looked at him like he was crazy. “Dad, our house is
gone. There is no way your supplies survived that inferno. I'm sorry
but its true. We should never go back if we think all is lost. It
would be a big risk. Right?”

Phil and Melissa looked at each other, each with big smiles on
their faces. Melissa seemed to be bursting to share her secret.
“Liam, I know your house is a smoldering ruin. I'm sorry about
the loss of your friends and neighbors, and your grandmother to that
ass Hayes. But we've been busy beavers while you've been away.”

Dad added, “We have a survivalist/prepper, a US Army
veteran, a police officer, and two whip-smart women on staff. Do you
really think we'd leave our most important treasures sitting in our
basement for anyone to take if we thought government agents were
coming to our house to capture you?”

Liam thought about it for a few seconds, realizing the
implications. “No, I guess I don't think that at all.”

For a brief time, everyone was laughing again.
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The Marines weren't there long. The lumbering Ospreys were
impossible to miss as they left. The group waited a suitable time and
then returned to observe their street from a different vantage point.

“You think they would keep someone behind as a lookout?”

“Doubtful Liam, I don't think any agency has the resources
to fly aircraft in and out more than the absolute minimum. Marines
are used when they want to kill or capture someone. Special Forces
are used when they want to observe undetected. Or assassinate
someone.”

“Thanks Melissa, you are a real pick-me-up!”

The spirits of the group had simmered back to a disheartened
baseline after the rush of dodging bombs, dragging themselves through
creeks, and hiding in forests. Now they were heading home—to
see if anything more than splinters was left of the Peters'
residence. Looking at the neighborhood, Liam wasn't hopeful.

The remains of the street itself could be seen here or there,
sometimes in remarkably undisturbed stretches of flat surface, but
several bombs found purchase smack dab on the road. The resultant
craters were impressive. Those big bombs had flattened all the houses
in their immediate area, and the follow-up fire bombing had burned
everything in the area to ash. Even the cars and trucks were empty
hulks of fire-bathed steel. No one knew what kind of explosives had
been used; Melissa said Napalm had been outlawed against civilians
though there was no consensus of what constituted “civilians”
when half the population was technically dead.

Liam's father tried to be pragmatic. “All we know for
certain is that this street was considered such a high value target
the military was able to task several planes, unload significant
amounts of ordnance, and send a couple platoons of Marines to make
sure it was erased. All those resources would probably have been more
useful fighting the zombies right now.”

Liam and his father hadn't had time to catch up on all that had
happened to them both since the sirens, but Liam took the opportunity
to share the most salient bits of his struggle. “Hayes gave me
a warning as he was taking Grandma away in the helicopter. He told me
the planes were coming, giving me time to escape. He said it was a
detail he couldn't overlook, since I'd spared his life and the lives
of his men. But he said nothing about why he needed to bomb us clean
off the map. A Colonel I met in the government medical camp said he
was responsible for deploying the strikes on other camps when
containment failed. The planes were designed to erase all threats
posed by the plague.”

All threats.

Liam's memory was jogged by his own statement. Several days ago he
stood on a riverbank and wondered if his father knew the collapse was
coming. He sent Liam to live with Grandma a few weeks prior to the
outbreak of the plague, and she turned out to be an important
objective to the CDC. Just a coincidence?

Liam pulled his father aside as they were walking through the
ruins. “Dad, did you know the outbreak was coming? Is that why
you sent me to live with Grandma when you did?”

His dad looked at him like he had grown a second head. “I
sent you to live with Grandma because your attitude this spring was
getting so bad both mom and I were arguing over which one of us would
get to kick you out of the house when you turned eighteen. Your mom
won that argument by the way.” He gave a slight smile,
continuing. “We decided we couldn't take a full summer of the
yelling and screaming, so we asked Grandma if she minded having an
extra helper around. We figured if nothing else she wouldn't be as
affected by your attitude, and because she couldn't hear well we
didn't have to worry about you being too loud around her.”

That made a lot of sense. It was exactly the kind of statement
he'd expect from his father. he also realized his dad hadn't exactly
said no. Instead of pushing the issue, he moved on to a pain he knew
they both shared. “I'm sorry I let Grandma get away. She said
to tell you and Mom she loved you.”

His father put his arm over Liam's shoulders. “I'm sorry you
both got you mixed up in all this intrigue. It's bad enough escaping
from the zombies, but you were tough enough to get Grandma to safety
even with all these other people trying to catch her. I'm real proud
of you. In the end it was just bad luck that ruined your plan.”

Liam had no doubt in his mind his father was on the up and up
about loving him and wanting him to be safe, but there was something
in his tone of voice that told him something more was on his mind.

“Here it is!” Liam's mother had found the stake in the
ground, signifying the location of the cache of weapons and material
they had stashed in the woods. It was near a small but dense tree
which still had a lot of branches on fire.

“Behold, the burning bush.” 


Victoria's exclamation startled him. He looked around and noticed
this small tree was the only such tree burning in the entire area.
Other trees were smoldering, but this one still had flames on it. He
stood staring at it.

“Liam, the burning bush from the Bible is where Moses was
given the task of leading the Israelites out of Egypt.”

“OK, so who is Moses here? And where is the promised land?”

They had all stopped what they were doing and looked around at
each other. It suddenly seemed like a legitimate question. Was it
Liam? He seemed most likely after leading Grandma and the others to
this place. Was it Jerry? Liam's father was capable and had also made
a trip into and out of the fallen city. Or was it Grandma? She seemed
to be a solid candidate given her age and her devotion to religion.
Liam would be happy if it were anyone but him. He didn't judge
himself a capable leader.

Unlike the Bible, nothing was clear cut in the real Apocalypse. 


Phil finally spoke up. He was pointing straight down.

“Right now these weapons are our Moses. They're going to
lead us out of this wretched place, maybe not to the promised land,
but to somewhere safer than this.”

Almost in unison, they all replied with a hearty “Amen!”
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The day ended with everyone huddled in the woods for protection. A
small pile of supplies had been exhumed, including guns, ammo, and
even Liam's backpack. 


The bombing did its job and cleansed a wide area around the street
of everything—including zombies—but more had stumbled in
after the fact. Of course they took their sweet time and didn't come
until after the Marines left. 


Liam shared what he'd learned in the Boy Scout Camp, especially
how they whittled stout sticks into nasty spears used to puncture the
skulls of the zombies. “The key is to kill them with the
minimal amount of noise so we don't keep bringing in more. A spear
isn't as sexy as a gun, but it's free, it's plentiful, and it works.
It also keeps the zombies at a distance while you do your thing.”

As they all tried their hands at making adequate spears, and
dispatch the odd wandering zombie, they were pleased to see a few
neighbors did survive the assault. One of them was a man who lived
several houses up the street from Liam. He was old and gray, and had
a serious demeanor almost all the time. Liam remembered him from his
youth as the guy you never wanted to tangle with. 


His name was Paul. 


“Me and the Wright's from across the way were standing on my
lawn when those birds first came through here with their cannons. I'm
as big a fan of our military as anyone, but it was a sound of pure
evil. Of course everything got all shot up, but luckily they were
shooting right up the middle of the street instead of in the lawns
and houses. Well I guess unlucky if you were standing in the street.
I saw one man—I didn't recognize him—just stand in the
street and then evaporate. Just evaporate. Poof!”

The stern man almost showed emotion at that, but continued. “Well
you can bet your ass we started running. Everyone scattered into the
woods. My old legs wouldn't carry me faster n' a wounded dog but I
never looked back. Them bombs hit the bottom of the street and worked
their way up, so I had a little extra time. Lucky me. Others were in
the woods too, running much faster. Most haven't come back. Maybe
they ran into the dead walking toward the sounds of destruction...”

Paul also explained he came back because he had nowhere else to
go. No family. No friends. Nothing. Not even a pet. 


No wonder he's a sour man.

It made Liam feel slightly better to know there were some
survivors out there. Even crusty ones. He felt bad enough for being
responsible for Drew's death. He'd given up hoping his friend
survived once he saw the area he'd last been standing. There wasn't
even a body to bury.

They didn't light a campfire for fear of being seen. They salvaged
some stout patio chairs which had survived everything, and used those
as a base camp of sorts. It at least gave them some place to sit
besides the ground. For the first time in a long while Liam could
relax in the company of his family. The whole group was in hushed
conversation with those around them.

Victoria was sitting in the chair next to his. Perhaps it was
coincidence, but the young couple was given extra room by the others.
He was looking at his her. When she noticed him, she leaned forward
to quietly talk. “We have to do something to get Grandma back.
I feel horrible all this happened because of me.”

“Because of you? This all happened because I brought her
back here. If I would have kept her away she might still be with me.”
He knew that wasn't exactly true. Hayes had been looking for them the
whole time. It was bound to happen sooner or later. He had a lot of
resources apparently. But he wasn't going to let her take the blame
for the end result. Bad luck, as his dad had said.

She was about to argue, but Liam moved on. “We can't worry
about what's happened. We have to worry about what's next. Where do
we even start looking for her? How can we rescue her? Is it even
possible?”

Victoria sat back in her chair, thinking. The soft light from the
moon made her bruises and abrasions disappear. Even her swollen lip
was difficult to see. He was happy to be in her presence again,
despite all the destruction it had brought. He was happy Victoria was
focused on finding Grandma too. It would be so easy to ignore Grandma
and instead tackle the not inconsequential matter of survival
day-to-day. It spoke well that Victoria wasn't just a pretty face,
but had a sense of duty matching his own.

“You are always talking about the end-of-the-world books you
loved to read. Did any of them give any clues on how we can get
through this next task?”

Now he was put on the spot. He was always drawing parallels
to the stories he'd read. Stories about zombies were all over the
place in subject matter, and of varying instructiveness to the real
life zombie apocalypse. In general, stories about captured group
members depended on clues provided by the author to help the heroes
discover the location of their missing friend. Sometimes that was
done in a ham-handed fashion, while others were more realistic.
Always there were clues though. Now, when it mattered, Liam saw no
such clues. 


He felt in his pocket, thinking he was overlooking something. His
pocketknife was in one, and the family picture given to him by
Colonel McMurhpy was in the other. He pulled it out, seeing the man
he watched shoot himself in the head back at the government medical
camp—just after he was bit by a zombie test subject. It also
displayed his wife and teenage boy. He had asked Liam to find them
and tell them he loved them. It was his final request. Liam felt a
lump in his throat as he relived the last moments of the man. He
turned the photograph over to see the address on the back. It was
some town in Colorado. 


Some clue!

He didn't think it likely they'd be going to Colorado anytime
soon. Although...

“Didn't you say you are from Colorado?”

“Uh huh. Denver. Why?”

“I met a Colonel back at the Elk Meadow Camp. He gave me
this picture of his family and said if I should ever be in their
neighborhood, I should stop in and give them his last words. But the
address is in Colorado. Some place called Grand Junction.”

“I see the city name all the time on the interstate signs
driving around Denver, but I've never actually been there.”

“It doesn't matter. We aren't going out-of-state anytime
soon. We'd never make it.” Liam recognized he was in delicate
territory now. He didn't want to discount ever going to Colorado. Her
parents were there. But clue or no clue, there was no way to safely
cross 1000 miles of the unknown. Certainly not for a flimsy clue. Not
even for her parents.

Uh oh. Bad Liam!

He realized the irony pouring off his declaration. He'd travel any
distance to find his own parents, but hers, not so much. At least, he
was afraid that was how he sounded to her.

Victoria made a sound Liam couldn't interpret. 


“I didn't mean anything by it. Someday we'll try to get
there after this is over. I'd like to meet your parents.” He
tried to be cheery, and she even reached over and touched him on the
arm, but he knew it was perilous to hope anyone could survive
whatever this was. The end of the world. The zombie
apocalypse. End times. Take your pick. “Let's focus on one
rescue at a time. Grandma first because we owe her. Then let's talk
about getting you home to your parents. Deal?”

She was silent for a long time. He tried to play it cool. Did he
say the wrong thing? The right thing? He chanced a look in her
direction. She was silently crying. 


He stood up, then pulled her out of her chair. Together they held
each other in the soft ambiance of moonlight.

Later they slept the sleep of the dead.
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The night wore on. Hunkered down as they were, they were able to
ride out the darkness with only a couple encounters with interloper
zombies. Liam's spears were put to good, silent use. As the sun
started coming up, the group came together to discuss the day.

Liam could tell they'd all been thinking about what to do next.

Phil made the case they should try to get further out into the
countryside. Find an abandoned farm or piece of land where they could
regroup and ride out the worst of the crisis. Melissa wanted to scout
out from Liam's ruined neighborhood to find like-minded souls who
wanted to join their group. She argued the bigger the group, the
better chance they had to survive. Liam's parents had agreed they
wanted to find Marty, but they had no suggestions on where to even
begin. It left Liam and Victoria to answer that question. They too
had been talking and thinking.

“Victoria and I feel responsible for Grandma getting
captured and taken away. I know what you'll say—that it wasn't
our fault—but nothing can change our minds short of having her
back with us. We've been trying to put our heads together to think of
where she might have been taken but we've been very short on clues.
What I do know is this; I gave Grandma my phone just before she left
on that helicopter. My hope is that somehow we can get a text through
to her and—God willing—she'll figure out how to use my
phone to send a message back telling us where she is.”

Everyone seemed to perk up at Liam's revelation.

“There are a lot of assumptions, but if we can find out
where she is we still have to figure out what we can do to get her
out. We aren't exactly a crack commando squad.” He looked
around, thinking of the calamity they had just survived, and knew he
could have been tossed in with worse survivors. In fact he'd spent
some time with a group of twenty or so eighty-somethings. They were
probably all dead by now.

“So Victoria came up with a short-term plan, a type of
triage she called it, whereby we'll go back to the Boy Scout camp I
left the other day, and use that as our base camp for future efforts.
At least we know we'll have friends there, and we'll have a secure
base from which to operate. Once there, maybe we'll be inspired to
pick up clues to find Grandma.”

He looked at Melissa. “They're going to need help with
security, that much I can promise you. Also, I told them if I ever
returned I would bring back weapons to help them fight off zombies
and other threats. That might be the price of our admission.”

He turned to Phil. “The other thing they're lacking over
there is food. There are thousands of people and lots of water, but
no food. If we can provide them some opportunities to get food—say
from abandoned farms—it might further reinforce our value to
them.”

One thread was consistent through almost all the books he'd read
on zombies. If you couldn't contribute to whatever survival group you
happened to end up with, you were no good to anyone. Doctors would be
near the top in terms of value. Soldiers would be important.
Insurance salesmen or data entry clerks with no other skills would
soon find themselves hungry. The wild card was pretty women. Many
books placed high value on pretty women no matter what other skills
they had. Liam's mind had trouble processing what was so valuable
about them, but writers in the zombie genre seemed confident on this
point. He was content to put an asterisk on the thought for now.

He intended to present his group as being a valuable addition to
the Boy Scout Camp leaders. He knew Mr. Lee would have no problems
accepting him. It was selfish to say, but he needed a good solid base
so he could dedicate his time to solving the mystery of where Grandma
had been taken. He couldn't do that if he was running around hiding
from zombies, trading bullets with criminals, or zigging and zagging
to avoid falling Air Force bombs.

There really wasn't much argument from the core family and
friends. Old man Paul was adamant he wasn't leaving his home, even if
it was lying flat. He insisted he still owned the land and was going
to protect it until his dying breath. To Liam it seemed foolhardy,
but his older companions seemed to admire his dedication. A few other
neighbors came and went, none of them eager to move on to parts
unknown based on the word of a kid.

Liam was used to it. He often thought he could be Jesus himself,
citing scripture and working miracles, and someone in the crowd would
criticize his age. But his reasoning was sound in this instance.
There was nowhere else to anyone's knowledge that had been picking up
the pieces and providing some hope—well not unless you count
Mark, who was a man they'd met days earlier giving water to refugees
on the highway. Most people were content to salvage from the dying
world, or take from those left alive. Neither of those activities had
any long-term prospects. Maybe it was too early to talk about
rebuilding, but certainly now was the time to organize the people who
would eventually do the heavy lifting of repairing the world.

Liam's dad put it all in perspective. “So all we have to do
is get our guns and ammo, walk through the back roads of the county,
and knock on the door of the Boy Scout camp and see if they let us
in? That sound about right?”

Liam nodded.

His dad finished with words he'd almost forgotten. It was
something he said often when he was letting Liam practice driving
this past spring. “Liam, you're driving!”

Let the exodus begin.




Acknowledgments

The research for this second book was done on location here in the
suburbs of St. Louis, Missouri. Most of the places Liam visits I've
known and frequented all my life. I chose to set the story here
because I could go walkabout to these locations and be back in an
hour.

Arnold, MO is near my boyhood home; its distinctive green water
tower was the final landmark on northbound Interstate 55 which, as a
child, let me know I was getting close to home after many a long
journey. Today, that tower is a different color, but still pulling
duty for children on long rides north. It would have been easy to
write that tower into this story, but Liam and his friends were in a
different part of the town—they couldn't have seen it. I should
also mention my books portray the government of Arnold as, how shall
I put it gently? Shady? Xenophobic? I don't show them in their best
light. But fear not. Arnold, MO is a nice town and not at all likely
to block people escaping from St. Louis. Right? Seriously, it's a
nice town.

Liam's street and neighborhood are mostly fictional. The area
where he lives in the story does have houses, and it does have
parking lots large enough to land a helicopter, but Riverside Drive
isn't found on any map of the city. The interchange where he meets
Mark and talks to agent Duschene is real. It is exit 186 on
Interstate 55 if you ever come round. I warn you, it isn't very
exciting.

Elk Meadow, or more specifically Lone Elk Park, is real. The
county park is in the suburbs of St. Louis off Interstate 44 just
south of the town of Valley Park. Much like Liam and his family, my
parents took me there once when I was a kid, but we never went back.
That reminds me, I should go check it out with my own family...

Beaumont Boy Scout Reservation is real. I'm very familiar with the
cozy valley in the woods, including the surrounding terrain. Boy
Scout culture is also portrayed realistically—at least as best
I can describe it from going on numerous campouts and jamborees with
my own Scout and when I was a young Scout many years ago. I did
generalize the terrain a bit for the sake of storytelling, including
the addition of a north-south dirt track cutting through the
woodlands beyond the watchtower. As far as I know there is no such
route for vehicles. But there could be.

The final book will be out in February 2016 and will also feature
St. Louis locales. Look for it at all the finer ebook retailers.

Thank you once more to my family. It takes a lot of work to
produce a book, and my family has been tolerant of my late nights and
sleepy-eyed mornings for several months while I finished my trilogy.
With this book out the door, it's time to look ahead.

E.E. Isherwood
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“Start the Sirens”

Colonel McMurphy is a tired old warrior tasked with preparing a US
military medical camp for the upcoming plague. He is on the inside of
the preparations, but realizes he knows absolutely nothing about
what's coming. No one does. Well, almost no one. When he finally sees
the effects of the infection he understands all his preparations were
for nothing.

Book 1: Since the Sirens [BUY
ON KINDLE]

When 15-year-old Liam goes to stay with his ancient
great-grandmother for the summer, he immediately becomes bored around
the frail and elderly woman. He spends most of his time at the
library texting friends or reading dark novels. But one morning
stroll changes everything as the Zombie Apocalypse unloads itself
directly into his life. Now he and his 104-year-old guardian must
survive the journey out of the collapsing city of St. Louis while
zombies, plague, and desperate survivors swirl around them.

Book 2: Siren Songs

After escaping the chaos of the collapsing city, teens Liam and
Victoria are faced with a difficult choice. Do they try to find
Liam’s parents or defend their suburban home from refugees and
the infected? They find new allies to hold things together, even as
the government appears increasingly impotent in the face of a
mutating virus. And why is a representative of the CDC trying to
enlist Liam’s 104-year-old grandma to his cause?

Book 3: Stop the Sirens [BUY
ON KINDLE]

Liam and his parents are reunited at last, but the matriarch of
their family has been taken to a covert CDC location for medical
experiments. Liam wants to mount a rescue operation, but they must
first reach a refuge, endure warring government agencies, and learn
Grandma’s location—not to mention survive a world awash
in zombies. With Victoria at his side, Liam finds his fortitude
bolstered by her faith. Together they begin to unravel the mystery of
the zombie plague.

###

All these books are self-published. Self-publishing runs on word
of mouth. Your review on the product page is that word. It's
like fresh blood to my zombies. It keeps them going. It makes them
stronger. Please consider taking a few moments to pen a brief review
for this book. Just a few words of encouragement will help me write
many more adventures.

Review or not, you've already shown your support when you invested
your time and treasure in this tome. From the bottom of my heart I
thank you for purchasing and reading Since the Sirens.

E.E. Isherwood




Connect
with E. E. Isherwood

Thank you for being a reader of my work. I value your support more
than I can say. Once again, please consider reviewing
my book on Amazon. I also love interacting with fans. To contact
me, yell at me, become a beta reader, or find more stories about the
end of everything, look for me online:

Follow me on Twitter: https://twitter.com/eeisherwood

Like my Facebook author page:
https://www.facebook.com/sincethesirens

Visit my website: http://www.zombiebooks.net
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