
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Chapter one… I should’ve stayed in bed 
 
      
 
    I backed slowly down the hallway. My breath racing in and out of my lungs rapidly. I had my pistol pointed at the cracked door in front of me, both hands gripping it tightly. From behind the door I could hear soft moaning and crying coming from inside the room. I slowly set each foot down carefully, before putting any weight on it, I swished each foot side to side to ensure that I didn’t step on anything that would catch their attention. All it would take would be one sound that didn’t belong. As I reached the corner of the enjoining hallway, where I could make my escape, there was a hellish scream. I rotated to my left and a human shape crashed into me. Miraculously I kept ahold of the pistol with one hand while the other automatically went up to stop the teeth from ripping out my throat. Hands grabbed the sides of my head squeezing and scratching while I pulled my right hand under the torso and pulled the trigger. Once. Twice. Three times and the body finally went limp on top of me. I heard running feet and more screams coming from the hall, from that room. I pulled the body further on top of me and went limp. I held my breath as feet ran past me and over me to go down the hallway.  
 
    Once silence resumed I pushed the body off of me and stood up shakily. I checked myself to make sure that I wasn’t bleeding and had no broken bones. It didn’t feel like it but I could be wrong. My head pounded from being smashed on the floor but it was something I would live through. My face though, felt like it had lines of fire racing up and down. I kicked the corpse away from my feet, it rolled onto its stomach, facedown into the carpet. My breath rattled in my chest and I had to lean against the wall to keep from falling over. I could feel myself shaking, just to visualize it, I held my hands out in front of me. I wasn’t surprised to see them twitching, they were twitching so badly that I doubted I would be able to carry anything. Still shaking, I dusted myself off and looked to my right from where it had jumped me at.  
 
    The window was shattered all over the ground, leaving pieces and shards in the frame. I leaned over just enough so I could see out of the window. Infected weren’t smart enough to climb walls, which there has to be something down there for it to stand on. The window overlooked a patio. There were overturned tables and chairs, besides that nothing. Nothing else was moving out there, unless I counted the wind. I peered back down the dark hallway where all the infected had ran off to, where I had come from. There was no way I was going back down there. I’d much rather go this way than run into those guys again. When they went on the hunt it was always best to just get out. Get out and as far away as possible. I didn’t have the ammunition to kill them all. I reached back to touch my bow, making sure it and my arrows were still in place.  
 
    I stepped up to the window, there was still no movement so I carefully poked the remaining shards out of the bottom of the frame before slinging my legs through it. I slid through the frame and landed gently on my feet, my knees bending with the impact. I looked around me carefully. I slid my pistol into its holster and pulled my bow out. It wasn’t as deadly as my gun but I could make the arrows if I lost any and it didn’t make any noise. I nocked an arrow while I walked around. Stealth was the best friend anyone could have out here. It was the only way to survive. 
 
     Before the world basically died, this would have been a beautiful place to enjoy a meal or a book. Antique chairs and tables were overturned and rotting on their sides and backs. Umbrellas that had long since succumbed to mold were under layers of dirt and rotting debris from the plants that had grown wild and taken over the place. Ivy trailed up the sides of almost all the buildings, covering them in green year-round. Trees sprouted in the streets. In places it was flooded year-round, leaving those areas untouchable. I stepped carefully over to the edge of the balcony. Trying my best to avoid breaking anything. The view in front of me was breathtaking. Beautiful, even though everything was dead and rotting. It still had a certain charm to it. Even though I wasn’t high up, this side of the building overlooked part of the bay. Waterfront property. At least as close as any business could get. From here I could see where the boats used to dock. There were some still anchored and from here they looked like they were still in pristine condition. In the distance I could hear sea lions going about their day to day lives. The absence of humans didn’t bother them or the ocean in the slightest.  
 
    On either side of me stood other buildings, much taller and menacing. The windows in most of the buildings had been broken for a long time, letting rain and ocean air into the buildings. Allowing them to disintegrate from the inside out. Now just standing here looking, actually looking, I could see how some of the buildings had started to lean at alarming angles. Within the next ten years they’ll be on the ground, quite literally. With no one around to do the upkeep it really shouldn’t be surprising. This building hadn’t started leaning yet but parts of the floor or ceiling depending on how you looked at it, were already falling through. There were some areas I could look down several floors where water had eroded everything in its path. 
 
     I didn’t enjoy rummaging through large buildings like this but what choice did I have when everything else had already been looted? Going through these buildings was like walking into a deathtrap. There was so much water damage that the floors weren’t all that stable in places, and then there was the mold. Mold was rampant. It grew on everything. If I stopped for too long I swear it would start growing on me. If I could find a respirator that would make life much easier but the way it was, I had to tie a bandanna over my face to avoid breathing in too much of it. That wasn’t including the infected that like to hide everywhere, just waiting or in some cases hunting for their next meal. Or the bodies. Every door I opened, I dreaded it, would I find one? Would I find a whole family? Stumbling across a corpse was still horrible, it was downright depressing. Knowing that they had died at the hand of someone else or been eaten alive. No one deserved to die like that and then their remains be left behind with no one knowing who they were. No one to even know their name.  
 
    I stared out into the bay, trying to turn my dreary thoughts around. Sometimes, I would daydream about hopping on a boat and sailing away. Leaving this behind. There had to be somewhere better out there. Somewhere that people weren’t constantly afraid of dying. Right?  
 
    The sunlight refracted on the water. It shimmered like a crystal. I never made time to go down there. Honestly, I never had the courage to go look, I could make the time if I really wanted to. Would the rocks feel the same under my feet, would the water feel any different? What if I’ve changed so much that I can’t even enjoy being down there on the beach? I don’t want to face that. And then, what if I found a boat? I could theoretically sail away on it but I didn’t know anyone who could sail. I never learned, not that I had a boat to learn with anyways. My daydream would come crashing down around my feet. No, I’d rather have my daydream instead of nothing and I don’t want to ruin good memories with facts from the present. My fingers were twisting the hair at the end of my braid almost frantically. I took a deep breath and forced my fingers to stop tangling themselves in my hair. 
 
    I looked around me, pulling myself out of my head. I had to get moving, the sun was on its downward trajectory. I didn’t want to get caught out here after dark or past curfew. But it was almost worth the risk to stay here a moment more. It was rare moments like this that made me miss the way everything was before, to have a sense of normalcy. Was there ever any normalcy? Once upon a time there was. Once upon a time, everyone just had to deal with other people not the dead. The military had been able to contain the infected but only for so long. The fighting with the infected had waged for years and years before they finally swelled up enough to overtake the population. Everyone had held out for as long as they could. Out here was one of the last places to fall. Before everyone retreated behind the wall. As far back as I could remember there were always reports on the news about them. How they had contaminated another city or about how the military had been able to push the infected back. Everyone tried to carry on as normal. Growing up, to me it was perfectly normal to hear about more casualties, more cities falling. But when mom told stories from her childhood, it was always then that it would hit me that it wasn’t supposed to be normal. In the safe zones society still held strong back then, with only minor changes to everyone’s attitudes. It wasn’t until the infected had started killing people in greater numbers did the panic start building. Even then people didn’t want to abandon their false pretenses.  
 
    Here, what was left wasn’t in as bad of shape as it was in other places. I hadn’t seen personally but I’d seen pictures. Nature would eventually take this all back. But here for now, I could still figure out what businesses the buildings used to house. 
 
    The first floor of this building had been some sort of hotel lobby and the floor below me was where they had prepared the food. I had stopped to stand in the middle of the large kitchen, it could easily feed hundreds of people, with the size and amount of cooking utensils. It would have held twenty people easily, with their own space to work. This was the kind of kitchen would have been bustling with noise and activity. It still seemed to be clean with the cupboards, drawers and counters done in stainless steel. It was obviously dirty but it had a cleaner look than any other place I had seen. There was even minimal rust on everything. The whole kitchen was covered in grey. The only thing that wasn’t grey were the cutting boards and utensils left lying around. Most of all the supplies were sitting in their places, waiting for their owners to come back and put them to use again. The walls were white, or at least used to be white, mold and dirt had attached itself to the paint. Dust covered everything else. It was so thick on the floor that I left footprints behind me. 
 
     It wasn’t an area that had been overly looted simply because I found china that was still in one piece and even food. It wasn’t much but it was two sealed containers, one of rice and of oats. Before I stuffed the oats in my backpack I ate several handfuls of it. It was bland but it was so much better than the food I ate on a regular basis. In one of the cupboards I found several bottles of hard liquor. Which are currently sitting in my backpack, next to the rice and oats. It beat the stuff that I made, but no one complained when I brought it to them. This stuff though, it was a treat. I sighed, more than likely I would just trade it all away, I wouldn’t keep any for myself. My family needed the food and supplies more than good booze. 
 
    I looked around, this used to be a high-end place, a place where rich wives would meet to gulp their martinis and complain about how ‘awful’ their lives were. I was going on twenty-seven now, so ten long years ago I was making minimum wage for a lousy fast food place, one of the few that were left. I had managed to swindle my way into that job. With so many people unemployed it was hard. But we had to have food, we couldn’t live without it. Dad worked his fingers to the bone. There was no reason why he had to bear the weight alone, I found other odd jobs. Jobs that didn’t pay much but what they did contributed to buying food. Yeah, no doubt these people would have looked at me and sent me on my way if I had tried showing my face here. It wasn’t just lack of money that would have made them turn me away, it was the attitude. I could never understand how they could act so haughty.  
 
    Why did I care anyway? Most, if not all of those people are dead now. I hung my head to the side to rest on my shoulder. It doesn’t bother them anymore that I’m here. No more than it bothers them that the dead walk around. I shook my head, nope. Time to get moving. I moved my foot and it cracked something. I moved my foot back and peered down. Glass glittered up at me, I crouched down to pick it up. It was a little angel made out of a pink crystal or colored glass. Mom would like this. I smiled down at the little angel. If it made mom happy I was happy. I slipped it into my side pocket. 
 
    I pulled myself away from the railing and looked for another way out. To go down the hallway would be asking for infected to rip my throat out. And I wasn’t feeling suicidal today. Today, was the key word. I could go through the doors and try to find the stairs from there but again with a group of infected on the move I didn’t want to risk it. I didn’t explore this floor. When I was going up the stairs the door was sealed shut which was why I had moved up to the next floor where the group of infected were. No, I’d try to find another way first. I had stuff to deliver, mouths to feed and it was a beautiful fall day to boot. The sun was shining and the wind wasn’t blowing too badly today. No point in going out of my way to get hurt on such a nice day. I walked to the side of the balcony, I glanced back behind me, nervously. It felt like someone was watching me. Nothing was moving, at least that I could see. I was alone. Relax. It’s fine. No one else is out here. I turned forward again. Carefully I leaned over the railing to look down. I was four stories up and the only catches on the building were for the window ledges, and even then, they weren’t that big. Enough for my toes to rest on that’s it. There was a semi-truck parked below me but I was still far too high to jump down onto it. Ugh, looks like I’m going to have to find another way down. I smacked my fist on the railing, ignoring the stinging of my hand.  
 
    I turned around and walked to the other side of the railing. Instead of stopping at the edge of the wall the railing kept going with a path leading to stairs. I couldn’t help it, I laughed. Finally, some luck. I wouldn’t have to go back through the building. I scratched the back of my neck nervously. The feeling still wasn’t going away. It was just time for me to get moving 
 
    The stairs were made entirely of metal and they were red with rust. Gingerly I put a foot down onto the first step and pushed down on it. It held. I took a deep breath and stepped down onto it, letting my weight rest on that one foot. From behind me, something fell and broke. It sounded like glass breaking. I turned halfway to look back, straining my ears listening for any other sounds. I swore I could hear male voices. It only lasted half a moment but I know I heard them. I pulled my bow back up, pulling the arrow half back and slowly I stepped back towards the balcony. I tightened my grasp with both of my hands, blew my breath out slowly before I jumped around the corner, facing the edge balcony. Nothing was there. I was still close enough to the wall that nothing would have seen me unless they were on the balcony. Tentatively I peered into the windows, half expecting to see nothing or maybe an infected. Instead there were three figures standing near the back, intertwined with shadows. My blood pulsing in my ears, I propelled myself through one of the broken windows. My feet landed on the broken glass, I pulled back the arrow and let it fly. I missed. It embedded itself into the wall next to one of their heads. One of the three figures raised their own gun, while the other hit it knocking it down. They then ran out of the room, into a dark doorway. I stood there uncertain. Were they wearing gas masks? They were the first people that I had actually seen out here in a long time. There was evidence that there were other people but this was the first time I had actually seen them.  
 
    There wasn’t much worth in chasing them down. They didn’t look like they were starving or doing too badly for themselves. They had gear and looked relatively healthy. I must have just caught them by surprise, or if they knew I had been here they must have thought I’d already moved on. But if they knew I had been here they must have realized I was alone. Or maybe. I shook my head. No, stop overthinking. They left you alone, you leave them alone now. it explained why I felt like I was being watched. Cautiously, keeping my eyes trained on the dark doorway I retrieved my arrow. As soon as I had it in my hand I turned tail and ran back to the window. I jumped through it and took several steps away from it before putting my arrow away. I looked back inside cautiously, it was still empty. But why did I still feel like I was being watched? I took a long look around me. Nothing was moving, besides the leaves that were flying through the air. I pulled my collar of my jacket up before going back to the stairs. 
 
    I knew the first step would hold me but I still stepped gingerly down onto it. I did the same with the next step, but I tested it before putting my weight onto it. Half way down the stairs, they turned back on themselves. I turned keeping a hand on the railing and one hand on my bow while I followed the stairs down.  
 
    From inside the building gunfire sounded. A lot of it. They must have found infected or the infected found them. I froze mid-step. I was almost tempted to run up the stairs to try and help them out. I had caught myself in mid-turn to go back up. But even as I stood there internally debating it the gun fire ceased. They’re either dead or they killed all the infected. There’s nothing I can do either way. Everyone’s on their own, I bit down on my cheek. On our own. How stinking true is that?   
 
    I unfroze my legs and kept walking down. The stairs abruptly stopped at one floor above the ground, at the next landing. They looked like they had been chopped off somehow. The edges were rough and uneven. Someone wanted to keep someone or something from coming up this way. Well this was the best I would get, there was no way I was going to go back up when I was so close to the ground. I tightened my back pack, pulling it tighter onto my back, going down one floor was much better than four. I could try to just drop down or I could climb the railing and try to lower myself down with a little more control and less of a chance of cutting myself on the sharp metal. I rattled the railing, it didn’t budge. I tried harder but still no movement. I slid my bow over my shoulder before I climbed over the railing and fit my feet in-between the bars. I braced my knees against the railing as I slid myself down. When I couldn’t keep my knees braced against it anymore I let my legs dangle below me while I walked myself down as far as I could using just my hands. Hanging there I looked below me, the ground wasn’t that far away. I closed my jaw, pulling my tongue away from my teeth. I let my breathe out and back in before letting go. 
 
    I landed bending my knees to absorb the impact. I hopped over and used a car as a shield so I could take in my general area. It looked clear. I couldn’t rely on my eyes though, these damn things like to hide and there were hiding spots everywhere. Alley ways, vehicles and of course the buildings themselves. Not to mention people were in the vicinity, three that I knew of and I still couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched. Just nerves. That’s all. I tried to tell myself, but it wasn’t just nerves. I don’t know how I knew but I knew. I was being watched from somewhere. I looked around as best as I could but it didn’t take much to be able to hide here. I was at a disadvantage at this angle. I couldn’t see much from here. 
 
    Everything down here seemed to be varying shades of grey, green and red. The rain and sun had bleached everything of color except for the rust and the plants that grew over everything. The cars that choked the streets were a more of shades of grey and red than any other color. They had been leached of color from the sun, and in combination with the rain, the paint hadn’t stood a chance. The colors that were left behind were dull and sun washed. All of the vehicles sat on rims, their tires lost their air a long time ago. Down here it was far more obvious that nature was reclaiming everything. Grass and other plants were pushing their way up through the cement. In some places the heights of the buildings were really the only things that distinguished what used to be the city from parks. With autumn rolling in the green had taken a backseat to the reds and oranges that now dotted the trees and ground.  
 
     An empty bottle was rolling on its side next to the dumpster. I picked it up bouncing it in my hand. I could always throw it and potentially bring out any infected that were hiding but it wouldn’t do any good in dealing with people. But empty bottles always come in handy for making distractions. I slipped it into a side pocket on my backpack. 
 
    Carefully I moved out from behind the dumpster. I hugged the buildings staying out of the road. This way I didn’t have to wind my way through a sea of cars. I made sure I moved quickly. If that herd was still on the move then I wanted to be out of here when they decided that I wasn’t in the building anymore. Not that they would do any actual searches, they didn’t have the brains to do that. Or if those people I had seen decided they wanted to do more of a formal meet and greet, I wanted to be well away from them. Eventually the feeling of being watched left me, but I still kept looking over my shoulder, just to make sure I wasn’t being followed. As of right now I was the only one moving through the streets. It wasn’t unusual for me to hear odd things out here. I usually pushed them off onto animals or onto infected. But seeing those people made me question it. Every odd sound I heard had me scuttling against walls, looking around for the source of the noise. Finally, I had to order myself to calm down. I wasn’t doing myself any favors by being so jumpy. Letting my nerves get the better of me like that would only get me killed. That’s all.  
 
    I finally left the plaza behind and moved into alley ways. They were smaller and had a less likely chance of infected catching me by surprise. But back in here the feeling came back. Was someone watching me? Was I being followed and I’m just blind? I stared up around me, there was nowhere for someone to hide, unless they wanted to hide on the roof. I chewed on my cheek, like it was gum. I just needed to go home. Pull my shoes off and call it a day. I made myself walk faster and faster until I was almost running. It wasn’t long before I started passing my marks that I had made to show that I had cleared that area. My cans and bottles on strings, they were all at various heights. But they weren’t tall enough or low enough that infected could just run under or over, they would have to run through them. I had secured them well enough that it would take a lot of force to tear them off the walls but they would make a lot of noise.  
 
    I squatted down by one of them so I could check the knots. They were exactly how I had left them. No one had messed with them. That was a good sign. If someone came running through here they would have jostled them or even torn them down. They made enough noise I would hear them at least a couple of blocks away. I could never count on it staying clear but it wouldn’t be much of a buildup if infected had moved back in. Unless a herd moved through though. Always had to be on the lookout for one of those, they could all move surprisingly quick and were extremely dangerous. I somehow managed to get lucky when it came to out maneuvering them. Like today, that was luck, with a little bit of quick thinking. That’s how I made it day to day. I ducked under my cans. They rattled softly behind me. 
 
    I came around the corner and heard soft moaning coming from in front of me. I moved to a crawl and came from around a dumpster. There was one of them sitting in the mouth of the alley rocking back and forth, flipping its hands everywhere. Then fifty yards in front of it was the mouth of the sewer that was my home free card. It must have come through thru one of the buildings or who knows where. I should check my other markings. But, I looked around my shoulder, I still had that feeling. It was like an inch on the back of my neck, like someone was staring at me. I tried to shake it off, but it wasn’t going away. No, I would check them later. I needed to get away from this feeling, it was going to drive me absolutely crazy. If someone really was watching me, I didn’t want to wait to see how long it would take them before they decided watching was boring. Quietly I pulled out my knife and moved towards the infected. The blade itself was ten inches long, it was straight edged on one side while on the other it was serrated about halfway up. My dad had given it to me for one of my birthdays. The infected didn’t even know I was there until I shoved my knife up into his skull penetrating his brain, in fact my knife was long enough that it could almost come out his forehead. I twisted it to sever the spinal cord and pulled it out. Its body twitched in my arms before I laid his body down to avoid making any unnecessary noise. 
 
    I looked quickly around me to make sure that there were no more before I sprinted to the sewer. I pulled the grating open and slammed it shut behind me, slamming the lock into its place before walking away. Praying that the feeling would go away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter two… Note to self: Don’t do it… 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stepped up to the door and knocked on it. I looked around nervously while rearranging my back pack to sit more comfortably on my shoulders. I rolled my head, trying to get my neck to pop. I still hadn’t gotten over the being watched feeling but I still had to deliver what I had found. I heard locks being unlocked and the door opened. A wrinkled, blue eye looked out at me. I pulled out a brown bottle with amber liquid inside it, I sloshed it enticingly. Even with the label ripped off it was obvious as to what it was. 
 
     The eye opened a little wider and opened the door open the rest of the way gesturing me in with a greedy look on her face. I stepped inside gripping tightly to the bottle. The old woman shut the door behind me and hobbled down the hallway, resting heavily on her cane. She was wearing sweats with a lumpy purple sweater. I could see her pink scalp underneath her white hair. Her hair rested right above her shoulders but it was so thin, that it moved with the slightest breeze. I walked slowly behind her, close enough so I could catch the next door as it swung shut behind her but far enough away that she couldn’t whack me with her cane. My grandfather had done that. I wrinkled my face at the memory. He had hit me across the back when I crossed his path without excusing myself. After that believe me I didn’t cross his path again without saying excusing myself. 
 
     I entered the room and the smell of mold and decay hit first. I closed my eyes momentarily, to give myself a chance to compose myself. Most people tried to keep things in some semblance of order but these people obviously didn’t give a rat’s ass. This wasn’t the usual meeting spot, otherwise I would have demanded anywhere but here. I stepped over rotted food, clothing and what even looked like feces. Terrific housekeeping people, I wrinkled my nose as I came to stand in the middle of the room. The old woman gestured me to stay where I was while she went through another door. Great, yeah, I’ll just stay here and enjoy myself. I shifted my feet. From now on we weren’t meeting here, at least not until they got this cleaned up. I peered at one of the corners. Eck. Looks like they didn’t use the toilet, just the corner. Gross. 
 
    I was slowly breathing in an out of my mouth to avoid getting the worst of the smells when she came back in smiling, followed by two men. She was missing all but her two front teeth it looked like. Both men were younger than the woman but were older than I was. I sighed inwardly, “Where’s Frank at?” I knew the old woman she was the one that always greeted me at the door, wherever our meeting spot was, but these two, I didn’t know. They didn’t even look familiar. 
 
    The younger of the two men fiddled with a gun on his belt. “Frank is um… well shall we say… indisposed right now.” 
 
    I stood still, except I moved my hand closer to my pistol which was sitting on my hip. “What happened to him? He was fine a few days ago.” They were both standing absolutely still and I had to use all of my restraint to keep my hands from twitching. My hand ached to have my pistol in it. But I had to keep the situation calm, grabbing it would only be detrimental to the situation.  
 
    “Frank was a good man... but he was very greedy. Ripping all of his customers off… including us. And we are not men to rip off…” He giggled, and swayed unsteadily, like a drunkard.  “We are willing to continue trading with you naturally. You are one of the few who is willing to get what we want…” His eyes traveled down to the brown bottle that was still clasped in my other hand. I barely glanced at it before tossing it to him. He almost didn’t catch it, he fumbled with it before wrapping his two hands around it, and the biggest smile was plastered on his face. He opened the bottle, with a faint hiss from the carbonation he sniffed it and took a chug of it. 
 
    While he was busy chugging, the second man was circling me, gauging me. I eyed him and stared him down, I spoke to him. “I’m willing to sell to anyone who isn’t going to rip me off or steal from me. But for insurance I’m going to have to sell it to you for double the usual price.” 
 
    The one who I was guessing was the ringleader stopped drinking from the bottle. He wiped his upper lip and looked me in the eyes. “And why would I pay that?” He swayed again having to catch himself by placing his hand on the wall, definitely drunk. Terrific, this was going to be fun. 
 
    I stood straighter. Trying to take advantage of what little height I did have. “Because I don’t know you. And therefore, I don’t trust you. And merchandise is becoming just a little harder to find these days. Frank always paid my prices. He never complained about them. I’m not going out there and risking my life for a penny or two. You messed Frank up, therefore you’re saying you’re standing in his place. That means you agree to deal with me. I need to know that you’re serious about this. Otherwise I’ll have to find someone else. Because how am I supposed to know if you’re good for it if you don’t show me you’re serious?” I spread my hands wide in front of me. 
 
    The second guy spit. “We won’t pay double. Don’t you know what happens to girls all alone in the big city who ask for too much?” 
 
    He leered towards me and I pulled my gun and pointed it directly at his chest. “Don’t even try it. I won’t hesitate to blow a hole through your heart.”  
 
    “Lee, cut it out.” His partner slurred. The ringleader looked back at me. “Double is asking for a lot. What if we just pay the normal price? We promise not to rob you afterwards.” He sneered. 
 
    I chewed on my lip while glancing between the two of them. “No. You take my offer or the highway. There’s plenty of other buyers who’ll happily pay double and then some.” My fingers were still resting on the trigger, ready to shoot my way out if I needed to. 
 
    “Well since Frank…” He giggled again, almost as if it was a stress reflex.  “Won’t be up an moving anytime soon, we’ll be your new regulars for one. Two, I really am not in the mood to negotiate. Oh, and remember there’s three of us and one of you.” As if to drive his point home, the old woman cocked a shotgun behind me. I looked over my shoulder and saw that she was standing up firmly on two feet, no cane in sight. 
 
    I gave them my best diplomatic smile all the while chewing on my cheek. “Well I don’t think I have much of a choice now do I?” Inside I was seething, do they really think that they’ll get away with this? The ringleader smiled back at me, and gestured to the table. I shoved my pistol back in its holder, even though my gut was screaming at me to put it back in my hand and just shoot my way out. I pulled my backpack off my back, while I ignored the two-threatening people in the room and focused on the ringleader. I pulled out the three bottles of liquor, several cigarette packs and placed them on the table. It pained me to give all of it away but I had a sinking feeling that if I tried to hold any back they would take it anyways, I wasn’t in a position to use to an advantage. But I’ll be damned if I give away the oats or rice. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a stack of ration cards. He counted them out before setting them on the table. 
 
    “Here you go.” He pulled out a duffel back and shoved everything into it. “Until next time.” He reached out his hand and I shook it, squeezing his hand as hard as I could. He didn’t even cringe only squeezed back. He finally dropped it before leaving the room first, followed by the old woman and finally the other guy. He glared at me until he was forced to turn his back on me and pass through the door. As the door closed I let out the breath I had been holding since I had unpacked my pack. I stuffed the ration cards into my front pocket. 
 
    I waited till the door was shut before leaving myself. As I exited the building I glanced around me before noticing the blood that was splattered all over me. I groaned. I paused to zip my jacket up hiding all the evidence. Too bad that didn’t have an effect on them. I know it would have on me. Besides there’s nothing worse than being asked where all the blood had come from when you weren’t supposed to be leaving the city and murdering someone was still illegal. At least in here murder was still frowned on. If you’re a civilian at least. If the wrong person saw the blood I’d be in hot water. Hot enough that I’d be boiled alive. 
 
    Ahead of me there was one guy leaning against the corner, but besides him and myself the street was empty. I checked my watch. Ah, curfew would be coming into effect within the hour. I stepped nimbly towards him and he stood at attention. As I came level with him he fell in step with me. “Were you able to get what I asked for?” He met me at every meeting spot almost every day for the past two months, asking the same questions. He was determined I’d give him that. Since Frank and I moved our meeting spots to different locations every time. But today I’d finally found what he was waiting for in a set of luggage. 
 
    I reached into a leg pocket and pulled out a bottle of prenatal vitamins. “Sorry it took so long to find them.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Thank you.” He said graciously. I held out my other hand. He slapped five ration cards into it and grabbed the vitamins out of my other hand. He then turned around and walked back from where he had come from. I watched him walk away and disappear into the gloom before I continued on through the winding streets. People peered at me through dirt choked windows. In here everything wasn’t as grey but there wasn’t much more color either. As I passed by house after house I could see dozens of faces staring down at me. Too afraid to be out this close to curfew. Wimps. I couldn’t help but feel both angry and sad for them. Angry that they were too afraid to stand up for themselves, angry that they were happy to live this squalid life. And sad because what other choice did they have? 
 
    I passed through an intersection but glanced down both ways before crossing. The few cars that were driven here didn’t like to stop for pedestrians, in fact most of the time they liked to speed up. I’d seen it happen enough that crossing the streets was just as apprehensive as going outside sometimes. I was halfway through the street when a door burst open from one of the apartment buildings across from me. Two soldiers came out of the building dragging a man in between them. Behind them a woman followed, sobbing and screaming for them to let him go. In between sobs I could hear her say that he was her only son and that they had no right to take him. A third soldier took the butt of his gun and hit her in the temple. She went down without another word. As she fell to the ground the man started panicking and tried to rip himself out of the soldier’s grasps. They only held on tighter and threw him in the back of the truck and climbed in after him. 
 
    They started up the truck and I ran out of the street the rest of the way. They blew past me, flinging dirt and gravel on me. I covered my eyes until the air had settled down. I opened them, slowly. I had to blink rapidly to before I was able to see clearly. I turned and took a hesitant step towards the down woman but another woman burst out of the door. She knelt down next to her and pulled an arm around her shoulder and half carried, half dragged the woman back inside. After a pause I continued walking. Another consignment. Another civilian torn from his family to serve and help protect this ‘great’ city. I bit down on my cheek. Just go home. Don’t cause trouble. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter three… I wish I could be a tree 
 
      
 
    The rest of the way home was uneventful. No more soldiers, no people on the streets. It was calm and quiet. I had purposely forced myself to avoid looking down any side streets. The only place I kept my eyes focused on was where I had to place my feet next. But inside my head, it was a whirlwind. I was a coward. I know there was nothing I could have done besides get myself hurt but I should have done something. Isn’t that what good people do regardless of the consequences? Then I must not be a good person or maybe I'm just selfish. I don't want their attention on me. If I was caught just loitering near the wall they tended to get pissy. If they started watching me how would I provide for my family? I wouldn’t be able to come and go like I do. When it comes to keeping people in or out, they had a tendency to be over zealous in their efforts and that usually meant to shoot first and ask questions later. So, does that mean I’m selfish? That I would rather my family and myself stayed safe and out of sight instead of helping people who need it? I don’t know. My family has always been my priority but what if one day I need help and no one steps forward to help because I had never helped anyone else? Is it worth it? This argument could go back and forth for days with no answer. If dad was here I could talk to him. He always had answers. He always seemed to know what to do. 
 
     I was slowly climbing the steps leading to my front door when over the loudspeakers came the usual repetitive message: Curfew is now in effect. Any persons caught out in the streets will be reprimanded. 
 
    “Yeah, like being shot in the streets is just being punished.” I mumbled under my breath. I unlocked my door and walked in locking it immediately behind me. “Who’s there?!” Came a panicked cry. 
 
    “It’s just me.” I called out with an exasperated voice. I bent over and began unlacing my boots, I had to unlace them all the way just to get my feet out. It was a pain to get them on and off but once I got them on they were the best boots I could hope for. I heard small footsteps come out of the living room. I looked up to see my sister, Emmie peering at me, her daughter Lily was peering through her legs. Lily was six who believed she was going on sixteen. Wearing dresses, getting into her mother’s makeup. She liked remind me every day that it was one day closer to her turning seven. She was wearing a flannel nightgown, with sad looking slippers on her feet. Emmie had brown hair just like mine but unlike me kept her hair trimmed and brushed. Whereas I pulled mine back in a braid without brushing it half the time. I constantly had rat nests and flyaways. Lily though had red hair like her father’s. Emmie didn’t have to remind Lily to keep her hair brushed, she did that on her own. In comparison to them I stuck out like a sore thumb, but that was why I did the dirty work and not Emmie. Lily tried to run around her mom, while crying out with excitement. “Auntie Alice!”  
 
    Emmie stopped her by wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “No! You’ve already had your bath. Do you want another one?” 
 
    Lily sighed dramatically. “No mommy.” 
 
    “Then march back into the living room so I can brush your hair and grandma can finish telling you your story.” 
 
    Lily hung her head in defeat and marched back to the living room. 
 
     I pulled my boots off with a sigh, I set my bow and arrows down on the ground in the corner and hung my backpack on its hook. Emmie huffed at my turned back and walked away. I looked over my shoulder and I was alone again. I unzipped my jacket and hung it next to my backpack. Smiling to myself, I pulled the two containers of rice and oats out of my backpack. This’ll make mom happy. Not necessarily fresh but it’s not coming out of a plastic bag either. I hugged the two containers to my chest and walked into the living room.  
 
    Emmie was sitting on the couch braiding Lily’s hair. Her husband Jack was reading a manual and jotting stuff down into a notebook. He had brilliant red hair that liked to stick up in the back no matter what he or Emmie did to it. He was the one who made sure that we had a constant source of electricity. It wasn’t always a lot but enough to cook and have lights on at night, with the occasional heated blanket on a cold night. He rigged solar panels to the roof of our building. He built them from hand, including the wiring. There would be days that he would give me a list of items to find and when/if I found them he would busy himself building some sort of contraption that would make our lives better. He was either reading or building something. Always trying to learn new and better ways to do everything. On the other side of the living room Mom was sitting in Dad’s old chair knitting what looked like a sock. She had bags and bags full of yarn. When she wasn’t cooking, she usually was knitting. 
 
    They all looked up when I came into the living room. Mom put her knitting down when I walked over to her. I dropped to my knees and put the containers in her lap. “What are these?” She laughed. 
 
    “Open them.” 
 
    She opened them. “Oh my.” She breathed out. She looked back up to me with tears in her eyes, but she stopped and gasped. 
 
     I frowned at her until I looked down. My entire front was covered in dried blood. It covered my shirt and all the way down to mid-thigh. “It’s not mine.” I looked back up at mom, panic was now written over her face. She touched the side of my face and I jerked back as pain lanced from where she had touched. “Mom, I’m fine. It’s only a few scratches. It’s not my blood though. I’m gonna go clean up.” I smiled at her. I completely forgot about the blood. Stupid stupid stupid. 
 
     As I left I didn’t miss the look Emmie sent her husband, who shrugged. 
 
    I left the living room in a hurry. I should have left my jacket on. I ran up the stairs taking them two at a time. Before I ran into the bathroom I grabbed clean clothes from my room. No point in cleaning up if I’m just going to put dirty clothes back on. On my way out, I grabbed my towel that was hanging from the back of my door. In the bathroom I threw my clothes on the counter and looked in the mirror. Along the side of my face was all scratched and swollen. Four deep scratches stretched from directly below my eye down to my jaw bone. Dried blood covered most of it, making them look worse than they already were. I turned my face to hide the scratches. Maybe if someone could look past the scratches, dirt, blood and messy hair they would see that I’m not completely unappealing. My skin was tan from spending all day out in the sun, I was small but I had muscles that rippled under my skin. My blue eyes glittered from deep sockets. I pulled my braid back over my shoulder, it was sticky with blood and there was pieces of glass in it. I picked the glass out and stripped out of my clothes. They were definitely going to need some soaking to get all the blood out. On the bright side it’s not my blood that I have to wash out this time.  I straightened and looked at my body in the mirror. I had muscle but I could still see where my ribs curved inwards. I ran my fingers across my rib cage causing goosebumps to break out. I was slim but strong. It seemed like no matter how much I tried to eat, even before I couldn’t gain any weight. Mom would fret, shoving me full of protein and vitamins but I wouldn’t gain a pound. When food was scarce I didn’t seem to be as bothered by it like my family. They would lose weight and look starved, while I lost weight yes, but I never seemed to look as unhealthy as they did. Now, I tried to remember to eat, some days I did and some I didn’t. I was different. But how, I wasn’t sure. I turned from the mirror to dip my fingers into the bucket of water that was sitting in the bath tub. It was freezing. I sighed. Guess I was getting a cold shower. 
 
    … 
 
    I woke up stiff and sore. It felt like fire was racing up and down the side of my face. The rest of me felt stiff and bruised. I wanted to sleep more but once I was awake, I was awake for the day. I groaned and opened my eyes. I turned my head slightly and saw that Lily was sitting on the edge of my bed. I smiled stiffly at her, no wonder I was awake. “Morning.” She called out in a sing song voice. 
 
    “Morning.” I groaned back. 
 
    She leaned in close to me and very seriously whispered. “My birthday is in four days. Did you remember my present?” 
 
    I grinned at her and whispered back. “What? I thought you were getting me something?” 
 
    She jumped up and down on my bed causing me to rock which made my head ache fiercely. “No! It’s my birthday, you’re supposed to get me something you goose!” 
 
    I laughed despite my head aching. “Of course, I got you something. But I’m not telling you what it is. Now go away. I need to get dressed.” 
 
    She gave me a fake pout before kissing me on the cheek and running out of my room, slamming the door shut behind her. 
 
     Pain laced itself up and down the side of my face into the top of my head, while the room spun slowly around me. I closed my eyes, whispering threats to myself before finally getting up. I didn’t want to get up but if I didn’t it would only be a matter of time before Lily would just come in again. I pulled sweats on and switched my t-shirt for another one that was clean. I wasn’t planning on seeing the mayor today so I neglected the bra. I took a hairband and loosely tied my hair back, while trying to aggravating my head. I left my room and was surprised to see that Lily wasn’t lurking outside my door. As I came down the stairs one at a time, my sister was waiting for me at the landing. As I stepped onto the landing I raised my eyebrows at her, not wanting to deal with her and her antics right now. 
 
    She put her hands on her hips. “You need to be more careful. Coming home covered in blood nearly put mom into a panic. And you know I don’t need Lily being exposed to that kind of stuff.” 
 
    I put my hands up “Whoa whoa wait what? If any of you knew what I dealt with out there you would panic every time someone went out the front door. Besides- “ 
 
    “Besides what? You know how delicate mom’s health has been. You can’t go doing that to her. I couldn’t stand losing her. Not after losing dad.” She glared at me, accusation painted on her face. “And don’t even think of showing Lily how to do any of what you do. She’s only six year’s old, way too young to have any cares other than being a kid. So, if I catch you even talking to her about it, you’ll regret it.” 
 
    I felt my temper rising, mixed with being in pain after yesterday was not a good combination. And here was my sister was pointing fingers at me when I had done nothing wrong. Yes, I had thought about teaching Lily at least how to defend herself but not until she was older. Jack was constantly on my case to take him to the other side of the wall, to show him how to do what I did, but I kept putting it off. Even though I knew that someday I was going to have to teach someone. Every time I seriously thought about it, all I could think about was Dad.  
 
    “Get it right, she’ll be seven in four days. Now get out of my face.” I growled. Emmie backed off but she didn’t leave without shooting me another glare. She fled into the living room. 
 
    I stomped into the kitchen. It was usually the second busiest room in the house but not today. Only my mom was sitting in there. She was staring out the window that looked into the small backyard full of dead grass and weeds. My voice caught in my throat and I stood awkwardly in the doorway. It was my fault dad had died. Dad and I had been out on a run getting supplies just like I did yesterday, when the raiders had come out of nowhere, they were worse than the infected. At least the infected would just kill you, raiders liked to play first. They had seen me. Even with my hair cut short, wearing clothes that were too big still couldn’t hide the fact that I was a girl. And that was what they had wanted. Dad told me to run. I ran. Whenever he barked an order like that, in that tone of voice I never argued with him. But now my conscience like to scream at me. Why did I listen to him and leave him alone? He never came to our hiding spot. I hid there for three days before working up the courage to go home. It wasn’t until I had backtracked after those three days that I had found his body did I know what happened to him. Then I had to go home with the knowledge that Dad’s blood was on my hands. No one let me live it down that it was my fault, including me. The accusation and anger were always written on their faces, except Mom’s. She was just… sad. There was nothing else to say about her. She didn’t eat, she didn’t drink unless someone sat beside her and coached her. Every time I faced her I was filled with such guilt and I would wish that I hadn’t run. That I had just stayed by Dad’s side even if it meant that I hadn’t come home. At least then I wouldn’t have had to live with the guilt. 
 
    I stood there in the doorway fighting the guilt and temptation to just crawl back into bed or lace up my boots and head out again when she turned from the window. She gave me one of her sad smiles and patted the chair next to her. Before my brain knew what my feet were doing, I was crossing the room to sit down next to her. Gently I sat down and looked where she was looking out the window. A group of small children were playing tag in the middle of the alley. Laughing and screaming in joy. Parents were standing on the edges, talking to each other in serious tones while the children ran with no fear in their voices or actions. What must it be like to be so free? So innocent? I switched my gaze to look at the flowers that were sitting in a small vase. Daisies. Only Lily would be out picking flowers. Maybe I should spend more time with her. Be more of a figure in her life than just a passing aunt. I should be here with mom more, spend time with her, show her that I do care. Maybe that’s what she needs. To have me here more and out there less. But I can’t just sit here and try to ignore the guilt. The only way for me to fight the guilt was to be ensuring our survival. There’s so much I should be doing but ensuring everyone’s survival took up most of my time. How was I supposed to be there for them when I wanted to make sure there was enough for everyone to eat?  
 
    I laced my fingers with Mom’s, she looked down at our hands startled; as if I had never touched her before. I opened my mouth, but what should I say? I’ve said sorry on so many different occasions. I don’t know what I’m apologizing for. For being here alive when dad isn’t? For leaving him alone? For not being a better daughter to her? I’ve gone out of the quarantine zone to find stuff for trade to keep food in the house. I’ve risked my life to make sure that we had what was needed. Haven’t I done enough to make up for one deadly mistake? What would make it enough? I closed my mouth without saying anything and turned back to watching the kids. 
 
    “I never blamed you.” 
 
    I looked back at mom. “What?” 
 
    She smiled sadly. “I never blamed you. I just miss him so, and you look so much like him and there are days when your mannerisms are the same that I would swear he was here again…” She had tears running down her face. With her other hand she wiped them away. “If he had come home without you, he never would have forgiven himself… either way from what you told me; one of you would never have come home… I worry every time you leave that I’ll never see you again. I’m just glad that I still have one of you. He lives on through you.” She squeezed my hand hard enough to cut off the circulation but at that moment I didn’t care. “You used to have brown eyes when you were younger, just like him. One day they were brown, the next they were blue.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Eyes don’t just change color.” 
 
    She smiled. “I know. I asked your father, and he said he had an uncle whose eyes did that when he was a kid. So, he wasn’t surprised when yours did it too.” 
 
    Eyes that randomly changed color? That didn’t make any sense. I didn’t know what to say, so instead of saying anything I reached down into my pocket where I had hidden the little angel before leaving my room. I pulled it out and held it out to her. Gently she plucked it out of my hand and held it up to the light to let it sparkle. “Thank you.” She whispered. I laid my head on her shoulder and listened to her soft breathing.  
 
    … 
 
    I spend the day cutting the sad vegetables from the garden with mom. I did crafts with Lily. I helped Jack go over the solar panels. Getting them ready for the wet weather that would start any day now. I tried to relax. I tried to enjoy my family’s company but it was hard to try to be happy. To act like this was just a normal day. I tried. I really did. 
 
    It was later that evening when I was walking past the front door I noticed a piece of paper laying on the floor. I picked it up and flipped it over. In neat handwriting it simply said Alice. I unfolded it. In the same handwriting it always was in it said “Meet me at our usual spot. ~Brody” 
 
    I clenched my jaw. Why can’t I have one day off? One day? Fricking impossible around here. I crumpled the paper up and dropped it to the floor. I guess I have to get dressed now. Brody wouldn’t have dropped that off if he didn’t need to meet me. He only did that when he needed help or had something important to tell me. I dragged my feet up the stairs to get dressed. It was getting cold outside with the sun going down. I picked a pair of black jeans, to go with a thermal long sleeve shirt. I grabbed long socks and pulled them on. 
 
    As I was coming back down the stairs Jack, stepped out of the living room, holding a book in his hands. “You’re going out?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” I grunted. I shoved my feet into my boots and laced them up, starting from the bottom. 
 
    “Ya know no one would blame you for taking an evening for yourself. If you would let me I could help. Go on runs with you, be an extra set of eyes.” 
 
    I slipped my jacket on, the one with pockets galore. I zipped it up and it covered me all the way to mid-thigh. “Jack. I’ve already told you no. Please don’t ask again. You have a little girl that needs you.” But it was so much more than just Lily needing her father. My consciousness couldn’t even handle the thought of him going on a run with me. Let alone what would happen if he got hurt or infected. My hands shook while I grabbed my beanie and purposely not looking at him I walked out the door. “Maybe in the future, ok. But for now, stop asking. Ok?” 
 
    Before the door could shut he called out after me, “Don’t get caught. Curfew is in effect.” 
 
    I waved my hand back at him. He shut the door and I moved quickly. The meeting spot was only a couple of blocks away but if I got caught sneaking out after curfew I would be in a whole lotta trouble. Like being shot in the head trouble. I kept low as I made my way behind and around houses; using shadows to hide me. Maybe one in four street lights worked, leaving the streets deep in shadows. There was a reason I liked to dress in dark colors, made it much harder for anyone to see me even while moving. Most of the soldiers relied too much on using lights and their eyes. Seven times out of ten they didn’t notice me, even in the daylight in plain sight. I’ve snuck past them while they were out on routine scouts on the outside of the wall. It was almost too much fun to throw bottles and make random noise just to watch them almost pee their pants. They ignored all other senses, they didn’t listen to the environment around them, until something was shoved in their face almost. But I suppose it must not have always been that way, before everything went to hell they all had the proper training but now hell you were lucky if you got a uniform. I only knew this because I had been hiding on one side of a dumpster while a couple of soldiers were on the other side just talking, taking a long smoke break. I had to sit there for almost an hour before they decided to move on. Lazy right? Luckily for me yes. 
 
    I stopped next to one of my favorite trees. It was an apple tree. Tall and strong. I looked up and in the fading light I could see plenty of apples, sadly they weren’t ready yet. I could go for some fresh fruit. I’m surprised they were even still up there. There was such a lack of fresh fruit that people would pick them even before they were halfway ripe. If you waited then someone else would get them first and you’d be out of luck. Taking a deep breath, I looked up and down the street and sprinted across. I was maybe half way when I heard a truck coming. “Shit.” I muttered. I put my head down and ran faster. At the last minute I dived into a patch of grass behind a low wall, hitting my stomach on it as I dived over it. I rolled as close as I could to the wall, less chance of being seen. 
 
    The truck came rolling closer and it was topped with soldiers. I lay in the grass not daring to move. Hell, I wasn’t really breathing either. They passed by me with their spotlight just moving inches away from me. I looked up at them and I could swear that one was staring right at me but he didn’t say anything just kept rolling along with them. I read somewhere once that movement was key, that the human eye was attracted to movement. That as long as I stayed still their eyes would pass right over me. I let go of my breath once they passed but I didn’t dare move until they were further down the block. They may be incompetent but all I had to do was make one mistake and game over. All it would take would be one to see me and then numbers would go against me and I would be dead meat. I didn’t bring any of my weapons with me, so I would be gunned down in the street without complaint. If only Brody didn’t insist on this meeting. If only I could have stayed home and gone to bed, but no. 
 
    They turned the corner and I was off and moving again. The rest of the way was uneventful. They didn’t seem to be doing as many patrols around here. I should have been feeling grateful but the closer I got to the meeting spot the more nervous I got. Something was wrong. There was always a patrol every 20-30 minutes. These guys aren’t the brightest but there was a lot of them. They were diligent in doing the same patrol, every night. No change to the schedule, unless an emergency popped up but even then, they would still have some kind of patrol. Maybe this is what Brody wanted to meet about. A change in the patrols. I sat in the shadows watching my watch. I waited almost 40 minutes. No patrol. Something’s going down or will be. I guess I’ll see if Brody’s in there and then scramble if I need to, he wouldn’t have organized this unless he needed to. I pulled my flyaway hair away from my face. I really don’t like this. 
 
    I crossed another road and peered into the window of our meeting spot. It was dark, which wasn’t unusual, but there would be some kind of glow stick left in the corner or something reflective that I could see. Just climb in Alice. Maybe he just forgot. There’s no use in hanging out here and getting busted by a passing patrol. Just the thought of it made me look around uneasily. I climbed into the abandoned building through a broken window and hugged the wall. Even with all the windows missing, with the constant fresh air the building still smelt musty. “Brody.” I whispered. Something was wrong but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I stood there just listening. There was nothing. That was what worried me. I didn’t hear Brody. I still couldn’t hear any vehicles doing patrols, nothing. It was just silent. Nope. I’m getting out of here. Something is wrong. I am not getting caught like this. I turned and was getting ready to climb out the window. I had a leg through it and was getting ready to put my other leg through. 
 
    “Al. Wait.”  
 
    I turned and nearly fell backwards onto the floor, catching myself at the last second. My fingers scraped on the edge of the window frame looking for any kind of purchase. When I finally steadied myself, I turned to look. Brody was holding a lighter, illuminating his face. He waved a hand beckoning me to follow him. He walked back through the door he had come through after looking around suspiciously. I tried to relax my shoulders but something seemed off. Brody was a nervous guy and if anything was wrong he wouldn’t be here. Right? The first sniff of danger and he was the first to go bolting away. He was about as nervous as you could get. Twitchy almost. He was loyal though, if I needed help he was the first to show up, usually with the right materials too. I never had to worry about bargaining with him, our relationship was all about business. Whenever we worked together we just split everything right down the middle. No matter what the goods were. Either that or we just owed each other a favor. But when it comes down to it his skin always goes first. So why was I so damn nervous? If he was fine, then the situation should be fine. Right? I pulled my feet back through the window and set them firmly on the ground before I followed him stiffly through the door. As I came through the door it was slammed shut behind me and I was pushed down onto the ground eating dust. My arms were jerked behind me and handcuffed before I could even get past my shock. 
 
    I twisted my head to look up to see Brody being pushed up against the wall and being handcuffed as well. The soldiers that weren’t busy holding me down or cuffing me were pointing their guns at us. Now I know why my nerves were telling me to leave. I mentally screamed at myself. I should’ve left when I had the chance. Why didn’t I frigging listen to my guts? Why? Simple, I trusted Brody. I trusted him. 
 
    The soldiers were wearing full body gear, which included gas masks. Why the hell would they be wearing those? It’s not like I had anything to use against them that would make them need that gear. They searched my pockets. Thank goodness I left all my stuff at home. This way they can’t take it and keep it for themselves. I bit down on my cheek till I tasted blood, willing myself to just lay there. I wanted to hit them. I wanted to watch their blood leave their bodies, to watch them gasp for air as they died. The memory of the man being dragged out of his home swam to the front of my brain. But know I know how that he and that woman felt. Completely and utterly hopeless. I had no moves right now. I purposely went limp when they began hauling me to my feet. No point in making it easy, might as well make it difficult for them since they made my night a mess. 
 
    “Damn… c’mon just stand up.” One of them groaned, his voice full of static from the mask. 
 
    “What you too much of a wimp to help a lady stand after slamming her into the ground?” I shot back. 
 
    “Screw you. You’re the one who broke curfew.” He yanked my arm and pulled me to my feet. “If you don’t cooperate I’ll knock out some of your pearly whites there and show you what pain can be.” 
 
    I turned and glared at him. My face was throbbing from the scratches and then being dropped onto them made it feel like they reopened. As if to prove my thought another soldier stepped up. “Damn, did you do that?” 
 
    The first guy shrugged. “There ain’t nothing on the ground that would have done that to her. ‘Sides, I don’t scratch. I ain’t a chick.” 
 
    The second guy grabbed my chin and tilted my head so he could get a better look. “They sure look like damn scratches. How the hell you get them girl?” 
 
    “None of your damn business.” 
 
    “Boss won’t be too happy seeing your face all screwed up like that. Get them in the car.” 
 
    The first guy grabbed my arm and led me out of the building. I had soldiers on all sides of me with loaded guns pointed indirectly at me. They weren’t giving me any chance to get away. I guess their training must have been stepped up lately, I’d never seen them be this professional. They were all older men, so there was the possibility that they were original soldiers. At this point all I could do was hang my head and try to not trip while they marched me out of the building. Two SUVS pulled up in front of us with a truck close behind them. I was ushered into the first SUV with a soldier on either side of me. I looked back and Brody was being shoved into the second SUV.  
 
    Screw him. He could have waved me off or something. The first chance I get I’m socking him right in the face. If he had given me a hand gesture or anything! I wouldn’t be in this mess. How did he even let this happen? What did they bribe him with? Or what did they hang over his head to get him to do this? Damn him… I scrunched my eyes shut and focused my breathing to calm down. I’d only get myself into deeper trouble if I allowed myself to get pissed off. Anger does nothing to help the situation. Only makes you do stupid things, like get yourself killed. Maybe I’d get a chance to talk myself out of it. Maybe. But I could only do that by not pissing these guys off. 
 
    But why would they be worried about what the boss thought of my face? Shouldn’t they just throw me in jail or something? Why would they take me to their boss? There’s no reasoning behind that, unless. Oh, crap don’t tell me it’s going to be like a public sentencing or something. If it was going to be that I guess they wouldn’t want me looking that I had been beaten up. They wouldn’t want me to look pitiful, they’d want me to look like a trouble maker. But I still feel like I’m missing something. Something wasn’t making sense. They didn’t usually set trap like that, unless they wanted to keep it hush hush. With busting people for being out after curfew they liked to make it as loud as possible. 
 
    All these questions with no answers was grating on my nerves. Instead of stewing I looked at both soldiers on either side of me. They both still had their guns pointed at me. Arms tight around their weapons. They would shoot me if I gave them any reason to. This night was getting better and better as the minutes rolled by. As the vehicle started up and began moving I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. Whatever happens, happens. It’s out of my hands now. I purposely kept my mind blank. If I let any of my emotions set in then I would be as good as dead. This situation was like being outside of the wall. I had to have complete control over myself or I would die. Even then I might die, but if I was going to die it would be because I ran out of options. Not because I made a mistake. If they killed me it would be because they got the better of me and they would deserve the honor of killing me. 
 
    The ride ended up being close to an hour or close enough that it didn’t matter. My butt was numb so when the vehicle pulled to a stop I was almost grateful even if it meant I was closer to dying. The soldier on my right got out first and the one on my left pushed me out. He didn’t give any warning, just stabbed me in the side with his gun. He kept the pressure up until I stumbled out of the car. I stepped away from the car surrounded by more soldiers who had poured out from other vehicles and from who knows where. Like rats from a sewer. I had to squint my eyes because there was so much light being put out. It lit up the entire block, it was so bright out that it could be daylight here. It took me I’m ashamed to say, several minutes to realize I was in front of the capitol building. They dragged Brody over to where I was standing. He didn’t look at me or even acknowledge me in any form. Still squinting, Brody and I were led up the steps and through the front double doors. I had enough time to register that the whole building that my house was in could have fit into the main hall stacked on top of each other twice before I was yanked to a door and pushed up stairs. Was that high of a ceiling really necessary? I’d hate to have to paint it. 
 
    We climbed set after set of stairs for what seemed like hours. Of course, the stairs were circular, as we climbed, we went around and round. Till I thought I might be sick.  I knew it was only minutes but being surrounded by men who were not afraid to put a bullet in my skull made time slow down. Seconds felt like minutes. Minutes felt like hours. After the fourth set of stairs some of the soldiers were beginning to breathe heavily. I raised my eyebrows and laughed at them. “Sounds like you boys need some more cardio. I guess sitting around doing nothing is finally catching up with you.” 
 
    Someone hit me in my back knocking me to my knees. “Shut up.”  
 
    They picked me back up and continued moving up. I kept my mouth shut the rest of the way. 
 
    We finally leveled out at a hallway. The carpet was a dark brown, almost a coffee color while the walls were a cream colored. There were no decorations. The walls were empty, no paintings, nothing. Don’t places like this usually have corny pictures hanging everywhere? No? Hm, I must be thinking of doctor offices. We marched down the hallway. Passing doors on our left and right. At the end of the hallway a set of double doors loomed. I had the distinct impression that was where our final destination would be. We approached the set of double doors where we were finally stopped. The captain stepped forward and knocked three times on the doors. He then he casually stepped back. 
 
    I looked up at Brody. Hell, I had to look up to everyone, being five foot nothing made me feel like a kid standing with these guys. All of them towered over me, with the exception of one of two soldiers, I felt like a child standing with adults. Brody looked back down at me. There was the faintest bit of remorse on his face. He looked like he was about to say something. He then broke away when a faint voice from inside the doors said to enter. What was he about to say? Was he about to apologize? Now I’ll never know. 
 
    We were marched in with the captain leading us. The carpet and walls were the same as in the hall. Except instead of being empty the walls were covered in maps. They ranged from the city where the safe zone was located, to the county and out to the state. There was even a few that had the country on it. The maps had writing and circles drawn over all of them. What did they mean, the circles? What did the writing say? It looked like it was even color coded. The writing was small and cramped that from here I couldn’t make out anything. On top of the maps pieces of official documents were hung, with even more writing on them. There was almost no space that wasn’t covered in cramped hand writing. Unwillingly I tore my gaze from the walls to watch the man behind the desk.  
 
    The captain had strode forward to whisper something in his ear. The old man smiled and stood up. He came around his desk and walked up to me. “Hello sweetheart.” 
 
    Brody leaned forward, “It’s not a good idea to call her that.” 
 
    He looked at Brody and one of the soldiers knocked Brody on the side of the head. Brody staggered under the hit and would have gone down if another soldier hadn’t grabbed him. The man turned back to me, nothing indicating that he could have ordered Brody to be shot on the spot instead of almost being knocked out. “I’m assuming you know who I am.” 
 
    I looked him in the eyes. I swallowed the spit that had gathered in my mouth and pursed my lips together. I knew him alright. Romero, bastard that he was, he enjoyed lording himself over everyone. Thinking he was high and mighty, that no one could touch him. He was right though. No one could get close enough to do anything to him. No matter how much he hoarded food and medical supplies for himself. No matter how much he mistreated the people here. No matter how much he allowed the military to get away with. But at the same time as much as people complained about him, no one wanted to know what it would be like without him. He kept the chaos mostly in check, by keeping the infected out. By having some sort of order and society going. If it wasn’t for sheer luck on his part he wouldn’t be in this room. The only reason he was in power was because he had been a major political figure at the time of the outbreak and coordinated the walls going up around the city. He organized everything into what it is today. He kept people alive, gave them food and safety. He’s all they’ve known for the past ten years. People don’t like change. That’s how he’s kept the power for so long. Having the military eating out of his pocket has its benefits. 
 
    He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket, lit it and began to puff on it. Purposely blowing the smoke into my face. I put on a bored face, just to show him that blowing smoke in my face wasn’t going to bother me as much as he hoped it would. He seemed to realize that. “Captain, I want you and this young lady to stay. The rest of you leave.” 
 
    Without a second glance back they left, taking Brody with them. I stood as tall as I could when his eyes fell back on me. They were brown, just like the flooring. Instead of being warm they were cold. This man didn’t care what happened to me, I was a tool that could be used or just a piece of trash that could be discarded. It all depends on what he thinks he could get out of me, on how much use I could be before I had to be thrown off to the side.  “Now young lady or should I just call you by your name?” 
 
    “My name? And how would you know that?” Curiosity flooding my voice despite my nerves. 
 
    He puffed his cigarette. “I watch everything that goes on in this city. I have eyes everywhere, always watching. Safety is my number one priority. So naturally, I know that you venture into the city to get your goods to trade. So why wouldn’t I know your name, Alice.” His lips curled into what was supposed to be a smile, exposing white straight teeth. 
 
    I stood stiffly. “So,I’m here not just because I broke curfew but because you’re tired of me bringing in stuff from outside. You don’t want me exposing myself to infection which could mean the death of this entire place. You used Brody to bring me in, why not just get me while I’m at home where I’m vulnerable? Why go to so much trouble? And why wait so long, if you’ve known?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t want to upset your family and have them do something they might regret, people do the most ridiculous things when upset.” He waited for me to respond. Instead I raised my eyebrows and nodded my head for him to continue. He knocked some of the ashes off the tip of his cigarette before continuing, a frown taking over his features. I didn’t rise to his bait, and he didn’t like it. “Traders are a valuable asset. You bring in supplies that the general populace has difficultly acquiring. In a sense you help keep everyone happier and complacent. And happy, complacent people make my job that much easier. That’s why I didn’t have you brought in sooner. Now, I want you to look at something.”  
 
    He walked over to one of his maps, puffing on his cigarette the whole while. The captain grabbed my elbow and forced me to follow. “Now Alice have you heard of rumors of people being immune to this nasty virus?” 
 
    “What?” I frowned at the back of his head. “That’s just a rumor to give people something to talk about. There’s no truth in it, just talk to give people something to look forward to happening eventually. Because of these rumors people actually think that eventually they’ll be able to go back to their old lives. That’s not going to happen. So yes, I have heard of it. But do I believe it? No.” 
 
    He turned. “Well I don’t believe that’s it’s just a rumor. Of course, you are quite right, people won’t be able to just go back to their old lives. But could you imagine a world where we don’t have to worry about infection anymore? Where we can start going back out and reclaiming what is rightfully ours?  Now of course, I’m only saying and acting on this because I have proof. I have reports of people being immune. They’re out there, beyond our home. Out there, where there are no walls to protect them.” 
 
    My temper flared. “If you had me brought here because you think I know of these supposed people then you’ve lost your bloody mind. Matter of fact I- “His hand flew out and slapped me across the face. I fell from the force of the slap but the captain grabbed me by the shoulders and held me up. 
 
    Romero stepped forward and screamed in my face. “Don’t ever assume anything! Don’t even try to order me or even defy me in any way! You will listen to me and only speak when I give you leave!” he stepped back, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. A vein was pulsing in the middle of his forehead. I stared at his red face and wished with my heart I could stab him right through his eyes. “Now. Where were we?” He ran a hand through his short hair. He had gone back to being cool and composed as he was always seen as, especially in the public eye. “Ahh yes, the immunes.” He turned back to his maps. “See there are still reports of infected attempting to break through our walls and people becoming infected every day. We need those people to develop a vaccine. To keep my people, our people safe.” He turned to look at me. He put hands on either side of my face, cupping it gently. “Alice, I need you to understand. Without those people we are going to die out eventually. How is the human race supposed to come back when we’re dying faster every day?” He was way too close for my comfort. His breath smelt like he was smoking directly in my face, even though the cigarette was being held in his hand. I could feel the butt of it on my cheek. It felt like whispers that someone would bestow on a lover. He licked his lips slightly, and stared into my eyes. I stared back, determined to not blink or look away. I would not admit submission to him. After a moment he finally backed off, his hands lingering on my face. 
 
    “The reason you’re here is because you’re one of the best. My ‘eyes’ have seen how you handle yourself. Especially today. That was quick thinking, pulling the body over you disguising you scent from those things. Normally that would result in being locked up if not death. You were directly exposed to that nasty virus. Which raises all sorts of concerns, but I won’t bother us with them now, seeing as how you’re not infected. Which is what people are told to keep everyone in. As I told you earlier you help keep the peace, so I don’t have it enforced with you and a few others. You are seen as a Robin Hood figure, in a sense. Except that you’re not thief when there’s no one to steal from. But,” he sat down behind his desk, playing with his shirt, “I need someone to find these immunes and bring at least one back for me.” 
 
    I frowned at him. So, his ‘eyes’ were the ones watching me. Were they the ones in the gas masks? Was that them or just random people? “What you’re saying is that you want me to go out farther than I’ve ever gone to bring back someone who is immune to this crap so you can develop a vaccine. Now my question is this.” I stepped up to his desk. “Will the vaccine be used for everyone? Or the select few that you handpicked? And why can’t your ‘informers’ bring them in? And what am I supposed to tell these people? Hi, my name is Alice. I’m here to take one of you from your family so we can use you as a guinea pig because you’re immune and we really need some kind of vaccination to this disease so the human race doesn’t entirely die out.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Oh Alice. If you do this for me, then your family will be well provided for, for the rest of their days. No more worrying about food or shelter. I would take them in and feed them from my table if that is what it took for you to do this for me. My informers they can’t bring them in because its none of your business. They have their reasons for being out there. To collect immunes is not their responsibility.” 
 
    I stared down at my feet. To keep my family safe was what was most important to me but this man was a known liar. He’s a powerful man, fingers everywhere. If he wanted my family to starve he could do that or he could give them enough, more than just to get by. I looked up at him. “What if I say no, will I be executed for breaking the law? Or if I say yes, what happens if I die out there? What will happen to my family?” 
 
    He smiled. The same smile he always did but here, in person the smile didn’t reach his eyes and it was terrifying. “As long as you take your usual precautions nothing will go wrong. Captain, see that she is outfitted with the weapons of her choice and the necessary supplies that she will need.” His eyes flicked to the man behind me. 
 
    The captain grasped my elbow again and steered me out of the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter four… Does it have to be goodbye 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have long. How was I going to explain everything in ten minutes? There was just so much going on too fast. I didn’t even have the energy to spare to be upset or angry, I was absolutely focused on what I needed to do. Ten minutes, just ten minutes to retrieve my weapons and tell Jack what he needed to do. As soon as the SUV came to a stop, the soldier on my right slid out. The captain slid out of the front seat just as my feet hit the ground. While the soldier, who had slid out in front of me undid the handcuffs that bound my wrists together, the captain pulled out his watch and stared at it. As soon as my hands were free, in a booming voice he announced. “Ten minutes. If you come out at ten minutes and one second we will come in and drag you out.” 
 
    He didn’t have to tell me twice. I raced up the steps and slammed the door open. I kicked it shut behind me. “Jack!” I yelled. I rustled through the stand that was sitting in the hall, underneath the stairs. There had to be a pen in here, plenty of paper but no pen. Footsteps came running down the stairs. “What’s wrong? Where were you all night?”  
 
    It was mom. My heart plummeted. “I need to talk to Jack. I need to explain things to him, and well I guess that you’d better listen too.”  
 
    She nodded, the tone of my voice informing her this was not the time for questions. “I’ll get him.” She ran back up the stairs. She knew when to ask questions, and when to act. I couldn’t be more thankful at that point. 
 
    I went back to rummaging for a pen. I was throwing paper and office supplies all over the floor but time was of the essence here. I couldn’t waste one second by moving everything nicely and organizing it. Emmie would be furious if she could see this mess. I finally found one in the back of the drawer, it was almost the last thing in the drawer. Of course. I started scribbling on a piece of paper that somehow hadn’t made it onto the floor. Both Jack and my mom came scrambling back down the stairs. Jack only in a pair of shorts, my mom in a nightgown. I only hesitated a moment before shoving the paper into Jack’s hands, there was no time to debate if they could handle it or not. I knew Jack could, but mom. I honestly didn’t know, but she was here. Maybe it would be better for her to hear it from myself, not just second hand from Jack. “Now listen, I only have minutes left. I have to go, I don’t know when or if I’ll be back. But if in two weeks you haven’t heard from me you need to contact the man that I wrote down on the paper. He’ll help you get out.” 
 
    “But why do you have to leave? I don’t know what’s going on.” Jack murmured angrily. 
 
    “I know. I know. And I’m so sorry. Just do this. In two weeks if you haven’t heard from me and if soldiers start showing up it’ll be time for you to go. Contact this man. Please. Please just trust me on this.” I pleaded. 
 
    Jack nodded reluctantly. My mom wrapped her arms around me. “I love you. Come home soon, don’t make us wait too long, ok?” 
 
    I hugged her back but only for a moment. I didn’t want to leave. If I didn’t make it back she’ll have lost dad and me. I squeezed my eyes shut, I’ll make it back. I reluctantly pulled myself away. If I didn’t I wouldn’t let go of her. I watched her wipe tears from her face. But I couldn’t offer her any more comfort, I was running out of time. I lifted my backpack off of its hook, I almost never emptied it of the necessities. It was still loaded and ready to go, with my machete hanging from one of the straps and my pistol buried inside of it. With my other hand I lifted my bow and arrows. It wasn’t much but it was all I had. But I’d rather use what I had than anything that Romero would offer me. Illogical yes, but I didn’t trust him one bit and I didn’t need anything else held over my head. At the door I turned to look back, I had one more thing to tell them. I looked at mom.  
 
    “In the top drawer of my dresser, behind all my clothes, is Dad’s gun. There’s not much ammo but what’s there should be enough.” I turned my gaze to Jack. “And Jack, Lily’s present is up in the attic. It’s inside a purple suitcase. Give that to her for me, will you?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I will. And I’ll keep everyone safe, I promise.” 
 
    Despite the situation a surge of warmth surged through me. “I knew you were a good egg Jack. Good luck.” 
 
    I turned and left the building, leaving them all behind me. I did all I could for them, now it would be up to me getting back home in time. If I didn’t, then if they did what I told them to do they would make it out alive. If they didn’t follow my directions then that would be on their heads not mine. I’ve done all I can do for them for now. I pushed them out of my head and focused on staying alive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter five… Going on a road trip 
 
      
 
    I stood outside, fidgeting. My backpack was sitting by my feet, with my bow resting on it. My backpack was laden down with food, water and medical supplies that I might need. It was mouthwatering, watching them load the food in. Most of it was freeze dried but it was food that I haven’t seen in so long, I couldn’t wait to devour it. There was fruit, vegetables, coffee, oatmeal, soup, and those were the ones that I was able to see. They had also put in what looked like protein bars and either smoked or dried meat. At least I would be eating good. My stomach rumbled just thinking about it. I crossed my arms across my chest and turned away to stare at the gate. 
 
    The gate was one massive door that would slide to the side when opened. It ran off of a motor that they hastily built off to the side. The door was made of steel, or at least I think it was made of steel. Since the infected overran everything I hadn’t seen the door open, not that I hung out over here anyways. Before what was left of the population had been forced to move inside the gate would be left open, it was the last resort. Basically, if it came to where everyone had to be evacuated inside then the rest of the city would fall. The wall itself was built solid, concrete with steel beams holding it upright. The wall were at least ten feet thick. It was strong enough that trucks could ram into it all day and it wouldn’t budge. The wall encircled the entire city, or at least the populated portion of the city. Everywhere you went in here, the wall loomed down. You couldn’t escape it. This grey edge on top of everything it seemed. Every five hundred feet or so there were large round openings, they were the access points for water runoff. They were covered in steel meshing that kept you in or out. It was through one of the run offs that I would use to come and go. 
 
    I was sick of waiting. I’d been waiting for at least an hour now and even though it might mean my death I was eager to get moving. I paced restlessly, back and forth. On the other side of the road Brody was sitting on the ground, leaning his back on one of the vehicles that had brought us here. He was picking at the rocks that littered the ground. Every time I looked at him, my vision would turn a shade of red. It was taking every ounce of my control to just leave him alone. To avoid interacting with him at all. If I was being honest with myself, I would like nothing more than to go over and slam his head repeatedly into the side of the vehicle. I pushed the air out of my lungs through my nose and kept pacing. 
 
    Around me soldiers circled. They were taking turns watching me, Brody, the gate and for the rest of the party that was supposed to be showing up. They were all moving. Not one of them was standing still. Most of them were wearing uniforms in shades of brown and tan. Some were wearing ones that were in shades of green, ranging from dark to light. All of them were wearing boots of some kind and they were carrying the same gun. It was a rifle of some kind, it had a strap on it that they slung over one shoulder. They each had one hand tight around the grip and their other hand up on the long barrel. Above the grip, on the top of the gun there was what looked like a handle. While on the barrel along the top, there was a triangular piece of metal that must be the sight. Every one of them that I had asked refused to tell me how many more people would be joining us. Either they didn’t know or they were under orders to not tell me. The longer I waited, the more I fidgeted. The more I fidgeted the angrier I was getting. I was having to take deep breaths to keep some sort of calm façade. I crossed one arm across my chest, holding my elbow of my other hand, the free hand I was using to rest my face on. Using it to hide most of it from the faces around me. I don’t need them to know how close I was to losing it. I closed my eyes and tried to focus on how I would do this, to try to formulate some kind of plan. No matter what, they’ll have to follow my lead. They’ll have to follow my orders if they want to survive. I wonder if anyone’s told them this, or if I get to break it to them. Oh, I hope I get to, because I could use some fun today.  
 
    It wasn’t much longer before I could hear the distinctive sound of tires on gravel. I pulled my face away from my hand. It was another SUV. It pulled to a stop but no one opened the doors. The captain emerged from the hut, straightening his uniform as he did so. Once he stood at attention the two back doors of the SUV opened and two men emerged, one from either side. Despite everything I was curious as to whom I would have to be dealing with while on this undertaking. The taller of the two men came first, he stepped away from the SUV and greeted the captain with a forced smile. His gaze traveled across the gate, passing over Brody who was dusting his backside off, until it finally landed on me. He flashed a smile that exposed crooked but white teeth. He made his way over to me where he stood, towering over me. Which basically everyone did so it wasn’t much of a surprise. He was lean, like a runner. He had on cargo pants with a jacket zipped up to his neck. In one had he had his backpack, and across his back he had a rifle of some sort strapped to it. He had green eyes that flashed down at me with dark brown hair that fell down a little past his ears and the start of a beard growing on his lower face. Handsome. 
 
    He held out his hand. “I’m Dean.” 
 
    I stared warily at his hand. After a few moments I grasped it in mine. His hand was much larger than mine when he wrapped his fingers around my fingers, my hand was lost in his. I shook his hand, pulling mine away as soon as possible. “Alice.” It was odd. He has this quiet demeanor about him that felt like gravity pulling me in, touching his hand didn’t make me want to tear him a new one, if was shocking. Immediately I put myself on high alert. I’d have to stay on my toes around him. The more relaxed I feel around a stranger was all the more reason I should not be. 
 
    The second man was standing at the front of the SUV, which they had pulled up in. He stood there looking down on everyone, not physically but the way he held himself, haughty. As if he were better than the rest of us. I just knew that we were not going to get along well. Dean sighed. “And my counterpart over there, his name is Richard.” Richard was darker in complexion. He had dark skin with dark, curly hair. His hair even with it cut short I could see the curls. It hugged his skull making him look like he had no actual hair just fuzz instead. 
 
    Standing in the middle of the road the captain cleared his throat. Dean turned away from me and I stared daggers at the man addressing us. “Richard, Dean you both have your orders. While you two- “He looked first at me then at Brody, “-are to see them safely to where they need to go. You will give your expertise when needed. Other than that, they give the orders.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes internally. Well we might as well die here and now. Behind us the gate was slowly being pulled open. It groaned, and the motor had to work overtime to pull it only a short distance. I pulled my backpack over my shoulders and adjusted my bow so it sat comfortably with my arrows. Brody pulled his backpack on as well. Before the gate could finish opening the captain strode over to me. He planted himself directly in my path and leaned in close. 
 
    “You have your orders. You will follow them precisely with no objection. They will tell you what to do. And you will follow them.” He leaned into my face. I could smell his sour breath with each exhale of air. “If you don’t, just remember your family is here without you to protect them.” 
 
    I stared him down, not wanting to break eye contact first. Eventually he broke first because a soldier came running up to him holding out a piece of paper. He snatched it out of the kid’s hands, skimmed it and looked back up at me. “You’re still here?” 
 
    “Not for long.” I stated. I turned on my heel before marching through the gates, leaving the rest of them to catch up. The traffic jam ended here. As soon as we cleared the gate we had to start squeezing in between cars or climbing over them. There were cars that had shoved themselves up onto the sidewalk even. Every bit of space was taken up by rusting cars. Both Richard and Dean had balked temporarily at seeing all the cars. Brody and I plunged in. It would be like this almost the whole way to the bridge, slow going at its finest. I pulled my knife out, just in case I needed it. 
 
    The gate was further up from where I would usually leave the safe zone. It was temporarily disorienting. I had to dig through my memories of how to get to the bridge. The bridge was the most direct way of getting where we needed to go, or at least getting started. From what I had seen of the maps the bridge was the ideal way. It was that or trek all the way around. That would be a long walk, while the bridge wasn’t that far from here. I could probably get there in about three or four hours at my current pace. As long as I didn’t get sidetracked or run into trouble we could make it fairly quickly. I was in the lead so I set the pace. I wanted to get moving, I always felt better on the move. Besides we wasted enough daylight waiting for Dean and Richard to show up. 
 
    I could only suppose that both Dean and Richard had been handpicked by the prick. He didn’t give me any maps, not trusting me to not destroy them as the captain had sneered in my face. One of them should have been given the maps that would point us in the right direction. If they didn’t have any maps or know exactly where we were going, I’m leaving them and I’m coming home and I’m getting my family out. I didn’t trust Romero. I didn’t trust him to keep his word, if it benefited him in any way, he would stab his own mother and leave her to die. He had no loyalty to anyone other than himself. If he handpicked these two, I most definitely did not trust these two to have my back. They would serve their own purpose first before anything else. I wish I could say that I trusted Brody. But after what he did, I don’t, I don’t know if I could fully trust him again. He wasn’t even on my list right now. Brody was so far off of it at this point that hell would freeze over before he’d be allowed within ten feet of it. 
 
    We were walking down the middle of the street, swerving in and out between cars. I kept a tight grip on my knife, constantly peering around me. Sometimes infected like to hide in between cars or underneath them. I stopped. I swear I heard buzzing. Mechanical buzzing. I looked up to the sky. There was nothing. Like an itch on my neck, the feeling of being watched creeped up on me. Behind me I could hear someone muttering. 
 
    “We haven’t even been walking for twenty minutes and she’s already stopping.” 
 
    I turned around just enough to glare at them. Dean wasn’t looking at me, he was peering all around us, looking. He must have heard it too. At least he’s alert. He would survive. Richard on the other hand. He was staring daggers at me, anger and attitude plain in the way he was holding himself. He was relying on everyone else to be observant but him. Pain shot behind my eye, and my hands were beginning to sweat and shake. I needed to get away from him. I pressed my hands to my sides to keep them from shaking. I haven’t had an episode in years. I would not have one now. I surged forward again. Determined to keep moving. As long as I had something to focus on I could push it away or at least I could try.  
 
    In some places the cars were so close to each other that we had to scramble over them and walk along their roofs. I didn’t mind, the physical motion gave me something to focus on. I could push the pain that was throbbing in my head with the beat of my heart away. I had to push it away. If I let it consume me, no. It won’t. Just think through it. Think of anything! 
 
    Why were they picked? What special assets do they have that made them the top picks? Obviously, I was here because I knew how to survive. I had the experience in handling infected, not just one or two but how to handle hordes. Honestly it was mostly running away but then it was the hiding and staying out of sight. Brody made sense as a backup, just in case something did go wrong. He didn’t have nearly as much experience as I did but it was more than these two did. Brody and I made sense. Besides them being trusted by Romero, I wasn’t sure why they were here. 
 
    I grumbled to myself, what was the point of sending such a small group with only two of us that we were certain could handle their own? Stupidity that’s what it was. I stomped along ignoring all of them, the two strangers were grumbling to themselves and Brody kept shooting me his doe eyed looks. That was another of his problems. If someone was pissed at him, he tried sucking up till they forgave him. He’s done it to me before. But if he kept it up, I would break his nose this time.  
 
    Behind me the murmuring was escalating. I sent a glare back at them. They were engrossed in arguing with each other, Dean was looking around nervously so was Richard. Did they feel like they were being watched too? Or were they just nervous? Brody was standing awkwardly to the side of them, nervously looking around us. If they didn’t shut up soon I’d make them. I stopped, my anger taking over. “If you two insist on arguing why don’t you just go on ahead and go out there skipping and singing songs why don’t you. Be my guest.” I hissed. Neither of them replied. Dean had leveled his eyes with mine, while Richard dropped his gaze and shoved past me. Knocking me in the shoulder. I pulled my cheek in and bit down. Hard. I closed my eyes and counted to ten. If I decided to murder him in the first twenty minutes it wouldn’t be a very good start to this stupid expedition. At ten I opened my eyes and followed Richard from a distance. 
 
    … 
 
    We were crossing the bridge, leaving the city behind us. The cars were parked bumper to bumper here too. I still didn’t get why everyone decided to pack up their cars, when everyone else was doing the same thing. Did they not think of how bad traffic was on a regular work day, how bad it got backed up when no one was panicking? I guess I couldn’t blame them at the same time. Ten years ago, when hell broke loose I probably would have done the same thing if it wasn’t for my dad. My dad decided to lay low, gather supplies and keep us safe. I remember him telling me that everyone was a fool for leaving and letting panic run their minds, overriding common sense. Going out and panicking was what caused so many people to die. If they had hunkered down instead there would have been so many more survivors. But after the initial rush to get out, together he and I had stocked up on food and anything else that we could think of that we might need. The early times when everything was in chaos is when he taught me most of everything and one of the prominent thoughts in my head was: never put your trust in a vehicle. If I had to depend on a vehicle for getting away then I needed a backup plan or rethink if I really needed to go through with it. It could break down or get stuck. If either of those happened what would I do if I was being chased? What would I do if I was trying to get home? Backup plans. He emphasized it every time we went out. We’d pause and during our pause he’d ask how would I get out if we were attacked by infected? What about soldiers or raiders? Constantly asking me what would I do.  
 
    I scrambled over more vehicles. Some of the drivers had started ramming other cars, trying to move them out of the way. All it did was make it more difficult for me to crawl over. Most of the owners of these vehicles were dead and they left their mess behind. I turned around to face the rest of my group. To my disgust they’d fallen behind. They were going to have to learn to keep up, if they couldn’t then they need to go back now. I wasn’t going to play nanny for them, if they weren’t used to the walking then they would eventually get used to it. Hell, I wasn’t entirely used to long distance walking. The most I’d done was within the outer city limits, where I knew I could get back inside the safe zone just in case I ran into trouble. It wasn’t infected that truly scared me. It was the raiders. They roamed wherever they felt like roaming. But I wasn’t going to give anyone the satisfaction of knowing that, maybe down the road. I sat down on the trunk of a car and waited for them.  
 
    While sitting there the wind tugged on my hair that had fallen loose from my braid. The wind wasn’t strong, it was really only a breeze. Not like how it could be during the latter part of fall and winter when the real storms came in. Above me the sun was trying to peer through the clouds, giving a bit of warmth where it was able to shine through. The car I was sitting on was covered in moss. It had a strange feeling to it. It wasn’t soft but it wasn’t rough either. Under the moss rust was taking hold. The edges of the car had given up entirely, it was purely rust. The cars around me looked the same. Covered in both moss and rust. All of them were sitting on flats. Even without the traffic they’d be useless.  
 
    Below me, under the bridge the water was rushing, and slapping itself over rocks. I didn’t have to look to know that the river was high. The recent rain we had left the water murky and higher than usual. If anyone fell off the bridge or if it collapsed, we would all be swept away, more than likely we’d drown before we could try to swim out. The road itself on the bridge looked sturdy enough. A few cracks here and there but overall it was fine. The railings though were showing spots of rust. It may last another ten years or it might not. If someone were able to come out and maintain it like it should be, then we wouldn’t have to worry about it collapsing. Maybe get some of these cars off of it, get rid of the unnecessary weight. If this collapses then there goes the direct route out of the city. 
 
    Brody was the first to notice me waiting. He stepped up his pace. The other two didn’t care, they didn’t speed up, just kept going at the same pace. I patiently waited till they were standing in front of me. Richard had his arms crossed over his chest. “Once we’re on the other side of the bridge it’s all new territory to me. Everyone will have to keep their ears and eyes wide open.” I looked at the darker of the two men. “No unnecessary close calls. Stay close, no wandering off or lagging behind. And that goes for all of you. This isn’t just a class field trip. You mess up, you die. And I won’t hold a funeral for you. I’ll leave you, dead or not.” Brody shifted uncomfortably, he looked like he wanted to say something but bit his tongue.  
 
    Richard shook his head. “No. You don’t get to make that call.” 
 
    I clasped my hands in my lap. “Enlighten me.” 
 
    He looked incredulously at Dean, who shrugged. “Drop it. She’s our guide. This is more of her territory than ours.” 
 
    Richard looked like he’d been slapped. Before he could retort, Dean put his hand on Richard’s shoulder and whispered something to him. At least it seemed like Dean wasn’t lacking in the brain department. If he was going to listen to me without giving me grief, we would be able to work together without too much trouble. It would make everyone’s life that much easier if they would just listen without wanting to argue, well if Richard didn’t want to argue. Brody and Dean seemed to just accept my orders, at least for now. I hopped down from off the hood of the car and continued trudging along, weaving in and out of stalled cars. Brody trudged beside me. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Um... Alice I just wanted to say I’m sorry… I didn’t want to drag you into this but you are one of the best.” He grabbed my arm and turned me to face him. I stared icily down at his hand. “They threatened my family! You can understand that. I had no choice.”  
 
    I pulled my arm out of his grasp since he wasn’t getting the point. “Alright. I get it.” I growled before continuing to walk away. Now not only was my family in danger but his was too. That was just what I needed to be thinking about. He should- augh. I breathed forcefully out through my nose. I can’t help his family. I can’t do anything. From here I couldn’t do anything to help my family. I did the best I could, I left them directions. I can’t guilt myself over his family. I can’t do that to myself. Maybe I just shouldn’t talk to them, the less I talk to any of them the better I would probably be. My anger was sitting right below the surface, rippling like water. I hated dealing with people on a general basis. Doing business with them, I was fine but having to depend on them like this and having at least one of them dump guilt on me, wasn’t going to work out. I’m going to have to figure out how to keep it under control. The last time I’d lost my temper my dad had to use a tranquilizer on me and none of us could afford that to happen. When I let go, I didn’t care who was friend or not. The only people I willingly deal with on a daily basis was my family, other people I tried to avoid as much as possible just because of the fact that I didn’t want to lose control. I’m going to have to work hard to push it down and keep collected and cool.  
 
    Dealing with people out here was a nightmare in of itself. Any little noise could give your position away and of course people insisted on talking. It was bad enough I had to listen to them breathe. Wait, what was that? I stopped. There was some kind of noise, like a squeaky door being pushed back and forth.  
 
    I tightened my grip on my knife and stepped forward on silent feet, landing mostly on the balls of my feet, ready to take off at a given moment. I scanned the area around me, looking for any place that someone might try to hide in or behind. I didn’t bother to check on the other three, if they wanted to stay alive, they would have to learn to use their eyes and ears. I climbed up onto the roof of a car and walked over it, looking for whatever was making the noise. At the end of the trunk, I jumped off of it with ease and stepped forward on still the balls of my feet. I came around the back end of a R.V. to find a truck with its driver door wide open. The wind was pushing back and forth just enough to make it move, and with every movement the metal screeched. 
 
    I frowned. The door should have seized by now being out in the elements, rust should have tightened its grip not allowing it to move at all. Something had to of broken it open, or someone. I moved to the truck and looked in. Nothing. Just torn up seats with blood splashed all over the seat and the windows. Trash littered the floor, but besides that it was empty. Someone died in here. I turned to the side to climb into the back when something grabbed my feet and pulled. “Shit!” I yelped. I fell face first but I caught myself with my hands, bloodying them on the pavement. On the ground I pulled my legs into my chest as hard and as fast as I could. By doing that I managed to break its hold on my ankles and I rolled away to come up to a crouched position facing it. The once human pulled itself out from under the car, growling and snarling. One of its cheeks was torn and hanging down in flaps around its jawline. Its eyes rolled wildly at me. The parts of its skin that wasn’t torn, covered in blood or dirt, was white and waxy looking. Wild hair wrapped itself around its neck and face. It’s ripped and rotting clothing hung off of its emaciated body like rags. Before it could launch itself at me again, I leaped forward and shoved my knife through the top of its head. I smashed the knife hard enough that it went into the head all the way up to the hilt. Almost instantaneous its whole body went limp. All signs of life went out of it and it looked just like the corpse it should be. 
 
    I heard someone gasp behind me. I turned around to see Dean watching me, gun pointed out in front of him. Aimed at me. No, aimed at the infected that was by my feet. Richard came from the other side, staring at the corpse. I looked at one then turned to the other, before sarcastically saying. “Took ya’ll long enough. What were you doing picking daisies?” I put one hand on the top of its head and pulled on my knife, sliding it out of its head, dark blood spraying the ground underneath it. 
 
    Dean looked at the now corpse. He stared at it with fascination. “It still looks human.” 
 
    I scoffed. “What else is it supposed to look like? An alien?” 
 
    He glared at me. “No. What I’m saying is that they’re still alive. Beating heart. If the heart wasn’t beating then there shouldn’t be blood in the brain. It would have settled down at the feet and coagulated down there. What we’ve been told is that they’re basically the undead. They don’t feel anything and it takes a lot to kill them.” He looked at Richard for backup. 
 
    Richard shrugged. “We’re not allowed to look at any ‘alive’ infected. So honestly, we’re not sure how exactly they function. If they really are alive or…” He trailed off. 
 
    What? Originally that’s what they thought but… I’ve been out here. I wasn’t sheltered like they were. “Then this may be difficult for you to understand then. Yes, they are still alive. Yes, their hearts are still beating, I’ve seen them drop from blood loss before. So yes, it takes a lot to kill them unless you get them in the head otherwise it’ll be awhile before they drop. Sometimes they survive losing a hand or an arm, I don’t know how they manage that but they are not undead I guess you’d say. Their condition is irreversible but they aren’t undead, but they are not people. They are monsters that will not hesitate to rip out your organs and eat them.” I tried to feel some sympathy to these shocked men but I just couldn’t do it. “They’re like severely deranged people. I don’t know if they have any memories left or not but don’t hesitate in killing them, because they won’t.” 
 
    I stood up, both knees cracking in the quiet air. Dean tore his gaze away from the corpse and headed off. I didn’t bother putting my knife away, just in case but I did borrow the infected’s shirt to wipe my knife off. I followed Dean, and Richard fell into step behind me. Dean surprised me by setting a cracking pace. Apparently, he didn’t want to run into anymore monsters, which I wasn’t in the mood for either. No matter where we were, there would always be the chance to run into them but being in an area like this where it was difficult to maneuver it was always best to move quickly.  I followed behind him with Brody and Richard spread out behind me. Instead of scanning the area around us, I couldn’t help but appreciate Dean’s profile as I followed him. May not be good for much at least so far but hey he’s eye candy. I smirked to myself. As long as he didn’t know that I was checking him out, I could do this all day. So far this is the only pro that I’ve gotten out of these two. Eye candy. Maybe they’ll do better if we ran into raiders. I shook my head. No, it would be better if we just avoided those guys all together. If our luck holds we’ll only see them from a distance. Otherwise it’ll turn into a shootout.  
 
    We crossed the rest of the bridge in silence and it didn’t bother me one bit. As we were coming down the bridge traffic seemed to ease up a little so it was easier going. I could almost walk in a straight path without having to squeeze myself through. The bridge was part of the main highway so we could just keep on following it. I kept peering into cars, hoping to see something useful. But either their former occupants had taken everything with them or someone had already looted them. There were so many cars here that there was bound to be something.  
 
    I straightened from looking into a car and I saw that Dean was staring back the way we came. He was frowning. I turned to see what he was looking at but I couldn’t see anything. “What are you looking at?” 
 
    He blinked. “Since we left, I feel like someone’s watching and I swear I heard something mechanical but I didn’t see anything. I happened to look back and I thought something was flying way back, near the middle of the bridge.” 
 
    Suspiciously I looked back again. There was nothing moving, besides Richard and Brody. “You’re not the only one.” I murmured. 
 
    “What do you mean?” His voice was sharp, commanding. 
 
    He was staring down at me with a different look in his eyes, I didn’t know if it was anger or dread. “Lately I’ve felt like someone’s either been following me or watching me somehow. It always seems to happen when I leave the wall. And then just yesterday I nearly ran into three people, decked out in almost full biohazard gear.” 
 
    “And you chose not to say anything?” 
 
    “And who exactly would I tell? I’m not supposed to exactly be leaving am I?” 
 
    He opened his mouth and ran his tongue across his teeth. “You should have said something before we left. There’s precautions we could have taken.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and pushed past him. He grabbed my back pack and jerked me backwards. I pulled my arm holding my knife up, I may be short but my knife was long enough that I set it against his throat. At the contact he froze. I applied just enough pressure to let him feel how sharp it was. He let go of me and one of his hands was slowly moving down towards his hip. 
 
    “You do that again, and I’ll give you a red smile.” I dropped my arm, before continuing on my way. 
 
    Down here on the flat ground I migrated over to the edge of the highway. I stepped carefully along the edge. There were less cars over here and I didn’t have to wind in an out of them. For the most part I could just go straight. There was the occasional car that thought it could drive on the shoulder but for the most part they stayed in their lanes. The muscles in my leg were burning and my stomach was trying to eat itself. I stopped by a SUV that had crashed into the car in front of it. I set my backpack down and climbed up onto the roof of the car. I pulled my backpack up beside me and dug through it. I pulled out a pack of dried apples. Yum. I opened the pack and pulled a slice out. It tasted so good. Fresh would have been best but this still tasted good.  
 
    The other three followed my lead and pulled out something to munch on while sitting on top of cars. There was no telling if there was something under them or not. In this case it was better to sit up high. I tried to eat slowly but it tasted so good that I gulped the apple down. 
 
    Richard pulled out a map. Even from over here I could see that it was still white, with no stains or tears on it. Brand new. He unfolded it and set it across his lap. He ran his finger along it. “We’re about a mile or two away from where the highway divides.” He folded the map back up and slid it gently back into his pocket. 
 
    I allowed myself to fall gently backwards, resting my back on the car. I closed my eyes and tried to relax. Beside me I could hear them sliding off of the cars and starting to move on. I wanted to groan. Nothing would be better to be able to just lie here for a while longer. I pushed myself into a sitting position before I slid down, landing on my feet. My feet were starting to feel like lead. My legs didn’t want to keep picking them up. Well they were going to have to suck it up and deal with it. 
 
    It didn’t take us long to get to the split that Richard was talking about. When it came into view, I left the side of the highway to walk closer to them. I need to know which way they want to go because I’m only willing to go one of the two ways unless I have no other choice. One split away to the distance on our left to residential areas while the other continued straight, eventually circling and entering the downtown area. Dad had told me to avoid the downtown area at all costs. I was only to go there if I had no other choice, absolutely no other choice. If I had the choice to go back then I would go back before going down there. He stressed that every time the subject came up, unless there was no other choice available. Richard pulled out his map from one of his pockets. He laid it out on the hood of a car, after carefully checking underneath to make sure that it was clear. We circled around it, I occasionally glanced around to make sure nothing was trying to come up on us. Across from me Brody was doing the same thing. Habits. I scrutinized it. It looked like a bunch of random lines drawn everywhere with little numbers and symbols written on it. 
 
    Richard touched the map with his index finger. “This is where we are. From what can be gathered the sightings of people have been away from the city and downtown areas. More towards the rural counties. They have a tendency to stay away from larger population dwellings. So, we want to head west.” He then pointed up to the road that went straight. The one that headed towards downtown. “That’s our path.”  
 
    I chewed on my cheek. “Listen, I know that you guys have your reliable sources but seriously, if there really are people who are immune wouldn’t there have been a bigger hubbub about it? Why has no one else heard anything? Everyone likes to talk, it eventually would have been leaked to everyone else. And say they are out there, how do you know if they don’t move their camps? Or migrate like birds do? Summers over, they might be heading south even while we’re standing here talking, especially if they are reliant on food that they can gather. How do you know that they are that way?” I forced myself to stop talking. I was going on. That was unusual. I usually talked as little as possible. Must be nerves.  
 
    Richard folder up the map with care. “We have our information, and you are not privy to it.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to argue but Brody shot me a look and shook his head at me. Fine. I shut my mouth. 
 
    Instead of saying something I looked up at the positioning of the sun instead, we were moving too slowly. The sun was still high up in the sky but it wouldn’t be for long. It was already on its downward trek. I bit my cheek hard enough to almost draw blood. Again. “I don’t like the idea of being out in the open after dark. They can see better than we can. We might want to think about securing a place for the night. Not immediately but it should be on our minds.” 
 
    Richard stared at me coldly while Dean rested his face in his hands with his elbows on the car still, but Brody broke in first before Richard could make a comeback. “Just because we’re leaving the city behind doesn’t mean that there won’t be shelters. Houses that are empty that we can stay in. The suburbs can’t be as dangerous as the city is. Everyone was evacuated out of there.” 
 
    I stared at him hard and long enough that he started fumbling with his sleeves on his jacket. “Why would you say that? Of course it’s just as dangerous. The only reason we only encountered so few infected is because we stayed outside, we didn’t go ‘exploring’, and we kept moving. As soon as we stop for more than a few minutes the greater the chance will be of them finding us and trying to tear us into pieces. It’s just as dangerous as anywhere else because they travel where the food is, they don’t just stay in one building and call it home. Someone could have passed through and brought infected with them, like fleas or cockroaches. Infected are attracted by noise and even the quietest person still makes enough noise to attract them.” I stepped back, breathing angrily. I did not want to comprehend the stupidity what he had said. Just like nature. Where the prey go the predators follow. What was so difficult to understand about that? 
 
    “But see you’re not alone. There’s three other people who can help secure a location and take watches. That’s what your forgetting Alice. You’re so used to being solo that the idea of depending on other people baffles you. Why don’t you open up and let people, like me help you?” Brody licked his lips and looked at me with moist eyes. He reached out with his hand as if to touch mine. 
 
    I stepped back quickly, balling my hands into fists. “I don’t need help. Especially not from you.” I spit out. I had to get away from him. From all of them. I headed down the left side of the highway, the one that led away from the downtown area. If they want to go the other way then be my guest. I had to hold my arms straight at my sides to keep from hitting the cars that were in my way. I want to hit something, anything at this point! Just walking away wasn’t enough. I want to go back there and knock their teeth out. I want to feel their bones snapping under my fists. I want to listen to them beg me to stop. It would serve them right. Have they dealt with a horde? Have they been held to the ground while an infected tried to tear their throats out? Have they been helpless while their father was gunned down? No. I but I have. I’ve survived all of that. I have the experience that they’re lacking. If they weren’t going to listen to me then what was the point of me being out here? Guys are all the same. They assume that a petite woman needs their help; that she can’t take care of herself. They’re wrong. I can do whatever I need to do to keep myself safe and fed. I know how the world works out here. I spend more time on this side of the fence than on the other side. I know what I’m doing. But the nerve of him! He got me in this mess and now he wants to be all buddy. Yeah, well that’s not going to happen. For him to assume that it’s just because I’m used to be alone doesn’t have anything to do with it. People out here enjoy killing, like me. Does that mean I’m one of the monsters? 
 
    This time they let me lead and set the pace with no comments or whining.  
 
    I’m not sure how much time had passed but the sun was beginning to sink down near the horizon when Dean touched me on the shoulder. I whirled around. “What?” I lowered my arm that was holding my knife when I realized it was him. 
 
    He scowled down at me. “You know you’re just full of crap.” 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “This big and bad attitude you have. You’re like a Chihuahua who thinks he’s a German shepherd.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to respond to that so I glared at him, tightening my fists, while breathing heavily through my nose. 
 
    Dean plunged on either ignoring the look I was giving him or he didn’t realize this was my pissed off face. “So, see you think you’re tough but when push comes to shove your just a big ol’ pansy. A little five-pound dog that can get kicked around on the playground but you play tough to scare them all away. Well you see little girl-“ at this point he invaded my personal space and stepped close enough that we could have kissed. “- I’m not just another golden retriever who’s fooled by your growling, I’m a big old’ Rottweiler. I’m not afraid to take you down a notch or two. Now it’s getting dark and you yourself said how dangerous it is to be out here after the sun goes down. There’s plenty of houses ‘round here. I say let’s turn into one of them.” 
 
    I smiled, it was full of anger and promise. “Is that what you think? That I’m just a helpless girl who just acts like I can take care of myself.” I asked, my voice low and quiet. “Well, then when the time comes, we’ll see who survives.” I turned on my heel and sauntered away.  
 
    Is that how people really thought of me? Just some little girl pretending to be big and bad? When they all just picture me in little dresses holding a tea cup? Is that really what they think? The anger came boiling right back up burning the back of my throat. At that point I swear my vision went red. He’s never seen me in action. Of course, he thinks I’m weak, that’ll be his downfall. My people skills are not the greatest but I’m going to show him. There was a car to my right. I coiled up my fist and slammed my fist into the side of the car. Pain shot through my hand and up my arm. I pulled back my arm and hit it again. And again. 
 
    My knuckles were throbbing. The pain was helping to push away the scarlet that was sitting over my eyes. I dropped my hand back down to my side. Where I had hit the car there was a dent. It was deep enough that the window frame was bent. 
 
    I didn’t hear footsteps behind me, so I turned to look back. Richard was standing next to Dean, but I didn’t see Brody. Richard glanced my way and started whispering fiercely to Dean. Dean was staring at me the same way one would stare at a rabid dog. It would be so simple. I stood absolutely still, looking over my shoulder while eyeing them. I set my hand on the handle of my pistol. Two rounds and I would never have to hear their voices again. I wouldn’t have to listen to them question me. It would be so easy. I slipped the hook off and started to pull it out of its sheath. 
 
    Brody came up beside to me. “Hey. You ok?” 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin. Clumsily I pushed the pistol back in before I dropped my hand from it. “Yeah.” I croaked out. I had to blink to hold back the emotions that were threatening to spill over my face. I closed my eyes. I can’t kill them. I need them. If I come back without them my family will die. My family comes first. “I’m fine. We should uh- uh- go on in. Get off the streets.” I let Brody go ahead of me. Internally I screamed at myself. I almost lost it. I almost shot them because I couldn’t control myself. I wrapped my arms around myself and followed him further up the street. I’ll let Brody choose a place for now. I need to clear my head. I can’t make stupid decisions like that! I slammed my fist into my thigh, making my thigh ache. No more Alice. No more. I let Dean and Richard pass me before following Brody. After a few moments Dean overtook Brody and Brody let him. 
 
    I followed Richard from a distance, who was following Brody and Dean into a small two-story house. They opened the door and darted in guns raised. By the time that I entered the house Dean had already cleared it. The main room that we entered into would have been beautiful if it wasn’t for the decaying wood and mold everywhere. The walls still held on to some of their color, but in the corners mold grew wild. I ran a finger down the wall leaving a trail through the dirt and dust. It was a beautiful royal purple. The rest of the furniture was a grey/silver color or at least it’s a grey now. I dug a nail and dragged it down the upholstery. The fabric under all the grime was silver. The grey/green was mold. Lovely. The wooden floor was gouged all to hell. Definitely not salvageable, I thought with a smirk. I glanced in the kitchen. There was a leak in the corner of the ceiling. That corner especially was black with mold and sagged down towards the floor. If anyone was smart, they wouldn’t walk anywhere near that corner of the house, not unless they wanted the quick way down. It looked like the whole ceiling was ready to fall in on itself. The rest of the kitchen all the way to the floor was discolored and covered in mold from the years of water that came pouring down through that ceiling. It really didn’t take much water to ruin anything as long as it had the time to do it. Cobwebs were everywhere. They were either that or spider webs. It didn’t really matter, although I don’t know how much spiders would catch in here. With how bad the damage was down here I’d hate to see what the rest of it looked like upstairs. The whole house smelled the same as everything else. Full of rot and dead things. It was the same smell that you got everywhere else. 
 
    Brody shut the front door behind us and I pushed the couch in front of the door. Infected may not like to use the doors but just in case someone did come a knocking they couldn’t just waltz in. They’d have to go through a window and that would make enough noise to alert even the deepest sleeper. 
 
    Richard came from upstairs. “Here.” He tossed us some jerky.  
 
    Brody caught his while I let mine fall to the floor. Richard gave me a death glare before climbing the stairs again. I really didn’t like him. Brody looked closely at me. He then gently bent over and picked up the jerky. He held it out to me, holding it loosely in his hand as if he was ready for me to snatch it away from him. I grabbed it gently from him and walked away from the door and windows. The shades were already drawn so I didn’t have to worry about being seen from the outside. 
 
    I curled up on a recliner that looked like it didn’t have too much mold on it. I stared at the piece of jerky in my hand but I just couldn’t bring myself to eat it. It wasn’t the fact that it was from Richard, it was my stomach. It felt like it was in knots. Being so riled up wasn’t helping. The last few yards to the house I genuinely felt like we, or I should say I was being stared at. I thought for sure I would have left that feeling behind in the city but it was still following me. Even Dean noticed it. So, it’s not just me being overly paranoid. I think I would rather be overly paranoid. I watched Brody devour his food. I don’t think he noticed it. Either that or he’s not saying. 
 
     I think he’s somewhere in his 30’s. He has three kids and a somewhat steady girl or at least that’s the story he’s told me. But for some reason I could never fully believe him. He never went into details about his family, just generalized stories. You know, my kid so and so is saying ‘dada’ and ‘mama’. My other kid is drawing on the walls. No, names. Nothing. Very generalized. I guess that’s the kind of person he is though. Even his looks are generalized. He’s not handsome but he’s not ugly either. He’s thin, average height with brown hair that reaches his shoulders. The only thing that makes him stand out is his clothes. He likes to wear clothes that hang on him, they look like excess skin.  
 
    Brody sat down on the edge of the fire place that was next to me. He finished eating his jerky and he pulled the wrapper apart to lick it clean. I stared at him, almost in disgust. He had just eaten this afternoon when I ate my apples. I tossed mine into his lap. He looked down at it startled then back to me. “I ain’t hungry. You eat it” 
 
    “You need to eat though.” He murmured even as he held it up and began to tear it open. 
 
    “I’m not licking the package. I’ve had more to eat in the past two days than you have apparently.” I snapped. 
 
    “Sorry I’m not as good at getting food like you. If I was do you really think I would have done this to you?” His voice had taken on a whiny sound. 
 
    I looked down at him a glare setting itself on my face. “So that’s why you did it? For food.” 
 
    He looked down at the wrapper that he was twirling in his hand, in a soft voice he whispered. “Yes.” 
 
    I snorted. “Well then. How much did you get? Hmm? How much food was I worth?” 
 
    “I- I have a family I need to feed. I have to come home every night and look at their starving faces. I give them almost everything I have. I don’t know the last time I had enough food to fill my stomach.” 
 
    I sighed, I was tired. Even my temper was tired. I didn’t even want to snap at him. “You know you could have come to me for help. Instead of turning me in. I would have helped you. I would have given you food. Hell, I would have taken you out with me and helped you get some if you couldn’t accept handouts.” I closed my eyes and it hit like a ton of bricks. I was extremely tired. I didn’t sleep at all last night. I was going on for over twenty-four hours straight. I didn’t have the energy anymore, I didn’t want to deal with anything else until I got some sleep. 
 
    I leaned my head in my hands trying to fight off waves sleep. As sleep tried to push itself on me, I realized how much I actually hurt. My face especially. The cuts on my face throbbed, but they itched like crazy. I always healed fast, so it wasn’t a surprise that they were already itching more than throbbing. My hand was throbbing. I shouldn’t have punched that car. But it was either punch it or them. I pulled my face away from my hand to inspect it. The knuckles were swollen and bruised. I flexed my hand and it was fine, it just ached. Weariness settled on my body like a blanket, it set up shop in all my joints. None of them are going to want to move when I get up. But maybe tonight I’ll a get a couple of hours at least a good hour or two of sleep. I could only hope. I stood up and staggered a little. I felt Brody’s eyes on me but I ignored him and headed up the stairs. Maybe there’s a bed I could crash on. No matter how dirty or disgusting it is it beats the floor. 
 
    Brody lingered in my mind through, he has a steady, ok somewhat steady girl. When she’s not out shagging every guy out there, she takes care of him. The kids though, I don’t think they’re real. Only a story to get pity. I sighed. I never liked spending too much time alone with him, it always felt like he was trying to look into my soul with his eternally moist eyes. Within the first few times of doing runs with him I figured out that he had a crush on me or at least it had started out as a crush and now I don’t know what to do about it besides ignore him. I had enough trouble without taking on his family too. But the way he was scarfing down the food. Was that another ploy for pity? Or did he really not have food?  
 
    I don’t know and I don’t really care right now. I just didn’t have the time or the energy to deal with him besides doing business with him. I wasn’t looking for romance. I just had too much to do. Besides the day a man actually finds me desirable, and not just in a dependable kind of way would be the day that Emmie quits blaming me for Dad’s death. 
 
    Once up on the second floor I found myself in a small hallway. The door to my immediate right was the bathroom. The two ahead of me must be bedrooms. As long as the two jerks didn’t take them, I could at least crash on a bed. The second door on my right was empty, but it had a bed and all the other furniture that a bedroom was usually composed off, a dresser in the corner and a bedside table. On the ceiling above the bed a swimsuit model was striking a pose. A boy’s room. On the shelves and on the dresser model cars stood covered in dust. I stepped into the room and stripped off my backpack, shoes and finally my jacket. I put them right beside the bed so they could be thrown on in a moment’s notice. I dusted off the bed, wrinkling my nose at all the dust and mold. Screw it. I ripped the blanket off the bed and flipped it over laying it back down on the bed. I turned the pillow over too before laying down. I pulled my jacket over me like a blanket. I stared blankly at the wall for a few seconds before my eye lids started to droop. Normally I have trouble falling asleep but tonight just wasn’t the case. Last night had been dealing with Romero and listening to his plans, not sleeping. Although it had been boring enough to fall asleep, I hadn’t dared to. I yawned and forced my brain to go blank. I needed sleep and that was what I was going to get tonight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter six… Death really is everywhere 
 
      
 
    I scanned the street again. It was clear. I dropped my face onto the back of the couch. It’s not that I wanted to deal with infected, it was more of a matter of time before we would. I was genuinely surprised that we had a quiet night. The most exciting thing to happen was an infected went running down the street screaming at the top of its lungs. The screaming woke me up from a dead sleep. Automatically I slipped my feet into my boots, threw my hands through my coat and grabbed my bow and knocked an arrow. I ran to the window and looked out, wide awake. The infected had ran all the way down the street and turned the corner at a full sprint, just screaming the whole while. I stood and watched, barely breathing. After it turned the corner nothing else moved. After a few minutes the screaming tapered off. Silence resumed. After that it had taken me awhile to go back to sleep, my nerves were twitchy. An attack could happen at any time, one noise and they could descend on us. One noise and it would mean our deaths. It had been a long time since I spent the night on this side of the wall. I could count on one hand the number of times I had slept out here. But this was about as secure as we would be for a while, it definitely beat some of the places I’ve stayed. My dad had taught me to meditate, to keep myself calm and to relax my nerves, especially when I needed to calm down before trying to sleep. That’s what I did. It didn’t take me long to fall back asleep after that. Then about three hours before dawn Brody woke me up when it was my turn to take watch and for him to go back to sleep. 
 
    Three hours later the sun decided to rise, the eastern sky was pink and orange with gold tinged clouds. I was sitting on the couch switching my gaze from the sunrise and watching the streets, making sure nothing was trying to sneak up on us. We wouldn’t get much more of these sunrises. Soon it’ll be grey and wet. When it rained it seemed to zap all color away. I stared hungrily at the sunrise. It didn’t take long for the sun to have climbed high enough on the horizon for the brilliant colors to start fading away and being replaced by blue. 
 
    Should I go wake them up? Or will they wake up on their own? Eh, screw it if they aren't up soon I'll jump on their beds. I smiled at the thought. Wouldn’t that give them a heart attack? I had to hold back a giggle. They wouldn’t even expect it. 
 
    I finished with my rounding of the house not too long ago so it should be clear in the back, I won’t have to worry about that for a bit but I’ll have to check again soon. My stomach was making little gurgling noises, it was time for my meal of the day. Breakfast was usually the only one I cared about but I made sure to eat quite a bit for breakfast. I made sure I had protein and what scarce vegetables I could get my hands on. I mean who has the time to eat when you’re out on a run and when you get back home you’re ready to collapse in bed? Breakfast was enough for me most of the time. Depending on my day sometimes I would break for lunch or come home early enough to eat dinner. But breakfast time was the time that Lily and I had to ourselves. Whatever I made myself for breakfast, I made enough for her too. Like me she was an early riser. We always used that time to talk and giggle together. She would draw while I cooked. Sometimes she would convince me to play some music and we would dance in the kitchen. She was always the highlight of my day. Full of smiles, nothing could get her down. This morning would be the first morning where I wouldn’t be there to have breakfast with her. I wonder what Jack and mom told her? The truth? Knowing Jack he would go for the truth while Emmie would opt for a white lie, while mom would probably just stay out of it. I’ll miss her birthday but maybe my present will make up for it. I could only hope so. 
 
                     I curled my hand into fists. If it hadn't been for Brody tricking me then I wouldn't be here. Hell, at the root of it all it was Romero's fault. It was all his fault that I was out here with strangers. I punched the couch. I left my fist there while I focused on my breathing, trying to get my anger pushed back down. It still shocked me how quickly and how angry I could get. I focused on my breathing, and pushed all thoughts away. 
 
    Creaking on the stairs announced someone’s presence and interrupted my meditation process. I turned to see it was Dean coming down. He nodded at me and I nodded back. Ok never mind he can go back to bed. I don’t want to have to talk and if it’s just us then I’ll feel obligated to talk or to answer him… dammit! Why can’t I be a normal person and be able to talk to people without getting pissed off or being awkward? This was the worst time he could have picked to come down. 
 
    I looked back out the window. At that point my stomach growled loudly. I winced, why now of all times? Dean snickered behind me. “Sounds like someone is hungry.” 
 
    I shrugged, trying to play it off. “Yeah, but I felt that eating while on watch kind of defeats the purpose of standing watch.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” He actually sounded interested. 
 
    I turned myself so I could still see out into the street but also see Dean. He was leaning against the far wall with his hands in his pockets. I took a small breath before answering. “Out here you want to be as quiet as possible while moving quietly and quickly too. These things are attracted to sound and movement. While you’re eating, you’re moving around too, and depending on what you are eating it can be crunchy and loud, which then it can impair your hearing. And usually food isn't quiet and if it is you have to use utensils to eat it. Then your attention is divided between eating and moving, but that’s if you’re on the move." I tried to sound friendly as I could, even though I wasn't in the best of moods. 
 
    He frowned. “So, what you’re saying is that whenever you’re outside the walls you don’t eat?” 
 
    “I don’t usually stay out long enough to worry about lunch.” 
 
    “Based on that information, do you even know what you’re doing? Should I be worried about shoving food down your throat?” he asked quizzically. 
 
    I glared at him. “Don’t be stupid. Even I have to eat sometime. It may not be much but it will be something.” 
 
    I watched him dig into his pocket. “Here.” He tossed me a protein bar, same flavor as the one from last night. “If we had some I would shove some extra food into you. You look like you could use it.” 
 
    I caught the bar in midair and stared down at it, holding back laughter. “Dean, no matter how much I eat I don’t gain weight. Believe me, my mom tried.” I ripped the bar open and scarfed it down, to mainly quiet my stomach’s growling and to get him off my back about eating.  
 
    Dean laughed. “So, you’re one of those people. Before all this, I was the fat kid in class. I’d look at cake and gain ten pounds. Coming in last in gym class and being the bully’s favorite victim. If they knew that I’d outlive them all they wouldn’t have teased me so much.” 
 
    Feet coming down the stairs saved me from having to reply to Dean’s last statement. Richard and Brody were both coming down. I went back to staring out the window, looking but not really seeing anything. They do see me as some little girl. Even Brody had me by a good 60-70 pounds. One of the other guys could bench press me if they really wanted to. I started chewing on my cheek, running my tongue over the rough patches where it was trying to heal. But what could I do? I can’t make myself grow anymore. I wasn’t lying, no matter how much food mom shoved in me I just didn’t gain weight. Maybe I should take up weight lifting. I snorted. Dean shot me a weird look. 
 
    Brody sat down on the couch next to me. He offered half of his protein bar and I shook my head at him. He took it back miserably. I was not taking his food. He needed it too, maybe even more than anyone else here. Richard and Dean looked well fed. I know I was slim but Brody, his sunken eyes and tight skin said otherwise. If anyone needed the food it was him. He tore into the bar and sat back into the couch. 
 
    Richard was sitting on the stairs, he spoke up. “We were talking last night. Hey girl, look at me when I’m talking to you.” 
 
    My hands tightened themselves into fists and I turned my neck stiffly to stare at him. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Like I said we were talking, Dean and I. We decided that you aren’t leading no more. We will.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Why?” 
 
    “You, yourself admitted that you’ve never been out here before. And,” his hands curled into fists. "The way you killed it. You're a monster." 
 
    “So just because I haven’t been out this far before automatically gives you authority? That doesn’t change the fact that I have more experience than all three of you put together! I know how to survive out here, while you don’t. And no, I'm not a monster. The 'it' I killed would have killed me if I hadn't stopped it. Out here it's kill first then ask questions later. Unless you want to die.” I don’t remember standing. But I did.  
 
    Richard stood up, veins popping out in his forehead. “They are still people! You can’t just go around killing them! That's why we are out here, we are trying to fix this! So, you have no excuse for killing them! And as for your experience? Blah. I don’t believe it for a minute. Anything could take you down. A gust of wind could take you for a ride. Please explain to me as to why I should follow a murderous, mud loving girl like you?” 
 
    Before anyone could react, I was moving. I stomped over to him, reared back my fist and punched him square in the face. Something cracked underneath my hand. He took a couple steps back, astonishment spreading over his features as blood burst from his nose and covered the lower half of his face in a flood. Then anger. Before he could try to hit me, my fist connected with his chest. He dropped back onto the stairs, grabbing his chest and wheezing. I stood over him, lifting my leg to stomp down on him. Someone grabbed me from behind, wrapping their arms around my waist. They lifted me up and threw me onto the couch. I landed on my face. I rolled over to see a gun barrel pointed at my face. Behind it was Dean.  
 
    “Just stay down for a bit.” He backed off after I nodded. He leaned over Richard.  
 
    I sat up and saw that Brody was standing near me. I rolled my eyes and stared down at my knuckles. They weren’t even red. I smiled to myself. I’m small but I do pack a punch. 
 
    “Move Dean! I’m going to teach her a damn lesson! MOVE!” Richard roared. My head snapped up. Dean stood in front of Richard with both hands on his chest. He was speaking too quietly for me to hear over Richards yelling. But after a few moments Richard quieted down and backed off, blood was still streaming down his face in copious amounts. He pressed his shirt to it and tilted his head back. 
 
    Dean then turned to face me with his finger pointed at me. “You two, stay away from each other.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, at least not out loud. Dean stood there glaring at me as if everything was my fault. I glared right back. I could take them on. I was much stronger than I looked. Even though he was angry, there was hesitation in his posture. He wasn’t going to take me on. Not after what I did to Richard. I knocked the wind out of him with one punch. Dean finally turned away to follow Richard. 
 
    I pushed myself off the couch and Brody moved in front of me again. Was he worried that I was going to go off and attack them again? Not right now at least. There were better times than right now. I shoved him hard enough away from me that he fell to the ground but not hard enough to hurt him. There was just enough sense left in my brain to keep from doing that. I had my shoes on already and my pack was by the door. I stooped over to pick it up and fastened it on my back while I opened the door. I didn't even look around me before I stepped out, I just needed to get out. I walked quickly through the grass. The grass was weighed down by dew but it still hit me about mid-thigh. It left my pants wet and heavy. 
 
                      I wanted to scream. Me a murderer? Those 'people' were not people anymore. They all had died a long time ago. The idea of curing them was ridiculous. Maybe as a preventative it would work to keep healthy people safe but other than that no. No point. I am not a murderer. How can you be a murderer when what you’re killing is already dead?  
 
    The sun had finally made its presence completely known. All pretense of dawn had all but disappeared, all that was left was the crisp morning air. I could see everything clearly although it resembled twilight instead of morning. Not waiting for them I marched down the street keeping to the sidewalk. It was covered in layers and layers of dead leaves. My feet made squelching noises every time I picked them up off the ground. It must have rained sometime last night while I was sleeping. The sound was going to drive me insane. I stepped off of the sidewalk and I slid. I yelped while trying to catch my balance. I finally regained my balance before carefully taking another step. I would have liked for it to dry up a bit more before moving out but because of mine and Richard’s yelling we should be moving out quicker. If anything had been in the area our presence had been announced loud and clear. I zipped my jacket up to keep my body heat in, it was almost cold out. My breath misted around my face, I know after a couple hours I’ll be missing this cool morning air. The mornings were cold but the afternoons were still warm enough to be almost hot when combined with exercise. 
 
    It wasn’t long after sliding I heard heavy breathing coming up behind me. I pulled out my knife and whipped around with it raised. Brody stopped and stared at me wide eyed with his arms held out away from him. I dropped my arm that was holding it and turned back around with a sigh. I stood there for a moment, letting him catch his breath. Even though it broke my rules, I couldn’t help but ask. “Why did you come?” 
 
    “What?” He gasped. He was holding onto his side, like he had a stitch. 
 
    “My arm was forced into coming,” I turned back around to face him. “But yours wasn’t? You have a family that needs you just as much as mine needs me. So why?” 
 
    He looked down at his feet and mumbled something. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He stared me in the eyes and opened his mouth but before words could come out there was horrific scream from behind him. He whipped around and we both watched Dean and Richard come running around the corner with a group of infected chasing them. 
 
    “Shit. Run Brody!” 
 
    Brody didn’t need to be told twice. He grabbed my arm and pulled me with him. I jerked my arm out his grasp.  
 
    Great just great. I knew we should have left sooner. I should have said something instead of just leaving them. That was my fault. Ok Alice, think what’s the best way to lose them? The problem with infected was that they would chase you till they caught you or they died. They were determined bastards I had to give that to them. But they weren’t that smart. If we could get out of their line of sight and hide we could have a chance. They were primarily sight hunters, they would still look for us at the last location they saw us. They just didn't have the mental capability to search the area. They would gather in the last area that they saw us and move around there until they wandered off or other prey distracted them.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder. Maybe if we could get to high ground we could take them out from up there. I have my bow but I don’t know if I had enough arrows. There was just simply too many of them to fight here on the ground. If it had been the other way around where we had snuck up on them then we could have taken them out from a distance. Too bad we didn’t have a tank with us, then we could run them over. If we had a tank I would just run everything over, no regrets. 
 
    None of the houses and buildings around us were what we needed. Yeah, we could run through them but it would only slow the infected not lose them and our luck we would get stuck in a dead end. We sprinted around a corner and to our left was a large building, a school it looked like. “There.” I pointed. Brody nodded, that was all he could do. We turned and sprinted towards it. Beginning to gasp for air I glanced behind me to see what was going on. Richard and Dean had gained considerable ground on us while the infected were still far enough behind us to give us some breathing room. I faced forward again and double timed it. Thank goodness we could all run. If we couldn't we'd be in deep trouble. 
 
    Brody and I reached the building where I yanked on the doors. Locked. I smacked them in anger. I ran alongside it looking for any way in. There was a window that was higher up than I was tall. What kind of window was that? Before I could point it out to Brody, he jumped up and was able to pull himself up and through the window. Before he could turn around to pull me up, someone grabbed me from behind. I screamed and tried to ram my elbows into whatever it was. 
 
    “Dammit girl. Shut up I’m lifting you up.” It was Dean. 
 
    I stopped struggling so he could wrap his arms around my upper legs and lift me up. He was able to lift me high enough that I was able to grab onto the frame and pull myself the rest of the way through. I hopped down and moved away from the window as Dean dropped down beside me. In a matter of seconds Richard was in as well. I looked around me. We were in an old office that looked like it hadn’t seen the light of day in decades. The desk was broken in pieces and the computer monitor was laying on the ground looked like it was an early 90’s monitor, with the huge back and small screen that was broken in the middle. The tower missing as well as the chair. Who would want the tower and a chair? Stupid question Alice. There was several inches of dust on everything. No footprints in the dust except for one set leading out of the room, it looked like it hadn’t been disturbed since it was abandoned. That was a good thing. 
 
    Something heavy dropped outside the door, which was pulled shut. I pulled my machete out. Dean and Richard followed my lead and pulled theirs. Although Richard was hesitant. It was then that I noticed that Brody was gone. I looked around the room and he wasn’t in sight. "Dammit." I growled. It would make sense that the footprints were left by him. Get your brain in gear! I lead the way into the hallway. Still no sign of him. I twirled around looking both ways lowering my machete. Where did he go? It was dark in here, there wasn’t much light being let in from the window behind us. I pulled out a slim flashlight and shined it on the ground. There were more footprints out here, going both ways. I don’t know which set is Brody’s. But I don’t think we’re alone in here. Hesitantly I shined my light both ways down the hallway. It was empty except for us. 
 
    Richard stared icily at me. “Where’d he go?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He went in first and then he was gone.” I growled. 
 
                      Richard rolled his eyes while Dean pinched the bridge of his nose. “Does he have a tendency to pull this kind of crap?” Dean sighed. 
 
    I blew air out through my mouth, while sagging my shoulders. “I guess you could say something like that. He’s left me for dead before. I beat the crap out of him for that one and I told him if he did it again, I’d kill him.” 
 
    Dean stared me down as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “So, what you’re saying is that this guy has left you for dead once, and then volunteers to come out here again? That doesn’t make any sense whatsoever. How can you even trust him?” He wiped his face with his empty hand. “Should we be expecting you to disappear next, to meet up with your boyfriend?” He was shaking and I don't think it was from fear.  
 
    I shut my eyes and clenched my fist. He was nowhere near being my boyfriend. A crash came from the room that we had exited. The infected had reached the wall and were attempting to climb in. I’d have to put my anger on the back burner. “I would suggest that we get moving. Right now.” Dean and Richard didn’t need to be told twice, they followed me down the hall. Out of the corner of my eye I caught Richard pulling the door shut. 
 
    The hallway was strewn with trash and odd assortments of furniture. Most of which was placed strategically in front of doors blocking them shut. Who knows what was behind them. I definitely wasn’t going to find out.  
 
    Even with the decorations that still hung on the walls, they only seemed to add to the gloom. I shined my flashlight down to the end of the hall. Well at least there was nothing moving. My light passed over student artwork that was still hanging in the hallway. My heart squeezed itself almost painfully. Lily should be going to a school where she can make macaroni art, finger painting and being able to play without being afraid. Where she could have friends instead of sitting at home with her family as her only socialization with the few trips out to play with the neighbor kids. She deserves so much more than this dank world. I pulled my mind back to the situation at hand. Focus Alice. I continued walking down the hall but before we reached the end of it I was acutely aware of how loud the two giants behind me were breathing. 
 
    “Could you guys breathe a little more quietly please?” I whispered. 
 
    They both choose to ignore me. What else was new?  
 
    The hallway ended in a T shape. I shined my flashlight to the left and right. No sign of Brody either way. There were still too many footprints to be able discern if Brody had come this way. But which way should we go? We could split up… but even as that thought floated across my brain I knew they would never go for it. I was supposed to be their ‘guide’. Especially with Brody being MIA, I wasn’t going to be leaving their sight and Dean wouldn't be leaving Richard since he was Richard’s bodyguard. So, no, that suggestion would not go over very well. I didn’t want to start another fight. I turned towards the right. Might as well head away from the infected that were outside before they found a way in. Put as much distance between us and them before attempting to leave the building. The more distance we had in-between them the less likely they were to resume the chase the other unsaid option was to wait in here until they left. A building of this size, I didn’t want to stay in for long. There was no telling who or what was in here with us. We creeped along the hallway trying to avoid most of the debris that was littered on the floor and along the walls; desks, trashcans, you name it and it was on the ground. I strained my ears listening for any noise besides the ones that we were making. If we were going to run into anymore infected I wanted us to have the advantage of knowing they were there first. Sometimes the smell would give them away but I didn’t want to take too many deep breaths in here. There was enough mold in here to make anyone sick. As it was I was taking shallow breaths, trying to avoid too much of it. 
 
    All the doors were closed and blocked off. I wasn’t feeling too inclined on opening them. Simply because there was the possibility of running into even more undead or the dead. I’ve seen them before, and by now they’d be bones but it was depressing to run into. But someone must have had to go through here to do this, either recently or just sometime after the outbreak. Not all of the doors were blocked off, just closed. But there was no need to open them and invite trouble in. We passed a set of double doors that had chains wrapped around the handles. I shined my flashlight on them. There was something locked up in there that someone wanted to keep hidden. I shuddered at what could be back there. I picked up the pace. I wanted out of here.               
 
    As if he was reading my thoughts Dean spoke up. “Do you think there’s any of them in here?” He nodded towards the double doors. 
 
    I bit my lip. “There’s always the possibility. Always assume there are until you’ve cleared an area. But right now, I just want to find the front door to this place and get out.” No point in sticking around longer than we have to. My mind jumped to Brody. I shook my head internally. No, he made his choice and now he has to handle the consequences of his actions. 
 
    “It feels almost like a tomb in here.” Richard whispered. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, most likely people died here. People died everywhere. Let’s just keep going, no playing hero right now.” 
 
    We turned the corner and were faced with a dead end. I groaned in frustration. Wasn’t there supposed to be emergency exits in all buildings? The only way out of this trap house were more of the tall windows that we came in from. On my left there was a door but it was boarded shut. I bet there were some shorter windows in there, windows I could crawl out of no problem. But it wasn’t worth facing whatever was in there. The windows above me were covered in so much dirt and dust that they hardly let in any light. I walked over to them and looked up. I bit my cheek hard enough to draw blood. Did they have to be up so high? What was the point of having such tall windows? Decoration I suppose. I grabbed the end of my braid and pulled hard enough to make my head ache. I didn’t want to back track and go the other way that would waste more time and energy, not to mention spending more time in here. Normally places like this didn’t bother me but today I just wanted to get out. I looked at Dean, the taller of the two. “You want to take a look out there and see what you can see?” I attempted a smile for him. It felt wrong on my lips. I never smiled for strangers. But I could try to be nice. Maybe if I was nicer we wouldn’t have so many problems between the three of us. 
 
    Dean looked at me curiously for a moment before approaching a window that seemed to be the cleanest. He stood up on his toes, and using his fingers to pull him up a bit more, he looked outside a long time, turning his head side to side. I realized I was still biting my cheek and my mouth had filled with blood. Gross. I turned and spit into the corner. I need to find gum or something else to chew on before I completely destroy my cheeks. Dean whispered from where he was looking. “Can’t see much, but from what I can see it’s clear.” He grimaced slightly as he pulled himself away from the window. He wiped his hands on his pants. He looked back at the two of us. “If we move quietly I say let’s go before the bozos who chased us decide to come in.” 
 
    I nodded, choosing to ignore how he called the infected “bozos”. But he was right, we needed to get moving. The infected wouldn’t stop until they were in here and then they would run around like fly’s caught in between a window and screen. Between Richard and I, we found a desk, flipped it over and scooted it under the window. Dean climbed up onto it and tried to pry the window open. He grunted and pulled on it but it wasn’t moving. I pulled out my knife to hand to him to break the window with when he was able to pull the window open. A gust of fresh air came streaming in. I hadn’t realized how stale and dead the air was in here until the fresh air hit. Fresh air had never smelt so good before. I pulled in as much fresh air as my lungs would hold. Dean grinned down at us. “See that’s what muscles can do for you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across my face. Dean had shoved one leg and his upper body through the window when someone started screaming on the other side of the building. I turned quickly to look down the hallway shining my flashlight down the hallway but I didn’t see anything. Beside me, Richard took a few steps back, closer to Dean. Dean pulled himself back inside. The man kept screaming, it wasn’t high pitched enough to be a woman’s scream, echoed down the hallway. Intensifying until it sounded like there was a chorus of screamers. “Brody.” Breathlessly his name escaped my lips. 
 
    I started to run back up the hallway. I passed Richard who grabbed me by the waist and held me against him. “No! We have to help him!” I struggled against him, uselessly. His powerful arms pinned mine to my sides. I struggled weakly. Richard wasn’t going to let me go. I had to go help him. But deep down, I knew he wasn’t going to make it. Screaming like that, there was no chance, the infected had already gotten to him.  
 
    I didn’t have to look up to Richard to know he was shaking his head. “We got to go. If he’s screaming then something got to him.” He pushed me back towards the desk and a waiting Dean. “Besides he left us, remember?” 
 
    Seriously? They were just going to leave him! This couldn’t be happening. I know Brody was a dick but he had a family. I could feel the panic racing through my head as I stood poised between Richard and Dean. Between escape and death. This was wrong. I shouldn’t have to be forced to choose like this. It should be a given fact that we go and help him even if he was already dead. Even if it was to just to put a bullet in his brain, just to make sure he doesn’t come back as one of them. If not we, then I. How would I be able to face anybody if I lost someone else? How? I had to at least put him out of his misery. That’s what I would want. Tears began to fall down my face. “You don’t understand I can’t lose him. I can’t lose him while we’re out here. He’s my responsibility dammit!” I screamed. 
 
    Dean spoke from behind me. I could barely hear him over the screaming and my raging thoughts. “Richard’s right. Something found him and we need to finish our mission.” When I didn’t move, he continued. “He left remember? He left us to go off on his own. That was his fault. And if we don’t make it back, what about your family?” 
 
    I turned to see his hand outstretched. “What about his?” 
 
    Dean couldn’t look me in the eyes. There was nothing we could do to save him. But still I hesitated. This is wrong, but in reality, what choice do I have? Hating myself I took his hand and we crawled out of the window. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter seven… Any day is a good day to go I suppose 
 
      
 
    We were walking silently down a road that was winding its way through the Suburbs of the city. With the occasional coffee shop and business thrown in for spice. I hadn’t said anything since we left the building. All of us running as fast as we could to avoid being followed by anything or run into anything that would be attracted to Brody’s screams. His screams echoed in my ears long after they had stopped. 
 
    I was trying not to think about anything. Everything led back to Brody and Brody led back to losing my dad. Why? I tried to do everything right. I followed my rules. I tried to keep people safe. I swore I wouldn’t lose anyone else, and look at what happened, I failed. I failed at keeping people safe. Why should I be trusted with guiding these two when I couldn’t keep anyone alive out here? This was why I never brought Jack out here. If I had he would be dead too. I couldn’t be trusted to keep anyone safe out here. I know it was Brody’s fault, he left but he had experience! He knew what to do out here. That doesn’t mean that he or I had a guarantee of survival but we had a better chance. Jack would listen to me, he would follow my orders but this was just another reason that he wasn’t allowed to come out. My conscience couldn’t handle it. It was already being dragged down by dad and now Brody. 
 
     I dragged my feet along the pavement trying to pay attention to everything around me but it was a blur. People weren’t safe around me, they all died. It would only be a matter of time before these two hulking giants that were walking with me died as well. My brain was whirling with guilt and anger that I couldn’t even try to express into words. I was angry at myself and at Brody. Why did he even leave? Was he trying to secure a path? Was he leading infected away? Why Brody? Why didn’t you just wait for us? Why did you leave without saying anything? Were you trying to save yourself and leave us? Why did you leave? 
 
    Someone cleared their throat, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Look, I know you’re pissed at leaving him but we had no choice.” 
 
    I whirled around to glare at them both. Allowing the anger to show, allowing it to color my voice. “No choice? You truly think we had NO CHOICE! We could have gone back to save him. Or to at least put a bullet through his skull to keep him from turning into one of them. But no, you’re too damn concerned about keeping your skin safe. You come out here knowing your risking your lives, without backup.” I ran a hand across my mouth. “Without helping each other we can consider ourselves as good as dead. We are our own back up.” Tears started rolling down my face again. “He was a chicken shit yes, but he was an honest guy. As close of a friend you can have in this world. I know you’re biased against me because I’m some civilian, and a weak girl compared to you two but I’m not weak. We… I could have helped him. I lost my father because I’m a girl, that’s why… and I made a promise I wouldn’t lose anyone else on my watch. He left but we don’t know why he left, he could have been securing an exit, or who knows why. But because of you-“ I pointed my finger at Richard. “You stopped me from keeping that promise.” I turned away from them, my tears getting the best of me. 
 
    I hated crying. It made me even madder that I couldn’t hold them back. I roughly brushed the tears off of my face. Later when I’m alone for the night I’ll let all of them go. Right now was not the time or the place. I took a steadying breath before speaking up again. “I don’t care how much you two hate me, or how much I hate you. You both are making it back in one piece. I won’t lose any more people because of stupid decisions. Now let’s… go.” Stiffly I put one foot in front of the other. My muscles weren’t interested in walking but standing here in the middle of the street wasn’t an option either. 
 
    Neither one of them said anything in response to my speech. On the plus side it seemed like Richard forgot about what he was saying this morning about them leading this expedition or he wasn’t going to enforce it. At this point I didn’t care. They could lead or I could lead, I just wanted to move on to put all of this behind me. But if they wanted to argue they could do it on the move. After a few moments I could hear them follow me. There was some whispering but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. Their footsteps crunched on the ground behind me. 
 
    … 
 
    I groaned. Richard cursed and Dean stood in silence. 
 
    I looked at the land in front of me, we were on a hill allowing on us to overlook ahead of us. Everything rose on gradual hills giving us a great view of where we needed to be but couldn’t get to. In the far distance I could see miles and miles of trees covering the hills and everything that I could see. Farther behind the trees I could see the blue/grey haze of mountains with snowy tips. Closer, hidden in between trees was the outskirts of suburbia, farmland. Although it was more forest than farmland now. Instead of cows and horses dotting the landscape it was trees. There used to be fields filled with all sorts of plants, like corn and wheat. Even closer there were a few neighborhoods with more land in between them, giving each house breathing room, but not quite the close suffocating atmosphere of suburbia. Even there it was evident that nature had taken over everything. Then right here, the bridge that we needed to cross. The bridge was laying in ruins in the river. The only things left of the bridge were the posts at either end signifying the beginning and ending of the bridge. The support beams were standing up out of the water like silent guards. They stood there covered in rust, while the cold water rushed around them, eating slowly away at the metal. 
 
    I stiffly sat down and hugged my knees. The whole trek out this way had been a waste of time. We were going to have to go through the downtown area after all. God help us, we were going to need all the help we could get in there. I was going to have to break one of dad’s rules. I thought back to standing in Romero’s office. He hadn’t outright threatened my family, but he didn’t need to. He probably had soldiers watching the house day and night to make sure that nothing was going on that he didn’t want. No visitors were coming or going. Making sure that my family weren’t making any unnecessary stops or visits to people known to fraternize with me or other rebels. They had the ration cards, they had enough for years if they got cut off. They could survive if I didn’t make it back, unless he decided to just kill them. Even though Romero hadn’t given us a time limit, he did emphasize that speed was a priority. I did tell mom and Jack after two weeks to get help. I’d told them who to call and, in the note, it said how to contact him. As long as they listened to him they’d be fine. But we’d already wasted a day just trekking out to the suburbs and now we had wasted another portion of a day coming out here just to have to turn around. It was going to take us even longer to trek our way through the downtown area and then we would have to travel all the way around to get back to where we need to go. On top of the distance that we would have to cover we would have infected all the way up to our necks and raiders. I shivered. Just the thought of raiders scared me to my core. I shoved my face into my knees. Raiders were possibly the only thing that scared me absolutely to my core. Infected scared me yes but raiders were on a whole different level. 
 
    They ruled out here. They were the ones who ran the areas that were not part of safe zones. They made their own rules. They were their own vigilantes. When there was so much chaos the military tried to keep everything under control. But how were they supposed to keep control when their own men kept abandoning their ranks and joining those who were trying to push the military back?  
 
    Dean squatted down beside me and interrupted my thoughts. “There’s no way to make it across without the bridge. Our only option is to go back and go through the downtown. It’s… um… not quite noon yet. Maybe ten or eleven.” He poked his watch, shook it and then held it up to his ear. Then continued. “We could make it to the outskirts of downtown sometime tonight, if we moved fast.” 
 
    I lifted my head from my knees, twisting my head to look at him. “Yeah but we are going to have to boogie to get there. We can travel at night but it’s not the wisest just because of limited vision. The infected don’t care about lights but if there’s anyone else in the area they’ll see it. We’d also be able to camp outside downtown if we’re quiet and don’t draw attention to ourselves. Once we’re in, I want to get out as fast as possible.” I looked at him, I mean I really looked at him. He had green eyes with flecks of gold in them, while his hair was shaggy and greasy looking. His face was narrow but he had a strong jawline the offset the narrowness of his face, along his jaw a shadow of a beard could be seen. But it fit him in a good way. I looked away before he could notice me looking, no ogling at him. Oh Alice, it’s not the time nor the place. I could feel him staring at me, so I looked back to see him studying me with a quizzical look on his face. 
 
    He held out a hand and pulled me to my feet. “Thanks.” I mumbled. I dusted my butt off with my hands. 
 
    Richard was still staring where the bridge should have been. “This isn’t fair. Why can’t something be easy for once?” 
 
    I bent over to retrieve my back pack that I had dumped before sitting down. “Because Richard, life isn’t fair.” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at me, anger visible on his face. What more did he want me to say? We were all stuck with this, not just him. All of us were going to have to deal with the walking. Richard stood there shaking from anger and stared at where the bridge used to be. 
 
    Dean broke the awkward silence. “C’mon, we need to get ourselves in gear.” 
 
    Without waiting to see if we were following Dean took off. Eager to be off, are we? I chuckled. Taking a leaf out of my book now. Instead of feeling frustrated by it, I was grateful that I wasn’t the only one who wanted to move on. I shifted my pack and followed him. We walked down the middle of the street. It was oddly empty of vehicles except a few scattered along the way, even then they were pulled    off to the side of the road. They were considerate at least, not blocking the road making us crawl over them. Even knowing where to look we could hardly see the traffic lines on the road because of the dirt and leaves that had settled on it. There were layers and layers of grime plastered on the pavement. We passed by buildings that used to house businesses ranging from restaurants to computer repair places. Almost all of the windows were broken with the glass littering the street, and there was trash and debris that either people or the wind threw around, probably both. The only sound besides our footsteps and breathing was the wind. There was no other sound. Even after years of knowing that at least ninety percent of the world was dead it was still wrong for this place to be empty and silent. It should be bustling with traffic. There should be conversation and laughter. But there was nothing. I wrapped my hands around my straps of my backpack and kept walking. 
 
     I crossed the street to stop to look at what used to be a café. I stepped up to where the door used to be. The glass was missing from the door, instead of opening the door I slipped in through the frame. The booths that were next to the windows were covered in mold, dirt and had stuffing coming out of them. Like someone had taken a knife and had gone through slicing them up. I couldn’t even tell what color the floor was anymore there was so much dirt on it. Garbage was thrown everywhere. There was even a broken coffee pot laying on its side. Dishes had been thrown on the floor. Pieces of them were laying on the ground. They were even covered in dirt. Everything out here was covered in dirt and leaves. I huffed to myself. Did everything have to be covered in leaves? There wasn’t even that many trees around here. And why do I have to insist on commenting on it all the time? I walked past broken tables and chairs, while my boots crunched on glass and leaves. Since there was so much air moving through here there wasn’t that much of a rotting, musty smell that all the closed-up places get. The smell was constantly being dissipated with the fresh air. I took a deep breath of air through my nose. Yup it was still there, just not as predominate. The smell was everywhere. I just had to really smell it, when it was everywhere it was easy to get used to. I reached the counter and used it to lean on. Stop Alice. Don’t think, take small breaths and don’t smell it. I lifted my head and tried to take my mind of off the smell. It was disgusting and depressing at the same time. I peeked over the counter. There wasn’t a whole lot in here. Just garbage and memories of how life used to be. I turned around and boosted myself up onto the counter, I picked up my legs and flipped them over to the other side. There were still mixers and blenders in their places as if someone was going to come along and pick them up again. I ran my finger down the side of one blender and left a trail in the dust that had accumulated on it. It was sad how everything was just abandoned. People used to come in here and order drinks and food. Now everything is just left here waiting for someone to come and pick them up again. Otherwise they’ll just sit here until they finally fall apart. 
 
    There was a crunch behind me. I didn’t even have to look to see who it was because Dean came into my line of sight. “Pretty sad isn’t it. Seeing everything like this.” He leaned on the counter. His muscles flexing in his forearms as he leaned on them, palms on the counter. 
 
    I nodded. “Sad doesn’t even encompass what happened here. With what happened everywhere.” I paused. “So why did he pick you?” 
 
    He looked puzzled. “What?” 
 
    I picked up a menu that was laying on the counter to flip through it. “Why did Romero pick you to come with me? Was it to make sure I actually do what he wants me to do? Or are you being forced into it to? Are you just muscle? Why you?” I sighed. “If we want to get through this, we are going to have to work together instead of fighting.” 
 
    “Well then you’re going to have to say sorry to Richard.” 
 
   
  
 

 I looked up to see him watching me, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. He saw me watching him but I couldn’t tear my gaze away. There was something about him that made me want to just watch him. With a small jolt I tore my gaze away from him to the menu in my hands. He laughed quietly. I felt the blush creep across my face. 
 
    I cleared my throat, trying to take the attention from my face. “I’m not saying sorry. If he can’t handle being punched then that’s his fault.” I flipped through the menu. The pictures of food making my stomach grumble. I slammed it shut before I threw it across the room where it fluttered to the ground and sent a wave of dirt spiraling across the floor. Richard stomped in through the door, his presence made everything look small in comparison to him. “I swear with how big you two are, you both have to be on steroids.” I pulled open drawers. Just to see what was in them. 
 
    Dean laughed and Richard scowled as if he didn’t approve of jokes. Dean’s laughing trailed off. “I guess you do have a right to know why he did pick us. To be honest Richard and I both haven’t been outside of the walls since they were implemented, we weren’t picked for being experienced scavengers.” He snuck in a sly smile as if he was trying to make me laugh. “Before all of this, I was in the army, and Richard here is a certified genius who likes to work out in between experiments. I know how to survive in a gun fight if it comes to that, and based on what intel was given to us, a firefight is likely. And it’s better to have some backup when it comes to those, which is where I come in. And Richard here is the one who’s in charge of finding the cure, and testing people to see if they are actually immune and all that jazz. And you to round it all up, you have the first-hand experience out here, dealing with all of this. So that’s us.” 
 
    Richard cut in, “We also have supplies that you don’t have.” 
 
    I shot him a mocking look. “No way, I never would have guessed.” 
 
    He glared at me and I swear he even growled. Oh, he was too much fun to taunt. I switched my gaze back to Dean, the smile that was on my face faded at the look he gave me. Ugh, standing up for each other like actual buddies or maybe Dean just didn’t appreciate people picking on someone for not having decent social skills. I wonder if he would defend me the same way he defends Richard. Nah, don’t even go there. You can defend yourself well enough and besides no attachments allowed. If someone were making remarks to my face I could match them word for word and if they were saying it behind my back well I’d move on, cut them out. I shrugged my shoulders and held my hands out in mock surrender. No fun at all, and some people say I don’t have a sense of humor. 
 
    “Why aren’t we leaving Dean?” Richard growled. 
 
    I picked up a glass and twirled it in my hands. “Alice decided on a detour. I thought she had seen something but-“ He looked pointedly at me, laughter written on his face, “I guess she didn’t.” 
 
    I had to fight rolling my eyes at him. I climbed over the counter and hopping down onto the other side, I dropped the glass onto the ground. It shattered.  They both cringed at the noise and looked around to see if anything came flying out at us. I walked out of the café and back onto the street without looking back. I was done talking for now. Daylight was wasting. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. 
 
    … 
 
    The sun was on its downward trek when I turned the corner to see a familiar shape leaning against a car. Before Dean or Richard could react, I began running. In the matter of seconds, it took me to get to him, I had forgiven him and gotten angry all over again. When I got there I stopped and stared down at the stranger at my feet. 
 
    The man was a mess, he was covered in blood and dirt. Most of the blood looked like it was his. I crouched down next to him. I looked over his arms and along his torso where parts of his shirt was missing, there was pieces of flesh missing with teeth marks that could be seen through the blood. His skin was pale, almost white and it was almost cold to the touch. I felt along his arm for a pulse. It was weak but there. I sat back on my heels. There was just so much blood. He was covered in it head to toe. Not to mention the bites. He was dead. No getting around it, it was only a matter of time at this point. The man coughed and looked at my feet, his eyes slowly traveled up my body to my face. He coughed. It was wet sounding, like inside his chest was torn up. “Well I know you’re not infected, or I would be in even more pain than I am in now.” He groaned and it sounded wet, like his lungs had been penetrated. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. This was the first person I had ever met outside the wall that wasn’t trying to kill me or rob me. His clothes hung off of him, like they were several sizes too big for him. His skin was stretched tightly across his skull, his eyes were deep set into his face with dark circles around them. Ignoring my instincts on leaving him I stayed crouched by him. His bloodshot eyes drilled holes into mine. “What happened?” I asked, my voice quiet. 
 
    He laughed. He laughed hard enough that his laughter turned to coughing and his coughing turned to wheezing. When he finally caught his breath, he said. “You ain’t blind. I got bit.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    He shrugged. I saw it in his face, anger, pain and sadness. I reached out my hand to touch his forehead. He jerked away from it. I followed his face and pushed my hand onto his forehead. It was hot to the touch. He didn’t have much time left, maybe a couple of pain filled hours left at the most. After being bitten it can take up to twenty-four hours for the infection to consume a person, but for most it happened in eight or less and that was with only one bite. He had so many. He’d be lucky if he had an hour left. I dropped my hand to his and held it in between both of mine. Holding his hand, showing compassion, it was like I turned the faucet on because he started talking, his speech was interrupted by coughing and wheezing but he kept going. 
 
    “My family and I, there was other people there too. But um, we were in the school back over there.” He jerked his thumb up the street. “We were in the gym and we thought we had cleared the building but then my wife came in running with one of them on her tail. I jumped up from where I’d been trying to catnap. I grabbed it to throw it on the ground but before I could do that it turned around and bit me, I screamed. I couldn’t help it, it just hurt so damn bad. I couldn’t pull it off of me, it latched itself onto my arm, like a dog would. My son killed it. But the damage had already been done. My wife fainted but I couldn’t, I couldn’t go to her. We heard more infected moving and I told them to get out. I’d take care of the infected that tried to follow them. I’d keep them busy so my family could get away. My son, my son! He offered to kill me so I wouldn’t have to endure the change. How could I put that weight on him? I couldn’t do that to him. I couldn’t have it on his head that he had to put me down. Besides they still needed a distraction so they could get out. I told him to take care of his mom, make sure that she stayed alive, to make sure that they all stayed alive.” He had started crying long before he finished and once he finished his story, he sobbed. 
 
    I gripped his hand tight. I didn’t know what to say to him. This man had lost everything, all because of one bite, one mistake. What was I supposed to say to someone in his situation? I squeezed his hand and he squeezed mine back. 
 
    He gathered his composure and stared me directly in the eyes. “You’re a stranger and I have no right to ask this of you. I have no right to put this on your shoulders. But I don’t want to be one of them.” His bloodshot eyes were drilling holes into me. 
 
    I nodded. “Of course. I understand.” I pulled my pistol out of its holster and cocked it. I stared down at it momentarily before looking back up at him. He had closed his eyes. I put the barrel of the gun against his forehead. “Goodbye.” I whispered. He opened his eyes and smiled at me. I pulled the trigger. 
 
    I saw it. Whatever keeps a person alive, whether it be your soul or just your personality, whatever it is; I saw it leave. The man’s eyes went dark and his whole body went limp. I held his hand in mine. Tears started forming and falling down my face but I couldn’t move. This man, he lost everything. His family lost him. All because of a single bite that started the whole avalanche. This is why Romero was having us look for a cure. At least I hope that this was the reason he wanted us to find the cure. 
 
    I stood back up. Dean put a hand on my shoulder. “You did the right thing.” 
 
    I wrapped a hand around his hand. It was comforting. I didn’t like being touched, but his hand was warm and it felt good on my shoulder. Richard stared down at the body with a strange look on his face. I decided to ignore him for now. I started to walk away but Dean didn’t let go of my shoulder. He followed me, keeping his hand on my shoulder.  
 
    I whirled around to stare at him. “If I get bit like that, I want you to do the same thing. Don’t let me turn.”  
 
    He nodded. “Only if you promise me the same thing.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter eight… Who needs memories anyways 
 
      
 
    In order to get back to the highway but to avoid the infected that we lost earlier, we took the roundabout way. Walking miles out of our way just to avoid them. Richard was being impatient, trying to push us to walk faster. Every few minutes it seemed he would ask about a possible shorter route and he kept hinting about using a car. I ignored him as best as I could, but I could see that Dean was starting to contemplate it. With the dark clouds starting to build above our heads I was starting to contemplate it. When it started raining that decided it for me. It wasn’t just a light rain either, it was turning into a torrential downpour. Within a few minutes my hair was plastered to my skull and my jacket was dripping. If we could find a car that worked at this point, I’d take it. It was either that or turn in for the rest of the day. I’d never driven a car before so I left it to them to decide on one. We passed car after car, and after peering inside Dean would shake his head. I was starting to scope out places, analyzing them in my head when Dean decided on one. It was a red four door car, that was basically sitting on rims but beggars couldn’t be choosers. The body was banged all to hell, the paint was chipped off of it and was entirely missing in some places. If you didn’t look to close you could pretend the rust was just part of the paint job. The back bumper was barely hanging on. The windows were cracked, the back-passenger window was missing entirely.              Dean opened the door and slid in. “Jackpot.” He called out. 
 
    I stood beside the driver door looking over his shoulder. It looked like the keys were in the ignition. Down at his feet instead of the normal two petals there were three. He started to get out but bumped into me. “Sorry.” I grunted before stepping back. I opened the back door to throw my pack inside. The seats were covered in mold and it smelled like rot. I shrugged internally, I’ve had worse. I started to sit down. 
 
    “What are you doing? You need to help push it.” Richard sneered. 
 
    I climbed back out. “And why would I push it?” I sneered back. 
 
    Richard rolled his eyes at me. Dean dropped his face into his hand. Which was where he spoke from, his voice muffled. “The battery is dead. This car is a manual which means we can jump start it by pushing it.” 
 
    That didn’t make any sense to me. But this would be more up Jack’s alley than mine, and apparently up theirs’s too. I slammed the door shut and placed my hands on the trunk of the car. As they started pushing so did I. It actually wasn’t that heavy, not once we got it rolling. We started off at a snail’s pace but quickly became jogging. How long do we have to push this? I was trying to keep up with the car but I have almost flat out running, just to try to keep pushing on it. Dean stopped pushing and jumped in. I slowed down, letting the car get farther ahead of me. 
 
    The engine coughed but didn’t turn over. He tried again and still nothing. The car started to slow down. Richard started pushing on it again and I put on a burst of speed to catch up, my lungs weren’t even phased by this. This wasn’t so hard, I could actually keep up on this for a while if needed. I put my hands back on the trunk and started pushing. It was challenging to keep my hands on it. First of all, it was wet and secondly it was mossy. Combined, it was slick. Ahead of me I could hear the engine trying to turn over but it wasn’t catching. 
 
    Behind me something growled. I looked back to see three infected chasing us. Great. They were far enough behind me to not be a direct threat but they were gaining slowly. Ahead of me the car coughed to life, it shuddered under my hands. Richard slid in, shutting the door behind him and the car took off leaving me behind. I couldn’t believe it. They were leaving me. All my supplies were in the back seat. Shit. Red covered my vision. I knew exactly what to do. 
 
    I slowed down and pulled my knife out of its hilt. I shouldn’t have trusted them. I came to a full stop, pivoted and ran back towards the infected. The closest one snarled at me. Before the turn she would have been someone’s grandma, the kind that would bake cookies and knit sweaters no doubt. Using my momentum, I grabbed her shoulder and drove my knife through her skull and pushed her down to the ground. Her arms flailing useless around her. I landed on my knee but I rolled forward, tucking my chin to my chest while using my weight to drive me forward. As I rolled away, I pulled the knife out of her head. I came out of the roll and used my momentum to pull me to my feet. The second infected was waiting for me. I drove the knife up through the bottom of her jaw. This one was only a teenager, with piercings still sticking out of her face. The third one was on me before I could pull my knife back out. I punched him in the chest, my hand going through it. Uck. I tried to pull it out but the infected only stumbled closer to me. Instead I used my other hand and held him away from me while I pulled my fist out of his chest. It came out with a squelch, leaving my hand looking like I was wearing a crimson glove. I shook off as much gore as I could while I backed away from him, moving in a circle. As his arms reached to embrace me in their death grip I ducked and side swept his feet out from underneath him. As he dropped to the ground, grunting the whole while, I picked up my boot and slammed it down on his head. He moaned pitifully up at me, still trying to reach me. His hands wrapping themselves in my pants, trying to drag me down. I dropped my foot again and again. I didn’t stop until his head was a gory mess on the pavement. 
 
    I stood there my shoulders heaving. That felt good. It felt so good to get some of it out. Dimly over the roaring in my ears I could hear someone retching. I looked to my left to see the car was back. Dean was standing with the driver door propped open with his rifle pointed at the ground. He was staring at me wide eyed, not blinking. Richard was over to the side puking almost violently.  
 
    I pulled my knife out of the teenager’s jaw and turned to face them. Dean finally blinked. Shakily he climbed back into the car, slamming the door shut, his eyes still trained on me. Looking at me like I was the threat. Purposely not looking at me, Richard climbed back in as well. I stepped forward with long strides. Adrenaline was still coursing through my body; my heart was thumping steadily in my chest. I could keep going. I want to keep going. It felt good to let some anger go but I wanted to let more out. I wanted to be lost in that red haze. Full of anger, no hatred. I stopped midstride. What’s wrong with me? I shouldn’t like this it so much, but it comes so naturally. Dad would know. He always had answers.  
 
    I stepped up beside the car and I looked around me once again before I dropped into the backseat but kept my knife in my hand. Neither one of them said a single word to me while we drove away. I forced my stiff and unyielding body to lean back against the seat. My hands were curled into fists and sat stiff on my thighs. With unblinking eyes, I watched the scenery pass by while reliving the satisfying feeling of destroying the infected, while wondering what kind of monster I was. 
 
    … 
 
    Hours later and miles away we stood on a hill overlooking the downtown portion of the city. We’d abandoned the car back on the highway when it had run out of gas. We’d only walked a short while before I decided to climb the hill to get a better view, to see what I could see. But staring down at the buildings a sense of dread imposed itself. The buildings where even in ruin they had their charm. The sky-rises reached towards the sky, reflecting the evening sun off of their broken windows, pieces that were left behind. The clouds had scattered somewhat but they still loomed overhead, threatening more rain. There was a short building off to the side that had almost all of its windows intact. Looking at it you could almost pretend that everything was normal. But that was it, everywhere else showed their neglect. The buildings below us were covered in climbing ivy, some had even toppled over to be overtaken by trees and other greenery. From here the only thing that looked wrong with the buildings was the missing windows, toppled buildings and missing people, it would be up close that we’d see just how much it had degraded. There were a few light poles standing and even then, some were leaning at extreme angles. The few that were leaning were bent from the cars that tried to run them over. The cars were still sitting there with the front ends bent inwards from the impact. The roads that we could see through the grass, were cracked from tree roots. Cars crowded the streets and from here you couldn’t tell how rusted out they were, but you could see the greenery. The moss and plants growing everywhere. Grass had sprouted in the streets, with flowers covering the road. Everything was quiet. I could only hear the birds singing and in the distance a flock of geese were calling out to each other. Cities should be noisy with human life. There should be shouting and the humming of vehicles clogging the air with their smog and their horns. But there was nothing, no noise, nothing, except for eerie silence. And the ringing in my ears. There was no other way to describe it besides empty. 
 
    It was saddening. I didn’t exactly mourn the human race but the opportunities that they provided for each other. Lily would never know what a normal childhood or adulthood would be. She would only know this life. She wouldn’t get to go to school or college and travel the world. She would only know this miserable life. Instead of being filled with my normal anger, I felt deflated. Empty, empty like these streets. 
 
    I sighed. This was not going to be fun to maneuver through. For one, infected were going to be everywhere in this mess. Two, I’ve never been in an area that I didn’t know and that was this big. Sounds funny but it’s true, my parents had always believed in living in small towns and buying locally. They had been almost obsessed with staying away from other people. Except Dad. His job required that he work with other people but there were times when he’d border on paranoia. We moved a lot but always to small towns where the population was never more than two or three thousand. But after the infection hit, cities were the worst place to be. Higher population meant higher infection rates. Where the people went the monsters followed. He’d only moved us to the safe zone to keep us safe, that had been full of arguing between him and mom though. He still wanted to stay out but mom wouldn’t hear of it. Even back then I had trouble keeping my temper in check, maybe it was because of me that we moved a lot. But back home, in the other part of the city where we lived, I’d had Dad to show me the area. He’d given me hand drawn maps and his seemingly endless stream of knowledge. But here, I didn’t know this place at all. 
 
    But even with this high vantage point the intersecting streets confused me. It looked like a grid but my mind couldn’t make sense of it, there were too many odd intersections and just so much going on. Some streets all the cars were pointed one way, another they pointed the opposite. Then there were streets where cars pointed both ways. How did people live in this day to day? The toppled and leaning buildings didn’t help either. They just made the figuring out where the streets were all that harder. Dad had told me that in the beginning when they were trying to control the chaos and infected, the military had gone about blowing up some of the buildings to create roadblocks that no one could get through. This way they didn’t have to use as much man power to block off streets and alley ways. Didn’t do much good though, from here it looks like it just caused more chaos then it helped. 
 
    Richard interrupted my musing. “What if we traveled underground?” 
 
    I crouched down and rubbed some dirt in my hands. Dean rubbed his chin. “It could be possible. But I don’t know, judging by the state everything is in now it could be all caved in or even overrun. Or both.” He murmured. 
 
    Hmm, traveling through the sewers that could work. But at the same time, it could be a deathtrap. I dusted my hands off by clapping them together quietly. “Infected usually become more active during the day, but at night they don’t completely settle down either, they just roam less. We could use that to our advantage and travel in the dark. Using only one flashlight and keeping it muted to keep from attracting attention. But infected won’t be our only problem down there. But that’s even assuming that we could get in or out if it’s not completely caved in.” I pointed out. 
 
    Richard sighed. “Of course they aren’t.” 
 
    Dean shoved him. “Shut up. I’m sick of your attitude.”  
 
    “Done girlies?” I sarcastically asked. 
 
    “Shut up.” I got it in stereo. 
 
    I stood up. “Anyways, more than likely we’re going to be dealing with raiders. I mean there’s still infected but we’ll have a higher chance of actually running into raiders here.” 
 
    “What do you mean by raiders?” Richard looked uneasily towards the city. 
 
    I sighed. “I call them raiders simply because I haven’t come up with a better name for them. Basically, they aren’t infected and they prey on other uninfected. Killing them, stealing from them, doing whatever they feel like doing at the time.” I lapsed into silence, remembering. 
 
    The first and only time that I had had actual interactions with them was when I was with my Dad, the day that he had died. I had avoided them ever since, not that it was that difficult. They were loud and didn’t care about it. That day though, their caravan had come to a rumbling stop and the leader had stepped down from his truck holding a rifle over his shoulder, the rest of his caravan were climbing out of their own vehicles. We were in the middle of the road with nowhere to run to without being followed. Dad pushed me behind him, keeping me out of sight as much as possible. The leader, stepped towards us. For every step he took we took one back. More men kept coming out around him, leering and pointing weapons at us. 
 
    He spread his arms out wide, still carefully holding his rifle. “Come on. We aren’t gonna hurt you. Can we just talk for a minute, as friends?” He kept a smile on his face, the whole while staring daggers at me over my dad’s shoulder.  
 
    Dad kept backing us up. “I don’t think so. We were just on our way-“ 
 
    “You know what?” The leader guy turned around in a circle, “why don’t we have a party? You two-“ he pointed at us. “Will be the guests of honor!” He began laughing manically as if he found the whole situation hilariously funny. 
 
    Dad began whispering furiously, there was a tone of anger to his voice. “Alice, when I tell you to, I’m going to need you to run as fast as you can. I don’t care what you hear or see. Just run and don’t let anything stop you. You know how to use your pistol. If they come after you use it. Whatever you do, don’t hesitate. Because they won’t. Do you understand?” 
 
    “But Dad. What about you? I can’t leave you.” I held onto the back of his shirt and stared up at his lined face. 
 
    He kept whispering. “Yes, you can. Remember the hiding spot we found?” 
 
    I nodded yes. 
 
    “Good. Go there, hide and when it’s safe, go home.” He looked down at me, his face was serious but he didn’t look scared, just determined. He looked back at the people in front of us again. 
 
    At that point the man was still shouting about a party. He then stopped moving and began to stare very intensely at us. “Now, we’re providing the food and drinks, which I might add are hard to find these days, right men?” They shouted in agreement. “You need to contribute.” He said in a mocking tone. His eyes drifted down to me. To stare me in the eyes. “Why not her? Why not the other one? She can join our party too.” He mocked while he stepped dramatically towards us. 
 
    Dad stiffened. “That aint happening you freak.” 
 
    “Oh,” he clutched his chest, right over his heart. “I’m so hurt. Oh Johnny, he hurt me!” He leaned dramatically on another man. Where he quickly straightened. The men around him chuckled darkly. “But I think your daughter will make it all better. Besides she needs to know the truth.” His voice lost all humor, it sounded dead. “Bring both of them alive. I want him to suffer by my hand only.” 
 
    At that the ten or so guys with him surged forward with weapons raised. Dad pushed me away screaming for me to run. I ran. At the end of the street I looked back to see him crouched behind a dumpster shooting at them with several bodies spread out on the ground. I watched one guy get around dad. Dad tried shooting him but the other men kept pushing forward, forcing him to focus on them. I pushed myself to run even harder to get down the street. I have to hide. First, I have to lose him before trying to hide. Before I got halfway down the street I turned left into a building. There were no doors so I jumped through the entry way and crashed my way through the lobby of whatever it was and bolted through the back door. I slammed it shut behind me but there were windows on one side of the wall, allowing me to look into the lobby and whoever was in there to look in here. I slid away from the windows and looked around me trying to find something to hide behind. I was in a kitchen that was just as big as the lobby behind me. I crouched down while moving quickly but quietly. 
 
    I was in front of an oven when I heard him come running into the building. “Little girl! Little girl, where are you?” He called out. 
 
    I froze. Fear froze every part of me. I could hear his soft footsteps coming closer through the lobby. C’mon Alice, I begged myself, you have to keep moving. Gathering my courage, I crawled to the wall furthest from the door, staying behind anything that I could find so he wouldn’t be able to see me. I stayed in a crouched position. Using the counters and other objects that littered the floor I was able to get to the emergency exit without being seen. From the sounds of it, it sounded like he was still in the lobby, pushing things around and talking out loud like an idiot. 
 
    I licked my lips and turned the handle and pushed the door open a crack. I glanced through the crack to see that it led into an alley way. I stepped out pushing the door open as little as possible, I stood up so I could sneak through. I was closing the door when an infected screamed behind me. I turned quickly but it jumped on me before I could finish my turn. I smacked my head into the handle on the door, slamming the door shut with a bang and my back landed on the corner of the step knocking the wind out of my lungs. Instinctively I put my hands up to block the infected from biting me. It used to be a woman. I put one hand on the top part of her chest right underneath her jaw. She was straddling my waist; one arm was entirely missing while the other was broken. The bone was sticking out of where her elbow was. The arm didn’t work very well, it just waved itself around, and the hand was curled into a claw. She waved it around though as if there was no bone sticking out of the skin, her hand didn’t work properly. She snapped her jaws, trying to get past my hand holding her. My other hand was desperately looking for my knife. I couldn’t find it. It was supposed to be in my pocket but it was gone. 
 
    I had to put my other hand on its chest to keep its mouth away from me. She was frigging strong! I was screwed. My knife was gone and the gun. The gun! I looked down at the holster where it should have been. Then a glint of metal caught my eye, I glanced over and there it was. Out of my reach, lying in the middle of the alley. How’d it get all the way over there? Crap. First my knife goes missing and now my gun is all the way out there. This was definitely the worst day of my life. I was aware that tears were streaming down my face. I was going to die. My arms were starting to give out and it was getting closer and closer to my face. I did the only thing I could do at that point. I screamed. 
 
    Within seconds the man that had been following me appeared. He swore and shot the thing in the head. It immediately became dead weight and I pushed it off of me but in front of him so he would have to step over it. I sat up and started to scoot away from him, towards where I had seen my gun. He held out his hands. “Sweetheart, its ok. I got it. I saved your life. Now, just come with me. Your dad will be there and everything will be just dandy.” He stepped slowly towards me with his hands raised in what he thought was supposed to be a comforting gesture. Well he was wrong, there was nothing comforting about him or this situation. 
 
    My hand landed on the gun. Without hesitation I wrapped my hand around it and pointed it at him. His face paled and he turned his gun towards me. But he was too late. I pulled the trigger. The bullet hit him right through the left eye. He fell back and landed spread eagle. 
 
    I sat there and started sobbing. After a moment I pulled myself to my feet and ran with tears streaming down my face. I ran for what felt like hours before I reached the brick building. But in reality, it had only been minutes. I had killed a man to save myself. I killed him to get away from him. Hysterically I slammed into the front door. I ran in and hauled myself up six flights of stairs before flinging myself into a hallway. At the fourth door I ran into the apartment. I ran into the hallway and pulled the string that was hanging from the ceiling. A piece of the ceiling dropped down, revealing a ladder. I pulled the ladder the rest of the way down, climbed up it and I hauled it back up. I scooted to the only window and waited. I sobbed for hours. I killed a man and I didn’t regret it. I didn’t regret it one bit and it scared me. 
 
    I waited for my dad for three days. I let my stomach grumble and my mouth dry out till it was dryer than the desert before I decided it was time to go. Hesitantly I made my way back to where I left him. I was sneaking down the alleyway where I had shot the man. He was still laying there, not four feet from the dead infected. I started to shake so badly that I had to stop and compose myself. Still shaking I carefully stepped over them and made my way through the kitchen and back through the lobby. Keeping my head purposely clear. Trying my best to keep all thoughts away from why dad never met me. As I stepped out, I realized that building wasn’t a lobby but a restaurant. I shook my head. Well that explains the expansive kitchen. 
 
    At the corner of the street that met with the main road, I peeked around the building. There was nothing moving and there was no sound besides the birds singing. How could they still sing after everything? I forced myself to not to think the worst as I approached the bodies that were laying on the ground. When I got close enough, I had to use all of my self-control to not scream but that was all that I had managed to hold in. I ran over to him and collapsed next to his body. 
 
    He was laying there in a pool of blood. His face was almost unrecognizable. In my arms he felt broken. Broken bones jutted out from his body and the skin I could see was bruised and bloodied, he looked like he’d been beaten to death. “Dad…” I whispered, before I started sobbing. Snot ran out of my nose but I didn’t care, my Dad was dead. He was dead! To move, to get home to mom was too much to register. She was probably thinking we were either dead or that we had abandoned them. But no, dad was dead. I wasn’t. I shouldn’t have left him. He was dead because of me. If it hadn’t been for me, he would be alive. It didn’t matter that that stranger wanted me to know some truth. The only truth I knew was that someday I’d kill him. 
 
    Dean grabbed my shoulder. “Hey, you ok?” 
 
    I jumped. Shamefully I wiped tears from my eyes. “Yeah, we might as well get going.” I said, my voice was gravelly. It sounded like I had been crying. Great, just what I needed. I picked up my backpack and adjusted it. 
 
    “Alice, you were a million miles away. What was going through your head? You were talking about the raiders then bam you were gone.” 
 
    I let my shoulders droop but I looked Dean in the eye. “Couple of years ago a group of them tried to take me but my dad wouldn’t let them so they killed him.” I tried to say it coldly but just saying it out loud felt like it ripped my heart into pieces all over again. “To be honest I’ve never been able to get over it, because if I hadn’t been there, they probably would have left him alone.” I shrugged. What I really wanted to do was to sink into a hole. Everything had gone wrong so far, I didn’t want to step foot into downtown. But I really had no choice in this matter, what was left of my family was resting on me to help Richard to find this cure. 
 
    Dean looked at me with compassion but didn’t say anything. Even Richard kept his mouth shut. Which I mentally awarded him points for. Why did I tell them that? I didn’t have to; a lie would have been easy to make up. I could’ve said I was thinking about Brody and how I was going to kick his butt when I finally find him for leaving us to go through this place alone. Just stop! No more telling them things that they don’t need to know! I gripped my backpack and followed the trail down. 
 
    I easily ducked under low hanging tree branches. Behind me I heard them mumble and groan when they got smacked in the faces by the branches that I could easily duck under. I couldn’t help a small smile at that. Dean eventually caught up to me. “You know you never really answered my question.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m fine.” I hissed. 
 
    I swear he rolled his eyes even though I couldn’t see. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Really. I thought you didn’t know since you were asking me. But since you obviously know, then I guess you don’t need to keep asking me. Now do you?” I walked a little bit faster to try to get myself out of this conversation that I really didn’t want to have, especially not here and now with a stranger. Strangely enough, at the same time I was flattered that he actually wanted to know. 
 
    He of course was able to easily keep up with me. Damn his long legs. “I think I’m figuring you out little by little. What your problem is, is that you carry around too much guilt and to top it off you live primarily in the past. And the time you do spend here in the present is all about necessities, you don’t think about yourself besides what you need. And you know what, that does incredibly bad things to your mental health.” 
 
    I frowned at him over my shoulder but he kept going. “You don’t like to eat, and you don’t seem to sleep all that much either. Is it your father’s death that haunts you? Did you kill someone on accident? I’m guess your father’s death is what eats you alive inside more than anything else.” 
 
    I bit my lip and kept walking. Behind me Richard started speaking about the effects of carrying too much mental baggage but I blocked them both out. I didn’t want to hear anymore. All I could think about was my mom’s face when I came home that day. When I told my family that dad had been murdered. What would her face look like if someone tells her that I was murdered? Will it look the same?  
 
    They stopped behind me. I whirled around, my temper getting the best of me. “What are you guys doing? We need to get in and get out of there as quickly as possible! Now let’s move.” 
 
    They both looked down at me. Richard looked away but it was Dean that spoke. “You get the job done but you’re a piece of string that is getting ready to snap. And if you snap in there it could mean all of our deaths.” He gently placed a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I grit my teeth. “I see where this is going. You just want frigging information on me. That’s all you care about! I don’t see you giving out your life story, so why should I? Why?!” I screamed. “You’re not a therapist, just some stranger who won’t mind his own business.” 
 
    Dean stepped back shock spreading across his features. I stepped forward. “You want to know why I live with that guilt, every single day of my life?” I was still screaming and there was a part of me that couldn’t understand why I had erupted like this. But the rest of me was pissed off and egging me on. “It’s because whenever I look at my family, I see blame! They all blame me for killing him, yes kill. That is exactly what I did when I ran. My mother tried to kill herself when I told her what happened that day.” I was crying again. “You see I’m a failure that got someone killed. I got my dad killed, just because I was there. So there! Now you know. Does that help? Because I sure hope it does, now leave me the hell alone!” I stomped off. Leaving them there. If they didn’t follow me then that was their problem not mine. I fingered my pistol again. If I didn’t leave, I was going to kill them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter nine… I’m my worst enemy 
 
      
 
    Dusk had fallen and we stuck to the shadows and the edge of the street as best as we could. But we didn’t want to get too close to the buildings. Infected didn’t feel pain or if they did they ignored it during the hunt for food. They wouldn’t hesitate to smash through what was left of the windows to grab us, in the hopes that we would be their next meal. You could stab them in the hand as many times as you wanted and they wouldn’t stop. Pain didn’t bother them. At least being a little bit further away from the windows they didn’t have as much of a surprise as if we were standing right next to them. They couldn’t grab us and pull us into the buildings as easily either. It also helped that the sun had almost set and the buildings were tall enough to hide the sun from us, leaving us in the building’s cold shadows. It would be harder for infected or raiders to pick us out as moving targets. I hadn’t said a word to either one of them since my screaming burst from earlier. Truth to be told it was better for us to travel in silence anyways. Sound has a bad habit of carrying in places like this. 
 
    My nerves were on fire. Even though the city had an abandoned feel to it, it definitely was not empty. There was the sound of infected coming through windows, fighting with each other and preying on other things. They sounded far enough away that they wouldn’t be an immediate threat but the sound of them still sent chills down my spine. I also shivered from the temperature drop from the lack of the sun. The world was slowly spinning around me, like I was on a carrousel. I shook my head trying to get rid of it but it wouldn’t stop and the ringing in my ears was going to drive me nuts. The pain was there. Right in the center of my brain. It was reaching outward and I don’t think I’d be able to stop it this time.  
 
    Off in the distance a gun went off, the infected that I could hear stopped their screaming. And over the ringing I thought I could hear cascading footfalls dissipating into the distance. When they stopped screaming that was when you knew you were in trouble. When they stopped screaming it meant they were on the hunt. I stopped, resting my hand on the wall of a building. It was smooth and cold to the touch. I hesitated before going forward. My head was pounding. Sharp pain had filled my head. Every beat of my heart felt like a sledgehammer being slammed into my head, every sound sounded like nails on a chalkboard. I closed my eyes trying to will it away but it wasn’t happening. It was taking over. Richard managed to pick up on my hesitation because he moved around me. He skirted up to the edge of the building and took a good look around. Dean stepped up next to him. He glanced back at me and I avoided his eyes by scanning the buildings across the street. It was dark enough that hopefully he couldn’t see the pain I’m in. There was an old coffee shop and an old antique shop. They both had been looted, with large front windows that had been broken for a long time. Inside they were dark. I shuddered again from the cold. I wanted to pull my jacket closer around me but that seemed like too much effort. By the time I looked back Dean was conversing with Richard. I let go of my breath that I was holding in. I needed to just suck it up and deal with it. I excess moisture filled my mouth while my stomach heaved from the pain in my head. I just wanted to lie down. My body felt like broken glass, I couldn’t think through the pain. The only thoughts that were somewhat put together was that we needed to find shelter.  
 
    Richard disappeared around the corner and Dean with him. I followed them. I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other. My eyesight was beginning to flicker. My head felt like it was going to burst from the pain. Every breath I pulled in and out was a struggle, the wind whistling through my lungs made my head pulse. I just wanted to lie down and sleep. To sleep would mean that I could escape this pain. I don’t want to think about anything or do anything for a little while. I want to forget about this pain. An image of the stranger that I shot appeared in my mind. I pushed it away and nothing could replace it, just pain. In the middle of the road the world started to spin faster and faster. It felt like a black curtain was flapping on the edges of my vision. I can’t give in. I can’t. My feet felt like I had cement blocks attached to them. I couldn’t lift them but my body kept moving. 
 
     The next thing I knew I was on the ground. The world was still spinning around me. I tried to pull in a shaky breath but my chest felt like it was being constricted. I put my hands underneath me and tried to push myself up but they started to shake and gave out on me. I was stuck laying on my face in the middle of one the most dangerous places to be right now. C’mon Alice. I grit my teeth and tried to get up again. This time the world lurched and I couldn’t help it, I threw up. All that came up was stomach bile. The pain was blinding. I stopped thinking. I just laid there. 
 
    Within moments I heard footsteps rushing towards me. This might be better if I died. I won’t have to feel this agony anymore. Instead of a mouth ripping into my flesh, gentle hands turned me over. So that I was staring into green eyes. It was Dean. Great, this’ll just feed his ego. He picked me up like I was a child, with one hand under my back the other under my knees. He held me in his arms, cradled to his chest. He ran back down the street to where Richard was waiting. “What’s wrong with her?” He whispered when we got close. The thumping of his heart was pushing my past the breaking point.  
 
    Dean shrugged. “I’m not sure. But something’s wrong.” 
 
    Just him shrugging made me cry out. I wanted to reach for my gun, I wanted to pin it right under my chin and pull the trigger. But my arm wouldn’t move. It didn’t even wiggle. Richard pointed to something that was out of my field of vision and for once in my life I didn’t care where we went. As long as this pain would just stop. I couldn’t handle it anymore. Dean must have agreed on it because they both started running towards it. Dean held me close enough to him that I didn’t rattle around. I didn’t mind, he was warm and I was just insanely cold. I was just so cold and I ached all the way to my bones, everything else felt numb compared to the fire in my brain. I buried my face into Dean’s shoulder and breathed in deeply. My lungs still didn’t want to work, almost as if they wanted to deny me air so I would just die. I still managed to pull air into my lungs, I was able to smell him. He smelled good, under his sweat he smelt like mint. Where did he get mint? I welcomed the darkness. But I still wondered, how he smelled like mint. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter ten… Worst luck ever 
 
      
 
    I woke up laying on a bed, covered with a dirty blanket. There was no pain in my head, but I felt tender, weak. Almost like the first day after a broken fever. I should be worried about what happened after I blacked out but I was so comfortable. I could almost doze off again. Instead I forced myself to sit up and throw the blanket off of me. I felt light headed but no pain. I shivered at the onslaught of cold air. I pulled the blanket back up around my waist and I dug my hands down into it. Through the window light shimmered in, the window wasn’t broken either. If it is morning or at least I assumed it was morning, the room would be colder if it was broken. And if it was morning then that means I slept through the rest of yesterday and all night. I stretched and my back popped deliciously. I felt good, a little groggy and weak but overall, I felt good. It wasn’t unusual for me to take a day or two to recover after one of my episodes. That one, yesterday I could only assume, had been a bad one. It’d been a long time since I’d had one like that that had made me black out. And of course, it had to happen in the open like that. If I’d been alone, I would have died. Infected would have been on me before I could recover. They wouldn’t have given me a chance. I moaned and covered my face with my hands. Now how will they look at me? I should have been upfront about my episodes, I should have told them. It was my Achilles heel. They were like seizures, they would come on and I had no control over them. I had to wait for them to go away, helpless the whole while. I’ll have to explain it to them. Tell them that they happen randomly ever since I was a kid. These have happened to me since I could remember. There was no rhyme or reason to it. They just happened. Sometimes I wouldn’t have one for months, other times I would have two or three in one week. But this one was the worse one that I’ve had for months. 
 
    I threw the blanket off of me, ignoring my body breaking out in goosebumps. I can’t just sit here. The last time I’d had an episode this bad I’d slept for three days. Who knows how long I’ve actually been sleeping. I threw my legs over the edge of the bed and let my feet dangle off of the side. Someone had taken off my shoes. I wiggled my toes that were still covered in my mismatching socks. One sock was electric blue while the other was black with multi-colored stars on it. I looked over the edge of the bed and found my shoes, standing side by side. I pulled them on, lacing them tightly before getting up. I didn’t need to step on a nail or a piece of glass.  
 
    Standing up I felt slightly more in control, but I felt tender. I looked closer around me. The room was definitely not in its best shape. It looked like someone had gone through with a sledgehammer and was on a swinging spree. There were holes in the walls, exposing pipes and insulation. The door for the closet was smashed in and lying partially on the wall and the rest was lying on the floor. The carpet had debris strewn over it. But through the debris the carpet was full of dirt and in places was torn completely out. Behind me the bed sagged in the middle, with yellowed sheets still on it. I took a few steps away from the bed and a wave of lightheadedness hit me.  
 
    After a few moments when I was sure that I wasn’t going to pass out, I stepped out of the room into a larger room that was distinctly warmer that held a couch and several cozy looking chairs. Even dirty and gross they looked comfortable. They were the kind of chairs that you could sink into and fall asleep thinking you were on a cloud. To the left of me there was a small kitchenette with a refrigerator and stove. There were dirty dishes and other trash strewn over the counters and in the sink. Dirt covered the counters that were visible under everything that had been dumped on it. To the right was two doors. One that I assumed led to the bathroom and the other out to the hallway. The rest of the furniture was broken down and stacked for what looked like firewood. There was a small fire burning in a fireplace and Dean was sitting in front of it, feeding it. 
 
    Nervously I chewed on my cheek. I ran my tongue over the scar tissue that covered it. Instead of feeling angry, butterflies flew around my stomach. It was an alien feeling. But I’d never had someone outside of my family genuinely look out for me either. I’d never trusted Brody enough to give him the chance. On silent feet I stepped forward to stand behind Dean. He hadn’t noticed me yet. I ran my eyes over his broad shoulders and I felt the blush rise to my cheeks. Being held against him had been awfully exciting in ways that I had never had the time to think about and when they did rise, I always pushed them away. But he had brought them up again, even thru the pain. I could see the muscles flex in his arms and back through his shirt when he moved. He had been so warm and surprisingly gently. Being that close to him had made me want to suck up close to him to absorb all of his heat. Being a mere foot away was so tempting. I wanted to wrap my arms around him, to feel the power he had in his body. It was there. He could have crushed me instead of cradling me. I frowned down at him. Was I just grateful or was it something else? I reached out a hand to touch his shoulder. But before I could touch him, he turned around. 
 
    I froze. What do I do? Thank him, I should say thank you. Instead I was too stunned to say anything. I stood there completely frozen, with my hand held out in front of me. Numbly I dropped my hand to my side. 
 
    He grinned. It was an easy grin, one of those smiles that crinkled the corners of his eyes and left small dimples in his cheeks. I felt my whole face flush. He knows. Somehow, he knows what I was thinking. After a pause he stood up away from the fire. He put both hands on my shoulders, they were almost hot even through my clothing. His touch was almost electrifying. I wanted him to let me go but at the same time I didn’t. “I bet you’re starving. Sit down and I’ll grab you something.” He let go of me and I felt colder but more of myself. 
 
    I sat down on the edge of the couch, gripping the edges with my hands. Why am I such an idiot? He helps me out and now I’m turning into some love-sick bird? Get a grip on yourself and tell him something, explain what happened even if it’s embarrassing and makes me look weak. I have to tell him, to rationalize it. I cleared my throat. “I know you don’t think much of me. I really didn’t mean to just black out on you.” I cleared my throat. I kept my eyes glued to the fire. “I call them episodes. And I should have been up front with you guys. I can’t stop them. I get these headaches, sometimes they aren’t that bad and sometimes they’re bad, like yesterday.” I stopped. This is hopeless. I sound like a petulant child. I dropped my face in my hands. I can’t be weak out here, to show weakness means death. Why they didn’t just leave me? I’m an ass and I deserved getting left behind. Maybe Dean’s just a good guy. Just got caught up with the wrong man giving him orders. I lifted my head to look at him.  
 
    He paused in the middle of digging through his backpack to throw a glance at me. It wasn’t a pitying look either. He pulled out a can and with it a can opener. He opened the lid and set the can on the edge of the fireplace. He looked me in the eyes and I had to fight myself to not look away. “I got you some chili. That’ll be better than just a protein bar.” He sat down next to me. “Here. Drink some of this. You’re probably thirsty.”  
 
    I drank long and deep from the water. “Thank you. And I’m sorry that you had to carry me. I tried to just stay awake, but it’s just easier to ride it instead of fighting it. How long have I been sleeping?” 
 
    Dean rubbed his chin with his hand and scratched behind his ears, which were bright red. “That was no problem, you’re so light I could have carried you for miles. But we’re supposed to work together as a team. It’s not just you, so you’re not alone out here. I know you’re used to being on your own but it’s not just you now. You should have been upfront about them. At the same time though I can understand why you didn’t, but at the same time if we had known we could have been more prepared to handle it if it happened.” He walked over to stand next to the water. “You slept for nearly two days. This is our third day here. We both tried to wake you up but you were dead to the world.” He pulled the can gently off of the edge of the fire and handed it to me. It was warm under my hand. I cradled it to my chest, sucking in the warmth. “But anyways we found a building that was full of apartments that still had decent doors and didn’t look to be in too bad of condition.” 
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes. 
 
    He smiled, but there was a touch of sadness to it. “Honestly I thought you were going to die on us. But you didn’t. So yeah. Anyways its early afternoon and right now Richard is out scouting. Seeing if there’s a way to get into the sewers or something. ‘Sides, you needed the sleep. It’s been a lot to take in. I don’t even know how you did it with that guy. Just shooting him in the head like it was nothing. Just nothing at all.”  
 
    I stirred the chili with a plastic spoon that Dean handed me and scooped it into my mouth. It was only luke-warm but I wasn’t going to complain, it tasted wonderful. It filled my stomach in a way that I hadn’t felt in a long time. When I actually enjoyed food that was, not just ate it for sustenance. I scooped another bite into my mouth and savored it. I felt eyes on me and I turned my eyes to look at Dean. He was staring at me. “What?” 
 
    He shook his head. “You killed those three infected like it was no different than taking out the trash. It looked so natural.” He dropped down to the ground near the fire. “Where did you learn to do that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Mostly it was my dad. But a lot of it was self-reliance.” 
 
    He nodded absentmindedly. But dropped the subject. 
 
    After I finished eating, we sat there in silence. I stared at the fire, soaking in its warmth. I was just cold. Even with my coat and shoes on, I just couldn’t get enough heat into my body. Dean sat on the floor in front of it occasionally feeding it more wood. I thought of telling him to put it out because of the smoke but it was too late for that. If anyone was here, they would have seen it already and it just felt too good to put out. It was too cold to have nothing to keep us warm.  
 
    My eyes had started to get heavy again when the door burst open sending Dean and I to our feet. Richard came in and shut the door behind him. His eyes were wide, he was covered in sweat and blood. He stepped away from the door, and even watching him from behind I could see that his chest was heaving. 
 
    Dean grabbed Richard’s shoulder from behind. Richard whirled around and socked him in the jaw. Dean let go of him and punched him back, almost as if it was a gut reaction. Richard stepped back, away from Dean. It was then I recognized the look in Richard’s eyes. Panic. Dean growled and followed Richard across the room. He picked the smaller man up by the front of his shirt. “What is your problem?” He asked from in-between clenched teeth. 
 
     Richard whispered, “They’re coming. There’s like five or ten of them.” 
 
    Calmly I stepped forward and tried to pull Richard’s shirt out of Dean’s grasp. That didn’t work so I grabbed Richards face instead and turned his face to look at me. “Who’s coming?” I felt a moment’s irritation when he didn’t answer right away but there was a threat. I could stay collected and focused when a threat loomed over me. 
 
    He locked eyes with me. A thump came from the wall outside. He mouthed ‘infected’ and ripped his shirt out of Dean’s grasp and ran to the bedroom. More thumps joined the first. It sounded like a dozen of them were outside just banging on the door. Pressing themselves against the door and surrounding wall. The door wouldn’t hold for long. Calmly I grabbed the two backpacks that were beside the couch. I followed Dean into the bedroom, shutting the door quietly. The less noise we made the better. I threw Dean’s backpack at him and pulled mine on, I fastened the front strap that went across my chest. Tightening it as tight as I could get it. We were trapped in the bedroom. There was the single door and there was no way that we were going out through the main one anyways. There were the windows though. I opened one of the windows and looked out. We were several stories above the ground. Jumping wasn’t an option, not unless we wanted to break our legs. The ledge was just wide enough though. This is stupidity at its finest. But desperate times call for desperate measures. I pulled myself out through the window ignoring the two guy’s hissings. The wind blew my hair away from my face, I straightened slowly. It was exhilarating but terrifying. I held tightly to the frame until I could get accustomed to the wind blowing my body. I kept my back as close to the building as I could to avoid looking down more than I had to, I stared at the building directly across from me. I slowly edged myself along the building away from the window. After some hesitation they followed me. Richard’s head appeared first. He climbed out almost gracefully. He was taking slow deep breaths but he was keeping his cool. As soon as he moved far enough away Dean crawled out. Surprisingly Dean’s face was the color of ash, with a tinge of green. He clung to the side of the building and moved slower than a turtle. 
 
     I moved slowly, still hugging the wall. I slid my feet along the rough surface. I didn’t dare to even lift my feet even an inch off of the surface. I didn’t want to be blown off. But Dean was afraid of heights. That was surprising. I thought for sure it would be Richard instead. But Richard was handling this almost better than me. I shot a glance at him. He was doing the same. No change in facial expression or color and he was moving steadily, no hiccup in his steps at all. As I came to another window I bent over just enough to see inside. It looked like a separate suite and it was devoid of movement. But we’d be too close to the infected still. I wanted to give us some breathing space. I kept inching myself along. 
 
    A gust of breeze blew itself against me. I couldn’t help the gasp that escaped my mouth as I was pushed back against the wall. Richard fell against me. I grabbed onto the window ledge and held on thoroughly through desperation. As soon as the wind subsided, Richard righted himself. Now his face was pale. But it was time to get off of this ledge unless we really did want to die. At the next window I was going to try and get in. 
 
    I moved myself directly in front of the window before I turned myself around so I was facing the wall and tried to pull the window up. It didn’t want to move. Crap. I moved my legs a little farther apart so I could get more leverage. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Richard reach out a hand to steady me. I felt his hand on my shoulder. A steady weight. I pulled on the window again and this time it came up in a series of jerks. I pulled it up as far as it would go and without hesitation, I slid my feet into the room first, pulling out my knife as I dropped to a crouched position. Nothing came out at me, nothing moved or snarled at me. Good sign so far. Hesitantly I tiptoed to the door where I put my ear to it to listen.  
 
    It sounded like there was an infected in there. But I couldn’t tell where it was at or if it was up moving around. It was moaning softly to itself. The kind of moaning that I assumed they made to try and communicate with each other or to identify others like it. If there was more than one they would moan and grunt to each other almost as if they were communicating. This one wasn’t. It was just making soft moans like it was crying. Richard slid in first and Dean was right behind him. I held a finger up to my lip, cautioning them to be quiet. Dean reached for his gun and I shook my head violently no. He glared at me but I held my ground by shaking my head again. I held up my knife and pointed to his on his waist. Behind him Richard had pursed his lips and glared angrily at my knife. So, he was fine with running away from them and being afraid for his life but offer to kill them and all of a sudden they were the good guys? This guy made me want to bang my head against the wall in frustration. I shook my head. This is why I’m here. This is my expertise. 
 
    I grasped the door handle and turned it slowly. I cracked the door open just enough for me to peek through. The infected was sitting in the middle of the floor rocking itself back and forth. I pulled the door open further and snuck into the room. I held the knife up ready to stab it. It stopped moaning and tilted its head as if listening. I stopped and held my breath. The infected started to stand up and I rushed it. I grabbed it around the throat, under its chin while it wrapped its hands around my arm. I shoved my knife into the back of its head cutting off its snarl. Its hands let go of my arm and I lowered the body to the floor as gently as I could. 
 
    I motioned for them to follow me. No matter Richard’s protests with me killing the infected he always stopped and let me do it. I don’t understand it. It’s almost like he believes they could be saved still but at the same time if I didn’t kill them then they’d kill us. Richard skirted around the pool of blood that was starting to flow from the body while Dean stepped through it. I approached the door that should lead into the hallway. I wiped my hand on my pants to get rid of the sweat that was forming on my palm. I took a deep breath before I grasped the handle and again, I cracked the door to peak out. The hallway looked clear. I opened the door further so I could stick my head out. There only twenty feet away at the most was the group of infected that Richard had been running from. They were still huddled around the same door. Banging on it with their fists. I shut the door quickly and looked at them. “Well it looks like we might have a problem.” 
 
    They looked grim. I started pacing, my mind racing of how to get out of this as easily as possible without blowing through all of our supplies. They were preoccupied with the door right now. Trying to get into the room that they thought Richard was in. We could wait for them to break through or we could try to kill them. If the hallway was a curved one, we could have tried to sneak away but seeing as it was a straight and narrow one at that we wouldn’t have that option. I started chewing on my lip. These doors weren’t very strong so how long should it take for them to break through? Or would they at all? Eventually it would break through. It had to. 
 
    “So,” I whispered aloud. “They’re grouped at the end of the hallway. Basically, the way I see it we can either wait for them to break into the room that we were in and then get away or” I held up my pistol, “we can blow our way out.” I paced some more. “But if we blow our way out then we run the huge risk of bringing more infected down on us and potentially raiders. The question is, is it worth the risk?” 
 
    Dean grimaced and Richard stood there in silence. Dean whispered, “Do you really think it’s a good idea to go blowing off ammo when we can just wait for them to distract themselves?” He turned to look at Richard. “Richard go check to see if going out the window and heading further down is an option.” 
 
    Richard turned on his heel and stalked out of the room. 
 
    I bit harder down on my lip. “If we take care of them now, we won’t have to worry about them later. Besides what other option do we really have? Even if we go further down we’d still be just as stuck, unless you start climbing the wall.” 
 
    “So, you’re ready to go blowing heads off?” 
 
    “Yes. I am. If the situation calls for it. And I say this situation has called for it.” 
 
    “What if we need that ammo later on?” He countered. 
 
    “Fine, we can sit here like ducks. But don’t blame me-“ 
 
    Something ran against the door and made it shudder. I dropped into a crouched position and aimed my pistol at the door. Whatever it was ran against the door again and screamed in frustration. They know we’re here now. Another one joined the first at the door. Now we don’t have the element of surprise. I sent a glare to Dean who was still standing in the middle of the floor staring at the door as if he was in shock. I hissed at him to get down. As if in a dream he crouched down and ran behind the couch. At least he isn’t in the middle of the floor now, just me. I pulled in a breath and let it out slowly as the door cracked down the middle. Oh, so this door will give in easy but that one won’t. Of course, that’s how my luck runs. 
 
    A pale arm pushed itself through the crack, waving back and forth. The door was ripped further apart when the upper torso of an infected pushed itself through with wood pieces gouging out its skin the further it pushed itself in. Blood ran down its face in rivulets. I sighted down the barrel and slowly pulled the trigger. 
 
    Before I pulled the trigger back all the way Dean jumped up and slammed a knife through the infected’s head. He pulled it out as the infected fell to the ground dead. He jumped back as another infected took the first’s place. I ground my teeth in frustration. I almost frigging shot him! What an idiot! He jumped forward again and repeated the process.  
 
    I rushed over to help him, slamming my pistol back into its holster while tugging on my knife with my other hand. Together we slowly killed the group that had formed around the door. As each one fell, the next one would take its place. Trying desperately to get to us. As I killed the last one, Dean turned around and smirked at me. This time it was devoid of all humor. I stepped back and wiped the blood off my hand onto my pants. “See sweetheart, no wasted bullets.” 
 
    I could feel my anger rising, like bile. I shoved my knife back into its holster and stomped up to Dean. He turned to face me all the way. I didn’t care that I was looking up at him, I didn’t care that he outweighed me by a good hundred pounds. “You are the biggest idiot I have ever met.” I addressed Dean. I tried to keep my voice level when I really wanted to scream. “Don’t you know anything about line of fire? I could have shot you. In fact, I almost did shoot you. Announce when you’re going to do something stupid next time. Got it, you moron.” He had at least the decency to look slightly abashed. 
 
    I pulled the door open and grimaced when the bodies fell onto my feet. Ignoring both of them and the sounds my shoes were making as I climbed over the pile of bodies. I growled to myself. Every time we start to get along great, he has to go and do something stupid like that. I could have shot him! And then what would he have done? I stepped out into the hallway, sliding down the other side of the bodies and turned towards where I thought the stairway would be. There was a faint clicking sound coming from my left, almost like someone was jiggling jewelry of some kind. I pulled my pistol out and walked slowly towards it. My gun felt secure in my grasp. It was comforting. I knew I could handle anything with my gun. Every step I took the sound got louder. I stopped to look at the door of the room we had originally been in. It was cracked and a piece was missing from the center of the door. I could see the fire crackling merrily in the fire place. It’ll burn out quickly enough. Across the hall from me was one other door. We were at the very end of the hall. Stupid decision to camp here, never ever camp in a dead end. You always needed a backup plan. We would have been better off if they had chosen something more towards the middle, better chances of escaping that way.  There was so much that these guys needed to learn.  
 
    The last door on the right was cracked open slightly. The clicking noise was definitely coming from in there. I inched my way to the door. I stood in front of the door and kicked it open. Nothing moved. I inched my way in. My eyes constantly roaming, looking for anything that might be a threat. The room was dark except from where the sunlight streamed in. There was nothing moving that would be causing the ticking noise. Maybe it was just a clock? In fact why am I being stupid? I don’t need to know why there’s a strange noise coming from here. It wasn’t affecting me. This is how people died. I just needed to go. We needed to move out of here. I left the room and backed out in the hallway. I shook my head slightly and lowered my gun. I looked up to see the two men standing uncertainly in the hallway near the pile of bodies. For being fully grown men who claimed that they had either been in the military or the sciences they got their feelings hurt awfully easy.  
 
    I put my gun back into its holster and slowly walked back down the hallway. The clicking behind me got louder. I turned around to see an infected exit the room. Everything slowed down to individual frames. It jerked its arms and the ticking intensified. I saw why. It had a pair of handcuffs attached to its wrist. As I was comprehending that it looked like someone had unlocked them, it jumped at me. It pushed me down onto the floor. The wind getting knocked out of my lungs. It snapped its jaws at me and I had to use one hand on its throat while the other was on its chest. It took everything I had to just hold it off of me. Before the change he had been a big guy, way too much fast food. It had a beer gut that could rival Santa. With him straddling my waist I couldn’t reach for any of my weapons, my gun or my knife. I had to use both of my arms to hold him off of me. He used his hands to try and pull my arms away from him but I refused to let go. I looked to my left and there was a 2x4 laying on the ground. I let go of his chest and reached for the wood. My fingertips barely touched it. I cried out in frustration. I couldn’t help it. He batted my hand away and he collapsed on top of me. I screamed.  
 
    I pushed him to the side of me and sat up, I tried to back away but he grabbed onto my pants pulling me back. He punched me in the side of the head and grabbed my shoulders while opening his mouth to rip into me. I closed my eyes knowing that there was nothing I could do. A blinding pain went through my right shoulder and his weight was gone. I opened my eyes and he was laying in front of me with a neat little hole in his throat that dark red blood was pulsing through. He was shaking and convulsing on the ground. Someone grabbed me from behind and wrapped their arm around my chest, grasping my shoulder. I screamed. What felt like a needle was shoved into the side of my throat and cold fluid was pushed in. 
 
    I reared back my elbow and connected flesh. The man grunted, I could only guess it was a man because of how big he felt. His grip loosened on me and I ripped free of his grasp. I rolled away and came up crouched. I pulled my pistol out instinctively. There were several men standing in the hallway. Dean and Richard were already lying unconscious on the ground with their hands and feet in the process of being tied. Those that weren’t busy with them aimed their weapons at me.  
 
    My right arm, specifically my shoulder was in complete pain, and I could feel warm blood oozing out of the wound. My shoulder was sending radiating pain out of it all the way up into my skull. It was a different pain than from the episode I had a just two days ago. The one that had grabbed me held up his arms in what I could imagine was a happy gesture on his part. “Relax boys, I got her already. She’ll feel it momentarily.” 
 
    “Feel what?” To my horror my words came out slurred. My brain felt like it was being filled up with fog and cotton. I couldn’t think straight. My brain kept wandering off of track, I couldn’t keep a straight line of thought. Just to keep my eyes open was getting hard. I shook my head and stood with my back against the wall. The man who stabbed me with whatever it was stood with me. I tried to run but my feet didn’t get the message. I took two steps before I lost all semblance of balance and fell. I caught myself with my hands and the impact on my right shoulder made me cry out. I rolled over and landed on my back. Their faces surrounded me and I faded to darkness. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter eleven… Seriously, this is actually happening 
 
      
 
    I slowly swam towards consciousness. I tried to open my eyes but as soon as I opened them the light streaming in from the window pierced them like lasers being beamed into my skull. My neck was full of knots and stiff as a board. I closed my eyes and turned my head away from the blinding light, my neck protesting the entire way. I couldn’t help the small moan of pain that escaped my mouth. My head felt like it had been stuffed with cotton, my brain felt slow and sluggish. If I didn’t fight it, I felt like I could be pulled back under and just sleep whatever nightmare this was away. I needed to move, I needed to get the blood pumping. I tried to move my hands but they felt stiff. Unnaturally stiff while the rest of my body felt strangely numb except for my right shoulder. It was on fire. It felt like it quite was literally on fire. I pulled on my left arm to rub the sleep from my eyes but it wouldn’t move. All sense of drowsiness was thrown out of my body when I realized all four of my limbs had been tied to a chair, with a piece of rope wrapped around my chest. I sat there a moment in shock. How did I not realize I was sitting in a chair? What did they shoot me with?  
 
    I tried to sit forward but the ropes were so tight that I couldn’t move anything an inch. Dammit, how could I let myself get stuck like this? I looked up around me, struggling to push my panic down. It was similar to the room that I had woken up in this morning? Or was it yesterday? I didn’t know. I had to try to fight the panic that was threatening to overwhelm me. It was bubbling up from my stomach, threatening to overflow. I was going to throw up. I hate throwing up. I hate it. I took a deep breath and pushed it down. I did it again and again until my stomach had stopped rolling enough that I felt like I could focus without blowing chunks. Ok Alice. Good news you’re still alive. Very good considering the circumstance. Bad news, eh I don’t even want to touch that right now. I bit down on my lip and pulled even harder on the ropes, even with my bad shoulder. I had to stop after only moments of pulling on it, the pain was almost blinding. I turned my head to look at it. If I could just see what was wrong with it maybe just maybe the pain would start to subside. My t-shirt that I was wearing was black, faded but it was still black. Even though it was black I could see the dried blood that had ran clear down my side, my shirt was clinging to me but it was dry. Stiff but dry. The bleeding must have stopped but how much blood did I lose before it did? There was a small hole on the front side of it and I was betting that there was an identical hole on the back. Small and circular. No wonder why it hurt as bad as it did. It’d been a long time since I had been shot.   
 
    “Bastards shoot me, the least they can do is clean it.” I whispered. My gaze moved down to my hand. It was tied with rope and it was tight enough that there was no way I was getting out of it, it was almost tight enough that it was cutting the circulation off. I let my head fall back only to end up staring at the ceiling. I took a deep breath in, then let it out. Think calmly. Don’t let the panic or fear eat you up, remember what Dad would say. Fear makes you stupid. I slowly relaxed every muscle in my body, starting with my fingers and moving all the way down to my toes until I was completely relaxed or as relaxed as I could get without moving. I forced myself to slow down my breathing, to take slow deep breaths. I wouldn’t lose control here. I may not be able to act physically but I could try to make a plan.  
 
    Outside the room someone walked by, their footsteps booming along the floor. Gruff male voices floated in, they didn’t bother with keeping their voices down. 
 
    “They still out?” 
 
    “The girl should be, but the other two aren’t. You really think this chick is the one Vince was describing?” 
 
    “Hell, if I know. She fits the description but half the women left in the world fit it.” 
 
    I held my breath listening. 
 
    “Well if she is then we got a big ol’ payment coming our way.” Someone yelled in pain, pausing the conversation momentarily. “Let me guess Frankie and Howard are working? Huh? I never want to be on the opposite side of them.” 
 
    “Me neither, never again. Yeah, one time I got on the wrong side of Vince. He left me alone with Frankie. Told him he could do whatever he wanted as long as he didn’t kill me.” 
 
    Someone whistled. “You got lucky.” 
 
    “Lucky isn’t quite the word I’d use.” Someone walked away, their footsteps lighter than the previous footsteps I heard. 
 
    Frankie and Howard huh? I let go of my breath. Hopefully Dean at least is as good as he says he is. Who’s this Vince? Why is he looking for a specific woman? There’s no way it’s me, I don’t even know a Vince. 
 
    The door opened and a middle-aged man sauntered in, his footsteps were the ones that boomed across the floor. Heavy footed, lucky that it hasn’t given him away yet. His face was tanned with age lines distinguishing it. He hadn’t shaved for several days and he scratched at the beginnings of his salt and pepper beard as if he wasn’t used to it. He was wearing a dark brown hat, it looked like something a gangster from the 40’s would wear. It had a wide brim that encircled the hat, with a dark brown band that encircled the base. The top had almost a crushed look to it, making it flat but crumpled. Under his hat he had grey hair that looked like it still had some brown to it, it was flattened from the hat sitting on it for who knows how long. He had a leather jacket that was zipped up to his chin, faded jeans that looked almost white. Leather boots that looked like they could be steel toed. He was slim but not underfed or at least he looked like he was well enough off. He peeled his gloves off and undid his belt which held an assortment of items from knives to a fanny pack that could hold just about anything, he dropped it on the bedside table. He pulled his gun and its holster off of his hip and set it on the table next to his belt. He stared down with a frown on his face, as if I had somehow thrown a wrench in his machine. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be awake yet.” He pulled up his left hand and looked at a watch. “You should still be out cold.” 
 
    I gave him my most angry glare that I could pull off. It only served to melt his glare. He smiled and chuckled. “Oh, sweetheart you scare me ‘bout as much as a blue jay does. Although you really, really shouldn’t be awake yet.” He grabbed his zipper on his jacket and pulled it down. He shrugged out of his jacket and set it next to his weapons. He approached me and ran his finger down the side of my face, down my neck and ran it along my collar bone. The moment he touched me my skin broke out in goosebumps. I thought about biting his finger off but then that’d only piss him off. It wouldn’t help this situation at all. He left a trail of fire from his fingertip. I turned my head away from his finger, grimacing. How am I getting out of this one? Simple, play the victim. Let him think he’s in charge. 
 
    He pulled up the only other chair in the room next to me and sat down. He set his hand gently on the side of my face holding me still, not that I was fighting him at this point. “Now I have a few questions for you. You can be honest the first time and you won’t suffer for it or you can lie and I’ll hurt you. It’s your choice.” He reached for the knife he left on the side table. He held it up in between us and twisted it, admiring its gleam. He grinned, showing his brown teeth. “You decided yet?” 
 
    I stared him down. He wasn’t going to get an answer out of me. Not easily at least. 
 
    “Alright, first question. Who else is with you? It can’t be just you three.” 
 
    I stared through him. In truth it was just us three but if he thought there were more of us then that’s fine by me. Absolutely fine.  
 
    “You know, I’m trying to be nice. If my friends were in here, you’d be talking already. You’d be spilling every single secret you had just to get them to stop. You’re lucky you have me, I don’t enjoy hurting you but I will if you don’t answer me.” He sighed heavily. “Just remember this is your choice.”  
 
    He placed the edge of the knife along my forearm and slid across my skin. Blood bubbled up the surface and ran down my skin. I didn’t flinch. He did it again, and again. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me even cringe, let alone answer any of his stupid questions. It wasn’t long before my whole arm was slick with blood. He wasn’t even cutting that deep, just deep enough to make it hurt. He switched arms. He didn’t ask any more questions, just kept cutting my arms. 
 
    He finally threw the knife to the ground and slapped me. My head rocked back and hit the side of the chair. I pulled my head back up. The taste of blood on my tongue made my stomach roll. He got up and walked away. The pain in my arms made me look down. The blood had soaked through the ropes and onto my pants. Grimly ignoring the pain, I twisted my arms trying to pull them loose. The rope was still unbearably tight. I wasn’t gaining any ground here. His radio beeped at him. 
 
    With an angry sigh he picked it up and pressed the button. “What?” 
 
    “The guy with the dogs is back.” 
 
    He held the radio to his forehead and punched the table before responding. “I thought I told you to kill him if you see him.” 
 
    “But sir,” the voice was trembling and I could hear the fear in his voice. He was terrified.  “He’s killed Jake, Dylan and Mike.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “Yes, and he’s-“ 
 
    “He’s what? Nick? Nick answer me dammit!” He threw the radio across the room where it hit the wall and fell to the ground. He turned around to face me. His face was flushed from anger. He leaped forward and knocked me to the ground. My head smacked the floor hard enough that I saw stars. He screamed, kicking me in the gut. As he walked away to the next room through my haze of pain that my hand had landed right next to his knife that he’d thrown. Grimly I stretched my fingers, trying to reach it. They brushed the surface. I’d never stretched my fingers harder than I did at that moment. Slowly, painstakingly slowly I pulled the knife close enough that I was able to grip it in my hand. I flipped it over so that the blade rested against my forearm, using my fingers I slowly sawed it back and forth. It was agonizing. He could come back any moment and this was going so slowly. The knife finally cut through the rope. I ripped my arm up to free my other arm. It only took a matter of moments to cut through it. It was the same with the rope around my chest and around my legs. As I finished freeing my legs I essentially fell out of the chair. I let myself lay there on the ground for a moment before pushing myself upright. I was standing unsteadily on my feet when he came back into the room, this time he was holding a bottle of some kind. He dropped it before diving for me trying to pin me down. My arms were still slick from the fresh blood that was leaking out of my arms. He couldn’t get a grip on me but he knocked the knife from my hands. I swung a punch at him, aiming for his face but instead I hit his shoulder.  
 
    He used his momentum to push me onto the bed, I used my momentum to keep rolling. I managed to roll off the other side of the bed. As I fell off of it, he grabbed my shirt, literally ripping it off of my back. As I pulled my feet under me, he lunged again. This time I was expecting it. I stepped back causing him to over balance and fall onto the floor, he left welts on my stomach from where he tried to grab me. While he was trying to recover, I jumped onto his chest and hit him as hard as I could in the middle of his throat, choking him. Before he could react, I grabbed my ripped shirt that he had thrown to the foot of the bed and began shoving it down his throat. I shoved as much of it as I could fit. While he was gagging and pulling on the shirt, I grasped his throat with both hands and began squeezing as hard as I could. He bucked under me, attempting to get me off of him. I wasn’t letting go. He was trying to pull on the shirt while trying to unclench my hands. 
 
    His face was turning tomato red and his eyes were beginning to bulge out of his face. His hands left mine and reached up to grab onto my face. I pulled my head back as far as I could go and kept twisting my face so he couldn’t get a grip. As he ran out of oxygen he became more desperate. One hand grabbed at my bra and pulled it down while the other tried grabbing onto my throat. When he couldn’t reach my throat, he grabbed at my shoulder to dig his fingers into the bullet hole. I had to use every bit of self-control to not scream at the amount of pain that was traveling from my shoulder to the rest of my body, the amount of pain almost, almost made me let go. I just had to keep holding on. It was almost over. His face slowly went from red to a bluish-purple color. His movements were getting more and more frantic. He kept shoving his hand further and further into my wound, enough that even more of my blood was rolling down his arm and my body painting him and I crimson. His other hand stopped grabbing at my bra and grabbed my throat. I didn’t move back fast enough, allowing him to hold onto it. He couldn’t get a good grip so I was able to breathe, it was hindered but doable. Under me he stopped moving, his eyes bulged out of his head. Slowly, almost gently his hand around my throat loosened and the one that was digging at my shoulder stopped, while his eyes stared into mine. Both of his hands dropped to his sides, one fell off the side of the bed and dangled there. My blood dripping off of his fingers. I couldn’t feel a pulse through his throat but I held onto him a moment longer to make sure that he was indeed dead. 
 
    I let go and stared down at him. He looked like pathetic lifelike doll. If he’d used his actual head then maybe he wouldn’t be dead. I crawled off of the bed where I had to use the wall to catch me. The room was rocking from the pain and blood loss. I clutched at my arm and held it close to me. Pain was running all the way down my right arm to my fingertips. My whole right side, down to my pants was stained with fresh blood, the entirety of the front of my body was covered in some amount of blood. My blood. I felt awful, I felt almost disconnected from my body. There was darkness swirling around the perimeter of my eyesight. My head was pounding and it was only being compounded by my shoulder and my arms, my stomach was trying to crawl up my throat. I kept trying to swallow but saliva kept building up in my mouth and I knew I was going to throw up. I hated throwing up. My arms hurt but my shoulder. It hurt, it hurt so much worse than anything else. I tried to make a fist with my right hand but all I could do was curl my fingers in, any more than that and it was just too painful to do. Focus on that later. There’s still too much to do. Who knows how much longer I was going to have before they came in to investigate on what was taking so long. I have to find Dean and Richard. I have to find them. 
 
    Once I was standing on my own, not using the wall to keep me upright I readjusted my bra, the right side of it was soaked with blood and I didn’t bring an extra one with me. If I didn’t wash it was going to stink. Good job Alice. My shirt though, it was completely ruined. Not to mention there was the fact that I had used it to kill him by stuffing it in his mouth. Yeah, there ah, was no way that I was even going to try to salvage it.  
 
    I looked slowly around me. If I moved any faster and the room would spin around me. I started to pick up his jacket but the stench of his sweat made me dry heave. I very nearly lost the contents of my stomach. There was a pile of suitcases on the other side of the room. I sighed. Maybe I’ll get lucky and someone will have left a wearable shirt in there. I bit my cheek and walked unsteadily to the suitcase. I unzipped it and flipped the lid open. I started digging through the clothing. Most of it was dress shirts and clothing I wouldn’t want to wear, almost all of them were covered in greenish mold. Near the bottom I found a large green/grey t-shirt. I pulled it on over my head whimpering when I had to pull my right arm through it. The shirt was only mostly covered in mold which explained the green hue color. Ick, but beggars can’t be choosers. As soon as the shirt sat flush against me, it started absorbing the blood off of my skin that didn’t matter at this point. I grabbed his knife off of the table and his gun. There was even an extra magazine, it was full as well as the magazine within the gun. My hand couldn’t fit comfortably around the pistol. It had a fat grip that made it almost impossible to wrap my hand around it but it was something at this point. If I could use both of my hands it wouldn’t be a big deal but my right hand wasn’t working. This wasn’t fair. How am I supposed to do anything with one hand? Huh? How? Through the pain I squeezed my fist as tightly as possible. These bastards screwed up. I’m going to kill them. I’m going to kill them all.  
 
    “Control. Alice remember control.” My dad’s voice whispered. His voice sounded so real I could almost imagine him standing next to me. “Don’t let it rule you. Make it your tool. Make it sharp and wield it precisely.” I closed my eyes and held my breath while counting to thirty. Once I reached thirty, I let go of my breath. Before counting to thirty again I pulled in another breath and held it. This time I only had to repeat the process twice before I was cool enough to think this through. 
 
    If anyone is in the hallway then the knife won’t be any good. I’d only be able to use it in close quarters and out there they’d see me before I could get in close enough. If I could throw it then that would be a different story. I bounced the knife in my palm anxiously. The gun was too loud, it would bring all of them down at once then whatever chance we had of escaping would be gone. I bit down on my cheek and ran my empty hand through my hair. My hair twisted around my sweaty fingers, tangling even worse. I yanked my hand out angrily, heedless of the hair I ripped out, my rubber band had disappeared somewhere, I should just lop it all off.  
 
    First things first, I needed to find Dean and Richard, because there was no way in hell they were being left behind. And I needed to find them sooner rather than later, who knows what’s happening to them right now. As long as I was able, no matter how much they picked under my skin, I couldn’t lose anyone else. If they died then it would be because I’d died. My conscience wouldn’t be able to handle it, losing anyone else. I’d lose what little I had left of my mind and there wasn’t much there.  
 
     The only advantage that I had was that they still think he’s in here with me. I barely glanced at the corpse lying on the bed. I can’t do much in here, I need to see, and I need to know the layout of what I’m dealing with. I shoved the gun into one of my pockets and held the knife securely in my left hand before I tip-toed to the door. The door opened into the room not out into the hall, thank goodness. I set my ear against the door to listen. There was nothing for me to hear, which really didn’t tell me much. I positioned myself behind the door but to where I was able to peek out with the smallest chance of being seen. I held my breath before I pulled the door open a crack and looked out. There was no one in sight that I could see from here. I poked one eye out to look the other way. It was empty too. They must be in different rooms or patrolling the hallways. But how many were there? I strained my mind to remember but the drug they gave me made it hard, everything was fuzzy except the part where they shot me. Four? Five? Not very many but considering there was only three of us it was enough to outnumber us. If they called in reinforcements then we’d be done for sure. Not to mention the radio. I turned to look at the black device sitting on the table. There was someone out there that was killing off their patrols. Well the enemy of my enemy. I grinned. I scooped up the radio, flipping it off before shoving it in another pocket. 
 
    I looked both ways before I stepped the rest of the way into the hall, carefully shutting the door behind me as quietly as I could. My nerves were singing under my skin. I’d rather deal with infected than the living. The door that was across from me was cracked open. I crossed the hall stepping as lightly as I could to avoid making the floor creak and to avoid the litter strewn across the floor. I flattened myself against the wall next to the door. Breathing as softly as possible I tried to peer into the room but the door wasn’t open far enough. It was open only a sliver. But it was enough for sound to float out. There was a slap and a grunt from inside. Torture. I let my eyes slide closed. I was tired. Tired enough that I could fall asleep right here and now. I reopened my eyes. Of course, they would try to torture them too. They would want all the information they could get. Where did we come from? Where were we going? How many of us were there? Was this all of our supplies? The questions would go on and on until they were satisfied.   
 
    Something down the hall made a noise. I flipped my head fast enough that my vision blurred and the hall rocked around me. It sounded like a floorboard creaking. But there was nothing that I could see, but that didn’t mean that it was nothing. In my experience it was always something. About three feet from me was a bookcase standing on its side. I crouched down beside it and waited, staring through the cracks. Maybe fifteen seconds later a man came from around the corner holding a rifle. He walked steadily down the hallway with a bored, almost ancy expression on his face. He was wearing a beanie that looked too small for his head and a thick black jacket that was zipped up. I was a little past the room that I had originally been in so he would have to pass me first if he wanted to go in there. I tightened my grip on the knife and waited to see where he would go, if he would stop and retrace his steps or continue down the hallway. He walked past me where he stopped with his back to me and stared at the door where I had been held and it was obvious that he was either waiting to replace the man that was in there or he was just waiting. I shuddered and gripped the knife even tighter with my left hand. Both hands were slick with sweat and blood. I waited for him to decide what he would do and this was going to be the tricky part. If I had to, I would have to kill him without alerting the other men that I was mobile but I don’t know if I was strong enough to kill him. I should kill him now, while he’s completely unaware, off guard would be my only chance to take him down silently. 
 
    Before I had the chance to follow through, he opened the door and stepped into the doorway. He froze and stared at what had happened in the room. I jumped to my feet and rushed him. He started to turn around but I was already right behind him. I jammed the knife into the side of his throat and ripped it out in an arc spraying blood everywhere. He dropped his rifle to the ground and tried to stop the blood flow by grabbing onto his neck with both of his hands. The blood ran through his fingers, painting the front of his body red. He dropped to his knees and wobbled there before I grabbed him under the elbows and gently lowered him the rest of the way to the floor. His body kicked and jerked for a few moments before coming still. Underneath him, his blood was pooling around him. His life essence was draining away. The magic smoke I guess you could say was gone. He was gone, no coming back for him. 
 
    My left hand and part of my forearm was covered in even more blood. It was warm and sticky. I wiped it the best I could on the back of his jacket. I hated getting blood on me, let alone letting it dry on me. It always made me feel dirty and gross, my blood was one thing but someone else’s. No thanks. The only perk here was that it wasn’t infected blood, just normal human blood. The cuts on my arms stung from the pressure of wiping my arm off. Even as I sat there watching them, they started to ooze more blood. I shook my head. I can’t do this. Behind me there was a screech of pain. It drove me to my feet. I stumbled but stayed on my feet. 
 
    I looked both ways before crossing the hall again, there wouldn’t be much I could do if someone were to come out right now. Now it was a rush against time. If anyone saw me right now there would be no second chances, if they see into the room there’d be no second chances. I rolled my shoulders, trying to ease some of the tension out of my shoulders. At the door I hesitated, if there was only the one guy in there, if I rushed him, I could get him before he did anything then I’d have the upper hand. But if there were two, I would have to get lucky, any more than that and I’d go down swinging. I planted my back against the door, I didn’t want to bang it open but I needed to open it quickly. I wasn’t afraid to die, but I was afraid of how. Being stabbed or shot wasn’t one of them, I’d already been shot and diced up today. As long as it’s quick. Time to go. I shoved the door open and stepped into the room. 
 
    The man looked up right as I entered from where he was leaning in Richard’s face with a bloody knife resting on his neck. His beard covered the lower half of his face, so all I could see was his eyes go wide. Richard was strapped to a chair. His arms and torso were tied to a chair in the same position I had been in, there was a gag in his mouth that looked suspiciously like a dirty sock. His head was hanging to the side, his chest was barely moving up and down. A car battery with cables running from it was sitting on the ground beside the chair, neatly twisted. He raised his knife from Richard’s neck but before he could finish turning to face me Richard kicked him in the side of the leg. His leg bent sideways with a crack, he bent over and grabbed his leg, screaming. Shit. I took the opportunity and rushed him. He looked up, his eyes if any possible opened wider. I brought the knife up and it plunged through the underside of his mouth with a wet sound. He immediately went down the sound cutting off mid scream. I let his body fall to the floor with a thud. 
 
     Once he was on the ground, I pulled the knife out of his head with a sickening suction like sound. Immediately blood started bubbling out of the wound. His eyes were wide open, almost like I’d scared him to death. Manic laughter threatened to spill over, oh man. Don’t lose it yet. Not here not now. Well here was another one on my list. One of these days I’ll be the one on the ground with my magic smoke pouring out. I shook my head trying to clear it.  
 
     Reluctantly I pushed off of the ground and back onto my feet. I had to move carefully, the room was spinning slowly around me. I really didn’t feel like falling over, mostly because I don’t think I’d be able to get back up.  I stopped in front of Richard so I could cut the rope. Dully, not fully paying attention, I ran the knife through the ropes that held him down. They were knotted tightly enough that I should have been more careful so I wouldn’t cut him but my fingers felt tingly, they weren’t wanting to work correctly. I wish I could say I’d had worse but so far this was the topper on the cake. Give me a few hours though and I’ll be back on my game. The only physical things wrong with Richard was the massive cut going down the side of his face and the bruises that were showing on his body. The cut wasn’t going to heal pretty, he’d have that physical reminder for the rest of whatever short life he had left. But that alone shouldn’t have him sitting like this. My eyes traveled down to the battery sitting innocently on the ground. Oh.  
 
    “Richard? Can you walk?”  
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, I think.” 
 
    I rubbed his shoulder. “I’ll get you and Dean out. I just need you to get up, walk and maybe help Dean or have him help you. I’ll do the rest.” Now how in the world am I going to do this? I was back at the door looking out. It was quiet, there was no movement which was good. But they had to of heard his screaming. How many were left? One maybe two? Any luck and they’d think that it was infected and not us. But since when has luck been on my side? 
 
    I had no idea where Dean was or any of our supplies, and there were so many doors that they both could be hidden behind. Or Dean wasn’t even here anymore. He could be dead or dying. My chest constricted hard enough that I couldn’t pull in enough air. No, turn off the imagination. Concentrate. Dean is alive, he has to be. Just think positive. We’ll find him and then we’ll look for our supplies, because without them we wouldn’t survive very long. “Ok, Richard. We need to find Dean. Are you up for that? Richard?” I looked back to see him grabbing the knife from off the floor that the man had dropped. It was coated in half congealed blood. Richard had already balled up his shirt and was using it to apply pressure to the side of his face. Our eyes met and his eyes burned with anger. I jerked my head towards the hallway. He dropped his gaze to the body. He kicked the body as hard as he could. The body absorbed the kick and settled back into place. He kicked it again. And again. 
 
    I let him have his few moments but when he didn’t stop, I had to hiss at him. He looked up at me then spit on the body. “Where’s Dean?” He whispered, his voice still rumbling in his chest, when he came to stand beside me. 
 
    I shook my head, the question grated along my nerves. I blinked slowly while pushing air out through my teeth. “I don’t know. I think he’s in one of the rooms. Which one I’m not sure, I only figured out you were in the room because of the noise. But there should only be one or two left.” 
 
    “You killed the rest of them?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I killed them.” He was standing almost too close for me. I could feel the heat coming off of him. I wanted to back away but if I did then he would be in the direct line of the door. Some part of me, some instinct wanted to protect him even though he insists on asking questions that he knows that I don’t know the answer to. He’s a fully-grown adult. But he’s inexperienced he needs some protecting. Out here at least but back inside the wall he’s on his own.  
 
    “Good. They deserved it.” He dropped his head and pulled in a long shuddering breath. “Before this, all this I thought I would never want to kill someone in my life. I didn’t think I even had it in me to kill someone, I still don’t know if I do, but these ‘people’-“ he spat the word, “they don’t. They don’t deserve to live. If this is what they do then I see why Romero built the wall and doesn’t let people in or out.” 
 
    His statement shocked me especially coming from him. Here was the guy who didn’t want me killing infected just on the off chance that they might still hold some humanity in their skulls. He was glad that I killed them. There wasn’t that satisfaction for me. I did what I had to do. I was just emotionally empty when it came down to it. For me, in a way I hated myself for not feeling upset about taking a life. Killing was easy, it was just something that I did. They weren’t infected, so shouldn’t I feel something for killing them, remorse of some kind? There weren’t that many people left, infected outnumbered us by who knows how much. I should feel something but I don’t. Just empty. No remorse but no joy either, I’d turned off all emotion when it came down to it. Out here there was just no room for it, no time. It should be simple, they enjoy hurting people. They enjoy it that has to mean that something is wrong with them! Not me. That’s some sort of justification, I guess. But I just don’t know. They’re people I feel like I should feel something! I can’t just go through killing people and just feeling numb, it’s proving that something is wrong with me too. But what’s wrong with me? Is it just that I’ve managed to turn off my emotions completely? Or that it’s the only way and I’ve accepted it? You know what Alice, you can question your morality when you find Dean and you’re on your way out of here. Deal? Deal. 
 
    I stepped out into the hall with Richard on my heels, he was still close enough that I could feel his body heat on my back. I tip-toed to the next door and put my ear on it. It was completely quiet inside. I moved on to the next door, Richard copied me on the opposite side. I moved on to the next door and there was something. A whisper. I nodded at Richard, who had frozen when I stopped moving. I grasped the handle with my back against the door with the knife clasped in my hand and pushed it open. The room was empty except for a bed. Dean was tied to the post and was sitting on the ground with his back to the bed. His shirt was missing and there were cuts that went down his chest, from his neck to his waist, eerily similar to Richard except far worse. There was a bat lying on the ground next to him. Under the blood his skin was already black from the bruises. His breath hitched in his chest, as if it hurt to breathe. Broken ribs at the least. He’ll be lucky to survive this. The ground was stained red from his blood.  But there was no one else in the room with him. Someone else is still wandering around and I just haven’t bumped into him yet, terrific. 
 
    Dean looked up at the door with panic written on his features, there were deep shadows under his eyes and the rest of his face was white. It was white enough that I was surprised he was conscious. He had a gag tied around his mouth keeping him quiet. He pulled on the bed trying to pull his arm up and it made the same whispering sound I’d heard through the door. Richard rushed past me to him. He first undid the gag before starting to saw through the ropes holding Dean down. I stayed at the door alternating between looking down the hallway and in the room watching their progress. Richard untied Dean and steadied him as he sat away from the bed.  
 
    “Where is he?” I heard Richard ask. 
 
    “I dunno. He stepped out of the room and hasn’t come back yet.” It was hard to understand Dean, he was slurring his words. 
 
    I tore my eyes from the hallway, “Do you know where our supplies are?” There was stuff in there that would help him. That would save his life. Even as he sat there, he couldn’t stay up on his own. He was having to use Richard to stay upright, even while sitting. 
 
    He slowly shook his head.  
 
    I chewed on my cheek. Ok, I’ll have to look for them. First get Dean and Richard to a secured area and I’ll come back to look. I stole a look at Dean, he was in no condition to go anywhere right now and that’s if he’s even capable of walking. 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck were starting to stand up. We needed to get out now. Thinking the same thing Richard helped Dean stand by swinging one of Dean’s arms around his shoulders. I turned back out to face the hall and came face to face with a tall pasty face man. I gasped purely from shock, and that was all I had time for. He grabbed me by my bad shoulder and pressed me against the wall. I grunted from the pain. I tried to slash at his arm but he used his other hand to hold my arm down by twisting my wrist, making me gasp from the pressure. He pressed his thumb deeper into the bullet wound and started twisting it.  
 
    “Sit on the bed and drop the weapons-“ 
 
    I cut him off by kneeing him in the stomach. This was the man who hurt Dean. He wouldn’t be allowed to touch anyone again. I let go and just attacked. He grunted, letting go of my hand. I twisted my hand, pulling it out of his grasp and plunged my knife into his stomach. His face made an ‘O’ of surprise and he turned his gaze back to look at me. I pulled the knife out and pushed it back into his stomach before pulling it back out again. He let go of my shoulder and bending over clutching his stomach, he tried to walk away but before he could take five steps he collapsed to the ground. I followed him and stood towering over him. He watched me out of the corner of his one eye that was visible. I squatted down and slowly pressed the knife into the back of his neck and applied pressure until it slid through. His body jerked. 
 
    I stood up before I backed out of the way so Dean and Richard could step slowly out of the room. They stared down at the dead man with morbid fascination. I was shaking and I wish I could say it was from fear, basically anything but from the anger that was flooding my body. My adrenaline was pumping hard enough I felt like I could run a marathon, twice. Instead of my voice coming out steady and pumped like I anticipated it would, it came out the exact opposite. Shaky and weak. “We should find our… stuff and… go.” I stood there, staring down at him. My legs were shaking and I didn’t know if they would support me if I decided to move. Even just standing there I almost felt like I was going to collapse they were shaking that badly. I just wanted to go, to get some fresh air. It was too thick in here. All I could smell was blood. It was absolutely sickening. I pressed a hand to my mouth, it felt like the remnants of my breakfast was sitting in the back of my throat. It was taking every ounce of will power to not throw up. The anger faded and terror replaced it. Terror of myself. I was a killer. No doubt about that. No doubt that I enjoyed killing him. After agonizing that I felt numb, here I go proving myself wrong. I’m no different from them. 
 
    Richard put a hand on my shoulder and I shrugged it off. I really didn’t want to be touched right now. I really didn’t. Anything that would distract me and I might just might lose it. Shoot both of them and then myself. Put us all out of our misery. Richard put both hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eyes. Instead of being angry he looked lost. He wasn’t a leader. Dean wasn’t in the condition to lead, so that left me to be the one to get us all out of here. I steeled myself and packed everything away, deep inside. It’ll be worse later but I can only hope that I’ll have the luxury to break down. I can’t just stop and give up. I have mom, Emmie, Jack and Lily to think about. I can’t just give up on them. I looked past Richard to see that Dean was sitting with his back against the door frame just inside the opposite doorway of the room he had been in. He was sitting there with his backpack in his lap. When he saw me looking, he pushed mine towards me. If it was possible, he looked almost translucent, there was no trace of color in his face. No color in him anywhere except for the front of him and it was red. I turned to look at Richard and he looked steadily back at me. “Can you help him?” Richard nodded. “I’ll go watch the door, you patch him up as best as you can.” 
 
     I held out my hand to take my backpack, I was floored to see that my hand was shaking. That was shocking in of itself. Dean didn’t say anything while I took my bag from him before I turned away. My backpack had originally been a sappy girly mix of pink and purple flowers on a white background with a pink border. That is until being bright and clean could spell death. Now it was covered in dirt and old blood. It was torn in places that I had clumsily tried to sew together; the bottom was being held together by duct tape and even more of my crude stitching. It was probably the saddest looking backpack for miles around. My machete and bow had been sloppily tied to it. I untied them, my fingers clumsily untied the knots. I slipped my bow into its proper strap and I hooked the machete back to my hip. My pistol had been shoved inside my bag I was happy to see. I pulled it out and checked to see if it was still loaded. It was. I took the heavy and awkward pistol and shoved it into my bag. If I need it, I’ll have it for later. Here’s to hoping that I won’t need it, I mentally crossed my fingers. I put my pistol in the lining of my jeans so I could grab my back pack with both hands. I pulled it over my left shoulder but there was no way I could put it on my right. It was too screwed up to hold any weight but I couldn’t navigate while balancing it on one shoulder. Grimacing I pulled it over my right shoulder, holding in my gasps of pain. I’d never felt anything that was as painful as this. I sighed and pulled my pistol back out and held it in both hands. I wasn’t giving anyone else the chance to jump us. 
 
    Richard was bending over Dean. Please let him be able to fix him. Please. I turned on my heel and started opening doors. I had to try to secure the area. We were either in the same building but on a different floor or in a different building altogether. There were maybe ten doors all together with one flight of stairs in the middle of the floor. Each room opened up into something different. Some rooms were empty, while others had beds or other pieces of furniture piled randomly inside them.  
 
    After I checked the rooms I stood at the top of the stairs. At the end of the hallway Richard and Dean looked small. As I watched, Richard pulled out white gauze from one of the bags. I tore my eyes away and slowly descended. The stairs were covered in torn up carpet. I couldn’t tell what color it was supposed to be, it was so imbedded into the ground that it didn’t even look like carpet anymore. I went around each corner slowly. I passed two doors. Each of them was boarded up. Faded graffiti covered every inch of the walls, from floor to ceiling. As I came around another corner I was faced with a broken door. There was an EXIT sign above it, I pushed the door open. A rush of cool air came rushing in. I took a deep breath, it smelled so good. It was glorious. It was so much better than the stale, corrupted air upstairs.  
 
    I was so busy breathing in the fresh air that I didn’t notice the growling at first. It was coming from a dog. A big one. It was brown and black, with golden brown eyes. Its lips were raised, showing white teeth. I grabbed the handle on the door, ready to pull it shut. I didn’t want to shoot the dog, not unless I had to. This was the first dog I’d seen in years. There was a shrill whistle and the dog backed off. It didn’t take its eyes off of me but it stopped growling.  
 
    Slowly I turned my whole body to look at the new comer. He looked like he was in his 50’s with close cropped grey hair. He had sunglasses covering his eyes but his face was a dark brown as if he spent a majority of his time in the sun, with a scruffy beard covering the lower half of his face. He had on a brown trench coat that reached the tops of his boots. The boots were scruffy and looked like they had been worn well past their prime. Under the trench coat he had on a flannel jacket and under that was a dark green t-shirt. He had faded but clean looking jeans on. He had a large rifle in both hands, along the top of it was a large scope. 
 
    We stood there staring at one another. Another dog, the same size as the first one wrapped itself around his legs. It too was staring at me while it began pacing back and forth. There was something familiar about him. I felt like I should know him. But I couldn’t remember. 
 
    He pulled the sunglasses off of his face revealing bright blue eyes. Nostalgia and pain hit me like a ton of breaks. “No. You’re dead.” I whispered. 
 
    He smiled, exposing straight white teeth. “’Fraid not. I’m very much alive.” 
 
    I shook my head, confusion running rampant. “No. No. No. Dad said.” 
 
    “Your dad did always prefer lying over telling the truth. But I am very much alive.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing here?” 
 
    His smile faltered. “Trailing you. Trying to get you out of trouble.” 
 
    Hysterical laughter spilled out. “Well you’re just a little too late. I rescued myself.” He stood there studying me, while my laughter turned to sobs. “I won’t say no to help though. There’s two guys upstairs. One of them, I don’t think will make it, the other he’s ok. I think. Rick, you’ll help right?” I tried to plead with him without saying anything, I didn’t care that my voice was cracking. I sunk to my knees, they were shaking, the room was spinning slightly and I didn’t want to fall over because I was too proud to sit when I needed to. 
 
    Rick strode over, covering the space between us in a matter of a few steps. “Yeah I’ll help. Your dad will kill me if I don’t. Where is he by the way? I ought to skin him for letting this happen to you.” As he was speaking, he was pulling out bandages to wrap around my arms. 
 
    “He’s been dead for years now.” 
 
    Rick froze momentarily before continuing to wrap my arm. “We’ll talk about it later then.” His voice was full of pain but he didn’t let it show on his face, not that there was much to see. “This will just help stop the bleeding. I’ll finish patching you up somewhere else a bit more secure than this.” The gauze as soon as it touched my arm it soaked up the blood, leaving crimson stains. 
 
    He stood up and held out a hand, I grasped it and he pulled me to my feet. I dug deep for the energy to climb that first step after that it was a bit easier to keep going. Momentum, I guess. What was that, stuff in motion stays in motion? As long as I kept moving then maybe I could keep going. It wasn’t hard convincing Richard that Rick would help us. Dean was in such bad shape that Richard wasn’t willing to spend too much time arguing. Dean wasn’t even conscious at this point but he was still alive. Barely. That was all that mattered, he was still alive. Between Richard and I, we were able to carry Dean back down the stairs without too much trouble. Rick led the way out of the building. His dogs were running happily beside him, stopping to sniff something every now and then. As long as they were calm then we would be ok. But as soon as they started growling then it would be time to boogey out of there. Rick had a car that was just down the block. Hidden in an alley way somewhere.  
 
    At the car, actually it was a blazer not a car, we piled in with the darker of the two dogs sitting almost in my lap and the other in the back next to the window. The sun was falling behind the buildings, leaving us mostly in shadow. As Rick started the vehicle, I let myself fall back into the seat and relax. My body felt dead. Exhaustion was eating away at me. I let my eyes close, I didn’t have the strength to keep them open. This exhaustion, I just couldn’t fight it. It was just pulling me down further and further, closer to sleep. I didn’t let myself fall entirely through to oblivion, I forced a part of me to stay awake.  Rick steered us through the city. Running over potholes and debris. I couldn’t tell which and I didn’t try, neither did I try to keep track of our direction. It was all I could do to keep a part of me aware of what was happening. When he slowed down to a stop, I forced myself to wake back up. I opened my eyes to assess our surroundings. 
 
    Rick had pulled us next to a low-lying brown building. The building was on one side and on my side of the vehicle dumpsters stood side to side blocking us from sight. Rick shut the car off quickly and climbed out silently. The dogs followed him out. I didn’t want to get up but I didn’t have much choice, I could either sleep in here or go inside. Using the dredges of my energy I basically fell out of the vehicle. The door was the only thing that was helping me stay upright. My legs just didn’t want to help support me, my head felt strangely light and everything would shift when I moved it. Get it together, I snapped at myself. I shut the door quietly before I hobbled to the other side where Richard was waiting for me. While he started to pull Dean from the car, I closed my eyes and lifted my face towards the sky. The air felt strangely calm, it wasn’t the calm before a storm either. It was just calm. I reopened my eyes to see Richard was watching me with concern written on his features, the tight lined mouth, the lines on his forehead, the focused eyes. I took a deep breath and nodded. The muscles along his jaw flexed before he turned back to puling Dean out of the blazer. He took most of Dean’s weight by holding his upper body, his head cradled against Richard’s chest. I picked up his legs underneath his knees and pulled him as close to my back as I could. My body protested in pain, my shoulder especially. I can do this. I can and I will. I staggered forward towards Rick. He was holding his rifle across his chest, his head constantly moving, looking everywhere but at us. The dogs fanned out and were doing their own inspections. He led us to a small door that Rick had to pry open, he glanced briefly inside before letting us go in ahead of him. As soon as we were through, he whistled and the dogs came running through it. They nearly took us out when they pushed themselves through our legs. I could only grunt. I didn’t have the energy to do much else. 
 
    “Up ahead. Second door on the right.” Rick stage whispered. 
 
    There was light from the door behind us but as soon as Rick closed the door all the light disappeared. I untangled an arm, holding Dean’s leg up by leaning on the wall while I clicked my flashlight on. It illuminated a white hallway with grey tiling on the floor. Surprisingly it wasn’t that dirty either. There was some dirt on the floor but for the most part it was clear. We passed two doors, one on the left and one on the right. At the second door, it was a plain brown door, I pushed the door open and led the way into the room.  
 
    Inside the room there was a bed and a stool. Besides that, the room was empty. No cupboards, no counters, no decorations of any kind. White walls and a mattress on the floor with a stool, homey. We deposited Dean onto the bed and Rick came in behind us. “Was this a doctor’s office?” I couldn’t help but asking. 
 
    Rick nodded. “Yeah, I use this as a base while I’m here. If you want across the hall there’s another bed. Or you can go up further to the sitting room. There’s still chairs in there even.” 
 
    I nodded. Sleep sounded amazing right now. I stepped out of the room and opened the door across the hall. Inside the room, there was another bed and a velvet chair. A velvet chair? Wow. I don’t even want to ask how this got here. I mean why would someone even think about making a velvet chair? Seriously? I couldn’t help myself though, I put my hand on it. I rubbed my fingers back and forth enjoying the simple comfort of it. Mom had a dress, it was a dark purple. So dark it could almost pass as black. The trim pieces were made with velvet, and along the back of the dress careful pieces of velvet had interconnected creating an almost sheer back. She would lay it on the bed and I would sit there and stroke it over and over until she would laugh and tease me that I would rub all the velvet off. The only times she would pull it out is when her and dad would go out to eat dinner for a special occasion like their anniversary. Whenever dad would see her in it his face always lit up like it was Christmas morning. She would always wear it for Emmie’s piano and dance recitals too. She never wore it for anything of mine because my activities always involved dirt. What would she think of me now? My smile faded away. I’d never made her proud but they were all alive because of me. I stared down at my hand that was stroking the velvet. It had blood splattered all over it. My nails were crusted with it. I know what she would think of me. 
 
    I withdrew my hand from the chair. Slowly the tears fell down my face. Remembering mom when she had been happy, when dad had been still alive. Everything had been so simple and peaceful. Dad always knew what to do. He wouldn’t take anyone’s crap. Not without shoveling it back at them. I’ve never been successful at making them proud. I can’t even say I’ve been fully successful with keeping them alive.  
 
    I pushed myself away from the chair, filled with rage. I turned my flashlight off before I shrugged out of my backpack. I dropped onto the bed and within fifteen seconds I was out. 
 
      
 
    Chapter twelve… Secretly I’m a klutz 
 
      
 
    Vague shapes and colors, mostly red materialized around me. There was nothing comforting about them. The shapes were humanoid but were devoid of details. Angry voices buzzed like wasps in my head. Their buzzing filled me, making me want to scream. I tried to pick up my arms to swing them, but something was wrong. I couldn’t pick them up. I couldn’t move them at all. Nonononononono.  
 
    I woke up gasping for breath. The side of my face was plastered to the mattress. I tried to move my arms but they weren’t moving. I pulled and pulled, panic running rampant through me. Finally, I opened my eyes and the connection was made. I was lying on my own arms. “I’m the biggest idiot,” I murmured. I shifted myself so that I could pull my both my arms out from under me. They were both tingling and numb. Stiffly I pushed myself into a sitting position where I could shake my arms to get the blood flowing again. Within moments they started tingling painfully. I massaged them trying to get the pin pricks to go away. With every movement of my right arm my shoulder throbbed painfully. I ignored it, the pins and needles were what I’m concerned with. I couldn’t decide if they hurt more staying still or moving them. 
 
    While the pins and needles assaulted my arms, I studied the cuts. My arms were stained red with blood. Knowing how gross it was, I still did it. I summoned up any excess spit and spat it out on my arms. I rubbed them down and used my shirt to wipe off as much blood as possible. Slowly, gingerly, I ran my fingers over my skin. The cuts barely stung. They were almost closed already. They almost could pass as scratches you’d get from a cat, not a knife. 
 
    When I was basically a kid I’d broken my left arm. It took nearly two and a half weeks for it to fully heal. Mom was so flummoxed but dad, he’d been so happy for some reason. Based off that this was no surprise. I wish I was even faster but I’m not complaining. I turned my arms slowly in the dim light. They might scar but they might not. I don’t really care. Hanging on the back of the door was a full-length grimy mirror. It reflected me sitting on the bed, the boarded window behind me, where the light managed to filter through the cracks. I stood and approached the mirror. I had dirt smeared under my left eye, and along my forehead. There was blood splatter across my face, in various sizes. Under all the dirt somewhere I have freckles. I brushed at my skin needlessly. Nothing but a good bath will bring them out.  
 
    I pulled my shirt over my head, gasping as the fabric ran over my shoulder. I stared at it in the grimy mirror. It was nothing more than an ugly red hole. The skin around it was stretching, and it didn’t look as red as it should have. It was closing already. Maybe a few more days and it’ll be nothing more than a scar. I reached my other arm and felt along the back of my shoulder. There was another hole that matched the one in front. “I guess that’s what you call a clean shot,” I mumbled. 
 
    I bent over to pull my backpack off of the floor and set it in the chair. I fished a water bottle out of one of pockets. I sucked on it, pulling in as much water as I wanted. Sparing only enough to dampen my shirt, I turned it inside out and wiped myself off. A shower would be great. It would be the only way for me to feel truly clean again but this, this is going to have to do. There really isn’t any point in changing my pants. They’re black and they’ll just get dirty again. I pulled a clean shirt out and balled my dirty one up and threw it into a side pocket. I pulled my shirt over my head, pulling the sleeves securely down to my wrists. I don’t need them seeing my arms. Awkward questions that I can’t answer. 
 
    I ran my hand across the back of the chair one more time before leaving the room. In one step I was outside of the room that Dean was in. I twisted the handle and pushed the door open. My gut twisted at the sight of Dean lying motionless on the bed. I lowered myself onto the stool next to him. In here the only light was coming from a small window that was set high in the wall. It was small enough and high enough that no one bothered to board it up, plenty of light was able to flow through it. I watched his chest move up and down. Proving that he is still alive. Someone had hung an I.V. from the wall that stretched down to his arm. I didn’t have anything to help him and whatever Richard has he probably used and it wasn’t enough.  
 
    I brushed a finger across his cheek. It was cold with only a hint of warmth. I laid my hand against his bare forearm. It was cold too, only a hint of warmth that suggested that he was still alive. It could be the light but his face was white. No color in his face at all. I grasped his hand with my left hand and held it. I needed to find a way to help him. He can’t die. He can’t! 
 
    The door behind me opened. I dropped his hand and pulled my hand back into my stomach while I turned around to look. It was Richard. He stood in the doorway awkwardly. “He needs a blood transfusion. We closed his wounds but without the transfusion it’ll take longer for him to recover. And I don’t need to tell you that that’s a death sentence out here.” 
 
    “You aren’t compatible?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “No, neither is Rick.” 
 
    I sighed, of course this just had to happen. “What does he need then?” 
 
    Richard stepped into the room fully and stood next to me. “B neg. or O neg. but even if you were a match it’d still risky, because I swear you had blood all over you and it wasn’t just someone else’s. Before they drugged us, I could have sworn you’d gotten shot yesterday. You haven’t said anything though, so were you… shot?” He was looking at me with actual concern, again. 
 
    Subconsciously I rubbed my arms where the healing cuts were. “Its fine, don’t worry about it.” I’m O neg. but I lost a lot of my own blood yesterday. I shouldn’t be going around just giving it away. Maybe by the next day then yeah but right now no. I don’t know how quickly my body regenerates its blood supply so maybe not even by then. Instead I nodded to the I.V. “Did you set that up?” 
 
    “I did.”  
 
    I sat up straighter as Rick came to stand on the other side of me. He looked at Richard. “You said something about someone being shot?” He dropped a hand onto my shoulder. 
 
    Air left my lungs in a hiss and I stood up knocking the stool over to get his hand off of it. Rick stepped back and was looking at me in alarm. “Why didn’t you say anything yesterday?” 
 
    “You had more pressing concerns than a shoulder.” I sucked in my cheek to chew on to keep from hurling obscenities at him. 
 
    He looked me up and down. “What about your arms? Your arms were coated in blood, what happened to them? I wrapped them up. Let me see.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just fine.” I spit the words out. Just a careless idiot. Dropping his hands on me like that.  
 
    From behind me, “Maybe you should let me or Rick look at your shoulder. Gunshot wounds get infected so easily.”  
 
    “I’m fine you guys. Just fine.” I wrapped an arm around my shoulder and left the room. I crossed back into the room I’d slept in before and dropped down onto the mattress. As soon as my back touched the wall Rick opened the door. He snapped it shut behind him. He squatted down in front of me. I rolled my eyes. “I’m fine. Seriously.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Sure, you are.” 
 
    Before I could react, one of his hands darted forward and grasped my wrist. He yanked it towards him and pulled my sleeve up past my wrist. Clumsily, I pulled my gun with my right hand and pointed it at his face. He stopped with his fingers just millimeters from my skin. “Don’t. Touch. Me.” I growled. I pulled my wrist out of his hand and casually switched the gun from my right to my left hand. My shoulder wouldn’t let me keep my arm in front of me for long. 
 
    Dad warned me to never show off or brag about it. He warned me to never let people see it, even family. It was too dangerous for people to know about. Rick had seen but would he know what he was looking at? 
 
    His face tightened and a flush crept up his neck. “Are you threatening me? Because you of all people do not threaten me.” His voice was a low growl that made the hairs on my neck stand up. 
 
    “As long as you don’t touch me, I won’t threaten you.” I snarled. 
 
    “Are you going to shoot me? If you point a gun at someone you better be ready to kill.” He spread his arms wide. “If you kill me you’ll bring down every infected within five miles. And you’ll lose the only friendly for at least twenty. So, lower the gun or shoot me.” 
 
    Mixed emotions flowed. I wanted to shoot him. There was a part of me that really wanted to just shoot him. To watch the bullet go flying through his skull and watch his body fall to the ground. The rationale part of my brain was telling me to stop, to put my gun away. It was pleading, screaming with me to stop. Grimly I lowered my gun. 
 
    “Finally showing some sense.” He muttered. 
 
    I ignored his comment. Rick sat down on the ground with his back planted on the chair, his knees slightly bent in front of him. “How did your father, my brother die?” 
 
    I dropped his gaze. I knew this was coming. I’m still not ready. I clenched my hands into fists, even my right one which made my shoulder ache. “He was killed.” 
 
    Rick snorted. “That’s not nearly enough to go off. How was he killed? Who or what killed him? I’m his brother. I have every right to know what happened to him.” He leaned closer with his hands on his knees. “I deserve to know why my brother is dead.” He growled. 
 
    I picked at my jeans. They were covered in dirt and blood. Most of it wasn’t even mine. But did I really care? Not really but having to talk about my dad, I cared about that a lot. I didn’t want to see his face when he knew. When he finds out that it was my fault. I didn’t want to see it, see the blame and anger there like I see it on everyone else’s face. He wasn’t going to give this up. I sighed. “This guy. Years ago. The guy was pissed off at him, I don’t know. It was so odd. He wanted me alive but he didn’t care how dad died, as long as he died as painfully as possible. Basically, he told me to run, to leave him there and I did. Three days later when I went back to find him, I found his body. I’ve never forgiven myself for leaving him. I should have stayed by his side. Even then I was good with a pistol and I could have saved him.” I grabbed my knees with both hands and squeezed. I blinked back the tears, I was not going to cry, I was not. 
 
    Rick sat forward. “What did this guy look like?” His voice caught in his throat. 
 
    “I don’t really remember.” I mumbled. Inside my anger had deflated like a balloon. Everything deflated. He’s going to blame me. I know it. He’s going to ask me why didn’t I do something, or just twist it so it’s my fault. Just like everyone else. 
 
    He didn’t say anything. I didn’t dare raise my head to look at him. I didn’t want to see the accusations. Rick surprised me by putting a hand on my shoulder. I lifted my head and saw that he was looking at me very intently. “You followed his orders. He knew what was going to happen. He knew what they would have done to you. Monstrous things. He saved your life by giving his own. He wouldn’t want you to dwell on what could have happened.” He patted my back gingerly. I sat there stunned at his words. That was not the reaction I had expected. There was no blame or anger, at least not that I could see. But how could I just move on? Could I even do that? 
 
    “I have something that you could appreciate.” Rick muttered. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a yellowed envelope, gently he opened it and pulled out a photo. He stared at it a moment before handing it to me, face down. I gently pulled it out of his hand and flipped it over. I gasped and couldn’t help but stare. There was my mom, dad and even Rick. They were standing in front of a house. My mom’s belly was swollen, her shirt strained across it. There were no kids, so it must be me she’s pregnant with. 
 
    Rick cleared his throat. “Your momma was getting ready to pop with you. You dad and I had just finished remodeling that whole house, getting it ready for you. Man, I miss him. But I am glad that I got to meet you again. You look like both of them, but you definitely have your father’s attitude.” 
 
    He held out his hand for the picture and reluctantly I handed it back over. He put it back in the envelope, he then put it back in the glove box. I stared greedily at it. I didn’t have any pictures of dad and right here, in front of me is one. I wish it was mine. 
 
    “Now come on. Get up. I have a better place where I can treat Dean better.” 
 
    “Better than here?” 
 
    “Yeah more supplies.” He hopped to his feet and left the room.  
 
    Was I imagining it or was there a skip to his walk that wasn’t there earlier? 
 
      
 
    Chapter thirteen… Time for offense I suppose 
 
      
 
    We were back in the car. Dean had woken up when Richard and Rick had moved him. I wasn’t tall enough to keep him as stable as possible. He’d still woken up and had groaned. The groans were terrible. They came from deep in his chest and they came bubbling out of his mouth. Other than the groans he didn’t say anything. I glanced over my shoulder, he was set up in the backseat about as comfortable as he was going to get. In the daylight his skin was white. No color in his face, unless the black-blue circles around his eyes counted as color. His skin was cool, not cold but not warm either. 
 
    I twisted back to look out the windshield. I was in the front with Rick again. My pistol was warm in my hand. I didn’t dare put it away, at least not until we had left this area. I didn’t trust it. The buildings seemed to loom over us, their broken windows were like dark souls staring down. Souls that were ready to suck us up at a moment’s notice. Beside me Rick was driving almost completely at ease. He didn’t look tense at all, at least until you looked at his hands. His knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel. 
 
    I ran a hand through the fur of one of the dogs. It was the one with dark brown and black fur. Absentmindedly I scratched his ears and stroked his head. He had a calming effect on me, just being able to run my fingers through his soft fur and not being expected to hold up a conversation with him. Dogs are so accepting. I could definitely use more of them in my life. 
 
     “What are their names? And where did you find them?” 
 
    He grunted. “What?” 
 
    “What are their names? And where did you find them?” I repeated. 
 
    He looked down at the dog in-between him and I. “Rum and Coke, the one who is an attention hog is Rum back there is Coke.” 
 
    Rick glanced at Rum again who was now laying in my lap but who had rolled over for me to scratch his stomach. “I uh, I found them. They were pups. Eyes weren’t even open. Mother an’ litter mates nowhere to be found. Took ‘em as mine. Infected don’t give a damn about animals, they only like people and I’m not a fan of people either.” 
 
    “Ahh.” There wasn’t much more to say to that. Although I never really gave much thought to whether animals were on the food chain or not.  
 
    Rum was sitting next to me while Coke was sitting on his other side, next to Rick. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and bury my face into his fur, but I needed both hands free just in case. Between us three and Rick, the remaining raiders in the city and the infected we were vastly outnumbered. Rick drove slowly, winding in and out of dead cars. He flexed his fingers on his right hand before placing it back onto the steering wheel. 
 
    “Where’s your supplies at?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” he drummed his fingers. “I don’t exactly have them, but I know where they are.” 
 
    I shifted in my seat to stare directly at Rick. “What do you mean you don’t have them?” I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice. 
 
    “Exactly what I said. To be completely honest, they were never mine in the first place. Not that they are really theirs either.” In answer to my face he went on. “Normally I wouldn’t bother but these guys that have them are part of the same group that terrorized you three. But these supplies are old military grade. Everything you could need. Help fix Dean right up.” He glanced over at me grinning. 
 
    I sighed before turning back to stare out the window. Raindrops splattered against the windshield. Dead leaves swirled in the wind, running across the road like rodents. Behind us two infected followed. Their bodies running ungainly across the cracked pavement. 
 
    “We don’t have to but they-“ 
 
    “Richard should at least stay behind with Dean.” I interrupted. “What’s the layout of their camp look like?” 
 
    I turned to see Rick’s teeth gleaming. 
 
    … 
 
    I took a deep breath and pulled my jacket closer around me. I was sheltered from the worst of the wind and rain but not completely. With every strong gust of wind would bring fresh pelts of rain on my head and face. With every gust I would shiver uncontrollably.  The temperature had to be somewhere in the thirties, at least. If the rain would let off it wouldn’t nearly be as cold as it was out here. If I had a better coat then maybe I wouldn’t be shivering. Maybe if I just shut up, I could get this done. 
 
    Across from me was a short, squat, plain looking building. Every single opening was boarded up. From this angle I couldn’t see a way in. At least not without prying boards off of the windows. There had to be a door or something, because every five minutes on the dot a guard would come walking around the building. It wasn’t always the same one either.  
 
    I looked at my watch. I’d only been here for half an hour but nothing had come to me about how I was going to get in. If it was only the one guard then it’d be a piece of cake. But just in the short time I’d been here, I’d seen four different guards. Back in the car Rick had taken the walky-talky from me and instructed me to wait till they all went running and then I’d go in. So, this plan didn’t depend on me having to sneak in around them, otherwise we’d be waiting awhile till I figured it out. When I’d asked him why would they all go running, all he’d said was “trust me.” 
 
    “Trust me.” I snorted. I don’t know if I should be trusting you or not. Another gust of wind blew through the alley, throwing my hood off my head. I yanked it back up and tied it around my face. It was hard to believe that we were about two or three days away from home and we were already having this much issues. I shifted uneasily behind the car I’d chosen to stand behind as a guard stopped in the middle of his round to stare suspiciously around him. He slowly took in his surroundings before setting his sight on the alley. With deliberate care he started walking towards where I was hiding.  
 
    “Damn.” I murmured. “Anytime now Rick. Anytime.” 
 
    He was at the mouth of the alley. I had pulled my knife from its sheath and I was waiting for him to pass the car. Somewhere close by something exploded. The ground rocked beneath my feet. I had to use the car to steady myself. The buildings next to me shook ominously causing a torrent of water to drop on my head. I gasped and spluttered. It was freezing. 
 
    I looked up through the window, just in time to see at least a dozen men or so were running towards the source. As soon as they were out of sight I sprinted towards the doors. I yanked the doors open and slipped inside. As soon as I cleared the door, I shoved them shut and all light vanished. I held my light up in front of my face but I couldn’t even see it. I turned my chest flashlight on. I liked having my hands free, especially in situations like this but I needed to be able to see. 
 
    The floor was covered in dirt which left all of their footprints visible. That was the only sign of clutter. Other than the dirt there was nothing else in the hallway, no trash or furniture. It was a short hallway. There was a total of six rooms, two on one side and four on the other. The two on the right must be conference rooms or something while these four must have been offices. Rick had explicitly told me what to look for. I shifted the empty duffle bag on my back. The two rooms are probably where they all sleep so I shouldn’t waste my time there.  
 
    I opened the first room on the left. There were two camping beds set up with sleeping bags. Nothing else. The second room had two beds as well but along with some boxes. I couldn’t pass them up, I dug through them. It was mostly clothing: shirts, socks, pants, etc. Some of the shirts were nice and thick so I shoved them into the empty bag, along with the socks. Can’t say no to them. All the pants looked like they would be too big for me, but not for the guys. They could always use them. If not then insulation. We’re in for some cold nights. The third room had three beds set up but nothing else. In the fourth room there was one bed set up but there was a crate across from it. I glanced back at the front door before stepping into the room. I pushed the lid off of the crate and there were three green containers with a white cross on them. I picked on up and opened it. White packages with “STERILE” written on them. I shut it. I pulled the duffel bag in front of me and I shoved the three packages into it with the clothes. They fit, just barely. I swung it onto my back and peered out the front door. 
 
    I’d been here for too long. What if they’re coming back? That’s the only entrance and exit. If I got through there and they’re coming in then I’m screwed. I pushed myself out of the room and forced myself to move quickly towards the door. I could either wait for them to come back or just get out without being a pansy. At the door I placed my ear against it and listened. It was quiet but that really didn’t mean much. I pushed it open just enough to look out with one eye. I didn’t see anyone so I pushed it further until I was able to look all around. Still there was no one. Rick must be keeping them busy. I pushed myself through the door and sprinted back towards the alley. 
 
    I was only ten paces away when there were several gunshots. I didn’t think. I just reacted. I dived. I landed heavily onto my chest and stomach, knocking the wind out of me. Gasping for air, I pushed myself to my feet and ran. At the end of the alley I took a sharp left and barreled down the street. I sprinted down several blocks, turning down streets and alleys, trying to keep out of sight of anyone who might be following me. I finally had to stop. I couldn’t breathe. My lungs were on fire, they felt like they were trying to rip themselves out of my chest. I pressed a hand onto my side, where a stitch had formed about two blocks back. I strained to hear anything over my gasps of air. My wheezing and raindrops hitting the ground were the only things I could hear. I still didn’t move, even after my breathing had gotten under control. There was nothing to hear but that didn’t mean anything. I peered out from behind the stairs I was crouched behind. There was nothing moving. I pressed my face against the side of the stairs. The cold metal was like a shock to my system. I needed to get back. Dean was waiting. 
 
    Rick had parked his blazer near a parking garage. He didn’t pull into it simply because it would make too much noise, not to mention anything could be hiding in it. Too many hiding spots. Rick and I had left the two dogs with Dean and Richard. I didn’t bother cutting through the garage that would just be a stupid move. Instead I jogged around it. As I turned the corner, I half expected them to be gone or surrounded by gun-toting maniacs. But no, the blazer was sitting there exactly as we had left it. I put on a last burst of speed. This was the last of my energy for now. I was sitting near empty. My stomach was empty and my legs were trembling.  
 
    Richard stepped out of the blazer looking grim. As I drew level with him I pulled one of the kits from the duffel bag. Richard held his hand out for it. Before I even let go of it, he’d ripped it open and was rummaging through the contents. A frown deepening on his face. He climbed back into the blazer. I looked over his shoulder, Dean was still breathing. Still alive. My eyes scanned the rest of the car. “Rick’s not back yet?” I asked. 
 
    Richard looked at me briefly before shaking his head. 
 
    It felt like I was plunged into cold water. What if those gun shots weren’t aimed at me but at Rick? Come to think of it they didn’t sound as close as they should have been. It would also explain why no one was following me. 
 
    Even as I made up my mind to go back to look for him, Rick rounded the corner. He came to a stop in front of me, bent over with his hands on his knees. He was chuckling in between gasps. 
 
    “You go them, right?” He gasped, looking up at me. 
 
    “Yeah, I got all three. Plus, some clothes.” I murmured. “Did they see you? Is that why there was shooting? And why didn’t you warn me about the explosion?” 
 
    Rick grinned, it was bone chilling. There was no warmth in that smile. “They never saw me, but I saw them.” He stood up to his fullest height and in reflex I stepped back with my hand on my gun. The smile faded from his face. There was something terrifying about the way he was towering over me. I squared my shoulders, ready to attack. But smiled and slouched just slightly. “Keep a lookout until we get moving.” He passed by me towards the blazer. 
 
    On stiff legs I walked away from their hushed voices, back towards the main street that both Rick and I had come from. But before I reached it, I hopped over the wall and landed with an echo inside the parking garage. There was enough reflected light here that I didn’t need a flashlight to see where I was going. At the side closest to the street I hid myself behind the wall and watched. From the way Rick made it sound, he killed them. It didn’t bother me that he’d killed them. They would have killed us just as easily. He was just so cold about it. I have no room to judge because wasn’t I the same? I just shut myself off to it. Killing when necessary, it’s not about me just surviving. I have other people who depend on my survival. He seemed to enjoy it. At least he seemed to enjoy telling me about it. I furrowed my brow while mentally chiding myself. No, he’s changed. He’s had to evolve, it’s probably just a pride thing, a survival instinct.  
 
    A low buzzing interrupted my thoughts. I scanned the sky and area around me. It sounded like a drone. Like the one that was following me days ago. But it couldn’t be the same one, right? I scuttled to the other side, avoiding cars and trying to be quiet. As long as I stayed out of sight, they wouldn’t see me. I drew level with the side of the structure and peered out, scanning around me. There it was. From here it looked the same except it was flying crooked, like one side wasn’t working properly to keep it level. I watched it fly out of sight before going back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter fourteen… We picked the wrong time of year to go camping 
 
      
 
    I was leaning heavily against the door; the rain was splashing harmlessly against the window. We’d left the city hours ago. Rick was driving through back roads, avoiding all the main ones. Infected loved to prowl through the abandoned cars, same with raiders. It was easy to spot prey from a ways off out there. 
 
    In here we were surrounded by trees on a two-lane highway. With only the occasional car on the road we were making good time. I kept looking in the mirror just to make sure that there were no drones or cars following us. With the dense trees around us I was hoping that it had stayed back in the city. Although I had made a mental note to shoot it the next time, I saw it. 
 
    “Mrmph.” It was Dean. 
 
    I whipped around in my seat to look at him. Richard had shoved one of the dogs, Coke, down onto the floor. “Dean? Dean does it hurt?” Richard asked anxiously, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. 
 
    Dean had some color back in his face, he wasn’t pure white anymore. When he opened his eyes, they looked too large for his face. He pulled in a shuddering breath while his gaze passed over myself and Richard, finally landing on Rick. In a hoarse voice her asked, “What happened?” 
 
    Richard glanced at me before launching into his story. He told it all as quickly as possible, only pausing to answer Dean’s questions, which there were only a few. Dean didn’t move his gaze from the back of Rick’s head the whole time. When Richard finished Dean sat in silence for a few minutes. “If I was in that bad of shape why don’t I feel as bad now?” 
 
    “In those med kits, they were very advanced.” Richard began slowly, “They had stuff that sealed your wounds instantaneously and injections that boosted iron and basically acted as a replacement for a blood transfusion. Very advanced. I’ve never seen this stuff before.” Richard shook his head slowly. “I want to know how they developed it. This is a good sign. If they have access to stuff like that then they might have the cure!” 
 
    The car jerked, nearly knocking me over. I gasped before grasping the back of the seat to steady myself. 
 
    “So that’s why you’re out here.” Rick yelled. “To find a lie!” He hit the brakes and the blazer came to a skidding stop. I wrapped my arms around the back of the seat, holding on for dear life. “Why? Why are you out here risking your necks for a light?” He roared. Rick’s face had changed to an alarming shade of red. 
 
    My own temper rose to match his. “Well it’s hard to say no when there’s a gun to each of your family’s heads.” I roared back. 
 
    Some of the anger faded from his face. “But it’s a lie. There’s nothing. Nothing that stops it.” 
 
    I flipped back around in my seat and sunk down as far as I could go while crossing my arms across my chest. I stared straight ahead. Yeah, it’s probably a lie but what choice did I have? If there was any other way out of this, I would have jumped on it. I would have gladly chosen a different path. 
 
    Richard spoke up from behind me. “You only think it’s a lie. You don’t have the information that I have.” 
 
    Rick rounded on Richard. “Really? Do you have any actual proof to go with it? He almost died!” He jabbed a finger towards Dean. “He almost died because you are out here chasing ghosts. You don’t think anyone else hasn’t thought of this? You don’t think that you’re the only ones who are desperately looking for a cure?” 
 
    Richard sat stony faced back into his seat. Rick turned back around to face the front. He sat a moment before pushing the blazer into gear, getting us moving again. The blazer bumped along the road while we sat in silence. The tension was thick enough it could be sliced with a knife. I wasn’t going to be the one to break it though. I wanted to know this ‘proof’ that Richard had. I wanted to see this ‘proof’ so that maybe I wasn’t wasting my life. Because there had to be some kind of evidence. Otherwise there’d be no point in sending out here. None at all. I pulled my jacket tightly around me and just ignored all of them. I chewed on my cheek like it was piece of bubble gum. Rick’s reaction though, that seemed a little over the top. I mean honestly, the way he lost his temper almost like he knows something. I glanced sideways at him. He was staring straight ahead, hands clasped tightly around the steering wheel. His face was still red but was slowly fading back to his normal tanned color. But I was willing to bet both my shoes that he was still livid. 
 
    I was still chewing on my cheek when the trees suddenly opened up around us. It was a small clearing with a small house placed right in the middle of it. The road ended at the garage. All the windows were broken but had wood covering them from the inside. The front yard had grass that went up to my waist easily and there were other plants that had grown wild that snaked through it. Just passing by it I could see black berry bushes mixed into the grass. On one half of the yard it was entirely made up of the black berry bushes. They snaked up and over the house. The house itself was a painted a flat brown, single story with two bay windows on either side of the door. The windows were boarded up with plywood with pieces of wood crisscrossed over it. There was a fence surrounding the whole lot, razor wire ran along the top and the bottom of it. In order to get inside it the gate had to be opened. Other than the fence there was nothing unique about the house. 
 
    Rick pulled the blazer to a stop in front of the fence. He fiddled with the key ring before pulling a small silver key off it. “Here. Open the gate.” He dropped the key into my hand. 
 
    I dragged myself out of the seat and slammed the door behind me. The wind tore right through my clothes. My hair, at least the strands that weren’t pulled back, blew around my head cutting across my face. The lock was freezing in my hands, stealing my warmth. I shoved the key in the lock it but it didn’t want to turn. I tried pulling it out and shoving it back in but it wasn’t wanting to turn. 
 
    Behind me Rick called out, “C’mon. We don’t have all day.” 
 
    I flipped him the bird before going back to the lock. I pulled it out slightly and tried to turn it. It still wasn’t turning, I slammed the key into the lock and twisted. It unlocked with a click. I pulled the lock off and pulled the gate open. Rick drove through it. I stepped through the gate pulling it shut. I breathed deeply through my nose. The cold air burned but it had a sweet crisp smell to it. It was the only wholesome scent left in this world. The smell of rain. I turned my head up to the sky and watched the clouds. They were rushing by. But even as they rushed by darker clouds filled in their spaces, overtaking them. 
 
    At least I won’t have to sleep in the car tonight. We’ll have some space to spread out. I snapped the lock back in place as soon as Rick pulled the blazer through the gate. As he stepped out the dogs were immediately pushing him out of the way. They ran straight into the yard, sniffing and wagging their tails. I couldn’t help but smile at them. There was just something calming about watching them. They acted like everything was normal, hell if the crap hadn’t hit the fan, they’d probably be doing the exact same thing except in a different yard. Rum ran forward, nipping Coke on his side. Coke jumped and twisted around to chase Rum down. They nipped playfully at each other while running in circles. Rum cornered Coke, bowing his front legs he stared at Coke with his tail wagging high in the air. Coke lunged at Rum, Rum jumped up to meet him. The chase ensued. 
 
    Yup, I’m definitely going to back up my earlier statement. I need these two around more often. I looked up and saw that while I’d been watching the dogs Dean had actually made it to the door of the house with almost no help from Richard, who was hovering. He disappeared through the door first followed by Richard. Rick whistled and nearly instantaneously both dogs stopped midstride to look at him. He whistled again and they both raced to the door. I followed them much more slowly. I stepped carefully up the two wooden steps, they both groaned under my weight. As I cleared the last step Rick’s arm shot out and gripped me by the upper arm. 
 
    Startled I pulled back, nearly losing my balance in the process. “Let go! Let me go!” I stepped down a step and he let go of my arm. I pulled it into my body and massaged where his nails had dug in. “What the hell was that for?” 
 
    “This is stupid. There’s no cure, no immunes. Everyone who gets bitten by one of them dies. There’s only death out here.” He hissed. 
 
    I scowled at him. If I could kill with looks alone, he’d be dead. He would have dropped to the ground without so much as a breath of air left in him. 
 
    When I didn’t respond to him, he stomped through the doorway. A gust of wind rushed through, leaving me covered in goosebumps and shivering. Instead of walking into the house I turned on my heel and marched back to the car. I squatted down on the far side of it. I pulled my hood over my head and punched the ground repeatedly. I didn’t stop until the skin on my knuckles had split open. I dropped backwards onto my butt with a sob. I stared out beyond the fence, at the trees that surrounded us. For at least twenty feet there was nothing but stumps that littered the ground around the perimeter of the fence. Someone, probably Rick, chopped them down. Firewood most likely or just to keep it clear. 
 
    A few raindrops hit my hood before the downpour began. I didn’t move. Within minutes I was soaked to the bone, but I just didn’t care. So much had happened that I still wasn’t sure how to process it all. I get why Rick was upset but he doesn’t understand. I have mom, Emmie, Jack and Lily to think about. I can’t come back empty handed without at least trying. He’ll murder them. I couldn’t. I can’t, I can’t handle that. I can’t lose them. They’re all I have left. The only family that I care about.  
 
    My vision started going blurry, my eyes started burning. Before I could even try to stop myself, I was bawling my eyes out. The tears flowed and mixed with the rain. I sobbed and let all the raw emotion pour out of me. Not caring how loud I was, not caring how my throat burned. The sobs were only interrupted by my lungs, desperate for air. It poured out of me, leaving just a shell behind it. I didn’t want to think about how terrible everything was, how little chance there was of actually succeeding. 
 
    “Alice?” 
 
    I jerked my head up. It was Dean. I didn’t hear him over my crying. My cheeks flushed. “You shouldn’t be out here.” 
 
    He shook his head, “No I shouldn’t. But you didn’t come in.” He was using the blazer to keep himself standing. He stared at me with sympathy in his eyes. 
 
    I slapped the ground angrily, splashing him and myself. “Rick’s right you know. This… being out here is suicide…” I trailed off, wiping my face. 
 
    “Just come inside. You’ll freeze out here.” 
 
    It was either the sympathy in his voice or it was the soothing tone he was trying use, but it just flipped a switch. 
 
    “Why should I? You and Richard, you two are out here because a mad man told you to. We’re not going to find anything and my family is going to die because there’s nothing but ghosts out here!” 
 
    He dropped his head, “If you come in, we’ll show you the evidence we have.” 
 
    His words cut through the whirling in my head. I looked up at him, his shoulders were slouched and he had wrapped his arm around his abdomen. There were lines across his face that weren’t there just days ago. Just looking at him made me swallow my anger. I climbed to my feet. “You need to get inside.” 
 
    He smirked. “Only if you promise to actually come in and stay.” 
 
    I groaned softly. “Fine.” 
 
    Dean walked slowly but steadily back to the house. I followed him closely just in case he fell. I opened the door for him and held it for him while he walked through it. I followed him through it, I made sure the door was shut and locked before looking around me. My jaw nearly dropped in surprise.  
 
    It was clean in here. It looked like a living room that I had stepped into. It was square with light green walls, there were squares on the walls of lighter green where pictures or decorations had been hung. The carpet was short and a grey color, it probably used to be white. Dirt was tracked in over the floor, with pieces of wood led from the door to the fireplace that was situated in the center of the wall that was to my left. It was bricked in with bricks jutting out so if coals or embers escaped the grating, they would land on the bricks instead of the carpet. In a half circle around the fireplace where two couches and a recliner. The recliner was in the middle, directly in front of the fireplace. It was made of brown leather material; the armrests showed its age. The leather was peeling back, revealing black material underneath. The two couches were mismatched. The couch closest to me was dark blue with fine white lines running through the material. In the back of the couch there were large slashes showing the wooden skeleton underneath. The other couch was grey with blue, black and red stripes running through it with various thicknesses. Even from here the brown stains on the cushions were visible. 
 
    Directly across from the front door was a doorway that led into the kitchen. From here I could see the refrigerator and counters situated on a linoleum floor. 
 
    The same wall that the door was on were the windows, they were boarded up from the outside. Here on the inside though instead of boards it was plywood covering the window from top to bottom. The only source of light was coming from the fireplace. I stepped further into the room and another door materialized. It was catty corner to the door that led into the kitchen. I could only presume that it led into the rest of the house. 
 
    Rick stepped into the room from the kitchen. “Door locked? You see that metal bar, flip it down across the door. And shoes off.” He disappeared back into the kitchen. 
 
    I grabbed the metal bar and flipped it down. It sat across the middle of the door. I knelt down to unlace my boots. After unlacing them I stood and pulled them off of my feet. Outside the blazer roared to life. It revved its engine and after a moment the engine shut off. I peeled my soaking jacket off of me and hung it on a hook to dry.  
 
   
  
 

 Dean had already kicked his shoes off and he was sitting on the dark blue couch. I sat down next to him and drank in the heat of the fire. My pants felt like a second layer of skin. The water was making them cling to my legs. I needed to change but the fire felt so good. It was warming me to the bone.  
 
    When Rick stomped into the room I didn’t even look up. The fire was mesmerizing, it was beautiful. When my bag hit me in the shoulder I yelped in pain and shot to my feet. I kicked my bag out of my way and stomped to lean against the wall. Even from here I could see him grit his teeth. 
 
    “Just let me see that shoulder.” He growled. 
 
    Immediately I dropped my other hand from where I’d been holding my shoulder. “It’s fine.” I hissed. “I just need to clean it and change the bandage.” I lied. There was no bandage and I really haven’t cleaned it. So that’s not a lie that I need to clean it. 
 
    “In the bathroom I have a camping shower set up. I’ll show you as long as you don’t mind cold water.” Before I could move to get it, Rick picked up my bag and disappeared down the hallway. 
 
    I really had no other choice so I followed him. I turned the corner and was faced with a short hallway. To my right there was one door and to my left there were two doors. Rick was opening the nearest one to my left. A lantern was illuminating a white and blue tiled floor. The counter was dark blue, it matched the blue squares on the floor. The counter had plenty of space with the sink in the middle of it. Two brown wooden cabinets sat on either side of the sink. Next to the counter was the toilet and next was a deep bathtub with glass doors in place of a shower curtain. Then across from the sink were more cupboards, presumably holding towels or other supplies. Underneath it there was a bar that could hold towels or whatever. 
 
    Rick showed me how to work the camp shower but before he left, he leaned against the counter with his arms crossed.  
 
    “What?” I didn’t bother trying to hide my annoyance. 
 
    “Just wanted to say if you have a death wish there’s quicker ways than by infections.” He walked out and slammed the door shut behind him. 
 
    I twisted the lock with a huff. I peeled my clothes off of me and hung them on the bar to dry. My arms were fine. The cuts were almost nonexistent. I stared at my shoulder in the mirror. It was an ugly shade of red. The scab jutted out from my body. But it was smaller than it was even this morning. I lifted my arm above my head and it hurt but the fact that I could do it made me feel more confident. I shook my arm out and stepped into the shower. 
 
    A while later I stepped out of the bathroom, still towel drying my hair. I had a clean pair of cargo pants on, they were my last clean pair, and a flannel shirt to go with it. I walked into the living room and dropped my bag near the end of the grey couch, which I promptly dropped onto. Rick was putting more wood into the fire. Dean was still sitting on the blue couch and was nodding off. Richard was shuffling through his bag on the other end of the couch. 
 
    I dropped my towel onto the arm of the couch and proceeded to try to finger brush my hair. Rick stood up and with a look of utmost disgust ripped my towel off the couch and stalked off into the hallway. 
 
    I shrugged. Whatever. 
 
    Rick stalked back into the room and lowered himself onto the recliner. He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “Well? Where’s this ‘evidence’ that you have?” 
 
    Richard pushed his bag away from him and turned to fully face Rick. “Nothing is set in stone. We have sufficient evidence to support this venture. The evidence that we have was acquired through the use of drones and scouts that have voluntarily used gone out in one’s and two’s, who have encountered people whom we have strong suspicion of being immune. They-“ 
 
    Rick interjected. “How do they know that these people are immune?” 
 
    Richard pursed his lips. “They witnessed the said people being bit by infected and days later those people were still perfectly healthy.” 
 
    Rick leaned back in his chair, a strange look on his face. “That’s it?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “No. They’ve also witnessed people in biohazard suits moving around in different cities. But mostly around the last known hospital that was known to be functioning.” 
 
    Rick ran his hand through his beard. “How old is this info?” There was something odd about his voice. His face was blank, purposely blank. It was the same look that dad would get when mom would ask him about work. 
 
    I stopped trying to detangle my hair. “You know something.” Rick stood up abruptly. I followed his progress through the room. “Rick. What do you know?” 
 
    “How. Old. Is. It.” He asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    I turned to look at Richard. His dark eyes gleamed in the firelight. He was evidently thinking along the same lines as I was, because he voiced what I was thinking. “You’ve seen them. You can take us to them!” his voice rose an octave or two. 
 
    Rick shook his head very slowly before he left the room. A moment later a door shut. 
 
    Richard was staring at the doorway where Rick had disappeared. “He knows and he will take us to them. He has no choice.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do, hold a gun to his head.” I snapped. 
 
    Richard turned his gleaming eyes onto me. “If I have to then yes.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes hard enough that the room blurred. “There’s better ways of convincing people to do what you want.” Dean murmured. 
 
    Yeah, like threatening to kill your whole family if you don’t do what you’re told. I pulled my feet up underneath me and slowly leaned to the side to drop my head back against the armrest of the couch. The only sounds that filled the room was the crackling of the fire, the rain on the roof and the sounds of breathing. 
 
    Rum jumped up onto the couch and set his head onto my leg and slowly blinked his eyes. Between the warmth of the fire and Rum I was able to slowly relax my body. One by one my muscles unclenched. It didn’t even occur to me to set a watch before I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    … 
 
    The first thing I noticed when I woke up was the silence, the second was how cold it was. I opened my eyes, blinking rapidly to get them to focus. It was no good, the room was too dark to make out anything. I pulled my arm up to rub my eyes but they got caught on a blanket. Compared to the rest of my body my face was freezing. I sat up, pulling the blanket up with me. 
 
    I could hear soft breathing, not the like someone was trying to be quiet but of someone sleeping. A furry body was snuggled behind my knees, I could only assume it was Rum since he was there when I fell asleep. I was almost warm under my blanket but the cold was attempting to penetrate through it. The idea of abandoning my small nest was almost horrifying. It was no good, I was never going to get properly warm. I threw my blanket off of me. Immediately I was covered in goosebumps, I started shaking from the cold. Above my head the rain was hitting the roof with such ferocity that if anyone ventured out, they’d be soaked in minutes. The wind howled around the house. Crossing my arms across my chest I tip-toed over to the fireplace. I felt around for the poker, I know Rick had left it here. Somewhere. My hands flew around the bricks, not daring to venture too far forward. My left hand landed on a cold piece of metal. I picked it up and shoved it into the fire place. Embers glowed dully. I don’t have to start from scratch at least.  
 
    I slowly stacked kindling over the embers with a log strategically placed over it. In between the spaces I pushed crumpled pieces of paper. I held a long, twisted piece of paper against one of the embers and waited for it to light. Softly I blew air onto it. It glowed brighter. I kept blowing. After a moment it ignited. I pressed the small flame to the other pieces of paper. They ignited, slowly the fire grew. As it grew, I leaned closer, soaking up any heat that it was giving off. The kindling caught, within minutes the fire was hot enough to start eating the log. I stacked another piece onto it before I climbed onto the couch to wrap myself back in the blanket. The fire was mesmerizing to watch. Fire consumes everything. There’s nothing that fire won’t at least touch, nothing is safe. With those thoughts I fell back into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    … 
 
    Rick didn’t have much stockpiled in his kitchen, but what he did have all three of us browsed through. I ended up with a can of cream of chicken soup with rice and vegetables. The only heat source was the fireplace, so carefully I made a hole in the top of the can for ventilation and very awkwardly I held the can of soup out the fire with tongs. Dean was sitting on the couch to my left, wrapped in a maroon blanket. He was eating tuna fish, I think. Richard was waiting for his turn with the tongs to heat his can of soup. None of us knew where Rick was. The last I saw of him was earlier this morning when he woke me up by throwing more wood on the fire this morning. I could only assume he was either doing something or he was avoiding us. The avoiding us seemed more likely. 
 
    I pulled my soup off of the fire, carefully setting it on the outward bricks to cool. I passed the tongs to Richard, who eagerly scooted forward to heat his soup. My soup was too hot to grab with just my hands. I used my blanket to wrap around it and I retreated to the couch. I swirled the soup around with a spoon before I tentatively took a bite. It was hot and everything in it was mush but it wasn’t bad. Compared to some of the things I’ve had to eat, this wasn’t bad at all. I shoved more into my mouth. As soon as I swallowed it, I was shoveling more into it. Overall it was just thick soup, thick delicious soup. I scrapped the can trying to get every last drop out. If I could fit my head in the can, I would’ve licked it clean. 
 
    At that point Rick came stomping through the front door. He slammed the door shut, slamming the dead bolt across the door. He shook his coat off. “Good news. The temperature stopped dropping.” He dropped himself into his recliner. He stretched his arms above his head, arching his back. 
 
    Richard broke the silence. I shared a glance with Dean, this was not going to go well. “You obviously know something that you’re not sharing with us. But what you don’t understand is what’s at stake here. We need to find these people. We need to find them and find out how they’re surviving. Even if you’re not willing to take us, then the least you can possibly do is point us in the right direction and tell us where to go.” 
 
    One side of Rick’s mouth twitched. “How old is your information?” 
 
    “Does that even matter?” Richard sneered. 
 
    Rick cocked his head to stare at Richard with both eyes. “How. Old. Is. Your. Information.” He lowered his voice till it was nothing but a growl. At the sound of it the hair on the back of my neck stood up. 
 
    After a moment, “I’m not authorized.” Richard stated. He sat back on the couch, crossing his arms across his chest. 
 
    “I’m not authorized.” Mimicked Rick. “Then why’d you even bring it up?” 
 
    “Because at least making a decent effort of locating them is the only way my family stays alive.” I spat out. I flexed my hands before setting them on my legs. “I don’t give a damn hold old their information is, but what I do give a damn about is what you’re hiding. You know exactly what was in those med kits. The same med kits that basically brought Dean back from death’s door. And you know what Richard is talking about.”  
 
    Rick pursed his lips, before jumping out of his chair. “What can I say, you all convinced me.” He clapped his hands together with a nauseating grin. It showed every single one of his teeth. “Let’s just hop in my blazer and go! What do you say? Let’s go and chase ghosts!” he looked at each one of us in turn, his grin only widening at our silence. 
 
    I couldn’t take it. I just couldn’t, not anymore. I jumped to my feet and advanced towards him slowly, balancing on the balls of my feet. “Did you not hear what I said?” My jaw was clenched hard enough that is was almost impossible for me to spit the words out. “My family’s lives are on the line. We come back empty handed, with nothing, they die.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not my problem.” 
 
    I was standing close enough to him now that I could smell his sweat. Body odor was wafting off of him. He didn’t even smell this bad yesterday in the confines of the car. But that wasn’t something to dwell on. 
 
    In one fluid motion, I pulled my arm back while clenching my fist. I shoved it forward and hit him directly in the jaw. Rick propelled himself backwards before tripping over his chair. He landed flat on his back with an oof. Before he could recover, I launched myself to land on top of him. I curled my fingers though his shirt to pull his face up to mine. “It is your problem now. Because if you don’t, I’ll kill you by pounding your head into the ground.” 
 
    He stared defiantly at me before jerking his head forward, ramming it into mine. I lost my grip on his shirt while trying to not fall backwards. I deflected one of his fists aimed at my head. I missed the other one; it hit me in the ribs. I doubled over in reaction. A third punch hit me in the side of my head knocking me off of him. I tried to scramble to my feet but a foot came from nowhere. I rolled to avoid it. He aimed anther kick at me but I was prepared. I caught it and jerked, pulling him to the ground. He grabbed the couch instead. I climbed to my feet and lunged for him. I hit him in the stomach. The face. Under my fist something crackled. I pulled it away, a stream of blood was pouring from his nose. 
 
    Rick pulled a knife. He brandished it towards me. I hopped back and twisted to avoid it. I catapulted myself over the back of the couch. He grabbed my shirt. I twisted to wiggle out of it and nearly fell backwards into the fire. The bricks were the only thing separating me from the fire. 
 
    Instead of pursuing me Rick was still standing at the back of the couch, staring. I looked down, my chest tight. I was wearing a black tank top. A tank top that exposed what was left of the cuts on my arms and the gunshot. 
 
    I climbed slowly to my feet. My heart was fluttering in my chest. Will any of them notice? Of course, they’re going to notice. What kind of stupid thought was that? 
 
    Neither one of us did anything. It was Dean who moved first. He stepped in-between the two of us; his arms outstretched. A palm facing me, and a palm facing Rick. No one said anything. Rick stared at me, or more specifically my shoulder. I stared back at him. Dean kept rotating his gaze between the two of us. 
 
    After several tense minutes Rick shoved his knife back in its holster. “You wanna find the cure? You wanna go look for something that doesn’t exist out there. Fine. We’ll go.” He turned away took two steps before stopping. He turned back to look directly at me. “Only rumors. Rumors that all there is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter fifteen… Am I just falling apart 
 
      
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed rubbing my temples, pain radiated from the middle of my brain outwards. It started last night and I had hoped that by sleeping in an actual bed -musty and moldy it may be but a bed nonetheless- it would help. Anything was better than sleeping another night in the truck. Listening to them breathe was enough to set me off. I pulled in slow deep breathes and let them out slow. I’d have to let it run its course unfortunately. As long as I don’t have a repeat of what happened last time.  
 
    Over the pulsing in my head I was able to make out both Richard’s and Rick’s voices. Fighting again. This was ridiculous. Every chance they could get they were at each other’s throats. We were in the middle of nowhere which was probably the best place for them to get it out of their systems but for the past three days it was constant yelling. Our luck was bound to run out one of these days, there would be a herd passing by or someone and their yelling would bring them down on us. We were all on edge but this was beyond ridiculous. They would each do something to piss off the other one off. For someone who worked in a lab you would think that Richard would be above the petty stuff. Then Rick who lived off the land, who had to fight to survive every day, you would think that he wouldn’t be so childish. But here I am being proven wrong. At this point if Rick said that geese flew south for the winter then Richard would counter with ‘evidence’ saying that instead they would fly west.  
 
    Just yesterday I’d asked Dean what he thought about us tying them up with duct tape. Rick had enough of it we could make them full body wraps out of it. Dean just smiled at that. 
 
    “Maybe if they just beat the crap out of each other they’d stop yelling. What do you think?” I rubbed Coke’s head. He just whined. Both he and Rum didn’t like the yelling. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if Rum was sitting outside my door waiting for me to let him in. 
 
    On the plus side when Rick wasn’t busy arguing with Richard, he was with me. He grudgingly shared his knowledge. In the evenings after setting up camp he would teach me the finer points of how to skin an animal all the way up to how to tie a decent knot with rope. He gave me pointers on how to improve my skills with my bow and how to repair it. There was no jerry-rigging it with him, it was either done correctly or not at all. My skills with the bow were all self-taught, he went through and showed me proper stance, how to aim correctly, etc. After all that he would give me pointers on how to hunt with Rum and Coke. The two of them worked like a well-oiled machine. Working with each other, using teamwork to track their prey. It made the whole process simpler. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, working with Rick was almost enjoyable.  
 
    I ran my fingers through Coke’s fur. He was warm. Always warm. Either he or Rum was always by my side. Neither one would be gone long. I’d never had a dog before, now I wish I did. There was just something that I loved about them. Besides being good heaters, I could see why they were labeled man’s best friend. 
 
    I groaned at the sound of more objects shattering. I adjusted my shirt before standing up. I’d finally found a shirt that fit me perfect, most of my clothes hung off of me. But this one actually fit. It was a light blue woolen shirt. It hugged my neck like a turtle neck would but it was warm unlike a turtle neck was. The nice part was having a shirt that wouldn’t flap in the wind like a sheet. I picked up my backpack from the floor and scanned the room for anything that I may have forgotten before leaving. My head was still throbbing but it was something I would have to ignore. Before I could even open the door, Coke was sitting beside it waiting for me to open it. As soon as it was open Coke ran through it. I shut the door securely behind me out of habit. Besides who knows we might come this way again and need a place to stay. No point in just leaving it open for whatever to get into it. I walked slowly through the hotel’s parking lot. We’d found the hotel on accident. It was a single floor building in the shape of an L. For whatever reason it was mostly untouched. The office was ransacked but all the keys were still in their places. This place used regular keys, the ones like a house would have. Metal key that you would push in and turn to unlock or lock the door. Behind the hotel was a second building that looked like it was an old Ma and Pa diner. Rick had checked it out before even settling down but like everywhere else other people had been there first. 
 
    Even with the mold and my aching head, I’d slept better in there than in the truck. I’d brought in my own blanket and wrapped myself in a cocoon and went out like a light. It was like a vacation compared to sleeping in the truck. It was permeated with the smell of sweat and dog, then of course there was Dean’s snoring. That was enough to drive anyone mad. It only took the first night to understand why Rick chose to sleep outside than in with us. Unless it was dumping buckets of water, Rick would stay out all night. 
 
    Dean was leaning against the truck while watching Richard scream at Rick while Rick threw things in Richard’s direction. They ranged from rocks the size of golf balls to shoes. “For someone who claims that I have anger issues, he has a funny way of showing his.” I joked. Dean smirked and shook his head. “I guess we’d better go ahead and try to break this up. I mean we’ve been lucky so far. But luck only holds for so long before it’s gone.” 
 
    Dean nodded. “Yeah we should. I just, I just wanted to see if they could work it out of their systems.” 
 
    A bottle came sailing past and hit the truck right next to my head. I jerked my face away and felt the pieces of glass hit the back of my head. Alright. That’s it. I’m done. I’m so done. I dropped my bag and stalked towards Rick. He started bellowing at Richard for throwing the bottle that hit his truck. “Rick! Rick!” I yelled. 
 
    He turned around and saw me heading towards him. “What!”
“You two are done. Both of you. Now shut up!” I directed my voice towards Richard, who was heckling us. “Look you two don’t see eye to eye. We don’t see eye to eye but we’re not at each other’s throats. Now you two need to stop or we’re going to have bigger problems on our hands than who took the last can of spam.” I stared Rick down. 
 
    He grinned. “No one told me I had to grow up.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and walked away whistling. Rum ran to his side and trotted away. 
 
    Coke was left standing near Dean staring at Rick’s retreating back. “You want to go, just go.” I flicked my hands at Rick. Coke slowly walked after them, his tail hanging straight down. I felt slightly guilty for telling him to leave but if that’s where he wanted to go, then I didn’t want to hear him whining. My head was still pounding but it was slowly ebbing away, slowly.  
 
    Dean was still leaning against the side of the truck, a small smile on his face. I softly shook my head. I don’t know how he manages to handle it. He seems to think it’s funny how I handle them. If it was just me, this wouldn’t be an issue. I’d hike it out there and get back. But with Rick he insisted on stopping to hunt or scavenge. No wonder he said it could take up to a couple of weeks. If we just did it in a straight shot, we’d easily cut it down to a week or two at the most. But no, every place that looked even remotely interesting we just had to stop and look around. The most we found was a stash of clothes and a small backpack full of MRE’s. That’s it. Nothing that we couldn’t live without.  
 
    But during these excursions he’d point out how he would use the area to his advantage to trap or ambush infected and other people. It was interesting but I’m not interested in learning it, not now at least. It’s useful and I hope that I won’t need it but I want to be done with this whole mess. I’m tired of dealing with all of this testosterone. I want to be able to go home and hide in my room or just be alone when I didn’t want to deal with anyone. Out here there was no chance to be alone. To recharge, except for last night but that was an exception to the rule. But most of all, I’m tired of having my family’s lives hanging over my head. If they followed what I told them to do they’ll be fine but until this is over, I’ll have no idea if they are or not. I wanted to put Richard in the rearview mirror, take Rick to see mom because I know she would want to see him, and Dean. I don’t know if I want to say goodbye to him or take him with me.  
 
    Richard disappeared around the side of the building, towards where the restaurant was but as long as he and Rick weren’t yelling at each other I was fine with having them do their own thing. I looked at the truck to meet Dean’s eyes. “What?” I raised my arms. “You afraid I’m going to run away or something?” 
 
    He dropped his arms to his sides. “Actually yeah. They’re driving me crazy and I can only imagine how crazy they’re driving you. You do have priors of just doing your own thing. I’m damn certain if we left you alone you would get to this lab or whatever and back in half the time as us.” 
 
    I shrugged. “What’s the problem with that?” 
 
    “Oh, gee let me think. It’s because you’re not alone. You have us slow pokes tagging along.” His voice was serious but there was a note of teasing to it. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “It wouldn’t be so bad they weren’t constantly at each other’s throats. And if we could keep moving instead of constantly stopping.” I ran my hand through the hair that had fallen loose from my pony tail, pushing it back behind my ears. “You know, I’ve been curious about something.” I stepped closer towards Dean and crossed my arms over my chest. “Why does it seem like you know so much about me? You almost act like I have a file that you’ve studied.” 
 
    He glanced down at his feet then back up to my face. He started running his nails on his right hand across the pad of his thumb. “When I found out that Romero enlisted you to be our guide, you know there really are files on everyone that’s stood out, and I found yours. It doesn’t have much in it, which that just means that either you don’t break that many rules or you just don’t get caught.” He scratched the back of his head while staring me in the eye.  “I mean from what I’ve seen, you’ve been very careful to not get caught.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. No wonder Dean seemed to know me, not details but how to handle how I acted. He seemed to know what to expect from me. I looked away from his eyes to his fiddling hands. He was looking at me like he was waiting for me to run away, to deny the existence of files. I had to stop being predictable right? I couldn’t be read like an open book. “Well Dean,” I tilted my head to the side, feeling my hair move on my back. “Have I lived up to my ‘file’ yet? Or have I disappointed you so far? I mean, am I as empty and boring as it is?” 
 
    He grinned at me. “You are most definitely not boring or empty. It doesn’t cover how your eyes light up after coming out of a fight, it doesn’t cover how effective you kill infected. It doesn’t cover how you softly you walk when you’re on the move. You know how to anticipate infected, you move confidently. Like you know that they can’t stop you. It told me how you disregard the safety of the city and rely solely on yourself but it doesn’t say how you would throw life away to keep your family safe. It didn’t tell me who you are.” 
 
    I was flattered. He noticed all of that? I mean it was obvious that I could kill infected but the other stuff, those were details I’d never noticed. I was definitely flattered by his compliments. He seemed genuine about them, but was this him flirting with me or just being truthful? What do I say? I was acutely aware that the top of my head came to his shoulder. My tongue felt thick and clumsy. It was frozen in my mouth. He saved me from saying anything. 
 
    He reached out his hand and brushed right under my jaw. “How did you get that scar?” 
 
    I didn’t have to look, not that I could see it, to know what scar he was asking about. He was softly running his fingers across my skin, touching it enough to make it feel like feathers were fluttering against me. But feathers didn’t leave a trail of heat behind them while the rest of me was breaking out in goosebumps. I swallowed hard, unsticking my tongue. “It was stupid really. I was outside the safe zone, obviously. I was trying to catch some fish out of the river. I’d done it before and gotten some pretty big fish out of it.” I held my hands about a foot apart. “Anyways fishing hadn’t been that great that day so I was calling it quits. To get out I had to climb up a steep bank. It was muddy from the rain but stable enough that I knew I could get out. I was almost to the top when my foot slid out from under me and rolled back down into the water. It wasn’t until I finally got out that I noticed my shirt wasn’t grey or brown anymore and that it wasn’t quite in one piece.” I laughed softly. “It was a shallow cut but it goes from here-“ I took his finger and drew it down my neck, across my shoulder and down my arm until I stopped at my elbow. His hand was rough under my finger, covered in callouses like mine. “Needless to say, that shirt was ruined and my sister threw a fit about me wasting clothes.” 
 
    Dean laughed. He left his hand resting on my elbow and I couldn’t bring myself to pull my arm away from his touch. It was warm and comforting. Something that I haven’t felt in a long time. Comforting, yeah it was an alien feeling to me. Normally just being around people was enough to make me run for the hills, but his touch was enough to calm me down. It was just something that was different with him. I guess it helped that he actually looked at me. Not just what I could do for him, but who I was as a person. His serious eyes bored into mine. His other hand brushed my hair away from my face, catching the flyaway’s and tucking them behind my ear. My skin burned wherever he touched it. It burned hot enough that I wouldn’t be surprised if I had burn marks left behind. His hand came to rest on my shoulder where it met my neck, his fingers making small circles. 
 
    A dog’s barking interrupted the moment. Seconds later the second dog joined the fray. I turned around almost frantically, but there was nothing in sight. That just meant that they weren’t here where I could see. I pulled my machete out of its sheath on my hip and sprinted towards the sound of the barking, my headache forgotten in the rush of adrenaline. 
 
    Surrounding the entire lot where trees. Tall trees that blocked the sun and kept their leaves year-round. Well they weren’t leaves, they were needles. They were enough of them that they formed a barrier around the lot. Which meant that they kept us out of sight but they kept us from seeing anything that approached. 
 
    I sprinted around the side of the building I saw Rick. He was standing on top of a truck completely surrounded by infected. They were screaming, reaching for him. Every single one that I could see had their mouth open ready to rip Rick apart with their teeth. He saw us and waved us away. The infected were all in various stages of decay but all kept their focus straight on Rick. They would keep their focus on him unless we made enough noise to draw them away. I turned around, a plan forming in my brain, Dean was staring wide-eyed at the group. He had a pistol in one hand but it was hanging at his side. I whispered a silent thank you that he didn’t start shooting. That would have brought them all down on us. I’d never go head to head with this many that would be suicide. I’d run away from more than this but never gone head to head with this much. There were about twenty of them but that was still plenty more than I could handle. I grabbed Dean by the arm and pulled him back with me. If there were that many coming after me the best course of action would be to run and hide, if there was a place to hide. Dean ran willingly enough back with me.  
 
    There on the side of the truck where I’d left it, my bow with its arrows. I slung the sheath across my chest. “Dean there’s another sheath in the truck grab it just in case I run out. And if they come at us you can be my back up.” I ordered. I turned to go back. 
 
    He grabbed my arm. “What about Richard? He can’t die.” 
 
    I growled. “Go find him then. Don’t use the gun unless you have nothing to lose.” I didn’t wait for his reply before I was sprinting back to Rick. Dean can go find Richard and I’ll help Rick. Best way to split up for now. I slowed down before coming around the corner of the hotel. Rick was still on top of the truck. He was standing right in the middle of the roof, barely out of reach. They were only inches from grabbing his pant legs. I raised the bow while stringing my first arrow. I took a deep breath and aimed. My bad shoulder stretched but didn’t give out as I held the bow away from my body. It was almost back to normal. The night before last the wound had closed. It was shiny and pink, a fresh new scar for my collection. The scab had fallen off two days ago, on Lily’s birthday. My eyes burned momentarily as tears threatened to spill. No know. I can’t think of that now. I blinked to get rid of the tears and cleared my mind.  
 
    I had to make my shots count. I didn’t have enough arrows to take them all out. That just means I have to take out as many as I can. My first arrow got one right through the head. Not a single one noticed their comrade go down, one of them just took its place trampling its lifeless body into the ground. I strung another arrow, aimed and took another one down. As I was reloading my third arrow, Rick pulled out his knife and started taking them out one by one. He was stepping just close enough to jam his knife into the tops of their skulls. As soon as they fell their places were filled by the ones in the back. They didn’t care that he was killing them. They were just following their instincts, trying to feed. 
 
    I aimed for the ones on the outside of the group. The one’s that he couldn’t reach. As soon as one arrow would hit its mark, I’d have another one ready to go. Some arrows hit them in the heads or the throats, both killing shots. But some landed in their backs or even the ground. I reached back for another arrow and couldn’t find one. I looked over my shoulder to see the quiver was empty. Damn, time to get close and personal I suppose. I pulled my machete out and stepped in to finish off the last few that were still standing. Rick saw me coming and he jumped off of the truck attracting the last few to come to him and away from me. I growled and moved faster. He kept backing away, letting them get close before killing them. He finished killing them before I could get to him. “Phew. That would have been a sticky situation if you weren’t here.” He grinned.  
 
    I turned away, ignoring him. I started picking up my arrows. Jerking them out of bodies and the ground. Behind me Rick whistled. “Remind me not to piss you off. Nearly all of those were head shots.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to send him another glare. More barking caught our attention. Weren’t they just here? No, I didn’t actually see them. Rick looked around startled before taking off, following the barking. I ground my teeth together, something seemed off. Where had the infected come from? We would have noticed if there was a group this large following us. But a group like this just doesn’t come from nowhere. I picked up my last arrow and followed Rick, a stringing it. Just in case. I followed him behind the hotel towards the restaurant that was on the other side. 
 
    Rick was sprinting to the back door where Rum and Coke were jumping and whining. Rum scratched at the door frantically. Rick reached the door unceremoniously pushed them aside to open the door. The door opened to blackness, both dogs raced inside without hesitation. Rick nodded at me before he disappeared inside. I looked around but there was nothing moving. Then why did I feel like I was being watched? I sprinted through the door and pulled on it behind me.  
 
    Stale and corrupted air filled my nose. It was so unexpected that it made me gag and dry heave. It had a faint copper scent to it but mostly it smelled like rancid sweets. I couldn’t describe it. I put a hand over my mouth and forced myself to breathe through it instead of my nose. If I even tried to take another whiff through my nose, I’d lose it. One hundred percent. I’d lose it. Some poor animal probably crawled in here, got stuck and died. It only smelled so badly is because there was no air ventilation. No way for fresh air to come in and ventilate the smell. On top of the smell it was pitch black in here. I couldn’t even see a foot in front of me. Anything could be in here and I wouldn’t be able to see it. Chills ran down my spine, even as I broke out a sweat. My throat constricted, just breathing was a chore. I needed to calm down. I reached out for a wall that had to be there. It was cold and damp to my touch. But it was secure, almost like a security blanket. It was a barrier that I could count on, it wouldn’t trip me or attack me and it wouldn’t move on me. I ran my hand along the wall to follow it down the hallway. I slid my feet, not daring to pick them up from the ground. The last thing I wanted was to step or trip on something, like a body. Something about the dark. There was always something about the dark that scared me deep down to my core. It was about not being able to see what was going around me. Anything could be around me, circling me and watching.  If I can’t see what’s around me how can I stop it? 
 
    The wood on the wall was soft under my finger but the grain stood out against my fingertips. After a few steps I could hear whispered voices and it wasn’t quite so dark. A bit of light was trying to illuminate the dark hallway but it couldn’t reach very far. I stepped across the line of light. I was able to hear that it was Dean and Rick that were speaking in hushed tones. I came around the corner on tiptoes with an arrow drawn. 
 
    Richard was hiding behind a booth, while Rick and Dean were up against the wall near the windows. Most of which were covered in posters, while what little wasn’t covered had layers of grime on it. It was no wonder that so little light could pierce the dark in here. I crouched down when I realized what they were hiding from. I crouch ran to where Richard was hiding, just in time too. An infected bumped into the window and walked along it, rubbing its face and shoulder along the glass until it was out of sight. It left a smear of blood and other bodily fluids along the glass, adding to the grime. There was a good chance they wouldn’t be able to see us but it was best to not take the chance. They generally didn’t have great eyesight but all it would take would be just one of them to even see movement and they would all come. The million-dollar question was: where did they all come from? Again, there was just too many of them to have been wandering around who just happened to hear the commotion. Angrily I rubbed my eyes, causing galaxies to swirl behind my eyelids. 
 
    I glanced at Richard. He was white faced and trying to keep his ragged breathing quiet. He was going to be no help here. I glanced at the front where the other two were crouched. “Rick, you got any ideas?” I whispered. 
 
    He looked back at me and shook his head. I nodded towards Dean. He shook his head too. Great. I sat back against the booth. “What about you Richard?”  
 
    He looked at me. His eyes were wide and he was shaking. I’m not sitting here, doing nothing. Sometimes it was better to make it up as you go. I peeked up from around the back of the booth to look out the window, it was clear. I got up from my position and headed back down the hallway. It gradually got darker the farther away I got from the windows till I was back in the pitch black again. My breathing went from steady to ragged. I hated the dark. I kept my hand on the wall. When my hand hit the door frame I clumsily ran my hand down the door looking for the handle. When I finally found it pulled the door open a crack. Bright light spilled inside the hall revealing dark green walls and a white tiled floor.  
 
    I poked my head out. There was nothing moving. I looked to my right towards the front of the restaurant. There were three infected that I could moving around but they had their backs to me. I looked left again. That’s when I realized that there was a ladder heading to the roof. I grinned to myself. There we go, get up high and take them out that way. I glanced back to double check that they still weren’t looking. I shut the door firmly once I slid out from behind it. I slung my bow on my back before climbing the ladder. It was rusty under my hands but there was no reason why it shouldn’t hold. At the top I peeked above the wall just to make sure it was empty before I finished climbing the rest of the way up. The roof was flat but it had walls that stood up around it creating a small barrier. The walls only came up to the middle of my shins. Softly I walked to the front of the restaurant and looked out. I crouched down with my butt near my heels, just because they couldn’t get to me up here didn’t mean I should expose myself like that. Infected weren’t the only ones out here. 
 
    Down below me there were at least a dozen infected shambling around in between the restaurant and the back of the hotel. I ran a trembling hand down the side of my face, pain was still radiating out of it. This situation could still be worse. I watched the infected wander around, bumping into each other and the buildings. Some wandered around the corners of the buildings and out of sight. Most of them still had pieces of clothing still stuck to their bodies, while others were baring it all. One was a man, or used to be a man. He was walking around completely naked but it was his arm that caught my attention. His left arm was hanging limp at his side. Near the elbow it was bent at an odd angle with a bone protruding from the skin. He turned towards to face me. His right eye had been gouged out, leaving a gaping hole where his eye should have been.  
 
    A woman bumped into him, knocking him off balance. She walked with a limp, her foot was bent outwards causing her to walk on the side of it instead of the bottom. Her skin was grey and diseased looking. What was left of her hair was scraggily, wrapped around her neck. 
 
    I pulled an arrow out of its sheath and used it to move the leaves around. They were bright reds and yellows. Those things down there used to be people. They used to have families and jobs. They had passions and joys that brought life to their everyday lives. Some were depressed, some were alcoholics, and they each did what they wanted. Their lives were how they shaped them. Now they, they might as well be walking corpses. They feel nothing. No pain or fear. They wouldn’t stop until they’re dead. 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, filling as much of my lungs as I could with the cold air that swirled around me. Above me dark clouds piled themselves like the scene of a play. There was worse weather coming, this was a bad time of year to be out here. I picked up my bow and loaded my arrow. I lined up with the man who had the broken arm. I softly blew out a breath of air and fired. With a small hiss the arrow hit its mark, the man fell to the ground with my arrow sticking out of the side of his head. I chose the woman next. I picked target after target. There were about five of them left when Dean and Rick burst through the front door. They were both wielding knives. I lowered my bow and watched them finish off the last few infected. After cutting down the last one Rick turned to look at me. I offered him a small smile and he offered a small wave with two of his fingers. Dean was slowly turning in a circle to look at the infected lying on the ground. Even from here it was obvious he didn’t like what he saw. His eyebrows were furrowed together and he was stiff. Just slowly rotating his head from side to side, looking at them. 
 
    Rick approached him and said something. Dean brushed him off. Rick shrugged before turning away. Time to get down I suppose. I reattached my bow to my backpack before starting the climb back down the ladder. I swung my legs carefully over the low wall, ensuring that each foot was secure before starting down. The wall was a few rungs above my head when out of the corner of my eye I saw something move. I jerked my head to look and something hot grazed my face. I yelped and instead of holding onto the ladder I let go. Instinctively I grabbed for the ladder. My hand wrapped itself around a rung, my whole body jerked to a stop almost making me let go again. My arm was almost yanked out of socket, blinding pain radiated from my shoulder before my whole arm went numb. Even through the numbness of my arm, pain radiated from my shoulder through my chest and shoulders, almost wiping out the pain in my face. Almost. Even though it was numb I dimly felt my hand losing its grip. It let go. I fell the last few feet. I landed momentarily on my feet before falling against the building and sliding down it. I pulled my injured arm to my chest, trying to take deep breaths to control myself. I wanted to scream from it. I bit down on my lips to hold the scream in. Breathing heavily through my nose.  
 
    Over my breathing, footsteps were rushing towards me. I opened my eyes expecting to see either Rick or Dean. But it wasn’t either one of them. The person who was now standing over me was built like a man but it could have easily been a woman. Whoever it was, was wearing a poncho over a dirty, ragged sweatshirt with the hood pulled up to cover his face. He lifted the rifle in his hands aiming it directly for my face. His finger was already on the trigger. I closed my eyes. I had no chance of getting to my pistol in time. By the time I reach for it, I’ll already be dead. I blew out my breath, clearing my head. Just get a clean shot. Just get it over and done with.  
 
    There was a shot but it sounded wrong. There was no new pain, just the same ones that were coming from my shoulder and head. Slowly I opened my eyes. I was expecting to see the poncho guy standing over my still, maybe a smirk on his face or some kind of remark leaving his lips. Instead he was lying spread eagle on the ground in a growing puddle of blood. There was a hole in the middle of his chest that left no imagination as to how he died. Slowly I turned my head, almost as if my head was swiveling on rusty gears. Dean was standing several feet away, both hands clasped on his gun with his feet spread apart. He lowered the gun, breathing heavily. He was staring at the body with almost morbid fascination.  
 
    “Dean?” I called softly. 
 
    He jerked. Ripping his gaze away from the body he looked at me. He was paler than usual, his dark eyes stood out in contrast to his face. “I’m fine. I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” He took a step back and turned away from the body, his arms stiff at his sides. His head drooped, it looked like he was giving himself a mental talking to. 
 
    Very faintly I heard it. Dean must have too because his body went ridged. Rick’s truck was being started. Immediately following it there were gunshots and shouting that couldn’t be ignored. Dean took off running following the sounds. Ignoring my shoulder, I pushed myself to my feet. The world swirled around me, I followed Dean. The ground was tilting this way and that but I pushed myself through it. My feet dragging on the ground or stomping when the ground comes to meet my face. There was a loud whistling in my ears. The ground tilted unexpectedly, it came rushing up to meet me. I landed on the ground with a soft moan. Over the whistling in my ears the engine of Rick’s truck revved up, there was the sound of gravel hitting the building that was blocking my view of what was happening. There was more yelling, with Rick’s voice thrown into the mix. 
 
    I saw the red truck barrel by and disappear around the trees. I stared at the trees where it had disappeared before lowering my head down onto the ground. I inhaled the smell of dirt and grass. It was almost sweet, it smelled like home. Mom working in the garden. Pulling weeds, planting vegetables. Sweating and laughing in the sun. I slowly closed my eyes, inhaling the scent, letting the memories swallow me. 
 
    Someone was shaking my shoulder. I pried my eyelids apart, they felt gritty almost like I’d been crying before closing them. I looked up to see that Richard was shaking my shoulder. Concern and fear fighting for control over his face. When he saw that I was awake he stopped shaking me. “Are you ok? That’s a stupid question but I don’t know where else to start.” 
 
    I rolled over and pressed my hands to my face. “Help me up.” I pressed a hand into his and he pulled me into a sitting position. “Ok, wait a moment.” The ground was tilting around me again. 
 
    “You’re white and it looks like you were hit by something.” He crouched down in front of me. 
 
    “I think it was a bullet. But listen I need to know what’s going on. C’mon help me up.” He nodded stiffly before pulling me the rest of the way to my feet. I swayed and would have fallen if he didn’t wrap an arm around me. 
 
    “You should probably sit back down.” 
 
    I shook my head vehemently. “No. Just help me over there.” 
 
    Richard sighed as if it was going against his judgement but he grabbed my hand that was wrapped around his shoulder and he placed a hand around my waist. With his help I made it around the building. The truck was gone, that was the most obvious. But what was surprising was that Rick was sitting on top of a stranger, pelting him with his fists. The stranger was lying on his back, pleading with Rick to stop in between punches. Rum and Coke were circling Rick, every time Dean tried to intervene one of the dogs would jump forward; growling and baring its teeth at him. He was reduced to trying to convince Rick to stop by yelling at him.  
 
    This is ridiculous. I let go of Richard, he hesitantly let go. I stalked forward, my anger propelling me forward. The two dogs let me pass, they didn’t so much as growl at me. I grasped Rick by the back of his shirt and yanked him off of the stranger. He yelled in surprise and tried to get up off the ground but Dean stepped in and put his foot on Rick’s chest. Rick stopped moving, staring daggers up at Dean. I turned back to face the stranger, I squatted down next to him. I pulled my pistol out and pointed it right between his eyes. His face had been almost obliterated by Rick’s fists. There were white specks on his tongue from where his teeth had been broken and shattered. His eyes could only open to slits because of the massive swelling that was already taking place. His nose more or less resembled a smashed tomato.  He had to breathe solely through his mouth because there was just no way for air to pass through his nose. His face was covered in blood, there was even blood draining from his ears. He laid on his back like a child crying and snuffling. There was no pleading or begging, just sobs ripping through his chest. 
 
    I poked him with my gun. He turned his head to look at me. “Puh-puh-please.” He kept repeating over and over. His voice becoming thicker and thicker. He blocked his face with his hands. 
 
    Speaking very quietly, I leaned forward. “If you tell me everything I want to know, you’ll be able to walk away from this. Do you understand?” 
 
    He nodded while hiccupping. 
 
    “Where did they take our truck? And our supplies?”  
 
    He only hesitated a moment before answering. “Our camp. It’s about f-f-f-five miles that way-“ He pointed in the same direction that they had driven off in. 
 
    At least he’s quick about spilling his guts. I stole a glance at Rick, he was now sitting up free of Dean’s foot. Dean was still standing next to him ready to throw him back down if he tried to intervene. Rick was staring at the man with absolute hatred in his eyes. Dean was trying to keep his face blank, but there was a twitch under his left eye. They were both stiff as cardboard, neither was moving. 
 
    I turned back to the man. He was spluttering again. I cut across him. “How many people?” 
 
    “I-I-I d-d-don’t know.” 
 
    I took my pistol and smacked him across the face with it. He cried out, and tried to roll away from me. I dropped to my knees and pulled him back to face me. “How many people are in your camp?!” I screamed. 
 
    “Twenty. Twenty maybe thirty. I-I-I don’t know!” He howled. 
 
    I pulled him closer to me by grasping his shirt. “Is your group armed?” 
 
    He shook his head back and forth. 
 
    I smacked him across the face again. “Is. Your. Group. Armed.” I asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    “We do patrols… and there’s more than enough weapons for everyone. Please just let me go.” He trailed off crying again. 
 
    I guess that this was going to have to be good enough. I let go of his shirt, as soon as he realized I’d let go he curled up into a ball, sobbing. How pathetic. He knew the risks of attacking another group. Unless we’re the first ones that have been able to fight back. Then this makes a little more sense, not enough to justify his behavior though. 
 
    I stood up slowly. I didn’t want to fall over right on top of him. The ground was still weaving but not as bad. I ran a hand through my hair, pulling my hair out of my face. Even pulling on my hair made my head ache. Time to get through this. I raised my left arm, lifting the barrel of my gun towards his head. Killing someone who was alive was always harder than killing an infected, not by much but it still was. I couldn’t think about it or I wouldn’t be able to do it. I forced my mind to go blank, purposely not thinking about what I had to do. I swore to myself that I would never enjoy killing someone, so far, I’d been able to keep that promise to myself. I pulled the trigger. 
 
    His sobbing immediately ceased. Before my mind could take in the scene, I turned away from it. Rick was looking at me with a mixture of pride and sadness, Dean was looking at me like I was the monster. Maybe I am. But it’s a fate that I’ve chosen to accept. I tried to step around Dean but he blocked my path. “You told him, you’d let him go.” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah I did. But I didn’t tell him how I’d let him go.” I saw the look of utter disbelief run over his features. After a moment he stepped to the side and let me pass. His eyes boring a hole into me the entire time. I stopped. “What are you so pissed about Dean? There was no other logical choice.” 
 
    “There’s always another choice.” 
 
    I turned back around. “Yeah, and what. Let him go so he can try to get back to warn all of his buddies that we’re coming! No, I don’t think so. Or he would have tried to kill us as soon as he had a chance. Oh, and then you’re probably thinking, we should have kept him prisoner. Say we’d done that. Who would have been put on guard duty, you? Or Richard?”  
 
    Richard shook his head. 
 
    “See. What about you Rick? Would you have guarded our little prisoner?” 
 
    Rick shook his head. “Hell no. I would have done the exact same thing you did.” 
 
    “Besides Dean, Rick had screwed his face up enough that he would have been miserable. Broken teeth mean not being able to properly eat and personally unless it’s a person I care for a whole lot I’m not cutting their food up for them. He was dead as soon as he attacked us. They all are.” 
 
    I turned on my heel and walked away. I started pulling arrows out of the infected that were still laying on the ground. I heard footsteps coming up behind me. I yanked an arrow out with a squelch to see Rick standing a few feet away. “Just grabbing my arrows then we should be off. We should try to get your truck back as soon as possible, unless you want to count it as a loss and just try to find a new one.” 
 
    “Nah, I ain’t letting them keep it. But Richard told me how you couldn’t walk on your own. He also told me about that fainting spell or whatever it was. How do I know you’re up to this? We can’t expect to get it back if you can’t even walk on your own.” 
 
    “I’m fine now.” It wasn’t entirely a lie but I wasn’t as dizzy as I was. It was slowly passing. “Caught off guard and smacked my head against the wall when I fell off the ladder, cause some jerk tried to shoot me. But I’m fine.”  
 
    He pursed his lips together and cocked his head. “Don’t lie to me, kid.” He rubbed his hand across his mouth and turned away. “Don’t ever lie to me.” 
 
    I continued picking up my arrows, fighting waves of despair and anger. I tried to hold myself steady but I could still feel every bit of my body start shaking. I started shaking hard enough that I thought maybe I might fall apart. It might be nice. Maybe if I fell entirely apart then I wouldn’t have to go through this hell any more. I don’t know why I get these headaches, I don’t know why I get so dizzy. If I could control them I would. Don’t they see that? It’s not my fault, and they can’t treat me different just because of them. I can handle myself. I can! First Richard passed by me, without saying anything. Dean stopped and put a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “I don’t agree with what you did but,” he hesitated, “it had to be done. I forget that we’re not home. I forget that there’s different rules out here.” He pulled his hand off and followed Richard. 
 
    Instead of following them, I wanted to run in the opposite direction and just never see them again. To just run and leave every bit of this behind me. To just forget who I am and just become someone else, to just be nobody. I don’t want to keep going. This right here was only the tip of the iceberg, and I’m going to hit it and sink. I’ll sink right to the bottom of this place and die. Homesickness rolled over me like a wave. I wanted my mom. I wanted to be wrapped in her arms, and listen to her tell me it was going to be alright. Lies but comforting lies all the same. I wanted to see Lily, I wanted to hear her laughing again. She was what kept me from sliding into the dark, without having her and the rest of the family depending on me, I felt like an abyss was threatening to swallow me whole. An abyss full of rage and depression. I just wanted to go home. Through teary eyes I stared up through the trees, towards home. Instead with heavy feet I followed Rick even further away from home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter sixteen… This was a massive mistake 
 
      
 
    My shirt clung to me in every uncomfortable way possible. Sweat ran down my back and sides in a never-ending torrent. Night had fallen hours ago with the temperature in the low forties, but the hike to get to this vantage point had kept me warm, at least until now. The breeze felt great against my sweaty face. My feet were the only parts of my body that were freezing cold but seeing as how they were constantly in contact with the cold ground it wasn’t that surprising. It was a steep climb, I’d used my arms as much as my legs to keep my balance and to move quietly through the foliage. At the top of the ridge I paused, just behind a tree that let me overlook the small town. Once I stop moving, it would only be a matter of time before I cool off and the rest of me catches up to my feet. As if to drive that thought home the breeze picked up. I turned my face into the wind and smelled the air, it smelt like more rain was on the way. Just what I needed. More rain. 
 
    I kept myself hidden in the tree line, a few feet away from me Dean did the same. All four of us were scattered to different points to try and get in the camp to locate Rick’s truck. Whoever finds it was to take it to the rendezvous point. We’d found it while on the way to this camp. It was an isolated camping spot that didn’t look like it had been used since before. Once the truck was out, whoever was left would sneak out of the camp and meet them their as soon as we possibly could. I snorted. Yeah there was only one hundred and ten things that could go wrong with this plan. But since I couldn’t think of a better one we all agreed to go with Rick’s plan. Sneak in, find it and get out. I wish it was as simple as it sounded. 
 
    I watched two guards stroll past my hiding spot, once they turned the corner of the next building I ran inside the perimeter. I crouched down by an old trailer which blocked me from view, unless someone looked directly down the side of it. I pulled my hood up around my face and cinched it. I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Anything to try and calm my nerves. This wasn’t a game, one screw up and I’m dead. I can’t be seen or heard. Any mistake, any at all and I can kiss home goodbye. 
 
    I kept my ears open as I crouch-walked along the side of the trailer. Running one hand against the side of it to keep me steady. Under my feet pieces of glass crunched. It looked like someone had come out here and used this spot to dump all their glass bottles they didn’t want. The pieces reflected the light coming from lanterns that were hanging in various places. Instead of lifting my feet off the ground what I did was slide them along, trying to keep from making as much noise as possible. I stopped near the end of the trailer, there was a lantern that was hanging from the back of it. I lingered just out of the line of light. I peered out from around the trailer to see as much as I could. 
 
    Across the street slightly to the right of me was another dark alley. There was another one further down. I ran my teeth across my bottom lip. The chances of me making it to the far one was too chancy, I mean just running across the street to get to the closer alley was a risk. What if someone came around the corner? What if someone was walking up the street? I dropped my head down onto my chest for a moment, trying to get myself under control. I pulled my breath in and let it out before poking my head out to look. I started to move but I hesitated. In that split second that I hesitated two guards slouched around the corner of the street. In that moment before I pulled myself back into the shadows I saw that they were both armed and only one of them had a flashlight, and it had a lense or something covering it, dimming the light.  
 
    I pushed myself under the trailer. Trying to ignore the pieces of glass that were trying to push themselves into my skin. One of them coughed. I froze in place. I didn’t dare move, I’d make too much noise with all the glass on the ground. Four pairs of feet entered my vision and I watched them continue walking past me without so much as stuttering. As soon as they passed I blew out a small breath of air in relief. I waited a few minutes before I crawled back out from my hiding spot. I dusted as much glass of me as I could before peering back out into the street. The two guards retreating backs were little more than halfway down the street.  
 
    “Now or never.” I murmured. 
 
    I glanced the other way just to double check that it was clear. Keeping my head low I sprinted across the street. Once inside the alley I hid behind a trash can. Obsessively I brushed my hair back, repeatedly. “I’m fine.” I whispered over and over to myself.  
 
    Above my head a window opened. I froze. I even stopped breathing. I don’t know how long I sat like that. It must have been several minutes before I could find the courage to move my head to look up. I was expecting to see someone staring down at me, wide mouthed. Or to see the barrel of a gun. But it was none of those things. In fact, no one was there. Just the open window. Soft voices filtered out through it. They were soft and calm. They weren’t the voices of people who had discovered a stranger sitting underneath their window. They were the oblivious voices, that don’t know how close danger actually is. It sounded like women and children’s voices that were floating out on the night air. Deciding it was worth the risk I peeked into the window.  
 
    The light was situated near the door where it illuminated the faces of three women that were talking softly. One of them had a rifle slung over her shoulder while the other two had knifes strapped to their legs. The room was set up like an old classroom. Up near the top half of the wall the alphabet was laid out with an animal dedicated to each letter. Bright colors stood out against the wall in various shapes.  In the middle of the floor there were maybe a handful of kids in total, lying in sleeping bags. They were giggling and talking only like kids could. Innocent laughter, the kind that only kids could produce was rampant in the room. 
 
    I slid my eyes over them, just watching them. The faces that I could see were sunken in. They all looked small and underfed. With winter on its way, there was a good chance that not all of them would make it. I jerked myself away from the window and moved away. I tried to force their small faces from my mind. I couldn’t think of them with what I had to do. I had my own family to think about. We were just taking our stuff back, that’s all. There’s not even enough in there to guarantee their survival. For us it could be the difference between life and death. Besides I couldn’t condemn my family to death just because I wanted to help strangers out. No, my family would come first. Would always come first. These people here are not my responsibility, therefore should not sit on my conscience.  
 
    I stayed in the shadows, moving slowly down the street. I used any crevice to dip into. I was just trying to look for any place that might be holding Rick’s truck. The tricky part was just finding it. They could have stuck it anywhere in here. If I didn’t find something that looked promising I’d have to pull out, I didn’t want to stay in here any longer than I had to. I darted across the street, going in even deeper. I entered a small alley. This one was smaller than the others I’d been in and while the others had been somewhat clean this one was not. It smelt like a sewer as soon as I’d stepped into it. It looked relatively short and I didn’t want to stay on the street much longer. I was pushing my luck too much. I moved carefully but quickly. It was disgusting in here. It was just rank. Honestly it smells like someone’s toilet. Why does this one smell so dang bad? I’d no sooner finished my thought before right in front of me a door slammed open. It was thrown open hard enough that the door smacked the wall behind it and started to close again. I froze in place. My hand still pressed across my nose. A man stepped heavily down the three steps and stopped in the middle of the alley. I wanted to tear my eyes off of him. I mean what if he felt me staring at him? He didn’t even so much as look around before he unzipped his pants. Moments later he let out a sigh of relief as he urinated right there in the middle of the alley. At least he answered my question in the most disgusting way. But what if when he finished, turns around and sees me standing here? This was bad. Very bad. I had the advantage right now. He had no idea that I was here. The problem was that I was too frozen to do anything about it. Staying frozen was my only option. There was nothing else down here that I could hide behind. Almost like he was whispering in my ear, Rick’s voice floated through my brain. “Movement catches the eye. You’re less likely to be seen if you stay still.” 
 
    Yeah, yeah, I know that Rick. Why do you think I haven’t started tap dancing yet? I held in my breath as he started zipping up his pants. Here it comes, he’s either going to see me or not. The man grumbled something to himself before turning around, not even glancing my way while climbing the steps. He pulled the door shut behind him.  
 
    My breath came out in a rush. I had the mad urge to giggle. I stifled it by shoving my fist in my mouth. I gave myself a moment to collect myself before pushing myself on. Being absolutely careful to avoid stepping in the puddle of urine. 
 
    … 
 
    At this point I wasn’t sure how long I’d been meandering through their base. I still haven’t found anything that would even point me in the right direction. There was one last place I was going to look before giving up. I breathed into my hands trying to warm them up. All my sweat was now dry and I was a shivering mess. My teeth were chattering and I couldn’t stop myself from shaking. I’d be warmer if I didn’t have to keep stopping. But with the amount of people wandering around at night made it almost impossible for me to keep moving. It was constant stop and go. At this point I was hiding in the corner of a fence and a building overlooking a single-story building. It looked like it used to be a garage. When I’d circled around it I’d noticed in the front there was two large rollup doors that could fit a bus through them. The whole building was long and low. It had one of those flat roofs that snow would have to be shoveled off of if it snowed too much. There were four guards hanging out near the front so I circled around to the back where I was now. Back here there were only two guards but they were standing close enough together that if I wanted to take them out, I’d have to take them out together. This was the most heavily guarded building I’d seen all night. This was probably exactly where Rick’s truck was. 
 
    There was movement near to the left of me. Within a moment both guards fell to the ground. Two shadows went sprinting to the back of the building. They ignored the two bodies lying on the ground, instead climbing straight through a window. I leaned forward on the balls of my feet. Debating with myself if I should join them or just wait. A minute slipped by and another. I was positioning myself to sprint over to the building when I heard the shouting. People started running towards the building from different points. I was too far away to make out everything that they were saying but they weren’t happy about it. 
 
    A moment later Rick’s truck came crashing through one of the steel doors. The truck dragged the door for several feet, bright sparks flying from the metal coming in contact with the pavement. From the sound of it, any of the guards who had been standing in front of it didn’t make it. I grinned to myself watching the car slid across the road before orienting itself. Silently I wished them good luck. It was time for me to make an exit. I scurried down through the street I was on. Speed and silence were my best options but it seemed like every single light was being turned on. My chances of getting out unnoticed were dramatically lowering by every minute that passed. All around me there was the sound of pounding feet and voices. People were running out of buildings into the streets, waving guns and other weapons. From in front of me came the unmistakable sound of pounding footsteps. Damn. Praying that it was dark enough that I wouldn’t be seen I sprinted to the nearest door, wrenched it open. I threw myself into the dark; praying the room was empty. 
 
    Inside was dark, cold and empty. I shut the door behind me with a snap. I twisted the deadbolt and the lock. Maybe if my luck’s still holding out, they would just assume that it was always locked and wouldn’t think twice about it. I ran my hands through my hair, twisting it in my fists. I pulled on it till it hurt. I scurried to the other side to look out the window. I crouched down under the window, ripping my hands out of my hair. I raised my head high enough so that only my eyes were peeking out. There was plenty of light, it could almost be early morning. People were rushing everywhere. If I was being truly honest with myself there was no way I was going to make it out of here and not get spotted. There was just too much activity going one. I turned around and slid down the wall till my butt was on the ground.  
 
    My stomach grumbled. I sighed staring down at it. This was something we should have planned on. Getting stuck in here with no access to food or water. At the thought of water, I realized how my tongue felt like sandpaper across my cheeks. Tonight, was going to be hell. I could handle going without food, I mean I’ve done it before but I’ve always made sure I had water. I’ve never been in a predicament where I’ve never had access to water. 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the floor anxiously. I can’t just sit here but what other choice do I really have? I’ll take another look, maybe there’s a pattern. I can’t just do nothing. I just can’t. I poked my eyes above the windowsill to look around. There was still quite a bit of people running around but now some of them had congregated into a group in the center of the street. Someone was in the middle giving out orders. He would point and yell dramatically before a group of four or five would break off and jog down the street. I was watching the latest group running off before turning my gaze back to the group. It was like I was hit like a bold of lightening. The leader was pointing at the building I was in. It could be coincidence but there was a group of ten breaking off and coming towards me. Alright Alice, get your ass in gear. I didn’t want to take the chance that it was coincidence. I was moving. Besides a moving target was harder to hit. 
 
    I skittered across the floor to the door that I’d originally come through. I poked my head out. The path looked clear. I pulled the door shut. From behind me came a gasp. I twisted around to see a woman standing in the path, eyes wide. I held out my empty hands and took a step away from her. That movement was enough that it broke the spell. She screamed. She screamed at the top of her lungs. I turned and sprinted away. I would have killed her but the cat was out of the bag now. If only I’d waited. If I’d waited just a minute more she would have gone on by and this wouldn’t be happening. I just needed to get out of here as fast as possible. I had turned back to where Rick’s truck had made its escape. My coat was flapping behind me while I sprinted down along the side of the buildings. I just need to get out. But dammit. This would have been easier without her screaming. 
 
    I passed an alley and something hit me in the side. I grunted when I hit the ground. I rolled onto my back, reaching for my knife but instead found a knife at my own throat. I looked into his face, to see who had pinned me. He was panting heavily, but there was no hesitation in any of his actions. He took the hilt of his knife and brought it down on my head. There was nothing but darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter seventeen… When people don’t listen, shoot their legs 
 
      
 
    I slowly swam towards consciousness. Everything was blurred except for the sharp pain that was radiating from my head. The pain was pulling me further away from the warm darkness that had enveloped me. Why did it hurt so much? Almost feels like I got hit in the head… My eyes shot open. What happened? Where am I? I looked frantically around me while trying to not move my head. Just moving my eyes felt like an effort. How much damage is there? A concussion maybe? What are the symptoms of one? I tried to think but everything was trying to meld together.  I was laying on my back in what looked like a holding cell of some kind, like a prison cell. There was some light but I couldn’t see the source without moving my head. The ceiling above me and the wall to my left was a dirty grey color. It could have been white but with how dim the lighting was in here I couldn’t tell.  
 
    The cot I was laying on was covered in rough fabric that made my bare arms itch. I ran my fingertips over the fabric, making a soft whooshing sound with my nails. I bet it was striped. I wonder how many people had slept on this before me. I mentally shook my head. I need to focus but everything seemed to be enveloped in a haze. How long have I been out? Did they catch the others? No, wait two of them got out. One of them might have been Dean. It was the right body type but it was dark so who knows. I blinked lazily. It could have been Richard or Rick with him. Too many questions with no answers. 
 
    The door to my right was white with a small square cut into it with bars placed inside of it instead of glass. Outside of the small cutout I could see the edge of another door, next to it was a propane lantern hanging from the wall. It was the source of my light. I sat up very slowly, trying not to enflame my head any more than it already was. It was pounding with the beat of my heart. The room was slowly rocking back and forth like I was on a boat. I breathed in and out slowly, trying to control the nausea that was settling in. I swung my legs off of the cot one by one. I glanced down at the pad. Ha, I was right it is striped. White with dark blue stripes or at least I think that’s the colors. I stood up and the room started to spin in addition to the rocking. Maybe I should sit back down. No, in a minute. I have to see what’s outside, then I’ll lay back down. I took my time in walking to the door.  At it I grabbed onto the bars in the window for support and looked down the hallway to my right for as far as I could see. It was just a hallway. It looked like there were more cells but the light didn’t reach very far. Was I in a police station? Was there a police station here? Hell, how was I supposed to know that? We should have thought out our plan a lot better. There was no plan B or C, to make up for A going down the toilet.  
 
    “Rick? Dean? Richard?” I called out. 
 
    My voice echoed down the hallway. There was no reply. It would have been nice to hear a familiar voice. The silence slowly closed in on me. My ears were ringing and there was nothing to distract me from that or the pain. Ok, I really need to sit down now. The cot was looking extremely comfortable right now. I propped my head against the cool bars. I felt like I was on a boat, the whole place felt like I was rocking back and forth on waves while slowly spinning. Using my left hand, I placed it on the wall to guide me back to the bed. I took a step and it came bubbling up. I retched up the contents in my stomach. For once it paid off that I didn’t eat much, not that I had eaten recently. I kept my hand on the wall, but I felt like I was going to fall over. Everything needs to stop rocking and spinning. I tried to step around my vomit but everything was spinning too fast. I fell against the wall and my legs slid out from under me, refusing to hold my weight any longer. I landed on my hip but it was much better than my head. I put my head against the wall and focused on breathing. I’ll just sit here a moment, just a moment then I’ll get back onto the cot. My head got heavier and heavier until I couldn’t hold it up anymore. I laid down on the cold ground and fell asleep. 
 
    … 
 
    I woke up slowly. I wasn’t on the floor anymore, I was back on the cot. Someone had moved me. People were whispering nearby but my brain was still too foggy to understand what they were saying. They were male but I didn’t recognize them. I blinked lazily and rolled my head to face them. Everything was blurry but I could see them. They stopped talking and one of them knelt beside me.  
 
    “Watch out, I threw up.” It came out as a mumble. My tongue didn’t want to work, it felt like it was glued to the top of my mouth. I tried to swallow the spit that had gathered in my mouth but it tasted foul. A toothbrush and toothpaste had never sounded so good before. 
 
    The man kneeling beside me pulled a flashlight from somewhere and shined it in my eyes. I shut my eyes and turned away. He grabbed my chin and turned me back. Letting go of my chin he forced my eye open, and shined the light directly into it. I tried lifting my arm to grab him but it wasn’t getting the message. It didn’t work and the rest of my body felt the same way! I tried moving my head again but as weak as I was he had no problem holding me in place. My brain had decided to wake up enough so that I could finally start stringing all of their words together to make cohesive sentences. 
 
    “I could safely say that there is a concussion, a good one at that.” 
 
    “Is she still functional, at all? Boss man ain’t gonna be happy that one of his new toys ain’t functioning.” 
 
    Toys? Great what mess am I in now? I should say we since it sounds like at least one of the pin heads are ok and are here with me. The man that had been inspecting my eye stood up and put his light away. 
 
    “I believe that she was still reeling from the side effects of the hit to the head that she was given. I wouldn’t say severely underweight but she could use several good meals to boost her weight and that is the main problem. She probably hasn’t eaten in days either. But overall, I’d say she’s a healthy individual. But as for this over here luckily for us she was probably conscious when she vomited or she could have drowned in it.” 
 
    They both walked out continuing their conversation. “How much longer will it for it leave her to recuperate?” 
 
    “Within the next couple of hours, I suspect-” The rest of the sentence was cut off when they shut the door behind them.  
 
    I turned my head towards the door. Everything felt so heavy and numb. How was I able to get up and walk earlier when now I can’t even raise my arm? I tried sitting up again but nothing happened. Sleep was creeping up on me and I turned my head back to look at the ceiling, fighting to keep my eyes open. There was nothing to keep me occupied, nothing to keep my mind from shutting down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter eighteen… Maybe chocolate will make me feel better 
 
      
 
    I woke up curled up on my side. Someone was banging metal on metal. I opened my eyes. I was facing the door and someone was standing in front of it, staring at me through the window. I sat up slowly and waited to see if the room was going to start spinning or rocking. It didn’t. I sighed internally, whatever that crap was my body had finally gotten rid of it. But what fresh hell is this. 
 
    The someone turned out to be a man. He was clicking his ring against the glass. He grinned when he realized I was sitting up staring at him. He unlocked the door and pushed it open. He slid in through the open door, leaving it open behind him as he crossed his arms across his chest. “Good morning, love.” He opened his mouth slightly and I could see his tongue running across his teeth. I scooted back on the cot till my back hit the wall. 
 
    The light that was hitting him in the face revealed that he was in his late 40’s or early 50’s. He had long greasy brown hair hanging in his pale face. He had a thick winter coat on making him look bigger than he really was. When he smiled, he had teeth missing and the ones that were there were brown and in desperate need of a good brushing. 
 
    Looking away from him I looked up above my head. There was a small window with bars set into it. That was where the natural light was coming from. I looked back to the man standing in front of my cage. “So, are you just going to stand there and stare at me?” I made sure that my voice dripped with sarcasm. This may be a cell, but it was mine and he was not welcome. 
 
    He smiled. “This will be fun.” He unclipped a walky talky from his belt. “Vince. She’s awake and already fiery.” He then clipped it back to his belt and continued to stare. 
 
    I curled my toes up inside my shoes. If I had my weapons, I wouldn’t have to put up with this. He would have a bullet sitting right in the center of his brain. A shiver ran through me, starting with my arms and down to my legs. Goose bumps pricked my arms and along the rest of me. I curled in on myself, pulling my arms tightly across my chest to try and hold in as much body heat as I could and to be as small as possible. “Could you at least throw me my jacket, huh?” 
 
    He just kept a grin on his face but didn’t move. “You’re lucky we left you your shoes.” 
 
    I scowled at him. He was pissing me off and he was enjoying it. If I ever get the chance, I was going to play the same game with him. The door behind him was pushed further open. Another man walked in, except with him, unlike ugly teeth, this man had an aura of power. It seemed to radiate off of him in waves. And I had to fight hard to keep from screaming and cowering in the corner. Instead I straightened and stared him dead on. My knuckles turning white from how hard I was holding myself together. 
 
    The guy with the greasy hair looked at the newcomer. “I don’t think she likes you.” He stated. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know why. I don’t know her.” He looked at me quizzically. He leaned back against the door pushing it shut and raised one arm above his head. 
 
    “Oh, but I know you. I’d know your face from anywhere you bastard.” I hissed. I stood up and walked towards the men. Both men stood their ground and looked at me with tense faces. Ugly teeth had a hand on a knife hilt, muscles tensed ready to take me down. But I didn’t care about him. I only had eyes for him. The man responsible for everything. “Years ago, you probably don’t remember but it was right outside of the safe zone, up north. You came on a man and his daughter. You wanted to invite them to a ‘party’ where they would be the guests of honor. They didn’t like the idea so much. You managed to kill the man but the girl got away. Well,” I held my arms away from my body. “Here I am. And I am pissed.” His face went from quizzical to surprise with a hint of anger. 
 
    He smirked. “Oh. Oh!” He laughed for a minute while ugly teeth looked on with curiosity. “I never expected to see you again. And I have to say you’ve gotten even more beautiful. Pity I had to kill him, he would have made a great addition to my group.” He chuckled some more. “You see Mike, we were there and even with that haircut and horrendous clothes it was obvious that she was a she. But I underestimated her and now look. Standing right in front of me. So glad the hair grew out, that style really didn’t suit you.”  
 
     I tried to hold in my anger, my fists were clenched hard enough that my muscles all the way up my arm started cramping. At the first chance I got I was going to kill this man. He was scum. Anyone and everyone here were scum. They would all die but him first. He killed Dad. Bile rose to the back of my throat. He was standing here, alive and healthy while Dad had been worm food a long time ago. He wouldn’t be healthy for much longer, not if it was up to me. 
 
    He laughed again and covered his mouth with his hand. “This is almost too much. This is going to be so much fun.” 
 
    “Oh, you think so,” I whispered angrily. “You are all going to die.” I bit down on my cheek, the urge to scream and wrap my fingers around his throat was almost too strong to ignore. 
 
    He looked at me with humor. “Oh sweetheart, that’s the only thing that I would expect you to do. But believe me by the end you’ll be begging me to hold you and keep you safe from the others.” 
 
    I glanced at ugly teeth and he was grinning at me. I spit in his face. He yelped and jumped back wiping his face off. He glared at me and growled, “You’re going to regret that.” 
 
    I stepped forward, raising my arms. Fists ready to go. “Well c’mon then. Step in and show me. Or are you just a bitch?” I mocked. I’d take him here and now. 
 
    He grabbed ugly teeth by the shoulder and threw him out of the cell. At the doorway he stopped. “You can call me Vince. All you have to say is my name and no one else will hurt you sweetheart, we could still have that party that you never came to.” He slammed the door behind him, then he grabbed the lantern winked at me and left. 
 
    I sat down on the bed and held my head in my hands. I’m in a spot here, a bad spot. I shouldn’t have said that. Maybe if I played off the weak girl, they would have gone with it, thinking I was weak and soft. I could have gotten out way easier. But at the same time, they would have expected me to do that. Play it off, play being weak. I already look it. Which means that I have to be as strong as I possibly can. Angrily I stood up and rushed the door. I pushed and pulled on it but nothing happened. It didn’t move, not an inch. I tried hitting the glass. It didn’t crack or even scratch. All I succeeded in doing was bruising my hand. I screamed in anger. I can’t just sit here and wait. I can’t! They weren’t going to get me. No way. If they even think I’m going to lay down and let them walk all over me then they have no idea what’s coming. 
 
    I kicked the door before laying down on the bed again. I covered my eyes and focused my breathing. I had to stay calm or I really would die. This wasn’t like dealing with infected. These guys were smart, who can think for themselves. They can come up with plans, they’ll react logically not just out of instinct. I took deep breath after deep breath. They would eventually have to pull me out of this place. If they only send one person to get me then I’ll be able to take them down but any more than that and I’ll be at a disadvantage. I frowned up at the ceiling. My fingers played with the hem of my shirt. It smelled like my sweat and was covered in dirt but it wasn’t my biggest concern. They’ll keep me at the biggest disadvantage that they can. I’ll have to be patient and wait for the right opportunity. But even if it doesn’t come, I won’t go down without a fight even if it means that I do get hurt. Even if I die. They think they can do whatever they want, well that’s not happening with me. Whatever I can pull out of my magical hat this time I’ll use it. I snorted. Magic, yeah right. More like complete bull. Maybe if I actually took this seriously, I could think of something, but how am I supposed to do that if I’m not even sure of where I’m at? I groaned and dropped a hand on my face.  
 
    I pulled my hand off of my face and rolled onto my side. I guess there’s no harm in trying to relax while waiting. I closed my eyes and tried to calm my racing mind. I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Even if I had to knock myself out, I was going to get some kind of rest here. I groaned and opened my eyes. I shivered and tried to curl up in as small as I could to hold in my body heat. I scooted away from the walls and huddled in the middle of the cot. I closed my eyes again and focused on my breathing. 
 
    I laid like that for what felt like hours before I heard someone outside of the door. I stiffly sat up and waited patiently for the door to open. There was some whispering before my door swung open. I raised my chin and took a deep breath before staring defiantly at them. There was four of them. They all looked like they’d seen some hard days. Their faces had deep lines etched into them, at least where their facial hair wasn’t covering them. One had a full beard growing while the others were in various stages in-between clean shaven and him. Their eyes were all sunken in, which suggested that they had food but not enough to go all the way around. Two of them were blonde, the third was a mix between blonde and brown hair, while the one with the key had dark brown hair. The youngest looked like he was in his mid-twenties while the oldest looked to be in his forties. The youngest looking stepped up to me.  
 
    He grabbed my arm and yanked me to my feet. I didn’t argue or fight. I grit my teeth hard enough that they made a grinding noise in my head. I allowed him to lead me out into the hallway. The other blonde grabbed my other forearm. He gripped it so hard I could already feel the bruises forming. I had the strongest urge to just rip my arm out of his grasp and throat punch him. But I eyed the other three men. The dirty blonde guy was watching me with squinted eyes, as if he knew what I was thinking. My chances of that idea succeeding were somewhere near zero. I forced myself to just calmly follow them. The dark-haired man led us out through the door and down the hallway while the dirty blonde man brought up the rear. We marched down the hallway, through several turns and past door after door. Each door had a square cut out of them for windows but all the glass had been broken out of them. The odd thing was this place looked clean, there was no dirt or trash. Not even any graffiti, at least not that I could see. Dark hair guy marched us through a set of double doors that led us into the fresh air of outside. 
 
     Instead of feeling better about being outside my anxiety only increased. The sky above us was dark with grey clouds. The wind hit me and pulled all my loose clothing taunt behind me. It hit me hard enough that it made me gasp. The men faltered for a moment before pulling me with them. The wind went right through my clothing and chilled me to the bone. They marched me around the buildings and everything was strangely quiet except for the wind. Everything was grey. We were the only things that were out moving against the wind. Nothing else was out there. There was no one to stand around and watch, it was empty and for some reason it just made my nerves stand on end. I need to get out. Panic bubbled up inside me, straining in my chest tightening it and making me want to run. I dug my feet into the ground and tried to pull my arms out of their hands. I struggled using everything I could think of. They grabbed me with both of their hand and kept dragging me along.  
 
    Something cold wrapped itself around my neck. I froze. “Keep struggling. I won’t hesitate to bleed you dry.”  
 
    I nodded. My mouth was devoid of all moisture. He then pushed me to keep moving. 
 
    That planned failed. I hung my head, staring at the ground. Where was the rest of the people? Were they waiting like sick perverts somewhere? What were they planning? I gulped and tried to pull my fear back in reign. If I let it go it would only get worse. I calmly walked with them, sweat building up on my palms. As we walked, we passed other buildings that used to host other businesses. These buildings had been cleaned up and maintained far better than the other buildings that I had seen. The ones with broken windows had neat boards covering them up. The trash was kept to minimum and there was not buildup of leave and plant debris like there was everywhere else. The buildings were all single-story buildings that generally had more than one business present in each building much like a shopping center. There was even a small cinema that we passed. Through the windows I could see small faces presses against the glass. We passed by them all. At the end of the block I could see a fence. It was easily a six-footer with razor wire wrapped along the top of it. We headed steadily towards the fence. I didn’t say anything to my captors. I didn’t want to show them any fear that I had. Even though inside I was screaming. 
 
    At the fence we turned to follow it. We followed the fence till we came to a large warehouse. The warehouse itself was giant. It looked big enough to house several private airplanes. I balked at the sight. No. Not in there. They grabbed my arms and dragged me. We stopped in front of the door where there was a large group of people, predominately made up of men. From what I could see to be younger than mid-thirties was unusual. I couldn’t see if Rick, Dean and Richard was here or not. Vince was standing right in the middle of the door. He sauntered up to us, grinning from ear to ear. Even Vince I’m guessing was somewhere in his forties. Dark eyes to go with his dark complexion. He stood only a little taller than myself but he had power and knew how to use it. Everyone looked at him with respect. He didn’t even have to give orders for people to do what he wanted. I pulled myself upright to stand at my full height.  
 
    He jerked his head and my four guards left to join the group of people waiting for me. Not giving me a chance to run Vince grabbed my arm and intertwined his arm with mine. Lacing his fingers through mine. His hands were warm against my clammy ones. He didn’t comment on that. Amiably, he led us down to the door that everyone had congregated around. In an undertone he stated. “I never was given your name.” 
 
    After a brief silence. I responded. “And you’re not going to get it.” 
 
    He chuckled. We stopped at the door. “If you had been more polite, I might have given you a coat to combat the cold. Then again I doubt that you’ll have too much time to get cold.” 
 
    At the mention of the cold the wind picked up again and I shivered violently. His arm was warm and even as grotesque as he was, I couldn’t help the thoughts of asking or even demanding a jacket. He nodded his head at two men who were standing to the side of the door. At his nod they started pulling on a chain. With a groan the door started to lift off of the ground. They opened the door halfway before Vince gave them the order to stop. He jerked his arm out of mine before he gave me an unfriendly push towards the warehouse.  
 
    “Now all you have to do is run.”  
 
    I looked back at him. “What?” Run where? What was going on? 
 
    “Run little girl. Run fast because whoever catches you gets you for their prize. Now run!” 
 
    Fear. Real fear blossomed. I hesitated only a moment before sprinting away. I ducked under the raised door and wasted little time in running across the warehouse. It was completely empty. My footsteps echoed all around me. It took only seconds to cross it but it felt like minutes. I reached a normal sized door on the other side I grasped onto the handle and I looked one last time behind me. They were still grouped around the door watching me. Resisting the urge to give them the finger I slipped through the door. I pushed the door shut behind me. Since the door opened towards me, I could block it. I looked around me for anything I could use to block it. It was then that I noticed my surroundings. It looked like I was in a junk yard with how much garbage was thrown back here. There was even a car that I could see just from entering. There were multiple pathways through the rubble that I could follow. Some of the piles were as tall as the building that I had just left. Under my feet it was loose gravel with glass mixed in. I grimaced. Don’t fall on that. My eyes scanned my surroundings and I almost scanned right over the few people that were in there with me. I gasped and stepped back.  
 
    They were all in bad shape. Most of them sported cuts and bruises. The three men that were in there were all carrying weapons that they had found from in here. One of the women was cowering behind them while the other was holding her side, as if in pain. 
 
    I didn’t have time for this. I grabbed the closest object, a broken chair and shoved it in front of the door. I ran back to the pile and dragged a toilet out of the pile. The woman who had been holding her side grabbed the other end of it and helped me carry it and deposit it in front of the door. Between the two of us we were able to build a small barrier that would slow them down. I turned around to ask the others to jump in and help but they had disappeared down one of the pathways. I groaned internally. Thanks guys. Your help could have saved our lives. Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I jumped and turned away from them. It was the woman. She stared at me intently, I stared back matching her intensity.  
 
    There was a thud on the door, followed by another.  We both jumped back. The door started to open but it could only open an inch or so before the barrier that we had built stopped it. The woman jerked her head for me to go. I shook my head and grabbed her arm so she would come with me. She ripped her arm out of my hand and picked up a steel pipe from the ground. She held it like it was a baseball bat. Pointed at me then at a path. Behind her the door started to open further. What was I supposed to do? I can’t make her come with me but I don’t want to stay here. She pushed me away from her and turned back to the door. Ready for them to come spilling out. I wanted to scream but instead I turned and ran. I picked the path that was to my left and ran down it. 
 
    I didn’t know how much time I would have before they would get through the door and overcome her. I ran down along the path having to dodge objects that stuck out of the walls of junk and objects that had fallen down into the path. A piece of wood was sticking out of the wall and it caught my arm. I barely felt the sting of it. All I knew was that I had to keep moving. If I stopped, they would catch me. Everything you could possibly think of was piled in here, bathtubs, garbage including rotting remnants of food, shower curtains and everything else in-between. The path twisted and turned back on itself to the point that it felt like I was going nowhere. It absorbed other paths periodically. If I stayed on this one, I wasn’t sure of where I was going but it was better to keep moving than to stay still right? Even if it meant I was going in circles. Right? 
 
    I came to a stop. The woman back there gave me a chance. I can’t waste it. First of all, I need to figure out where I am. To keep running in circles and I would get killed for sure. If and that was a big if, if that was what they had on their minds. I shuddered and it wasn’t from the cold. There was a SUV that was half in and half out of the pile in front of me. I used the window frames, where the glass used to be to climb up on it. I pulled myself onto the roof where I slowly stood up. It wasn’t much but it gave me enough to give me some sense of direction. I hadn’t just been going in circles I’d been slowly making my way away from the warehouse. And by slow, I mean slow, the path was like a snake, all twists and turns. I could see the door from here. It was wide open and no one was in sight. My heart was thumping a million miles a minute in my chest. Anyone could come around the corner at any moment. 
 
    I jumped off of the car and stumbled. In trying to correct my momentum I ran into a piece of fence that ran itself across my face leaving lines of fire behind. I pushed myself off of the ground where I had bounced onto. I stood and forced myself to a sprint. My face burned and it felt like fire was being drawn in lines across my face. Starting at the bridge of my nose to right underneath my left eye. I was lucky that it had missed my eye entirely.  
 
    The path curved on itself a few more times. So far, the only advantages I had were the head start, the path was never straight enough to give them sight of me for long and the piles of trash hid me from view. As I ran another path joined mine but didn’t branch off this time, like a few of them had done before. I ground my teeth together. That must mean that all paths come together at some point. The paths must dead end at some point where there is no way out. I have to get out of here. Out of their playground, out of their control. 
 
    As I came around another corner, I caught a glimpse of the top of the fence. There! There was my escape point. Instead of following the path I turned and started clambering over the piles of trash. As I climbed over it, objects started to shift and move under my feet but I didn’t stop moving. There were a few spots where a foot would break through entirely but I pulled it out quickly enough that I didn’t get sucked in. Behind me I could hear them shouting but ignored it. The only way I was going to stop is if they shot me. They were not going to get me. Not this time. Most of the trash had been here long enough that it was compacted enough that it didn’t sink too much under my weight, not that I weighed a whole lot. I kept my profile as low as I could while climbing. If I could keep from being spotted then that would be the best part of today. 
 
    I reached the top of the hill and I slid down the other side, trying to avoid glass and any other sharp objects. At the bottom I crossed the path and began climbing again. This pile was right next to the fence so at least I wouldn’t have to climb it all the way from the bottom. My feet felt like they flew over the trash. I didn’t slip or fall through anything. I just climbed it. Ignoring my pounding face, I grabbed the fence and started climbing. It was a sturdy chain link fence that hardly rattled as I climbed it. I had to use my toes for most of my leverage. My feet were too big to fit into the links. Gravity threatened to pull me back down but I kept pulling myself up. 
 
     This was the weakest part of the plan, I was in plain sight for everyone to see especially near the top. I pushed myself to move faster. Once I get off the fence I could move faster and find a place to hide and come up with a plan. I was so focused on where to put my hands and feet that I didn’t look at the top of the fence until I reached up to grab it. I gasped in shock and pain. I yanked my hand back. There was razor wire on top of the fence. Crap. I looked around and the whole top of the fence had razor wire wrapped around it. It covered every inch of it. No gaps to sneak through it without being cut up. I looked behind me and I could see some of them pointing at me. There were some that were climbing the trash to get to me.  I reached in and grabbed where I could fit my hand without it getting cut up anymore. I pulled myself over the top. 
 
    The wire grabbed my clothes, ripping them and my skin but I forced myself through. Gritting my teeth, I pulled myself over the top and over to the other side. In my rush I almost dropped to the ground but I grabbed on, just barely with my fingertips on the fence right below the wiring. I looked down it would have been almost an eight-foot drop. I readjusted my feet and climbed down as quickly as I could, trying to ignore the pain that my body was sending me. I was leaving blood trails all over the fence. I had to get it to stop or they really would have no problems tracking me down. One of them hit the fence startling me, I dropped the last two feet or so. I landed on my feet but I lost my balance and fell onto my butt. I flipped the guy the bird before getting up and running away. Behind me he rattled the fence and screamed. I smirked. 
 
    There were several buildings out this way and I weaved in between them. I couldn’t stop here, it was way too close and I would be found in minutes. These guys knew the ins and outs of each building and the area around them, I had to get far enough away that they wouldn’t be able to find me. I glanced down at my bruised and bleeding body. The last thing it wanted to do was to keep running. I had no choice though. I promise body, if you hold out on me. I’ll find a place where we can sit and rest. Not have to worry about moving for a few hours. You just have to get through this. I grit my teeth and pushed myself to go faster. Something hit the top of my head causing me to look up. Dark clouds were hanging low and rain began to fall. Hopefully this works in my favor and they won’t be able to track me. I sighed. No way I could get that lucky. I was going to get wet and very cold. 
 
    I ran out of the network of buildings and flew into the tree line. There weren’t very many bushes up here that I had to worry about leaving a blood trail on but that meant they didn’t hide me either. The deeper I ran in the trees the more foliage there was on the ground. Thankfully they didn’t go above my thighs were the majority of the bleeding was. The ground gently sloped downwards and I followed it being as careful as I could to avoid slipping in the damp dirt. I was leaving footprints behind me which was just as good as leaving a blood trail. The rain fell heavily on my head. Plastering my hair to my skull and my clothes to my body. I needed to find firmer ground so I wouldn’t leave such an easy trail to follow. Even as I was thinking it the ground leveled out and even more foliage sprouted everywhere. Covering the dirt. Hopefully this is enough to keep them off of me. I grinned to myself. That’s done now throw them off their guard. I took a sharp right and instead of running directly away from them I ran parallel to their camp. But I can just leave. They had at least one of them back there. At least that’s what it seemed like it had been hinted at. I shouldered myself past a tree. Well they’ll have to wait for nightfall at least. 
 
    At this point I knew I could find my way back but with me being hunted I couldn’t just go back there and hide. I slowed down and let my breathing even out. My body was exhausted, I couldn’t keep going at this pace. My body felt numb from fatigue. I just couldn’t keep going. In the short time I’d been out here I was already soaked from the rain. I shivered and my teeth started chattering. There were faint shouts in the distance behind me. I glanced around me. I was surrounded by trees that still had full foliage on them. Granted they were in varying degrees of reds and oranges with small patches of green left. But it was better than staying on the ground and waiting to be found. I walked up to a tree with a thick base and being very careful to leave no mud or blood on the bark I climbed up as high as I dared. I picked a branch that was thick and offered some concealment from below. I carefully sat on a branch with my back against the main trunk. I’ll just stay here for a little while. I shivered as the rain fell harder on my head. My shirt was in ruins, so were my pants. Wherever my clothes were ripped blood had welled up and discolored it. I ached everywhere. There was so much pain clambering for my attention I tried to not to think about it. It was harder to ignore the rumbling in my stomach and my dry mouth. I sucked the water from my hair to give my mouth something to do.  
 
    I just want to fall asleep and wake up safe and warm in my own bed. I’ll take my sister’s glares over this any day. Lily’s silly bantering about her friends that lived next door. I missed her most of all. I missed her birthday, she would never forgive me for that. I dropped my head into my hands. They probably think I’m dead. I really hope they’re alright. I wish I could have seen them one more time before coming out here. I don’t think I’ll be making it home. I started to cry. I cried only halfheartedly, I didn’t even have enough energy for that. I felt sleep pulling me down. I forced my head up, no sleeping. I would fall out and hit every single damn branch on my way down. And no more thinking about home. I wiped the tears from my eyes. 
 
    There was movement down below me. Carefully I leaned over slightly to see below without moving too much. It was a raccoon. He stood up on his hind legs and sniffed up the tree, his front paws resting on the trunk. After standing there a few moments of what I assumed was deliberation he dropped down and waddled off through the bushes. I watched him poke his way through the leaves. He froze on his way to the next tree. I looked further up to see what had startled him. It was a group of three people walking very slowly. The raccoon ran off as fast as his legs would carry him and disappeared into the undergrowth.  
 
    One of the people laughed at the raccoon. Another one hissed at him to shut up. I stayed very still as they walked closer and closer to me. There was no way they could know I was up here. Could they? Did I leave a trail? Was there mud or anything on the tree to suggest I was up here? I fought the panic that threatened to bubble up and over. I was a sitting duck up here. I had no advantage except surprise but how good was that when I was exhausted and no weapons. I bit down on both of my cheeks to keep myself still. None of them looked up, they were all focused on the ground, spreading bushes side to side with their weapons. Presumably looking for a trail of any kind. One of them passed right below me and I sunk into the tree as far as I could go. I forced myself to look at the leaves in front of me. This way maybe they wouldn’t feel me staring at them and they would just keep on going. Please just keep on going. Please go. I’m exhausted, I wouldn’t be able to do anything if they found me. I was dead if they decided to look up. I had nothing to protect me from them no weapons, nothing to use in my defense. My stomach gurgled angrily at me. I froze. I even stopped breathing. Did they hear that? They passed right on by my hiding spot with no questions or raised alarms.  
 
    I let go of my breath that I had been holding when they continued on their path. That was too close. Damn. No more of that, I can’t handle that stress. I blew my breath out softly. If I had my bow, I could’ve taken them down without any hesitation. But I don’t have it. I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to release all of the tension that had built up within me. I would wait until night fall then I would make my move. What my plan was I wasn’t sure yet but I was going to get whoever else they had out and make sure that Vince died tonight. He wouldn’t live to see another day. I was positive of that. 
 
    … 
 
    I waited till night fully fell before climbing down from my hiding spot. I groaned in pain as all of my cuts and scrapes opened up again. The blood had clotted causing my clothing to stick to my skin. The rain had stopped hours ago so I had started to dry out but I was still freezing. All my muscles were stiff from the cold and exhaustion. When my feet hit the ground, I stretched my back, I swung my arms back and forth just to try to get some of the blood flowing again. I stomped my feet and hopped back and forth a little bit just to get the stiffness out. Just get moving. Force the stiffness out while you walk Alice. No other choice since a bubble bath is so far out of the question it’s just a theory. I moved as quickly as my sore body would let me but cautiously back the way I came. 
 
    The clouds still covered the sky so there would be no moonlight to see but at least it wasn’t raining. I had to retrace my steps but it was taking me longer than I had thought it would. Well I’m not running for my life so of course it’s taking longer. I grumbled to myself. When I came to the incline, I took my time in climbing it. I set my feet down slowly to avoid making any unnecessary noise. Every time I heard something that sounded unnatural, I dropped to the ground. I would lay there shivering until I was sure that no one would pop out of the darkness and grab me by the neck. 
 
    They would be patrolling tonight if they were back from trying to track me down. The only reason I got away was dumb luck. One wrong move and they would have had me and I never would have gotten away. Dumb luck and not knowing when to quit was my saving grace, more so today. I sent a silent prayer above that I could have some more luck on my side. But even as I sent it, I doubted that he even listened to prayers anymore. I squatted by a tree just inside the tree line and watched. This was still the same camp that I had gotten through before but this was the other side of it. Which meant that I would have to either circle it or go through it anyways to get to the rendezvous point. Looks like I had a long night ahead of me. I sat there and shivered. I wish I had my coat but those bastards took it. I gritted my teeth.  
 
    I moved back behind the tree and stood up wincing as my legs popped. I did a quick stretch and peeked around the tree again. There was still no movement and I had been out here a good half an hour. Well nights a wasting. Where should I check first? I guess I could check the police station. That’s where they kept me so logically that’s where they would keep other prisoners. Well that’s the first stop then. I took a deep breath and darted across the open ground. I kept my head low and moved fast. When I reached the building, I hugged it. Staying as close to it as possible I walked alongside it until I came to the edge. Where I ran to the next building, slowly making my way to the police station where I had been held. No lights were on which made it easier for me. I slowly zigzagged using the buildings almost like jumping blocks to keep myself hidden.  
 
    Funny enough now that I was moving with a goal in mind, I felt better than I had for the last few hours. Not by much but just a little bit. I came around the corner of the last building and looked across to see the police station lit up like it was Christmas day. My heart sunk. How was I supposed to get in there? Shadows moved around in front of the windows but none of them came out. Ok so on to plan b. Create a distraction to get them out of the building. Before I could even think about moving or formulating a plan the door slammed open and two men walked out. One of them was Vince. I recognized him by his short stature. 
 
    The man behind him was speaking, their voices carrying on the still night air. “You really think he had no idea where she went? They had to of had a meeting point. If we interrogate him more, I think we can-“ 
 
    Vince whirled around and punched him in the face. “Shut up. Just shut up. One more word and I’ll cut your tongue out.” Vince stalked away and the man stood there for a moment rubbing his face before going back inside.  
 
    I stood there watching Vince walk away while shaking in anger. They were interrogating one of them. This was not forgivable. I closed my eyes and took deep breaths. Right now, I had no idea of how I was going to make it in the police station, so I opened my eyes and stared at the path that Vince had gone down. All I was seeing was red. It was time for that party that Vince had been so happy to invite me to. 
 
    I carefully followed him down the street, sticking in the deeper shadows. He didn’t turn around once to check to make sure he was alone, the overconfident, arrogant bastard. I stayed at least half a building behind him just in case he did turn around or if I made some kind of noise, he’d be less likely to hear it. There were no close calls or anything. He was the only person that I saw out and about. There were a few buildings that we passed that had lights on but no people. But it ended up being unnecessary. He approached a small office building that looked like it had housed an insurance company at one point. It was a low long building that was sparsely decorated on the outside. The windows were all boarded up so no light could escape to the outside. It was surrounded by a small parking lot that was dotted with plants that had sprung up through the pavement. He produced a key and unlocked the door. He looked around before stepping inside, pulling the door shut behind me. I could almost bet that he had locked the door behind him but it never hurt to check. I waited a few moments for him to leave the front area to go wherever it was that he was going. Let him get himself tucked into bed for the night before I decided to pop in. My feet started to fall asleep in my crouched position. Hesitantly after looking around me I stood up and wiggled feeling back into them.  
 
    I sprinted across the parking lot and up to the door. Being very careful of my breathing, tried to take a few breathes to calm my heart but it wasn’t interested in being calmed down. My nerves were on fire while I carefully twisted the handle and to my surprise it clicked open. My nerves went on high alert. Does he know I’m here or is he expecting someone else? Well if he is waiting for someone else then he’ll get the surprise of a lifetime. I paused as I pushed the door open a crack. Don’t hesitate Alice. I opened the door slowly and stepped into the entrance way. I silently shut the door and locked it. Didn’t want any unexpected visitors. And that’s all I can do about that right now. Right there in the front was a small kitchenette. I looked down the hall and there was nothing only a crack of light coming from a room. On silent feet I stepped over to the drawers and opened them quietly. My heart felt like it was trying to beat its way out of my chest. I looked down the hallway again to make sure it was empty. In the first drawer was some spoons and spatulas, in the second was the one with the cutlery. It was in there that I found what I was looking for. A large kitchen knife, with a serrated edge to it. Just as quietly I slid the drawers shut and crept towards the room that was lit up. It was the second door on the right. I stood in front of it and tried to remember what it was like to breathe properly. I felt like electricity was being dumped into my nerves making my heart beat a mile a minute. 
 
    I took a deep breath, remember Alice, no hesitation. I grabbed that door handle and yanked the door open. Vince looked up in surprise. He had no shirt on, just his pants not even socks on. He closed the book that he was reading and set it down on the desk beside him. “Well good evening. I wasn’t sure if I should be expecting you tonight or not.” He gave me a sickish grin that sent chills down my back. “Still playing the silent hunter?” He mocked. “It would be difficult to do without an advantage.” He stood straight and showed off the muscles that rippled under his skin. 
 
    I showed him the knife. “I do.” 
 
    He went still and looked at me with a little more respect than he had a moment ago. “Alright. Do you want to sit then? Maybe change out of those clothes? They look wet and dirty. I even have gauze here to wrap up your cuts. You did surprise me. I saw you go over the fence, normally the razor wire stops everyone, everyone but you. You got guts and the fact that my men couldn’t find you shows you got brains too. Why don’t you put the knife down and we can talk about this like civilized people? I even have food.” He pointed to a cupboard above his head. 
 
    “No.” I pursed my lips. “How bad did you torture him?” 
 
    “Who?” He smiled and sat down on the edge of his bed. 
 
    “You know who?” 
 
    “No really I don’t.” 
 
    I gripped the knife tighter. “My father.” 
 
    “Oh. Him.” He stretched out, making me think of a cat. “Yeah I remember him. I remember how disappointed I was when he begged for his life. He begged me to let him go.” Vince chuckled to himself. “Such a coward.” 
 
    “Liar.” I breathed out. My blood was boiling. Who did he think he was calling Dad a coward? Dad was no coward. 
 
    “Well think what you want to think. It won’t change the truth.” He grinned and stood up again. “Now why don’t you put that knife down.” He slowly stepped towards me. 
 
    I froze, I couldn’t help it. He came to a stop in front of me. His breathing was very soft and even, he made no sudden movements as if I was a wild animal that would bolt if he even so much as breathed too loud. His lips were slightly parted and raised in a smirk. He thought he had won.  
 
    I brought the knife up and shoved it into his stomach. His eyes went wide and his mouth went slack. He looked at me quizzically and then looked down to see the knife was hilt deep in him and my fist was curled around it. He looked back up, he opened and closed his mouth. He reminded me of a fish out of water. I pulled the knife out and let it drop to the floor by my feet. He didn’t know where to grab, one hand went to his stomach and the other grabbed my shoulder. He stood there swaying staring me in the eyes. His were wide and glassy. He let go of his shoulder to grab his stomach with both hands. Without emotion I kicked him and sent him sprawling to the ground. He curled up into a ball and didn’t move.  
 
    I was done here, it was time to get out and leave this all behind. I stepped over his body and turned the light off. Being very careful I stepped back over his body and shut the door. This should buy me some time before they realize that he’s dead. If they come in and see no lights hopefully, they can assume he’s sleeping and they won’t bother him. I exited the building and looked around carefully. No one was around. So far, my luck was holding out, and as long as this kept up for a little longer then I would be home free. The sky was still covered in clouds so I didn’t have to worry about the moon illuminating me against buildings or having to hide in its shadows. Quickly I retraced my steps back to the police station. It didn’t take me long but I was still cautious when I heard voices or doors opening. I heard people but I didn’t see them. 
 
    All the lights were still on at the police station. Maybe there was a back door or a window I could get in through. But now times a factor, so let’s go through the front first.  I creeped forward. I stopped by the front door and looked in through the window, even though it was a huge risk I had to take it. There was no one that I could see. I pulled on the door and it opened. They did a very good job around here of keeping their door hinges well oiled. I got to give it to them but it’ll be their downfall. I closed my eyes and tried to remember the route that we had taken to get out of here, I hated wandering around lost especially with people who wanted to hurt me hanging around. Not much of a choice so I simply followed the meandering hallway glancing into rooms before I passed them. They were all empty. As I got closer to the holding cells where I had been, I could hear a voice. It was pissed off sounding. The door to the holding cells was open. I slipped in and the voice was coming from down the hall. I passed the cell that I had been held in without glancing in. The voice and the light were coming from the last cell. I came to the door way and looked in.  
 
    Dean was tied to a chair, so I had been wrong about the shadow looking like him. Rick and Richard had gotten out, the most unlikely to work together. Dean’s chest was bloody and his face was swollen with a broken nose that had contributed some of the blood on his chest and stomach. The guy who was talking absolute nonsense was ugly teeth. He had his back to me and was just talking away going on about how pissed off he was about how he hadn’t caught anyone in the chase. I shivered at the thought of him touching me. I couldn’t leave ugly teeth alive but I didn’t have any weapons. I did have my belt but could I stomach choking him to death? I watched ugly teeth take a knife and run it down Dean’s chest. Slowly, and gradually getting deeper under he had ran the blade down his entire torso. Dean screamed in agony as fresh blood poured itself out of his wound.  
 
    My brain shut off and I quietly unbuckled my belt from my waist and created a loop big enough to slip over his head. Dean looked up and met my eyes. He gave a distinct nod. Greasy hair guy tilted his head and started to turn around to see what Dean had been nodding at. Before he could finish his turn, I slipped my belt over his head and around his neck. I tightened it as tight as I could get it and latched it shut. I pulled his arms down and kicked his feet out from underneath him. He frantically bucked and lashed out. I looked everywhere for his knife. Dean kicked it with his toes, spinning it towards me. My hand grasped the sweaty handle, letting go of ugly teeth momentarily. I plunged the knife into his back, repeatedly until he stopped moving. When he stopped moving, I slid off of him and leaned against the wall. Ringing silence filled my ears. This was the second man that I had killed in less than an hour. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him. Everything seemed to zoom in on him, the fact that I had killed him. But the thing was that I didn’t feel bad about killing him or Vince. They had both deserved it, multiple times over. But what scared me was how numb I was about it. When had I become so cold? 
 
    Dean started whispering and it took every ounce of willpower to focus on what he was saying. To pull myself out of my mind. “C’mon Alice. You got to untie me and we need to get out. C’mon girl!” He snarled.  
 
    I stood up on shaking legs and looked to see what was holding him to the chair. Just rope. I grabbed at the knot and started fiddling with it. I was going too slowly because he snarled at me again. “Get the knife you idiot.” 
 
    Idiot? “Maybe I ought to leave you here.” I hissed at him. I crouched down next to the body and pulled the knife out of his back. It made wet sound as it left his body. I grimaced. Now that the adrenaline was gone, I noticed that stuff. Dean must have actually gotten a look at me because he looked horrified. 
 
    “What did they do to you?” 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t want to talk about it right now. I quickly cut the ropes off of his arms and feet. He rubbed his arms and legs to get the blood flowing again. I handed him the knife. I wanted to take the back seat for a while. Too much had happened in too short of time, exhaustion had settled on me again. But this time it wasn’t going to be shaken off. Dean seemed to understand and or at least didn’t question me giving him the knife, for which I was thankful. He led the way out, and he seemed to have a better understanding of the building because we went out a different door than the one that I used. The door led us out to some kind of loading dock, which carefully we jumped off of. Using the darkness, we were able to sneak out of the camp without much hassle. 
 
    Dean didn’t start trying to have a conversation with me until we were almost on top of the rendezvous spot. I ignored his questions. I just wanted to sleep. I didn’t care that I was cold or hungry or the fact that I hurt all over and that my blood had dried to be a sticky residue over the majority of my body. I just wanted this night to be over with. I stumbled along just trying to put one foot in front of the other while keeping my mind blank. 
 
    Dean grabbed my arm and turned me around to face him. I stared numbly at him. “Alice what happened out there?” 
 
    “I- uh…” My brain wasn’t functioning correctly. I just wanted to go to sleep. Was that too much to ask? I shivered violently as the wind picked up. I couldn’t feel my body anymore. I was so cold and numb, not just physically. It took me what felt like forever before I could think of an answer. “They tried to hunt me down like an animal. But… but that wasn’t the worst part.” I dropped my head onto my chest. 
 
    Dean put a hand under my chin and pulled my face back up to look at him. Dean nodded for me to go on. He put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. He was so warm. I could feel him radiating heat. I wanted to curl up in his arms, never mind that he was covered in blood. 
 
    “The worst part is I knew the guy who was ordering this whole scheme.” My voice broke off. 
 
    Dean raised his eyebrows. “How?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “He said that my father begged for him not to kill him, and he did anyways. So, I killed him back.” There I said it. But I still didn’t feel anything about what I had done. 
 
    Dean moved his hand to the side of my face and held it up. Dean looked me in the eyes, his face revealing nothing. He pulled me into a hug and held me tight. Where I started to cry into his shoulder. I cried for everything that had happened in the last 24 hours and for losing my dad and being taken away from my family. I cried. He just held me and didn’t say anything. I don’t know how long we stood there but he held me and didn’t complain. I finally pulled away. But he held me at arm’s length and looked me straight in the eye. I thought he was going to say something instead he pulled me in and kissed me. At first, I was so shocked I let him do it and then when the shock wore off, I kissed him back. He pulled away first and held both hands on both sides of my face. 
 
    “Everything is alright. I won’t let them hurt you again.” He murmured.  
 
    I let him slide his hand down my arm until he found my hand. I clasped his hand tight in mine and refused to let go.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter nineteen… This is kinda nice 
 
      
 
    All around us the wind howled while it barreled into everything in its path including us. I was tired from brushing my hair out of my face so I let it fly around me. The wind twisted and pulled on the branches on the trees making them sway back and forth. Only the bravest birds were out this morning. Their singing could barely be heard over the wind, it buffeted them while they flew forcing them to change course unexpectedly. While I stumbled along bushes grabbed and pulled at my legs with every step that I took. To my left the sun was finally beginning its upwards arc into the sky. As the light gradually grew, ironically the slower and colder I felt. My body was so cold that I was numb, entirely numb. My feet felt like pieces of wood that I was dragging with me. I couldn’t lift my legs more than a few inches. The muscles ached all along my legs and back. It was all that I could feel other than the wind. In the light I was able to see my breath puff out in a white mist in front of me before being blown away and fading. When the going was easy, I shoved my hands into my armpits, but like most of this trip it wasn’t so cut and dry. Just one of the barriers that we’d faced overnight was a stream that cut right across where we needed to go. We were forced to climb down steep walls of dirt only to have to climb back up on the other side a few miles down while soaking wet.  
 
    In front of me Dean waved his way through the trees and undergrowth. He was like the only light in a dark room. I followed him blindly. When I stumbled over a rock or bush, he’d be there to catch me. Whenever he’d turn to check in on me, I could see the dark shadows deepening under his eyes. He was just as exhausted as I was. Almost like a slap to the face, I realized it wasn’t that long ago that he needed the blood transfusion. He needed rest more than I did. There was just no way he was fully recovered from that excursion. I tried to dig deep for any burst of energy, even if it was just a spark. I tried digging for it. But I had no resources left.  There was just nothing for me to rely on, I was completely drained dry. All I could do was keep putting one foot ahead of the other. I was so exhausted that my brain felt as if it was stuffed full of cotton. Nothing was connecting. I couldn’t formulate a complete thought without specific words being repeated over and over, not even able to connect the dots.  
 
    I stepped out of the trees, nearly falling on my face when my feet hit the pavement. I’d been so adjusted to walking on soft uneven ground that the flat, hard ground completely threw me off my balance. Blinking stupidly, I stood on the edge of the road while trying to shield my eyes from the light. The light that seemed so much brighter out here. 
 
    I twisted around slowly trying to figure out where we were. Were we in the right place? We walked all night, we should be at least close to being where we should be. Dean was slowly walking away from me to the left. He looked like he was trying to see around the curve in the road. I tried to stifle a yawn but to no avail. After a moment he stopped before walking back to me. He stopped right in front of me to put both of his hands on my shoulders. “We should be in the right place. But I’m going to walk that way to double check. I’m pretty certain we’re in the right spot. You just- you just stay here. Kay?” Under his eyes were dark blue circles. The only indication that he spent last night doing anything other than sleeping. 
 
    I nodded dumbly. I didn’t have the energy to argue. 
 
    He dropped his hands from my shoulders, rested one hand on the side of my face briefly before disappearing around the corner. Once he disappeared, I had nothing to track so my head dropped. I let my head hang even if it meant staring at the ground. I wrapped my arms tight around me. I shivered violently. I didn’t even think to grab the coat off of anyone. I should’ve. Despite everything I was straining my ears, listening for Dean to come back and if anyone or anything was nearby. Besides my breathing, I could only hear the wind and the few brave birds. Above me a flock of geese flew by. They were honking and calling out to each other. No regard for what was going on below them. Strangely enough this flock was the first that I’d noticed this year.  Last year I didn’t notice much more than this either. They’re suffering just like the rest of us. My thoughts trailed off. Slowly unable to stop them, my eyes closed. 
 
    At the first sound of footsteps I jerked my head up, kinking my neck. Even with the surge of adrenaline that was pathetically small, I stayed rooted to the spot. Dean came around the corner with a frown planted on his face. He stopped a few steps away, “We’re in the right place. The sign next to the entrance clearly says its Mill’s campground. They’re probably deeper in. Sooner we find them the sooner we sleep.” He started walking away but stopped when he realized I didn’t move from my spot. “Alice, c’mon.” 
 
    I sighed before shuffling over to him. Dean waited for me to be even with him before matching my pace. I dragged my feet through the layers of leaves, purposely disturbing them. Most of the camping spots that we passed were overtaken with blackberry bushes. They’d grown taller than me in most areas. Even though they were massive they were dense. Vine had grown over, under and all around each other making a massive knot of thorns and berries. In places they’d even covered most of the road. But clearly on the shoulder of the road were fresh tire tracks in the grass. Dean and I shared a look before cautiously following the tracks. They took us directly through the campground instead of the meandering path that the road was taking us on. I turned around another mound of blackberries.  
 
    Coke was standing stiff legged on the edge of a clearing. “Coke!” I cried out stretching my arms towards him while he bounded towards me. He jumped up planting his paws on my chest. Frantically reaching upwards he licked every inch of me he could touch. He was whining softly and his tail was wagging crazily. I dropped to my knees wrapping my arms around him and buried my hands in his fur. Down near his skin he was blessedly warm, nearly hot on my frozen hands. 
 
    Rum came sprinting out from underneath Rick’s blazer, which was parked on the other side of the clearing. He rammed into us and joined the frenzy. I hugged both of the wiggling dogs, trying to give them the attention that they both wanted. I was so focused on them that I didn’t notice Dean move from beside me. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you two. I didn’t think I’d see either one of you again.” Richard said, laughing. 
 
    I looked up in time to see them separate from a hug. Dean shook his head wearily, “To be honest I didn’t think so either.” 
 
    Clumsily I struggled to my feet. Richard pulled me into a tight hug. Just as quickly let me go again. “I’m glad to see you alive.” 
 
    I nodded. “Same here.” 
 
    Richard looked from me to Dean, our mud-covered clothes and in mostly my case blood too. We were both exhausted, ready to fall where we were standing. “You guys clean up and I’ll get you something hot.” He hurried back to the blazer. 
 
    Wearily we both made it to the blazer. Nudity wasn’t high on my priority list to worry about so as casually as I could muster, I pulled my shirt over my head, gasping as the movement ripped open wounds. I pressed myself into the back of the seat biting down on my lip while the pain ripped through.  
 
    “Oh my god…” I looked up at Richard standing in the doorframe next to me. His face was pale and horrified. “Here.” He shoved a cup of steaming liquid into my hands. “Just chicken broth. Drink it then I’ll help you get cleaned up.” 
 
    He disappeared. I lifted the hot liquid to my mouth. It burned but I was so cold that I didn’t care. The heat that was dissipating from off the outside of the cup burned my skin. It warmed me up from the inside, radiating outward. Richard was waiting for me to finish. I drained the cup and set it down on the seat next to me. “Dean is just as bad off as I am- “ 
 
    “No, he’s not. Shut up.” 
 
    The alcohol burned. It burned like fire. I had to stuff my fist into my mouth to keep from screaming. Richard carefully and professionally cleaned each of my wounds. He bandaged them up while trying to use as little supplies as possible. When he finished, I changed into cleanish clothes, wrapped myself in a blanket and passed out in the back seat taking up all of it. 
 
      
 
    “Alice?” 
 
    “Daddy?” I rubbed my eyes blearily, “Daddy, where are you?” 
 
    “I’m over here sweetheart, just follow my voice.” 
 
    I was surrounded by darkness. There was no smell, no other sounds. Just me in the dark. I rotated on the spot, irrationally afraid of what could be behind me. There was a white door. The top of my head only came up to the door handle. What kind of door is this? I approached it and pushed it open. Blinding white light spilled from behind of it. The darkness was chased away but I was blind now. I held a hand over my eyes, “Daddy? Daddy!” 
 
    “There you are sweetheart. Come here.” Strong hands picked me up off of the floor and swung me around in a circle. The rapid spinning made my tummy roll but he liked it when I laughed instead of complaining. He roared with laughter before sitting down in his chair and pulling me on his lap. I pressed my face into his chest until the dizziness stopped.  
 
    I looked up at him but he looked wrong. He looked younger, not like how I remembered him. There wasn’t any grey in his hair, no lines on his face, and even his smile was different. The scar that made his smile lopsided was missing. Tentatively I reached a small hand up to touch his face. He laughed as my fingers traced his smile. “Is something the matter little one?” 
 
    Yes, there were lots of things wrong. Including this. I didn’t voice it, I just shook my head instead. With his free hand he rubbed circles on my back. “Alice, I love you so much. I can’t even begin to tell you how much I love you. Always, always remember that. And when I say I love you, that also means that I want the absolute best for you.” 
 
    Solemnly I nodded.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “I have something that I need to give you. It’s going to hurt but it’ll keep you safe.” He squeezed me tightly. “It’ll keep you safe long after I can’t anymore.” His voice cracked and crackled. 
 
    I pulled back from the hug. “I love you too daddy.” I kissed the tip of his nose. 
 
    He smiled and brushed the hair back from my face. He stood up, taking me with him before setting me down in his chair. My tiny legs stuck straight out in front of me. I turned my attention to him. He was digging around in his desk, specifically the top drawer. The one that I’m not allowed to touch, at all. He pulled out a hard-sided blue case. It was big enough for my lunch box to fit into. He set it down gently and undid the clasps that held it shut. He rummaged inside before pulling out a syringe full of clear liquid.  
 
    I shrunk back against the chair. “No daddy! No! I don’t like shots. They hurt!” Easy tears ran down my cheeks.              He knelt down in front of me. He reached out and clasped one of my tiny hands in his. “This is for your safety. If it wasn’t good for you then I wouldn’t do it. Now be my brave girl. This is the last one, I promise you. And do I break my promises?” 
 
    I shook my head sniffing. Then reluctantly I held out my arm. He smiled at me, then pulled a small cloth from a package to wipe my arm with it. It left my arm wet and cold. “Why does it stink daddy?”
“Because its alcohol. And I’m using it to kill the germs that might be on your skin.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    He dropped the cloth and picked up the syringe. He popped the lid off and pushed on the plunger until a small drop of liquid came out. One hand held my arm while the other pushed the needle against my skin. I gasped when the needle was pushed into my skin. The sharp pain faded quickly. As the cold fluid was pushed in it filled my arm, making it ache and cold. I felt the needle leave and a moment later daddy was wrapping his arms around me and picking me up to hold me close. Within moments it started to burn. Then it progressed to feeling as if fire was running through every inch of me. He pressed me into his chest when the pain was too much and I started screaming. Each individual vein felt like pure agonizing fire was replacing my blood, even inside of my organs. There wasn’t a piece of me that wasn’t in agony. 
 
    After a while, how long I really don’t know it abated. Slowly and bit by bit the fire died. My screams were replaced with crying. As the last of the pain drained away, I pulled myself out of his chest. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand before looking up. It was Vince sneering down at me. I screamed and screamed. 
 
    The dream shattered and I sat up gasping like I’d sprinted across several miles. Dull sunlight was shining in through the rain streaked windows, drastically different than the artificial light that was in my dream. I looked around me uneasily but there was nothing for me to see. Coke shifted next to me, he was curled up against my legs, pinned in-between myself and the seat. I rubbed his ears before slipping back to sleep.  
 
    When I woke up for the second time, the difference was this sleep was dreamless. I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes before pushing Coke off of me so that I could sit up. I rotated my head, trying to work some of the kinks out of my stiff neck. In the front seat Dean and Richard were talking, they didn’t realize that I was awake yet so they were talking softly together.  
 
    “... we picked the dogs up from where we left them you know. Then we came here.” Richard said softly. 
 
    “How was Rick able to find you if you stayed back the whole time?” Dean grumbled. 
 
    Richard sighed before answering, “Id stayed near the main road. I didn’t venture too far in. I just, I’m not. I uh…” he trailed off. 
 
    Dean slapped the dashboard, “So what you’re saying is that you stayed at the most likely point of exit where you could get picked up safe and sound. While the rest of us risked our lives to get our lifeline back. The lifeline that we all benefit from?” 
 
    “I don’t expect you guys to not be angry, if you weren’t, I wouldn’t know what to say. I came on this mission to look for a cure. I’m not a fighter. Never have been. I was told, with direct orders to preserve my life above all else my safety is number one. Number two, to procure the cure at any cost.” He hissed. “I’M following MY orders.”                
 
    They both lapsed into silence. Silence that I broke, “Where’s Rick?” 
 
    Both men jumped. Richard turned slightly in his seat. “He went back to look for you two.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut. Nononononono. “When was he supposed to be back?” 
 
    “hmm, he said to not to start looking for him till this evening.” Richard replied. 
 
    This time it was Dean who broke the silence that had settled around us. “That’s fine by me. More sleep this way.” 
 
    I snorted. He wasn’t wrong. It was warm and dry here in the car. And to make it even better, I wasn’t in immediate danger. I settled back into my seat, pulling the blanket up around my neck. Coke nuzzled his nose out of the blanket before looking at me upside down.  
 
    The day passed in relative peace and quiet. I spent most of my day sleeping, passing from one dream to the next. Some of which were of home and my family, the others could only be described as nightmares. Those usually starred my dad and/or Vince in some form or another. Those mostly consisted of Vince killing dad over and over again. Romero even starred in a few of them. Those ones were the worst. The off and on sleeping would have most likely continued if the dead didn’t arrive.  The small group consisted of five rotting corpses. We watched them shamble down the road behind us. I kept the two dogs occupied, they were good about not barking but I didn’t want to chance it. It was only five of them but it wasn’t necessary to antagonize them. Besides the rain had picked up again, this time the wind was making an appearance. Even as the last of the undead disappeared, anxiety gnawed at my conscious. It was early evening but the sun was already on disappearing behind the trees. What if Rick had been caught? Did he have any backup plans for that?  
 
    The other two were sleeping in the front seat. Around me the dogs shifted uneasily, with the occasional whine. “I know guys, you miss Rick. He’ll be back soon.” I brushed them both. In a few minutes I’ll just let them out. Maybe if they just stretch their knees then they’ll calm down. Almost as if they read my mind, they crowded the door. I gave in with a huff and they pushed and shoved till they were free. I stepped out after them. Something caught Rum’s attention, within a moment it had Coke’s as well. After a moment I heard it, it sounded like Rick’s whistle. Both dogs took off in the direction I heard it from. I felt like I’d been frozen to the spot. What if it wasn’t Rick, what if it was Vince? Or what if Vince was holding Rick hostage forcing him to call his dogs? I wrapped my hand around my bow, pulling it up and knocking it. Just in case. I didn’t call the dogs back just in case. I let them run to the opposite side of the clearing to a figure that was stepping out of the trees. 
 
    “Rick you son of a bitch.” I muttered. 
 
    He greeted his dogs, talking to them and running his hands over them. Only after they’d calmed down did he finish approaching. He smirked at me. “I should’ve known better than to have gone back.” 
 
    “Rick. Why’d you go back? I mean I’m happy that you care that much but why?” 
 
    “Do you really think that I would just leave you back there with those dicks?” He asked. 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t.” I admitted. 
 
    He clasped me on the shoulder and held me with our foreheads resting on each other. “I’m sick of the rain, let’s take this conversation inside.” I followed him into the blazer where he stripped off his outer layers. In between sips of hot broth, he told us what he’d found when he’d gone back. “Everyone was hooting and hollering when I finally arrived back at their camp. Everyone was running in each direction, hell I watched two of them run right into each other knocking. Knocking themselves out. I only stayed there long enough to figure out that you weren’t there, at least not anymore. Like I said I shoulda know that you would’ve gotten out somehow.” he interrupted himself with a coughing fit. “The only thing I couldn’t figure out was why the pandemonium? Sure, some chaos is whatever but this was more than just that.” 
 
    “It was probably because of me.” I filled Rick in on what had happened to me. From the point of waking up in the cell all the way to rescuing Dean.  
 
    Rick opened his mouth to speak but Richard beat him to the punch, “So now that you’ve had closure, do you think you can cut it with the lone wolf crap?” 
 
    I launched myself at Richard. All the anger and fear that I’d been carrying around with me filed itself down to a single point: Richard. I wrapped my hand around his throat. He was too surprised to fight back which gave me the upper hand. Dean tried to pull me off of Richard by first pulling on my waist, then my arms and finally he settled for trying to get my hands from around Richards throat. My vision was narrowed down to Richards reddening face, who was now slapping and hitting me. I bit down on one of his hands. Only dimly was I aware of all the shouting that was occurring around me. Something cold and hard was pressed against my temple. The pressure made me stop squeezing. 
 
    “Let him go! Let him go now!” Dean was nearly screaming. 
 
    Rick on the other hand was speaking calmly and quietly into my ear. His voice was the only reason that I was listening to at the moment. “That was a stupid, stupid thing to say. But you need to let him go or I will shoot you. And this is your one and only warning.” 
 
    “Would you really?” I whispered. “Would you really blow my brains out?” I looked him in the eyes, “If I asked, would you do it?” 
 
    Rick looked at me with horrified eyes. As reasoning slowly drifted back into my brain, I released Richard from my grasp. I kicked the door open to leave but Rick grabbed my arm, holding me back. “Alice,”  
 
    I ripped my arm out of his grasp. “What is it with you people and trying to stop me?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to do anything stupid. That’s why. Look I know who Vince was. I’ve met him before. And just because you got revenge doesn’t mean that it’s a closed case. He was the kind of person who enjoyed inflicting pain on not just others but himself too. He was a sicko and I’m proud of you for killing him. I just wish you could have had the opportunity sooner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter twenty… How did I end up the bad guy, I swear sometimes? 
 
      
 
    The red lights from the dash bathed everything in a light that looked like we'd all been dipped in gore. Under the light my pale hands were fragile looking. Other than the headlights we were surrounded by darkness. My hands were stiff and aching from gripping the steering wheel so hard. It was just easier to hold it harder than I should than it would be to yell and scream my frustrations aloud. Each hand had to take turns in being pried off and stretched by the opposite hand. No matter what I did or how long I stretched them, always within a few minutes they just stiffened back up. My back was aching, it was right in the middle of it too. No matter the position I chose within a matter of minutes the ache would return. I’d lean forward, to the side then the other side, I’d slouch in my chair but nothing changed. 
 
   
  
 

  Today, now, actually marked our fifth day of driving. the fifth day of uncomfortable silence and anger. Every little disagreement wound up at some point or another in a yelling match.   
 
    I spared a glance beside me where Dean was sleeping. Coke was sitting in his lap with his head resting on Dean’s chest. Dean had tilted his head where it was wedged in between the seat and the frame of the car. His mouth was wide open and the sounds that were issuing from his mouth sounded more like a chainsaw than human snores. A small delicate line of drool was running from the corner of his mouth down to his shirt. 
 
    With a small smile I turned back to the road. According to the maps and Rick this was a major highway or at least it used to be. But it was empty. On the other side of the barrier cars were piled up bumper to bumper. But it was easy sailing on our side. I’m not saying that it was completely empty but in comparison the twenty or so cars parked on the shoulder every couple of miles was still night and day comparison. I don’t remember the chaos or the panic when the undead took over but the remnants of those few weeks still left their mark. Panic makes you stupid. Stupid gets you killed. That's a fact Ill argue every single day till I die. Desperation though, it's only a few lines away from stupid, and we were getting pretty desperate. Driving into what used to be a major city I couldn't decide if it was that we were that desperate that we were making stupid decisions.  
 
    I sighed, all this debating was wearing on my nerves. I should be enjoying the peace and quiet, the relative comfort of being inside instead of being exposed to the elements but there comes a point where you get restless. Restless wasn't quite the word since I was all for enjoying some deserved comfort but I wanted to be driving the other way. Back home instead of further and further away. The anticipation that was building inside I was ready to finish this. This trip has gone on way too long. I propped my elbow up next to the base of the window and rested my cheek in my palm. When we get back I'll have to try to find my family. I hope that everything worked out like it was supposed to. I hope so. I tried to stifle a yawn but it split my mouth wide open. I swear this is so boring. The red luminescent clock read 2:31 am. Only half an hour to go then sleep. It was my fault really, if I wasn’t so damn adamant about getting there so we could get back out then I’d still be on watch but I wouldn’t be driving. That had been an argument. 
 
    “No, we stop for the night. We stop. There's absolutely no point in us driving when we cannot see! What if we get lost or run into a freaking herd of the dead?” 
 
    “But we’ll make up for it instead of sitting with our thumbs in our mouths by at least doing something instead of just sitting like a bunch of sheep. Yes, we take the risk but we take the same risk by camping on the side of the road. There's nothing that we gain by sitting and waiting for the sun to come back up.” id countered. 
 
    He jabbed a finger into my chest, “You act like you know everything that's out here. you don't. You don't know what can happen!” 
 
    “Do you really think that I don't know anything? Then how did I survive this long? With my good looks? of course not. All we have to do is take precautions like make sure that we map out our route with alternates to take if we have to. If we plan it out ahead of time then we can make it work.” 
 
    Rick and I went back and forth for hours. Even with the other two supporting my idea, he didn't like it. He was adamant that we don't move at night. That we would waste too much fuel and get stuck or lost then we’d be dead. Then what.  
 
    The three of us coordinated everything purposely leaving him out of it. We would drive-in four-hour shifts, this way no one was doing all the driving. After the second night of driving through Rick gave in and we added him to the rotation. We only stopped to change drivers, replace fuel and bathroom breaks, otherwise we continued through.  
 
    I sat back up and had to adjust my back. We were on the last bit of fuel now. I’d personally added the last ten gallons that Rick had left. The dial on the gauge was sitting just under half a tank. Tomorrow we would have to scavenge some. Most of the fuel that would be pulled out of these cars would be full of rust and stink to the high heavens. Rick had some sort of stabilizer that he would pour into it after filtering the fuel to make it usable again. It had to be one of the slowest processes left on the world though. We would probably lose a day in just trying to refuel.  
 
    Movement in the rearview mirror caught my attention. Habitually my eyes snapped straight to it. There was enough residual light that filtered into the back seat to show that Rick was fiddling with something. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I whispered. There wasn't much point in waking everyone up if I didn't have to. 
 
    He shrugged, “Nothing.” He dropped whatever it was into the pack next to him. “How's the fuel?” 
 
    “A little under half. So, I guess tomorrow we should get some more.” 
 
    He nodded, “Yeah.” 
 
    Ahead of us the headlights illuminated a pile up of cars. I turned the wheel and we squeaked past the crash by driving on the shoulder. In front of the accident, what looked like the cause, was a large semi-trailer that was lying on its side. I accelerated losing sight of the accident in the darkness. We rode in silence before Rick spoke up again, “How much longer do you have left?” 
 
    “About twenty minutes,” I glanced at the clock. “But Dean made it clear that I’m not allowed to wake him up until exactly 3am.” 
 
    “Alrighty then.” He chuckled. “Listen, I want to apologize about some of the names I called you when we uh… had that argument. I uh, said some things that I shouldn't have said.” 
 
    “Wow, is that an actual apology here? I feel like it should be documented in some way.” 
 
    “How about you shut up and accept it. Ok?” 
 
    I waved my hand in the air. “Alright, alright I’ll accept your apology. But I’m not going to let you forget that.” 
 
    “Forget what exactly?” 
 
    I turned around to grin at him, “I was able to hold my temper and you weren’t.” 
 
    He huffed but didn’t add anything. At three am on the dot I woke Dean up by shaking him lightly. I let Dean deal with Richard, he was the hardest man to wake up, so that’s why he rotated after Dean and not me. I stopped the car long enough for us to stretch, go to the bathroom (this was mostly for the dogs, they would get too ancy if we didn’t let them out). The air hurt my lungs in comparison to the air in the car, this air felt too rough. It was cold and sharp. Unforgiving. Back in the car I wrapped myself up with a blanket and let the soothing purring of the motor lull me to sleep. 
 
    Chapter twenty-one… So close but so far away 
 
      
 
    When I woke up weak sunlight was shining. Under me, the car was vibrating from the road and the road noise was a dull roar. Strangely comforting. I pulled my arm out from where it was pinned under me. I shook it trying to bring feeling back into it. Within a moment the pins and needles started. It hurt to let it lay there but it hurt to move it. While still under the blanket I used my other hand to try to rub it and see if that would even help.  
 
    Wed been driving and going nowhere it seemed. The scenery didn’t change until sometime last night. We were still surrounded by trees but these weren’t the tall firs, they were the decorative trees that city planners used to make their cities look greener. Behind the trees, houses were lined up. Hundreds if not thousands of homes and businesses were still here, all they needed was people. Ahead of us the rest of the city was covered in fog. It reached out in tendrils surrounding the area around us making everything seem just ever so slightly out of focus.  
 
    “The fog won’t last long with the sun.” Rick stated from the back. “It’ll burn it off within the next couple of hours.” 
 
    I turned back to the houses and buildings that could be seen. From here as long as I didn’t look too hard it was almost easy to pretend that there were still people living there. Normal people that had families, they’d go to work or school, grocery shopping, pay their bills, they had lives that revolved around more than just surviving day to day. They didn’t have to worry about being eaten alive every second of every day. They had the same routine every day.  
 
    The engine started stuttering pulling me from my thoughts. We were losing speed. Dean brought the car to a stop and turned off the stuttering engine. 
 
    “Dammit.” Rick kicked the back door open. 
 
    I sighed. We knew this was coming. I was just hoping we would be further along. Dean dropped his head on the steering wheel. “Hey, it’s going to be fine. Plenty of gas to choose from we just got to get it.” I tried to keep my tone light and humorous. 
 
    He shook his head, dragging it across the steering wheel. “It’s not that… I’m just… I don’t know.” 
 
    Um… Hesitantly I reached out and tentatively I touched his back with my fingertips. When he didn’t react, I rubbed large circles on his back. I always felt better after mom had rubbed my back, so fingers crossed. I let my hand do my talking for me since I was at a loss. I kept my nails short mostly due to them getting ripped off, I did have some nails that I was able to use though. I used them to scratch his back gently through the shirt. Words were only words. There was no meaning to them unless you meant it and what was the point in saying something unless you meant it. So, until he could tell me what was going through his head I wasn’t going to say anything. After a few minutes during which Richard had slinked out of the car, he lifted his head. 
 
    “I wish I could just spit it out.” He finally said. His voice was flat, void of emotion. “I can’t erase what happened. I can’t even stop thinking about it when I sleep. About what they did to me.” He looked me in the eyes with his green ones, “I was able to be strong for you. You were covered in blood, whiter than a ghost. I could see it, that you were hurt just as deep as me. I was able to pull myself together for you. But it’s all crashing down. It’s not even over yet.” He trailed off. 
 
    “It’s ok. I know that sounds horribly cliché. Yes, you’ll remember it for the rest of your life. But it will lose its edge. It’ll still be able to cut you but it won’t leave you raw and dying on the inside forever.” What else was I supposed to say? I don’t even know how to handle my own baggage; how do I help someone else with the same issue? I kept my hand on his back, rubbing the endless circles. “Dean I wish I could say that everything is going to work out. I wish, absolutely wish I could say that and have it come true. The only thing that I can tell you that is one hundred percent true: You don’t have to face it alone. I’m here, so is Richard. I’m sure you can even talk to Rick. He’ll probably have much better advice than me. The point is, that you’re not alone. We can all help each other.” 
 
    There was a pause while I assumed Dean was processing my words. “Thanks, I just, it just seems so hopeless. Every step of the way we've had trouble after trouble and we've gotten by with the skin of our teeth. But what's going to happen in there? That's all that my brain keeps focusing on.” 
 
    “Well take it one step at a time. That’s all we can do. One step at a time, even if they’re small steps.” I stopped rubbing his back so I could leave the car. “Well get through this. After this were going home.” That earned me a small smile that faded quickly.  
 
    “If I had had the chance, I would have killed them all.” He savagely hit the steering wheel with both hands. “I would have killed them and I wouldn’t have regretted any of it. They were the monsters. To purposely inflict pain like that onto someone while enjoying it, while getting off on it. Then I think about what they did to you. Tried to chase you down like an animal.” He squeezed the steering wheel. “I just need a minute to calm down.” 
 
    “Ok,” I stepped out of the blazer and stood in the sunlight. It wasn’t very warm but I still lifted my face up to it all the same. I loved the sun. I just felt like it wasn’t around enough. I took one last glance at Dean who was now staring off into the distance. At the back of the blazer Rick was gathering all his equipment to start gathering fuel; gas cans, filters, hose, etc. I picked up one of the ten-gallon gas cans, but before I could even lift it up Rick set a hand on top of mine.  
 
    “I can get the gas. I’ve been doing it on my own for years. What if I draw up a map and you three go in while I secure our retreat.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “Wouldn’t it be safer for all of us if we just stuck together?” 
 
    “Normally. But were only a mile or two out from the exit that we needed to take anyway. And this’ll give me time for me to get the gas ready. Once we hit the exit we would be on foot anyways. So, we just add a mile maybe two onto the trek and call it good.” 
 
    “Ok, fine. Say you draw us a map. What if you get it wrong? Or we get lost because we had to go an alternate route? What then?” 
 
    “You know you’re acting like I was born yesterday. I have a map Ill outline a couple of routes and if you have to improvise then you improvise. But you’ll have a map at least. Killing two birds with one stone. Can’t you at least agree to that?” 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air. “What if you get attacked while were gone? Then were stuck.” 
 
    He crossed his arms across his chest. “Again, you are acting like I haven’t been living out here for the past decade.” 
 
    “No, it’s just common sense for us to stay together. Its asinine to split up.” 
 
    “Do you want to find the cure? Do you want what’s left of your family to be safe? Or do you want them to die from the infected? If we split up we can achieve two things instead of just one. Gas is easy. It’s literally lying around for me to pick up.  It’s just time consuming. Do you really think were operating with an unlimited timer?” 
 
    I swallowed my retort before spinning on my heel and walking off. Rick grabbed my arm stopping me. He spoke in a deadly voice to my back, “When it happened it happened fast. Your dad and I, we were both enlisted. At that point we both had two different focus points. Mine was keeping the dead at bay, keeping them contained. Keeping them isolated. But their ranks still grew and grew. I helped hold them back, to try to give humanity the chance to live. Your dad though, his focus was trying to reverse the process. To try to bring those who were already turned back to themselves. When that proved to be a complete and utter dead end he turned to trying to save those that weren’t infected. At the time he was one of the most brilliant minds in the field.  
 
    “Our walls didn’t hold. When they started to wash over our cities and homes, he became our hope. When the city started to fall I was called in to pull him out. He wouldn’t listen to reason. Insisting that he stay. When I pulled him out via helicopter. It was a city of the dead. I got him out but what was left of his team stayed behind. So, if there’s anything, if they found anything then it’ll be in there.” 
 
    “But if he was in the military and he was your quote unquote hope, then how did he wind up with me and my family. Why would you let him go?” 
 
    “We didn’t. He left. He never even gave me a reason. Just a thank you and he was gone.” Rick was looking at me with something like pity in his eyes. “He only joined the military because they offered him what he wanted.” 
 
    “Which was to help people?” 
 
    “No. Opportunity.” Ricks eyes glittered. “All he wanted was to shove more knowledge into his head. They gave him the opportunity to do just that.” 
 
    He dropped his hand from my arm. “If he were still alive, you wouldn’t think of him the same way that you do now.” With that he pulled his supplies out of the truck to go collect gas.  
 
    I rubbed my head right above my left eye. It was beginning to pound, with the temple being the epicenter. Was that it? Was dad really just a giant nerd who was more focused on learning things over interacting with other people? I remembered him being smart yes, almost freakishly, but he loved Emmie and I. He loved mom. Mom never seemed to harbor any anger towards him. She always talked about him like they’d been in completely in love with each other. I mean if dad had really been like that then why did mom stay with him? In all seriousness, I didn’t even know that he’d been in the military. Let alone a researcher or doctor of some kind. The dream that I had after killing Vince though. The one with the needle. It felt real, like it was a cross between a dream and a memory. Can I even think about trusting something like that? Obviously not.  
 
    I leaned against the back of that blazer. If he was a researcher, hell even Vince was convinced that dad had succeeded but just wrote Vince off as a failure. He was crazy, unstable I can’t listen to anything he says. It could have been as simple as just the standard vaccinations that he was given. My fingers ran over the remnants of the cuts from the barbed wire. They were practically gone. My shoulder where I’d been shot was closed completely. It hit me with sudden surety that the dream I had wasn’t just something that my imagination cooked up. He must have done something to me. But what was it? It seemed like the people who knew him didn’t like him that much, not even Rick. Maybe I wouldn’t like him if I knew the truth or maybe I would. He loved me. I can’t let other people ruin my memories of him. If my memories are true. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by Dean. He stopped to stare into the organized chaos of the cargo area. Inspiration struck me, which doesn’t happen all too often. “Dean, when we get back home. I’d love it if you would meet my mom. I have a feeling that shell adore you.” 
 
    Confusion then shock rolled through his features before settling on an eye crinkling smile. “I would love to.” 
 
    My skin started flushing, it moved up across my face till I could feel how red I was. I smiled shakily, oh man do I have to blush so hard? It’s so obvious. I was so focused on myself that when his hand touched mine I nearly jumped out of my skin. I forced myself to look up from the ground to look at him. He pressed his lips softly against mine. Leaving them there for just a split second before pulling away. He smiled again, this time it lit up his entire face.  
 
    “You two. Come up front.” Rick called impatiently. 
 
    I followed Dean up front where Richard was standing beside Rick. Rick spread out a map across the hood of the blazer. He was making marks on it with a black pen. “You need to get to Mercy Hospital. That’s where everything when I was last here at least, was at.” He circled the general location of the hospital, then pointed, “this is where we’re at. This place is huge so luckily the hospital isn’t in the direct center of it. Close but not quite. Because we came down around managing to avoid the rest of the mess were actually closer than I thought we would be.” He ran the pen along a route he had already marked up, “The most direct way would be to go through here, avoiding most of the downtown area. The army demolished a good portion of it to try to slow down the dead but all it did was make things worse. I’d stay on the main roads, no point in going around everything, try to keep it as direct as possible.” While he talked he finished sketching out a route to take. Then he drew alternate routes that we could take. 
 
    When he finished, I ran my finger slowly across it. “So basically,” I planted my finger right on top of Mercy hospital. “If we get lost or just generally we could head southeast and look for the river.” 
 
    Rick nodded. “Basically, yes.” 
 
    We only packed the essentials, little bit of food with a little bit of water, plus weapons. I was carrying my bow, with my quiver full of arrows, a borrowed knife that was nearly big enough to be a small sword, and a shot gun that Rick insisted that I take. While we walked away Rick whistled to his dogs and they disappeared in the sea of cars. 
 
    I missed them already, Rum and Coke. Their warm fuzzy bodies, combined with their happy-go-lucky attitudes made them the best companions. They were the scouts, the alarms, they made traveling through this wasteland easier. But I wasn’t going to risk their lives in there. If Rick was going then yes, because at the end of the day no matter how much I loved them, they didn’t belong to me. 
 
    The three of us walked in a single file line on the shoulder. We were able to make the best time by not having to avoid most of the vehicles. I kept careful watch whenever we passed by a group of cars. I had my bow ready to fire at the slightest movement. My ears were straining to catch any kind of forewarning of an attack. Once we got further into the city, I wouldn’t be able to rely on my nose. Out here in the open air it was easy to smell just a single zombie. They stink, they are rotting corpses afterall; and a corpse loves to let everyone know that they are there through their smell. There must be some memories left inside their brains. It’s the only explanation for why a grand majority of them seem to congregate in cities.  
 
    After about a mile we ran into a wall of dead traffic. The shoulders weren’t even passable from here on out. All the cars had shoved themselves as far as they could, even if it meant smashing into other cars.  
 
    Grumbling we climbed on top of the cars and traveled over them. The cold metal bit at my skin through my clothes, which was made easier by the rain from last night. On some of the cars someone had spray painted warnings: all dead, no hope, no safety. Hanging from an overpass someone had left a sheet with the faded words: Go on if you dare, truth or dare players all die. 
 
    I stopped to stare up at it. “Truth or dare players all die? What does that even mean?” I asked. 
 
    Dean stopped next to me, looking up too. “I don’t have the faintest idea.” He then continued walking. After a moment I followed his lead.  
 
    Not long after that we got off on our exit. It had enough room for us to be able to walk on the road next to the cars instead of on top of them. The small one laned road joined another road not too long after. This was a two-way road with three lanes on each side. They were all full of burned vehicles. Tall walls rose up on either side of us with ivy having completely taken over it. The cars that were closest to the walls were all overtaken by ivy. I was stepping on branching tendrils even in the middle of the road. In another couple of years, it’ll be ivy through here. No one would even know that this used to be a highway. No one will realize that this is a graveyard. 
 
    I kept glancing over my shoulder nervously. The walls were making everything echo unnaturally. I half expected to see dozens of people following us with the amount of echoes. This was a bad place to be. Our only options were to keep going forward or go back. If we got attacked right now, we would only have the two options. Dean was falling back, letting me take the lead while positioning Richard in between the two of us. At the head of the traffic jam were four large military vehicles blocking the road. Two for each direction. The closest vehicles had more bullet holes than intact metal. Piled up around the cars were skeletons. Right in front of the mounted guns were mounds of skeletons. I couldn’t shake the ominous feeling that was growing in my chest. We kept going forward, towards the roadblock. We had no choice anymore; our only option was to walk over the cars. They were crammed in like sardines, slowly and inevitably being pushed forward by those in the back. Why would anyone choose a place like this to die? Oh wait. 
 
    Glass shattered behind me followed by a string of curse words. I turned around raising my bow, ready to fire. It was only Richard. The windshield that he’d been walking over broke. He was sitting half in-half out of the car. Dean rushed over to help pull him out.  
 
    “You ok?” 
 
    He jerked his hand out of Deans. “Yeah. I’m fine. Just, I’m fine.” 
 
    It took every ounce of self-control that I possessed to keep from screaming in rage. Might as well of shouted out that were here. I hopped to the next vehicle watching for any movement. More glass shattering. I swiveled on the spot. I only saw Richard and Dean who were now hurrying towards me. We continued moving forward. Ours eyes peeled for anything. 
 
    Sandbags created a perimeter both in front of and behind cement blocks. I vaulted over them easily, sliding over the fabric. I dropped to my knees and peered from under the truck. It was pressed tightly enough to the other one that there was no way for us to fit through. I pulled my backpack off my back before sliding it in front of me. I crawled under the truck on my belly while pushing my bag in front of me. The pavement quickly started working on stealing my hard-earned body heat. I crawled through quickly. On the other side while I waited for them to come through I scanned the area. As soon as they were both through we sprinted for cover.  
 
    I ran into a small building, with my bow ready. Tables were lying on the floor with broken chairs lying around them. All the windows were broken which let the weather do to it as it wished. Water damage was obvious. Enough dirt had been brought in with the wind that grass covered the ground, small trees had taken root in here and were actually thriving.  
 
    I righted a table for Richard to set the map down on it. The three of us stared at it trying to get our bearings. Richard ran his finger down one of the black lines, “I think were on this road. So..” he peered out the building, “... if we take Auburn Rd. it’ll intersect 225th ave, and that’s where we should start heading.” He rolled the map up and placed it back in the pocket of his pants.  
 
    “Infected!” Dean warned. 
 
    A small group of them had appeared from seemingly nowhere. I crouch ran over to the far side of the room for a better vantage. “They’re slowly moving away from us. If we keep quiet we can sneak around them.” I called.  
 
    Surprisingly no one argued. We took turns running across the street, keeping our eyes on their retreating backs. By hugging the buildings, we were able to make good time, not great but good. Most off the obstacles on the sidewalk we were easily able to pass. Our footsteps echoed off the buildings all around us, so when we did speak it was only in whispers.  
 
    I stopped panting, holding a stitch in my side, to stare at a sea of grass. “What?” I muttered. How did a whole field of grass grow in the middle of this? 
 
    Richard collapsed onto a bench nearby, his head thrown back gasping for air. Dean who was also breathing heavy walked a little way down. I watched him out of the corner of my eye while simultaneously trying to watch Richard and the surrounding area. Dean trotted back.  
 
    “It’s a park.” 
 
    “You call this a park?” 
 
    “Obviously not now. But it used to be.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t a park always be a park though? We still call this a city?” 
 
    “Fine. It’s still a park.” 
 
    “It’s horrible. I bet something will try to eat us.” 
 
    “Who said we were even going to cross it?” Dean exclaimed. “I was going to say to go around.” 
 
    “It’s the most direct way. I’m tired of avoiding the shortcuts. Let’s take this one. It’ll be fun. “I waggled my eyebrows at him. 
 
    He stared back impassively. “What is wrong with you? You’re not acting like yourself.” 
 
    I looked at him surprised, “You of all people should now. There’s something about you. I don’t know what it is but…” I felt my face start turning crimson. Behind me Richard shrieked. 
 
    I turned pulling my bow up simultaneously. Infected were running towards us. A small mob of them. Too many for my bow. Too many to handle by hand. Not big enough to warrant a gun. I ran into the grass, shouting over my shoulder for them to follow. Richard yelled something inarticulate but I’d already disappeared into the grass. It loomed over my head blotting out any way for me to tell what direction I was running in. I could only press forward and sprint as straight as I possibly could. The ground squished under my boots, while the grass slapped me in the face and arms. The end of the grass came so suddenly that I ran straight out of it.  
 
    I slowly turned in a circle. “Oh, where am I?” I muttered. I’m alone and I’m lost. Oh, this day is getting better and better. At least we have the same destination point. I crossed into some sort of residential slash office area. Tall buildings blotted out the sun. Forcing me to cross through the shadows that were freezing in comparison. I passed bicycle that I looked longingly at but the tires were flat and I didn’t know how to ride it anyways. The traffic wasn’t bad here. A few cars were parked in the street but most of them were parked on the sides.  
 
    Ahead of me there was shouting followed by gunfire. I dropped to the ground nearly smashing my face into the concrete. I shuffled under a car, looking for the source of it. I wasn’t the target. Not yet at least. I shuffled forward. The space in front of this car was clear enough for me to see nearly a block down. Figures were scattering into buildings or taking cover behind cars.  
 
    I watched long enough to make sure that it wasn’t Dean or Richard under fire before moving back. I kept low while I moved back the way I’d come. At the next intersection I went left. I held my bow at the ready, while watching for any kind of movement. An engine roared to life behind me. Throwing caution to the wind I sprinted down the road. I needed to get some distance between us. Ahead of me there was a roadblock. Using my momentum, I leaped over it and continued running as my feet hit the ground. The sound of squealing tires forced me to look around. I’d run right into the path of the armored truck. I rolled out of the oncoming path of it. The truck’s brakes squealed while they came to a stop, rolling right over where I’d just been.  I didn’t stop to see who they were or whey were doing. I ran into the nearest building not thinking about the consequences, just thinking of getting away.  
 
    I rammed my shoulder into the door, slamming it open with enough force to bounce off the wall. I shut it and locked it. Then I turned to face the building that Id entered. The only light was coming in through the broken window on my right. I moved in deeper. I had my flashlight. That’s the only light I need. Enough dust covered everything including the floor to prove that I was the first person to come through here in possibly years. I only took shallow breaths. The air felt thick, just breathing in made me want to cough. The air itself was stagnant, intermingled with decay. Just because I was the first person down here didn’t mean anything about upstairs and animals. Animals will find a way in somehow. Behind me the door snapped and broke.  
 
    I left the large room Id found situated behind two offices excluding the one the main door opened into. Now I was in a hallway that had multiple doors and ended in stairs. The stairs were covered in thick carpeting that each foot sunk into. Making it the most silently stairs I’d ever climbed. The stairs turned back on themselves two more times. I was halfway to the door on the fourth section of stairs when the building all around me groaned in a sudden rush of wind. I felt it move and twist as the wind buffeted it. I froze in place. I just couldn’t bring myself to move. In my chest my poor heart was beating frantically enough it felt like it was trying to climb out.  
 
    During the last few days of television, or I should say live television, reruns continued until there was no power left. When the news teams still had crews to send out, they would show buildings collapsing that were either rigged to blow or for whatever reason. Even over the reporters voice the screams could be heard. Nothing could block those out. Rescuers would be crawling all over the rubble trying to help those people. They would be pulling debris away only to be chased off by infected. All those people died knowing that no one was coming to help them. They were going to die under millions of pounds of concrete and steel. 
 
    A deep voice cut through my mind like a shot. “She went through here all right.” 
 
    Seriously. 
 
    I climbed the rest of the stairs in three strides. Fighting was off the table. At least for now. I pulled the door open to find it blocked. I peeked down the center of the stairs. I couldn’t see a thing. I went back to the blockade and climbed it. I slid over the top of the filing cabinets, the cold metal dented and groaned under me. I slid around to land on my feet. The hallway stretched out in front of me; branching out into three hallways. I crept up to the intersection. Straight ahead it looked like the hall ended in a room. The left the cushioned carpet changed to black and white tile, the doors changed from a dark wood to a light wood with frosted windows set in the center of them- some of which were broken and covered in old blood stains. The hall continued till it turned a corner. To my right the hall looked like a mirror image of the left.  
 
    From below me came the unmistakable screams of infected. Gun fire mixed with the screams making a hell of a racket. Using their own noise to cover mine I ran to my right. I turned the corner and sure enough the halls connected making a rectangle. But directly ahead of me ‘Fire Exit’ was printed in large letters directly over a door with ‘Exit’ printed on it. I threw myself against the door but it didn’t budge. Well of course that would make my life just way too easy. Now wouldn’t it. I pushed harder forcing it open an inch or two before it slammed shut. I planted my feet behind me, mustering up as much strength as possible I attacked the door again. Grunting with the effort I felt something start to give on the other side. The wind howled; shaking the building again. The fact that I could hear the wind instead of gunshots and screaming felt like a bucket of ice cubes had been dropped down my shirt.  
 
    The softest sound of a foot stepping on tile made my blood run cold. I did the only thing I could do, I kept pushing. My footsteps in the dust pointed to me like neon signs in the dark. With a burst of adrenaline, I forced the door open several inches. Nearly big enough for me to fit through. Somehow, I managed to slide my backpack off and shove it through the door, kicking it the rest off the way. I pushed myself through the crack. I couldn’t hold all of it while I pushed myself through. The door had a tight grip on me but it didn’t stop me from sliding through. I was nearly through when someone grabbed my arm. 
 
    “No, you don’t.” A raspy voice snarled. 
 
    I panicked, gasping I jerked my arm away tripping over my own backpack. As I fell the door fell back forcing him to let go. I landed with a thud on my hip.  
 
    “Ah... damn.” I gasped before jerking to my feet. Now I could see what was blocking the door. Two large filing cabinets that stood nearly to the ceiling stood guard in front of the door with a large wooden bookcase leaning against it. Under normal circumstances I shouldn’t have been able to open the door. The filing cabinets alone would have kept me out. A pipe had burst or something that had let me quite literally push one of the cabinets into the wall. The cabinets shuddered from the other side.  
 
    A quick glance behind me showed that I was on the edge of some sort of covered bridge connecting this building to the building on the other side of the street. Voices were coming from around the door. I scooped up my backpack and ran.  
 
    A woman’s voice followed me across the bridge, “We won’t hurt you! Come back, don’t go that way! Don’t go that way!” She screamed. 
 
    I hit the double door ahead of me at a run, bursting through them. I nearly tripped over my feet in my haste to stop. It looked like I was in a small greeting area. Pictures of trees and waterfalls were hung on the walls. Moldy chairs and table with dead plants on them decorated the edges of the room. I started down the hallway. Soft but distinct breathing was coming from somewhere down there.  
 
    With my knife in my hand I moved slowly forwards. Multiple doors opened up on both sides in the hall. I looked in each one before passing across it. I found the source of the breathing in the third room. A trio of infected were grouped together in the center of the small office. Each of their shoulders was pressed into the others shoulders, their heads were sunken forward possibly staring at the ground. Desperately praying that none of them decided to look up, I reached into the room holding my breath. I grabbed the handle and slowly closed the door, only releasing the handle after it latched. I let go of the breath id been holding. The remaining rooms were empty. Small favors, right? 
 
    The hallway turned before opening up into a large room. Most of the cubicles were still standing with their desks intact. The carpet was covered in pieces of paper. Long blinds covered what was left of the windows, even in their decayed state they still managed to keep most of the light out. Tacky, flowered wallpaper covered the walls with dark fluorescent lights hung from the ceiling.  
 
    Multiple infected individuals were shuffling around the room. Moving in their jerky fashion. When they weren’t chasing anything, just doing whatever. It was kind of interesting to watch them. In most cases they don’t stop moving. They’re almost always on the move, swinging their arms or running or walking. Just something. But then like the trio back there, they also do that. That’s rarer. I’ve only seen it a few times. I like to think though that when they do that they like know each other from before and that maybe they get some kind of peace from that. If you watch them long enough though they do have patterns. 
 
    I scuttled to the nearest cubicle and used it as cover while I figured out my next positioning. It was simple: stay out of sight and stay quiet. I moved from cubicle to cubicle, watching the infected out of my peripherals. I stopped under a desk, crouching as far under it as I could press myself. I rubbed my face trying to ease some of the tension. It sounds so simple to cross a dark room with maniacs who’ll try to eat you but it really isn’t, more like the opposite. It would be so much simpler to take them out one by one but if I’m still being followed the last thing I want to do it make it easier for them.  
 
    Something or someone banged on the doors that id come through. My head swiveled on my neck to see if the infected would react. They didn’t deviate from their patterns in the slightest. That just wouldn’t do. I searched around on the ground till I found something to throw. I lobbed it over the cubicles towards the hallway. I ducked back down under the desk as they began their stampede. I counted to three before sprinting the rest of the distance between me and the red metal door on the far side of the room. My hands were on the metal bar to open it when the same female voice spoke from earlier. 
 
    “Freeze you idiot.” 
 
    I froze. it wasn’t because I was told to but her voice rang with authority. I felt like I had to listen to her.  
 
    “Let go of the door and turn around.” She commanded. 
 
    I dropped the handle before turning around while slowly raising my arms, proving that they were empty. The woman standing before me was dressing in camo gear, with a green bandanna tied over her face. Greasy brown hair hung in dreadlocks around her face. At seeing my empty hands, she visibly relaxed lowering the gun to point at my legs. I jabbed my left hand into my pocket, flicked the knife open and threw it. She reacted at the last moment. She turned trying to dodge it but the knife embedded itself into her bicep. She yelled while reaching to pull it out. 
 
    I didn’t wait. I pushed the door open. Having to block my face from the bright afternoon sun I raced down the stairs. I leaped over the railing on the last few steps. Running through the sea of cars I used them to shield me. Behind me the door banged open. 
 
    “You’re going to die!” A shrill voice screamed, “No one ever makes it back out!” 
 
    Needless to say, I kept running. 
 
    
  
 
    To be completely and hundred percent truthful, I’m lost. I’d been following the little blue hospital signs but there wasn’t a single hospital in sight! Not even a clinic. Not long after escaping from the building Id run into a small horde. Pure luck. Just pure luck. As long as that wasn’t the last of it, I’m fine getting away on luck. 
 
    
  
 
    The last several hours of wandering around clouds had been building up in the sky. I watched apprehensively as they grey darker and darker. Within the next hour the sun would disappear and I would be stuck wandering around in the dark. As if it wasn’t creepy enough with the sun, now I would have to do it without. I was standing in front of a large sign stating: Welcome to Mercy Hospital. The sign had been vandalized and tagged with numerous amounts of graffiti but the wording was still legible. Which was very impressive. The rest of the hospital, yeah it wasn’t impressive at all. The buildings were no different than the rest of the city, the sign was the exception I suppose.  
 
    The hospital was a series of connected buildings, four of them to be exact. They were arranged in somewhat of a square, three out of the four buildings were on this side of the river. Although the building nearest me looked like someone had tried to set it on fire and partially succeeded. The top five floors of the ten stories were blackened and only the skeletal frames remained. 
 
    I crossed through a small corner of the campus by cutting through an almost empty parking lot. The vehicles that were here were military. I stomped through the overgrown flower beds, crushing weeds and flowers alike in my path. Now that I was closer it was obvious that the only way for me to reach the other building was to go through one of the other two. They connected via window paned bridges. It looked like there used to be just a standard walkway but someone didn’t like it, I guess. It was gone. Blown up or whatever.  
 
    On the side of the building to my left, in large letters it stated:  
 
    
    	 Inf m   on  esk 
 
    	  me gen y R om 
 
    	    ging 
 
   
 
    The rest of the sign was missing too many letters for me to make it out but the information desk sounded promising. I stepped into the building, my feet crunching on broken glass.  Why is it that hospitals are like eighty percent window? I shrugged my hood off my head. I wasn’t just wet, I was soaked. My shirt under my zipped jacket was even wet. Did I mention that I’m sick and tired of the rain?  
 
    I flicked my flashlight on. The thin yellow beam tried to cut through the dark. It was so thick it was almost constricting. I walked slowly past waiting areas that had chairs galore, a small gift shop that still advertised ‘coffee, sodas and soups!’. Tacky looking get well cards, still covered in plastic littered the ground under the sign. I nudged them with my boot, trying to look at them without picking them up. Poorly drawn animals in hospital gowns wishing people well dominated in numbers. Past the gift shop the hallway curved and opened up into a large room. Stairs with a bank of elevators were straight ahead. To my left, since windows dominated the right side, a large dark brown desk took up most of the wall. A large banner was hung above it stating that this was the info desk.  
 
    I rifled through the desk. Looking for a map or anything that could point me in the right direction. I ripped drawers out and dumped the contents out. After looking through it all I swept all of it onto the floor with a snarl. Nothing. No map. No idea of which building to check. Nothing at all. I slid down the wall, feeling hopeless. I was tired, cold and wet. I turned my flashlight off. I sat in the dark and waited to see if anyone would show up. 
 
    
  
 
    I sat forward with a jerk. I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I rubbed my eyes hard enough to make a kaleidoscope of colors to appear in each eye. Now the question is, how long was I asleep? I peeked over the desk. Yup just like I thought, completely dark and it’s still raining. In a fit of anger, I picked up a small figurine and threw it as hard as I could towards the window. 
 
    “What the…?” 
 
    I froze at the unfamiliar voice. Before ducking back down behind the desk. A light clicked on. I watched the yellow beam from my position while it navigated the room. It was entirely possible that it was Dean and Richard. It was also likely that it was someone else entirely. I already made too much of a statement, it would be so far beyond idiotic to call out at this point. I gripped my bow. Somehow, I was going to have to figure out who it is.  
 
    I started to move to my right but I’d only moved a step when something growled. I stopped, shaking. It wasn’t a human. A human, even fully gone wasn’t capable of making a noise like that. Now that I was listening I heard the soft clicks from its nails as it moved forward. I fumbled for an arrow. My fingers were coated in clammy sweat making it difficult to pull an arrow out. Meanwhile the dog or whatever it was still growling softly and moving closer.  
 
    Then the growling stopped. I held my breath listening. The clicking rapidly sped up, from behind me. I tried to turn but it was on me only halfway through. I threw up an arm trying to block myself. Instead of teeth tearing into my skin, a soft tongue frantically licked my face. I tried to push it off of me but it resisted. I wasn’t in the right position to be able to use my arms anyways. The light rolled over and sat on us, illuminating us. 
 
    A sharp but short whistle called the dog off of me. I rolled over, hiding my eyes. The light moved off of it and in the reflective light, “Rick! What are you doing here?” I jumped to my feet. 
 
    “I had a bad feeling ok.” 
 
    “So, you felt guilty.” 
 
    “Nope. Just had a bad feeling.” 
 
    I tried to dust myself off as best as I could, considering I was still wet.  
 
    “What the hell did you throw at me?” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. 
 
    He pointed, “You threw something and it damn near hit me in the head.” 
 
    “Oh,” I smiled cheekily, “I don’t know, it was lying here on the desk.” I bent to pick up my bow. “You didn’t happen to run into the other two, did you?” 
 
    “You guys didn’t get separated, did you?” 
 
    “Rick,” I set my hands on my hips. “Seriously, did you think it was going to go completely smooth. With no hitches whatsoever?” 
 
    He waved his hand at me, shushing me. He held his bow ready to go. Off in the distance wailing and screaming of infected were picking up. We stood there in silence listening as it grew in volume. Even the sound of their thundering feet could be heard. Rick waved at me to follow him. The dogs circled around us, their hair standing on end but they remained silent. We crept up the stairs, watching around us warily.  
 
    I followed Rick’s lead while we climbed another set of stairs, this time these were hidden behind a door. At the third floor Rick pushed the door open and putrid air flowed out. I smothered my mouth under my hands. It was enough to make me puke. 
 
    “Rick,” I gagged. “I don’t think I can do this.” 
 
    He started to disappear through the door, “Oh yes you are.” He left me alone in the stairwell. Even Rum and Coke followed him. 
 
    I followed them. It opened up to a wide hallway, wide enough to comfortably drive Rick’s blazer down it with room on both sides to spare. Murals decorated the walls on both sides. I pulled my jacket up to cover my nose. Through it I only took shallow breaths. Along one side chairs, couches and fake plants were stacked in a large pile. I walked around it, eyeing the pile nervously. Here the hall ended in a ‘T’ shape. Rick was walking down the one to the left. Down here were display cases but whatever had been in them was long gone. Only pieces of green glass remained.  
 
    At the end of the hall it opened up into a medium sized waiting room. All the tables and chairs, along with any decoration was thrown in a pile that took up the center of the room. Huddled just on the other side of the pile was a huddled bundled up clothes. Both dogs were approaching it on stiff legs. The hair all along their backs were sticking up. Quickly Rick sent an arrow into the back of its head. He only paused in his walk to grab the arrow. I passed the infected without a second glance but both dogs took turns sniffing it. At the far wall was a bank of three elevators but just to the right of them was another stair well. We climbed the stairs. We only had to go up one floor but we passed countless skeletons lying in piles with only a small path through them. Innumerable glints of metal from bullet casings glittered around us.  
 
    On the door leading to the third floor there was a hastily put-up sign that read ‘All CDC personnel must have a military escort at all times.’ Rick looked at the sign for a moment before pushing through the door. I expected to be dumped into another hallway or waiting room. Instead we were met with thick white plastic that hung from the ceiling in tatters. Signs were still hanging from the walls. One said, ‘Authorized personnel only”, another said ‘Protective gear must be worn at all times”. 
 
    Rick grinned at me. “Believe me now?” 
 
    I pushed past him making sure to step carefully over the plastic. Large stains covered the walls and floor. Large dark stains that looked like blood. But unlike the stairs there were no bodies in here, just debris. There wasn’t a single pane of glass that was intact still. Holes were punched through the walls. Doors were hanging off their hinges. This place looked like someone had used a sledgehammer while drunk. 
 
    Neither Rick or I bothered to do more than glance into the rooms we passed. The dogs were ranging further ahead of us. They kept their noses to the ground but kept an easy stance. I stopped by one of the windows. The rain was falling at an angle through the window to puddle on the floor. I let Rick pass me while pretending to be checking my shoe lace. I was starting to have the faintest doubts about Rick. All of this was too easy. I mean there should have been at least a few infected. I mean I’m not complaining but there should have been. They’re like flies, they get everywhere. He was walking but it was a normal walk. The kind that would be common at home not here. He wasn’t taking precautions to avoid making sounds or to avoid being detected. Then him showing up so quickly. It took me hours. Hours to get here. So, unless he started after us right away…  
 
    Rick’s laughter pulled me from my reverie. I hurried to catch up to him where he had disappeared around the corner. I paused just for a moment at the corner to take a shaky breath. Stabbing pain had started in my temples. I shook it off as best as I could. I turned the corner and uttered a surprised gasp of shock. 
 
    Richard was standing at the opening of the bridge. He tried to smile but only succeeded in doing some sort of grimace. When I stood next to him I saw why.  
 
    It was very badly damaged. The bridge was sagging heavily in the middle with most of the floor rotted away near the center. Water was cascading down through the ceiling, running into the carpet or what was left of it. Dean was walking right along the edge of it. He was having to use the lip where the window used to be to balance him. I held my breath while he skirted around the edge of the hole. Richard grabbed me, out of shock I think, when one of Dean’s legs broke through the ground. We could only watch in horrified suspense while he had to fight to get free. He struggled for only a minute or two before he was able to escape.  
 
    I turned around breathing a sigh of relief. The rest of the bridge looked sturdy enough. Just the center. Which you know we just kind of need that part too. Rick wasn’t in sight.  
 
    I stepped back into the hallway, looking both ways for him. At first, I glanced right over him then I did a double take. He was standing in the corner with his back to us with his hand curled up near his mouth. 
 
    “Rick? Are you ok?” I pointed my light directly at him. 
 
    Rick jumped before jerkily turning around. He shoved his hands deep into his pockets. “What are you doing going around trying to scare people huh? I just wanted a damn minute to myself and I can’t even get that, now can I?” 
 
    I raised my hands in surrender, “Whatever. Forget I asked.”  
 
    I went back to stand next to Richard. Dean was on the other side inspecting the doors that were blocking his access. “I want to go next.” Richard spoke softly. 
 
    His face was pale and sweaty. “Are you sure?” 
 
    He nodded, “If I don’t go now, I don’t know if I will be able to.” He stepped out following Dean’s path for the most part. Making adjustments here and there. Richard was able to skirt around the hole with no issues and it seemed like in no time he was on the other side. 
 
    “I hate this,” I mumbled before taking my first step. My heart was pumping hard enough that each beat was being pulsed through each of my fingers. The carpet made disgusting wet sounds no matter how gently I set my feet down. The floor underneath it was spongy as well. The closer to the opening I got the louder the roaring river became. All too soon I was skirting around the edge of the hole. I was now sinking into the ground. It was so saturated with water that it was defying all logic at this point. Cold water hit the top of my head then ran down my neck and into my shirt. A gust of wind hit the bridge. It whistled around me. The metal groaned and shifted.  
 
    I was stuck, frozen in place. I couldn’t move. My head was pounding in unison with my heart. I just couldn’t unfreeze. Distantly I was aware of them calling out to me. Calling out encouragement, telling me that I could do it. Thunderous creaking cut through my terror like a knife. I scrambled to get to the other side of the bridge. Dean caught me in his arms.  
 
    “You made it. Its ok.” He struggled to keep himself serious, but he wasn’t able to wipe the smirk off of his face. Richard was helplessly choking on his laugh. He nearly had his fist shoved in his mouth just to stifle it. Dean patted me on the shoulder.  
 
     Rick crossed quickly but far more gracefully that I had managed.  He shook his head, “We’re lucky that it hasn’t collapsed yet.” 
 
    Dean shrugged, “There are other places to cross over and then we could get to the building that way.” 
 
    “If it were that simple, I would have just told you to do that. The whole first floor of that building you can’t access stairs or elevator shafts, nothing. The only way to get past the first floor is to go by this way.” We parted to let Rick lead on. His grumbling filling the silence.  
 
    Dean held my arm signifying me to stay back with him. Once Rick was out of earshot, he whispered, “I’m not complaining but I thought Rick was staying behind.” 
 
    “So, did I,” I whispered back. “I just don’t know… there’s something weird going on. Why aren’t there any infected at all? How did he get here so fast?” I shook my head. “It’s just not making a whole lot of sense. Or maybe I’m just being paranoid.” 
 
    Dean was looking at me strangely. “There’s nothing wrong with being paranoid.” We started following Rick and Richard but we kept our distance. “He knows the area better than we do so there’s an advantage. But it’s definitely an odd coincidence. The plan was for him to stay back… For now, I say let it slide. We still need to get back out and this isn’t the place or time for a confrontation.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “You know that means you, too right?” 
 
    I stopped, confused. “What? 
 
    He sighed but kept walking. Leaving me no choice but to catch up. When I did, he wouldn’t look me in the eyes. “There’s something different about you. I’m still hurting from our last ‘adventure’ but you’re not. You don’t act like you’re in pain. I’ve seen them. Nearly healed wounds that should still need stitches.” 
 
    “So, what?” I hissed. “I’ve always been like that.” 
 
    He rounded on me. “No more lies. I want the truth.” 
 
    “What truth do you want?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to answer but Rick hissed at us to move. I let Dean get ahead of me by a few paces before following him into a stairwell. The white walls reflected the light of our flashlights, nearly illuminating the space around us pushing back the inky darkness. I followed them with anxiety nibbling a hole in my stomach and pain punching a hole through my skull.  
 
    Above me someone rattled a door knob, “Locked.” They stated. 
 
    Sarcastically, Rick whispered, “Oh no. That’s just our luck. It’s a good thing we still need to go up.” 
 
    Even whispering his voice carried past me down the stairs. I stopped to listen. The only sounds I could hear were coming from above me but it didn’t sound like anything was coming from below us. At the landing was the door that someone had tried. In peeling, green paint a large number five stood underneath a small window. I shined my flashlight up to where Rick was. “I thought we were on the third floor so this should be four, not five.” 
 
    From above Rick responded, “Normally yes. But this building was built on lower ground than the rest of the hospital.” 
 
    Oh, now I feel stupid. 
 
    We passed three more floors before stopping on the eighth floor. They were grouped around the door, waiting on me when I reached the landing. Rick pushed himself through the door and disappeared from sight. From below us came a thud. The echoes rolled on top of each other building the sound. I shined my light down the center of the stairs to stare straight down. My light only illuminated maybe two and a half floors down. Nothing was moving within the range of my light. The sound didn’t repeat. It could have been the wind knocking something over.  
 
    “Al?” 
 
    I looked up at the doorway where Rick was standing. 
 
    “I heard something. I don’t know what but I did.” I gestured below us. 
 
    He nodded. “I know.” He disappeared again. This time I followed. 
 
    The waiting room that we entered into had dark green carpet with off-white walls that were littered with bullet holes. Skeletons littered the ground. Most of which were stacked in a pile. Rotting remnants of clothes still clung to some of the bodies, which looked like… 
 
    “Those were soldiers.” I breathlessly stated. “What happened?” 
 
    “Please Al, just leave them alone.” Rick sighed. 
 
    I stopped to glare at him. “You were here. You said you were here when it was all falling apart! What happened?” I demanded. 
 
    Rick turned in a circle to see all three of us waiting for an answer. He huffed, “When it happened, it was fast. No one could have predicted how fast it spread. No one. Panic was everywhere. There wasn’t a single person that wasn’t touched or affected by it. When they couldn’t find a cure, actually when time ran out which is what happened. What was left of the army took over. They didn’t want to answer to anyone else. I followed orders. That’s all I did.” He looked at the bodies one last time before walking through more hanging plastic. It formed a short yellow hall before opening up into a standard hall.  
 
    The flooring in here was a light blue tile, while the walls were plain white. Six dark wooden doors lined the hall, three to my left, two to my right and one at the very end of the hall. I passed the first rooms on my left and right. Dean and Richard were each in one tearing it apart.  
 
    I stopped at the second door to my left. Two things happened simultaneously when I pushed on the door: 1) a large spike of pain shot from temple to temple, making my vision go black momentarily and 2) something hit the door pushing it shut. I gasped while clutching at my head. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Rick asked, dropping a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I brushed him off, “Yeah its nothing. But it’s not nothing in there.” 
 
    “Open the door and I’ll get it.” He pulled his knife out. 
 
    I pushed it open before backing away rapidly. As soon as it opened the trapped infected started pulling at the door and trying to force its way through. Rick shoved the knife directly through its forehead. As he pulled it out the body collapsed to the ground. Curiously we entered the room.  
 
    Metal shelves encircled the medium sized room, with several running up through the middle of the room. Each shelf was packed to the brim with tools. Varying from tweezers all the way up to saws. It looked like someone had tried to fit as much medical equipment in here as possible. Innumerable amounts of scalpels and equipment that I didn’t recognize filled numbers of crates. We backed out of the room and continued to the next on to the next room.  
 
    I let Rick take the room on the right. I settled for the last one on the left. I waited till he disappeared into his room and after a quick glance to confirm I was alone, I pressed my hot forehead against the cold wall. It made me shiver but the pain that was passing through my brain was worse. It wasn’t building anymore. Even small favors were still favors. I only gave myself a moment before peeling myself off the wall to open the door. 
 
    Two cots were lying on their sides facing each other. Personal belongings were scattered every which way. A small desk was sitting just to the left of the door, the chair was missing. I picked up a small pile of papers. They were letters addressed to multiple people, but several of them were for someone named Ann. The letters were full of ‘I love you’s’, regrets and justifications. I only scanned them before dropping them back onto the floor. On the other side of the room I spied a slim journal with a photo sticking out of it. I crossed over the debris with ease, stooping only to pick it up. I pulled the photo out and held it in direct line of my light. Eight people were standing in two rows, five in the back all standing with the three in the front sitting. I shook it, clearing some of the dust. Five women with three men. They looked like they were in a restaurant of some sort. All were well fed, happy. There wasn’t anything haunting in their expressions. I rubbed at more of the dust trying to see their faces clearly. The man standing on the far right looked familiar. My heart was pumping in my chest as I scrubbed with my thumb. He looked like dad, like from my dream… My sense of happiness at finding the photograph ebbed away. I folded the photo up and shoved it into my pocket. I opened up the journal. 
 
      
 
    April 10th, 
 
    Lizzie is a scumbag cheater! She won the jackpot AGAIN! I know she was cheating. I just don’t know how to prove it was her. Mark suspects but he doesn’t want to get involved, saying it’s just a game. Just a game! I’m not the one who throws hissy fits when someone deletes my recording of ‘the big game’ that comes one every week. Then he suggested that I just quit playing. What else am I supposed to do around here for fun then? 
 
    I smile at that before flipping to the back. 
 
    August 25th, 
 
    I invited some of the guys from downstairs to join us for poker, since there’s only a couple of us now, but it was a waste of my time. I nearly got my head bit off. You think I asked them if they wanted to commit treason for the way they reacted.  
 
    We’ve been up here for nearly seven months and we still haven’t found anything yet. I think we’re entitled to having ONE night for us to not think about work for a few hours.  
 
      
 
    After that the entries became a little more sporadic. There were a few more which were mostly complaining about MRE’s that they were stuck with eating. I flipped towards the end. 
 
      
 
    September 30th, 
 
    Our monkeys came in today. Mark got upset when he realized what we’re going to do with them. I wish there was other options but unless we use the sick people there’s nothing else. If they’d let us, I’d say let’s use the already sick people, no point in hurting monkeys… Mostly it’s because I think it’s too late. Too late to keep following protocol. I don’t even fully understand how this disease works! None of us do. It acts like a bacteria but is built like a virus and I could go on and on, but we're no closer. 
 
    Power is finally back on. It was down for over twenty-four hours. Everything is falling apart and we can’t stop it. 
 
    Side note: mass quantities of people have started lining up outside demanding that we let them in.  
 
      
 
    October 25th? 
 
    We are so close. We are almost there. If only there was more time. Everyone is gone. It’s just me now. But I can’t give up… I’ve given up so much that I can’t… 
 
      
 
    I shut the journal with a snap before sliding it into my bag. Maybe I’ll learn something about dad and about what happened before from someone other than Rick. Even if most of it is complaining about food and cheaters. But either way I highly doubt that the ‘recipe’ for it would be in here, so no need to say anything. As long as they didn’t take the knowledge to the grave with them. I dusted my pants off and turned my attention to the last room since this was a bust.  
 
    The last door was set flush with the wall, I twisted the handle and pulled it open. This room was minimum of three times the size of the last room I was in. Windows lined the far side of the wall. I shielded my flashlight while I approached the windows. There was glass still in them. I set my palm flat against the cold glass. It was real. Thick too. I found the blinds and pulled them across the wall covering as much as possible. 
 
    I turned around to study the room, it was separated into sections by rows of cabinets. There were four of them and they all ran the length of the room. Here there were beakers, microscopes, bottles of chemicals, petri dishes, you name it and it was here. Broken glass crunched under my feet while I moved around the room. First Rick, then Dean and finally Richard joined me in the room. I sorted through every piece of paper that I came across, scanning it before either balling it up or setting it aside for Richard to look at. Most of the papers had notes scribbled on them and with growing frustration I tried to read through the growing pain in my head. I gave up entirely when I started to see double of everything. I found a corner and sat there with my head in my hands. Just sitting in the silence, the pain began to subside. As it slowly drained away, slowly I might add, I was able to raise my head and support it.  
 
    Peeking through the various equipment I looked around to make sure no one was watching me. Rick was near the door scanning a notebook with little interest.  Dean was flipping through the white binders that were sitting under the window. When he finished with each one he would drop it into the growing pile near his feat. Richard was to my right on the next aisle over picking up a stack of paper. 
 
    Out of my pocket I pulled the picture out again. I studied their faces again. This had to of been taken from before. They looked too happy. That had to be it. No sign of starvation or trauma. Healthy, normal people. I flipped it over to look at the back, it was blank. I flipped it back to stare at the man on the right. It looks like dad. I’m pretty certain its him.  
 
    “I found it!” Richard squealed. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet. Seriously? I vaulted over the aisle to look. He was holding a spiral notebook in a death grip. He looked at me. Richard’s face was shining. “It’s here. It looks like it’s just a preventative but it’s still. It’s still something.” 
 
    Dean laughed, “That just means that everyone gets a dose. That’s all.” He pulled me into a bone crunching hug. “We found it. We can go home!” 
 
    Home. Home is what I’ve been dreaming about for the entire time we’ve been out here. Before it could sink in Rick was clearing his throat, “Hey just in case you idiots have forgotten we still need to get out of here. So, save the celebrating for later.” 
 
    I smiled sheepishly at Dean and he smiled just as sheepishly back. Richard shoved the journal securely in his backpack then we moved out. Rick, me, Richard and Dean bringing up the rear. At the plastic barrier Rick lost all of his looseness. He brought his bow up before stepping through it. I followed cautiously. Rum and Coke were walking on stiff legs through the room. The hair that ran all along their backs were standing straight up. 
 
    I pulled the shotgun securely into my hands. At this point I didn’t want to rely on stealth. If someone followed us this far up here, I didn’t want just a knife or bow in my hands. I wanted something sturdy that would hurt if I needed to use it as a blunt weapon. Richard was following me so closely I could feel his hot breath on the back of my neck. Rick sidestepped to the stair where he flashed his flashlight first up then down. He uttered a low whistle. Both dogs started backing up towards him, never taking their eyes away from the hall that we didn’t bother checking. I followed Rick down the stairs. We pounded down each stairwell not bothering to keep quiet. The landings flashed by only spots of color set against the white. 
 
    The door was shut. Rick approached it cautiously. He pulled then pushed on it but it wouldn’t budge. He grabbed it with both hands and pulled. I joined him but it still didn’t budge. 
 
    Dean pushed me to the side, “Take the rear.” He ordered. 
 
    I climbed back up half a flight, passing Richard. He looked ghostly and sick in the light. I readied myself on the small landing while below me Rick and Dean were fighting with the door. Their grunting and breathing were echoing up the stairwell, which would cover and elephant marching through here. I hovered near the center, looking upwards cautiously.  
 
    Then I saw a flash of movement on the floor above and across from me. I crawled up the stairs after clicking my light off, I had my gun tight in my hands. My heart was pounding in my chest but I barely noticed over the adrenaline rushing through me. There was enough ambient light from below me that the outline of someone slowly coming down the stairs. I squeezed the trigger.  
 
    There was a loud explosion while simultaneously the gun nearly flew backwards out of my hands. Then the screaming started. Rapid footsteps echoed down to me. I scrambled to my feet and flew back down the stairs. Someone fired back at me. I heard the bullet fly past me. It striked the wall, forcing fragments to break off. Halfway down the stairs I tripped over my own feet, I fell forwards clutching the gun to my chest. Praying the whole time to keep it from going off. I rolled down the stairs somehow only barely feeling the impact that each stair had on my body.  
 
    At the bottom I laid there with the world spinning around me. I turned over and Rick was right there. He grabbed a hand and pulled me to my feet. “C’mon. We have to get out.”  
 
    As soon as I was on my feet he pushed me to go first. I took the stairs two at a time, leaping over them as fast as I dared. Rick was on my heels the entire time. His harsh breathing sounded like he was breathing into my ear. Behind us, no longer caring about secrecy, shouts were mingling with footsteps. They were coming. 
 
    Finally, on the first floor, the door that would lead us out of here was wide open. I jumped over the last few steps already running as my feet hit the ground. As soon as I passed through the doorway I spun around raising the gun. I gave Rick a fraction of a second to dive out of the way. It only clicked. I tried squeezing the trigger but nothing. I ducked behind the wall, bullets flying following me to the edge.  
 
    Rick was standing on my other side; fumbling with something in his bag. “Listen,” He whispered hoarsely. “You need to get out. Just go.” 
 
    I shook my head, breathlessly I whispered back, “The gun. It won’t fire.” 
 
    “Did you pump it?” 
 
    “What? No. No, I didn’t.” 
 
    I reached out to do so but Rick grabbed my hand. It was only then that I noticed it was silent. Rick stepped around me and I slid down the wall, taking his place. His backpack was strapped tightly to his shoulders. In his right hand he was holding something small and black. He pulled something off of it, waited for just a moment then tossed it around the corner. I had enough time to register that it was quiet enough to hear it hit the ground and cause echoes before Rick was pushing me down. 
 
    A brilliant white light and a sudden small explosion came from around the corner. The sudden noise made me clutch my ears and whimper in pain. I dropped the rest of the way to the ground. My head, the pain was building. Like a rod of lightening had been shoved through my forehead and out through the back. Before I could even try to recover, to look at my surroundings, Rick was pulling me to my feet. Dragging me when I couldn’t get my feet up. Around the next corner he pulled me firmly to my feet and holding me by the wrist he dragged me through a maze of halls.  
 
    As soon as he let go of me I stopped and fell against the nearest wall. I stood there leaning against it. Trying my hardest to fight through the pain. It was building, magnifying instead.  
 
    “Blue Bird do you copy? This is A.W. I’m requesting immediate extraction. Mercy Hospital. South Building.” 
 
    I opened my eyes that were blurry, unfocused from the pain. Rick was facing me, watching me. He was holding a radio in his hand, listening to it before responding with an “Affirmative.” He tucked the radio away. “Alright you’ve had a breather. That’s all we have the time for.” 
 
    This time he gently grabbed my wrist and pulled me along at a slower pace this time. We passed through a set of double doors. The sign on them read: Emergency Department. What we saw when we opened the doors, it didn’t even remotely look like a room in the hospital but more like a war zone. Skeletons were scattered across the room, bullets had ripped apart walls, furniture and people alike.  
 
    We moved move slowly through here. At a crossroads, where four hallways intersected, Rick let go of my hand and gestured for me to stay. He cautiously approached the corner. He edged out to cross, still gesturing for me to stay. As Rick crossed there was an explosion of gun fire. He dropped to the ground, never making a sound. As he fell time seemed to slow. As he fell, Rick twisted to land on his back. His head smacked the tiled flooring. He didn’t move. 
 
    “Rick!” The scream rips itself from my throat before I even registered the full impact of the situation. I pulled the gun up and charged around the corner. A petite figure was standing just in the hallway. I pulled the trigger aiming for it. They dived back into the room. The doorframe splintered right where they’d been. I pulled on the slide while stalking forward.  
 
    At this point everything, all logic, everything had been pushed aside. Killing them was the only thing that mattered. It was as if someone had put red colored glasses over my eyes, all I saw was red. I entered the room the person ducked into. Sweeping left and right, I crossed the room to the second door. I slipped through the chaos of the room, stepping over broken tables and chairs. The other door opened up to an empty hallway. I looked both ways, even going so far as to take a few hesitant steps to my left.  
 
    This stupid. You’re going to get yourself killed. Go back to Rick. He’ll be dead for sure if you don’t. I grit my teeth, looking around one more time before back tracking. I ran back through the room and back into the original hallway. I stopped. Panic was now running rampant through me. 
 
    Rick was gone. 
 
    A shoe scraped the ground. I whipped around coming face to face with a gun barrel. I gasped involuntarily as something cold was pressed against the back of my head. The gun in my face was lowered. A petite woman stood in front of me with a large smirk on her face. Bright blue eyes glittered out of a gaunt face. She reached forward and pulled the shotgun out of my hands. She handed it off to someone else who disappeared behind me. I swallowed thickly. Her grin only widened. 
 
    “This is for trying to shoot me, bitch.” She punched me in the face, knocking me back onto my butt. “Stand her up.” She ordered.  
 
    Hands grabbed my arms, pulling me to my feet. They held me in place while she hit me again. This time square on the nose. Blood started gushing. It poured down across my mouth, down my chin and down into my jacket. She stepped back this time pulling a pistol out. She pointed it at me and fired. Blinding, agonizing pain erupted in my thigh. I screamed, this time they let me drop to the ground. I clutched at my leg trying to stop the bleeding. Hot, thick blood oozed from in-between my fingers staining myself and the ground around me crimson. I sobbed. Using everything I had to stop from screaming again. 
 
    A hood was dragged over my head. Rough hands ripped my backpack from me, they ripped everything off but my pants and my shirt. They even took my socks. They dragged me through the building. After only a few turns my sense of direction was gone. The blood on my face had soaked through the hood, making it stick to my face. I gasped heavily for air through it.  
 
    Outside the cold wind blew right thru my clothes. Rain lashed heavily at me, chilling me to the bone. My feet already cold were numb after only a few steps outside. The ground felt like ice. I was forced to step through puddles that splashed up my legs. With no warning I was forced into what felt like a trunk of a car. Someone slammed the door shut trapping me inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter twenty-two… I’m in trouble and I’m not afraid to admit it 
 
      
 
    I felt myself blink. I blinked again. No change. I held my hand up in front of my face, slowly bringing it closer till I touched myself. Nothing, not an ounce of light not even reflecting from my skin. Through my ruined nose there was a strong smell of mildew and oil. Under me and all around me the enclosed space was vibrating with more than occasional bump. I ran my hands around me, as far as they could reach. Rough carpet was underneath me and all around me. One wall felt slightly warmer than all the rest. I pressed myself sideways against it. My feet and hands were numb, I shoved my hands into my armpits. Although I couldn't do much to help my feet. My left leg was refusing to work. Every time I tried, the leg radiated with pain that made my stomach heave. The swelling as a side effect caused my thigh to fill my pant leg; the material was so tight around it that it was causing even more pain. By bending my knee slightly, I was able to alleviate some of the pressure. Other than that, what was I going to do, take my pants off and show off my underwear? No. But on the other hand I can try to cut the fabric off; I thought miserably while I ran my hands lightly around my thigh feeling the swelling, if only I had something sharp to do it with. To top it off it felt like someone had tightly wrapped bandages around it. Which explained the lack of blood I was finding.  
 
    Stiffly I fell back huddled against the wall. Exhaustion was beginning to wrap its hands around me. Even in the dark I kept my eyes awake. I shouldn’t fall asleep. I should stay awake. Soon it was genuinely taking all of my concentration to stay awake. I took to gently pinching my arm every time I started to nod off. It would be blissful to disappear...  
 
    I pinched gently, just hard enough to hurt. It would be blissful indeed, just to give in. I want to fight it, I need to...  
 
    I had to pinch harder this time. I need to fight this, to just fight it as long as possible. I just… have to keep… myself… occupied… 
 
    The sun was shining and warm on my face. It was a red glare from behind my closed eyes. But that’s wrong… why is it shining? Why is it warm? I opened my eyes before sitting up, I had to sit there for a moment. Just to stare around me, to try to take it all in. I climbed to my feet, brushing my hair back behind my ears. I was standing in a field of wildflowers. Pinks, blues, purples, yellows and, reds bobbed on the breeze. They swayed softly, their leaves reaching for the sky even as they danced. As I walked through them, I ran my fingers softly across their petals. The dirt was soft and warm under my bare feet. Above me the clear sky was blue, with the sun directly overhead. Around me stretching for miles and miles was just flowers. Small insects buzzed around me, bees climbing in and out of flowers covered in pollen. Butterflies floated in circles occasionally landing softly here and there. I’m so insignificant here. I’m just a part of the scenery. I couldn’t contain my smile. This just felt too good to be true.  
 
    “If this is a dream, then I don’t think I want to wake up.” I whispered. 
 
    The fabric that I fluttered around me wasn’t familiar. I looked down my body to see that I was wearing a white sundress with pink flowers scattered across it. The dress reached my knees, and instead of feeling vulnerable, I felt comfortable. This was the perfect place for a dress like this. I inhaled slowly through my nose, smelling the flowers, dirt and… BBQ? I turned around slowly, more confused than ever. 
 
    A small yellow house was sitting on a slight rise, only truly noticeable because the house was surrounded by a white picket fence. A tall oak tree was standing tall and proud in the front yard and it even had a swing hanging from one of its branches. I cut through the sea of flowers, taking in all of the details. The house had a covered porch which held a BBQ and a table with a matching set of chairs. In front of the grill, Dad was cooking.  
 
    That can’t be… Am I dead? 
 
    Hesitantly I opened the gate. Squealing hinges announced my arrival. Dad looked up from the grill before hurriedly hanging up his tongs and rushing down the stairs. I rushed into the yard to meet him. He wrapped me in a hug, his arms wrapping themselves across my back. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he picked me up and swung me around. Laughing he put me down. His smile was happy but his eyes looked so sad. He looked almost exactly how I remembered him. 
 
    “Am I dead?” 
 
    He shook his head, “No, you're still very much alive. But I’m not.” He set a warm hand on the side of my head, pulling me in close. “A dream. That’s all. But dreams are supposed to be good. Right?” 
 
    I don't know how long we stood there. All I know is that it felt timeless, both forever and nothing. He didn’t say anything else, neither did I. There wasn’t much to say. But there was, wasn’t there? Even as the thought crossed my mind a cold wind blew. Whipping my hair and dress around me. 
 
    “Dad?”  
 
    He stepped away, pulling himself out of my hands with his own dropping to his sides. “There's nothing I can do, not anymore. Be brave. For me.” 
 
    “Dad? Seriously. All you can say is `be brave for you’? That's all you can say?” I yelled as I furiously followed him down the steps up to the gate. 
 
    “Alice.” He turned around suddenly, “There's nothing I can do. I’m dead and gone.” He grabbed my shoulders, squeezing them tightly. “I. Am. Dead. But you`re not, neither is the rest of our family. They need you. Go home, back to them. I’ve always done what’s been best for you.” His voice dropped to a whisper, “I love you, and I love your mother and sister. Don’t ever doubt that.” Dark clouds were building up above us, heavy clouds that filled the sky.  
 
    “I love you, Dad.” I whispered as he disappeared in front of me. The temperature plummeted as the last touch of him on my shoulders faded away. The flowers, grass, it all died. Slowly wilting at first, then turning brown before succumbing. Raindrops began to fall; the sprinkle quickly became a downpour. Each raindrop felt like a piece of ice, stabbing all over my body. All except my thigh. It was a fireball of pain. I crumpled to the ground, screaming. Reality seemed to flicker, right on the edge of my vision, as if I squinted at the right angle, I could see everything. Behind me the radio that was on the porch crackled to life. Static filled the air, then voices started pouring through. None of them clear enough to understand. But one voice stood out. I couldn't follow the words but I could follow the voice; it was the same greasy voice that had haunted me for years. 
 
    Except he was supposed to be dead. I tried backing away. Somehow, I slipped. Even as I fell backwards, I had the time to consider that the mud was going to absolutely ruin this dress. But then I kept falling. I fell through the ground, through a circle which floated above me. A grey circle was all that was left of my dream. As it grew smaller and smaller, I looked around me. I was surrounded by nothing. I was free falling through nothing. There was no wind. No light. Above me the circle had disappeared, I just don't know how long ago. One minute it was there the next it was just gone. When I did land, it wasn’t how I expected; softly, like a feather. Strangely, I was warm and comfortable. 
 
    To my left a chair groaned then footsteps shuffled towards me. My eyelids were too heavy to open; besides I was simply content to lie there. I don’t know what that dream was but I feel even more exhausted than when it started. The footsteps stopped right next to me. A warm hand gently touched the side of my face.  
 
    “I’m going to give you something that’ll let you get some actual rest. I just needed you to wake up first.” 
 
    I tried to speak but my mouth was dryer than sandpaper, nothing more than a croak escaped my throat. There was some fumbling to my left then something was pressed to my lips. 
 
    “It’s a straw in some water. Drink.” 
 
    I wrapped my dry, cracked lips around the straw. The water wasn’t cold but it wasn’t warm either but nothing had ever tasted better. After a few sips it was pulled away. Content I dropped my head back onto the bed. Warm hands turned my arm over before swabbing it was something cold. The prick of the needle in my elbow forced my eyes to pop open and my brain to wake up.  
 
    “Hello.”  
 
    Vince smiled sadly down at me. “You sure didn't do a good job. Now did you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter twenty-three… Someone really has some ‘splaining to do 
 
      
 
    “I do have to say, that at least you are very clear about what you want.” Vince spoke softly. He had pulled a chair up next to the bed where he had perched himself on the edge of it, content to watch me. At first, I tried to ignore him but as the drug started to work its way through my system, I had to turn to him to keep me awake. I hung onto every word that he said, even if words weren’t making sense anymore, I would stay awake. The worst part, the worst part of all this was this drug was making me not care about ANYTHING. I felt passive, just simply content to be lying down instead of standing. I wiggled my fingers, I had to do something just so it wouldn’t feel like I was floating away from my body.  
 
    Vince dropped a strong, calloused hand on top of my, pulling my attention back fully but only delaying the inevitable. “You wanted revenge, well I mean, you still probably do since I didn’t die like you wanted me to. But that's simple. That’s a simple problem connected to a bit more complicated problem. Connected in a big way and in more than one, you just don't see it yet.” He paused to cough, grunting in pain and grabbing his wound. He caught his breathe before resuming, “I mean for one, you didn't know that I was looking for revenge on your dad, which was in of itself was creating another cycle of violence through you. Believe me or not it was not my intent-” 
 
    Vince was cut off by a loud knock at the door. He pulled in a deep breath and sat there for a moment before blowing it out slowly. He repeated himself three more times before he stood up. “Another time then.” He quipped. 
 
    He strode to the door, yanking it open. In through the open-door weak light illuminated a small room, empty except for the bed and cupboards with countertops. Behind himself, Vince shut the door surprisingly quietly. Lying in the near dark it was only a matter of minutes before I was deeply asleep. 
 
    … 
 
    I opened my eyes slowly. The room was still the same near dark it was before. I tried rubbing my face on my shoulders to rub the sleep out of my eyes but it only sort of worked, I ended up mostly rubbing my cheeks to death. It looked like there was something blocking most of the window that was set in the wall to the left of the door. Small rays of light made their way through to brighten the room slightly. It was something at least. Way better than lying here in the complete dark. Out of peer nerves, I couldn’t stop myself from peering around. It genuinely seemed like I was the only one in here. Despite the ache that had settled in my body I pulled on both my arms, which strained against the rope that was threatening to break my skin. After several fruitless tugs I gave up on them. I pulled on my right leg, again the rope had been tied too well. I wasn’t about to try the same trick on my left leg, instead I pulled my upper body up as far as I could to try to see. A blanket covered both legs and the end of the bed. I dropped back down with a grunt. Even if it is untied, what exactly do I plan on doing with it? Nothing. That’s what.  
 
    But which it so happens that they’re still tied, which gives me the same end result. Which means lying here and- Shut up! I screamed inside my head. Just stop! You are stuck, yes. It sucks, it sucks so much. But if you have any luck on your side, it’ll be just you. Richard and Dean, if they have any brains, they’ll be hightailing it back home. I cursed bitterly, I hope they have at least one fully functioning brain between the two of them. I could have been with them if I just hadn’t screwed up so badly. Maybe if I’d stayed back and reevaluated the whole situation instead of just charging ahead this whole situation could have been avoided. Even if I had stayed back, Rick still would have died. But maybe everything wouldn’t be so screwed up. 
 
    Somewhere nearby a door slammed. I jerked my head up, watching the door, every muscle tensed in reflex. After several silent minutes passed, I let myself relax back onto the bed, my leg now throbbing in agony. My head was aching along with what seemed like every joint and muscle in my body. To be truthful I felt sick. Downright sick. I closed my eyes trying to relax. I let myself daydream that Rick wasn’t dead, and that he with Dean came back for me. I played the scenario out, Rick busting the door down then covering the it while Dean untied me. 
 
    My daydreaming was interrupted by the door opening. A woman stepped in carrying a bag. Her nearly black hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, dark shadows hung under her slightly bulging eyes. She dropped the bag off onto the counter and set a lantern down next to it. A small spark lit up her face while she lit the lantern, “Every time.” She hissed, pressing two fingers to her mouth. She adjusted the light till it illuminated the room. Then she turned around, without warning she ripped the blanket off of me.  
 
    I looked down curiously at my clothes. They weren’t mine, but. I sniffed the shirt it smelled clean. It was a black thermal, down on my legs were loose grey sweats. The fabric on the left leg was cut off just above my thigh. Right below it a large white bandage seemed to glow. Thick bright socks covered my feet. How cheery. 
 
     She gently touched my forehead with the back of her hand, after moment she withdrew it, shaking her head. With expert practice she cut the bandage off from around my thigh. She turned back to her bag on the counter. While she had her back turned, I sat up to look. My thigh was very swollen and it rounded up to this point where a neat row of stitches decorated my skin. The skin itself was red and inflamed. Dark bruising circled around it making the wound even more ominous. 
 
    I didn’t see her come back over until she pressed a hand onto my chest and pushed me back down. She touched my leg with something cold, that burned like fire. “What are you doing?” I yelped, “warn me next time you-” 
 
    This time she pressed a cold hand over my mouth. She leaned over me, raising her saturated cotton ball threateningly, her voice was nothing more than a husky whisper. “Give me one good reason why I should, when you’re the one responsible for all of this. You deserve all the pain that I can possibly inflict on you. My brother. My baby brother is dead because of you.” She stood back up, continuing to talk in a shaky but normal voice. “I don't know why he wants to keep you alive but just because he does, doesn't mean that the rest of us do.” 
 
    I lifted my eyes to the tiled ceiling above us just to look at something besides her. After a few moments of silence, “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “For what?” She snapped. 
 
    I swallowed thickly, “I’m-I’m sorry for your loss. Genuinely I am. But I will not apologize for defending myself.” 
 
    “I ought to kill you.” She sneered. 
 
    The laugh escaped me before I could stop it. “Oh yeah, make violent death threats while I’m tied to a bed. Go on then, do it.” I lifted my head as far up as I could reach, to stare her down. “Besides, I only believe threats when I know that they’ll be followed through.” 
 
    She stood there shaking. Her face was red and growing redder with each passing moment. “I hope he kills you!”  
 
    Neither one of us broke the silence that lingered. She bent back over my leg working silently. I kept my teeth locked together as the pain radiated up through my side. I will not give her the satisfaction that she wants from this.  
 
    As she was packing up, with her back towards me the door opened a second time. Vince sauntered through it. She looked up before rapidly finishing her packing. She grabbed her bag before storming to the door. As the woman passed him, he murmured something to her that made her pause for just a brief moment to look at him; she said something equally quiet back to him after a short moment. She then resumed her walk to the door which she shut behind her, leaving us alone. 
 
    Vince sat down heavily in the chair near my feet. We watched each other in silence. I had just decided that I wasn't going to be the one who talks first when he spoke up, “I’m genuinely surprised that you're so quiet. No hurling of accusations or threats. I thought you’d be a little more of a spit fire.” 
 
                I shrugged as best as I could, “What's the point? I have nothing to say other than threats and accusations as you put it and I'm not capable of following through at this moment so why bother. Besides I don’t have the energy.” I added lamely. 
 
                He sat back looking at me strangely, “I guess you're right. Most people don't care, they'll yell and scream just to make noise. A nice change of pace. I shouldn’t have expected any different from you.” He chuckled quietly while shaking his head.  
 
                “I do have to ask,” I sighed as his eyes lit up, “pull the blanket back over. It's freezing in here.” 
 
                In one motion he reached over and covered me with the blanket. Briefly his hand touched my forehead before he sat back in his chair. He frowned, before touching my cheeks on both sides of my face. He stood up and walked uncertainty to the door. He turned back around beginning to pace before perching on the edge of the chair. “There's something that I need to show you.” He sat there bouncing his leg, “Otherwise you won't understand. Your father. He was no better than anyone else. He was brilliant but obsessed. Completely and utterly obsessed with finding the cure. Just finding it wasn't enough, HE had to find it. That was where the problem started. His obsession. And me, I was just a damn Guinea pig to him. Him and his damn crusade.” He huffed.  
 
               I wanted to respond but nothing I could think of would make a difference. So instead I settled for saying nothing. He watched me for a moment before he left me alone. I settled back down as comfortable as I could get. I was still exhausted and it wasn’t like I was going anywhere. I let sleep consume me. It was easier than staying awake. 
 
    … 
 
               I woke suddenly to shouting. People were rushing up and down the hallway, yelling incoherently to each other. The lantern was dark, which left the bits of light that leaked through the window. It was impossible to tell how much time had passed; whether if into was night or day, everything was the exact same. Piled on top of me were multiple blankets, versus the one that I had fell asleep with. I stared at the multiple layers uncomprehendingly, my brain felt like it had been scrambled. Aimless thoughts were pushing their way through the fog, irrational fever coated thoughts. When I tried to focus on one thought it slipped away like water through my fingers.  
 
              Intermittent gunfire mixed in with the shouting, with the occasional scream mixed in. I pulled helplessly against the ropes. They still weren't giving. Silently I begged them to let me go. I don’t want to die tied to a bed. I’d rather face death on my feet. 
 
              The door swung open almost being ripped off its hinges. I cowered on the bed. Vince appeared above me. “Hey, hey, hey, it's just me.” 
 
              “Please let me go. That's all, nothing else. I just want to go.” I begged. 
 
              He shook his head, “No. You wouldn't survive for more than five minutes out there.” 
 
              “I can. Please I'm begging you. I can, just let me go.” 
 
              He grimaced. His hands twisted around the bed railings, his knuckles were white. “I still need to show you, you can't leave without seeing.” His voice cracked. He slid a syringe out of his pocket and looked at it thoughtfully. 
 
               “Seriously dude! What is it with you and needles? No. No!” I put as much force in my voice as I could muster. 
 
              Vince ignored my protests by sliding the needle into the crook of my arm. Cold fluid slid in making my arm ache. He pushed only half the contents in before recapping the needle. “You don't trust me. In fact, I'd go so far as to say that you hate my guts. But you need to know. More than anyone else. You need to know.” 
 
    Viciously I twisted and pulled on my restraints, currently more angry than scared. “Screw you! I don't want to know! I don't want to hear anything from you. Because you're right I can't trust you, I don't trust you. For all I know you're playing some twisted game which ends in me dying in some gruesome way. Hell no. Go to hell.” I tried spitting at him but I overestimated how much moisture I had in my mouth. “Screw you.” 
 
              He simply looked at his watch. I dropped back onto the bed, insults and vile comments running through my brain. At least I knew better than to say them aloud. Aloud would get me in more trouble, in my head I could repeat them without any repercussions. After a minute or two had passed I felt the drug creeping through my brain like a fog, clouding everything up. Thoughts were becoming harder to connect while my anger was seeping away, leaving me empty and scared. The drug was doing its job; making me relax. Finally, I stopped struggling, there was no point in it. I was just being stupid at this point. He waited, watching me, after which he untied the rope from around my wrists and ankles. Vince sat me up and slid me across the bed, pulling me backwards onto a wheelchair. I hissed in pain as my thigh hit the wheelchair. Coming around to stand next to me, he gently lowered my feet down from the bed to the chair.  
 
    I had enough strength to hold my head up, but it was so very heavy. And the fact that the room was spinning slowly around me was not helping. Vince tucked a blanket around me and over my lap before pulling me backwards to the door. I frowned at his sudden compassion. Vince caught my frown but ignored it, instead he pulled the chair backwards several feet. He swung the door open the light spilling around it. I only had a moment for my night-blind eyes to try to adjust before he turned me around to push me forward into the hallway. Compared to my room it was bright enough to be daylight. I had to squint. The lights felt like spotlights shining right into my eyes. In all actuality only one in every four lights were working, which left pockets of shadows in the hall. Perfect setting for an over active imagination. He turned us to the left and pushed me quickly along, his footsteps echoing loudly in the hallway. The hall itself was devoid of all decoration. White walls with white doors, at least when there were doors. No windows looking outside, only into rooms. No decoration of any sort. The only splotches of colors were the purple and grey tiles that made patterns within the white ones. At the first hallway intersection he turned us to the right which revealed an identical hallway. These halls felt absolutely sterile. As if they were meant to be boring, to be dull with no life. Also, there was nothing to differentiate this hallway from the one that we just left and I could only assume that the rest would be the same. The hall turned a sharp corner and ended in a pair of double doors. Vince backed us through them slowly. 
 
    Three elevators stood in a line. Dusty and grimy. Cobwebs covered the corners. Copious amounts of dust, dirt and debris covered the ground. It looked like no one had been in here for years. To my genuine surprise and slight horror, he pushed the button with the up arrow and it actually lit up. He chuckled, “Don’t look so surprised. Hydroelectricity is the answer. This building is part of a power grid that runs off a dam always up the river. Rivers not dead so free electricity for us, with some elbow grease naturally.”  
 
    “If its free, then why don’t you have all the lights on?” I asked. 
 
    He laughed, “This building has technical issues you could say.” 
 
    The middle elevator slid open. He pushed me into the small square, turning us around once we were inside. Above us the fluorescent lighting flickered and buzzed. The doors grudgingly slid shut as he pushed the button with the number three on it. “This is kind of a special circumstance, they’re normally off. This is the first time they’ve been on since the world ended. I hope they work and we don’t go plummeting to our death. I mean I thought about just carrying you up but that just wasn’t going to work. Mostly I just didn’t want to carry you.” 
 
    He pushed the button again. After a pause the elevator jerked to life. Jerking us upwards before settling into a somewhat smooth ride. Above us, below us, from all around us came the sound of screeching metal. I squeezed my eyes shut. In my head I was screaming. This was a death trap, if we don’t die from this elevator then it’ll be from all the infected that probably hear this.   
 
    As the elevator painstakingly slowly made its way up, I could hear distinctive gunfire over the metallic screeching. Behind me Vince was muttering obscenities and something about the stairs. After several tense minutes the doors sprang open with a cheerful ding. We were still several inches shy of being level with the floor. Vince pushed while lifting the front wheels by tipping me back. It was so sudden and extreme of a tilt that I yelped. As our weight cleared the elevator it floated up becoming flush with the floor. After a moment the doors slid smoothly shut. We both stared in strange fascination as it continued climbing to the top floor, the buttons lighting up and dying one after another. There it stayed. Now, without the screeching metal it was impossible to ignore the screams that were coming from outside that were intermingled with shouts and the decreasing amount of gunfire. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I croaked, “Your people can’t handle some infected?” 
 
    He turned me to the left after we passed through another set of double doors. “I mean, if by ‘some’ you mean a minimum of a hundred or so, then yes. My people can. At least they will if they want to live.” His voice was stern, lacking emotion. 
 
    I broke out in fresh goosebumps while he trotted us down the hall. Cold. That was just flat out cold, but it was true too. Just the lack of emotion though, if anything it just proves that he’s dead inside. I huddled down in the wheel chair, making myself as small as possible. If that’s what he states about the people he lives with then I don’t want to imagine what he’d say about me. Even in this state I cannot depend on him.  
 
    Up here decoration wise, it was just as sterile up here as it was on the first floor. The difference was instead of purple and grey tiles it was light blue and grey tiles. The walls were the same white, when there were doors, they were white as well. Up here there were even fewer lights that worked, which left deeper and darker shadows for the monsters to play in. Ok, that came in from the left field. I bit my tongue to try to silence the laughter that was threatening to appear. I closed my eyes and let my head hang. There were more turns up here. The way the hall would end and turnabout on each other, it felt like a maze up here. And it was making me sick. First, he would go left then right, then right and then left. The constant turning was making my head turn around on itself.  
 
    Back behind us, near the elevators, there was a crash followed by two bursts of gunfire then absolute silence. Vince stopped suddenly. His heavy breathing filled the silence, filling my head with his breath. Every movement he made, even the rustling of his clothes seemed amplified. After a few more moments of listening, we started forward again. While he pushed us further down the hallway, I tried moving my fingers. Reluctantly they moved, but my joints felt like they were filled with broken glass that were jostled with every movement. What is wrong with me? Is it the medication or whatever it was he gave me? Or am I sick? I feel sick, really sick. Even breathing was difficult to do.  
 
    He turned us into yet another hallway. This one was identical to every other hall we passed through except for the wall of windows that lined the far wall. A single light illuminated the hallway, while outside it was dark. Not even the moon was shining. Just pitch black. He stopped us about two thirds of the way down in front of a door. 
 
    “In there,” he dropped a hand onto my shoulder. I fought to keep my muscles loose, any tension would give me away that the drug was wearing off, and he would be watching for it. “Is what I need to show you. You don’t understand yet, but you will, you need to see it to understand the big picture. It’s hard, it won’t be easy to understand. But you will.” Vince flung the door open. Inside was full of shadows. I cringed back into the chair as he pushed me forward, even my toes curled under my feet as I pulled myself as far back into the chair as possible. As we cleared the door, he swung it shut trapping us in the dark.  
 
    He moved around the room; both his footsteps and harsh breathing giving his location away. His loud breathing filled my head just like static. Just from the way he walked, it was easy to see he was in pain but listening to the wheeze that was creeping in, he sounded sick too. Was I sick because of him? Did he have something that could pass to me? No, my breathing was fine. In fact, it was threatening to fly out of control. No matter how calm or logical my arguments are I just can’t not be afraid of the dark. It was where my imagination always seemed to come alive. I turned my concentration towards taking one slow breath after another. I squeezed my eyes shut, this way I could pretend that I’m not sitting in a dark room with a man I tried to kill. At that thought my eyes snapped open. I swiveled my head around searching for any sign of light. For any sign that Vince might be coming at me. The dark, it felt like a physical, tangible thing. It seemed thick enough that if I reached out, I could grab a fistful of it. I twisted in my seat feeling the familiar cold tendrils of panic running down my back. At that moment, from my left, bright, golden light spilled out. It grew until it illuminated the entire room in dancing shadows. 
 
    It looked like an art collage of birds covered every inch of the room. In all various shapes, sizes and, colors, no two were the same. The ones that covered the wall were mostly drawn out on paper or cut out from the same material. But the attention to detail was exquisite. Each one looked like it could come to life at any moment and fly away. From the eyes down to the feathers, they each were a masterpiece in their own right. The main attraction wasn’t the birds on the walls, was the birds in the center of the room.  
 
    Thousands of meticulously folded, origami birds hung from the ceiling. In all various sizes and shades of reds, oranges and yellows. All except for a hundred or so, they were multiple shades of blue. The blue birds were hung dispensed in-between all of the other birds, creating a sharp contrast between the reds and oranges. Some of them were as big as my fist, a few were a bit bigger, but with most of them I could fit two or three on my open hand at a time. They hung there, seemingly suspended in time. Something beautiful in a sea of death.  
 
    “Why did you want me to see this? Is it just something beautiful for me to see before I die?” I asked, keeping my voice devoid of the boiling mass inside me. 
 
    Vince stopped just short of touching the hanging birds. Just the movements he made near them sent them into spiraling action. He took a deep breath, after coughing lightly. Without bothering to look at me he started talking in a low voice, “Every bird in here is for someone who died. I made one for every person I knew and then when I finished, I kept going. It was actually pretty therapeutic. Something for me to keep my mind on track.” He crouched down in front of me, attempting to maintain a neutral face. “I’m immune. You know, those suckers out there, they could rip my throat out. They could chew on me like a piece of lively jerky that I am. But that’s it. I won’t come crawling back with a serious case of the munchies or something, I’ll stay dead. For which I’m thankful. If anything was going to comfort me these days, it’s that. That if those suckers do get me, I don’t get to worry about becoming one of them.  
 
    “I was the first… success, if you want to say. If it was based purely off of the immunity factor, then yeah. 0ne hundred percent success. Peachy, completely and utterly peachy. But when you’re trying to achieve PERFECTION then well you have to talk about the side effects.” He bared his teeth in more of a snarl than a smile, “Side effects are inevitable but they have to be controllable. When those factors are included, I’m now a failure. Momentary success. Written off, cast aside, thrown away. What else am I supposed to do?” He shoved his own red face into mine. “What else am I supposed to do? Written off as a failure. Just a dead end. Just like the one hundred and three people before me.”  
 
    In front of me, his face seemed to crumble in on itself. Tears welled up in his eyes. A sob escaped his mouth before he snapped his jaw together. The muscles twitching on the side of his face. Vince seemed to pull himself back together, he angrily brushed away the tears from his eyes. “He stuck me full of needles. He pulled tube of tube of blood from me, till I thought I was going to pass out. Sensors everywhere on my body. They didn’t even talk to me, they talked around me and over me to each other.” His voice cracked, “They treated me like I was just another rat. They never told me what would happen, they would just do it. And at the end of it all, when I realized I wasn’t a success anymore, it was a relief to at least know what was coming next. 
 
    “My commander. He was given the termination orders. I don’t know how long we stood there out in that field. I waited for him to do it. But he didn’t. He decided to hell with orders. I was immune, and I was thrown away. We all decided to hell with them all. By the time we got by your father had already disappeared with one of the tag-alongs from my unit. Some officer who got the right paperwork to come along with us when we set out.” 
 
    I tried to swallow but I had a mouthful of cottonmouth. “I don’t know what to say, I mean, it’s not that I don’t have anything to say. I just… I’m sorry. I know my apology means absolutely nothing to you, and its only a few years too late for it. But everything they did to you, I’m sorry for that. No one, no one deserves that.” 
 
    “Every apology should come from the heart, my mom used to say, because then if it comes from the heart every time, then every time its genuine. I believe that you’re sorry. But you’re sorry for the wrong things.” Vince retorted. 
 
    “I’m not apologizing for stabbing you, if that’s what you’re getting at.” I snapped. 
 
    He grinned, “Finally you acknowledge the elephant in the room.” Vince stood, joints popping. He slowly walked away from me, going around the centerpiece. His eyes never wavering as he walked, watching me through the openings of birds. 
 
    I wanted to know though. He was right, it was something I needed to know. Silently I cursed at my curiosity, it will be the death of me. “What are the side effects?” I croaked, grimacing even as I said it. 
 
    Vince didn’t answer until he was in front of me again. He bent over placing his hands on the armrests before leaning in close. His sour breath filled my nose. The smell of his B.O. was making me want to throw up. It was all I could do to hold my gag reflex in check. 
 
    Softly Vince said, “Headaches. Not just your average headache, ones that go beyond migraines. They feel like someone is bashing your skull in, like they’re cracking it open inch by inch at a time. It starts deep inside and slowly it crawls out, the pain is enough that you welcome when the darkness takes over and you can’t feel it anymore. 
 
     “And you’re angry. You get so angry, it’s like someone just murdered everyone you’ve ever loved, right there in front of you. It’s not anger, it’s not enough. It’s rage. You just want to destroy everything, watch the world burn to ash and scatter across the universe. It’s like a switch, so easy to turn on but don’t think about trying to turn it off. Because that doesn’t work. You can’t turn that off. It’s always there in the back of your mind, it’s like breathing, like sleeping; a natural part of you. I suppose that it helps with the whole ultimate predator image, right? It focuses you, it helps you to take down the next enemy and the next and the one after that. But it’s those headaches… Morphine will take the edge off but I still think about just bashing my head in. Just to make the pain stop. Eating a bullet…” He sat back on his heels looking at me, “You get them too. Don’t you?” 
 
    As much as I didn’t want to admit anything to him, I didn’t exactly put myself in the right position to fabricate something.  I, I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to believe anything that was going to come out of his mouth. He was demanding an answer. I settled for a nod, for his confirmation.  
 
    “I knew it,” He breathed out. “I knew he was a monster. If the way he treated his subjects here was his professional side, I wonder how he treated you?” 
 
    “He was not a monster.” I spit out from my clenched jaw. 
 
    “Yes, he is! He will always be a monster!” Vince screamed. His red face inches from my own, spit flying from his mouth. His hand wrapped around my upper arms dragging me to my feet. His fingers dug into my skin, bruising it almost instantly. My left leg dragged behind me, while I focused on using my other leg to stay upright. He dragged me to the nearest wall and shoved me against it, face first.  
 
    “You’re hurting me.” I gasped out. 
 
    He whipped me around pressing my back against the wall. He pressed his body against mine. He smelled like sweat, dirt and blood. I turned away, just for air that didn’t smell like him. A hand grabbed my chin, holding it in place while Vince pressed his lips against my ear, speaking softly, his hot breath tickling down my neck. “At first it was strictly volunteer. People had to be willing and know the risks, they were told exactly what they were lining up for. All those people, they would line up outside, willing to do anything if it meant a hot meal and a relatively secure base. Your father. Your daddy, he would go out there and pick a couple of random people at a time. I even watched him separate a family once. When people didn’t come back out, some of those waiting left, but most stayed. It was relatively safe with the miniscule chance of hope, I mean when you’re desperate with nowhere to go, what would you have done? Would you have stayed or left? I saw what was happening and I stayed. I saw what was happening outside and in there, and I chose to stay. Then the infected started coming. More and more every day. His line of volunteers dried up. None of us volunteered. We knew what he was doing. Then the orders came trickling down. We had food, we had warm beds, and in the end, we didn’t do anything to stop him; even when he started using us. We had orders. And orders, you follow them. There’s no if’s, there’s no buts. Orders are orders. 
 
    “We saw the bodies when they were finished. We saw what he did to them in the name of science while they were still alive. Not a single one of us wanted to go down that route. None of us. So, when I was labeled a failure, it was the straw that broke the camel’s back.” 
 
    His breathing for once was soft, it wasn’t the harsh breathing from earlier, against my neck. I licked my chapped lips before speaking, “How did you guess?” 
 
    Vince pulled his face back far enough to look at me. “I guessed, some of the signs were there. Some of those wounds from the fence should still be bothering you. Again, I guessed but you proved it. I knew what he was, so it didn’t seem so farfetched. You would have thought you’d have been safe from him and his obsession but not even his own flesh and blood.” His voice took on a softer tone, “I wish I had known sooner. We could’ve helped each other from the beginning instead of pitting ourselves against each other.” 
 
    I stayed silent but my internally my mind was imploding. How am I supposed to argue in favor of a man, when the evidence points all in one direction with an apparent witness, who saw all of his abominations, how am I supposed to defend him when he’s dead? There’s no way for me to know the whole story. I can’t even defend him because how can I defend him when he’s not here to defend himself. If he did do this to me, what about mom and Emmie? Did he do the same to them or something different or did he not even touch them? Did mom know? Was it possible that she knew about any of this?  
 
    I swallowed thickly, “Ok, Vince. You showed me. You told me everything. But I need to go.” I tried to push him away. He watched me and my fruitless efforts with humor written darkly over his face. 
 
    “Why do you need to leave?” 
 
    I reached up as high as I could reach to scream in his ear. He shoved me away letting go of me in the process. Even with the wall at my back, my legs weren’t ready to catch my sudden weight. They crumpled under me. I landed heavily on my tailbone, at his feet. Vince crouched down to my level, scowling. “You’ve seen but you still don’t understand yet. Who wants to know that their father was a cold unfeeling murderer? The point that I am making here is that we are both immune. Together maybe, just maybe we can do something about it. Use it to our advantage. It could even potentially pass on genetically.” 
 
    “How about I make this clear to you Vince.” I growled, “We are both bigger monsters than he ever was. My dad, he at least had a purpose in life other than just day to day survival. He had a bigger picture in mind. What are you doing? Killing people. Hunting them down for sport. Tell me, how does that make you better than him? Then you have the gall to say that you want to find out if this can be genetically passed on with the two of us. I say you can kiss my- “ 
 
    His fist connected with my cheek snapping my head to the side, knocking me over onto the ground. Pain radiated outwards from both my cheek and the point of impact with the floor.  I clutched at my face, gasping and crying in pain. His heavy footsteps passed me by and out the door. It slammed shut behind him, leaving me in growing silence while his footsteps faded away. 
 
    Tentatively` I lifted my head off of the floor. He left the light in here, which before it was soft and warm now it was like the sun was shining directly into my skull, while boiling my eyes in their sockets. Numb, as if I was watching someone else do it, I climbed to my feet. I pulled one knee from out from under me, pressing my foot firmly on the ground. My bad leg was screaming as I used it to push myself up. I had no choice but to use it, my other leg was already in position and it wasn’t moving from it. Swaying like a tree in the wind I pressed both hands against the cold wall to steady myself. My vision doubled then tripled. Curtains of darkness were fluttering at the edge of my vision. Threatening to take over. Every part of my body was screaming at me. It was all too much. Slowly I counted to thirty, blocking everything else out. I focused on the numbers. Counting one after another. At thirty I looked up from the patch of wall I’d been staring at. I’m too weak for this. 
 
     “I don’t think I’m gonna make it out of this one.” I whispered to myself. I let the tears flow. I can cry but I won’t lie down and die. One step at a time. Ok, just one sliding step at a time. Volatile emotions ranged up and down my mind, shifting rapidly from the darkness of self-pity to the rage Vince had been speaking of. They weren’t going to be pushed to the side or the back of my mind. I just needed to pick on and focus on it. Instead of the constant shifting of emotions. 
 
    It seemed like hours later when my hand finally brushed the door. Logically I know it wasn’t really hours but only minutes, but crossing a room has never been so hard before in my life. My body wasn’t wanting to respond to my orders I was giving. I pulled on the door half expecting it to not open. Instead it opened smoothly and noiselessly. I limped into the hallway pulling the door shut behind me, cutting off the excess light. I looked left and right but it was clear. My sock clad feet didn’t make any noise while I shifted on the tiles. I turned to my right and started limping towards the windows. I might be able to figure out where I am and maybe a game plan too. 
 
     I looked behind me nervously, I felt ridiculously exposed out here. I missed the small confines of the room, I almost stopped and turned around at the gut-wrenching pain that exploded through my thigh. I gasped. Trying to keep silent. I shuffled forward, using the wall to keep me upright. With every movement forward, the world would shift alarmingly around me. With the wall I was able to fight it. My heart was thumping rapidly in my chest. Butterflies were flitting around in my stomach. I just couldn’t contain myself, every second that passed my terror of Vince coming back and finding me in the hall was growing. It was growing stronger and stronger. If he came back and found me trying to escape, I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to think about what he would do. As the implications of my actions hit me, I almost felt calmer. Almost. But action will do that. 
 
    My hand swept ahead and fell against air. I jerked my head up, looking around in terror. I need to pay attention. I can’t let myself drift off like that. I was standing in a “T” intersection, my position was only a foot or so away from the windows. I limped forward pressing my face against the glass just trying to get a glimmer of what was happening. But it was too dark. Not even a moon. It looked like heavy cloud cover, but I couldn’t be sure. I couldn’t see anything not even another building or even any foliage. The windows ran the length of the wall, from one end to the other. I looked both ways, which both were identical. Screw it, I’ll go left this time. I struggled to turn, my leg was now refusing to work. I dragged it behind me, crying from the pain. I hobbled forward while somewhere from my left came the sound of crashing footsteps. Instinctively I dived forward. Scrabbling to pull myself out of sight.  
 
    I shoved my back against the wall while I faded in and out of consciousness. Completely helpless. I was floating somewhere in a grey fog, somewhere half between awake and dead to the world. It would be so easy to give in, but when have I chosen the easy route? I fought to stay awake. I fought against everything that threatened to shut me down. After a while I became aware of a wet, squishy sound. I blinked blearily, the sound pulling me back to reality. I tried to prepare myself for more pain as I twisted my upper body to poke my face around the corner. Vince was straddling an infected nearly directly under the single light. The infected looked freshly turned, its skin was still mostly whole and it still looked almost like healthy skin if not for the dozens of bite marks that adorned the arm that was visible. Vince had something that was mostly grey and dripping with gore grasped in both hands that he was bringing down over and over again on the infected’s head. Bright red blood was forming a circle, a halo almost, around its head. And somehow it was still whipping its arms trying to grab ahold of Vince. 
 
    I pulled myself away from the grisly sight. I can’t face him again. I can’t. I’m not strong enough. Why am I in such bad shape? What the hell happened to me? Using my arms and one leg, I crawled down the hall. My left leg dragged uselessly behind me while I gasped for air. No matter how much I pulled in it just wasn’t enough, my lungs were still crying out for me. My lungs felt like they were filling up with liquid, even while I crawled. I felt the cough coming, I clapped a hand over my mouth as it exploded out of me. 
 
    A matter of moments later Vince bellowed my name, his voice echoing around the halls. Magnifying and multiplying until it sounded like there were a dozen of him. I kept pushing myself forward. One step at a time. One at a time. Just ahead of me was another room with a door even. I stretched up, using my good leg to support me to open the door. My fingertips barely grasped the handle before I was twisting it and pushing it open. I crawled inside shutting the door as silently as possible. Darkness again enveloped me threatening to break me down completely. With my eyes bulging out of my head I tried to look around the room but the door sealed off all light. Ok, I can handle this. I’m tough, I can do this. I whispered encouragement in my head, not daring to make any extra noise. I crawled forward, dodging around furniture as I found them by swinging one arm out in front of me every few steps. Anticipating jamming them, my fingers recoiled in the dark while I gently swung my arm out. My fingers ran over cold metal. I felt along it, it felt like a desk. I crawled under it, into the leg space, to hide. I shuddered in both pain and cold, while I cried silently. In the dark and quiet my ragged breathing seemed loud and oppressive. I clamped both hands over my mouth, trying to filter out the noise. 
 
    Back out in the hall Vince was still calling my name. With every shout he was getting louder and angrier. Like a child I squeezed my eyes shut, cowering in the dark. Please don’t find me. Please don’t find me, I prayed. I squeezed myself tighter, trying to hold myself together. Anything to keep me from flying to pieces. 
 
    The door opened allowing dim light to spill into the room. “Alice?” His heavy footsteps came closer. “I’m not mad. I would have done the same thing.” His voice grew. He was walking easy, like he knew exactly where I was. I looked up as Vince came around the corner, he smiled which seemed to lift years from his face, “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to keep you alive.” His rough hands reached out towards me. A gun shot exploded right outside the room. Vince stumbled back as red spilled over his shirt. A second shot and a hole appeared in his forehead. He slammed back into the wall and slid down it. A look of disbelief etched across his face. He fell over at the last moment with his face still looking at me. 
 
    Who? Who is it? Who shot him? 
 
    “Alice?” 
 
    Dean! “Dean?” 
 
    He rushed over, skidding to a stop and nearly tripping over his feet. He pulled me out from under the desk I’d cowered under, not even giving me the opportunity to crawl out on my own. We both pulled each other close, although he did do most of the pulling. I wrapped my arms around him shuddering and shivering, so full of disbelief that I didn’t care that he’d been an idiot and came back. He came back. I broke out in fresh tears. His fingers found the base of my neck through my greasy, tangled hair and held me to his chest. Sweat. Dirt. Smoke. It was him. He was real. I wasn’t completely crazy. My mind was still intact, my imagination hadn’t taken over. Through his clothing he was radiating heat which I tried burrowing into him taking all the heat I could hold. The more warmth I seemed to pull from Dean the more I seemed to shiver and freeze. 
 
    One of his hands moved to my cheek, then to my forehead. I closed my eyes at his touch. “Rick? She’s burning up.”
Another hand touched my face followed by a mumbled curse. “You’ll have to carry her. I’ll lead.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I croaked. “I’m just really cold. And everything hurts.” I mumbled.  
 
    Dean picked me up, one hand against my back the other behind my knees. “It’s ok. You’re ok. Just sit back ok, I got you.” His hand brushed the wound on my thigh as he adjusted my weight. The pain making me scream and clutch at him. As I spasmed he was forced to readjust his grip to keep from dropping me. This time I didn’t fight the black curtains as they took over my vision. I didn’t fade completely. Just enough to be able to block it all out. 
 
    “What the hell? What’s wrong?” Dean exclaimed. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Rick’s voice was quiet, reassuring and close. “We’ll go out the same way we came in. No point in getting fancy and getting turned around.” 
 
    Dean softly bounced as he barreled through the building following Rick I assumed. I didn’t pull my face away from his chest. Simply content to let myself get swept away in the dark. It didn’t feel bad but it didn’t feel good. It was simply a lack of everything. I was only aware of myself and the heat emitting from Dean. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
    I was woken up by more pain. My throat protested as I screamed in agony.  
 
    “It’s ok, its ok.” Dean panted. I opened my eyes quickly, looking around me in confusion. I was in the car. Lying haphazardly across the back seat. Dean was crawling in beside me while Rick was climbing into the front passenger seat. As soon as they were clear the car lunged forward.  
 
    “Oh my god… she’s alive.” Richard gasped from the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Yes. Now drive!” Rick screamed. He leaned out the window firing his gun. The sharp cracks from it making everything shimmer. Someone fired return shots which hit the back of the car. Rick only sat back down inside the car after we disappeared around the corner. Hiding us from view. He rapidly began working on reloading. 
 
    Dean was busy shoving blankets on top of me wrapping me tightly. “We need to get her fever down. If we don’t, she will die.” 
 
    I turned my eyes to stare at him. I had to look at him. Even if it was in the dark, I had to see his face. I wanted to know his answer to this. “Dean? Do you think herding cats away from boxes would be a fun and satisfying job?” 
 
    He smiled sadly down at me, “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never tried, I’ve never even touched a cat before.” 
 
    “She has a fever? She wasn’t bit, was she?” Richard called. 
 
    Dean uncovered my leg, pulling it out from under the layers of blankets. He ripped the bandage off. “Shot. She was shot.” 
 
    “Ok, we can work with this. Just… we just have to ... what is that!” 
 
    “Richard!” Rick screamed. 
 
    There was a sudden explosion and without warning the car was thrown into the air. We seemed to magically float suspended in the air, frozen in time. Then the moment ended. We were violently thrown again as the car hit the ground and rolled over and over again. We were all thrown every which way with no warning. Chaos ensued as arms and legs intermingled, everything crashed into everything. Heads connected with abdomens. Feet landed against backs and chairs. Everything that wasn’t tied down was thrown about. As the car finally came to a stop upside down.  I came to a sudden stop, resting on my stomach with something heavy thrown across my back. As I gasped for breath, I was flickering again. I could just barely keep myself on the edge of consciousness. I felt something hot trickling through my hair. It tickled and itched as whatever it was rolled down my scalp.  
 
    “Dean?” I coughed.  
 
    A soft moan was the only answer I received. I coughed miserably, while my lungs screamed for more air. 
 
    As I drifted away into unconsciousness, Rick spoke from the front seat. His voice sounded breathy, but he still carefully enunciated every word. “Mockingbird… to Songbird… do you… read?” He coughed thickly, “Songbird this is Mock-mockingbird. I need immediate… emergency pickup. I’m sending the coordinates… now.” With a gasp he stopped speaking. I could still hear his breathing, he was still alive at least. 
 
    The radio crackled to life, with a female voice stating, “Copy Mockingbird, this is Songbird. We are enroute now, ETA is five minutes. Hang on, we’re coming for you.” 
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