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 CHATPER ONE 
 
      
 
    If Dad could see me now, what would he think? Would he be proud of my resolve, and how I’ve handled myself since the virus ripped him away from my family? Forced my hand to do the unthinkable. 
 
    To be perfectly honest, I don’t really know. He taught me to be strong. To be resilient. Sometimes, doing the right thing is hard.  
 
    I always thought he’d be around forever. Guess life had other plans. 
 
    The burly man before me shifts his eyes down to his shotgun which is clutched in my left hand. He remains still, though. Motionless. He’s getting antsy, though, from the slight twitch of his fingers and shifting of his weight. He tries to maintain his collected demeanor, but his fingers twitch. Lips purse together as he subtly shifts his weight from his left to his right leg. I double down, and hold the rifle firm in his direction. No head shots, just center mass placement for the living. Placing a bullet in the brains of the infected is really the only sure-fire way I have found to take them down quickly. 
 
    Duke, my faithful dog and companion in this nightmare, stays by my side—obedient, for now. 
 
    The man points at me. “Listen, kid, I’m not going to hurt you. I’d feel a bit more open to talk, though, if you pointed that rifle away from me. I’d hate for you to get excited, and accidently shoot me.” 
 
    Is it bad that I find his remark insulting? A sarcastic response tiptoes the edge of my tongue, but I hold my words.  
 
    “You’re not going to have to worry about that. I know how to handle a rifle.” My face remains stern, malevolent eyes locked with his. Life has taught me lessons that I never thought I would have to learn. Especially at this young of an age. But it has, and I fear the lesson is only beginning. 
 
    He glances back over his shoulder to his truck, then back to me. “I’m not sure why you want to go to Portland, but if you lower the weapon, we can talk about it.” 
 
    I’m hesitant to relinquish my advantage, but given the circumstances, and the lack of transportation options, I don’t have a choice. 
 
    I sling the shotgun over my shoulder, and train the rifle away from him. My finger remains over the trigger, ready to fire if need be. 
 
    “Just to let you know, I have no problem killing you if you try something. So, I’d keep that in mind,” I say. 
 
    He cuts his eyes to the cabin. No doubt in search of the other armed men that I told him were positioned at the windows. A little white lie to keep him from trying anything stupid. 
 
    He nods, and slowly lowers his arms down to his side. “Fair enough. You mind telling the others to lower their weapons as well?” 
 
    I briefly glance at the cabin. 
 
    “There’s no one else in there. It’s just us.” 
 
    The man cranes his neck, and narrows his eyes past me. Guess he felt I was being deceitful. “Well played.” 
 
    Duke groans. His back-leg springs up, and his paw digs into his dense, yellow fur. He works his way up his back to the side of his head. 
 
    The man points toward Duke. “I had a dog similar to him way back when. They can be headstrong, but great companions.” 
 
    My eyes cut down to Duke, who ceases his vigorous scratching. He glances up to me and licks around his snout. “Yeah. He can be a pain in the butt for sure, but he’s my pain in the butt.” 
 
    The man takes a single cautious step toward us. He extends his hand out. “My name is Lucas, by the way.” 
 
    Cautiously, I reciprocate the gesture. “James. This is Duke.” 
 
    Lucas trains his attention on Duke, who remains alert, with his ears on end, but doesn’t bear his teeth or crouch down. “May I?” 
 
    “Yeah. He doesn’t seem to think you’re a threat. After all, he did run up to you and roll over onto his back. Not exactly intimidating when they flash their junk at you.” 
 
    Lucas takes a few steps toward Duke and bends down. He extends his arm out slowly, gauging Duke’s temperament. A low, muffled growl emits from Duke, but only briefly. Lucas pauses. His fingers gently move in front of Duke’s face. 
 
    Duke’s nose tests Lucas’ scent. He licks the ends of Lucas’ dingy fingers. Duke leans forward, allowing Lucas’ palm to stroke the back of his head. 
 
    I scoff under my breath. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you’re going soft there, boy.” 
 
    Duke’s ears stand on end and twitch. He gets up to all fours, and trains his attention to the woods to our right. No growling, but just a rigid, concentrated stance. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Lucas shoots up and follows his gaze.  
 
    “Probably just an animal. Generally, if there are chasers close by, he’ll get into more of a defensive position.” I lean the rifle against my shoulder, and place the side of my right hand just above my brow. I skim over the tree line, trying to penetrate the dense green and brown foliage. 
 
    Befuddled, Lucas cuts his gaze over to me. “Chasers?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what they’re called. At least, that is what I heard them called on the news back when all this first started. Seems fitting since they chase after you.” 
 
    Duke bolts toward the trees. His pace hastens. He closes the distance to the tree line fast. 
 
    “Guess he found something worth investigating,” Lucas mentions. 
 
    “Appears so.” I don’t give a second thought to Duke running into the unknown. He’s a smart dog. 
 
    Besides, since this nightmare began, I’ve had to change my view on things. More has happened to me in the last month than in my entire life. People I have loved were taken from me. Friends, new and old, are now just a thought that I carry with me. I’m not the scared, timid little boy that I was. 
 
    This event, whatever it is, has forced me to evolve. Forced me to harden my feelings, and not allow the sadness to cripple me. 
 
    Lucas focuses his attention back to me. “So, what’s in Portland?” 
 
    “Family.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Lucas rubs the back of his neck. He shifts his eyes to the truck and lets out a deep sigh. “You know Portland is overrun with those chaser things, right?” 
 
    The news rattles me some, causing my eyes to widen slightly, but I remain steadfast in my decision to find them. My resolve in getting to Mom and Cindy are cemented. It’s going to happen. 
 
    “First off, regardless of the state that Portland is currently in, I’m not going to change my mind. Secondly, my mom and sister were taken to a safe zone in one of the smaller towns on the outskirts of the city. They didn’t say which one, though.” 
 
    Doubt floods Lucas’ face. Concern fills his eyes as he briefly looks away. “One of the safe zones closest to us, that I’m aware of, is on the outskirts of Portland. The military was setting up a few outside the major cities in each state for residents to go to. Last I heard, though, they were unable to contain the infected, and all sites were overrun. Meaning, no survivors.” 
 
    “And you know this for a fact? That there are no survivors at all? What if whoever told you this was wrong or misinformed?” 
 
    Lucas rubs the scruff on the side of his face. He removes his ball cap, and runs his fingers through his damp hair as he chews on my rebuttal. 
 
    Duke dashes back over to us. His tongue dangles out of his mouth. He pants hard as he plops his backside down on the ground next to me. 
 
    Lucas finally responds. “That is true, but it’s a really big gamble none the less. I don’t know what you have gone through since this whole outbreak started, but I’ve had more than my fair share of run-ins with those chasers out here where it’s less populated. Going to a major metropolitan city, or anywhere close to one, where the population is exponentially larger is nothing short of a suicide mission.” Lucas points to the mass of trees all around us. “I’m sorry, James, but I just can’t do that. I hope you understand.” 
 
    His words are like a thousand fists punching me without pause. My heart sinks. What little faith I have left lingering in my body teeters on the brink of leaving me for good. With a flood of emotions fighting to take me over, I remain strong. I remain... hopeful. Afterall, Mom and Cindy are all I have left in this world. 
 
    “I understand. And I hope you understand that I’m taking that truck with or without you. Your choice.” The rifle lowers from my shoulder and back in the direction of Lucas. His eyes enlarge, and he takes a step back. His brows lift in the air, and his hands follow suit. 
 
    “Listen, James, I know how you feel. I-” 
 
    “I don’t think you do.” I snap back angrily. My emotions are on the cusp of a volcanic eruption. “I lost my best friend, killed my father after he got infected, and the only other people in this world right now that mean anything to me are possibly in that safe zone. I have been through too much to stop now.” 
 
    Tears fill my eyes. My hands tremble with remorse and anger. 
 
    Lucas’ expression of surprise quickly turns to a sympathetic nod. I wasn’t looking to make him feel guilty or to gain any pity. I just wanted him to know where I was coming from, and why I was doing what I was. 
 
    “All right, James,” he solemnly says. 
 
    “All right, what?” I respond through a slight whimper of agitation. 
 
    “I’ll help find your mom and sister.” 
 
    Duke brushes up against me. His head tilts upward as he rests his snout on my leg. 
 
    “I don’t need you to come with me, or do me any favors. I can handle myself.” That is a lie. I do need him, but relying on people now seems almost pointless. I’ve been let down so often by circumstances beyond my control, and theirs, that I’m almost scared to try again. Death seems to loom large no matter where I go, and it claims those that are along for the ride. But I’m desperate, and right now, he’s my only option. 
 
    I hold firm as I battle the doubt eating away at my insides.  
 
    “I can see that,” Lucas replies. His attention shifts to the truck. From the unsteady gaze upon his face, he doesn’t seem to have much faith in it. “This truck here can be temperamental, and the last thing you want is to be in a bad situation when it breaks down with no way of fixing it.” 
 
    What Lucas states is true. I know less than nothing about vehicles. Hell, I haven’t even gotten my driver’s license yet. I doubt the highway patrol is going to care much, though, for a fifteen-year-old kid driving when the world is burning down around us. Do they even still exist? 
 
    He points to the cabin. “Why don’t we go inside and hash out the details. I’m a bit tired and would like to collect my thoughts if we can. You wouldn’t happen to have any coffee in there, would you?” 
 
    I lower the rifle, and train the barrel toward the ground. As much as I’m geared up to jump in the truck and leave right away, I agree with him. Probably would be best to lay everything out first. He seems to know a lot more than me about what is going on at the moment.  
 
    He does look a bit haggard and beaten down. The deep black and blue circles that fester under both his worn eyes reaffirm his request. The only way this will work is if we are both focused and alert. 
 
    “Not sure if there is any coffee or not. I imagine my father probably had some stashed somewhere in the cabin. Come on, boy.” 
 
    My hand pats my leg. Duke springs to his feet and dashes toward the cabin. Lucas follows close behind as we step up on the porch, and go inside. 
 
    I remove the shotgun from my shoulder, and lean it against the wall to the left of the door. I place the rifle right next to it as Lucas pauses at the opening. 
 
    He remains silent. His head cocks to the left, and he slowly surveys the defunct space. I can only imagine what is going through his head as he soaks in the disarray and chaos. 
 
    “Cozy.” His tone is void of any mockery and without intonation. 
 
    I sift through the upper cabinets first, in search of the caffeinated brew. Each is still fairly stocked with can goods and spices. The cellar below is where the main food supply is held. That’s also where the generator is that feeds the cabin its power. 
 
    I have been down there once since arriving here to replenish the food. It always gives me the creeps, and I always try to avoid its dungeon-like flavor whenever possible. 
 
    Glass crunches under my boots as I move past the sink. My hands dig inside the next set of light brown oak cabinets when I spot my dad’s favorite blend. Folgers dark roast. 
 
    The bag is mostly empty and rolled down to nearly the bottom. He probably has more in the cellar. Hopefully, this will appease Lucas. 
 
    I turn and show him the bag. “Found some. Not sure how much it will make, but it’s better than nothing.” 
 
    He steps over the fallen lamps and other debris that litters the wooden floor. “Beggars can’t be choosers. It’s been about a week since I’ve had a cup. When you’ve drunk as much coffee as I have over the years, a week can feel like decades. I’m grateful for whatever I get. If it’s weak, then I’ll still savor every drop.” 
 
    The coffee maker sits at the ready. Just how Dad liked to keep it. Being the forward-thinking individual he was, he always wanted the things he used daily to be ready to go. His coffee machine was no exception. I imagine Mom prepped the machine for when we arrived. 
 
    The water reservoir is filled to the top notch. A single paper filter rests in the bin where the coffee is placed. Considering that I’ve never made a cup before, I wing it. 
 
    I unfold the top, and dump the contents inside. I give the reddish bag a single shake, making sure every last little bit has been extracted from the bag. 
 
    The rich aroma fills my nose. It makes me think of the morning all this started. Me, being the irritable, cranky teenager who didn’t want to crawl out of bed and go hunting, begrudgingly appeasing my father. After all, he wanted nothing more than to spend quality time with me. 
 
    “Do you need some help, James?” Lucas calls out from across the room. 
 
    “Nope. I got it.” I close the lid, and press the power button. The coffee maker hums, and quickly begins to dispense the dark rich brew into the glass carafe under the black nozzle. I retrieve two white coffee mugs from the cabinet to my right, and place them on the counter. I turn to face the cluttered mess of the cabin and lean back against the counter’s edge. 
 
    “This cabin is actually really nice. When Duke and I arrived here, this is how we found it. Place got overrun with chasers. Guess after my mom and sister left, they lost interest and moved on.” 
 
    Lucas walks toward the stairs and pauses. His head tilts downward. His gaze trails up each step to the landing. I imagine the pool of blood and brain matter from the chaser I dispatched from upstairs snags his fixed stare. 
 
    “Seems as though your mom and sister were fortunate to elude the creatures.” 
 
    I point to the upstairs section of the cabin. “They had one trapped inside a closest near the landing. I didn’t really want to mess with it, but the continual striking of the door made it sound like it was going to give way any moment. So, I let it out and bludgeoned it in the back of the head with a hammer. It toppled down the stairs. Wasn’t a pretty sight.” 
 
    Lucas nods with a slight grimace. “I imagine it wasn’t.” He turns back toward me and places his hands on his hips. “How long have you been here by yourself?” 
 
    “Roughly a month. Fortunately, we haven’t seen any chasers or anyone else. Which, to be honest, is kind of a relief. I haven’t had a good track record with the dead, or the living for that matter. Since the world has descended into madness, the living can almost be as bad as the chasers.” 
 
    Duke jumps up on the couch. He moves in a circular pattern and sniffs each cushion before he plops down. 
 
    Lucas closes his eyes, and slightly tilts his head back. His nose tests the air. He breathes in deeply, then slowly exhales out through his lips. “Man, you never know what you miss until it’s not readily available.” 
 
    I never understood the intense relationship people have with coffee. My dad lived by it, at least three times a day. I’m surprised he didn’t have an IV drip placed into his arm that pumped the stuff directly into his veins. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, the handful of times I was able to try it without Mom catching me, it definitely jolted my system. Then again, it didn’t seem to take much to do that. Probably why Mom was so against it. 
 
    Lucas moves about the clutter and comes over to the kitchen area. 
 
    I step out of the way of the coffee maker. “We’ve probably got some sugar somewhere around here. Not sure about creamer, though.” 
 
    He grabs one of the white mugs and dismisses the thought with a wave of his hand. “Don’t need it. I’ve never been a big fan of that sort of thing. Just give me the java hot and black, and I’m good to go.” Lucas grips the black handle to the carafe. He pulls it away from its housing. The brew is still being dispensed as he carefully places the mug under the spout to catch it. He fills his mug full to the rim and slides the carafe back into place. 
 
    Steam lifts into the air. His worn and callused hands gingerly grasp the sides of the mug as he brings it up to his mouth. He blows gently against the scalding hot liquid before taking a sip. 
 
    “How is it?” I inquire. I’m curious to hear how my first cup of coffee is. Not that it was overly complicated or anything. 
 
    Lucas downs a few more sips. “Good stuff. Are you going to get a cup?” 
 
    “Perhaps in a bit.” I cock my head to the right of Lucas, and look out of the kitchen window at the truck. The thought of getting to Mom and Cindy really invigorates my withering spirit. I wasn’t overly keen on leaving the cabin and going at this daunting task of getting to the safe zone on foot. I just hope Lucas’ truck is up to the task. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Duke’s been persistent in licking his private area for the better part of ten minutes. Man, that turns my stomach. Just the sound of it makes me shiver. Lucas hauls his cup of coffee over to the living area. He sits down in the chair across from Dad’s recliner. I follow suit, and settle in on the couch. 
 
    Duke ceases the nauseating activity, finally. He inches over to me and tries to lick my face. I halt his loving, and gross, gesture all the same. 
 
    A calmness floods over Lucas almost instantly. He leans his head back against the chair’s cushion, and briefly closes his eyes. His large frame sinks into the seat. 
 
    His head tilts to the left, and his gaze hones in on me. “You’re sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “One hundred percent sure.” Duke rests his head in my lap. My hand gently strokes the back of his head. 
 
    Lucas takes two more sips of his coffee. He sets the mug down on the rustic, solid wood coffee table before us. “Ok. Just want to make sure you know what you’re getting yourself into. This isn’t going to be easy and will be extremely dangerous.” Lucas rubs his hands together as he looks about the cabin. 
 
    His subtle yet obvious gesture is not lost to me. I had planned on sweetening the pot a little for him agreeing to accompany me on this most harrowing trek. 
 
    “I’m not blind to the dangers that lay ahead of us. I’m also aware that this could end badly for both of us, regardless if I do find them or not at the safe zone. With that being said, what else would you require to stay any second thoughts about bailing on me?” 
 
    Lucas lifts his right brow. I have piqued his interest. He leans forward and strokes the thick, black stubble on his square chin. The wheels turn inside his head as he scans the cabin’s furnishings. 
 
    “As much food and water as I can take, for starters. Maybe any additional ammo that you may have as well.” 
 
    “Done and done. Not sure what all ammo my dad had stocked in the cellar, but we can check it out and see. To be honest, I’m not tied too much to anything else here, so whatever you want to take, it’s yours. The odds of me and my family coming back here are pretty slim.” 
 
    Lucas downs another gulp of the coffee. He shakes his head. “To be honest, you’ll fair much better out in the middle of nowhere than you will in a major city, or close to one. You significantly reduce the number of infected that you’ll likely have an encounter with in rural areas.” 
 
    His words ring true. I hadn’t thought of it from that angle. Although, I doubt we would want to come back to a place that holds so many dear memories. Especially, after Mom finds out that Dad is dead, and that I’m the one who did it. 
 
    “I imagine once we leave here, someone will probably come across the cabin. If they don’t stay, I bet they’ll strip it of anything useful. I don’t think my mother and sister will want to come back here regardless.” 
 
    Lucas shrugs. “It’s your call. A place like this, during a world-altering event, is ideal. Not sure you should dismiss the notion entirely. At least, I wouldn’t.” 
 
    Not that I have the final say so by any means, but I know my mom. She doesn’t care for this place like Dad did, but she always trusted what he said. He always said this was our fall back place in case anything catastrophic happened. I guess, since the chasers have been active in the area, that is no longer the case. Ultimately, it’ll be up to her on what we do. 
 
    “All right. Now that is settled, when can we leave?” 
 
    Lucas polishes off the rest of the java in his cup with a single gulp. He lifts up from the chair and makes his way back to the kitchen. He wasn’t kidding about liking his coffee. 
 
    He steps in front of the coffee maker and pours another cup. His head drifts to the left slightly as he peers out of the window. He slides the carafe back into place and comes back over to his chair. 
 
    “Depends. A trip like that, I’ll need to look at things on the truck to make sure it’s good to go.” 
 
    I cast a disapproving stare in his direction. I shift my body weight on the couch, causing Duke to lift his head from my lap. “So, the truck isn’t running fine, then?” 
 
    Lucas shakes his head. “Not at all. It runs, but not sure how it would handle a long drive like that. I picked it up about a week or so ago at a restaurant. It’s got some quirks and such, but I would rather go through it now while we have the luxury of not being in a bad way, where we have to bolt in a hurry.” 
 
    I sigh. I get what he’s saying. I’m just not thrilled about it. “How long is that going to take?” 
 
    “I’ll go out there shortly and pop the hood. I’ll have a better idea once I do that.” 
 
    “Just so we’re clear here, our arrangement hinges on that truck running and being in a capable state of getting me to the safe zone.” The words spew from my lips as if I hold all the cards, and he is at my mercy. A knee jerk reaction. That’s all I can think. My body tenses. Truth be told, if he was so inclined, he could easily take what he wanted and leave. His rigid and gruff appearance makes that quite clear.  
 
    Fortunately, Lucas doesn’t take offense. Not yet, anyways. I wish that I could take those words back, and not be so blunt and coarse with my attitude. 
 
    “Agreed. I don’t think it’ll come to that, though. I’m pretty handy, and know my way around vehicles,” Lucas says. 
 
    My body relaxes. The tension lessens within my muscles. 
 
    “Great. If you need any parts for the truck, you can take whatever you need from the car. It’s got a couple flat tires, but other than that, it should be good to go. I was hoping there might be some spares in the trunk, but there wasn’t any.” 
 
    Lucas leans against the chair and sips his coffee. He gives me a thumbs up as he checks the time on his watch. 
 
    “Do you have a bug out bag ready?” His words are lost on me. “Bug out bag?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. A pack that is stocked with essential items that are ready to go if you need to evac an area in a hurry.” 
 
    Come to think of it, I remember overhearing my dad and his army buddies mention this, or something similar. I never knew what they meant, or what it was for. Now I know what is meant by it. Besides, I’ve done this regularly when hunting with Dad. Well, close to it. 
 
    “I do not,” I say. “What sort of supplies would I need to gather?” 
 
    “I would just stick to the basics. First aid kit, flashlights, batteries, duct tape, trash bags, etc.” Lucas rattles the items off. 
 
    “Wasn’t sure what you meant by bug out bag at first,” I say. “I have a pack somewhere around here with some stuff already socked away from when I left my house. I’ll have to see what I have. I imagine there is a good bit of those supplies here. Just need to find them.” 
 
    Lucas smirks. He takes another sip of his coffee. “Yeah. That’s the survivalist/prepper coming out in me. I just assume everyone I speak too about this sort of thing knows exactly what I’m referring to.” 
 
    I find his knowledge to be a big relief. It feels as though Dad is here with me in a sense. Like he’s looking out for me. 
 
    “No worries. It sounded vaguely familiar. My dad used to talk to me about various survival tactics and all when we would go hunting. I think it’s safe to assume that a portion of his words fell on deaf ears.” 
 
    Lucas snickers. “Your dad sounds like a good man.” 
 
    “He... was.” An overwhelming sense of loss slams into me like a tidal wave. It has been over a month since that fateful day when Dad became infected with the virus. When his only teenage son had to take his life, to save his own. 
 
    The image of me pulling the trigger still cooks in my memory. It is seared into my spirit and will haunt me for the rest of my life. 
 
    My body deflates. Sadness overtakes me. 
 
    Lucas clears his throat as the silence fills the space between us. “You know, it probably wouldn’t hurt to pack another bag for me as well. The one I have behind the seat in the truck is nearly depleted. I haven’t been able to replenish much of anything yet.” 
 
    “Um, yeah. For sure.” I push Duke off me, and stand up. Duke jumps to the floor. “I’ll start working on that now.” 
 
    Lucas nods in agreement. “I’m going to head outside, and start on the truck.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Lucas walks out of the cabin. Duke bolts out the door right behind him. 
 
    My legs respond as though they are shackled to cinder blocks. A heavy imaginary weight presses down on my shoulders, causing me to slouch slightly. The strong wind of hope that had spurned me to keep living and pushing forward has been reduced to a slight breeze. 
 
    I close my eyes, and take a deep breath. I hold it for a moment before exhaling. The guilt is still there, following me no matter where I go. It’s like the stench on my clothes. It won’t go away. 
 
    I need my mom and her caring touch. But ultimately, I need to share my grief and guilt with her. She’s the only person in this world who can mend my broken heart. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    When it rains, it floods. 
 
    Of course, this would be my luck. 
 
    The truck that Lucas tore ass into my life in is not as intact as he had originally thought. He rambles off a bunch of issues that need to be addressed before we attempt our suicide mission. Not my words, but more what he hints at. 
 
    There is so much technical jargon that it completely goes over my head. That should’ve been evident from my crinkled nose, and my arms folded across my chest. To be honest, I think he suffered a temporary lapse and forgot whom he was telling this to. 
 
    At first, I nodded, and tried to follow the mystic language he was speaking. I’d watch his hands as they quickly moved from part to part inside the greasy engine with a bewildered stare plastered on my face. 
 
    He continued on. 
 
    I ultimately conceded and rubbed the back of my neck. My eyes went wide with confusion. Anything other than a flat tire or plain English like, “It’s just broken,” and I’m done for.  
 
    The light sprung to life in that moment on his face. He grumbled a few words, and finished with “I’ll just spare you the details and fix it.” 
 
    Thank God. 
 
    But, with the crap that has rained down upon me, there is a beacon of hope that rests near the cabin. Namely, the family’s car. After all, it’s just sitting there with no useful purpose. I mean, with multiple flat tires and no spares, it is nothing more than a two-ton eyesore. 
 
    Lucas digs into the vehicle, and scavenges what parts are required like a vulture. There is no hesitation or confusion. His hands move as if they are autonomous, surgically extracting each piece with great care. 
 
    I dare not impede the rhythm he has settled in, or ask any undo questions that would slow him down. He is cruising at a steady pace, and I want him to stay on point. 
 
    “James!” he calls out from under the hood. “Can you grab me three-eighths socket?” 
 
    I move from the left side of the porch toward the car. Lucas has a black case that rests on the right side of the front part of the vehicle. 
 
    Mom had a set of tools in the back of the trunk that Dad had stowed away. Like everything else, Dad believed in being prepared no matter the situation or circumstance. 
 
    Lucas’ hands are embedded deep in the guts of the engine block. He nods his head. “Right there. Grab the three-eighths socket for me, will ya?” 
 
    My eyes skim over the shiny steel tools. It takes me a moment, but I finally find what he is after. I hand the socket to him. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Thanks. Appreciate it.” Lucas removes his greasy hand from the depths of the engine and grabs the socket from me. 
 
    I spy over his shoulder for a moment, craning my neck to get a glimpse of what he is doing. It’s hard to see what is happening, so I give up. “Want me to take these parts on the ground over to the truck?” 
 
    He grunts. A ratcheting noise emits from the engine. “Yeah. That would great. Just set them over on the ground in front of the truck. Once I get this last part out, then I’ll start working on getting them swapped out over there.” 
 
    I bend down, and scoop up the dingy, greasy parts from the grass. With my hands full of mechanical parts, I take a single step and stop. “Not to be pushy or whatever, but when do you think you’ll have the truck ready to go?” 
 
    He grunts once more, then sighs. I can’t tell if it’s because of my question, or if the part he’s after is being uncooperative. 
 
    “Uh, not sure at the moment. Shouldn’t take me long once I get this stubborn thing freed.” He jerks and tugs. His arms flex with each pull. The car moves to and fro. “My goal is to have it hopefully wrapped up in the next three to four hours, barring I don’t run into any problems when installing them. After that, we should be good to go.” 
 
    I mutter “yes” to myself. A brief moment of joy to an otherwise drab existence. “Excellent. I appreciate you doing all this. You could’ve just said screw this and left. I’m glad you didn’t, though.” 
 
    “Well, from a rational stand point, it is foolish going toward Portland, but I get it. It’s family. Besides, I couldn’t live with myself leaving with you all alone out here. Wouldn’t set right with me.” 
 
    “In either case, thanks.” 
 
    Lucas continues diligently working. I leave him be, and head over to the truck. Duke is inside the cabin, barking his head off. He isn’t happy with me, at the moment, for having him confined to the cabin. He lets me know by barking and clawing at the door and window seals. I have the door closed to keep him inside. He wants to keep wandering off into the woods. I don’t like that. 
 
    The first few times he did, it didn’t bother me much. He’d handled his business, or whatever the heck he was doing, and came straight back. But his jaunts into the dense woods have grown longer. He’d leave, then be gone for an extended period of time, then finally come back. I guess since Mom and Cindy aren’t here, I’m feeling more worried, and I can’t shake it. I try not to think the worst, but it’s hard not to. As it stands right now, Duke is all I have left. 
 
    Truth be known, I’m over embellishing a tad. He was gone for maybe forty minutes to an hour, tops, but still. I didn’t like it. He was quick to let me know he was displeased about being restricted to the cabin. 
 
    He spoke to me through the slightly open window in the front portion of the cabin. He’d grumble. Then groan as he pawed at the dingy glass. Then he’d bark, and stare at me. After a few minutes of this routine, he’d calm down and leave the window. Now is different. 
 
    He has skipped the grumble and groaning, and has headed straight to barking, and even growling. His nails claw at the window as he frantically tries to find a way through. 
 
    His odd behavior has me worried. The only time he acts like that, especially here lately, is when... 
 
    A sudden rush of panic floods my body. My heart races. And that’s when I hear it… 
 
    Heavy footsteps tromping the ground. 
 
    I train my ear and listen. It’s close, whatever it is that’s rushing headlong in our direction. The dead, crunchy leaves that carpet the earth grab my attention. It comes from my right. It’s close by. 
 
    With my arms full of the car parts, I pivot on my heels and turn sharply in the direction of the disturbance. I only make it halfway before being tackled to the ground. 
 
    The various parts I cradle against me go tumbling through the dead grass. I flip over onto my back, and try to scoot away. The chaser grabs my leg and pulls me toward him. His face is framed in a hurricane of rage. He growls and shrills with an unbridled contempt for the living. His eyes are full of madness as he comes for me. 
 
    My hands brace against his broad shoulders to thwart his advancement. His teeth chatter quickly. Spit drips from his torn and cracked lips. His breath is intense, full of rot and disease that blows my way. 
 
    I struggle to keep him at bay. The more I resist, the angrier he gets. I want to scream, but I’m worried I’ll lose what sliver of leverage I have on the persistent demon. 
 
    We continue our strife for my body and soul. My meager arms start to tremble and slightly bend. I turn my head to the side. Fear grips me so tight it steals my breath. I look at Duke through the window. He continues to growl and paw at the glass as he fights to break free. 
 
    Another set of heavy boots fills the gap between the chaser’s moans. I catch sight of Lucas rushing toward us. He has a hammer clutched in his right hand. 
 
    The chaser’s putrid mouth is but a scant inch away from my sweaty, moist flesh. His tongue slithers out from the depths of its rotting hole and tries to taste me. The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand on end. I close my eyes, and press up with every ounce of strength I can muster. 
 
    The chaser growls and snarls. A loud crunching noise fills my ears, followed by something warm and wet that splatters my face. 
 
    My eyes crack open. 
 
    The chaser goes limp. The full brunt of his bulk tests my will. My body is swollen with adrenaline. I’m on a high dose of fighting for my life. 
 
    Lucas yanks the hammer back hard. The chaser’s head moves in sync with each tug he makes. The claw end is buried deep into the man’s skull. 
 
    Water splashes to my left. More snarls and growls loom large as I cut my head toward the stream. Another chaser is inbound. Great. 
 
    Lucas catches sight of the creature rushing at us. He positions his hand further down on the hammer’s wooden handle. He jerks it hard from side to side. The clawed end finally releases from the man’s cranium. 
 
    Chunks of bloody brain matter and bone cling to the jagged ends. Lucas grabs the lifeless man by the scruff of his red and black stripped flannel sweater. He tosses the limp body to the side, discarding the vile creature without care. 
 
    He spins on his heels and pulls his arm back. He throws the hammer in the chaser’s direction. End over end, the weighted tool twists through the air. The chaser makes no attempt to dodge the incoming threat. 
 
    The face of the hammer slams into the creature’s forehead. Its skull cracks. Blood streams down its disfigured face. The impact jars it senseless and knocks it off balance. Its body stumbles a few more feet before crumbling to the dirt. 
 
    It isn’t dead. Not yet. 
 
    It squirms on the ground. It fights to get its feet back under it and to continue its pursuit. 
 
    Lucas retrieves the bloody hammer from the brown blades of grass.  
 
    The chaser shakily gets to its knees. Its head bobbles about like it’s fixed on top of a spring that’s loose. Blood flows freely from the indention in the middle of its head. Its bloodshot eyes glare at me as it reaches in my direction. 
 
    Lucas brings the tool to the air and deals the chaser its final blow. The face of the hammer smashes into the right side of its skull. Its head violently snaps to the left. Its bone surrenders to the weapon. 
 
    Defunct and lifeless, the chaser topples over onto its side. 
 
    I lay there on my back with my hands resting on my chest. My heart pounds relentlessly. Breathing is labored. My head is full of more horrid imagery that has been branded into my brain. 
 
    Lucas drops the hammer and turns toward me with a blank stare looming at me. His face is void of any sort of emotion. He shows no signs of anger or rage. He dispatched both chasers without pause. He did what was needed. 
 
    He reaches out his hand toward me. “You ok, James?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m good. Thanks to you.” I say, and grab his bloody palm. 
 
    Lucas pulls me to my feet. My legs wobble as I rest my hand on top of his shoulder. He holds me up until I gather myself. 
 
    “It didn’t bite you, did it?” 
 
    I brush my coat sleeve across my face. The warmth of the chaser’s blood is smeared across the dark blue fabric. I feel sick to my stomach. I can’t discern if it’s from the intense ordeal, or if some of the chaser’s blood got into my mouth. 
 
    “I don’t think so, but my stomach doesn’t feel well. What if I swallowed some of its blood?” 
 
    The world around me seems to be spinning out of control. Fear consumes my thoughts. I’m spiraling into a dark place as my vision becomes hazy. 
 
    “James, I don’t think you ingested any of its blood. You’re just coming down off the adrenaline rush,” Lucas consoles. “Here. Let’s take you inside, and let you relax.” 
 
    “What about the bodies?” I inquire. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    The sun’s strident rays have all but vanished. The dark, rich blackness of the endless ether has enveloped the world beyond the cabin. 
 
    The lamps that have been on the floor since I arrived are placed back on the end tables. The dull yellow light beams out from the sterile white lampshades that filter their intensity. 
 
    The dizziness and nausea that has gripped me so, wanes. Still, I remain on the couch with my head propped up on the dark red pillow that Mom made. 
 
    Lucas insisted that I do so. 
 
    Duke refuses to leave my side. He rests on the floor near the couch. Any movement, or shift of my weight to try and gain some comfort, he is there, up on all fours, investigating. 
 
    He was always like that. Whenever Cindy or I would fall ill, he would stay glued to us. Another caring individual in our house that always made us feel loved and safe. 
 
    I reach down, and rub his head with my forefingers. He tilts his head upward and licks the digits. He gets to his feet and tries to lick me in the face, but I deflect the gesture. The last thing I want is his hot breath blasting in my face. I think he understands. 
 
    The encounter with the chaser has zapped me of my strength and energy. Although, I think it was more than that. Was I getting sick? A cold, or even the flu? 
 
    The few times that I manage to peel myself free of the couch and make for the restroom, I feel lethargic. I move in a ponderous, slow motion. 
 
    Perhaps the virus is mutating my body and turning me into another enraged soul. Will I be damned to walk this world as a soulless teenage demon, hell bent on devouring the flesh of the living?   
 
    Dark? Yes, but that is what my world has become. 
 
    There is no happiness to be had anymore. I have struggled with that notion for so long and have finally surrendered myself to that fact. The only thing that keeps me going, living, is Mom and Cindy. 
 
    Lucas has spent the rest of the day working on the truck, and hauling off the dead chasers he so violently dispatched. Good news is that the truck is ready to go. 
 
    He has syphoned off what gas remained in the car and filled the truck’s tank to capacity. Fortunately, Mom had filled the car up, so it sat full of gas. Lucky for us. 
 
    Our bug out packs are placed by the door, along with my rifle and Lucas’ shotgun. He raided the cellar for any ammo and other odds and ends that he felt would be required. I refrained from protesting. At this point, considering all that he has done and will do, whatever he wants, he will get. 
 
    “How are you feeling, James?” Lucas gently places his oversized palm on my shoulder. He towers over me. Dark shadows plague the ceiling around him where the lamp’s light is unable to reach. 
 
    I rub my hand up and down my face. I sit up, and swing my legs to the floor. Duke moves out of way. He jumps up onto the couch, and lies down. 
 
    “I feel better. Still a bit out of it, though. Guess it’s safe to assume that I haven’t contracted the virus.” 
 
    Lucas smirks. He pats my shoulder. “Well, you’re alive and not dead. So that should be a good indication.” 
 
    I grumble. 
 
    My mouth is dry. It feels full of cotton. The bumps on my tongue slide across my lips to try and moisten them. “Yeah. Besides, I kind of don’t want to get on your bad side. You dispatched those chasers with ease. Haven’t seen anybody wield a hammer like that before. Brutal to say the least.” 
 
    Lucas nods. He pats my shoulder once more. “Just did what was needed. The best way to survive in this world is to be efficient. Know your objective, and follow through. No fluff. The odds of staying alive will be greater.” 
 
    I guess. 
 
    I glance down at my watch, and notice the time. It’s 5:15 in the morning. “I didn’t realize the time. I didn’t think it was as late as it is.” 
 
    “Yeah. You have been in and out most of yesterday and last night.” Lucas walks to the kitchen, grabs a plate from the counter, and brings it over to me. “Here. Eat this.” He sets the plate on the coffee table in front of me, along with a bottle of cold/flu medicine.  
 
    I don’t feel much like eating anything, or taking the disgusting medicine for that matter. “I’m not really feeling the saltine crackers and tuna.” 
 
    “You might be coming down with a cold or something. That, and you look like you haven’t been eating well. If we’re going to do this, I need you at a hundred percent. Otherwise, you’ll be more of a liability than anything.” 
 
    I grab the medicine bottle, and look it over. Cherry flavor. Yuck. “Is this dessert?” 
 
    “If it helps you take it, then sure.” Lucas lingers over me. His thick arms are laced across his wide chest. His gaze is fixed solely in my direction. 
 
    He reminds me of Coach Conner from gym class. Big, intimidating, and didn’t take no for an answer. Most of the kids weren’t brave enough to venture those two syllables for fear of him ripping their head off. For guys like the coach and Lucas, their presence is generally incentive enough. 
 
    I sigh, and set the medicine bottle back down on the coffee table next to the plate. “Ok. Fine. I’ll eat this scrumptious meal you’ve prepared. Just how I like to get my day started. Tuna and flavorless crackers. Yum.” 
 
    “It was that or sardines,” Lucas sarcastically jabs back. “I didn’t exactly look to spend a ton of time on this. I just grabbed what I could really quick from the cabinets and threw it on the plate. If it makes you feel any better, I added some mayo to the tuna, so it wouldn’t be so dry.” 
 
    “It doesn’t, but I’ll make due. Thanks.” My face contorts in disgust as I sniff the canned fish. I was never really big on tuna. I always avoided it when Mom tried to give it to me. Guess I’m eating it now. 
 
    Lucas turns about sharply. He heads for the kitchen. He retrieves a glass from the upper cabinets and fills it full of water from the sink. “Drink this. Don’t want you getting dehydrated either.” 
 
    I gulp the water down without pause. I wasn’t overly big on cabin water either. It has a strange taste that I don’t like. Dad always told me to stop complaining so much, and be grateful that there was water to drink. 
 
    I prefer bottled water, but this is better than nothing. If I had my druthers, I would’ve ransacked the cellar for something more delectable to satisfy me. 
 
    I set the half-empty glass down on the table to the left of the plate, and start on the crackers first. The tuna can wait. 
 
    Lucas says, “I figured, if you’re up for it, we could head out once you’re done eating.” 
 
    I swipe my arm over my mouth, and clear away the crumbs that remain on my lips. “That sounds good to me.” 
 
    Duke inches closer to me. His ears stand at attention. His eyes hone in on the plate and the contents that lay before him. His tongue dances along his snout as he groans. 
 
    Lucas points at him, then over to the door. “I’ve got some dog food in a bowl over by the door if he’s hungry. You need to eat what’s there.” 
 
    Duke looks at me, then the plate. 
 
    “You heard the man.” 
 
    Lucas walks around the coffee table, and over to the gear he has packed by the door. 
 
    “I’m going to start taking this stuff out to the truck, so when you’re done, we can get moving.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Lucas snatches up our go bags. He disappears out into the blackness of night. I grab the can of tuna, and give it to Duke, who quickly devours the moist, foul-smelling fish. 
 
    He licks the evidence clean from his snout and gazes upon me with hungry eyes. With a groan, he paws at my leg. 
 
    “Hey, dude, I gave you that tuna. If you’re still hungry, go eat that dog food Lucas got for you over there.” 
 
    Duke hikes his hind leg. His head darts down to his private area as if he has a dreadful itch. His teeth nibble. His tongue laps over the smooth skin. It’s so quiet that I can hear each stroke of his tongue. It’s one of the many things he does that always grosses me out. He does this a lot. To me, more than once is too much. 
 
    With the room feeling as though it is slightly spinning, I slowly get up from the couch. My movements are slow at first. I hope the odd sensation will wane quickly. I retrieve the empty plate, and take it over to the sink. I don’t bother washing it clean. Don’t see the point in doing so. The odds of us coming back here are slim to none. I doubt Mom would chastise me for doing so. 
 
    My stomach grumbles. It’s a hunger pain and not a sickly induced bowel movement. Lucas was correct in his observation. I haven’t eaten well over the past few weeks. I was depressed and had given up hope. 
 
    Eating, to stay alive, seemed arbitrary. But all that has changed. At least for now. If I want to make it to the safe zone, I need to gather my strength. 
 
    Courage fuels my conviction. Now, I just need some sustenance to fuel my body for the long road ahead of us. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Over the next thirty minutes, I manage to stuff my face with more saltine crackers, a half a can of peaches, and some chicken breast from a can that was mixed in with some of Mom’s spices. 
 
    The hunger pains slowly subside. The weakness that had latched onto me starts to wane. 
 
    I sit at the small kitchen table, and look outside the window. Duke and Lucas’ ghostly gray shapes move through the bleakness of night. The brisk morning air flows in through the open door. Duke stays glued to Lucas’ side, escorting him back and forth from the cabin to the truck. 
 
    Lucas’ arms are full of boxes that house various foods and additional ammo that he has pilfered from the cellar. He piles what will fit into the narrow space behind the bench seat. I hope he has left some room for Duke back there. 
 
    I love that dog, but he can quickly invade one’s space. Like most animals, he doesn’t believe in boundaries. 
 
    Glass number four. Or is it five? I’ve lost count. 
 
    The strange flavor of the tap water has almost dissipated. After as many glassfuls, my taste buds have accepted this reality. 
 
    I cut myself off, and set the glass down. I close my eyes, and absorb the silence that has taken over the cabin. Memories of yester year play through my head like a family home video. 
 
    Cindy and I would be playing on the floor, each in our own space that was claimed as our nook of comfort for the duration of our stay. 
 
    She generally enjoyed being close to Mom and Dad. Her dolls, and the additional accessories that she lugged around, would be spread out in an orderly fashion. Whenever I tried to mess them up, she’d have a complete meltdown. 
 
    Me, on the other hand, I preferred my privacy. 
 
    My fortress of solitude was a narrow section between the bookcase and the stairs. Mom hated it when I’d lie over there. She couldn’t understand why a pre-teen needed to have his space. The concept was lost to her. At least, that’s how I took it. I knew she just wanted me to spend time with everyone. “Family bonding,” she would say. 
 
    Dad never pressed the issue. Told her to let me be and that I’d find my way over when I wanted. Man, he was so great. 
 
    I open my eyes, and glance over to the bookcase by the stairs. Now I wish I had listened to her more closely. I’d give anything for another second of that tranquil sensation. The family togetherness. 
 
    A shadowy figure dashes by the window near the kitchen. I lean forward. My head tilts to the left slightly. Did I imagine that? 
 
    I blink. Then jam the heels of my palms into each socket. It’s early in the morning. Perhaps I’m still intertwined in some sort of partial dream state. 
 
    I search for Duke and Lucas through the window, but they are nowhere to be found. My mind wants to break free, and conjure up all sorts of grisly scenarios that send shivers down my spine. I hold it together and fight the urge to panic. Even though I’m fairly certain I’m not dreaming, an uneasy feeling still festers in my brain. 
 
    The chair’s legs scrape along the aged wooden floor. The commotion creates a loud crescendo as I push away from the table. I grimace from the abrupt sharp noise. 
 
    I cautiously near the window. Every step I take, the floor creaks a warning signal that sounds like a thunderclap in the dead silence. I pause, then cringe, afraid that I’m creating too much noise. Two breaths, in and out, and I move on. 
 
    Peering through the dingy glass, I search from left to right. My gaze flows over the grassy plain before the cabin as the night slowly starts to dissolve. More of the world comes into focus. 
 
    I can’t actually say for certain what I saw. It was nothing more than a blur. 
 
    I remove my attention from the window. A shadowy shape dashes by once more. The slats of wood creaking, confirming the presence of something with considerable weight. The noise fades off to my left and down the porch.  
 
    It isn’t Duke. That much is certain. I can’t imagine Lucas doing any such thing, considering what recently transpired the day before. That, and he doesn’t come across as the joking type. At least, not that I can tell. 
 
    I lean back on my heels. My gaze fixes at the wide-open door. Dead leaves are blown in from the wind’s howling gust. Lucas’ shotgun is missing, but mine remains. It sits at the ready, leaning against the wall near the jamb of the door. 
 
    I listen for any additional noises. None are heard. Is it a chaser that is toying with its prey? A cat and mouse game that I have been forced into? I have no plans of being the mouse in this scenario. That much is certain. 
 
    Slow and steady, I keep to the wall, and move toward the opening. My heart pounds. My hands twitch. Ready for what might be lurking beyond the safety of these four walls, I steady my nerves. 
 
    My back presses firmly to the door’s outer edge. I crane my neck, and skim over the porch. No dark gray figures loom within the vast stillness of the wilderness. Lucas and Duke are also nowhere in sight. Where could they be? 
 
    Could this be a dream after all? 
 
    Three more steps, and the rifle will be in my grasp. It’s a gamble, but one I need to take. 
 
    I near the edge of the open door and stop. My back rests flush against the chilled wooden grain that seeps through my jacket. I’m so close, yet, when I go to reach for the barrel, my body freezes. 
 
    My feet are planted. Legs refuse to obey my command. 
 
    “This is nothing more than a vivid dream. You have fallen asleep at the kitchen table. That is all.” I’m not overly convinced, but it helps stay the fear. 
 
    I finally force my body into submission, and move across the doorway. I reach for the rifle, but catch sight of a figure standing on the porch. My head cocks to the right slowly. My fingers are just mere inches from the black barrel. 
 
    The ghastly shape of a chaser lingers in the early morning light. His head tilts forward slightly. His chest heaves in and out. He pants and grunts. His fists are clenched so tight that they tremor. 
 
    Those bloodshot eyes burrow into my soul as he groans and bears his teeth. He releases a pent up wail and comes for me.  
 
    The demon has me dead to rights. I reach for the barrel to my rifle, and grab the chilled steel. My skin crawls with a tingling sensation that sends a shockwave of panic surging throughout my body. 
 
    Then, as if the thunder god himself came down from the heavens above, a single loud clap of fire explodes to his right. 
 
    My body tenses. Fingers latch onto the barrel of the rifle as I bring it to bear. The left side of the chaser’s head erupts in a volcanic blowout of brain and bone. 
 
    His lifeless body stumbles a single step more before crashing to the wooden planks. The bedlam of the impact is jarring. The world falls silent once more. 
 
    “You good, James?” Lucas asks from my right. 
 
    Startled, I jerk, and turn to face him. 
 
    Lucas holds up his hands in protest of the barrel of the rifle that is pointed at him. 
 
    “Whoa. Easy there.” 
 
    I expel a sigh of relief and tension through clenched teeth, lower the rifle, and lean against the doorjamb. 
 
    “Christ. They’re coming out of the woodworks now.” Lucas lowers the shotgun he has clutched in his right hand. He glances back over his shoulder. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Where’s Duke?” I demand more than ask. 
 
    Lucas grabs my arm. He pulls me from the cabin, and over the dead chaser that lays sprawled out between us. 
 
    His tense and worried posture causes concern to wash over me. I still haven’t seen or heard Duke yet, which amplifies my rattled demeanor. 
 
    A wail echoes in the distance. Then... another. 
 
    We stop cold. Our attention focuses out into the vastness of the grass and trees that encompass the cabin. A dense fog looms in the air, making it difficult to spot any movement. The weather is like this at times, but generally clears out by mid-day. Lucas keeps a tight grip on my arm. He glances to the left, then the right in search of the incoming threat. 
 
    “We have to leave, now.” Lucas sternly orders. 
 
    I look over to the cab, and spot Duke in the back seat. He barks and paws at the window. His pleas are muffled as he continues to beg to be released. 
 
    We dash over to the truck. Branches snap to my right. The clomping of heavy footsteps rushing toward us hastens my pace and spurs me to get inside. 
 
    We toss open the doors and pile in. Duke tries to jump over the seat, but I halt him with a restrictive hand. He groans and continues to bark. 
 
    We slam our doors as the chasers emerge from the gloom. Lucas anxiously slips the key into the ignition. I plead with him to hurry. 
 
    The engine grumbles and back fires. A look of surprise floods his face. The discord of the harsh motor draws the chasers’ attention. 
 
    They alter their direction, and charge the truck at full speed. Their mouths clamor up and down rapidly, savoring the meal to come. 
 
    Lucas pumps the gas pedal three to four times. His hand sits ready on the ignition. He glances over at me, and speaks as calmly as he can. “Don’t worry. We got this.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Second time’s a charm. I know, generally speaking, the saying is third time’s a charm, but I’m hoping to break that mold. I doubt we’ll get another shot at this if the engine doesn’t kick over. We’re sitting ducks here, ripe for the picking. 
 
    The chasers have locked onto us. Rage and fury, in the form of contorted faces, and a virus enriched fueling system, is about to rain down upon us. Their arms are stretched out in front of them. Their fingers tickle the air. The hunger festering deep inside their rotting stomachs compels them to seek and destroy untainted flesh and blood. Now, we’re on the menu. 
 
    They show no signs of slowing their quick, famished pace. The chasers don’t see a vehicle. It is a large, steel container that houses their food. 
 
    Lucas turns the key just as the chasers slam into the driver’s side of the truck. The engine rattles and refuses to comply with the order given. It’s throaty, congested muffle does little to gain my confidence. Lucas pumps the gas pedal a few more times, trying to breathe life into the monster he has created. 
 
    The chasers, dazed and disoriented from the raucous collision with the two-ton vehicle, stumble about, shaking their bloody heads as they focus back on the task at hand. Spying our edible faces, their mission becomes evident once more. 
 
    One charges the driver’s side window, while the other leaps on top of the hood. Lucas maintains his intense focus. He nurses the engine, like a newborn baby, while the dead pummel the window next to his head. 
 
    The chaser crawls toward the windshield. He presses his hands firmly to the grimy glass. His lust-filled gaze looks at Lucas first, then me. 
 
    Fluids drip from his cracked and torn lips. His teeth clench together as he draws his arm back. I fumble with the rifle between my legs. I bring it to bear as the demon wails and strikes the glass. 
 
    Lucas reaches up and grabs the barrel. He forces it down toward the floorboard. “Don’t shoot the glass. It’ll make it easier for them to get inside if you do.” 
 
    Duke growls and barks. He fights to jump over the bench seat. I hold him back with my left arm as he groans in protest. His ears are folded back, fur on end as he presents his glistening fangs to the hostile threat that is determined to gain entry. 
 
    The truck finally jumps to life. I release a breath of air in response to the grumbling noise. 
 
    Lucas smiles and claps his hands in a breath of satisfaction and relief. “Told you. We’re good.” 
 
    The chaser next to Lucas slams his head against the glass—repeatedly. Cracks fan out from the point of impact, blood smeared across them. My eyes go wide with fear as I look at the fractured glass. 
 
    “Put it in gear, and punch it!” I demand. 
 
    The chaser on the hood strikes the windshield two more times. His fists bleed more with each blow. I cringe. 
 
    The abuse his knuckles are taking seems to be lost on him. Regardless of how hard and often he strikes the glass, he perseveres without any signs of distress or fatigue. His mission is simple, and he is hell bound to complete it. 
 
    Lucas shifts the truck into drive. He smashes his foot to the floorboard. The back tires spin wildly in the dead grass before finding traction. 
 
    The truck lunges forward. Momentum grabs the chaser’s body and slams his face into the windshield. Blood ejects from his mouth as Lucas twists the steering wheel hard to the left. The chaser’s body flings from the hood. He hits the ground with a dull, lifeless thud. He rolls over the rigid earth, only halted by the ends of the unforgiving slats of the aged porch. 
 
    The back end of the truck fishtails. The tailgate flies open, and narrowly misses one of the support beams on the porch. Dirt and rocks fire like shotgun blasts in every direction. The cabin’s exterior and windows are pelted relentlessly. 
 
    Glass shatters. 
 
    Wood splinters in our desperate attempt to gain some distance. 
 
    Duke shifts his attention to the large, back window of the truck. He barks and growls at the infected who give pursuit. 
 
    I brace my right hand against the top left portion of the door, and my left plants firmly to the dash. Lucas keeps the gas pedal pressed to the floorboard as the truck bulldozes through the stream. 
 
    Water splashes up and fans out in both directions. Our bodies are jostled from side to side. The gear he has stuffed in the back rattles and shifts with each bump. 
 
    Lucas has a steady hand on the steering wheel. Ten and two. His gaze sneaks back over his shoulder at the chasers, who lag behind the runaway truck. 
 
    I cut my eyes to the right, and watch their outstretched arms reach for us through the side view mirror. The backdrop of the cabin being swallowed by the dense fog brings a sense of loss that compounds what I’m already dealing with. It is just another piece of my childhood that has been ripped away from me. Taken without care or remorse. And once more, I am unable to stop it from happening. 
 
    Silence drapes over the cab. Words are held within our trembling mouths. Well, at least mine, anyways. The engine whines as the grogginess of the gears seem to smooth out. So far, Lucas’ Frankenstein machine is alive and thriving.  
 
    Lucas eases up some on the gas. The dirt trail we traverse is unforgiving. The front tires plummet into the bottomless pits of the road. The truck bounces in, then out as the undercarriage touches earth. My body lifts off the bench seat for a mere second before coming down hard. 
 
    I don’t recall it ever being this bad. Granted, Mom and Dad knew this makeshift road like the back of their hands. Every depression within the ground was ingrained into their memories and navigated with precision. 
 
    That, and they were more cautious. They took it slow and easy to minimize the stress on the vehicles. They didn’t want to damage anything and be out in the deep woods with a busted ride. Lucas doesn’t seem to share this approach. 
 
    Perhaps it’s the adrenaline in his veins. After all, having ravenous fiends hot on your tail can frazzle one’s mind. 
 
    I peer into the side view mirror. The chasers are nowhere to be seen. Perhaps they have given up and decided to search for an easier meal. 
 
    “I think we’re in the clear,” I offer. 
 
    Lucas shifts his attention to the rearview mirror. He lowers his head slightly. His eyes narrow as he licks his lips. “Yeah. I don’t see them back there anymore.” 
 
    Duke has ceased his incessant barking. He leans over the bench seat and licks the left side of my face. The rigid bumps of his sticky tongue slither up my flushed skin. I don’t push him away, or thwart his loving gesture. 
 
    In that moment, I actually welcome it. It eases my runaway mind—the ever-persistent voice, lingering in the back of my brain, telling me that hope is nothing more than a myth. That, regardless of what I do, I am destined to repeat failure, and suffer heartbreak over and over again. 
 
    My gaze fixes out the window to the thick jungle of trees and brush that encompass us on both sides. A heavy, gray haze hangs in the air like a damp sheet. Light from above struggles to penetrate the canopy of leaves that shield the floor of the forest from its rejuvenating rays. 
 
    The trunks of the trees are partially hidden within the dense fog. The farther back my sight tries to penetrate, the less I am able to clearly make out. 
 
    What is that? 
 
    Did I spy some movement within the haze? Could it be a chaser darting between each tree as it advances toward us? I close my eyes briefly, then open them once more. It is gone, but was it ever really there? 
 
    “You ok over there?” Lucas inquires. 
 
    I pull myself from the haze, expel a sigh of frustration, and glance over to him. “Yeah. I’m good.” 
 
    He shakes his head slightly. His hands twist the steering wheel from left to right, trying to avoid the cavernous trenches that lay like land mines on a battlefield. 
 
    “Glad that vehicle was there. Without it, this would’ve been a much different story.” 
 
    I agree with a single nod, but give no reply. 
 
    Lucas places his palm on my shoulder. He gives it a pat or two, which says more than his words could. 
 
    We finally reach the end of the trail. Dirt and grass morph into concrete and tar. The rutted earth gives way to solid, even ground. The tires gain traction, and squeal as they cling to the damp road. 
 
    Lucas cuts the steering wheel to the left. The truck turns on a dime as he brings the steel beast under submission. He pushes the truck past sixty, and our journey to the safe zone has begun. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The long desolate road. 
 
    The highways seem so much emptier now that the world is sinking further and further into oblivion. Despite the abandoned vehicles that randomly litter the highway, the absence of the non-infected brings the current state of affairs into perspective. 
 
    It is grim. The sight of humanity crumbling is such a terrifying and gut-wrenching thought to process, even for a fifteen-year-old. How many non-infected people are left? What sort of future do I have to look forward to? Such thoughts hurt my brain. As long as I have Duke, and some sort of human connection in this new world that is taking shape around me, I may have a chance at surviving this. That last one seems like a long shot, though. 
 
    Aside from Lucas, I haven’t seen another person who didn’t want to eat me. Not since Dawson perished on that bridge.  
 
    It has been a month, perhaps more, since I arrived at the cabin. A part of me wonders if Lucas was sent my way to help save me from myself. 
 
    I’m not religious, nor was my mom and dad. They just believed that when you do good, it will come back to you in your moment of need. And for me, I was there. 
 
    My mind was in a dark place. I was living inside my head. Sitting in the familiarity of the cabin drudged up so many happy memories that I feared I would never have again. To be fair, I kind of still am in a dark place. But having that connection with another human has drawn me back from the darkness that was beckoning me into the vast ether of madness. 
 
    Granted, I have only known Lucas for a short period of time. I have run the gambit of coming across decent people in this deprived world, as well as vile individuals. Those who seek nothing more than to add to the destruction that the chasers are already causing. 
 
    Despite being content and relieved with his presence, though, I’m still being cautious. At the end of the day, my goal is still the same. Get to Mom and Cindy however I need to. If he manages to stay along for the ride, so be it. 
 
    Lucas stretches his arms out in front of him. He gives a big yawn as he rubs his hand up and down his face. He blinks and opens his eyes wide. 
 
    He looks tired. Purple and black bags rest under each eye. His face hangs with a spent expression. I have been so out of it, I‘m not sure how much rest he got before we were forced to flee the cabin. 
 
    I sit up straight, and ask, “When’s the last time you had some sleep?” 
 
    Lucas shrugs. “Depends.” 
 
    “Depends on what?” I reply. 
 
    “Your definition of sleep.” He adjusts the temperature on the dash. It’s warm and toasty, which probably compounds the sluggishness he’s coping with. He twists the control knob more to the cold blue side, cracks his window, and places his left elbow on the door’s armrest. 
 
    The cool crisp air whistles inside the cab. I draw my arms tighter across my chest. The drop in temperature doesn’t seem to faze Lucas all that much. 
 
    “How about I take over for a while? Let you get some rest.” 
 
    Lucas gives me a precarious stare. He then looks out to the road ahead. He rubs his chin, then the back of his neck. He seems hesitant about relinquishing control of the truck to a kid. “I’m good. The warm air is just working on me. Get some of that cool refreshing air in my face, and I’ll be good.” 
 
    I scoff, and shake my head. 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    “I have driven before.” Not sure why his dismissal of the notion chaps me so bad, but it does. “My dad would let me drive his Bronco up through the woods on our hunting trips. By his standards, which were strict to say the least, I did fairly well.” 
 
    Lucas nods. “I imagine you did, but this is a tad bit different than being out in the middle of the woods.” 
 
    Whatever. “I’m just trying to be helpful. The last thing either of us want, or need, is for you to black out while behind the wheel. You’re obviously tired and need some rest. But hey, what do I know? I’m just a kid, after all.” 
 
    It’s hard to tell if Lucas is angry at my sarcastic and derogative tone, or if he is just so tired that his face appears agitated. 
 
    His furrowed frown turns into a smirk as he chuckles. “All right, James.” He slows the truck down and pulls off to the side of the road. He puts it into park, but keeps the engine idling. “You sure about this?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s not that hard. Stay on the road, and watch out for the abandoned cars. If I see a chaser, I’ll mow it down. That’s ten points, right?” 
 
    Lucas presents me with that all too familiar stare that Dad would when I’d tried to be funny in a serious moment. He tilts his head slightly forward and to the right. His lips purse together as his eyes narrow at me. It makes me wonder if Lucas has kids or not. 
 
    “Funny, James.” He kicks open his door and hops out. The hinges of the door squeaking brings Duke to life in the back seat. He sits up, yawns, and gives his coat a good shake before leaning forward and licking my left ear. 
 
    “Did you sleep well, boy?” 
 
    Duke answers with a groan and an additional lick to the face. 
 
    Lucas makes his way around the front of the truck. 
 
    I slide across the bench seat, and settle in front of the steering wheel. My foot reaches for the gas pedal. It makes it about halfway up the floorboard before I have to stretch my leg out further. The seat needs to be adjusted some. 
 
    My hand searches just below me. Moving from side to side, my fingers discover a bar. Lucas opens the passenger side door and slides in. 
 
    “Grab that bar, and move it to the right. Should allow you to adjust the seat if you need to.” His door closes with a dull, hollow thud. 
 
    I work the handle to the right, and pull the seat forward. It moves up slightly before locking back into place. My foot is now able to reach the pedal with ease. 
 
    I check the mirrors first. Adjusting each as needed. I fasten my safety belt. 
 
    Lucas leans back into the seat and watches my every move. He doesn’t say a word as I finish my pre-driving checklist. “Everything in order?” 
 
    “Yeah. Just trying to get familiar with where everything is at first.” I’m a bit nervous. That much is obvious. To me, it is anyways. I don’t want to come across as some overly helpless child. I have survived through so much so far, and I want to show that I can handle myself. I think Lucas can see that, or at least, I hope he can. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, James.” He rests his head to the side of the cab. 
 
    I got this. 
 
    I place my foot on the brake, and grab the gearshift on the column. I push it toward the floor, and shift the truck into drive. 
 
    My foot switches over to the gas pedal as the truck begins to roll forward. With a ginger, but stern touch, I apply pressure to the gas. 
 
    I move out into the center of the highway. The truck slowly starts to gain speed as I adjust my weight. My hands stay firm at ten and two. Dad would be proud of me. Mom would probably be beside herself. 
 
    Forty. 
 
    Fifty. 
 
    The truck reaches fifty-five before Lucas interjects. 
 
    “Keep it around there. That’s a good cruising speed for you. Let me know if you need anything.” Lucas lowers his hat down just below his brow. He closes his eyes, and tucks his arms across his chest. “Oh, James, one more thing.” 
 
    I keep my attention focused straight ahead. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t kill us, ok?” 
 
    It seems as though I’m not the only one who can dish out a serving of sarcasm. “I’ll do my best. No promises though. This road is kind of slick.” 
 
    The idle banter quickly dies off as Lucas passes out. He must’ve been tired. I’m the captain of the ship now. The man in charge. It’s up to me to make the tough calls. Not sure Lucas would agree with that bold statement, but hey, he agreed to let me drive. That, and he’s asleep. 
 
    It is completely possible that I’m reading too much into such a simple daily task that most people do on autopilot. For me, though, it’s a huge step. A threshold of sorts that I’m scared, yet wanting to cross. 
 
    All the times that Dad wanted me to drive, and I showed such hesitation and lack of confidence, wasn’t because I didn’t think I could do it. I just didn’t want to let him down. But given the insurmountable task that has been laid out before me, I have to man up. I have to own my fear of failure and self-doubt. It’s time to show up, and handle matters as Dad would have. 
 
    Besides, this whole driving thing doesn’t seem so hard. Stay on the road, and don’t hit anything. 
 
    Got it. 
 
    Our course is relatively easy to navigate too, which helps out tremendously. Stay on Highway 20, then cut over to Interstate 5. That’ll lead us to the safe zone. I don’t plan on driving that far, though. Just long enough for Lucas to get some sleep, so he’ll be a bit more alert. 
 
    About the only aspect of traversing a post-apocalyptic world that draws concern from me, are the number of abandoned cars that plague the roads. Fortunately, Highway 20 is not as traveled a road as Interstate 5. So, the number of vehicles that sit dormant on the roads are few. Still, there are some. 
 
    As we pass by, I slow down, and try to guess what happened. Not that it’s too hard to tell. Some have busted windows, others have flat tires. Most, if not all, tell a grisly tale of a painful demise. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    Bodies. 
 
    And at times, chaser’s feasting upon their lifeless corpses. 
 
    I cast a morbidly disgusted glance at the decrepit souls devouring their prey. They pay us no mind as they slurp up the moist, meaty strands of flesh. The chasers are knee deep in their victims—a mushed pile of tattered clothing and human remains. The victim’s faces are frozen in a moment of pure terror and suffering before what life remained was ripped from their bodies by the vile demons. 
 
    The chasers’ hands are a bloody mess. Some get to their feet, and stare as we pass by. I imagine what little brain activity remains calculates if we are worth leaving their present meal for or not. 
 
    My face contorts in disgust. My stomach turns over. But still, I want to see the carnage. Perhaps it’s my subconscious keeping me focused and my guard up. Not that I would ever let it slip, but still, it’s good to be reminded regularly just how dangerous the world is now. 
 
    The damp road has all but run dry. The sun has forced its way through the dense clouds. The fog that plagued a portion of our trek has vanished. 
 
    I settle into this whole driving thing. My nerves lessen. My confidence has blossomed to the point where I feel as though I have been doing it forever. 
 
    Lucas is still sound asleep, his mouth gaped open. A deep exhale of air filters out through his mouth as his chest expands. 
 
    Duke places his head on top of the bench seat. He stares at me with those big eyes and groans. He needs some loving, and probably some space to stretch his legs and relieve himself. I reach back and rub him for a second to calm his nerves. 
 
    “I know, boy. We’ll stop here in a bit, and let you handle your business.” 
 
    He grumbles some sort of dog mutter, then tries to lick my face. I lean away from him, moving closer to the driver’s side door. He gives pursuit with his tongue. I remove my attention from the road for a split second to push him away. 
 
    Lucas starts to come to. He rubs his hands over his face and lifts his hat back up onto his head. He sits up straight. His face is thick with sleep, but he sounds as though he didn’t fall into a deep slumber. 
 
    “How are you doing over... watch out!” Lucas shouts, and points out of the windshield. 
 
    My attention snaps back to the road. It has only been diverted for a few seconds. A chaser is rushing headlong at us in the middle of the highway. I jerk the steering wheel hard to the right. 
 
    The tires squeal. 
 
    The back end of the truck wants to fishtail. 
 
    I’m losing control of a situation that I thought I had conquered. I am, in fact, the captain of this ship. 
 
    Duke barks. 
 
    Lucas gasps as he reaches over and fights with the steering wheel.  
 
    The chaser doesn’t alter his course. His brain doesn’t register danger. It’s only seeking out the strange noise with the hopes that there might be something to quench its hunger. 
 
    I hold my breath as the driver’s side of the truck smashes into the chaser’s bulk. He hits with a dense thud. His head busts through the window. Tiny shards of the fragmented glass rain inside the cab. His crippled frame disappears from sight. 
 
    We dart across the highway like a bat out of hell. My foot frantically searches for the brake as we make for the ditch. We’re on a collision course with an abandoned hatchback. 
 
    I mash the brake as hard as I can. The truck’s tires seize up, but it’s too late. We collide with the rear of the vehicle. 
 
    The sound of tortured and groaning metal creates a horrifying crescendo. My seatbelt holds my body in place as my head is thrown forward. The steering wheel explodes like a shotgun blast. A brief puff of smoke is followed by the airbag being deployed. 
 
    Within that split second, my youthful, fragile life flashes before me as the world around me goes black. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Smoke fills my lungs, and rips me from my unconscious slumber. I cough. I hack on the fumes that emit out from the engine. 
 
    My eyes wearily crack open. I blink. They burn with an irritating sensation that causes tears to flow freely. I squint hard, trying to relieve the stinging. 
 
    The left side of my face is fixed to the airbag. Smoke filters into the cab through the vents on the dash. A cool, crisp breeze flows through the busted window next to me.  
 
    I’m disoriented. My head swells with confusion, and a throbbing headache, but at least I’m alive. Every inch of my body aches. The seatbelt has done its job, though, and held me in place. For now, I’m still among the living. 
 
    I lean back to the bench seat from my slumped over posture. I bring my hands up to my face, and dig the heel of my palms inside each socket as my dizziness wanes. 
 
    I catch sight of the rearview mirror. Blood trickles down from the top right portion of my scalp. I grimace. My fingers probe the wound gently as I clench my teeth. As far as I can tell, it’s not as bad as it seems. It’s sore to the touch, but appears to be only a minor flesh wound. 
 
    I don’t hear Duke in the back, or see Lucas in the seat next to me. His door is slung open. Blood is smeared on the dash and trails out through the opening of the truck. 
 
    “Duke? Lucas?” Just the hissing of the busted engine answers me back. “Duke, come here, boy.” 
 
    The seatbelt is snug. Locked into place. I can’t move from the restriction it has placed on me. I try to twist and peer over the seat into the back, but can’t. 
 
    A part of me panics. Is Duke dead in the back seat? Did Lucas ditch me and flee, or did a chaser get a hold of him? 
 
    Questions flood my fragmented thoughts. I can’t think clearly, or rationalize my downward descent into sheer, unhinged trepidation. One thing I do know is that I have to get loose from this seatbelt. I have to get out of this truck, then I can sort things out. 
 
    The latch on the buckle that holds the seatbelt in place won’t respond. I pull and tug on it, trying to release the latch. It’s pressed in, but still, I’m a captive of the truck. 
 
    My agitation amplifies. Anger surges. Lips press firmly together as my blood boils. I grab the strap, and pull with all my might. Not only is it me against the world, but now I have this stupid truck to contend with as well. 
 
    Something touches my left shoulder. My head whips about. A chaser stands just beyond the door. From the look of his bloodied and contorted face, it’s the one who met a painful demise by our hand. Or so I thought. 
 
    His chest heaves. His eyes are deadlocked on mine. His teeth grind against one another as he comes for me. I close my eyes, and brace myself for the violent end I know is coming. 
 
    “No!” I cry out. My hands push and shove. I do everything I can to thwart the demon’s advances. 
 
    “James, are you ok?” a voice calls out to me. It sounds faint and distant, like the person is whispering. A restraining hand is placed on my shoulder. I continue my strife. The voice grows louder, like a freight train barreling toward me. “James, you’re ok.” 
 
    I curb my rebellious efforts. 
 
    There are no teeth digging into me. No tearing of my flesh. Just a singular voice beckoning me to respond to them. To discontinue my defensive state. 
 
    My eyes crack open. The tension in my body has my muscles taut and ready. My hands are balled into fists. The knuckles of each hand have turned a milky white. 
 
    No chaser is there, ready to strip me clean of my flesh and soul. It’s just Lucas. 
 
    “Breathe, James. It’s just me.” Lucas eases his grip on my shoulder. He nods his head in a reassuring manner. 
 
    My head is still thick with confusion. I’m not sure what’s going on. I take a moment and breathe in and out, trying to clear my mind. The tension that fills my clenched fists lessens, allowing the color to return to them. 
 
    “Wha... where’s Duke?” I grumble. 
 
    “He’s fine. He’s out here next to me.” Lucas glances down toward the ground, then back to me. “He was a little shaken by the accident, but otherwise, he seems to be fine. Are you ok? Everything in working order?” 
 
    I nod, and sit up straight in the seat. The airbag has deflated and hangs lifeless from the exposed steering wheel. My hands go back to the buckle as I struggle to get free. 
 
    “The buckle is jammed. I can’t get it loose.” 
 
    Lucas hushes me. He peers to the left. Then, his head snaps to the right. 
 
    “What is it? Chasers?” I ask. 
 
    “Not sure, but we need to keep moving.” He takes a step back, and opens the door. Duke is right beside him, waiting patiently. He glances up at me. “Sweet Home is roughly a couple miles or so up the road. I figure if we maintain a decent pace, it shouldn’t take much more than an hour to get there.” 
 
    Lucas removes the knife he has secured in its sheath on the side of his hip. He grabs the top portion of the seatbelt that is laced across my chest, pulls it away from me, and slides the blade along the strap. 
 
    The knife slices through the seatbelt with little effort. He reaches for the strand that runs over my lap, and repeats the process. He maneuvers the blade carefully over my leg and under the strap. He twists the blade upward, with the serrated edge resting on the belt. It slices through it easily. I throw the loose strap from my lap and exhale a breath of relief. I’m now free. 
 
    Lucas moves to the door behind me and slings it open. I slowly exit the truck. Duke wags his tail and groans. I drop to one knee, bring him close, and hold him tight. My hands rub his sides as he licks my face repeatedly. 
 
    He’s happy to see me. That never fails. One of the many things that I love about him is his unconditional love. Given what has just transpired, I eat up every lick he offers. 
 
    I knead the crown of his head while my other hand attends to the bottom of his snout. 
 
    “Are you ok, boy?” 
 
    There are no visible injuries that I can spot. He doesn’t walk with any sort of impairment. He is full of life. A part of me wishes I could extract some of the energy. I imagine he’d share it if he could. 
 
    Lucas tosses my go bag to the ground. He then hands me my rifle. “Here, James.” 
 
    I give Duke one last rub, and stand back up. He shakes his thick coat and offers a subtle bark. 
 
    “I know, dude. We’ll be leaving shortly.” I take the rifle from Lucas, scoop up the go bag from the road, and sling it over my right shoulder. 
 
    Lucas continues to quickly sift through the abundance of supplies and gear that he offloaded from the cabin. We won’t be able to take it all. It makes me feel bad about wrecking the truck. 
 
    I stand just beyond the door, biting my bottom lip as I wrestle with any words of apology. “Hey listen, I’m sorry for-“ 
 
    Lucas’ hand springs up. He doesn’t look back as he opens a box. 
 
    “It’s ok, James. No apologies are needed.” Lucas is hard to read. He always has that gruff, rigid demeanor, so it makes it difficult to know if he’s mad or not. Unless he actually smiles, it’s always murky water for me to slog through. “Ah, there you are.” 
 
    I crane my neck to see. “What are you hunting down?” 
 
    He pulls two small boxes from the truck and turns toward me. “Here. Do you have any room left in your bag for one of these?” 
 
    A box of ammo for my rifle. 
 
    “Maybe.” I slide the bag free of my shoulder, and pull the zipper around the outer portion. I open it up and peer inside. The pack is already stuffed with the supplies Lucas loaded it down with. There is but a small spot at the top that could possibly accommodate the ammo. 
 
    The angry yowls of the chasers capture our ears. We both pause and listen. My eyes stay glued to Lucas, who shifts his head in the direction of the incoming wails. 
 
    “How far away do you think they are?” I ask. 
 
    “Close enough for us to hear them.” Lucas reaches inside the truck. He retrieves a few bottles of water and stuffs them into another pack. He crams the box of shotgun shells clutched in his free hand into the other pack he is lugging around. 
 
    He steps clear of the door, and slams it shut. He is weighed down with gear on both shoulders. The added bulk doesn’t seem to bog him down any. 
 
    Lucas moves with purpose. His shotgun is clutched tightly in his hands as he walks past me. He doesn’t give the truck or supplies we have to forgo, a second look as he continues walking. 
 
    “You coming?” he calls out. 
 
    I cram the ammo inside the pack with a single shove of my hand. I secure the supplies, and retrieve my rifle that is leaning against the truck. I scramble after him. 
 
    Duke stays by my side. We make it alongside Lucas on the long tree-lined stretch of highway. The chasers’ squalls continue to taunt us. It’s difficult to gauge their position. 
 
    Lucas’ demeanor doesn’t waiver. He doesn’t show any signs of panic or concern about the infected that are seemingly all around us. 
 
    The next hour and a half fly by. We stop and check any vehicles that appear to be in decent shape. No flat tires. Void of any chasers inside. We don’t want to take the chance of having to use our weapons and drawing in anymore that might be close by. 
 
    Any that meet this requirement, Lucas is quick to inspect further. None pan out though, for one reason or another. After the last one, we decide to just bypass the rest and get to Sweet Home. We’re wasting a lot of time without finding anything of use. 
 
    Conversation is null. Lucas keeps a watchful gaze on the tree line as his shotgun remains at the ready. I imagine he doesn’t want to discharge the loud weapon unless absolutely necessary. The only words he does offer to me are not to fire unless he says so. 
 
    Right now, we have the ability of keeping our presence from the chasers. In an age where noise can be detrimental, silence is golden. 
 
    I have no qualms about holding my tongue. To be fair, I don’t have much to say anyway. All that cooks on my brain is Mom and Cindy. Everything else is repressed. It’s inconsequential. 
 
    Besides, I’m not known for being an overly talkative person. At school. At home. I enjoy my solitude. I thrive in the silence. Some of the best memories I have are being able to hang out with people where we just sat and enjoyed one another’s company. It’s not always about what is said, but what isn’t. 
 
    Lucas raises his arm and balls his fingers into a fist. He comes to a dead stop in the middle of the road. 
 
    I nab Duke’s collar and halt him. “Do you see something?” 
 
    His gaze is fixed directly in front of him. I follow his line of sight to the road sign that has been vandalized. The additional commentary does little to keep me calm. It reads: 
 
    Welcome to Sweet Home. Gateway to the Santiam Playground. 
 
    I couldn’t tell you what Santiam is. But at least it has a playground of sorts. 
 
    The light green sign is spray painted with a dark red circle, that has a diagonal line running from the top left to the bottom right. The color has run down, creating thick lines that look more like blood than paint. At the bottom of the circle are the words: Town gone. Full of chasers. 
 
    “Well, the welcome mat they’ve laid out here doesn’t inspire a bunch of confidence in me.” Duke sits down by my feet. I release my hold from around his collar. 
 
    “I’ve been through this town, but it has been a number of years since the last time. Some nice folks here,” Lucas replies. 
 
    He peers back over his shoulder to the way we just came. The edge of his hand presses to his forehead, right above his brow. He’s deep in thought. I can see the gears twisting and turning inside that head of his. I have a hunch of what he’s contemplating, but I’m not overly sure. 
 
    I finally pick at his brain. “Is there another way we could go?” 
 
    He remains silent for a moment longer. “There is always a different way we could go, but no telling if it would be any safer.” He refocuses his attention to the tree line to our right and points at its dense foliage. “We could always cut through there. Again, no telling what might be lurking inside, though.” 
 
    I grimace. I have already been through the bowels of a wooded death trap. My father and best friend got killed in places like that. I would rather take my chances in the city. In the urban jungle, right or wrong, to me, it is the lesser of two evils. 
 
    “I say we continue on to Sweet Home. They’ll have supplies and such that we can possibly use since we had to leave the others behind. That, and I’d rather be in a car right now than tromping through those woods on foot.” 
 
    Lucas nods in agreement. “I was planning on staying on our current path. I was just going over all options here.” 
 
    How many people lived in the town? Regardless if it’s big or small, I’d like to know. It isn’t swaying my decision any. I just want to know what we are walking into. 
 
    “What’s the population of Sweet Home by chance?” 
 
    Lucas rubs, then scratches the thickening black beard that is full of wiry, scraggly hairs. “No telling. I don’t recall seeing a population sign. Could’ve missed it, though.” 
 
    “Best guess, then.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe 10,000? Perhaps a bit more or less. Seems to be a small town. I’d imagine most people probably fled, though. So, we probably won’t have too many to contend with.” 
 
    I take Lucas’ assessment at face value. It does make sense in a way. Most would have probably fled at the first hint of their neighbors trying to eat one another. Small towns are like that. Everyone knows everyone else’s business. Gossip spreads like wild fire. 
 
    We are left with no choice that outweighs the other. The best course for us to go is where we are being warned not to. It’s a crap deal, but one I’m used to by now. 
 
    I shrug, then sigh. “Screw it. Let’s go find us a ride.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    This is the first town I have been in since the virus has been unleashed. I have either stayed to the woods or took roads that bypassed any such dangers. 
 
    Not that I’m overly thrilled about our plan of action here. Strolling through a minefield of ravenous infected people, who are more than likely lurking within the shadows of the buildings, is not high on my to do-list. But we have to find a ride if we want to have any strand of hope of making it to the safe zone. 
 
    Which proves to be a challenge. Much like most of the highway, there is an overabundance of vehicles to choose from. The problem is, most are in dire shape. 
 
    By the amount of bullet holes that riddle most of the vehicles, it’s hard to tell if the military has been through here, or if the locals took up arms and fought back. Windows are busted out. Cars are flipped over onto their sides. The interiors are blackened by fires that left their mark on the steel frames. 
 
    Trash and spent cartridges litter the road. They crunch under our boots as we soak in the decimation of the once quant town. The businesses that ran along the highway are either boarded up, or have their storefronts riddled with busted glass.  
 
    Lucas skims over each store that may offer some sort of value to us as Duke and I provide cover. Food, gear, weapons. Any and all would be welcomed. We stay to the main highway, and keep a consistent pace as we progress through the void that was once a civilized town. 
 
    “Where do you think the chasers are?” I skim over the buildings that are across the street. Those that don’t have plywood covering the windows and glass doors, I try to look in for any signs of life. Dead or not. 
 
    “Not sure. Let’s just be thankful that they’re nowhere around at the moment. We’re not exactly in the best position to make a getaway if any rear their gaunt faces.” Lucas peers inside a beige four-door sedan that has run up on the curb. He leans back on his heels and scrutinizes the condition of the vehicle.  
 
    His head goes from left to right. He checks the tires, kicking the outer black rubber wall with the tips of his boots. He makes his way around to the other side and does the same. 
 
    “Maybe the chasers moved on?” I pose. It’s wishful thinking that I hope is true. “Haven’t seen any bodies yet, so that could be a good sign.” 
 
    Lucas doesn’t offer any sort of reply. He is too busy inspecting the car. 
 
    I shrug off the silence. I narrow my eyes, and peer through the window of a bakery that is directly across the highway from us. 
 
    The interior of the lime green building is mostly dark. What little bit of sunshine that breaks free of the dense clouds overhead brings the interior of the bakery to life. 
 
    “We might have a winner here,” Lucas calls out from behind me. 
 
    My gaze stays focused on the building. I pan from left to right. The absence of any bodies on the streets, dead or alive, makes my mind wander. What if the chasers are trapped inside the buildings? Could that be what the sign meant? 
 
    It is difficult to tell. Unless they had their meager faces pressed to the windows, I wouldn’t see them. As long as the buildings are secure and sealed tight, whatever looms within the four walls can rot there for all I care. 
 
    The grumble of the car engine diverts my thoughts from the building. I turn on my heels, and watch with a hopeful stare. 
 
    Duke makes sure to stay close by. If he starts to stray beyond my comfort, I’ll whistle and stop him. I think he wants to go exploring from the look he expresses at me. He won’t keep eye contact, and he lowers his head toward the pavement. Sorry, bud. Too dangerous to go messing about on your own. 
 
    Lucas is nestled in the driver’s seat. Wires hang from the bottom of the steering wheel as his foot works the gas pedal. He mumbles something through his pursed lips as the groaning of the engine turns to a simple clicking sound. 
 
    He slaps the palms of his hands against the brown steering wheel. “Damn it.” 
 
    “Not a winner, huh?” I inquire. 
 
    Lucas reaches down with his left hand, and pops the hood. Frustrated, he steps clear of the car. He moves to the front, and opens the hood. “I think the battery might be dead. Not sure.” 
 
    I move closer as he inspects the battery, and the cables attached to the silver ends that protrude from the top of the black box. 
 
    “What’s all that yellowish white stuff around the connections there?” 
 
    Lucas pulls a rag from his back pants pocket. “That would be acid buildup.” 
 
    There is a good amount that resides on the terminals. 
 
    “How does that happen?” 
 
    Lucas dabs at the powder. He tries to clean it off as best he can. “Well, corrosion on the terminals is due to hydrogen gas being released from the acid in the battery. It mixes with other things in the atmosphere under the hood, and produces the corrosion you see on the terminals. Generally, if the corrosion is occurring on the negative terminal, your system is probably undercharging. If it’s on the positive side, it’s probably overcharging.” 
 
    “Sorry I asked.” I half smile. I guess I should’ve known better from the first time he tried to explain something mechanical to me. “Is that going to help?” 
 
    “If we can find another car to perhaps jump it with, then yes. Not having all of that acid will make a huge difference.” Lucas gets out from underneath the hood. He shakes the rag in his hand, allowing the yellow tinted powder to flutter to the road. 
 
    His thick forearms rest against the hood. He wipes the tiny beads of sweat on his face on his long-sleeve flannel shirt. 
 
    I confirm Lucas’ plan with a hint of doubt. “So now we just need to find a car that isn’t too messed up that we can push over here and just jump it off with then? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Lucas nods. “Yeah. The only down side to this, is that the more noise we make, the more likely we’ll draw the attention of any chasers close by.” 
 
    “True. Seems like it will up our chances for grabbing the attention for any that are lurking within the town.” 
 
    Lucas peers back over his shoulder. He is back into a deep trance of thought. His tongue runs over his lips. He squints through the thin rays of sunlight that periodically peek through the clouds overhead. 
 
    His plan is sound, but I’m not overly keen on creating a bunch of extra noise in a place where the infected were known to be. It is almost like a rabbit sitting in the middle of a wolf’s den and ringing the dinner bell. I don’t want to see us as the rabbit, but we are. 
 
    Lucas’ eyes dart from side to side. His finger beats the air. “Wait.” 
 
    “What is it?” I probe. 
 
    Life surges in his eyes. Whatever he is mulling over seems to bring forth a bounty of hope to our otherwise dismal plan. “If we can find an auto parts store, they may have a battery charger.” 
 
    My right brow lifts in curiosity. 
 
    “A battery charger? You mean like something you would put AAA batteries in and plug into the wall to charge them back up.” 
 
    “Something like that.” He glances back down to the battery. “If it still has enough juice left, we can possibly charge the battery up enough to get it started. It will be infinitely easier, and will drastically reduce any noise pollution that we’ll create with trying to jump it off from another vehicle. But mostly, it will save a lot of time if we don’t have to scout out a working vehicle.” 
 
    After listening to Lucas’ plan, I’m on board. I surely want to keep our chances at being detected by the chasers at a null. 
 
    “So now we just need to find an auto parts store. Surely this town has one.” 
 
    Lucas points down the highway. “I believe there’s an auto parts store up that way.” 
 
    I follow his gaze down the grim looking road that is cluttered with debris and stalled cars. “Are you sure?” My tone is hesitant. 
 
    Lucas confirms with a confident nod of his head. “I believe it’s an O’Reilly’s Auto Parts store. Like I said, it’s been a while since I’ve been through here, but I do recall seeing one.” 
 
    “How far away do you think it is?” I inquire. 
 
    Lucas shrugs. “Maybe ten blocks. Give or take. I know it was on Highway 20, though.” 
 
    A part of me wants to just stay put, and hope for the best in finding a car that is good to go. Then again, even I know you have to have tools to remove the battery from its hold. Again, luck is doing its best to avoid us. It’s rather elusive at the moment. 
 
    I sigh. “Let’s get going, then. The sooner we can find this battery charger, the quicker we can get out of here and back on the road.” 
 
    Lucas leaves the hood of the car up. He retrieves his shotgun from the driver’s side of the car, removes a water bottle from his pack, twists the cap free, and takes a big gulp. 
 
    The two packs are still slung over both of his shoulders. I can only imagine the added bulk makes his body that much more tired. Especially, with all of the walking we have to do. 
 
    “Did you want to leave one of those packs here in the car? Perhaps in the trunk?” 
 
    Lucas finishes off the bottle, crunches the plastic in his hand, and discards the crumpled container without a second thought. Littering seems to be the least of anyone’s worries at the moment. 
 
    “I’d rather keep them with me. If something happens, and we’re not able to make it back here, then we’re out of the supplies and other stuff I packed inside it.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about that. I imagine he wants to keep what supplies he has taken from the cabin close to him. We had to leave so much behind in the truck. I wonder if that still eats at his nerves. 
 
    “Just a suggestion. Hauling all that on your back must take a lot out of you.” 
 
    Lucas rests the barrel of his shotgun against his shoulder. He wipes the remnants of the water away that have run down from his lips to his beard. 
 
    “Nothing I’m not used to. When I’d go hiking, I’d have about as much weight on me as I do now.” 
 
    It is hard not to feel a tad bit inferior to Lucas. Although, I’d venture he is at least twice my age, he seems to have as much energy and stamina as me. If not more. Lugging that gear on his back doesn’t seem like a burden but more of a regular constant. I’m glad he didn’t ask me to share the load. I’m not sure I’m up for that. 
 
    We leave the car, and head up the highway in search of the auto parts store. Duke takes point, with me following close behind. Lucas covers the rear. 
 
    I clutch the rifle with a firm grip. The right grasps the stock close to the trigger while the left cradles the barrel. 
 
    The town is consumed by an eerie silence. No animals make their presence known. It’s as if I have plugs in both ears. 
 
    Duke keeps a steady pace with his nose to the road. He stops briefly and moves his head from left to right. His ears perk up, and twitch as if he caught wind of something. He groans, but quickly disregards any notion of running off. 
 
    Curiosity continues to plague my mind as I take in the buildings that span both sides of the highway. Pondering where the chasers might be is a double-edged sword that I wrestle with. Either they have completely moved on, or they’re lying in wait. The more I chew on it, the more the thought begins to spawn inside my head. 
 
    What if the absence of stimulus causes the chasers to eventually go into a comatose state? I have nothing to base this theory on really, but seeing how the sign warned of the town being infested with chasers, and us not having seen a single one, it kind of makes me give wind to the notion. Then again, this is just pure speculation from a kid who doesn’t know any better. 
 
    I glance at the boarded up windows of the businesses that we pass by. I wonder if people are taking refuge inside the fortified walls or if it’s only the chasers huddled together in a dormant-like state. If there are people, perhaps they’re thinking the same thing I am. Like any prey, if you stay silent and out of sight, your chances at survival increase. 
 
    A part of me hopes that’s the case. It makes this nerve-racking walk through this obstacle course of decimation that much easier to stomach. If there are non-infected people inside watching us right now, they’re probably thinking one of two things. Joy at seeing people who aren’t on the prowl for a meal or pity watching us walk to our inevitable doom. 
 
    My gaze sneaks back over my left shoulder to Lucas. His attention is clear and focused. His eyes scan to the left, then shift to the right. He looks back over his shoulder frequently to make sure we aren’t being hunted. 
 
    Duke freezes. The hairs on his back stiffen. He lowers his head closer to the road. A low growl seeps from his throat, growing louder and angrier. 
 
    I bring my rifle to bear, and press the butt end firmly to my shoulder. I inch my way toward Duke, and kneel beside him. My hand pats his left side. I can feel the tremors of each growl course through my palm. His muscles are taut. Something is close by. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” I whisper. 
 
    Lucas moves up beside me with his shotgun at the ready. He sweeps from left to right, pointing at the multiple cars that are smashed together in the middle of the highway. Glass litters the pavement. Fluids from the engines have bled to the road. It’s difficult to pierce the contorted steel of the vehicles to see what is lurking on the other side. 
 
    Duke starts to advance, but I grab his collar, and hold firm. He wants to go, pressing his weight forward. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” I mutter. 
 
    Something within the concealment of the wreckage moves. That rips a brief ruff and sharp warning from Duke’s snout. His growling intensifies tenfold. He’s poised to attack whatever is there. 
 
    I struggle to keep him planted. He wants free to the point of dragging me along for the ride if need be. I turn to Lucas and start to ask for guidance when a body emerges on top of the cars. 
 
    Duke growls and barks. He displays his teeth at the gaunt chaser who stands atop his mountain of twisted metal. His shirtless chest heaves in and out. Blood stains the skin with a red hue that is caked on thick. His eyes narrow at me, then over to Lucas. 
 
    I take aim with my rifle, and prepare to fire. 
 
    Lucas holds up his hand. “Don’t shoot,” he calmly orders. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” I grumble back. 
 
    Another chaser emerges to our right from behind the wreckage. Just as ghastly as the one looming over us, he stands at the ready. 
 
    Our situation has quickly degraded. It’s unclear how we’re going to escape the chasers. True, discharging the weapons could attract more, but not doing so could put us at a disadvantage. There it is again. That damn double-edged sword. 
 
    My head tilts to one side, trying to figure out what is happening. Why aren’t they attacking us? 
 
    “What are they waiting for?” 
 
    Lucas keeps his shotgun trained at the gruesome infected as he calmly speaks in my direction. 
 
    “On my mark, I want you and Duke to break and head for that alley to your left. You don’t stop, and look back. Run as hard and fast as you can.” 
 
    Duke continues barking and growling as I struggle to keep him under control. I’m unclear what Lucas’ plan is, and don’t like the thought of us splitting up. 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    The chaser to our right fidgets and picks at invisible nothings. 
 
    Lucas trains the shotgun in his direction. He slowly starts to drift off to the right, away from me and Duke. “Just head to the auto parts store. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    The chasers divert their attention to Duke and myself, as though we are the easier meal to target. 
 
    Lucas raises his arms in the air and shouts, “Here! Come and get me, you skinny bastards.” 
 
    The chasers each clench their teeth, and growl with a violent rage that swirls in their bloodshot eyes. They yowl a blood-curdling plea to have their insatiable hunger satisfied. 
 
    Lucas makes a mad dash in the opposite direction of us. The chasers follow. 
 
    “Lucas!” I call out. 
 
    He doesn’t look back over his shoulder as he maneuvers between the vehicles in his way. The chasers are in tow, trying to narrow the gap between Lucas and them. 
 
    I pull on Duke’s collar, and direct him toward the alley to our left. His barking and growling quickly subsides as we enter the space between the two brick buildings. 
 
    That crazy bastard. I can’t believe he did that. A part of me wonders if he will survive and get away. Heck, I wonder if Duke and I will as well. After all, I have no clue where we are going, or if I am rushing headlong into the arms of death around each dumpster and corner we take. 
 
    Our pace is fast and brisk. My gaze sneaks over my shoulder to see if we are being followed through the maze of buildings and back alley passageways. 
 
    The pack on my back bounces up and down, which throws my balance off some. I gasp for air. I hate running. 
 
    The rifle stays close to my chest. I try to gauge each blind corner we approach. Duke doesn’t seem to share my same cautious approach. He runs in a dead heat without care. 
 
    Trash bins behind us are knocked over by something keeping pace with us. I can’t see what it was, or how many there are. 
 
    My heart pounds. My lungs are on fire. Fear and desperation fuel my body, and drive my legs to move even faster. 
 
    We turn sharply to the right and keep moving. We’re lost. That much is certain. The unknown clings to me like a bad stench. I hate running blind. The reddish-brown brick veneer all looks the same. I want to find the road, so we can get our bearings. 
 
    Up ahead is a tall chain link fence that seals the street off on the other side. It spans the entire alley from left to right. We stop at the interlinked steel barrier. 
 
    I frantically search for a way through. The tromping of the chasers rushing this way sends a flood of panic surging through my tired and worn body. I grab the bottom of the fence and pull, but it doesn’t budge. 
 
    I step back, and take in the height of the obstacle before me. I could scale it, but what about Duke? Carrying him over isn’t an option, and I’m surely not going to leave my family to the wicked desires of the infected looking to feed their hungry bellies. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I have to decide. Fast. Screw it. 
 
    I turn the way we came, and take a knee. Duke stands by my side with his fangs displayed. He growls, and folds his ears back. I shoulder the rifle, and train the barrel at the incoming threat. 
 
    “Whatever happens, boy, we stick together.” 
 
    Duke remains glued to my side. I try to control my breathing through the panic. 
 
    In the back of my head, I can hear Dad whispering in my ear. His hand gently rests on my shoulder as he points out into the dense woods before us. 
 
    “Remember, James. Control your breathing. Steady your nerves and remain calm. When the shot presents itself, exhale slowly, and squeeze the trigger.” 
 
    My body struggles to act under Dad’s wisdom. My muscles are poised for a fight. One that I’m sure we are going to lose. 
 
    The door to our left vibrates subtly, then swings open. I turn toward the opening, and train my rifle at the blackness that looms before me. I’m prepared to unleash on the demon coming for me. 
 
    “Hurry up. Get inside,” a female voice beckons. 
 
    I’m frozen in indecision as the chasers’ wails creep closer. They’re almost here. She emerges from the shadows, face stern and void of any fright in her blue eyes. She peers to her left. She has a flashlight clutched in her right hand. “If you want to stay out here, that’s fine by me.” She steps back into the building and starts to close the door. 
 
    “Wait.” I lower the rifle, and scramble to my feet. I grab Duke by the collar, and lead him inside the building. She slams the door behind us as the chasers arrive. They spin around in circles, trying to locate our whereabouts. 
 
    Sitting there in the dark, I grab Duke, and hold him close. I place my hand over his mouth to try and calm him down. He growls and groans through his sealed snout. I know he doesn’t care for it. He pulls away from me and fights to free himself from my grasp. 
 
    The girl is cloaked by the darkness. The hint of her outline is visible through the thin bead of light that seeps in from around the door. She holds the large Maglite flashlight close to her chest as she turns it on. 
 
    Her face is framed in an ominous manner as the beam shoots upward. She looks down at us. Her finger presses firmly to her pink lips. She cocks her head to the right and listens closely. 
 
    Duke’s thrashing and rigid posture lessens as the threat vanishes. After a few moments of awkward silence, the girl turns her attention back to us. 
 
    She exhales a deep sigh of relief and says, “Welcome to Sweet Home.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    The grumblings and wails of the chasers just beyond the door fade to a subtle silence. I give Duke a firm hug, and get my feet back under me. Our savior slouches against the door. She stares at us with a curious gaze. The light stays fixed just under her chin as she hands me my rifle. 
 
    I take it from her, and offer a nod of gratitude. “Thanks for your help. We appreciate it.” 
 
    She cuts her eyes down to Duke, then back up to me. “Cute dog. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Duke.” 
 
    He rests on his hind legs and pants hard. His tongue hangs from the right side of his mouth as his chest expands outward rapidly. His yellow-gold coat is filthy, and is chocked full of stickers and brush. 
 
    “Golden retriever?” she inquires. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve had him since he was a pup.” Still one of the best days that I can recall, even if I didn’t know it at the time. 
 
    She nods. “Cool. I like golden retrievers. They’re good dogs. I had a pitbull. She looked evil, but was super friendly.” 
 
    I run my palm over Duke’s head. He lifts up to meet my hand as he glances up at me. 
 
    “He’s much the same. Not that he looks evil or anything like that. Most people are a bit standoffish with him at times because he can come across a bit aggressive and intimidating,” I say. “It can be a pain at times.” 
 
    She lowers the flashlight in Duke’s direction. She smiles, and carefully reaches for his head. He doesn’t offer a single growl or show of his teeth. 
 
    He sniffs her at first. Then his tongue carefully slides out of his mouth to lick the back of her hand. 
 
    A half smile breaks across her face, as she gently scratches his snout. “Follow me.” 
 
    Softy. 
 
    She walks past us toward a flight of stairs to our right. Darkness quickly envelops the space we are standing in as she starts up the stairs. 
 
    We give chase and follow close behind. Each rung we ascend sounds off from our weight pressing down on the wooden steps. Light from the windows to our left filter through the narrow openings between the plywood that cover them. 
 
    Having found a temporary safe haven from the threat that looms beyond the brick walls of the building, I can’t help but think of Lucas. Is he alive? Did he manage to lose the chasers that were after him? 
 
    As much as Lucas came across as a tough and resilient survivor, the odds of him escaping the clutches of the infected seem so bleak. I want nothing more than to be wrong, but it’s hard not to toy with that realistic notion. 
 
    The darkness of the stairs slowly melts away, and gives way to the light that grows brighter the closer we get. 
 
    “You know, you two are lucky I spotted you from the window when I did. Those things are crawling all over the place out there.” She hits the landing of the openly bright space. More light floods into the massive loft type area from the few windows that aren’t covered up. 
 
    We exit the stairs shortly after her. I pause. My hand braces against the railing to my right. I take in a few deep breaths, and exhale slowly. 
 
    “Crawling, huh? We hadn’t seen any chasers except for those two by that wreckage. Well, and the ones that were after us,” I say. 
 
    She sets the Maglite down on a crate, turns sharply on her heels, and looks at me. “Oh, they’re around out there. Make no mistake about that.” She points toward the street. “You’re fortunate you only had to contend with what you did. There are hundreds more all over the town. Maybe more than that. I only go outside when it’s absolutely necessary. Like, for instance, to save strangers who blindly walk to their death.” 
 
    As much as I don’t appreciate her heavy dose of sarcasm at the moment, I decide to let it fall to the floor without a rebuttal. She did save our hides, and she knows infinitely more about this town than I do. 
 
    “Where are they? We weren’t sure if there was anyone still left in the town, alive or dead. We didn’t see any traces that led us to believe otherwise.” 
 
    Her gaze drifts to the floor, then back up to me. “As far as any survivors, besides me, there’s at least one other. But the infected are everywhere, in most of the buildings and alleyways that run through this cursed place. Just because they’re not marching down the street, and making a bunch of racket, doesn’t mean they aren’t close by.” 
 
    I slip the pack free from my shoulder, set it on the floor next to the stairs, and rest the rifle next to it. 
 
    “Well, we really appreciate you helping us out down there. We were sure in a tight jam.” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    I walk toward her, and extend my hand. “I’m James.” 
 
    She appears a bit apprehensive at first, but finally reciprocates the gesture. 
 
    “Cassie.” 
 
    I glance over at Duke who is wandering about. His body vanishes within the cluster of boxes and crates that litter the loft type space. His tail is on end and moves about as he explores the surroundings. 
 
    “That was really brave what your friend did down there.” Cassie offers. “Stupid, but brave.” 
 
    I can’t help but to partially agree with her assessment. I don’t want us to split up, or have Lucas feel as though he has to sacrifice himself to save us. We had the firepower to dispense of the chasers quickly, but at what cost? 
 
    Still, I desperately hope he managed to slip away, and find a place to hold up till we can rendezvous at the auto parts store. 
 
    “Thanks. I imagine it’ll take more than just two chasers to take him out. He’s pretty stubborn like that.” 
 
    Cassie half-smiles. “Yeah. It was smart not firing those weapons. Doing so would only attract more of them.” She glances down to a machete strapped to her right thigh. The blade is stained red with blood. “We only use guns as a last resort. Most times, it’s up close and personal with one of these.” 
 
    Cassie is intimidating. Not only from being a cute blonde, around my age, but also from her strong and independent persona. She is full of grit and seems as though she has all the confidence to take on this threatening and violent world.  
 
    Her words are direct. There is no hint of fear or doubt that leaves her soft, pink lips. Her blue eyes are piercing, and suck me in when she speaks. Her porcelain-toned skin is splashed with dust and dirt, but it does little to detract from her beauty. 
 
    She leans her athletic framed body against the aged, rusted filing cabinet to her right. She glances over at Duke, who is navigating the maze of boxes as he sprints back over to us. 
 
    Cassie drops down to one knee and starts rubbing his head. Duke soaks up the attention like a sponge. His tongue dangles from the left side of his snout as a smile breaks across his face. 
 
    For some reason, I have a lump deep inside my throat. I’m nervous being around her. I’m fairly certain I have masked it to the point of her not spotting it, though. At least, she doesn’t act like she sees it. 
 
    I have been so far into death and carnage for the past month that I had forgotten what it felt like to be around girls. 
 
    I’m generally not like that, timid and unsure of myself. Despite what Dawson and our other friends would say, I was pretty confident around girls. Mom always told me that I got my charm from my dad. It was a curse really that the men in our family had when it came to the opposite sex. She said Dad knew what to say and when to say it, which instantly made her fall for him. 
 
    Cassie glances up at me. “Does he want something to drink and eat?” She moves her hand back behind his left ear and scratches deep. His hind leg starts to move faster as she digs in. 
 
    I shake my head at him. Crazy dog. 
 
    “Yeah. That would be great, if you don’t mind. It’s been a little bit since he’s eaten last. I imagine he’s super hungry. We’ve been on the move, and I haven’t been able to get him anything yet.” 
 
    Cassie gets back up. She makes some kissy face at him as she walks away to her right. 
 
    Duke eats it up. He follows close behind. He isn’t blind to what is hopefully coming next. 
 
    “I’ve got some bottled water, and some cans of tuna. Does he like tuna?” She walks toward a storage cabinet that is near the staircase. 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t think there is anything he doesn’t like. He generally eats whatever. Except for certain vegetables. He just sniffs them and walks away.” 
 
    Cassie opens both metal doors wide. The shelves are partially stocked with bottled water and an array of canned goods. She retrieves a water, and a small can with a blue label wrapped around its outer rim. 
 
    She glances back over her shoulder at me. “You want anything?” 
 
    “A water will do.” 
 
    She holds the can of tuna up in her right hand. “Want a can? Seems like we have plenty of that.” 
 
    I shake my head, and try to be pleasant about it. I’m not hungry enough yet to dive into the fishy smell again. I imagine if Lucas was here, he’d be insistent on me eating whatever was given. 
 
    Cassie shrugs and tosses the bottle of water to me. I fumble the plastic bottle like an uncoordinated clown struggling to keep all of his clubs in the air. I finally gain control, and firmly grasp the rounded bottle before it hits the floor. 
 
    I divert my gaze to the large windows across the room, and take a gulp of the room temperature water. Cassie cracks open the can of meat. She sets it down on the floor in front of Duke, who wastes little time devouring the foul-smelling fish. 
 
    “Wow. He is hungry.” Cassie stands next to Duke with both hands on her hips. She watches him clean the can dry. “Do you mind if I give him another can?” 
 
    “Not at all. He generally eats a lot. If you keep putting it in front of him, I imagine he’ll keep wolfing it down,” I say. 
 
    Duke is a loud eater. I can hear his lips smacking like I am right next to him. He groans, then spins in circles as Cassie grabs another can from the cabinet. 
 
    “Man, someone is a hungry boy, aren’t they?” 
 
    I make my way over to the windows that face Highway 20. I peer out of the grime-covered glass to a world that is now our reality. A no man’s land of lawlessness and utter chaos. 
 
    My eyes soak in the carnage that the virus has rained down upon my life. Death and despair are the only scenery that greet my solemn sight. 
 
    My eyes narrow in every attempt to try and locate any chasers that might be close by. I sweep from right to left, but don’t spot any gaunt bodies in search of a meal. The absence of the creatures does offer me a bit of hope that perhaps their numbers are not too large. I still don’t want to stay any longer than is required. If I have an open window to move, I need to take it. 
 
    Cassie approaches from my right. She meets my longing gaze as she peers out over her ruined town. “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “My plan still hasn’t changed.” I take another sip of water. I didn’t realize how thirsty I was until my lips felt the touch of the refreshing liquid. 
 
    She glances at me with an inquisitive gaze. “Oh? What plan is that? Stroll down the highway as a tasty morsel for the infected until they chase after you and pick you clean?” Her sharp tongue is lethal. She doesn’t hold back. And here I thought I could be an ass at times. 
 
    I parrot her snarky expression, which she apparently finds amusing. “We were heading to the auto parts store on the other side of town. O’Reilly’s, I think he called it.” 
 
    Cassie nods. She glances down to the street, then back to me. “Seems like an odd place to be going since you don’t have a ride. Besides, I imagine your friend is probably dead. Or one of them. That is generally the only two outcomes for people around here.” 
 
    I cut my eyes over to her. “You’ve made it.” 
 
    She half-smiles. “Well, I’m a woman, and generally, women are much smarter than men. So, yeah.” 
 
    Her constant barrage of confident quips pull a slight chuckle from me. 
 
    “Gotcha. I didn’t know that’s how that worked. I feel so much more enlightened, and scared.” 
 
    “Just being honest.” 
 
    I glance back over my shoulder in Duke’s direction. I crane my neck, and find him working on his third can of tuna. 
 
    “We were heading to the auto parts store to get a battery charger. We found a car that we think we can jump with it.” 
 
    Cassie nods. “Good idea, if they have any of those. The last time I was in there, it was pretty well ransacked. Granted, I wasn’t looking for a battery charger, but the place looked like a tornado had been through it. A complete mess.” 
 
    I finish off the remainder of the water with a single gulp. 
 
    “Anyway, that’s where he’s heading. So, that’s where we’re going.” 
 
    “You think he’s still alive, then?” Cassie counters. “Not to sound like a pessimist, but most people don’t make it for long out in the open.” 
 
    “I do.” Lucas isn’t dead. I don’t know that for sure, but my gut tells me he’ll be there. “Ok. So, you get this battery charger, and let’s just say for arguments sake, you live long enough to get back to the car you found and get it running. What’s next?” 
 
    “I’m going to the safe zone near Portland.” 
 
    Her eyes widen. Disbelief floods her olive-toned face as she stares at me. “Safe zone, huh?” 
 
    I confirm with a tilt of my head. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You do have a death wish,” she observes. 
 
    “So, I’ve been told.” 
 
    Cassie goes to speak again, but the creaking of the staircase grabs her attention. Her head snaps to the left as each board gives its warning signal. 
 
    Concern floods my body. I turn to make a mad dash for my rifle. A big, burly man hits the landing. The sudden appearance of the overly large individual stops me cold in my tracks. 
 
    The same look of shock floods his weathered face. His eyes loom at me from under his furrowed brow. His black handlebar mustache engulfs most of his mouth and chin. The dingy, dark gray beanie on top of his head is stretched. He doesn’t appear happy to see me. He exhales deeply through his enlarged nostrils as his face becomes a deep shade of red. 
 
    Cassie rushes up to the intimidating brute as he keeps his eyes fixed on me. “Mack, before you say anything, just let me explain.” 
 
    He holds up his baseball glove sized hand to silence her. “Who is this?” His voice is deep, like thunder exploding in the sky. 
 
    It catches Duke’s attention. He starts to bark, and run around the boxes toward him. 
 
    I scramble to snag his collar. My fingers slip under the tattered leather and take hold. I pull back, and keep him from moving forward. He raises up on his hind legs and continues his barking. 
 
    The agitated man removes a revolver from the front part of his pants. He pulls the hammer back, and takes aim at Duke. “Cassie, you’ve got five seconds to explain what this kid and his mangy dog are doing in here?” 
 
    Duke displays his fangs. He growls and barks at the man. I hold him close, and speak to Duke in a calming tone to try and stay his nerves. 
 
    Cassie gently touches the man’s forearm. “Lower Betsy, and I’ll explain.” 
 
    His eyes cut away from us and down to her.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Although defused, the man still looks pissed. He leans against the wall as Cassie speaks to him. He has put away the revolver, for the time being. His thick arms are crossed in front of his chest, and his eyes occasionally sneak over in our direction. 
 
    Duke has finally settled down as well. I keep him close to me. The last thing I want is to have him irritated any more than he already is. He growls and moans. His body is taut and ready to attack if provoked enough. 
 
    I have to make sure that doesn’t happen. 
 
    Cassie glances back over her shoulder and points to us. By the bored expression on the man’s face, it seems he couldn’t care less. With the man’s arrival, I want to leave even faster. 
 
    They continue their heated discussion for another five minutes or so. I’m not sure why Cassie is arguing with him so intently. If he wants us gone, that isn’t going to be an issue. 
 
    “Um, excuse me.” I raise my hand slowly in the air. The man’s hand instinctively goes for his revolver. Cassie presses her palms to his forearm, wraps her fingers around, and holds firm. 
 
    This guy is super pissed, and I’m not sure why he is so defensive. I don’t think Duke and I have come across as threatening. Still, I need to ease his mind. Duke isn’t the only animal in the loft. 
 
    “Sir, I can tell us being here is not exactly what you want. We will be leaving shortly. I’ll grab our things, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    His demeanor remains the same. It’s as if my words have fallen on deaf ears. Finally, he speaks. “You should’ve never gotten in here in the first place,” he thunders. His gaze fixes back to Cassie, who has finally released his arm. “Why did you let them in here? They could be infected with the virus.” 
 
    I interject once more. “Sir, I can-” 
 
    His head snaps back to me. His eyes enlarge, and brim with a fiery anger. “I would advise you to shut up right now, boy.” 
 
    Like a dog being scolded, my body deflates. My weakness is apparent from my slouched posture. Not that I wanted to man up to the beastly man anyways. I just want to plead our case. 
 
    Cassie slaps his chest. It does little to divert his intense gaze. 
 
    “Mack, will you stop this?” she says. “They are not infected.” 
 
    “How do you know they aren’t infected? Did you check them from head to toe?” He throws his hands in the air in dismay, then points his finger at her. “That answer better be ‘no’ by the way.” 
 
    She diverts her gaze toward the ground, like a kid who has been caught lying. She refrains from answering, but only for a few seconds “No. I haven’t checked them.” 
 
    “Then why are they in here?” He points to us and leans toward her. Duke’s growling increases. 
 
    Cassie holds her ground. She isn’t afraid of the man that is easily twice her size. I am once again impressed with her resolve, or stupidity. 
 
    “They were being chased by the infected down the alleyway. They were with another man when they got attacked by a pack on the street in front of the building. If I didn’t let them in, they would have been killed.” She calmly, but firmly, places her hand to the right side of his stubbled face. “It’s ok, Mack. Everything is fine.” 
 
    “If you say so,” he croaks. Then adds, “I want them gone, now.” He presents one last displeased glance at us. 
 
    Cassie holds up her hands. “Ok. Just please calm down.” 
 
    He huffs and walks past her.  
 
    I stay planted in my spot for a moment to allow things to settle down. 
 
    Cassie turns, and walks back over to us. Duke lowers his ears. He begins to wag his tail. I feel as though I need to apologize. For what, I do not know. 
 
    She glances to her left, and shakes her head as Mack fumbles with some boxes in the corner of the space. “I am sorry about that, James. Mack can be overly protective.” 
 
    I agree. “I hope he knows we are no threat. We are grateful for you saving our hides and allowing us to hide out while the chasers went elsewhere.” 
 
    “He knows. We just had an incident when all this first went down. We let some people in that were infected. At the time, we didn’t know they were.” Her gaze stays fixed on him. “They turned and nearly killed me. He saved my life. Since that day, he hasn’t been the same.” 
 
    I can understand his reluctance now. Dad probably would’ve been much the same way if it had happened to us. 
 
    “Sounds like your dad just wants to keep you safe and protected.” 
 
    Cassie shakes her head. “He isn’t my father.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Her eyes move down to Duke, who is licking the tips of her fingers. “He’s a family friend. My parents got infected and attacked me in our home. I was stuck in my closet, trapped with them trying to break through the door to get me. I called Mack, and he rushed over.” 
 
    “What happened?” I probe further for some reason. Perhaps it’s because I feel her pain. I know what she has been through. 
 
    “He did what he had to do.” Her answer is direct, and without emotion. 
 
    Although vague, and without the gory details that I imagine imprinted on her heavily, I know how the story ends. So, I leave well enough alone. Having someone, especially a stranger, pry into such a personal and heart-breaking moment is the last thing anyone wants to have happen. 
 
    I simply offer an understanding nod. 
 
    Cassie brushes her free hand across her eyes as if to wipe away any evidence of that gut-wrenching event. Still, she remains in complete control. 
 
    “I guess Duke and I are going to get out of your hair now.” I rub his head as he glances up at me. “I do greatly appreciate your kindness and all. Come on, boy.” 
 
    I walk past Cassie and head straight for my bag. I briefly glance over at Mack, who discreetly cocks his head to the side and watches my every move. 
 
    Cassie comes over with Duke by her side, and says, “Are you still planning on going to the auto parts store?” 
 
    “Yes. That is where my friend told me to meet him. It’s imperative that I get there.” I grab the straps to my pack, and toss them over my shoulder. I retrieve the rifle that is leaning against the railing of the staircase. 
 
    Cassie glances at me, then over to Mack, who has his full attention directed at us. He still looks pissed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, for the intrusion.” I offer him a grateful nod, and pat my leg. Duke moves to my side obediently as we make for the landing. 
 
    Cassie reaches out and grabs my arm, stopping me. “Wait.” 
 
    “Cassie, what are you doing?” Mack speaks up in his intimidating tone. 
 
    She glances to him, then back to me. Indecision plagues her eyes. She wrestles with a dilemma that I’m completely unaware of. “We can’t let them go out there alone. The town is crawling with those things.” 
 
    “You heard the boy. He is going to the auto parts store to meet up with his friend. He’ll be fine.” Mack’s stance on the matter is pretty cemented. He wants us gone, and I don’t want to be here any longer. 
 
    Cassie rolls her eyes. She sighs and mutters something low under her breath. 
 
    Mack takes a step toward us. He tilts his head to the left slightly and asks, “What was that?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and diverts her gaze briefly to hide the rebellious gesture. Her arms fold across her chest. “I can’t believe you. You’d be just fine letting him and Duke stroll down Death Valley without a single care in the world. I can’t believe you at times.” 
 
    He points at us sternly. “They are not my problem. You are. I imagine they have been through worse. After all, they made it here from wherever it is they came from.” 
 
    Cassie shakes her head in disbelief. She releases my arm and looks directly at me. “I’ll take you to the auto parts store. I know the town and where the infected generally roam.” 
 
    “The hell you are. Your parents would’ve wanted me to keep you safe, and that is exactly what I am doing.” Mack erupts in a volcanic meltdown that makes me cringe. 
 
    Cassie spins on her heels and faces the mad titan. “I am going. With or without you. I’m not going to just watch them leave. If we become like this, then we’re no better than those things that are killing off everyone we knew and loved.” She is hardheaded, and doesn’t back down even when the odds seem to be stacked heavily against her. 
 
    Mack’s lips are pursed together. A single vein that runs across his wrinkled brow protrudes to the point that I think it’s going to burst. His mouth wants to move, but he holds his words. 
 
    Tension swirls in the loft, making me feel uncomfortable in my own skin. We’re at the point of fighting for our lives, and people are at each other’s throats. As much as I appreciate Cassie’s willingness to go to bat for us, I don’t want to cause any undo trouble. 
 
    “Cassie, it’s really-” 
 
    “Shut up, James,” she snaps back. 
 
    I remain silent. 
 
    Mack finally lowers his arm and expels a deep sigh of frustration. “Why won’t you just let me protect you?” 
 
    Cassie lessens her guard as well. The built-up tension slowly subsides. My eyes cut from Cassie to Mack. I’m not sure if I should move or not. 
 
    “You have. You have done so much for me that I can never repay you. Without you, I fear that I would have died in that closet. All alone, and at the mercy of my mom and dad.” She shifts her gaze back to us. “But they need our help, like you helped me.” 
 
    Mack’s rigid posture eases. His tightened muscles relax. It’s strange to see such an intimidating person let his guard down. 
 
    He places his hands on the sides of his hips. His gaze focuses on me, then back to Cassie. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?” 
 
    “Not a chance.”


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Mack points at Cassie. A smile struggles to break across his stern face. “You’re going to be the death of me, you know that?” 
 
    Cassie smirks, which I am pleased to see. “You know you love me, you big softy.” 
 
    Mack walks over to us. He embraces Cassie, kisses the side of her head, and glances over to me. He extends his hand toward me. An olive branch that I wasn’t expecting. “You’re lucky she’s as hardheaded as I am.” 
 
    “I do appreciate any help you can give us.” I reciprocate the gesture, although hesitation nearly gets the best of me as I grasp his palm.  
 
    Mack nods. He peers down at Duke, who isn’t as forgiving as I am. He growls under his breath. I can feel the tremors from his body on my leg. 
 
    Mack doesn’t venture his hand down toward him. Probably a good move. 
 
    He shrugs. “Most animals don’t care for me anyway.” 
 
    Cassie grabs Duke’s face and rubs his snout. Duke instantly relaxes and starts to pant. “Perhaps it’s because you come across so aggressive all the time. If you’d take a chill out once in a while, maybe they wouldn’t be like that,” Cassie advises. “You do realize dogs are extremely perceptive, right? They can pick up on moods just as easily as people can.” 
 
    Mack dismisses the notion with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’m a grumpy old bastard. I don’t see that ever changing.” 
 
    Cassie agrees. Then adds, “Well, we’re going to work on removing that stick that is wedged up your butt. I think it’s time it comes out.” She tilts her head up and winks at Mack. 
 
    He directs his attention at me. I’m still intimidated by him, but now feel like he doesn’t want to snap me in half. “So, tell me, James, is it?” 
 
    I confirm. 
 
    “What is so important about the auto parts store? That place has been completely run through. Not sure there is much left of any use.” 
 
    “They’re after a battery charger for a car they found,” Cassie says. 
 
    Mack strokes the thick strands of hair that dangle from each side of his mouth. 
 
    “We figured it would be easier, and safer, for us to use that instead of trying to push a car over, and get it started that way. Just trying to minimize any noise that will attract the chasers.” 
 
    “It will be risky regardless. It may not look like it, but they’re everywhere.” He pauses briefly and paces about before he continues on. “Where you heading after that?” 
 
    My head turns toward the highway. “We’re heading to Portland to find my mom and sister. They were taken there by some family friends when all this started to go down.” 
 
    Mack’s nose crinkles as if he caught wind of a bad smell. 
 
    Cassie chimes in. “Yeah. I already told him it wasn’t a good idea.” 
 
    I understand their concern. Much like Lucas, I’m not oblivious to the dangers that lurk within the metropolitan city. But family is family, and besides Duke, they’re all I have left in this world. 
 
    “Not to sound like a prick, but have you considered the possibility that they may be dead? Or worse yet, one of those chaser things?” Mack points out the obvious, but does it in the most tactful way I think he can manage. 
 
    “I have. Either way, I need to find out.” 
 
    Mack takes a moment with his response, but eventually he acquiesces. “I got you. It’s a fool-hearted plan that will more than likely get you and anyone else with you killed, but I see why you’re doing it. Family is family.” Mack shoots Cassie a glance, and winks. 
 
    “All right, then.” Cassie sprints over to the window. She points to the west and looks back toward us. “I think as long as we move fast, and keep our eyes open for any chasers, then we’ll be fine.” 
 
    Mack agrees with a simple nod. “If we stay quiet, stick together, and not do anything stupid, this may work.” 
 
    A part of me feels bad for both Cassie and Mack risking their lives for someone they do not know. Having someone put their life on the line for you, and they end up dying in the end is a heavy burden to carry. I’m not expecting that to happen here, but it is now a reality that has to be addressed and considered. I’m not sure I could do that again to someone else. 
 
    “Listen, I know we’ve already had this discussion in some form, but Duke and I can head over to the auto parts store on our own. I can’t, in good conscience, ask you two to come with us. The risk is too great.” 
 
    Cassie becomes flushed with agitation. She goes to speak, but Mack raises his hand and cuts her off. 
 
    “James, to be honest, I don’t want us to. I think it’s a massive risk, but I get it. Cassie was right. If we stop helping out one another, then what chance do we have in this world? Our backs are already pressed to the wall as it is with those things outside. If we don’t band together and start looking out for each other, then what is the point of living?” 
 
    Cassie half-smiles at Mack’s heartfelt speech. To be honest, I am taken back by it as well. It doesn’t seem like he could possibly speak such deep and thoughtful words. He comes across so brash and unfeeling. It feels as though he could squeeze the life from me with his bare hands, and not shed a single tear for doing so. 
 
    It’s an emotional detachment. A feeling that I have dabbled with as well. You slip into a certain mindset that keeps you focused on the things that matter in your life, and scrub the rest as unimportant. 
 
    For Mack, it’s Cassie. She is his anchor, and he is hers. When the world is burning down around you, you cling to the people that make life worth living. Protect them at all costs, regardless of the price you pay in doing so. 
 
    I offer a nod of gratitude. It means more than I think I can ever say. 
 
    Mack returns the gesture. He shifts his gaze over to Cassie. “Are our packs ready to go?” 
 
    She turns sharply around, and cranes her neck as she shifts her weight to the right some. “Yeah. Do we really need to take our bug out packs for this?” 
 
    “I think we should. If anything goes wrong, and we can’t make it back here, I’d rather have them with us. Better to be safe than sorry. We haven’t ventured this far away from the building for a while. If you remember, the last time I did, I had my pack with me.” 
 
    “Do we need to bring any firearms, or just use the machetes we have?” Cassie asks. 
 
    “I think we’ll go ahead and bring the Beretta’s. Make sure my Molle tactical vest is filled with additional magazines.” 
 
    Cassie springs into action and gets to work on gathering their gear per Mack’s direction. 
 
    “Go ahead and grab some of the frag grenades as well.” 
 
    She offers a thumbs up as she disappears from sight. 
 
    I glance over to Mack. 
 
    “Frag grenades?” 
 
    “Yeah. Never know what we might need. They don’t weigh much, but pack a hell of a punch. We get into a bind, they’ll come in handy.” He glances at my rifle, then back up to me. He holds out his hand. “May I?” 
 
    “Sure.” I hand the rifle to Mack. 
 
    He skims over the weapon. He brings it up and presses the butt end of the stock to his thick shoulder. “Nice rifle.” 
 
    “Thanks. It was one of many that my dad used when we would go hunting together. I couldn’t shoot for crap, but I’ve gotten better over the years,” I respond. “Amazing how much better your aim gets when your life depends on you being accurate.” 
 
    Mack lowers the rifle. He takes one last look before handing it back to me. “I think you’d be better off with a handgun right now. You’ll be able to maneuver with it much easier in close quarters. That, and the report from a handgun will be much quieter than that of your rifle.” 
 
    I take the rifle from Mack, and sling it over my shoulder. “Do you have any extra handguns I can use, then?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. I’ll have Cassie get you set up.” He turns toward where Cassie disappeared. “Grab James here a Beretta and a machete as well. We have an extra one of those, right?” 
 
    “I think so. Let me check to make sure,” she calls back. 
 
    I remove the knife that I had clipped to the side of my hip, and show it to Mack. “I’ve got this knife I can use if we can’t discharge our weapons.” 
 
    Mack scans over the blade, then pushes my arm down as to dismiss the thought. “That pig sticker is all well and good, as a last resort, but you need a good slashing weapon. One that you can remove arms and heads with if need be. Quick and efficiently.” 
 
    It seems as though he has done such a thing from the way he describes it to me. Almost as if it were a daily routine that he does without giving it a second thought. 
 
    “Not to rush you or anything, but when do you think we’ll be able to get going?” I inquire. 
 
    Cassie approaches from my right. She wields a machete in one hand and a handgun in the other. A black tactical vest is draped over her right arm that is stuffed with extra magazines. “You had an extra vest in your cabinet. I think it’ll probably be loose on him, but at least he won’t have to worry about finding a place to stuff these extra mags.” 
 
    Mack takes the black padded vest from her. He holds it up next to me and cocks his head slightly to the right. “It’ll be big on him for sure, but it should do as needed. Take your pack off, so we can get this on you.” 
 
    The rifle slips off my shoulder, followed by the weighted pack. I hold my arms out as he places the vest over me. The added bulk presses down on me as he shifts it from side to side. He grabs the bottoms of the vest and pulls them together. He zips it up as far as it will go, which falls right below my throat. 
 
    “How does it feel?” Mack inquires. “You think you can manage with it on?” 
 
    I glance at my chest. The vest engulfs my entire upper body. My arms look like meager branches sticking out from a dense tree trunk. 
 
    “Yeah. It should be good.” 
 
    Cassie hands me the machete as Mack takes the Berretta from her. My fingers wrap around the black leather-bound handle. I move it from side to side, testing its heft. 
 
    The blade is fairly wide but not too long, perhaps a foot or two of scored black steel that has its sharpened edge tainted red with blood. It feels substantial in my small hands. I briefly imagine burying its blade deep into a chaser’s head, stopping it cold before it can kill me or someone I care about. 
 
    Morbid? 
 
    Perhaps. But that’s what helps me get my mind focused and ready for the task before me. Whatever gets in my way will taste the bitter end of death. That is certain. 
 
    Mack holds the handgun in front of me. I lower the blade, and set it down on the ground next to me. 
 
    “You ever fire a handgun before?” he asks. 
 
    I haven’t, but figure it can’t be any more difficult than shooting a rifle. My body is already used to the high-pitched pop. I don’t flinch much at all now when the trigger is pulled, and death is dealt to my target. After every discharge, it only becomes more natural to me. 
 
    “No. My dad only let me shoot a particular stock of the rifles he had,” I respond with a shake of my head. “He was going to teach me about handguns, but never got around to it.” 
 
    Mack ejects the magazine from the bottom of the pistol. He tilts it toward me, and points to the brass bullets loaded inside. Cassie stands off to my right with her arms folded across her chest. She acts as though the quick tutorial being given is a bore. 
 
    “There’s sixteen .45 caliber rounds loaded into each magazine. One is already in the chamber. When you hear it click empty, use your thumb of the firing hand, and press the magazine release button here.” Mack points to a small black lever on the left side of the grip that is just behind the trigger. “You with me so far?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    Cassie adds her two cents to the expedient lesson being given. “It’s super easy. Once you do it once or twice, it’ll become second nature.” 
 
    Mack points to the pockets on my vest that are loaded with additional ammo. “You’re going to grab a magazine from the vest, and load it into the well. Then load the magazine with the bullets facing the barrel. Guide it into the well, and push up until you hear it click. Once seated, take your free hand, and pull back on the slide sharply until it stops. Then release. This will chamber a round, so you’ll be ready to rock and roll.” He slaps the magazine back into the pistol and hands it to me. “You got it?” 
 
    I take the handgun from him, and hold it in my right hand. “Yeah. Seems simple enough.” 
 
    He places his hand on my shoulder and gives it a single hard pat. “It is. Just remain calm and all. You’ll be fine.” He glances over at Cassie. “You got our packs ready?” 
 
    Cassie unfolds her arms and stands up straight. She peers back over her shoulder and points toward a set of boxes to her right. “Yep. They were already good to go. I grabbed your vest, and made sure we had plenty of magazines and all. Plus, the machetes.” 
 
    He follows her finger, then brings his focus back. “The frag grenades?” 
 
    “I got three sitting by your pack.” 
 
    “Good girl.” Mack walks away with Cassie following close behind. I hold the gun for a few moments longer before stuffing it in the front part of my pants. After all, that’s what most of the people I watched on TV did with the guns they carried. 
 
    I reach down, and retrieve the machete from the wooden floor. Between the two weapons, I seem to favor the blade over the pistol. There is something about it that seems more primal to me. It feels more natural than the pistol, at least at that moment. Granted, we are in the safety of a building away from the chasers, but still, I feel more at home with it. Either way, I’ll use whatever I have at my disposal. 
 
    I glance down at Duke as I strike a pose. I feel as though I look like a badass. In reality, I probably look like a jackass. 
 
    “What do you think, boy?” Duke groans, then hikes up his hind leg to tend to an itch in his private area. “Yeah. You’re probably right.” 
 
    Cassie appears out of the corner of my right eye. She has her pack loaded onto her back. I fumble with the blade, and try to save myself the humiliation of actually acting my age in front of her. Not that I think she would mind. 
 
    A smile cuts across her face. She grabs her blonde hair and pulls it back into a ponytail. “You ready to go, Rambo?” She offers a wink, and the hint of a giggle, as she continues toward the landing. 
 
    My face goes flush with embarrassment. I clear the frog that has taken immediate residence inside my throat, and gather myself. “Um, yeah. Of course.” 
 
    Mack passes by and shakes his head. He keeps his eyes on the ground. Not my finest moment by any stretch. 
 
    I scoop up my pack and rifle. Both are slung onto my back and right shoulder. I make sure everything is secure before heading over to them. 
 
    Mack takes point and heads down the rickety sounding staircase first. With each heavy footstep he makes, the slats creak and pop as if they can’t bear his bulk. 
 
    Cassie steps to the side and holds her arm out. “You and Duke should stay in the middle.” 
 
    I pause, and glance her way. “What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll cover our rears.” 
 
    “You can take the middle. Me and Duke can cover us.” Her hanging back doesn’t set well with me. 
 
    She grasps the machete, and twirls the brown wooden handle in the palm of her hand. The way she wields the blade makes it seem as though she is more than comfortable using it. “Don’t worry about me, James. I can take care of myself. Besides, I wouldn’t want you gawking at my backside and getting distracted. I’d like to survive this.” 
 
    “Oh, lord no. That’s not what I was getting at, at all,” I protest, as once more my face swells with the awkwardness of a shy person. Which I’m not really. 
 
    “Sure, sure.” She snickers, then motions for me to move along. 
 
    I turn sharply around, and make my way down the stairs. Duke stays by my side as we head for the bottom landing. Cassie follows close behind. I refrain from looking back over my shoulder. I can feel her eyes boring into the back of my skull. I don’t know what has me more on edge in that moment, the chasers, or her. 
 
    She steps off to my right as we both ready ourselves for whatever confronts us on the other side. 
 
    Mack has the left side of his head against the door’s scuffed wood grain. He presses his finger to his lips to hush any undue noise. He pushes away and grasps the handle to the door. He carefully cracks it open. His gaze sneaks out between the narrow slit. I crane my neck, and try to sneak a peek for myself, but can’t get past his broad frame. 
 
    He glances back to us and speaks in a low whisper. “Remember. We stick together and move quickly. No talking, and no firearms unless absolutely necessary.” 
 
    Both Cassie and I acknowledge the order with a tilt of our heads. 
 
    He inhales two deep breaths. His fingers reposition themselves over the machete’s brown wooden handle. He opens the door slowly and steps out into the alley.  
 
    Nerves swim in my gut as I follow. Whatever happens from this point forward, I have to be ready for anything. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    The silence is the worst part. It grates on my nerves like a chainsaw. I’m almost afraid to breathe for fear the chasers will hear and find us. 
 
    We’ve already crossed paths with a chaser who was ambling down the alleyway in search of its next victim. He looks famished. Nothing but a skeletal frame dipped in a mixture of dirt and dried blood. 
 
    His ribs are visible to the point where you can easily count each one from a distance. His jaw chomps up and down. His teeth chatter rapidly and his hands tremble uncontrollably. 
 
    The sight of the unclothed fiend claws at my stomach. A part of me feels sick from the ungodly mess that is this ravenous, infected soul. But more so, I feel justice is being served to the chasers. Are they going hungry, and dying from lack of human flesh? 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    Mack tests my theory without me having to speak a single syllable. He holds us up and motions for us to stay silent. He keeps close to the building’s rough brick exterior as he edges his way toward the chaser. 
 
    Slow and steady, he stalks the gaunt man. The prey has now become the predator. 
 
    The chaser’s head twitches at the nothingness that plagues him. His boney fingers fidget in the air. The closer Mack gets, the more the chaser becomes excited. Did the chaser pick up his scent? 
 
    The chaser’s nose tests the air. His teeth chatter with excitement. Mack stays glued to the wall as the chaser’s head twitches from left to right. A hiss of warning escapes his stained, thinly laced lips as he hones in on Mack. 
 
    Duke growls and shifts his body beside me. 
 
    I hold him close with my fingers wrapped over his collar. 
 
    The chaser rushes at Mack, wailing and reaching out for him. 
 
    Mack draws the machete back. He brings the wide blade down at an angle. The sharp edge burrows into the chaser’s upper right shoulder, bringing the enraged man to a grinding halt. Blood pours from the open wound, and races down his naked body. 
 
    His arms flail in the air wildly, fingers searching for the meal before him. 
 
    Mack wrestles the blade from the man’s body. He pushes the chaser back, creating enough space to engage once more. He swings the machete at the man’s neck. The blade slices through the thin sheet of skin with ease. It continues on through his spine. 
 
    A red mist follows the blade as it emerges out the other side. The chaser’s head wobbles about before falling to the ground. Mack shoves the headless demon in the stomach with his boot, knocking him backward into the trash bags that have been piled up. 
 
    Mack kicks the decapitated head out of the way like a soccer ball. He slices down. Blood splatters on the cement. 
 
    He glances at us. “Let’s move.” 
 
    We get our feet under us, and make haste. We keep close to the building’s wall. Mack moves with a cautious step as he nears the edge of the structure. His head pivots from right to left. The closer we get to the highway, the more my nerves take hold. 
 
    I steady my breathing, and stay my tremoring hands as I tighten my grip over the machete’s handle. Duke is ready as well. Just like when we went out hunting, he is poised to do his part. It is ingrained into his DNA now. 
 
    Mack pauses at the opening of the alleyway. He cranes his neck to the left. He leans over slightly and surveys the highway to our right. He carefully takes in the periphery of the town’s storefronts, and open grassy lots as he pivots his head to the left. He leans out, and glances the way we are heading. 
 
    He offers a thumbs up, then motions for us to move. 
 
    Staying low, he darts out onto the sidewalk. Duke, Cassie, and I follow, moving in unison. The only noise we offer is the shifting of our packs bouncing up and down. 
 
    I search the shadows of each storefront we pass by to see what might be lurking within. I imagine there are chasers hidden among all of the tables and other décor as the void of any stimulus keeps them in a catatonic state—another theory of mine that I’m not sure is true or not. 
 
    I spy nothing, but that means little. A few chasers are manageable. Hordes of them would be a much different story. 
 
    Mack has us going at a slight jog. Between the vest, my pack, and the rifle bearing down on me, my lungs start to burn. I wheeze. My legs and back ache with every heavy step I make. Exhaustion saturates my muscles, but I keep pushing on. 
 
    After a few blocks, Mack holds us up in front of a laundry mat. He takes a knee, and peers back over his shoulder. “We’re making good time. How are the two of you holding up?” 
 
    I nod, and offer a thumbs up. My body sucks in air as beads of sweat race down my face. 
 
    Cassie kneels beside me. She brushes her right arm across her forehead as she gives a nod as well. 
 
    “How much further to the auto parts store do we have?” I inquire. 
 
    “About another four blocks or so,” Mack answers. 
 
    Cassie points in the direction we are heading. “I thought I spotted some movement up there. It could’ve been nothing, though.” 
 
    Mack lifts from his kneeled position. He glances out over the highway. 
 
    I turn toward Cassie. “Chasers?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Not sure. It’s hard to tell with all of the crap cluttering the road. Like I said, it could be nothing.” 
 
    Mack turns his attention back to us. He brings up his machete. He slings it hard, sending the large blade end over end past us. 
 
    My head snaps back over my shoulder in panic. The broad end of the blade slices through the air and burrows deep into a chaser’s sternum that is rushing headlong at us down the sidewalk. The sudden blunt impact halts the creature’s forward movement and sends it flat on its back. 
 
    The cracking of bone fills my ears. A brief yowl escapes the man’s dispassionate face. The chaser squirms on the sidewalk—down but not dead. Blood flows from his chest cavity as he fights to get back to his feet. 
 
    Mack rushes over, and frees the machete from the man’s torso. He presses his boot down onto the gash. He brings the blade up and hammers the edge into the man’s head. 
 
    A sickening final wail escapes the chaser’s mouth as his body goes limp. Mack jerks the blade out of the man’s splintered cranium. He turns toward us. The howls of the chasers fill the air. 
 
    We freeze. 
 
    It’s hard to tell where they are coming from. The noise seems to be all around us. Bombarding our ears from every angle possible. 
 
    Worry floods Mack. He motions for us to get up quickly. 
 
    Another chaser emerges from the corner of the laundry mat in front of us. Tattered rags drape over its pale skin like a demon coming for its victims. 
 
    Duke breaks away from my grasp and rushes at the wailing chaser. Growling and bearing his teeth, he lunges. The two collide. 
 
    The chaser crashes to the sidewalk as Duke tugs and pulls at his right arm. The chaser growls and tries to grab Duke’s coat with his bloodied fingers. 
 
    Duke has the chaser’s arm stretched out as he thrashes his head violently and pulls back. The chaser growls as it catches sight of me racing toward them. 
 
    I spring into action with the machete at the ready. My arm lifts in the air. The blade slices downward with all of the might my body can muster. It strikes the chaser’s forearm, just below the elbow joint. It doesn’t cut all the way through but far enough to make the arm worthless. 
 
    The chaser kicks Duke, breaking the hold he has on the man’s appendage. I hack and cleave at the nearly severed arm as the man struggles to gain his footing. 
 
    Two more hard swings, and the arm is finally gone. Thick, red blood pours from the mangled stump. The chaser kicks and tries to find its footing. Its severed stump presses against the concrete. It bears down on the ghastly wound and pushes up. No discomfort or pain shows in the chaser’s enraged face. His arm continues to function as if the missing appendage is still attached. 
 
    My blade slices across his chest and knocks him hard against the storefront’s large glass window. My mind swirls down the drain of adrenaline pumping hard through my veins. I hack at the chaser until there is nothing left except a pile of butchered flesh. 
 
    In that heated moment, I feel no purging of the hatred I have for the infected. Taking the chaser’s life, as I imagine he has done to so many others, feels like vengeful payback. It is not survival, but personal. 
 
    A hand grabs my shoulder. I whirl around with my machete at the ready. 
 
    Cassie puts her hands up in the air. “Whoa there, killer.” 
 
    I heave. Copious amounts of air escape my mouth. My vision is congested with fury. The additional adrenaline surging through my body has me seeing red. I’m swept up in the heated confrontation and find it difficult to turn off the fight response. It takes me a moment to calm down some and reel in my thoughts. 
 
    Off to Cassie’s left, I spy more chasers. Their heads poke out from the corners of buildings and storefront entrances. One turns into three. Three into seven. Our odds are quickly tipping into the infecteds’ favor. 
 
    Mack backs up toward us with his machete ready to strike. “Move, now!” he forcefully demands. 
 
    We back peddle as the small horde of chasers sprint out onto the highway. Gaunt bodies materialize from what seems every turned car and nook and cranny within the abandoned buildings. 
 
    I turn and run. I keep the machete gripped tightly in my palm. I have no clue where I’m going. I just know I need to keep straight, and eventually we’ll come across the auto parts store. 
 
    The combined mass of the chasers plagues my ears. I can hear their pleas for flesh as the ground quakes slightly from their gait. 
 
    Caution has been tossed out of the window. It’s a matter of survive or die. There is no stopping for any threats that might be lurking within the alleyways we pass by, or the cars that sit abandoned on the road. 
 
    Duke sets the pace for the rest of us, sprinting fast and hard. He expertly maneuvers around the newspaper stands and other obstacles that get in his way. 
 
    Another block down, in what seems like record time. My legs hurt, lungs burn as my heart pounds. Mack continues yelling for us to keep moving and not to look back. 
 
    Up ahead, I spot more chasers heading our way down the sidewalks and street. I can’t gauge their numbers, but it doesn’t really matter. At this point, adding any more is just another nail in our coffin. 
 
    Mack calls out in a winded tone, “Take that alleyway to the right!” 
 
    I veer off to the right, and into the middle of the street. A chaser leaps out from behind an overturned car in front of me. I maintain my course, and swing the machete at the man’s tanned, bald head. 
 
    The blade strikes just under his chin. A blur of skin and blood taints the air. 
 
    We enter the narrow opening between the two large, brick buildings, trampling newspapers that are stuck to the cement. I knock the trash cans in our way off to the side as we make a mad dash for our lives. 
 
    The silhouettes of a few chasers in the field beyond the buildings ahead of me brings me to a grinding halt. My head twists from side to side as I try to plot what we should do next. 
 
    “Here,” Mack yells. He shoves his large boot into the door of the building to our left. It bursts open. He motions to us to scramble inside the barely lit interior. 
 
    Duke growls and barks at the incoming horde rushing this way. I nab him by the collar, and forcefully direct him in behind Cassie. I dart inside and Mack quickly follows. 
 
    He slams the door shut just as the chasers make the door’s edge. He hops back with his machete raised in the air. 
 
    Our gazes are fixed at the wooden obstacle that stands between us and the chasers gaining access. It vibrates with every violent blow. The infecteds’ wails are muffled but only slightly. 
 
    I’m spent. The heels of both palms rest on the top portions of my knees. My body begs for a break that I can’t afford to give at the moment. “How many do you think are out there?” I pose. 
 
    Both Mack and Cassie are winded as well. Cassie is bent over with her hands on her knees while Mack has his arms up and behind his head. 
 
    “Too many,” Mack pants. 
 
    Cassie glances around the space we are in as Mack slowly lowers his arm down to his side. I imagine moving his bulk like that zapped a good amount of energy. 
 
    Duke trots over to Cassie who is walking around in the large, empty space. The light gray carpet is filthy and worn in numerous places. Small piles of debris lay scattered around the space. 
 
    Beams of light filter in through the openings between the plywood that is fixed to the windows. It isn’t much but enough to get a sense of the layout. 
 
    Placed in the back of the structure are cans of paint and a handful of large wooden boards that are maybe sixteen feet in length. 
 
    Cassie approaches the front of the building. 
 
    “What are you doing? Get away from the windows,” Mack demands. 
 
    “I’m just looking out to see what’s going on is all.” She carefully peers out through the dingy glass. Something slams against the window. She hops back as Duke barks and growls. 
 
    “Duke, come here, now,” I sternly order. 
 
    He barks once more before coming back to me. 
 
    Cassie throws her hands up in the air. “This is great. What do we do now?” 
 
    “Working on it,” Mack flatly responds. He paces the open space. The machete rests on his right shoulder as he taps it softly against his muscle. 
 
    I remove the rifle from my shoulder, then slide the pack free from my back. I retrieve a water from the interior as Duke pants hard in front of me. 
 
    “Here, boy, get a drink of water.” I remove the cap, and tilt the bottle to the side. A steady stream of water pours from the opening. Duke laps at the refreshing liquid as I rub his head. 
 
    The chasers continue their crusade to find a way in. Fists pound the door’s exterior. Grunts and wails fill our rattled nerves. I’m reluctant to think that we are going to make it out alive. For all intents and purposes, we’re trapped like rats. Circling the drain of giving up, and feeling the hopelessness sink its teeth in, I battle the urge and trash that notion. This is just one more bump in the road to me getting to Mom and Cindy. Come hell or high water, we will survive this. 
 
    The bottle’s opening presses firmly to my lips. I tilt my head back, and gulp down a mouthful of water. Beads race down each side of my chin. Hard swallows force the liquid down into the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding about the chasers being spread all over the place,” I say to Cassie. “They were coming out from every nook and crack in this town.” 
 
    She snickers, then folds her arms over her chest as she paces the room. “The sign didn’t lie. After all, I’m the one who spray painted that warning on it.” 
 
    I take another gulp before giving the rest to Duke. “Makes me wonder why we didn’t see any when we first entered the town.” 
 
    Cassie holds up a single finger in my direction. “That’s an easy one.” She lowers it down as she speaks. “You’re extremely lucky.” 
 
    I can’t disagree with her statement. We were fortunate to only cross paths with the two in the road. But still, something about the entire situation gives me pause. Especially the anorexic chaser from the alleyway. 
 
    “What was up with that one Mack dispatched in the alleyway shortly after leaving your place?” I ask? 
 
    Cassie raises her left brow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Did you not notice how skinny he was, and the way he moved?  Nothing but skin and bones. Looked as though his legs would’ve snapped from an additional ounce of weight.” 
 
    Cassie shrugs. “Who knows. Perhaps he hadn’t eaten in some time. I imagine they still need food to keep going.” She points to the horde that is just beyond the brick wall. “You’ve seen how they act. Always moving in some way. Hands fiddling with God knows what. And that creepy heavy breathing. I bet their bodies burn calories like crazy.” 
 
    I nod, soaking in her words as I struggle to hear her over the chasers’ clamoring. 
 
    Mack approaches us from the back of the building. He points toward the ceiling. “I think I found us a way out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “You must be kidding.” Cassie rubs her hand up and down her face. She glances at the ladder that leads up to an opening in the ceiling. It’s a ways up there. Maybe twelve feet or so. 
 
    Daylight floods into the building’s drab interior. The noise from the chasers amplify tenfold. I dare not think of how many are surrounding the building or heading this way in general. 
 
    She cuts her eyes over to me. “What do you think, James?” 
 
    I glance back to the door that the chasers are beating on. Then to the front of the building where manic fists hammer the panes of the windows. 
 
    “We can’t stay here. They’re going to get in sooner rather than later. If that happens, we’re done.” I shift my attention to the windows up front. “If they continue ramming into the glass, it’ll eventually shatter.” 
 
    The door vibrates. As if we could forget the chasers are there. 
 
    Cassie huffs, then tosses her hands in the air. “Screw it. Let’s go balance beam across the buildings.” 
 
    I glance at Duke, and think about how he is going to get up through the opening in the roof. “How are we going to get Duke up there?” 
 
    Cassie glances to Mack and shrugs.  
 
    “I can’t haul him up the ladder, and I am not leaving him behind. So, if you even hint at suggesting I do that, you can go on without me right now,” I say. 
 
    Mack places his hand on my shoulder. “No one is getting left behind.” He peers down at Duke, then back to me. “I’ll carry him up.” 
 
    The door bows. 
 
    The horde of chasers are not giving up. That’s for certain. Their empty bellies won’t let them. Much like us, it’s survive or die, and they aren’t going down without a fight. 
 
    Mack grabs one of the boards and feeds it up through the opening in the ceiling. The dense board clatters on the roof, making a dull thud that is drowned out by the chasers’ wailing. 
 
    He reaches for Cassie. “Get your butt up there. James, you go after her. I’ll grab Duke, and bring him up.” 
 
    Cassie wedges the machete between her pack and her back. She grabs one of the white spray-painted metal bars and climbs up the ladder. She pauses and glances down to Mack. “Don’t take your sweet ole time, old man. This was your idea, after all.” 
 
    Mack winks, then motions for her to move. 
 
    She quickly scales the rest of the ladder and disappears onto the roof. 
 
    “All right, James. Your turn.” 
 
    I take a knee next to Duke and rub his head. The noise is getting on his nerves. He groans, then growls. He’s antsy. He can’t stop shuffling his paws or swaying his body. At home, when the doorbell rang or someone knocked on the door, he went ballistic. This is infinitely worse. 
 
    I wrap my arms around his neck, and hold him tight. I kiss his head. 
 
    Mack’s voice dials up a notch or two, imploring me to move. “He’ll be fine, but if you don’t get up there now, we won’t be.” 
 
    “I’m trusting you with my family.” 
 
    “Just as I have trusted you with mine. Now move.” Mack responds without missing a beat. 
 
    I release Duke from my embrace. He continues his barking and growling as I make for the ladder. 
 
    The door splinters. 
 
    Light from around the jamb of the door grows brighter as gnawed fingers slip through the narrow slits. 
 
    I secure the machete, and zip up the ladder in a frenzy of panic. My head twists back over my shoulder and down briefly at them. “I’m trusting you, Mack. Don’t let anything happen to him.” 
 
    Cassie stands to the right of the opening, pacing back and forth as her gaze sneaks down into the interior of the building. 
 
    “Hurry up, James!” she pleads. “There are so many crammed into the alleyway now.” 
 
    I heft my bulk up and out onto the warm asphalt roof. I roll over to my back. Cassie drops to her knees directly in front of the opening in the roof. 
 
    “Where’s Mack?” she inquires. Her voice is thick with fear. Her head darts every which way. “James, I don’t see him.” 
 
    I roll over onto my knees. I kneel next to her with my hands gripping the side of the metal covering. 
 
    “Mack!” she calls out in a strained, high-pitch squeal. “Where the heck are you?” 
 
    We both look on, trying to locate him and Duke. Our heads drop low as we search the interior of the building. He finally appears with Duke cradled in his arms. 
 
    Duke squirms. His head thrashes back and forth. He hates being handled in such a manner, especially by people he isn’t familiar with. 
 
    “It’s ok, boy. Just calm down,” I call down to Duke, which is pointless. Between the chasers and Mack, he’s a nervous wreck. That much is certain. 
 
    Mack adjusts Duke and tosses him over his right shoulder. He continues to thrash about, bearing his teeth and growling. His back claws dig into Mack’s chest and stomach. 
 
    Cassie disappears from my side. My eyes remain fixed on Duke and Mack. I reach toward Duke as Mack starts up the ladder. 
 
    The crackle of gunfire startles me. My body jolts, and my head snaps to the left. Cassie’s near the edge of the building, firing her Berretta at the mass of infected in the alleyway. She mumbles something, but I can’t make out the words. 
 
    “James, take him.” Mack places his hand under Duke’s belly, and bench-presses him upward toward me. I grab around both sides of his body, and pull him through the opening. 
 
    “They’re inside!” Cassie dashes back over to me as I drop Duke to the rooftop. I come back to the opening to find Mack’s large frame coming into view. 
 
    “Just in the nick of time.” Both arms come up and out. They fall to either side. He lifts the rest of his mass up the ladder. “Thank God they don’t know how to climb a ladder.” 
 
    The tidal wave of chasers has engulfed the interior of the building. Bodies are pressed together as they huddle at the foot of the ladder. 
 
    Rapacious hands reach toward us. Their sunken in eyes and gaunt, ghastly faces plead for our flesh. For now, they will still go hungry. 
 
    Mack drops to the asphalt with a thud. He expels a breath of relief as Cassie wraps her arms around his neck. 
 
    She pulls away, then slaps his arm. “Cutting it a bit close, aren’t you?” 
 
    Mack nods. Sweat beads on his face and forehead. His mouth opens and sucks in air as he glances over at me. “I think we bonded in the hectic moment.” 
 
    Duke saunters over to me and rests on his hind legs. He nudges his head to my right arm and licks my face. 
 
    “Yeah. I’d say that’s about as much bonding as he’s had with a person he didn’t know too well.” I hug Duke’s neck. 
 
    Cassie storms over to the opening, and presents the gathering mass of infected the finger. She slams the metal covering hard in their faces. “Sorry, but that noise is getting on my last good nerve.” 
 
    “No complaints from me.” I rub Duke’s head, and glance up at her. 
 
    Mack pulls himself off the roof’s coarse surface. He grabs the wooden board, and hauls it over to the opposite side of the building. He stops just shy of the structure’s edge and crane’s his neck. 
 
    Cassie and I venture over. His head carefully twists from left to right. We quickly sneak a peak, to see if any chasers are roaming the alley. For now, it’s clear. 
 
    I take in the board’s length, then eye the distance between the two buildings. It looks like it’s going to be close. I don’t want to be the negative one at this moment, but feel I should speak my concerns. 
 
    “You’re sure this will reach to the other side without any problems? If you underestimate, and lose your grip on the board, we’re going to lose our only way off this building.” 
 
    Mack has the board resting on its end, with its full length standing straight up in the air. His eyes skim over the maple colored wood from top to bottom. He then glances out over the alleyway to the building across from us. 
 
    “We should be good. I think. We won’t know unless we try.” 
 
    Cassie and I are hesitant as we stare at each other. Doubt swirls in our eyes, but we decide to proceed and trust in Mack. 
 
    The wailing from the chasers inside the building, and those out in front, add ample incentive for us to proceed with caution. We want to minimize any additional noise that might grab their attention, and bring them over to investigate further. 
 
    Mack takes in the length of board one more time. He maneuvers it as close to the edge of the building as possible, just to make sure we’re not cutting it too close. There will be no slow going. It’ll be all or nothing. Once it starts to fall, that’ll be it. 
 
    “Here we go,” Mack says. 
 
    He leans it forward, and tries to control its descent. The muscles in his arms flex and tighten as the board starts to gain speed. Mack grunts as he struggles to keep it from dropping too fast. 
 
    Cassie keeps a vigilant eye out for any chasers. I watch our only way off this building plummet like a rock in a pond. I draw a sharp breath as the other end quickly races toward the outer edge of the other building. I remain hopeful, though, that it will be long enough, but doubt tries to force its way in. 
 
    “I think it’s going to make it,” I advise. 
 
    From my vantage point, it appears as though we are in the clear, but life has a funny way of showing up when you least want it to. 
 
    The end of the hefty board slams onto the edge of the other building. Mack grits his teeth and fights to keep it from slipping free. Through sheer will, he holds the board in place to where it rests flush and even on both rooftops. 
 
    "That was too close,” I say relieved. 
 
    Mack stands up. He steps to the left, and looks to the other side with a calculated gaze. 
 
    “I’ll go first, just to make sure it’s safe. Then, you three follow.” 
 
    It’s hard to concentrate on the task set out before us. The background noise is relentless. The infected clamor below. I struggle to block it out, and focus on what needs to be done. 
 
    Mack places his right foot on the plank. Then his left. His boots take up much of the surface of the wood with only an inch or two to spare. 
 
    He pauses, but only briefly. With his arms positioned to stable his balance, he begins his journey across. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Slow and steady. Not that we have time for such things but this isn’t a race to the finish line. For now, time is on our side for a change, or at least it seems like it is. 
 
    It’s difficult to watch Mack cross the plank. Each cautious step he makes heightens my anxiety. I tug at my clothes and chew at my lip. Instinctively, I want to reach out as if I might be able to catch him if he slips. 
 
    A morbid thought of him slipping and falling to the concrete below plays in my head. His legs breaking in such a way that he yells in pain. Hobbled to the point of not being able to flee the nearby chasers. 
 
    I can’t tell you why I think such horrid things. It isn’t by choice. The fear that I have been fighting with has plotted its moment to strike. Right now, I’m ripe for the picking. 
 
    Mack finishes off the last leg of the plank. He hops down onto the roof and turns toward us. He motions for us to come over. 
 
    Cassie positions herself in front of the board. Mack grabs the opposite end and holds it firmly in place.  
 
    She peers over the edge and shakes her head. “This is some crazy stuff. I can’t believe we are doing this.” 
 
    Despite my rattled nerves, I swallow the unimaginable images that stew inside my head. There is no time for that. The slight bit of hesitation could cost me, or them, their lives. 
 
    “When you make it across, I’m going to need for you to get Duke over.” 
 
    Cassie glances back to Duke, who is pacing back and forth. He’s pretty perceptive, and knows when something is going on. 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    That’s a good question. I hadn’t gotten that far in my thought process. There is no way of her shouldering Duke like Mack did. So, we have to find a way to incentivize him to cross the great divide. Something that he really wants. 
 
    “Do you happen to have any food in your pack? Jerky or anything that might be appealing to him?” 
 
    She bites the right side of her lip gently. “Yeah. I think I have something in my pack. Either way, we’ll find a way to get him across.” 
 
    I glance down, then back up to Cassie. “Be careful, ok?” 
 
    She scoffs. “I don’t plan on falling.” 
 
    She keeps her head straight and mimics Mack’s stance. I watch with nervous eyes as she quickly scurries across. The board jostles about. My hands frantically reach for the edge of the plank to stable its movement. 
 
    Cassie hops down onto the other side. Mack isn’t amused by the reckless display. He hugs her tightly, then scolds her with his finger. 
 
    It’s Duke’s turn. 
 
    “Come here, boy.” 
 
    Duke scampers over to me. He lowers to the ground and rolls over onto his side. I dig my fingers into his fur and rub his head. 
 
    “Listen, boy. I know I’ve been asking a lot of you, but I need for you to get across that board to the other side, ok?” 
 
    He stays on his side, oblivious to my pep talk. 
 
    The chasers below are not growing tired. Their tumult is not wavering, and neither is Duke’s groans and growls. It’s time for tough love. 
 
    My fingers wrap around his collar, and pull him up off the ground. Panic floods my system as I bring him to the board. He resists. His body lowers to the ground. He pulls his head back.  
 
    I’m not sure what I was expecting from him, but that doesn’t matter. Like it or not, I need him across that plank. 
 
    I catch sight of Cassie waving her arms. She points to the plank. A can of food rests on the end. I imagine he‘s still fairly famished. He hasn’t eaten much, except for the few cans of tuna back at their place. For a dog his size, that isn’t enough to stay his hunger. Not by a long shot. 
 
    A battle of wills commences. I narrow my eyes at him. My brow furrows, lips purse. This is the wrong time and place to have a defiant moment. A part of me understands his apprehension. That same uneasiness festers deep inside my gut. But death looms large below, and I don’t want to test the chasers’ resolve. 
 
    Cassie whistles and calls out his name. She waves her hands frantically, trying to nab Duke’s attention. She retrieves the can of food from the plank and tilts it toward us.  
 
    I sternly command him to go with a shack of my finger. He finally spots her. His ears perk up. He discontinues being a stubborn butthead. His tongue edges the outer rim of his snout as he advances forward. 
 
    Cassie implores him to come to her, smiling and making that kissy face that he ate up earlier. It’s the food, however, that hooks him. His hunger outweighs the danger that feeds into his fear. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    Cautious at first, Duke steps up onto the plank. His ears stay taut. He’s focused on Cassie. 
 
    Living out in the rural area like we did, Duke traversed numerous obstacles when we’d venture out into the woods. Crossing streams and such, but nothing as jarring as this. I imagine adding in being chased by ravenous freaks who want to eat us doesn’t help any. When your nerves get rattled, it throws your concentration off. 
 
    The roof access cover rattles. Did I imagine that, or did that really just move? I have no intention of waiting to see. 
 
    “We need to hurry this up!” I call out. 
 
    Cassie continues her engaging trance with Duke. He works his way across the remainder of the plank. She grips the sides of his head and rubs them. She drops the canned food to the ground, allowing him to dig into his reward. 
 
    “Come on, James. You need to get across now!” Mack points over to the dull gray metal cover. It lifts up slightly as voracious fingers, bloody and worn to the bone, emerge from under the cover. 
 
    “How are they climbing ladders?” I holler out loud. “When did that happen?” 
 
    Cassie tosses her arms in the air and shrugs. “Does it matter right now? Move!” 
 
    Two deep breaths and I’m standing on the plank. 
 
    Instantly, flashbacks of the rope bridge where Dawson, my best friend, died form in my thoughts. I freeze for a moment, unable to move. Fear sinks in its teeth and won’t let me go. Heights are not my favorite thing by far anyway, which adds to my paralyzed state. 
 
    Don’t look down, James, and you’ll be fine.  
 
    My legs don’t respond, not at first. The creature’s yowls don’t help any either. I have to tune out the chasers, but struggle to do so. I tell myself not to look back, but curiosity gets the better of me. 
 
    My gaze sneaks over my left shoulder. Bloodshot eyes meet mine. Teeth chomp up and down wildly as the cover explodes upward. Like a symbiotic creature from an alien planet, the horde of chasers fight their way out onto the rooftop. 
 
    Their emaciated bodies plop onto the asphalt roof. They wail with unsatisfied hunger as they rush toward me. The crackle of gunfire plays in my ears, followed by the zip of air being disturbed near me. 
 
    The bullet impacts one of the chasers in the middle of his skull and exits out through the back. A fine red mist taints the faces of the impeding horde of flesh-crazed fiends. His body goes limp and crumbles to the ground, tripping up a few of the others in the process. 
 
    I exhale all of the air in my lungs and scoot across the plank. My panicked eyes focus on Cassie. Mack continues to chamber off round after round from his Berretta. 
 
    The chasers are so close, it feels as though their fingers are mere centimeters away from my jacket. I start to lose my balance. My weight favors to the left. My arms swing wildly to regain my equilibrium. 
 
    The plank shifts. Heavy footsteps pound the board. I’m almost there, but not quite yet. 
 
    I’m not ready to die. It’s too soon, and I still have too much that needs to be done. 
 
    Death wants my soul, but it won’t happen this day. I do the only thing that seems logical, and most practical. 
 
    I jump. 
 
    The plank slips free from both buildings and tumbles to the ground below. My body glides through the air as Mack extends his hand out for me. I collide into the brick façade, just below the roof’s edge. Gravity engages and sends me free falling to the cement below. My fingers frantically grab at anything they can wrap around to stop my descent into the graveyard I had dreamt of. 
 
    They catch on thick black rubber cabling that spans along the building’s exterior. I hang there, dangling like a worm on a hook. 
 
    The wood clanks on the cement. The chasers give pursuit, jumping from the building and reaching out for me. They miss by a wide margin, and fall to the ground below. Their gaunt frames slam into the unforgiving earth. 
 
    Both Cassie and Mack lean over the roof’s edge, screaming my name as if my death is certain. 
 
    I glance up at their tormented faces. “How about a hand?” 
 
    Mack leans over the roof’s edge. He extends his arm down as far as he can. His fingers are just shy of mine by roughly a half a foot or so. 
 
    “You’re going to have to come up some more, James. I can’t go any farther.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” The gear attached to my back feels like weights are anchored to my feet. 
 
    “You’re going to have to remove one of your hands from the cabling, and see if you can reach up to me. It’s the only way,” Mack yells back. 
 
    More of the chasers have been drawn to the commotion. Their bodies flood out of the building’s interior as more on the rooftop test their limits and jump from the building’s edge in an attempt to try and get to me. 
 
    I was horrible at doing pull ups in gym. My meager arms are already pressed to the brink of giving up. My fingers are turning white from the strain my bulk has placed on them. But this is fight or die. I have to try, for Mom and Cindy. 
 
    My right hand releases the cable, shifting my weight to the left. I twist and turn in the air. I don’t have long before I lose my grip. I can feel each digit slip free. I have to make a move. 
 
    Mack extends his arm down to the max. His fingers dance in the air as I reach up. We’re so close. I can feel his skin graze mine. 
 
    “Reach farther, James!” he pleads. 
 
    I summon what strength remains in my left arm, and pull myself up. It doesn’t feel like much, or that I have even moved at all. My right hand goes for Mack’s, and this time, finds more of his palm. 
 
    Like a snare, his hand snaps shut over mine. He tightens his grip, and lifts me up to the safety of the roof. Dragging my spent body over the edge, I drop to the graveled rooftop. 
 
    Duke rushes over to me. His tongue laps over my face. My chest hurts. My head is swimming in an ocean of near-death abyss. 
 
    I put my hands up, and push Duke away. I roll over to my side, then up to my knees. 
 
    Mack and Cassie stand over me. Relief pours from my flush, sweaty face. I brush my arm across my brow, and exhale the tension that has clutched my body. 
 
    Cassie nudges my arm with her fist. “Nice move, wild man. I thought for sure you were going to go splat.” 
 
    “For a moment, I thought I was too,” I say.  
 
    Mack helps me to my feet. I turn, and glance over the side of the roof to the gathering mass of infected. They’re completely beside themselves, wailing at the tops of their lungs with bloodstained hands reaching for us.  
 
    “Doesn’t seem like they’re going to give up anytime soon,” I observe. 
 
    Cassie presents her middle finger to the horde once more. She waves it from left to right, then down below. 
 
    “Awfully tenacious, aren’t they?” she says. “They remind me of one of the local guys who used to live around here. A real creep. Gave me the chilis. Anytime I saw him in town, he’d give me a weird, uncomfortable smile—like a rapist or child molester would.” Cassie shivers at the thought. 
 
    I glance to Mack in search of any solid direction on what we should do next. 
 
    “Got any ideas? We can’t afford to keep cutting it this close. I know this was a probability, but we need to buy some time, or we won’t make it far.” 
 
    Cassie turns to face us and points to Mack’s pack. “Can we use one of those frag grenades?” 
 
    I draw a cautious glance at her. My right brow lifts slightly in the air from the bold suggestion. “Seems a bit extreme, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Cassie huffs at my counter. She then points back to the chasers with a stern finger. 
 
    “I’d consider all of that an extreme measure, wouldn’t you? If you have a better idea, then let’s have it.” 
 
    Mack grinds his teeth as his right hand strokes his mustache. He walks over to the edge of the structure and peers down. 
 
    “It would take care of the ones on the ground. We don’t really need to worry about the others on the rooftop right now.” 
 
    Both of my hands come up in front of me, motioning for them to slow down. 
 
    “Before we go blowing stuff up, do we know how we’re getting off this rooftop?” 
 
    Cassie points to the back of the building. “There’s a fire escape that we can go down. It’s got one of those spring-loaded ramp things that allow it to come back up on its own. Should be easy for Duke to get down.” 
 
    I look to Mack for any final words. 
 
    “It’s the best option we have.” 
 
    My right palm rubs up and down my face. “All right, let’s do it.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    We gather at the back of the building near the rusted brownish red ladder. I glance over and down the metal stairs that zigzags to the cracked pavement below. My hand grabs the steel frame, and gives it a solid shake. 
 
    “It’s going to be fine, James,” Cassie offers. She glances down and shrugs. “Besides, it’s not that far down. Maybe a few stories. Three at best.” 
 
    My eyes cut to her. “Yeah, well, you weren’t just dangling from the side of a building with a mass of hungry, infected people waiting for you to fall.” 
 
    I glance back over my shoulder, and find Mack with his pack on the ground. He’s down on one knee sifting through its contents. What’s he searching for? 
 
    Cassie cranes her neck in his direction and points toward the rucksack. “They’re toward the bottom.” 
 
    Mack pulls out a brownish green spherical explosive. He secures his pack and slips it back over his shoulders.  
 
    “It’ll have a four to five second delay before it detonates. When I say go, I want you three to haul ass down this fire escape to the ground. You got me?” We nod in agreement. “Good. Get ready.” 
 
    Cassie takes the lead in front of the ladder. She clutches the Berretta in her hand as Duke and I ready to follow her down. My hand rests on the edge of the brick building as I lean forward. Duke remains standing. He lunges forward slightly, indicating that he’s ready to go. 
 
    Mack walks back over to the edge of the building, where the chasers are clamoring in a frenzy. He peers over the ledge with the grenade at the ready. He grabs the pin with his free hand, and glances back to us. 
 
    He signals, with a tilt of his head, that it’s go time. 
 
    I take a knee, and rub Duke’s head. I wrap my arms around his fury body, and hold him tight. The explosion is probably going to frighten him. I want to make sure he’s ok. 
 
    Mack yanks the pin free and tosses the grenade to the chasers below. He pivots on his heels and makes a mad dash back toward us. 
 
    I count backward in my head. 
 
    5... 
 
    4... 
 
    3... 
 
    2... 
 
    A sharp crackle of thunder reverberates out from the narrow opening of the alleyway. A slight tremor rattles the building under us. Duke cowers at my feet as dust and debris blows into the air. 
 
    Mack waves his hands for us to get moving. 
 
    Cassie jumps over the ladder, and onto the steel landing of the fire escape. She quickly begins her descent down to the ground as Duke and I follow. 
 
    Section by section, we race down the stairs. Mack is right behind me, our feet pounding the steel rungs. 
 
    My gaze cuts to the right in search of any chasers who may have survived the blast. The explosion is probably going to lure the infected in droves. 
 
    So far, none have come into view. 
 
    Cassie jumps to the ground, and steps away as the platform springs back up to Duke and me. She stands at the ready with her Berretta clutched in her hands. She sweeps the building from left to right. 
 
    Duke stands on the platform, followed by me. It starts to move down. Cassie opens fire. 
 
    Two chasers emerge from the alley to our right. The macabre bodies snag my attention as we slalom down the incline. Peppered with blood and skin, the infected stagger our way. 
 
    Chunks of flesh have been cleaved from various spots on their frames. Arms dangle by tendons. They each struggle to keep upright from the shrapnel that has shredded their legs. 
 
    Mack places a restrictive hand on the Berretta. He pushes it toward the ground and grabs her arm. “Save it. We need to conserve what we have. They won’t be able to keep up with us.” 
 
    Cassie huffs at the suggestion but follows along. 
 
    We turn to leave as more chasers emerge from the alleyway. They reach out for us with mouths gaping open. Their painful wails taint the air. The stifling stench of burnt flesh and gunpowder fills my nose. 
 
    Stay the course, and don’t look back. No matter what gets in our way, we take it out and keep moving. That seems to be our current mindset. 
 
    We stay to the fields and gravel roads that run along the backsides of the structures we pass by. At each alleyway and open section between the buildings, I spot chasers on the highway. 
 
    The rucksack on my back jostles from side to side. My lungs are on fire as I struggle to refill the deflated organs. 
 
    Cassie and Mack’s breathing are just as labored as mine, but no one dares to suggest that we stop and rest. It’s not an option. 
 
    Through each winded breath, I give voice to my inner child that wants to be there already. “How much farther do we have?” 
 
    Cassie points ahead of her. “Almost there.” 
 
    Our feet hammer the road with unrelenting aggression. The sign comes into view just beyond the corner of the building we pass by. A welcome sight. 
 
    There are no chasers in the area. A handful of cars are scattered about the parking lot of the store’s perimeter. Their windows are busted out. Car doors are open, gouts of blood staining the concrete a deep, dark red. 
 
    We race for the rear of the building where the small loading dock resides. Our backs press to the dull gray cement blocks as our bodies deflate against the structure. 
 
    Wheezing, we scan the open field before us. Still, no movement can be seen, but the chasers’ yowls are still heard in the near distance. 
 
    Mack takes position in front of Cassie. He approaches the short staircase that leads up to the entrance of the store. Training his Berretta toward the ground, he motions for us to follow his lead. 
 
    He takes each yellow painted block with a cautious step. His gaze shifts toward the metal door just beyond the gray railing to our left. Mack hits the landing and pauses.  
 
    The Berretta comes up. He makes a fist. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I quietly whisper. 
 
    His focused eyes stay glued dead ahead. “The door is cracked open.” 
 
    Cassie hits the landing and moves off to his right. Duke and I head up the short stack of stairs, and keep to his left. I remove the Berretta from the front of my pants. 
 
    The weapon trembles slightly in my hands as I bring it to bear. It’s not fear that grips me at the moment, but a heightened sense of what we’ve been through, and what may lie beyond the four walls. 
 
    Mack presses on. He reaches out and grabs the edge of the door. His head tilts slightly to the right, trying to peer inside the darkened space. He pauses, but only briefly. 
 
    He swings it open a bit more while carefully scanning over the interior of the loading area. The barrel of his Berretta remains at the ready. 
 
    The hinges stir the silence as Mack presses the door open wider. He stands in front of the opening, cautiously peering inside. He moves in. 
 
    Cassie falls in behind Mack with her pistol tilted toward the ground. Duke trots in after her as I bring up the rear. The wind picks up and brushes over my damp neck. Dead leaves blow across the pavement. 
 
    A crunching noise stops me cold. I spin about on my heels, facing the wide openness of the field behind the store. The Berretta springs up as I take in the brown vegetation that spans what seems like a mile or more. 
 
    There’s nothing there. I try to pierce the light brown blades of grass but can’t. An unsettling sensation bubbles inside my gut. 
 
    Off in the distance, I notice houses that are set on top of hills and low-lying land. I wonder if the occupants are still alive, hiding inside their homes, waiting for this dreadful nightmare to run its course. 
 
    Something grabs my arm from behind, which sends me on the defensive. The Berretta springs up with my finger over the trigger. It’s Cassie. 
 
    “Whoa!” She puts her hands in the air, and takes a step back.  
 
    I lower the Berretta and sigh. “Christ. You scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “Likewise. Watch where you’re pointing that thing, will ya?” Cassie hisses with a nasty look painted on her face. 
 
    I glance back over my shoulder to the weeds that are swaying from side to side. “Sorry. I thought I heard something close by.” 
 
    Cassie nods in agreement. “Are you coming in? I think we found your friend.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I follow Cassie inside the store. I close the door gently behind me. Mack and Duke are waiting in the dim storage area with Lucas. He’s down on one knee, rubbing Duke’s face as he glances up at me. 
 
    He smiles and exhales a sigh of relief. “Thank God you made it. I was starting to worry that you hadn’t.” 
 
    I stuff the Berretta down the front of my pants. “Likewise.” I’m relieved to see that Lucas is still alive and in one piece.  
 
    Lucas stands up. He glances to Mack, then to Cassie. “I see you made some friends.” 
 
    “Yeah. This is Mack, and that’s Cassie.” 
 
    Lucas turns to Mack and extends his hand. “Good to meet you.” 
 
    Mack puts the Berretta away behind him. He takes his hand and shakes it. “Ditto.” 
 
    Lucas steps toward Cassie and offers a warm smile as he shakes her hand. 
 
    Mack glances out of the open, single plastic door to the front portion of the store. 
 
    “James here told us what you were looking to do if you find a battery charger. I hate to break it to you, but I don’t think it’s going to happen. They’re crawling out of the woodworks out there. We barely made it by the skin of our teeth.” 
 
    “I’ve had to scrap that idea. The two I had hot on my ass quickly turned to four. Before I knew it, there were too many to count. They nearly had me cornered in one of the buildings across the street, but I managed to give them the slip.” 
 
    Cassie half-smiles at Lucas’ statement. “Seems like you two took that sign as an exaggeration.” 
 
    Lucas shakes his head in disagreement. “Not at all. Just didn’t have any choice in the matter. We were hoping we could score a ride quickly, and be gone before anything went down.” 
 
    Duke trails off through the open door into the front portion of the store. I go after him. “Hold on, boy.” 
 
    “It’s fine, James. I’ve already checked the place over,” Lucas calls out. “Had a few loners that I dispatched and stuffed into the men’s restroom. We should be clear. Just need to refrain from making any undue noise until we figure out our next move.” 
 
    Duke presses his nose to the ground. He sniffs around the various auto parts that lay scattered over the white tile floor. Cassie and Mack weren’t kidding about the store being picked clean. There isn’t much left to rummage through. Nothing more than some windshield wiper blades and some air filters. These wouldn’t be of much use at the moment. There are also empty packages of spark plugs and other items that I’m not sure what they are.  
 
    For my own two cents, I scout out each isle in search of any chasers that Lucas may have missed. I trust his word, but my paranoia beckons me to do my due diligence anyway. 
 
    I clear the remaining isles, and turn back toward the others who have come into the front portion of the store. 
 
    “So, what’s plan B, then?” I poise. 
 
    Lucas rubs the scruff protruding from his chin. He holds his hands up in the air as if he’s unsure of what to say. “We still need to find a ride, but we can’t just go strolling about now from car to car, and see what works and what doesn’t.” 
 
    I agree. “So, what, then?” 
 
    Lucas remains silent. 
 
    “Awesome.” I slip the pack free from my shoulders, giving my back a reprieve from its bulk. Duke comes over and rests on his hind legs near me. I toss my gear on top of the counter near the cash register. 
 
    I spy the open till that is void of any currency within its black sectioned spaces. Who would’ve stolen the money? Is it still worth anything, or is it now nothing more than printed monopoly money? The thought seems outlandish, but then again, it doesn’t.  
 
    Mack walks toward the large glass pane windows of the store’s entrance. Lucas follows as the two scout for any chasers that may be close by. 
 
    Cassie comes over, and leans against a rack of empty sweets that would generally demand attention, especially now with me being hungry. “You ok?” 
 
    “Peachy.” I pull open my pack, and take out any food that resides inside. Some beef jerky and Vienna sausages round out my assortment to choose from. I’ve got multiple packages of the dehydrated beef product and a handful of cans of the potted meat. I glance down to Duke, who is watching me with keen eyes. 
 
    “What are you thinking, boy? Beef or sausage?” 
 
    His ears stand on end. His tongue licks the outer portion of his snout repeatedly. He groans and paws at my legs. I don’t think it really matters. 
 
    I crack open the sausage, and place one of the cans on the floor before him. He dives in without pause. The can scoots along the tile as he laps the meat free from the interior. 
 
    Cassie stands there, staring at me as I wrestle open the package of jerky. 
 
    “Want one?” 
 
    Her face contorts in a disgusted manner, and she dismisses the offer with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “Your loss.” I devour the hickory-flavored beef in just a few bites. My stomach rumbles and pleads for more food. I’d love to, but I can’t be greedy. I need to make it last. Who knows when we’ll find more, or if we’ll still be alive to find it? 
 
    Silence fills the space between me and Cassie. Only the sound of Duke’s tongue can be heard as it probes at the can’s empty contents. He scoops out the lightly tinted jelly that the meat resides in. 
 
    The sight claws at my stomach, and temporarily stays any notions of being hungry. “That’s gross, dude.” 
 
    Cassie’s face lights up. “I think I know where we can get a car from.” She heads toward the front of the store and motions for me to follow her. 
 
    We approach the glass where Mack and Lucas are standing watch. Cassie nears the front door. She glances at Mack and points to her right toward a gas station that’s across the street. “Didn’t Dwayne keep a truck in his garage? That far stall at the end of the building?” 
 
    Mack cranes his neck and peers over to the white brick building. “There is a truck there, but not sure if he ever got it finished or not. Last I saw, he still had the engine in pieces.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” Cassie counters. “He may have finished it out.” 
 
    Mack rubs his head. His eyes narrow in thought. “Maybe a couple months back. Not sure.” 
 
    She glances at Lucas and me. Her face looks hopeful. “It could be finished, and it’s right there. What do you think?” 
 
    “I say we check it out. We have nothing to lose here. Besides, what’s the worst that can happen?” Any sign of hope that I can possibly grasp onto, I’m willing to take that chance. 
 
    “Maybe the infected figure out we’re in here?” Mack answers promptly. 
 
    More of a reason to do it now than while the chasers are close by. We can’t stay in here forever, and I don’t currently see any chasers meandering about out front. This might be the best shot we have at getting out of here. I nudge Lucas on his arm with my elbow. “What do you think?” 
 
    “If we’re going to do this, we need to do it fast. Don’t want to give the chasers any more time to figure out we are in here.” 
 
    I reach for the flat metal handle to the door. 
 
    Lucas grabs my arm. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going to get the truck.” 
 
    He peers over to the garage, then back to me. “Slow it down there, James. I think it should be me to go check it out.” 
 
    I pull my arm free from his grip. “I can’t ask you to risk your life again for me.” I look to Cassie, then Mack. “None of you.” 
 
    “James, you’re not asking me to do anything,” Lucas responds. “We’re trapped here just the same as you. We’re risking our lives regardless. Besides, do you know how to hotwire a car if the keys are not in the truck?” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Good point. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Lucas stands ready at the door. His right hand rests on the gunmetal handle of the door’s frame. In his left, he clutches the shotgun. His face is poised, focused on the task at hand. I refrain from any more argument about the matter. After all, it does make sense for him to go. 
 
    Mack peers to his left, his neck craning out of the window’s slightly tinted glass. His arm hovers in the air, signaling for Lucas to hold his position. 
 
    Cassie maintains a watchful eye to the right. She peers back over her shoulder and nods. “You’re good this way.” 
 
    Mack lowers his arm, giving Lucas the go ahead to move. “I don’t see any infected. I think it’s safe to go. I’d be quick about it, though.” 
 
    “Make sure you’re ready to move. We may not have much time.” Lucas slings open the door and bolts. 
 
    I grab the handle, and pull the door closed. My hands rest on the window. I watch with nervous eyes, hoping that he’ll make it to the garage without incident. 
 
    He makes a mad dash for one of the vehicles in the parking lot. His body stays low to the ground as he stops at a black sedan. He presses his back to the dirty panels of the car. He glances to his left, then to his right down Highway 20. 
 
    “He’s still in the clear as far as I can tell,” Mack offers. 
 
    Lucas gives a thumbs up. He turns and presses his shoulder to the passenger side of the car. He glides along its body till he reaches the front portion of the vehicle. His head pops up over the hood. He scans over the highway once more for good measure. 
 
    “Still looking good over this way as well,” Cassie adds. 
 
    Lucas springs to his feet. He runs hard and fast across the highway. The pack on his back bounces from side to side as he reaches the gas pumps. He pauses, but only briefly. He takes one last look before moving on. 
 
    I narrow my eyes, and squint to watch him. He approaches the entrance of the station with cautious footing. He peers inside. Bringing the shotgun to bear, he reaches with his free hand, and swings open the glass door. He dashes in and disappears within the interior of the station. 
 
    Now, we wait. 
 
    This is always the hardest part. Waiting for the good or bad news. I’m hopeful that our luck will change, but I remain ready to fall back to plan B, whatever that is. 
 
    I make for the counter where my gear is. Duke has polished off all of the cans of sausage and one package of the jerky. He stares at me with that familiar glint in his eye, wondering when the remainder of his food is coming. 
 
    “Sorry, boy. That’s it for now. We’ll see if we can score you some more later.” 
 
    He groans and lowers his head. I imagine what little I did feed him only teased his partially empty stomach. I know how he feels. 
 
    Duke walks off toward the front of the store while I secure my pack. I pull the zipper closed, sealing the remainder of the contents inside. I grab the thick, padded nylon straps and pull up. A banging noise catches my attention from the rear of the store where we came in earlier. 
 
    What was that? 
 
    I release the straps, peer back over my shoulder, and train my ear. There it is again. 
 
    I catch sight of some daylight coming from the storage room. It fades in and out with each noise that is made. I could’ve sworn I closed the door, but did I secure the dead bolt? 
 
    I can’t remember. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I reach down, and take hold of the machete’s handle. I give a quick glance up to Cassie and Mack who are still keeping a watchful eye out for Lucas and the infected. The disturbance hasn’t caught their attention. I refrain from saying anything to them as we need eyes peeled for when Lucas heads back this way. Besides, I can handle securing the door. It’s probably just the wind pushing it open. 
 
    I make my way through the cluttered mess of the store to the stockroom. Despite my assumption of what is causing the racket, I still proceed with caution. I pause just shy of the open entryway, and peer inside. 
 
    Flashes of light illuminate the dimly lit space. The wind can be heard gusting through the openness of the metal door. It bangs against the jamb, before swinging back open. 
 
    Regardless, my fingers cinch down on the machete’s leather straps. One foot over the other, I enter the stockroom. My eyes scan over the nearly empty room as I approach the door. Nothing appears to be out of the ordinary. It’s still the same junk in the same place. 
 
    My hands press to the door to keep it from slamming shut. I go to pull it to, and stop when I catch sight of it. Is that what I think it is? 
 
    Blood. 
 
    Streaks of the dark red fluid are smeared across the door’s surface. On the floor, droplets of blood trail from the landing to inside the building. My body tenses up. I draw a deep, unsteady breath as a cold chill of dread washes over me. 
 
    I take a step back, and try to reconcile the growing panic boiling within me. This could’ve been here when we first came in, and I didn’t notice it. I was so concerned with the chasers right on our tails, that I didn’t bother taking in any of the little details. It doesn’t work to stay the uneasiness inside of me, though. I need to get back to Mack and Cassie. 
 
    I turn to leave the stockroom, but a chaser blocks my way. Blood leaks from an open wound from atop his right arm. Streams flow the length of his pale skin, down to his forearm. His lips are missing, displaying his gums and enlarged teeth that chatter wildly. 
 
    The chaser rushes at me. I go to strike with the machete. The blade catches his right shoulder, and slides down at an angle across his meager chest. Flesh to bone, the blade opens him up with ease. He wails aloud, but the blow does little to thwart his advancement. 
 
    He pushes me backward in a fit of rage. I slam into the unforgiving cinderblock wall with a hard thud. The machete slips free of my hand as the air is ripped from my lungs. The steel blade rattles on the floor. I heave, and try to regain my composure. 
 
    Through the opened flesh on his chest, ivory colored bone peeks through. Blood pouring out down his stomach. Still, he comes. 
 
    I reach for the blade but can’t find my grasp around the handle in time. My arms come up in front of me to meet his advancing bulk. 
 
    He chomps and bites at the air. The foul smell of his breath turns my stomach end over end. My arms start to give, and slip from his moist flesh. 
 
    He’s gaining position on me, his chattering teeth coming closer to my flesh. I’m afraid that the end of my journey may be near. 
 
    “James!” Mack calls out for me from the store. Feet pound over the linoleum floor. I go to respond, but I’m unable to. Fear has gripped me so tight that I can’t seem to form the words. 
 
    I catch sight of him from the corner of my eye as the chaser inches closer to my face. The light from outside reflects off the machete Mack is wielding. He strikes hard and fast. 
 
    The blade smashes into the back of the chaser’s skull. The bone cracks, followed by a squishing sound. The pale demon goes limp. Mack grabs him by the shoulder and pushes him off to the side. He places a heavy hand on my shoulder and looks me dead in the eyes. 
 
    “Are you—oh, shit!” Mack scrambles for the door. He grabs the smooth metal handle, and tries to slam it shut. Fingers and hands grip the edge of the door, keeping it from closing all of the way. He pulls back with all of his might. The chaser’s yowl and fight to get through. 
 
    I retrieve my machete from the floor. I beat myself up on the inside, not realizing that I hadn’t pulled the door all the way to. I move to Mack’s left, and look to hack away at our aggressors. A portion of Mack’s body is in the way. I can’t get a clear strike without possibly hitting his arm. 
 
    “Move over so I can get a better shot at them,” I say. 
 
    The muscles in his arms are taut. He grunts and huffs through clenched teeth. “No time. Lucas is on his way over. You and Cassie grab your gear and get your ass out of here, now.” 
 
    The door starts to open more, providing me with a better view of the chasers that are gathering at the entrance. Hands turn into forearms that exploit the narrow gap. It’s impossible to determine their numbers. 
 
    I move off to Mack’s side and train the barrel of the Berretta at the narrow opening. I squeeze the trigger and start firing. A few rounds chamber off before it jams. Damn it. 
 
    “The stupid gun jammed or something,” I growl as I fiddled with the weapon. 
 
    “James, just go! I can’t hold them back forever.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving you behind. That’s not an option.” 
 
    I continue struggling with the Berretta. His knuckles are turning a milky white from the strain of holding the ravenous horde at bay. 
 
    “If I let this go, then we all die.” Mack insists. “Now do as I say, and get the hell out of here!” 
 
    Cassie bellows from the front of the store, calling mine and Mack’s names. I hesitate a moment longer. I can’t stomach another death on my conscious, but the mass of infected converging on the building has left me with no other choice. 
 
    Through swollen, tearful eyes, I turn and leave. 
 
    I race out of the stockroom in a dead sprint. Through the windows up front, I catch sight of a truck barreling through the parking lot, and racing toward the front door. I make for my gear near the register as Cassie rushes up to me. 
 
    “Lucas is pulling-” She stops mid-sentence and takes a step back. Her eyes widen as she looks me up and down. My face is flush and red. 
 
    I grab my pack, and sling the straps over my shoulders. I retrieve my rifle and whistle for Duke. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Cassie frantically searches for Mack as Duke quickly approaches us. “Where’s Mack?” 
 
    I pat my leg, and head for the front. 
 
    “James, where is Mack?” 
 
    I wait till we’re close to the front before answering. “The chasers are trying to get in through the back door. He’s holding them off until we get out.” 
 
    Lucas fishtails the back end of the tan Chevy truck. The tires screech loudly as he slams the brakes. The truck comes to a sliding halt with the passenger side door facing us. 
 
    From inside the cab, Lucas glances over his right shoulder. A fearful gaze resides on his sweaty, bloody face as he waves for us to move. He leans over and flings the door open. 
 
    Cassie starts to head back to the rear of the store.  
 
    I grab her arm. “There’s no time. We have to go now.” 
 
    She hisses and narrows her eyes at me. “We have to go help him, James. I’m not leaving-” 
 
    The crackle of gunfire echoes from the stockroom. Brief flashes of bright yellow light illuminate the space. We’re out of time. 
 
    I push open the door, allowing Duke to dart out. He hops into the truck, then jumps over to the backseat. Cassie screams and wails a gut-wrenching cry. I drag her out of the store and toward the truck. She fights and resists, pushing away from me as her legs move in the direction of the storage room. She struggles to break free, but I maintain my hold. 
 
    Chasers rush down the highway in our direction. The mass of bodies stampeding our way makes the ground tremble. 
 
    I force Cassie inside the cab. She cries and pleads for Mack as she reaches out for him. 
 
    “Get in the truck, James!” Lucas beseeches. 
 
    Chasers pour out of the stockroom in droves. Their grunts and ravings are slightly muffled as the door comes to. I scramble inside the cab, and slam the door behind me. I rip the pack off my back and stuff it onto the floorboard. 
 
    Duke barks and growls from the backseat, clawing at the glass. 
 
    Lucas shifts the truck into drive and punches the gas. The engine revs its throaty roar. The tires spin and squeal. The truck lunges forward, and takes off just as the chasers burst through the front entrance of the store. Like a tidal wave of teeth and unrelenting aggression, they pour out into the parking lot. 
 
    He jerks the steering wheel hard to the left to avoid side swiping a red minivan. After we hit the highway, the infected still race after us.  
 
    Lucas brings the truck under submission. He straightens out our reckless abandonment of the town that has punished us so. I glance in the side view mirror, and watch as the chasers in tow fade in the distance. Their fingers reach for us, trying to capture the ones that slipped away. 
 
    Through labored breathing, Lucas ventures the question that I’m terrified to answer. 
 
    “Where’s Mack, James?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    Silence. 
 
    The only other sound that is just as destructive as the yowls of the infected. It allows the mind to run free, and dwell on mistakes and mishaps that have plagued one’s life. It’s Death’s passageway to sneak in, and wreak his havoc upon our tormented souls. 
 
    I haven’t summoned enough courage yet to answer Lucas’ question, or set guilty, sad eyes on Cassie’s somber face. The tips of my fingers brush my tears away. My attention stays drawn to the right and out the window.  
 
    Mile after pain staking mile we drive. The humming from the tires along Interstate 5 fills the void of silence within the cab. Duke has disappeared within the truck’s vinyl seating. I venture a quick glance from the corner of my eye to see how Cassie is doing. 
 
    She sits with her feet on the seat, and her head buried between her legs. What was once deep sobs of sorrow and grief, have turned to slight sniffles and mutters of acceptance. She lifts her head up and brushes away the sadness that drips from her eyes. She clears her throat and glances in my direction. 
 
    “James.” She puts her hand gently on my trembling leg. I give no response. “James, look at me.” 
 
    I’m afraid to. The guilt of another person dying from my crusade is crushing down upon me. The weight is unbearable, and I’m afraid if I speak, I won’t be strong enough to hold the emotions that have built up inside of me. 
 
    Her hand comes up to my face. She gingerly grabs my chin and pulls my attention toward her. I fight to stay strong as I set eyes upon her. 
 
    In a weak voice, I muster the only two words that seem fitting in such a solemn moment. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her thumb softly caresses the side of my cheek. She nods and offers a half-smile through the pain that is ripping her apart. “This isn’t your fault, James. You can’t blame yourself.” 
 
    It doesn’t feel that way. This journey that I’m on seems to be costing more than I can afford to pay. The bounty is paid in blood and sacrifice. I hope it is worth it in the end. 
 
    “I was the last one to come in through that door. I should’ve made sure it was secured. I’m surprised you don’t hate me now.” 
 
    “I don’t hate you, James. I hate those vile creatures. They are the cause of all of this. The bringers of so much pain and suffering.” 
 
    Lucas leans forward and glances around Cassie. “She’s right, James. You can’t beat yourself up over things that are beyond your control. You weren’t the only one there.” 
 
    “Perhaps if I never-” 
 
      
 
    “Hush.” Cassie interrupts me. “That town was doomed. Mack and I knew that. Our luck was going to run out sooner or later. It was inevitable. You weren’t the cause of anything.” 
 
    Cassie’s forgiveness does little to stay the overwhelming burden that I have placed on my shoulders. I carry each death that falls at my feet, regardless of what anyone says. But much like everything else that has been handed to me, I can only accept what has happened and try to push on any way that I can in order to survive. I imagine Cassie is doing much the same. At least, I hope she is. 
 
    I expel a breath of tension, and nod my head. “How much farther till we reach the safe zone?” 
 
    Lucas glances down at his watch. “Shouldn’t be much more than an hour and a half or so. I imagine traffic heading that way will not be as bad as traffic leaving Portland. You’re sure you still want to do this? I’m with you either way, just want to be certain that you’re ready for whatever we may find.” 
 
    Am I ready? Probably not, but I have to know for sure. It’s my family. They’re all that I have left in this world. 
 
    “I am sure.” 
 
    “Ok, then,” Lucas responds with a nod of his head. 
 
    The thought of being so close to Mom and Cindy helps soften the sadness within me. I try not to dwell on Lucas’ initial statement about the state of the safe zone being overrun with chasers. His words were so certain that heading there is nothing more than a suicide run that will get us killed, or worse, infected. I’m thankful that he has stuck with me, though, and not cut his losses and bailed. 
 
    My body is spent from the day’s painful reminder of who is in charge. The one essential thing that I’m lacking more of than a good solid meal is sleep. I’m in desperate need of some rest. 
 
    Cassie falls silent. She’s slouched in the seat with her arms folded across her chest. Her head gently bobbles from side to side with the motion of the truck. She leans toward me and rests her body against mine. 
 
    “Why don’t you get some rest while you can?” Lucas advises. “I’ll let you know once we have made it there.” 
 
    I settle into my seat, shifting my weight to gain a comfortable position. I close my eyes, and release a heavy sigh. I think of Mom and Cindy as I drift off, allowing the terrible world to fade to black. 
 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    In the ether of my subconscious, I hear Dad’s voice whispering in my ear. It’s hard to understand him. I strain to focus on his words, but I can’t make them out. The harder I try to listen, the more it sounds as though he’s moving away from me. 
 
    I ask him to speak louder, but it does no good. Eventually, his voice melts away. 
 
    A sudden jostle of the truck rips me from my brief moment of rest. Through sleepy eyes and a foggy mind, I come to. 
 
    My hand runs up and down my face. I stretch my arms out in front of me. It takes me a moment to take in the scenery that’s beyond the dirt-covered windshield. I blink, and look again. It isn’t dirt that is coating the window. 
 
    “Am I seeing this correctly? Is it raining ash?” 
 
    I cut my gaze to Cassie. She leans forward in the seat with her hands resting on the dash. Her face is just as perplexed as mine is. 
 
    “That’s what it looks like.” 
 
    “Welcome to Portland,” Lucas mutters under his breath. “This is the outer rim of the city.” 
 
    A dull gray haze lingers over the metropolis like a blanket. Black smoke vents from the tall structures, fueling the skies with more ash. A fiery orange glow burns within their centers. Worry and dread plague my wavering thoughts, but I manage to stop their invasion. 
 
    I divert my attention from the unsettling skyline to Lucas and shudder. “Where’s the safe zone located?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be too much further. A buddy of mine told me that the military had set up multiple safe zones for people to come to just outside Portland,” Lucas says. 
 
    “Is that it?” Cassie points to an exit ramp that veers off to our right. A portion of the green tinted sign is spray painted with the words Safe Zone - Wilson High School. 
 
    “It’s as good of a place to start as any, I guess.” Lucas slows the truck and takes the Terwilliger Blvd exit. He cautiously follows the winding ramp up through the dense trees and brush that run along both sides of the ramp. Only a handful of cars sit abandoned on the mostly vacant road. 
 
    There is another sign that’s mounted to the thick steel pole with an arrow pointing to the left. We run through the extremely dim flashing red light that emits from the traffic signal, and continue on Terwilliger Blvd. 
 
    We cross back over the interstate at a steady speed. Lucas carefully maneuvers around the vehicles in the middle of the road. There’s not too many, but enough to make us cautious. 
 
    I lean forward in my seat and crane my neck, trying to see as far down the north bound lane of Interstate 5 as I can. The road is completely barren of any vehicles. Nothing but the dimly lit gray cement can be seen. 
 
    The southbound lane is nothing but a parking lot though. The vehicles sit bumper-to-bumper with no room between them. 
 
    I cut my gaze to Lucas and Cassie. “I wonder where all of the people who were driving those vehicles went to?” 
 
    Cassie shrugs. “No clue. Hopefully, they aren’t all infected and still in the area.” 
 
    “Just keep your eyes peeled for any movement,” Lucas says.   
 
    Duke pops over the seat, and licks the side of my face. I gently rub the side of his head, but keep my attention focused through the windshield. 
 
    Silence befalls the cab. Each of us maintains a vigilant gaze as we pass by the defunct businesses and abandoned cars. 
 
    Further down, we discover an array of hummers and transports that are parked askew on the road. The driver’s side doors are slung open. Pools of blood stain the cement below. The cabs of the large vehicles sit empty. No bodies—dead or infected. 
 
    A knot forms in my stomach. It tightens with every inch we travel. Lucas warned me about the state of the safe haven, but witnessing the void of any living presence sends my thoughts in a tail spin of utter doom. 
 
    Cassie places her hand on my knee softly. “You doing ok?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    Another sign guides our way at the intersection. A red arrow is painted on the side of a black sedan. The front of the car is busted, and its frame is crumpled up. Three other vehicles sit in just as dire of shape as we hang a left onto SW Chestnut Street.   
 
    Spent casings litter the road. Bodies lay sprawled out in various positions. Their clothes are bloody. Torn and ragged strands of the fabric are given life by the wind. 
 
    Through the winding road and heavy vegetation that hampers our vision, we cautiously continue on. 
 
    My legs bounce up and down. My heart thumps harder in my chest as we move through the residential area. The number of military vehicles increases the closer we get. 
 
    Lucas points out the windshield. “There’s the school.” 
 
    We follow along the road that runs alongside the school. I remain on the edge of my seat. Both palms are pressed against the dash. I scan over the parking lot of vehicles that span the side of the street. 
 
    A chain link fence, with barbwire coiled around its top, encompasses the school’s outer perimeter. A massive white dome-like structure is off to the left of the high school in the open grassy area. 
 
    Smoke plumes from various parts of the structures. Portions of the fence have large gaps ripped open. More bodies lay motionless on the grounds, with no visible movement seen from our current position. There are no guards. No living. 
 
    Lucas brings the truck to a grinding halt. He glances over my way. “You still want to check it out?” 
 
    Despite the sinking pit of doubt in the depths of my tormented gut, I need to know. 
 
    I shakily nod. “Yes. I need to find them. Dead or alive.” 
 
    Cassie squeezes the lower portion of my leg right above my knee. She offers a reassuring smile through the pain that she is trying to cope with. “We will find them, James.” 
 
    Lucas kills the engine and removes the keys. “All right. Let’s go check it out.” 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
    The moment of truth. One that I’ve dreamt of, and also feared for the last month. The festering doubt won’t leave me be. Its unrelenting voice whispers its horrid little nothings that cause me to gulp. 
 
    I brace myself against the side of the truck briefly. My head dangles toward the ground. My lungs release the tension that has gripped my body. It’s judgement time. I need to be ready. 
 
    Lucas and Cassie are ready to roll. They have their weapons at the ready, and their packs strapped to their backs. They chatter among themselves. I can’t hear what they’re saying. Their voices are muffled. 
 
    Lucas points toward the high school, then to the large white dome structure to its left. 
 
    Cassie nods in agreement. She glances back to me. “I think we should check out the building here next to the school first. Then work our way around the grounds to the other structures. What do you think?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I push off the truck. I grab my machete from the ground and head over to them. 
 
    Duke stays by my side. His head is on a swivel, ears perked and his body ready to act. 
 
    My fingers dance down the crown of his head and along his spine. His rigid posture doesn’t waiver from the attention. 
 
    “Remember, we do this clean and smart. We stay together and work each building quickly. No unnecessary noises, and only discharge your firearms as a last resort.” 
 
    Cassie and I acknowledge Lucas’ direction with a simple nod.  
 
    He takes point, followed by Cassie. Duke and I bring up the rear. Lucas heads for an opening within the fence. His shotgun is poised and ready as he brings it to bear. He pauses, but only to carefully slip past the jagged ends of the metal fence that protrude out. 
 
    “Watch those ends,” he whispers. 
 
    Lucas slips through unscathed. He steps off to the right. He grabs a handful of the fence and pulls toward him. Cassie shimmies her thin frame through the opening with room to spare. Duke follows with ease. I carefully maneuver past the sharp edges and move out of the way. 
 
    Tiny granules of ash softly land on my face. My nose crinkles from the pungent odor of smoke and death that cloud the air. My fingers brush over my left cheek. I hold them out in front of me. The tips are slightly discolored with a grayish white smear. 
 
    Lucas pats my shoulder as he walks past me. We fall back in line and scurry across the grassy field to the first structure. My gaze wanders from left to right. I soak in the silence and destruction that the chasers have brought down upon this safe haven. 
 
    Dead bodies litter the field. Both chaser and the non-infected lay as one within the blood-soaked blades of grass. I can only imagine what sort of chaos and pandemonium ensued once the chasers gained access to the interior. 
 
    Heavy weaponry discharging. 
 
    The chasers tracking down their targets like predators in the wild. 
 
    Screams of panic and terror gripping the people as they fought for their lives. It’s a hard thought to process. 
 
    Each body we pass by, I quickly check to see if it’s a woman or young girl. I’ve thought about my mom and Cindy so much that they’re all I can see. So far, they are nowhere in sight. 
 
    Cassie has her Berretta up and at the ready. Lucas and Cassie split apart and get to either side of the white double doors that lead to the interior of the structure. 
 
    Lucas cranes his neck and peers inside through the dingy plastic window that is molded within the door. His head tilts slightly to the right, then to his left. 
 
    “Well?” I ask. 
 
    Lucas shakes his head. “Can’t see much from right here.” He stretches his left arm out and places his palm flat against the door. The shotgun trains at the seam. He carefully pushes it open. 
 
    My fingers wrap tighter around the handle of the machete. My breathing escalates more the wider the door opens. 
 
    Cassie steps out, wielding the Berretta with both hands, and covers Lucas as he walks in. 
 
    I keep Duke close. I gently pat his side as we follow them in. 
 
    The interior is partitioned off into two sections with a wall that runs down the middle of the structure. Heavy, clear plastic coverings hang from the ceiling on both sides. 
 
    Lucas points to his right. “You two check out that way. I’ll take the left.” 
 
    Me, Cassie, and Duke take the right side of the building as Lucas disappears past the clear plastic. 
 
    The putrid smell of death tears at my stomach. I gag, but manage to keep what little contents are inside my stomach down. The silence grates on my nerves. The flickering lights above us taunt my already stressed mind. A part of me hopes that Mom and Cindy are not here. This isn’t a place for the living but a graveyard for the dead. 
 
    We pause and take stock of the space. The front portion has desks lined along the walls with communication equipment positioned next to each. Soldiers lay face first in a pool of their own blood on the tops of their stations. 
 
    I cautiously approach one of the soldiers. My machete is ready to strike if need be. The back of his head has a small hole in it. It looks as though someone shot him. I grab his shoulder, and pull him upright in his metal chair. 
 
    His face is smeared with blood. The middle of his forehead has a gaping hole where the bullet tore through. A red foam leaks out of his mouth and nose and races down his neck. There is a bite mark on his hand. He was infected, and someone did him a favor. 
 
    Cassie points to another set of double doors to our right and directly in front of us. “Looks like they have different wings within the building.” 
 
    The light in the next room flickers, offering me brief flashes of what lays in wait for us. I catch site of sterile white coverings through the plastic window, but can’t see much of anything else. 
 
    Cassie pushes the door to our right slightly ajar. She peers inside, before calling me over. “They have cots set up in here.” She pushes the door open farther, and cautiously steps inside. Duke chases after her. I follow. 
 
    A banging noise, from the room in front of me, snares my attention. I pause. 
 
    What if it’s Mom or Cindy? What if they’re hurt and need help? 
 
    One cautious step after another, I press my free arm against the door and enter the space. The unpleasant smell of death remains, and increases the further in I venture. 
 
    Heavy white sheets hang from metal hooks, separating each section. Most are splattered with a mural of blood. 
 
    I glance to my left, and decide to check each section. One by one, I pull back the curtain to see what is on the other side. Some are empty while others have civilians and soldiers lying on the beds. Their bodies have been ravaged, torn into and ripped to shreds. It’s a grisly sight that causes me to divert my eyes, and step away. 
 
    I catch movement to my right. The silhouette of a figure on their knees bleeds through the curtain. I train my ears and listen. 
 
    A subtle mixture of grunts and what sounds like weeping fills my ears. A survivor perhaps? I stay vigilant and approach with care. 
 
    The curtain is partially askew. I’m able to peek inside. There’s a woman hunched over a body. Her back is facing me. Her hair is pulled up into a ponytail. From my vantage point, it kind of looks like Mom. But where’s Cindy? 
 
    I reach for the curtain and pull it back. 
 
    “Mom!” A jovial smile breaks across my face. 
 
    My spirit roars back to life. The pain and anguish that I have suffered through gives way to a sense of relief that washes over me. It has been so long since I have had one of her endearing hugs, that I crave it now more than anything. 
 
    She pauses. Her head lifts up. She turns to face me. My world falls apart. 
 
    No. This can’t be happening. Not again. NO! 
 
    She growls. Blood drips from her chin. She slurps up strands of chewy muscle from one of Dad’s friends that lays before her. Her eyes are filled with anger and torment. She’s lost in a hurricane of rage. 
 
    Tears flood from my eyes as I step away. I said I needed to know either way, but now, I regret it. 
 
    She stands up and comes out to face me. Her chest heaves. My mother is dead, and only a monster remains. 
 
    She rushes me, ready to devour her only son. 
 
    I bring the machete up, and bury the blade in her head. She stops and crumbles to the floor. 
 
    I drop to my knees in a fit of grief and sadness. The machete releases from my hand and clangs off the steel grates. My fists clench tightly. The end of my nails burrow into the palms of both hands. The pain doesn’t register, only the pressure from my fingers growing tauter. 
 
    Cassie rushes into the room with Duke. She tries to speak to me, but her words are nothing more than distant echoes that I can’t comprehend. Once more, I’ve been forced to do the unthinkable. 
 
    My mind is consumed by hate. The reaper of souls has broken me down. He probes my resolve with his elongated boney digits. His fists pound away at what thin shred of humanity resides within me. He obliterates my innocence. His harsh reality, of the world he now roams, rushes like toxic waste into my skull. 
 
    Perhaps if I would’ve left the cabin sooner, and not sat in my own sadness and self-loathing, I could have saved them. Just acting sooner could’ve made the difference of her being alive instead of dead. Now, I fear he has pushed me past my breaking point. I am not sure I can make it back. 
 
    Through tearful eyes and a gut full of rage, I have now come full circle to what this world wants me to be. My contempt for the chasers, that have rid me of my childhood, has fueled the fires of hate buried inside me. 
 
    I am no longer James, the victim. 
 
    He is dead. 
 
    I am now the executioner of the damned. 
 
    And soon, the dead shall feel my fury. 
 
      
 
    Dead State: Executioner - Coming 07-11-2019. 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    No. Please, God, no. 
 
    The inner voice inside my head screams out in pain, wading in anguish that is drowning me. My face throbs with a pulsating sensation from the sadness, and complete outrage that is nothing short of a massive storm swelling up from my core.  
 
    I cannot accept this reality. This is not happening right now. Cindy is not missing, and she is not dead. She did not turn into one of the ravenous creatures that consumes flesh. My mom did not become a... chaser. 
 
    I’m on my knees, with my dog, Duke, sitting by my side. We sit solemnly next to the dead body of the woman who raised me, the woman who loved me, the woman I had to dispatch when the virus took over her body. I whimper in utter agony.  
 
    I view the motionless corpse through what looks like the end of a bottle—all distorted with the imagery a garbled mess. 
 
    Cassie and Lucas, two brave souls who’ve helped me out while on my journey, speak to me. Their voices are nothing but distant sound bites that I don’t care to register. Their hands rest on my shoulders, and pull me backward. I jerk away, freeing my body of their grasp. They leave me be, and allow me to mourn my mother’s death. 
 
    “I’m going to check the perimeter really quick to make sure we don’t have any chasers inbound,” Lucas mutters to Cassie. He doesn’t actually mutter, but the detached feeling that I have right now makes it seem like that. “We can’t stay here for too long. We need to get back on the move.” 
 
    Boots echo off the grates, walking away from us. My attention stays focused on the body before me. Lucas leaves the medical ward section of the building. 
 
    The hinges squeak as his bulk presses down on the grates, and fades to nothing. 
 
    In the lull of the silence, I think about my life, my family, and my friends. Most of all, I wonder if, for some strange reason, I am being punished for some wrong that I committed. Have I pissed off some higher power to where it’s exacting its revenge by making me kill my family? By turning them into mindless meat sacks of skin and bone, hell bent on devouring the meaty strands of flesh from the living? 
 
    It’s bullshit. One hundred percent. 
 
    I can feel Cassie hovering behind me. She’s probably wrestling with what else to say that will soothe the devasting pain eating away at me. 
 
    “James.” Her palm gingerly rests on my shoulder. Her fingers grip a hair tighter. “I know how much pain you are in. I am so sorry that you are going through this.” 
 
    Sorry? Perfect word to describe me.  
 
    I have failed my family in every way possible. I don’t care if what is happening is beyond what any grown man could fight against. My father, god rest his soul, taught me to be strong, and fight for our family. The man takes care of it all. When the crap is hitting the fan, you knuckle down, and hit right back. Protect the ones you love. I know in the end, my parents would forgive me for not being able to protect everyone, knowing that I have done the best I could. Still, I can’t forgive myself. 
 
    My eyes divert from my mother. I turn and stand up. So much grief and pure hate fill my being that every muscle fiber in my body wants to destroy whatever gets in my way.  
 
    I pace in a circle for a moment before I suddenly stop. I don’t know how to process my feelings. My head shakes from side to side, my brain struggling to find a way to get me back from the edge of despair.  
 
    I point to the body with an unsteady finger. “Why? Can anybody tell me why this is happening?”  
 
    Tears stream down Cassie’s flushed cheeks as she struggles to keep the flood of emotions from bursting free. 
 
    She goes to speak, but nothing more than a sobbing whimper escapes her trembling lips. 
 
    “Please tell me WHY IN THE HELL this is HAPPENING!” My hands wrap around the edges of the steel bedframe next to me. I lift up with all of my might, flipping the blood-soaked sheets and the covered body hard to the floor. It hits with a dull thud.  
 
    Duke scrambles to his feet and moves back to where Cassie is. His tail folds under his genitals while his head lowers to the ground. His grungy yellow ears lay down as he looks up to me with sad eyes. I don’t think he’s ever looked at me like that. I have failed him as well. The surge of anger that I’m already struggling with only increases at the realization.  
 
    My breathing escalates, eyes dart all around wildly. The walls feel like they’re closing in on me. I need to release the anger and heartache that is pent up inside of me. A short reprieve from the damage that is being done to my soul. 
 
    Chest heaving and my meager arms surging with a steady flow of hate, I continue on my rampage. I tip bed after bed over, and rip the antiseptic white curtains from the silver rings wrapped over the steel tubing running along each section. 
 
    “THEY ARE ALL GOING TO DIE. MARK MY WORDS.” Spit spews from my mouth like I’m possessed. My lips are taut. My face radiates such heat that I feel like I could combust at any second. “I am going to kill each and every one of those creatures if it’s the last thing I do!” 
 
    Cassie’s look of compassion and understanding twists to unease. Her body tenses up. Her hands swipe away the tears from her red cheeks. 
 
    “James, please. You’re out of control,” she sternly says. “I know how you’re feeling right now, but you have to settle down, and stop creating so much racket, or you’re going to get us all killed.” 
 
    My mind totally bypasses her words. Through the blinding fury, I throw my arms up in the air. “Am I being too loud?” I bark. “I am sorry that I am not handling this as well as you did, Cassie. Maybe, just maybe, I’m not as strong as you. Perhaps, all of the people that I have lost on this messed up trek into hell has made me hit my tipping point!” 
 
    Cassie folds her arms across her chest. She’s definitely pissed now. Her eyes narrow at me as her boot taps the ground rapidly. Duke remains crouched by her side as a chuckle escapes her taut lips. “You know, being a complete asshole doesn’t help a damn thing here. I am sorry for all that has happened to you, but, like I said before, you’re not the only one who has lost loved ones to these creatures.” 
 
    I point to my mom. The blood from the gaping gash in her skull coats the steel grates, dripping through the openings to the blackness beyond. 
 
    “Did you have to kill your own parents? No, Mack did that. Speaking of Mack, did you have to strike him down because he was infected? No, he died because of ME. Because I failed to make sure that door was secure in that auto parts store. He paid with his life because of my careless actions.” 
 
    Lucas slings open the door to the medical ward with his shotgun poised and at the ready. He stops dead in his tracks. His head swivels from left to right. “What the hell was that clatter going on in here?” His concerned expression morphs to that of confusion. He looks to the tossed over beds, then to me. “Did you do this?” 
 
    Cassie turns sharply around on her heels. She gives me one last evil stare before heading toward the door. She pauses next to Lucas, and peers over her shoulder at me.  
 
    “I need some air. I’ll be outside.” She continues on through the swinging door. Duke stays by her side and doesn’t offer me another look. 
 
    “Duke, stay,” I command him sternly. He ignores my demand for obedience. “Fine. You’re probably better off anyway.” 
 
    Lucas’s eyes widen. He lowers the shotgun, and shakes his head. I couldn’t care less what he’s thinking. 
 
    “You’re losing it, James,” he firmly, but calmly states. “I can only imagine what you are going through, but if you don’t settle down and get control, you’re going to draw any chasers nearby to us.” 
 
    “Let them come,” I bark in response. “I’ll kill each and every last one of them.” 
 
    Lucas motions with his hands for me to keep my voice down. His fingers press firmly to his lips. “James, lower your voice, and get yourself under control, now.” 
 
    I look at him through glassy, teary eyes as I hold back the sadness and guilt. I allow it to spawn into something else entirely—a monster consumed by rage that must be fed. “Or what, Lucas? You going to make me shut up?” 
 
    Lucas clenches his teeth and shakes his head. His hands ball into a fist for a moment before he slowly releases a deep sigh. “I will do what is needed to calm you down if need be, but I don’t want to do that. So please, just take a deep breath, and bring it down a bit.” 
 
    My eyes cut down to my mom, then to the left at the bloody machete lying next to her. I bend down, and grab the handle. I lock eyes with Lucas. His hand repositions over the stock end of the shotgun. He doesn’t bring it up, but he’s poised to do so if need be. 
 
    I need some space without anyone telling me how I should be acting. For their sake and mine. 
 
    “Forget this. I’m out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author Notes 
 
      
 
    Written May 1, 2019 
 
    Thanks for reading Survival Road, and my author notes. I’m thrilled that you have come along this journey with me. I’m having so much fun writing this series that it’s scary. Not scary in the fact of how James and the others are struggling with their worlds being torn apart at the seams, but scary in the fact that I have made such an emotional connection with all of the characters, especially James. 
 
    Granted, I have never been through anything as traumatic as James, but it was still an emotional roll coaster writing his tale. When I was laying out his thoughts, and his visceral reactions to being mentally and, at times, physically assaulted, I felt myself being pulled into the pages.  
 
    It made me look at myself and ask a simple, yet powerful question. How would I have reacted to such a horrid event. I can say for certain that I probably would struggle to stay within my right frame of mind. I’m a family man, through and through. The thought of having to do such things in order to live and push on through a post-apocalyptic world, frightens me. 
 
    I guess that’s why the story has really resonated with so many readers. The authentic feel and the realness of the characters and the struggles they face. Yeah, I wanted to have the zombies wreaking havoc on the survivors, but I also wanted that human aspect that shows how those who’ve made it face the challenges when society has crumble and the earth is turned into a no man’s land. 
 
    For James, he’s hanging in there and handling every little obstacle that is thrown in his way as best he can.  
 
    I hope you’re looking forward to the next installment in the Dead State series, Executioner, to see if James will continue through this world a broken individual, or will he somehow find a reason to live and rise above the pain and anguish that is weighting him down. 
 
    Stay tuned to find out. 
 
    Until next time…. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Enjoying the book? Spread the word… 
 
      
 
    Help others discover Survival Road by leaving a review on Amazon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dead State Series 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catalyst (Prequel) (Coming 06-13-2019) 
 
    Fallout 
 
    Survival Road 
 
    Executioner (Coming 07-11-2019) 
 
    Immune (Coming Soon) 
 
    Evolved (Coming Soon) 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Survive the End Series 
 
      
 
      
 
    Survive the End 
 
    The Huntress Bane 
 
    Lycan Rising (Coming Soon) 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Afflicted Series 
 
      
 
      
 
    Genesis 
 
    Patient Zero 
 
    RipTide 
 
    Dead Reckoning 
 
    Afflicted Series Boxset (Books 0-1) 
 
    Afflicted Series Boxset (Books 2-3) 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ballistic Mech Series  
 
      
 
      
 
    Division  
 
    Inferno  
 
    Extinction  
 
    Payback 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Also by Derek Shupert 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sentry Squad 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Derek Shupert is an emerging Science Fiction Author known for his captivating dystopian storylines and post-apocalyptic-laden plots. With various books and anthologies underway, he is also the author of the Afflicted series and Sentry Squad.  
 
    Outside of the fantastical world of sci-fi, Derek serves as the Vice President at Woodforest National Bank. During his free time, he enjoys reading, exercising, and watching apocalyptic movies and TV shows like Mad Max and The Walking Dead. Above all, he is a family man who cherishes nothing more than quality time spent with his loved ones.  
 
    To find out more about Derek Shupert and his forthcoming publications, visit his official website at www.derekshupert.com. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
DEREK SHUPERT





images/00002.jpeg
DEREK SHUPERT





images/00001.jpeg
DEAD STATE

oURVIVAL AOAL





images/00003.jpeg
DEAD STATE

DEREK SHUPERT





