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    OVERLAND 
 
    SHARP 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    





“We’re low on ammo,” Javier pulled Sharp to one side and spoke low into his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The Captain nodded and slapped his second in command on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make do,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Seamus Sharp watched Javier move back to the small group gathered by the gates. Javi looked tired. They all did. 
 
      
 
    Less than twenty four hours on the ground and the parameters of the mission scope had changed. 
 
      
 
    A rescue mission launched for a single female had turned into a cross country run with a thousand survivors. Maybe more. 
 
      
 
    Captain Sharp took a deep breath through his nose and let it out again in a long deep sigh. 
 
      
 
    “That bad?” Pam Ballentine asked from beside him. 
 
      
 
    He turned to regard the top of her head. She was tall and thin, long hair pulled into a dirty ponytail and tucked under rumpled clothes that looked borrowed. Her own fashion designer threads had probably been damaged in the plane crash that left her stranded in the middle of Kansas, he thought. 
 
      
 
    She plucked at the collar of her shirt and sniffed. 
 
      
 
    “Do I offend?” she smirked. 
 
      
 
    Sharp returned a tight grin. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just my face,” he said. “I have a resting bitch face.” 
 
      
 
    Pam nodded. 
 
      
 
    “My dad calls that a stone face. Hard to negotiate or play poker with those kinds of guys.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t play,” Sharp answered. 
 
      
 
    The mention of her father made him wonder about their timeline. Her Dad, Roger Ballentine was the Chairman of the Council. Capital C on both. 
 
      
 
    He was the powerful figure who was responsible for what was left of humanity after a zombie plague swept the nation. His fast action and stubborn tenacity built a wall along the mountain ranges on the east and west coast, blocking off the middle of America and containing most of the damage to the interior. 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready,” Javi called out. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been in a foxhole made from the dead,” Sharp told Pam as he marched over to join his men. “It’s gonna take a little more than feminine sweat to make me think stink.” 
 
      
 
    Pam batted her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Why Captain, I do believe you’ll make me blush.” 
 
      
 
    He realized she was kidding by the grin she wore, but it took him almost two seconds to do it. Then he smiled for real and she liked the way it made his eyes crinkle. 
 
      
 
    “Listen up,” Sharp addressed the group. “We’ve got a mission and a plan and we’re going to work together to execute.” 
 
      
 
    He found the man named Turner on the edge of the group and motioned to him. 
 
      
 
    “This man worked at a factory not far from here.” 
 
      
 
    He was pleased to see Turner didn’t blush and didn’t shy away from the public inspection his men gave him. The top of his bald head blushed crimson, but that was the only outward display he made besides a small wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    “It was a bus factory,” said Sharp. “We have reason to believe there are buses there and we’re going to go get them.” 
 
      
 
    He pointed to the twelve civilians Jacob had corralled into the group, including Jess and Chip, who he had worked with before when they needed to establish a communication link with home base. 
 
      
 
    “You are driving those buses back here,” he moved his finger to the surviving members of his squad.  “We’re going to keep you safe.” 
 
      
 
    Jess raised one of the arms crossed over her chest. 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t class, Miss,” said Sharp. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t help but notice there are more of us than there are of you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a one to one ratio,” Sharp nodded. 
 
      
 
    “So shouldn’t we get weapons?” 
 
      
 
    The other civilians nodded and muttered. 
 
      
 
    Sharp shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not trained,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “So,” Jess countered. “You weren’t trained to kill zombies, but here we are.” 
 
      
 
    She held up both hands as if to indicate the strange world they found themselves in. Sharp didn’t have a good counter argument in his head. He cut it off instead. 
 
      
 
    “Answer is no,” he turned away. “Move ‘em out.” 
 
      
 
    He made a small circling motion with his hand and indicated the gate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SHARP 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    




Outside was quiet. The way he liked it. Sharp eased through the gate last and made sure the guards locked it behind them. There were too many still inside that would want to open the gate and express their love to the zombie population currently occupying the territory around them. 
 
    
Not on his watch. Not if he could help it. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t glad to be out of the barricade though. He kept his head on a swivel as they moved up the street and in the direction Turner had indicated in stealth mode. 
 
      
 
    Rifle at the ready, stock snugged to shoulder, both eyes open, moving at a shuffle jog that maximized forward motion and still kept sound low. 
 
      
 
    The rest of his squad was moving the same way, a stark contrast to the civilians paired up with them. 
 
      
 
    He was glad he didn’t arm them. Even the way they moved bugged him on an instinctual level. Their arms too wide, their steps too noisy. 
 
      
 
    Sharp almost hissed out a warning and bit it back. At least they were trying. Trying to be quiet, trying to keep up. 
 
      
 
    Some of the people back at the compound weren’t even up to cooperating. That meant Pam Ballentine had the short end of the stick. She got to stay behind and debate. 
 
      
 
    “Talk’s cheap,” Sharp muttered as they rounded a corner after Javi motioned the path was clear. 
 
      
 
    They still had a long way to go, and he wanted them on a tight timetable. A cross country drive was going to take at least five days, probably longer since they had zero intel on the terrain between here and the Wall on the West Coast. 
 
      
 
    The sooner they started, the sooner they could be done. 
 
      
 
    Not safe though. He didn’t think they would ever be safe again. The Z virus saw to that. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he saw Javi stiffened and cursed more under his breath. Thinking about the walking dead must have conjured them. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t move,” Sharp heard the harsh whisper and froze next to the edge of the building. 
 
      
 
    He could see chipped peeling paint from the whitewashed siding flutter in the breeze, and wondered for a moment if it was carrying their scent to the Z up the street. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. The truth was, no one knew how the Z tracked. It could be movement. They certainly seemed attracted to it. Even a plastic bag caught in the wind, dancing across a city street would draw their attention and draw them away. 
 
      
 
    It could be sound. They always showed up when the shooting started. Herding together, shuffling. Moaning. 
 
      
 
    But he didn’t know about smell. Didn’t think anyone in his small group would know the answer either. 
 
      
 
    “Z,” he asked. 
 
      
 
    The man in front of him nodded. Sharp wished for one of those floating plastic bags. 
 
      
 
    He settled for a question. 
 
      
 
    “Backtrack?” he kept his voice low, just above a breath in case sound carried. 
 
      
 
    The man motioned his hand and held out a finger. One moment. Then he slipped around the corner of the building before Sharp could stop him. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Javi,” he muttered and readied his weapon. 
 
      
 
    He heard a something solid thump and rustle to the ground, and swung around the corner, weapon hot and ready to spray hell. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t need to. Javi kneeled next to a rotting corpse and wiped black blood of the sharp blade of his K-bar. 
 
      
 
    “Clear,” he said, voice still low, but loud enough to carry back to the Captain. 
 
      
 
    Sharp grunted and nodded his head to tell the others to keep up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    DAD 
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought I said don’t stop til we hit water,” I opened my eyes from the second seat and glanced through the windshield. 
 
      
 
    “Tell that to them,” Brian answered. 
 
      
 
    His hands gripped the wheel so tight his knuckles were white. Peg sat on the seat next to him, her eyes locked on the road ahead. 
 
      
 
    We were on a two lane blacktop cutting through the Florida peninsula on our way to the Gulf Coast. The road slipped across the edge of what once was a national forest, scrub pine mixed with smaller oaks running all the way to a shallow ditch on the other side of the asphalt. 
 
      
 
    It had been my idea to take Hwy 44 because I knew it from days past, from pre-Z. Ocala was up ahead, but there were several points where we could turn north to stick to less populated areas as we chased a sunset. 
 
      
 
    I leaned up between them and glared. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
      
 
    We had encountered our first militia in Florida during what seemed like a lifetime ago. They had killed several members of our group and created an enemy I still had bad dreams about. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not pointing guns at us,” Peg breathed out of the side of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” said Brian. 
 
      
 
    There were six of them spread across the road.  
 
    They looked homeless. Technically, I guess we all were. It was hard to maintain an abode with hearth and threshold when the Z were knocking harder and faster than a satellite salesman trying to make quota. 
 
      
 
    Lucky for us, there were no more door to door salesmen. No satellites, though I bet there were still up there waiting for a beep and an order to transmit. 
 
      
 
    Not too many doors left either. 
 
      
 
    But there were survivors. Like us. My group. My family. The three kids I crossed half the country to find and keep safe. The people I picked up along the way, hooked up with and turned into family. 
 
      
 
    And these six yahoos holding baseball bats and machetes in a very menacing manner they learned from watching too many movies. 
 
      
 
    “I can run them down,” Peg said out of the side of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    I leaned forward next to her, staring through the front windshield and aware as hell of the kind of target I was making. 
 
    “I think this won't end well for you," I said.

He laughed. I could blame him. I might laugh too. I'm not much to look at. Just a few hairs taller than average, too skinny thanks to the Z diet. No big hulking menace that towered like a Goliath standing before them.

The eyes may have given them pause. I can stare with the best of them, and since the world ended, I've gotten better at it. And the scars. I had a few.

Some on the outside where they could see. Scratches and lines, dings and dents, like some old alley cat blinking at them in the sun. Some scars on the inside that probably showed through the eyes when I stared.

He swallowed. The guy to his left shifted away. Not much more than a lean, but easy to see, easy to note. It put more distance between him and the target, gave him a head start for if things went sideways.

When things went sideways. 

"We're starving," said the man in the middle. "You've got food. You can share." 
 
      
 
    “Can’t help you brother,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    He looked little more than a kid, no older than Bem or Tyler, though the smudge of dirt and gray skin from too much time spent over a wood fire did a good job of disguising his age. He was young. That much I could tell. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” said the bundle of clothing on the left. 
 
      
 
    Slender hands reached up and pushed back the hood of a sweatshirt. She must have been really hungry or really dumb because wearing a hood in a zombie filled environment was an invitation to get bit. 
 
      
 
    Hoodies were all the rage for a few years, but I never quite figured out why. From a predator’s perspective, it made the sheep stand out by cutting off most of their peripheral vision and limiting their vision to what was in front of them. 
 
      
 
    Now I could understand if it was a cold environment, but this was middle of the peninsula Florida. Hot. Muggy. Wet. 
 
      
 
    A hood meant she had something to hide. 
 
      
 
    “Keep your hands where I can see them, Robin Hood,” I said and shifted the rifle in my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Dad,” Bis called from the middle of the group. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t look as she moved through the pack toward where I was standing.  I wanted to tell her to stay back, to stand still, in case she drew attention to herself from a hidden sniper in the trees. 
 
      
 
    But I was afraid if I spoke to her that would make her a target too. And I didn’t want to take my eyes off the sextet across the road. 
 
      
 
    Especially the curly haired kid with the anime eyes, watching us and licking his lips. 
 
      
 
    “Steve? Em?” Bis said as she stepped past me. 
 
      
 
    “Holy crap!” screamed the curly haired kid. He took a shuffle step forward and broke into a run, straight at my youngest daughter. 
 
      
 
    I jumped between them, raised the rifle to bounce the butt of his chin. Bis screamed, the now hoodless girl screamed, and the man boy who asked us for food tackled curls from behind. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on!” he shouted. 
 
      
 
    His eyes watched me, both of his hands held up in surrender. 
 
      
 
    “Please sir, hang on.” 
 
      
 
    Bis slipped around me again, and met the other girl half way. They wrapped their arms around each other. Robin Hood fell into sobs, and I heard more emotion from Bis than I had in weeks. 
 
      
 
    The two boys on the ground watched the reunion, afraid to join in because of me, I bet. Or my gun. 
 
      
 
    At least they both plopped their makeshift weapons on the ground while they waited. 
 
      
 
    “We know them?” the Boy called out to Bis. 
 
      
 
    She raised a fist and gave him a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    “They’re okay, Dad,” he said. 
 
      
 
    And just like that, we had six more in our group. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
    They heard him screaming and left him there. He didn’t blame them. Hell, he would have done the same thing. 
 
      
 
    The Z overran his position. 
 
      
 
    That was the only way to describe it. 
 
      
 
    He launched from the back of a C-130 and deployed a textbook HALO insertion. It was just like in training. 
 
      
 
    Cap landed in the LZ, and he zeroed in on the flashing blacklight on his backpack, dropping and rolling to scoop up his chute before it caught the wind and dragged him. 
 
      
 
    Or worse.  The flapping drew enemy eyes. 
 
      
 
    But the LZ was on top of zombies.  Or close enough.  No one knew what drew them, other than noise, movement, maybe the CO2 they exhaled, like mosquitos. 
 
      
 
    He was the first in line, and in a panic, he rolled his M4 on the short strap and opened up in three round bursts. 
 
      
 
    It took out the first four, but four more were behind them, and four more behind those. A line of them, or herd, he had heard them called. 
 
      
 
    They plowed into him, knocked him down. 
 
      
 
    He could feel their sharp nails digging against his skin. He screamed as their rotten teeth bit into his fatigues. 
 
      
 
    Momma didn’t raise a fool.  Or perhaps she did, since he joined up with this man’s Army after the first of the zombies showed up.  He joined because it was that or get drafted. 
 
      
 
    Drafted dudes went over the wall first, or got put in shit details.  Volunteers got to pick. 
 
      
 
    He picked wearing a woven mesh skinsuit under his fatigues. His mom made it for him, a gift.  She had worked in the garment district for years, and whatever skill she picked up, she carried home to create her own designs. 
 
      
 
    This one looked like a dive suit, the skintight neck to toe underwater covers divers used to stay in the water longer, or avoid the sting of jellyfish. 
 
      
 
    He used the suit to avoid infection. 
 
      
 
    The zombies bit and bit, but they couldn’t penetrate. They gnawed on his fatigues, slobber, blood and ick covering the digicamo pattern. But he didn’t get infected. 
 
      
 
    He got hurt though. 
 
      
 
    The skin stopped their teeth and nails from reaching his skin and tearing it, but it didn’t stop the pressure of a bite.  Hundreds of them covered his legs, his arms, his torso. A hundred sets of teeth clamping down on him, trying to tear, trying to rip. 
 
      
 
    Failing. But he wasn’t sure how long. 
 
      
 
    The gloves on his hand, the helmet on his head, the facemask, all in place, all doing their job of keeping him whole and safe.  But the suit his momma gave him saved his life. 
 
      
 
    He fired to clear an opening, switched to single shot and plopped a round into every head he could see.  More towered over him, but it bought time. 
 
      
 
    He shimmied and fought under the weight of the bodies on top of him, slithering out into the field. 
 
      
 
    Alone. Captain Sharp and his squad gone. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t blame them. He would be gone too.  Soon enough. 
 
      
 
    More Zombies lumbered toward him, but he had time. Ten yards. Ten seconds or more the way they were moving. 
 
      
 
    He slipped a fresh magazine off his belt, made it to his feet and began clearing a path toward the woods. One step, one shot. Blam. Blam. Blam. 
 
      
 
    The trees would provide cover. The woods would give him a place to hide, room to breathe, gather, regroup. 
 
      
 
    He made it. 
 
      
 
    Sgt. Chen planted his back against the rough bark of a wide oak and fought down panic.  The Z were still coming. Relentless. 
 
      
 
    But he could face them, use the trees for cover.  And lose them. That was the plan. 
 
      
 
    He pushed off and shuffled through the darkness, the night vision goggles on his modified helmet lighting the way.  They took ambient light from the stars, the sliver of moon and enhanced it. Not quite daylight, but not pitch either. A twilight green somewhere between. 
 
      
 
    Enough to see a Z when it rounded a tree.  Enough to watch the black gore spray from the back of its head. 
 
      
 
    Chen jogged as well as he could. The bites on his legs were bruising, each step sent a lance of pain up toward his spine. 
 
      
 
    He was alive, but hurt. The Z were able to do that much to him. 
 
      
 
    Still, he kept going. 
 
      
 
    Part of being in Cap’s unit was a never die attitude.  They drilled in it, training the will as much as the body.  Chen knew that the mind was designed to quit. It was an evolutionary factor. 
 
      
 
    The brain didn’t want to burn through all the body’s resources, or push beyond forty percent.  The brain evolved to keep a reserve in the tank. 
 
      
 
    Chen trained to go beyond forty percent.  Captain Sharp saw to it.  He trained with the rest of the men to hit eighty, ninety percent. 
 
      
 
    “If you’re organs aren’t failing, you’re not pushing hard enough,” the Captain said to them as they marched endless miles under two hundred-pound rucks. 
 
      
 
    Chen knew why. They all did. 
 
      
 
    If you could jog ten miles under two hundred pounds, then an eighty-pound pack felt easy. 
 
      
 
    The secret was to just keep going. 
 
      
 
    He did. 
 
      
 
    He ran in the night, and the Z disappeared. But he didn’t stop.  He oriented using the stars and the memory of the crash site from the briefing and tried to catch up with his squad. 
 
      
 
    If not behind them, at least on a parallel course. 
 
      
 
    He just needed to find a road and get out of the woods. 
 
      
 
    The trees had done their work, served their purpose, but now it was time to play catch up. 
 
      
 
    Besides, he had aspirin in his backpack and when he found the road, he planned to stop and take it. 
 
      
 
    Aspirin, the thousand year old miracle drug, would help ease the pain of the bites. 
 
      
 
    He saw an opening in the trees and sighed in relief. A road.  Chen sped up, his jog turning into a slightly faster shuffle, as he thought of aspirin and his squad and the mission ahead to rescue the Chairman’s daughter. 
 
      
 
    He reached the last tree and tried to catch himself before pitching over the edge of a ridge. 
 
      
 
    He threw out a hand, fingers gripping the bark of a sapling. It crumbled under his hands and he fell over the edge of the ridge, bounced off a clay outcropping and landed in the churning narrow river. 
 
      
 
    The current caught at him, carried him as he spluttered and dog paddled, the heavy weight of his fatigue and momma suit tried to pull him under. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know how far he went downriver before he made shallow water.  His knees hit a sandbar in a bend, and he pulled himself from the water and collapsed in an exhausted heap. 
 
      
 
    Chen crawled toward the shoreline, the brackish smell of dead fish and mud cloying even through his facemask. He reached the trees and stood on tired legs as he looked around. 
 
      
 
    The dark sky was filling with clouds, masking the stars he had used for navigation. 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    He had no idea where he was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PAM 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A good leader rows the hoes, she scribbled on the lined pages of a fresh new notebook. She had found it on a shelf, the paper fresh and untouched, took it because it would make a good fire starter. 
 
      
 
    Then she thought to record their journey and began making notes instead. A place to store her thoughts. A record of what they hoped to do. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know why, she snickered as she stared at the words on the page, crisp clean lines from her hand. Hoes the rows. Her father had never been a farmer, had never grown anything in his life except for the enmity of men who hated him. 
 
      
 
    But he liked to use old sayings and short quotes sometimes, and how the row was one of them. She knew what it meant. Line things up and knock them down. Do the project in order. A building assembled on a poor foundation would rot and fall. Hoe the row. 
 
      
 
    She supposed row the hoe would work too. Not literally, but line up the people and get them to pull together toward a common goal. Their own safety. 
 
      
 
    The door behind her opened and Jacob stepped through. She caught a look from him and had a moment to wonder what it meant as he crossed the town hall floor and settled on the bench beside her. 
 
      
 
    “They’re starting to get restless again,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re the leader,” she wanted to shout. “Control them. Talk them down.” 
 
      
 
    But she kept her mouth shut instead. Took a breath. Closed the journal and tucked it into a backpack she had acquired for very meager personal belongings. 
 
      
 
    “They’re scared,” she said. “Trust me, I know that feeling.” 
 
      
 
    “You have to talk to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Why me?” she almost asked. 
 
      
 
    Ready to shy away from the role he was thrusting on her. He was in charge of this community. He should be the one talking his people back from the ledge. 
 
      
 
    She knew why he was asking. She had been scared. She was from the outside, from the old world safe from zombies and whatever new fresh hells that arose from this apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    She had dated a Navy man in New York for a half year once. He had been a SEAL, he said, and there wasn’t much more he said about it. His name was Glen and he had told her once a phrase that stuck with her. 
 
      
 
    In the absence of leadership, I will assume command until I am relieved of duty. 
 
      
 
    Leadership. Command. Duty. 
 
      
 
    Those were words that resonated with her, and she felt they had never been more necessary than now. 
 
      
 
    Glen was gone, she assumed. Most of the SEAL’s too. Gone in the first and second lines of defense against a plague that swept the nation unchecked until her father assumed command. 
 
      
 
    He stopped it. He saved the world. Or the US part of it anyway. 
 
      
 
    She guessed she could save a small portion of the people. She was her father’s daughter. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll speak with them,” she reached out and gripped his shoulder. Jacob turned his head and smiled at her, white teeth brilliant against his ebon skin. 
 
      
 
    She could see wisps of gray in the hairs of his beard, the hint of silver at his temples beginning to thread their way out. 
 
      
 
    A price, she though as she stood. The price of stepping up. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got your back,” he said and followed her through the town hall doors to the steps outside.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    BALLENTINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Those son of a bitches were trying to do an end run on him. Ballentine knew it. He could sense it, like a shark senses blood in the water or a bat pings off mosquitoes as it wings through the night. 
 
      
 
    He could see it in the tight lines at the corner of their eyes in their smug little faces. See it in the way they looked at him. Watched him. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not going to waste any more manpower on this,” the General said to the Chairman with an air of finality. “You just have to accept it. We’ve all lost someone in this event.” 
 
      
 
    “Event?” Ballentine balked.  He lunged his large frame out of the chair and bent over the table.  Even though he lowered his voice, the other members of the ruling Council still felt like he was screaming. 
 
      
 
    “You military types turned this virus loose on the rest of us, and if it wasn’t for my fast thinking and the hard work of a lot of people, we would be up to our asses in the dead. And now you’re going to sit there and tell me I just have to take it?” 
 
      
 
    The General squirmed under the glare, and glanced around the others at the long conference table that held the leaders of the West Coast’s governing body. 
 
      
 
    “The motion has been made,” he squeaked. 
 
      
 
    Ballentine slammed the small of his fist against the cheap thin wood and interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “Get that Colonel in here,” he shouted, this time for real. 
 
      
 
    The twin doors swung open to the conference room and three men marched into the room. 
 
      
 
    The General stopped squirming and stared at the man in the middle. He was just over average height, black hair streaked with grey at the temple, sharp cheekbones standing under cruel eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Who ordered you back from the wall?” he growled. 
 
      
 
    “I did,” said Ballentine. 
 
      
 
    He pushed back from the table, the executive leather chair spinning in slow lazy circles as it rolled across the floor. 
 
      
 
    “You have no authority,” the General sputtered. 
 
      
 
    He backpedaled as Ballentine lunged around the conference table and jerked him out of his seat by the lapels. Thin medals clinked and rattled as he yanked the General toward the windows. 
 
      
 
    “Do you see that?” 
 
      
 
    He jammed the General against the glass windows that looked out over the apocalyptic landscape of post Z Los Angeles. Every open space was occupied by trailers, tents and shantytowns, the haphazard result of taking in what was left of humanity when the zombie virus blazed through the country. 
 
      
 
    The General couldn’t see, not with his face squished against the glass, but there was no way he planned to say that out loud. He couldn’t, even if he wanted to. Ballentine’s smooth hands pressed against the back of his neck, making speech difficult. 
 
      
 
    “I did that,” Ballentine breathed in his ear. “And if I say we’re going to go get my daughter, then you line up every last son of bitch out there who can carry a gun and you make a line to go get her.” 
 
      
 
    He let go of the General and stepped back. 
 
      
 
    The military man took a moment to adjust his jacket, shooting a glare at the Colonel dressed in BDU’s instead of more formal attire as befitting a recall to the Council, even if he was following the wrong orders. 
 
      
 
    He’d have the man court martialed for being AWOL, the General snorted. He always considered him a trouble maker and now the Colonel had given him the ammunition he needed to sideline the man and remove him. 
 
      
 
    “I make a motion,” the General started to say. It came out a squeak and he had to clear his throat. “I motion to suspend the Chairman pending a formal inquiry of his use of Council resources for personal gain.” 
 
      
 
    The General smirked at Ballentine. The man had no friends among the people there. He waited for an ally to second the motion. 
 
      
 
    Ballentine grabbed him by the rumpled lapels again and spun around. He pivoted like an Olympian throwing a hammer in the Decathalon and powered the General into the window. 
 
      
 
    The glass cracked and splintered as the man bounced off and rebounded in a daze. 
 
      
 
    Ballentine yanked him around again and this time sent him sailing through the damaged pane.  The Council sat in stunned silence as the screaming of the General was lost after six stories down. 
 
      
 
    The Chairman turned to the men and women sitting around the table and dusted off his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone else want to make a motion?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    No one did. 
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    We crammed everyone into the truck and made it six more miles along the road through the Ocala National Forest before the engine sputtered out of gas. 
 
      
 
    “Did you forget to fill up?” Brian chided. 
 
      
 
    “I was in charge of road snacks,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “Canned peas again,” he smiled. 
 
      
 
    We exited and pushed it the side of the road. It might serve as an obstacle for anything chasing after us, or some poor soul could be cruising along and smack into the back of it if they weren’t paying attention. 
 
      
 
    No need to add to the Z population if we could help it. 
 
      
 
    “We’re hoofing it?” Brian didn’t sound too happy with the prospect. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t blame him.  Hoofing with such a large group was problematic at best.  We could only go as fast as the slowest member, and a couple of the new kids we picked up looked weak. 
 
      
 
    Starved, I corrected myself. They looked malnourished, black smudges of sleep deprivation turning their pale faces into raccoon masks, gaunt cheeks and listless eyes. 
 
      
 
    Hell, we weren’t much better off. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the useless gas cans on top of the Suburban. They would stay, but the empty packs and duffle bags inside the cab, I stuffed into one pack and put it on. 
 
      
 
    Just in case we found food, and there was enough to carry with us. 
 
      
 
    “Hoof on,” I told Brian, and let the Boy take point as we fell in step behind him. 
 
      
 
    He knew what direction to go. We were still chasing the sun. 
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    They were right where Turner said they would be. Lined up and sitting in a row, dust covered and dirty, but otherwise looking like the perfect solution to a caravan problem. 
 
      
 
    The gods of fate must have been laughing, because there was even a giant silver fuel tank on the edge of the first row, untouched and waiting to fill up every single tank on the bus, plus as many containers as Sharp could scrounge and bring back. He would load the top down with red gas cans, strap them to the side if he had too. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t do the math, but he knew hauling two dozen buses across the country where the grid was down would cost fuel and a lot of it. 
 
      
 
    The gods were laughing too because some enterprising survivor had lured fifty or so Z into the fenced off building lot and locked the gates. 
 
      
 
    He could see them shuffling around, avoiding each other with a slow graceless lumber in a continuous movement that carried them all across the yard. 
 
      
 
    “Cap?” Javi whispered at his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “We’d burn through all our rounds cleaning that up,” he whispered back. 
 
      
 
    “And draw how many more out?” 
 
      
 
    That was the question, thought Sharp. There were more out there and they would come. 
 
      
 
    “Any other way in?” he asked Turner. 
 
      
 
    The civilian shook his head, eyes wide in terror. He couldn’t see the zombies, couldn’t know the yard around the bus warehouse was packed with them. 
 
      
 
    But he knew something was wrong. Otherwise, why would they be stopped. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” said Jessie. 
 
      
 
    “Spit it out,” Sharp ordered. 
 
      
 
    “It’s easier if I show you,” she smiled. 
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    Maybe it’s a hang over from bygone days, a time when the world swirled around you in starting fits of work and play, everything scheduled and catalogued. Everything in the place where it was supposed to be and on time and disciplined. 
 
      
 
    Except somebody forgot to lock the freezer or let the monkey out, or hell, two junkies in an alley squatted over a tin can fire, heated up some strange concoction with bent metal spoons and slipped it into their veins with infected needles. 
 
      
 
    Then the order was gone, the schedules were gone and all that was left were aftershocks and memories. 
 
      
 
    The memories were worse. I could remember a time when a drive along a country road was populated with car struck animals in various reposes of death on the shoulders. There was a sweet carrion stink of rotting flesh and gas and you couldn’t help but let your eyes slide over to glimpse swollen bellies and skin gone black with rot. 
 
      
 
    But now, all the bodies were gone. The walking dead ate carrion, I suppose. 
 
      
 
    The shoulders were picked clean, the animal corpses ripped and shredded into pieces. 
 
      
 
    There was still the stench though. 
 
      
 
    It clung to the trees, the thick heavy humid air that hardly moved kept it stuck under the burning mid-day sun, magnifying it in the heat and casting it back at us. 
 
      
 
    Thunderheads stacked up on the horizon. They were supposed to be a way to cool off the too hot afternoons, but all they served to do was turn up the humidity and make the smell cling to you, like the water washed it into the fabric of the clothes on your back and into your pores. 
 
      
 
    I scratched at the sleeves that covered my arm and glanced back at the group. They were miserable. They were hot, sweat stained and exhausted. 
 
      
 
    And they were looking at me, wondering if the pause was cause for concern. I watched fingers grip triggers, nervous in haste and eyes study the woods, study the road. 
 
      
 
    The trek was taking too long, too slow by far. I wondered if we could take a week on the gulf just to recover, then thought it would be better to hop along the shoreline to points further north. 
 
      
 
    Florida had too many things that wanted to kill you.  Five million people around Orlando made it too dangerous. Gators, mosquitos that carried disease we couldn’t fight if we caught it. 
 
      
 
    And worse. Other survivors. 
 
      
 
    I remembered our first trip in this direction with people who were no longer with us, and shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” Anna bit her lip. 
 
      
 
    She had more reason to be nervous than I did. The memories for her were less pleasant. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. 
 
      
 
    There was a lot of knowing in what she didn’t say. Our time together had been a series of mountainous highs, and lulls in violence. 
 
      
 
    I had saved her life. She saved mine. More than once. I owed her. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get out of here as fast as we can,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I vowed that I meant it, every single word and the look on her face said she believed me. 
 
      
 
    Forty miles to go. I used to run it on Saturdays. Not this route, and usually a loop so I was only going in this direction for half the time. 
 
      
 
    I could reach the coast in a day, if I was by myself. 
 
      
 
    I snickered. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Anna asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ever hear that phrase, I ain’t as good as I once was?” 
 
      
 
    “As good once, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking about someone I used to be. Before.” 
 
      
 
    She shuddered and a line appeared between her eyebrows, marring the smooth surface of skin there. 
 
      
 
    “I like who I am now,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to kick myself. At least it might take the taste of foot out of my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I like who you are too,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Dad,” the Boy called from point. “You should come see this.” 
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    Sharp watched as Javi and Bear ran for the end of the street and slipped around the corner. Jess had a plan, but he didn’t want to send her to execute. 
 
      
 
    “Are they going back without us?” Turner mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “They’re going to distract the dead,” Jess smacked her lips. 
 
      
 
    “How the hell are they going to do that?” Turner stared at the spot where they disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Sharp didn’t bother to explain. The how would reveal itself soon enough. 
 
      
 
    Even as he had the thought, it did. 
 
      
 
    A clacking clanging sound of metal on metal echoed from the direction on the far side of the warehouse. 
 
      
 
    The rhythmic beat was punctuated by yips and yells that sounded like they were moving away from the gate, drawing the Z to the far side of the long yard. 
 
      
 
    Sharp supposed they were. Massing them up against the fence, maybe even cutting a hole in the wire large enough to let them through like a cattle chute. 
 
      
 
    One man on either side of the opening so that no mater which way the Z turned, the other could slam a blade into the back of the rotting skull and drop it as a barrier to the next walking corpse that stepped through. 
 
      
 
    He readied his rifle and motioned the others. 
 
      
 
    “Move out.” 
 
      
 
    They trailed after him across two lanes of black top to the double wide gate. 
 
      
 
    A rust colored chain linked around the two bars, a yellow and chrome padlock winking in the mid-day sun. 
 
      
 
    Sharp could shoot it open, but that would defeat the purpose of drawing off the zombies 
 
      
 
    He could see them herding against the hurricane fencing on the far side of the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    Bear marched back and forth in front of them, dragging a metal pipe against the links.  The press of so many bodies against it made the metal bow out, made it lean toward the moving man, but so far, the poles held. 
 
      
 
    Sharp guessed they didn’t have time to rip a hole. 
 
      
 
    “Locked,” he called over his shoulder as he lifted the padlock and let it back down gentle, careful not to make too much noise lest he remind the Z they were breaking in the front gate. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter though, he thought. Once the fence was open, the dead would still be inside, be a threat.  They still had to check the buses and make them road ready and who knew how much time that was going to take. 
 
      
 
    “I have the key,” Turner fished a small ring of keys out of his pocket and worked one into the padlock. “I had to open up some mornings.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp stepped back and let him open the lock, then helped him feed the chain through the diamond shaped holes link by careful link. 
 
      
 
    Turner passed the bundle of metal to Jess. 
 
      
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this?” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “You wanted a weapon,” Tuner answered. 
 
      
 
    “A gun,” she hissed. 
 
      
 
    The older man shrugged his narrow shoulders, a gesture that suggested to the young woman that she should take what she could get. 
 
      
 
    She did, though watching her accept it didn’t make him happy. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, Turner wished she had a gun too. Wished they all did. 
 
      
 
    He would feel much safer with a pistol just in case the dead began walking in their direction. He lifted his head and watched the mass of bodies across the lot. 
 
      
 
    The fence bowed further down as they pressed against it harder, working to get to the two men who tapped the metal with a clang, clang, clang. 
 
      
 
    The top of the twelve foot fence leaned so far forward, one of the poles holding a section was almost bent in half. 
 
      
 
    Turner lifted the latch and pushed the right gate open. The hinges squealed as metal grated against rusty metal, the sound bouncing across the parking lot, louder than the moans of the Z. 
 
      
 
    Several dead heads turned toward the noise and began the inevitable shuffle toward them. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Turner squeaked, a red blush creeping up his sallow cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “Move,” Sharp barked. 
 
      
 
    And they ran. 
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    People have a mentality when it comes to survival. Either they will or they won’t. Most won’t. Especially when there are active predators out there working against them. 
 
      
 
    We had Z. Walking corpses that infected the living with a virus that killed and replicated, creating more shambling dead. 
 
      
 
    But the Z were slow. A person could move fast enough to get out of the way. The problem with Z was volume. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t know what made them herd together, but they did. It was rare to find a lone Z so long after the fall. Usually it was a recently turned body, someone who died and didn’t get the courtesy of a blade to the brain to keep them from destroying the rest of the survivors. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to outrun a herd for the simple fact that it was impossible to tell where it stretched, where it began. 
 
      
 
    And let’s face it, most people died by Z now through dumb luck or panic. If you could keep your cool when the world about you was dead walking chaos, it was easier to live. 
 
      
 
    If you avoided the other survivors. 
 
      
 
    Turns out, all the good guys got killed in the first couple of months of the Zombie apocalypse as it swept the US. 
 
      
 
    They tried to help. 
 
    They got bit. They died. 
 
    Which meant all that was left were the not so good guys. 
 
      
 
    The hard asses and tough folks who would screw over anyone, who would take and take until there was nothing left. 
 
    Bullies, the lot of them. 
 
      
 
    Which made me wonder where I fell on the spectrum. 
 
      
 
    Before the Z, I considered myself a good guy. About the only laws I broke were speeding and turning right on red. 
 
      
 
    I’m sure there were some more obscure laws on the books I managed to bend, but for the most part, when I looked at the man in the mirror, I saw one of the good guys looking back. 
 
      
 
    If not a white hat, then a light shade of gray that could be mistaken  in the sunlight. 
 
      
 
    Yet here I was, standing with a Winchester repeating rifle aimed at the face of a man with tears streaming down his face, on the verge of taking his food and supplies for me and mine. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” he whimpered. 
 
      
 
    The thing about surviving in the Z-lands is that there is no place for empathy. Empathy will get you dead. Or worse. 
 
      
 
    It can get the people you love and are trying to protect killed. 
 
      
 
    Empathy was a first world problem. 
 
      
 
    It had no place in the wastelands. 
 
      
 
    “Dad?” 
 
      
 
    The Boy said from behind me. 
 
      
 
    The man had come out of the woods in a rush to take him out as he marched point on our little column. 
 
      
 
    He was a scarecrow, a walking sack of sticks and elbows covered by thin flesh and mad eyes. The only thing scary about him was the axe, even though his shriek made us all jump. 
 
      
 
    Noise does that, especially unexpected. It can buy time, a few precious seconds at the beginning of an attack that gives an advantage to the man who makes it. 
 
      
 
    It can also be a catalyst for movement. 
 
      
 
    He screamed and everyone jumped back or flinched away from the noise. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t. I saw him running toward the Boy, no time to aim, no time to shoot, and so I did the next best thing. 
 
      
 
    I borrowed a move from old school wrestling and I clotheslined the son of a bitch. 
 
      
 
    It yanked him off the ground and slammed him into the blacktop. I wasn’t as cool as Hacksaw Jim Duggan or the Hulkster though. 
 
      
 
    His momentum dragged me off my feet and I hit my knees, earning a couple of good scrapes and a tickle trickle of blood dripping down my shins. 
 
      
 
    The scarecrow didn’t have much of a brain, but what he did have was still working enough to have him roll over and start begging. 
 
      
 
    I winced up off my knees and angled the rifle out of the awkward place it had settled across my shoulder, aimed it at him. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” he snuffled through phlegm and tears, great big drippy ones that coursed down lines across his sunken cheeks and into a scraggly beard. 
 
      
 
    “Please Mister, please,” another scarecrow stepped out from behind a tree, followed by a third. 
 
      
 
    A woman and a kid, hair as stringy as the man on his knees begging in front of me, as dirty as he was, as gaunt and desperate looking. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t play B-17,” Brian hummed in a nervous whisper. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. 
 
      
 
    They must have thought me a madman, because the waterworks started up again, and this time all three were wailing, begging, pleading. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I took a step back toward the Boy. 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay,” he said, his eyes locked on the trio as the woman and girl dropped beside the man and wrapped their arms around him. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said again as if to assure me. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “Scarecrow,” Brian said, stepping up to take charge. “Dorothy. Mrs. King.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you in such a good mood?” I snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Those were your favorite pants,” he nodded toward my ripped and tattered knees. 
 
      
 
    “They were my only pants.” 
 
      
 
    “Same thing, right? Get up,” he said to the kneeling trio. 
 
      
 
    They did with a great display of helping each other. I couldn’t tell if the weakness was exaggerated, some ploy meant to distract us while others in the woods were up to nefarious doings. 
 
      
 
    I glanced around. Tyler was watching our six, Bem backing him up. Raymer studied the road in front of us as it stretched through the afternoon gloom of the forest. 
 
      
 
    The man who thought to attack us shielded the woman and child behind him. 
 
      
 
    “What did you think that would do?” Brian asked. 
 
      
 
    “I thought he was alone,” the man said.  His voice was raspy and low, from thirst or hunger. 
 
      
 
    It almost decided me for him. 
 
      
 
    Any man that would attack unprovoked was a threat, and I had learned through harsh experience that all threats must be met with exacting response. 
 
      
 
    The woman and child saved me a bullet. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want them to watch him die, not by my hand at least. 
 
      
 
    Besides, under different circumstances, situations where I had been less lucky, I might have been acting the same way he was. 
 
      
 
    Brian turned his head to watch me over his shoulder. I gave a slight nod. 
 
      
 
    “We’re hunting for food,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No hunting in these woods,” the man rasped. “Noise brings ‘em.” 
 
      
 
    We didn’t need to ask which them he was talking about. 
 
      
 
    “You can come with us,” said Brian. “Share in what we find.” 
 
      
 
    The man shook his head until the woman put her hand on his arm. He bowed his chin to his chest, defeated.  Pride was hard to swallow, and not filling at all. 
 
      
 
    “Watch him,” I called to Tyler, who took up a pace behind the three of them as we began walking. 
 
      
 
    I should have called the Boy off point, but I didn’t want him to think this distraction was any fault of his. But I did move three steps closer to him on the march. 
 
      
 
    And our slow pace grew even slower with the addition of new people who couldn’t move as fast as we would have liked. 
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    He could hear them breathing behind him. The old man sounded the worst, a freight train going uphill, hauling a heavy load. He had the wheeze of a two pack a day smoker, and if the zombies didn’t kill him, a heart attack might. 
 
      
 
    Sharp led them on a zig zag course through the small town, hoping they didn’t run into any additional large groups of Z. 
 
      
 
    He and his men could fight free, they’d done it before, but the cost of civilian casualties would be high. And they needed the old man before his heart gave out.  There were no mechanics in his unit. 
 
      
 
    “Right,” he snapped as he led them around another corner. 
 
      
 
    He thought about it in squares. It would have been an easy enough run to go right, then right again and circle back toward the factory. 
 
      
 
    But the town wasn’t set up on a grid and the first two roads they passed were blocked with burned out automobile wrecks. 
 
      
 
    The third only turned left as the wrong careened ninety degrees in the wrong direction. 
 
      
 
    He cursed under his breath and kept them moving. 
 
      
 
    They could no longer hear the Z, no longer hear the metal banging of the pipe. 
 
      
 
    It should have been simple to get back to the gate. 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    The road banked to the right and kept going straight for what looked like miles. 
 
      
 
    “Which way?” he asked Turner. 
 
      
 
    The man bent over at the waist, hands on his knees as he gasped and struggled for breath.  His cheeks were the color of cherry tomatoes, his neck a shade of violet over the open collar of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    Sharp wasn’t sure the man heard him or understood and was about to repeat the order. Turner beat him to it, pointed with a shaking finger in the direction up the long straight road. 
 
      
 
    Sharp got them moving again, slowed his trot to a fast walk to let them rest and recover in case they needed to run again. 
 
      
 
    They marched a mile and half over again before it hit a crossroad. 
 
      
 
    By that time, Tuner was a pale shade of red and the purple had receded from his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” he still gasped, as if conserving breath for another sprint to escape. 
 
      
 
    Jess jingled the chain as they walked. Sharp almost snapped at her to wrap it around her wrist and forearm to keep it quiet. 
 
      
 
    They went another mile and there it was. The back of the factory. Sharp could see the buses parked in a row, grimy yellow paintjobs splashes of color under the cloud filled sky. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    No one bothered to ask him why.  The fence along the back was folded down, hanging on a broken pole, ripped open and trampled flat. 
 
      
 
    There was no sign of Javi or Bear. 
 
      
 
    Sharp bit back a retort. He wanted to curse, to blame Turner, to vent on Jess and go hunt for his men. 
 
      
 
    But they were good. They were trained. And if they could get away, they would make their way back to the town wall. 
 
      
 
    He had a mission to complete. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get ‘em moving,” he said and led them across the fallen fence. 
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    SHARP 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Javi and Bear were gone. But he had the buses and six people to drive them. 
 
      
 
    “Keys?” he asked Turner. 
 
      
 
    The man pointed to a metal door in the side of the brick building. There were two panes of large glass in the doors, each with a pressed sheet of wire mesh between them for security. 
 
      
 
    He could make out movement behind the glass, black shadows moving in the darkness. Bodies bouncing off the glass, leaving behind streaks of goo and gore as they tried to batter their way through to the yard beyond. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” Sharp muttered. 
 
      
 
    “I can get one started,” said Jess. “Maybe we can jump the rest?” 
 
      
 
    She looked at him with hopeful eyes. Sharp nodded. It was as good of a plan as any. 
 
      
 
    “See what you can find,” he ordered Turner and Chip to start looking around. “Check for strays.” 
 
      
 
    SOLDIER and SOLIDER nodded and readied their weapons to sweep the yard. Sharp didn’t tell them not to shoot. They knew the noise would draw the Z back. 
 
      
 
    Jess tried to pry open a set of bus doors but they wouldn’t budge.  Sharp had to put all of his weight against one of the folding sides of the door and force it open. Too much time in the elements with no use had turned the hinges into effective locks. 
 
      
 
    She stepped up into the bus and began working on the wires underneath the exposed dash. 
 
      
 
    The bus was designed to carry children to school, and probably for cash strapped school districts he decided.  The driver’s seat was a small thin vinyl cushion on metal springs, the dash little more than three gauges that showed fuel, speed and rpm. 
 
      
 
    It was automatic, at least, so he didn’t have to worry about teaching anyone how to handle a stick, but there was no heat, no air. Maybe this was the base model and they customized each order. 
 
      
 
    Still, it would do, he thought. So long as it ran. 
 
      
 
    He did a quick count of the seats, up one row and down the other while Jess fumbled a set of wires from under the dash and began to manipulate them. Forty eight seats. 
 
      
 
    The engine turned over and whirred, then died with a click. 
 
      
 
    She sat up and brushed a strand of hair back from her face. 
 
      
 
    “Battery,” she sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Next in line,” Sharp kept her moving. 
 
      
 
    If all the batteries were as dead as this one, he was going to have to force march Pam Ballentine away from the town and the people in it would have to survive and make it on their own. 
 
      
 
    Her idea to transport the village to safety across the country hinged on working vehicles. 
 
      
 
    They forced the next door in line as Tuner and Chip completed their search. It turned up nothing they could use, which meant Jess was going to hotwire them all, if they could get any to work. 
 
      
 
    She worked her fingers on the wires again, and this time, got a spark that turned the engine over. She let out a small, triumphant whoop. 
 
      
 
    Sharp let her celebrate for all of three seconds before moving her toward the next bus. 
 
      
 
    It was a dud, but the next three fired up, and two more after that. 
 
      
 
    While she was working, he searched for Javi and Bear so they could carry eight buses back. 
 
      
 
    But his two soldiers stayed gone, which left the six of them to line up and drive out. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” he ordered. “Keep it slow, steady and tight.” 
 
      
 
    He ordered SOLDIER to the last bus to keep up the rear and led them out in a line toward the compound on the far side of town. 
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    Twenty miles an hour seemed fast in the bus as it rattled along the abandoned city streets. The wheel jumped and bucked in his hands. No power steering, which would make the turns a little tougher. 
 
      
 
    He took the first corner with no problem, and swung around four stalled cars on the side of the road. 
 
      
 
    His eyes flicked across the gauges. The needle in the gas gauge hovered over empty. 
 
      
 
    Sharp opened his mouth to curse his luck when the bus behind him honked two loud fast bleets. 
 
      
 
    He glanced in the rear view and saw it crawling to a stop as his engine sputtered and bounced. It cut out and he coasted another fifty feet before stopping it. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed his rifle and jumped out. 
 
      
 
    The other four buses were jammed up behind Jess in bus number two. She opened the door and waited for him to get closer before calling out. 
 
      
 
    “Gas.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” he nodded. 
 
      
 
    Turner and Chip hurried to join them. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tuner mopped his forehead with the palm of his hand and spread the sweat back into his thinning hair. “We always kept the gas low in the yard. Just enough to move them around if we needed.” 
 
      
 
    “My fault,” Sharp grunted. “I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t been. He had been too worried about Javi and Bear, too concerned with getting back to Pam and had his mind working three steps ahead of the problem. 
 
      
 
    So far ahead, he chastised, that he didn’t see the step in front of him. An important step that landed them stranded in the middle of the road. 
 
      
 
    “Check those wrecks and see what we can find.” 
 
      
 
    Scavenging was going to be a way of life on their cross country trek, he knew. He wondered if they would find enough to help them make it all the way. 
 
      
 
    “Land of plenty,” he said to himself, but loud enough for Jess to hear. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” she shrugged. “There was a lot of panic at the end, a lot of people making runs on gas, food.” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged again, as if that were explanation enough. Sharp knew what she meant. LA had been just as bad.  Worse even. There were thirteen million people there fighting to survive when the Z hit the fan. 
 
      
 
    “What do these things get?” he asked Turner. “Ten miles to a gallon?” 
 
      
 
    Turner nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Loaded,” he said. “A little more with just us in it.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp didn’t bother to remind him that it would be more than just them. Each seat would be full, plus provisions.  He didn’t want to do the math and would need a piece of paper to calculate it, but twenty buses packed with over eighty people and gear would mean the lower end of ten mpg. 
 
      
 
    And LA was almost three thousand miles away. 
 
      
 
    Soldier gave him a thumbs up as he lifted a gas can from the car. 
 
      
 
    Sharp glanced at the houses just off the main road a block away. They were in a commercial district, but there were homes one block over. 
 
      
 
    “Take him and go find a garden hose,” he told Jess. “Check the first two or three houses, then double time back. You see trouble, you come back here first.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” she said and hefted the chain wrapped around her arm. 
 
      
 
    “You’re sending us out there unarmed,” CHIP complained. “You could at least send one of them with us.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp started to argue, but Jess grabbed CHIP by the collar of his shirt and dragged him with her. 
 
      
 
    He sputtered a protest for a dozen steps before he gave up and fell in behind her. 
 
      
 
    Sharp watched them sneak up the block until they disappeared into the yard of one of the houses. 
 
      
 
    Soldier poured a quarter of the gas can contents into the lead bus and divided the other three parts into the next three buses in line. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if that will even get us there Cap,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Sharp grunted but didn’t respond. He kept an eagle eye on the street, waiting for Jess and Chip to either come running or call for help. 
 
      
 
    They did neither. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes after he sent them on the search, they popped around the corner. She had a green rubber garden hose curled around one shoulder and carried a two gallon metal gas canister in hand. CHIP had two red plastic containers in his hands. 
 
      
 
    “We checked the garage,” Jess grinned in triumph. 
 
      
 
    “Smart,” said Sharp and she beamed under the compliment. 
 
      
 
    He thought the smile looked good on her face, something he hadn’t seen before. Maybe there hadn’t been much to smile about. 
 
      
 
    One of the red containers had fuel in it.  Sharp let Soldier and soldier siphon gas from the wrecks into the three empties while he and Turner filled up the last bus with it. 
 
      
 
    “This one is getting a lot more than the others,” Turner said. 
 
      
 
    “Because this one has a plan,” Sharp answered. 
 
      
 
    They took all the fuel from the wrecks and divided it among the first five buses, enough to get them to town and little further. 
 
      
 
    Sharp instructed them to fill the last bus with the rest. 
 
      
 
    “Soldier, Soldier,” he commanded. “Find as much gas as you can in as many containers as you can. Bring it all back to town. Do not engage, do not take risks. You read me?” 
 
      
 
    “We read you Cap,” said Soldier. 
 
      
 
    “One hour,” he circled his finger in the air and sent them to find fuel. 
 
      
 
    He climbed back into the driver’s seat and stared at the dash. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he muttered and waved for Jess so she could hotwire them all over again. 
 
      
 
    Find keys, or starter buttons, he thought. One more thing they would need to do. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t dare teach all of the drivers how to hotwire. They might lose a bus or more on the journey if he did. 
 
      
 
    They got the four buses running, left one for later and rumbled toward the compound. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PAM 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The growl of engines bouncing off walls echoed across the compound. Here, so far in, it was muted, but so unique against the normal silence that surrounded them, it was easy to pick out. 
 
      
 
    Pam joined the rush of citizens as they hurried toward the gate. 
 
      
 
    The doors folded back to let in four dirty yellow buses. She felt a small thrill in her heart when she saw Sharp in the front of the convoy with the civilians he took with him driving the rest. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, she wondered where his men were, the soldiers who went with him. 
 
      
 
    He pulled to one side of the main street and killed the engine. She watched him climb down, rifle strapped across his chest, ready for action. He always looked ready for action, eyes on constant movement as he scanned the crowd, her, the buses.  Everything. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a start,” he said before she could say anything. “I’ve got two men missing and two more gathering fuel.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about your missing men,” she said and watched a flash of pain cross his face. 
 
      
 
    It was gone in an instant. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know what happened to them,” Sharp explained. 
 
      
 
    Jess, Turner and Chip took congratulations from the crowd and made it to the duo as Jacob joined them. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to need more than that,” he said as he eyed the buses. “How many will they hold?” 
 
      
 
    “Eighty,” Sharp answered. “We need a tech guy to rig up starters. He can work with Jess on how to close the circuit.” 
 
      
 
    “No keys,” said Tuner. “The dead were standing guard.” 
 
      
 
    Jacob nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve found that a lot around here. People locked themselves up, or loved ones and turned it into booby traps for the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
    “We still have a lot of work to do,” said Sharp. “How are you coming along here?” 
 
      
 
    Pam sent a sidelong glance toward Jacob. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a lot of debate,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Put the kibosh on that,” Sharp snapped. “Fuel. Food. As soon as we have it, we’re loading up and moving out.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to discuss the logistics,” Jacob said. 
 
      
 
    “The logistics are we move out at first light,” Sharp answered. “We’re not wasting daylight.” 
 
      
 
    Pam set herself between them and moved her head from one to the other. 
 
      
 
    “We’re doing this Captain,” she assured Sharp. “And we’re going to make sure everyone stays safe.” 
 
      
 
    She said the last to Jacob, and he nodded, fear still evident on his face. 
 
      
 
    “We can continue the discussion while you retrieve the other buses,” she told Sharp. “What’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    He studied the vehicle, and then glared over her shoulder to Jacob. 
 
      
 
    “Scrounge up a dozen more drivers. There were twenty we could move, by my count.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded to Turner as the man scurried past. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to need gas to move them too. And batteries.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a pump on the site,” Turner stared at the ground as a flush crept up his neck. “I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp took a deep breath to yell at the man and rip him a new one, then let it out and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    None of them were thinking straight, and no plan survived contact with the enemy.  The yard full of Z had spooked the man, and he was forgetting things. 
 
      
 
    Hell, to be honest, Sharp had forgotten to check too. If he was ripping new ones, he would be first in line. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t blame you, Hoss,” he said to Turner. “I wanted out of there and back here too as fast as we could haul ass and we overlooked it.” 
 
      
 
    Turner lifted his gaze from his worn shoes and let a half smile flitter across his pursed lips. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do better next time?” 
 
      
 
    “Damn right we will,” Sharp barked. “You three grab some more drivers and we’ll ride back together.” 
 
      
 
    Jess, CHIP and Turner went into the small crowd of villagers who were gathering to start recruiting. 
 
      
 
    “That was nice,” said Pam. 
 
      
 
    “Screw that, I made a mistake,” Sharp said. “It might have cost me two of my best.” 
 
      
 
    Pam kept quiet. She knew he was angry, most of all at himself, and nothing she could say would change it. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to raid the supplies here and get the people ready,” she assured him. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty four buses,” Jacob said. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be enough,” Pam answered before Sharp could. “It’s going to have to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    MICKEY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve crapped tougher shits than you,” Mikey threw an empty can of chili across the deadwood fire. 
 
      
 
    It bounced of Mickey’s chest and careened into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    He was on his feet and moving, hands flashing up in rabbit punches. Left, right, left and Mikey fell back across the log he had scrounged up. 
 
      
 
    “Never forget,” Mickey pointed a finger and Mikey and spat onto the ground next to him. 
 
      
 
    Something crashed into the side of his head and knocked him into the oblivion of darkness. 
 
      
 
    Sunlight burned his eyes. Eyes that felt packed with sand, and grit. He tried to crack them open, but they wouldn’t respond. 
 
      
 
    He reached up and touched his face. It was grotesque, swollen, a goosegg on his forehead. His finger ached at the touch, broken. 
 
      
 
    Mickey began to cough and struggled to sit up. His ribs were bruised, his stomach a tender mass of fire and aches. 
 
      
 
    Upright, he used his other hand to clear grime from one eye and squinted across the blazing blacktop. 
 
      
 
    The desert sun baked the asphalt, shimmering heat waves undulated off the surface to turn the horizon into a hazy smudge. 
 
      
 
    Or it could be his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Someone hit him, he surmised and tried to snort a smile at the thinking. If he could think, then they didn’t hit him that hard. 
 
      
 
    Not at first, at least. 
 
      
 
    By the feel of it now, they had worked him over pretty good once he was down. 
 
      
 
    He sat in the sun and took an inventory. One finger at a time, he flexed and tried to bend.  The left hand had two breaks, the pinky and ring finger. 
 
      
 
    The right hand was okay, sore, bruised but still passable. Same for his legs.  He tensed each muscle from foot to thigh. Again, there were bruises, and pain, but nothing he couldn’t deal with. 
 
      
 
    His stomach and torso was a concern. He tried taking a deep breath, and it hurt. A couple of ribs were busted, but nothing cutting into his lungs, not yet. His gut ached. Probabably a couple dozen kicks to the middle. The same with his lower back. He’d be pissing blood for a month. 
 
      
 
    He tensed up his shoulders and felt the knots, the dull throbbing ache at the base of his skull.  A kick to the head too, he bet. Not too bad, not as bad as it could have been, at least, but another worry to consider. 
 
      
 
    He ran his tongue along the inside of his mouth. Cuts, scrapes, but all of his teeth were there.  Mickey used the fingertips of his right hand to feel around his face. 
 
      
 
    There was massive swelling over his right eye, the eyelip closed and puffy. The same with his lips. Cut and puffy.  And the goose egg on his brow, plus another tender spot at the crown of his head. 
 
      
 
    “But I’m alive,” he managed to mumble. 
 
      
 
    Four hundred miles from home, he thought.  He moved his head slowly from left to right and back again, staring up one stretch of the lonely three lane highway to the other. 
 
      
 
    It dragged across the flat Arizona scrubland unbroken to the horizon.  He supposed it kept going east, but he knew it ended in the west. 
 
      
 
    Where it ended even. At the start of the argument that carried over to a roadside campfire and left him stranded here. 
 
      
 
    No car. No weapon. No food. No water. And injured. 
 
      
 
    “But at least it’s not raining,” he giggled. 
 
      
 
    The sun was marching across the sky to hang directly overhead, the hottest part of the day.  He could feel his skin pinking up around the bruises, feel the hot sticky crust of sweat drying on his skin. 
 
      
 
    “This is gonna be good,” he rolled over to his hands and knees and howled when his broken fingers scraped over an upturned rock. 
 
      
 
    He could feel the blood thrumming and rushing in his heat addled skull and knew he had to be careful. He was on the verge of a faint.  Falling forward would be bad for him.  He wasn’t sure why, but he knew that much. 
 
      
 
    Mickey took a couple of deep breaths and got one foot up. He pushed up with his right hand and right foot, got his left underneath him and stumbled as he fought for balance. 
 
      
 
    He almost lost it, almost crashed down onto the baking blacktop, but somehow righted himself and stood with wide feet, one on the asphalt, the other in the harsh roadside dust as waves washed over him.  The world bounced and jittered in his eyesight and he waited for it to stop trying to spin. 
 
      
 
    It passed and he was able to stand fully upright. His kidneys howled in protest, his stomach chimed in with complaints and his legs threatened to quit, but everything agreed to cooperate after a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “Vegas,” he grunted to the cloudless sky. 
 
      
 
    The argument had been about going to Vegas. Mikey and the rest of the men wanted to detour up there to see what was left.  He told them nothing was left, and even if there was something, some community holed up against the zombie hordes, they had a job to do. 
 
      
 
    So much for doing what’s right, he thought. 
 
      
 
    He turned his boots toward home.  It was four hundred long and painful miles, twenty five to the last town exit they passed and he wasn’t sure how far it was from the highway. 
 
      
 
    They had seen no buildings, no gas stations, nothing but dusty and battered signage announcing the town. 
 
      
 
    But at least he knew how far it was. 
 
      
 
    In the other direction, he couldn’t spy an exit. Just the long road that stretched interminable to what looked like forever. Maybe all the way to the Atlantic ocean with nothing in between. Nothing living anyway. 
 
      
 
    Twenty five miles or so, he could do. No food. No water. Hot sun baking his skin.  It wouldn’t be an easy twenty five. It sure as hell wouldn’t be fun. 
 
      
 
    But the signs on the town were on the north side of the highway, and north was the direction he wanted to go. 
 
      
 
    Vegas was north, and he had a few men he wanted to have a discussion with. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    DEL 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Del sat up straight in his seat, fingers touching the dial, back stiff. Be licked his lips and fought the urge to glance over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    The man standing behind him made it tense. Just his presence was like an electrical charge, a thunderhead ready to lash out with lightning and destroy whatever stood in it's way.  
 
      
 
    Roger Ballentine, the Chairman of the Council. The man who saved America.  Or what was left of it, at least. The part west of the mountains that separated California from the rest of the country.  
 
      
 
    While the world collapsed into chaos around them, Ballentine took charge. He built the wall, a giant metal construct, reinforced with concrete and supports, taller than the Great Wall of China. It ran from  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2. Pam works with Jacob to organize the caravan.  
 
      
 
    The Z flakes over run the gate and throw it open. They refuse to leave their loved ones behind. 
 
      
 
    Silas   lead the Z into a trap in a bldg, but it's where all the supplies were stored. 
 
      
 
    They wait for the soldiers to return to kill the Z. 
 
      
 
    Pam goes to the gsge when she sees the buses. 
 
      
 
    Someone sets the bldg of food on fire. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3. Sharp goes back for ten more buses. 
 
      
 
    He sends Jess with Javi and Bear to get food and gas. 
 
      
 
    Sends Georgie and Doc to scout the road. 
 
      
 
    Prob. Javi and Jess find a shop with food. Bear goes to secure transport. Two guys overpower Javi and Jess. They start to assault her. Bear kills one, wings the other.  
 
    Jess kills the guy. 
 
      
 
    They pack the truck with everything.  Bear offers to let her drive. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    MICKEY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The walk wasn’t so bad at first. The heat served to loosen his muscles, so the ache and soreness didn’t leave exactly, but receded to a dull throb that was easy to ignore. 
 
      
 
    The lurch turned into a shamble, the shamble evolved into a stutter step shuffle that settled into a twenty minute mile pace. The heat washed up off the asphalt like something solid, a thick vicious cloud of moisture robbing hell. 
 
      
 
    The sun glared like a merciless god. Three miles an hour would turn his trek into an all day ordeal. A day without water, when he had gone so long already, and the sun baking the sweat off him, turning his skin red and crusty. 
 
      
 
    He pulled his shirt off and turned it into a bandana to cover his head and shoulders, and it helped for awhile. Until the salt dried to a crust and turned it into a fabric scratch pad exfoliating his burned skin with each step. 
 
      
 
    He turned red, and then purple and then it was too much, to painful to even be under the sun. But there was nowhere to hide, and nothing to block the burning god from turning him into a walking pillar of salt and fire. 
 
      
 
    He imagined his sister for awhile, imagined Ballentine, telling the big man no. 
 
      
 
    But the man was the only one who ever scared him. Something in his eyes, a madness that hinted at confidence beyond the ken of normal men.  He was the big dog, the big cheese, the head mofo in charge and he knew it. 
 
      
 
    Mickey had known his like, but never his equal, and here he baked for the man. 
 
    “Should have gone to Vegas,” he rasped to himself, a dry chuckle scratching out from his parched throat. 
 
      
 
    He was going anyway. Better to have given in to Mikey and the others, and he would be with them now. 
 
      
 
    But if they’d gone to Vegas, Mickey had the feeling the other men would stay, Ballentine would know and there would be hell to pay. 
 
      
 
    Maybe worse than the hell he was in now. 
 
      
 
    The sun began creeping down toward the line of the horizon and he chased it, nothing to stand between him and the engulfing rays but an occasional gust of wind that sent him shivering. 
 
      
 
    His feet began to ache after a few hours, then everything cascaded into agony from there. He wanted to lay down, he wanted to stop and rest, but he knew that if he did, night would come and he might not get back up. 
 
      
 
    So he kept going. One foot in front of the other. One step, then the next. There were no zombies out here. Probably burned and baked into mummies by now, he thought, then spent twenty minutes wondering if Z got sunburned. 
 
      
 
    Step by step, he moved. Always west, always toward the horizon that seemed to recede in front of him, and a permanent ache in his heels and toes, his stomach and nose. 
 
      
 
    His skin blistered, and popped and blistered again, until he finally decided it was over. Better to sit and wait, and maybe make the trek in the cool of the dark. Even if he knew he wasn’t going to get up again. Just a little rest, that’s all he needed, he told himself. 
 
      
 
    But he didn’t stop. 
 
      
 
    He kept walking, and muttering to himself. 
 
      
 
    When he saw the sign, he sobbed and broke down in tears. He was too dry for them to fall, so he let the breath hitch as he wobbled forward. 
 
      
 
    There was still two miles to go, and the sun was hitting the edge of the horizon. It would drop below and bathe him in purple twilight, then stars in the cool of night. 
 
      
 
    But two miles was nothing. Two miles was another half hour, forty minutes. Two hours he could manage.  Eight thousand steps. 
 
      
 
    He counted them off and lost track, his mind too foggy to keep focused. The sun disappeared in a flash of pink and red, and the twilight crept from behind him, covering the sky in velvet darkness with a scattershot of white sparkling stars to keep him company. 
 
      
 
    And then he was at the exit. The signs for the town were there, even if he couldn’t read them in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    He kept trudging as he turned north. Almost there he told himself. Almost. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    DAD 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I don’t think it’s a question of the way the world is supposed to be. If the world was the way it’s supposed to be, then I wouldn’t have watched my children grow up from a distance. 
 
      
 
    Another man wouldn’t have taught them how to ride their bikes, or helped them with homework every night, while I got every other weekend and an occasional holiday. 
 
      
 
    Nope. 
 
      
 
    The world is not fair. 
 
      
 
    Anyone who expects it to be is just looking for someone to listen to them complain. 
 
      
 
    “Gross,” said Bem. 
 
      
 
    I watched her hand reach over, almost without thinking, and grip Tyler’s free hand. 
 
      
 
    I slid the end of the pike out of a rotting Z skull and flicked the drippings into the dirt. 
 
      
 
    “You can say that again,” I grunted as I lined up for another. 
 
      
 
    There were eight of them, walking shambling corpses in various states of rot and decay. Skin gone, smell putrid. 
 
      
 
    The only pieces that seemed whole were the teeth, gnashing and biting as they shambled toward us. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the group was spread behind me, not quite a single file, but definitely a ducks in a row kind of vibe to the spacing. 
 
    They had my back, or eyes on it at least as I faced off on the small herd of Z. Eight turned to six, turned to four, just as fast as moving. 
 
      
 
    A pike was a Brian invention, or reinvention if you gave him the time to tell you the story. 
 
      
 
    Based on a medieval design, it was a long metal fence pole with a machete wire wrapped and duct taped to one end, with a rounded fence cap on the other to provide balance. 
 
      
 
    Nine feet long, it kept distance between whoever used it and the walking dead trying to nibble on their face. 
 
      
 
    It sliced. It stabbed. It poked and pried. Even the cap could smash through a decaying skull and spread Z brain across the ground. 
 
      
 
    We only had two. 
 
      
 
    I had the one at the front of the group, and Brian carried the other at the back. 
 
      
 
    We had a couple of pistols with ammunition, but I wanted to save those for really hairy situations. 
 
      
 
    Four smashed down to two and a double whack with the edge of the blade knocked it down to zero. 
 
      
 
    I wish I could say I didn’t break a sweat. 
 
      
 
    But it was Florida, with thick humidity like walking through a wall of moist cotton candy. 
 
      
 
    Hard to breath. 
 
      
 
    Even harder to stay cool. 
 
      
 
    And killing zombies made the sweat drip and glaze the skin in a syrupy sticky mess that begged for a dip in a cool spring or tannin colored creek. 
 
    Except for the dinosaurs that monitored the waters. 
 
      
 
    “Clear,” Brian didn’t quite shout up. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and kept us moving up the road. 
 
      
 
    There was a bridge ahead that crossed over a body of water that might have been a river, or large canal. 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time the wet streams might have been home to gators.  
 
      
 
    Then the Z virus turned almost all the population of Central Florida into the dead, who did not worry about gators. 
 
      
 
    They lumbered into the water and turned themselves into meals. 
 
      
 
    The gators gorged on the fresh supply of rotten meat and in turn grew massive. 
 
      
 
    We could hear them splashing in the shallows, twisting and spinning over a new zombie, probably one from the mini-herd I just dispatched on the roadway. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” I motioned and kept walking. 
 
      
 
    Our footsteps were silent on the dirt covered blacktop. 
 
      
 
    People who drive on roadways every day gave no thought to what might happen to those same roads once the driving stopped. Storms blew through and knocked down leaves, palm fronds and carried dirt onto the asphalt. 
 
      
 
    Since there were no cars to stir it up in passing, the dirt expanded, settled and covered the roadway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SHARP 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They gathered the citizens in front of the courthouse. The people came in groups of two and three, the air tense like they were expecting bad news. 
 
      
 
    Sharp watched their faces. Lined. Tired. Old before their time. The way of the new world, but to him, they looked like pioneer faces he had seen in history books. 
 
      
 
    Those people hitched up their wagons to horses and took off for a brave new frontier. Hardy, brave and stupid. If they had known what lay between them and the promised land of the West Coast, would they have even started? 
 
      
 
    He wondered if he was stupid, if the choice they were making was stupid.  He had lost men. Lost people. 
 
      
 
    And now, he was asking the group to saddle up and head west again, just to get one woman to safety.  That was the mission. 
 
      
 
    "The mission," he voice was loud from practice, like rallying the troops. "The mission is to get you to safety." 
 
      
 
    "We're safe enough here," one of the men called out. He didn't see which one. 
 
      
 
    "Safe enough," Sharp answered. "That's how I want to live my life. Is that what you want?" 
 
      
 
    "It's what we have," the man answered again. 
 
      
 
    Gray beard, gray hair in a fringe around his bald head. He looked like he might have been a professor before, and now he was lost outside the walls of academia.  All he was missing was round spectacles perched on the end of his nose. 
 
      
 
    Sharp turned to Ballentine's daughter. 
 
      
 
    "Just you then," he said in a low voice pitched just above a whisper. 
 
      
 
    "We're not leaving them," she argued back.  Her eyes flashed in anger at the thought of it. 
 
      
 
    Sharp faced the crowd again. 
 
      
 
    "The mission is to get you all to safety. We have started to rebuild behind a wall. It keeps the Z out. The dead can't get in. The streets are safe.  We're taking you with us." 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. Sharp gets the buses back at the same time as Javi.  
 
      
 
    “We have food. We have wheels. We’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    “We are not ready,” said Jacob.  “But we are going.” 
 
      
 
    The towns people start to show up with suitcases and boxes.  
 
      
 
    It's too much junk. 
 
    You're asking them to leave their lives behind. 
 
    No, I'm saving their lives.  
 
      
 
    The people almost riot. 
 
      
 
    Pam gives them one back each. 
 
      
 
    This isn't a military operation, she reminded him. 
 
      
 
    It absolutely is, he argued. 
 
      
 
    You can't treat it like one, she advised. You can't treat them like that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
      
 
    SHARP 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look at that.” 
 
      
 
    Captain sharp followed the direction he was pointing and grunted. Black and gray thunderheads stacked up from the horizon to the top of the sky, a menacing wall of an approaching storm. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like trouble,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “We should get back to camp,” said Bear, his eyes glazing with worry. 
 
      
 
    Sharp glance around at his Squad and the civilians with them. He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said. “We stay sharp. We keep moving. Eyes up and open.” 
 
      
 
    He didn't wait for them to agree. They had worked together too long, he knew they would follow. 
 
      
 
    The smart move would have been to send a rookie forward as Scout, but so far, the Z had been thin. They had encountered three 3, easy to dispatch with K-Bar knives which kept their forward momentum quiet. 
 
      
 
    Z were attracted to noise. Movement sometime caught their eyes, so sharp to the Shadows of the tree where they covered the Black Road. One of the civilians with them at point of the way, a former bus driver who ferried school children back and forth. He was leading them to a Depot, where sharp and his Squad could gather up a caravan of school buses to carry the survivors trapped in a Township in the middle of the zombie Wasteland to the safety of the West. 
 
      
 
    “Hold up.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp froze and lifted his rifle to his shoulder. The others were doing the same thing behind him. 
 
      
 
    There was movement up ahead under the shadows they were walking in. The trees spread across the asphalt casting the roadway in a dappled twilight, splashes of yellow sunshine leaking through the canopy. 
 
      
 
    The movement shifted into the walking dead, shuffling at a strong steady pace straight for their position. 
 
      
 
    “Light ‘em up?” Javi asked from behind him. 
 
      
 
    Sharp did a quick head county. Six zombies moving in on them. He shook his head and slung his rifle. 
 
      
 
    “Too much noise,” he said out of the side of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    He drew his K-bar knife and started walking forward. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a little closer than I like to get, Cap,” Javi said. 
 
      
 
    But Sharp noted his second was right behind him.  Bear joined them and they waded through the six bodies in a quick methodical fashion. Javi had a little trouble with one when his blade got lodged in a skull bone, but Bear swiped out of his second zombie and reversed his knife to catch the other intended target. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks brother,” Javi said as he yanked his knife free and wiped it on the soiled shirt the dead man wore. 
 
      
 
    “Anytime,” Bear smiled.  He cleaned his blade and slid it back into the sheath. 
 
      
 
    “Round ‘em up,” Sharp said as he traded his blade for his rifle and began moving up the street again.  He didn’t wait for them to catch up, taking point all on his own. 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DAD 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I worried about hurricanes. 
 
      
 
    It was season, I think, or close enough to it. The way Florida worked, we wouldn’t know until it was on top of us. 
 
      
 
    The gray clouds would stack up all the way to heaven, black clouds behind with cracks of lightening and wind that howled. 
 
      
 
    It would tear through the pine trees, scour the landscape and worse, toss of tornadoes that were the bigger danger to us. 
 
      
 
    I grew up in Arkansas and the terrifying howl of warning sirens would cut the atmosphere once or twice per year. There would be no warning now. 
 
      
 
    Nothing but the dead sailing through the air, along with branches and debris and a million forgotten things abandoned across the landscape. 
 
      
 
    Each of them would be a bullet, a bludgeon and increase our danger seven fold. 
 
      
 
    There were a hundred other irrational fears made more powerful by not knowing. 
 
      
 
    Z. 
 
    Bandits. 
 
    Militia. 
 
    Others. 
 
    Sickness. 
 
      
 
    Listing them off was like listing the contents of Pandora’s box or those horrible things released when the seven seals were broken and unleashed on the world. 
 
      
 
    “You’re getting gray,” Anna said in her soft voice, a finger trailing through the too long hair on the side of my head. 
 
      
 
    “Beats the alternative,” I grinned, which wasn’t the whole truth. 
 
    My hair was thinning on top, climbing higher on my forehead. It happened to a lot of men my age, and I thought about it often before. 
 
      
 
    Now, the vanity of it didn’t seem to matter so much. 
 
    Hair was there. 
 
      
 
    Hers was pulled back into a tight ponytail, wrapped with leather shoestrings that could be repurposed. 
 
      
 
    “I can grow mine out like yours,” I told her. 
 
      
 
    “A skullet,” she teased back. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” I snorted back. “Not quite, but give me a few years.” 
 
      
 
    She tugged the hair behind my ear in a playful grasp and went back to watching the woods beside the road. 
 
      
 
    I knew her plan then. 
 
      
 
    Not to keep me guessing or not to tease me into wanting her more, because there was no one I wanted more than her. Except for the safety of my children and my extended family. 
 
      
 
    No, her purpose was craftier. 
 
      
 
    It made me respect her more, and love her more. 
 
      
 
    “The finger in the hair trick,” I muttered to myself and sniffled a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Brian asked as he trudged behind me off my right shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to fall for the banana in the tailpipe shit,” I told him. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” he shook his head grinning. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “I’m talking about nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Anna used her touch to calm my worry. 
 
      
 
    She tricked me into thinking about her, thinking about something besides the hundreds of horrors that could befall us. 
 
      
 
    Worry is wasted, I told myself. There is only now. 
 
      
 
    And now, even with a few new mouths to feed and miles to go before we reached the gulf, there were no hurricanes, no tornados, none of the hundred other things that could harm us. 
 
      
 
    No Z. 
 
      
 
    At this moment, we were safe. 
 
      
 
    Tired, hungry, sore and beaten, sure. 
 
    But alive. 
 
      
 
    If I didn’t worry about all of those things, I could plan. 
 
      
 
    And a plan meant food. 
 
    Shelter. 
 
    Safety for eight to twelve hours if we did it right. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s find a place to stay,” I said over my shoulder to Brian. “Rest for the night.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got my vote,” he said back. 
 
      
 
    I looked over my other shoulder and caught Anna grinning, and I winked back. 
 
      
 
    “Sneaky,” I said in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    She shrugged and made a face, pretending innocence as we kept walking. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    MICKEY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn’t know if zombies could see in the dark, but he sure as hell couldn’t. The road in front of him was awash in darkness, the thin scatter of stars casting a feeble glow just bright enough that he could make out the separation between dirt and blacktop. 
 
      
 
    He was doing it with one eye, though, so that might be a contributing factor. 
 
      
 
    He could see darker spaces on the edge of his vision, black blots that blocked something up ahead. Buildings maybe, but until he got closer, he couldn’t tell. 
 
      
 
    Mickey tried to listen. Z’s made noise, a low moaning sound that would serve as early warning for their approach. 
 
      
 
    At first, he was worried about zombies. Then coyotes entered his head, some random memory of the roadrunner cartoons that evolved into a waking nightmare about roving packs of carnivorous coyotes. 
 
      
 
    So he listened for the yips, and barks and wondered if any scratch in the bush was one ready to pounce and take him down. 
 
      
 
    The skittering in the roadside scrub made him wonder about snakes. Weren’t there rattlesnakes in Arizona?  He tried to remember, but it was so hard to focus. 
 
      
 
    He seemed to be the only thing alive in the night, the only thing moving, in the vast dry desert sea. 
 
      
 
    The shadows ahead of him rose up like bulwarks and he smiled with half his face, the half that wasn’t busted and broken. He had been right. 
 
      
 
    “Buildings,” he said out loud to break the silence. Then wondered if that was wise. 
 
      
 
    The silence thus far had been his friend. It had kept him hidden in the darkness, and now his voice sounded too loud and unnatural in against the quiet desert. 
 
      
 
    If there was something close, Z, coyote or giant serpent, he had just glazed a target on where he was. 
 
      
 
    Mickey shuffled closer.  The first building was brick up to his waist, then splintered wood siding above. He could tell that much with his finger. 
 
      
 
    But if it was a house or a store or just a random set of four walls, he couldn’t tell. It was too dark. 
 
      
 
    Too dark to explore, too dark to do anything but try and find a place to hide and pray for daylight. 
 
      
 
    He ran his hand along the brick so he wouldn’t get a splinter in his finger, arm across his chest to keep his injured left fingers out of the way. 
 
      
 
    At the corner, he peered around and snorted at the waste of time. It was just as dark back here, just as hard to see. Difficult to make out details of the structure or anyplace to hide. 
 
      
 
    Maybe if he had full use of both eyes, he could pick out something. A ladder to the roof to hide, or some screened in storage box he could lock himself into and drift away to sleep. 
 
      
 
    He kept moving, finger trailing against the textured brick, and felt the door jamb.  It was open.  He could hear the echo of emptiness thrown back toward him as he stood in front of the opening. 
 
      
 
    Mickey took two steps across, and backed his shin on a wooden step unseen in the dark. 
 
      
 
    Nothing responded. Not inside, not out there where he was either. 
 
      
 
    He leaned against the brick and breathed for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “This I stupid, Mick,” he whispered to himself. “Keep looking. Keep going.” 
 
      
 
    But searching would take longer and he was so tired. His feet hurt, his legs were screaming in agony. All he wanted was to curl up somewhere and wake up later with the pain gone. 
 
      
 
    He knew that wasn’t going to happen if he didn’t find a safe place to curl, and maybe this was it. 
 
      
 
    “Go,” he ordered himself and banged against the open wooden door three times. 
 
      
 
    The rapping cracked through the silent night. 
 
      
 
    He strained to listen, but there was no response. No coyotes yipped as they hightailed it through the door, nothing rattled or hissed. 
 
      
 
    Best of all, there was no moaning.  Just the hollow sound of emptiness, a void and vacuum in the desert night. 
 
      
 
    He used his toe to find the step again, and took two up into the building.  The inside was pitch black, a complete and utter darkness that the starlight failed to penetrate two feet past the open door. 
 
      
 
    He could see the lighter shades of windows up front, a patchwork of patterns on the far wall, but the space between was the black of a cave. 
 
      
 
    No way to tell what was in it, what was waiting to trip him, snare him up, or hurt him more. 
 
      
 
    He reached for the edge of the open door and shifted it closed, then ran his fingers along the surface to search for a latch or lock. He twisted the deadbolt shut with a click and let out a cross between a sigh and a sob. 
 
      
 
    If the front was secure, he was safe. For the moment least. As far as his ears could tell him, he was alone and the building was closed off. 
 
      
 
    Mickey felt along the wall to the closest corner and sank down where the two walls met. The floor was gritty vinyl, but it felt like a featherbed after being up and moving since morning. 
 
      
 
    His legs shivered and twitched as the muscles contracted in spasms. He didn’t think he would be able to sleep through it, but he was wrong. All he had to do was close his eyes, take a breath and exhaustion claimed him for oblivion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
      
 
    DAD 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t too long past the end of the world and every town was starting to look the same. Same stores, same buildings, same acts of destruction from looting and scavengers. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much different than before the zombies showed up. 
 
      
 
    The thing about living in the good old USA is folks would move from one state to the next. As they got settled into their new homes, they began to miss the comforts and amenities of the places they had left behind. 
 
      
 
    Take Dallas for instance. 
 
      
 
    When the metroplex had a surge in crime, a lot of people absconded for Arkansas’ capital city of Little Rock. They found a quaint small town perched on the tranquil muddy river and loved it. 
 
      
 
    Crime was low and property was cheap. 
 
      
 
    Then the migrant Texans began to miss Dallas, so they built a version of it in the western part of the city. 
 
      
 
    They populated it with chain restaurants and wide roads so that anyone visiting between the two cities couldn’t tell which one they were in. 
 
      
 
    Homogenized. 
 
      
 
    The same. 
 
      
 
    Folks would bitch about a big box retailer moving in to snuff out all the Mom and Pop stores, but they would do it at a chain restaurant and ignore the hypocrisy. 
 
    Nothing changed in the new Z world. 
 
      
 
    Each city was the same desolate wasteland of abandoned buildings, crashed cars and ransacked shelves. 
 
      
 
    Florida was maybe worse than some of the other places due to sheer population. There were five million people in Central Florida, all prime to become the walking dead due to nothing more than proximity. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
      
 
    Tyler shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Me either,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He cradled a hunting rifle in his hands, empty backpack slack across his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    I glanced around again. 
 
      
 
    This was a tiny little berg huddled on either side of a two lane highway, somewhere North of Tampa. 
 
      
 
    Nine buildings on both sides of the road and a couple of trailers parked at the end of dirt roads cut through the pines. 
 
      
 
    Two of the mobile homes were burned out shells. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think the other two would be in much better condition. 
 
      
 
    “We could hole up here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I nodded, eyes still moving across the landscape. It was true. We could hole up and wait for more daylight tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    One of the buildings was solid enough. We could move empty shelves in front of broken windows and take turns keeping watch while others slept around a small fire. 
 
    But we would be hungry. 
 
      
 
    And restless because of it. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what was between us and the Gulf. 
 
      
 
    Or if there was a marina with a boat I’d been dreaming about and planning for us. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t even sure if we could make it by dark. 
 
      
 
    The smart move would be to hunker down and wait it out. The dark was too dangerous, and the insect hum in the woods around us reminded me of the last time we were making our way through them. 
 
      
 
    Ambushed by a militia. Taken prisoner. People died. 
 
    I shook off the memory. 
 
      
 
    A lot of people had died on this trip. A lot of good people. 
 
    But my kids were safe. 
 
      
 
    Anna was safe. 
 
      
 
    I was alive and planned to stay that way. 
 
      
 
    A Z shuffled out of the woods and began to lumber toward us, as if drawn by my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” I told him. “Get the others.” 
 
      
 
    He saw the Z, saw my hand shift on the grip of the long pike over my shoulder and grunted. One busy eyebrow arched higher than the other over his bright eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need your help,” I snickered. 
 
      
 
    He grunted again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got it.” 
 
      
 
    I thought he might say something else, but he didn’t. Just shrugged and began marching up the road back in the direction we had just traversed. 
 
      
 
    Tyler moved to the shadows on the side of the road, alert. Aware. 
 
    I approved. 
 
      
 
    The Z made a groaning sound as it drew closer. 
 
      
 
    I shifted the pike, aimed and made it all quiet again, except for the insects and the sounds of the cicadas buzzing in the trees. 
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    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
    5. “What's that?” 
 
      
 
    They listened as the high pitched whine of a high performance engine vibrated across the landscape. 
 
      
 
    They watched as a xxxxxxx approached.  
 
      
 
    “That is an exotic car,” Turner explained. 
 
      
 
    Sharp rolled his eyes and thought about explaining that yes, in fact, he knew what kind of car it was and that he meant who was driving it like a maniac toward the front gate. 
 
    But he kept his mouth shut as the engine revved and the car slid into a long sliding sideways stop in front of the gate. 
 
      
 
    Georgie grinned through the window. 
 
      
 
    “Holy Hell, Cap!” he screamed. “I’ve always wanted one of these.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp motioned to the two men manning the gate to push them out and waited as the sleek machine coasted through and purred to a stop beside him. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you got it.” 
 
      
 
    “It ain’t all I got,” said the man in the passenger seat. “We got bad news too.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp glared at the two of them. 
 
      
 
    “Report,” he ordered. 
 
      
 
    “The town’s blocked in.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean blocked in?” 
 
      
 
    “That horde we blew up with the plane crash?” Georgie reminded him of the accident that destroyed their ride home.  “We dropped it on the only road leading out of town that isn’t blocked.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp nodded again and turned away from the two men in the car. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” he muttered and started marching toward the back of the encampment. 
 
      
 
    He needed a moment to think of a way to get them out of there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We had found a house in Mt. Dora, an older structure that we used for the night and it hadn’t ended well for our group. 
 
      
 
    I looked around at the others scattered in piles around the long narrow living room and into the dining room combination next to a marble topped island that separated us from the useless kitchen. 
 
      
 
    There were different faces now, not the same as the first time. So many from the first group gone and me too stupid, too focused to know they needed saving. 
 
      
 
    Too many memories, so I closed my eyes and listened. 
 
      
 
    Brian and Peg shared a padded comforter just a few feet from me, stolen from a stuffed linen closet and like every other article inside of it, repurposed for our needs. 
 
      
 
    They leaned against the wall, her head rested on his shoulder, his eyes locked on a shallow metal fire pit carried in from the patio, and the flames that flickered in the center of the room. 
 
      
 
    Smoke curled toward the ceiling and moved in a cross breeze from one open window to another. 
 
      
 
    The kids were lined up along one wall, grouped off in pairs or quartets. Bem and Tyler, the Boy and Hannah, still silent since the loss of Byron, Bis and the new group, people she had known before. 
 
      
 
    Raymer and his family further on still, and the others squatted against the island or next to it. 
 
      
 
    There were murmurs and whispers, the kind that come from so many people in a room, but muted, quiet. 
 
      
 
    They weren’t here last time, but silence was a hallmark of our existence, as if conversation and laughter might draw the wrong ears. 
 
      
 
    It was true. It might. It would. 
 
      
 
    If not Z, then worse things that stalked in the dark. 
 
      
 
    The five million people in Central Florida had their share of criminals and ner’ do well’s who preyed on the weak. We ran into them last time, a fate I hoped to avoid again. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the rifle next to my leg as Anna beside me. We were low on ammunition, but our bellies were full.  No thanks to this house, but to the one next to it. 
 
      
 
    The only occupant there was a dead body and a revolver with one spent bullet in it. The body was missing the top of its skull, the brown stain on the wall testament to what happened. 
 
      
 
    It was surrounded by thirty six cans of food, veggies, chili and beans, even four cans of meat, a treasure trove of calories and nutrition. 
 
      
 
    There was no note, no indication of why, no good bye cruel world scrawled on the wall.  Just a choice the man made, and we assumed it was a man only by the clothes on the skeletal remains. 
 
      
 
    Full bellies meant we were full of hope, and a night of rest next to the fire would see us through to a better tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Anna snuggled up next to me and closed her eyes.  There was still light in the sky, fading gray and purple twilight as the sun set outside. We were keeping farmer’s hours, early to bed, early to rise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Never trust a man who doesn’t carry a book,” I told Brian. 
 
    “You have one?” he smarted off. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “No way.” 
 
      
 
    “The only way,” I tapped a finger to the side of my nose. 
 
      
 
    “Is that supposed to make you look wise?” 
 
      
 
    “Like Santa.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t look like Santa,” he said. “No jelly belly. No white beard. Though you’re starting to show some gray streaks.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you hear this?” I flipped him a lazy middle finger and a grin. 
 
    “It would be the best thirty seconds of your life,” he shot back. 
 
      
 
    “I think you’re giving yourself too much credit.” 
 
      
 
    He snorted and built a tee pee of the dried branches we gathered over the small embers still glowing in a small depression in the ground. 
 
      
 
    The fire licked up, crackling against the wet wood, sending up plumes of thick blue gray smoke. It drifted up against a leaden sky, lost in the low cloud cover that would turn into fog if it came any lower. 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting good at this,” he grinned up at me. 
 
      
 
    “You want a Scout badge?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “If you run across one while we scavenge,” he squatted back on his haunches. “Is that where you pick up your books?” 
 
      
 
    “Around,” I nodded. 
 
    A lot of the houses we broke into had books on shelves, and it was harder to find authors I liked than it was to find food we could use. 
 
    That was probably a commentary on the readership levels of post zombie America than it was my taste. 
 
      
 
    Good books that I hadn’t read were just hard to find in the limited path we were on. 
 
      
 
    Combine that with limited space and weight restriction on just how much I felt like carrying in a pack, and it was a combination where the stars had to align just right to find what I wanted. 
 
      
 
    I might eat just about anything canned, but I couldn’t read just any thing. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t read much for pleasure,” Brian sat back and rummaged a can of hash browns and two cans of potted meat from his pack. 
 
      
 
    He tapped a hole into each of the tops and set them on the edge of the coals. 
 
      
 
    “Does that say m-e-e-t or am I reading meat wrong?” 
 
      
 
    He snickered and used the tip of his knife to rotate the cans. 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay, you know,” he said as I sat across from him. 
 
      
 
    “Never said you weren’t.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re worried.” 
 
      
 
    I could have nodded, could have shrugged. But grief is a weird creature and it elicits a different reaction in people in various ways. 
 
    Take me, for example. I take my grief and funnel it down into rage. Some people want to sob and wail, some want to keep their upper lip stiff and their emotions in check. 
 
      
 
    Some people just want to talk it out. 
 
      
 
    Brian was one of them. So I let him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to miss her,” he handed me a can of the warmed meat.
 
 
    Potted meat is what’s left after they can’t make the sausage. It’s flavored with salt and nitrate, and tastes like swept floor would taste.
 
 
    But we shared a can of hash and it cut into the taste. Somewhat.
 
 
    “Me too.”
 
 
    “You pissed her off so much, sometimes.”
 
 
    “I bet.”
 
 
    “She was so glad when we ran into you on the hwy. Do you remember that?”
 
 
    I chuckled.
 
 
    “That’s where you learned to make fire.”
 
 
    We burned up a mile long traffic jam trying to escape two herds of Z, one chasing them, the other on mine, when they converged on us and trapped us in rows cars left where their owners abandoned them.
 
 
    “She thought you could get us out of Florida,” he said as he scraped the last of the meat from the can and licked it off his knife.
“You did,” he continued. “And now we’re back.”
 
 
    Brian glanced around.

“We never thought we’d see it again. I never thought-” his voice hitched in his throat.
I pretended to ignore the fat drops of salty tears that coursed down his cheeks and into the rough stubble of his beard.
He pretended to let me.
“I had a vision,” he said after a few moments. “I thought we could build a fortress, a safe haven where people lived like they did on the frontier of the wild west.”
“Trade zombies for Indians,” I said.
“First people,” he corrected. “Or native Americans.”
“First people.”
“Now that’s us. We’re the first people.”
I glanced up at the sky. It had rolled from gray blue to black, with sparkling diamonds of stars washed across the tiny portion we could see from the trees around us.
“I don’t know,” I told him. “We’re pretty myopic now. We think in terms of survival, and that’s what we’re supposed to do. That tunnel vision has kept us alive-”
 
 
    “Most of us,” he groused.
 
 
    “Most of us. But this could be isolated to the US. There could be a whole world out there unaffected by the plague.”
 
 
    “Now you sound like Raymer.”
 
 
    I shrugged.
 
 
    “A couple of years ago, I would have told you zombies weren’t real,” I waved at the walls. “Now, I’d be hard pressed to argue against vampires and werewolves. In a world where the dead walk again, anything is possible. Including a possibility that we’re isolated in some badlands and there is a safe haven out there.”
 
 
    He glanced up and pawed the tears off his face, sniffled.
 
 
    “That’s a nice thought.”
 
 
    “It is,” I said. “We keep searching for a place to settle here, in the South. There are reasons for it. We know it, the growing season is long, the weather is mild. But there are zombies and gangs, and militias and whatever hell else has attacked, fought or tried to kill us.”
 
 
    “And blood sucking vampires,” Brian snorted.
 
 
    “I haven’t seen any yet and we were close to DC. I bet that’s where all the blood suckers ended up.”
 
 
    “Before or after the end of the world.”
 
 
    “Both.”
 
 
    “Both,” Brian agreed. “So you think we should look somewhere else?”
 
 
    I looked around the house again. The fire in the metal pit burned low, but neither of us bothered to load more fire in it.
 
 
    We kept farmer’s hours now. Go to sleep just after dark, up before the sun. The absence of civilization made us revert to a more natural circadian rhythm.
 
 
    “My brother lived in California,” I said. “I don’t know what happened out there.” 
 
      
 
    “You know what happened to pioneers, right? They got shot the hell up by First People.”
 
 
    “Zombies don’t shoot back.”
 
 
    He shook his head and studied me under a tilted brow.
 
 
    “You went half way across the country to get your two oldest,” he said. “Guess we’re going back.”
 
 
    “Unless you want to stay here?”
 
 
    “I want to get out of here,” he sighed. “Too many bad memories. My wife. My son.”
 
 
    His voice cracked again, and this time when he stopped talking, he rolled over on his side and pulled the worn blanket over his shoulder.
 
 
    I watched the lump of him, dark on the other side of red embers. The house would have been safer for us, put doors between us and any interlopers of the zombie or bandito variety.
 
 
    But the structure still smelled of death, and there was no way either of us could stand it.
 
 
    It was there if we needed it.
 
 
    In the meantime, the fence surrounded us, an eight foot wall separating us from the rest of the world for the night.
 
 
    West, I thought.
 
 
    I’d been to California by car and plane and preferred flying. It was definitely shorter.
 
 
    Maybe we could pile the group into an old Otter or some passenger plane and let the boy do his best to not get us killed.
 
 
    I closed my eyes and let the possibilities play out. Another cross country run, hell bent for the Pacific Ocean with only a hint of what might wait for us there.
 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The center can not hold, he thought as he stared at the woman talking to a group of townspeople. A gas lantern dangled from a hook on the porch, casting a yellow halo of light through her hair. He could see individual wisps that fluttered in the breeze and marveled for a moment at the wonder left in the world. 
 
      
 
    Ballentine was pretty. 
 
      
 
    He felt a tugging stir in his gut and locked it down. This was a mission. There was zero time for any one to be pretty, for him to find anyone attractive, least of all the HVA he had been tasked to retrieve. 
 
      
 
    Thinking that, he considered how FUBAR they were. Mr. Murphy, the patron saint of luck had fucked his team pretty good once they were out of the back of the C-130. 
 
      
 
    HALO jumps in the dark were never fun, but they lost a couple of guys on landing, and he had to kill a couple more that got bit since then. 
 
      
 
    And he did not like it. 
 
      
 
    Did. Not. Like. It. One freaking bit. 
 
      
 
    Captain Sharp took a breath through his nose and let it out slow. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say nice night,” she called to him. “But I don’t think you would agree.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and stepped into the circle of pale yellow light thrown off by the gas latern. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have nice nights once we get you behind the wall,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “We will?” Pam smiled, her face bathed in shadows from the golden halo behind her head. He could barely make it out, but he heard it in her voice. “Are you asking me on a date, Captain?” 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat and snorted. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should focus, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “Life is for the living,” said Pam wistfully. “We survived a zombie apocalypse and the world has changed.” 
 
      
 
    He watched her head move, but her looks were a mystery. Lost in darkness. 
 
      
 
    “There will be plenty of time for living once you’re safe,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “See,” she said, the smile still lacing her words. “It sounds like flirting.” 
 
      
 
    “I tell you what,” Sharp said as he heard footsteps running toward them. “I’ll buy you a drink when we get back and we can discuss what happens after that.” 
 
      
 
    She stood off the porch and brushed her hands on her jeans. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hold you to it,” she said and stood next to him as Javi double timed to the edge of the light. 
 
      
 
    “Cap,” he huffed. “You need to come see this.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was the beginning of a riot. Sharp could feel the tension in the air. The buses were in a line in front of the gate, facing forward, ready to move out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    MICKEY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He woke up in darkness with no way to know if he had been asleep a few hours or perhaps longer.

The room was black and he wondered what made him wake? Was that a scuffle on the asphalt out? Side of the door?

Was it the year of the coyote? One of us zombie

No, he thought as his blood turn slowly eased. His waking had been gradual, a smooth transition that moved him from sleep to a snoozing form of wakefulness.

He tried to shift up and his leg, muscles seized and pulled, contorting him into the fetal position on the floor. He tried to stretch it out, but the muscles in his rib cage grabbed and squeezed, knotted the breath from his lungs. He couldn't even scream.

Mickey didn't know how long they lasted. The twitching spasm ended after what felt like hours.

But it couldn't be more than a few the room was still dark.

H tried something different this time, slow and steady movements to get his uninjured hand and knees the floor. There was a thick layer of dust under his fingers and gritty sand along the vinyl that had probably drifted in open door.

He stayed on all fours for a few moments to make sure pain wouldn't seize him again and then slowly pushed himself up. He used the wall as a guide and froze every time his muscles twitched again. 
 
      
 
    He finally made it upright, as close to standing tall as the soreness and the ache would let him. He needed more rest, he knew, but he also needed water. Food if he could find it, but his tongue was swollen so thick it pushed against his swollen lips, and rasped around against his teeth with a sandpaper texture that he knew meant trouble. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure if he could make it until morning, wasn’t even sure if he wanted to try. Something itched against the base of his skull, some survival instinct that screamed at him to get moving, just start and don’t stop. 
 
      
 
    He took a step forward, hand on the wall for support and guidance, and followed it with another. The agony receded to something manageable. Ever present, yes and threatening to be permanent but something he could handle. For now. 
 
      
 
    If he could find something to drink. And food. Water would push the pain back, and let him figure it out. Decide what to do and how to do it. Water would wash away the ache, thin out the blood that had to be pooling in yellow, purple and blue tie die patterns on his skin. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t find it in the dark. 
 
      
 
    There were too many obstacles and pitfalls, too many dangers that could make his injuries worse. Make the pain worse. 
 
      
 
    He had to wait for daylight. 
 
      
 
    He glanced around the room where he found himself. It was pitch, but there was a lighter patch of black outlined in a rectangular pattern opposite of him. 
 
      
 
    A door, he hoped. 
 
      
 
    He scratched one foot forward across the gritty vinyl floor, one hand on the wall, the other held in front of him as he searched for anything that might block his way. 
 
      
 
    A step could trip him. Lifting his feet off the ground could put something underneath them, and send him off balance and careening into who knew what in the darkness of the room. 
 
      
 
    The slide though, was safe. He wanted to hum an electric boog-a-loo, but all that came to mind was a single line from a long ago song. 
 
      
 
    “Just slide to the left,” he sighed on an exhale, not even a whisper. 
 
      
 
    But he didn’t slide left. He slid his other foot forward, and was only partly amazed he kept his balance. 
 
      
 
    Mickey tried watching his feet, but he couldn’t see that far down in the dark. So he locked his eyes on the brighter space of black, and slid forward inch by inch. 
 
      
 
    He felt the sill at the bottom of the doorframe that separated the front of what he thought was a store from the back room where he had slept. 
 
      
 
    There were windows along one wall, the glass smudged and dirty, but still lighter than the blocked off space he was coming from.  He could see vague shapes and outlines, more images than anything. Starlight bathed the street beyond, but only in the most faint fashion. The world was shades of black, too dark of a night to even offer gray. 
 
      
 
    He continued the slide across the floor, pausing to finally slide left to avoid some black thing that blocked his forward progress. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to reach out and touch it, put his fingers on it, but didn’t think that was safe to do without knowing what it was. For all he knew, some sick bastard lined it with shards of glass, and he would slice off the tips of his fingers for testing it blind. 
 
      
 
    So he skipped it and moved toward the windows. 
 
      
 
    When he made it, he put one hand on the glass to steady his balance and let his racing heart slow down. 
 
      
 
    His head hurt, his whole body hurt, and the movement reminded him how hungry and thirsty he was. But with that one goal under his belt, one blind stumble across a strange room, he felt reassured. Confident even. 
 
      
 
    He was going to find the men who left him for dead. Find them and feed them to the zombies. 
 
      
 
    But first, he’d pray for morning and water.  Or just water, he thought. Morning would come no matter what. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sharp glanced at the group assembled in front of him. It was made up of his men, the soldiers who had followed him out of the back of a C-130 and into the interior of the zombie wasteland that once was the United States. There were also several townspeople with them, each tasked with driving a bus back to the walled fortress that was once a small town. 
 
      
 
    That’s where they found Pam, the daughter of the Chairman of the Council and the reason they were beyond the Wall. 
 
      
 
    She was at the edge of the crowd standing next to Jacob, the leader of the city as they watched the group form up in front of the gate. The rest of the townspeople formed a semi-circle around them    
 
      
 
    He caught her eye across the heads of the group, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DAD 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BALLENTINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DEL 
 
      
 
      
 
    DEL 
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    SHARP 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SHARP 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you think will be out there?” Jacob stared at the gate. 
 
      
 
    The buses were in a line behind them, stretched along the road in front of the courthouse and waiting for morning. The last two were full of fuel and food, more transport trucks than people movers, but Sharp liked it that way. 
 
      
 
    He felt pleased with himself for stockpiling the extra because he had the same question on his mind. 
 
      
 
    What was out there, between where they were and where they needed to be. 
 
      
 
    “Weather,” he said. “Tough road. People. Maybe some who want to come with us. Maybe some who don’t want us to make it.” 
 
      
 
    “Because of what we have?” 
 
      
 
    Sharp nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And zombies,” said Pam.  Her voice quivered as she shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” said Sharp. “Lots of zombies.” 
 
      
 
    America had four hundred million people when the Z virus hit. There were maybe fifty million survivors on each coast, and who knew how many in the middle. 
 
      
 
    He would be surprised if that number was close to fifty million too. 
 
      
 
    But that left three out of four Americans walking dead. A metric shitton of Z and a lot of space to meet them in. 
 
      
 
    “Weather,” Pam glanced at the star lit sky. 
 
      
 
    “This time of year,” Sharp shrugged. “Who knows what we’ll get. We’re going to swing south and hope for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Plan for the worst?” Pam sniffed. 
 
      
 
    “Always.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this a good plan?” Jacob asked yet again. 
 
      
 
    It was rhetorical, and they knew it. And no matter the answer, the plan was in motion.  Daylight would find the gates open and sixteen hundred people on the move. 
 
      
 
    Too many mouths to feed, to many bodies to keep safe, Sharp argued in his mind.  He thought once more about kidnapping Ballentine’s daughter, just one bus for his men and her. It would be a tough ride, but easier than worrying about so many. 
 
      
 
    He shot her a look and she shook her head, as if she could read his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Sharp smirked. Maybe not so easy as he thought. Besides, his mission was keeping her safe.  She could spend time worrying about the civilian population. 
 
      
 
    If they became a hinderance, then he could abscond with the Chairman’s daughter. Until then, he would just have to be extra vigilent. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I can sleep,” she said. “I’m too nervous.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp kept quiet. But he knew how she felt. He would have trouble sleeping too. There were too many details to overlook which meant too many chances to second guess himself, to reconsider his choices. 
 
      
 
    “Try,” he said. “Or sleep when we’re underway.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I can do that either,” she shrugged. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t say goodnight as she drifted back toward the courthouse and a cot she had made her own the last few days she was there. 
 
      
 
    “You?” Sharp asked Jacob. 
 
      
 
    The leader of the community turned and stared at the houses that surrounded them. His eyes lingered on the ones where people had elected to remain behind, and he pursed his lips in painful concentration. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’ll sleep well ever again.” 
 
      
 
    Sharp had no answer for that either. If this mission didn’t go off right, he wouldn’t sleep either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    MICKEY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The wait wasn’t as long as he expected, but long enough that he suffered three bouts of cramps that crippled his legs, Fighting through them was rough, tough enough that they spread across his ribs and nearly bent him backwards in an effort to keep the spasm contained. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t work. His traps and shoulder muscles followed and he knew he was in trouble. The lack of moisture was animalistic, a dry beast writhing in his empty stomach and howling displeasure across the nerve endings in his body. 
 
      
 
    The light, when it came, filtered in purple at first, turning the dark details of the street into pale imitations of real life. There was no darkest hour before the dawn, not that he noticed. 
 
      
 
    There was at first an absence of starlight as the stronger light of the sun blocked it out. It started at the stratosphere and so went unnoticed, the blinking white sparkles on a velvet sky winking out to disappear until darkness returned again. 
 
      
 
    The purple landscape faded to gray, and then gradually brightened. 
 
      
 
    Mickey could make out smudges on the window, smears of goo and gore from where he supposed the Z had peered inside, chasing something or maybe just window shopping. 
 
      
 
    That thought made him smile, and then he realized that a Z scraping against the window meant something might be inside with him. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he murmured and turned. 
 
      
 
    The room was full of shelves, all empty. In a former life, it had been  a hardware store or perhaps a general store, the kind found in the center of dying towns as people fled to big box retailers for lower prices and the same selection. 
 
      
 
    Whatever it had been, it was an empty shell now, the fixtures and shelves covered with a fine coating of thick brown dust, and gritty sand. 
 
      
 
    Abandoned before the apocalypse, he thought. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the window. There were remnants of masking tape in the corners and a scrap or two of faded yellow newsprint where someone had ripped it down. 
 
      
 
    His eyes trailed across the floor and saw footprints in the dirt, scuff marks from multiple trips to clear the windows of the paper used to block it off. 
 
      
 
    Mickey took a breath, let it out and breathed again before he followed the scrapes across the sandy vinyl toward the far end of the small store. 
 
      
 
    In the far back corner, he saw ashes from a small fire, and a lumpy polyester sleeping back, two packs against the bare wall. One of the packs was open and he could see the top of a small plastic water bottle. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed it, twisted off the top and tried not to sob as he swallowed four great gulps of tepid stale water. 
 
      
 
    His stomach lurched and threatened to send it back up, but he swallowed that down too and waited for the gurgling pain to pass. 
 
      
 
    There was a second bottle in the pack, unopened and he grabbed it too, screwed the top off and raised it to his lips. 
 
      
 
    But the pain wracked him again and he struggled to keep from spilling the precious liquid.  Squatting was no good for his legs, his back. 
 
      
 
    He was barely able to set the bottle upright, before the tremors and twitches carried him over sideways onto the floor. 
 
      
 
    Mickey tried to stretch out, tried to keep everything from clenching, and burning. But each movement elicited more pain, in new places, and all he could do was freeze, try to hold still until it passed. 
 
      
 
    It did, and faster than last time. 
 
      
 
    He twisted his head to one side, and this time couldn’t keep the sob inside. In his spasms, he spilled the water. 
 
      
 
    One hand clawed for the plastic and dribbled the last drops into his mouth, just an ounce or so. He kept it on his tongue and tried to sit up. 
 
      
 
    The lumps in the sleeping bag caught his eye. 
 
      
 
    He reached the other hand over and flipped back the corner to be greeted by two skeletons.  A grown up and a child was all he could tell, both with shattered bone in the desiccated skulls, round holes just above the brow ridge. 
 
      
 
    He sighed and fished through the packs. 
 
      
 
    There was no food, no more water, no weapons. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. It was a sad story, he bet, and one that would have someone somewhere weeping. The new cruel world too much for these two, so someone decided to end their suffering and took off without a bottle and half of water. 
 
      
 
    Mickey dumped the clothes and book from the pack and stuffed the two empty bottles in it. 
 
      
 
    He cast around for anything else that might be of use, found a lighter half full of lighter fluid and stuck it in his pocket. 
 
      
 
    Then he forced his way back to his feet and shambled to the back door room to see what he could find. 
 
      
 
    Nothing. The empty shelves might have been turned to firewood if he had the time and notion. But there was no water, no food, nothing he could use to solve his immediate problems. 
 
      
 
    It took extra effort to step out of the open door and at least he had enough of his mind to check for Z before he did. He shuffled to the front of the building and peered inside the smeared window for a moment before moving on. 
 
      
 
    The street stretched in front of him in morning sunlight, the slanted rays keeping his side of the road in shadow. 
 
      
 
    Mickey took a step forward, then another, the movement making his stiff muscles scream. Tight skin across the bruises shifted and moved with him, sawed at the tender areas. 
 
      
 
    He took deep breaths and let them out, hoping the motion would loosen things up, and to huff out little exasperations of pains as he stepped. 
 
      
 
    The next building was just as empty as the first one where he made an accidental camp the first night, but all the windows were gone as was everything inside. It left nothing but a shell and a hollow echo of his footsteps on the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
    The light kept growing as he walked, the way day seemed to brighten into existence as nighttime faded. The shadows shifted and moved as the bland vagueness of the dark disappeared into surprising detail. 
 
      
 
    The buildings were brick, the signs faded. The street was new blacktop, divided by a solid yellow line that indicated no passing in this section of what could be downtown. 
 
      
 
    There were eight buildings grouped together and when he reached the end of the raised sidewalk, he could see an old fashioned gas station further on, divided by two empty lots and a burned out mobile home. 
 
      
 
    There was a lump in the road, hard to make out with his one eye until he was closer. Then he saw it was a dirt bike, a 250 he thought. It was scratched and dented on the side, the end of a long slide on the pavement that scuffed up the gas tank and left a gouge in the asphalt. 
 
      
 
    Mickey could see stains on the blacktop, dark smears of gore and guts. Whoever had ridden the bike turned it over on the side, and didn’t get away clean. 
 
      
 
    From the drag marks, it looked like whoever it was came back to life and became one of the legless zombies, the kind that pulled along on the tips of shattered fingers. 
 
      
 
    He glanced around, but didn’t see it. 
 
      
 
    The bike was almost impossible to lift. Even when he managed to get it upright, there was a moment when the world turned gray and started spinning. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was the effort, maybe it was the lack of food, water or the injury, but he was sure he was going down. 
 
      
 
    And when it passed, no one was more surprised than he was at still standing. 
 
      
 
    He took another breath and studied the bike. 
 
      
 
    It was a newer model, no brakelights, no headlights, basically a motor, a seat and a tank on a frame. 
 
      
 
    Mickey twisted off the gas cap and jostled the tank. The pungent scent of unleaded sloshed out, almost full.  He stared at the kick starter and wondered if trying to bounce on it would send him to the ground. 
 
      
 
    His thumb ran along the throttle and handle and felt a small starter button connected to the rail.  He pressed it, listened to the chirring whir of the battery as it snapped and caught. 
 
      
 
    The roar of the engine bounced off the brick walls and covered the street, and Mickey couldn’t help but whoop in victory.  It took two tries to toss his leg over the saddle and perch on it, and another three to pop the metal shifter into first gear. 
 
      
 
    He had to take it slow, which was fine with him and he coasted toward the gas station. 
 
      
 
    The windows were gone, the metal caps over the underground tanks folded back. If there was any gas left inside them, it would be tainted with water or dirt and Mickey knew working with it would be too much trouble. 
 
      
 
    But a full tank on a dirt bike should get him a hundred miles, maybe more if he nursed it along slow.  He was going to nurse it because the road ahead was too unknown. 
 
      
 
    He eased away from the gas station and settled into a steady bumping rhythm of pain that jolted as he cruised along. He ignored it, cataloged it to deal with later. 
 
      
 
    Because he was moving along the road headed north, and that’s the way the men who did this to him had gone. 
 
      
 
    The bike would get him that much closer. 
 
      
 
    Mickey spied what he thought was roadkill ten miles later.  He eased the cycle to the side of the highway out of habit and used the toe of his boot to notch the kickstand down. 
 
      
 
    By the time he was able to swing off the bike, the roadkill reversed direction and began crawling toward him. 
 
      
 
    The sun had done a lot of damage. It didn’t even look human anymore. He could still make out the tatters of a shirt, long bony arms dragging the thing toward him. 
 
      
 
    It was the lump on the thing’s back, he decided. A faded canvas backpack that bulged up like an armadillo shell, covered in dust, and dirt. 
 
      
 
    Mickey let it get closer, then used the bike for balance as he stomped a boot into the base of the skull. 
 
      
 
    He bit back a laugh. The damn thing had crawled for who knows how long and it was all over in an instant. 
 
      
 
    He reached down to strip the backpack and the world went gray underneath him. 
 
      
 
    The sun was high when he woke up, and for a moment, he wondered if he was still back at the roadside campsite where he started. 
 
      
 
    Maybe the trek to town had been a dream, the motorbike nothing more than a wish, a fantasy. 
 
      
 
    He did a quick inventory and added a scraped forehead and headache to his list of aches and pains. He stretched out his foot, hit something fleshy and solid. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he grinned as he spied the backpack. 
 
      
 
    He yanked it closer and used it to help him sit up. His fingers fumbled at the straps. One was frayed beyond future use, disintegrating in his hand as he worked it through the metal loop. The other had an impossible knot he couldn’t get his addled mind to unravel. 
 
      
 
    He forced it open with a quick rip, folded the flap back and sobbed. 
 
      
 
    Eight plastic water bottles. Two dozen granola bars. A couple of bags of chips and peanuts. 
 
      
 
    He leaned over the pack and cried dry tears, the hitch of his breath puffing out little clouds of dust from the canvas. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, he fumbled off a cap and slowly sucked a plastic bottle dry.  Then another. 
 
      
 
    He wanted them all. Wanted to drain each of them and gorge on the food. 
 
      
 
    Patience, he urged himself. 
 
      
 
    He rolled over to his knees and rocked up to his feet in seven slow painful stages, carrying the back pack up with him. 
 
      
 
    Then he trudged to the bike and got his leg over the saddle again. 
 
      
 
    Only then did he allow himself another bottle of water and a granola bar. 
 
      
 
    He made sure to put the empties back inside the pack so he could refill them when he was able. 
 
      
 
    His stomach threatened to rebel, but he bit it down, bit it back and waited for the cramping agony to pass. 
 
      
 
    When it did, he could feel his fuel starved muscles more. His headache receded, leaving behind a varying tide of pain that ebbed and flowed from one side of his body to the other. 
 
      
 
    He could manage, he thought as he pressed the starter. This time, the engine didn’t hesitate. It caught on the first whir and he kicked it through first into second and cruised north at fifteen miles per hour, his eyes locked on the horizon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    DAD 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We can’t walk the whole way,” said Brian. 
 
      
 
    He might have been right. We were too many now, slowed by the weakest link in our chain and walking would take us another three days. 
 
      
 
    Maybe longer to hunt for a boat we could use. 
 
      
 
    I had one in mind, something particular. A houseboat or barge, shallow draft to stay in the smoother waters next to the Gulf shore. It would need to be fifty two feet, I calculated. 
 
      
 
    Smaller than that and we would be sitting and sleeping on top of each other. That would be great for me and Anna. 
 
      
 
    If I saw Tyler doing it, or the Boy, they might have to go for a swim. 
 
      
 
    We would have to find fuel for the motor too, something to store it in, and food enough to last for a week or ten days at sea. 
 
      
 
    I called it at sea, but we would never leave sight of land, and we could pull in, if needed to scavenge.  I knew the gulf coast of Florida was riddled with small villages and towns. 
 
      
 
    What I didn’t know was the kind of shape they were in. Nor how to find fuel. Nor how long it would take to find a boat we could use. 
 
      
 
    Or how many more days it would take us to straggle there. 
 
      
 
    “Next place,” I told him in the same voice I used to tell the kids on long road trips when they said they had to go pee. 
 
      
 
    Find a place to hole up in for a couple of hours while I went to find suitable transport. 
 
      
 
    The next place came fast. A small farmhouse set back from the road, the driveway made from crushed shell and dirt. 
 
      
 
    “Looks good,” Raymer said as he led us up the path. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to warn anyone to keep sharp. 
 
      
 
    The house was abandoned, doors cracked open from previous searchers who either found nothing or scoured it clean. 
 
      
 
    “Looks creepy,” said Peg. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve seen worse,” Brian said. 
 
      
 
    We had. Hell, I’d stayed in a fish shack trailer on the run from some bad guys next to the Mississippi River on my cross country trek that made this homestead look like a palace by comparison. 
 
      
 
    “If it’s clear, it should do,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I made motions with my hand to spread part of the group out and indicate for others to follow me. 
 
      
 
    They mostly understood. 
 
      
 
    The Boy and Tyler fanned to one side, almost empty rifles aimed at the house. 
 
      
 
    I took the four wooden steps to the porch two at a time and stared into the dim interior through the opened door. 
 
      
 
    Shadows fought and shifted as the wind moved diaphanous curtains like ghosts against the windows. 
 
      
 
    I stepped up and knocked against the door, then stood to one side and waited. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, nothing came to investigate. 
 
      
 
    “Clear,” I called out and stepped inside. 
 
      
 
    Everything was gone. No furniture. No food, no indication of previous human life. Dust tracked across the floor, several windows were cracked and busted, letting the breeze flow through in a cross wind from the door. 
 
      
 
    It was a good place for them to stay. A safe enough place. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go with you,” the Boy objected. I knew he would. Tyler offered, as did the new kid named Steve from the sextet we picked up when the buses stopped. 
 
      
 
    I marked them for later conversation when someone screamed and I did a headcount to see who was missing. 
 
      
 
    The scream came again, gargled with panic and answered by a woman’s thin wail of terror. 
 
      
 
    I sprinted around the house and was not the least bit angry that the younger guys moved faster than I could. 
 
      
 
    The skinny guy was named Todd. I had hoped to put some food into him, his woman and the girl before we got their story. I knew it would be a sad one. 
 
      
 
    Sad ones are all we’ve almost got left. 
 
      
 
    There was a pole barn behind the house, four metal walls under a long metal roof, designed to keep adult toys out of the weather. The front and back were closed off with wood. 
 
      
 
    Todd stood under an open wooden door, Z climbing across him and feasting. 
 
      
 
    The Boy raised his rifle and took aim. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Steve screamed at him. 
 
      
 
    It bought enough time for me to pass them with the pike and start lopping off zombie heads.  I took down three, then poked three more and that was the end of it, unless there were more hiding in the dim interior of the storage barn. 
 
      
 
    Todd was crying.  His legs and stomach were a bloody mess, one arm chomped to the bone. 
 
      
 
    His wife crawled to his side and cradled his head as he lay dying, their daughter watching in numb teary silence. 
 
      
 
    “He was a good man,” she keened. “A good man.” 
 
      
 
    It was a mantra she repeated two dozen times, maybe more. 
 
      
 
    Todd waved me over with his good arm, and pointed into the barn.  There was a four seater ATV under a layer of grime and dust just inside the door. 
 
      
 
    “Checked the gas tank,” the man said. “It’s full. Got so excited, didn’t see the dead fucker til he bit my leg.” 
 
      
 
    His voice was raspy and weak. 
 
      
 
    “Trailer,” he pointed again, and this time his arm fell to the dirt with a meaty plop. 
 
      
 
    Todd wasn’t strong enough to hold it. But I could see what he meant. A full ATV could make good time, and the trailer hooked to it would haul the lot of us. 
 
      
 
    “You saved our lives,” I took a knee beside the dying man. 
 
      
 
    He grinned up at me, a rigor mortis grimace of pain and regret. 
 
      
 
    “Let me say goodbye,” he huffed. 
 
      
 
    He pulled his wife close and kissed her on the cheek, and beckoned the little girl to his side. I couldn’t hear what he whispered, but she accepted it in stoic silence before he pushed them both away. 
 
      
 
    I thought one of them would resist, but they stood back and cried in silence. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” he said to me and closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Brian who moved in front of us to shield what I had to do from them, then used the pike to save our hero from suffering. 
 
      
 
    “Stay back,” I said and led with the pike to clear out the barn. 
 
      
 
    There were no more Z, but there were two cans of gas. I couldn’t see the key for the starter and wondered if we were going to have to tear the house up to search for it. 
 
      
 
    “Slip it in neutral,” Steve suggested.  I did and got help wheeling it out. 
 
      
 
    He recruited Tyler and the Boy to push him as he popped the clutch to jump start it. The engine caught on the second try and he wheeled it in front of me with a satisfied grin on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get cocky,” I snarled and shoved him over so I could back the ATV up to the trailer. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” Brian called out. “He hates you kids on his lawn and your damn rock and roll music.” 
 
      
 
    Some of us laughed, me included, but it was a somber laugh next to the dead man who found our transport. 
 
      
 
    Raymer helped hook up the trailer and secured the ball hitch with a chain. Brian rounded everyone into the back, and when Steve offered to drive, I made him sit shotgun with Anna in the middle. 
 
      
 
    He seemed just as happy with my rifle with one bullet as he did with the steering wheel. 
 
      
 
    I drove down the dusty shell driveway and turned west. Two cans of gas and a full tank would take us all the way to the Gulf and we could be there by sunset. 
 
    



 
   
  
 



 
 
    More Battlefield Z Series

Battlefield Z
Children's Brigade
Sweet Home Zombie
Zombie Blues Highway
Mardi Gras Zombie
Bluegrass Zombie
Outcast Zombie
Renegade Zombie
Everglades Zombie
Flyover Zombie - the Battlefield Z series
Headshots - the Battlefield Z series
Overland Zombie
Lone Star Zombie
The Pass Zombie
Dust Devil Zombie
Terminal Zombie
Ronin Zombie

GONE DARK
SILENT RUN
NO ENTRY
RESTRICTED




 
  
  
 




Thriller 

ASSET – a Brill Winger Thriller
OPERATIVE – a Brill Winger Thriller
SIDEWAYS – a Brill Winger Thriller
November 2018
CHOKEPOINT – a Brill Winger Thriller
December 2018
DECREED - a Brill Winger Thriller
December 2018
IN THE WIND - a Brill Winger Thriller
January 2019
IN THE BLACK - a Brill Winger Thriller
February 2019


Tin Trooper – a Shadowboxer story
Nazi Nukes - a Shadowboxer story



 
  
  
 





Sci-Fi Comedy

Lunar Hustle- Prequel to The Dipole Shield
The Dipole Shield - The Dipole Series
Planet 9 - The Dipole Series
Planet 10 – The Dipole Series
Half Cocked – The Dipole Series
Disco Orbit – The Dipole Series
Apogee – The Dipole Series
Apex – The Dipole Series

Sci Fi Western

Backwoods Station – Keeping House
Backwoods Station – Bootleg
Backwoods Station – Martian Roulette
Backwoods Station – Turf War

Sci Fi Dystopian- Alien Invasion

Phalanx - Invasion Earth
Pyrrhic - Invasion Earth

Beachhead - Invasion Earth
Bridgehead - Invasion Earth
Lodgement – Invasion Earth
Ultima Thule – Invasion Earth
Infiltrate – Invasion Earth
Dustoff – Invasion Earth
Riki Tik- Invasion Earth
Snakebit – Invasion Earth
Defilade – Invasion Earth








 
  
  
 





Science Fiction Adventure

Moon Men
Epoch - The Future Templar
Eon- The Future Templar
Era - The Future Templar

Super Secret Space Mission
The Herd Shot Round the World
High Steaks




 
  
  
 




 
Urban Fantasy

Witchmas - a Marshal of Magic story
Witchmas Eve - a Marshal of Magic story
Witchmas Day- a Marshal of Magic story
The Marshal of Magic – Hail Fellow
The Marshal of Magic – The Devil You Know
The Marshal of Magic - Small Medium at Large
The Marshal of Magic - Low Elf Esteem
The Marshal of Magic - Big Trouble

Historical Fantasy

The Holy War – Blood Bound
The Holy War – Oath Bound
The Holy War – Honor Bound

Western

Fort Smith – Judged by Twelve
Fort Smith - Carried by Six

Evasion - Destruction Earth

Omnibus Collections

Battlefield Z Collected Adventures Volume I
Battlefield Z Collected Adventures Volume II
Battlefield Z Collected Adventures Volume III

Battlefield Z THE COMPLETE ADVENTURES Volume 1

Invasion Earth Collected Adventures Volume I
Invasion Earth Collected Adventures Volume II

Sanctioned – Shadowboxer Files
Unsanctioned – Shadowboxer Files

Incursion
Mobilize

DISAVOWED – Free book
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