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Foreword

In a period of carefully orchestrated insanity during the Cold
War, America’s government created what would eventually prove to be its
own demise.

In the early eighties when nuclear proliferation between Russia
and the United States had reached its peak, both governments devoted
their research into more subversive means of attack. They started to
covertly dabble in microbiological weapons despite the Biological
Weapons Convention agreement both countries signed and ratified. While
Russian scientists struggled, the United States flourished.

America created a slew of toxins capable of wiping out the Red
Motherland, but it was the eighties and biological research was still in its
infancy. Therefore, most of America’s creations were accidental in nature
and they did not understand many of the abominations they created.

In the rush for microbiological proliferation, ‘PT-12’ was born.
Like many others, its creation was an accident. The virus worked in two
stages. First, it killed the host in a matter of hours. Second, it reanimated
their necrotic tissue and turned them into savage shells of their former
selves. The reanimated corpses were slaves to the virus and served only
one purpose: to infect others and spread the disease. The reanimated
husks were capable of staying active for weeks until rot and decay finally
subdued them.

America should have incinerated the virus but in their arrogance
they not only pretended to understand ‘PT-12’ but also pretended to be
able to control it and kept it as a possible weapon. Fortunately, before
they could unleash the virus on Russia, the wall fell, the curtain lifted, and
America was left with numerous creations they feared and could not
understand.

Time has a mysterious way of making governments forget their
atrocities. America forgot how dangerous ‘PT-12’ and their other Cold
War creations were and, as such, grew complacent as the months rolled
into years. It was through that complacency and a chain of human errors
that ‘PT-12’ was accidentally released and allowed the dead to walk the
earth.

The dead’s reign was a short one but it cost mankind dearly.
Those who were fortunate enough to have survived the plague
were left to shift through the ashes while those who once held power
struggled to regain it.

A new ruined nation was formed within the decayed corpse of
the old one, doomed to repeat the sins of the past.
The United States of America

You may know me but then again you may not.

It doesn’t matter.

Nothing really matters anymore.

I work for a government I’m not sure exists outside of name.

I pledge allegiance to a flag with stars on it, stars that represent
states that are no longer there.
We’re supposed to be the ones tasked with rebuilding all that was
lost. How can we do that when we're too dependent and pathetic to do
anything about it?

How can we rebuild anything if all we do is hide behind the walls
of the few FEMA relocation camps left scattered throughout this
desolated country, afraid to even venture out into the unknown?

We wait for some unnamed remnant of the military to drop off
cases of food like manna from heaven. I’m not even sure where they’re
flying from. I’ve always assumed that they’re flying down north from the
Capital, Camp Seven, but nobody knows for sure. We just sit and listen to
their propaganda about how they’re rebuilding the big cities and how
they’re making America safe again.

We all know its bullshit and bullshit just doesn’t give us hope
anymore.
Last week they dropped off cases of seeds! No food. What a joke!
They spun some tale about how their supplies and aviation fuel were
running low. I still can’t believe that they had the gall to tell us that we
needed to become self-sufficient after they spoon fed us from the start.

I even got a promotion after they left; I’m the camp’s chief
agricultural officer.
Imagine that… Hell, before everything happened, I was a used
car salesman. The next thing I know, after the plague, they gave me a gun
and told me that I’m a soldier. Now I’m supposed to be a farmer?

What the fuck do I know about farming? I grew up in Detroit!
Besides, we can’t grow any crops in-between the thousands of barracks
inside the concrete-covered campgrounds; like I said, we’re too afraid to
venture outside the walls and FEMA doesn't allow it anyway. I’m no
farmer, but maybe you could throw my body over the wall and use me for
fertilizer? I’ll even stuff some seeds in my pockets before I shoot myself.
Who knows? You might get lucky when you bury me.

I doubt it though… We do live in Arizona. That was some
excellent foresight for a camp, huh? Like we could grow something in this
wasteland… idiots.

I’ve had enough of this. The fucking helicopter didn’t come again
today. We have no food, no supplies. 

Things are about to get very bad here and I don’t want to be here
for it. 

I just can’t pretend that everything is going to be fine any longer.
Somebody please tell Kara Phillips in dormitory sixteen that I am
sorry.
Jeffrey T. Mallory

FEMA Camp 6

United States Armed Forces

Three weeks later…

Jerri stretched out across the uncomfortable cot and grumbled as
the sun shone through the cracked skylight. Granted, after a year of being
jarred awake by the sound of gunfire and air raid sirens, it was nice to be
able to sleep in but that didn’t stop the desert sun from being a cruel
mistress to those just waking up.

She pulled the green army blanket over her face to block the
sun’s intruding rays but stifled a gag when she caught a whiff of the
stench of mothballs that lived inside the blanket’s fabric. She threw the
blanket off and slowly got off of the cot. She stretched and popped her
back. The time spent on that bare-bones military cot had not been
friendly to her spine. As she looked around her room she realized that
nothing there had been especially friendly or appealing to her.

Her room was a standard civilian dorm room, consisting of a cot,
a small dresser, an in-wall disk player (but no television to watch it on), a
window air-conditioning unit (that leaked onto her floor and grew mold
on the wall), a small desk, a plastic chair, and a table lamp with no shade.
The lack of décor and the general dilapidation would bother most people
but the disk player and no television irked her most of all.

She wasn’t entirely positive but she was fairly sure that the camp’s
massive solar generators could handle a few televisions. Not that it
mattered anyway. She left her movie collection back in Phoenix and she
was pretty sure that HBO wasn’t on anymore.

She hated the dull room and would have adamantly protested
living in such conditions if things were the way they were before the
outbreak. At twenty-three, she was not too young to remember how
things used to be but she was not old enough not to care anymore. It was
an odd age at an odd time.

The only thing about her room that made it bearable was a
collage of pictures and snippets from magazine covers she had pasted
onto an otherwise featureless wall. She liked to stare at the pictures on the
wall and remember what the world used to be like. Sometimes it made her
thankful that all the moronic celebrities and vapid shells in the media were
gone. Other times it made her miss them and the simpler time they
represented.

Her eyes lingered on a TV Guide cover that featured a television
show about zombies. She remembered catching an episode or two. The
TV show was wrong. Everything about zombies was wrong when it came
down to it. Fiction. Eventually, the zombies did die off and society and
government had a funny way of continuing onward. The society she lived
in was pretty fucked but it was some semblance of a society nonetheless.

She yearned for
 something she just couldn't understand or even
begin to wrap her mind around. It was like an itch she just couldn't
scratch no matter how hard she reached for it.

It depressed her to think about so she tried not to.
She wanted to see if they were serving anything in the kitchen so
she figured that she should get to the shower while the hot water was still
available; it went away pretty quickly in the mornings. The thought of
food made her stomach growl.

The kitchen hadn’t cooked a decent meal since the helicopter
stopped arriving but they still managed to serve small slithers of
overcooked meat from time to time so she remained hopeful.

Then again hope had failed her many times before.
She sighed, grabbed her hygiene kit, and put on her overcoat to
cover her nightgown. Her coat also did a good job concealing the two
things she valued most; her ration card and her switchblade. She almost
got raped three times in the camp, and the knife became a necessary part
of survival. The last man who tried to attack her lost the tip of his penis
and part of his right ear. Jerri doubted he'd be so eager to victimize
another following their incident.

She put on her slippers and walked out into the hall. She didn’t
bother locking her room; the locks didn’t work in her building anyway.
Besides it wasn't like there was anything worth stealing.

As she walked down the moldy hallway, she glanced at the ceiling
and saw that the center tiles were sagging even more noticeably and a few
of the soaked tiles had fallen onto the stained blue carpet. A pipe was
clearly leaking but she doubted anybody cared. She wondered how long it
would take before the whole ceiling simply collapsed.

Things were definitely getting out of control in Camp 6, but she
supposed that’s what happens when you pack over three-hundredthousand souls in an area meant for half of that number. Over a quarter
of the population lived in tent cities strung up between the dorm
buildings. The camp was overpopulated and underfed. Living conditions
were atrocious. The buildings were falling apart, sewage lines were
backing up, and violent crimes were on the rise.

Despite the camp’s oppressive police tactics, most of the officers
had grown apathetic in their duties and only punished the most overt of
offenses.

She groaned as she stepped in a soggy portion of the carpet. Her
slippers were soaked and she didn’t even make it to the bathroom yet.
God only knew what horrors awaited her in the shower.
Last time she saw a bunch of rats feasting on one of their dead
kin and almost broke her neck as she scurried out of there half-naked.
Unsurprisingly, given the food crisis, the rat population seemed to be
disappearing so there was some good news in a world full of
disappointment.

The roaches didn’t appear to be going anywhere anytime soon.
She hated roaches.
She also hated that her room was so far away from the building’s
communal shower. Navigating the hallway was always a game of dodging
water drips and the countless roaches.

She walked past one room and heard a girl screaming.
She slowed, concerned, but then she heard they were screams of
pleasure and knew nothing was happening that the girl didn’t want.
She shook her head and continued onward.
Her dorm was supposed to be a female dormitory, but that was
one of the first rules the camp’s totalitarian administration stopped
enforcing. At first, she thought it was because that the FEMA police were
too busy defending the walls but then she realized it came down to a
simple fact: the cops liked fucking just like everyone else.

A few rooms ahead of her a door opened and a gangly naked
man staggered out into the hall. 

She stopped and reached in her coat pocket. 

The man looked at her, grinned in a hung-over stupor, and
waved.
Jerri didn’t wave back. She kept her hand around her concealed
weapon, ready to slice off what little he had to work with if it came to
that.

A woman emerged out of the room and threw the man’s clothes
at him, letting them fall onto the soggy carpet. 

The man swaggered and scooped up his clothes up from the
ground. 

The man and the woman argued with each other as Jerri slipped
past them, keeping her head low. 

Jerri hurried her pace and retreated into the bathroom.
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The bathroom smelled like moldy potatoes and raw sewage.
Brown water had pooled out of the toilet stalls. The room was decorated
with dingy subway tiling that had fallen loose in many places. A framed
poster hung above the row of sinks and mirrors that divided the stalls
from the showers.

She looked over at the toilet stalls… 

She opted to pee in the shower stall while she bathed instead.
After all, it wouldn’t be the first time.
She walked up to one of the grimy mirrors, unzipped her hygiene
pack, and sat it on the sink. She turned on the tap water and waited for it
to run clear. While she waited, she looked at her sunken face in the
mirror. Slowly, she took off her overcoat and laid it next to her hygiene
pack.

It was weird for her to stare at the stranger in the mirror. At one
time she considered herself pretty, but long periods of malnutrition and
unrelenting stress whittled away at her youthful appearance. Her hair,
once a beautiful rich dark brown, hung flat and streaks of premature gray
ran through it. Her skin, once free of blemishes and scars, was dry,
scarred, and clung against her boney frame. Her ribcage jaunted out and
poked against her stained nightgown. However, even in her emaciated
state, she had a certain natural beauty about her that she didn’t notice.

Jerri sighed and looked away. Her skeletal apparition was a little
too much for her to take so early in the morning.
The water finally started to run close to clear so she quickly
brushed her teeth without toothpaste. Toothpaste had become a luxury
during the past few months. As soon as she finished brushing, the water
started to run red with rust once again.

The water in Arizona was always disgusting and the rain was
lacking but, compared to the camp’s recycled water, the old tap water was
like bottled Fiji. The camp’s water tasted like metallic mud. She supposed
that you could only recycle sewage into clean water so many times without
adequate chemical treatment. Since the camp couldn’t even keep
toothpaste in stock she doubted that they had adequate chemical supplies
to properly treat drinking water. She imagined that what little chemical
supply they had was being watered down to nothingness. Pretty soon the
camp would be reduced to sucking dew off of leaves.

She disrobed and stepped into the cleanest shower stall she could
find and took a cold shower without soap. The hot water had been used
up apparently. She saved what little soap she had for Sundays. Soap had
become yet another precious commodity inside the camp.

When she got out of the shower she felt dirtier than she did when
she stepped in. 

She slid her gown back on and took a tattered towel out of her
hygiene pack and started to dry her hair. 

The restroom door opened. 

Jerri dropped the towel and quickly reached for the knife in her
jacket. 

“Hey Jerri,” a familiar quiet voice said.
Jerri looked at the reflection in the mirror and lowered her hand.
She bent down and picked the towel up off the floor and went back to
drying her hair.

“Morning Krystal,” Jerri said, smiling.
Krystal, a native Bostonian, thin as a rail with long black hair,
moved as quietly as a phantom to the sink next to Jerri and kept her head
down. She always kept close to Jerri, more for protection than anything
else. Since her parents were both victims of the virus and her older
brother died of residual radiation poisoning after the government
bombarded the eastern seaboard, she didn’t have anybody else left.

Krystal’s knees buckled and she caught herself on the sink. She
bent her head down and heaved violently. What little food was in her
stomach ran down the drain.

“Holy fuck, are you sick?!” Jerri exclaimed as she dropped the
towel and turned towards Krystal. Concern washed over Jerri’s face as her
eyes scanned her friend up and down.

Krystal turned the sink on and washed the vomit off of her chin.
She slowly shook her head, tears streaming down her face. 

“No, I… just have the flu,” Krystal said, turning away from
Jerri’s gaze. 

Jerri looked alarmed. 

“The normal flu,” Krystal corrected herself, “not the… you know.
So how are you?” 

Jerri took her towel and slung it over her shoulder.
“Well, I woke up and didn’t have to stab anybody, so I guess my
day is going pretty good so far,” Jerri said with a grin. “I didn’t see you
last night for chow… You weren’t out with Alex again, were you?”

Krystal shook her head and supported herself against the sink.
“I haven’t seen him for weeks,” she said. “After he saw that I
wasn’t going to keep putting out, he kind of put me out instead.”
“Asshole” Jerri spat, shaking her head. 

“What was for dinner last night anyway?” Krystal asked,
splashing some rust-colored water on her face. 

Jerri sighed. 

“They were closed again,” Jerri said. “It’s starting to become a
little common. Even the mystery meat is running low.” 

“What is that stuff anyway?” Krystal asked, leaning against the
sink.
“Notice all the rat traps that they been setting up the past two
weeks? Yeah… I think I’d prefer that the meat mystery remain unsolved,”
Jerri said with a smirk.

Krystal offered a slight smile.
“Meat is meat I guess… Do you think the supply drop will come
today?” Krystal asked. The tone of her voice was telling; she already knew
the answer to her own question. “It’s been so long…”

“Sure,” Jerri lied to herself with a smile. “They can’t just let us
starve. We'll run out of vermin eventually.”
Krystal vomited again into the sink, knees buckling.
Jerri stepped back, disgusted by the smell.

Krystal broke down and started to sob deeply, her whole body
shaking. 

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry,” Krystal said. “I’m just such a mess… I
don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
Jerri took Krystal into her arms and held her close, shushing her,
patting her on the back. She looked around nervously, worried that
somebody might walk in and see Krystal sobbing. It was never a good
idea to show weakness in the camp. It would be even worse if someone
saw that she was sick. People were quick to assume the worst.

“Shh, shh,” Jerri whispered, cradling her sobbing friend against
her. “It’s just the flu. You can’t help it. Just go back to your room and rest
up. I’ll try to pick up some medicine for you after breakfast, okay?”

Krystal stifled her tears and shook her head against Jerri’s
shoulder. She pulled away and quickly wiped away her tears with the
towel.

“Thank you,” Krystal started and then choked back another sob.
She grabbed her aching stomach and groaned with pain. “You’re a good
friend Jerri… Please don’t tell anybody. I’m not well… but I’m not
infected. I promise…”

“Okay. Sure, sure,” Jerri said softly. She wasn’t sure what made
her take such a liking to the young girl but she felt very protective of
Krystal.

Krystal smiled and walked out the restroom and headed back
towards her quarters. 

Jerri was not stupid. She was concerned that Krystal was hiding
something. 

She decided she would deal with it after breakfast.
Provided they were serving it.
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After finishing up in the restroom and a quick change of clothes,
Jerri walked down the hall towards the dorm’s only exit, trying to ignore
her growling stomach. She was wearing a flattering yet tattered pair of
jeans and a grimy looking gray t-shirt that was far too big for her. She
liked to look a little dirty because it kept guys from staring at her for too
long. In her left pocket she kept her ID card and in her right pocket she
kept her switchblade ready just in case.

At the end of the hall the airlock door opened and she stepped
inside an archaic sally port.
The sally ports were attached to every building and acted as sterile
buffer zones between indoor and outdoor areas. It had a single shower
head overhead next to a speaker and a strobe light. A plastic sign on the
wall next to the exit door showed a stick figure holding his arms above his
head. Underneath, it read ‘All Persons Must Pass Decontamination before
Passing – Press Button to Start Process’. Next to the cracked sign there
was a red button.

It was an irritating process, but one everybody had to endure if
they wanted to pass through and go outside. Some of the other dorm’s
sally ports were broken and allowed people to come and go as they please.
Lucky bastards, she thought as she pressed the button.

The red strobe flashed.
“
Attention. Please stand in the center with your arms above y–
[STATIC],” a metallic male voice crackled out of the ceiling’s speaker.
“Do not m– [STATIC] during the decontamination process-s-s.”

Jerri stood with her arms folded across her chest, annoyed.
An unsettling grinding noise resonated in the wall and the shower
head sputtered and spat out a plume of smoke from the failing pump. It
made her miss the days when the showers actually worked and sprayed a
fine mist of blue liquid. It used to be a refreshing break from the desert
sun.

Jerri coughed violently, waving her hand in front of her face as
the smoke settled. 

The red strobe turned green. 

“You are now clear to exit the s– [STATIC]. Allow your skin to air dry.
Thank you for your cooper– [STATIC] –on-n-n-n-n.” 

The outer door unlocked.
Jerri kicked it open and stormed outside. The sudden sunlight
blinded her. She threw her arms up and covered her face in response.
Slowly, as her pupils adjusted, she lowered her arms and looked around as
the steel door slammed shut behind her.

A vicious wind ripped through the encampment, throwing sand
and loose papers into the air as it blew through the narrow encampments
in-between the alleyways separating the dormitories. Many people
preferred the freedom that the tent cities provided as opposed to the
overcrowded dorms. Unfortunately, that false sense of freedom came with
a price when summer highs reached well over one-hundred degrees.

Stray cats and dogs were once a huge problem in the
encampments, but, like the rats, the number of strays decreased drastically
over the past few weeks. Jerri tried not to think about it. It was unsettling
to not see a single dog or cat anymore… Even the crows stayed away.

Cats were nimble and fast. Jerri hoped that the cats were able to
run away before they got caught. Jerri was a cat person ever since she was
a little girl. She wished that she had captured one of the stray kittens
before they all vanished. But at the same time she doubted that she could
stand to see her pet just disappear one day.

She tried to shield her face from the hot wind as she maneuvered
her way through the countless rows of tents. A few tired eyes lingered on
her but in a city full of bored souls with nothing to do people watching
was a favorite pastime. Most of the tent dwellers simply lounged in the
shade and napped. She did notice one man who was lying face down in
his tent, unconscious.

Two FEMA police officers wearing bulky black riot armor and
protective helmets sauntered past her, holding empty industrial-sized rat
traps. One of the officers brushed against her and almost made her fall
over.

“Watch where you’re going,” the cop snarled through his gas
mask.
Jerri looked away, quickly got up, and kept walking.
The officers turned and kept walking in the opposite direction.

She discovered that the best way to deal with the police was to
avoid them. Since the police stopped getting paid with extra rations most
of the officers who stayed on the force were those who liked the power.
That made the remnants of the FEMA police dangerous beyond belief.
Power tends to corrupt; absolute power corrupts absolutely.

Jerri emerged out of the alley and walked out into the camp’s
large concrete plaza as she headed towards the camp’s mess hall.
The camp’s towering administration control tower stood in the
center of the plaza. It was a monolithic cement structure with a large ‘6’
painted on it. A tinted glass control room sat on the top of the structure
crowned with an array of antennas, loudspeakers, and a tattered American
flag. At the base of the tower a small battalion of FEMA police officers
stood sentry duty at the tower’s access door.

A few yards behind the control tower sat the camp’s gallows. It
looked like a depraved swing set. It had five nooses hanging from it and
they were rarely empty. Two men were swaying with the desert breeze as
Jerri walked past. One wore a sign that said ‘THIEF’ and the other wore a
sign that said ‘RAPIST’. Jerri knew why they had the gallows sat up where
everybody would see them; they stood as a stark reminder of the camp’s
swift criminal justice system.

Past the gallows sat the mess hall.
The mess hall looked like a long windowless gymnasium from the
outside. It was built to accommodate a large number of people but hardly
anybody wasted their energy to walk inside lately. Some days, when
supplies were really low, the kitchen didn’t open at all.

Next to the mess hall sat the camp’s vehicle staging area. Six
black solar-powered Humvees adorned with Homeland Security logos
were parked in it alongside a broken army tank. It was common
knowledge that none of the vehicles operated anymore and did little more
than collect dust. They used to have some old buses, used during the
evacuations from the cities to the camps, but they were all stolen months
ago.

Past everything, in the hazy distance, the tall razorwire-topped
wall that wrapped around the perimeter of the camp was visible. The wall
had watchtowers, air raid sirens, and spot lamps along its length. She
didn’t even think that the massive rolling gate functioned anymore. The
wall had two purposes; it kept the infected out and kept the residents in.

Fortunately, Jerri thought, the days of dealing with the faster
moving original infected victims were long gone. The sprinters, as they
were called, died off after a few weeks. All that remained of them were
putrefied corpses strew across the entire country. The slower variants of
the infected, the reanimated corpses courtesy of the government’s failed
attempt at a vaccine marketed as Acexa, were rumored to still exist. It was
said that the slower variants were capable of roaming the earth for years
due to their suppressed decomposition rate.

However, gossip in the camp was common and unreliable.
Nobody inside actually saw an Acexa variant for a long time. As far as
anyone knew, the Acexa variants were as extinct as the dinosaurs.

Marauders were the real danger. 

Jerri pushed the button to enter the mess hall sally port and the
rusty door slid open. 

“Attention. Please stand in the center with your arms above your head. Do
not move during the decontamination process.” 

Jerri stepped inside and sighed as the door clanged shut behind
her. It sounded like prison bars slamming shut and always made her jump.
The red light flashed and the shower head spat out a trickle of
rusty water. 

“You are now clear to exit the sally port. Let your skin air dry. Thank you
for your cooperation and remember that no food is allowed to exit the kitchen.”
The mess hall door opened and Jerri stepped inside. As expected,
it was mostly vacant. Rows of dirty tables lined the center of the mess hall
alongside wooden benches. Filthy trays lay everywhere and roaches
scurried underneath the tables. An empty salad bar sat pushed against the
wall next to the empty soda dispenser. A hot buffet bar sat in the center
of the room; it was full of cobwebs and hadn’t been used for quite some
time.

A poster hung on the wall next to a framed American Flag:

Two large soup pots, containing warm water mixed with spices
and a little sugar, sat on one of the center tables. Some dirty bowls and
cups sat stacked next to the pots.

No meat was being served.
A cook wearing a stained yellow apron adorned with the FEMA
logo sat next to the pots and flipped through an old porno magazine. He
was there to make sure nobody took seconds. Since they weren’t serving
any meat, seconds probably weren’t going to be a problem.

A few people sat in the mess hall and slurped their spiced water
in silence. 

It was about what she expected. 

When the camp first opened they had fresh salads, warm bread,
and average food.
Now they were lucky when the camp even tried to put together a
meal that involved more than an ounce of protein. Even bread was
extremely rare. God, she missed bread. Hell, she missed carbs period.

Jerri let out an exasperated sigh and walked over to the pots and
helped herself. A dead bug floated up to the top in pot she got her soup
from so she dumped the bowl and got a helping from the pot next to it.

“Excuse me,” she said to the cook. “Will there be any meat
served tonight?” 

“Do I look like a fucking psychic?” he said without looking up
from his porno.
Jerri frowned.

“No, but you don’t seem like much of a cook, either,” she said.
“Fuck off,” he snorted, staring at the centerfold.

“There’s a roach in one of the pots,” Jerri said.

“And!?”

“Well… it’s not very sanitary,” she responded. “Shitty cooks
making shitty food.” 

“Well, feel free to take your happy ass down to Burger King,” he
said, turning the page.
Jerri almost cursed the man out but knew it wouldn’t do any
good. The man was totally apathetic. She knew that he would welcome a
confrontation just for the entertainment. Instead of giving into his game,
she took her bowl and left him alone to wallow in his self-pity and
loneliness.

She took a seat behind a man huddled underneath a blanket. She
didn’t like sitting by herself in the mess hall and never understood why
exactly.

She slurped the water from her bowl and downed most of the
disgustingly bland concoction in a few seconds. 

“I’m surprised,” the man behind her said without turning around.
He slurped his soup loudly. 

“About what?” Jerri asked, still miffed. 

“That you spoke up to the cook,” the man said. “Most people are
scared of anybody who wears the FEMA emblem.” 

Jerri scoffed. 

“That idiot’s nobody. A frightened little man with imaginary
power,” Jerri said. 

“I don’t know…” the man said reflectively. “The hand that feeds
you… You shouldn’t bite it.” 

“…The hand needs to have food to feed you with first,” Jerri
said. “If I could survive eating bullshit I’d want for nothing in here.”
They were quiet for a few seconds, backs turned towards each
other, and then laughed. 

“It sounds like you’re a little disheartened,” the man said,
finishing his soup. 

Jerri pushed her bowl aside and shook her head.
“Just fed up,” she said. “I’m fed up with hiding. I’m fed up with
starving. I’m fed up with these FEMA pricks waving their little dicks
around like power-hungry idiots.”

The man chuckled.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Jessica,” Jerri lied.

Silence lingered for a few moments before the man finally spoke.
“You never asked my name,” he said.

“No, I didn’t,” she responded, smirking.

“Well, I’m Andrew,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet someone
who speaks so freely.”
Jerri ran her finger along the brim of her bowl and stayed quiet.
“Where are you from?” Andrew asked.

“Phoenix,” she said after some hesitation.

“Oh? Ever think about going back?” he asked.

Jerri scoffed.

“A jokester, huh?” she mused as she turned towards the man
behind her. She couldn’t see anything underneath his blanket shawl. “Did
anybody ever tell you that you’re kind of an asshole?”

Andrew laughed. 

“Just my parents. They reminded me all the time,” he said. “As
you can imagine, family reunions were a blast.” 

Jerri laughed.
“I miss them though,” Andrew reflected. “If I wasn’t on a plane
from Pittsburgh on the other side of the country when the outbreak
happened, I wouldn’t have the pleasure of enjoying this bounty of sugar
water. I’d just be a glowing pile of ashes.”

“I think,” Jerri said as she turned back to her table, “that the ones
we all lost in the blasts were the lucky ones. They were dead before they
even knew what was coming.”

Andrew nodded. 

“True, true… do you always get so philosophical over breakfast,
Jessica, or do you just like to depress people for fun?” 

“Asshole,” Jerri said, smirking. 

“I’m just saying… we could talk about the weather or
something,” Andrew said. 

“We’re in Arizona. The weather is hot as hell. End of story,” she
snipped.
“Funny thing is, I always said that I wanted to visit here and go
see the Grand Canyon or something… After staying here one summer,
my mind quickly changed. You have to be somewhat of a masochist to
live here,” he said.

“You’re just a snowbird who can’t hang. Ever think of going back
to Pennsylvania?” Jerri asked.
“Now who’s being the asshole?” Andrew asked, smiling.
Jerri giggled.

“You’re lucky I’m talking to you at all,” she said. “With all of
these FEMA dicks walking around, I tend to just keep to myself.”
Andrew let out a hearty laugh and stood up. As he stood, the
blanket fell of off him and revealed his black tactical pants and shirt. He
wore neither emblems nor a badge, but everybody in the camp knew the
uniform. He was an Eye.

The Eyes served as intelligence operatives within the camp and
their job was to sniff out possible rebels and domestic threats.
Jerri’s gut churned and her heart froze as Andrew stood next to
her, letting her see his uniform. 

Andrew stood a little over six feet tall and had a head full of dirty
blonde hair. He had piercing blue eyes that had the glint of intelligence.
“Ah, fuck,” Jerri muttered.

Andrew smirked and crossed his arms across his chest.

“So I guess this is the part where you arrest me for being a
subversive element to the safe and secure running of the institution?” Jerri
asked, closing her eyes. She knew her big fucking mouth would get her in
trouble one day.

Andrew shook his head. 

“No, this is the part where I go wave my little dick around like a
power hungry idiot… I believe that’s the way it goes, right?”
“Well, I wouldn’t have said it if I knew you were what you were,”
she said. 

“But you still would have thought it, right?” Andrew pried.
“Absolutely,” Jerri answered. “In hindsight, I probably wouldn’t
have sat behind you though and we wouldn’t be in this predicament. Live
and learn. Let’s get this over with.”

She held her hands out, ready to get cuffed. She held her hands in
front, hoping he would make the mistake of cuffing her that way. After he
took her into the sally port to leave the building, she figured she would
fish for her knife and attempt escape.

Andrew thought for a moment and then shook his head.
“Yeah, you wouldn’t have sat behind me, but then we wouldn’t
have had the chance to chat. It’d be my loss. You have a good day,
Jessica.”

Andrew turned and started to walk away.
Jerri lowered her hands, baffled. She was sure he was going to
take her away and interrogate her. She was absolutely shocked. Before she
could say anything, he was already half-way across the mess hall by the
cook.

Andrew grabbed the porno magazine out of the cook’s hands.
“Hey! You mother–” the cook started. He froze at the sight of
Andrew’s uniform. 

Andrew slapped the magazine up aside the cook’s head.
The cook startled and raised his hand where the magazine struck
him.
“Get that roach out of the pot and get a fresh batch out, you
idiot. Have some pride in your work before I personally make sure you
get reassigned to a detail outside the wall,” Andrew said, giving the cook
an icy stare.

“Y-yes sir, right away sir, I apologize sir for my mistake, sir,” the
cook stammered, quickly grabbing the pot with both hands.
Andrew nodded and walked away towards the sally port. As he
walked away he half-turned towards Jerri and wagged a finger by his
crotch jokingly, shooting her a quick wink.

Jerri couldn’t help but smile.
She finished her soup and decided to head to medical. Some
powerful decongestants for Krystal would be nice. She made a checklist in
her head and made her way towards the sally port.
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Jerri made her way underneath the scorching sun and walked
through a row of tents that smelled like feces and sour milk.
A woman she passed tripped and dropped a basket of laundry she
had hung out to dry.
A passing FEMA police officer walked up to the woman and
reached a hand down to help her up. He smiled a genuine smile. His eyes
were soft and kind, a rarity.

“Get away from me!” she snapped, terrified by his presence. “I
didn’t do anything so don’t you dare touch me you fascist!” The woman
scurried to her feet and ran away, leaving her laundry behind on the
ground.

The officer could have arrested the woman for her insolence.
Instead, his expression sunk. He looked stung by her reaction. He lowered
his hand and walked away.

Nearby onlookers crawled out of their tents and quickly
rummaged through the woman’s scattered laundry.
As the police officer walked past Jerri, she noticed that the glint
of kindness in his eyes had dimmed. With time she was sure it'd be gone
completely. Yet another apathetic soul would be born.

Jerri made her way through the alleyway and finally arrived at the
medical barrack.
The medical barrack sat near the housing dorms. Despite the vast
number of people inside the camp, not many people made use of the
medical facilities. Most people who were admitted died. Staph infections
and malpractice were rampant. It was hard to find a quality doctor after
the viral outbreak wiped out most of the population. As a result, FEMA
gave the doctor title out a little too liberally.

Old advertisements for Acexa were plastered outside on the
building. Jerri found that moronic given Acexa’s side-effects. The
salvation that Acexa promised cost countless lives. People thought that
the vaccine would protect them from the initial outbreak.

The government’s attempt at a vaccine, Acexa, did its intended
job admirably for a few days… but then something changed. A mutation.
It started turning the hosts into cannibalistic ghouls, reanimated husks of
their former selves. By the time what remained of the government tried to
recall the drug from the market, it was too late; Acexa had been
distributed everywhere. Even after society was destroyed, millions of
crates of unused Acexa remain, somewhere, sitting in desolated hospitals
and abandoned Red Cross shelters.

Jerri closed her eyes and looked away. Acexa saved her parents
from PT-12, but that salvation came with a heavier price. Even after a
year, the scars were too fresh and she didn’t want to cry. It was never
smart to show weakness in the camp.

She pressed the button next to the medical sally port and the
door slid open. 

“Attention. Please stand in the center with your arms above your head. Do
not move during the decontamination process.”
Jerri stood with her arms folded across her chest.

The red light flashed.

The shower head made a noise but nothing came out of it.

“You are now clear to exit the sally port. Let your skin air dry. Thank you
for your cooperation.” 

Jerri gripped her stomach and acted like she was in agony, ready
to put on a show for the medical staff. 

The light flashed green and the opposite door opened.
Jerri groaned in pain and stepped inside, expecting to get greeted
by a receptionist who would make her fill out a bunch of silly forms.
Instead, Jerri found herself standing alone in a cramped freezing
lobby. It smelled of stale cigarette smoke. A single abandoned desk sat
against the wall. The lights were dim and the ceiling tiles were badly water
damaged. A large moldy poster hung above the desk:

A door sat on each side of the unmanned desk. One door led into
the dark recesses of the patient wing and the other led into the
administrative hall.

“Hello, is anybody working here?” Jerri called out, still gripping
her stomach. 

The only sound that greeted her was the sound of water dripping
somewhere in the ceiling.
Since she had no need for theatrics, Jerri stopped feigning her
illness and walked towards the administrative hall. She pushed opened the
door and stared down the hall in disbelief.

Most of the overhead lights were dark and the rest flickered as
they struggled to maintain their duty. The tiled ceiling was sagging, moldy,
and was dripping. Muddy water had collected in large puddles along the
floor and peeled away the wallpaper from the walls. The offices that lined
the hall were abandoned and their contents had been picked clean; even
the brass nameplates had been pried off of the office doors.

As Jerri walked down the hallway, sloshing through the polluted
puddles, she spotted a door that read ‘Staff Lounge’. 

She knocked on the door.
“Is anybody in there?” she called. After no response, she opened
the door and stepped into the dark room. As soon as she entered, the
room’s automated lights powered on and sent hundreds of roaches
scattering into the room’s dark crevasses. Garbage was piled up in the
corners. A sofa with exposed springs sat pushed against the wall, littered
with magazines from the old world. A grime encrusted microwave sat in
the room’s kitchenette above a sink stacked high with filthy dishes.

Jerri backed out of the room with her hands covering her mouth,
stifling a gag. If she had any food in her stomach she surely would have
vomited. Every fiber of her being wanted to turn and run out of the
building but her devotion to her friend prevented her from doing so.
Krystal was her closest friend in the camp and she refused to leave
without even trying to help. In the new world, a simple sinus infection or
other complications from something like the flu could be deadly. She
needed to at least find some antibiotics for Krystal.

Jerri kept walking down the hall until she came to a door adorned
with the Homeland Security logo. The sign on the door read ‘Medical
Surplus’. It had a small window in the center and was locked by a
biometric hand scanner.

If she wanted to get inside she’d have to break the lock.
Jerri walked to the window and looked inside. Her expression
sunk in horror at the sight.
The room was barren with the exception of a box of bandages.
She had no idea that the medical situation was so dire.

She backed away from the door and walked back to the lobby,
shaking her head. 

A sense of despair settled in on her as she headed towards the
sally port.
An idea struck her.

She stopped and turned towards the patient wing door.

It was a long shot, but it was her only hope of procuring some
supplies for her friend.
Jerri cautiously opened the patient wing door. The stench of
defecation, mildew, and stale air immediately wafted against her face and
made her throw her hands over her nose and mouth.

The patient wing consisted of a wide hallway with hospital beds
lining the walls. The water-rotted ceiling had collapsed in most places and
all of the medical monitoring equipment was gone. Most of the overhead
lights were dead and the nurses’ station in the center of the hall was
abandoned. The hospital beds were stripped bare and the few that weren’t
stripped had withering corpses on them covered in flies. Some of the
bodies weakly moved when she opened the door and looked at her with
pleading eyes but most of the bodies lay motionless and were already
firmly fastened in death’s icy clutch.

At the end of the hall, Jerri spotted a man in nursing scrubs
huddled near the edge of one of the beds holding a needle. He slipped the
syringe into his arm and gasped with pleasure, nodding to himself.

“…hello?” Jerri called out. Her hand slowly slid into her pocket
and grabbed hold of the switchblade.
The man startled and quickly dropped the needle. He stood and
turned towards her, almost stumbling backwards in his self-medicated
stupor.

“Now, just stay calm,” the man stammered. A string of saliva
hung from his lower lip, and he held his twitching hands out towards
Jerri, palms facing her. “This isn’t what it looks like, I swear…”

Jerri’s eyes trailed down to the needle on the floor and the small
vial of morphine on the bed. Multiple empty vials were scattered across
the floor. The idiot probably exhausted most of the camp’s supply on his
addiction.

A look of revulsion washed over Jerri’s face.

Drug abuse was a crime punishable by death in the camp.
“Just… let me explain,” the man said as she stepped towards her.
Jerri turned and ran.

She darted through the lobby to the exit.

The sally port’s steel door was sealed shut.

She pressed the button to open the door, terrified.

“Stand by,” a crackled metallic male voice announced overhead,
“Hydraulic depressurization in progress. One moment please.” 

The sally port door made a grinding noise and hissed.
The man in the nursing scrubs emerged from the patient wing
and ran towards Jerri, almost tripping over his own feet.
“Just stop and let me explain!” the man shouted.

“Depressurization is complete. Thank you for your patience.”
The sally port door slid open.

“Leave me alone!” she shouted.

She tried to run inside the sally port but the man grabbed her
shirt and tried to pull her back. 

Jerri drew her switchblade and spun around, screaming. She
flicked the blade open mid-air and swept it across the man’s face.
The man let out an anguished cry and let her go. He clutched his
gashed left cheek as blood ran out from between his fingers.
She stumbled into the sally port and quickly pressed the red
button.
“You fucking bitch! I’ll kill you!” he cried. Just as he reached out
for her, the door slid shut and narrowly missed crushing his hand. He
pounded against the door with his closed fists, screaming.

“Attention. Please stand in the center with your arms above your head. Do
not move during the decontamination process.”
Jerri stood in the middle of the sally port, shaking, tears running
down her face. Her heart felt like it was going to beat out though her
ribcage.

The shower head made a noise but nothing came out.

Jerri quickly wiped away her tears, wiped the blood off of her
switchblade, and concealed her weapon. She took a deep breath and put
on a false sense of composure.

It was not good to show weakness in the camp. 

“You are now clear to exit the sally port. Let your skin air dry. Thank you
for your cooperation.” 

Jerri hastily dried her face and calmly walked back towards her
dorm. 

Hard as she tried, she couldn’t stop her hands from trembling.
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On her way back to her dorm she walked past four FEMA
officers holding animal snares. They looked tired and vastly outnumbered
by the sea of haggard pedestrians milling past them. A few people hidden
in the crowd shouted obscenities at the officers.

The public was outraged over the disappearance of the dogs and
cats but didn’t complain when there was meat served in the chow hall.
Three of the officers kept their faces stern as they scanned the
area for animals, but the fourth officer clearly looked hurt by the insults;
naturally the jeers became directed mostly toward the officer they hurt the
most.

People, Jerri noticed, always seemed able to sense and hone in on
the vulnerable ones.
It depressed her to see what the camp had become. When things
first started, the camp operated orderly and everyone worked together to
protect the community from their common enemy. Now that the
infection was gone, the Acexa reanimates stayed away from the camps and
kept near the big cities, and marauder sightings became less common the
community started to pick itself apart.

Jerri was embarrassed at what society had been reduced to.
After walking for miles through a maze of tents and trash
underneath the desert sun, she finally arrived at her dorm and pressed the
red button to enter.

The sally port door made an awful grinding noise and started to
vibrate. 

“Sta-an-an-an-an. Hydraulic depressu– [STATIC]One moment pl–”
While Jerri waited, she glanced uncomfortably down the alleyway,
expecting to see the man she had just cut emerged out from in-between
the tents.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” a man said behind her.
Jerri startled but quickly recognized the voice. She turned towards
a heavy-set man sitting in one of the tents erected by her building. He
wore a tattered t-shirt, checkered golf pants, and a grungy red scarf that
covered half of his face from the blistering sun. He had an awful stench.

“Hey Ted,” she said with a fake smile.

He wasn’t buying it.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, coughing.

Jerri shook her head.

“Nothing,” she said.

Jerri’s hand was shaking and her coat had some of the nurse’s
blood on it. She stared at one of the archaic signs hung next to the sally
port, waiting for what felt like forever.

Ted laughed.
“One of these days those Nazis are going to get you for keeping
that blade and cutting people,” he said as he pointed at the blood droplets
on her hand.

She felt embarrassed and exposed. She quickly wiped her hand
off on her jacket, thankful that the apathetic police officers she walked
past didn’t notice it.

“Only if you snitch,” she snapped. She didn’t like the fact that he
knew about her weapon but he was the one who sold it to her in the first
place after all.

If you wanted something illegal inside the camp, Ted was the
man to see.
Ted shook his head adamantly.

“No way, no how,” he said. “Old Teddy isn’t a snitch.”
Jerri nodded.

“I’m glad that your time inside taught you something,” she said.
Ted grinned and his golden tooth glistened in the sunlight.

“I’m the most loyal con there ever was. Things fell apart, I broke
out, and then I ran right into another prison,” he said gesturing to his
surroundings. “I still can’t get over that!”

Jerri smiled. When he wasn’t drunk, Ted had a way about him
that lightened her mood. She wasn’t sure if he really did escape from a
prison, but she knew he loved to tell his story to anybody who had time to
listen.

“They’re a bunch of buffoons,” he said. “The people in here, I
mean. They’re pretending that everything will be okay.”
“Why do you say that?” Jerri asked, blinking.

“There ain’t a helicopter coming today. It’ll be the same as last
week and the week before that and the week before that. We’re cut off,”
he said matter-of-factly.

Jerri frowned. Ted wasn’t usually the pessimistic type.
“They’re coming,” she said.

“If you say so. Hell, it doesn’t matter if they don’t feed me,” he
continued, ignoring her statement, “I have enough to last me for a while.”
Ted slapped his portly stomach and chuckled. 

“You’re a drunken old fool, Teddy,” she said with a grin.
“They’re coming.” 

She looked around his tent and noticed that Teddy’s scrawny
German Shepard was missing. 

“Where’s Bo?” she asked, pointing towards the dog’s empty food
dish. 

“Motherfuckers,” Teddy muttered, shaking his head. He lost his
smile. “They took him from me last night. They said he was a stray.”
Teddy’s eyes reddened as he shook his head, staring at the
ground.
“But I thought he was registered,” Jerri said.

Teddy spat in the sand.

“He was registered… I tried to show them his papers and all I
got in return was this,” he explained as he lifted his shirt up and revealed
large purple bruises all along the side of his chest. A large tattoo of dragon
wrapped around a sword hid underneath the bruises, memories of a time
long ago. “I got a lot of beatings from cops when I was growing up… and
this one was one of the worst.”

Jerri cringed and looked away.
“I’m sorry,” she said. There was something false about her
apology however. She knew where the meat in the mess hall was coming
from and she knew why the police were constantly hunting down feral
animals and placing traps; she wasn’t stupid. She just couldn’t price the
life of an animal above the life of a human and it made her feel like a
desperate scoundrel. Like everybody else, she tried not to think about it
and ignored the facts that glared her in the face every morning.

Teddy lowered his shirt and looked up at her, wiping the tears out
of his eyes with his dirty sleeve. 

“Those motherfuckers took my best friend,” he said, staring at
her. “So stay out of trouble. Old Teddy doesn’t want to lose you too.”
The sally port door opened.

“You won’t,” she said.

“Depressurization is complete. Thank you for– [STATIC]”

Jerri stepped inside. It reeked of smoke and burnt hair inside. She
pressed the button and held her breath as she expected the normal plume
of smoke to shoot out of the shower head.

The door slammed shut behind her. 

“Atte– Please stand in – above y– [STATIC]Do not m– the
decontaminat–” 

The walls made a loud grinding noise, louder than she ever heard
before. 

The shower spat out sparks and then a plume of smoke.
Jerri was badly startled by the sparks and then started coughing
on the thick black smoke.
The sparks were something new.

“You are now c–clear–clearclearclearclearclear–”

The second door opened and Jerri stumbled into the dorm, still
coughing.
A woman in her thirties with a horrible sunburn stood in the hall,
leaning against the wall, smoking a cigarette. She looked at Jerri and took a
long drag, exhaling her smoke up towards the non-operational smoke
detector in the ceiling.

“That thing is on its last leg,” the woman said, cackling. “Been
getting worse all day. Won’t be long till we can walk in and out as we
please just like building three.”

Jerri didn’t say anything, kept her eyes fixed forward, and walked
past the woman. She made it a point not to talk to strangers unless she
couldn’t help it. Strangers always wanted something.

“You got any spare rations, baby?” the woman asked. “Or
smokes? I’d fuckin’ chop my own dad’s balls off for a pack of decent
smokes.”

Jerri didn’t make eye contact and kept walking forward.
The camp was full of predators.

“Bitch,” the woman called out.

As Jerri walked away the woman took another drag and narrowed
her eyes, watching her as she retreated down the hall.
Jerri got to her room, opened the door, and walked inside with
her eyes shut. Once she was safely inside her room, she collapsed on her
cot and started sobbing without making any noise. Her sobs were deep
gut wrenching sobs that stole the air out of her chest and made her
stomach heave. Her whole body shook.

She cupped her face with her hands and tried to control herself.
Her lungs took deep angry breaths, making her whole body jar.
She was tired of offering fake smiles and empty laughs.
She was tired of being afraid of everyone all the time.
She was tired of feeling helpless and hiding behind a knife.
She was tired of feeling useless; she couldn’t even help her friend.
She was tired of existing just to exist…

She closed her eyes and exhaled. Her body was starting to come
down off the adrenaline high from her altercation earlier. 

Emotionally exhausted, she drifted off to sleep.
“Hey. Babe...” a soft-spoken man said. “Are you going to wake

up sometime this century?”
Jerri opened her eyes and saw that she had fallen asleep in Mitch’s
living room again. His place wasn’t the best, but the location was decent
and the neighbors were pretty chill. The only thing that bothered her
about his cramped place was that it always had the most ungodly stench
of Doritos mixed with weed.

She stretched and yawned. She was wearing her usual sleepover
attire; an oversized t-shirt and panties. 

“Was I dreaming?” she asked. 

Mitch was already dressed and rolling a joint on the glass coffee
table.
“How would I know?” he said with a shrug. He was fairly tall,
thin, and had dirty blonde hair. To the uninformed he looked like a stoner
but there was intelligence hidden behind his handsome eyes.

Jerri looked at the TV and saw that VH1 was doing one of their
usual marathons. She glanced at the cable box’s digital time display and
then looked over at Mitch.

“Eleven? You let me sleep in?” she asked, almost accusingly.
Mitch smirked.

“They canceled classes again,” he said as he finished up his joint.
He slid it behind his ear and grabbed the remote off of the coffee table.
“That flu thing still?” Jerri asked.
Mitch flipped the channel to CNN. The news footage showed
army vehicles barricading a highway with lots of helicopters flying
overhead. The caption read ‘Piedmont Flu spreads to six states in fortyeight hours, government issues pandemic alert’.

“Yeah babe, apparently shit’s pretty bad,” he said. “I hope it’s
better by springtime. I’ll be pissed if we get the flu when we fly out to
NYC.”

Jerri was excited about the trip. She didn’t get the chance to leave
Arizona much, but that all changed when she met Mitch. He was a huge
adventurer and he seemed to love to take her new places.

She smiled.

The news footage showed a CDC laboratory. The camera panned
across a row of chimps in cages and the caption read ‘Government
announces Acexa approval’.

“We could always settle on Seattle,” Jerri said, rocking back on
the sofa. “I always wanted to go there.” 

The caption on the television read ‘Homeland Security orders
mandatory inoculations’.
“I know, but still…” Mitch said, turning the channel back to
VH1. “…New York is our plan this year. We voted. Besides, it’s not like
Seattle is going anywhere. You can wait another year.”

Jerri gave a cattish grin and threw a pillow at Mitch.
Her eyes fluttered opened and she felt disoriented.

She hated dreaming.

Jerri made her way down the waterlogged hallway towards
Krystal’s room. She wanted to check on her and let her know about the
medication situation. Afterward she planned on going down to the mess
hall to see if they were serving anything before she went to bed.

Sometimes they served dinner, sometimes they didn’t; it was a
gamble.
Jerri stopped at Krystal's door and knocked.

“Krystal, open up. It’s me,” she said.

Nobody answered.

She must be sleeping, Jerri figured, and decided to just wait and
check on her in the morning.
After another shower of sparks and smoke from the dorm’s
broken sally port, she found herself standing outside in the cold desert
night.

Despite being the end of summer, the desert heat was unbearable
during the day and at night the cold air was capable of freezing you to the
core.

There was something about the desert nighttime that Jerri always
liked. Growing up in Arizona, the desert was all she knew. The cicadas
were quiet and the dust had settled; nights were peaceful even inside the
camp.

She bundled herself up in a burlap blanket and looked at Teddy’s
tent.
He was huddled underneath an old sleeping bag reading a book
by flickering candlelight. Given his girth, he glistened with a thin layer of
sweat across his forehead despite the cold. She wondered if he even
needed the cover at all.

“Feeling any better?” Teddy asked without looking up.
Jerri wrapped her blanket tighter around herself and nodded.

“I don’t suppose you want to talk about it,” he said, turning a
page. 

Jerri shook her head and walked over to him.
“What are you reading?” she asked. She had the curiosity of a cat
but had none of the luck. “Isn’t that…”
“The same one from last month? Yes, yes it is,” he said, showing
her the cover. “It’s one of my favorite westerns. I’d thought I’d try to read
through it again.”

Jerri never was much of a reader. It always strained her eyes.
“I’m heading to the mess hall,” she said. “Want to walk with me?
I could do with some company.” 

Teddy smiled and shook his head. 

“I’m sorry, but I’d rather stay low and out of everyone’s way,” he
said, flipping a page. “They’ve been patrolling all evening.”
“They like to remind people they exist, I think.” Jerri said,
shrugging. “What got you so spooked? You already stay low. You don’t
break many laws.”

Teddy shook his head and stopped reading. He looked up at her
with a tired expression.
“I remember one time inside a few years ago… I was still green
back then. It was a week before Christmas. I woke up after the morning
count and couldn’t shake this feeling in the pit of my stomach. Most of
the old cons stayed behind in their cells and skipped their meal.”

Well, obviously I like food and I didn’t know any better. I went to
breakfast with my buddies… but none of us said anything. I could tell that
they felt it too.”

Teddy laughed but there was pain in his voice.
“This one kid… he was greener than me. His name was Marlowe.
He was doing a stint for robbery. He worked as a gardener for these old
rich folks. One morning when the couple was out at church he broke into
their bedroom and stole a box of jewelry.”

“And I’m guessing they caught him?” Jerri asked, folding her
arms across her chest. 

He chuckled and licked his chapped lips.
“Hard not to catch him when he forgot to clean his boots off
before he pulled the heist. They followed his muddy tracks all the way
back to his work shed in the back of the house. Fucking idiot, he was a
good kid but a terrible criminal.”

Jerri laughed.

“Anyway, Marlowe used to hang around me, you know? He had a
mouth on him. He lost his temper with some wetbacks the day before.
They laughed him off and we all figured that was the end of it. So there I
was, sitting in the kitchen with that sour feeling in my stomach. Marlowe
was sitting next to me running his mouth about something from the
outside, cause, you know, when you’re inside, you talk about the outside a
lot. So he’s talking, we’re listening, and then next thing I knew, he was
quiet.

“I felt something warm on the side of my face so I reached my
hand up and touched my cheek,” he said, mimicking the motion. “When I
looked at my fingers, they were covered with blood. I fucking freaked out
and looked over at Marlowe; hell, I thought it was my blood at first! But
then I saw him…”

He paused and stared down at his book vacantly.
“I looked over at him and watched as the blood spurted out the
side of his neck like a squirt gun. It was like each time his heart pumped, it
pulled the trigger and spritzed the table. The wetback that stabbed him
just stood behind him… he stood behind him and just… watched him.
He watched him die. I watched too. I was frozen.”

Teddy closed his eyes and let out a chain of rattling coughs.
“We all stared in shock at Marlowe and he stared back at us. He
pissed his pants and fell forward on his plate with the shiv still stuck in his
neck, bleeding out. The wetback standing behind him looked at us, spat
on the table, and walked off.”

Jerri shook her head slowly.

“Jesus… I’m sorry,” she muttered. She wasn’t sure what to say.
Teddy nodded.

“After he was killed the guards put the prison on lock-down. And
you know that feeling I told you about? That weird feeling in the pit of
my stomach before Marlowe was killed? It went away. It just disappeared
and it felt like the knot inside unwound again. That was the first time I felt
such a powerful premonition in my life.”

“All that time inside though… you never saw something like that
happen again?” Jerri cautiously asked. 

He shrugged dismissively.
“Sure, to a lesser extent,” he said, returning to his book. “But I
never felt it like I did that day. Until tonight. Something bad is about to
happen, Jerri. I feel it everywhere… just stirring in the air. This time I’m
staying in my cell like the wiser cons did.”

Teddy turned the page, sighed, and wiped a tear off of his dusty
cheek. He coughed and stifled a sneeze. 

“You’re being paranoid,” Jerri said. “I’m going to the mess hall.
I'll see you later.” 

She turned and walked down the alleyway, passing countless
tents. Lots of people were huddled up in their tents, staying in their cells.
The feeling Teddy described… She realized that she felt it too.
She chose to ignore it.

As she neared the dining hall, she caught the scent of something
delicious in the air. It didn’t smell like the usual rodentia. It smelled like
they were actually cooking larger racks of meat. It smelled of pork. It’s
been so long since she had pork…

She wasn’t the only one who smelled it; a small murmuring crowd
had gathered at the front of the dining hall. 

Jerri jostled her way through the crowd, eager, expectant, but her
expression quickly fell flat. 

She read the handwritten sign hung on the mess hall doors: 

Closed until tomorrow for food processing.
We’ve received a large supply from the Capital this
evening. Please be early and remember to give
thanks to our benefactors!

God Bless America and God Save the Union.
She felt dismayed and cheated. Still, she stood outside the mess
hall with the others and savored the aroma of food. It didn’t satisfy her
like she expected. In fact it just made the longing worse.

Disheartened, she turned and started walking back towards her
dorm. She wallowed in her self-pity and unabated hunger.
She walked past the ominous gallows with her head down,
completely unaware that they were all empty. Nothing but ropes swung in
the cool desert breeze.

She walked down the alleyway and maneuvered through the tent
encampment like a mindless zombie, carelessly bumping against people as
they shuffled past. Two FEMA police officers brushed past her and ran
into a tent, guns drawn. A woman inside the tent screamed obscenities at
the intruders and then there was the sound of breaking glass.

Then... nothing.

A black sack went over the woman’s head and she disappeared.

Jerri didn’t pay the commotion any mind; her hunger was all
consuming. Her mouth was still salivating from the aroma.
After wandering past countless half-asleep skeletal residents, she
finally arrived at her building and pushed the sally port button.
The door made its usual grinding noise and then slid open with a
metallic screech.
As she stepped inside, she didn’t look behind her to say
goodnight to Teddy; she didn’t have the energy and didn’t have the
resolve.

She didn’t notice that Teddy was gone. His book lay in the middle
of his tent with its aged yellow pages rustling in the night wind.
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Jerri walked down the moldy hallway, no longer bothering to
side-step the puddles that had collected on the carpet. She looked ahead
and saw Krystal stagger out of the communal bathroom.

The haggard state of her friend immediately snapped Jerri back to
reality.
Krystal was barely able to walk and looked pale. Blood covered
her hands and trickled out from between her slender legs from
underneath her silk nightgown.

A few others in the hall murmured amongst each other, but were
too afraid to offer her any assistance.
“Oh my God…” Jerri muttered, cupping her hands over her
mouth. “Who did this to you?!” she shouted. Rape immediately crossed
her mind.

Krystal stopped walking and slowly turned towards Jerri, her eyes
clouded and cheeks flushed. Her hair was disheveled.
Jerri ran towards Krystal and put a hand on her shoulder,
supporting her, ready to catch her if she fell. Her other hand slid into her
coat pocket, ready to grab the knife if the attacker showed his face.

“I’m sorry… I… I have to show you what I did,” Krystal
muttered, face expressionless. “Take me to my room…”
A sense of dread filled the pit of Jerri’s stomach as they walked
down the hall together. She was starting to think that her frail friend had
killed somebody.

The other girls kept far away from them as they walked, stepping
out of the way and retreating into their rooms.
Normally Krystal talked about the latest camp gossip, boys, and
shared stories about her past life in the old world. The walk felt different
that night. It was quiet, awkward, and ominous. Jerri imagined it must be
the way people felt when they walked towards the gallows.

Krystal stopped walking and pointed a shaking finger at her
room. 

“In there,” Krystal said weakly. 

Moving with a sense of hesitation, Jerri turned the knob and the
door creaked open.
Jerri’s eyes grew wide.

“What did you do…?”

The room’s blue carpet was splattered with crimson. A nearby
army cot and blanket was soaked in it. The room had an odor to it; a
coppery tang of blood mixed with spoiled fish. The dresser’s top drawer
was open and Jerri saw something lying motionless on top of the
undergarments.

It was a baby.

Jerri slowly walked into the room, afraid.

Krystal followed close behind, crying. She shut the door behind
her. 

“How…? Is…?” Jerri stammered. She turned towards her friend.
“Is it yours?” 

Krystal nodded, snot dribbling out of her nose.
“I’m sorry I lied to you… I didn’t have the flu… I just…”
Krystal started, choking back her tears, “I tried to get to the bathroom. I
tried to make it, but I just couldn’t. I’m sorry…”

“You never showed… I didn’t even know you were pregnant,”
Jerri said, inching towards the motionless baby in the dresser.
Krystal shook her head, not moving any closer towards the
dresser. 

“Who else knows about this?” Jerri asked. She saw that
something was peculiar about the baby… 

“No idea,” Krystal said flatly, looking down. “I was quiet… I was
quiet when he… when he came out.”
Jerri stopped walking and turned towards her friend.
“Is it…” Jerri started.

“Alive? I have no idea,” Krystal said, tears streaming down her
cheeks once again. 

“The father…?” Jerri asked. It was a delicate question, but one
that mattered. He needed to know. 

Krystal collapsed onto her knees and hung her head low, sobbing.
“I don’t know,” she said in-between sobs. “I’d like to think it was
Jacob’s... but after that night he got me in the shower…”
Jerri had no idea what night she was referring to or to whom.
Frankly she did not want to know.

She remembered Krystal mentioning Jacob though. He was
Krystal’s boyfriend back in Boston… He didn’t get out of the city in time
and was vaporized when the government bombarded the east coast with
nukes in their failed attempt to curtail the infection. It didn’t matter much
anyway; unlike Krystal, Jacob was not immune to PT-12 and was
coughing steadily during their escape. Krystal was seventeen at the time.

“Krystal,” Jerri said delicately, “the time line doesn’t make
sense… it can’t be… well… his. What happened in… the shower?”
“Are you saying it was
 his?!?” Krystal shouted, spewing spit and
tears. She hid her face in her hands and sobbed deeply. “It’s not! It’s
Jacob’s! It is!”

Jerri walked over to the dresser and quickly stepped back, gasping
in horror. 

Krystal sobbed louder, covering her face, ashamed.
The baby was a boy. He was grossly underweight and was curled
up in the dresser’s undergarments like a dead fetus. Something wet and
organic stuck to the baby’s face. He was trying to make noise, but the
sound was muffled.

Jerri looked away from the premature child as tears formed in her
own eyes.
“He’s… ” Krystal started to say, covering her face. “Is he alive?”
Jerri nodded somberly.

“I think he’s starving…” Jerri added. She stumbled backwards
and sat on the cot, running her fingers through her hair, trying to think as
Krystal continued to sob.

“What should I do?” Krystal finally asked as her sobbing
subdued. “Please… help me… I don’t want him to die. I just don’t know
what to do. If I take him outside, and they see him… they’ll probably kill
him.”

Someone pounded against the door loudly, startling both of
them.
“FEMA P.D.! Open up!” a voice shouted.

Krystal looked over at Jerri with horror.

“Let me handle this,” Jerri whispered. She slid the dresser drawer
shut with the baby inside.
The pounding at the door intensified.

“I’m coming!” Jerri shouted. She quickly went to the door,
cracked it open, and stepped out into the hall. She was greeted by two
armor-clad police officers wielding batons. “What’s the problem?”

The hallway was full now of curious bystanders. They stared at
the unfolding scene, whispering. 

“We got a call about a disturbance. Let me see your
identification!” the officer demanded, holding a gloved hand out.
Jerri reached in her pocket and got out her ID card.
“What sort of disturbance?” Jerri asked.

The officer snatched the ID out of her hand and studied it
carefully. He verified it with a small UV light.
“Is this your assigned room?” the other officer snapped.
“Well, no, but I just–” Jerri started.

“What’s the problem?” a familiar voice asked.

Jerri looked over and saw Andrew pushing his way through the
crowd. 

“Ah. Fuck,” Jerri muttered. 

The gawking girls slithered back into their rooms at Andrew’s
presence. Nobody liked to be around when an Eye was present.
The two officers turned towards Andrew and saluted.
Andrew locked eyes with Jerri briefly and seemed to peer right
through her.
“Sir, we got a call that a woman is sick in this building. She was
last seen in this room,” one of the officers said, pointing at the door
behind Jerri.

“Is this the girl?” Andrew asked, nodding towards Jerri.
“No,” the other officer answered. “
This girl answered the door.
I’m about to arrest her for being in unassigned quarters. The dorm on her
identification doesn’t match. She’s covering for the infected girl.”

Andrew held out his hand.

The officer handed him her ID card.

Andrew studied the card and nodded. He slid the card in his
pocket. 

“Did you search the premises?” Andrew asked the two officers,
locking his eyes with Jerri. 

Jerri felt a knot rise in her throat. 

“No, sir, we were about to make entry when you arrived on the
scene,” one of the officers quickly responded. 

“Get out,” Andrew said in a stern voice. “I’d like to handle this
myself.” 

The officers looked at each other hesitantly. 

“Do you want us to bag her? She was out of her assigned
confines…”
Andrew spun towards the officers and narrowed his eyes.
“Follow your orders and be on your way,” Andrew snapped.
The two officers turned and hurried towards the sally port exit.

Andrew turned his attention towards the gawking onlookers
peeking out of their dorm room doors down the hall. 

“Inside!” he shouted. 

The women quickly slunk back into their rooms and left the hall
abandoned. 

Andrew turned his attention towards Jerri and stared at her with
suspicion. 

“Now, Jessica, what other secrets are you hiding?” he said. “Are
you crazy enough to be harboring an infected?” 

Jerri shook her head and looked down.
“Good. You’d prefer to talk inside? Me too. It would be much
more private,” Andrew said. He brushed past Jerri and walked inside the
room.

Jerri reached into her pocket and grabbed the switchblade as she
followed him inside. 

She shut the door behind her.
10

Andrew scanned the room, noticing the puddle of blood around
Krystal.
Jerri crept closer behind him. She flicked her blade open slowly.
Quietly.
Krystal cupped her mouth with her hands at the sight of Andrew
and started to sob, terrified. She stumbled backwards and sat on her cot.
Andrew locked eyes with her. Glared at her. The moment passed
and he looked away, taking in the entirety of the scene again.
“Him! Not him! He’s going to kill him… he’s going to kill
him…” Krystal muttered, eyes swelling with tears. 

Jerri motioned for her to be quiet, raised the blade, and–
Andrew’s wandering eyes spotted the dresser in the corner of the
room and hurried towards it, stepping away just seconds before Jerri tried
to make her move.

Jerri fell forward in her momentum and quickly righted herself.
He opened the top drawer of the dresser and stumbled
backwards at the sight of the baby within. He bent over to pick up the
dead child, and it suddenly started to wriggle and make a muffled crying
sound.

Andrew gasped, badly startled.
Jerri quickly walked up behind Andrew, blade ready... She saw the
child move and was surprised how tenaciously he clung to life. She
hurried faster, ready to make her–

Andrew drew his pistol and turned towards Jerri, frowning.
Krystal screamed in hysterics.

Jerri froze and felt her blood run cold.

“Is there really any need for all of the theatrics? Hand the knife to
me. Handle first,” Andrew said as he held a hand out towards Jerri,
ignoring Krystal’s insufferable wailing.

Jerri reluctantly handed him the knife and then stepped back,
clasping her hands together, composing her next move. 

Andrew studied the knife, retracted the blade, and slid it into his
pocket. He holstered his pistol and snapped it in. 

“Now stand back and let me see what I can do. Just please stop
trying to kill me for a few moments,” he said. 

Embarrassed, Jerri crossed her arms across her chest and stared
at him sullenly.
Andrew took the baby in his arms and gently ran his thumb
across his face. He frowned; the child refused to open his eyes. He ran his
thumb over the thin membrane stuck on the child’s face and mouth.

Krystal suddenly stood and watched with apprehension, fists
clenched. 

“What are you doing to him? Why are you poking on him!” she
cried. “Stop!”
“I can’t do anything about his eyes… he’ll have to open them on
his own. Hopefully there isn’t anything wrong with them,” Andrew said.
“But as far as this gunk… I think it's the caul.”

Jerri looked with confusion while Krystal watched with horror.
“Try what exactly…?” Jerri asked.

Andrew turned the child on its belly and held him with one hand.
He tilted the baby’s head towards the floor. 

Krystal turned pale and started to scream.
“He’s going to kill him! He’s going to drop him onto the
ground!” she shouted. She ran towards Andrew and started to pummel his
back with her fists.

Andrew pushed her away with one hand and turned towards Jerri.
“What the fuck are you doing?!” Jerri shouted.

“Trust me!” Andrew shouted back. “Restrain her and let me help
this child!” 

“You fucking bastard! Don’t touch him!” Krystal shouted as she
charged towards Andrew. 

Jerri grabbed Krystal and held her back. 

“Let me go! Let me go!!!” Krystal shouted as she slapped and
punched Jerri. 

Andrew started to slap the baby’s between its shoulder blades
repeatedly. 

“NO! STOP! PLEASE!” Krystal screamed, pushing against Jerri.
A bloody gob of tissue slid out of the baby’s mouth and fell onto
the floor with a splat. 

Krystal screamed and fainted at the sight of the blood.
Jerri caught Krystal mid-fall and laid her down on the ground as
gently as she could. 

The baby’s screams were loud and clear.
Andrew turned the child around onto his back and cradled the
crying child against his chest, soothing him, shushing him gently. He
reached one hand down, grabbed the knife out of his pocket, and handed
it to Jerri.

She took the knife, baffled by his actions.

“He’ll need to be fed when she wakes up,” Andrew said.

Jerri’s confused gaze drifted past him and looked towards the
dresser… 

“What did you…?”
“I cleared his airway,” he said. He gently handed the baby to Jerri
and smiled as he stared longingly at the child. “It’s pretty amazing. That’s
the first time I’ve seen a child that premature survive past birth. Keep him
hidden for now until I think of a way to get him out of here. If he lives
past a week, he’ll be lucky.”

He started to walk towards the door when Jerri stopped him.
“Why are you helping us?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.
Suspicion didn’t even begin to describe how she felt about the situation.
“I’ve never known one of you to be the compassionate type…”

“You know what they say… about judging books and all,” he said
casually. “Just stay inside the dorm. I’ll be very busy but I’ll come see you
tomorrow,” he said. “You fascinate me… I’d like to hear your story and,
of course, I’d like to check on the kid. It’s refreshing to see life after so
much death. Wouldn’t you agree, Jessica?”

Jerri smiled a half-smile.

“Jerri,” she said, “My name is Jerri. And yes, I agree.”

Andrew grinned and took her ID out of his pocket. He handed it
back to her. 

“You don’t say,” he said. “Remember; stay low… out of sight,
out of mind. Keep the baby bundled up and hidden.”
Jerri nodded and smiled.

“Thanks, um…” she flustered.

“Andrew. Remember? Andrew the asshole. And you’re
welcome.” 

He quickly left the room, moving as swift and silently as a
phantom.
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It was nighttime and things were quiet in the dorm. Jerri had no
idea how things were outside; she didn’t dare venture out into the hallway
after Andrew left.

Silence, although reassuring, could be frightening because it gave
her time to think. The worst part always came when she dreamed. She
devoted herself to being an insomniac quite admirably.

Krystal had fallen asleep on the cot with her baby curled against
her chest. She was snoring gently.
Jerri sat idly in the corner of the room and watched her friend
sleep. After everything Krystal went through, she wondered if she would
be able to regain her grip on her crumbling psyche.

It didn’t look good. Krystal always seemed far too frail for this
world. More so now.
After Andrew left, Krystal regained consciousness. She rocked
her baby in her arms and cooed softly to him with a glazed expression and
a smile on her lips. The baby suckled on his mother for hours. She didn't
speak so much as two words the entire time.

Jerri’s eyelids felt heavy and her pupils started to burn.
She closed her eyes to rest them, just briefly.

“We’re sorry, all circuits are busy. Please hang up and try your call again.”
“Dammit,” Jerri said as she hung up her cellphone.

“Would you relax?” Mitch said, putting his arm around her. They
were sitting outside in the university’s park on one of the many benches.
The university ended up canceling all classes for the rest of the semester
due to the flu pandemic. That made the park a pretty nice place to relax
and escape from the panic that seemed to have gripped the nation.

That was until Jerri saw the homeless man having a coughing fit.
“You saw the way that guy was hacking his lungs out,” Jerri said,
miffed. “I’m sure he’s carrying all sorts of disease.” 

Mitch laughed. 

“So was I, but you dated me anyway,” he said with a playful
smirk.
Jerri slapped his arm.
“I’m serious,” she said, “he looked really sick.”

“That stuff is on the east coast, babe. Remember what the news
said? No cases have been reported as far as Arizona,” Mitch said. “You’re
such a worrier… you’re going to drive yourself nuts if you freak out every
time someone coughs.”

Jerri bit her lip and thought a moment.

“We should stay inside,” she said, “I don’t like being out now…”
Mitch shrugged and gestured up at the sky.

“But we’d miss this beautiful weather,” he said. “It won’t be too
long until it’s as hot as hell again.”
A squadron of jet fighters passed overhead.

Jerri smacked him and gave a playful smirk.

She started to shake uncontrollably.

Her eyes fluttered open.

“Jerri!” Krystal whispered, shaking her harder. “Jerri!”

Jerri stumbled out of her sleepy stupor and looked around. Her
heart sank as she found herself back inside the dismal dorm. Krystal was
hunkered down in front of her, staring at her.

“What is it?” Jerri asked. 

“We need to go to the store,” Krystal said. “There’s nothing to
drink in here and I’m thirsty.” 

Jerri massaged her forehead. 

“The store? What are you even talking about?” Jerri sighed.
“Just... Just wait here. I’ll go get you some water.” 

Krystal nodded and walked back to the cot with her baby. She sat
and smiled down at him. 

“That doesn’t change the fact that we need to go shopping
tomorrow,” Krystal said, oblivious. 

“Yeah,” Jerri said, not really sure what else to say to that. She
stood up and walked towards the door. 

She could still see Mitch’s face. Could still make out the scents of
the park. 

That was the worst part about dreaming. What clung to her after
she woke. What was lost. 

Slowly, she opened the door and walked out into the dark
hallway.
The automatic hallway lighting was dimmed to conserve energy.
A few tent dwellers had taken shelter from the cold outside, dozing in the
corridor.

Jerri maneuvered around the countless bodies and made her way
to the bathroom, careful not to accidentally step on anybody. She kept her
hand wrapped around the knife in her pocket and finally reached the
bathroom door.

Inside the bathroom, a few people slept in the shower stalls and
used plastic bags and magazines as makeshift roofs to shield themselves
from the water dripping from the ceiling.

Jerri pulled a small Ziploc bag out of her pocket and turned on
the cold water. While she waited for the water to run clear, she looked at
one of the many framed FEMA posters on the wall…

It made her remember her dream; it was the very same number
she tried calling in the park that day.
She missed Mitch, more than she would like to admit. When she
closed her eyes she could make out every detail about him, every
feature…

Water started to soak through her slippers and snapped her back
to reality. 

The water ran clear but it was overfilling the sink and creating a
small lake on the bathroom floor. 

She cursed and turned the water flow down and filled the Ziploc
bag. 

As she left the bathroom and made her trek down the hall, she
tried to turn her brain off.
Her mind shifted to the incident in medical earlier in the day.
Shut up, she told herself.

Once she reached Krystal’s room, she half-expected to find her
friend holding a dead fetus.
She didn’t know why she thought such a horrid thought, but she
did. Clear as day she pictured it, and the morbidity of it all made her
shiver in shame.

Krystal was still sitting on the cot and held her baby close against
her. 

The baby was sleeping and giving raspy little breaths through his
mouth. 

“Thanks,” Krystal said, smiling. She happily took the water bag
and then held it a moment, looking at Jerri. “No straw?” 

Jerri shook her head. 

“Well, that’s fine,” Krystal said. “I’ll just add that to my grocery
list for tomorrow.” 

Jerri politely smiled and nodded. 

Krystal sucked the Ziploc dry, lay back down, and almost
immediately fell back asleep.
Jerri sat back down against the dresser and sighed, popping her
knuckles. She was confident that her friend would snap out of it soon, but
she hoped that it would be sooner than later.

As far as the baby went, Jerri honestly didn’t see him living more
than a few days. 

She leaned her head back against the dresser and closed her eyes,
willing herself not to dream. 

But, instead of sleeping, she kept her eyes fixated on the
television in shocked silence. 

Mitch sat next to her, holding an unlit cigarette with a shaky
hand.
“…
unprecedented response to an unprecedented threat to our national
security. Again, for those of you just tuning in, the United States has launched a volley
of nuclear missiles along the east coast in order to curtail the lethal Piedmont
Influenza… Confirmed strike zones are… New York City… Raleigh… Boston,
DC, Phi– The… list, it just keeps going on. It’s just–The current casualty figures
are… they…” the reporter stopped and stifled his tears. “I’m sorry, ladies and
gentlemen… just… I just need a moment.” The reporter stood up and walked
off screen, hiding his face.

“We should go to the shelter,” Mitch finally said, putting the unlit
cigarette in his mouth the wrong way. “If our blood is clean, they can take
us to one of those camps. The camps have food, water, and soldiers.
They’re safe.”

“Mitch, no…” Jerri said, pleading with her eyes. “I can’t leave my
family behind.” She looked down. “I was thinking… I should go stay with
them for a while until things cool down.”

Mitch slowly nodded and tried to light his cigarette. Realizing it
was backwards he turned it around with fumbling fingers and lit it. He
took a deep drag and blew the smoke up towards the ceiling.

“Yeah, yeah… good idea…” he muttered. “I’ll stay held up here
for a few days and see how things fall into place. If things get bad…
promise me you’ll go with me to the camps.”

Jerri nodded.
“I’ll take my folks with us if things start to go south,” she said.
“Both of them got vaccinated. I wish we didn’t wait so long… Maybe we
should’ve gotten the shot too before they ran out.”

“Yeah, I know but it’s too late for that now… I’ll give mom a call
tomorrow… I need to check on her,” Mitch said. His mom was in
Houston. He had no idea that she was already one of the infected.

Mitch and Jerri stared vacantly at the television for several hours
without speaking. The footage playing was surreal and horrifying. Some
broadcasts were shut off mid-air while others felt heavily scripted. The
cameras didn’t lie though and they didn’t hide the virus’s true nature.
Whatever it was, it wasn’t flu.

Eventually, around sunset, the broadcasts stopped and the
channels turned to static. 

Mitch tuned the television off and looked over at Jerri with the
cigarette butt still between his lips. 

Jerri met his gaze, frightened. 

After sitting in stunned silence for several minutes, they
embraced. 

There, on Mitch’s sofa, they made love for the last time.
Jerri shifted in her sleep, fidgeting. She nestled herself onto the
floor and curled up into a fetal position, hugging her knees against her
chest.

Her once beautiful neighborhood had become a chaotic
nightmare. People were loading their cars up with everything they could
handle. They shoved bags of clothes into the backseat and pushed their
half-dressed children into the front. Police cars and ambulances sped
down the narrow streets, narrowly dodging the screaming pedestrians and
haphazardly parked vehicles. Some of the houses were boarded up as if a
hurricane was approaching, others had their doors busted open by looters.
Quite a few houses had their front porch splattered with blood.

In the distance, downtown Phoenix burned and helicopters
circled overhead.
Mitch weaved his Taurus down the neighborhood streets, driving
Jerri to her parent’s house. He watched the chaos around him with
detached disbelief. Multiple houses burned out of control.

Jerri watched with horror as she listened to the grisly radio
reports.
“
-I am. Ladies and gentlemen, I’m reporting live in south Tempe. I-I can
speak freely. The soldiers who were escorting us and dictating our script have gone. I…
I don’t know how long we can stay on the air like this…

“Listen, don’t believe what the government is saying. Things are not under
control. This thing is airborne! It’s not just bites! [COUGH] We –we just fled from
the Arizona Mills Mall. It’s filled with… with… well, I don’t how else to describe
them except for calling them–”

Mitch reached over and switched stations. 

“–for Disease Control and Prevention has recalled the marketed Acexa
vaccine and suspended all–” 

He cycled through stations again until he found one that wasn’t
static. 

“–the emergency broadcast system for central Arizona. This is not a test.
Please stay tuned for important information–” 

Mitch turned off the radio. 

“Maybe it would be best if we rode in silence, huh babe?” he tried
to sound casual, but she could tell he just as terrified as she was.
Jerri murmured and her hands trembled in her lap. 

A man wearing a blood-stained shirt and dirty slacks ran out in
front of the car, holding his hands up. He was covered in ragged wounds.
Mitch slammed on the brakes, jolting Jerri and himself forward.
The car skidded to a stop a few feet away from the man.

“Help me!” the man cried, coughing, slamming his open fists on
the hood of the car. “Get me to a hospital!” His eyes grew wide with
terror as he looked to the side. “Oh fuck… oh fuck!”

A woman slammed against Mitch’s driver-side door, snarling like
a rabid animal. Her eyes were clouded, vacant, and her mouth was caked
with gore. She clawed at the glass, trying to get inside the car.

Mitch leaned away from the glass, hyperventilating.
“Go! GO!” Jerri screamed, pounding the dash.

Mitch floored the accelerator and the car threw the man in front
of them aside like a sack of potatoes.
The woman lost interest in the retreating car and focused her
attention on the fallen man. She started gnashing and clawing at him in a
feverish rage.

The man let out piercing screams. 

“What the fuck is wrong with these people?!” Mitch screamed,
breathing frantically.
An air raid siren started wailing in the distance.

“Just drive!” Jerri shouted, closing her eyes and covering her ears.

Mitch swerved around an accident in the intersection and turned
the corner. 

A fireman lurched out in front of the car, mouth smeared with
blood and matted with bits of hair. 

Mitch didn’t slow down. 

The vehicle struck the man and created a bloody splotch across
the hood and windshield. 

The fireman’s corpse tumbled over the top of the car and landed
in a twisted heap. 

“There! There Mitch!” Jerri shouted, pointing frantically at her
parent’s house. 

Mitch nodded and erupted into a coughing spasm.
Mitch parked the car on her parent’s lawn and kept the engine
running. 

“Go hurry up and get them! I may have to round the block if
anyone sees me but I'll be here! I promise!” Mitch shouted.
Jerri quickly got out of the car and ran towards the front door.
Her house was a typical house for Arizona, a single-story with swamp
coolers on the roof.

She ran inside and started shouting.

“Mom! Dad!”

Nobody answered.

Jerri noticed the bottles of cold medicine that covered the coffee
table and the used tissues that littered the floor. The emergency broadcast
message played on the television. A trail of bloody droplets led down the
hall to the bedroom.

Her parents received the Acexa vaccination just two days before
from the nearby CVS pharmacy. 

“Hello…?” Jerri called out. She made her way down the narrow
hall on her tiptoes. 

The bedroom door was cracked open and it was dark inside. She
heard a wet slurping sound coming out of the room. 

Slowly, Jerri creaked open the door and peered inside.
Her father was lying on his back in the middle of the bedroom
floor, his arms sprawled out at his side.
Her mother was hunched over him and had dug a hole into his
abdomen with her bare hands. She scooped up fistfuls of his intestinal
tract and shoved them into her gullet, chewing slowly and methodically.
She looked up at Jerri with clouded eyes.

Jerri gasped and stumbled back into the hall against the wall,
knocking framed family pictures onto the floor.
Her mother slowly stood up and started to lurch towards her with
an expressionless face. She extended a boney hand towards her daughter
as she lurched, pieces of her late husband still falling from her maw.

Anguished sobs stole Jerri's voice. She backed away into the
living room as her ghoulish Acexa reanimated mother lurched farther into
the hallway, both arms extended.

Her mother stepped onto one of the fallen framed pictures. The
picture was one they all took together at a family reunion in Tucson. The
glass frame shattered and sliced deep into her foot, but she never so much
as flinched.

Jerri’s reanimated father started crawling out of the bedroom
after Jerri as well.
In the sight of such irrational, abject horror, Jerri felt her bladder
let go. The warmth running down her thighs somehow awakened her
instincts. She turned and ran out of the house, screaming all the way.

Jerri tossed and flopped around on the carpet, soaked with sweat.
She screamed herself awake and bolted up, heart thumping madly in her
chest.

The memory was all too vivid. She remembered riding with him
to the evacuation center and remembered him coughing most of the way.
The gods can be cruel. Mitch never made it to the camp; Jerri was
immune, he was not.

She sat against the dresser, shaking, and did not sleep for the rest
of the night.
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Right before dawn, two FEMA officers sluggishly walked the
catwalk at the top of the massive wall that surrounded the camp’s
perimeter.

“What about you?” one of the men asked the other one.
“Well, unlike your high-brow ass, Bret, I’d take White Castle and
thus win the game,” Hemingway said. 

Bret looked over at him and thwacked the back of Hemingway’s
helmet with his gloved hand.
“No fucking fair, bro! They didn’t have White Castles anywhere
near here,” Bret argued. “You’re lucky I let you have Taco Bell, since it
sucked so goddamn much.”

“I never said it had to be regional, dumb ass!” Hemingway said,
laughing.
“You always do that shit!” Bret said, throwing his arms in the air.
“Do what shit?”

“Change the rules in the middle of the game! You can’t do that!”
Bret said with an aggravated sigh. 

Hemingway waved his hand dismissively.
“Okay, okay, fine. Let’s do another topic. Supermodels. Who
would you bring back? No age limit. No generation limit. If you pick an
ugly bitch, then you lose. Go,” Hemingway said.

“It’s hard to think about bitches when I smell that food coming
from the mess hall, though…” Bret said, looking at the smoke churning
out of the nearby chimneys.

Hungry citizens were camped outside its doors, eagerly awaiting
the morning meal. 

Hemingway looked over at Bret and narrowed his eyes.
“I didn’t see any shipment come in today… That sign is bullshit.
I bet it was sitting in storage, rotten. You’re going to eat it?” he asked.
Bret shrugged.
“It’s been so long since I had pork I don’t care if I get food
poisoning. It has to be better than that rat concoction they’ve been
using.”

Suddenly, guards manning the nearby watchtowers started
shouting and the searchlights powered on. 

“Ah shit!” Hemingway shouted as he unslung his rifle.
Bret fumbled with his weapon and did the same, aiming blindly
out into the desert. 

Six searchlight beams scanned the distance, and two shadowy
figures emerged from behind a large rock formation.
When the searchlights focused on the two figures, the light
revealed a man and a woman both hauling backpacks loaded with
supplies. They were both armed with crossbows.

“Marauders,” Bret muttered with distaste. He sighted his weapon
in on the couple. Marauders hadn’t come around the camp for months.
Apparently, the smell of freshly cooked meat was attracting
unwanted attention.
“
Attention, this is official United States government property. Do not come
any closer! You are trespassing!” a voice boomed from the watchtower’s
speaker system.

The soldiers watched in horror as over two dozen shadowy
human shapes scurried from cover to cover in the distance behind the
man and woman. The soldiers aimed towards the group, unsure who to
focus their fire on if the group suddenly tried to advance. The gun’s lasersights danced across the desert, trying and failing to draw a bead on them.

“By order of the United States of America, turn around and leave
immediately! All of you!”
The group fully emerged from cover, and across the expanse of
the desert now numbered in at least fifty. They didn’t move and called the
government’s bluff; shooting a target in the dark at that distance would do
little more than waste ammunition. The group was intelligent enough to
stand far enough to avoid the threat of fire, but close enough for the men
on the wall to see them and make their presence known.

Bret slowly lowered the rifle, hands shaking.

“They aren’t moving,” Bret said. “What do they want?”
Hemingway grunted.

“Does it matter? We outnumber them and outgun them. They
know that if they tried to step towards us we’d mow them down,”
Hemingway said. “They can try to stand there and intimidate us all night
long but in the end we’re the ones with the superior firepower.”

The officers on the wall watched the group in the desert all night
long, weapons ready. 

The marauders stared back, waiting.
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Jerri woke up in the morning with a crick in her neck and
multiple knots in her back. Groaning, she stood and popped her back.

“Good morning,” Krystal said, smiling over at Jerri. “Jacob.” She
was holding the baby against her chest and he wiggled in her arms,
making gurgling noises. He kicked and grabbed his mother’s hair.

Jerri rubbed her temples and shook her head.

“What…?” Jerri murmured, trying to ease the tension in her neck
by turning her head side-to-side.

“The baby’s name is Jacob,” Krystal beamed. “I’m naming him
after his father.”

Jerri nodded and offered a polite half-smile.

“That’s nice…” was all she could manage.

“So what’s for breakfast? I was thinking about going out but I
can’t find my good clothes… This room is a mess!” Krystal looked
around the dorm and shook her head.

“Hun… do you even know where you are?” Jerri asked carefully.

“Well, yeah,” Krystal said, rolling her eyes. She looked down at
Jacob and cooed softly at him, tickling his stomach with her finger. She
never specified where she was and, in fact, acted like she forgot that Jerri
was standing just a few feet away from her.

Jerri frowned.

“I’m going to go see if the mess hall opened, would you like me
to try to bring you back something?” Jerri asked.

Krystal kept her vacant eyes fixated on Jacob and cooed. She
didn’t answer.

Jerri was worried. She would have to tell Andrew about her odd
behavior when he stopped by later.

She paused and felt a chill run down her spine.

…when he stopped by later.

Did she actually just think that?!

Why did that notion resonate so strangely with her? Most of all,
why did she even think such a stupid thought!? He was one of them. He
was one of the Orwellian masters.

The sickening part was that he truly was a devil in sheep’s
clothing. He actually seemed like a really nice guy… Ha!

He tricked her into letting her guard down with his charm and
charisma. He was trying to chisel his way into her head.

She decided she wouldn’t allow it to happen again.

After breakfast, she intended to move Krystal to another dorm,
somewhere Andrew couldn’t find her. Teddy would know a good place to
lay low.

Andrew was trouble. He was the enemy. He wasn’t to be trusted.

She felt stupid for being so naive.

“Stay in here hun, and don’t open the door for anybody except
me,” Jerri said. She didn’t have to get dressed; she was still wearing the
same outfit from yesterday. Cursing herself, she left the dorm and
stormed out into the hallway.

The dorm seemed utterly vacant. Most of the rooms were open
and she didn’t hear or see a single soul. It was actually quite eerie.

She walked past the bathroom but didn’t go in; the prospect of a
warm breakfast outweighed the prospect of brushing her teeth.

She hit the button at the end of the hallway and the sally port
door opened.

The sally port speaker crackled, but no message played.

She stepped inside and the door shut.

It smelled like burning plastic inside. The shower head spat out a
few sparks and the speaker crackled with inaudible static.

The outer door opened and Jerri hurried out into the Arizonan
heat.

She looked in Teddy’s tent but saw that it was empty.

His books were gone.

“He's probably already pigging out,” she said to herself, smirking.

As she hurried down the alleyway, she saw that all of the tents
were empty. It was as if a mass exodus happened in the middle of the
night.

When she came to the corner and stepped out into the common
area, she froze and found where everyone was at.

Haggard residents were lined up, waiting to enter the dining hall.
The massive line wrapped around the plaza multiple times like a neverending snake. It encircled the empty gallows and ended near the control
tower.

Jerri groaned, knowing that she was going to be in the line for a
very long time. She made her way to the end of the line and got cut off by
a few people who ran ahead. She would have run, but she didn’t have the
energy.

She stood behind a man who smelled like he took a bath in dirt
and used bricks of shit for deodorant.

The woman standing behind her had oily hair and was covered
with stale sweat - the kind of sweat that had a very pungent pubescent
odor.

Needless to say, it was not very enjoyable. It was six in the
morning and she had a very long wait ahead of her.

Jerri tried to focus her attention on the wonderful smell coming
out of the kitchen. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine what savory
food awaited her. Unfortunately for her, the line moved abysmally slow.

Up on the perimeter wall, triple the normal number of FEMA
officers patrolled the scaffolding, keeping their eyes on the marauders in
the distance.

The marauders had established a small tent encampment some
distance away, covering it with camouflaged military netting to protect
from a sniper’s scope. It wasn’t clear how many were inside the
encampment. Only a few fires could be seen throughout the night, and
barely a sound was heard at all. It had been an eerily quiet stalemate.

Nobody from the marauder’s encampment attempted to contact
the FEMA camp, and nobody from FEMA ventured to check on the
marauders.

Noon came and went.
The temperatures rose and the people lined in front of the dining
hall grew impatient. They argued with each other and multiple brawls had
broken out. The police had a hard time keeping the isolated situations
contained while monitoring the group of marauders in the horizon.

Soon, it was two in the afternoon and the sunlight was blistering
hot. Countless people collapsed where they stood.
Officers wielding riot batons walked along the line, shouting at
people to stay in line and be quiet. Others patrolled with wheelbarrows.
When they come across somebody who had fainted, they scooped the
person up, dumped them in the wheelbarrow, and carted them away.

A couple of expressionless Eyes stood on the empty gallows.
Andrew was not one of them. The Eyes stood with their hands behind
their backs and would casually point someone out in the line from time to
time. The poor souls who got pointed out quickly got black bagged by the
police and hauled away, screaming.

People in the line didn’t seem to care; one less person in the line
meant that they all got to move up one. 

As Jerri got closer to the mess hall, the smell was intoxicating,
euphoric even.
Police officers stood by the mess hall sally port and let twenty
souls in at a time. They then waited for twenty to exit. The people who
left looked absolutely stuffed and satisfied.

After hours of waiting, Jerri was next. She felt giddy with
excitement and couldn’t stop salivating. Deep in her stomach, she felt
something she couldn’t quite describe. It felt ominous yet distant. It was
like being chased by a lion that was thousands of miles away.

“Next! Step up!” one of the officers standing next to the sally
port shouted. “Step in, girl, hurry up.” 

The officer motioned for Jerri to enter the sally port.
Jerri hurried inside, delighted. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling
that something was wrong; like Teddy did in prison, she chose to ignore
the gut feeling.

It was a chaotic mess inside the dining hall. Every table was
filled to capacity. Not a single word was spoken amongst the
malnourished crowd as they feasted on the food piled on their plates. The
sound of teeth gnashing, lips smacking and meat being torn apart filled
the mess hall with a primitive, macabre ambiance. Discarded bones, and
mounds of trash covered the floor faster than the orderlies could clean it
up. Police officers walked between the tables, watching the group gorge
themselves.

At the back of the mess hall, warming trays were turned on and
piled high with generous portions of pork. Cooks handed out plates in a
hurried frenzy to those gathered around the warming racks. Some held
their hands out for a plate while others simply grabbed handfuls of meat
and ate it where they stood, pulling the fat apart with their teeth.

Jerri ignored the odd feeling in her stomach and sniffed the air.
Aside from the scent of body odor and sweat, she could smell the roasted
pork and it was amazing.

She pushed her way through the crowd and held a hand out to
one of the cooks manning the serving line. 

The cook handed her a plate piled high with poorly smoked pork.
Jerri took her bounty and hurried to her usual table. She sat
beside a man who had his elbows on the table as he stuffed his face,
protecting his plate with his forearms. A woman sat on Jerri’s other side
and was sticking her tongue into a broken bone, lapping out the marrow.

Jerri’s premonition of dread heightened and the hairs on the back
of her neck stood on edge.
She picked up the meaty slab off of her plate and savored the
aroma. It was an undercooked rack of ribs, a premium cut. She tore a rib
off; it was tender and tore away easily. As she was about to take a bite, she
noticed that the meat was stained with a purple mark.

Frowning, she picked at the stain with her fingertips.
The stain was deep in the flesh.

Great, she thought, the first real meat I get in months and it’s tainted.

She thought about eating it anyway, but then she remembered the
medical situation. Eating undercooked pork was bad enough but why
should she make it even more risky by eating tainted meat? If she got
food poisoning in the camp, she would most likely die.

Begrudgingly, she sat the rib down and examined the rest of the
food on her plate. All of her ribs were stained. 

“Fucking great,” she muttered. She tried to pick around the mold
when she noticed that the purple patches made a picture...
Her expression sunk and her color paled as she finally saw the
picture as it formed before her eyes like one of those old 3D stereogram
books she read when she was a kid.

Her meat had the remnants of a snake tattoo on it.
“ You are now clear to exit the sally port. Let your skin air dry. Thank

you for your cooperation and remember that no food is allowed to exit the kitchen.”
Jerri stepped out of the sally port with a sour expression. She
found herself standing near the same two guards that were posted when
she went inside. The sun was starting to set and the noise outside had
quieted down. A few people were still standing in line. Others were
familiar, more than likely trying to go back in for seconds.

Jerri’s face was blank and expressionless as she hurried back to
her dorm. She brushed past countless wandering souls milling around in
the tent encampment. Their bellies were bloated and their skin had color,
but they looked perturbed. Now that their hunger had been abated,
boredom started to set in. There just wasn’t any way to win.

Ahead, she saw two Eyes walking through the crowd, talking to
one another. It was Andrew and another man. 

Her gaze met Andrew’s and she froze.
Andrew quickly looked away and stopped walking. He got into a
quiet back-and-forth discussion with the other Eye and then pointed
down one of the alleyways.

The other Eye nodded, drew his baton, and hurried down the
alley. 

Jerri looked down at the ground, unsure of how to approach
Andrew.
With his companion distracted, Andrew walked towards Jerri and
stood next to her. He stood close enough to talk to her, but far enough
for others in the distance to not know that they were talking.

“I checked in your dorm, you weren’t there for most of the day,”
Andrew said, rocking on his heels with his hands in his pockets. “I
thought I told you to stay low and inside the dorm. It’s not safe out here
right now…”

“I can handle myself,” Jerri said to the wall next to her. “I don’t
need your protection.”
“What are you going to do, cut down every enemy with your
knife? Are you a swordsman all of a sudden just because you have a rusty
old blade?” Andrew whispered.

“Why does it matter to you!?” Jerri snapped. He was starting to
press her last nerve. “Seriously?”
“Maybe because I don’t want to see you black bagged,” he
snapped back. “I don’t know if you noticed, but the population has grown
smaller around here in the last twenty-four hours.”

Jerri grew quiet and felt her body run cold. She looked down at
the ground, ashamed. 

“Where were you today anyway?” Andrew asked. He paused.
“Did you go to the kitchen…?”
Jerri didn’t respond and kept her eyes on the ground.
“Did you eat any of the…” Andrew started.

Jerri closed her eyes and didn’t respond.

An old woman hobbled past. Jerri and Andrew remained silent
until she passed.
“Never mind, it isn’t my business. Look, we can’t talk out here,”
Andrew said once safely out of earshot. “Head back to your dorm. I’ll
meet you there in a little bit.”

“Maybe I’m done talking,” Jerri said, hiding the tears and the
shame in her voice. 

“Well, I’m not,” Andrew said as he folded his arms across his
chest. 

“Oh! So I guess that means I have to talk then, right?” Jerri shot
back harshly, “I guess that makes you an asshole and a chauvinist.”
She felt guilty, taking it out on someone who has been nothing
but decent to her. Even though she didn’t fully trust him, she didn’t mean
to snap at him.

“One of my many enduring qualities, I’m afraid,” he said. “Look,
just please be at your dorm... We need to talk about your friend. We may
have to leave sooner than expected. We have barbarians outside our
gates.”

She didn’t know what he meant. 

“Fine,” Jerri said with an aggravated sigh, biting back her fear and
frustration. Curiosity had gotten the better of her in the end.
“See you soon,” Andrew said. He walked off in an opposite
direction from Jerri as she walked towards her dorm.
As Jerri neared her dorm’s sally port, she saw that a new person
had taken up residency in Teddy’s tent. The man was very thin, pale, and
had huge bloodshot eyes.

She stopped and stared at the man, grabbing the blade in her
pocket. 

She was angry; she was angry at everything. Worst of all, her
shame gnawed at her gut. She wanted a way to relieve herself mentally.
“What are you doing in that tent?” she asked. “That’s not your
tent!”
The man scoffed.

“What’s it to you, bitch?” the man asked, arranging his knapsack.

She found her release; violence has a strange tranquilizing effect
once everything was said and done. 

The man had no idea what manner of beast had just encroached
upon him.
“Get out,” Jerri said.

“No,” the man said dismissively, amused even.

She got the response she wanted. Needed.

Jerri drew her knife and flicked the blade open.

The man’s eyes grew wide with fear.

“Whoa! Easy! Just chill for a minute!” the man said, putting his
hands up. He stared at the blade and his eyes lit up with recognition. He
smiled and pointed at her old knife. “Hey… that’s one of Teddy’s!”

Jerri was taken aback by his reaction and brought back from the
brink of a shallow abyss.
“He’s a friend,” she snapped, keeping the blade raised.
The man looked down and nodded.

“Yeah… he was my friend, too. Old coot sold me a solarpowered CD player. I guess I never will get the CDs he promised me. I’m
going to miss him…” the man said, choking back a tear.

Jerri lowered her blade…

“Was? What happened to him…?” she asked timidly.
The man looked up at her with bereavement in his expression.

“They black sacked him… last night… Something about
suspicion of theft around the camp” the man said, tearing. “Teddy was no
thief. All they saw was an ex-con though.”

Stunned, Jerri slid the knife back into her pocket and pressed the
sally port button with a shaky hand. 

The sally port door controls threw a shower of sparks and slid
open, making an awful grinding noise as they moved. 

Jerri stumbled inside, knees almost buckling, throat quivering.
“Attent-tent-tent-ent-ent. [STATIC] Do not move-ove-ove-ove [STATIC]
the decontamination processsssssssssssssssss.[STATIC]”
Jerri collapsed onto her hands and knees and started to vomit,
creating a puddle of creamy bile in the middle of the sally port. She broke
down into tears, sobbing deeply, loudly.

The red light flashed.

The shower head made a noise and spewed out black smoke.

“You are nowwwwwwwww [STATIC] Let your– Thank you for–
[STATIC]” 

Jerri slowly stood back up and staggered into the dorm building.
As she staggered towards Krystal’s room, she could still smell the
odor from the mess hall in her clothes 

She took a detour and went to her own room first to get changed.
As she walked into her room, some semblance of normality
settled in. She walked over to her wall collage and stared at her countless
magazine ads. Teddy found most of the old magazines for her and
bartered for some of the other pictures she wanted. When she first came
into the camp, she didn’t have much except for a trash bag full of clothes.
If she could go back and bring something from her old apartment, it
would be a picture of her family.

Maybe a picture of Mitch.
She was ashamed to admit it but Mitch was feeling more and
more like an ex-boyfriend and less like the plague victim he was. She cried
for days when the white-suits tore him away from her and took him to
another part of the evacuation center after he tested positive for the PT12 infection. After a year, it seemed like she didn’t have any tears left.
That a part of her was finally moving on.

She was just glad that she didn’t have to see him turn.
Jerri went over to her dresser and got a change of clothes. She
opted for the khaki BDU pants and a black shirt. It worked for her; she
was never much of a dressy type of girl anyway.

She looked down at the mess hall clothes and kicked them
towards the trash. 

As soon as she turned towards the door to leave, it opened and
Andrew walked into the room, closing the door behind him.
Jerri startled. 

“Fuck!” she shouted, placing a hand on her beating chest. “Don’t
you knock?!”
“Knock, knock,” Andrew said with a smile. He reached up and
touched a clump of singed hair on his head. “What a hunk of junk…
Damn fire-spitting deathtrap. I’ll put a work order in tomorrow and make
sure it gets fixed personally. How’s your friend?”

Jerri shook her head and sat down on her cot. 

“I didn’t check on her yet,” she said, crossing her arms on her
lap, sighing. “I had to get out of those clothes…”
“If only I came a few minutes sooner,” Andrew said with a grin.
Jerri didn’t crack a smile and just stared at the floor.

“What is it?” Andrew asked, losing the grin. “The… food
situation?” 

“Among other things, yes,” she said. She looked at him earnestly.
“Do they… do they even know what they’re…” 

Andrew scoffed.
“Of course they know. Everybody knows, it’s just a matter of
admitting it,” he said as he sat down next to her. “Honestly, people aren’t
stupid; they know we don’t have any cattle or a surplus of meat. They
know we didn’t get a magical supply of pork yesterday. They see or hear
the black bagging. They see the empty gallows. They know… but they’re
hungry. They’ve noticed the missing pets, the disappearing rats… They
knew but they didn’t care. Hunger makes people do things they never
thought they would do.”

“Have you…?” Jerri started.
“Ate it? No,” he said. “But I don’t judge those who do. I guess
it’s where we’re at now. Even before we resorted to our pets, I started
stockpiling the MREs when the ration drops came less and less
frequently.”

“So you saw this coming,” Jerri muttered. She felt stupid; she
should have done the same thing.
“Absolutely,” he replied. “Camp 7 decided to fortify their walls
and quit being the kid in school who lets all the other kids play with their
toys. Now that they see the resources are dwindling, they’ve clutched their
toys against their chest.”

“Supply and demand,” Jerri said, shaking her head.

Andrew nodded.

“That was the point of the seed fiasco a month back. I think it
was their parting gift. They told us bluntly over the coms that they would
not be sending any additional supplies and that we should start growing
crops,” he said. “This bountiful harvest that the administration has so
lovingly bestowed on everyone is the end result.

“Right now, it is simply population control. We’ve got a fair share
of unsavory types and people don’t really care when they turn up missing.
Once our numbers come back under control, people will take notice… by
then it will be too late. People will still be hungry and the administration
will still need to find meat. Perhaps by that time they’ll implement a
lottery system or something. George Orwell, Suzanne Collins, and
Margret Atwood could have been prophets.”

Jerri thought for a moment and then looked over at him.
“Why are you working with these bastards?” she asked.

“Well,” Andrew said, “employers are kind of limited at the
moment and I hate to be bored.”
She narrowed her eyes.

“You know what I mean, smart ass,” she said.

Andrew chuckled and thought about the question for a while.

“I know that I’m expected to say it’s because I want to make a
difference and help people. I know that,” he said, choosing his words
carefully. “But… well, that’s bullshit. I don’t have any experience with law
enforcement. Before the outbreak, I sold televisions at Best Buy. I’m not
special. The reason I do what I do is because I’d rather be on this side of
the fence and not get messed with than to be on your side of the fence. Is
that honest enough for you?”

“The winning side, huh?” Jerri said with disdain. 

“Well, I’m not sure we’re winning anything anymore,” he looked
over at her and smiled.
“What about you? You’re so intuitive and honest… how can you
stand living in this façade of a society when you know it can’t self-sustain
forever?”

Jerri picked at a loose thread on her pants and thought about the
question for a few seconds. 

“I just hoped things would go back to normal one day,” she said,
looking up at the ceiling. “Like this would all is one big bad dream.”
“And you’d have a house, a husband, and two-point-five kids?”
Jerri laughed.

“Yeah, and then you could sell me a new flatscreen for my
massive living room,” she said with a smirk. 

“Well, I’d probably ask you for your number afterwards,” he said.
“But you forgot my imaginary husband. I’d have a ring on,” she
said with a wave of her finger and a ‘tsk’. 

Andrew shrugged. 

“I never did say I was a good guy,” he said with a sly grin. “I’m just
an old dog trying to catch a bone where I can.”
Jerri punched his arm.

They both laughed.

“Things are bad outside the walls, Jerri,” Andrew said, tone
changing. “We may have to leave sooner than expected.” 

“Why’s that?” Jerri asked, confused.
“There is more going on than the population reduction,” Andrew
said. “We have raiders camped a few miles away outside the wall… We
think they’re getting ready for a siege.”

Jerri looked at him, stunned. 

“Why not call for backup from one of the neighboring camps?
We’re not the last one left, right?” she asked. 

Andrew shrugged.
“We've yet to get a response,” Andrew said. “I doubt we're the
last. More than likely it's technical issues. At the worst indifference. But
this is our reality. We have no idea what the marauders have for weapons.
Our camp could fall in a matter of hours. Staying is a gamble. We need to
get out of here.”

“First we need to go check on my friend and then you can regale
us with your plan for escape,” Jerri said. 

She stood up and Andrew stood up next to her, chuckling.
“Don’t worry, I’ll work something out. Would I be a complete
asshole if I told you that your friend's thousand yard stare freaks the shit
out of me?” he said.

“Yes, but unlike most assholes at least you’d be an honest one.”
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“Hey,” Jerri said, knocking, “open up, it’s me.”

There was no answer. 

Jerri put her ear against the door and heard the baby crying. She
looked at Andrew and shook her head.
Slowly, she opened the door and stepped inside with Andrew
following her. They both covered their nose to mask the stench of urine
as they tried to see in the dark room.

Andrew hit the light switch on the wall and the fluorescent
fixture on the ceiling flickered to life.
Krystal was sitting on the cot with her shirt off and breasts
exposed. Her skin was pale and her eyes were distant. Her whole body
looked haggard and weak.

Baby Jacob lay on the carpet, kicking and squirming in his own
feces and urine. His feet mashed into his runny stool and his fingers were
coated in it.

Andrew quickly looked away and put his hands on his knees,
fighting his gag reflex. 

“What happened?!” Jerri shouted as she ran over towards her.
Krystal looked at Jerri and a small flicker of recognition lit up in
her eyes. 

“Jerri…?” she asked in a state of bewilderment. “What… where
is this…?” 

Jerri stared at her, mouth agape. 

“What the fuck is wrong with you…? Stop this!” Jerri shouted,
shaking Krystal by the shoulders. “Stop being like this!”
Krystal’s body shook easily and she offered no resistance.
“Stop…? Stop where?” Where is this?” Krystal asked again.

“She’s lost it,” Andrew said from the doorway. “There goes my
idea.” 

Jerri spun towards him, exasperated. 

“What can we do?! What was your plan?!” she pleaded with panic
in her voice.
Andrew walked over and crouched near the baby. He carefully
picked the screaming child up and cradled him against his chest,
examining him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out an old
handkerchief.

“There’s a man I know who sneaks people out of the camp,”
Andrew said as he cleaned the baby up with the cloth. “He owes me for
looking the other way on a few things… He’ll take us out of here for free.
I trust him.”

Krystal cooed to herself and rocked side-to-side on the bed,
dancing to a song nobody heard but her. 

Andrew frowned. 

“He’ll never take her though,” he said, nodding towards Krystal.
“She’s a liability.”
“Then think of another way!” Jerri said. Her anxiety was getting
the better of her. She stood and started to pace the room, running her
fingers through her hair. She stopped and took the baby from Andrew
and gently rocked him.

The child stopped crying and started to talk gibberish.
Jerri bounced him in her arms.

Andrew was deep in thought.

The baby laughed.

Jerri, despite the circumstances, smiled. It’s been a long time since
she heard a baby’s laugh, and it was a ray of light in breaking through the
gloom of the situation.

Andrew was broken from his concentration and looked over the
laughing baby. He couldn’t help but smile himself. 

“Do you honestly think things are any better in Camp 7 than they
are here?” she asked.
“I’m absolutely sure,” Andrew said, smiling. “They have the two
ARKs which are the nation’s only central seed depositories, they have
cattle ranches, crops, and they have a large portion of what’s left of the
military. It’s safe there and there is no hunger, no rat meat, no…. You
know. It can be a fresh start for all of us.”

“Almost sounds too good to be true,” Jerri said, thinking about
the picturesque scene of a quaint farming community.
Jacob started to babble and laugh in her arms. Slowly, he opened
his eyes and looked up at her with two of the bluest most beautiful eyes
she ever seen.

Jerri was taken aback by the boy’s radiant gaze.

Andrew stood next to her, smiling down at the child in wonder.
Krystal rocked side-to-side, humming to herself.

Time stopped and things were peaceful for just a brief moment.
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“CSI Miami,” Bret said with his rifle slung over his shoulder.

Hemingway snorted. 

“You better come up with something better than that if you want
to win this round,” Hemingway replied nonchalantly.
Nighttime had arrived and the two men patrolled their usual path
along the top of the perimeter wall. Hundreds of other sentries had joined
them, keeping an eye on the flickering campfires in the distance at the
marauder encampment.

The marauders hadn’t moved all day and the campfires burned
steadily throughout the night.
Suddenly the remaining campfires went dark at the same time.
Hemingway and Bret didn’t notice.

“Oh yeah? What do you have?” Bret asked.

“I’ll pick… The Sopranos,” Hemingway said.

Bret threw his arms in the air.

“Every goddamn time! It never fails!!!” Bret shouted.
“What?” Hemingway asked innocently.

“You said network channels only!!! You always change the rules!
The Sopranos was on cable! HBO!” Bret shouted. 

“Nu-uh,” Hemingway said, closing his eyes. “It was on Fox or
something.” 

“You’re a fucking liar!” Bret said. “If you want to cheat and use
cable shows, then let’s go!” He thought for a moment. “The Shield!”
“The Wire,” Hemingway quickly responded.

“Oz!” Bret shouted. He was sure he got him.

“Two words,” Hemingway said with a sly smirk. “Breaking Bad.”
Bret thought for a moment and then stomped his feat, shouting.

“Fuck! Fuck! FUCK!” Bret exclaimed. “Okay, okay, okay! New
game! I call it!”
Suddenly there was shouting coming from the nearby
watchtowers and the searchlights focused their beams across the desert
floor.

Multiple camouflaged individuals ran towards Camp 6’s walls.
They looked like heaps of desert shrubbery, all but invisible until they
were a few hundred yards away from the wall. The encroaching figures
leading the pack froze and a second line took position behind them, and
then a fourth, and then a fifth.

It looked like an army of Sonoran Desert fauna had taken a stand
against the heavily fortified camp.
“
Attention, this is official United States government property. Do not come
any closer! You are trespassing!” a voice boomed from the watchtower’s
speaker system.

“Fuck!” Bret shouted, “They’re making a move!” 

Hemingway unslung his rifle and sighted-in on one of the shrubs
in the front. 

“Easy pickings,” Hemingway said. 

The other officers on the wall sighted-in on the camouflaged
invaders and scanned the bushes with their laser sights.
The bushes remained perfectly still.

“Turn around and leave immediately before we shoot!”

The enshrouded figures didn’t move.

“All primaries, you’re clear to fire at will in three seconds,” the
watchtower speaker announced.
The FEMA officers grew pale and pointed their laser sights in
every direction, trying to cover the entire horde at once, counting down in
their heads.

One of the officers took an early shot and struck one of the
bushes. 

The man who was enshrouded in the bush grunted and collapsed
onto the desert sand, bleeding out a pool of crimson.
Crossbows peaked out from the shrubs and in a moment a cloud
of arrows whistled through the air. The first volley targeted the
watchtower searchlights. The lights shattered and were systematically
taken out, shrouding the camouflaged figures below in complete darkness.

The officers on the wall and in the towers ducked and started
firing wildly and ineffectively into the desert night, panicking.
The air raid siren started wailing. 

A second volley of arrows snapped as they struck against the steel
wall. 

A third volley flew higher into the air and shattered the
watchtower windows.
Struck officers collapsed backwards onto the cold, unforgiving
ground. Others fell forward and became ensnared in the razorwire stung
along the wall’s edge. They twitched and convulsed violently.

A fourth volley of arrows came, and then a fifth.

The air raid siren continued to wail.

Arrows stuck civilians down in the camp below and took them
down like defenseless sheep ripe for the slaughter. The screams of the
dying was deafening as people ran for their lives.

Those who were hit collapsed and died rapidly, convulsing and
foaming at the mouth.
Hemingway was the first to realize what was happening. That
something far more horrible than a prolonged assault was in progress. He
took in the changing scene below in the camp and the blood drained from
his face.

“Stay down! Stay the fuck down! The fucking arrows are laced!”
Hemingway shouted. “Grab the–”
An arrow struck Hemingway through the throat and erupted out
the other side, spraying a red mist out the back of his neck. Gurgling on
his own blood, he fell to his knees and dropped his weapon. His body
convulsed violently.

“Jesus! No!” Bret shouted, crawling over towards his fallen
brethren. He reached over to check his pulse–
Hemingway stood up in a drunken stupor with hazed eyes and a
gaping hole in his throat. He looked down at Bret, snarled, and pounced
on him.

Bret screamed as Hemingway tore into his neck and pulled apart
his flesh with his teeth. 

Sporadic gunfire started to pop off inside the camp amongst the
crescendo of screams.
Volley after volley of Acexa-laced arrows continued to fly further
and further into the camp, striking down countless terrified souls who
were unfortunate enough to be outside the protection of the dorms. The
wall did nothing to impede the arrow’s deadly trajectories.

The panicked officers were quickly entangled with fighting their
infected brethren and terrified civilians, firing into anything that moved,
infected and healthy alike.

While the camp started to descend into the chaos, the
camouflaged marauders slunk back to their encampment and waited...
Throughout Camp 6 a new sound rose into the nighttime sky; it
was the sound of moaning and ghoulish growls.
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Andrew tensed at the sound of the air raid siren. The thunder
crack of gunfire outside made him quickly draw his sidearm.

Jerri looked over at Andrew, confused, terrified. Jacob started
screaming in her arms.

“What’s happening?” Jerri asked.

“I don’t know,” Andrew quickly responded. “Stay here. I’m going
to find out what the hell is going on.”

Krystal vacantly stared at the wall, oblivious to the mayhem
uncoiling around her.

Andrew ran out into the hall, pistol ready.

People were milling around in the corridor, looking at each other,
frightened.

The alarm started blaring from the overhead speakers.

“Attention,” a recorded pleasant soft female voice announced
overhead, “An emergency has occurred. Please stay inside your quarters and remain
calm. Help is on the way. For your safety, all residential buildings will now be sealed.
Thank you for your cooperation”

Everybody in the hallway turned their heads towards the archaic
sally port as the light above it switched from green to red. The motor
above the sally port door made a horrific grinding noise and threw a
shower of orange sparks out into the hall.

“Emergenc-c-c-c-c [STATIC] procedures ac – [STATIC]. Seal-al-ling
portal-l-l – [STATIC]” the sally port’s robotic male voice sputtered out.
The door motor started shaking violently and then erupted. Pressurized
oil shot out from the cracked motor hull and splashed the civilians
gathered near the end of the hall, coating the floor and ceiling. “Lockdown
procedures com-com-om-om-plete. Thank you for your cooperation-n-n– [STATIC].”

The sally port threw another shower of sparks and the oil ignited.
The hallway lit up in orange flames along with the unlucky bystanders
who got spritzed.

People started panicking and trampled one another to get away
from the fire. Others ran out from the flames, flailing, screaming at the
top of the lungs as they batted at the fire covering their bodies. Black
smoke filled the air, the heat from the inferno started to peel the crackled
paint off of the walls.

The flames spread quickly along the hall and from room to room,
roasting multitudes as they slept.

The fire alarms chimed. The white wall strobes flashed. The
sprinklers did not activate. Lacking maintenance or care for so long, they
were now just for show.

“Holy shit,” Andrew muttered as he stared at the stampeding
crowd headed towards him. He ran back into Krystal’s room and
slammed the door shut behind him.

Jerri looked at him with her mouth hung open. Jacob shrieked in
her arms.

Andrew stood against the door with his back pressed against it,
holding it shut. He looked at Jerri and shook his head, lost for words.

“Let me in! Let me in!” someone shouted as they tried to open
the door, coughing violently.

After a few seconds, the person gave up and moved on to the
next room.

Black smoke started to billow into Krystal’s room from
underneath the door. The doorknob slowly started to glow red.

“We have to get out of here. Now,” Andrew said, pistol shaking
in his hand. “Your sally port just turned this place into a goddamn
inferno.”

Krystal sat on the cot like stone, no expression, and no comment.

“Jesus Christ…” Jerri quickly replied. She looked around the
windowless room frantically and then looked up at the skylight in the
ceiling. “There! Up there!”

Andrew ran his hands through his hair and let out an aggravated
sigh.

“You’re right, that’s the only way,” he said. “Stand back and
cover the baby’s ears.”

Jerri stood next to Krystal and covered Jacob’s ears tightly.

Andrew pointed his pistol up at the skylight and fired four shots
in rapid succession. The glass shattered, pelting the carpet with small
broken shards.

He holstered his pistol and ran over to the dresser in the corner
of the room. Grunting, he slid the dresser underneath the shattered
skylight and climbed on top of it. The dresser creaked and swayed with
his weight.

Flames started to eat their way into the room underneath the
door, blackening the carpet.

Andrew jumped up and grabbed the skylight frame. He gritted his
teeth together as jagged glass cut into his palms. Struggling, he pulled
himself up and out onto the roof.

He wiped as much blood off of his hands as he could using his
pants and turned towards the window on his belly.

“Jerri! Give me the baby!” he shouted above the commotion of
the gunfight in the camp and above the roar of the flames. He reached a
hand down into the room below and motioned frantically.

Flames covered the door and started to eat through the drywall.

Jerri coughed violently and climbed onto the rickety dresser. She
handed Jacob up to Andrew.

Andrew brought Jacob up onto the roof and laid the child out
next to him; the infant screamed the entire time.

Jerri turned towards Krystal and motioned for her to step
towards her. She hacked violently, barely able to see her friend sitting just
a few feet away.

Krystal let out a chain of rattling coughs, eyes tearing from the
smoke. Something resembling sanity started to show in her expression.

Jerri shouted, narrowing her eyes, trying to peer through the
smoke. The flames ate their way deeper into the room, melting the plastic
wall receptacles.

“Jerri…?” Krystal uttered between coughs. “Jerri…? What is…
what happened? Jerri!” She stood up and tried to navigate the room,
gagging, struggling to breathe. Recognition finally struck her and panic
started to settle in.

Andrew lowered his hand into the room and waved it frantically.

“Come on! Give me your hand!” Andrew shouted, trying to
shout over the roar of the flames.

Jerri tried to shout again but was overcome by smoke. The flames
started to spread across the carpet and engulfed the bottom of the rickety
dresser.

The flames blistered her legs, licking their way up to Krystal’s
nightgown. When the blaze came in contact with the material, it surged in
size, turning her into a roman candle. She tried to scream, but the heat
stole her voice.

Jerri, gasping for breath, reached up and weakly grabbed
Andrew’s hand. Her knees started to buckle as vertigo began to overtake
her.

Grunting, Andrew held onto her clammy wrist with both hands
and hoisted her limp body onto the roof.

The rickety dresser fell to pieces.

He laid Jerri down on the roof and quickly turned towards the
shattered skylight to try and grab Krystal.

Flames lapped up from the skylight and made Andrew cringe
backwards.

He turned towards Jerri and shook his head, a look of sorrow in
his eyes.

Jerri gasped and coughed as she struggled violently for each
breath she took. She rolled onto her side away from the lapping flames
and curled up into a fetal position, coughing steadily.

The alarm on the control tower wailed endlessly.

Andrew scooped Jacob up into his arms and carried him away
from the flames rising up through the skylight. He shushed the baby and
tried to comfort him. As he walked with the babbling child, he looked
down at the chaotic scene below.

Scores of walking corpses shuffled around the camp; dull eyes
searching for prey methodically. A mindless slow-moving army comprised
of FEMA officers and civilians moving across the camp, attacking every
living thing they encroached upon. Terrified officers had barricaded
themselves on top of crates and inside hastily fortified buildings, firing
ineffectively into the hordes that surrounded them. Hundreds of arrows
lay strewn across the ground and protruded out the side of the buildings.

For Andrew, the most frightening part was the groups of civilians
who had gathered throughout the camp, taking up arms against the guards
and infected alike, murdering with impunity. They were forcing open
dormitory sally ports and pouring inside, looting and shooting.

Things were rapidly falling apart.

“Attention. A civil emergency has occurred. Please stay inside your quarters
and remain calm until order is restored. Help is on the way. For your safety, all
residential buildings have been sealed,” the camp’s public address system
announced. “This is a public service reminder. Civil disobedience will not be tolerated
and is punishable by death. Thank you for your cooperation.”

A group of armed civilians overpowered the officers manning the
gatehouse and took over the controls. An alarm started blaring as the
massive steel gate rolled open, sending clouds of rust fluttering down off
of its derelict track.

The gate finally opened, throngs of people ran out into the desert
night, running towards freedom.

A volley of arrows quickly cut them down.

The marauders weren’t letting anybody leave the camp alive.

A group of armed civilians turned away from the open gate,
abandoning the idea, and headed towards the control tower, waving their
weapons above their head.

“This is a goddamn riot…” Andrew muttered under his breath.

For the first time in a long while, he was absolutely terrified; he
knew in his uniform he was a walking target .

Jerri got up onto her hands and knees, finally able to breathe
somewhat normally. She spat up ashy mucus onto the roof and struggled
to talk.

The baby started to cry in Andrew’s arms.

“…where is…?” she asked, trying to open her burning eyes.

Andrew shook his head and backed away from the edge of the
roof.

“We have to go,” Andrew told Jerri without looking at her. “We
have to go now.”

19

Supporting Jerri with his right arm and holding the baby against
his chest with his left, Andrew walked across the smoldering dormitory
roof. When he watched Major Ibanez plummet to his death from the
control tower, he knew that Camp 6 was finished.

They had to escape and they had to do it fast; the civil unrest was
spreading throughout the camp just as quickly as the infection.
“Did she…?” Jerri wearily asked. She finally managed to stop
coughing and some of her strength was returning.
The sound of ghoulish moans, sporadic gunfire, and shouting
filled the air; somebody in the control tower finally turned off the
obnoxious alarm.

“No, I’m sorry,” Andrew said as he stopped walking. “The baby
is alive and well though.” 

Jerri glanced over at the child he held against him and let out a
tired sigh.
“His name is Jacob,” she said, shaking her head. She stifled her
tears for her dead friend and pushed herself off of Andrew. She managed
to walk on her own, albeit knees shaking. She turned towards him and
stared into his piercing eyes. “When she died… did she know? Or was her
mind still elsewhere?”

Andrew’s eyes locked on hers. “She was still out of it… I don’t
think she felt anything when she passed.” 

Jerri considered what he said for a moment and then nodded.
“Perhaps that’s for the best,” she said. “The smoke probably
killed her before the flames. It would be like going to sleep,” she tried to
rationalize. She closed her eyes as they filled with tears.

“Yeah..,” he said, looking down at the chaos below. “Right now
we have to get out of here, Jerri… I need you to stay with me. There will
be time for mourning later.”

Jerri sniffled and looked down at the ground below. Infected
were prying at the sealed sally port entrances at the dorms and banged
against the steel doors, desperate to claw their way inside. Throughout the
camp FEMA officers clashed with civilians and infected hordes.

People tried to make a mad dash out of the camp’s front gate, but
were struck down by arrows each time.
The motor pool fence had been toppled and the Humvees were
all engulfed in flames. A group of boney civilians stood around the
burning vehicles pointing their weapons in the air, cheering.

“What… what in the hell happened?” Jerri asked. The fear was
evident in her expression.
“A siege,” Andrew said. “Those bastards infected the camp with
Acexa and now they’re waiting for the infection to run its course. They're
just waiting on the hill.”

Jerri turned towards him, terrified.

“What do we do…? Where is there left to go?” she asked.

“We have to get to my source, the one who knows how to
smuggle people out of here. We clearly can’t take the front gate; they have
that place covered,” Andrew said, looking at the barbaric crowd below
with concern. “I spent my last few bullets when I shot through the
skylight, so to make matters worse we’re weaponless.”

One of the civilians below stabbed an infected woman in the
forehead with a rusty machete, screaming. He pulled the blade back and
the infected victim collapsed on the ground.

The lanky man, clutching a makeshift club covered in gore,
breathed frantically and glanced up towards Andrew. He started shouting
at the others nearby, getting their attention.

“Shit,” Andrew hissed. “We have to move! Now! Follow me!”
Andrew cradled the baby against his chest and took off running
across the roof, keeping his head low. Jerri ran behind him.
The roof creaked and groaned as the fire gutted the building.
Flames ate through large sections of the roof and flared up into the sky,
thirsty for oxygen. Portions of the roof sunk and collapsed into the
inferno, creating an obstacle course of black smoke and fiery pits.

Andrew coughed violently as he ran through the smoke,
struggling to keep his eyes open to avoid the growing number of pitfalls.
Jerri followed close behind him, covering her mouth with her
shirt collar to shield herself from the heat and smoke. 

Andrew and Jerri disappeared into the black cloud.
“Where the fuck he’d go?!” one of the rioters shouted. “Take the
sides of the building! Pig can’t stay up there forever!” 

Andrew reached the edge of the roof and nearly tumbled off of
the edge. He threw a panicked glance at the alley below.
The alley was littered with arrows. Badly mangled corpses with
most of their appendages gnawed off lay strew across the blood soaked
ground. Their violated corpses looked up at Andrew and squirmed
hungrily, snapping their teeth, growling. They flailed their bloody numbs
up at him as they tried ineffectively to stand. The tents along the alley lay
tattered and disheveled. A shambling infected elderly man roamed near
the end of the alleyway, sniffing the air.

Two rioters wielding police batons entered the alley from the
opposite way, focusing their attention towards the encroaching infected.
They walked right below Andrew, quickly raising their batons to
strike. 

“Okay,” Andrew whispered to himself. “It’s only one story, don’t
be a pussy...” 

Jerri emerged blindly out from the smoke behind him and
crashed into his back. 

“Holy fuck!” Andrew said, nearly toppling over the edge. He
quickly righted himself and prevented his fall. 

Jacob started screaming in his arms.
“The fuck is that?!” one of the rioters said, pointing his gun at the
roof. He was a scraggly white man wearing a burlap parka. “It’s a
goddamn Eye!”

The second rioter screamed as he repeatedly struck the infected
old man; he didn’t pay his companion any mind, considering he had
problems of his own.

“Get this fucker off of me before he bites me!” he said. “Then
we’ll worry about that idiot on the roof!” 

The white rioter turned away from Andrew and started striking
the infected man. 

“Here,” Andrew told Jerri sternly as he shoved Jacob into her
arms.
“What are you going to do?” Jerri asked, cradling Jacob.
“Something stupid,” Andrew said.

Andrew leaped down onto the white man below. He landed hard
on the unsuspecting man just as he was about to strike with the baton.
The baton fell onto the ground. 

The white rioter tussled with Andrew, shouting obscenities.
Andrew struck the man in the center of his chest, making the
shrouded man expel the air from his lungs. He struggled to regain his
breath.

The black rioter yelled and, using all of his strength, shoved the
old man who was attacking him backwards. He quickly raised his baton
and swung it at Andrew.

Andrew quickly rolled onto his back, grabbing the white rioter as
he did so. He held the man in front of him like a shield. 

The baton cracked the back of the white man’s head. Blood
began to pour out of his fractured skull. 

The man looked down at Andrew with wide eyes and collapsed
onto the ground. 

Andrew hurled the unconscious man off of him and picked the
baton off of the ground.
The black man started to step forward to strike Andrew–
Andrew swung the baton across the man’s face.

Blood spurted out of the black man’s broken nose and he fell
backwards.
The infected cadaver descended on the fallen man and started to
claw into the man’s abdomen. The man screamed and quickly went silent
as his body went into shock. The cadaver pulled out handfuls of stringy
innards and shoveled them into his mouth, gorging himself.

Andrew scooted across the ground and pressed himself against
the dorm, letting out a sigh of relief, heart thumping madly. He closed his
eyes and rubbed his face with his hand, trying to compose himself.

The old man turned away from his meal and focused his attention
towards Andrew, snarling, bloody spittle dribbling out the corners of his
mouth.

“Ah, fuck,” Andrew muttered, letting out a bated breath.
A knife landed in the sand next to Andrew, startling him.
It was Jerri’s blade.

The old man lunged towards Andrew, ready to attack.

Andrew grabbed the knife, flicked the blade open, and drove it
through the man’s left eye.
The old man pushed himself deeper onto the blade, oblivious to
the pain, in his attempt to get closer to Andrew. When the blade finally
slid deep enough to pierce the man’s frontal lobe, his body froze and he
let out his last raspy moan.

The old man slid off the blade and fell to the desert floor.
Andrew quickly stood up, flung the blood off of the knife, and
ran towards the fallen rioters. He drove the blade into the back of both
men’s necks, angling it up towards the brain stem.

Panting, Andrew stepped away from his gruesome work and
made sure the men remained motionless. 

“Thanks,” he said as he looked up at Jerri still breathing heavily.
“Now hold the baby tight against your chest and jump onto the sheet.”
He quickly grabbed hold of one of the flattened sheets, remnants
of a tent tied to the building, and pulled it taut.
The building was burning out of the control and the roof was
almost fully ablaze. The flames lapped high into the sky and polluted the
air with dense smoke.

“Are you insane?!” Jerri said, looking at the ground below. Her
skin goosefleshed; she had a chronic fear of heights.
“Maybe, but that isn’t the goddamn point right now!” Andrew
shouted back. “Either you get down here or you’ll burn! Jump! I’ll catch
you!”

“You better,” she snipped. She shushed Jacob and pressed him
tightly against her chest and let herself fall backwards towards the sheet,
screaming.

Jerri landed hard in the middle of the sheet. It ripped in the
center and she landed on her buttocks, cursing. 

Andrew panicked, dropped the torn sheet, and ran towards her.
She groaned and slowly sat up, baby Jacob still nestled against her
chest. 

Jacob was laughing, looking up at Jerri with his soulful eyes.
“Are you okay?!” Andrew shouted, quickly examining her up and
down. “Is he okay?!”
“No I fell off a goddamn building! Of course I’m not okay!” she
snapped. She looked at Jacob and examined him carefully. He looked
positively gleeful. “Jacob’s fine, but he thinks you’re an asshole, too.”

“I see you still have your grace and well-cultured tongue,” he said,
scanning down the alleyway. He helped her back onto her feet and
brushed the sand and ash off of her.

“Fuck you,” she snapped. “And thanks.”

A bullet whistled between her and Andrew and a second one
struck the ground below. 

A hunting party of civilians had gathered at the end of the
alleyway, pointing towards Andrew. 

“The Eye and his bitch are down here! Get your asses over here
and help!” one of the men shouted. 

Only one in the group was armed with a pistol, the rest had
makeshift clubs and police batons. 

“We have to go,” Andrew said, grabbing Jerri’s elbow.
They ran down the alley away from the pursuing group of
civilians. Bullets whistled past their heads, narrowly missing them.
“Where is your connection?!” Jerri asked, panting. 

“He hangs in the medical building,” Andrew shouted, ducking as
he ran. “If he hasn’t bailed yet, that’s where we’ll find him.”
They reached the end of the alley, took a hard right, and took
shelter against the back of brick building.
“We’ll have to lose these fucking idiots before we do anything,
though,” Andrew said, giving an aggravated sigh. He never wanted a
cigarette so bad in his life. He handed the knife back to Jerri.

Jerri flipped the blade closed and slid it into her pocket.
They pressed their backs against the building and looked around,
trying to gather their surroundings. 

Jacob pulled at Jerri’s shirt, crying from the sound of the
gunshots. 

Jerri looked down and tried to comfort the child best she could.
She tried not to let the child sense her fear.
The building they were hiding behind had wooden carts stacked
with emptied body bags and ropes next to a loading bay. The loading bay
led up to a large cargo sally port that led into the building. A sign on the
building read FOOD SERVICES ANNEX.

“We’re at the back of the mess hall,” Andrew said, hurrying
towards the sally port. He looked up at the sally port wires. As expected,
they had been sliced; the cooks didn’t like the hassle of the sally port
system. “The cold storage is right behind the sally port and past that is the
kitchen and after the kitchen there’s the dining hall itself. It’s a goddamn
maze inside. We can lose our tail inside and then snake our way out
towards medical.”

“Is it safe inside?” Jerri asked.

Andrew shrugged.

“Safe is a relative term at the moment,” he said. Reanimated
cadavers started to shamble out from the opposite side of the building,
moaning, stumbling towards their prey. “Come on.”

Jerri ran towards the sally port with Jacob in her arms.
The hunting pack emerged out of the alley. The one holding the
pistol quickly pointed his weapon at Andrew, panting.
Andrew harshly shoved Jerri into the safe confines of the
breached sally port. He drew his depleted pistol and pointed at the rioters,
swiping the barrel across them slowly from side-to-side.

“Easy, chief,” the haggard man holding the pistol said, pointing it
at Andrew’s chest. The man wore a trucker’s cap and was chewing on a
toothpick. “Just drop your weapon and give up.”

Andrew laughed.

The man in the trucker’s hat became infuriated.

“What’s so funny, boy?” the man said.

“What’s funny is that you fucking idiots brought clubs and one
nearly depleted pistol to a gunfight,” Andrew said with a smirk. “It was
obvious from the alley that you can’t hit the broadside of a barn.”

The men carrying batons and clubs lowered them and looked at
each other in a stupor, embarrassed. 

Andrew raised his empty gun and cocked the hammer. He shook
his head and continued his bluff. 

“Just stay where you and drop your weapons, fellas,” Andrew
ordered.
“Can’t you see, boy?!” the trucker said, spitting the sliver of wood
out of his mouth. “I have a gun, too, and now we’re at close range. You’re
done.”

“You’re one person and untrained, idiot,” Andrew responded.
“The time it'll take you to pull that trigger once I'll have dropped you and
your friends.”

The group looked at each other, clearly concerned.
“Well…” the trucker struggled to think of something. “If you get
shot, you’re good as dead!”
“Provided you hit me, yes,” Andrew said, keeping his empty gun
raised. “But given your latest performance in the alleyway, I’m not too
concerned. The point is you’ll be as dead as I’ll be. How much satisfaction
will you feel about shooting me when your brains are scattered across the
Arizonian sand?”

The civilians slowly started to lower their weapons to the ground,
looking at each other with confusion and hesitation. One of the men
raised his hands in the air.

“Wait a second,” the trucker said, narrowing his gaze at Andrew.
He kept his pistol raised. “How come you wasn’t shootin’ at us when we
was chasing you?”

“Did I say you could talk, Cletus?!” Andrew said as he kept his
depleted pistol pointed forward. 

The trucker grinned.
“I’m just sayin is all,” the trucker continued. “When I was busy
firing and whatnot, you could’ve turned around and taken us down no
problem, right?”

“And I still can! So shut the fuck up and drop your weapon!”
Andrew snapped. 

The trucker took a step forward, cautious yet confident.
“Naw,” the trucker said, “I don’t reckon you can, son. I don’t
even remember you drawing that steel when we were chasing you… don’t
you think that would have been the first thing you would’ve grabbed if you
were being chased?”

The others started to raise their weapons.

“Last warning!” Andrew shouted.

The trucker took another step forward and grinned with tobaccostained teeth.
“I never was much of betting man, son. Hell, I didn’t even play
the Powerball. But I’d bet you all the money in the world that the steel
you’re holding is,” the trucker took a step, “bone,” another step,
“fucking,” and another, “dry.”

Andrew quickly ducked away and retreated into the open sally
port just as the man fired, narrowly missing him. 

The rioters chased after him with the trucker in the lead.
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Andrew rolled the sally port door shut behind him. A red lever
was housed in a glass case next to the door handle. He shattered the glass
with his elbow and pulled the lever back, grunting.

The hydraulics inside the door hissed and steam shot out of the
door vents. 

“Attention, manual emergency lockdown activated,” the overhead
speaker announced. 

The civilians banged against the steel door, shouting, cursing.
“Shamblers!” one of them shouted, alerting the others. “They’re
coming round the bend!” 

“Ah, fuck it!” the trucker shouted. “Pull back and regroup at the
front!”
Andrew heard their footsteps as they ran away, followed closely
by the growls of the infected. Something slapped its open palm against the
outside of the door, scratching at it.

He holstered his weapon and backed out of the sally port and
bumped against Jerri, startling them both. 

The air inside the building was frigid and made him shiver.
“Jesus! Stop that!” Jerri whispered, cradling the baby against her
chest. Despite the circumstances, the baby seemed to have calmed.
“Sorry,” Andrew muttered. “I almost had them until Cletus had a
coherent thought and saw through my bluff.” He paced in a tight circle
and shook his head. “Goddammit! It’s going to be next to impossible to
maneuver across this camp without a single weapon. This place is
festering.”

Jerri looked around her surroundings and tried to peer into the
all-encompassing darkness. The air smelled foul and had the coppery tang
of blood. Flies buzzed in the air.

She stifled a scream and kicked a roach off of her leg, stumbling
forward. Glass shards crackled underneath her feet and something wet
sloshed against her.

Jerri looked up and saw that the glass had fallen from above; all
of the skylights were shattered. 

Even with the moon above, her eyes couldn’t adjust to the
darkness. 

“I can’t see two foot in front of me, Andrew,” she whispered.
Andrew blindly snatched the flashlight off of his duty belt and
turned it on, scanning the beam across the room.
The room looked like a large refrigerated warehouse; thick air
vents ran the expanse of the ceiling alongside the skylights. Thousands of
chains hung from the ceiling with hooks attached to them. A handful of
human corpses hung from the hooks by their feet, dangling upside-down.
Their throats had been slit, allowing their blood to run down into the
mesh drains on the floor below them. Their half-frozen bodies were
riddled with arrows that had descended from above. The chains were all
attached to mechanical pulleys, allowing the bodies to be raised or
lowered as needed.

“Holy mother of God,” Andrew murmured, holding back his gag
reflex. He had no idea how bad it was.
Jerri bit her tongue to keep from screaming.

“This is…” she stammered.

“We have to keep moving. Don’t say anything and stay behind
me, okay? The sooner we get out of here, the better,” Andrew whispered.
He led the way through the strung-up cadavers, trying to keep his
eyes fixed on the ground so as not to look any of them in the face. The air
was a strange mixture of body odor, rot, and defecation. He snaked
through the swinging corpses as fast as he could, trying not to touch any
of them.

Jerri stayed close behind on Andrew’s heels. She kept Jacob close
to her. She was thankful that the child wouldn’t remember the horrors
and hoped that he would forget the pungent smell of death.

She looked up and almost crashed into a rather bloated corpse
with a tattoo on his chest of a snake wrapped around a sword. Multiple
arrows were stuck in the corpse’s body. She looked closer before her eyes
went wide with terrible recognition. She stumbled back in horror.

“Teddy,” she said aloud, one hand covering her mouth.
Teddy’s eyes shot open at the sound of her voice. They were
hazed and covered in a thin layer of frost.
Jerri screamed and the baby started crying.

All of the corpses in the room wriggled on their hooks and
moved their rigid frozen joints as they tried to get down, moaning. The
rattle of the chains became deafening.

Teddy snarled and reached his cold hands out towards Jerri. He
managed to grab the front of her shirt and tried to pull her towards him.
Jerri jerked back and bumped against an upside-down elderly
woman, hyperventilating –
The elderly woman wrapped her arms around Jerri from behind.
She tried to bite into Jerri’s shoulder but didn’t have a single tooth in her
mouth; they threw away the woman’s dentures when they stripped her
down.

Jerri elbowed the woman off of her and panicked as the child
screamed in her arms. 

Andrew grabbed Jerri’s wrist and squeezed. 

Jerri struggled to pull free but then settled as she locked her eyes
with his. 

Despite the horrific circumstances, Andrew looked cool, calm,
and composed.
“Follow me,” he said in his calm voice.

Jerri nodded, struggling to catch her breath.

Andrew led her through the dangling infected cadavers,
navigating the path with his flashlight. Arrow shafts and glass crunched
underneath his boots with each step.

The cadavers reached towards the couple as they passed and held
out their icy hands, trying to snatch their prey.
Jerri let Andrew lead her, closing her eyes for time to time, tears
running down her face. She hated showing such weakness, such pathetic
weakness, but crying was the only thing that allowed her to keep some
semblance of sanity.

Jacob continued to scream against Jerri’s chest, opening and
closing his tiny fists, kicking.
They finally arrived at a set of double-doors at the end of the
freezer. The chain’s pulley control panel was next to the door; Andrew
would be sure not to touch it.

Andrew pushed the doors open and peeked inside.
The food preparation area was in complete disarray. Dry blood
streaked across the checkered floor and dirty pans lay scattered
everywhere. The overhead fluorescent lights flickered and the clogged
sinks overflowed. Mold blossomed on the walls and rust encrusted the
numerous stoves. Knives and other utensils were haphazardly jabbed into
the butcher blocks. Empty wooden barrels of provisions and stacks of
empty rat traps sat against the far wall of the kitchen.

A few rogue arrows lay strewn on the floor and stuck into the
cupboard doors. 

The door in the corner of the room led into the dining hall.
“It looks clear,” Andrew said, cautiously scanning the room with
his light. He entered and quickly crossed the room towards the other
door.

Jerri bolted out from behind Andrew and kicked the door shut
behind her, frantically trying to catch her breath. 

“Are you okay?” Andrew asked, stepping towards her. He
reached a hand out to comfort her.
Jerri slapped his hand away and looked at him sharply.
“You people are sick!” she spat. “How can anything justify that?!”
Andrew looked at her, stung, and shook his head.

“Look, I meant it when I said that I’m no saint,” he said. “I never
knew… well… I had an idea but I just chose not to think about it. Things
become too real when you see the man behind the curtain. I’m sorry you
had to see that. For what it’s worth, I never sacked a single soul. I didn’t
sign up for anything like this.”

Jerri looked over at him and then stared down at Jacob, petting
his small belly.
“I’m sorry,” she said, closing her eyes. “It’s not just your
people… we’re just as guilty. It’s one thing to cook the meal… and
another thing to eat it.”

Andrew looked at her and frowned.

Jerri looked up at him and shook her head.

“I didn’t,” she said. “I couldn’t… I couldn’t after I knew what it
was.” 

“I’m glad,” Andrew said. 

“Would it make me a complete ghoul if I told you that I
considered it for a moment though?” she asked, looking away.
“Just an honest one,” Andrew said with a smile.
A slight smile formed across Jerri’s lips.

Her eyes darted across the room towards a large butcher knife
that was tabbed in the center of a wooden cutting block in the center of
the table.

“Hold him,” she told Andrew, handing him Jacob.
Confused, Andrew held the child and Jerri hurried towards the
knife. 

She pulled the sharp knife out of the board and admired it as it
glistened in the flickering light.
“Upgrading?” Andrew asked.

Jerri gave a sly smirk and weighted the blade in her hand.
“I have to defend myself,” she mused.

“Well, if you find some pistol ammo, share with me,” he said.
“Come on, let’s go check out the main mess hall and get out of here
before those two-bit cowboys find the front door.”

Jerri nodded and started walking back towards Andrew.
Something splashed behind her.

Jerri froze and turned towards the noise, gripping the knife.

A cook with his lower extremities gnawed off was scurrying
towards her across the kitchen floor. He had emerged out from
underneath the cutting table. He snarled and salivated as he got closer to
her.

Andrew started to bolt forward when Jerri held her hand up.
“I got this,” she said. She ran towards the cook and stabbed the
blade through the top of the man’s skull; it scraped across the bone and
did not go through. She screamed, and stabbed him again, harder, until
the blade cracked through the man’s skull and sliced through his gray
matter.

The cook let out a final gasp and collapsed face down into the
pool of water on the floor.
Jerri flung the gore off of the knife and spat on the cook’s corpse.
“That’s for Teddy,” she said.

Andrew said nothing. He simply watched.

Jerri walked towards him and he handed her the child. She slid
her knife under the edge of her pants and held the baby snug in her arms,
rocking him.

Andrew walked over to the barricaded door and rolled the table
aside. He swung the door open and was met with a gun barrel pressed
between his eyes.
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The officer wearing riot gear quickly lowered his rifle away from
Andrew’s face and saluted once he recognized the uniform.

Andrew let out a sigh of relief and relaxed.

“I’m so sorry, sir,” the officer said. “I thought you were a
shambler.”

Andrew brushed past the officer and walked into the dining hall,
scanning the area cautiously. The long tables were overturned and the
food serving trays had been toppled. The room looked like it was vacated
in a hurry. It was completely empty with the exception of two FEMA
officers. One of them was covered with ash and armed with a pistol. The
other officer, the one who aimed the rifle at Andrew, glistened with flop
sweat.

“And I thought you were a pissed off civilian,” Andrew said. He
turned and narrowed his eyes at the nervous rifle-bearer. “What’s your
name?”

The officer shifted uncomfortably and slung his rifle over his
shoulder.

“Martinez,” the officer said. He pointed towards his companion.
“The one covered in shit is Jones.”

Jones nodded.

“We took shelter in here once it started popping off. We had no
idea that the back cooler was a goddamn shambler holding pen so we’ve
kind of been waiting for things to settle down outside,” Martinez said.

Andrew looked at Martinez in disbelief.

“Have you even bothered to look outside…? We’re losing this
fight. Things won’t be settling down for quite some time.” Andrew said.

“Pathetic,” Jerri said with a disgusted look on her face.

“What was that, girl?” Jones said with a strong southern accent.

“I said that you’re pathetic,” Jerri said, narrowing her eyes at him.
“You two hid while the people you swore to protect are getting
slaughtered outside.”

Jones hiked his BDU pants up and waved the pistol at her, one
hand on his hips.

“In case you didn’t notice, you ungrateful bastards are the ones
attacking us! I’ll teach you to show us some respect, you bitch!” Jones spat
as he neared Jerri.

Before Jerri could pull out her knife, Andrew pulled out his pistol
and pointed it at Jones.

Jones froze with his mouth open.

“You won’t do anything,” Andrew said. “This girl and the child is
under my personal protection.”

Jones holstered his pistol and held his hands up apologetically.

“Alright calm down, just calm the fuck down,” Jones said, not
catching the child part. “I was just messing around. Don’t get your panties
all in a bunch.”

“Her child?” Martinez said in disbelief.

Martinez crept forward to look at the small bundle of life Jerri
held in her arms.

Jerri, leery of the two men, stepped back.

“He’s resting,” Jerri said.

“Oh…” Martinez said, stepping back, looking over at Jones.

“Well since you have all the plans, what are we going to do,
chief?” Jones said to Andrew.

Andrew looked down at his pistol and dropped the empty clip to
the floor.

“Well,” Andrew said, “for starters do you have any extra 9mm
clips?”

Jones reluctantly reached down and took the last 9mm clip off of
his tactical vest and handed it to him.

Andrew slid the clip into his pistol and racked a round into the
chamber.

“Are we getting out of this building or are we opening up a
goddamn daycare center now?” Jones asked, his eyes rolled up towards
the ceiling.

“Fuck yeah we’re getting out of here! We have to fight back and
reclaim this camp!” Martinez shouted.

“No,” Andrew said as he examined his pistol, “I’m taking the girl
and the baby to Camp 7. You two are welcomed to join me if you can
fight.”

“You mean… a place that actually has supplies?” Jones said,
smiling. “I almost forgot what that was like.”

Martinez shook his head and held his hand up.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Martinez said, laughing. “Camp 7 is up in
North Dakota… That’s over a thousand miles away. You mean to tell me
that we’re going to walk cross-country in hostile territory with limited
ammunition and no backup?”

Andrew thought about the question and shrugged.

“Well, not exactly” Andrew said. “All we have to do is find a way
to the abandoned Air Force base up in Tucson and get a bird. Staying
here won’t work. Even if we get the shamblers under control and stop the
civil unrest, we still have no supplies and no support and there are
hundreds of marauders waiting outside our front door.”

“They aren’t exactly just letting people leave, either,” Jones said in
a disgusted tone. “They have that gate covered like flies on shit. How do
you propose on leaving?”

“There’s a secret way out at the back of the camp in medical,”
Andrew said, looking over at Jerri.

Martinez shrugged.

“Fuck it,” Martinez said, “I’m staying. I’ll get you to medical, but
I can’t turn tail like a coward. This camp is ours.”

“I’ll go,” Jones added.

Jerri forcefully poked Andrew in his back.

He spun towards her, taken by surprise.

“You’re just going to trust them?” she whispered.

“For now we could use the extra help to get out of here alive,”
Andrew whispered back.

The dining hall sally port’s motor sparked as the door controls
were short-circuited. The sally port powered down and the doors were
forced open by the small group of civilians who Andrew and Jerri met
earlier.

The man in the trucker cap led the group into the dining hall.

Jones and Martinez spun towards the group, reaching for their
weapons.

The trucker aimed his pistol at Andrew.

Andrew quickly pulled the trigger.

The trucker’s head snapped backwards and the back of his skull
erupted, splattering the other rioters standing behind him with a mist of
blood and bone fragments.

Before the other rioters could react, Andrew popped off four
more shots in rapid succession, hitting three in their chest and one in the
stomach.

The rioters collapsed onto the floor, three dead, two dying and
slithering away in pain.

Andrew slowly lowered his pistol.

Jerri uncovered Jacob’s ears and looked at Andrew in disbelief.

“I thought you sold televisions at Best Buy,” she muttered,
looking at the corpses.

Andrew looked back at her.

“I’ve had lots of practice when the creatures were clawing at our
wall a year ago,” he said. “I'd say I’ve become pretty proficient.”

Martinez whistled in admiration and threw Andrew his last 9mm
clip.

Andrew caught the clip and slid it into his empty ammo pouch.

“Lead the way, we’ll be right behind you,” Martinez said, gripping
his rifle.

Andrew looked at Jerri.

“You okay and ready to go?” he said softly to her.

Jerri nodded.

Andrew walked towards the sally port, gun ready, and stepped
over the corpse of the trucker. One of the men he shot had managed to
drag himself into the corner, grasping his wounded stomach with one
hand and the trucker’s dropped pistol with the other.

He shakily raised the pistol…

Jones fired a single shot through the dying man’s head and
speckled the wall with red mist.

Andrew nodded towards Jones and peered outside.

The encampment was burning. Fires had been set at a number of
dormitories, cooking the trapped tenants inside.

Small battalions of looters wielding various weapons marched
through the camp, executing infected and anybody else they came across.
They pillaged the fallen bodies, searching the corpses for anything of
value.

The control tower burned like a massive torch in the distance.
Four police officers hung on the gallows, stripped of their weapons and
badly beaten.

In front of the gallows, a large line of weaponless police officers
had been marched in formation by civilians wielding assault rifles. The
officers had burlap sacks covering their heads.

The civilians opened fire on the officers.

A group of officers emerged from the corner of one of the
burning buildings and opened fire on the civilians, taking them by
surprise.

A firefight quickly erupted as the two opposing groups took
cover.

The infected meandered amongst the two opposing groups,
taking down unsuspecting prey at their leisure.

The marauders watched the events unfold from outside the gate,
enshrouded by shadows.

Andrew ducked back inside the dining hall.

“We’ll have to move and we’ll have to do it fast,” Andrew told
the others. “They have our guns and they’re killing with impunity. We’ll
be spotted the second we step outside.”

“I have another idea,” Martinez said, expression lightening.

“By all means,” Andrew said, “Share.”
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The clank and rattle of chains echoed out of the dining hall.
The armed civilians stopped firing on the officers and turned
towards the noise, confused and curious.
Naked men and women started to emerge out of the breached
dining hall sally port, moaning and staggering towards the fresh prey.
Chains were draped around their legs and meat hooks dangled from their
flesh like gaudy jewelry.

Teddy led the group, eyes clouded, fingers covered with blood.
The people panicked and quickly started firing on the
encroaching horde, stumbling backwards. 

The naked corpses flung themselves onto the terrified civilians,
bringing them down to the ground one after another. 

The terrified civilians amassed at the gate leading out of the
camp, screaming, popping shots off at the undead on their heels.
The marauders fired at the people pouring out of the gate but the
numbers were too great; the marauders had no choice but to pull back for
the time being and take their place back up on the hill.

Inside the back of the dining hall where the bodies had been
hung to drain, hundreds of chains lay on the floor. Most of the corpses
had shuffled away but a handful remained snared by their chains. They
snarled and pulled at the chains that bound them, entangling themselves
more in the process.

One of the vegetable freezer doors in the corner of the room
slowly opened and Andrew and Jones stepped out of their hiding spot to
survey the scene, weapons ready.

The remaining corpses swung towards them, arms waving futilely,
excited by the presence of fresh prey. 

Jones raised his pistol at one of the dangling corpses but Andrew
quickly placed a hand on the barrel, shaking his head.
“Don’t waste the ammunition,” Andrew said, glaring at the rabid
corpses as they swayed. “Gunfire would just lead the ones outside right
back towards us.”

Martinez and Jerri crept out of the freezer next.

Jerri held the bundled baby against her chest.

“Now we sneak out the back and hope we avoid the gunplay
going on at the front of the building,” Andrew said, nodding towards the
rear sally port.

“On it,” Martinez said, slinging his rifle over his shoulder. He ran
towards the sally port and searched for the mechanical override
mechanism.

“Some plan,” Jones said, shaking his head. “Instead of dealing
with some looters, now we have to deal with a camp full of shamblers.”
“We never would have snuck out of here otherwise,” Jerri
snapped. “So why don’t you stop bitching and do your part?”
Jones rolled his eyes.

“And what part are you playing? The nagging wife?” Jones asked.
Jerri seethed with anger and stepped towards him.

“Knock it off you two. Jesus Christ,” Andrew muttered, shaking
his head. “This is not the time. Hopefully the horde flushed the civilians
out the front gate and overwhelmed the marauders, forcing them to back
off and give us a little breathing room. Now is the perfect chance for us to
make our move. Jones, watch Jerri’s back.”

“Sure,” Jones said half-heartedly. 

“Attention, manual emergency lockdown deactivated,” the sally port
speaker announced as the door slid open. 

“Got it open,” Martinez proudly announced, holding his rifle
close.
The group walked out the rear of the building and found that the
area behind the dining hall was in complete disarray. Multiple shamblers
were clustered around the slain lying on the ground, gorging on them.
Smoke was thick in the air and the cries of the dying coming from
throughout the camp were deafening.

A few sporadic bursts of gunfire popped in the distance.
“Let’s just find a way to medical,” Andrew whispered, staring in
revulsion.
One of the gangly corpses, a former FEMA officer, turned away
from his eviscerated meal at the sound of Andrew’s voice with a tattered
piece of intestine hanging out of his mouth. He dropped the meat and
stumbled to his feet, moaning.

The other shamblers nearby stopped eating and looked up
towards Andrew and his group. They all started to clamor to their feet and
move towards him in an awkward gait.

“Shit,” Andrew hissed between his teeth. “Run! Stay together!
We’ll snake through the alleyways!” 

The gangly FEMA officer grunted and walked faster, trying to
close the distance.
Martinez fired and blew the top of the officer’s skull open.
The creature stumbled and fell to the ground.

The gunshot drew even more attention.

Andrew took off running down the alley next to the dining hall,
the alley next to Jerri’s torched dormitory. Martinez and Jones followed
close behind, popping off shots at any shamblers who got within arm’s
reach.

Jerri struggled to keep up in the rear, cradling the baby against
her. Her leg muscles throbbed and her lungs burned as she started to lag
behind.

Andrew turned the corner and ran down another alley situated
between two sealed dormitories. Both were on fire. The tent encampment
in the alley had been torn to shreds by the earlier barrage of arrows.
Haggard tenuous reanimated corpses staggered out from behind the
tattered tents, swiping at Andrew with their boney hands.

Andrew shoved the infected back, shooting only when he had
too. Most of the frail bodies were flung aside and went down easily
enough .

Jones and Martinez stayed close together, terrified. They popped
off shot after shot and ended up going through their limited supply of
ammunition in no time at all. They dropped their depleted weapons and
drew their batons, caving in the skulls of any infected who encroached
upon them.

Jerri shoved her way through the clawing infected and kicked
their dusty skeletal frames aside. A reanimated woman emerged from
behind one of the tents and clawed at baby Jacob, moaning, tearing
through the shawl that covered the child.

Jerri drew her knife and stabbed the woman in the eye.
The dead woman gave a feral cry and stumbled back.
Jerri flicked the gore off of her blade and continued running after
the group, breathing frantically. She was slipping further behind.
Andrew turned another corner and saw the medical barrack
ahead. Unfortunately, the alleyway was thick with shamblers and it would
be impossible to pass though unscathed.

The only choice was to cut through one of the neighboring
dormitories and skip the alleyway altogether.
The shamblers in the alley took notice of Andrew and started to
trudge towards him, arms outstretched, making hungry guttural moans.
Two FEMA officers wearing riot gear were at the head of the pack,
tainted arrows protruding from their thick tactical vests.

Andrew stepped back and searched for an exit. Dorm 16 was on
his left and Dorm 17 was on his right; both were standard dormitories so
both had skylights.

Martinez and Jones ran up behind him, huffing and puffing.
“We’re going to have to take one of dorms, go through one of
the skylights, and jump down in front of medical,” Andrew quickly
explained. “The alley isn’t going to cut it.”

Martinez and Jones nodded. 

Andrew turned towards the two men and concern washed over
his face. 

“Jones,” Andrew said, looking around frantically. “Where is
Jerri?! Goddammit! You were supposed to watch her back!”
Jones started to say something but was interrupted when Jerri
bounded from around the corner. 

She was struggling to catch her breath and held the baby against
her chest. 

“See? She’s fine!” Jones said. 

“No thanks to you, asshole,” Jerri said. She kicked sand on Jones’
boots and walked towards Andrew, hands trembling. 

“You okay?” Andrew asked as he stared at her trembling hands.
Jerri nodded and stared down the alley at the approaching
infected. 

The encroaching shambling herd trampled through tents and
clotheslines as they made their way down the alley.
“Medical is on the other side. We need to snake through one of
the dorms,” Andrew said. He ran towards Dorm 17 and pressed his ear
against the sally port door, listening carefully. “The dormitories are still
under emergency lockdown, but my pass can override the lock. Now it’s
just a matter of picking the right curtain…”

Jones stared at the approaching horde and panicked. He ran
towards Dorm 16 and started to bash the sally port’s keypad with his
baton, making it spark.

“What the fuck are you talking about?! We don’t have time for
that! They’re coming!” Jones shouted as he bashed the keypad.
“Careful! You don’t want to open the wrong door!” Andrew
shouted. 

Martinez stood in the center of the alley, terrified.
“One dormitory is as good as another! Stop fucking around!”
Jones yelled. He bashed the keypad one last time and the controls shortcircuited.

“The skylights! The fucking skylights! We have to make sure
that–” 

“Attention, emergency lockdown of Dormitory 16 deactivated,” the sally
port speaker interrupted Andrew. 

Dorm 16’s door slid open. 

“Ha!” Jones shouted as he waved his baton over his head. “Looks
like you’re not the only one with special access!” 

A cavalcade of cold boney hands emerged out of Dorm 16’s open
sally port and pulled Jones inside. 

Jones let out a bloodcurdling cry as the infected residents of
Dorm 16 tore him apart and sunk their teeth in his flesh. 

“Fuck! Fuck!” Martinez shouted, backing away from the scene.
Infected staggered out of Dorm 16, stepping towards Andrew’s
group.
“I tried warning that fucking idiot! The skylights are not arrowproof!” Andrew shouted. His hand was forced as the infected approached
from every direction. He quickly punched in his code and Dorm 17’s sally
port opened.

“Attention, manual lockdown of Dormitory 17 deactivated.”
“Manual lockdown? That’s odd,” Andrew muttered at the
computer’s response. “This dorm was locked down by the occupants
before the emergency lockdown took effect…”

“I don’t think we have the luxury of waiting to make sure it’s safe,
Andrew,” Jerri said. “We’re a little low on options!” 

Jerri held Jacob and ran inside the dorm followed by Martinez.
Andrew stepped in afterwards and sealed the sally port shut
behind him, unaware of what horrors awaited him inside.
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Dorm 17’s hallway was far from welcoming. Most of the lights
were off and the skylights had been covered by plywood. The air smelled
like rot. Dried blood streaked the sides of the wall. Thick puddles of
crimson caked the carpet. Along the length of the corridor were many
candles, melted and long since extinguished. Most of the dormitory doors
were closed and the buzzing of flies filled the air.

The air was stale.

The dorm hadn’t been accessed for quite some time.

“I don’t like this,” Jerri muttered, scanning the area cautiously.
She slid the knife from underneath her belt and gripped it tightly, ready.
Jacob made muffled cries into her chest, kicking and screaming.

“Me either,” Martinez said. 

“At least the skylights are covered,” Andrew said, pointing up at
the plywood. “We don’t have to worry about arrows.” 

“Yeah?” Martinez asked, “Then where is everybody?”
“Don’t know , don’t care,” Andrew snapped. “Let’s just get inside
one of the rooms and crawl out one of the skylights.” 

Martinez opened the door nearest to him and stepped inside.
Many religious talismans covered the dresser. A half-decomposed
man lay dead on the center of his bed, both wrists slashed. He held a
razor blade in his left hand. An aged, tattered bible lay on his chest. Two
pennies covered his eyes.

The skylight above his bed had been boarded shut.

Martinez stepped back into the hall and looked over at Andrew.

“This shit is fucked, man,” Martinez said as he pointed towards
the room. “This guy killed himself. He’s been dead for weeks...”
Andrew looked inside another room and saw a similar scene and
shook his head.
“Fanatics,” Andrew said. “That plywood wasn’t to keep the
arrows out, but rather to keep the sunlight out. Let’s just keep moving and
see if we can find an empty room to work in. I’d rather not choke on
decay while I’m trying to pry plywood off the ceiling with my bare
fingers.”

Jerri didn’t like any of it. She heard about the fanatics – even seen
a few around - but never saw a dorm full of them. The fanatics thought
that they had been left behind on Judgment Day and were tasked with
making penance through various forms of mortification of the flesh. It
seemed their perverse take on religion had grown popular throughout the
camp recently.

Jerri lost her religion many years ago and wasn’t too concerned
with finding it again. She held Jacob against her chest and walked down
the middle of the hall. The child screamed and wailed; his cries echoed
down the desolate hall.

Room after room they passed reeked with the same stench of
decay and excrement. They passed the bathroom and saw that the FEMA
poster hung above the sink had been vandalized.

A thick metal briefcase sat next to the sink inside the bathroom.
A torn sticker on the briefcase read ‘Lazarus’. Empty glass vials littered
the floor.

Andrew’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the briefcase and he
backed away from the bathroom.
“We have to get out of here now,” Andrew said.

Something rustled in one of the rooms ahead.

Andrew tensed and raised his pistol.

The rustling sound happened again.

“It’s in that room ahead,” Martinez said, pointing towards one of
the open rooms a few feet away. 

“Yeah, I hear it,” Andrew replied sharply. “Jerri, stay back.”
Jerri didn’t like being told what to do, but she really didn’t want
to see another dead person. She decided not to object. 

Andrew quickly entered the room and scanned the area with his
pistol.
The room was vacant. The blood-stained bed was empty with the
exception of the shattered plywood and a rogue arrow that had struck
through the skylight. Air blew through the shattered skylight and rustled
the pages in the open bible that lay on the floor.

The arrowhead wasn’t bloody and didn’t look like they struck
anything. 

Andrew let out a relieved sigh and lowered his pistol.
“It’s empty,” he said. “They just did a half-assed job of covering
the skylight and an arrow shattered through, that’s all.”
“Good,” Martinez said. “So we found a way out of here?”
Andrew turned towards Martinez and nodded, smiling.
He quickly lost his smile.

A rotting skeletal humanoid frame shambled down the hallway
behind Martinez. Its hair had fallen out and its skin had receded away
from its mouth, revealing a toothy skeletal grin. His eyes were sunken
deep in their sockets and clumps of meat hung off of its pitiful frame.

“Martinez! Behind you!” Andrew shouted, pointing his pistol
towards the creature.
Martinez swung around and drew his baton, crouching, ready.
“I got this bastard,” Martinez said.

The creature reached a thin hand out towards Martinez, giving a
ghoulish raspy gasp. 

Martinez cracked the baton against the creature’s outstretched
hand, shattering the brittle bone. 

The creature’s hand dislocated and hit the floor with a thud.
Martinez slammed the baton against the top of the creature’s
skull and cracked it open like a rotten pumpkin. 

Black goop leaked from the creature’s fractured skull but it
continued to lurch forward. 

“What the fuck?!” Martinez said, stepping backwards.
The creature seemed to be grinning at Martinez as it shambled
forward, twitching. 

“Fuck,” Andrew muttered, shaking his head in disbelief. “Get
away from that thing, Martinez!”
Andrew fired at the creature multiple times, but the shots didn’t
slow it down, despite the well-placed head shots. “Get away from that
thing now!”

As Martinez stared at the creature, he didn’t notice the hand
starting to crawl across the carpet towards him like some grotesque spider.
The hand climbed up Martinez’s leg under the cuff of his BDU
pants and started to dig its nails into his skin.
Martinez let out a terrified scream and started to strike the baton
against his own leg, desperately trying to hit the hand, cracking his shin in
the process.

The creature lurched closer, making guttural gurgles, twitching
violently.
Jerri started to run and help but froze when she thought about
Jacob’s well-being. This was something different. The creature was unlike
any Acexa or PT-12 variant she ever witnessed.

Martinez screamed out in pain and stumbled against the wall,
trying to pry the hand off of his leg. 

The door across from him opened and another gruesome
revenant lurched out into the hall and grabbed him. 

“GO!” Martinez shouted towards Andrew. “Fucking GO!”
Two more shambled out of their rooms approaching in jerky,
spastic movements. 

They pulled large sections of flesh off of him with focused
intensity, staring at him with greedy, deep set milky eyes. 

Andrew pulled Jerri into the room and locked the door behind
them. 

Jerri held onto Jacob, her whole body trembled.
Andrew holstered his pistol, paced back and forth a second, and
then flipped the bed out of the middle of the room, crashing it against the
wall. He grabbed the dresser and pushed it underneath the skylight.

“What…” Jerri started, stammering. “What were…?”
“I don’t know! Okay?! I don’t fucking know!” Andrew shouted,
hyperventilating. “I don’t want to talk about it! Let’s just… Let’s just go!
Let’s go! Okay?! Let’s get the hell out of here and go!”

Andrew climbed onto the dresser and climbed up through the
shattered skylight. Once on the roof, he quickly surveyed the scene.
The area in front of medical was empty with the exception of two
badly mutilated corpses. The medical sally port was sealed and that gave
Andrew a good indication that his source was still inside.

Fortunately, medical didn’t have any skylights so tainted
arrowheads wouldn’t be a problem. 

Andrew reached down into the room and frantically motioned
for Jerri.
“Hurry up! We have a clear path!” Andrew yelled. “The horde is
still gathered around the corner at the entrance, trying to figure a way
through!”

Jerri jumped as one of the creatures started to bash against the
door, almost knocking it off of its hinges. She ran to Andrew and held the
bundled baby up to him, terrified.

Behind her, the wooden door buckled and cracked.
Jacob quieted down but continued to squirm in the blanket.

Andrew took Jacob and laid him down on the roof and then
reached down towards Jerri. He paused when he noticed that his hand
was bloody. He looked over at Jacob and saw that the blanket he was
holding had bloody splotches on it.

“What in the hell,” Andrew muttered. “Is he okay…?”
“He’s fine,” Jerri said as she climbed onto the dresser. “The
blood is from one of the shamblers I fought in the alley.” 

She took Andrew’s hand and he pulled her up onto the roof,
grunting.. 

Andrew brushed past her and leapt off the edge of the roof,
rolling off into the sand.
The two mutilated corpses lying on the ground snapped and
squirmed at his presence but, lacking arms or legs, there was little they
could do except stare.

Andrew stood, hastily dusted himself off, and held his arms up
towards Jerri.
Jerri frowned.

“Not this again,” she muttered to herself, shaking her head.

“Tuck him against your chest and fall back into my arms,”
Andrew shouted. “It’s not even as high as the other dorm. Just trust me!”
Jerri, not having many other options available to her at the
moment, tucked the child close to her and tumbled down towards his
open arms, screaming.

Andrew caught her and stumbled backwards, nearly dropping
her. He quickly let her down onto the ground and rubbed his aching back.
Jerri scurried away, clutching little Jacob against her frantically
beating heart.
“Support team regroup at the left atrium! Break, break, break! 10-33 in
progress! Multiple fires! Men down! We need riot support! We’re getting massacred
over–”

Jerri and Andrew turned towards the sound of the police radio.
A FEMA officer, multiple arrows sticking out of his armor,
lurched from around the corner and fixated his dead gaze on both of
them, moaning. He staggered towards them, arms extended. A multitude
followed close behind.

Andrew hurried to the medical sally port and punched his code
in.
It unlocked and the door slid open.

Jerri hurried inside with Jacob and Andrew followed.

Inside, Andrew quickly activated the manual override and sealed
the sally port shut. 

“Emergency manual lock down activated,” a female voice announced
over the sally port speaker. “Please report this incident to a supervisor.”
Jerri felt an uneasy sense of deja vu as she stepped into the
medical lobby.
It smelled like stale cigarette smoke. A single abandoned desk sat
against the wall. The lights were dim and the ceiling tiles were badly water
damaged. A door sat on each side of the unmanned desk. One door led
into the dark recesses of the patient wing and the other led into the
administrative hall.

“Chris!” Andrew shouted behind her, scanning the lobby.
The patient wing door swung open and a man stepped into the
lobby. He was tall, lanky, and wore dirty nursing scrubs.
“Thank God,” Chris said, smiling at Andrew. “I was wondering
how long it would take for you guys to contain the situation out there.”
He froze as he spotted Jerri.

A long, deep and fresh wound ran down the side of his face.
“You,” Chris uttered, eyes narrowing, glaring at her.

Jerri clenched her teeth together and drew her knife, ready to
attack.
Andrew watched in bewilderment.

“Came back so I can return the favor?” Chris said and spat.
Jerri tried to mask her terror.

“No,” she said, “I came to finish your other cheek.”

“What the fuck is going on?” Andrew said, stepping between the
two. “Stop!” 

“That’s the bitch I told you about earlier! She’s the one who cut
me!” Chris said, seething with anger. 

“Her?!” Andrew said, flabbergasted.
“He chased me!” Jerri shouted, raising her knife. She looked at
Andrew for support. “I walked in on him using all the morphine! When
he saw me he tried to attack me!”

Chris looked down and muttered to himself, pacing small circles.
Andrew lowered his eyes.

Jerri searched Andrew’s face and was disgusted with what she
saw.
“You…
 knew?” she asked Andrew.

Andrew paused and rubbed the back of his neck.

“Remember earlier when I said that he owes me for looking the
other way on a few things…?” Andrew said, ashamed. 

Jerri punched Andrew in the chest, making him stumble
backwards.
“So drug abuse is considered ‘just one of those things’?” Jerri
shouted, stepping back. She felt like she was going to faint. “There are
people in here who were in agony and he was busy getting high!”

Andrew reached a hand out towards her.

“Jerri, please…”

Jerri slapped his hand aside and stepped back.

“Don’t you fucking touch me!” she shouted. “You both are sick!”

“I wasn’t going to hurt you,” Chris said quietly. “I just didn’t
want you to freak out…”
Andrew spun towards Chris angrily.

“You never said you chased her!” Andrew shouted.
Chris recoiled and held his hands up defensively.

“N-n-now, I just misremembered that bit! That’s all!” Chris
explained, half-pleading. “I would never hurt anybody. That was the deal,
right? I take a little here… a little there… and nobody would notice! It’s a
victimless crime!”

Andrew rushed over and grabbed Chris by his shirt, ripping a
small tear in the fabric. 

Chris let out a pathetic whimper and shielded his face.
“Shut up, you stupid junkie! Just shut the fuck up! Do you
understand me?!” Andrew shouted into his face. 

Chris nodded enthusiastically and held his open palms up to
Andrew, trying to pacify the situation.
“Now look, I need you to get out of here… Things have
degenerated beyond the point of repair outside. Can you get us to Camp
7?” Andrew asked.

“I’m not going with him,” Jerri said as she pointed an accusing
finger at Chris. “He’s high right now! Look at his pupils!” 

Chris looked down at the floor, stunned by Andrew’s request.
“W-well I uh… you want me to… take someone and…? Well
and I-I-I” Chris stammered. 

Andrew shook him. 

“Answer the question! Remember what we talked about?
Remember the tunnel? Our deal?” Andrew shouted. 

Chris palled at the mention of the tunnel. 

“YES! Yes!” Chris shouted, kicking his feet. “Just put me down!
I’ll take you there! I’ll take you all there!” 

Andrew dropped Chris and watched as the man crumpled onto
the floor, tears running down his cheeks.
“Andrew,” Jerri said, staring at him with her piercing eyes.
He turned towards her.

She motioned for him to step closer to her.

“What is it?” Andrew asked quietly as walked towards her.

Jerri looked over at Chris who was still crumpled on the floor,
crying. 

“I don’t want to go with him,” she whispered. “What are we
going to do when he starts going through withdrawal?” 

Andrew looked down and nodded.
“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry… if I knew you were the one
who… caught him dosing… I would have thought of another way if there
was one.”

Jerri narrowed her eyes and looked accusingly at Andrew.
“How could you look the other way on his actions?” she asked.
“We hardly have any medicine left and he used his position to steal what
little we got…”

Andrew thought about the question for a moment and then
looked back at her.
“The same way I looked the other way at all of the other shit I
witnessed inside this camp,” he said. “It wasn’t easy, but bartering with
the devil is the only way to survive sometimes. He’s the only one who
knows the location of the tunnel, so if I wanted to get someone out, he is
the only one I could go to. I could have tortured him for the
information… but that isn’t my way. I did it the only way I knew how.”

“Doesn’t make it right,” she snapped, cradling Jacob in her arms.
“No, and I’m sorry,” Andrew said with a sigh.

“There were others you had smuggled out?” she asked,
suspicious. 

He nodded.
“I tried to get the ones out who couldn’t survive on their own in
here. The rules here are dangerous and mistakes deadly,” Andrew
explained. “The children are always the first to suffer, so I got as many of
them out as I could.”

Jerri studied him for a moment and then asked the question that
had been bothering her. 

“Those… those creatures. You’ve seen them before, haven’t you?
You knew…” she asked. “Lazarus.” 

Andrew shook his head and closed his eyes.
“I don’t want to talk about that right now,” he said. “I’ll explain it
all soon, I promise.” He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Just please
come along. I know you don’t like him, but if he even looks at you funny
I’ll kill him myself.”

Jerri considered it and looked over at Chris. 

Chris was busy wiping his face and dusting himself off, standing
up. 

“Are you sure we need him?” she asked.
“Positive,” Andrew said. “I have no idea where the tunnel is and
I’m not sure about how to get to Camp 7. He had had a whole
underground network he used.”

Jerri nodded and rocked Jacob in her arms.

Jacob squirmed underneath the blanket, making cooing sounds.
“If he tries anything,” she said, “I’ll kill him myself.”
Chris approached the group and cleared his throat.

“So, um, I guess I’m taking you to Camp 7 from what I
gathered?” Chris asked with a shaky voice, “Um, is everybody ready?”
Andrew turned towards him and nodded. 

“Excellent,” Chris said, forcing a smile. “Well, uh, let’s head to
the tunnel and get out of here?”
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Chris led Andrew down medical’s administrative hall towards a
secured room located at the very end.

Jerri cradled Jacob close against her and followed from a
conservative distance. She didn’t like the arrangement, but she felt like it
was her duty to get Krystal’s baby out of the camp. She owed that much
to her friend.

Chris stopped at a door adorned with the Homeland Security
logo. The sign on the door read ‘Medical Surplus’. It had a small window
in the center and was locked by a biometric scanner.

Jerri remembered it quite well.

Chris gave Andrew an uneasy glance and pointed towards Jerri.

“The blindfolds. Those goddamn blindfolds!” Andrew said with
aggravation.

“The blindfolds?” Chris asked.

“Yes! I refuse to wear one this time! I don’t care what you say!”
Andrew shouted. He narrowed his eyes and glared at Chris.

“Well… that’s my policy,” Chris said, shuffling his heel on the
ground. He picked up a lab coat off of one of the wall hooks and tossed it
over to Andrew.

Andrew caught it.

“Fine, dammit, fine!” Andrew shouted.

“Blindfold…? What are you talking about?” Jerri asked, looking
at Andrew with confusion.

Andrew shook his head and groaned.

“He refuses to take anybody through his tunnel without
blindfolding them,” Andrew said, giving Chris a disgusted look. “That’s
the price of passage… Isn’t that right, you asshole?”

“Yes, that’s correct,” Chris said. “No blindfolds? No passage.”

“You’re not touching me,” Jerri snarled, cradling the baby close
against her.

“I’m sorry,” Andrew said. “I’ll keep you and Jacob safe, I swear
it. If he tries anything funny, I’ll kill him.”

Andrew tore the sleeves off of lab coat and tossed the rest of the
shirt aside.

“I’ll do yours then he can tie mine,” Andrew said. “I don’t want
him touching you.”

Jerri tensed but relaxed as Andrew’s harsh battle-scared hands
turned to velvet in an instant. She allowed him to gently wrap the cloth
around her eyes and tie the blindfold around her head.

Besides, she figured, if worse came to worse she could always rip
the damned thing off.

Andrew turned towards Chris and nodded, stuffing the other
piece of fabric into his pocket.

Chris nervously turned back towards the biometric scanner and
placed his hand on it.

“Welcome, Dr. Christopher Kilpatrick,” the computer announced as
the supply door slid open.

Jerri blindly stepped into the storage room. The boxes of
bandages still sat in the corner and the air smelled stale.

Andrew stepped beside her and placed a hand on her shoulder,
making her startle.

“Just hurry up,” Andrew snapped. “I can’t see a fucking thing
with this on!”

Chris punched in a code using the keypad underneath the
biometric scanner.

“I’ll lead you both down safely, don’t worry,” Chris said.

The floor rumbled and a portion slid back, revealing a spiral
staircase that led underground.

The stench that came up from the hole was horrendous and
smelled like formaldehyde. A series of harsh white lights powered on in
the hole and illuminated the metallic steps.

“Take my hand and follow me, Andrew,” Chris said from behind
Jerri and Andrew.

“Andrew…” Jerri whimpered, cradling Jacob.

“I’m here,” he assured her.

Andrew led Jerri down the staircase slowly, keeping his arm
cradled around her.

Jerri blindly walked down the steps nervously, clutching Jacob
with one arm and the knife with the other.

Chris followed in the rear.

The stairs were covered in rust and the paint was peeling off of
the walls. Mold and moss covered everything. As soon as the group made
it halfway down the staircase, the hole above them sealed shut.

Jerri startled badly and almost tripped down the stairs.

“Relax,” Andrew said, preventing her from falling. “It’s on an
automatic sensor.”

Jerri almost asked where they were going, but she didn’t want to
know.

At the bottom of the staircase they came to a large room, the
walls lined with rusted shower heads. Racks of dusty biological white
hazmat suits hung neatly on the wall at one end. The overhead lights were
dim, but still functioned. A sally port stood on the far wall. Unlike the
other sally ports on the surface, the subterranean one was massive and
had heavily reinforced doors that were caked with rust.

A sign hung above the sally port:

It had been nearly six months since the last virologist and chemist
were extracted and taken to Camp 7’s larger research division.

With Camp 6’s research halted, it had been a long time since the
white-suits on the wall had been worn.

Chris walked over to the sally port and slid the heavy door open.
The computer had been deactivated and the decontamination systems had
been powered down for ages.

The door groaned as it slid along the track.

“What’s happening?” Jerri quickly asked, reaching to take the
blindfold off.

Andrew lowered her hand back down.

“It’s just the door leading to the underground tunnel. Chris
opened it. Everything is fine,” Andrew said.

“Now, um, keep your blindfolds on,” Chris said as he led the way
down the hall.

Abandoned laboratories lined both sides of the hall and empty
steel holding pens lined the center. Dust and cobwebs covered the once
pristine equipment and rats scurried across the floor.

Andrew walked with the blindfolded Jerri at his side, staring
uneasily in the empty recesses and crevices of the research department.
He felt bad about blindfolding her, but he knew that she would never
understand the importance of what they were once trying to do here. She
would never understand the importance of the test subject’s sacrifice.

At the end of the hall Chris pushed open another door and
nervously motioned for Andrew to walk through.

Andrew led Jerri through and came to the end of the hall. He
turned towards Chris and nodded.

Chris grunted and rolled the sally port shut, resealing the desolate
lab.

“You’re clear,” Chris said.

Andrew took the fabric out of his pocket and pretended to
remove it from his eyes just as Jerri removed her blindfold.

Jerri quickly stepped away and looked around, confused and
frightened. She clutched the baby tightly and looked at the massive sally
port.

“What was in there?” Jerri asked, eyeing the door behind them
closely.

“Just a hallway,” Chris lied.

Jerri knew that he was hiding something from her. Before she
could protest, Chris brushed past her and walked towards a sealed hatch
on the wall.

The hatch was etched with the words Surface Access.

Chris grabbed the large wheel on the hatch and started turning it,
grunting with each rotation.

The hatch swung open and revealed an iron rung ladder.

“I’ll hold Jacob while you climb up,” Andrew said, holding his
hands out towards Jerri.

“I’ll manage,” she said. She held onto the baby with one arm and
grasped the ladder with the other. Moving slowly and methodically, she
ascended up the ladder.

Andrew frowned and reached for the ladder when Chris grabbed
his arm with a weak grip.

“Why are you doing this to me?!” Chris whispered.

Andrew tore his arm away from Chris and narrowed his eyes at
him.

“Keep your voice down!” Andrew whispered. “What are you
talking about?”

Chris held his arms out at his side, pleading.

“Since when did I run an underground freedom railroad? That
was never part of the deal! The people you brought me never left the lab!
I never even have been up that manhole! I just waved to the white-suits as
they came and went! Remember?! You help me find… volunteers… and
we both got paid a few extra rations! That was the deal! Now you have me
traipsing civilians through classified areas and risk exposing everything?!
What are you doing?! What are you doing?!”

Andrew clenched his teeth together and jabbed his finger in
Chris’ chest to drive home his next few words.

“Shut. The. Fuck. Up. It’s in the deal now, okay?! I like this girl
and I don’t want to leave her behind! Be happy I care enough about our
friendship that I convinced her to let me take you with us, even if just
temporarily,” Andrew whispered harshly. “Besides, you want to talk about
deals…? Was selling serum to religious radicals ever part of the deal?
What were you thinking?”

Chris backed down and held his open palms up towards Andrew,
nodding, defeated.

“I-uh…” Chris stammered. “They told me that they would seal
their dorm shut… they just wanted something strong… I didn’t have any
Acexa and, of course, they were immune to PT-12… it was the only toxin
I had available… They promised to keep it quiet and ceremonial-like.”

Andrew resisted the urge to strike him.

“And you believed them? You jeopardized the safety of the entire
camp, you idiot!” Andrew spat. “Why?!”

Chris looked away, ashamed.

“They had some M for me… and our supplies are getting low… I
didn’t see the harm in it, honest,” Chris whispered. “They said it would
quiet and they wouldn’t let it spread, honest to God, Andy.”

Andrew shook his head, disgusted.

“It’s pathetic what you’ve become,” Andrew said. “You need to
let that bitch go. It was an accident, okay? How was I supposed to
know?!”

“Are you coming?” Jerri shouted down the manhole, voice
echoing.

“Coming!” Andrew shouted in a pleasant voice. He gave Chris a
cautious look and whispered, “Keep the act up. Don’t fuck this up for
me.”

Andrew started climbing up the ladder.

“Like you fucked up everything for me,” Chris said under his
breath, full of pain and resentment. He knew that Alison would have liked
to escape. Sadly, she never had a chance.
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Jerri grunted and shoved the hatch open. Granules of sand
fluttered down the shaft and pelted her face, making her cough and close
her eyes against the onslaught. She shielded Jacob against her chest to
protect his delicate eyes and peered out the top of the hole.

The desert seemed to stretch out endlessly. Camp 6 was burning
over a mile away and looked out of place in the desolated landscape.
Aided by the flicker of flames and the moon shining above, she saw the
marauder encampment set up on a hill a few miles away from the camp.
Their campfires flickered as they waited for the camp to tear itself apart.

Deeming her immediate area safe, Jerri scurried out of the hole
like a rat, looking haggard, dirty, and exhausted. 

Andrew and Chris followed up behind her, keeping quiet.
Andrew surveyed the area and saw the remnants of a trampled
path along the desert floor, all flattened shrubbery and desert fauna. At
the end of the path there was a dirt road that stretched out for miles into
the darkness away from the camp. He figured that was the path that the
research team used to use.

Chris stared in awe at the burning camp, both captivated and
terrified at the same time. He never wanted a spike so badly in his life.
“Well, you know the way better than I would,” Andrew said to
Chris, snapping the man out of his meditative stance.
Chris spun towards Andrew, confused.

“Lead the way,” Andrew said as he pointed towards the dirt road.

Chris spotted the path and quickly nodded as he started to walk
blindly into the desert. 

Andrew followed with Jerri by his side.
As they walked along the dirt road, darkness swallowed them and
made every thorny bush around them seem like an observing foe. Jagged
stones jaunted out from the sand and lizards slithered through the small
tussocks of dead grass that peppered the landscape.

The bonfire that was once Camp 6, the marauders, and the
shamblers soon became a distant spec and an unpleasant memory as the
group trudged on for miles through unknown territory.

Jerri cradled Jacob’s sleeping body close against her as she walked
next to Andrew. She was freezing and could see her breath; quite a
contradiction from the scorching daytime highs.

“You know,” Jerri said, finally breaking the long stretch of
awkward silence between them, “when I was a teen I used to love hiking
in the desert at night.”

Andrew looked over at her, teeth chattering. 

“I’m guessing this isn’t exactly how you remember it?” Andrew
said.
“Well back then I usually had beer, a campfire, and good
friends,” Jerri said with a smirk. “Now I have a baby, a dope fiend, and a
cop for company. It’s also a lot colder than I remember.”

Andrew laughed. 

“Sometimes you have to make do,” he said.
Jerri smiled.

“What kind of things did you do… before?” she asked.
“What? Before I found my calling working at Best Buy?”
Jerri laughed.

Chris, walking ahead of the group, rolled his eyes. He was starting
to feel like he was coming down with the flu, the first effects of morphine
withdrawal. It had been over twenty-four hours since he last got high.

“Well,” Andrew mused, “I guess I liked to travel more than
anything else.” He stopped and looked over at her. “I guess that’s kind of
a cheap answer, isn’t it?”

Jerri nodded.

“Everyone says that they love to travel,” she said.

“Well I meant it,” he said in his defense. “I went to every state
that counted…” 

“Which states didn’t count?” Jerri asked, curious.
“Most of the mid-west and the deep south,” Andrew said. “I
think it’s now safe to add Arizona to the list. Fuck the Grand Canyon.
Just send me a post card.”

Jerri laughed. As much as she hated to admit it, the guy had a
certain charm about him.
“How about you? Did you travel much?” Andrew asked.
Jerri shook her head.

“I never left the state, being busy with work and all,” she said. “I
was going to take a huge trip to New York… but the Piedmont Flu saw
an end to that dream.”

“Busy with work? Don’t tell me that you sold televisions too,”
Andrew said with a smile. 

Jerri grinned.
“No, I actually went to college, thank you very much,” she said in
a playful tone. “I worked part-time as a manager trainee at a rental car
outlet.”

Andrew laughed. 

“Rental cars?! Sorry, but that doesn’t sound much better,”
Andrew said, elbowing her. “I think I won the job competition.”
Jerri punched his arm. 

“Well if only I had a few more years then I’d be firmly on top!”
she proudly announced. 

“Too bad the world ended before you had your big break, eh?”
Andrew said. 

They both smiled and then looked straight ahead, smiles fading.
“Do you really think it spread across the whole world?” Jerri
finally asked. 

Andrew shrugged. 

“Your guess is as good as mine. All I know is that I haven’t seen
any jets in the sky,” he said. 

“True… and I haven’t seen any pesky Canadians trying to come
down here to escape the cold,” she added.
They both looked at each other and started laughing.
Chris stopped walking and stared ahead, bewildered at the sight.
The dirt road had finally come to an end.

“Guys, I think we’ve reached the end of the road,” he said.

Andrew walked ahead and stood next to Chris, surveying the
scene ahead.
The road ended at a derelict helipad and a small dilapidated
shack. The helipad’s asphalt was cracked and the painted yellow ‘H’ had
mostly peeled away. The shack was weather-beaten and its two windows
were shattered. The door was swung halfway open. An army jeep, covered
in sand, sat next to the shack; one of its rear tires was flat. A gas pump sat
next to the jeep. A ramshackle chain-link fence encrusted with rust
surrounded the area and portions of the fence had toppled against the
ground.

Andrew knew it was once the research team’s old transportation
hub, the place the white-suits landed when they flew in from Camp 7.
“Think that jeep still runs?” Chris asked, staring at it.
Andrew gave him a threatening glance.

“I don’t know… you’d know better than I would, right?” Andrew
asked. 

Chris looked away, embarrassed. 

“Right, well…” Chris stammered. “It’s been a while since I’ve
been here.” 

“Quite a while, judging by the look of things,” Jerri said with
suspicion. 

Chris offered her a nervous smile and habitually scratched at the
crook of his left arm. 

“Come on,” Andrew said as he started walking towards the shack.
“Let’s go check it out.”
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Andrew pushed the rusty gate open and drew his gun.
Jerri followed behind him, holding Jacob tight. The baby was still
fast asleep but she knew that when he woke up he would be hungry and
she wasn’t even sure if she could feed him. She never even had a child
before and wasn’t even sure if she could lactate. In her youth came certain
ignorance.

Chris trailed in the back, looking over his shoulder and scratching
his arm habitually.
As Andrew approached the shack, the cracked door swung open
and two javelinas scurried out of the shack, snorting and grunting as they
bounded past the intruding humans.

Andrew fell backwards onto the ground and dropped the gun as
one of the skunk pigs knocked against his legs in its hasty retreat.
Jerri screamed as the two animals brushed past her; she felt their
bristly fur catch on her pants and smelled their noxious stench.
Chis ducked down and covered his head, cowering as the pigs ran
past him. 

The pigs retreated into the desert night and disappeared in the
horizon.
Andrew, embarrassed, got back on his feet and picked up his gun
as the group composed themselves and the still of the night returned once
again.

“I always hated those things,” Jerri muttered, cradling Jacob who
was awake and crying. 

Andrew took a deep breath and stepped into the shack.
The interior of the shack was dirty and the floor was covered
with sand and shards of glass from the shattered windows. Thorny
shrubbery, tattered clothes, and clumps of mud made a crude nest in the
corner of the room, undoubtedly courteously of the former hooved
residents. A bench sat against the rear wall and two military lockers, both
of which were still sealed shut, sat next to the bench. An army cot sat
against one of the walls, covered in cobwebs. A weathered sign with a dry
erase marker attached to it on a chain hung above the bench:

Despite the devastation, a result of derogation combined with the
aftermath of a desert storm, it didn’t appear like a human had been in the
derelict shack for quite some time.

Andrew hurried to the lockers and searched through them,
throwing the mounds of trash stored in them out onto the floor. Empty
MRE containers and old books filled both lockers.

Jerri stood in the doorway and stared at the sign on the wall,
tilting her head. 

“Skybridge?” she asked, looking over at Andrew. 

Andrew didn’t answer and continued to search for anything of
value in the lockers. 

“It’s how the camp moved their VIPs safely across the country to
other camps,” Chris answered, careful not to use the term ‘researchers’.
Jerri gave Chris a harsh glare and he looked down at the floor,
silent.
“Found some,” Andrew happily announced. He was holding a
green metallic ration box. “We’re lucky that nobody stumbled across this
place.”

He opened the box and handed Jerri and Chris each a small can
of beans, two energy bars, and a bottle of water. 

Jerri, ravenous, tore open one of the energy bars with her teeth
and started to shovel it in her mouth. 

“Careful,” Andrew warned. “We don’t know when our next meal
will be.”
The three sat on the bench and ate and drank, taking conservative
bites and careful sips. No matter how long you stretch it, a small meal is a
small meal and nobody felt satisfied.

Andrew and Jerri each managed to save one of their bars.
Andrew saved half of his water and handed to Jerri.
“For Jacob,” Andrew said.

Jerri smiled.

“Thanks.”

Chris left nothing behind.

Jacob lay in Jerri’s arms, crying, starving. His beautiful stared at
her and his tiny pupils sparkled. He really was a rare sight. 

“I need to try to feed him,” Jerri said, looking down at the child.
She was nervous. 

Andrew nodded. 

“We’ll step outside,” he said as he stood and walked outside into
the cool desert air. “We have to talk over a few things anyway.”
Chris followed and closed the door behind him. 

The two men walked to the end of the helipad and disappeared
into the darkness.
Jerri walked over to the cot, brushed off the accumulated
cobwebs, and sat down. She slowly lifted her shirt, hesitant, not even sure
how to proceed.

Jacob promptly took things over and started suckling. The baby
grew frustrated and suckled harder, hurting her. 

It was no use; it just wasn’t going to happen. 

After several minutes of trying, Jacob let go and started
screaming.
Jerri lowered her shirt back down and sighed.

Someone knocked on the door.

“Is it safe?” Andrew announced from outside.

“Yeah,” Jerri said, trying to drown out the kid’s wailing. She was
getting a headache. 

Andrew opened the door and stepped inside, looking at the
crying child.
“I’m guessing no luck?”

Jerri shook her head.

“I figured…” he answered, walking over to the cot. He sat next
to her and looked over at her. “I have something that may be able to help.
Let me see the water I gave you.”

Jerri handed him the water bottle and watched as Andrew
reached into his pocket and pulled out two packets of glucose gel.
Andrew tore open the packs, put the gel into the water, screwed
the top on, and shook the mixture. 

“What is that stuff?” Jerri asked. 

“Sugar, basically,” Andrew said. “I always kept a few packs on
me, just in case I was about to crash.” 

“You’re diabetic?” Jerri asked in disbelief. Most of the special
medical cases were the first fatalities in the camps. 

“No, just constantly on the verge of starvation,” Andrew said.
“These were my last resort.” 

He took the cap off of the water and held the bottle against
Jacob’s mouth. 

Jacob stopped crying and started to lick and nearly choke on the
sweet concoction. Nevertheless, he ate and appeared to be satisfied.
Jerri looked over at Andrew and smiled. 

“Thank you,” she said. “You could have kept those to yourself
and I never would have known… you could have let him starve.”
Andrew returned her smile. 

“But I didn’t,” Andrew said. “And I wouldn’t. We’re going to be
fine, Jerri.”
Chris walked into the shack, avoiding making eye contact with
anybody, and sat huddled in the corner with his knees against his chest.
His body was trembling and he was sweating.

Jerri glanced over at Chris and frowned.
“What are we going to do?” she asked, bringing her attention
back to Andrew. “Our tour guide looks like he’s going to be going to be
detoxing for a few days…”

“True,” Andrew said. “But for now, we’re going to sleep and try
to get that jeep moving in the morning. All we have to do is find a way to
the interstate. I’m going to sleep in the jeep tonight and keep an eye
open… make sure that nobody sneaks up on us.”

“Don’t you need sleep?” Jerri asked, looking down at Jacob. The
baby had fallen asleep with the tip of his little tongue still in the water
bottle. She took the bottle from him and screwed the cap back on. At
least it would feed him for a while until they came across some real
supplies.

“I’ll get some here and there,” he said. “This is when being an
insomniac comes in handy.” He grinned. “Good night Jerri.”
Andrew walked outside and shut the door behind him. He didn’t
know how to break the news to her that the baby would most likely
starve, so he didn’t mention it. A premature baby required attention that
they just couldn’t facilitate.

Jerri stretched out on the cot with Jacob cradled against her chest
and closed her eyes. 

Chris stared at her from the corner of the room.
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Jerri woke up in her old dorm back in Camp 6. Her eyes slowly
adjusted to the moldy ceiling overhead and she took a deep breath. She
sat up and startled when she saw Mitch standing in the corner of the
room, leaning against the dresser.

“Hey sexy,” Mitch said with a smile. He was wearing his usual
pair of jeans and a gray hoodie. His sandy blonde hair looked as untamed
as always. He was holding a joint, nearly smoked all the way down. He
held it out to her. “Want a hit?”

She shook her head, confused.

“You know I don’t smoke,” she said, rubbing her temples.

Mitch nodded reflectively and sauntered over to her bed, sitting
next to her. 

“Yeah I know,” he said, “but after all the shit you’ve been
through, I thought you might need to unwind.” 

Jerri gave an exasperated sigh. 

“What do you know about anything I’ve been through? You’re
dead!” she shouted. “You shouldn’t even be here!” 

“Well,” he said, “I know that your new boyfriend is hiding
something from you.” 

Jerri rolled her eyes. 

“He’s not my fucking boyfriend, Mitch,” she snarled. “Stop being
so jealous and childish. I don’t even like him like that.” 

Mitch looked at her with a cattish smirk.
“And yet… you don’t deny that he is hiding something from
you,” he mused. He took one last hit, held it in, and let the smoke out,
coughing violently.

Jerri waved her hand in front of her face. She hated the smell of
the stuff. 

“What do you want?” Jerri asked, looking away. She knew that
Mitch wasn’t really there; he couldn’t be. “Why are you here?”
Her dorm room door opened and made her startle.
“I just want you to know the truth,” Mitch said, flicking what
remained of his joint across the room. “Your boyfriend isn’t what he
seems, babe.”

Jerri stood. 

“And what’s the truth? What is he?” she half-heartedly asked as
she walked towards the door. She was going to check on Krystal.
A skeletal humanoid frame shambled into the room, body
twitching erratically. The creature’s eye sockets were hollow, its hair had
fallen out, and its decayed flesh fell onto the floor in clumps. It reached
out towards Jerri with a boney hand and swiped at her, making a guttural
gurgling noise.

Countless others were inside the hall behind it and they were all
clamoring to get inside Jerri’s room. 

Jerri screamed and ran away from the door, back towards her
bed. 

Mitch stood and grabbed hold of her. His hands were ice cold.
She struggled in a vain attempt to get free but froze when she saw
Mitch’s face.
Mitch looked pale and his eyes were clouded over. Flaps of dead
skin hung off of his cheeks and black drool oozed out the corner of his
mouth.

“La…za…rus,” Mitch said, voice garbled. He leaned in and sunk
his yellow teeth into the side of her neck.
Jerri’s eyes shot open and she gasped for breath, covered in sweat
despite the cold air. Jacob lay next to her, deep asleep; his breaths were
labored and heavy. She found herself still lying on the uncomfortable cot
in the shack.

“C-c-can’t sleep?” Chris asked from the corner, startling Jerri. He
was trembling and a small puddle of murky vomit lay next to him.
“No,” Jerri muttered, shaking the dream out of her head. She
looked over at the man in the corner. “You?”
Chris gave a pathetic laugh.

“No,” he said. “T-h-he shakes are hitting me h-h-hard.”

Jerri turned away from the man and stared at the wall, trying not
to fall back asleep. 

“What did you do before all this?” she asked. 

Chris hugged his legs against his chest and tried to keep himself
from shaking.
“I u-s-s-sed to be a nurse practitioner-er-r, believe it or not,” he
said, chuckling, teeth chattering. “Gues-s-s-s I got one hell of a promotion
after the flu struck-ck.”

Jerri turned towards him, curious.

“How did you let yourself get this way?”

Chris thought about the question, chewing on his bottom lip.

“When I fi-fi-first started, in the camp, I was-I was p-p-proud,
you know? I was a doctor… I was somebody,” he said reflectively, staring
at the ceiling. “The hos-hos-ospital was full back then… we had a staff of
ill-trained nurses and s-s-some orderlies and lots of supplies. Things
started changing for me after Alison-on-n.”

“Alison?”
“Yes-s, Alison,” Chris nodded. “She-she was the final straw, the
one who did it. Sure, there were other things before… Like people who
died under my ca-c-c-care. It got to me because-because I know a real
doctor could have helped most-st of them.

“The thing is… they ca-ca-called me a doctor, but honestly I was
in over my head. The more patients that died… all I could do is watch.
The staph infection wiped out most of the staff… somehow I was spared.
Funny the way st-stuff works, huh?

“It was all I could do to escape-pe-e…. It st-st-started with one
hit. I guess that way all addicts st-st-start, isn’t it?” 

“I’m sorry,” Jerri said as she lay back down and faced the wall.
“Me too,” Chris said, thinking about Alison. He thought about
the day Andrew brought her down into the lab, kicking and screaming.
She tried to fight… they always tried to fight. He remembered the sound
her body made when Andrew pushed her down the spiral staircase.

It was okay though because they didn’t have to be alive.
They didn’t have to be alive.

His teeth chattered and his stomach churned; he felt like he was
going to vomit again. 

“Chris,” Jerri said, “what’s Lazarus?” 

Chris didn’t say anything. He simply stared down at the floor,
shaking, trembling.
“Chris?”

“Where d-d-d-did you hear about that?” he finally answered.

“Andrew said Lazarus when he saw one of the creatures inside
the dorm,” she said.
Chris shook his head and convulsed, scratching his arm.
“As-s-s-sk Andrew,” he said sharply.

“I’m asking you,” she responded quickly. “What were those
monsters?” 

“No wors-s-se than the one sleeping outside,” Chris said. “A-s-ss-k him about Alison.”
Andrew could have brought anybody from the camp so why did
he bring her? Why did he pick the one girl who Chris actually had feelings
for? Chris knew Andrew didn’t do it on purpose… He never told
anybody about their relationship so how was Andrew supposed to know
not to take her? Chris told him that he forgave him. It was a lie; he
harbored certain resentment ever since that day and it forever tarnished
their friendship.

Jerri was stunned by his response.

“What?” she asked, taken aback.

“I s-s-said go to sleep,” Chris stammered, shaking his head.

Jerri didn’t respond and simply lay with her eyes open, quiet. She
cradled the sleeping baby against her and churned over the muddled
thoughts in her head.

Andrew lay restless inside the jeep. The jeep's windows were
down. 

He heard everything.
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Chris sat shivering in the corner of the room while Jerri and the
baby slept on the cot. It amazed him how cold the desert got at night. Of
course, he wasn’t trembling just from the cold. The detox was proving
very hard on his body. He didn’t even have the strength or coordination
to stand. It took everything he had just to keep his head from knocking
against the wall as he rocked back and forth.

He quietly sat in the shadows and watched Jerri sleep, envious of
her slumber. 

It was around three in the morning when Andrew opened the
door and walked inside. 

Chris stared at the intimidating figure as it encroached towards
him. His eyes widened, but he couldn’t move. 

Andrew knelt down on his haunches and brought his eyes level
with Chris' as he rested his arms across his knees 

“You’re not looking so well Chris,” Andrew said quietly with a
tsk. 

Chris tried to put on a false smile but it fell flat as his body
trembled.
“I’ve f-f-f-felt better,” Chris said between chattering teeth.
Andrew nodded and then looked down.

“How many times do I have to apologize?” Andrew asked.
Chris looked horrified.

“I-I-I don’t k-k-know what you’re ta-t-t-alking–”

Andrew waved a dismissive hand.

“Spare me your bullshit,” Andrew said through clenched teeth. “I
heard you. Is that how you thank someone who just saved your life? I
actually considered you a friend.”

Chris narrowed his eyes.
“A f-friend? Y-y-you ruined m-my life when you took her,” Chris
struggled to say coherently, enunciating each word. “Y-you saved the girl
you liked a-a-and now you’re helping her escape. How is that fair?”

“I–” Andrew started to say, trying to stay calm as he rolled his
eyes.
“
You used the civilian m-m-m-monitoring program as a dating
service instead of for its intended p-pur-purpose,” Chris interrupted.
“You had a hidden agenda while I n-n-never d-deviated from the
mission!”

Andrew looked at him with disgust and shook his head.
“You deviated the day you stuck that needle in your arm so save
your grandiose speech for someone who doesn’t know what you really
are,” Andrew said quietly under his breath.

Chris looked at him as cold sweat beaded across his forehead.
“I-I won’t let you h-h-hurt that girl or her child,” Chris
stammered. “I’m going to t-t-t-t-tell her about the plans for the cities andthe-the Lazarus gas and the t-t-tests and-and…”

Chris started to nod as his body convulsed and saliva bubbled out
from his mouth and dribbled down onto his shirt.
Andrew offered a polite smile and shook his head.

“No, Chris,” Andrew whispered softly. “You’re not.”

Andrew reached up and pinched Chris’ nose shut with one hand
while covering the man’s mouth with the other.
Chris convulsed weakly as his lungs struggled to take air. He
made a muffled choking sound as his body convulsed and twitched. After
several minutes, his eyes rolled up in their sockets, his chest stopped
rising, and his body sunk against the corner.

Andrew kept Chris’ nose pinched shut and his mouth covered for
what felt like a solid thirty minutes after the man stopped moving and all
signs of life ceased. He finally let go of Chris, wiped his saliva-covered
hands on Chris’ shirt and walked out of the shack.

A few hours later, Jerri awoke to the sound of cicadas and the
glare of harsh sunlight. It was scorching inside the shack and she was
soaked with sweat. Jacob lay beside her on the cot, still deep asleep.

She quickly sat up.
“Morning,” Andrew said from the other side of the room, unsure
how to proceed. He smiled at her and then frowned as he looked uneasily
at Jacob.

Jerri stared at the corner of the room in horror. 

Chris was covered by a tattered old sheet and sat motionless in
the corner of the room. His lifeless body reeked of defecation and urine.
“Is he…” Jerri started to ask in a weak voice. 

Andrew looked down with a sullen expression and shook his
head. 

“The detox was too much for him to handle,” Andrew said
quietly.
Jerri was troubled by the news. She didn’t much care for Chris,
but she never wished death on him… She was so tired of death. It was all
too much for her.

Andrew said nothing and kept his eyes on the floor. His eyes
were red and watery. He appeared to be on the verge of crying.
Judging by his reaction, Jerri knew that the man must have been
someone special to Andrew, even more than Andrew had led her to
believe; friends were a rare thing. Sometimes you can’t pick your friends.
Her thoughts inevitably shifted to the conversation she had with Chris
and grew concerned as it had left her with far more questions than it did
answers.

Jerri picked up Jacob and cradled him against her. The only
positive thing that came out of the camp was Jacob; she viewed the child
as the only glimmer of a future humanity had left in the desolate
aftermath of the outbreak. She covered the baby with a blanket,
protecting him from the harsh desert elements inside a shawl.

Andrew shifted uncomfortably.
“I managed to get the tire changed and I think I can prime the
jeep to get it started. We should be on the road soon before company
finds us,” he said as he walked towards the door drying his eyes with his
hands.

“Andrew,” Jerri asked as she took a deep breath. She wanted to
know the answers and ask him about what Chris meant. 

She wanted to know about Lazarus and the girl that Chris had
mentioned. 

Andrew stopped and turned towards her, letting her see his red
eyes. 

When she saw the pain in the man’s eyes, she decided it wasn’t
the right time.
She would ask later.

Before Jerri could think of something else to say, Andrew
sauntered outside and let the door slam shut behind him. The whole
situation didn’t sit well with her at all. Her natural instinct was to run away
from him. The only problem was that she had nowhere left to go.

Mitch was dead.

Krystal was dead.

Teddy was dead.

Her parents were dead.

The only person who could help her was a man she couldn’t
trust. Regrettably, his protection had become a matter of necessity due to
the small bundle of life she carried in her arms.

Jacob, despite being asleep, already was looking in better health
and had started to gain some weight. 

Jerri smiled down at him and tickled his stomach.
For Jacob’s sake, she knew it would be best to get away from
Andrew. She knew the man held many secrets and suspected that he was
dangerous in a way she didn’t quite understand.

When the time was right and the opportunity presented itself, she
would run. She refused to allow circumstance to force her to play house
with him.

She heard the jeep’s exhaust cough outside and heard the ancient
engine turn over as the jeep started. She went outside with Jacob and
turned the corner just as Andrew slammed the hood shut.

“Ready?” Andrew asked with a slight smile. 

Jerri nodded and sat in the passenger’s seat. His smile made her
uneasy, somehow. 

Andrew plopped in the driver’s seat and patted her knee
reassuringly. 

Jerri felt a chill run up her spine but she forced a smile. There was
no reason for her not to try to be cordial until she figured out what to do.
Andrew was all she had for the time being, the only way to
protect Jacob and everything the child represented to her. 

That was truly troubling.
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The drive across the desert was insufferable.
Constant jolts and bumps across the uneven terrain made Jerri
nauseated. It amazed her how sensitive she had become to motion after
not being inside a moving vehicle for so long.

Jacob slept like a stone through the ride. She felt a little envious.
The inside of the military jeep was not very accommodating. The
seats were hard and stained, the dashboard was cracked, and the
floorboards were full of sand. The canvas roof was tattered and allowed
the scorching sun to shine through. Of course, the air conditioner didn’t
work and the only relief from the blistering heat was the hot air blowing
through the open windows.

They had driven for miles but still didn’t see any sign of
civilization. All they saw was an endless ocean of cacti and rolling hills of
sand.

Jerri habitually reached over, scanning the FM and AM channels
on the radio as she cradled Jacob against her. Nothing came through the
speakers.

Andrew looked over at her and raised an eyebrow.
“You’ve been awfully quiet since we’ve left,” he said as he studied
her face. He glanced down at Jacob and frowned. The baby situation
would complicate things. “Something wrong?”

“I don’t have much to say,” Jerri said, looking down at the baby.
“I keep hoping to find some music or something just to keep him asleep.
I don’t want him to wake up because… well… I’m not good with kids.”

She felt awful for saying it, but it was true; she wasn’t ready to be
a mother. Honestly, she had no idea what to do with the child when they
got to Camp 7. All she knew was that she felt like the child was the only
glimmer of hope left in a feral world full of darkness.

Andrew frowned uncomfortably.
“Don’t talk like that,” he said casually. “You’ll make a great
mother one day.” He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and
searched the horizon ahead.

Jerri smiled politely, but she didn’t say anything. She felt very
awkward. She was tired of giving into his cordial dialogue and falling for
his charm. She was done with it all.

“Did you have any brothers or sisters?” Andrew asked.
He was a persistent one, she’d give him that much.

“No,” she answered. It wasn’t exactly true; she had many girls
who she considered sisters due to the close nature of their friendship. She
had one male friend she considered a brother.

They were all dead, just like everybody else she ever loved.
She thought about Mitch and her thoughts mulled over her
disturbing dream.
The jeep rolled on a few more miles and the silence lingered.
Andrew looked over at her and studied her expression.
“What’s wrong?” he finally asked.

Jerri sighed and looked over at him. She had to ask the question
that had been bothering her since the night before.
“What’s Lazarus?” Jerri asked as she stared at him sternly.
Andrew looked at her, not all that surprised by the question.

“Why ask?” he responded as he focused his attention back onto
the road. “Was Chris telling ghost stories?” 

Jerri narrowed her eyes. 

“He said to ask you,” she quickly responded. “I think you’re
hiding something from me and I want you to come clean with me.”
Andrew frowned.
“There’s nothing to come clean about,” he said. “We heard
reports of some strange subclass of infected that were near impossible to
kill.” He shrugged. “Someone called them the ‘Lazarus Subtype’ and it
just stuck.”

Jerri nodded, even though she wasn’t much for religion.
“That creature in the dorm… You said ‘Lazarus’. Was that one of
them?” she asked. 

“I think so,” Andrew continued to lie nonchalantly. It came so
easily for him. “I never saw one but I heard the rumors.”
Jerri looked down at Jacob and thought for a moment.
“And what about Alison?” she asked.

Andrew was getting sick of hearing that woman’s name.
“Who?” he asked.

“Chris said to ask you about some girl named Alison…”
Andrew shook his head.

“Never heard of her,” he said. “It’s just a sick man’s ramblings.”
Jerri fell silent again.

Andrew looked over at her.

“Is that all? Are you done interrogating me or can we talk like
normal people?” he asked as he turned his attention back out the
windshield.

“I’m not in a talkative mood,” she said shortly.

“Anything I can do?”

She hated when people asked that. Sometimes, it was best just to
leave her alone and let her work it out her own way. Before she could give
a snarky reply, Andrew slowed the vehicle and narrowed his eyes, leaning
towards the bug-splattered windshield.

“You see that?” he asked, slowing the vehicle.

Jerri looked ahead.

In the horizon, just over a small rise in front of a sandy
embankment, the remnants of a commercial jetliner lay scattered across
the desolate landscape. It had broken apart into hundreds of pieces.
Mechanical debris and suitcases lay scattered out for miles. The fuselage
of the plane had broken in half and laid upside-down, mostly intact;
skeletal remains were still fastened to their seats and dangled from their
seatbelts with their arms over their head. Countless others, mummified by
the desert sun, lay strewn across the sand. The closer the jeep got, the
more gruesome the details became.

Jerri wondered where the plane was headed before it met its fate.
Did it try to land at Sky Harbor in Phoenix and get turned around? Did it
pass over Tucson International? Was it shot down by the military or
overran by the infected mid flight? She was sure it would be a story that
would never be told.

Andrew pulled close to the wreckage and stopped.

“What are you doing?” Jerri asked, panicked.

Andrew turned off the ignition and stepped out of the jeep.

“Relax,” he said, scanning the area. “This crash happened a long
time ago judging by the look of things; probably at the onset of the
pandemic. I’m just going to check some of the luggage. Perhaps I can find
something useful.” Like a working GPS, he thought humorlessly to himself.

“I’m staying in here,” Jerri said, brushing her hair back behind
her ears with her fingers. 

“Suit yourself,” he said.
Andrew walked towards the accident, making sure not to step on
any of the mummified corpses or trip over any of the twisted piles of
metal. The air smelled foul and thick with the stench of rot. Most of the
luggage had fallen apart during the crash and the contents were scattered
across the land. Some of the luggage looked relatively unscathed.

He walked towards one piece of unharmed luggage, a black
Samsonite duffel bag, and unzipped it. Nothing. He moved to the next
one.

As Andrew riffled through the luggage, Jerri stared out the rear
view mirror, bored and hot.
A man wearing a tattered dirty Hawaiian shirt and burnt khaki
shorts lurched towards the rear of the jeep, only about twenty yards away.
His eyes had sunken into his skull and his leathery skin had been pulled
taunt against his skeletal frame. He staggered in awkward gait, one arm
outstretched.

Jerri gasped at the sight of the implausible.
“Andrew!” she shouted. She locked the doors of the jeep and
leaned over the driver’s seat, frantically mashing the horn to get his
attention.

Andrew had walked up to another piece of luggage that looked
promising. Just as he reached down to unlatch the case he heard the jeep’s
blaring horn. He half-turned his head towards the jeep, wondering what in
the hell got into the girl.

A boney hand shot out of the sand and snatched Andrew’s wrist.
Andrew screamed and stumbled backwards, managing to pull his
arm free. His first thought was Lazarus.
The rest of the mummified-looking man emerged out of the
ground, fine granules of sand filling every crack of the corpse’s leathery
hide. He wore a badly burnt business suit and his left arm had been
dislocated; his left shoulder jaunted up unnaturally towards his head and a
piece of bone had torn through his shirt.

Andrew scurried onto his feet and quickly drew his weapon. It
was not what he had first thought; it was clearly some form of an Acexa
variant. How it survived for so long was incomprehensible to him.

All around Andrew countless bodies started to dig their way out
of the sand, clawing and slithering their way to the surface.
“Holy fucking shit,” Andrew muttered, staring at the emerging
dead that surrounded him. 

The man in the burnt suit swiped at Andrew with his good arm,
stumbling forward in his momentum. 

Andrew quickly fired a shot into the man’s forehead.
The back of the man’s rotted skull burst open and sprayed the
sand with chunks of gray matter and bits of bone. He collapsed on the
ground, motionless.

The jeep’s horn continued to blare.

“Jerri!” Andrew shouted, sprinting towards the jeep.

A limping flight attendant with a sunken face lurched in front of
him.
Andrew shot the woman in her temple and shoved her aside as
he ran faster, breathing frantically, zigzagging his way through the infected
as they swiped and tried to grab him.

The slow, shuffling horde followed him and made ghastly moans.
More bodies continued to claw their way out from the earth and join in
the pursuit.

“Jerri!” he shouted again as the jeep came into focus.
Two weathered corpses had gathered at the driver’s side door and
bashed against the glass. The man wearing the Hawaiian shirt was at the
rear of the jeep, slapping the rear window. At the front of the jeep, a
mangled corpse wearing a Southwest Airlines pilot’s uniform.

As Andrew approached, one of the men at the driver’s side door
snarled and turned towards him, revealing his yellow rotted teeth.
Andrew shot the man in the forehead and the corpse crumbled
onto the ground. 

The others around the jeep turned towards Andrew and started
limping towards him.
Andrew fired three shots in rapid succession and took all three
men down, exhausting his ammunition in the process. He holstered his
empty pistol and ran towards the driver’s door.

Jerri unlocked the door and swung it open for him–

Andrew leaped inside, slammed the door shut behind him, and
locked it. 

A horde of over a hundred corpses lurched from the plane
wreckage towards the jeep. 

“Are you okay?!” Andrew asked, eyes frantically searching Jerri’s
body. 

“Yes! Yes! Just go! GO!” Jerri shouted, pounding the dash with
her open palm, screaming. 

The horde was just a few feet away from the jeep, ready to
entomb it.
Andrew turned the ignition, half-expecting it not to start.
The engine started without protest.

Andrew threw the transmission into ‘D’ and took off, leaving a
long plume of dust in his wake as he drove up the embankment.
The infected horde followed after the jeep for a few feet and,
once the jeep disappeared over the other side of the hill, stopped their
pursuit.

Moaning, the entire horde fell to their knees and started to
burrow into the sand, clawing into the earth with their bare boney hands.
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Andrew and Jerri remained speechless as the jeep trekked across
the desert for countless miles. Jerri slowly rocked Jacob side-to-side in her
contemplative stupor.

“They were burrowing,” Andrew finally said to himself. It
challenged everything he thought he knew about their behavior. “The
bastards were burrowing… hiding from environmental exposure… They
should all be dried husks… but they were burrowing.”

Jerri was startled by the sound of his voice and looked over at
him.
“They operate off of basic instinct right?” she asked.
Andrew nodded gloomily.

“Self-preservation is as basic as instincts get,” she replied, looking
out the window. “During the outbreak I heard stories of shamblers
knocking away weapons and staying clear of fire.”

“They waited though,” Andrew muttered.

Jerri blew a lock of hair out of her face and looked over at him.
“Hm?” she muttered.

“They waited,” he repeated. “That’s the part that really bothers
me. They waited until I was in the middle of them before they came
topside. It was like… well, an ambush they cooked up to trick prey.”

Jerri looked back out the window. 

“What, so you think shamblers are capable of cognitive thought
now?” she asked halfheartedly, amused. 

Andrew shook his head. 

“Perhaps on some herd mentality or…” he felt ridiculous. “I
don’t know. It was weird. Okay? It was weird.” 

“What do you propose we do? Go back home?” she asked.
“We have to be careful,” he said as he wiped the sweat off of his
brow. “First that stuff back at the dorm and now this? We may not
understand the course of infection as well as we thought.”

“Even hiding underground… They’ll still rot and turn to dust. It’s
all a matter of time,” Jerri said as she stared at something in the distance.
She thought she saw something… but the desert can play tricks.

“True but you saw the intelligence they demonstrated.”
“The supposed ambush you mean? That could just be a
coincidence,” she mused. 

Andrew snorted. 

“I stopped believing in those the day I met you,” he said. He
looked at her out the corner of his eyes, watching her reaction.
Jerri rolled her eyes as she stared out the window. She felt like he
was getting ridiculous with his over-the-top attempts at flirtation and she
couldn’t wait to ditch him and go her own way.

Andrew frowned, stung by her reaction.

Jerri squinted as she stared out the window.

“Road,” she said in an apprehensive tone before Andrew thought
of something to say.
“What?” he muttered.

“Road,” Jerri repeated, pointing ahead.

Andrew scanned the horizon and saw the interstate just over the
other side of a sandy embankment, enshrouded by the desert haze. The
interstate looked devoid of any vehicles and didn’t have any high-mast
street lights so it blended in almost perfectly.

“I’ll be damned,” he muttered. The jeep was nearing empty and
he knew that if they didn’t get to Tucson soon, they’d be in trouble. He
expected Jerri to say something, anything at that point.

Instead, she remained quiet and stared out the window.
Andrew became increasingly unsure how to approach her and
bridge the awkward disconnection he felt ever since the morning. Since
the change in her attitude happened seemingly overnight, he wondered if
she knew about Chris… He didn’t see how; she was snoring at the time.

He closed his eyes and shook his head as he thought about Chris.
He never would have taken him along if he knew the man
harbored such deep resentment against him over an accident. He always
assumed Chris was a friend; someone who enjoyed his company and
looked forward to his random late-night visits. It wasn’t until their
altercation during the night that he realized that the friendship Andrew
perceived was just smoke and mirrors.

The man feared him and hated him. It was a dangerous mixture in
a man such as Chris. Fearful men strike using subversive means…
Andrew had to do it; the man’s ramblings forced his hand. After
their heated exchange of words, he knew that Chris planned to tell Jerri
about their sordid past just to sow seeds of discontent.

It had to be done but that didn’t make the act any easier. He tried
to think of it like putting down a dog you loved or euthanizing an aging
parent. Nonetheless he knew that Chris had managed to undo a lot of
trust and it would take some time to rebuild that with Jerri.

Habitually tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, he tried to
think of a way to bring her back around. Flirting wouldn’t work in her
fragile mental state. It would take something special…

Before he knew it, they were rolling on I-19 northbound, making
a straight shot towards civilization in the afternoon sun. The highway was
half-buried in sand and the desert shrubbery along the median had grown
out of control.

Far in the distance, the darkened remnants of greater Tucson sat
nestled in the valley, shadowed by the Catalina Mountains that surrounded
the city. The few skyscrapers that composed Tucson’s skyline had been
nearly leveled by artillery fire and most of the surrounding buildings had
been reduced to rubble.

Once home to nearly a million residents, he shuddered to think
what lurked the city streets during the height of the pandemic.
A sedan sat parked in the middle of the interstate a few yards
away. Its doors were open and the windows were shattered. Old blood
and gore was caked on the asphalt by the driver’s side.

Andrew veered the jeep around the abandoned vehicle and
continued onward.
“Do you know where the air force base even is?” Jerri asked
while starring at the abandoned car as it disappeared in the rearview
mirror.

“It should be near where this highway intersects with I-10,”
Andrew said. He was guessing, of course. “It’s somewhere on the eastside
of the city.”

“That helps,” Jerri said, shaking her head.
Andrew frowned. As much as her attitude started to annoy him,
the surroundings started to put him on edge. He ignored her and kept his
eyes on the road.

Evidence of civilization started to emerge across the desert
landscape and discarded trash blew freely across the land. The jeep passed
a convenience store covered in plywood and an abandoned RV park.

After the incident at the plane, he had no desire to go hunting for
supplies unless absolutely necessary.
The road became increasingly congested with abandoned
vehicles. They were parked haphazardly across all four lanes of the
interstate and were badly weathered. Skeletal corpses strapped in their
seatbelts sat baking inside some of the cars, rotted away underneath the
desert sun.

Andrew maneuvered the jeep between the vehicles, navigating a
path through the clogged interstate.
Jerri rocked Jacob in her arms to keep him quiet while she stared
outside with revulsion and horror. She hadn’t stepped foot near a city
since the outbreak and had no idea what to expect.

Corpses started to claw their way out of the ground as the jeep
rumbled past. Many stood and started to stagger onto the interstate, but
some crawled across the scorching earth, dragging their dilapidated legs
behind them.

“Andrew…” Jerri said with fear evident in her voice.
“I know,” he said, trying not to look at the corpses that were
staggering haplessly after the vehicle in the rear view mirror. As he feared,
the incident at the plane was not limited to one location.

Ahead, all four lanes of the interstate were rendered impassable
by the countless stalled cars. Cars were even parked in the median from
when they attempted to form an additional lane during the traffic
stalemate.

Andrew veered the jeep over onto the shoulder of the highway
and floored the accelerator, creating a thick plume of dust as the tires
spun-out in the sand before finally taking off.

Jerri tucked the covered baby against her chest and squeezed her
eyes shut as the jeep plowed through shambling corpses and flattered
others rising from the ground.

“What are you doing?!” she shouted above the rumble of the tires
as they rolled across the rough terrain. “You’re going to wreck this thing!”
“Just hang on!” Andrew shouted, trying to peer through the
blood-splattered windshield. 

The jeep sped along the side of the long line of traffic and finally
rolled past the source of the massive traffic jam.
The entire highway had been barricaded by concrete dividers,
sandbags, and razorwire. Six ancient tanks sat parked at the military
barricade with their turrets pointed towards the traffic. Shattered halogen
flood lamps lay toppled on the asphalt and massive signs read ‘Road
Closed – No Thru Traffic – Quarantined Due to Infectious Disease’.

Beyond the barricade, the highway leading into Tucson was
vacant.
Andrew steered the jeep back onto the pavement and sped down
the road, leaving the vehicular graveyard and the shuffling corpses far
behind.

Jerri stared out her window at a row of long trenches that
stretched out for miles on both sides of the interstate. The trenches were
full to the brim with bodies wrapped in white plastic. Dump trucks and
Red Cross flatbeds were parked along the edges of the mass graves and
were loaded with more bodies. Rusted yellow Caterpillar backhoes sat
parked near the end of the trenches and seemed like they were unable to
keep up with the demand for more space. The scene was surreal and made
her skin crawl.

Jerri looked away and turned her attention towards Jacob,
rubbing his tiny stomach. She knew he was lucky not to know what the
world had become.

Andrew frowned. 

Suddenly, steam shot out from underneath the hood and the
engine made an awful knocking noise.
As the jeep slowed to a near crawl, Andrew looked down and saw
the CHECK ENGINE icon illuminated on the instrument panel and his
stomach churned. He smelled smoke coming through the air conditioner
vents and heard the engine clank loudly as it struggled to keep running.

“We have a problem,” Andrew announced dismally.
Jerri waved her hand in front of her face and coughed. She
looked at the city as it loomed closer each passing second. 

“I noticed,” she muttered. “How much longer until it craps out
on us completely?” 

Andrew shook it head, having no earthly idea. 

As it turned out, it didn’t take very long at all.
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The jeep sat parked on the side of I-19 in the south side of the
city. The hood was up and black smoke churned out of the defeated
engine. The sun was starting to set in the distance, casting long shadows
across the highway.

Blocks away, Andrew led Jerri down a desolate southern Tucson
street. The city’s south side consisted mostly of small restaurants and strip
malls with flat adobe roofs. The street they wandered along had most of
its stores looted and the rest of them had been burnt down. A few
buildings remained covered in clear plastic from FEMA’s involvement
shortly into the pandemic. Litter lay strewn across the street and the arid
wind whistled through the vacant buildings.

Strangely, the streets were clear of all vehicles and they hadn’t
seen a single shambler since they left the roadblock on the interstate.
Jerri held Jacob gently in her arms as she walked. The city made
her feel nervous and claustrophobic. She never was a fan of Tucson and
the apocalypse didn’t make her gain a sudden appreciation for its Spanishinspired desert charm. The city was always frighteningly boring to her;
now it was just frightening.

Andrew led the way, wielding his depleted pistol in front of him
like a sword, sweeping the barrel across every alleyway they passed and
pointing it towards the shattered storefronts. It looked to him like the
entire city had packed and left in a hurry.

He couldn’t get over the feeling that they were being watched.
He wrote it off as paranoia.

Jerri spotted a small bodega on the side of the street. The small
convenience stores were popular in Arizona and were especially popular
in south Tucson where the population was mostly Latino. The bodega
looked surprisingly intact; the windows were covered by burglar bars,
none of the windows were shattered, and the front door was shut tight
and padlocked. Even better, she saw shelves of food through the barred
windows.

“Look,” she said as she stared at the store. 

He saw; he had stopped and was looking at it cautiously.
“I know,” he said, scanning the empty street. It would be getting
dark outside soon and he knew it would be smart to find a place for the
night. Besides, a map could prove useful. “Think it’s safe?”

“I think safe is a relative term at the moment,” she said, parroting
his own words from earlier back at him. She looked down at Jacob and
her stomach rumbled. “Besides… I’m tired and hungry. I don’t know how
much longer I can go without eating.”

She already exhausted what little remained of the MRE she
managed to save from the night prior. 

Andrew felt the same way. Besides, he needed some alone time
with her if he wanted to undo the damage Chris did. 

“You’re right,” he said as he holstered his pistol. “Let’s go secure
it.”
Andrew rushed towards the store and pulled on the padlock.
It wasn’t any use; the lock was a good one.

He walked over to one of the windows and fruitlessly pulled on
the burglar bars.
“No wonder the damned place is still intact,” he said, defeated.
He stepped back and ran his fingers through his hair, trying desperately to
think of a solution. “It’s Fort Knox.”

Jerri walked down the alleyway besides the building, cradling the
baby against her chest.
“Jerri! Wait!” Andrew shouted as she disappeared around the
corner into the alley. He ran after her, reaching for his pistol out of habit
and fear. When he turned the corner and spotted her, he froze.

Jerri was standing in front of a side entrance into the store that
was locked by a simple combination lock.
Andrew snatched her wrist and pulled her towards him.
Jerri snapped her hand free and glared.

“Don’t touch me!” she yelled as she reached for her knife.

“Well then don’t go running down alleys on your own halfcocked whims!” Andrew shouted at her, not backing down. “And don’t
go running blindly into a building! Fuck!”

“What’s it to you?!” she shouted, seething red with anger. “Since
when did you become some compassionate saint?! Why do you even
care?! I’m not buying your bullshit anymore, Andrew!”

Andrew gave an aggravated sigh and shoved past Jerri as he
broke the cheap combination lock off of the door with the butt of his
pistol and stormed into the building.

Jerri watched him walk into the store, biting her tongue. Despite
how she felt about him, she felt guilty for what she said. Perhaps she
really did peg him wrong. Either way, her gut instinct was a hard one to
ignore but she felt like an idiot for being a total bitch based off of a dream
featuring her dead ex-boyfriend. It didn’t make sense to take it out on
Andrew. She tucked Jacob into his shawl and followed Andrew into the
store.

The back stockroom of the store looked barren with the
exception of some moldy cardboard Sabritas boxes and empty Jarritos
bottles. Some janitorial supplies sat in the corner, collecting dust.

Andrew cautiously walked through the storeroom towards the
door that led into the main part of the store and kicked it open.
The store was dark and the shelves were half-full of provisions of
all types. The cash register was intact and the freezers were empty. Trash
was piled up against the front of the store; it looked like a large rat nest.
At the back of the store, a small group of sleeping bags, a camping stove,
small lanterns, and melted candles sat in the corner.

Andrew didn’t like it and alarms started to go off in his head,
despite his hunger.
Jerri shoved past Andrew and ran towards one of the nearest
aisles. The aisle had shelves of cookies and crackers that were mostly in
Spanish. She grabbed one of the boxes…

“It’s empty,” she said as she shook the box, dismayed. She threw
the box down and grabbed another. She frowned. “This one is empty
too…” She ran her hand along the shelf and knocked a large section of
empty boxes down onto the ground. “They’re all fucking empty!”

Andrew shook his head and backed away towards the stockroom.
“This isn’t right,” he said. “We need to leave now!”

“Quién es usted?!” a man said from behind him. “Mi casa!
Entraste en mi casa!” 

Andrew spun towards the voice and found himself at the
business end of a .45. 

“He asked who we are,” Jerri muttered, shaking her head. “He
said we broke into his home…” 

“You understand him?!” Andrew hastily asked, shocked.
Jerri didn’t know why Andrew looked so speechless; growing up
in Arizona, speaking Spanish was somewhat a priority.
The man holding the gun was a brawny Latino man with sun
baked skin and long oily black hair that hung past his shoulders. He had
piecing brown eyes and a scar that ran down his stubble-covered chin. He
wore a flannel shirt that had seen better days and tattered blue jeans. He
held the gun with one hand and the broken combination lock in the other.

The agitated man held up the broken lock and threw it on the
ground at Andrew’s feet.
“Entraste en mi casa!” the man repeated, crying.

Andrew slowly raised his hands in the air and backed away.

“Easy,” he said in a calm voice. “We didn’t come in here looking
for trouble…” 

Jerri bolted down one of the aisles and hid, breathing frantically.
She held the baby close against her racing heart.
“Dile a la chica para venir aquí!” the man said, keeping his gun
pointed at Andrew’s face. He reached down and took the gun out of
Andrew’s holster and slid it under his belt.

“
Fuck,” Jerri whispered between her teeth, squeezing her eyes
shut. She knew the man was telling Andrew to make her step out of her
hiding spot.

Andrew shook his head, face pale.

“I don’t understand,” he stammered.

Jerri squeezed her eyes shut and bit her bottom lip.

The man with the gun groaned in frustration and pressed the
barrel against Andrew’s head, cocking the hammer back with his thumb.
“La chica! La chica!” the man shouted. He pointed at Andrew’s
FEMA uniform. “Policia estupido! La chica!” 

“The girl? She has nothing to do with this. Just let her go and
take me,” Andrew pleaded. “Let her go and–” 

“Cállate! Ladrón!” the man shouted, face red. His finger started
to tighten around the– 

“Alto! Alto!” Jerri screamed as she stepped out from behind the
aisle holding Jacob in her arms. “No somos ladrones!” 

Andrew spun towards Jerri. 

“He thinks we’re robbers,” Jerri said to Andrew. 

“Hablas español?” the man asked Jerri, pointing his gun towards
her.
“Un poco,” Jerri said, rocking the baby. “Por favor. No estamos
aquí para robarte.” She turned towards Andrew. “I told him that we didn’t
come here to steal from him.”

The man saw the covered baby and he hesitantly lowered his
pistol a little as he tried to see the baby’s face. He kept the pistol aimed
towards Andrew.

Jerri stepped towards the man, smiling.

The man quickly aimed his pistol at her.

Andrew started to rush towards the man–

The man turned his pistol towards Andrew.

Andrew froze in his tracks.

“I’m going to tell him that we just want a little food and shelter,”
Jerri explained to Andrew. “I’ll tell him that we want to stay just one
night.”

Andrew nodded reluctantly. 

The man brandishing the pistol stared at both of them with fear
in his eyes, gun trembling in his hands. 

“Sólo queremos que nos des alimentos y refugio,” Jerri told the
man, voice pleading. “Por favor, señor. Sólo una noche.” 

The man with the gun started to shake his head repeatedly.
“No! No! Mi familia! No puedes quedarte aquí!” the man
shouted. “Esta es mi tienda!” 

Andrew looked over at Jerri, eyes frantic. 

“He said no… He said that his family is here and that this is his
store,” she explained, face sunken. 

“Tienen un bebé...” a woman said from the corner of the room in
a mousey voice. “Tienen un bebé, mi amor.”
Jerri and Andrew quickly turned towards the voice and saw an
attractive woman. Behind her, four small frightened children hid behind
her legs, peeking around at the strangers. Three were girls and one was a
boy.

“Quédate ahí atrás! Mantente alejado de ellos!” the man shouted
towards the woman, his wife.
“She’s talking about Jacob,” Jerri said, surprised by group in the
corner. “She wants to help us, Andrew. The man told her to stay away
from us.”

“Son monstruos, mami?” one of the girls asked.

The woman looked down at the little girl and shook her head.
“Son peores. Son extraños,” the woman said.

Jerri frowned, horrified.

Andrew looked over at Jerri, lost.

“One of the little girls just asked if we are monsters…” Jerri said,
frowning. “The woman said that we’re worse than monsters.”
“
Worse?” Andrew asked in confusion, arms still above his head.
Jerri nodded.

“We’re strangers,” she said.

Andrew started to walk towards the woman.

“Look, we’re not here to hurt anybody, please! Just listen!”
Andrew begged. The woman and the children started screaming. “Stop!
Just–”

The man struck the back of Andrew’s head with the pistol, hard.
Andrew stumbled forward and fell down onto his hands and
knees, bleeding out of the back of his head. 

The woman and the children screamed again. 

“No lo mates! Por favor!” Jerri begged, stepping towards the
man.
“Fuera! Fuera de mi tienda y deja a mi familia en paz!” the man
shouted at Jerri. He grabbed the semiconscious Andrew by his collar and
dragged him out the door through the storeroom in the back of the store.

Jerri ran after the man with Jacob, frantic. 

“El bebé! El bebé!” the man’s wife shouted. “Los monstruos se
apoderaran de ella y el bebé! Por favor!”
“Cállate!” the man shouted at his wife who was still in the other
room. He hurled Andrew out of the back door into the alleyway and then
pointed the gun at Jerri, barrel shaking. “Fuera! Get out! GO!”

Jerri cautiously walked towards the door, nodding, holding Jacob
protectively. 

The man’s wife ran into the room holding two cans of baby
formula and a bottle still wrapped in its original packaging. 

“No lo hagas!” the man shouted. 

The woman ignored him and tucked the items into Jerri’s arms,
into Jacob’s shawl.
“Para el bebé,” the woman said with a half-smile.

“Gracias,” Jerri said.

“Puta estupido!” the man said, spitting onto the ground.

“De nada,” the woman said to Jerri while keeping her eyes
narrowed on her husband. 

Jerri walked past the man to the door, careful not to turn her
back towards him as she inched past his gun’s barrel.
“
Fuera! Go!” the man shouted as he took her knife and threw it on
the ground. Before she could protest, he pushed Jerri out the door
towards Andrew.

Jerri stumbled out into the alleyway and the door slammed shut
behind her. She stood next to Andrew who was still on his hands and
knees, trying to compose his spinning head. She heard the man and the
woman arguing inside the store.

“That fucking bastard…” Andrew said, spitting blood onto the
pavement. “I’ll fucking kill him.” 

He tried to stand but collapsed back onto his hands and knees,
looking like a weaponless clown that nobody would take seriously.
Jerri ignored his empty threat and shoved the two cans of
formula in her front pockets and the empty baby bottle in her back
pocket. She looked down the alleyway with concern, trying to figure out
what to do next.
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Andrew walked down the deserted street pressing a hand against
his wounded scalp. Blood trickled out from between his fingers and
matted down his hair.

Jerri followed behind him, cradling Jacob’s freezing little body
against hers, protecting his fragile frame from the cool air. The sun had
almost fully sunk into the west and darkness was starting to swallow the
powerless city. Everything looked more menacing in the dark; alleyways
were impenetrable, the abandoned buildings loomed into the air like
jagged mausoleums, and navigating the dark city streets was next to
impossible.

A few of the buildings they passed had lanterns flickering inside
of them and their front doors barricaded. They made sure to give the
occupied dwellings a wide breadth.

As they walked, they felt eyes on them.
“Andrew,” Jerri said, looking over her shoulder. She thought she
heard a noise. Her stomach continued to growl and she felt weak and
parched.

“What?” he grumbled in reply. He took off his FEMA uniform
shirt and wrapped it around his hand. He pressed the shirt against his
bleeding wound and held it in place, grimacing in pain. He was wearing a
thin t-shirt underneath his uniform shirt, covered in sweat.

“I’m sorry about what I said earlier,” she said as she looked over
at him, embarrassed about her behavior. It was amazing how different and
normal he looked without his uniform shirt. Truth be told, he really
wasn’t a bad looking guy. “I didn’t mean to go off on you.”

Andrew shook his head and kept walking. 

“I’m sorry for grabbing your hand,” he said. “I was just worried
when you ran off like that.” 

“Believe it or not I can actually take care of myself from time to
time,” she said with a slight smile. 

Andrew chuckled.
“Apparently you can speak Spanish too,” he said as he tried to
fight off another dizzy spell; he was starving. “Any other secrets I don’t
know about you?”

“Lots,” she mused playfully. “What about you? What secrets are
you keeping behind those inquisitive blue eyes?”
Andrew turned towards her, grinning.

“I speak Italian,” he said.

She laughed.

He was elated that her icy wall seemed to be melting again. She
was beautiful and a smile looked good on her. Perhaps Chris didn’t ruin
everything. All attraction takes is time and energy; Andrew had all of the
time in the world. Now if he could just patch her sanity…

He lost his smile. 

“Jerri… behind you,” he said as he reached for a pistol that
wasn’t there anymore thanks to the altercation in the grocery store.
Jerri spun around and her expression sunk.
Shamblers started to emerge out of the seemingly empty
buildings and emerge out from alleyways as darkness consumed the city.
They shuffled towards Jerri and Andrew, moaning, barely able to use their
decrepit legs. Their dried, sun baked skin was pulled tight against their
gaunt bodies. Unable to burrow into the concrete streets in order to avoid
the sun’s harsh waves, the infected learned to use other means of hiding
to slow their inevitable demise.

A National Guard soldier wearing a tattered uniformed limped
towards Jerri, nearly close enough to grab her. 

Jerri screamed and ran towards Andrew. 

“Run! Just run!” Andrew shouted as he threw his bloodied
FEMA shirt at the soldier.
The soldier snatched the shirt and started to rip it apart with his
rotten teeth, sucking the blood out of the fabric greedily. Other shamblers
nearby swarmed the solider and went into a frenzy as they jostled for the
shirt. Soon there were over fifty piled on top of each other.

Hundreds more continued to emerge out of their hiding spots
and stumbled after Jerri and Andrew moving with the awkward gait and
slow speed that they were known for.

Andrew ran as fast as his malnourished legs would allow and Jerri
lagged behind. 

Suddenly a lit flare landed behind Jerri and Andrew and bathed
the street in a flickering red glow.
Andrew, startled, froze and turned towards the flare, struggling to
catch his breath. Jerri ran up next to him, almost collapsing on the
ground.

The shambling horde gathered around the flare, swiping their
boney hands at it as they trampled each other. The red glow revealed their
sunken eye sockets and yellow rotted teeth. As the flare started to
extinguish under the trampling feet of the dead, the horde’s attention
shifted back to Andrew and Jerri.

Slowly, they started to shuffle towards their prey once again.
“Get over here!” a man shouted. “Don’t just stand there gawking
like deer in a headlight!” 

Andrew and Jerri jumped and turned towards the voice.
The man was standing across the street on the balcony of a
mortar-damaged apartment building. Empty milk crates and boxes of
flares littered the balcony where the man stood. The bottom floor of the
apartment building had been heavily fortified and covered in plywood.

Long gray hair hung off of the man’s head and an unevenly cut
beard covered his gaunt face. His skin was pale and his eyes had dark
circles around them. His thin body was enshrouded by a black poncho.
He waved his hands above his head, holding an un-lit roadside flare in
each hand. He kicked a rope ladder over the side of the balcony and let
the end tumble down onto the pavement.

Jerri looked uneasily over at Andrew, leery of the stranger’s offer
even as the dead closed in all around them. 

“We don’t have many other options,” Andrew said as he hurried
towards the rope ladder, limping rather than running. “Come on, Jerri!”
Jerri ran after him, clutching Jacob tightly. 

The man on the balcony lit the flares and hurled them out into
the massive crowd. 

The flares landed, but this time the infected didn’t pay them any
attention. 

“Ah, shit,” the man muttered, running his fingers through his
scraggly beard. “Just hurry! They got your scent now!” 

Andrew flung himself onto the ladder and held onto the rung
with one hand, turning towards Jerri.
Jerri shoved past two corpses who had shambled into her path,
knocking them onto the ground. She ran towards Andrew and quickly
handed Jacob off to him.

Andrew grimaced and reluctantly took the child and held him on
his shoulder with one hand and made his way up the ladder, struggling.
Jerri trudged up after him, grunting with each rung as the ladder
swayed from side to side.
The infected at the bottom of the ladder started to weakly clasp
the ladder, shaking it. They gathered at the bottom with their arms
outstretched towards the sky, reaching for their prey.

Andrew reached the balcony first and quickly handed the man the
shawl covered baby. 

The man looked at the wrapped child with wonderment and
froze for a brief second. 

“Help me up!” Andrew yelled, waving his hand in front of the
man’s chest. His grip was failing and his legs were turning wobbly.
The man quickly laid the child down in a milk crate and snatched
Andrew’s hand. Grunting, he pulled Andrew onto the balcony.
Andrew collapsed on his hands and knees, breathing wildly.
The man reached down and pulled Jerri onto the balcony, gently
catching her as her knees gave out.
One of the infected, a policeman whose ribcage jaunted out of
his tattered uniform shirt, started to slowly and awkwardly climb the rope
ladder, pulling himself up with his leathery hands one rung at a time.

“Oh no you don’t, you clever little fucker,” the man on the
balcony shouted, cackling. He pulled out a bowie knife from his boot and
sliced the rope ladder.

The ladder and the policeman went tumbling down into the sea
of shamblers.
The man walked over to Jerri and helped her onto her feet.
“Thank you,” she managed to say in a weak voice.

Andrew stood up and nearly collapsed. He caught himself on the
handrail of the balcony and looked over at the man with suspicion,
struggling to breathe.

Jerri leaned down and picked up Jacob, patting the baby on the
back gently. 

“Yeah, thanks,” Andrew finally said. “Name’s Andrew.”
“I’m Jerri,” she told the man. She rocked the baby and looked
down at him. “And this is Jacob.”
The man studied the trio carefully, wringing his hands together
nervously. He listened to the infected moan and clamor on the ground
below.

“Withers,” the man finally said. “But my friends used to just call
me Witt. I’m guessing you’d all like to come inside for a spell.”
“Depends,” Andrew said as he glanced at the balcony door. “Last
time we walked inside things didn’t go so well. So what’s waiting for us
inside this time?”

Witt cackled. 

“Tea,” he said, “And if we’re lucky there may be some biscuits to
go with it.” 

The group walked into apartment and Witt slid the sliding glass
door shut behind them. 

The infected on the street lowered their arms and staggered
aimlessly along the pavement, wandering off into every direction.
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Witt’s apartment was , to Jerri's surprise, very clean and tidy.
Trinkets and knickknacks covered the living room walls and the
apartment was nicely appointed with fine furnishings. The windows were
all covered with black sheets. A powerless television dominated the living
room wall, a monolithic technological monument to a world that didn’t
exist anymore.

Situated directly across for the living room sat the kitchen. Like
the rest of the apartment, it was meticulously clean and was nicely
stocked. Cans of food, soda, and bottles of water sat stacked underneath
the cabinets. A propane oven sat in the middle of the kitchen in front of
the powerless refrigerator.

Two bedroom doors sat at the end of a hallway between the
kitchen and the living room; one of the doors was locked on the outside
with a padlock and the other bedroom as decorated with colorful floral
prints and had a sign on it that read ‘JeSsIcA ~ Knock First’.

The front door was barricaded and the entire apartment was lit by
an array of kerosene lanterns.
Jerri and Andrew sat uncomfortably on the sofa with their
emptied cups sitting in front of them on the coffee table. The tea and
biscuits were a rare treat and absolutely delicious.

Even better was the hot meal of canned chicken and lima beans
that Witt had cooked for them.
Jerri held Jacob in her arms and held his new bottle against his
lips, but to her disappointment he was deep asleep and wouldn’t touch the
formula.

Witt sat in front of them on the recliner, inhaling his herbal tea
and savoring the aroma with his eyes closed. 

Nobody said anything since they came inside and an awkward
silence hung heavily in the air.
“So,” Witt finally said, opening his eyes. “How long has it been
since you two escaped from the FEMA camp, or, as we call ‘em out here,
the famine camps?”

Witt chuckled.

Andrew looked over at him, surprised.

“How did you know we came from a camp…?” he asked.

“Well it is pretty obvious,” Witt mused. “If you were from the
outlands, you’d know better than to walk around the city at night. By the
looks of you two I’d say you’ve been out only about a day or two.”

Andrew looked down and felt embarrassed.

Jerri had a puzzled looked on her face.

“I’m sorry, but since when did the shamblers turn into vampires
who only come out at night?” she asked. “This whole behavior is new to
me…”

Witt started to laugh and slap his knee.
“Shamblers! I like that! We call them for what they are out here.
We just call them zombies,” he said matter-of-factly. “No need to be all
politically correct. They don’t get offended. Still to answer your question,
the zombies didn’t start hiding from the sunlight until a few months ago.
Guess they saw how quick they were drying up and dying off.”

“We saw some burrow in the desert earlier,” Andrew spoke up.
Witt shrugged.

“I’ve heard of that. Up north I heard they lie in rivers and hide in
sod. It doesn’t surprise me since its all the same reasoning. I heard that
the cold killed them all up north.” Witt said as he took a sip of tea. “Of
course, this is all just rumor. The fact is that if you get close enough to
one of their hiding spots and they catch your scent… well… they couldn’t
care less about the sunlight. They’re opportunistic predators.”

Andrew nodded, fascinated. The whole point of the project he
was once a part of was becoming apparent to him; he had no idea that the
undead population was still such a problem. He never really understood
the project at first, given the side-effects it had on healthy humans, but it
all started to become quite crystal clear.

“There goes your intelligent zombie theory,” Jerri mused. “Guess
it wasn’t a trap after all… We just disturbed their nap.”
Andrew looked over at her, embarrassed.

Witt laughed.

“They’re smart… but not smart enough to make traps,” Witt
said. He sat his cup down and leaned closer, folding his hands on his lap.
“So how did you do it?” he asked in a secretive tone. “I heard that those
FEMA bastards weren’t letting anybody leave the encampments…”

Andrew looked away and hesitated.

“There was a siege,” Jerri answered. “The marauders were using
the vaccine to infect the camp from outside the walls… We escaped
during the chaos.”

Witt nodded and sat back in his chair and his poncho flapped
open. For the first time Andrew and Jerri noticed the two sawed-off
shotguns the man had hidden underneath.

“It’s a shame what some people have become. The raiding parties
stay away from the big cities… too many buildings have zombies hiding in
them,” Witt explained. He took a toothpick out of his front pocket and
started to chew on it, staring up at the ceiling. “Bet those raiders ended up
empty handed, huh?”

“You have no idea,” Andrew said, shaking his head.
Witt laughed.

“Nope, I have a pretty good idea,” he said with a wink. “That’s
why when everyone else was lining up to go to the FEMA camps, I
rushed down to the local Wal-Mart and, uh, liberated some supplies.
Considering how they handled the outbreak on the east coast, I didn’t
have much faith in them to handle things better out west. My wife
thought I was crazy but I was right.”

“Doesn’t seem to be many of you survivalist types left,” Andrew
said, leaning back on the sofa. 

Witt cackled.
“A survivalist?! Me?!” he continued to laugh and slap his knees.
“Hell, it doesn’t take much knowledge to open a can of green beans!
Once my supplies run out, I’m fucked. But know what? I’ve made peace
with that fact.”

Andrew and Jerri looked at him in silence.
“Save the last bullet, that’s my motto,” Witt said. He methodically
chewed on one end of the toothpick and then rolled it over to the
opposite side of his mouth. “There are more of us held up in the city than
you might think.”

“Why didn’t they come out when we were walking around like
idiots? Why didn’t they say something? Do something?” Jerri asked,
shaking her head.

Witt stared at her, studying her face in the flickering lantern light.
“Oh believe me, they were watching. I’d bet my golden pocket
watch on it if I had one. You just didn’t have anything they wanted. Why
would they try to approach a stranger? People get killed that way. The
only reason I saved you is because I saw that little baby you got bundled
up there. It didn’t feel right to ignore you.”

“We almost did get killed,” Andrew said. “We busted a lock and
went into a grocery store… It looked empty but a man was inside and
pulled a gun on us.”

Witt looked over at him. 

“You broke into someone’s hiding place? Was he alone?” Witt
asked, scratching his beard. 

Andrew shrugged.
“His wife and kids were in there with him,” Jerri answered for
him as she tried to feed Jacob. She was getting annoyed that the baby
wasn’t taking the formula. “His wife gave me the baby formula.”

Witt rocked in his recliner and gave a tsk.
“I would have blown your heads off. I don’t know why he
hesitated. I bet he didn’t even have any ammo in that damned thing!” Witt
said, laughing.

Another awkward silence. Jerri broke it. 

“Is it just you or…?” Jerri asked, studying the collage of framed
photos on the living room wall.
Witt gave a hearty sigh and stood. He walked over to the wall and
took down a framed photograph of a beautiful woman with long brunette
hair standing next to a teenage girl on the verge of becoming as beautiful
as her mother. A clean-shaven Witt wearing a suit stood next to the two
girls. He handed the photograph to Jerri and sat back down in the
recliner.

Jerri stared at the picture a moment and placed it down on the
coffee table, smiling politely at Witt.
“They’re beautiful,” she asked.

Witt smiled.

“Thank you,” he said as he picked up his cup of tea and took
another sip. “They were.” 

Jerri frowned.
“Was it the virus…?” she asked. The question felt redundant to
her; she knew what happened. It was the same thing that happened to
most of the population. It was a question she asked out of habit more
than anything else.

Witt gave her a half-smile and nodded.

“I was immune to the Piedmont Flu,” he said, rolling up his left
pant cuff. Scarred human bite-marks covered his calf. “See? I guess Jess
took after her mother’s genes in the end. They both wanted to evacuate…
but they were already showing symptoms. I thought that Acexa was the
answer…”

“I’m sorry,” she said apologetically, looking away.

“Don’t be,” Witt said.

“Are you the one who had to put them down?” Andrew asked,
curious.
Jerri glared at him for asking such an insensitive question.
Witt didn’t seem affected. He simply smiled.

“While I don’t mind offering you a hot meal and a place to rest
your head, you really can’t stay here,” Witt said. “I don’t have the supplies
for an extended stay and, frankly, it’s not safe here. I think your presence
bothers them. I’m sorry.”

Something knocked against the padlocked bedroom door down
the hallway and jiggled the doorknob.
Jerri and Andrew startled but Witt seemed unaffected.
“Is that…?” Andrew turned towards Witt, baffled and horrified.

“Sometimes it’s hard to do what you have to do when you really
love someone, Andrew,” Witt said as he dug his fingernails into the
recliner arms.

Andrew was going to say something but fell silent. He knew what
the man was talking about. After all, his adoration for Jerri made him do
what he did to Chris just to keep his past a secret.

“So what is your plan, if I may?” Witt asked. 

Andrew looked over at Jerri and hesitated a moment. Finally he
turned towards Witt. 

“We need a way to get to the Air Force Base,” Andrew said. “Do
you know how to get there?” 

Witt raised an eyebrow. 

“The military left months ago,” Witt carefully explained. “Well…
most of them left. I think quite a few stayed behind, deserters.”
Andrew shook his head. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I just need a plane or a helicopter
that they left behind. Can you get me there?” 

Witt thought about the question as he chewed on his toothpick.
“I know how to get there,” he finally said. “I can take you to the
base at sunrise and give you some supplies for your journey, but I don’t
think it will do much good. What is the ultimate plan once you get the
plane?”

“We plan on flying to the Capital,” Andrew said.

Witt laughed and shrugged.

“You’ll have to forgive me,” Witt said, “I’ve been a little bit out
of the loop it seems. We have a Capital or a government for that matter?
I’ve heard jokers come though saying that they formed a new government
based out of California called the Allied States… Then I’ve heard that
Texas took over half of the country… Now you’re telling me that the old
shitty government that started all of this mess is still around. Hell, I can’t
even keep track of who collects the taxes. I just give up on the whole
mess.”

Jerri giggled.

Andrew frowned.

“
Yes, we do have a central government. The Continuity of
Government Act made sure of that,” Andrew explained. “Our Capital is
Camp 7 in North Dakota. We even have a president.”

“Oh? Another black fella here to promise change? Or is it a
woman this time? A slick-talking republican? Who did I elect this time?
What is their name?”

Andrew flushed, embarrassed.

“No idea,” Andrew muttered.

Witt laughed. He took the toothpick out of his mouth and slid it
back into his pocket. He rocked in his chair and looked over at Andrew
earnestly.

“I lost my faith in them,” Witt explained. “Do you know that
they tried bombing us a few weeks ago?” 

Andrew blinked and looked at him in confusion.
“They dropped some sort of ordnance from the sky into the
middle of downtown but it was a dud. Now it’s just setting there…
collecting dust and attracting scavengers who keep trying to pry it open,”
Witt said.

“Was it a nuke?” Jerri asked.

Witt shook his head. 

“I doubt it,” he said. “It doesn’t look like any type of bomb I’ve
ever seen…”
Andrew thought for a moment and then nodded.

“Thermobaric, I bet,” Andrew said.

“Bingo,” Witt answered as he pointed his finger at Andrew.
“That’s what I’m assuming. I think they tried to fry the entire city. Those
scavenging jackals are in for a nasty surprise if they keep messing around
with it.”

Andrew shook his head and closed his eyes.

“Regardless, I need to get to that base,” Andrew replied.

“I’ll get you to your base,” Witt said. “What you do from there is
on you. Nothing in life is free but we can discuss the details of our
arrangement in the morning.”

“It’s a stupid plan, isn’t it?” Jerri asked, looking down at the floor.
Andrew glared at her.

“What is a stupid plan? Your flight to Camp 7?” Witt asked.
Jerri nodded.

“You know,” Witt reflected, “When I was about nineteen, I went
hiking in the mountains with nothing but a cell phone and the clothes I
had on. Mind you, I was a city boy all my life and knew nothing about
hiking. I found this really nice trail that twisted all throughout the forest. I
walked that trail for miles… Then the trail abruptly ended. Know what I
did?”

Andrew thought a moment. 

“I’d imagine that you’d just walk back the way you came right?”
Andrew asked. 

Witt cackled.
“Hell no! I cut my own path through the forest. Saplings slapped
my face, my legs got cut up, my shirt became tattered, and, naturally, I
didn’t have any goddamn cell phone reception. When I finally staggered
out of the forest onto a small road hours later, I was covered in ticks and
had spider bites all over my face. I was so dehydrated that I passed out
next to the road. When I woke up, I was lying in a hospital bed wondering
what in the fuck happened.”

Jerri and Andrew laughed.

“Know what I learned from that little experience?” Witt asked
with a smirk. 

“Don’t go wandering off into the woods,” Jerri mused.
“Nope. I learned to bring a water bottle and some bug spray next
time,” Witt said, laughing. 

Andrew chuckled and shook his head.
“My point is that just because something
 seems like a bad idea
doesn’t mean that it isn’t worth pursuing,” Witt said as he waved a finger
in the air. “That hike was one of my most memorable sober moments
from my teen years and I wouldn’t trade it for the world.”

“What’s your plan?” Jerri asked. “Like you said, your supplies
won’t last forever. Why don’t you come with us?” 

Andrew looked over at her, leery of her sudden invitation.
“No,” Witt said. “My plan is to build up the nerve to put my two
angels out of their suffering one night and then use the last bullet on
myself. That’s my plan... When it will happen I have no idea. I’m going to
try to hold up here for another year. It will be our twentieth anniversary. I
think it’d be fitting to end it then, you think?”

Jerri and Andrew looked away from the man, clearly
uncomfortable.
“Ah, sorry, didn’t mean to be all bleak. Let me ask though… why
Camp 7? Why follow a fractured government? Why not make your own
path through the forest?”

Jerri looked over at Andrew. After all, it was his idea.
“What other options do we have?” Andrew asked. “Live in the
ruins of the old cities and avoid the streets at night?”
“No, that’s stupid,” Witt said in a dismissive tone. “The people
hiding in the city know that they are doomed. This is a temporary fix at
best. Once the supplies run out, the looting will start all over again. You
need a permanent solution.”

“Like…?” Jerri pressed.

“Canada,” Witt said, nodding.

Andrew scoffed.

“Canada is gone. The world is gone,” Andrew said darkly.

“Funny,” Witt said. “I saw two UN cargo jets fly over the city last
week. They were moving nice and slow and loud. Whoever is left out there
is clearly interested in what happened here but they’re smart enough not
to land. Sometimes I even see some of our own jets… big bomber planes.
After that failed thermobaric bomb they dropped, I was worried that they
may try nuking again despite how horribly that went out east.”

“You’re lying,” Andrew said, narrowing his eyes. 

“Silly thing to lie about isn’t it?” Witt said with a shrug. “I saw
some planes.”
Jerri leaned close, clearly fascinated.

“Why Canada?” she asked.

Witt looked over at her and nodded.

“A group of people came through about a month ago and spoke
in the streets to anybody who would listen about something called the
Union of Free Nations. Apparently it’s a large network of selfindependent communal city-states in Canada.”

Jerri’s eyes lit up. 

“There’s no way to know that’s for real,” Andrew said, waving his
hand in the air. “Sounds like some hippie feel-good bullshit.”
Witt closed his eyes and nodded. 

“True, gossip does come cheap but it’s worth considering if you
don’t want to run back into another camp disaster.” 

“I’m an American and I’m not giving up on my country. We’re
sticking to our plan,” Andrew said as he crossed his arms across his chest.
Witt frowned. Patriotism left him flat.
“America gave up on me and my family the moment they sealed
us inside the city,” Witt said. “The authorities left and Tucson fell apart
well before the infection ever arrived at our doorstep. They quarantined
us. Military execution squads roamed the streets… Have you even seen
the mass graves? Have–”

Witt fell silent and sighed.

“Well like I said… It’s just another option to consider,” Witt said.

“I’ve considered it,” Andrew snapped. “And it sounds like a
stupid idea. We’re going to the Capital and we’re going to be safe.”
Jerri eyes flickered towards the ground, deep in thought. She
found her way out. Now it was just a matter of getting there…
Witt shrugged.
“One bad idea is just as good as another I suppose,” Witt said as
he stared at the concealed baby with fascination. “Young lady,” he asked,
“may I hold him? It’s been so long since I’ve seen a baby…”

A look of horror washed over Andrew’s face and he slowly shook
his head. 

Jerri sat the bottle down, nodded, and gently handed Jacob to
Witt. 

“Careful to cradle his head,” she said.
Witt cackled with delight and held the child. The baby felt strange
in his arms, cold and stiff. His smile slowly faded as he lifted the blanket
off of Jacob’s face. His expression fell flat as he stared at the child’s
sunken cheeks and closed eyes. The infant had been dead for quite awhile.

Witt’s hands started trembling and his face lost all color as he
held the still corpse. 

Jerri gently picked Jacob back up and smiled at Witt.
“Thank you so much for your hospitality,” she said as she
covered the baby with the shawl once again. “I’m beat though… Where
can I sleep?”

Witt pointed a shaky finger down the hall towards the bedroom
next to the padlocked bedroom.
“J-just take the girl’s bedroom,” he said with hesitation.
Andrew looked down, ashamed.

“Night,” Jerri said, “And thanks.”

She retreated down the hall and hurried into Jessica’s room,
making sure not to even look at the padlocked bedroom next to it.
As she walked past the padlocked door, something thumped
against it again.
Witt watched her retreat and tried to calm his shaking hands.
Once she was safely inside the bedroom out of earshot, he turned his pale
face towards Andrew.

“H-how long?” Witt stammered.

Andrew shook his head.

“He was premature and doomed from the start… he died
sometime during the night,” Andrew said with a long sigh. He slumped
down on the sofa and stared off into the distance.

“She doesn’t…?” Witt started.

Andrew slowly shook his head with blank expression.
“You saw her trying to feed it,” Andrew said quietly. “I don’t
think she’s been able to come to terms with it so she’s…” He trailed off
and shook his head. “She’s dealing with it the only way she knows how.”

Witt raised an eyebrow and dug his fingernails into his knees.
“She’s not dealing with anything, Andrew,” Witt said.
Andrew blinked and looked over at Witt.

“And neither are you,” Andrew said as he pointed towards the
padlocked door. He stood up and stretched. “I’m not a psychologist and I
don’t know what is wrong with her… but it will pass.”

Witt stayed silent a moment and then looked over at Andrew,
narrowing his eyes.
“And if it doesn’t?” Witt asked.

“It will pass,” Andrew said. “I’m going to tell her goodnight.”
Andrew started to walk down the hallway.

“If it doesn’t are you afraid you won’t feel the same way about
her?” Witt asked. 

Andrew froze and closed his eyes.
“I see the way you look at her,” Witt said. “I know you don’t
want to admit it but you can’t fix someone and just put them back
together again once they break past a certain point.” Witt paused.
“There’s no fixing me.”

Andrew thought about it a moment and then continued walking
towards her room. 

“Sometimes,” Andrew said as he walked, “you just have to adapt
to the challenges life throws at you.”
Witt shook his head, muttering to himself. He was thankful that
those two would be out of his hair in the morning; Andrew and Jerri were
lucky that he needed their help with the issue at the base.
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Jerri felt uncomfortable in the room. The décor was a mixture of
innocence and teenage angst. The posters on the wall were a mixture of
old pop singers and acid rockers, the lamps had Hello Kitty shades, and
the dresser vanity was stacked with makeup that looked like it came out of
a KISS merchandise catalog. The curtains were green and the comforter
was some awful floral arrangement.

It was all gaudy and painful to look at; she was thankful that her
angst stage was a quickly passing phase when she was a teenager.
On the plus side, lying on an actual mattress was exquisite, even if
the comforter was awful and half of the bed was covered with throw
pillows. She had forgotten how wonderful it was not to sleep on an army
cot.

She had taken out one of the dresser drawers and sat it on the
floor next to the bed for Jacob. She emptied the dresser and stuffed it
with pillows from the bed; God only knew that the bed had more than
enough pillows to sacrifice.

As soon as she laid Jacob down in his makeshift bed, he was out
like a light. 

She was starting to worry about Jacob. It didn't seem natural for a
baby to sleep for so long. 

Jerri ignored the thought and stretched out on the bed as she
stared at the ceiling. 

Someone knocked on the door and startled her.
“Come in,” she said, quickly sitting up. She almost expected the
very hospitable Witt to be standing there holding a cup of herbal tea and
some fresh linens.

The door opened.
“Just seeing if you’ve settled in okay for the night… next to the
creepy padlocked room. I’m going to take the other sofa out there with
Witt,” Andrew said. He looked around the room and shuddered. “Man…
I’m so glad I never had a daughter.”

Jerri laughed. 

“If you did she’d chew you up,” she said with a smirk. “You’d be
a softy.” 

Andrew sat down on the bed next to her and chuckled. He
glanced down at the baby’s corpse and grimaced. 

“How do you know that?” he asked playfully as he turned his
attention back to her.
“I was once seventeen, you dork,” she said.

He rolled his eyes.

“Yeah a long time ago,” he said.

Jerri punched him in the arm, hard.

“Ouch,” Andrew said, rubbing his arm. “I was just kidding.
Damn… I’m glad that the man in the store took your knife.”
Jerri gave him a cattish grin.

“I’m sure I can find other ways to make you suffer.”

“Yeah you could go make me listen to that creepy fucker’s
stories,” Andrew laughed. 

Jerri giggled.
“I know you don’t want to go to the Capital,” Andrew said softly,
looking down. “But it would me a lot to me if you did… I can’t do this
without you, Jerri.”

Jerri looked away and hesitated in her response.

“Do you think any of what he said is true though?” she asked.

“You’ll have to narrow it down,” Andrew said. “He was a little
long-winded.” 

Jerri folded her arms across her knees and leaned down, staring at
the sleeping baby. 

“About Canada,” she answered fancifully.
“I doubt it,” he answered lowly. “People have always spread
rumors about safe havens ever since the start of the outbreak. Jerri… I
need you. You’ve been my motivation through all of this. I don’t want to
lose you over some myth.”

It was true. He didn’t want to lose her; he had been watching her
for a long time back in the camp, secretly lusting for her. There were
many girls he could have chosen to be his significant other, but she was
the only one who really captivated him. Originally, he was planning to
capture her as one of the civilians for the project. She had no living
family, no real connections inside the camp, and only one friend.

Nobody would miss her if she disappeared so she was the perfect
candidate.
His plans changed the day he saw her buy the knife from that tent
dweller. Her fire lured him in and his fascination was almost
instantaneous.

He was, in essence, simply a moth.

Jerri sighed.

“You’re probably right,” she replied. “I’m just afraid…”
“Of what?” he asked as he looked over at her.

“Of going back to another camp… I hated that place, Andrew.”

Andrew nodded. He understood her dilemma but he just didn’t
care. She would have to learn to adjust to their new life together.
“It will be the best thing for us though,” he assured her. He
reached over and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Besides, I’ll keep us
safe… I promise.”

Jerri tensed at first but relaxed at his touch, almost settling into it.
“I just don’t like the idea of going back under FEMA’s control,”
she said.
Andrew missed the control and the power he had. In Canada,
even if there really was a safe haven, which he seriously doubted, he’d be a
regular civilian again and he simply couldn’t have that.

“I know… and I’d be all for going to Canada,” Andrew lied, “but
we… have a baby to think about now… We can’t take risks like that. The
sooner we get to Camp 7, the better.”

Jerri looked down, ashamed.
“Andrew… that part frightens me too,” she muttered, tapping
her fingers on her arms. “I’m not ready to be a mother… what if I mess
up?”

Andrew gently brought her closer, comforting her like a
frightened child. He avoided looking down at Jacob as he held her.
Jerri let him move her and rested her head against Andrew’s
shoulder, closing her eyes. She didn’t know what she was doing and she
really didn’t care anymore. It felt nice to be held and she wasn’t ashamed
to admit it to herself.

“I… think you’ll do a great job taking care of the child,” he said
with a forced smile. A part of him felt guilty for using her illness to his
advantage, but another part of him didn’t care. “Besides… you’ll have me
there to help you whenever you need it.”

In a bold move, Andrew kissed the top of her head.
Jerri’s skin tingled at his kiss and her stomach fluttered.

“I’m sorry for how I’ve been acting, Andrew… Ever since my
friends died and the camp fell I’ve been out of sorts. I always did take my
anger out on those who cared about me the most,” she said as she closed
her eyes. “I just miss her… I miss her more than I ever thought I would.”

Andrew nodded, stroking the small of her back. His stomach
churned with excitement. He felt like a potter who was forming
something beautiful out of clay. It was all so easy for him, so second
nature.

“I know,” he said, “but at least a part of her remains.”
Andrew smiled down at the baby’s corpse as he held Jerri close,
caressing the small of her back. The child’s eyes were sunken into his face
and his skin was ashen gray. In truth, the sight was revolting and
depressing but he knew he would have to bare it for a little while.

Jerri smiled and gave him a hug, nuzzling into his neck.
“Thank you, Andrew,” she said as her eyes started to tear.
“Thank you for helping me with Jacob. I feel so lost right now… I think
that’s why I miss her so much.”

Andrew held her close and smiled, closing his eyes. He was
elated. All it would take was a little more grooming… a little more
sentiment… and then he would have her.

Andrew, once a single loser with a shitty job in a shitty part of an
overpopulated city, would have a powerful position in the new
government and a beautiful younger wife. He would soon have everything
in his life that he never thought he’d be able to attain, even when he was
back inside Camp 6; he’d have a fresh start. He’d been praying for things
to fall into place for so long… The marauder attack ended up being a
blessing in disguise.

Instead of months of flirtation to capture the eye of his chosen
one, the two were forced together overnight. 

All it would take was a little more work on his end for the feeling
to be reciprocated. 

“I’m sure she misses you too. But I bet Krystal would be happy
to know that you’re taking care of her baby,” he said softly.
Jerri opened her eyes and blinked. Something felt weird. She
pushed herself away from Andrew and looked over at him, studying his
face.

Andrew looked over at her, confused. He knew he fucked up, but
he didn’t know how exactly. Did he push the physical boundaries too
soon? Having sex with her would be imperative if he wanted to seal the
deal with her. Did he rush it?

He carefully retracted his hand from the small of her back.
“Something wrong?” he asked.

Jerri shook her head and tried to think.

“It’s nothing… just… how did you know her name?”

“Who’s name?” Andrew asked innocently. Ah fuck, he thought,
mentally kicking himself. 

“Krystal… I never told you her name,” Jerri said, looking at him
with suspicion. 

Andrew tilted his head and looked up at the ceiling. He would
have to come up with something quick.
“Hmm… You must have mentioned her name somewhere,” he
said with a smile. He stood up and dusted off the front of his pants. “I’m
many things but I’m not psychic.”

Jerri smiled slightly and then folded her arms across her chest.
She felt very cold all of a sudden; she never mentioned Krystal’s name…
“Well I’m going to go try to catch some sleep, sweet dreams,”
Andrew said softly. He walked out the room and shut the door behind
him, cursing himself in his head. His work of art was chipping apart in
front of his eyes, all thanks to his own clumsiness with words and
divulging of information.

Safely in the hallway, Andrew closed his eyes and clenched his
fists. His careful observation of her back in the camp, his meticulous note
taking of her daily routine and acquaintances, had come back to bite him.

“Shit,” he hissed to himself.
Jerri had been sprawled on the bed for hours, staring at the
ceiling. No matter how comfortable the mattress was, she couldn’t stop
her mind from churning. She mentally reconstructed the time line from
her first meeting with Andrew all the way through their last conversation.
No matter how many times she went through it, she didn’t remember
saying Krystal’s name.

She tossed under the covers and let out an aggravated sigh.
It’s such a trivial detail; people don’t normally take note of such
things but Jerri was a little neurotic and paid close attention. She’d never
mention a friend’s name to a cop, no matter if she trusted him or not. The
only reason she’d come clean about her own name was because Andrew
took her ID when the police showed up at her dorm… and it’s not like he
couldn’t read.

Even if Andrew knew who Krystal was, what did it mean? It
wasn’t such a big deal on it’s on but when she weighed it against the other
circumstances it made her feel uneasy.

Was their meeting in the chow hall purely coincidental?
When the police were called to the dorm, did a high ranking
official like Andrew just happen to be in the area? 

Andrew did always seem to be at the right spot at the right time.
When it came to Andrew, there were too many questions and not
enough answers. She was done. When they got to the base, she would
take Jacob and go her own way.

Somehow, she would find a way to Canada and leave Andrew to
his own devices. 

Having finally decided on a course of action, Jerri rolled over and
forced her eyes to close.
Jerri woke up after catching about two hours of dreamless sleep.
She was confused and disoriented for a brief moment by the tacky posters
on the wall and the comforter she was tangled up in.

Something smelled awful.

She looked down at Jacob and her new reality struck her.

Groaning, she slung her legs off of the bed and picked Jacob up
out of the dresser drawer on the floor. 

She curled the child’s cold corpse against her chest and smiled
down at him. 

“Today’s the day we start our adventure,” she told him, ticking
his stomach. “You and me… all the way to Canada.” 

It was a frightening prospect, but she decided to make the best
out of it. 

As she walked out into the hallway, the padlocked door next to
hers thumped, startling her. 

She let out an unintentional gasp. 

“Morning,” Andrew said from the living room as if nothing
happened last night. 

“Morning,” she managed after to say after her pulse settled.
Andrew and Witt were sitting on the sofa, packing two small
duffel bags with supplies. Both of them were dressed like they were about
to traverse the savanna. The apartment was abysmally hot; she almost
forgot how much of a necessity air conditioning was during the summer.
Both men were soaked in sweat.

Witt pulled a box of 9mm ammunition out from underneath the
sofa and sat it on the coffee table.
“You get used to their thumping after a while,” Witt said,
nodding towards the locked room. “I like to think of it as their way of
telling me good morning!”

Witt smiled but it fell flat when he saw Jacob; he really wished
that she’d cover the child again. 

Jerri offered a half-smile and shook her head. 

“I’d find it pretty hard to get used to,” she said. She sniffed the
air. “Is that…” 

“Food?” Witt quickly answered. “Yes it is. There’s a plate of
flapjacks and canned pork for you on the counter.” 

“Thanks so much,” Jerri said politely. She shuffled past the two
men and headed into the kitchen, searching for Jacob’s bottle.
“Have you seen the little one’s bottle?” she asked.

Witt and Andrew looked uncomfortably at each other.
“I already fed him,” Andrew quickly lied.

Witt frowned at him.

“Thanks,” Jerri said listlessly. She offered a partial smile but it
quickly faded when she looked at Andrew. 

“Sleep okay?” Andrew quickly asked when he saw her smile fade.
“Yes,” she lied, stealing bites of food from her plate. “You two
look ready for a battle.”
Witt handed the box of 9mm ammunition to Andrew and then
reached underneath the sofa and brought out a box of old pistols and slid
the box towards him across the coffee table.

“We have to be,” Witt explained. “During the day, it’s not the
zombies you have to worry about.” 

Andrew looked down at the box and started riffling through it,
trying to find a 9mm handgun that was in good condition. 

“How do the streets look?” Jerri asked through a mouthful of
food.
“Clear of the dead. They’re all back in their hiding places,” Witt
said. “The drifters, dealers, and the usual assorted lots are out trying to
collect anything that that the dead may have dropped during the night.
You see, the cops tend to lose pistols and batons while some of the
soldiers drop rifles. I haven’t come across any rifles yet but I’m hoping I
might have some luck at this base of yours.

“Surviving during the day comes down to looking intimidating, so
load up on guns even if you don’t have the ammo. It’s all for posturing.”
Andrew held up one of the 9mm pistols. It appeared to be in
excellent shape. 

“How did you get your hands on all of this stuff?” Andrew asked
in awe. 

Witt shrugged.
“I’m a pretty good scavenger,” he said. He threw a sawed-off
shotgun onto the coffee table and laughed. “The rest of the time I just
carry a bigger stick than the other guy! Hopefully this stuff I’m giving you
will get you on the right start.”

Jerri finished her breakfast and walked into the living room. She
looked at the duffel bags crammed with food, clothes, and supplies. She
sat Jacob’s stiff corpse down on the recliner next to the sofa.

Witt stopped laughing and stared at the child wide-eyed.
Andrew pretended not to notice and quickly loaded 9mm clips
into his new tactical vest pockets. 

“This is a lot to ask for when we have nothing to offer in return,”
Jerri said. “I don’t know how we can thank you…” 

Witt turned his attention away from the baby and looked up at
her.
“Nothing is ever free out here,” Witt said. “Remember last night
when I said that Andrew and I needed to talk in the morning? Well, we
talked.”

She looked down at him, concerned.
“The base he’s taking us too is being guarded by a group of
paramilitary marauders. He thinks they’re soldiers who stayed behind,”
Andrew explained. “He needs my help to take them out.”

Witt nodded. 

“Yep,” Witt said, “After they’re all dead, you two can go inside
and find a bird while I gather whatever they’ve been hiding in there.”
Jerri frowned.

“There are three of us,” she corrected.

“Of course, sorry,” Witt stammered as he tried to smile.
Andrew glared at him.

“This all sounds dangerous,” she muttered.

“Oh, it is,” Witt said, happily changing the subject. “I’ve been
watching them. Most of them still look and act like soldiers… but now
they’re soldiers without a flag and those soldiers are the most dangerous
kind.”

“We have to do it,” Andrew interrupted. “If we don’t we may not
have another chance at finding a working helicopter. While he and I are
fighting, you’ll stay back.”

“Not to mention Andrew may find someone who can fly the
damn thing. That’s what I was hinting at yesterday,” Witt cackled. “With a
gun pointed to a man’s head, you can convince him to do almost anything
for you. The chances of finding an ex-airman who can fly are pretty
good.”

Witt pointed at a pile of clothes sitting on the chair in the corner
of the room. 

“Those are for you by the way, Jerri…” Witt said.
The camouflaged clothes looked thick and stuffy. Aside from
being hot, they were obviously baggy and two sizes too big. They looked
like something a deer hunter would wear.

Jerri shook her head and looked at Witt.

“Thanks for the offer,” she said, “but I’m not wearing that.”
Witt raised an eyebrow.

“If you’re coming with us, you don’t have a choice,” he replied.
“You’re a female and that means we will get lots of attention. We’ll have to
dress you down a little bit.”

“Just wear it,” Andrew told her in aggravated tone, avoiding
looking at the baby. He already loaded and holstered one pistol and was
working on loading a second.

Jerri, miffed, wanted to cuss him out for talking to her that way,
but she figured it would be better to play nice until she broke the news to
him later at the base. She picked up the clothes with one hand and walked
back into the room, leaving Jacob behind on the recliner.

Andrew and Witt continued to load the last of the supplies into
the duffels in an awkward silence, not looking up at the child.
After a few minutes, Jerri emerged out of the bedroom. Her
camouflaged one-piece outfit was baggy, patched in places, and looked
dirty.

Witt gave a mock wolf-whistle and Andrew laughed, even though
both of the men looked as ridiculous as she did.
Jerri gave a half-hearted smile and blushed, embarrassed. She
looked down at Jacob and was surprised to see that he was already fast
asleep in the chair; it again seemed to be unnatural for a baby to sleep so
long.

Witt stared at the baby with a pallid expression and shuffled
uncomfortably in his seat. 

“Stop looking at it,” Andrew muttered under his breath.
Witt shook his head, snapping himself out of it. The whole
situation was creepy as shit to him. 

“I’m sorry…” Witt murmured, “But now is a good of a time as
any to go, no?” 

Andrew couldn’t agree more; the sooner they were away from
Witt’s company and in the air, the better.
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The apartment building’s dark staircase was littered with trash
and the iron handrails were covered with rust. Water stained the carpet
and the air reeked of mold.

Witt led the group down to the bottom of the staircase, carefully
scanning the area with his flashlight and shotgun. A chewed-up toothpick
hung out of the corner of his mouth and three pistols were stuck under
his belt. Drawing a fresh loaded gun was faster than reloading.

Andrew followed behind Witt, scanning with his pistol and a
much smaller flashlight.
Jerri followed in the back, a tactical position she was growing
rather tired of. She kept hearing noises behind her and spun around only
to see darkness. It gave her the creeps; the whole building did.

At the bottom of the staircase Witt kicked a rusty door open that
was labeled ‘FIRE EXIT ONLY – ALARM WILL SOUND’.
No alarms sounded but a flock of pigeons took flight from the
ground outside the door. 

Sunlight flooded the stairwell and made them squint as their eyes
slowly adjusted. The doorway led to the alleyway behind the building.
“We’ll cut through the back alleyways as much as we can,” Witt
said as he turned off his flashlight. “The base is only a few blocks away.”
“That doesn’t sound bad,” Jerri said.

Witt laughed.

“It will feel like miles… trust me… out here it is
 very hostile
territory.” He stopped laughing and looked over at Andrew and Jerri.
“Whatever you do… don’t go into any of the buildings, avoid dark places,
and stay off of the dirt and sand. We can trick humans, but the zombies
don’t care how many guns we’re packing. Stay close and don’t talk to
anybody. You both understand?”

Jerri and Andrew nodded as Witt turned his flashlight off and slid
it into his pocket. 

Andrew did the same. 

As they walked down the alley, they stared at each shuttered
building they passed.
Most of the buildings were ramshackle and had been gutted by
flames. Many of the doors had been sealed shut by plywood and still had
old orange signs stapled onto them from the pandemic’s onset.

A few of the buildings were wide-open and revealed darkened
hallways and hidden crevices. Muddy footprints and tattered pieces of
clothing led into the dark recesses of the tombs.

They didn’t have to guess what would be waiting for them if they
chose to venture inside.
Skeletal remains littered the alley and were strewn amongst heaps
of trash sealed inside red biohazard bags. The stench was beyond
description.

They walked past one man who was busy digging in a mound of
garbage, picking through the torn biohazard sacks. He was scrawny,
covered in sores, and had long greasy hair that hung past his shoulders.
He turned his sunburned face towards the group as they walked past,
mouth agape.

The man’s eyes lingered on Jerri and then grew wide at the sight
of the baby she was holding. 

Jerri felt uncomfortable and quickly covered the baby with the
shawl, hiding the innocent child away from the man’s crazy eyes.
Witt froze and chewed on his toothpick, casually pointing his
shotgun towards the man.
The weaponless man looked at Witt and then held up his dirty
hands, shaking his head weakly. He looked away from the group and
started to dig deeper into the trash, scavenging whatever he could find.

Witt, sensing that the man wasn’t a threat, propped his shotgun
back onto his shoulder and kept walking down the alley as he
methodically moved his toothpick from one side of his mouth to the
other with his tongue.

Andrew and Jerri followed, making sure to keep a good distance
from the trash digger. 

As they reached the end of the alley and approached a street, Witt
held up a hand and signaled the group to stop. 

Andrew and Jerri froze and peered over Witt’s shoulder, staring
at the street with intense curiosity.
A few burnt vehicles sat on the street, stripped bare. Small groups
of haggard individuals sat huddled in front of the various shattered
storefronts, either staring into nothingness or exchanging meaningless
small talk. Everybody made sure to stay away from the buildings that had
their doors open and everybody kept their voices down.

A tall man pushed a wobbling shopping cart full of jugs of dirty
water down the center of the street, steering the cart around the potholes
that littered the pavement. He was wearing a tattered overcoat and had a
small caliber rifle slung over his shoulder.

“This is horrible looking,” Jerri muttered, shaking her head. It
made the camp look divine by comparison. 

“And you think Canada’s streets look any better?” Andrew asked
rather harshly. 

Before Jerri could respond, Witt spoke.
“This is everyday life out here,” he said. “You either adapt or you
die. Come on. Let’s walk,” he said as he pointed over at another darkened
alleyway across the street.

A teenage boy bolted from around the corner, slunk around Witt,
brushed past Jerri, and bumped against Andrew.
“Hey!” Andrew shouted, stumbling backwards. “Watch where
you’re going, you little shit!” He glanced down and noticed that the small
flashlight he once had stuck inside his pocket was gone.

Andrew quickly turned and aimed his pistol towards the boy but
was too late; the boy had already disappeared around a corner.
Witt quickly reached over and placed a hand on Andrew’s gun,
lowering it. 

Andrew looked over at him, shocked. 

“Gunshots draw them out, especially in tight alleyways like this.
Shoot only when you have too,” Witt whispered. “It’s just a flashlight.”
Andrew nodded, face red with anger. He wasn’t used to being
told what to do. 

Witt turned and started to walk across the street. 

The people gathered around the sidewalk immediately stopped
talking and stared at the stranger packing the shotgun. 

The man pushing the shopping cart froze and placed one hand
on his slung rifle, a friendly reminder not to fuck with him. 

Andrew and Jerri walked close behind Witt, carefully scanning the
crowd while Jacob continued to sleep. 

Witt looked over at the man pushing the shopping cart and
nodded. 

The tall man nodded back, cordial yet cautious.
Just as soon as Witt finished crossing the street and reached the
alley, two men emerged from behind a rusty dumpster. Each of the men
held rifles.

One of the men, an elderly black man with gray hair wearing a
Hard Rock Cafe shirt and tattered jeans, pointed his weapon at Witt’s
head.

The other man, a fat white kid, no older than sixteen, wearing
overalls with no shirt and no shoes, pointed his gun at Andrew.
Witt quickly leveled his shotgun at the black man and stared at
him calmly.
“We don’t want any trouble,” Witt finally said.

The black man laughed.

“Funny,” the man said, “three white motherfuckers walking up in
my place with guns seems like trouble to old Omar.” 

The people the street slowly got up and shuffled away from the
scene, wanting no part of the ensuing altercation.
Witt shook his head and kept chewing on his toothpick.
“We’ll take another route,” Witt said. “Sorry for disturbing you.”

The heavyset white kid stepped forward, pressing the rifle barrel
against Andrew’s chest. 

Andrew didn’t lower his pistol and kept it centered on the kid.
“It’s too late for that,” the white kid snorted. “Now you’ll have to
pay a toll.”
“The toll?” Andrew asked.

Omar grinned.

“Yeah,” Omar cackled. “How about you give us everything
you’re packing and then we’ll allow you to go find another alleyway.
Otherwise we’ll shoot you and just take it all anyway.”

Witt slowly rolled his toothpick over to opposite side of his
mouth, mulling over the offer. He kept his shotgun leveled.
“Is there room for negotiation?” Witt asked calmly.
Omar stepped forward and pressed his barrel against Witt’s
throat. The man smelled like body odor and pee. 

“What do you think motherfucker?” Omar asked in a sharp tone.
“Drop your weapon ‘fore I drop you!” 

Witt sighed and spat his toothpick onto the ground.
Before Witt could think of a way to take both men down, the
heavyset white kid stepped towards Jerri and reached towards the bundled
Jacob.

“What do you got hiding in there?” the boy asked. He snatched
Jacob’s shawl and pulled it aside, revealing the baby’s ashen corpse and
sunken eyes.

“Leave him alone!” Jerri shouted as she pulled Jacob away from
the boy. 

Jacob’s limp body dangled upside down out of her arms and a
plume of putrid gas expunged from the baby’s gaping mouth.
The heavyset boy pissed his pants and screamed as he stumbled
backwards, falling into a pile of red biohazard bags. 

“The fuck you goin’ on about?” Omar asked in an aggravated
tone as he looked at the ghostly-pale boy. 

The boy stammered and stuttered as he lowered his gun and
pointed a fat finger up at Jacob’s corpse.
Jerri looked down at the frightened boy with confusion. Clearly
the boy wasn’t stable. She quickly covered Jacob with the shawl and
tucked the baby against her chest protectively.

Omar stared at Jacob with disbelief.
“Y-you’s some crazy fuckers… What the fuck is wrong with
you…?” he asked in a shaky voice. “Y-y-you did that to a kid?! You’s
some sick motherfuckers… You in that cult shit aren’t you?”

Witt’s eyes lit up.
“That’s right. We needed his blood. So now you know the kind
of sick shit we’ll do to you if you don’t get out of our way,” Witt said in a
growl. He pushed Omar’s shaky rifle aside and walked forward down the
alleyway.

Andrew and Jerri followed, looking over at the two frightened
men nervously. 

Omar backed against the brick wall and let the group pass,
lowering his weapon. 

The heavyset white boy looked up at him, body trembling. He
stared at Omar and asked a question with his eyes. 

Omar quickly shook his head. 

“No sir,” Omar said. “I don’t need none of that hoodoo shit
followin’ me round. There’ll be other fish to catch.”
As Witt traversed deeper into the alley and weaved around the
mounds of red plastic bags and shoved aside stacks of cardboard boxes
and old wooden pallets, Andrew and Jerri followed close behind.

“What was all of that about?” Jerri finally asked.

“They were crazy,” Witt said flatly. “That’s all.”

“You played it close,” Andrew said.

Witt nodded.

“The best fights are the ones you win without firing a single
shot,” Witt explained. He grinned. “It almost came to that though. It’s a
cut-throat world out here.”

Jerri was thankful that Jacob was asleep through that ordeal. She
reached a hand under his blanket and tickled his bloated stomach. When
she pulled her hand out from under the blanket she stared at her
fingertips in confusion; they were covered with a thin layer of Jacob’s
skin.

She blinked and sniffed her fingers; they smelled horrible.
Something didn’t feel right, but she brushed it off.

At the end of the alleyway, Witt saw a street half-obscured by an
old rusty dumpster. 

“Wait here,” Witt said. He slunk past the dumpster and walked
out blindly into the street… right into the center of a graveyard.
The crows that covered the street took frantic flight and revealed
the horrific scene on the asphalt below, cawing as they ascended into the
sky. Skeletal remains lay strewn all across the pavement, littering the street
for miles. Most of the corpses were laden with supplies but many of them
appeared to have been former shamblers. Each of the corpses had been
shot in the head.

It all looked exactly the way he remembered from his last
scouting trip to the base. 

Witt stared down the sloped road towards the bottom of the
small hill…
The base was a large complex surrounded by a razorwire-topped
fence. The road was the main thoroughfare into the complex and was
congested by multiple tanks, abandoned Tucson police cruisers, and an
armored SWAT van. The gatehouse next to the road had a tattered
American flag waving above it and had the chain-link fence rolled shut,
preventing anybody from easily entering the complex. A long sign above
the gate read ‘Davis–Monthan Air Force Base – East Entry – Welcome to
the Home of the 355th’.

Soldiers were patrolling the catwalk that ran over the entry and
over the gatehouse, taking position in front of the Davis–Monthan sign.
Witt stepped back into the alley and ran his hand along the back
of his head, thinking.
“Well?” Andrew asked.

Witt shook his head.

“We’re going to have to sneak around from the other side and
take them by surprise. They’re keeping a close eye on the main entry,”
Witt said.

Andrew rolled his eyes. 

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Andrew said in an aggravated tone. “Wait
here; I’ll go talk to them.” 

Andrew started to step out of the alley just as Witt put a hand
against his chest, stopping him. 

Witt shook his head in disbelief. 

“Are you off your meds, son?!” Witt asked. “Those men aren’t
what they appear to be! They’ll shoot you before you say a word!”
Andrew brushed Witt’s hand aside and stepped out into the
street.
“I know what I’m doing,” Andrew said pointedly. He knew the
base wasn’t abandoned and he knew that the soldiers weren’t deserters.
“Wait here.”

Andrew walked out onto the street and down the hill as he
sauntered towards the base with his hands raised above his head.
Witt shook his head, aggravated and confused. He pressed his
back against the brick wall and looked over at Jerri. 

“Does he want to get shot?!” Witt asked. “Is he insane?!”
Jerri didn’t hear him. She was too busy staring down at Jacob
with confusion, trying to figure out where the odor was coming from.
Witt rolled his eyes and gave an exasperated sigh.
“Great. This is my life,” Witt muttered. He thought about the
SWAT van parked in the middle of the street and had an idea.
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Andrew maneuvered around the old SWAT van parked next to
the ancient tanks and made his way down the steep street towards the
bottom of the hill with his arms raised above his head.

Six soldiers were standing sentry on the catwalk that ran across
the base’s closed entryway. 

One of the soldiers spotted Andrew approaching and quickly
pointed his rifle towards him. 

The other soldiers snapped to attention and quickly followed suit.
Six red laser dots appeared in the center of Andrew’s chest,
clustered in a tight circle. 

Andrew froze, smiling. 

“That’s far enough!” one of the soldiers shouted as he kept his
rifle aimed steadily at Andrew. 

“I’m no enemy,” Andrew said. “I traveled here from Camp 6–”
“Then I suggest you turn around and go back to Camp 6,” the
soldier interrupted.
“Raiders burned it down to the ground,” Andrew said as he
stared at the lieutenant insignias on the soldier’s uniform. He nodded.
“There is nothing left for me back there, lieutenant.”

“Your problem, not mine,” the lieutenant calmly replied. “I don’t
take kindly to deserters.” 

Andrew closed his eyes and tried to control his tone.
“I work for FEMA,” Andrew replied with his arms raised. “My
credentials are in my back pocket if you’d like to verify.”
The soldiers kept their rifles centered on Andrew, unimpressed.
“What do you want, FEMA?” the lieutenant asked.

“I need safe passage to the Capital for me and my wife,” Andrew
answered. 

The soldiers looked at each other in disbelief. 

“Sorry,” the lieutenant said, “but we’re not Southwest Airlines. I
suggest that you go back to your post… whatever is left of it.”
The soldiers chuckled and kept their weapons pointed towards
Andrew. 

“You don’t understand,” Andrew replied calmly. “I need to get to
the Capital. I’m part of Project Lazarus.” 

The soldiers looked at each other with sudden concern.
“You worked on it?” the lieutenant asked as he lowered his
weapon. 

Andrew nodded. 

“Let me see,” the lieutenant ordered. “Pull out your papers and
toss them to me, slowly.” 

Moving methodically slow, Andrew pulled his tattered leather
credential wallet and tossed it up towards the lieutenant. 

The lieutenant caught the wallet and carefully scrutinized the
credentials, narrowing his eyes. 

The soldiers kept their weapons pointed at Andrew.
“Stand down, stand down,” the lieutenant ordered the others.
“His story checks out.”

The soldiers lowered their weapons and the tension eased.
Andrew smiled.

“Why didn’t you evacuate with the others?” the lieutenant asked.

“There were complications getting here,” Andrew said, not sure
who ‘the others’ were. 

“Well we only have one plane left and it’s for cargo. Where’s the
wife you mentioned?”
Andrew nodded and pointed behind him.

“She’s right up the hill waiting for me,” Andrew said with a smile.
“You’re a lucky bastard,” the lieutenant said.

“How so?” Andrew asked.

The lieutenant laughed.

“If you came just a few hours later you’d find an abandoned
base,” the lieutenant said.
Andrew frowned.

“Abandoned? A key location like this?” he asked.

The lieutenant nodded.

“We haven’t heard anything from the Capital in weeks,” the
lieutenant said. “We were going to load the last of the devices and head
up north. We sure as hell don’t have enough jet fuel to fly around and
deploy what we have left. Between the scavenger attacks and the nightly
shootouts with the infected, we’re running out of supplies.”

“Where are they with the plan?” Andrew asked.

The lieutenant blinked and stared blankly at Andrew.

“How would I know? Hell, we’ve been glorified deliverymen this
whole operation,” the lieutenant answered with a shrug. “Flying from city
to city dropping off those devices… Fuck, I could put together one of
those in my sleep by now!”

The soldiers chuckled.

Andrew shook his head and smiled, embarrassed.

“I’m sorry. I’m just… curious. I haven’t heard a status update for
a while,” Andrew said. 

“You and the whole fucking military,” one of the soldiers
shouted.
The outburst was met with laughter.

The lieutenant looked up the hill and narrowed his eyes.

“What the fuck is that?” the lieutenant asked. “Did you bring
backup with you?” 

Andrew, confused, turned at stared at the approaching vehicle in
horror.
The driverless armored SWAT van was coasting in neutral with
the driver’s side door open. It gained momentum as it barreled down the
hill towards the base’s main entrance.

“That stupid fucking Witt!” Andrew said between his teeth with
an expression of feral rage. 

“It’s a trap! He’s mounting a siege! Open fire! Open fire!” the
lieutenant shouted. 

The soldiers hastily aimed at Andrew and opened wild bursts of
sporadic fire.
Andrew abruptly turned and sprinted off of the street as bullets
whistled past him and ricocheted off of the asphalt. He dove behind an
abandoned sedan and cowered behind it, covering his head with his hands
as bullets peppered the car and shattered the windows.

The armored van
 whooshed past him and crashed through the
base’s chain-link gate and it plowed a path through a stack of concrete
highway dividers that had barricaded the entryway.

A shrill alarm started wailing. 

The armored van coasted to a stop a few yards into the base as it
veered off of the main pathway and got stuck a ditch.
Shambling corpses started to hobble out of the darkened
buildings and alleyways at the top of the hill at the sound of the alarm and
gunshots. They uniformly made their way towards the breached gate,
sniffing the air and following the noise.

The soldiers quickly focused their fire on the approaching
corpses, panicking as the horde’s numbers grew each passing second.
Andrew kept his ears covered and watched in horror as the
corpses stumbled closer towards the base and tumbled down the hill,
trampling one another.

He shook his head side-to-side and wrung his fingers through his
hair, frozen by fear and disbelief. 

Witt emerged out from the alleyway next to him and lowered
down on his haunches. He slapped Andrew’s shoulder. 

Andrew startled badly and gasped for breath. He looked over at
Witt with wide-eyes.
“W-what the fuck did you do?” Andrew asked in a fearful tone.
Witt blinked.

“Apparently saving your life,” Witt said. “What the hell is wrong
with you?”
“They were going to let me in, dammit!” Andrew exclaimed.
Witt shook his head.

“I don’t know what you used to be in Camp 6… A soldier I’m
guessing by the way you’re acting… but those men in that base aren’t your
friends. They’re dangerous deserters and–”

Andrew grabbed Witt’s collar. 

“You ruined everything!” Andrew shouted. “I told you to wait for
me back there! Where is Jerri?!” 

Witt pulled free of Andrew’s grasp and slapped the man across
the face. 

Andrew, surprised, reached up and touched his reddened cheek,
mouth agape.
“Calm the fuck down!” Witt spat. “She’s already waiting for us
over at the east entrance! Now get your shit together and follow me
before the distraction I caused gets us both killed!”

Witt pointed up the hill at the encroaching horde of the dead.
They were almost at the gate despite the soldier’s ineffective gunfire.
Andrew slowly nodded, still in shock. If someone were to strike
him like that back in Camp 6 they’d be hung. 

“Follow me and get your weapon ready!” Witt said as he turned
and ran down the adjacent alleyway. 

Andrew stood and ran after Witt as slung his rifle off of his
shoulder. 

Behind them, the walking corpses started to trickle through the
gate into the base through the breached entryway. 

The soldier’s screams were deafening and gut-wrenching as the
dead made their way through their defensive line. 

Away from the carnage at the east gate, Witt, Andrew, and Jerri
hid behind a derelict Tucson school bus parked near a smaller gatehouse.
The sign above the smaller entrance read ‘Davis–Monthan Air
Force Base – South Entry’. The nondescript southern entrance had been
heavily guarded, but when the gunfire started and the alarm started
wailing, most of the sentries abandoned their posts and ran towards the
breached main east entry. Only three men stayed behind and their
attention was focused towards the commotion on the other side of the
compound.

Andrew looked over at Jerri and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Are you okay?” he asked gently.

Jerri looked at him and nodded. In truth, she wasn’t okay; she
couldn’t stop worrying about Jacob. His skin had an odd texture and she
couldn’t wake him up. She was starting to think he was sick.

“Is he okay?” Andrew asked as he looked down at Jacob’s
exposed face with revulsion. He swallowed a knot in his throat and forced
a smile as he looked up at Jerri.

Jerri shook her head and frowned. 

“I think he’s… I think he’s sick,” she said, running the back of
her fingers across Jacob’s cold cheek.
Andrew cringed.

“Perhaps you should cover him,” he carefully said.

Jerri looked up at Andrew in confusion.

“You know… to protect him from the elements,” Andrew
explained. 

Jerri agreed and covered Jacob’s face with the shawl.
Andrew was grateful that the dreadful thing was hidden away
again.
Witt was annoyed by the whole thing and couldn’t wait to be
done with the both of them and their dead baby. Judging by the size of
the militant force, he expected some real gems hidden away inside the
base.

“Come on,” Witt whispered as he chambered a round in his rifle.
Before Andrew could answer, Witt stepped out from the cover of
the school bus and brought his rifle to his shoulder, sighting-in on one of
the three distracted soldiers who were standing on the catwalk above the
closed south entry gate.

Witt pulled the trigger. 

The side of the soldier’s head erupted in a geyser of blood and he
tumbled over the side of the catwalk, landing hard against the asphalt.
The other two soldiers, taken by surprise, fumbled with their
weapons and aimed at Witt–
Andrew emerged from behind the bus and quickly shot both
soldiers, hitting one in the forehead, snapping the man’s head back, and
hit the other soldier in the chest.

Both soldiers crumpled over the side of the catwalk and made a
meaty-sounding smack as they struck the ground. 

The door to the gatehouse flung open and a man wearing a
military police uniform ran out toting a pistol.
Witt fired a three-round burst into the man and sent the MP
tumbling forward. The MP skidded across the pavement and left a bloody
streak in his wake.

Andrew switched his fire-mode to full-automatic and held down
the trigger, sweeping the rifle across the gatehouse’s large tinted windows.
The glass shattered and the two MPs hiding inside danced to the
tune of the gunfire as the rounds tore through their bodies. Both men
flung backwards against the bullet-peppered wall and slid down to the
floor.

Witt whistled and nodded at Andrew.

“Damn fine shooting,” Witt said, “I knew you were a soldier…”
Andrew nodded and didn’t bother correcting him.

Jerri stood in the back with her eyes squeezed shut. She had her
hands covering Jacob’s ears.
Witt ran towards the gatehouse’s shattered window and climbed
inside. He dusted the glass shards off of the control panel and hit a large
green button.

The south entry chain-link fence slowly rolled open.
A few infected corpses staggered out from the nearby buildings
outside the base and hobbled towards the open gate, snarling, attracted by
the gunfire.

Andrew and Jerri ran through the open fence with the shamblers
close on their heels. 

Witt pressed the red button, closing the fence behind them and
keeping the shamblers at bay. 

The shamblers shook and rattled the chain-link fence, moaning
and snarling. 

Safely inside, Andrew opened the gatehouse door and walked
inside, coughing on the coppery stench of blood. 

Jerri followed behind him and rocked Jacob gently in her arms,
shushing him. 

Witt looked around the decimated gatehouse and shook his head.
“Something isn’t right,” Witt said. “I thought that the Air Force
abandoned this place a long time ago.” He pointed down at the two
corpses on the wall. “Look at their uniforms. They’re neat, pressed, and
these men are well-groomed.”

“Yeah, what’s so weird about that?” Andrew asked, trying to calm
Witt’s suspicions. “Old habits die hard.”
Witt shook his head, troubled. He picked up a green book
marked Daily Log from the desk and threw it on the floor at Andrew’s
feet.

“Deserters don’t keep daily logs,” Witt said. He chuckled and
narrowed his eyes at Andrew. “You knew that the military came back
here, didn’t you?”

Andrew sighed and shook his head. 

Jerri eyed both men with suspicion, cradling Jacob against her
chest. 

“Witt,” Andrew explained, “they never left in the first place.”
Witt crossed his arms over his chest and let his rifle hang off of
his shoulder.
“And you didn’t bother correcting my assumption?” Witt asked,
narrowing his eyes. “You just let me waltz into a fully-staffed military
base?”

Andrew held his hands out at his sides. 

“What do you want me to say?” Andrew asked, exasperated. “I
needed your help to find this place.” 

Witt scoffed. 

“You could have just asked me for directions,” Witt said, shaking
his head. 

Andrew frowned. 

“I was just going to ask for directions,” Andrew explained. “But
your offer of supplies was too good to pass up.” 

Witt held out his hand, angry. 

“Yeah well the offer has expired,” Witt said. “Give me my shit.
I’m leaving. You can keep your fucking base.” 

Andrew didn’t move and simply raised an eyebrow.
“We’re really past that point now thanks to you, Witt,” Andrew
replied calmly. “Things were going great until you pulled that bullshit at
the front gate. Now as far as the soldiers here are concerned I’m a raider.
Now I need your help shooting my way through the base.”

Witt closed his hands into a fist and stepped towards Andrew.
“I wouldn’t have done that stunt if you had been honest with me!
If I knew that this place was still operational then I wouldn’t even be
here!”

Andrew sighed and stepped back, holding his rifle with both
hands, ready. 

“Now we’re arguing in circles,” Andrew said. “We’re here now
and we have to deal with it.” 

Witt looked down, troubled. He shook his head and looked up at
Andrew.
“Why didn’t they leave when the army pulled out?” Witt asked.
Andrew gave him a quizzical look and raised an eyebrow.
“Excuse me?” Andrew replied.

“Why did they stay behind in a wasted city when all of the other
troops left? What is so special here that they stayed behind to protect it?”
Witt asked as he stared into Andrew’s eyes.

Andrew glanced away briefly. 

“How should I know?” Andrew asked as his eyes found Witt’s
again.
“You’re lying to me,” Witt said, narrowing his eyes. He unslung
his rifle and crawled up onto the console, sending glass shards chattering
down against the floor. He crouched near the shattered window and
peered out into the street, trying to make sure that the coast was clear.
The corpses that been gathered outside had all shuffled away towards the
gunfire happening at other entryway.

“Where exactly do you think you’re going?” Andrew asked as he
stared at Witt in disbelief. 

Witt turned towards him and shook his head in disgust.
“Home,” Witt said with a scowl. “You can keep the supplies and
shove them up your ass for all I care. I’m done with you.” 

Witt hopped out of the gatehouse and sprinted down the street
towards a nearby alleyway. 

Andrew’s face seethed red with anger and his grip tightened
around his rifle. 

Jerri blinked and looked over at Andrew.
“Now what are we going to do?” Jerri asked, cradling Jacob’s
putrid corpse. She caught a whiff of the child’s odor and quickly held him
away from her face. After they were settled, she would change his linen
and bathe him.

Andrew shook his head as he paced in the gatehouse. He heard
the shouts and screaming soldiers outside along with the haggard moans
of the dead. The gunfire was tapering off. He knew that they had to get to
the plane before it took off without them.

He reckoned that only a skeletal crew remained. It would be risky,
but not nearly as bad as it could be. 

Besides, Witt’s shambler distraction would help soften the
numbers. 

“We have to keep going,” he finally said as he stared at her. He
opened the gatehouse door and stuck his head outside. 

Three soldiers wearing heavy armor and helmets were running
towards the gatehouse, breathing frantically. 

As soon as they saw Andrew they froze and raised their weapons
at him. 

Andrew quickly ducked back inside just as the soldiers opened
fire, chipping away at the wooden door frame. 

“I told you I heard gunfire this way!” one of the soldiers yelled in
a gruff smoker’s voice. 

“Radio it in!” another solider shouted. 

“Control’s not responding,” the third soldier answered.
“Fuck it!” the soldier with the smoker’s voice growled. “Just drop
him!”

“Get down!” Andrew yelled at Jerri as he dove on top of her,
knocking her down onto the ground and covering her with his body.

The three soldiers outside opened fire and swept their rifles sideto-side. 

The bullets punched through the gatehouse’s drywall and sent
sparks flying as they shattered light fixtures.
Andrew kept Jerri low against the ground, shielding her with his
eyes squeezed shut. The bullets flew just inches over his body and
peppered the control console.

Jerri stifled her own screams and tried to cover Jacob’s ears as she
trembled underneath Andrew. 

The soldiers stopped firing and dropped their empty clips on the
ground.
As soon as the hollow clips made their distinctive noise as they
struck the pavement, Andrew hurried back onto his feet and grabbed his
rifle. He bolted towards the door and leaned outside.

The soldiers were creeping their way towards the gatehouse as
they reloaded their rifles. As soon as they saw Andrew they froze–
Andrew opened fire on the soldier standing in the middle of the
group. 

The gunfire tore through the center of the man’s chest and
created a fine mist of red behind him as the bullets erupted out his back.
The slain soldier collapsed onto his knees and fell against the
pavement flat on his face, dropping his weapon beside him.
Andrew aimed at the next soldier and fired blindly.
The burst of gunfire struck the soldier in the knee and he
crumpled against the ground, screaming. 

The last soldier standing, the one with the gruff smoker’s voice,
finished reloading a fresh clip and fired at Andrew.
Andrew jerked back into the gatehouse just as a burst of gunfire
struck the pavement where he was couched just seconds ago. His heart
beat madly in his chest. He huddled against the dead console operator
who lay on the floor.

The soldier crept towards the gatehouse, rifle shaking in his
hands. He stopped a few feet away from the door and keyed his radio.
“Corporal J. Ramirez to Base Command!” the soldier said into his
radio. “Command, we have a second breach! Marauders have breached
the perimeter! Do you copy, over?”

The radio crackled with static in response. 

Suddenly one of the dead console operators was flung out of the
open door, limbs flailing. 

Ramirez, nearly jumping out of his skin, opened fire on the limp
corpse as it struck the ground. 

Andrew’s distraction worked. He quickly stepped out from the
cover of the doorway and opened fire on Ramirez.
Ramirez convulsed as the bullets tore through his body. Gurgling
on his own blood, he dropped his weapon, stumbled backwards, and
collapsed on the ground.

Andrew leaned against the door frame as his chest rapidly rose
and fell. He wasn’t a trained killer and he knew he got lucky. If he had
been out in the open he would have been killed for certain. He squeezed
his eyes shut for a brief second and then opened them, trying to gather his
thoughts.

Across the way he saw what looked like a small cluster of
dormitories that encircled a grass courtyard and a flagpole with a tattered
American flag. Long, windowless buildings that looked warehouses
surrounded the dormitory area, each of which were connected by a series
of roads.

On the road nearest to the gatehouse, a green military personnel
carrier sped along one of the roads as it weaved back and forth. The cabin
of the truck was engulfed in flames and the infected clung onto all sides of
the vehicle like tenacious spiders. The infected bashed their closed fists
against the windows and tried to pound through the sides, snarling like
rabid animals.

As the vehicle sped past the gatehouse, two infected soldiers lost
their grip and tumbled out onto the asphalt just a few yards away from
Andrew.

The engulfed vehicle increased speed until it broadsided one of
the aluminum warehouses. The vehicle erupted into a massive fireball and
flung the flaming infected off in all directions.

Andrew flinched and covered his eyes as the shockwave and
immense heat struck his body, nearly taking away his breath.
The two infected soldiers on the ground near him got onto their
feet and started to shamble towards him with blood dribbling out of their
mouths.

Andrew quickly composed himself and fired at one of the
advancing soldiers.
‘
CLICK’

His rifle was empty.

The soldier lunged at Andrew, swiping his arms in front of him.

Andrew spun the rifle around and slammed the butt of the rifle
square into the soldier’s face. 

The soldier, nose askew, stumbled backwards… 

Andrew dropped the rifle and drew one of his pistols. He quickly
pressed the barrel against the soldier’s and pulled the trigger.
The back of the soldier’s head exploded and slathered his
companion behind him with gore. The shot soldier collapsed instantly.
Andrew leveled his pistol towards the second soldier and fired
twice.
The first shot missed but the second shot struck the soldier in the
throat and ruptured the man’s spinal cord. The soldier gurgled and fell on
the ground, convulsing madly.

Andrew walked up to the soldier and pointed the gun down at
the man’s head.
He pulled the trigger.

The soldier’s legs flailed one last time and he lay motionless.

Andrew holstered his pistol and ran towards Ramirez’s corpse
and took the man’s military-grade assault riffle along with all of his extra
clips.

He heard clanging and moaning behind him.
Andrew spun towards the closed gate and saw that the gunfire
and chaos had attracted thousands of rotten corpses to the chain-link
fence. They were pushing and pulling on the gate, desperately trying to get
through.

Jerri emerged out of the gatehouse and kept Jacob covered in his
shawl. She looked over at the gathered mass of bodies by the gate and her
eyes widened.

The gate wobbled violently and the metal ties were starting to
snap off as the structure started to break apart from the sheer numbers
pushing and pulling against it.

“Andrew…” she stammered. 

Andrew shook his head, mouth agape, and ran to her, grabbing
her wrist. 

“We need to go NOW!” he shouted as he pulled her towards the
base’s dormitory compound. 

As Andrew led Jerri away, the gate toppled down behind them
and the massive horde shambled after them into the base.
As Andrew crossed the street and got closer to the dorms, he
couldn’t help but think of a college campus that had been ransacked. The
barracks had their doors torn off of the hinges and most of their windows
shattered. A few buildings burnt out of control. Infected meandered in
and out of the buildings as they pleased, stumbling after the terrified
fleeing soldiers who were half-dressed and ill-prepared for battle. For all
the soldiers knew they were supposed to be evacuating later in the day;
they did not expect a sudden fight with the undead. Open suitcases,
scattered papers, and loose clothing littered the manicured grounds and
surrounded the flagpole that sat in a circle of grass in the center of the
courtyard and cement benches were situated around the expanse of the
courtyard.

Throughout the base, the alarm wailed endlessly and
inadvertently attracted more infected from the walking dead.
Andrew made a beeline towards the courtyard, toting his newly
acquired rifle. Jerri kept close behind with Jacob.
A Humvee plowed through a row of hedges next to one of the
dorm buildings and skidded to a stop in the middle of the courtyard next
to the flagpole.

Andrew quickly took cover behind one of the cement benches
and pulled Jerri down next to him.
Six soldiers wearing riot gear and gas masks hopped out of the
Humvee and started systematically executing everything that moved.
Within seconds, the infected that were staggering in the courtyard were
dropped.

Three healthy half-dressed soldiers ran out of one of the dorms
towards the Humvee, terrified. 

The soldiers wearing gas masks quickly took down all three men
with impunity.
Andrew cursed under his breath and closed his eyes; it wasn’t
good. He gripped his rifle tightly and got ready to pop up from behind
cover and take out as many as he could.

Taking a deep breath, he shot up from behind cover and pointed
his rifle towards the masked soldiers– 

The six soldiers were standing in a defensive line, pointing their
weapons towards Andrew’s direction. 

“Over there!” one of the masked soldiers shouted through his
respirator. “Focus fire!” 

Andrew ducked back down behind the bench and closed his eyes
just as the soldiers opened fire in unison.
The gunfire was not directed at Andrew but rather towards the
approaching horde coming from the newly breached east gate. Numerous
corpses tumbled down to the ground as the bullets found their mark but
the wave of infected kept pushing forward, staggering towards the soldiers
with their arms extended.

The masked soldiers dropped their empty clips and hastily
reloaded.
Andrew frantically searched for an escape route; the dead would
soon be right on top of both of them. To his right he saw a dormitory
with its front door opened. He knew it was his only option.

The masked soldiers took a step back in unison and opened fire a
second time. 

A couple of infected collapsed to the ground but hundreds more
continued marching forward. 

The masked soldiers staggered backwards towards the Humvee as
they hastily reloaded. 

“Fall back! Fall back!” one of the soldiers screamed, 

hyperventilating through his gas mask. “Regroup at the plane!”
The soldiers hastily broke from formation and clamored into the
Humvee. 

Andrew took Jerri by the hand and led her towards the open
dormitory, nearly tripping over his own feet in the process. 

Jerri clutched Jacob tightly against her chest as she threw terrified
glances over at the infected as they approached ever closer.
The inside of the dormitory consisted of two rows of bunk beds
lined along the side of a single long room. An army footlocker sat in front
of each bed. Shower and toilet stalls were stationed at the far end of the
room next to a fire exit door. The overhead lights were flickering and
fresh blood was slathered over nearly everything in sight. Mauled human
remains lay strewn across the floor and twisted inside their bed linens that
were scattered everywhere. Tattered mattresses hung off of the beds and
lay in the floor, many of which were soaked with crimson.

Decaying corpses were huddled around some of the bodies lying
on the floor. They were feasting on their victims, pulling out long strands
of gory intestines with their bare hands and shoveling them into their
gullets. The sick sound of flesh being torn apart by teeth filled the room
along with the coppery aroma of blood.

Andrew and Jerri watched with revulsion and quickly made their
way down the center of the dorm. 

The infected were so preoccupied with their meal that they didn’t
even notice the two living souls sneaking past them. 

Andrew pressed a finger up against his pursed lips and looked
over at Jerri, signaling her to keep quiet. 

Jerri nodded earnestly; she couldn’t wait to be out of there.
As they walked past of one the bunks, Andrew noticed that the
footlocker next to the bed had been toppled over and a few uniform tops
and pants were sticking out of its open doors.

Andrew quickly reached down and snatched up an armful of
uniforms; he knew they could prove invaluable if he wanted to get aboard
the plane in one piece.

He hurried towards the fire exit, kicked the door open, and ran
outside with Jerri.
Andrew closed the door behind him and let out a sigh of relief.
He immediately started sorting through the uniforms he collected, tossing
anything that wouldn’t fit onto the ground.

Jerri stared at him, baffled.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

Andrew started to put on a pair of uniform pants, not even
bothering to remove his boots or his other clothes. He groaned and
struggled as he dressed in haste, throwing cautious glances over his
shoulder.

“I’m trying to make sure we have
 some chance of getting onto that
plane alive!” he explained as he struggled to put one a shirt that was too
small for him. He threw the shirt down and put on another.

Jerri ignored him and held Jacob close against her chest as she
kept the child bundled up tightly. She started to feel how cold and stiff his
tiny body was and grew increasingly concerned about his health. On top
of everything that was deteriorating all around her, she had to figure out a
way to get away from Andrew and find a way to Canada with a sick baby.

It felt like the odds were stacked against her.
Andrew finished putting on the uniform and, in truth, looked
ridiculous. His shirt was disheveled, his pants were baggy, his boots were
scuffed and dirty, and he didn’t hold any of the disciplined appearance of
a soldier. He was hoping that the others would overlook his appearance,
given the circumstances.

He heard snarling and moaning coming from around the corner
of the dormitory. 

“Hurry up and put these on!” he plead as he held out a handful of
clothes towards Jerri.
Jerri shook her head.

“I’m not wearing that…” she said.

Andrew gave an aggravated sigh and stepped towards her,
practically shoving the clothes against her chest. 

“What are you talking about?! Hurry!” he shouted at her.
Jerri slapped the clothes aside and sent them fluttering down into
the dirt. 

Andrew seethed with anger and spun around towards the noise
behind him. 

Several shamblers emerged from the alleyways behind Andrew
and Jerri and hobbled after them with their decrepit arms outstretched.
“No time!” Andrew shouted, pushing Jerri forward. “Run! Just
run!” 

They ran and the shamblers slowly followed.
Andrew led Jerri along a path behind the barracks, checking the
corners and clearing the alleyways with his rifle as they skirted their way
around the living quarters and the massacre occurring in the courtyard.

He spotted the edge of the tarmac ahead, just past the back of the
chow hall. Much like the camp he came from, the chow hall resembled a
large windowless gymnasium that was made out of aluminum. A large
group of corpses had gathered around the front of the chow hall, slapping
their open palms against the barricaded doors as they tried to get the prey
that had taken refuge inside.

“How much farther?” Jerri asked as she struggled to catch her
breath. Her legs felt like jelly and her diaphragm ached. 

“The plane should be just ahead!” Andrew shouted as he kept his
rifle raised and ready. “Don’t stop running! Get to the tarmac!”
Just as Andrew neared the chow hall’s rear fire exit, the door
flung open and two soldiers ran out into the alleyway, firing their pistols
blindly behind them as they stumbled out of the building and closed the
door behind them. There was frantic snarling and screaming coming from
inside the chow hall.

Andrew and Jerri froze at the sight of the two men.
One of the terrified soldiers turned towards Andrew and stared at
the Velcro name tag on Andrew’s uniform shirt. A baffled expression
washed over the soldier’s face; he didn’t understand why the man standing
in front of him was wearing his friend’s shirt.

“Who the hell are you?! Why are you wearing Vasquez’s shirt?”
the soldier asked as he slowly started to raise his shaky pistol.
Andrew quickly pointed his rifle at the man and fired a burst of
automatic gunfire. 

The shots tore through the soldier’s chest and flung him
backwards. 

The second soldier, startled, aimed his pistol at Andrew and fired
three wild shots. 

Jerri shrieked but Andrew didn’t pay her any attention; the shots
missed him. 

Andrew quickly returned fire and blew off the top of the soldier’s
scalp. 

The soldier stumbled backwards a few steps and then collapsed
on the pavement. 

Andrew tore the Velcro name tag off and cursed under his
breath. 

Meanwhile, the shamblers were closing in behind them; he knew
they had to hurry.
“Come on!” Andrew shouted as he spun towards Jerri.
He froze.

Jerri was staring down at Jacob’s blood covered blanket in horror
as she trembled, face pale. A bullet had torn through the side of the baby.
The blanket was soaked with blood.

“T-they…” she stammered, tears welting in her eyes. Her world
started to spin. 

“Let me see him,” Andrew said as he held out his hands.
Jerri shakily handed Jacob over as tears started to stream down
her face. She looked close to fainting.
As soon as Andrew took Jacob’s corpse, he felt how warm and
fresh the blood was; he knew that it wasn’t the coagulated goop that filled
Jacob’s rotting corpse.

“You’re hit…” Andrew said as he stared down at Jerri’s bloodied
right arm. 

Jerri sniffled and composed herself as she looked down at her
arm with a sense of detached wonderment.
“I am…” she said in disoriented confusion. The wound bled
profusely. She grimaced as the pain started to register with her. She
gripped her forearm and turned to look at the shambling entourage that
was following them.

The corpses were only a few yards away.

“But… he’s not…?” she started.

“No, he’s fine,” Andrew said as he held Jacob’s blood-soaked
body against his chest. He was relieved that she had been holding the
baby. The corpse softened the bullet’s impact and possibly changed its
trajectory away from her chest. “But you’re not. We have to get to that
plane so I can tend to your wound. Let’s go.”

Jerri let out a baited sigh of relief. 

Suddenly the cafeteria's emergency exit door flung open once
again and made Andrew stumbled backwards with Jacob.
Three fresh corpses wearing combat fatigues stumbled out of the
chow hall. All three of them were male and their uniforms were soaked
with blood. Bite wounds covered their necks and chunks of torn flesh
hung off of their bodies. Their eyes were clouded, their blood stained
teeth gnashing.

The three corpses lunged at Andrew and swiped frantically at
Jacob’s bloodied shawl, attracted by its warm coppery scent.
Andrew panicked, dropped the dead child, and quickly unslung
his rifle as he stepped backwards to aim at the three snarling corpses.
Jerri screamed as the child made a meaty smack against the
pavement.
The three corpses dove on top of Jacob and started to sink their
teeth into blanket, sucking the warm blood out of the fabric. After biting
through the material and into Jacob’s cold corpse a few times, the three
unsatisfied soldiers turned their attention towards the nearest living prey;
Andrew.

Andrew opened fire and sent two of the corpses stumbling
backwards but the third one kept lurching towards him–
Jerri shoved the third corpse backwards and sent the man
sprawling onto his back. She fell to her knees and grabbed Jacob,
frantically trying to cover his battered body with the bloody shawl with
her shaky hands.

The soldier started to get back onto his feet, snarling as he stared
at Jerri. 

Andrew shot the man in the forehead and sent him flinging
backwards against the emergency exit door.
Jerri examined Jacob’s bundled body with shaky hands,
desperately trying to think of what to do. Her mind was a muddled mess
and she couldn’t think straight. Her wounded arm continued to bleed and
she felt dizzy.

The moaning horde in the alleyway was almost right on top of
them. 

“Come on!” Andrew shouted. He reached down and grabbed
Jerri’s good arm and pulled her up on her feet.
Jerri jolted as Andrew pulled her and was overcome with vertigo.
She held onto Jacob as tightly as she could. Her legs were weak and her
world was spinning…

Andrew saw that she was out of it. He brought her arm around
the back of his neck and supported her as they hobbled out of the
alleyway onto the tarmac.

In the near distance, Andrew saw a large black cargo plane sitting
in the middle of the runway with its rear hatch open and its loading ramp
extended. The plane had three propellers on each wing and had a small
group of infected hobbled towards it from between the empty hangars
that lined the expanse of the runway.

Near the plane, the Humvee that the masked soldiers were riding
in lay overturned and engulfed in flames. 

The plane’s propellers churned to life and started spinning.
Andrew panicked and hurried towards the plane, struggling to
support Jerri’s clammy body.
Jerri was weak and dizzy as blood continued to spurt out of her
arm. Her ears were ringing and her body felt hot. She looked over at
Mitch and was grateful that he was there to help carry her towards the
airplane… She couldn’t wait to get away to safety… She couldn’t wait to
start her new life in Canada.

Andrew looked over at Jerri with concern. He felt her body
growing heavier and his shirt was soaked with her blood. He knew that if
he didn’t help her soon, she would die.

The plane started to slowly bank around on the runway, dragging
the ramp across the asphalt. The uncoordinated infected tried to hurry
after the plane but tripped over their own feet and fell flat on their face.

“Thank you,” Jerri thought she said in her incoherent stupor.
“I’m sorry for not listening to you… I’m sorry…” Cold sweat beaded
across her forehead and her vision started to fade to white as she stared at
Mitch and clutched Jacob tightly against her chest.

Andrew looked over at her and tried to understand her slurred
rambling but couldn’t make anything out of it. He limped towards the
plane, nearly dragging Jerri alongside him as he supported her body
weight.

“Just hang in there and stay with me!” Andrew shouted above the
roar of the plane’s engines.
The plane started its trudge along the center of the runway with
its rear loading ramp still extended. The ramp threw a shower of sparks as
it slid across the tarmac. The gigantic craft started to gain momentum as it
coasted towards Andrew and Jerri, not slowing down.

The infected started to walk onto the runway from all directions,
meandering out from alleyways and from behind buildings. Most of them
were soldiers.

“Fuck!” Andrew shouted as he saw the plane approach head-on.
“Come on!” He made his way towards the center of the runway, nearly
dragging Jerri’s limp body alongside him.

Jerri teetered on the very edge of consciousness and mustered
what little strength she had to hold onto Jacob. She hung off of Mitch as
she flopped one limp foot in front of the other, staggering alongside him.

Jacob kicked once inside the bloody shawl…
The plane approached closer as it crawled along the runway at
about 10 mph. The cargo ramp threw a steady stream of sparks as it
scraped along the ground.

“Get ready!” Andrew shouted above the roar of the propellers.
He dropped his rifle and scooped Jerri’s limp body up in his arms and
held her against his chest. He shuffled left and right, trying to place
himself in the perfect position.

He knew that the terrified pilots saw him but he also knew that
they wouldn’t slow down for anything. 

The approaching plane reached 15 mph and was only a few yards
away as its engines were finally warmed up.
Andrew ducked with Jerri in his arms and quickly maneuvered
out of the path of the front landing gears as the plane rolled over top of
them. The whirling propellers and the roar of the engines were deafening.

The plane passed over in less than a few seconds and Andrew
found himself standing just a few feet away from the ramp as it scrapped
past him.

He sprinted towards the ramp, nearly blinded by the steady
shower of sparks. Closing the distance, he ran halfway up the ramp and
hurled Jerri’s body into the plane’s cargo hold.

Jerri let out a weak moan and landed hard against the metallic
floor, clutching Jacob against her chest. 

The plane increased its speed past 40 and then 60 mph as it
started its run towards lift.
Andrew stumbled up the ramp and quickly fell onto his hands
and knees, desperately sucking in air as the plane barreled down the
runway at over 100 mph. Air was sucked out of the cargo hold and loose
papers and supply boxes flew out the back.

He knew that he had to close the door before both of them got
sucked out of the craft. 

Andrew crawled away from the ramp and stumbled onto his feet.
He squinted in the windy cargo hold as he tried to find the door controls.
A dead soldier sat tangled up in the cargo netting next to the
ramp’s control module. He thrashed lividly in the net, trying to free
himself and lunge after Andrew.

Andrew staggered towards the control box, shielding his face
from the wild projectiles that flew through the air. 

The plane was approaching 140 mph and the nose started to lift
up. 

Andrew nearly tumbled down the ramp. He caught his footing
and trudged towards the controls…
The dead soldier untangled himself from the netting and shuffled
towards Andrew. The soldier immediately tripped and rolled out of the
back of the plane, snarling as he went.

Andrew sprung forward and caught himself on the dangling
yellow control box. He quickly pressed the large green button and held on
tight as the plane sped forward.

An alarm started blaring and red strobes flashed. 

“Standby. Closing cargo hold. All personnel please stand back,” a voice on
the overhead speaker announced. 

The ramp slowly rose off of the ground and started to close.
The plane achieved lift and quickly ascended into the air, hurling
everything inside backwards. 

Andrew was thrown against the wall and Jerri, semiconscious,
rolled across the floor and came to a stop at his feet.
He looked down and saw that her arms were still wrapped around
Jacob’s corpse. The shawl that covered the baby was soaked in blood and
looked grotesque.

It was time for him to remedy the situation while he had the
chance. 

Andrew reached down and easily pried Jacob out of Jerri’s arms
with one hand.
Jacob started to trash lividly in Andrew’s grip. He reached out of
the shawl and scratched Andrew’s hand as he tried to claw his way out of
the blanket.

Andrew startled and dropped the child. He looked down at his
hand and saw a small bead of blood rise to the surface of the scratch. The
baby’s nails were surprising sharp.

Jacob struck the floor and rolled out of his gory shawl. His eyes
were open and hazed and black bile dribbled out of his gaping toothless
mouth. He made gurgled screams and his naked half-decayed body
flopped on the ground, convulsing.

Andrew reached down, snatched the hideous child by its neck,
and hurled Jacob out of the cargo hold just seconds before the ramp
finished retracting and the door sealed.

The whirling wind inside the plane immediately calmed.
“Cargo hold is secure,” the overhead voice announced.

Andrew let out a sigh of relief and sunk down on the floor next
to Jerri. He wiped the small bead of blood off of his hand and looked at
the wound; surprised the little bastard broke skin. He rested his head
against the sealed exit and looked around the cargo hold, frantically trying
to catch his breath.

Shrink-wrapped devices that resembled large bombs similar to
what Witt had described were secured against both sides of the cargo hold
by thick yellow nylon straps. The devices were unlike anything Andrew
had ever seen. ‘LAZARUS TYPE’ was stenciled on each device in bold
white lettering.

The craft finally achieved proper altitude and stabilized.
Andrew carefully rolled Jerri onto her back and ran the back of
his fingers across her cold cheek as he gently brushed a few locks of hair
behind her ear. He frowned as he reached down and felt for a pulse.

It was there, but very weak. He needed to stop her bleeding and
get some fluids in her before he lost her for good.
The door at the bulkhead at the far end of the cargo hold swung
open and a solider wearing a gas mask sauntered into the room with an
assault rifle slung over his shoulder, huffing and puffing.

Andrew quickly stood and turned towards the soldier, sweat
breading across his forehead. He nervously reached for his pistol…
“
Holy shit,” the masked soldier said as he tried to catch his breath.
“I ran back as fast as I could but you beat me to it… Thanks for closing that damn
thing. We almost lost all of the cargo. I thought Joel was handling things back here.”

Andrew shook his head. 

“He was infected…” Andrew said. “He had already turned by the
time I got here.” 

The soldier looked down. 

“Joel was a good man,” the soldier reflected. “We lost a lot of good men
today thanks to those savages.”
“I know,” Andrew said bitterly as he looked down at Jerri.
“I didn’t know anybody else even made it aboard.”

“We were the last,” Andrew said.

The masked soldier stared down at Jerri.

“She’s my wife,” Andrew explained. “I couldn’t leave her
behind.” 

“Is she bit?” the soldier asked hesitantly as he stared at her
bloodied arm.
“No,” Andrew quickly answered. “But one of the marauders shot
her… I need some gauze to stop the bleeding. Is there a first aid kit on
here?”

The soldier thought about it for a moment.
“
Yeah, there is one up in the crew cabin next to the AED,” the solider
said as he stared at Andrew. “Say… have I seen you before…? You don’t look
familiar…”

“Shit was crazy out there… Did anybody else make it aboard?”
Andrew asked, ignoring his question.
“
No, it’s just me and the two pilots,” the soldier replied. “We were
overwhelmed by the infected. It was a fucking massacre.” The soldier paused a
moment and eyed Andrew. “What unit did you say you belonged to again?”

“Sorry,” Andrew said flatly. 

Before the soldier could respond, Andrew drew his pistol and
shot the man three times in the chest. 

The soldier jolted with each shot, stumbled backwards, and
collapsed against the bulkhead door.
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Jerri opened her eyes and found herself standing barefoot in the
snow in a clearing surrounded by towering pine trees. She was wearing a
white silken nightgown that stopped right above her ankles. Oddly, her
feet weren’t cold and the temperature outside didn’t seem to affect her as
the wind kissed her exposed skin.

She remembered the place… It was Flagstaff, Arizona. The ski
town was one of the most memorable trips she ever had and was the first
time she ever saw snow.

In the distance, through the thin tree line, she spotted Mitch
wearing his usual casual attire. He was sporting a thick black jacket and
had a tattered winter hat covering his tussled blonde hair. His complexion
looked healthy and a radiant white light glimmered around his body.

“Hey sexy,” Mitch said with a smile.
Jerri smiled and trekked through the snow towards him. Her
steps felt light and an overwhelming sense of calm washed over her. She
snaked her way through the sparse trees and ran up to Mitch, throwing
her arms around him.

Mitch held her close and kissed the top of her head. His hands
were warm and soft against her skin. 

Jerri closed her eyes and nuzzled her head into his chest, giving a
happy sigh.
“I’m dreaming, aren’t I?” she asked in a blissful stupor.
Mitch smiled and nodded.

“Worse,” he said as he gently ran his hands along the small of her
back. “You’re dying. You lost a lot of blood, babe.” 

Jerri kept her eyes shut and smiled. She didn’t care.
“If this is death then I welcome it… We’ll be together again,” she
said. She looked up at him and smiled. She stood on her tiptoes and
gently pressed her lips against his.

Mitch closed his eyes and sunk into the kiss for a moment but
then reluctantly pulled back. 

“We will be… but not today,” he said in a soft voice.
Jerri frowned and searched his eyes for an answer. 

“It’s just not your time,” he explained with a heavy heart. “You’re
on a plane right now.” 

She placed her hands on his chest and looked up at him, nearly
on the verge of tearing. 

“I thought I dreamt the whole thing with the runway and the
plane. I miss you… I don’t want to go back…” she replied gently.
Mitch smiled and placed his hand on her cheek.
“I know… I miss you tons,” Mitch said as he gently kissed her
once again. “You need to let go of him though… He’s dead… You’re
many things but crazy isn’t one of them.”

Jerri winced at his words as their weight crushed her at the very
core. She adamantly shook her head.
“I know he is… but I can’t… After the camp and all of the death
I can’t just let him go,” she said as she closed her eyes. “Without a
purpose… what good am I? What makes me any different than the
monsters who survive just to survive? I don’t want an existence like
that… I want things to be the way they used to be.”

Mitch stroked her cheek and gently ran his thumb across her
bottom lip. 

“You can’t hold onto the past and hope that things will go back
to the way they were once upon a time,” Mitch said gently.
Jerri opened her tearful eyes and looked up at Mitch.
“What else is there left to hold onto?” she asked bitterly.
“The future,” he replied.

“What future?” she asked as tears started to sob. “Everything
good is gone… I lost everything. There is nothing left to make a future
with! I thought maybe Jacob could… but he’s gone now… I don’t want
to turn into Witt. I just can’t see a future for me anymore.”

Mitch wiped the tears off of her cheeks and cradled her close.
“That’s what I want to show you,” he explained. He gently turned
her around and hugged her from behind. “I want to show you the future.”
Jerri blinked and noticed for the first time that they were standing
on the edge of a tall snow-covered mountain. Down below, the white
forest seemed to stretch out endlessly in all directions. It was beautiful but
desolate.

“There’s nothing down there,” she said scornfully.

Mitch smiled.

“Exactly,” he answered. “There is nothing down there…”

Jerri raised an eyebrow and looked up at him with a quizzical
look. 

“I don’t understand,” she said.
“You’re missing my point,” he said as he started to caress her.
“There is nothing down there… no zombies… no viruses… no lies… no
government. It’s pure unadulterated freedom from everything that caused
this mess in the first place. It’s a blank canvas that you and the rest of the
survivors can paint any way you like.”

A genuine smile crept over her lips as she thought about that for
a moment and let it sink in… Then she frowned.
“I don’t know where to start,” she admitted.

Mitch smiled and kissed the back of her head.

“Sure you do,” he said.

Jerri thought about the plane and opened her mouth to speak–

“No, you’re right,” Mitch said. “He’s taking you to another
camp… That’s why you need to stop wallowing in your self-pity and take
action.”

Jerri closed her eyes, embarrassed at herself.

“Take control of the situation,” Mitch said.

Jerri frowned.

“How? Think about it… I’m just one person. I can’t take over a
military plane.” 

Mitch nodded.
“I can’t tell you how to do it, but I can tell you that you’re
capable of doing it. Despite what you’re thinking now, the camp didn’t
break you.”

“It did,” Jerri said as she closed her eyes.
“It didn’t,” he assured her. “What broke you was losing someone
else you cared about. That’s why you refused to see the truth before your
very eyes.”

Jerri didn’t argue with what she knew was true.

“If you pull yourself together again, you can do this. Remember,
as far as he’s concerned, you’re weak and teetering on the verge of
insanity,” he said as he gently ran his hands up and down her arms.

Jerri turned around and looked up into his eyes.

“And if I fail?” she asked.

“You won’t,” Mitch said with a smile.

Jerri and Mitch embraced as the snow started to flutter down all
around them. For a brief moment, Jerri’s world was finally at peace.
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Jerri’s eyes fluttered open and heard the loud propellers outside
and saw the metal scaffolding that ran along the ceiling. She knew that
they were somewhere in the back of the plane, somewhere people aren’t
supposed to be riding inside.

A solider wearing a gas mask hovered over her, staring down at
her. 

Jerri startled and let out a gasp. 

The soldier pulled off his gas mask, revealing Andrew’s face. He
looked feverish.
“Relax, it’s just me,” Andrew said.

Jerri groaned and closed her eyes, trying to calm her racing heart.

“Why are you dressed like that? Are you trying to give me a heart
attack?!” she asked. 

Andrew laughed. 

“No, it’s just how I’m keeping my cover with the pilots,” he
calmly explained. “They think I’m one of the men from the base.”
“And me…?” she asked.

Andrew shook his head.

“They don’t even know you’re back here,” he said. “I’m still
trying to figure out how to handle that… To be honest I was worried you
wouldn’t wake up,” he said as He reached down and brushed the back of
his fingers across her cheek, coughing.

The hand he touched her with looked swollen, pus-filled, and
infected. She pulled away and tried to sit up. 

Andrew quickly stopped her and gently pressed her back down
onto the metallic floor of the cargo hold. 

“Don’t get up,” Andrew told her. “You need to rest. You lost a
lot of blood. You’re lucky I found a first aid kit when I did.”
Jerri slowly raised her bandaged arm and stared at it. All she felt
was a dull consistent throb. 

“Given the chaos at the base, I’m surprised we made it,” Jerri said
in a hoarse voice. 

Andrew stroked his fingers across her cheek again but made sure
to use his other hand, his healthy hand. 

Her skin crawled at his touch.
“Yeah, same here. The plane is deserted for the most part,” he
said as he broke into a coughing spasm. “The only two people on here
aside from us are the pilots.”

Jerri looked at him and could tell that he was very sick. She didn’t
bother asking what happened to him; she didn’t really care.
“And Jacob?” she asked.

Andrew smiled and gently ran his fingers through her hair.

“He’s safe,” Andrew explained softly. “He’s on a special medical
transport… He’ll be waiting for us at the Capital.”
Jerri quickly looked away. She knew he was lying.

“So I take it we’re still going there,” she said weakly.
Andrew smiled down at her and nodded.

“Of course, remember what we talked about in Witt’s
apartment?” he asked as he wiped the sweat off of his brow. “If you want
Jacob to have a future then we can’t chase pipe dreams about safe havens
in other countries... You want to see him again right?”

Jerri looked up at him and forced a thin smile. 

“Yes,” she hoarsely replied. She frowned and closed her eyes.
“I’m parched though… is there anything to drink?” 

Andrew stroked her forehead and nodded.
“Of course,” he said. “But it’s from the sink in the bathroom so
it’s warm. I guess the days of chilled bottled water are behind us,” Andrew
said with a smirk.

Jerri opened her eyes and smiled. 

“That’s fine,” she answered softly. “I’m not really picky at the
moment.” 

Andrew laughed. 

“Wait here,” he said as he stroked her bandaged forearm. “I’ll be
right back.” 

Andrew got off of his haunches and staggered down the cargo
hold, boots clacking as they struck against the metallic floor.
As soon as he was out of earshot, Jerri sat up on the floor and
was immediately overcome with vertigo. After her blurred vision started
to come back into focus, she carefully surveyed her surroundings.

Strange alien looking devices were fastened against the sides of
the cargo hold. They resembled bombs. Each device had ‘LAZARUS
TYPE’ stenciled on it; it was a name she was seeing more and more
frequently as of late. It gave her the creeps.

She looked down and saw that she was lying on a dirty army
blanket with an open first aid kit beside her. She didn’t see any sign of
Jacob or his shawl and could only assume Andrew left the dead baby
behind.

Her hand rummaged through the open first aid kit…
While she was busy searching, Andrew walked back into the
cargo hold holding a plastic cup of water. 

She quickly withdrew her hand from the kit and looked up at
him. She smiled as she gently took the cup and emptied it in one swallow.
Andrew watched her drink and sat down next to her.
“What did they say?” Jerri asked as she sat the cup down.
“Pardon?”

“The soldiers who took Jacob away on the medical transport,”
she asked. “What did they say when they took him away?” 

Andrew’s eyes flickered away from hers briefly.
“Ah, yeah, that was pretty awkward… It happened so fast,” he
said. “You know… they didn’t say much of anything. They were just
ready to get out of there. I can’t really say I blame them.”

Jerri nodded understandably. 

“Funny they didn’t take me,” she casually mused. “You would
think getting shot would warrant some kind of special medical attention.”
Andrew frowned.
“I tried,” he said sourly. “I couldn’t carry you both. By the time I
went back to get you, the helicopter already took off.” He stared at her. “I
hope you’re not accusing me of–”

Jerri shook her head and held up her hand. 

“No, no,” she said earnestly. “I understand… the baby took
priority. I would have done the same thing.”
Andrew nodded, settling some.

“That’s right. That’s why I did what I did,” he said.
He placed his hand on her knee.

Jerri tensed.

“That child deserves a future,” Andrew continued, “just like we
do.” 

Jerri looked up at him and smiled slightly. She took his hand and
gently brushed it off of her leg. 

A look of disappointment came over Andrew’s face.
“We both deserve a better hand,” she said calmly as if nothing
happened.
Andrew smiled and folded his hands in his lap.

“We’ll make a fresh start together,” he said. “You’ll see.”
Jerri looked over at him and gave a playful smile.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that we were a thing. Have you made
any more decisions on my behalf while I was out?” she asked.
“I didn’t mean that,” Andrew snapped. “Besides that’s not really
my choice to make,” he said in a snarky tone. “But to be fair… eligible
bachelors with a heartbeat do seem to be in short supply these days.”

“Well…” Jerri said as she placed a finger against her chin,
pretending to contemplate. “I’m sure there are quite a few men at the
Capital you keep insisting on. You might be in for some competition.”

Andrew’s gaze sharpened.
“Same thing goes for women… I do have a thing for
northerners,” Andrew replied. His voice sounded calm but he couldn’t
hide the crimson in his face.

Jerri studied his reaction and smirked. 

“I don’t think you have much to worry about,” Andrew said as he
reined his emotions back in control. “I’ve taken a certain interest in you.”
Andrew smiled and stared into her eyes.

Jerri leaned towards him and grinned.

“Oh… lucky me,” she said flatly.

Andrew lost his smile and abruptly stood up.

“Well I’m going to go check with our pilots,” he said in a bitter
tone. “You should stay back here and rest.” 

“I’d rather not,” Jerri replied. “It’d be nice to get out and stretch
my legs…” 

Andrew stared down at her, unwavering in his expression.
“No. I’ll be back to check on you in a little bit,” he said before
erupting into a spasm of coughs. He put on his gas mask and walked out
of the cargo hold, closing the bulkhead door behind him.

Jerri frowned and waited for a few minutes before finally standing
up. He reached under her blanket and pulled out the small pair of scissors
she had managed to take from the first aid kit just seconds before Andrew
had walked in earlier.

She stared down at the scissors and mulled over her thoughts.
They were short but had a point; they weren’t the ideal weapon but they
would have to do.

Jerri staggered along the side of the cargo hold, supporting herself
on the Lazarus devices as she walked. Each step made her dizzy and her
stomach was consumed with a ravenous hunger. After several minutes,
she finally reached the bulkhead door that led into the rest of the plane.

She held the scissors between her teeth and grabbed the latch bar
with both hands. 

The door was locked. She was trapped.
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Andrew swayed as he stumbled along the center of the second
partition of the plane. The area was shorter than the main cargo area in
the rear of the aircraft and was empty. Windows were sparse. Gunmetal
benches lined both sides of the plane with nylon seat belts to
accommodate troop transport. Numerous empty army duffel bags were
stuffed underneath the benches. At the far end of the area were male and
female restroom stalls. In-between the two stalls stood the door that led
into the massive cockpit.

Andrew glanced over at the female restroom stall; it was where he
stashed the soldier he killed. A minuscule puddle of blood seeped out
from underneath the door but he didn’t think anybody would notice.

Coughing, Andrew staggered his way to the cockpit door, turned
the handle, and stepped inside. He made sure to hide his swollen hand
inside his flight jacket.

The cockpit was much larger than that of a typical commercial
airliner. There was a communications station on the right side and a map
desk on the left; both stations were unmanned. Two pilots sat behind the
controls at the front of the plane and both looked haggard and tired as
they stared blankly at the illuminated gauges and instruments.

Both of the pilots seemed to ignore the amber fuel warning light
that flashed on the display. 

One of the pilots turned and gave a passing glance towards
Andrew before focusing ahead once again. 

“Everything kosher back there?” one of the pilots, Jonathan,
asked. 

“Yeah, nothing seems to be shifting around so I think the straps
are going to hold,” Andrew replied, voice raspy through the gas mask.
The second pilot, Wayne, chuckled. 

“I think it’s safe to take that thing off by now,” Wayne said. “If
one of those tanks was going to rupture it would have done it by now.”
“I feel safer keeping it on,” Andrew replied quietly.
“I don’t see how,” Jonathan said. “I hate those fucking things.
My visor gets all fogged up and it feels like a sauna in there. I’d rather take
my chance with the gas. If it’s my time it’s my time.”

“Yeah, well, you know…” Andrew said, coughing.

“You don’t have to explain. We get it,” Wayne interrupted with a
smirk. “You’re a pussy. But that’s okay.”
Jonathan laughed.

“You’re such an asshole sometimes,” Jonathan said.
Wayne chuckled.

“I’m just messing with him,” Wayne said passively.

Ignoring them both, Andrew peered out the window. The world
below looked lush and green. Tall trees towered into the sky and small
towns were overgrown with vegetation. Toppled trees and rusted vehicles
speckled the interstate below. In the distance he saw snow capped
mountains enshrouded by fog. In its desolation there was a certain beauty.
One thing was for sure, he knew they were a long away from Arizona.

Andrew winced as his hand throbbed and pain radiated up his
arm. 

“How much longer?” Andrew asked, gritting his teeth through
the pain. They had been flying for what felt like an eternity. 

“We should be there within the next hour,” Jonathan said.
“Which is good…” Wayne said as he tapped the fuel gauge.
“Otherwise we’d be doing a permanent layover in the forest.”
Andrew looked over at the empty communication’s desk.
“Any word from the Capital yet?”

Jonathan and Wayne both shook their heads.

“The coms have been down on this bird for months,” Jonathan
said. “We’d have better luck sending them smoke signals.” 

Andrew coughed violently and stumbled backwards.
“Are you okay? You’ve been coughing an awful lot,” Wayne said
with slight hesitation.
“I’m fine… I just have an infection,” Andrew explained.
The pilots looked at each other with concern.

“It’s nothing serious so calm down. It’s… stupid really,” Andrew
reassured. “I cut myself and it got infected. It’s my fault for being a klutz.”
“Well after we land they’ll have you pumped out of your head
with antibiotics so you’ll be fine,” Jonathan said. 

Andrew nodded. 

“That’s what I’m counting on. I’m going to go keep an eye on
things back there until we land,” Andrew said. “See you in a bit.”
Andrew lurched out of the room and shut the door behind him.
“I think it’s a good thing that he’s keeping his mask on after all,”
Wayne whispered to Jonathan. “Do you buy that bullshit story?”
Jonathan shrugged.
“I don’t have to buy it one way or the other,” Jonathan said.
“When we land they’ll strip us down and medically screen us. That’s the
protocol. If he’s lying and was bit and they find out…”

“Bang,” Wayne said, nodding. 

“Exactly,” Jonathan said. “If he turns before we land in the next
twenty minutes or so then I’ll shoot him myself.” 

Wayne laughed. 

“Now that I don’t believe,” Wayne said with a smirk. “You’re a
liberal bitch when it comes to shit like that.” 

“Keep talking shit, Wayne, and I’ll save a bullet for you,”
Jonathan said as he glared over at him. 

Both men burst out laughing and then fell back into an uneasy
silence. 

Andrew sat on one of the benches outside the cockpit and folded
his arms across his chest. 

He looked over at the bulkhead door that led into the rear storage
compartment of the plane.
He felt guilty about locking Jerri in there but he really couldn’t
risk having her run around and blowing his cover. He tried to think of a
good way to smuggle her into the Capital but he had trouble keeping his
thoughts straight.

He had to deal with his own problems before he could deal with
hers.
Andrew closed his eyes and massaged his temples. He knew that
his infection was probably worse than he realized, but he also knew that
he wasn’t technically bitten so he stood a chance. All he really needed was
some strong drugs and he knew that the Capital could provide them.

He knew he would have to lie to get access to the drugs but in
the grand scheme of things fooling a few soldiers and doctors would be
child’s play.

He was too close and he had come too far to fail.

42

Wayne stepped out of the cockpit scratching his flabby
stomach. Once a portly man, malnutrition and starvation had whittled
away at him and left large flaps of skin hanging off of his gangly frame.

He looked over at Andrew and frowned.
Andrew was slouched on the bench with his eyes closed. How
anybody could sleep through the rough ride was beyond Wayne’s
understanding.

Wayne walked over to Andrew and tapped his shoulder.
“Get up,” Wayne grumbled.

Andrew kept his head slouched down and his eyes closed,
unconscious. His clothes were soaked with sweat. 

“Wake up!” Wayne shouted. 

Andrew startled awake and erupted into a coughing spasm. His
gas mask instantly fogged with spittle.
Wayne stepped back in revulsion.

“Nasty son of a bitch,” Wayne grumbled, shaking his head.

“I’m sorry,” Andrew slurred through his mask. “Is everything
okay?”
“I just came to tell you to strap your ass down. We’ll be landing
shortly,” Wayne said. “We’re about ten minutes away and about to break
through the clouds.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” Andrew replied. 

Wayne mumbled and shook his head and sauntered back into the
cockpit. He slammed the door shut behind him. 

Andrew’s scattered thoughts turned towards Jerri.
“Shit,” he murmured. He was angry at himself for being so
sloppy and careless. Instead of napping he knew that he should have done
something about the girl. Never mind the corpse he left hidden in one of
the bathroom stalls; given Andrew’s scrambled feverish mental state, he
had forgotten all about it.

He glanced out one of the plane’s small circular windows and saw
that the sun was beginning to set.
He looked down underneath the bench he was sitting on and
stared at the empty green army duffel bags that were stuffed under the
expanse of the benches on both sides of the plane.

It was a sloppy hiding space but it would have to do.
Andrew forced himself off of the bench and stumbled towards
the cargo bulkhead door. He threw himself against the large locking bar
and slid it aside, coughing all the while.

The heavy door cracked open.
“Jerri,” Andrew whispered hoarsely into the dark room, trying to
peer through the shadows. He squinted but couldn’t get his eyes to adjust.
“Come out of there! I have to hide you. We’re almost there.”

There was no response.

He grew increasingly annoyed.

Just as he was about to step into the room, the cockpit door flung
open and Jonathan stared at him with a pale expression. 

“You better come see this,” Jonathan said anxiously.
Andrew startled and spun towards the cockpit. He nodded and
pulled the bulkhead door shut again and made his way towards the
cockpit taking labored breaths, curious. In his haste he forgot to slide the
locking bar back in place.

When Andrew reached the cockpit he almost fell onto the floor
as a wave of nausea and dizziness overwhelmed him. He managed to
catch himself on the doorway and tried to steady his breathing.

Andrew walked up between the two pilot seats and stared down
at the ground below.
The shadowy remnants of Bismarck, North Dakota sprawled
across the land for miles. The few buildings that once composed
Bismarck’s skyline had been ravaged by artillery fire and were reduced to
decaying husks. Nature reclaimed the fractured city streets as vines
entombed the countless abandoned vehicles and encroached up the sides
of the vacant buildings.

A few miles north of the city Andrew spotted Camp 7.
The majority of Camp 7’s complex was composed of row after
row of featureless concrete tenements with an expansive monolithic
control tower centered in the middle. The tower was crowned with
antennas and satellite dishes. On the left side of the tower sat the dining
hall, a hospital, and the gallows. Running down the middle of the camp
was a runway complete with multiple aircraft hangers. A towering
concrete wall complete with guard towers and topped with triple rows of
razorwire encircled the entire complex.

The massive facility made Camp 6 look miniscule in comparison.
Just outside the camp’s walls stood two large grain silos adorned
with the FEMA logo and acres of wheat, corn, and other plants that
Andrew couldn’t make out. A series of irrigation piping covered the
seemingly endless fields and numerous tractors and farm equipment
peppered the landscape.

Andrew’s eyes welted with tears and his hands shook
uncontrollably. The Capital was everything he had hoped for.
“I did it,” Andrew said in awe, coughing. “I… I made it. I’m here.
Everything is going to be okay…”
Wayne cocked an eyebrow and looked up at Andrew. Curious as
to why the deranged man was so elated, he stared out the window in
apprehensive silence.

Vines had snaked their way up the sides of Camp 7’s derelict
perimeter wall and the guard towers appeared to have been abandoned for
quite some time. Moss and debris was ensnared in the rusty razorwire and
large sections of the wall had crumbled away. Aside from a few scattered
lights, the moldy concrete tenements looked dark and most of their
windows were shattered. Fire appeared to have gutted the massive control
tower standing in the center of the camp and the hospital looked
abandoned. The streets were piled with garbage and the light poles stood
askew, many toppled. The landing strip was covered with mud and most
of the hangers had collapsed in on themselves.

Outside of the camp, two empty weather-beaten grain silos stood
crooked and covered with mildew. Acres of dead fields, twisted irrigation
piping, and broken-down farm equipment covered the arid land.

The pilots stared in disappointment while Andrew’s eyes welted
with tears. 

As the pilots contemplated their next move, the low-fuel alarm
started chiming steadily. 

Begrudgingly, the pilots started the craft’s descent with sunken
expressions. 

As the plane’s altitude lowered, a series of red runway lights lit up
the landing strip below, beckoning the plane closer. 

“See? They’re waiting for us,” Andrew said, delighted.
Wayne and Jonathan exchanged an uneasy glance and fastened
their belts. 

“Just…. go strap in,” Wayne told Andrew in a listless, defeated
voice. 

A chill ran up the back of Andrew’s spine and his blood turned
icy as sudden realization dawned on him once more. 

“Fuck,” Andrew cursed between his clenched teeth. He had to get
to the back and hide the girl fast. Coughing loudly, he spun around…
Jerri was standing there, waiting. In her hand she held the scissors
she had managed to take from the first aid kit.
Before Andrew could react, Jerri quickly brought the scissors up
against the side of his neck and pressed the blade into his skin just enough
to draw a bead of blood.

Andrew winced and quickly held his hands up in a sign of
surrender. He made no attempt to reach for his pistol. 

“What are you doing, Jerri?” Andrew asked in a calm voice.
The two pilots turned towards the sound of the commotion and
their eyes widened. 

Jonathan, the only pilot who was armed, quickly reached for his
holstered pistol.
“Don’t,” Jerri warned. “If you move another inch I’ll kill him.”
Jonathan froze.

“Who the fuck are you?!” Wayne asked Jerri, really wishing he
had a sidearm.
“Stay calm. She’s just a civilian I picked up from the camp. She’s
not going to hurt anybody. Just do what she wants,” Andrew said calmly.
He kept his arms raised with his open palms facing her.

“And you decided not to say anything about a fucking
stowaway?!” Wayne shouted. 

“I promised her that I would get her to safety,” Andrew said
without taking his eyes off of Jerri. 

“Imagine that,” Jerri said. She reached up and tore the gas mask
off of Andrew’s face.
His face was pale, soaked with sweat, and blood dribbled out of
both of his nostrils. The skin around his eyes was black and puffy. His lips
were ashen.

Jonathan and Wayne briefly looked at Andrew and couldn’t place
the face but didn’t really care; they had more pressing concerns at the
moment.

The craft, controls unattended, wobbled.
Wayne, hands shaking, turned his attention back towards the
controls with a focused intensity. He was determined to land and put an
end to the theatrics unfolding behind him, attempting to ignore the
altercation altogether and focus his attention where it was needed.

The plane steadied and continued its descent. 

Jonathan left the flying to Wayne and kept his attention solely on
Jerri with his hand resting on his holstered pistol. 

Andrew stared at her sternly. 

“What’s this about, Jerri?” he asked, coughing. “What do you
want?”
“I want you to step out of the cockpit,” Jerri replied coldly. She
glared at the two pilots. “And I want them to keep this plane in the air!
Don’t land at the camp!”

Jonathan scoffed. 

“You lost your fucking mind if you think we’re going to take
orders from you!” Jonathan exclaimed.
Wayne didn’t respond and kept his hands wrung tightly around
the yoke as the craft dropped altitude; his knuckles were turning white and
sweet beaded across his forehead.

Jerri stepped towards Andrew and pressed the blade deeper into
his skin, drawing more blood. 

Andrew didn’t seem fazed. 

“Step out and get out of my way,” Jerri ordered again. “I don’t
want to hurt you but I will if you don’t move.” 

Andrew grinned at her, hands still raised.
“We both know that you’re not going to do anything,” Andrew
said. “Besides… we’re almost there so just stop with the charade and give
me the scissors before you end up getting hurt.”

“I’m not going to ask you again,” Jerri said as she kept the blade
pressed against him. Her hand was shaking. 

Andrew lowered his arms some and broke out into a coughing
spasm, covering her face with spittle. 

“Jerri… Stop,” Andrew said in a gentle tone. “Just stop. You
want to see Jacob again, right?”
Jerri scowled.

“You’re so full of shit,” she said bitterly.

Andrew frowned.

“Enough of this,” Andrew said. He snatched Jerri’s wrist and
squeezed tightly, pulling her hand away from his neck. He dug his fingers
into her skin and forced her to grip to loosen and made her drop the
scissors. “I tried to be gentle with you. I tried to get you to see reason but
you forced my hand. If you want to end up on the gallows then that’s
your choice.”

Jerri let out an agonizing cry as Andrew’s grip tightened around
her slender wrist. 

“We could have had a new life together, you and I. But you just
had to go and fuck that up too didn’t you?” Andrew angrily spat.
Andrew stepped closer towards her and reached his other hand
up towards her throat…
As soon as Andrew stepped forward, Jerri reached for his pistol
with her free hand and pried it out of his holster. She pressed the pistol
barrel into his abdomen and fired four shots in rapid succession.

Jonathan quickly fumbled with his pistol as he tried to clear it out
of his holster. 

Jerri pointed the gun out towards Jonathan and fired three shots,
striking him in the chest.
Jonathan flung backwards into his seat and sunk down as he
choked on his final breaths. He managed to pull his pistol out but quickly
dropped it to the floor as his grip fell limp and his eyes hazed over.

Wayne let out a terrified scream and kept his attention fixated on
the controls. Below the craft, the landing gear lowered as the plane made
final descent. The plane was moving too fast to safely land and Wayne
knew it; in his panic he didn’t care about the risks, he just wanted to hurry
up and get there.

The pistol shook in Jerri’s hands as she breathed short frantic
breaths. She pried her other arm free from Andrew’s weakening grip and
pointed the pistol at him.

“Get out!” Jerri said as tears blurred her vision.
Andrew stumbled backwards of the cockpit, nearly falling over.
He grasped his stomach with both hands and blood trickled out from
between his fingers. He coughed up a spurt of bloody bile as he stared at
her with sunken eyes, pleading, defeated, betrayed. He collapsed on the
floor and curled into a fetal position and lay motionless.

Jerri slammed the cockpit door shut and jammed the pistol
against the back of Wayne’s head, wiping her tears away with her forearm.
Wayne winced at the feeling of the hot muzzle.
The plane buzzed just a few feet off over the runway, going too
fast. Aluminum sheets and loose pieces of debris blew off of the roofs of
the hangars as the craft blazed by.

Jerri saw that they were almost on the ground and panicked.
“Take us back up in the air! Take us back up now!” she screamed.

“And go where?!” Wayne shouted, sobbing. “There’s nowhere
left to go!”
Jerri pressed the gun harder against the man’s head.
“Take us up! UP!” she ordered hysterically.

Before Wayne could respond, the front landing gear touched
ground and immediately snapped off, spraying hydraulic fluid and
shredding the tire. A shower of sparks filled the air as the nose of the craft
scrapped along the runway.

Jerri was hurled forward and struck the instrument panel,
dropping her gun on the floor. 

Wayne whiplashed and struck his head against the yoke, creating
a large gaping gash in his forehead.
The rear wheels touched ground and the craft violently jerked to
the right and skidded towards one of the derelict empty aircraft hangars.
Both of the rear landing gears snapped off and the plane slid across the
runway like a 95,000 pound sled leaving a multitude of sparks in its wake.

The left wing broke off and disintegrated into hundreds of
smaller pieces as it struck the asphalt. 

The plane crashed against the side of the empty hangar and came
to an abrupt stop.
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Jerri, dazed and confused, slowly opened her eyes as her senses
reoriented. She found herself lying underneath the sparking control panel.
The side of her head was bleeding and fiery pain radiated up her right leg.
She looked down at her leg and saw that it was badly bruised and was
starting to swell.

It was dark outside but the moonlight coming through the
broken windshield provided enough light for her to see the dismal sights
inside. The entire plane was leaning askew. Glass shards covered the floor
and a runny pool of blood had formed underneath Jonathan’s corpse. The
air had the stench of burning circuitry mixed with gunpowder.

Wayne was slouched over in his seat, still strapped in. He was
unconscious, but still breathing. 

Jerri heard the chatter of people outside and an engine
approaching in the distance.
She crawled towards the cockpit door on all fours. Her hand
brushed across the pistol that Jonathan had dropped. She picked it up and
tucked it underneath her belt.

She forced herself to stand and pulled on the door handle.
The metallic cockpit door screeched as it swung open and
slammed against the wall.
The sparse windows were shattered and large sections of ceiling
paneling had fallen loose. Water and oil dribbled out of the fractured
ceiling and made the metallic floor slick. Most of the empty army duffel
bags that were piled underneath the gunmetal benches had scattered
across the floor.

She didn’t see any sign of–
Suddenly Andrew lunged out at her from in front of one of the
restrooms next to the cockpit, snarling like a rabid beast. His eyes were
murky and his skin was ashen. Black bile seeped out from his open mouth
and dribbled down the front of his uniform.

Jerri caught a glimpse of him in her peripheral vision just in time
to step out of his way.
Andrew, caught in his momentum, fell face-down against the
bench, knocking out three of his front teeth. Undeterred he quickly
turned back around and swiped his arm out underneath Jerri’s legs.

Jerri fell backwards and landed hard on her back. The gun went
sliding away from her in the fall. She panicked and tried to go after it–
Andrew climbed on top of her before she had the chance and
pinned her down. He stared down at her, mouth open, drooling blood
onto her chest.

Jerri looked up at him with horror as she futilely tried to get out
from underneath his mass. She punched and kicked at him but to no avail.
Andrew let out a guttural moan and leaned down to bite–
Jerri reached up with both hands and grabbed Andrew’s cheeks,
holding his head away just inches from hers.
Andrew opened and closed his mouth, desperately trying to
gnash into her. His eyes held an insatiable hunger behind their listless
appearance.

Jerri looked into his eyes and saw the hunger, the resolute desire,
but she saw something else too… For a brief second she saw a glint of
intelligence, the real him. She finally saw the self-serving, self-absorbed,
malevolent person he really was in life. It was as if undeath made manifest
all his ugly urges and hidden thoughts.

She heard the hydraulics activate as the ramp lowered in the back
of the plane. It made a resounding boom as it crashed against the
pavement.

She had to do it fast. 

Her eyes flickered over towards the bench just inches away from
them.
Keeping hold of Andrew’s cheeks, Jerri bashed his head against
the corner of the bench again… again… and again until Andrew’s
reanimated corpse no longer moved and the fire inside his soulless eyes
was extinguished.

Jerri rolled his corpse off of herself and crawled away, breathing
frantically, covered in his blood. She stared at the revolting sight of her
work with a strange feeling of detachment.

Boots struck against the floor as a small group of people
ascended up the ramp into the plane.
Jerri bit her bottom lip and quickly picked up the gun she
dropped. She crawled underneath one of the metallic benches furthest
away from Andrew’s body. Hiding underneath the bench, she covered
herself with some of the empty army duffel bags as best she could and
held the pistol against her chest.

The rear bulkhead door creaked open and four flashlight beams
shone into the plane’s darkened interior. 

Jerri squeezed her eyes shut and lay motionless, hidden.
The beams of light converged on Andrew’s corpse and on his
gashed skull. The flashlight beams flickered weakly as the batteries
struggled to maintain their duty.

Four men wearing tattered FEMA uniforms emerged from the
shadows and crept deeper into the plane, cautious, scanning the area with
their flickering flashlights. Their bodies looked skeletal and frail, their hair
was oily, sores and insect bites covered their skin, their jawlines covered in
stubble or beards.

Despite their uniforms, only one of the men was armed. He was
armed with a pistol and stood in front of the others. He was tall and had
dirty blonde hair. Open sores covered his face.

“This is pathetic,” the man in front said as he shook his head.
“We practically begged for some supplies and backup and all we get is
more of those goddamn bombs and a homicidal skeletal crew!”

He pointed at Andrew’s corpse and threw a hand in the air,
exasperated. 

The other men groaned and shook their heads. 

“Do you think they really did it lieutenant?” one of the others
asked. 

“Do what, Dunlap?” the man in front, Lt. Willow, asked.
“Commit suicide?” 

Dunlap nodded nervously.
“Look at the body you idiot,” Lt. Willow said as he narrowed his
eyes and kept his flashlight pointed at Andrew. “It wouldn’t be the first
time and it sure won’t be the last.”

“Fucking cowards! The satellite camps always ignored our
requests for help yet begged when they needed it! I’m tired of it!” another
man angrily spat.

The others murmured in agreement. 

Lt. Willow held up his hand and silenced his crew. He sighed and
shut off his flashlight, surveying the plane in the dark.
“Gather whatever valuables and ammo you can find,” Lt. Willow
said. “Make it quick before they show up. Someone get in there and check
on the pilots. Judging by their spectacular landing I’m assuming they made
the same choice as their crewmate.”

“Maybe they saw the scenery below and couldn’t take it,” Dunlap
said.
“Maybe,” Lt. Willow said with a shrug.

“What if they’re alive?” someone asked.

“Take them with us,” Lt. Willow said sharply as he scratched one
of the large boils on his neck. “I’d like to ask them some questions.”
A fifth man ran up the ramp and into the plane, breathing wildly.
His uniform was disheveled and his face was pale. Like the others, he was
covered in sores.

The four men turned towards him.

“What is it now?” Lt. Willow quickly asked.

“Sir! T-they’re coming this way!” the man announced, struggling
to catch his breath. “A whole group!” 

“Fuck!” Lt. Willow said in a fiery tone. “I knew it caught their
attention but I didn’t think they’d move in so fast!” 

Lt. Willow gave an aggravated sigh and pointed towards the back
of the plane.
“Forget it! It’s not worth it. Let’s just pull back and wait until
they’ve scavenged what they’re looking for,” he said. “We’ll move in after
they’re done and gone. It’s not worth risking another one of our vehicles.”

The scraggily group of men left the plane without another word.
A few seconds later Jerri heard the jeep’s tires squeal as it took
off in a hurry. 

Sensing that the coast was clear, Jerri stuck her head out from
underneath the bench and carefully scanned the area with her pistol…
As soon as she emerged, she heard more footsteps quickly
ascended up the rear ramp. 

Jerri quickly retreated back in her hiding space and covered
herself back up with the duffel bags.
Six men and two haggard women ran into the plane from the
cargo hold, bodies riddled with tremors. They were wearing muddy
civilian clothes and their skin was covered with purple lesions and boils.
Their faces looked skeletal and their eyes were lifeless as starvation
devoured them from the inside out. Most of them were armed with large
meat hooks fastened out of iron rods and bent strips of steel but a few
had archaic pistols; most of them could hardly hold the weapons in their
trembling hands.

A man with a long red beard looked around the plane as he
gripped his hook tightly. It was sharpened to a fine point. He grunted as
he looked down at Andrew’s corpse.

“Go check the front,” the bearded man grumbled.
Four men brushed past him into the cockpit. Moments later they
came out dragging Jonathan’s corpse and Wayne. 

The two men holding Jonathan dropped him on the floor.
“One is dead and the other one is getting close to it,” one of the
men said with no emotion. He spat on the floor as soon as he finished
speaking. “Nothing else of value is up there and the coms are smashed to
shit.”

The other two men, thin as rails, held Wayne by his arms and
pulled him towards the bearded man. 

Wayne had started to regain consciousness and struggled weakly
to break free of his captors. 

One of the men kicked Wayne in the back.
Wayne fell face down and broke his nose against the floor. Blood
poured out of his nose and pooled around his face as he lay withering in
pain.

The bearded man crouched down and picked Wayne up by his
hair. 

Wayne let out an excoriating cry and quickly got on his knees.
“What do you want?!” Wayne shouted with blood pouring out of
his nose. “I–”
The bearded man slapped Wayne hard across the face.
Wayne immediately silenced.

“I want to know what you are hauling besides those fucking
foggers!” the bearded man shouted. 

Wayne’s eyes danced around the room, staring at the faces staring
at him. 

The bearded man slapped him again. 

Wayne’s head snapped to the side and his reddened cheek started
to swell.
“Look at me, not at them!” the bearded man shouted. “What else
are you hauling? Where is the food? Where is the medicine and the
ammo?!”

Wayne looked up at the bearded man and narrowed his eyes.
“You… are worse off than we were,” Wayne answered coldly. “I
should have known. I should have fucking known.”
The bearded man grumbled in frustration and then drove the
meat hook up through Wayne’s chin. The tip of the hook erupted out of
his left cheek and was slathered with blood.

The bearded man grunted and motioned for the others to follow
him. 

Wayne let out a garbled cry as he started to choke on his own
blood. He clawed at the hook desperately. 

The bearded man pulled Wayne across the floor and out the back
of the plane while Wayne kicked and flailed on the hook. 

The others drove rusty hooks through Jonathan and Andrew and
lugged them both out the back of the plane.
After several minutes of silence, Jerri cautiously emerged from
under the bench a second time, clutching the pistol tightly. She forced
herself to stand despite the pain.

Whatever was happening in Camp 7, she had no intention on
staying.
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Jerri limped into the rear cargo hold of the plane. She used one
hand to support herself on the wall and held the gun with the other. As
she entered the room she quickly scanned the area with her pistol, finger
wrapped around the trigger.

Bloody streaks snaked their way down the center of the cargo
area, down the ramp, and out onto the pavement. The Lazarus devices
were still strapped tightly against both sides of the hold by their nylon
straps.

Jerri lowered her gun and cautiously approached the ramp. She
hunkered down and peeked out the rear of the plane.
Outside the nighttime air was chilly and the tarmac seemed to
stretch out for miles. Two men armed with shotguns stood guard at the
back of the plane a few yards away from the ramp. They were facing away
from Jerri and wore dirty jeans, patched fleece jackets, and scuffed boots.

Jerri contemplated opening fire but for only a fleeting moment.
She knew that starting a firefight wouldn’t be the best course of action if
she could avoid it. She started to descend down the steel ramp as quietly
as she could but each step made a noticeable clank as her heals struck the
surface.

One of the men turned towards her, half-asleep. His eyes
immediately widened at her presence. He swung the barrel of the shotgun
towards her–

Jerri quickly opened fire and struck the man once in leg and once
in the abdomen, despite aiming for his chest. 

The man groaned in pain and pulled the trigger. 

The shotgun blast flew high and pelted the roof of the cargo
hold. 

Before the second man could react, Jerri unloaded three rounds
into his back. 

The man jolted with each shot and collapsed on the ground,
dropping his shotgun beside him. 

Jerri, panting, quickly pointed the pistol back towards the man
who had opened fire on her.
The man was struggling to stand as blood ran down his leg and
pooled at his feet. He was trying to load another shell into the chamber
with badly shaking hands.

She pulled the trigger.

‘CLICK’

The pistol was depleted.

She pulled the trigger three more times in a futile panic –
‘CLICK’

‘CLICK’
‘CLICK’ 

Fortunately she didn’t need to shoot him again; her first two
shots were sufficient.
The man coughed up a spurt of blood as his knees buckled. He
dropped the shell he was trying to shove into the chamber and collapsed
on the pavement.

Jerri saw a multitude of shadows running towards her in the
distance and heard shouting.
She picked up one of the shotguns and quickly chambered a fresh
round. With air burning in her lungs, she ran the opposite way across the
tarmac and ignored her injured leg as it ached and throbbed with each
stride.

The group behind her grew closer.
Jerri took a hard right and ran into an alley in-between two empty
aircraft hangars. The alley was overgrown with grass and vines. The steel
paneling on the sides of the hangars were covered with rust and were
coming loose in many places.

As she ran through the alley, vines and saplings slapped against
her skin. Each lash against her swollen leg felt excoriating but the
adrenaline from the pursuit gave her the power to overcome the pain. She
darted around a toppled air-conditioning unit and came to the end of the
alley.

She found her escape cut short by a chain-link fence that
surrounded the expanse of the runway.
“
Fuck!” Jerri shouted, terrified. She slammed the butt of the
shotgun against the ramshackle fence. The fence swayed violently with her
blow and drew her attention down to the ground.

The chain-link was not secured along the bottom of the fence.
The ties that once fastened the chain-link to the rail had rusted off.
Jerri heard the crowd as they started to sloppily enter the
alleyway, flattening underbrush and snapping saplings in their wake. She
dropped the shotgun and quickly got on the ground. She pulled up on the
chain-link with both hands and rolled underneath it onto the opposite
side. She reached back under the fence and retrieved the shotgun she left
behind.

Looking up, she saw an ominous sign attached to the fence: 

Her stomach knotted at what could have been a costly mistake
before things went to hell. She stood, placing most of her weight on her
uninjured leg, and frantically searched for any sort of shelter.

A long narrow street ran next to the airfield. The pavement was
cracked, the streetlamps were shattered, and mounds of old trash in red
biohazard bags were piled on the curb. Countless five-story tall tenements
lined the side of the road and solar power arrays crowned their rooftops.
Most of the buildings were dark and abandoned, some were caved-in, but
there were a few that showed signs of inhabitants and had their front
entrance lights on.

The building across the street from Jerri was one of the few that
had its main entry and most of its windows lit. It wasn’t her first choice
for a hideaway, but the other two buildings next to it were dark and had
their front doors boarded-up and sloppily spray-painted with
‘QUARANTINE’ in large orange letters.

She heard her pursuers closing in on her. 

Without wasting another second, Jerri ran across the street
towards the tenement. 

A jeep turned from an adjacent street and was approaching
quickly from the distance.
Jerri bounded through the grossly overgrown courtyard, past a
row of moldy wooden park benches, up the cracked cement staircase, and
to the front door. The building’s doors were massive and looked like they
came off of an old cathedral. A sign above the door read: HOPE
BUILDING – DORMITORY 28.

She tried turning the knob… 

The old door creaked loudly as it opened and Jerri ran inside,
closing the door shut behind her.
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The building’s lobby looked like that of a cheap hotel. Blue
carpet, worn and covered in mysterious stains, covered the floor and the
walls were adorned with tacky pictures of sunsets and oceanic vistas.
Trash bags and dirty clothing were piled along the sides of the room and
swarmed by roaches. Flickering fluorescent lights dangled from the
ceiling. A single unmanned reception desk adorned with a placard that
read SECURITY sat against the far wall of the room, unmanned, inbetween an elevator that had an ‘Out of Service’ sign on it and a staircase
that had its door open.

An archaic framed poster hung above the desk: 

“Typhus?” Jerri said as she stared at the notice signs plastered
over the poster. She wasn’t even sure what the disease was but the
quarantined buildings started to make sense.

She heard the jeep squeal to a stop outside and then heard bursts
of sporadic gunfire and shouting. 

Jerri buried her nose in her elbow to help mask the stench of
mold and decay and hurried into the staircase. 

Stale, humid air hung in the dark stairwell. The paint was peeling
off the walls and the iron handrails were rusty.
Jerri hurried up the stairs as fast as she could, skipping two or
three at time. The shotgun grew heavy in her arms and her legs felt weak.
She ran past the second floor door… the third… and up past the fourth.
By the time she reached the fifth floor she heard footsteps quickly
ascending up the staircase behind her.

She slammed against the fifth floor door and nearly smashed
through the rotting wood. 

The door gave and struck the wall, punching a hole in the damp
drywall. 

Jerri entered the hall and slammed the door shut behind her.
The fifth floor hallway was long, narrow, and had puddles of
water standing on the soggy carpet. Leaking water and sewage pipes ran
the expanse of the ceiling. Doors lined both sides of the hall but many of
them were covered with plywood.

A handful of people wrapped in blankets and shawls were sitting
in the hallway, trembling, coughing, as they sat in somber silence. They
froze at the sight of Jerri and quickly scurried away into their rooms like
roaches, locking their doors behind them.

Jerri ran halfway down the hall, turned towards the staircase, and
brought the shotgun up against her shoulder. She kept the barrel pointed
towards the stairwell door and kept a finger curled around the trigger.

The door creaked open…

Jerri opened fire.

The buckshot spread wide and peppered the door, splintering
away large sections of wood. 

Jerri stumbled backwards and nearly dropped the shotgun,
forgetting how tremendous the recoil was with that type of weapon.
“Drop your gun! We’re friendlies!” a man shouted from the
stairwell. 

“I doubt that,” Jerri replied as she racked another shell in the
chamber.
“Look,” the man hollered from the stairwell. “We watched you
step out of that plane and we saw what you did to those two men! Trust
me we’re on the same side!”

“Side? What sides? Who are you?!” Jerri shouted as she held the
shotgun steady.
“I’m Lt. Willow with FEMA! I’m here with three of my men. I
know you don’t know what’s going on but we’re not the only ones who
heard what you did and time isn’t on our side. I here to extradite you to
safety before more of them show up,” the man said.

Jerri heard murmuring coming from behind the door she was
standing next to.
“I’m going to step out now,” Lt. Willow explained as he
cautiously opened the stairwell door a second time. “If you want to shoot
me then go ahead but I’m one of the few here who mean you no harm.”

Lt. Willow walked out into the middle of the hall holding a
Beretta pistol in his right hand. He was tall and lanky with ghostly pale
skin and sandy blonde hair; he looked like an apparition. His black FEMA
uniform was soiled and wet. Sores and scabs were visible on his face and
his hands.

Jerri could tell that at one time he was probably quite handsome
but now the sight of him made her cringe. 

Lt. Willow’s eyes lit up at the sight of her and a smirk formed
across his crackled lips.
“Look at you…” he said with admiration. “Your complexion…
your hair… you’re… beautiful. You’re beautiful and healthy.” He took a
step forward. “I have to ask… Where did you fly in from?”

“…Camp 6,” Jerri said with slight trepidation. She took a step
backwards. 

She listened as the murmuring coming from inside the apartment
next to her grew more agitated. 

Lt. Willow looked like revitalized by the news. His eyes lit up and
a smile washed over his face. 

“So one still stands,” Lt. Willow said wistfully as he held out a
hand towards her. “Come on and let’s get you out of here!”
Suddenly the apartment door next to Jerri flung open and a
gangly man covered with rashes lunged out at her wielding a crude
homemade knife.

“Fucking government whore!” the man said as he shoved Jerri to
the ground. “You should’ve stayed down there with the rest of the
cowards!”

Jerri fell against the wall and dropped the shotgun. 

The man quickly leaned down and started to raise the knife above
his head– 

Lt. Willow opened fire. 

The bullet struck the side of the man’s head and erupted out the
other side, slathering the wall with blood and chunks of gray matter.
The man dropped the knife and collapsed on the soggy carpet.
Other apartment doors started to crack open and residents
peeked out into the hall. The people started to murmur angrily amongst
each other as they stared at the slain man in the hall.

Lt. Willow ran towards Jerri and reached a hand down to help her
up. 

Jerri batted his hand away and got back on her feet, quickly
picking her shotgun back up. 

“Let’s go,” Lt. Willow whispered harshly. He turned and made
his way back towards the stairwell. 

Jerri followed. 

People covered with rashes and sores started to walk out of their
apartments and congregate in the hall... 

“Back in your rooms!” Lt. Willow ordered as he shoved through
the growing crowd.
The orders fell on deaf ears.

Lt. Willow raised his pistol and pointed it in front of him.
“I said get back!” Lt. Willow shouted.

The crowd didn’t budge and continued to stare daggers at him as
he forced his way past. They were eerily silent aside from the persistent
rattling coughs.

“Get out of the fucking way!” Jerri shouted, terrified. She pointed
the shotgun at the carpet and pulled the trigger; this time she made sure to
anticipate the recoil.

The startled occupants in the hallway shuffled back against the
wall and hesitantly allowed them to pass.
Jerri followed Lt. Willow into the stairwell and closed the door
behind her. She jumped as a bottle shattered against the other side of the
door.

Two men stood waiting in the stairwell with pistols. They were
wearing black riot armor that read ‘FEDERAL POLICE’ in reflective
silver lettering and wore bulky ballistic helmets. One of the officers
coughed violently, face covered with lesions.

Jerri stared at them, confused.

“What in the hell happened here? Have you lost any and all–”

“I’ll explain later,” Lt. Willow interrupted. “Right now we need to
keep moving.” 

One of the officers handed Lt. Willow a helmet. 

Lt. Willow took the helmet and quickly put it on his head,
fastening down the worn straps. 

“Thanks Wes,” Lt. Willow said. “What’s the situation outside?”
“We managed to push back the group who was chasing the girl.
Lee and Travis are watching the jeep outside,” Wes said as he hurried
down the stairs.

Lt. Willow followed close behind with Jerri and the coughing
officer bringing up the rear. 

“Road clear?” Lt. Willow asked.
“Last I saw,” Wes quickly replied as he reached the bottom of the
staircase and entered the lobby. He quickly ran towards the front door,
gun ready.

“Come on,” Lt. Willow told Jerri. “It isn’t safe to stay here.”
Lt. Willow grabbed Jerri’s elbow with one hand and placed his
other on her lower back as he led her outside.
Jerri stumbled as she ran but allowed herself to be led, trying to
keep hold of the shotgun as it grew increasingly heavy in her arms. She
didn’t want to go with them but she didn’t want to stay inside the
apartment either…

Outside Jerri saw the carnage that had unfolded just moments
earlier. Ten men, two women, and a skeletal young boy lay like broken
dolls across the black pavement near a rickety idling army jeep. Two
heavily armored FEMA officers toting assault rifles stood next to the jeep,
each pointing their weapons down the dark road.

Dark silhouettes stood watch in the shadows across the street and
down the alleys, twitching, trembling, coughing, and waiting…
“Lee! Are we clear?!” Lt. Willow shouted as he kept one arm
around Jerri and one hand wrapped around his pistol.
One of the officers by the jeep, Lee, ran towards Lt. Willow,
breathing frantically. His face was soaked with sweat and the front of his
uniform was covered with blood splatter.

“Lieutenant!” Lee said before lowering his voice to whisper.
“They’ve flanked our position and we don’t have enough ammo to push
them back…”

Before Lt. Willow could respond, a Molotov was hurled out from
the shadows and shattered against the concrete steps just a few feet away
from the group. Lee flailed and collapsed on the ground as the fire ate
through his clothes and burnt his skin to a crisp.

Lt. Willow shoved Jerri out of the way and ushered her towards
the jeep. He practically hurled her inside and then sat next to her.
“Go! Go! GO!” Lt. Willow hoarsely shouted as he motioned for
the others to get inside. 

Wes and the two remaining officers ran towards the jeep, panting
as they struggled to maneuver in their bulky riot armor. 

Rocks and glass bottles flew through the air and pelted both the
officers and the jeep. 

Gunfire erupted.
A small caliber round struck one of the armored officers in the
throat as he ran towards the driver’s seat. He gripped his throat, garbled a
few incoherent words and then collapsed.

Wes bounded over the fallen officer and clamored into the
driver’s seat. He floored the accelerator in a panic. 

The jeep’s tires squealed as it sped away.
The other armored officer, moments away from getting safely
inside, was left behind. He ran after the vehicle, coughing violently, but
was quickly left behind and was engulfed by the shadows.

Jerri stared at the other apartment buildings as the jeep sped
along the deserted street. The buildings were mostly dark but still had
quite a few people loitering in their courtyards.

One courtyard had a group of sickly people huddled around a
burning trash bin. They stared at the flames in silence, shivering and
picking at their sores. They stared at the vehicle as it rolled past.

“How many people live here?” Jerri asked Lt. Willow as they
drove around a flame-gutted Humvee. 

He mulled over the question a moment before speaking.
“We don’t really know,” Lt. Willow finally said. “At last census
we were over twenty thousand.” He looked over at her and frowned. “But
that was before the sickness.”

Jerri nodded uncomfortably and sat in silence, wondering how
long until her gracious saviors would wait until they started asking a few
questions of their own.

“What is your title?” Lt. Willow asked as his eyes ran up and
down her body.
She didn’t have to wait long as it turned out.

“My what?” she asked innocently.

Lt. Willow smiled and his voice softened.

“Your title,” he repeated. “You’re not wearing a uniform and I
saw how you handled that shotgun so I know you’re not a soldier… Yet
you rode in on the airplane. Obviously you’re special. What do you do so
special that they sent you here to us?”

Jerri nodded and looked outside as she tapped her fingers against
the shotgun barrel. 

“I’m in community relations,” she said.
She knew that the counselor title wasn’t factitious; it existed
somewhere in the FEMA hierarchy. In fact she remembered that Camp 6
had a lot of counselors before they started carrying guns and got
augmented into the rest of the security force.

Lt. Willow nodded and sat in silence for a few minutes before
speaking again.
“Community relations. That explains the attire,” Lt. Willow said
with a slight chuckle. “Did you bring your DW-22 at least?” he finally
asked.

Jerri looked over at him and shrugged. 

“Why would I?” she asked, trying to sound casual.
Lt. Willow pursed his lips and nodded to himself, raising his
eyebrows. He ran his boney fingers through his greasy blonde hair.
“Well,” he said, “I’d like to make sure you are who you say you
are. Showing me your credentials would ease my nerves a little… I’m sure
you can understand.”

Jerri looked back out the window and sighed.
“I do but unfortunately I forgot them in Arizona. We left in a
hurry,” she answered calmly. “You saw me get off of the plane… I don’t
have much proof to offer than that.”

Lt. Willow laughed.
“Well I suppose that will have to do then won’t it?” he said. He
turned and looked out the back of the jeep. “It looks like we don’t have
anybody following us. Go ahead and take us in before they spot our
vehicle,” he told the driver.

“Will we be safe?” Jerri asked.

Lt. Willow nodded.

“They don’t come sniffing around our HQ buildings much,” Lt
Willow said. “I guess they figure we have a stockpile of ammunition to
defend the place with. As soon as they know the truth they’ll overrun the
place just like the rest of the camp.”

Wes turned the jeep around the corner at the next intersection,
turned off the headlights, and drove towards a large warehouse that stood
next to the empty control tower. The warehouse was long, windowless,
and had its front door torn off. A FEMA logo adorned the front of the
warehouse, paint peeling.

“Is that where are we going? An old warehouse?” Jerri asked as
she tightened her grip on the shotgun. “That’s your main HQ?”
Lt. Willow smiled and patted her knee, shaking his head.
“Not exactly… We’re just going somewhere safe where we can
talk openly and honestly,” he assured. 

The jeep veered off of the road and down the alleyway next to
the warehouse before rolling to a stop. 

Jerri looked around anxiously. 

“You know… The funny thing about DW-22s is that they don’t
even exist,” Lt. Willow said.
Jerri quickly tried to point the shotgun towards Lt. WillowLt. Willow snatched the shotgun by the barrel and pulled it from
her grasp with a ferocity that she didn’t think he could muster. He pressed
the shotgun barrel against her chest.

Wes spun around and pointed his pistol at Jerri’s head.
Defeated, Jerri closed her eyes, cursed herself, and shook her
head as she slowly raised her hands over her head. 

“I’m sorry,” Lt. Willow said with a smile. “This is going to hurt
just a bit.” 

He slammed the butt of the shotgun against her face.
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“Wake up,” Lt. Willow said as he crouched down and slapped

Jerri lightly across her face.

Jerri’s head lolled to the side but she remained unconscious.
Lt. Willow struck her again, harder.

Jerri groaned as her eyes started to open and her head begun to
spin. Disoriented and confused, she lifted her head and stared at Lt.
Willow, her cheeks red and swollen. She found herself sitting in an
uncomfortable metallic chair with her ankles chained together by leg
irons. She tried to move her hands but they were handcuffed behind her
back.

A thin smile formed across Lt. Willow’s dry, cracked lips. He
started to gently stroke Jerri’s cheek as he stared in her eyes.
“Welcome back, Jerri” Lt. Willow said as he continued to caress
her cheek. With his other hand he held up a battered plastic FEMA ID
card with her picture on it. “Found this in your back pocket. Looks like
you didn’t forget everything back there in Arizona after all did you?”

Jerri moved her head away from his hand and struggled to stand.
A chain was fastened to the floor and attached to her handcuffs.
The windowless room was crimp and smelled like stale cigarette
smoke. A single steel door was on one side of the featureless room and a
mirror-tinted window took up the expanse of the opposite wall. An empty
wooden chair sat in front of her.

She knew exactly what went down in these kinds of rooms.
“Don’t bother,” Lt. Willow said as he lowered his hand and
stood. He folded his arms across his chest and stared down at her,
studying her. “I apologize for the restraints but I have a few questions I
want to run by you.”

“Fuck you,” Jerri said in a scornful tone. 

Lt. Willow sighed and shook his head as he paced in front of the
chair in front of her. 

“That’s about the response I expected,” Lt. Willow casually said.
Jerri looked up at him, frowning but tight-lipped.
“If you don’t have anything else insightful to add, I’ll start.
Judging by your identification you weren’t fabricating the truth; you do
come from Camp 6,” Lt. Willow said as he slid her ID card back inside
his shirt pocket.

Jerri looked away.

Lt. Willow continued to pace.

“Why did they let you ride in that airplane in the first place?” Lt.
Willow asked nonchalantly. “What makes you so special?” 

Jerri stared at the floor, quiet. The wooden floor was stained by
old blood and the floorboards appeared warped, soggy, and near decay.
Lt. Willow stopped pacing and looked down at her.
“Look. Are you really going to go this route?” Lt. Willow asked.
“After all of the deprivation you witnessed in this pathetic excuse for an
enclave do you honestly think I won’t resort to torture in order to get
what I want to know out of you?”

Lt. Willow sat down on the chair opposite of her and leaned
towards her, narrowing his eyes as he stared into hers.
“Or are you deluded enough to think you can withstand hours…
days… weeks… or even months of torture and then I’d give up and let
you go after exhausting all of my best efforts?” he asked grimly. “No…
You’re smarter than that. You know that this is going to end only one way
for you.”

Jerri remained silent. 

“How it ends is entirely your choice,” Lt. Willow said as he
placed his hands on his knees and sat up straight. 

“Just get it over with,” Jerri muttered as she slouched down in
her chair, staring up into Lt. Willow’s cold, calculating gaze.
Lt. Willow smiled.

“Gladly,” he replied. “But first… how did you get on that plane?”

Jerri sighed and shook her head. She heard stories about the
interrogation procedures inside the camps and she knew that they always
ended at the gallows. Why her savior bothered capturing her at all told her
that he wanted to know about more than what he was letting on.
Unfortunately he was holding all of the cards.

“Do you speak English or would you prefer pliers?” Lt. Willow
asked as he interrupted her internal monologue with a smile.
Jerri narrowed her eyes.

“I’d prefer that we cut the bullshit,” Jerri said sternly.
Lt. Willow lost his smile.

“And what bullshit is that exactly?” Lt. Willow asked calmly.

“Just go ahead and ask me what you really want to know,” Jerri
answered. “I know you don’t care about that plane, or how the people
aboard died, or even what my goddamn name is. Just go ahead and ask
me what you want to ask.”

Lt. Willow leaned close and clasped his hands together
underneath his chin.
“You’re direct and I like that, but if you don’t start answering my
questions I’m going to hurt you,” Lt. Willow said flatly. “How did you get
aboard?”

Jerri closed her eyes and sighed.

“I snuck onto the plane,” she said. “I was a stowaway.”

Lt. Willow sat back in his chair and nodded, accepting her
answer. 

“I see. What gets me is that the men aboard that plane were
wearing military fatigues,” Lt. Willow said. 

Jerri opened her eyes and stared at him.
“I saw one of their bodies before…” Lt. Willow said as he spun
his hand in the air as if trying to articulate his thoughts, “…before they
were… well, taken away.”

Jerri looked over at the mirrored window and wondered if
anybody was watching them from the other side; it could complicate
things.

“I suppose you can guess my next question,” Lt. Willow said with
a smirk. “What business did the military have in your camp?”
Jerri looked down.
“About a year,” Jerri said. It sounded plausible. “They helped
quell a small uprising.” She stared daggers at the man sitting in front of
her. “Something you failed to do here.”

Lt. Willow kept smiling as if her spiteful words were
inconsequential. He looked at her as if she were a silly child at his mercy.
Jerri looked down at the rotting floorboards. She pulled the chain
attaching her handcuffs to the floor taut and felt the floor groan; it could
be her way out. Trying not to cause too much rattling, she relaxed her
arms and allowed the chain go slack once again.

“Uprisings can be rough. Fortunately it sounds like they handled
things. Tell me more about your stay in Camp 6. You look healthy and
well-fed. How much food would you say that they have there?”

He casually took a small notepad out of his pocket along with a
ballpoint pen, ready to jot down notes. 

Jerri smirked and shook her head. 

“That’s what this is about isn’t it?” Jerri asked. “You’re just a
marauder masquerading with a badge now.” 

Lt. Willow put the pen and paper away with a sigh and stood,
ironing the front of his pants with his hands.
“I thought you were a woman of reason,” he said with
disappointment. “It looks like I was mistaken. I’ll have to go get my cart.
It goes without saying that what’s coming next isn’t pleasant.”

Lt. Willow started to walk towards the door.
“Project Lazarus,” Jerri blurted out. She wasn’t sure what to say,
but she wanted him to stay until she thought of something. It seemed to
catch his attention.

Lt. Willow stopped and turned towards her. 

“So you can read,” he said with a smile. “The name was plastered
all over the devices inside the plane. Nice try.”
Lt. Willow started walking again.

Jerri’s heart raced.

“More than that,” she quickly said. “I wasn’t just a stowaway. I
came here to spy.” 

Lt. Willow stopped and cocked an ear towards her.
“That’s why I was hiding on the plane,” she continued. “It
should’ve gone smoothly but the crew discovered me. I… did what I had
to do.”

That seemed to catch his attention. 

Lt. Willow walked back towards the chair and sat down. He took
out his pen and paper and started to take notes. 

“Okay, I’ll bite. Who sent you here to spy?” Lt. Willow asked as
he looked away from his paper and glanced up at her. 

Jerri’s mind reeled. Her eyes darted from the mirrored window,
to the door, to the floor, and back to Lt. Willow. 

“Andrew,” she finally said. “He worked for FEMA. We… we
were a thing.”
“I see... He couldn’t come up here himself so he sent a stowaway
with no security clearance?” Lt. Willow asked doubtfully. “Forgive me for
sounding skeptical.”

Jerri shook her head.
“
Worked I said. He defected and crossed the border into Canada,”
Jerri explained. “I didn’t make it out with him…” She looked away. “He
told me to come here and find out what I could about the status of the
project before I head north.”

Her gut wrenched. Her lies felt weak but they were all she had at
her disposal. 

“Who wants to know about the status of this project you say
exists?” Lt. Willow asked. 

“The Canadian government,” Jerri said. She tried to act calm but
the sweat on her forehead betrayed her. “What’s left of them that is…”
“Interesting,” Lt. Willow said, unimpressed. “Such sordid tales of
international espionage are hard to come by these days.” 

Jerri bit her bottom lip and then looked up at him. She figured
that her best bet of escape was to create a window of opportunity.
“Look… you have communication equipment here, right?” Jerri
asked. 

“Of course we do,” Lt. Willow quickly replied.
“If you get me out of here and take me to the radio room then I
can communicate with Andrew,” she said with an air of defeated
innocence. “You can find out everything…”

“Sounds like an interesting offer,” Lt. Willow said with a smile.
“What do you want in return?” 

Jerri looked away. 

“No torture,” Jerri muttered. “Just… do it fast when you do it. I
don’t want to suffer.”
“Of course,” Lt. Willow said.

Jerri looked at him.

“Promise?” she asked innocently.

Lt. Willow smiled and nodded.

“I’m a man of my word,” he said.

“Can we get going?” she quickly responded. “These cuffs are
unbearable… I’d rather we just get it over and done with.” 

She found her window; a much easier window than the one she
had envisioned. 

Lt. Willow nodded once again. 

“We will,” he said, “but first answer a question for me. How did
you two communicate?”
“We had what we called runners,” Jerri lied. “We had contacts in
various camps that would get information and pass it down along the
chain. That’s how we communicated.”

Lt. Willow nodded. He stopped writing and tapped his pen on his
notepad.
“So let me get this straight,” Lt. Willow reflected. “You would
have someone from, say, Camp 2 pass information to someone from
Camp 3 and eventually the information would get relayed down to you?”

Jerri nodded.

Lt. Willow held his pen in the air as he spoke.

“And these orders came down from your contact in Canada?” he
asked. 

Jerri nodded again.
“Wow,” Lt. Willow said with admiration as he leaned back in his
chair and dramatically dropped his pen on the floor. “So you’re telling me
that there is a whole web of… of… secrecy operating in our camps.”

Jerri cautiously nodded.
“It just… baffles me!” Lt. Willow said as he tapped his notepad
on his knee. “It baffles me especially since all of the other camps were
overrun and destroyed months ago.”

A knot immediately formed in Jerri’s stomach and her heart
seemed to clench. Her face went pale. 

Lt. Willow smiled.
“…What? Your contacts didn’t tell you?” he asked with
amusement. “Camp 7 and Camp 6… We’re all that’s left out there. Some
lasted longer than others but in the end…well, you know. I’m surprised
they didn’t tell you.”

Jerri took a nervous dry swallow and then forced a smile.

“Officially,” she said, “you are correct. But people still live in the
ruins and the web still exists.” 

Lt. Willow nodded and picked his pen up off of the floor.
“I guess I’m just out of touch with the way things are out there,”
Lt. Willow said with amusement. “Tell me… what information did your
partner in Canada hope to gain from having you infiltrate out
encampment?” he asked. He didn’t even bother writing anything down
anymore.

Jerri quickly tried to string together a viable response based on
what little she knew. She remembered the broadcasts back in Camp 6,
back when the helicopter used to come. She remembered the empty
promises about how the government was sanitizing and reclaiming the
larger cities.

“He wanted to know how far along you got,” she cautiously said.
“With…?”

“In sanitizing the bigger metropolitan cities,” she quickly replied.
“You mean with Lazarus?” Lt. Willow asked.

Jerri nodded, defiant.

Lt. Willow started laughing and stood up, putting his pen away.
“Is something funny?” Jerri asked sternly.

“Yeah, I’d say so,” Lt. Willow said as he continued laughing. He
pointed the notepad at her. “Your entire bullshit espionage story is about
as comical as the fact that you believe Lazarus is a defensive weapon
designed to reclaim the cities. You’re a clueless insipid bitch.”

Lt. Willow hiked his pants up and started walking towards the
door, laughing. 

“Are you calling me a liar?!” Jerri shouted as she tried to hide the
panic in her voice, face red.
“No, you crossed that threshold a long time ago,” Lt. Willow said
as he reached for the doorknob. “But don’t worry. I’m getting my cart and
when I come back I’m getting the truth out of you, one toenail at a time.”

“That’s what Andrew told me they were for! I swear it!” Jerri
cried out in desperation. 

Lt. Willow’s hand rested on the doorknob and he froze, taking a
deep breath. 

“He told you this?” he asked with a grin. “From Canada?”
“Yes! Just over a month ago! They’re doing well up there…
unlike the rest of us down here,” she spat. 

Lt. Willow chuckled and shook his head.
“Canada…” he mused. “You’re right. They were doing very well
after the pandemic. So were a few other contenders. The paradigm for
world leadership changed overnight and the playing ground became rather
uneven. We got reduced to a third world country.”

“Not much has changed based off of what I see,” Jerri said
coldly. “The camps have fallen and the Capital is wasting away while other
countries are thriving. You lost the game.”

Lt. Willow gave a sly old grin and turned towards her.
“Did we?” he asked innocently, staring into her eyes.

A chill ran down Jerri’s spine; she knew exactly what he was
implying. 

“You’re lying,” Jerri accused coldly. “Canada is still there… They
would have shot down anything you tried flying over their airspace!”
“I guess you’ll never have the pleasure of knowing, will you? Sit
tight. I’ll be right back,” he said. 

He opened the door and slammed it shut behind him.
Angered and frustrated, she had to make her move despite the
mirrored window just a few yards away. She knew what was in store for
her next.

She sat still for a moment and quickly started thrashing in her
chair. She managed to topple over onto the floor, kicking her shackled
feet against the rotting, warped floorboards.

She lunged forward with her hands cuffed behind her and pulled
on the chain that bolted to the floor. 

The section of floor where the chain was anchored started to
rise…
Jerri screamed through the excoriating pain as the iron cuffs tore
into her wrists. She pushed forward with her entire body weight, pulling
with all of the strength she could muster, ignoring the popping sounds
both of her thin wrists were making.

The rotten floorboard splintered and the anchor flew up from the
floor.
Finally free of the chain, Jerri tumbled forward and crashed
against the wall, hands and feet still shackled. She groaned and coughed as
she struggled to get on her feet… The task was impossible with her ankles
cuffed so it took all she could manage just to get up on her knees.

The door flung open and Lt. Willow walked into the room
pushing a metallic cart full of dirty and rusty instruments. 

Jerri panicked and tried to back away on her knees, dragging the
chain along the floor.
“Tsk, tsk,” Lt. Willow said as he wiggled his finger in the air.
“Look at you thrashing up the place. Where exactly do you think you’re
going to go?”

He walked away from the cart and strode over towards her.
“Fuck you…” Jerri said as she fell backwards and scooted away
from him on her buttocks. 

“Fuck me?” Lt. Willow laughed. “I don’t think you appreciate the
distressing nature of your current situation.” 

Lt. Willow grabbed a handful of her dark brunette hair and pulled
her up onto her feet.
Jerri screamed and flailed in a vain attempt to get away. She felt
locks of her hair rip out by the roots and felt warm blood dribbled down
her forehead.

Lt. Willow lifted Jerri until her feet were a few inches off of the
ground. He looked at her pain-withered face and smirked. He leaned in
and pressed his lips against her ear, breathing hard.

“By the end of the night you’re going to beg me to kill you,” he
whispered. 

He flung Jerri into the corner of the room.
Jerri struck the wall and crumpled down on the floor, curling into
a fetal position, crying. Blood matted her hair and ran down her porcelain
skin.

Lt. Willow looked at the long clumps of hair he held in his hand
and dropped them on the floor. He wiped his hand on his pants and
started to walk towards the cart.

“Now, enough games,” he said as he picked up a pair of rusty old
pliers. He held the pliers up the flickering fluorescent light, admiring
them. “Tell me, how much food does Camp 6 have left?”

Someone knocked frantically on the door.

Lt. Willow sighed and walked towards the door, gripping the
pliers tightly. He flung the door open and stared at the pale-faced FEMA
officer on the other side.

The officer was shaking and gripped his MP5 tightly.
“What?” Lt. Willow asked flatly.

“We have a problem in the east of the camp,” the officer blurted
out.
“We always do. They control that part of the camp. Can’t you see
that I’m a little busy?” Lt. Willow asked as he pointed the pliers towards
Jerri who was shivering in the corner of the room.

The officer quickly nodded. 

“I-I can see that,” the officer stammered. “But it’s the virus. It’s
inside the camp and spreading fast through the eastern residential blocks.”
Lt. Willow went slack-jawed and slowly stepped towards the
officer. 

“Is it Lazarus…?” Lt. Willow asked, terrified.
“No sir,” the officer assured. “It appears to be the Acexa
variant.” 

Lt. Willow let out a sigh of relief. 

“Thank God,” he said, “Our outside wall is dilapidated but
sufficient enough to keep them out… How in the hell did they get in?”
“It’s not the wall,” the officer nervously responded. “We think
that the raiding party consumed infected flesh from the plane and that the
infection spread post-mortem. People are panicking and running towards
our position.”

Lt. Willow stared at the officer in disbelief and then spun towards
Jerri. 

Jerri kept her chin on her chest and let her bloody hair hang
down, draping over her face. She started to chuckle. 

“One of your crewmembers was infected and they came here?!” he
shouted. 

“Oh… did I forget to mention that?” she asked in a sinister tone
as she started to outright laugh at him. 

Lt. Willow focused his attention back to the officer in the
doorway.
“How contained is it?!” Lt. Willow asked, furious.

“Well… It’s not,” the officer responded, nervously scratching his
neck. “We don’t have enough men or bullets left to push them back. If
they keep coming any closer…”

Lt. Willow let out a frustrated cry and punched the cement wall,
not even flinching as his knuckles split open and dribbled blood at his
feet. He ran his fingers through his dirty hair and then took a deep breath.

“Fire,” Lt. Willow finally said, barely above a whisper. He
narrowed his eyes and nodded at the officer. “We’ll burn them out.”
The officer was surprised. Gasoline was in very short supply and
a commodity worth killing for. 

“I’ll need your keys to get into the motor pool and to unlock the
fuel pump though…?” the officer cautiously asked.
“I don’t hand off those keys for anybody. I’m not stupid. I know
exactly what you’ll do the second you find a working vehicle. Get out of
my way and I’ll do it myself,” Lt. Willow said. He threw the pair of pliers
he was holding back on the tray and then pointed at Jerri as he spoke to
the man. “What you’re going to do is stay here and watch her until I get
back. Do you understand?”

The officer nodded and squeezed the MP5 submachine gun
tightly. 

“If she tries anything, kill her. If we lose the fight and civilians
start storming the building, kill her. Understand?” 

The officer nodded again. 

Lt. Willows pulled the officer inside and stormed out of the
room, slamming the door shut behind him. 

The door made a metallic click as it locked.
Jerri sat hunkered down in the corner of the room like a
wounded animal, burying her face between her knees. Her manic laughter
had been replaced by soft sobs.

The officer walked into the middle of the room, sat down on the
wooden chair, and pointed his MP5 at her.
Jerri stifled her tears and looked up at the officer with her swollen
face and red eyes. The chain that once held tethered her handcuffs to the
floor lay strewn in front of her and the leg cuffs had dug into her ankles.
She looked absolutely pitiful.

“Please help me,” Jerri told the young officer as she stared at the
tip of the chain. It still had the metallic anchor attached to it along with
three exposed screws.

“Shut up,” the officer said with defiance as he kept the weapon
leveled towards her.
“Can you at least loosen my cuffs?” she asked as she used the
corner of the wall to help her get up on her feet. “I can’t feel my
hands…”

“No. Now shut up. I’m not warning you again,” the officer
replied. 

Jerri sat in the corner of the room, silent, contemplating.
Outside, gunfire erupted in the distance.
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The gunfire, which had lasted for hours, finally started to
subside. Seconds seamed to drag into eternity. 

Jerri’s keeper appeared to grow increasingly paranoid as the
silence lingered. 

They hadn’t spoken a word since his warning.
He continually glanced down at his wristwatch and kept an eye
cocked towards the door. Beads of sweat formed across his pale skin and
the MP5 shook in his clammy hands.

Something made a loud clunk in the hallway, making both Jerri
and her keeper flinch. 

The noise happened again… and again… and again.
“What is that?” Jerri asked, looking down at the chain sprawled
between her legs. 

The man held up a single finger and stood up.
“Shut it,” the man said as he curiously crept towards the door. He
kept his weapon pointed at Jerri as he moved but his attention was firmly
focused on the door.

Jerri gripped the chain with both hands from behind her back…
The man pressed his ear against the door, mouth agape. He kept
his eyes focused on Jerri. 

The noise happened again, louder.
The man let out a panicked cry and darted away from the door.
He started to pace in the room, running his fingers through his hair and
keeping a firm grip on the MP5 with the other.

“They’re inside… they’re inside,” he muttered to himself again
and again as he paced. “They’re fucking inside…” 

Jerri’s grip tightened on the chain… 

The man suddenly stopped pacing and pointed the MP5 at Jerri,
sweat running down his forehead. 

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry…” the man stammered. 

Jerri’s blood ran cold; she had to do something fast. She quickly
looked over at the door. 

“Wait… they’re opening the door!” she shouted in a terrified
tone as she stared at the door with wide eyes. 

The man startled and quickly turned his attention towards the
door–
As soon as the man turned away, Jerri held the chain that was
shackled to her handcuffs and spun around suddenly, lashing the man
across the face.

A large gash opened across his cheek and blood started pouring
profusely from his wound. Stunned, he stumbled backwards and squeezed
the trigger–

Nothing happened. 

Jerri spun herself around a second time, screaming, and lashed
the chain around the man’s neck. 

Jerri forcefully pulled back, tightening it around the man’s neck.
He choked and fumbled with his weapon as he collapsed on the
ground, helplessly pulled forward by Jerri’s surprising force. He repeatedly
pulled the trigger of the MP5 in his panic but nothing happened; he never
disengaged the safety.

Once the officer was on the ground Jerri wrapped the chain
around his neck twice more, placed her knees down on his back, and
pulled the chain as tight as she could.

The officer’s face turned red and his eyes bulged out of their
sockets as the chain sunk deeper into his throat and cut off his air supply.
He dropped his MP5 and hurled Jerri off of his back.

Jerri tumbled off of him but kept the chain pulled snug as she lay
on the floor, inching away from the man as he flailed and panicked.
The man went limp and lay face down on the floor, blood
dribbling out of his ears and out from the corner of his eyes.
Jerri relaxed her grip and let the chain fall against the floor. She
scooted towards the man and quickly unwound the chain from the
corpse’s neck. She then brought her knees tightly against her chest and
slid her handcuffed hands underneath her feet and up to the front of her
body. Such contortionism would have been impossible for her before but
her frail frame had succumbed to malnutrition and starvation and made
the act surprisingly simple.

With her restrained hands now in front of her, she quickly
searched the officer’s pockets for a handcuff key.
No luck.

The banging outside the door continued.

She reached down and picked up the MP5 with both hands.
Flicking the safety off, she placed the barrel directly against one of the leg
irons that shackled her feet together.

She chose her right leg; she figured that she would only need to
get one leg free and then deal with the other leg and the handcuffs when
she comes across some keys.

Her hands were at least in front of her so she savored her small
victory. 

She closed her eyes and gently squeezed the trigger.
The force of the gunfire sent sparks flying as bullets peppered
through the leg iron. 

Sparks and shrapnel pelted her legs and made her scream but the
leg iron was defeated and fell against the floor.
Jerri, ears ringing, couldn’t hear the banging outside the room or
anything else for that matter. Everything had the diluted sound quality as
if she were holding her head underwater.

She quickly stood up and limped towards the door.
She tried to open it but it was locked; Lt. Willow was proving to
be more formable than she originally imagined. Hopefully he was one of
the countless dead now outside.

Cursing, Jerri limped over to the mirrored window and pointed
the MP5 towards it… 

She pulled the trigger and swept the gun across the center of the
glass.
The glass shattered and pelted down against the floor in small
shards revealing a small room lined with wooden chairs and dark
computer monitors.

It was completely empty.

Jerri, stunned, lowered her gun and walked towards the room…

She thought she was in a prisoner holding area or an
interrogation room but the sign on the rear wall of the room quickly
corrected her suspicions.

“Son of a bitch,” Jerri muttered despite not being able to hear her
own words over her tinnitus. She carefully crawled through the shattered
window into the small adjacent room and looked back at the place she
had spent the past few hours in captivity.

A sign reading ‘Observation Room D’ hung above the broken
window. 

Jerri frowned and made her way towards a wooden door at the
side of the room. 

She slowly and methodically pushed the door lever down with the
barrel of her gun. 

It was unlocked. 

Jerri slowly stepped out into the hallway and scanned the corridor
with her weapon–
The hallway was painted all white and covered with mold. The
tiled ceiling sagged badly with moisture and most of the overhead
fluorescent lights long extinguished. Windows dominated both sides of
the corridor along with multiple rooms. Two decaying men wearing
laboratory coats lay strewn in the center of the corridor, long since dead.
Multiple metallic carts, just like the one Lt. Willow used, cluttered the hall
and were overturned.

A single fluorescent fixture had fallen loose from the ceiling and
dangled off of two sparking wires. The fixture struck against the wall as it
dangled in the breeze caused by a nearby vent. It struck the wall again…
again… and again.

The strange noise she heard was one mystery solved.
She hobbled over to one of the rooms across from her and
opened the door.
It was an observation room like the one she had just come from.
Empty.

An animal carcass was shackled to the floor but the nature of the
decaying animal could be anyone’s guess; rot had reduced the thing down
to clumps of fur, putrid meat, and gangly skeletal remains.

She made her way back out into the corridor and peered into one
of the long windows.
It was dark inside but she could make out rows of silver tables,
toppled microscopes, and other medical devices she couldn’t recognize. A
few decomposed corpses wearing tattered white hazmat suits were lying in
the room. One of them was sprawled across the table with his arms
hanging off of the sides. Each of the large laboratory areas appeared to be
connected to the corridor by sterile sally ports.

It didn’t matter; she had no desire to enter. 

Jerri looked down the long corridor and saw a door with a
staircase sign on it. 

She found her escape. 

Her weapon felt light and she knew that she didn’t have many, if
any, rounds left so she would have to make her shots count.
She hobbled quickly towards the staircase…

The staircase door opened.

Jerri quickly ducked behind one of the toppled metallic carts and
held the gun against her chest, ready.
Lt. Willow staggered out of the staircase. He was soaked in
gasoline; the stench overpowering. A crimson blossom had formed on his
abdomen and blood trickled down his leg. He held a ring of keys in one
hand.

He started to whistle as he limped down the hall.

Jerri took a deep breath to build her nerve and then bounded up
from behind the cart, pointing the MP5 at him. 

Lt. Willow stopped mid-whistle and froze, staring at her with a
strange mixture of admiration, disbelief, and disdain. 

“How did you manage…?” he asked. 

Jerri didn’t respond and kept the weapon pointed at him with
both hands. 

Lt Willow cocked his head to the side and saw the observation
room’s door behind her was open. He laughed and shook his head.
“I should have locked that goddamn door,” he said with
embarrassment. 

“Don’t move,” Jerri ordered as she narrowed her eyes at him.
“I didn’t come back down here to torture you if that’s what
you’re worried about,” he assured. “I just came down here to get you...
You're going to lead us back to Camp 6 once we get into Arizona. You'd
know that desert back-road shithole better than any of our

cartographers... even if we had any old maps left.”

“I'm not taking you anywhere,” Jerri said as she carefully took a
step backwards.
“Whatever. Don't be stupid,” he said, brushing her comment off.
“We're overrun here so we can't stay. I have two men and a decently
running jeep waiting topside. Of course we'll need gasoline along the way
but I'm sure you've sucked enough hose to know the basics on how to
siphon gasoline and I'm sure there are lots of abandoned cars on the
interstate. So quit wasting time and let's go.”

“I said no,” Jerri answered. “Just let me go.”

Lt. Willow tilted his head and stared at her for a few moments.

“Go? Go where?” he finally asked. “There is nowhere left but
Camp 6… Didn't I make that clear enough?” 

“That’s my problem to figure out then isn’t it?” Jerri asked
defensively. 

Lt. Willow frowned and shook his head, befuddled and infuriated.
“
Your problem…?” he asked through gritted teeth. He took a
step towards her. “What about my problem? You and your infected crew
brought death to our doorstep! We lost EVERYTHING thanks to you!
There is a chance for us in Camp 6!”

“No, there isn’t!” Jerri shouted as she kept the gun pointed out in
front of her. “There never was!” 

Lt. Willow furrowed his brow and gripped the keys tightly in his
hand.
“There is food… there is ammo… there are men. Fuck the
government. We can sustain ourselves…” Lt. Willow said in an exasperated
tone. He looked at her and narrowed his eyes. “But you ruined any chance
of that.”

Jerri slowly took a step back and shook her head.
“You’re wrong about Camp 6,” she explained. “It has none of
those things. A raiding party took over the camp. We lost everything…
Even before they attacked, things were falling apart. We never had
anything to offer you…”

Lt. Willow shook his head and pointed his finger at her, spitting
as he screamed at her.
“Hope! You offered hope the second we saw that plane land, you
fucking bitch!” he shouted. “Hope was what we needed to survive and
even now you’re too stupid to realize that! Now you're standing there and
telling me that there is nothing out there?! I will not accept that!”

Jerri took a nervous swallow and kept the gun centered on him.
“Just let me go my own way or I’ll shoot,” she threatened with
her finger lightly wrapped around the trigger. 

Lt. Willow staggered towards her in defiantly, leaving drops of
blood in his wake.
Jerri squeezed the trigger.

The ‘CLICK’ confirmed her worst fear.

Lt. Willow froze in shock for a moment and then started to
laugh.
“Funny how that’s always the loudest sound in a gunfight, isn’t
it?” Lt. Willow asked as he chuckled at his own star-crossed fate. A
devilish grin formed across his lips as he reached down and picked up a
large surgical knife that was lying on a nearby metallic push cart. “You
don't want to come? Fine. I'll use an outdated piece of shit map. But for
you... well... I’d suggest you run...”

Jerri threw the empty gun down and took off down the corridor,
away from Lt. Willow and the staircase. She looked absolutely ridiculous
with her hands cuffed together and one leg iron shackled to her ankle. She
hobbled away as fast as she could, dodging the toppled metallic carts in
her way.

Lt. Willow casually followed after Jerri. He let the knife scrape
along the cement wall as he moved and created an eerie screech that
echoed along the entire hall.

Jerri arrived at the end of the corridor and found herself at a
crossroads. To her left she saw a metallic door that read boiler room and
to her left she saw a silver door.

She heard the screeching approaching closer behind her and
quickly made what she felt was the safer choice; she ran towards the silver
door.

“Where do you think you’re going to go?!” Lt. Willow bellowed
out, laughing. “How far do you think you’ll get down here?!”
She fumbled with the door lever with her cuffed hands.
The door was unlocked.

She quickly ran inside, slamming the door shut behind her,
panting.
A row of white biohazard suits and gas masks hung on silver
hooks on the wall above a table. The lights in the room were dimmed and
the ceiling was sagging and moldy. At the far end of the room stood a
sally port similar to what she remembered seeing back at Camp 6. The
sally port doors were frosted glass and a sign above it read ‘All Personnel
Must Decontaminate’.

Her gut sank; she felt like she picked the wrong room but she
knew she couldn’t go back out in the hall. 

The door lever moved as Lt. Willow started to enter the room…
Jerri ran over to the sally port and pressed the red button next to
the glass doors. 

An alarm blared twice and the sally port door slid open with a
‘HISS’. 

Jerri ran inside and the door slid shut just as Lt. Willow stepped
into the room with the knife. 

Jerri backed away from the door, frantic, as her heart thumped
madly inside her chest. 

Lt. Willow’s silhouette was barely visible through the frosted
glass. 

“Please stand still with your arms above your head. Stand by.
Decontamination process in progress,” an electronic voice announced overhead.
Blue mist sprayed down from the shower heads and both sally
port doors started to fog up.
Jerri gagged on the alcoholic stench of the mist as it burnt the
back of her throat and made her eyes fill with tears. She forced her eyes to
open and stared at the door she came through... waiting...

A hand print formed on the outside of the glass door and ran
down the center, startling Jerri.
Lt. Willow pressed his eyes against the glass and tried to peer
inside; it was no use trying to see through frosted glass. He bashed the hilt
of his knife against the glass repeatedly, but not a single scratch formed.

The mist stopped.

“Decontamination process is complete. Thank you.”

The glass door behind Jerri opened and she stumbled into the
laboratory, coughing. As soon as she entered the overhead lights flickered
on automatically and old computer monitors powered up.

The lab smelled like mothballs.
Rows of silver tables and metal stools lined the entire lab and
were stacked high with boxes of old beakers, microscopes, and diagnostic
equipment. It looked like things had been in storage for a while judging by
the spiderwebs. Large cylinders of gas were stacked against the far wall
underneath another cryptic Project Lazarus poster.

The glass door behind Jerri slid shut and she heard the shower
activate; Lt. Willow would be inside any moment. 

She scrambled behind the nearest table and frantically searched
for any type of weapon. 

No time. 

The decontamination procedure was complete and the door was
about to open.
Jerri quickly took one of the smaller microscopes out of one of
the boxes on the table and hurled it into the far corner of the room. She
quickly ducked down out of sight behind the table and held her breath,
waiting.

The microscope shattered against the far wall and clattered
against the floor just as the sally port door opened. 

Lt. Willow's attention immediately turned towards the noise as he
entered the room.
“Why must you play these little games? We could have been
friends. Such a long journey together... We could have bonded,” Lt.
Willow said. Treading lightly, he crept towards the noise and gripped the
knife tightly in his hand. He kept one hand pressed against his wounded
abdomen and ignored the blood trickling through his fingers.

Jerri, elated that her plan was working, kept quiet and waited for
him to get further away...
“This is the room where we made it you know... You're treading
on some hallowed ground,” Lt. Willow said with a cough. He stumbled
and tripped over a stool, catching himself on the table. He kicked the
stool out of his way and continued to walk to the corner of the room,
keeping a watchful eye out for the girl.

Jerri peered out from around the side of the table and saw that
the sally port door was still open.
Lt. Willow looked down at his wound and grimaced. The
daunting realization that he would never survive the trip to Camp 6
started to become hauntingly apparent.

“The toxin lived up admirably to its name... But you don't believe
me because you're a stubborn bitch,” Lt. Willow said with a grin. He
walked along the side of the table in the corner of the room, tapping the
tip of his knife on the table with each step he took.

Tap.

“Canada is gone!”

Tap.

“China is gone!”

Tap.

“Europe is gone!”

Tap.

“And now,” Lt. Willow said as he turned the corner, “What was
left of America is gone thanks to you.” 

He lost his smile as he stared down at the broken microscope
lying on the floor. He spun towards the door–
With Lt. Willow safely far away in the corner of the room, Jerri
got up from her hiding spot and hobbled towards the sally port as fast as
she could.

“No!” Lt. Willow screamed as he lunged towards one of the
cylinders in the corner. “You're not going anywhere!” He took the knife
and drove it into the side of the nearest cylinder and then pulled it out.

Green gas erupted out from the pressurized cylinder with a loud
HISS. 

An alarm started blaring and the sally port door slammed shut
just seconds before Jerri could reach it. 

She ran into the glass and fell backwards, dizzy and disoriented.
“
Warning. Biological contamination detected. This area is now under
quarantine,” a automated voice announced overhead as red strobes flashed
throughout the room. “Stand-by for assistance.”

“It's time you witnessed Lazarus,” Lt. Willow said, coughing. “We
both know that you're not going anywhere... and neither am I.” He
dropped the knife and fell to his knees, gasping for breath as the fog
consumed him.

The green fog started to expand its way across the lab towards
Jerri. 

Jerri scrambled back onto her feet and frantically pressed the
button next to the sally port.
The door didn't open.

“Quarantine activated. Decontamination portal is disabled.”

Jerri ran over towards one of the tables and picked up one of the
metal stools from underneath it as the fig gradually closed in on her.
Screaming, she spun and hurled the stool full-force towards the
glass door. 

The door shattered and erupted in a shower of glass shards as the
stool barreled through it. 

“Danger. Containment compromised. FEMA security forces notified.”
Jerri hurried into the sally port, picked up the stool, and hurled it
through the second door.
She ran out of the breached sally port, through the coatroom, and
went back into the corridor just as the green fog started seep through the
sally port.

She slammed the door shut behind her. 

Red strobes started to flashed throughout the corridor and the
alarm blared.
“
Danger. Containment compromised. Facility-wide contingencies activated,”
the few working speakers in the corridor announced. “Evacuate
immediately.”

Steel shutters started to roll down from the ceiling and cover the
other laboratory windows.
She didn't waste any time as she started to ran down the hall,
glancing over her shoulder. She dodged the multiple overturned medical
carts along the way and bounded over the decomposed corpse of a
researcher.

Two FEMA officers wearing blood-soaked riot armor and
carrying shotguns ran out of the stairwell a few yards ahead of her and
looked at her in surprise.

Both officers leveled their shotguns towards her.
Jerri turned her attention back ahead of her and nearly screamed
as she skidded to a halt, knocking over one of the carts as she crash
against it.

“Whoa! Hold it right there!” one of the officers shouted. “What
the fuck is going on?! Where is Lt. Willow?! He said he was coming down
here to get you!”

“He didn't! He went back there!” she shouted, terrified. “Get out
of my way! We have to leave! NOW!” 

“Back there?” the second officer asked. “Back where?!”
The steel door to the coatroom flung off of its hinges and
slammed against the drywall.
Lt. Willow stepped out into the corridor with his hands down at
his side. His skin looked leathery, his eyes sunken, and his mouth was
fastened in a scowl. Black bile seeped out of the corners of his mouth and
ran out from his nose.

Both FEMA officers, frightened, took a step backwards and
pointed their weapons at Lt. Willow. 

“S-sir?” one of the officers yelled down the corridor.
“He's infected, you idiots! He exposed himself to Lazarus!” Jerri
shouted.
Lt. Willow made a guttural growl at the sound of her voice and
started to quickly walk down the corridor, hurling the metallic carts out of
his way. He knocked the dangling fluorescent light fixture out of his way
and continued pushing forward, moving even faster.

Both officers opened fired.

The shotgun pellets did little to impede Lt. Willow. Large sections
of his body were eviscerated by the blasts but quickly regenerated.
He started to sprint towards the officers.
Jerri panicked and quickly ran in between the two officers
towards the stairwell. She snatched a pair of handcuff keys of off one of
the officer’s duty belt and started to unlock her handcuffs as she ran.

The officers stood too transfixed to try to stop or even notice
her. Instead they continually fired on their lieutenant.
Lt. Willow reached the first officer and knocked the shotgun out
of the man's hands. He then grabbed the man's face with one hand and
crushed his skull like a rotten tomato. Red mist, bone fragments, and
mushy pulp erupted out of the man's contorted head and trickled inbetween Lt. Willow's fingers and ran down his arm.

The officer's body convulsed and then went limp. 

Free from the handcuffs, Jerri dropped the cuffs on the floor and
ran into the open staircase. 

Lt. Willow dropped the lifeless heap on the floor and walked
towards the second officer. 

The officer pointed the shotgun at Lt. Willow's chest and fired.
Lt. Willow growled and stumbled backwards as a gaping hole
formed in the center of his chest; his innards were splattered back on the
wall behind him. He looked down at his wound and then looked up at the
officer as his chest cavity started to heal and close itself back up.

The officer, terrified, quickly chambered another round–
Lt. Willow grabbed the officer by the throat and picked him off
of the ground. 

The officer panicked and dropped his weapon as he struggled to
get free from Lt. Willow's boney iron-clad grasp. 

Lt. Willow brought the man close and regurgitated a black bile
into the man's face. 

The bile went into the man's eyes and mouth and made him gag
and choke. His body started to convulse madly. 

Lt. Willow dropped the man onto the ground and stepped
towards the staircase as the final marks on his body healed. 

The officer stood up behind him. His eyes were black, sunken,
and black bile foamed out the corner of his mouth. 

Lt. Willow and the officer glanced at each other and then hurried
towards the staircase together.
Jerri bounded up the winding stairs two at a time, breathing
frantically. The stairwell was dimly lit by flickering bulbs that ran the
expanse of the wall. The handrail was rusted and the air smelled like
burning gasoline. The staircase seemed to spiral up endlessly into the
darkness above.

She tripped on her dangling leg iron and fell backwards down a
set of five stairs, dropping the handcuff keys beside her.
Winded and disoriented, she groaned and forced herself to sit up.
She snatched the keys off of the ground and hurriedly unlocked her
remaining leg iron and hurled them over the handrail.

Jerri got up, briefly massaged her swollen ankle, and started to
run up the stairs once again. She glanced down below and nearly froze in
shock–

Lt. Willow and the officer were scaling up the side of the spiral
staircase tenaciously fast. They were pulling themselves up along the
handrails and leaping from one side of the spiral to the other, black foam
gurgling from their mouth.

Jerri let out a terrified gasp and kept running, nearly tripping and
falling with each stride as her leg muscles started to fatigue. Out of breath,
she finally reached the top of the stairs and found herself standing by an
iron-wrung ladder that led up to an iron hatch in the ceiling. The hatch
had a red circular wheel on it that was used to open it or seal it.

As Jerri ascended the ladder, a clammy hand grabbed her ankle
and pulled her down. 

She landed hard on her back and the air whooshed out of her
lungs.
The officer who had pulled her down started to climb on top of
her, dribbling black goo on her shirt as his tongue lolled out of his mouth.
He leaned down closer… ready to bite.

Jerri shoved the man hard in the chest and sent him tumbling
backwards off of her. She quickly got on her feet and started towards the
ladder–

Lt. Willow grabbed Jerri by the wrist and pulled her back towards
him, grinning as he stared at her with listless black eyes. Black bile seeped
out from his mouth and dark blood ran out of his ears.

Jerri struggled to get away but his grip was steadfast. She punched
him in the chest repeatedly but to no avail. 

The officer she knocked down rebounded back on his feet and
quickly ran towards her, snarling rabidly. 

Jerri kicked the officer in the chest and sent him sprawling
backwards off-kilter.
The officer tumbled over the edge of the handrail and plunged
down to the bottom of the spiral staircase. He struck the cement ground
hard and his body erupted like a rotten squash, covering the bottom of
the stairs in a strange mixture of black goo and blood.

Lt. Willow kept his attention focused squarely on Jerri as she
kicked and squirmed, trying to get out of his grasp. He leaned close and
regurgitated black bile towards her face.

Jerri twisted her head away just in time to miss the onslaught of
filth. She tried desperately to pull her hand free from his grasp but it just
wasn’t any use.

Lt. Willow leaned back and made a gurgling noise as he got ready
to fire another volley…
Jerri reached up with her other hand and jabbed her thumb into
each of his eye sockets, digging deep enough to feel his retinas tear to
shreds.

Lt. Willow let out a ghastly cry and let her go as blood poured out
of his hollowed eye sockets. He swept madly towards her, clawing blindly
at the air.

Jerri backed away and started climbing up the ladder towards the
iron hatch.
Lt. Willow froze and looked up at her as his eyes started to
regenerate inside of their sockets. He let out a guttural growl and ran
towards the ladder.

Jerri reached the top of the ladder and pushed the hatch.
It was sealed shut.

She frantically spun the circular wheel in the center of the hatch
and heard it squeak as the hatch unlocked. 

Lt. Willow was right on her heels. He stopped and tried to bite at
her ankle– 

Jerri kicked Lt. Willow as hard as she could in the head and sent
him tumbling down the ladder.
Lt. Willow struck the ground at the base of the ladder hard. His
leg made a loud SNAP as it broke and contorted into an unnatural
position. He howled in pain and anguish.

Jerri pushed the hatch open and crawled topside. She squinted –
the sun was rising. She took one last look down at Lt. Willow–
His leg was straightening itself and he was already starting to
ascend the ladder again. 

–and closed the hatch, spinning the wheel shut to seal it.
She stepped away from the hatch and looked around in
bewilderment.
She found herself in an alleyway overgrown with weeds. The alley
was behind a rather tall building that looked in disrepair; it looked like the
back of the warehouse she saw earlier. A handful of bullet-riddled civilians
lay strewn across the ground.

A jeep sat parked idling nearby. A few sacks of provisions and
two red cans of fuel sat in the back of the vehicle.
Jerri quickly crawled into the jeep and started to drive away. It
had been a long time since she had driven a vehicle and it showed. The
jeep swerved from side-to-side and she kept over-accelerating. It took her
a few minutes but she soon found her rarely used skill quickly improving.

She flew down the alley, crushing a few shambling freshlyinfected corpses in her wake. She banked around the corner and the tires
squealed as the jeep veered onto one of the main roads.

As she looked around her surroundings she realized just how
badly things had fallen apart while she was under.
Most of the tenements were ablaze and infected meandered
mindlessly in the street. Evidence of the bloodshed earlier made itself
known by the dead bodies lying in the street and the numerous spent
brass casings.

A small cadre of engulfed police cruisers and Humvees
surrounded a small building adorned with watchtowers on the roof.
'Central Command' was engraved in the building's marble facade. The seal
of the United States of America was fastened over the building's open
front doors and a tattered flag with fifty stars hung next to the seal.

The building's watchtowers were empty and all of the windows
were dark. 

Camp 7 belonged to the dead.
As Jerri sped down the road the meandering corpses nearby
turned towards her and started to shuffle after her with their arms
outstretched.

She turned another corner and found herself on the main drag,
weaving in-between small herds of reanimated corpses. At the far end of
the road she saw the exit gate next to a large empty gatehouse.

The chain-link gate was closed and padlocked shut. A sign on the
gate read 'Stop and Turn OFF Engine – All Vehicles Must Be Cleared by
Control'.

She took a deep breath and floored the accelerator.
The jeep barreled through the chain-link gate and sent sparks
flying as the rolling gate flew off of its tracks and bent outwards.
Jerri's body jolted as the jeep swerved from the impact but she
quickly regained control and kept driving. From what she could see the
only damage was a battered front-end and two shattered headlamps.

She glanced behind her and saw that a cluster of determined
corpses had followed her through the breached gate and were shambling
after her jeep.

It didn't matter; they'd never catch up as the distance grew
exponentially each passing second.
She looked ahead and let out a bated breath. The flat North
Dakota road seamed to go on forever. When she glanced in her rear-view
mirror again she saw that Camp 7 had turned into a distant speck against
the rising morning sun.

A short while later, nothing.

After hours of driving up highway 82 Jerri was finally nearing
the Canadian boarder. It surprised her just how clear the roads were aside
from the occasional abandoned car. She had driven through Minot around
noon; it was a desolate ghost-town not populated by the living or the
dead. It was there that she made the prudent decision to stop at a looted
convenience store. She filled up her tank with one of the fuel canisters in
the back of her vehicle and then decided to poke around in the store...

It embarrassed her just how much she had missed junk food.
She gobbled down three Butterfingers and was working on some
Twinkies. She really hoped that the old rumor she once heard about them
not having an expiration date was true.

The best part? She didn't see a single soul since she escaped
Camp 7. Living or dead.
Feeling the crisp autumn wind in her hair, relishing the sun on
her skin, and having her belly full was absolutely divine. She even
managed to find some CDs in the store. She was listening to charttopping nonsensical pop from before the outbreak but she just didn't
care. It felt great. She felt alive. She had no shame in blaring Katy Perry as
she drove well past the speed limit.

She opened a warm bottle of coke with her teeth and started
chugging. Within a few minutes the coke was gone and she hurled the
glass bottle out the window.

She let out a loud burp and then giggled at herself.

For once everything felt normal...

And then she saw the boarder-crossing in the distance and reality
struck her once again. The road became clogged with bullet-peppered
abandoned cars loaded with luggage.

She drove on the shoulder of the road to bypass the traffic and
slowed the jeep to a stop and stared at the abandoned customs shack.
It reminded her of a large tollbooth. The concrete sign overhead
read 'United States Department of Homeland Security – Customs and
Border Protection'. The road was barricaded by rolls of barbwire and
concrete highway dividers. Large signage dominated the center of the
highway and read 'Closed Due to Pandemic'. Two tanks, covered in vines,
sat next to the customs checkpoint.

She saw no sign of infected and didn't see any emerging from the
ground.
Maybe the rumors were true.

Maybe the ones up north did die off during the harsh winter.

She carefully veered off of the road and drove through the field
to clear the customs screening area. 

On the opposite side of the customs area the highway was clear.
Jerri veered back onto the highway and saw the Canadian border
checkpoint a little over a mile ahead. 

She drove past a large green sign that read 'Welcome
To/Bienvenue Au Canada'. 

“I made it,” she said to herself, smiling yet unsure.
The Canadian side of the border checkpoint was just as
convoluted as the American side so she elected to go off road and bypass
the mess altogether again.

As she drove through the field next to the Canadian border patrol
she read a hand-painted sign that contradicted the first sign she read–
CLOSED – TURN AROUND OR WILL SHOOT
She saw that the Canadians had a variable arsenal of weaponry
and tanks pointed towards the American checkpoint. However, like the
Americans, the derelict tanks and the turrets were unmanned and covered
in vines.

Jerri steered clear of the checkpoint and made it back onto the
highway.
The road was clear.

She floored the accelerator and frowned.

She turned off the CD just as another song she once remembered
came on. 

For some reason she just didn't feel like listening to music
anymore and drove in somber silence. 

A sign on the side of the road read 'Regina – 320 km'.
She didn't really know where she was going or what she was
looking for exactly but Regina seemed like a good place to start.
It was nighttime and navigating the roads were difficult at best
without any headlights.

The air had become frigid and her teeth were chattering as her
hands gripped the steering wheel. She narrowed her eyes and tried to peer
through the consuming darkness but couldn't make out much of anything
during the moonless night.

She wasn't sure how far she had driven but she knew she had just
gone through the last of her fuel canisters and her tank was nearing
empty. She expected to run through some small towns at least but all she
passed in her hours of driving were a few farms.

It surprised her just how rural central Canada really was.

Still, Regina had to be close. 

Seemingly out of nowhere a pair of headlights showed up in her
rear-view mirror and badly startled her. 

She didn't come across a single person, living or dead, all trip but
she knew her luck was bound to end sooner or later.
Gut-wrenching paranoia overtook her and set her into panic
mode. She didn't have any weapons on her and she wasn't exactly driving
a race car...

The car behind her closed the distance quick and was riding on
her bumper. 

Jerri floored the accelerator and tried to pull away but the jeep
sputtered and the engine trembled. 

“No! No! NO!” Jerri shouted as she pounded her closed fists
against the steering wheel. 

Despite her objections the fuel-less vehicle sputtered out and
coasted to a stop in the middle of the road. 

The car behind her slowed and stopped a few yards away.
Jerri contemplated getting out and running but she knew she
couldn't outrun a vehicle. In truth she was tried of running. She was tired
of it all. She simply put her powerless car in 'P' and closed her eyes,
defeated. She folded her arms across her chest, shivering, and tried not to
cry.

A man stepped out of the car behind her and cautiously
approached. He was holding a flashlight in one hand and a pistol in the
other.

“Are you okay?” the man yelled, pointing his flashlight at her.
“You're not sick or anything are you?” 

Jerri slowly turned and looked over at him, squinting in the light.
“No and I'd be better if you got that light out of my face,” she
answered.
“Ah, yeah... sorry,” the man said with a chuckle. He turned off
the light and holstered his pistol. He walked towards her jeep and stared
at her with a smile. “Where are you headed?”

Jerri eyed the man with suspicion. He was tall, rather handsome,
and wore a policeman's uniform. His complexion was clear and his brown
hair was neatly trimmed. She turned and looked at the car. To her surprise
it was a Regina police cruiser.

“Or I guess I could ask you for your provisional travel papers but
I doubt you have those,” the man said with a laugh. 

Jerri looked back at the man and shook her head, taken a little by
disbelief. 

“I'm from America,” she said hoarsely. 

“I figured as much,” the man said as he pointed at her jeep. “But
the question is whose interests do you have?” 

“My own,” she said flatly, clearing her throat. “I don't work for
the government if that's what you're wondering.”
The cop shook his head.

“I didn't think so,” he said. “Yet... here you are.”

“Here I am,” she repeated flatly.

“In one of their vehicles,” the cop said as he studied her
expression.
“In one of their vehicles that I stole,” she said without emotion.
The cop laughed.

“An honest criminal at least...” he said.

Jerri shook her head.

“I'm no criminal,” she said with a sigh. “It was the only way to
get out of the camp.”
The cop blinked, surprised.

“Those prison camps down there...? They still exist?” he asked.

“We called them FEMA camps,” she contested weakly. “I know
it's just euphemistic bullshit. And no... the last one fell last night. There
are no more. I was the last to leave... alive.”

The cop considered her words for a minute and then nodded.
“Well kudos for making it out of there,” he finally said. “We
haven't seen any Americans for over six months. The refugees stopped
trying to come here a long time ago...”

Jerri snorted and rolled her eyes. 

“They didn't stop trying,” she said. “They just... They just can't
make the journey.”
The cop looked at her and crossed his arms across his chest.
“It's still that bad down there, eh?” he asked.

Jerri nodded and then looked up at him.

“What now?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” he replied.

Jerri shook her head and held her hands at her side, exasperated.

“Do you send me back...? Arrest me...?” she stopped a beat and
looked at him squarely in the eyes. “Or shoot me? I saw the sign at the
border.”

“What did you expect us to say?” he asked. “Welcome? After
what they did to Toronto and Winnipeg... well... American isn't really our
friendly neighbor anymore.”

Jerri almost asked what the Americans did, but she already knew
the answer. 

“I didn't know what they did,” she said quietly. “They didn't tell
us anything except bullshit spin stories.”
“Well,” the cop said with some slight hesitation. “I guess it's
better that way. At least that way you probably never heard what we did to
you in retaliation... did you?”

Jerri looked at him and almost asked... but he was right; she didn't
want to know. It didn't matter anymore. 

She shook her head. 

“So you never said... Where are you headed?” the cop asked
again.
Jerri chuckled and looked down at the steering wheel.
“I don't know,” she answered. “Regina I guess.”

“Why?” the cop asked, genuinely curious.

Jerri thought on the question for a moment and then sighed.
“I guess to see if it still exists,” she said. “If anything still exists.”
The cop smiled.

“It does,” he said proudly.

Jerri looked at him doubtfully.

“And the infection...?” she asked.

The cop laughed.

“They froze when the first snow came. Lucky for us they stayed
dead for good once the ice melted,” he answered with a toothy smile.
Jerri shook her head in bewilderment.

“It sounds too good to be true,” she said.

The cop stepped back and pointed at his cruiser.

“Then how about you get out of this heap and take a ride in my
car,” he said. “I'll show you myself that Regina is doing just fine.”
Jerri thought for a moment and shrugged. What did someone
who lost everything have left to lose? 

“Fuck it,” she said as she swung her door open. She stepped
outside and walked towards the cruiser, shivering.
“I'm Butch by the way,” the cop said as he followed her.
Jerri turned towards him, teeth chattering in the cold air.
“Audra,” she said.
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The heater inside the cruiser felt wonderful but the awkward
tension in the air was unbearable.

Jerri felt Butch's eyes linger on her from time to time through the
ride. She wasn't stupid; she knew he wouldn't be such a good Samaritan if
she had a penis. She kept her arms across her chest and stared out at the
countryside as they passed by.

The trees were beautiful and a rich vibrant green. They reminded
her a lot of the trees she saw in Flagstaff and soon, as they usually did, her
thoughts turned to Mitch.

He would have liked Canada.

“We have electricity you know,” Butch finally said, breaking the
awkward silence that had settled in all around them.

“That's nice,” Jerri said unenthusiastically, keeping her eyes
fixated outside.

Butch tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and tried again.

“The whole grid works from here to Saskatoon,” he continued.
“We have fully-functioning emergency services, two hospitals, schools,
and even a college. Everything works from the street lights down to the
sewage system. Best of all? It's all free! What do you think about that?”

Jerri shrugged. 

“Sounds a lot like the camps in the early days,” she said,
unimpressed. 

“Well,” Butch said with a smile, “I bet the camps down there
didn't have Tim Hortons.”
“Tim who?” she asked as she stared at the treeline outside.
Butch laughed.

“It's only the best coffee in the world. You like coffee much?” he
asked.
Jerri offered a polite smile.

“I think I need something a little stronger these days,” she said.
Butch laughed.

“Well we have that too,” he said. “You know... we run on a barter
system. Everyone in the city has a role to play. Do you have any skills or
such? That stuff is important.”

“I rented out cars,” she said in a quiet voice. “Guess you don't
have much need for that yet, do you?” 

Butch chuckled.
“Don't worry,” he said with a wink as he slapped her knee. “I'll
put a good word in for you. I'll see if I can find you a nice gig. In the
meantime you can always stay with me until you get your housing
vouchers... I have enough food for two.”

Butch glanced over at her with eager anticipation. 

“I liked renting cars though,” she said as she continued to stare
out the window. “I was good at it.” 

Butch's expression fell flat and he reluctantly placed both hands
back on the steering wheel.
In the distance she saw a small cottage with one of those old
rustic windmills in the yard. After seeing nothing but farmland it was
different scenery.

Further in the distance she saw Regina's city lights glimmering in
the horizon.
“Well you're coming at a good time,” Butch said. “We're about to
hold elections and see who the leader for our district will be. We're trying
to restore the central government.”

Jerri stared vacantly out the window. Government was the last
thing she wanted to hear about. It just left her feeling cold. She couldn't
help but stare at the cottage as they approached.

“What's that place?” she asked as they drove past the cabin.
There was something about the place that caught her eye but she couldn't
quite place her finger on it.

Butch casually glanced at the cabin in the rear-view mirror.
“That place?” he asked. “That's the Miller's old place. It's nothing
special. They moved up north to Saskatoon months ago and it's been
vacated ever since. They were nice people though.”

It looked simple yet welcoming. A small feeling of comfort that
had been long absent began to stir.
“Stop,” Jerri said abruptly.

“Stop?” Butch asked, confused.

“The car! Stop!” Jerri said as she slapped her hands on the dash.

Butch rolled the car to a stop on the side of the road and looked
over at her in confusion. 

“That cabin is vacant?” she asked enthusiastically. 

“Well, last time I checked, yeah....” Butch said, unsure of what
she wanted to do. “Most people flocked to the cities...” 

“Then it's perfect,” Jerri said as she opened the door and stepped
outside.
“Hey! Audra! What's the big idea?” Butch asked as he held his
hand out towards her. “I'm taking you to civilization, remember? Regina
has everything you need. This old shack... well it may have electricity and
running water because it's on our grid but that's all it has.”

“I've done more with less,” Jerri said with a smile. “Look, Butch,
thanks for your help but I really don't want what Regina has to offer. I
thought I did but... well... all that stuff you mentioned... it's everything I
was running away from down there. Regina is just another camp. The
thought of it just leaves me... well, cold.”

Butch frowned and glared at her.

“What do you want then, Audra?” he asked.

Jerri smiled at him and spoke openly and honestly to herself for
the first time in a long time. 

“Freedom,” she said. “I want freedom.” 

Butch's hands tightened around the steering wheel and he
scowled. 

“So you're going to turn yourself into a hermit?” he asked.
“You don't understand. I never felt more alone then when I was
inside a camp with thousands of other people,” she said with a smile.
“After what I've seen and what I've done and what I've experienced.... I'm
done with the human race for a little while,” she said. “I need this...”

“Then I wish you luck,” Butch said with a frown as he turned his
attention back towards the road. “Close my door.” 

Jerri closed his door and the cruiser sped off.
She watched the car as it disappeared down the road towards the
glimmer of Regina. After it was gone she turned and walked towards the
cabin. She walked up the steps and tried turning the knob...

It was unlocked.

She stepped inside and took a deep breath.

The air smelled like pine and held the smoky armor of an old
fireplace.
It felt warm.

It felt perfect.

She reached over and flipped a switch.

The overhead lights came on and the ceiling fan started.

Most of the furniture was still there. Whoever the Millers were,
they left in a hurry.
Jerri walked into the living room and flopped down on the sofa in
front of the fireplace. She stretched out luxuriously and found herself
smiling a genuine smile.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 

“What do you think, babe?” Mitch asked as she sat down on the
chair next to the sofa. 

Jerri looked over at him and smiled a loving smile. 

“I think... I think I just want to allow myself to be happy for a
while,” she said in a softer voice she hadn't used for a long time.
“Are you?” he asked with a smile. 

“Very,” she said as she closed her eyes once again.
Epilogue

One year later...

Jerri walked back to her cabin holding a dead hare in one hand
and a snare trap in the other. It took her a while to get the hang of it, but
she found she had a natural proficiency for creating the traps and
placement. By next season she reckoned she would be able to get deer if
she could rig a bow and arrow together.

She walked through her front yard past her rainwater collector
and smiled as she looked over at her small garden she planted in the
flowerbed. She couldn't get anything but green beans to grow but, like her
hunting, it was a skill she was improving on through trail and error.
Thankfully the harsh winter was over and the spring rains were coming so
she would get ample opportunity.

She kicked off her muddy boots by the front door and walked
inside.
She never bothered locking her front door.

There was really no need to do such things anymore.

In the year she had been there she had managed to really make
the cabin her very own. After some redecoration and rearranging it really
felt like home.

She looked over at the bookcase where the television used to be
and wondered what book she was going to read after dinner.
But that would come later.

She had work to do.

She wanted to skin and cook the hare before sunset so she had to
work fast; doing it by candlelight was tedious and a waste of wax.
The electricity, along with the running water and sewage, went
out months ago. She wasn't sure what, if anything, happened in Regina
but she really didn't care.

Even without the modern conveniences society offered, Jerri still
made do. 

She walked into the kitchen with her hare, turned, and looked
around her cabin one more time before she started cooking.
She was smiling. 

She was happy. 
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