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Chapter One

Through the binoculars, a zombie was even
uglier than when seen up close and personal. Of course, when they
were near, you didn't generally have time to study them too
carefully. There were other things to do—like screaming and
running. From a distance it was safe for Ari to let his gaze wander
over the creature's rotting skin, its flat, vacant eyes and
slack-jawed yokel mouth. Blood stained the lower half of its face,
coating cheeks and chin and nearly obliterating the Alpha Kappa
Beta logo on the upper half of the thing's sweatshirt.

An "after" then. He could usually tell by the
clothes a "before" corpse from one that had been turned after the
first wave. Who would bury their beloved Brenda or Beth in a
sorority sweatshirt? Most of the first generation zombies wore
suits or dresses since they'd come to the banquet from mortuary
viewings or funeral services. Or they were naked cadavers straight
from the slab at a hospital or city morgue.

The people they'd infected rather than
completely devoured tended to wear more casual clothes and
generally had a bite or two taken out of them. And wasn't it an
amusing sight to see a little girl in shorts and shirt and
daisy-decorated sandals munching on an arm held in one hand like a
turkey drumstick.

Ari adjusted the binocs, bringing the zombie
sorority sister into sharper focus. He immediately wished he
hadn't. Her hair remained in patchy, random clumps on her
half-scalped head. Bright pink streaks and little sparkling clips
decorated some of the long blonde strands. Adorable. She tossed her
hair back from her face with a girlish flip and reached for another
length of intestine from the body she was eating. Lucky dead guy
wouldn't be staggering to his feet and perpetuating the cycle any
time soon.

The zombie's milky gray eyes suddenly turned
toward Ari and for a second it was as if she was looking directly
at him. His heart stuttered and he nearly dropped the glasses.

"Fuck!" He jerked the binoculars away from
his eyes as if not seeing her would hide him, and then he snorted
at his stupidity. Of course, she couldn't see him from blocks away.
He was well hidden in his perch on the fifth floor of an office
building. Even if the thing had glimpsed a flash of light on the
glasses, she wouldn't be able to interpret it as a pair of binocs.
The creatures weren't that smart.

"Hey, Captain!" The voice coming from behind
made him jump and the binoculars slipped from his fingers to
clatter on the floor.

"Jesus, don't do that!" He turned to face
Derrick. The kid was as jittery as a meth junky without a fix in
sight.

"What is it?" Ari dreaded the answer.

"It's Mrs. Scheider. We think it's almost
time. Can you come?"

Ari picked up the glasses and took a last
glance at the zombie girl and her victim. She was on her hands and
knees, head down, burrowing into the man's abdominal cavity like a
dog with a particularly good treat. He pulled the binocs from his
eyes and packed them into their carrying case before rising. "All
right, let's go. And Derrick..."

"Yeah?"

"Quit calling me 'captain'."

"Right."

As Ari followed the younger teenager from the
office, a big, drooping, half-dead plant in the corner caught his
attention. "Someone's not keeping up on their watering." He tried
to put the kid at ease with a little joke—very little—but Derrick
didn't crack a smile.

"Dr. Joe doesn't know what to do. Some of the
others are saying we should…you know, take care of her right now.
But we have to wait and see first, don't we? I mean we can't just
kill her, can we?"

If Joe doesn't know, what makes you think
I do? It was beyond him how the rest of them kept turning to
him for answers and trusting him to make decisions for the group.
He still believed it had all started because he was wearing his
army uniform and he wished he'd never worn it that day he'd gone to
meet Billy, C.C. and the other guys. The goddamn camouflage had
somehow convinced everyone he was a man who could take charge and
they listened to him as if he had some authority. Stranded souls,
they'd been desperate for anyone to tell them what to do and
suddenly that had been Ari. But he was only nineteen. The army
hadn't said jack shit during basic training about what to do in
case of a hostile zombie takeover.

His pulse pounded as he followed Derrick down
five flights of stairs to the ground floor where the group was
camped. In the conference room, they sat around a big table eating
Hostess cakes, chips and slices of an apple they'd foraged from
vending machines and desks. The office personnel had squirreled
away little nutritious food in their drawers, which was too bad,
because a diet of candy bars and soda wasn't helping jittery
Derrick any.

Joe crouched beside Mrs. Scheider. The sick
woman lay on a pile of folded coats and jackets someone had put
together.

"What's up, doc?" Ari stopped himself from
mimicking Bugs Bunny. Joking over a dying woman's body was harsh,
but when he was keyed up he always made smart ass remarks. "How is
she doing?"

Dr. Joseph Morgenstern, who wasn't really an
M.D. but a dermatologist, shrugged and scratched at the stubble on
his chin. "She regained consciousness for a little bit, but now
she's out of it again. From her breathing, I don't think she's got
much more time." He lowered his voice. "I'm so out of my element
here. I have no idea what else to do for her. If we were in a
hospital, I'd give her oxygen, but here..."

Ari nodded. Even if they'd administered
oxygen a while ago or had an entire medical team working on Mrs.
Scheider, he doubted it would have helped. But they couldn't have
gone searching for a tank. It was too dangerous. There was no
hospital or medical clinic nearby and even if there were, they'd be
hopping with revenants.

"Hey, you're back." Lila's touch on his
shoulder brought his head up fast. He looked into her unusual
indigo eyes and his stomach gave a little flip. Because she'd taken
him by surprise, he told himself, but he knew better. It was the
way his body always reacted to seeing Lila, a stomach flip usually
followed by a low burn in his groin.

"I see you found brunch for everybody," he
said.

She tucked strands of her shoulder length,
brown hair behind her ear. "Wasn't much to find. The ground floor
had already been picked over. We gathered this stuff from the
second floor. We'll have to have to raid a grocery store soon. We
can't live on junk food."

He nodded and gazed down at the sick woman's
face. She looked old, much older than she'd seemed at the beginning
of all this. When was it? Only four days ago? Five? He'd nearly
lost track. It seemed this had been their life forever, trekking
through a dying city on their way to an uncertain future.

When he'd first seen Mrs. Scheider, she'd
been one of those brisk, styled and pressed, white-haired women who
could be any age from sixty to eighty. He'd looked right past her
on the subway, his attention caught by a sexy, dark-haired chick
and her friend sitting farther up the aisle. They were the kind of
girls who talked and laughed too loud, enjoying drawing everyone's
attention. He'd been happy to oblige because both girls were worth
looking at.

The truth was, that day on the subway he'd
noticed very few of the people he was traveling with now. He sure
as hell wouldn't have struck up a friendship with any of them under
normal circumstances. But that day on the subway things had veered
far from normal.

Now, Mrs. Scheider looked about a hundred
years old, or as if she was already halfway dead. Her skin was
paper white, her cheeks sunken and her mouth seemed toothless. The
once fluffy white hair was flat and dirty, the designer clothes
torn and bloodied. Her chest hitched up and down and her breath
rasped between parted lips.

"Too late for oxygen anyway," Dr. Joe said
quietly. "We're going to have to be ready."

Meaning Ari was going to have to be ready. No
one else would want to do what had to be done here—if it had to be
done. Ari wasn't the only one who'd made a kill since this begin.
Deb, Derrick, even Sondra had taken out some revenants. But killing
one of their own was a different matter. Ari was a soldier so
everyone assumed he was equipped to handle anything. He'd have to
suck it up and do the job.

"Why don't you clear the room," Ari said.

"I'll do it." Lila squeezed his shoulder
lightly and when she took her hand away, he still felt the warmth
and pressure of it.

Behind him, he was vaguely aware of Lila
talking to the others, chairs moving away from the conference
tables, footsteps and voices receding from the room. But most of
his attention was focused on the wheezing woman in front of him.
He'd admired Mrs. Scheider's sharp tongue and dry humor and he'd
miss it.

They'd had been scavenging in a diner, when
the zombies came. The ax he'd taken from a store had come in useful
in slashing a path through them. The blade cut cleanly through
gristle and bone, severing heads like a weed-whacker churning
through dandelions. He'd managed to escape along with the people in
the front of the diner, while the rest of the crew, who'd been in
the kitchen, ran out the back. Only when they came together several
blocks away did they realize Mrs. Scheider wasn't with them.

Ari had gone back for her, running harder
than he ever had on the obstacle course at Fort Benning. He'd found
the woman hiding in a storage room and carried her back to where
the others waited. Julie had cleaned the blood from her trembling
body. Joe had stitched and bandaged her wound. And Ari had mentally
kicked himself for allowing this to happen. He should've kept
better watch. He should've kept them all safe. They were his
responsibility now whether he liked it or not.

Lila was back now, joining in the vigil over
Mrs. Scheider. She crouched beside Ari, her shoulder bumping his.
"Do you need me to help?"

Ari looked into her exotic eyes focused on
his like searchlights probing his secret thoughts. He shook his
head. "No. I'll handle it. Please, just make sure everyone's
staying calm and that Deb has set up perimeters. Don't want to get
slack with security."

"All right." She rose and walked from the
room. His gaze lingered on her backside before the door closed
behind her. What kind of a sick perv checked out a girl's ass when
a person was dying right in front of him? Especially when it was
very likely he'd have to behead the poor old lady soon after she
died.

Mrs. Scheider drew in another rattling breath
and paused. Ari held his own breath, waiting for her to exhale. His
hand tightened on the ax, and then air whistled out between her
slack lips. He glanced at Joe. The other man was pale and looked
like he'd rather be anywhere but here.

"Isn't there anything else you can do for
her?" Ari asked. "I know we don't have morphine or anything,
but…"

The dermatologist shook his head, locks of
his gray-shot hair tumbling onto his forehead. His beard was
growing in and his hair was shaggy. "There's nothing we can do but
wait."

Ari sat back on his heels, the ax lying
across his legs, and waited.
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Chapter Two

Ten days earlier…

Lila had her textbook, World Religions in
Practice: a Comparative Introduction, propped open on her lap,
but hadn't turned a page for the past ten minutes. Alternate
scenarios for how last night could have gone kept playing out in
her mind. She could've kept her temper. She could've not yelled
stupid things she didn't really mean. She could've refrained from
crying. She could've been cool and made the breakup as painless for
them both as possible.

It wasn't like she hated Doyle or wished him
pain. He'd been a good boyfriend, a good friend for two years. But
their time was over. Both of them knew it, had known it for months
now, but someone had needed to say the words. Since Doyle avoided
confrontation of any kind, Lila had finally done it. Badly.

She stared out the window at the lights of
the subway station flashing by, the advertisements on the wall and
the people waiting on the platform. The train braked and the lights
flickered. When the train stopped, the doors slid open and
newcomers shuffled into the half-filled compartment. Lila hadn't
needed to make room for anyone beside her yet, but probably would
before she reached her stop.

She looked at the photograph of a gold-gilded
Buddah on the page of her textbook then glanced at the soldier
sitting across the aisle from her. He was looking at the two noisy
girls a few seats ahead of them. Barbie and Babs, Lila had
christened the duo, who talked high, fast and breathlessly. Maybe
she was completely stereotyping and the girls were having a
profound conversation about art, politics or the meaning of life,
but from the snatches she'd overheard, she doubted it.

At any rate, the fembots seemed to have GI
Joe captivated. He was a young guy with a compact build beneath his
olive green T. His hair was close-shaven brown stubble. She
wondered what he'd looked like before Uncle Sam got hold of him.
Maybe he'd been the kind who always went for that shaven look. He
had a good skull shape for it. Some guys didn't. And why was she
staring at him and thinking about his hair, or lack of it?

Before she looked away, she noted the rest of
his attire, camouflage pants and shirt with the sleeves rolled up,
heavy lace-up boots, dog tags hanging against his chest. Was he
expecting a battle right here in the city, or did the army make
these guys wear the uniform even when they were off duty? He was
probably young and foolish enough to be proud of the fascist
military look.

Her gaze slid back to the serene-faced Buddha
on the page of her book and she wished she'd remembered her Zen
beliefs last night. She'd gone to meet Doyle at his place fully
expecting to present the situation calmly and receive an equally
peaceful agreement from her boyfriend. Ex now, she reminded
herself. The man rarely got upset even when he was under a lot of
pressure at the hospital where he worked, which from all accounts
had been a madhouse recently due to the A7 virus. He was always
reasonable. They rarely argued and when they did, their
disagreements weren't heated. In fact, even as she'd told Doyle she
thought they should break up, for a moment Lila couldn't remember
why she was doing it. He really was so easy to get along with.

Then things had taken a strange turn.
Even-tempered Doyle had lost it. He'd yelled and cursed and
insulted her. Her adrenaline rising, Lila had yelled back. Things
she hadn't known bothered her came spewing out. Before it was over,
they were both displaying a passion their relationship had been
sorely lacking for most of the time they were together.

Now that it was over, she felt a vague
anxiety and melancholy and definitely regret for losing her temper,
but nothing more powerful than that. She would miss having someone
to do things with, a date she could count on, but beyond that she
felt fairly confident Doyle would slide quickly and easily into the
role of "a guy I used to date back in college." The thought made
her sadder than the actual loss of him.

The train pulled out of the station, lights
flickering again, and gathered steam as it clattered along the
tracks. Lila brought her attention back to the text, which she
really needed to read before class that afternoon. She concentrated
for the length of a paragraph before looking up again.

A teenage boy and little girl who'd just
boarded the train took the last empty seat in the back end of the
compartment, the one in front of the soldier. The girl was asking
the boy something and he was telling her to shut up. Brother and
sister, Lila guessed.

Sitting directly in front of her, a
fashionable, white-haired lady was focused on her magazine. An
African American woman perhaps in her late twenties sat beside her.
Lila tried to decide if the woman was wearing extensions in her
abundant mass of braids.

She took a sip of her nearly empty coffee and
stole another glance at GI Joe. He'd stopped watching the chatty
Barbies and was staring out his window, legs sprawled in front of
him, a backpack on the seat beside him. Lila smiled at the
backpack, nothing military issue about it. The thing must be
leftover from his high school days. The blue bag was decorated with
signatures scrawled in black marker and a peeling bumper sticker of
some local band.

Lila gave up trying to read and closed her
book. She shoved it in her backpack, a neutral, unmarred navy, on
the floor by her feet. As she leaned over to zip the bag closed, a
shudder shook the car. She was thrown forward into the back of the
seat in front of her then tossed back into her seat. Her neck
snapped at the impact as the train came to an immediate, jolting
stop. The lights went out, plunging the compartment into
semi-darkness. Emergency light strips down the center of each aisle
cast an eerie glow over the chaotic scene.

Cries and shouts resounded through the car.
Piercing shrieks and "oh my Gods" came from the Barbie twins. Lila
stood and craned her neck trying to see what was going on in the
front of the compartment, but everyone else was rising too so she
couldn't see anything except other people's backs and bobbing
heads. She pressed her cheek close to the window, trying to look
down the track, but the subway tunnel was too dark. Was this a
collision or a derailment? Lila's heart pounded. She tried to calm
down and reminded herself it could be worse. At least no one
appeared to be hurt. The train couldn't have crashed into anything
too hard. Maybe there'd simply been some massive power outage and
they'd be stuck here for a while. She bent to pick up her backpack
so she'd be ready if the conductor came to evacuate them.

Just then several loud screams cut across the
babble of worried, excited voices. These weren't like the initial
yells of surprise, but horrified screams of pain and fear.

"What the hell?" A low voice came from right
beside her.

Lila turned to find GI Joe standing in the
aisle beside her seat, staring toward the front of the car.

"What is it? What do you see?" she asked,
climbing onto her seat to try to get a better view.

"I don't know, but I think we'd better—"

A woman's howling shriek was cut off, ending
in a loud gurgle.

"We've gotta go, now!" The soldier grabbed
Lila's arm and jerked her into the aisle with him. He shoved her
behind him toward the door between compartments. It was closed.
Lila's fingers scrabbled against glass and metal as she struggled
to open it. As the screaming at the front of the car increased, she
jerked the door open. Hands pushed against her back, propelling her
into the space between cars. She tripped on the uneven metal floor,
stumbled down the steps to the track, banging her knee against the
edge of the car before her foot hit pavement. She was spun aside
and slammed against the subway car as people shoved her out of the
way..

In the dark, a hand grabbed her wrist and
pulled. "This way."

"What is it? What's happening?" She didn't
know if she'd said it or thought it. Questions repeated in a
continuous loop in her head while the horrifying screaming inside
the compartment went on and on. It wasn't just one or two voices
now, but many as if a massacre were taking place.

"Over here." The soldier sounded confident
and his hand was strong. Lila ran with him and so did some others.
She could hardly see the other people in the dark, only feel their
bodies pressing around her. They were running like a herd of
gazelles racing before cheetahs. Jesus, what was happening back
there? What was coming after them?

The man running beside her stopped so
abruptly he nearly jerked her arm from its socket. He crouched and
did something on the ground. Lila stared blindly at his dark shape
and realized he was prying open a manhole grate. The crowd divided
like water, flowing around them this way and that, but some people
became aware of what he was doing and huddled around, waiting.

There was a clang of metal. The soldier rose
and spoke quickly. "Whatever's on that train, I don't want to try
to run from it straight down a tunnel. If we go into the storm
sewer, maybe we'll have a better chance to escape."

The idea of descending into a pitch black
abyss didn't seem like much of an alternative to running for the
nearest station, but Lila could see his logic. If they couldn't
outrun whatever was coming, they should hide. One man was already
climbing into the hole. Lila's eyes had adjusted to the very dim
light and she could make out the shapes of her fellow travelers
enough to see that the next person clambering into the pit was the
African American woman with the braids. Following her was her
seatmate, the white-haired lady.

Lila turned to the teenage boy and his little
sister standing beside her. "You going with them?"

"I guess." He stooped to talk to the girl,
who was crying. She shook her head. Her brother grabbed her arms
and his cajoling voice grew angry.

Lila looked back at the train, its huge
silver body like the carcass of some great beast lying in the
tunnel. Adrenaline, sharp as knives, lanced through her veins. Her
heart pounded so hard her chest was tight and she could scarcely
breathe. More people were spilling out of the subway cars both
nearby and farther down the track. More yells and screams, muffled
by the closed windows came from inside the compartments. As Lila
watched, the silhouette of a person stumbled off the train and
dropped to the pavement. The woman crawled across the ground,
crying.

Lila took a step toward her to offer help
then stopped. Another person was lurching down the steps right
behind the woman. There was something wrong with the dark figure
and the way it moved with a jerky gait like a marionette. Lila
didn't know how she knew the person wasn't a victim. She just felt
it.

The hair on Lilas's nape lifted and she
backed away. Turning, she grabbed the little girl by one hand and
the older boy by the arm. "Move! Now!" She pushed them toward the
open manhole, where another man was just disappearing from
sight.

"I'll pass your sister down to you," she
promised the boy, and he began to climb the ladder. Before he'd
gotten very far, Lila lifted the crying girl beneath the armpits
and slung her into the pit. She glanced back at the lurching
figure—several of them now moving alongside the train. One grabbed
a running woman and pulled her close as if in a lover's embrace.
Lila didn't see what happened next but screams rang in her
ears.

The top of the ladder was clear so she began
her own descent, her sandals slipping on the metal rungs. From
below came the echoing sound of voices, hands reaching for her and
helping her off the ladder.

"Something's coming," she gasped
breathlessly. "Something—"

"Is that everyone?" The soldier was beside
her. She caught a glimpse of his profile in the darkness as he
looked up to the gray circle above.

"Close it! You'd better close it. Hurry!" The
whole point of hiding down here would be lost if the—whatever those
people were—spotted the open manhole cover.

GI Joe climbed back up the ladder, his body
blocking the light overhead. He reached out and pulled the metal
cover back into place. The black circle moved across the opening
like an eclipse, plunging them into total darkness.

"What now? We can't even see," someone spoke
above the little girl's sobbing.

"Anyone have a lighter or matches?" Lila knew
the soldier's voice already. How could he sound so calm in the
middle of this disaster?

"I do," came a young female voice, followed
by the sound of someone scrabbling through a purse. Lila thought of
her abandoned backpack, the comparative religions textbook which
she knew she'd never see again. She stood in the darkness,
listening to the muffled sounds of trauma and running footsteps
overhead and felt the warmth of bodies all around her, heard the
other people murmuring and moving.

The storm sewer smelled like a monkey house
at the zoo, a potent, urine-soaked stench that singed her nostrils.
Her body tensed and she fought against the urge to scream. A
primitive fear of things that lurked in the dark twisted her gut,
but surely nothing down here could be any worse than whatever
horrible thing was happening up above.

Several people were whispering about
terrorists and the possibility of some kind of massive strike on
the city. One man suggested a fast acting, flesh eating virus and
someone else told him to shut the hell up. Several people tried to
make calls on their cell phones but of course there was no signal
down here.

The girl with the lighter located it and
struck a flame. In the tiny flickering light, Lila could see little
beyond the brown face of the lighter's owner—the woman with the
braids. She held the lighter out from her body to try to shed its
glow on the space around them. It was less garbage-strewn and
rat-infested than Lila had expected, which made sense. This was a
storm drain, a run-off for rainwater, not an open sewer despite the
smell of piss. Luckily there hadn't been rain in weeks and the
concrete floor was pretty dry. The tunnel stretched in both
directions like the subway above, disappearing quickly into
blackness.

Lila counted ten in their group. In addition
to the soldier, the brother and sister, and the two women from the
seat in front of her, there was a tall, middle-aged man in a suit
and an older Hispanic man wearing a Mets baseball cap. A pretty
woman in a tailored blouse and slacks, whose hair straggled from
its stylish twist stood with her arms folded protectively over her
chest. Beside her was a man with crew cut white hair. The name tag
on his gray industrial uniform proclaimed him "Omar Everett."

GI Joe scanned the tunnel in both directions
and pointed to the right. "The nearest station would be that way.
All we have to do is keep walking straight and we should get there
in about ten minutes. We'll conserve the lighter. Only turn it on
when necessary."

"No way," Everett said. "I'm not walking
blind. We don't know when the next exit will be. We should wait
here until whatever's happening quiets down, then go up and check
things out."

"He's right," the woman with her pale blond
hair in a bun agreed. "We have no idea what we'd be heading into in
the dark. Besides, someone in authority will come soon to help. We
should be nearby."

"I don't think anyone's coming," Lila said
carefully. "At least not for a long time. We're probably on our
own. Getting to the next station and then the street is our best
bet."

"Look. We can stand here and argue or get
moving, but either way, the lighter's going off. We'll need it
later." GI Joe managed to sound absolutely confident without coming
across as arrogant. The woman with the lighter doused it
immediately.

"Maybe we should introduce ourselves." The
blonde woman's voice sounded louder when they were all shrouded in
darkness. "I'm Ann Hanson."

"I don't think it matters, lady. We can talk
later. Right now we should just get the hell out of here!" The
latino accent gave away the speaker as the man in the Mets cap.

"I agree. We should go before someone finds
us here," came the voice of the lighter owner.

Or some thing. Lila couldn't
shake the image of that lurching shadow grabbing a woman and
pulling her close. The shape had been human, but there'd been
something very strange about the way it moved.

"Yeah, something seriously messed up is going
on up there. No way should we stick around," the teenage boy
mumbled.

"I don't want anyone crapping out halfway
there. We can take turns carrying the kid. What about the lady with
the white hair. Can you make it even if it's a few miles?" The
soldier's voice sounded impatient now. Lila could tell he was
frustrated and anxious to get moving.

"I'm perfectly capable of walking for ten
minutes or ten hours if need be, young man, and you may refer to me
as Mrs. Scheider rather than 'the lady with the white hair'." The
woman's dry voice made Lila smile.

"All right. Let's move out. Hold hands with
the person in front of and behind you." Once more GI Joe grabbed
Lila's hand, scaring the crap out of her. Why did she always seem
to be standing right next to him?

But Omar Everett wasn't done speaking his
piece. "You all do whatever you want, but I'm staying here."

"Your choice," the soldier said, shortly.
"Just don't go up until we're long gone. I don't want you giving
away our location. Girl with the lighter, want to hand it
over?"

"Deb," she said, and moved past Lila to
surrender her lighter to the leader before linking hands with Lila.
Her fingers were strong and warm. The soldier's hand was even
stronger. It tugged insistently on Lila's, pulling her forward.

"Everyone holding onto someone else?"

A ragged chorus of affirmatives came from the
group. Even the little girl had stopped sobbing, only an occasional
hiccup coming from her.

Lila felt bad leaving Mr. Everett behind,
alone in the dark. It didn't seem right. But no one else, including
Ann Hanson, seemed inclined to leave the group to stay with
him.

Walking forward, Lila instinctively kept her
head ducked low. This was like one of those trust games intended to
teach you to put your faith in other people, but which usually
backfired when you stubbed a toe or barked your shin. She held
tight to the soldier's hand and kept herself close behind his broad
back. If anyone ran into something it would be him, not her—and
wasn't that a selfish thought for someone who considered herself a
kind, even spiritual person? When it came down to it, survivalist
nature beat out pacifist ideals.

Deb's hand grew sweaty in hers as the group
shuffled along holding hands like a chain of elementary
schoolchildren on a field trip. Or a barrel of monkeys. Lila smiled
at the silly image of red plastic monkeys linked together, and the
smile nearly burst into uncontrollable giggles. She was on the edge
of losing control and getting hysterical.

"What's your name anyway?" she asked the
soldier in an attempt to distract herself from the surrealistic
circumstances.

"Ari Brenner."

"What do you think happened? A terrorist
attack?" She already knew it was more than an accident. The train
hadn't just stopped. Someone had boarded it. Or something,
her inner voice repeated.

"I don't know. No weapons fire so that
doesn't seem likely. I wouldn't want to guess right now." He still
sounded as calm as if this kind of thing happened every day of the
week. Was that part of army training or was he simply the kind of
person who kept cool in a crisis?

"A virus, I'm telling you," Mr. Mets Cap
called out from behind them. "A flesh eating virus like in the
movies. Something like that was killing those people. Could be
airborne. We're better off down here."

As if to prove him wrong, the sickly sweet
smell of death drifted from the tunnel ahead of them. Lila tensed,
terrified of stepping into an animal corpse in the dark. Dead rat?
Pigeon? Raccoon? Images of every bloated, fly-ridden creature she'd
ever seen by the side of the road filled her mind and she
automatically slowed.

Ari squeezed her hand and pulled. "Come on.
The faster we get past whatever it is, the sooner we can
breathe."

He was right. Without her hands free, Lila
couldn't cover her mouth and nose. All she could do was hold her
breath, which would ultimately force her to draw in a deeper
lungful of the sickly odor if they didn't get past it fast.

"Shine the light. See what it is." Ann
Hanson's voice was panicked, as on edge as Lila felt.

"Do you really want to know?" The tall, older
man's voice sounded distant and Lila guessed he was at the end of
the line.

Ari paused and flicked on the lighter. Its
tiny glow was as bright as a flaming torch in the darkness. Lila
blinked as her eyes adjusted, then focused on the dirty, damp
cement floor. There was a little pile of something furry
decomposing only a few yards away. A disgusted shiver rippled
through her. Luckily it wasn't directly in front of them so they
wouldn't have to navigate around it.

"Keep going," she told Ari.

He let go of her hand to wipe his on the side
of his pants, flipped the lighter closed and moved forward. She
grabbed hold of his shirt and nudged him in the back. Her fist
clenched, bunching up the shirt and she pressed her nose into her
arm to shield it from the stench of death.

Ari walked faster. No one complained as he
kept up a steady pace until they'd left the eye-watering smell
behind.

"Shouldn't we be getting close to the station
by now?" Deb asked.

Ari didn't answer. Lila guessed he was as
clueless as anyone else about how far they were from the nearest
platform—or whether this passage ran parallel with the subway
tunnel above. The idea took hold of her that they might not come to
another manhole cover, that maybe Everett was right and they
should've stayed close to the spot they entered. Her heart beat
faster as she imagined being trapped down here forever. A mental
image of layers of concrete and dirt between them and the open air
made her breathing grow short. She was going to give herself a
panic attack if she didn't calm down. In. Out. She breathed, slow
and easy. Let it flow. Deal with whatever happens.

"Hey, Captain!" The teen yelled. "My sister
needs a break. Can we stop for a minute?"

Ari stopped and Lila bumped into him. Deb, in
turn, ran into her. She imagined the lot of them tumbling one into
another like the Stooges and again crazy laughter threatened to
burst from her lips. Lila put both hands to her mouth and leaned
against the grimy wall.

"Okay, roll call," their leader commanded.
"Say your name so we know everyone's still together."

"Deb Reeves here. Anyone mind if I have a
cigarette? I need one bad."

"Patricia Scheider. I'd prefer you didn't.
The air down here is foul enough as it is," the white-haired
woman's crisp tone allowed for no argument.

Lila pulled her hands away from her face.
"Lila Teske still here."

"Derrick and Ronnie Bronson," The boy
said.

"I can say my own name! I'm eight. I'm not a
baby." The high voice was indignant and petulant. Lila wondered how
much longer Ronnie could go before she broke down and threw an all
out tantrum. She thought she might join the kid in crying,
screaming and kicking her legs. That sounded pretty good right
about now.

"Hector Ramirez."

"Ann Hanson."

"Joe Morgenstern."

The names floated through the darkness.

"Do you think we should turn back?" Ann's
voice came closer, marking her progress toward the front of the
line. "What if we can't find another way out? Or what if we walk
right past it in the dark? We should've listened to Mr. Everett and
waited for someone to come help us. Wandering around like this is a
big mistake." Again her voice sounded as if she was barely holding
it together and might fly apart at any second. Ann didn't seem like
the kind of person a person wanted to depend on in a crisis.

"Second guessing never accomplishes
anything," Mrs. Scheider said briskly. "We're here now. We must
move forward."

"I agree." Joe's voice also sounded nearer.
Everyone was clustering into a group. "There's bound to be more
than one exit and it makes sense there'd be access near a
station."

"God knows what we're gonna find up there.
Everybody dead or dying," Hector moaned.

"Mr. Ramirez, there's a child here. Mind what
you say." Mrs. Scheider reminded him.

"Dude's right though," Derrick chimed in.
"Something's going on. The way those people were screaming, maybe
it was like nerve gas or something. Or maybe--"

"Shh. Stop it," Lila interrupted. "Let's not
conjecture. It's not going to help anything. We'll find out soon
enough what happened."

"Jesus, I need a cigarette. Gimme back my
lighter."

Ari didn't hand Deb the lighter but did flick
it on again. The glow illuminated the faces of the little group
making them into eerie yellow masks. "Lila's right. Last thing we
need is to start panicking or making up crazy stories. We should
think about arming ourselves though. Does anyone have a pocket
knife or anything that could be used in self defense?"

"Pepper spray on my key ring," Lila
volunteered, then remembered, "which is in my backpack on the
train."

Just then a scream echoed through the tunnel
from far behind them. Everyone stopped talking and froze. Lila
glanced at Ari. His eyes reflected the fire glow and she saw fear
in them before he flipped the lighter closed. "Shit!"

She had no doubt Omar Everett had been
discovered and attacked. Whatever was up there was now down here,
and might have a clue there were more people.

"Gimme the little girl. I'll carry her. We've
got to move!" Ari's voice was harsh.

No one argued. Lila seized the hand closest
to hers--slender, fine-boned, she thought it might be Ann's—and
grabbed the back of Ari's shirt again. Ronnie's leg was around his
hip as he carried her. Her knee bumped against Lila's hand.

The group moved forward fast now, marching in
silence. And from far away Lila could swear she heard echoing
footsteps coming after them.

 


* * * * *


Chapter Three

The little girl was heavier than Ari had
expected, but no more so than the packs they'd had to run with on
the obstacle course at boot camp. He wished he'd put her on his
back instead of holding her slung around his waist which was an
awkward way to carry anything. He also wished to hell he had a
weapon. Any weapon. A piece of pipe or a baseball bat would be
great, but he'd be happier with an assault rifle. Of course, even
an AK-47 wouldn't do much against a flesh-eating virus or nerve
gas. He didn't know what had happened on that train, but agreed
with the others it was something out of the ordinary.

He listened hard, trying to hear beyond the
stumbling feet and harsh breathing of the little group of
travelers. The concrete tunnel echoed so it was difficult to tell
what he heard, but he thought there were footsteps coming from
behind them.

The girl whimpered and gripped his shoulders,
her little fingers digging in. She smelled like strawberry gum and
sweat. Maybe he was supposed to give her some kind of encouragement
or tell her not to worry, but he saved his breath for trotting
faster.

"Slow down." The voice sounded like Ann, that
woman who'd wanted to stay behind. He wished she had if she was
going to hobble the group. He ignored her plea and continued to
stride quickly. His palm swept along the wall, keeping them on
course and feeling for ladder rungs. He kept his gaze focused
toward the ceiling, searching for a break in the blackness, a sign
of light to indicate an opening from what felt like an endless
coffin. Perhaps he'd been wrong to lead these people down here.
Maybe they should've stayed on the track like everyone else and
taken their chances that way. Now they were trapped in this tunnel
below the tunnel. At least there seemed to be only one possible
route. It'd be much worse if there was a maze of choices.

At that moment, as if fate was amused by the
idea, the wall vanished from beneath Ari's hand. They'd reached an
opening. He turned on the lighter and saw they were at a
crossroads. They could continue straight or angle left. Instinct
told him to keep going forward, but self-doubt whispered he could
be making a big mistake and leading everyone farther away from the
station.

He thought about how the train had pulled
away from the platform and clicked down the track. Hadn't they
veered right? The subway wasn't laid out in a perfect grid. There
were twists and turns.

"I think something's coming. We should get
moving." Lila's voice behind him was low and tense.

"There's another tunnel. I'm trying to decide
which way to go," he whispered back.

People were talking, asking about the hold
up, calling out whatever came into their minds.

"Shut up!" he snapped, wishing he could gag
every one of them. "All of you shut the hell up." His heart
pounded. He shifted the heavy kid in his arms. She tightened her
legs around his waist and pressed her head against his chest.
Jesus, this kid was depending on him to get them out of here. All
of them were depending on him, and he didn't have a clue which way
to go.

Lila pressed her hand against his back, her
palm warm and reassuring splayed across his spine. "Breathe," she
said. "Slow your heart rate, clear your mind, and listen."

Easier said than done, but he obeyed, closing
his eyes, which ached from trying to search for any glimmer of
light the entire time they'd been hiking through this limbo. He
breathed in the dank, oxygen-deprived air and slowly released it.
Breathed again and smelled the rotten scent of garbage. Garbage
meant people. People meant an access to the tunnel. And wasn't that
the faintest whiff of slightly less stale air on his left
cheek?

Ari opened his eyes and looked down the
branching tunnel. He thought he could see a faint glow. At the same
time, he heard footsteps, definite footsteps echoing from far
away.

"Move out," he said just loud enough so the
group could hear him then plunged into the left hand passage,
heading toward the gray light.

The resounding footsteps from behind pattered
faster and sounded louder. Whatever was on their trail was trotting
now. Ari wrapped his arm around Ronnie and broke into a run, barely
touching the wall now to keep his course straight. The dim light
became clearer and he headed for it. He stopped when he reached a
grate overhead, and the group piled into him. There were no ladder
on the wall beneath the grate, no ladder to safety, only the faint
light coming through slats half covered by a drift of something,
probably litter.

Ari cursed, "Goddamn it!" He peeled
Ronnie off him and set her down then moved along the wall, feeling
blindly for rungs. There had to be some exit nearby, perhaps a
manhole cover he couldn't see because it fit so tightly. If the
footsteps behind them weren't growing louder, he wouldn't be
panicking, but as it was his heart pounded so hard his chest hurt.
They had to find a way out, now.

His knuckles rapped hard against iron. He
seized hold of a metal bar and searched for the bottom rung with
his foot. Locating it, he climbed quickly to the top of the ladder,
reached above his head and felt rough concrete and cool metal. He
traced his finger along the lip of a circle before pushing up
against it. He held his breath, terrified the cover would be locked
from above, but the heavy plate shifted. He grunted as he lifted
and shoved it aside.

There was no time to make sure the subway was
clear. The danger coming from behind was more urgent. Ari climbed
down a couple of rungs before dropping the rest of the way to the
ground and landing in a crouch.

"Go!" he ordered Derrick.

Derrick clambered to the top and out the
hole. Ari had been worried Ronnie would freak out about climbing
the ladder, but she scurried up it like pirate climbing rigging
into her brother's waiting arms. Ann then Deb went, followed by
Mrs. Scheider, who climbed slowly but steadily. Joe went behind her
to ensure she didn't slip and Hector followed him.

At last only Ari and Lila remained.

"Go ahead," he urged, glancing down the
tunnel as he pushed her toward the ladder.

There were moving shapes looming in the dark,
coming closer, running fast but with an odd, reeling gait. Were
they people or something else? Disbelief flooded through him at
what his imagination dared to cobble together from years of
watching horror movies. Ridiculous, impossible images of werewolves
and monsters flashed through his mind coupled with thoughts of
Freddy Krueger or Jason striding along with deadly intent.

But these things weren't striding. They were
fucking running, and Lila was only halfway up the ladder.
The group of people—they were people—was briefly illuminated
in speckled light and shadow cast by the grate. Ari saw their
distorted faces for an instant before he stopped looking and
started climbing as fast as he could.

He quickly caught up to Lila as the first of
the creatures reached the circle of light coming from the open
manhole cover above. Ari glanced down and glimpsed pale skin, a red
mouth and black eyes looking back at him. The thing was at the foot
of the ladder, climbing up behind him.

"Go, go, go!" he screamed at Lila. He kicked
at his pursuer's head, his foot connecting with its face. The
creature's head snapped back, but it kept climbing.

Ari kicked again, connecting with its chest
and this time he knocked it off the ladder into the darkness below.
But there was another coming right behind it. Ari pushed his hands
against Lila's ass, boosting her up and out of the hole. He climbed
the last few rungs and vaulted through himself, yelling, "Shut
it!"

Hector and Joe slid the cover into place and
stood on it, their combined weight keeping the hole closed even as
something pounded on the metal plate from below. Ari searched
frantically for something with which to seal the exit. There was a
bench bolted to the floor and a vending machine next to it. He
yelled at Derrick to come help him move it. Ari's muscles strained
as they wrestled the heavy machine a couple of inches across the
floor.

"Hurry," Hector yelled as the pounding from
below continued.

Lila and Deb came to lend their strength and
the four of them pushed the vending machine across the floor to the
manhole cover.

"We'll tip it face down," Ari said. Joe and
Hector took the weight as he and Derrick rocked the machine toward
them. The two men stepped off the cover, letting go of the machine
so it crashed to the ground. From beneath the machine, the pounding
noise continued for a moment. Then there was silence.

"Dios, what the hell is going on?"
Hector voiced everyone's thoughts.

"Whoever they are, there could be more. We
should keep moving, but find someplace where we can catch our
breath," Joe advised.

Ari rubbed his wrenched shoulder and took a
look around the empty platform. Only not so empty. Mingled with the
usual trash on the ground were lumps of stuff scattered here and
there. It was difficult to make out what they were in the glare of
emergency lights that cast everything in sharp relief as if they
were living in a black and white movie.

He walked closer to take a look at a pile of
shredded rags and red sludge, his stomach tensing as his eyes
recognized what they saw before his brain could wrap itself around
the concept. Body parts. That's what the lumps were. Limbs, bones
and bits of entrails. It looked like a massacre had taken place
with very little of the victims left behind.

"My God," Lila's voice came from beside him.
"What happened here?"

Ari's gaze flicked to a corpse lying near the
wall. He could swear its hand had moved. "I think that one's still
alive."

He jogged over and crouched beside the
mangled body of a man in an overcoat way too hot for the day.
Probably a homeless guy. They always seemed to wear layers of
everything they owned, winter or summer. The stench of blood and
excrement rose from the sprawled form. Ari held his breath, put a
hand on the man's shoulder and gently rolled him over. You weren't
supposed to move an injured person, but as bad as this guy looked,
it hardly seemed to matter.

The dead man appeared to have been ripped
apart by some kind of carnivore. Bites of flesh were ripped from
his face, throat and chest. One eyeball still attached to the brain
by red tendrils lolled against his cheek. His legs sprawled at
impossible angles, a shard of bone protruding through a hole in one
of his trouser legs.

The rest of the group had clustered around,
except for Ann, who was keeping Ronnie away from the sight. He
swallowed the bile rising in his throat. He didn't want to feel for
the dead man's pulse, didn't want to touch him again. "Anybody here
have any medical experience?"

"I'm..." Joe Morgenstern gave a short, bitter
laugh. "I'm a dermatologist."

Ari looked back down at the dead man's ruined
face. Macabre jokes about skin conditions fluttered in his mind
like bits of litter caught in a whirlwind. "Could you take a look
at him?"

Morgenstern crouched and reached for the
man's wrist.

"No way that guy's alive," Derrick helpfully
pointed out.

"Why don't you go help Ann with your little
sister," Lila snapped. "She's scared out of her wits. She needs
you."

Dr. Morgenstern laid the man's hand down and
shook his head. "No pulse. He's dead."

"Okay." Ari nodded and rose to his feet.
"We've should keep moving, get above ground and find out what's
happening."

"A virus, I'm telling you. We've probably
already been infected." Hector scratched obsessively at his
arm.

Joe stood. "Mr. Ramirez, I think we can
discount an airborne pathogen or all of us would have been showing
symptoms by now. You can relax."

"Werewolves or vampires could rip up people
like this." Derrick dared to say aloud what Ari never would have,
even though the insane idea of monsters had been whispering in his
brain.

Mrs. Scheider shot Derrick a quelling glance.
"Don't be ridiculous, young man. This is no time to be inventing
nonsense."

"I'm serious. You can't deny that." He
pointed at the remains at their feet. "That's real, and no human
being did it."

"Come on. Let's go." Ari started to step
away, but spared a last glance for Homeless Fred and at that moment
the man's single closed eye snapped open. Ari leaped back.

The corpse on the ground began to move,
struggling to rise.

"Jesus Christ!" and "Zombie!" Ari and Derrick
shouted simultaneously.

Ari seized Lila's hand--she always seemed to
be right beside him—and began to run. The whole thing was like a
bad drug trip, outrageous and endless. They would spend eternity
running through tunnels chased by monsters.

When they reached the stairs, he glanced back
at the dead man, still trying to stand on what were probably broken
legs. He wasn't making any headway and didn't seem to be much of a
threat. Ari scanned the group to make sure everyone was accounted
for. Dr. Joe carried Ronnie. Hector held hands with Mrs. Scheider,
making sure the older woman kept up. Deb, Ann, Derrick and Lila,
whose hand he gripped like a life preserver, were all together.

Ari led them upstairs to the mezzanine level
of the terminal where there were a few shops, restrooms, ticket
booths and more carnage. Body parts littered the floor near the
turnstiles and benches, but there weren't any animated corpses
stumbling around. Whatever had gone through here had moved on.
Maybe.

The revenants—if that's what they were—that
had chased them through the storm drainage tunnel would have to
return to the last open manhole to get out. It would take at least
twenty minutes for them to retrace their steps and another twenty
to come down the subway tunnel. That should give the group a short
time to recover before going up to street level to find God knew
what kind of chaos. Before they faced it, they needed to rest and
arm themselves.

The power was out in the terminal too and
emergency lights cast the area in a gloomy glow. Ari spotted a
glass-fronted convenience store and headed toward it, sweeping his
gaze from left to right. Nothing appeared to be moving. A glance
behind told him the zombie from the lower level had not followed
them up the stairs, but it might. He needed to find a weapon to
kill the thing if it reared its ugly, eye-lolling head again.

Ari held up a hand to bring the group to a
halt while he checked out the shop. Inside, he found magazines,
books, DVDs, candy, shelves and coolers full of beverages and
snacks—and the unmoving remains of the clerk behind the
counter.

He beckoned the rest of the group into the
store. "Why don't you pass out bottles of water," he suggested to
Ann, who seemed the type who needed a task to perform to keep her
focused. She nodded and went to the cooler for some Ice
Springs.

"Joe, you watch that door and Hector, the
other. If you see anything move, I mean anything, let me know."

"What are you gonna do?" Hector raised his
bushy brows.

"Look for weapons. There must be something
around here." He sounded self-assured, as if he knew what he was
doing, but Ari felt like he was poking his way through a mine
field. Somehow he'd taken charge, but he had no business doing it.
He was no leader.

Lila and Deb picked up some of the scattered
items from the floor to make space to sit, while Mrs. Scheider
tried to make a call on her Blackberry. "Still not getting a
signal," she announced.

"Me either," Hector said. "No bars."

Ann came from the cooler with arms full of
bottled water and headed toward the checkout. Ari stopped her. "Uh,
there's nobody to take your money. Why don't you go ahead and pass
those out."

"Oh, of course. Yes." Her blue eyes were wide
and dilated. Didn't that mean a person was in shock? Well, hell,
they all were.

He searched behind the counter, trying to
ignore the bits of clerk stuck to everything. It wasn't like he
expected to find a gun or bat, this wasn't the kind of convenience
store like in his neighborhood, but there was nothing useful for
self defense. However, there was a display of flashlights near the
register. Ari stepped over a shred of polo shirt with a name tag
attached—Maria—and hefted one in his hand. It didn't weigh much and
wouldn't be useful as a club, but at least they'd have light if
they needed it. He gathered all the flashlights from the display
and passed them to the group sitting on the floor.

After another scan of the silent station
outside the shop, he continued searching for weapons. Maybe he
could pelt the zombies with hard candy or whip CD cases at their
heads like Ninja stars. He spun the display rack of sunglasses and
decided the center spindle could be detached without too much
difficulty. He flipped the rack upside down to dismember the pole
from its base and top.

He glanced at the group. Ann offered Ronnie a
box of cookies and a stuffed unicorn. She stroked the girl's hair
back and offered her a Kleenex to wipe her tear-streaked face.
Meanwhile, Derrick was following Ari's lead, searching for
something to use as a weapon.

"We've got to find a phone that works and
call 911," Joe said, "let them know about the accident and that
there's something…strange going on."

"A zombie attack." Derrick casually said the
word that made Ari cringe at its absurdity. "You think they'll
believe it?"

"Maybe, if it's a widespread phenomenon."
Lila picked a tote sack from a hook and began to fill it with snack
foods.

"Zombies. Don't be ridiculous." Joe continued
to scan the empty station.

"We all saw it," the teen argued. "You said
that guy was dead, no pulse, and then he was getting up. Only thing
I know that can do that is a zombie. You can call them revenants if
it sounds better to you, but they're still the same thing. Animated
dead people."

"I must have missed his pulse or his heart
temporarily stopped. People have close encounters sometimes," Joe
said.

"He was dead, but he was moving. Zombie,"
Derrick stated flatly.

"Please stop saying that." Mrs. Scheider
frowned. "Dr. Morgenstern is right. We need to concentrate on
something sensible like finding a working phone so we can call
emergency services. Whatever's happening, it is an
emergency."

Ari thought the network would be overloaded
and there was no way they'd get through, but since they didn't have
a usable phone anyway, it didn't seem worth bringing up the
point.

"I agree about trying to get help, and I'm
sure everyone here has family they want to call. But we have to be
careful and prepared for whatever we might find up there." Ari
freed the center pole of the sunglass rack at last. The long
cylinder might be awkward to carry, but it would do for cracking
heads. "It could be total chaos and we may need to fight. There
might not be cops or anyone else waiting to help us." One look
around the bloody subway station should convince them of that.

"Oh, God," Ann moaned softly and rested her
forehead on her knees. Hector muttered under his breath and Ari
thought he might be praying.

For a moment, they were all silent. He was
glad no one was having a major meltdown, making things harder than
they already were. Maybe there living in a big city prepared a
person for survival, or maybe they were all too shocked to react
appropriately. Only Ronnie was smart enough to cry her eyes
out.

"With all the emergency preparedness drills
we've had since 9-11, I'm sure there'll be military teams on the
job soon," Ari continued. "But meanwhile, we have to stay alive. If
it is…what Derrick's suggesting, we need to know if the city's been
overrun by them and how to protect ourselves." From zombies.
The ridiculousness hit him and he suppressed a laugh. Probably best
if he wasn't the first to break down since he seemed to be the
leader.

"I've got to get to my wife and kids." Hector
took off his baseball cap and rubbed his forehead. "They're clear
out in Brooklyn."

"My sister and me were on our way to our
dad's place. He and Mom are going to be freaking out if we don't
show up." Following Ari's lead, Derrick had another display rack on
its side and was struggling to take it apart.

"My girlfriend's office is near here," Deb
said. "If I can't call her, I'm going to go to her."

Everyone splitting up and running off in
different directions the moment they hit the street was exactly
what Ari wanted to avoid. "We should stick together until we know
what's going on. Work as a unit."

Lila looked up from packing water bottles
into one of the tote bags. "It sounds like you have a plan. What do
you think we should do?"

Ari considered what he'd learned from hours
of playing Gears of War 2. "Recon first. A couple of us should go
up to the street and report back on what we find."

"While the rest sit here waiting for those
things to attack from below? No. You said it yourself. We should
stick together, do everything as a group," Lila said.

She had a point. This place was only safe
temporarily. But Ari thought whatever was happening above could be
even worse. He didn't like the idea of dragging along Ronnie, Mrs.
Scheider or anyone else who might be a hindrance, not until they
knew what to expect.

The others started weighing in with opinions,
giving ideas or suggestions which felt less like group discussion
than a situation crumbling into confusion. One of them had to take
control and make a final decision. Might as well be him.

"This recon won't take long. Just a quick
scan of the area. Meanwhile, the rest of you gather anything that
might be useful to take with us, food and water and anything that
could be used as a weapon. For example, lighters and aerosol cans
can be makeshift flamethrowers." He wanted to keep them occupied
rather than worried and waiting. "Derrick, why don't you come with
me? Hector and Joe, guard the others."

"What's with putting the men in charge of the
weak womenfolk?" Deb crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. "We're
not useless."

But it was Lila who demanded to go along. She
hefted an umbrella in her hand, flourishing it like a fencing
sword. "I'm armed. I'm going with you. Mrs. Scheider, lend me your
phone, please. I left mine on the train."

"Fine. Let's go." Ari walked from the shop,
giving no one else a chance to offer more arguments.

"Aye, aye, captain," Derrick muttered,
flanking him on the left and brandishing his metal spindle. Lila
fell in on the right with her umbrella-spear clenched in her
fist.

Ari motioned them to stay behind him as he
went up the stairs toward the street, stepping over mangled body
parts that littered the steps. He hugged close to the wall and
listened as he neared the entrance. The traffic noise had more than
the usual quota of sirens, the wails of emergency vehicles
announcing something big was happening.

His pulse raced and his skin was slick with
sweat. He gripped his weapon tighter and took another step up just
as a fire truck shot past on the street. A few people raced by,
their feet pounding the pavement. No one tried to go down the
stairs to the subway. Who would want to be underground in the
middle of a power outage?

Ari crept up another step then raised his
head above the pavement like a small animal poking its head from a
burrow to check for predators. The area was complete anarchy and
all he could think was "How did things get so fucked up so
fast?"

There'd been a car accident on the street.
Maybe more than one, it was hard to tell. At least a few cars had
collided. Others had been abandoned, their doors left wide open.
The one stoplight he could see was dark and there was no cop
directing the gridlocked traffic. The flashing lights of the fire
truck disappeared around a corner and he realized it had been
driving on the sidewalk, plowing past any obstacles that got in the
way. People ran in all directions, but not as many as he would have
expected. Like in the subway, it seemed the revenants had swept
through and moved on, leaving blood, gore and pieces of bodies in
their wake.

In the plexi-glass cubicle sheltering the
subway entrance only a few feet from Ari lay a face. Not a head,
only a face discarded like last year's Halloween mask. After one
quick glance, he looked away. He didn't need to see something like
that too closely.

"911 has a recorded message about all
circuits being busy." Lila reported as she jabbed a number on her
phone. "I'm calling my boyfriend—ex-boyfriend. He's an intern at
St. Andrews. Maybe he'll know something."

Ari pulled his own phone from his pants
pocket and tried to reach his mom, but got her voice mail. Calls to
his friends yielded the same results. He felt sick as he imagined
why they might not be answering their phones.

Now what? He tried to imagine what his
drill sergeant, Vogt would command. Climb a wall, do a few sets of
pushups. Nothing in the book about responding to a full scale
zombie attack.

"What's going on?" Derrick moved past Ari to
take a turn looking at the carnage outside their foxhole. He pulled
back, pale as a corpse, hugging his skinny arms around his body.
"What are we gonna do?"

"Get someplace safe. Find a battery powered
radio so we can learn what's going on and what's being done about
it. Get better weapons" Ari took another look at the street,
ignoring the confusion and concentrating on the layout. There was a
large sporting goods store within sight, the perfect place for
guns, blades, bats, bows, and other supplies. It should be as safe
a place as any to squat while they took stock, and maybe they'd
find other people there. Preferably living ones.

The sound of shattering glass and screams
came from farther down the street. Ari's gaze swept to the source
of the noise. A storefront window had burst out about a block away.
He couldn't see what had broken through it until the people
scattered to reveal a blood-streaked man staggering to his feet
while a revenant lurched disjointedly after him. Running people
blocked Ari's view, but he saw the moment when the predator caught
her prey and bit down on his shoulder. Her teeth ripped right
through the fabric of his shirt. Ari hadn't known blunt human teeth
could do that.

He dropped down into the relative safety of
the subway entrance, breathing as if he'd run five miles and
pressing his body tight against the wall. "We'd better go back
down."

Lila held up her hand and continued talking.
"Doyle. Doyle! I can't hear you. You're breaking up. Hello? Doyle?"
She flipped the phone shut with a curse and handed it back to Ari.
"The connection was terrible and Doyle was…in shock I guess, like
he'd checked out."

Ari understood that. He felt light-headed and
disconnected himself, observing everything as if from a
distance.

"He and some others are trapped in a wing of
the hospital. He kept saying, 'They're coming. I can hear them
coming.'" Lila's voice broke. Ari prayed she wouldn't start crying,
he couldn't deal with that. He needed her to keep being strong.

"My mom works at St. Andrews, too." He
thought about her bending over the steam press in the laundry and a
shambling creature coming up behind her, but slammed his mind shut
when the image of gnashing teeth and clawing hands got too
graphic.

"The hospital is across town so these attacks
must be going on all over the city," Lila said.

Derrick jabbed his finger on the keypad of
his cell phone, his acne-sprinkled face contorted in a scowl. "My
mom's not there. I'll try my dad."

Ari was nervous. They should go back to the
group and get them moving to the new location before the zombies
from below made it to the terminal. But first he took one more look
at the street, carefully avoiding glimpsing the disembodied face to
his left. People still ran in all directions, a few zombies among
them, snatching, grabbing and biting. Cars attempted to make it
around the jam in the street by driving onto the sidewalk. A cop
car crawled through the stalled traffic and finally came to a
halt.

Two officers piled out, guns drawn, shouted
something then began shooting into the crowd. Ari jerked as the
shots popped. A man reeled backward, fell to the sidewalk, then
climbed back to his feet. Zombie. The word was becoming less
ridiculous now. The man stumbled toward the police like a drunk.
Each fired several more rounds but still the thing kept coming.

"Head shot!" Ari muttered. "Has to be a head
shot."

His hypothesis was proved wrong as the female
cop shot the creature point blank in the forehead. The impact made
it teeter backward before resuming its steady course toward the
police cruiser. The other cop continued to shoot as he backed
toward the car and got in the driver's side. His partner ran toward
the other side of the cruiser, but the zombie caught hold of her
Kevlar vest and pulled her to him before chomping into her throat.
Blood gushed in a fountain as the creature severed an artery,
spraying them both in red.

This entire scenario played out within
seconds, so fast Ari could hardly process it. Instead his mind
focused on the details. Cop wearing a flak jacket? They at least
know there's rioting going on but probably not much else. If
he'd learned one thing during his short stint in the military, it
was that people in charge were often as ignorant as everyone else
about what was actually happening during a crisis, especially in a
bizarre situation like this. These weren't terrorists with guns,
but reanimated dead people. When a point black shot to the head
didn't take them down, what was a cop to do? Apparently drive away,
because that was what the policeman did. The stupid metal pole in
Ari's hand seemed more useless than ever.

"Did you see that? Did you fricking
see that?" Lila was beside him, staring at the chaos.

He grasped her arm and pulled. "Come on.
Let's go."

Ari started downstairs, tugging Lila along
with him. Derrick followed with the cell phone still clutched in
his hand. "Why won't anybody answer?"

Ari's foot skidded on a slick of red goo. He
half fell down a couple of steps, dropping his makeshift weapon.
The pole rolled down the rest of the stairs with a loud
clanging.

Lila grabbed his arm and hauled him up off
his ass. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah." He rubbed his elbow which had whacked
the concrete steps sharply and continued on his way. He picked up
his club at the bottom of the steps and jogged down the short
hallway toward the terminal with Derrick and Lila on either side of
him.

Deb waited there, smoking a cigarette. "What
took you guys so long? What's happening?"

Ari glanced at his watch. They'd been gone
less than five minutes. "Chaos. The cops don't have any control.
People are running all over the place and there are more"—he forced
out the word—"zombies."

Deb exhaled a puff of smoke. "Jesus Christ.
I've got to get to Julie."

"I know you're worried," Lila said. "We're
all worried about someone, but going off alone is a bad idea."

"There's a sporting goods store nearby. We
should try to get there, gather some gear and arm ourselves," Ari
added. "After that we'll discuss where to go next, and if anyone
wants to split, they can."

Just then a little girl's piercing shriek
echoed through the corridor. The wail made the hair rise on Ari's
neck. He hefted his metal pole in one hand like a javelin and raced
toward the sound. With the others pounding behind him.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter Four

Lila's heart nearly stopped at Ronnie's
horrifying wail coming from the station. Ari took off like a shot
with Derrick right behind him. Deb cursed and tossed her cigarette
to the floor. Lila gripped her ridiculous umbrella and followed,
mentally preparing for the slaughterhouse they might find.

As she raced over the cement, her breath
hitched in and out as if she'd run a few miles instead of several
yards. Her mind felt disconnected from her body and from this
never-ending nightmare. There was no way to comprehend what was
happening. The best a person could do was react to it with at least
a little courage and common sense.

They rounded the corner to the platform. Lila
couldn't see anything wrong—other than the bits of carrion which
had already been there. There were no zombies and after one
piercing shriek, Ronnie hadn't screamed again. The group was
clustered inside the shop, people Lila already felt strangely
bonded with although they'd only just met. Joe argued with Hector,
while Ann and Mrs. Scheider crouched on the floor beside
Ronnie.

Derrick barreled past the others. "What
happened? Is she all right?"

Ronnie's arms were wrapped tight around Ann's
neck and the woman held her close, rubbing her back and murmuring
something.

"She saw something that frightened her," Mrs.
Scheider said.

Hardly surprising given the circumstances,
Lila thought as she crowded into the store along with Ari and
Deb.

"Damn it, Ronnie! You scared the crap out of
us." Derrick knelt by her.

The girl lifted her blotchy, tear-streaked
face from the blond woman's shoulder. "I couldn't help it. I saw a
spider, a big one. It was huge! I had to scream." She glared at the
two older men. "And then he yelled at me. He shook me."

"I didn't," Joe said. "I grabbed her arm and
told her to be quiet. I didn't mean to frighten her."

"You don't yell at scared little kids. That's
no way to calm them down." Hector glared then spoke soothingly to
Ronnie. "It's okay, hija."

"God, Ronnie. You're such a big baby."
Derrick shook his head and set his weapon on the floor.

"We're all in danger. We can't have kids
screaming. That's all I'm saying," Joe muttered.

"He's right. It's bad up there and we sure as
hell don't want to draw any attention down here. Seems the whole
city's in crisis that's not likely to break any time soon, but we
can't stay here either." Ari jerked a thumb toward the subway
tunnel. "Not with what's still down there."

He described what they'd witnessed and told
about the sporting goods shop. "I think we can make it there, and
I'll feel a lot better after we're armed."

"What good does it do when a shot to the head
doesn't even kill them?" Hector asked.

"Do you have a better idea, Mr. Rodriguez?"
Mrs. Scheider sounded cool and composed even if her coiffure and
couture were considerably less crisp than they'd been on the train.
"Taking any action is better than taking none at all."

"Medulla oblongata!" Derrick suddenly whirled
around from studying a rack of chips. "That's why the shot to the
forehead didn't work. It doesn't matter if their brains are
damaged. In some zombie lore the heads must be completely severed.
Cutting through the nervous system at the base of the neck stops
them from functioning."

"You're saying they have to be beheaded," Ari
said.

"That's my guess."

They all stared at Derrick. He sounded so
certain and they were so desperate to believe in anything, Lila
thought, even the guess of a kid raised on too many horror movies.
Well, why not? Would a scientist have a better idea of what stopped
a revenant?

Just then, a movement in the terminal caught
her attention. Lila turned toward it. Something was moving in the
shadow of the stairs to the lower level. She squinted and touched
Ari's arm. "Hey, what's that."

He turned to look. They both stared at the
thing crawling out of the darkness of the stairwell. It was the
dead man from downstairs. Lila recognized the trench coat. They
hadn't worried about the revenant pursuing them since his legs were
broken. But apparently the creature's will was stronger than its
physical disabilities, because the zombie was crawling relentlessly
toward them.

Ari took a step forward. "Goddamn it."
He picked up the pole he'd leaned against the counter and strode
toward the creeping menace. Lila trailed after him, unable to look
away from the abomination making its painstaking way across the
floor. The thing's shoulders hitched and its hands braced against
the cement as it hauled its broken body forward like a wounded
soldier trying to escape a battlefield. Behind her, the others
continued talking. Then one by one their voices fell silent as they
saw the crawling zombie.

Ari jabbed the man in the side with his pole.
Lila reached out a hand and whispered "no" to herself. It seemed so
wrong to poke at the pitiful creature. But in an instant the zombie
turned from pitiful to dangerously feral. It whipped a hand out
lightning fast and gripped the pole, almost pulling it from Ari's
hands. The creature looked up and bared its teeth, the dangling eye
on its cheek bouncing jauntily at the sudden movement.

Ari jerked the pole from the creature's grip,
raised it and brought it down on the zombie with an audible thump.
Again and again he hit the undead thing, but still it wouldn't stop
crawling. The zombie reached for Ari's foot. He leaped aside and
smashed its hand with his boot. He slammed the pole across the back
of the creature's neck several times.

"Find me something sharp to cut its neck
with," he called out.

"Use the pole like a spear. Jab into the
hollow at the base of its skull. That should impale the medulla."
Joe went toward him, but didn't rush to help.

His suggestion was easier said than done. Ari
tried to impale the zombie but it twisted away from his stabbing
blows. The broken body thrashed like a landed fish, making it
nearly impossible for him to hit the right spot. When at last he
drove the pole into the creature's flesh, blood gushed from the
wound. The heart must still be pumping. Lila watched in horror as
the thing spasmed.

Ari's arm muscles strained as he pushed
against the pole, keeping the dead man pinned to the floor. "Not
working. Somebody get a knife."

Lila dashed back into the store, searching
frantically for anything sharp enough to cut through flesh, gristle
and bone. There was nothing. She could think of nothing to help.
Blind panic. This is what blind panic feels like.

"One of these shelves," Hector yelled. He
swept the items off a metal display shelf and Deb helped him pull
the shelf from the frame. Hector ran with the shelf toward Ari and
the struggling zombie.

Joe and Hector's bodies blocked Lila's view.
But she didn't want to see any more. She waited beside Mrs.
Scheider, her body tense as she caught glimpses of Ari weilding the
sharp edge of the shelf over the prone zombie. He grunted as he
bore down, driving metal through flesh. The thing that had once
been a man made a gurgling noise and lashed out with its arms and
legs once more before going still.

"It worked," Derrick whispered.

She glanced at the white-faced boy beside
her. Although his makeshift weapon was clenched in his hands, he
hadn't gone to help. Neither had Joe or Hector. They'd stood
nearby, letting Ari do the job alone. Lila realized with a flush of
shame she'd done the same.

Hector moved, affording her a glimpse of Ari
standing over the finally dead zombie. He dropped the metal shelf
with a clatter and stooped to grab the pole he'd tossed aside.
Straightening, Ari walked toward the shop. His expression was grim
and his hands blood-spattered. He stopped and looked around at the
rest of the group.

"More of those things may be coming. We've
rested long enough."

No one argued as they gathered the things
they'd commandeered from the store. Lila shouldered two totes full
of water, juice, and food, their combined weight pulling on her
shoulders. She gripped the red umbrella, which seemed totally
useless now, but acted as a sort of security blanket for her
psyche—something to hold onto.

When they were all ready, Ari led them
upstairs to the street, going first to check that the way was
clear. He called back over his shoulder. "I don't think it's going
to get any better than this, very few people on the street and no
undead that I can see. The way to the store looks clear."

Lila glanced at Ann Hanson beside her. The
woman's expression was calm to the point of blankness. She held
Ronnie's hand and bent to whisper to the whimpering child. Lila
could see that Ronnie was Ann's red umbrella, something to cling to
and take care of while the world fell apart.

"Move out," Ari called.

The group climbed the stairs as a tight unit,
emerging from the shelter of the underground to the danger of the
streets. Ari kept them moving at a fast clip, down littered
sidewalk and around abandoned cars as they crossed the street.

Lila looked at buildings around them, so
familiar and normal. This was her city, but eerily empty, as if it
was early morning instead of the middle of a busy weekday. Had the
people all run for shelter, clearing the streets, or had the
government given some evacuation procedure to follow? Maybe there
was some location they should be heading. Although they'd only been
underground for a short time, she felt like she'd missed an
important inter-office memo instructing them on how to respond to a
zombie attack.

The trek from the subway entrance to Superior
Sporting Supplies was surprisingly uneventful. Other than having to
step around gore, there was nothing to impede their progress.
Within minutes all nine of them were safely inside the building.
The scent of leather and plastic from shoes, bags, jackets and
other gear pervaded the store. It was a clean odor of new things at
odds with the primal smells of blood, bodily waste and sweat she'd
been inhaling. Lila wished she could scrub herself as clean and new
as the store smelled, and scour her mind of all the horrific images
that polluted it.

Power was out here, too. Light flooded in
from the front windows, while a few emergency lights illuminated
the back part of the store. Rows of display racks made dark tunnels
down which anything might hide, but they didn't find another living
soul in the store. No dead ones either or signs of death. Perhaps
the people who worked here had stepped outside to see what was
happening and had gotten carried away in the madness.

"We'll sweep the entire store and make sure
it's safe," Ari said. "Lila, wait by the front door and lock it
when I give the all clear."

He put down his makeshift weapon and took
something more lethal from the hunting and fishing area, a knife
with an eight inch blade. Ari, Hector and Joe went toward the back
of the store to secure the storeroom, while Deb and Derrick checked
out every aisle in the store. Everyone returned to report the
building was deserted and Lila locked the door.

At the gun counter, Ari chose rifles and ammo
from the gun cabinet after he'd found the keys. "That cop's gun
might not have stopped that zombie, but if we blow the whole head
off, they aren't going to keep going."

He handed out weapons to everyone except Ann
and Ronnie. Ann was helping the little pick out a pair of tennis
shoes to replace her sandals. Lila glanced at her own sandals and
decided she'd better get better footwear for walking, too. But
first Ari gave them all a tutorial on how to use the guns.

Lila held one called a CVA Buckhorn 290
Magnum. It was heavy. She breathed in the sharp tang of gun oil and
metal as she rested the stock against her shoulder. She never
would've imagined when she got up this morning with her mind
twisted in knots over Doyle that she'd find herself several hours
later with a rifle in her hands, learning how to squeeze the
trigger. Lila shook off the foggy feeling of disconnect and brought
her attention back to what Ari was saying. If she concentrated on
the motions of what she was doing, she could keep her panic at
bay.

"We don't want to draw attention with random
gunfire. Don't shoot unless you have to and make every shot count.
Aim for their heads and don't think of them as people, only
targets. They aren't people any more."

"What if the guns don't work?" Hector, always
the pessimist, sighted down his unloaded rifle and squeezed the
trigger.

Ari smiled grimly. "Run like hell." It was
the first time Lila had seen him smile and even though his smirk
was ironic, it looked good on him.

He suggested they each find a knife, baseball
bat or other weapon. Some did that, while others took the
opportunity to make calls on the three available cell phones. The
store phone was down because of the power outage apparently of this
entire section of the city.

Lila put down her new rifle and borrowed
Ari's phone to call her parents. They were hundreds of miles away
in Ohio and hopefully safe if this situation only affected the New
York area. She was desperate to believe it was true, although there
was nothing to give her any such hope. With something so crazy,
what was the likelihood this wasn't a wider phenomenon?

The phone rang five times, each ring
ratcheting her tension up another notch, before her mother picked
up. "Hello, Lila?"

"Yeah, it's me, Mom. Is everything all right
there?"

"Your dad and I are okay. What about you?
We've been watching the news. It's terrible! How are you? Are you
safe?"

"A store. I was on the subway with these
other people when it was attacked and we escaped. We haven't seen
any news yet. We don't know what's going on. The city's a mess.
These things are killing people."

"Oh, sweetheart, we've been so worried about
you. I called your cell over and over."

"I left it on the train with all my stuff
when we ran." Hearing her mom's concerned voice made her eyes sting
and she blinked away tears. "What's happening, Mom? What are they
saying on TV."

"These attacks are happening all over the
country. Stories are coming in, but no one really knows anything.
You know the media. If they don't have any idea, they bring on
experts who make up theories. The general consensus seems to be
this is some kind of virus. But you tell me how a virus can make
dead bodies rise and walk." She drew a deep, audible breath and her
voice was steadier when she continued. "You know I'm not the most
religious person, but if this isn't the damn apocalypse, I don't
know what is."

There was a noise in the background and a
"give me that" before her dad's voice thundered into the phone as
if he was trying to yell all the way from Ohio. "Lila, listen to
me. Are you someplace safe? You need to get someplace safe, lock
the door and ride this out. That's what your mom and I are doing.
Whatever's happening, the army will get it under control soon. You
just have to protect yourself until then."

Lila looked at the rifle and ammo, the scope
and night vision goggles lying on the counter beside her. "I'm
trying, Daddy. I'm with some people from the subway and this one
guy has had some military training. He's kind of our leader. I'm
not at my apartment and I can't get there. It's blocks away, all
the public transport systems are shut down and the streets are
jammed with abandoned cars. We haven't decided what our next move
should be yet."

"Let me talk to this guy."

Lila glanced at Ari, selecting vests and
boots, holsters for the knives and other gear. "He's kind of busy
right now. Has the President or someone made a statement yet? Is
there something we're supposed to do or something the military is
planning on doing? And are you sure you and mom are okay?"

"We're fine. Don't you worry about us. Our
house is so far out of town, we're not in the thick of things.
Wouldn't even have known anything was going on if I hadn't happened
to turn on the TV."

"Dad, arm yourself. I know you don't have a
gun but you need to get an ax or butcher knife. Anything sharp. We
think you have to behead these things in order to stop them. Ari
killed one that way, and one of the people here thinks it's about
severing the spinal column."

Ann came up beside her, clearly wanting to
use the phone. "I've got to go now. The phones are down here. We
only have a few working cells and no way to recharge them. Take
care of yourself, Dad. Tell Mom I love her. I love you both."

"Love you, too. Call again as soon as you
can. Let us know what's happening."

"I will." She hung up and surrendered the
phone to Ann, the weight in her chest nearly choking her. She ached
to be with her parents right now, secure, loved and safely out of
this nightmare city.

She walked back toward the front of the
store. Ari beckoned her to join him. "Try this. See if it fits." He
held out a hunting vest, and she slipped her arms into it. He
zipped up the front. "It's no Kevlar, but might protect you a
little and there are lots of pockets for carrying things."

Lila looked down at the heavy brown
camouflage vest looking ludicrous over her short skirt and
wedge-heeled sandals. "I need some pants and shoes, too."

Ari scanned her bare legs. "I don't know.
That's kind of a good look for you."

Was he flirting? Here, now, in the middle of
an end-of-the-world disaster? Her legs burned as if his assessing
glance carried the heat of a torch. He met her gaze, brown eyes
sparkling, and her stomach gave a little flutter.

She smiled. "Okay, player. I'm going over
there now." She pointed to the shoe aisle, where Deb and Mrs.
Scheider were finding good walking shoes to replace their high
heels. Her smile disappeared as she reported to Ari what she'd
learned on the phone. "By the way, my mom and dad in Ohio say this
attack is happening there, too. There haven't been announcements on
the news, just conjecture, and the government isn't giving and
information."

Ari frowned. "There must be a battery powered
radio somewhere in the building. I'll look for one."

Lila removed the hunting vest as she passed
Hector, speaking in rapid Spanish into his cell phone. She tried to
catch the gist of the conversation from his expression. With his
thick brows knitted it was hard to tell if he was upset or
relieved.

She reached the shoe aisle where Deb reached
to the top shelf for a box. Several other shoe boxes littered the
ground around her feet.

"How's it going?" Lila offered a little
smile.

Deb shook her head. "Great. Not enough to be
in the middle of a disaster, but I can't find a pair of shoes that
fit." She lifted a white, gray and orange patterned tennis shoe
from the tissue in the box and stared at it. "Did you talk to your
family?"

Lila reiterated what she'd told Ari about the
situation extending nationwide. "What about you? Did you reach your
girlfriend?"

Deb's expression was as grim as Hector's.
"No, but sometimes she turns her cell off when she's at work."

"God, this is a nightmare." Lila moved down
to the six and half section and grabbed a pair of tennis shoes at
random. "I keep thinking I'll wake up, that it couldn't possibly be
real."

"Or we're being punked on a grand scale," Deb
said dryly.

Mrs. Scheider came around the corner of the
shelving unit wearing a pair of pristine white nurse shoes with her
tan pant suit and pearls.

"Were you able to reach anyone, Mrs.
Scheider?" Lila asked.

"My daughter in Connecticut. She and the
children are all right. They've got some kind of shelter set up in
the town hall, where everyone is gathering. Soldiers evacuated the
houses and are on guard at the shelter. But Christine's husband is
in the city and she can't reach him. The connection was terrible
and part way through our conversation her phone went dead." Mrs.
Scheider's mouth was tight, but her calm voice betrayed none of her
worry. Cool under pressure. Lila admired that.

Deb sat on the floor to pull on the pair of
shoes she'd selected. "My girlfriend, Julie works in a research and
development lab. It's not far from here. I was going to meet her
for lunch today." Her voice grew thick and she swallowed hard.

Lila knelt beside her and patted her back.
"She's probably all right. Try not to worry." Her words were as
useless as condolences to the bereaved, but she had to say
something.

"I've got to get to her. I don't care what
any of you say. I'm going." Deb tied her shoes with emphatic tugs
of the laces.

"Putting yourself at risk won't help your
friend," Mrs. Scheider said. "We must work from logic not emotion
if we're going to get through this."

Lila frowned at her. Wise counsel wasn't what
Deb needed at the moment. She settled onto the floor beside Deb to
try on her own pair of shoes and changed the subject. "How long
have you and Julie been together?"

"Five years. We had a commitment ceremony
last fall. We're thinking about adopting."

"That's nice." Lila searched for something
else to say. Small talk was beyond her at the moment, but she knew
Deb needed the distraction. "A baby or an older child?"

Deb propped her arms on her knees and looked
at Lila, her eyes bright with unshed tears. "Maybe a little girl
about five or six. There are so many older children who need homes,
but they come with a lot of baggage. I don't know if I'm ready to
deal with that."

"Do you work?" Lila continued to ask
questions, trying to ease Deb's tension and maybe her own.

"I have a small, home-based business so I
could continue to work but be with the kid when she gets home from
school."

Static blasted from a radio at the front
checkout counter. Lila and Deb scrambled to their feet and went to
join the others. Ari had found an old boombox and put in fresh
batteries. He turned the dial slowly but nothing except crackling
fuzz came through the speakers.

"The main power grid must've been destroyed
by something." Joe rested his folded arms on the counter and cocked
his head toward the radio.

The rest of them clustered shoulder to
shoulder, concentrating on the slender thread that would connect
them to the world outside. At last a broken transmission came from
the speaker, a man's voice in short bursts interspersed with
snow.

"Go back, go back! You got it." Hector waved
his hand.

Ari fiddled with the tuner and the antenna
sticking up from the boombox until the voice came in clearer, then
he turned up the volume. The smooth delivery of a professional
reporter was replaced by the shock of a terrified man.

"Reports coming out of Washington are
conflicting. No official explanation for the phenomenon has been
given. Indications are that events occurring throughout the United
States may be facets of a widespread terrorist attack. Power
outages, violent assaults and accounts of…cannibalism have been
reported in all major cities. People are encouraged to stay indoors
or find safe shelter until the crisis has been resolved. Military
troops and transports are deployed nationwide. From Denver comes an
unsubstantiated report of a skirmish between National Guardsmen and
possibly unarmed civilians causing an unconfirmed number of
casualties."

The reporter's voice was obliterated by
static. Ari rotated the antenna, searching for the signal and
caught more fragments of the news bulletin. "…at least fifty
confirmed dead…witnesses described the attackers as
'zombies'…scientists claim the phenomenon might be… We interrupt
this broadcast for a press briefing from the White House…"

"There! You got it. Stop moving the damn
thing," Hector shouted.

But the announcer's voice almost immediately
broke up again. Ari tried for several minutes to get the station
back then stepped away from the radio with a curse. Joe took his
place, scanning up and down the dial for another signal, but only
static came from the radio.

"If we could find a battery-powered laptop
with an air card for satellite reception, we'd have the whole
internet for information," Derrick said. "All this stupid store's
got is a couple of desktops in the offices in back. I checked. We
need to get to an electronic store."

"No. I need to go find my girlfriend. I'm not
waiting any more." Deb shouldered the rifle Ari had assigned her.
In the camo-vest and pants she wore, she looked like an entirely
different woman than the one Lila had first seen on the train. Her
dark face was fierce, her jaw set and her eyes narrowed. She looked
like a warrior ready for battle.

The others tried to convince her of the
wisdom of staying with the group.

"I've got my family in Queens, my wife and my
little girls. You think I don't want to get to them? But there
ain't no way," Hector said.

"Because it's clear across the city and over
the bridge. But Julie's only a few blocks away," Deb argued.

"We should find someone in authority. There
must be patrolling police or even soldiers," Ann said. "There's
probably someplace they're sending everyone to keep them safe."

"Like the Astrodome after Katrina? What a
great idea," Deb scoffed.

Derrick loudly pressed for a trip to Best
Buy, while Ronnie whined about wanting her mommy, the poor kid. The
clamor of voices grew as everyone expressed an opinion about what
they should do, where they should go or told about the loved ones
they needed to reach. Their bickering voices rose above the
continuing static of the radio.

Lila wanted to retreat someplace absolutely
silent, wrap her arms around herself and rock until this bad dream
was over. She looked at Ari, who'd walked away from the group to
sit on the floor and lean against a shelving unit displaying
fishing rods. Resting his arms on his knees, he closed his eyes.
She studied his strong jaw, his full lips pressed grimly tight and
the spatters of blood on his olive drab T-shirt. God, what he'd had
to do to that thing in the subway and no one had even remembered to
thank him for it.

She went over and sat beside him, offering a
bottle of water from her tote bag. "Here."

He opened his eyes and accepted the bottle.
"Thanks." He uncapped and drank deeply, his Adam's apple bobbing
with each swallow.

A little flutter of heat in her belly made
Lila look away. It was so wrong to be attracted to a stranger while
her loved ones and maybe the entire world was in jeopardy. She
gazed at the industrial green carpet on the floor. "So, how are you
doing?"

"Fine. You?"

"Holding up." Unable to think of anything to
say, she was glad to sit in silence for a few minutes. Finally, she
spoke again. "Hey, thanks for what you did, killing that thing. It
must've been hard."

He shrugged. "Had to be done."

"No one else was brave enough to do it. How
long have you been in the army?"

His smile was a tight grimace. "Three months.
I'm home on leave from BCT. I'm supposed to leave for Arizona next week for AIT."

Lila wrinkled her
nose at all the military acronyms. "Why does all that mean?"

"Basic combat training is the same for
everyone," he explained. "After that you go for advanced training
in different places. At Fort Huachuca
I'd be learning intelligence gathering techniques."

Torture training? Lila
wondered but didn't ask.

Ari gave back the
nearly empty bottle. "What about you? Where were you going when
this happened?"

"Classes at NYU." She
thought of her professors and other students and wondered what they
were all doing. Had anyone made it to class today?

"What's your major?" he asked the obligatory
question as if they were making small talk at some party.

"Undeclared. I'm in the Liberal Studies
course at the College of Arts and Sciences. Pretty soon I'll have
to decide on a field of study." Two years into the program and she
still wasn't certain what that field would be.

Then she realized it probably didn't matter
any more. Here she spoke of the future as if everything was normal,
but they now lived in a world overrun by zombies. In a few brief
moments, between taking a ride to school and the train coming to an
abrupt halt, the world had changed, and along with it, her
perception of how the universe worked. She'd believed life was life
and death was death with little overlap besides an occasional near
death experience. Now she would never be the same. None of them
would be.

Lila looked at Ari and lowered her voice.
"Are you scared? Cause you don't act scared."

A real smile flashed across his mouth and he
gave a sharp bark of a laugh. "Am I scared? Good question."

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter Five

He was numb and his stomach felt sour and
sick like the morning after a night of partying but without any of
the fun of getting drunk. Was he scared? He was beyond it, running
on pure adrenalin and instinct. Even as he'd demonstrated how to
load and fire a rifle or searched for a radio or gathered supplies
his brain had replayed killing the zombie over and over. He felt
the jolt of the pole in his hands as it hit the thing's body, the
yielding flesh when he tried to impale the neck and, worst of all,
the sensation of sawing through flesh and bone with the too blunt
edge of the metal shelf. Beyond afraid, beyond horrified, he was
fucking traumatized.

"I've had better days," he said dryly.

Lila smiled, a little quirk of her lips that
brought out a dimple in one cheek. "Yeah, me too. If you'd asked me
earlier in the day, I would've said last night was about the worst
experience I'd gone through in my life. This kind of puts it in
perspective."

"Why, what happened last night?"

"I broke up with my boyfriend of two years,
and I thought it would go better than it did. He's usually a calm
guy, but he was upset to say the least." She shook her head and her
bangs fell over her eyes. She absently pushed them back, a gesture
he was becoming familiar with. Ari wanted offer her a barrette or
something.

"Anyway, it was an ugly scene," she
continued. "I was feeling pretty crappy about it on the train right
before all hell broke loose."

"Hell on earth," he murmured, leaning his
head back against the cool metal display rack and watching the
others' faces as they argued. "Have to say, it's more fun fighting
zombies in a video game than in real life."

"What you had to do must've been awful." A
frown puckered her brows, and the strands of hair she'd pushed back
fell forward again. He longed to brush them out of her eyes that
were a deep shade of blue that almost bordered on purple.

"Yeah, well, we all might have to be ready to
kill the way things are shaping up," he answered gruffly.

"I don't even squash bugs when I find them
indoors. I take them outside and let them go."

"These aren't bugs. They're not even really
alive. I think you can feel justified in putting them out of their
misery. If those bodies' real owners were still alive, they'd thank
you for it."

"I suppose you're right." Lila smiled briefly
and the dimple in her cheek flashed again. "Some brave new world,
huh?"

She rested her chin on her drawn up knees,
silent for a moment before she added, "I'm worried about my ex. It
sounded like the hospital is overrun."

"My mom works there, too and I haven't been
able to reach her. I know how Deb feels. I want to go to her, but I
guess we're all stuck with each other for a while." Ari thought he
could probably make it on his own if they all split up, but some of
the others would be helpless. It wouldn't be right to ditch
them.

"Guess so." Lila exhaled and started to climb
to her feet. "And I guess we need to be a part of this." She nodded
toward the escalating argument. "We're going to have to make some
decisions and it's probably better if everyone's not yelling at
each other—especially since they're all armed."

What he wouldn't give to be back at training
camp with someone barking out orders all he had to do was follow.
He followed Lila back toward the others.

"Hey," he said, and when everyone continued
to loudly promote his or her own agenda, he repeated more sharply,
"Hey! Listen."

They all fell silent and looked toward him.
Joe turned down the volume on the static-filled radio.

"No one has to stay here against their will
so if you want to go so badly, Deb, you should, but I believe we're
safer staying together. We can find a way to accommodate what
everybody wants to do. Derrick, you want a laptop? That's a good
idea and we'll try to get one and food, too. Many of you are
anxious to get home to your families. Let's talk about the
geography of that, keeping in mind you'll probably have to walk all
the way. Then there's the idea of trying to find some military
personnel to evacuate us from the city."

He drew a breath, hoping he'd covered all
their concerns and made them feel "heard" because now he was about
to shoot them down. "The problem is it's dangerous out there and
we're on foot. Some of us might not be able to run fast enough if
we had to, especially after what we've already been through." He
indicated Ronnie with a flick of his gaze. "To me, it makes the
most sense to spend the night here where we're fairly safe. In the
morning, after we've all had a chance to rest, we can reassess the
situation. Meanwhile, we'll send out a party for supplies, but the
majority of the group should wait here."

There were murmurs of agreement and he felt a
surge of relief that there wasn't going to be any contention, then
Deb spoke up.

"I hear what you're saying and I appreciate
the logic, but I'm going." She slung a rifle onto her shoulder.
"I'm going now. If I can, I'll come back here with Julie and
whatever news I find out."

No one tried to persuade her anymore. Her
determined face stopped their attempts. Lila said, "good luck" and
Ann murmured, "be careful" as they watched Deb walk to the front of
the store and check the street through the display window. She let
herself out the front door, and Lila went to lock it behind her
then stood, watching her disappear down the street.

Ari felt like he'd lost one. At the same time
he wished he could take off like that, too, but a glance around at
the faces of the remaining members of their group reminded him why
he couldn't. He didn't know quite why he felt a sense of personal
responsibility for their wellbeing, but he couldn't seem to shrug
it off much as he'd like to.

Lila came back over from the door. "What
now?"

Ari thought about a course of action. "There
should be a guard at the window, keeping watch. We'll take turns.
There's no way to recharge our cell phones so we shouldn't use them
except to periodically try to reach 911. Derrick, you and I will go
for supplies. I saw a grocery store farther down the block, and a
rent-to-own place where you can get computer supplies." He wanted
Derrick along because the kid knew what he needed. Ari wasn't
computer ignorant, but knew more about cruising the internet than
actually setting up systems.

"If you meet other people, you could bring
them back here. There's safety in numbers." Ann's long fingers
fiddled nervously with her bracelet. "Maybe you'll even find a
policeman who can tell us what to do?"

"Maybe," Ari agreed, but he thought the cops
were as clueless as anyone else, and he hesitated to expand their
group by too many. The smaller the team the better the
organization. Right now, despite they fact they were practically
strangers, Ari felt he had a handle on who everyone was and what to
expect from them. So far, no one had lost their cool too badly. Add
in a wild card, someone unstable or abrasive and the group dynamic
would shift.

"They say the first stage of a crisis is the
most dangerous," he continued. "After things settle down is the
time to make a move."

"There should be enough camp beds and
sleeping bags for all of us here. We'll set up camp while you're
gone." Lila supported him and he was grateful for it.

"I'll keep first watch," Joe volunteered.

"I want to go with you," Hector announced.
"I'm a good shot and I can't stand waiting around any more. I wanna
see what's happening out there."

Ari thought he could move faster with only
him and Derrick, but Hector might prove useful. At least the guy
could shoot. Likely the only shooting Derrick had done was with an
X-box controller. "Okay," he agreed.

They checked their gear. With a rifle
strapped to his back, a skinning knife in a holster by his side and
another semi-automatic in hand, Ari figured he was as ready as he'd
ever be. Hector also had his rifle held ready for use and Derrick
held several empty backpacks to carry their loot.

Joe opened the door and locked it behind them
after they'd stepped out onto the sidewalk. Even with sunglasses
on, the outdoors seemed bright after the dimness of the store. Ari
squinted down the street with its jumbled cars and nearly empty
sidewalks. Such quiet stillness in the middle of the day on a city
street was weird and unsettling. There were sirens in the distance
and some traffic noise, also a helicopter off to the south, but
overall the impression of desertion and silence rested like a
muffling quilt over the city.

Pieces of the man who'd broken through the
window earlier lay among the shattered glass in front of that
building. There were other broken bodies here and there, but no
living people in sight. Then in the distance, several blocks away,
Ari saw people moving. He raised his binoculars to see if they were
living or zombie. Several figures darted quickly down the sidewalk
and around the corner. They were living humans. He'd already become
familiar with the jerky gait of zombies, like marionettes operated
by an amateur puppeteer. That should make them easy to outrun, yet
the creatures seemed to be doing a pretty good job of attacking and
killing people. They weren't slow, merely awkward

"This is freaky." Hector, walking on Ari's
left, echoed his thought. The man's white knuckle grip on his rifle
and his darting gaze made Ari a little nervous. It was good to be
alert and vigilant, but not so good if the guy snapped and started
shooting randomly.

They reached a mom & pop grocery which
had caught Ari's eye earlier. Iron grates covered the display
windows. The door was locked. Frustrated, Ari jerked on the door
for a few seconds then began to beat at the lock with the butt of
his rifle. A flurry of movement inside the store stopped his
assault and a moment later the door opened a few inches. Dark eyes
peered through the gap. "What do you want?"

"Groceries," Ari kept the duh to
himself. He held his rifle in one hand and held up his free hand,
palm open to show his harmless intent. "Just groceries. That's all.
There's a group of us. We need supplies."

A woman's voice speaking in Korean came from
behind the man in the doorway, a rapid-fire patter of either fear
or anger. The storekeeper muttered a sharp comment and opened the
door a little farther. "Hurry up. Come in."

Derrick and Hector entered first while Ari
scanned the street one last time, then he followed them into the
store. With its shuttered windows, the interior was even darker
than the sporting goods store. But Ari noted the hum of a small
generator which was keeping the refrigerated cases cool. A woman
with her black hair in a loose ponytail stood behind the counter,
staring at them. Beside her was an older man with white shot hair
pointing a pistol at them.

The younger man who'd answered the door also
had a hand gun. He let them see it, but didn't hold it on them. He
bobbed his head in greeting. "Any news about what's going on?"

"Zombies," Derrick piped up and Ari cringed
at the word, which still sounded preposterous. "They've overrun the
city, and from what we heard on the radio, the rest of the country
is under attack, too."

One dark eyebrow shot up. "Zombies?"

"Take a look around, man. Do you have a
better explanation?"

"A virus or some other disease infecting
people. Maybe a terrorist chemical attack that hits the nervous
system and makes people go crazy. But zombies? Come on." The man
holstered his gun. Ari noticed the old man behind the counter
didn't.

"That's what I said," Hector added. "A
virus."

The store owner nodded toward the shelves.
"Go ahead and get what you need, but we're accepting cash only
today."

"Are you kidding me?" Hector's voice rose.
"We're in a crisis and you're worried about money?"

The man exchanged glances with his family
members behind the counter. The old man rattled off some more
Korean. The muzzle of his gun never faltered, remaining trained on
the customers.

The younger guy frowned. "I don't want
trouble, but we can't just give stuff away."

"I've only got about twenty bucks." Ari
cursed himself for not collecting cash from the others. It hadn't
even occurred to him.

"I don't have anything," Derrick said. "I
left my wallet in my jacket pocket and my jacket's with my
sister."

Grumbling in Spanish, Hector fished in his
pocket and pulled out a few crumpled bills. "I was going to cash my
paycheck at the bank so all I've got is this."

Ari mentally added up all the food they'd
need to feed the group, not only for tonight but possibly for
several meals more. A little over twenty bucks wasn't going to cut
it. "I'll make you a deal." He set his rifle down, leaning it
against a shelving unit, and took the spare rifle off his back. "A
trade. You give us supplies. We give you this rifle. Trust me,
you're gonna need more protection than a couple of handguns can
provide."

"You have to sever the heads from the spinal
cord," Derrick added a helpful tip, "either cut them off or shoot
through the back of the neck. Head shots don't work. They'll just
keep coming."

The store owner accepted the weapon, examined
it, and nodded without conferring with his father this time. "All
right. Take what you need."

Ari collected perishables from the coolers
first. He had a feeling before this was over they'd be eating a lot
of canned foods. As he packed the items into one of the knapsacks,
Ari asked, "How long ago did this start happening?" He wanted to
know if the timing coincided with the attack on the subway.

"A few hours, I heard a car crash outside and
my wife called 911," the man said. "It didn't take long to figure
out there was something more than an accident happening. The power
went out and people were running and screaming. I locked down the
shop right away and we've been in here ever since."

"Mama!" a child's voice called from the back
room. The woman murmured something to her husband in Korean and
left through the door behind the counter.

"Where's the rest of your group?" the
shopkeeper asked.

"Down the street in the sporting goods shop.
We were on the subway when it was attacked." Ari shoved a bag of
apples into the nearly full knapsack.

The man nodded. "The national guard or
somebody has to come soon."

"I don't know. Could be awhile." Ari zipped
the bag and hefted the heavy weight onto his shoulders,. It was
just as well he'd traded the extra rifle. He couldn't have carried
it anyway. Also a good thing he'd spent hours training with a pack
on his back during the past weeks.

The man unlocked the door and Hector poked
his head out. "Looks okay."

He stepped outside and Derrick and Ari
followed him.

"Good luck," the store owner said as they
walked past.

The sound of the door locking behind them
reminded Ari of his stint in juvie, only now he was being locked
into an outside world that was far more dangerous than
detention.

They moved quickly past debris, abandoned
cars and body parts, to the Rent-A-World across the street. This
door was also locked, but the display window was smashed so they
stepped right it through into the store.

Bits of safety glass crunched under Ari's
boots as he led the way inside. He paused, waiting for his eyes to
adjust from sunlight to the dark interior of the building. No
working generator here—ironic considering they sold electronics. Or
maybe they had one but no one had lived long enough to turn it on.
He held his rifle ready to pop any shambling thing that raised its
ugly head, but the place seemed empty.

Derrick beelined straight to the computer
department, listing aloud all the things he wanted, as he searched
the shelves.

"You lost me after 'computer'," Ari said. He
followed Derrick, keeping alert for any surprises coming from the
dark shadows. The encounter with the Korean storekeepers had
reminded him it wasn't only zombies they needed to look out for.
Frightened humans with guns could be just as lethal.

Derrick studied the packaging of an air card.
"We won't be able to activate this, and with the power down there's
no way besides satellite to get on the internet."

"Just grab anything you might need and we'll
find out if it works later." Ari was anxious to get back to the
group. He kept running scenarios in which they returned to find the
rest of their posse torn to pieces. Images of Ronnie's
blood-streaked face or Lila's body sprawled on the floor haunted
him. He scanned the back of the store where the shadows were
deepest and Hector did the same, keeping his eyes on the street
outside.

At last, Ari couldn't take any more of
Derrick's farting around. He stood over him as the kid shoved a
package of cable and other electronic paraphernalia in his
pack.

"Come on. Get moving," Ari prodded. "We've
gotta go."

"Aye-aye, Captain." Derrick snapped a
salute.

Ari felt like kicking the boy. The smart-ass
attitude wouldn't normally have bothered him, but he was exhausted
and dangling by his last nerve. He wanted to close his eyes and not
open them again until all this was over.

Derrick zipped the bag closed, heaved it onto
his thin shoulders and followed Ari to the front where Hector stood
sentry.

They crunched through the window glass back
into the bright sunlight. Ari flipped his sunglasses down over his
eyes and marched double time toward the sporting goods store. He
was almost there when Hector called out, "Hey, wait up."

Ari stopped and turned toward him. The older
man lifted his Mets cap and ran a hand through his short, dark
hair. "Listen, I can't go back with you guys. I know what we said
about sticking together, but I've gotta try to get to my wife and
kids. My mind's not going to change by morning. I need to get
started now."

Ari felt like someone had added another stone
to the heavy pile in his gut, but he nodded. "I get it, man, but we
could really use you. Other than me, you're the only one who knows
how to shoot."

"You're crazy! No way you're going to make it
all the way across the bridge," Derrick said.

Hector shrugged. "I've been thinking about
this 'stick with the group' thing. What's out there—" he pointed
down the street "—ain't going to be stopped by a half dozen people
with rifles. One guy's might have a better chance to get where he's
going, sneaking and hiding. Don't matter anyway. I've got to try,
for my kids." He paused then added, "Good luck."

That was it. He turned and walked away, his
leaving as abrupt as Deb's had been. What could a person really say
after goodbye?

"Shit," Ari muttered under his breath. He
believed Hector was right; a guy alone with no one depending on him
could probably survive longer. Ari should take his cue and cut out,
go to the hospital and see if he could find his mom. But as he
watched Hector's short, stocky frame grow smaller then turn a
corner, Ari knew he couldn't abandon the people waiting for
supplies and protection. Whether he liked it or not, they'd somehow
become his responsibility.

Derrick pounded on the door. A second later
it opened and Derrick slipped inside. With a last glance at the
deserted streets, Ari followed.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter Six

The hours since the attack seemed like
months. Lila was bone-tired but too jittery to sit down and relax
for a few minutes. She felt as charged up as if she'd drunk a
six-pack of Red Bulls. To keep her mind from spinning out of
control, she concentrated on setting up bedrolls. There were only a
couple of camp beds, but plenty of air mattresses and sleeping
bags. She located a kerosene stove and camping cookware to heat
water, and hoped Ari would think to bring back coffee and tea bags.
It was a foolish little desire when the world was coming to an end,
but focusing on unimportant details was the only thing keeping her
sane.

"We should hang tarp over the windows," she
suggested to Ann. "When night comes, we'll want to have a little
light in here but don't want to draw attention."

Ann went to get a couple of packages of tarp
and hooks to hang it on. "Orange, green or blue?" she asked,
fanning the squares of brightly colored plastic.

"What do you think, Ronnie?" Lila turned to
the little girl, who was gripping the stuffed unicorn she'd picked
up at the subway store and staring vacantly at nothing. "Do you
want to choose a color?"

The little girl's gaze cleared and focused
slowly as if she was coming back from a long way. "Um, blue's the
prettiest."

And probably the most opaque for
concealing light, Lila thought. "Blue it is."

She searched for a stepladder in the back
room and then screwed hooks into the wooden frame around the
window. Outside, Joe pulled the metal grill across the windows for
an added safety measure, while Mrs. Scheider covered him with a
rifle. The elegant elderly woman in pearls toting an assault rifle
may have been one of the most bizarre sights Lila had seen all
day.

When he came back inside, Joe took over the
job of inserting hooks while Lila threaded thin rope through the
eyes of the tarp and tied it in place with Ann and Mrs. Scheider
supporting the weight of the tarp. It was good to be busy, to feel
a little useful instead of totally helpless and vulnerable. Lila
wasn't a fan of surrendering control of her life and these
preparations gave her back a margin of power.

She began to worry about how much time had
passed since Ari, Derrick and Hector had left. How long did it take
to gather a few groceries and a computer? Lila slammed the door
shut on the images of death and dismemberment that bombarded her
and focused on tying knots. Worrying wouldn't bring them back any
sooner.

The already dimly-lit store was plunged into
twilight blue as the tarp blocked the afternoon sunlight. Lila left
an edge open so they could look out, and she'd just climbed off the
stepladder when someone pounded on the door. Derrick's voice was
muffled on the other side. Joe unlocked the door and let him and
Ari inside.

"Where's Hector? What happened?" Ann
asked.

"He left for home." Ari's curt tone conveyed
his feelings about it.

So now there were six of them. Lila hadn't
even known Deb or Hector until a few hours ago, and yet she felt
abandoned. The others in their group had every right to do whatever
they wanted, but each loss felt like a cut, another wound in an
already painful day.

Derrick settled down with his computer and
accessories and Joe squatted next to him to offer any help he
could. Lila and Ann worked on putting a meal together, while Mrs.
Scheider sat with Ronnie, talking quietly. Lila overheard her
inventing a story about the unicorn.

As she opened a can of beans—staple of the
survivalist, Lila watched Ari standing by edge of the tarp
looking out the window. Sunlight streamed through the glass,
casting him in a halo that contrasted with the darkness around him.
Appropriate since he was the nearest thing they had to a savior at
the moment.

She turned her attention to scooping beans
from the can into a pan and wished Deb was still with them. She'd
have some feminist comment to make about gender roles rearing their
ugly heads in a crisis—the women cooking, the men protecting and
providing. Lila missed her caustic remarks and sarcastic
attitude.

She glanced at Ann, who was making sandwiches
with cheese and lunchmeat. The woman had fine, pale hair that
hinted at Nordic heritage. Her face was slender, her nose narrow
and slightly upturned, her complexion poreless. She looked like
fragile porcelain and Lila imagined she had the delicate
temperament to match. Ann wasn't the type of woman one would expect
to hold up under pressure, but Lila must be stereotyping, because
Ann hadn't fallen apart yet. Not any more than the rest of them
had.

"Tell me about yourself," Lila said. "What do
you do? Where do you live? Do you have family nearby?"

Ann paused from smearing mustard on bread and
glanced up. "I'm from Minnesota originally. I work as a curator at
a small art gallery." A sharp laugh that sounded more like a sob
burst from her. "Maybe I should say 'worked'. Nothing is ever going
to be the same again, is it?"

A world where people bought art to hang on
their walls did seem light years away from hunkering in a sporting
goods store, cooking over a camp stove.

"The military will get things under control,"
Lila promised, adding dryly, "if there are enough soldiers left who
aren't overseas." She wondered if this phenomenon was limited to
the U.S. or if it was happening worldwide. She'd give anything for
some news right now.

"How about you?" Ann asked, plopping slices
of bread on top of the row of sandwiches.

"I attend N.Y.U. No major yet. My parent's
aren't too happy about that." A wave of homesickness washed over
her as she pictured her mom and dad sitting in their living room
watching TV. She ached to be with them.

"What do you think caused this?" Ann murmured
as if they might be overheard, or as if the enormous thing
happening all around them was some kind of secret.

It was Lila's turn to give a humorless laugh.
"In the movies isn't it usually some ray from outer space that
activates zombies?"

"I don't know. I never watch that kind of
movie."

The simple picnic supper of sandwiches,
potato salad, baked beans, veggies and dip was ready. Ann set out
plates, napkins and plastic cutlery in a neat circle and Lila
called the others to come and eat. How civilized. How normal.

She didn't think she was hungry, doubted she
could swallow a bite, but surprisingly, once she picked up her
fork, she devoured her plate full of food in minutes. The others
ate with equal ferocity, Derrick downing several servings before
returning to cursing at the computer and his inability to get the
air card functional.

Ari still stood sentry at the window. Lila
took him a plate of food and a juice box.

"Thanks." He glanced at her and she was
struck again by the warm brown eyes and ridiculous length of his
lashes. Then her attention was caught by the dried blood spattering
his shirt and pants. He hadn't taken the time to change into
something clean. She should go pick out a shirt and pants for
him.

"How are you doing?" She rested a hand on his
arm, thinking about him sawing through that zombie's neck, the
sheer savagery of it—and how she'd been cheering him on inside.
Apparently her belief in non-violence fell by the wayside in the
midst of a zombie attack.

 


He glanced at her hand. "I'm okay. There was
a family holed up at the grocery store. It made me think of how
many thousands of people must be all over this city, keeping
hidden, waiting it out. They're sure as hell not out on the
streets. But other than hearing one chopper and a few sirens, it
seems like nothing's happening. I don't think the military knows
how to deal with this, and if it's happening everywhere, maybe the
entire infrastructure of the country is down. Help might not come
for a long time. We're going to have to rely on ourselves to stay
alive."

The flat way he said it was chilling. Lila
had clung to the idea that someone in authority would fix things
soon. Rescue would come. But what if there were no police, no
soldiers, tanks or helicopters, no Red Cross volunteers with care
packages—just more zombies and more dismembered corpses piling up?
And what if there was no safe place to escape to? Only more danger
beyond the city, and a world that would never go back to normal
just like Ann had said.

She squeezed Ari's arm. "Hey, let me watch
for a while. Eat your food and get washed up and changed."

Ari hesitated and looked out the window. He
seemed like the kind of guy who wouldn't trust someone else to do a
job right. As egotistical as that seemed, Lila did feel more secure
knowing he was keeping watch.

At last he nodded. "Okay. Call if you see
anything happening out there."

"I think I can handle it. Don't worry," she
assured him.

"Sorry. I'm not usually bossy."

"You're not being bossy. You're leading.
Somebody has to. Go on now." She gave him a little push. "Take a
break. You'll feel better."

"Somehow I doubt that." But he strode away
toward the back of the store and the restroom. Joe had moved a
water cooler bottle near the sink so they could wash up. Not having
running water was a pain, no doubt one of many inconveniences
they'd soon get used to.

Lila peered through the crack between the
tarp and the window frame at the street outside. It was astonishing
that a city of thousands of people could go dead—pun intended—so
quickly. The area was deserted, the abandoned vehicles giving an
eerie sense that their drivers and passengers had vanished en
masse, zapped away by a space ship or sucked into the afterlife
like in some movie about the biblical end times.

A flicker of movement at the corner of her
eye caught Lila's attention. A woman was running down the street.
No, not running, shambling in that jerky fashion that proclaimed
she wasn't normal. Whatever activated zombies' bodies, electrifying
neural pathways to allow the muscles to function, didn't do a very
good job of it.

Lila opened her mouth to warn the others, but
the creature turned a corner and disappeared. They were still out
there, as if there'd been any doubt. Lila released a shaky breath
and scanned the neighborhood with diligence. She watched as the sky
went from gold to pink to gray, and then the sun set and the city
was plunged into darkness.

Joe came to relieve her and Lila went over to
where the other refugees were arranged in a rough circle around a
single kerosene lamp.

Derrick had dragged over an inflatable raft
and covered it with sleeping bags for him and Ronnie. He and his
sister lay on its cushioned surface. Mrs. Scheider sat in a folding
camp chair with a book in her hand and a battery powered reading
light clipped to the book. Survivalist's Medicine Chest was
the title. The woman sipped from a cup as she read, as relaxed as
if she was cozied up at home with a cup of tea and a mystery
novel.

Ann stared morosely at the kerosene flame.
She was red-eyed and her face puffy. She must have spent some time
in the back room crying. Lila didn't blame her. She wouldn't mind a
good long cry herself, but hadn't really had an opportunity.
Besides, she felt more numb than despairing. She must be in
shock.

Ari sat cleaning a gun. No surprise there.
How could a brand new weapon that had never been used need a
cleaning? But he evidently needed something to do with his hands to
keep him distracted. Everyone had their own way of coping. Lila
dropped onto the air mattress and sleeping bag set up beside
Ari's.

She looked around at the glum faces and
decided to try to lighten the mood. "Is it time to break out the
S'mores do you think? Maybe sing some campfire songs?"

Ronnie's head popped up from her pillow and
she sat up, crossing her legs. "I went to camp last summer. I know
some songs." Her chipmunk voice warbled surprisingly tunefully,
"Make new friends, but keep the old, one is silver and the other
gold."

Lila joined her on the familiar song. "A
circle's round, it has no end. That's how long I want to be your
friend."

She glanced at Ari to find him grinning at
her. "Girl Scouts?"

"Eight years." She turned back to Ronnie. "Do
you know any more?"

"Yeah, but everybody's got to sing it this
time. It's easy." The little girl's face glowed in the yellow light
as she began, "This is the song that never ends. Yes it goes on and
on my friends…"

"Some people started singing it not knowing
what it was," Lila came in on the cheerful nonsense song and Ann
surprised her by joining in, "And they'll continue singing it
forever just because, this is the song that never ends…"

They went around again and again until Ronnie
broke down giggling and rolling back and forth on the raft. She
bumped into her brother and Derrick impatiently pushed her
away.

Lila smiled, pleased to see the little girl
happy however temporarily.

Ari looked at her with raised brows. "Really?
This is what girls do at camp?"

"Boys too. Didn't you ever go to camp?" she
teased.

"No. I went to juvie for a while but I don't
think that counts."

"My mom made me go to band camp one summer,"
Derrick chimed in, "and we never sang weird songs."

"How about you, Mrs. Scheider." Lila tried to
include the older woman in their conversation. "Did you go to camp
growing up?"

"We had a house in the Hamptons so I went
there every summer, but there were plenty of bonfires on the beach.
However, I'm afraid I've never heard that song. Do you know 'Alice
the Camel'?"

"Oh my God. Things are surreal enough without
the singing. Please no more," Derrick begged as Mrs. Scheider
started singing.

But the three women and Ronnie carried on
until they reached the "boom, boom, boom" part of the song.

"Hey," Joe called from by the window. "Keep
it a little quieter, okay?"

Awareness of the danger they were in washed
over them like a bucket of water putting out their campfire. Their
laughter died and they fell silent. Lila could see Ronnie
crumbling, her little face scrunched up as if she might cry
again.

"Hey, Ronnie. What grade are you in?" Lila
tried to distract her.

"Third."

"What's your teacher's name? Do you like
her?"

"Ms. Tanoff. She's okay." The girl put her
chin in her hands and stared at the lantern, her chin
trembling.

"I remember third grade. Mrs. Baumbottom. We
used to call her Big Bottom." Lila dredged up a story from her
childhood to entertain the girl. "Once I drew a cartoon of her with
her big bottom sticking out behind her. The kids were passing it
around. Can you guess what happened?"

Ronnie's eyes widened. "She got it."

"That's right. One kid was passing it to
another when she intercepted it. The picture didn't seem so funny
any more. I was scared to get in trouble, but also felt really bad
about hurting her feelings."

"What happened?" Ronnie gasped, caught up in
the dramatic tension as only a young child could be. "Did you get
detention?"

"Well, she'd taken the drawing from Brian
Stevens and at first I thought she was going to blame him. I'd have
to tell the truth so he wouldn't get into trouble. But Mrs.
Baumbottom looked at that picture and then straight at me. She knew
my drawing from art work I'd done. Since my name wasn't on it,
there was no proof it was mine. I kept my mouth shut and looked
away."

"What'd she do then?"

"She had the whole class write a page about
how they felt when someone made fun of them."

"You got off lucky." Derrick toyed with the
zipper of his sleeping bag, drawing it up and down. "Bet the other
kids were pissed at you for making them extra work."

"I don't know if I'd call it lucky. I felt
almost sick with guilt while I was writing my paper. Later I went
to the bathroom and cried my eyes out."

"Soft heart." Ari lay on his stomach on his
bedroll with his head propped on one hand. "I did a helluva lot
worse things when I was a kid, and I didn't feel sorry about them.
I would've been the kid putting a tack on Big Bottom's chair for
her to sit on. Me and my boys were kind of rough."

Lila could picture a gang of pint size thugs
running around terrorizing the schoolyard and the neighborhood. It
sounded like Ari's life had been a world away from her peaceful
suburban childhood. She smiled at him. "So tell us something you
did."

"I did a lot of dumb shit. Got in a lot of
trouble. But a story the kid can hear? Let me think." He considered
for a moment. "How about an embarrassing story? Once when I was in
fifth grade I wanted to impress this girl at a party so I ate a
whole can of Cheez Whiz, straight from the can down the gullet. Why
I thought she'd think that was cool, I have no idea. I was ten.
Chased it with a full can of Mountain Dew. After that I felt like I
needed to burp, but when I did..."

"Oh no, man!" Derrick hooted. "No way."

"Yeah. Not only did I puke in front of
everybody but it splashed on the girl I had the crush on. I
impressed her all right."

"Sick." Derrick rolled on the raft,
laughing.

"Boys are a whole different species from
girls, aren't they?" Lila asked Ann. "And they don't get much
better when they're older from what I can tell."

"They try to impress you with money instead
of Cheez Whiz," Mrs. Scheider said dryly. "And the result is a
great deal messier than a little vomit. My late husband splashed
plenty of the fallout from his failed financial schemes on me."

All eyes turned to her as everyone waited for
more explanation, but she refocused her attention on her book.

Lila prompted Ann. "We haven't heard from
you. What childhood story do you have to share?"

Ann pushed strands of her blonde hair back
from her face. "Nothing to top that, but there was a time I was
embarrassed--not by something I did to myself but by something that
happened to me. The summer before freshmen year our family suffered
some…setbacks and my mom had to give up the lease on her car. She
bought an old minivan to replace it, saying it was a better way to
transport kids anyway. I was humiliated when she insisted on
dropping me off at school in the thing. I wanted her to let me out
a block away, but she wouldn't. She had to park right in front
where everyone could see us."

Derrick grunted in agreement about how
embarrassing parents could be.

"So there I was, a brand new freshman,
terrified about fitting in at high school and forced to ride in my
mom's ghetto van. One morning I got out and slid the door back and
it just kept going, right off the track. The door literally fell
off the van. Everybody waiting to go into school looked and
laughed. I thought I'd sink into the earth I was so humiliated. It
was the perfect way to start high school."

"Damn, I thought I'd done some embarrassing
things," Derrick said. "You people are like the masters of making
asses of yourselves."

"That van was not my fault," Ann protested in
an almost serious tone that made Lila smile. Ghosts of
embarrassments past were hard to kill. "How about you, Derrick?
What's your worst moment?"

The boy flushed bright red. "Nothing. I don't
have one."

"Yes you do," Ronnie shoved him in the
shoulder. "What about the time Grandma came to visit and walked
into your bedroom and caught you--"

"Shut UP!" He punched her shoulder much
harder than she'd hit him and the girl let out a piercing
shriek.

"Children, behave," Mrs. Scheider said.

"Quiet!" Joe strode over from his lookout by
the window to glare at them all. "This isn't a pajama party. The
last thing we want to do is draw attention. In fact, you should
probably douse the light and get some sleep. Ari, I'll take first
watch and I'll wake you later."

It was the most Lila had heard from Dr.
Morgenstern since their ordeal began. His fatherly tone served to
quell both Ronnie and Derrick. The girl flounced onto her side,
dragging the covers over her head. Sounds of sniffling came from
beneath the butterfly patterned sleeping bag. Derrick muttered
under his breath but settled down.

Mrs. Scheider turned off her reading light
and marked her place in her book then went to her cot. Lila's mind
was buzzing and she was sure she wouldn't be able to sleep. Ari
seemed relieved to take orders for a change. He turned the lamp as
low as it would go then stretched out on top of his sleeping bag
cushioned by an air mattress.

Lila felt him breathing in the dark beside
her. She glanced over, but it was too shadowy to make out more than
his general shape. Still she was very aware of his presence. Her
body responded to it with a primitive pull. Their two bedrolls were
side by side and she longed to shift closer until they were
touching. She wouldn't mind if he rolled over and put his arms
around her in his sleep. Wasn't that the way every road trip
romantic comedy went? But this was hardly a comedy and in horror
movies usually one of the protagonists ended up dead.

All the horrific images of the day tumbled
through her mind as she lay alone in the dark, adrenaline still
zinging through her veins. Tears spilled from her eyes, trickling
down her cheeks and into her ears. She impatiently rubbed her face
dry. She didn't want to disturb the others by sniffling like
Ronnie, and she was too tired to drag herself to the back room of
the store for some privacy.

"Are you okay?" Ari's voice floated through
the air.

"Yeah," she croaked. "I'm fine."

"We'll find a way out of the city tomorrow
somehow," he promised.

"Sure." But she didn't feel confident things
would be any better in the outside world. She wondered how her
parents were doing, and her friends and Doyle. He'd sounded
terrified when she'd talked to him on the phone. Was he even still
alive? She'd give anything to be with people she loved instead of
this group of strangers. But on the other hand, she felt safer with
Ari than she would have with Doyle, who tended to talk all around a
decision before finally making it. The situation they were in
didn't leave room for second guessing or wavering. She felt
surprisingly close to Ari even though she didn't know much about
him at all.

"Before we go to the marina I want to stop by
St. Andrews and try to find my mom," Ari said.

She didn't know how to respond. Everyone
wanted to locate their relatives, but the hospital seemed like the
last place they should go after what Doyle had described. "I don't
think that's such a good idea," she said gently. "From what my ex
said, it's zombie central there. As harsh as it seems, I don't
believe we can run around the city checking on everyone's family.
We need to get our group someplace safe."

Ari didn't say anything for a few minutes and
she was afraid she'd pissed him off. Lila reached out and touched
his arm. "I'm sorry, but that's what I think. All we can do is pray
and hope our loved ones make it someplace safe, too."

He exhaled. "You're right. My mom might not
even be at the hospital anymore. She could be anywhere. But to cut
her loose like that feels so wrong. It's been the two of us ever
since my dad left years ago. I've always looked out for her."

Lila slid her hand down his arm to hold his
hand. "I get it."

His voice lowered to a whisper so soft she
could scarcely hear it. "I wish I could go where I want and didn't
have to worry about all these people, you know? I don't know how
they got to be my responsibility. I'm no leader."

Lila turned to stare at his profile in the
dark. Was he kidding? "Yes you are."

He shook his head. "I don't know what to do
any more than anyone else does. Why do you all even keep listening
to me?"

She smiled. "Because what you suggest makes
sense and we all want to stay alive. But more than that. You
seem confident and in this situation that's as important as
knowing exactly what to do. Your confidence helps keep the rest of
us from panicking."

He snorted. "I could be confidently leading
you right over the edge of a cliff. Would that make me a good
leader?"

"Sorry, Ari, you'd still be a leader—just not
a smart one. You can't deny your nature. There are those who lead
and those who follow and you're the former."

"That's a lot of insight coming from someone
who doesn't even know me," he muttered.

They fell silent then, lying with their hands
linked in the darkness. Lila stared at the shadows cast by sporting
goods displays, the cardboard cutout of a grinning fisherman with a
custom grip pole, shelving full of soccer and running shoes,
baseball cleats and ski boots. What kid didn't fantasize about
getting locked into a store and having the run of the place for a
night? If this were some kid's movie, they'd be skateboarding up
and down the aisles and shooting paintball guns at each other,
having the time of their lives set against a pop soundtrack. She
choked back her laughter with a snort.

"What?" Ari's sexy, low voice floated to her
again.

"Nothing. Nerves. I'm just getting a little
giddy."

"You should sleep. We all need to sleep—put
this out of our heads for a while."

"It would be easier to fall asleep if you two
would be quiet," Mrs. Scheider's crisp tone cut across their
whispering.

"Night, Mrs. Scheider," Lila chanted like a
Walton child, laughter still trembling in her voice.

Ari chuckled, the sound as warm and
comforting as a cup of hot cocoa heating her insides. Lila crushed
the attraction that had been nibbling at the edge of her
consciousness all day. She was sure it had more to do with their
extreme situation than actual feelings. A person would cling to any
flotsam after a shipwreck.

"Good night," she murmured to Ari, then
pulled her hand from his and turned over on her side. She had
barely enough time to think that she'd never be able to fall asleep
before oblivion claimed her.

 


Someone pounding on the door of the store,
snapped her awake. Lila sat bolt upright, head whirling, heart
pumping and legs ready to run. She blinked away her disorientation
and focused on Joe going to open the door. Her first irrational
thought was that he'd gone crazy and was about to let the zombies
in to feast on them. Ari jumped up from his sleeping bag and ran
toward the door. Lila scrambled to her feet and the others did the
same. Ronnie whimpered and Derrick shushed her. Lila bent to search
for her weapon by her bedding.

Joe opened the door and several people
hurried into the store, all of them dark, featureless shapes.

"They're everywhere out there. Jesus Christ!
We were lucky to make it here alive." Lila recognized Deb's
smoke-roughened voice and relief rushed through her.

"Did any zombies see you?" Ari locked the
door behind the newcomers, while Joe peered out the window to make
sure they hadn't been followed.

"No. I don't think so, or they would've been
on us." Deb leaned her rifle against the wall. "I'm sorry. I didn't
know where else to go."

Lila turned up the kerosene lamp then joined
the group at the door, grabbing Deb and giving her a hug. "I'm so
glad to see you. This must be Julie."

"Pleased to meet you," the redhead greeted
her and indicated the man with them. "This is Carl. He works with
me at Quantus."

Carl was a tall, thin, dark skinned man with
slightly bulging eyes and a receding hairline. He nodded. "Hi."

"It's getting worse out there," Deb said.
"It's almost like a second wave is going through. The things are
everywhere."

Lila shivered. She'd begun to feel a false
sense of security here in this place they'd claimed as their own.
It had been too easy to convince themselves the zombies had passed
on to another part of the city, leaving a ghost town behind. But
Deb was trembling and the others looked equally shell-shocked.

"Come and sit down." She led them to the camp
site.

Ann went to heat water on the camp stove.
Mrs. Scheider set up more chairs for the newcomers and the three
sank gratefully onto them. Deb launched into the tale of how she'd
hooked up with Julie and Carl.

"There's usually a receptionist at the front
desk and you can't gain access to the offices or labs without a
pass, but when I went into the building there was no one there. The
door to the offices was torn off its hinges, blood and bodies
everywhere." Deb sipped from a bottle of water Lila gave her, her
hand shaking. "I went in back and searched until I found Julie and
Carl."

"I was at my desk when we were attacked,"
Julie added her part of the story. "People burst into the room, and
I thought they were junkies or something until one of them grabbed
Abbie Woolsey and bit her neck. I jumped up from my chair. I didn't
even try to help her. I just ran."

Deb grasped her hand. "You couldn't have done
anything, babe. You know that."

"But I didn't try. None of us did. We all ran
like rats." Julie pressed her lips tight together and stifled a
sob.

"You did what you had to in order to
survive," Lila said softly. "We all ran yesterday. We all left
people behind." There were murmurs of agreement from some of the
others.

Deb resumed her story. "By the time I got to
Quantus, the zombies had moved on--mostly. When I was searching for
Julie, one came around the corner straight at me." Her rough voice
wavered a little and she swallowed. "I, uh, used my knife like you
showed me, Ari."

"It all happened so fast," Carl spoke up at
last. "One minute I was working on my computer and the next I heard
screaming, people running, things smashing. The things burst into
the room where I was working and I ran out of it. I heard them
coming from both directions down the hall so I ducked into a supply
closet to hide. Julie was already in there. We blocked the door. We
didn't see what happened but we could hear it."

"We waited a long time, long after things got
quiet," Julie added. "And then I heard Deb's voice calling my name
so we came out."

"I think I might know what caused this," Carl
said. "I believe it might be the result of a virus."

"No shit," Derrick said. "That's zombies
one-oh-one. It's always in the blood."

Carl frowned. "No, I mean a specific
virus—the A7. Quantus Labs has been working on an antidote for it.
You may have heard about the new drug on the news."

"What does that have to do with the zombies?"
Lila asked.

"It's possible..." Carl cleared his throat.
"The work we've been doing may have been flawed."

"Flawed how?" Dr. Morgenstern left his
lookout post to listen to his explanation.

"You have to understand, I'm a lab tech with
fairly low level clearance. I see parts of the whole. I do the
testing I'm asked to do and work on certain aspects of a project.
So it's not my business to know how Quantus research is funded or
what pharmaceutical company will ultimately manufacture the drug we
design."

"Your point?" Ari asked impatiently.

"Rats treated with the antidote were
initially healed but it altered their blood structure in minute
ways. Still, the results were positive so we administered to test
patients. All symptoms connected to A7 disappeared. That drug
should never have been cleared without much more rigorous testing,
but people were clamoring for a cure. So it was released without
sufficient clinical trials either due to government intervention or
because a pharmaceutical company was eager to make a fast buck."
Carl exhaled a deep breath.

"And you believe people who took the drug,
eventually died and then reanimated." Mrs. Scheider made the
preposterous claim sound plausible.

"Yes. That's exactly what I fear."

"But why all at once? How could it have been
so widespread?" Ari asked. "The logistics don't add up."

Carl shook his head. "You don't understand.
This snowballed very quickly. The drug—A7 Counter, we named it—was
manufactured on a massive scale and shipped to hospitals from coast
to coast. Hospital staff countrywide began administering it almost
simultaneously. The first wave of deaths might have taken place
within days, but no one was in a hurry to panic the public with a
possible connection to the antidote. After death there was likely a
delay before the post-mortem results—ie. zombieism—became apparent.
By then more people were dead or dying.

"The very first attacks may have gone
unreported, bodies in hospital morgues or mortuaries rising to
devour or kill attendants or undertakers, spreading their altered
blood to others. By this morning, on my way to work, I heard a
radio news report of bizarre assaults at several area hospitals.
The information was sketchy and quickly suppressed."

"What about those initial test patients?"
Lila asked.

"I recognized a couple of them among the
zombies that stormed our office," Carl said. "I hadn't known they
died. That information was not something I was privy to. I can't
give you an exact timeline of how all this played out, only my best
guess. But apparently, some of these reanimates came directly from
our own on-site morgue, where the bodies had been awaiting
dissection. I believe the mutated blood causes a neurological
jumpstart after death. The process expends a lot of energy giving
the reanimates a ferocious appetite for living tissue."

"It seems like its more than mingling blood
that spreads the mutation." Ari strode nervously back and forth,
his brows knitted in a frown. "Their bites, their saliva, must
carry something for it to spread so fast. And that guy in the
subway didn't take long to rise either."

"Like maybe the pace is accelerating." Lila
offered Julie a bandage for a gash on her forehead. "Fast enough
that it spread like wildfire, beyond the ability of the authorities
to get a handle on it. Now what can they do? Say 'screw civilian
casualties' and start bombing infected areas?"

Carl accepted the cup of tea Ann offered him
and sipped it before speaking again. "I've been going over all the
research in my mind and I think I see the flaw in the formula.
Given a working lab with proper equipment, I believe I could find a
solution to stop the mutated blood from causing reanimation." He
gestured with his hand, sloshing tea over the rim of his cup.
"Obviously it's too late for those already dead, but it could be
administered to the newly infected to curtail the effect."

Deb snorted. "But meanwhile we have zombies
running around eating people and infecting others."

"I believe I could find a solution for that
as well," Carl said. "Darts filled with a solution that would stop
the reanimates' neural systems. Better than bullets for bringing
them down. Of course it would take time to develop these remedies
and produce them in the necessary quantities."

"But you think you could do it?" Joe said.
"Find a cure?"

Carl nodded. "There are files on my hard
drive at work with formulas and data that I'd absolutely have to
have as a starting point." He turned to Ari, instinctively
recognizing him as the leader of the group. "I have to go back. I
need to get that research."

"The zombies are thicker than ever out there.
We're really going to have to run a gauntlet to get anywhere." Deb
nodded toward Ronnie and Mrs. Scheider. "We can't drag everyone
along. I vote a team goes for the hard drive and the rest stay
here."

"No." Mrs. Scheider was as decisive as
always. "Once you have what you need, you'll want to keep going out
of the city. It would be a waste of time to come back for us, and
we don't deserve to be abandoned because some of us are a little
slow."

"I'm not talking about abandoning anyone,"
Deb argued.

"A strike team," Derrick chimed in. "That
makes sense."

Ronnie clung to her brother's hand, whining.
"Don't leave me. I don't want to get ate up by zombies."

"That won't happen, honey," Ann comforted
her. "We'll be safer here. In fact we should all stay here until
rescue comes."

"What rescue?" Deb snapped. "Get it through
your head, no one's coming. But that's fine. You stay behind. You'd
be useless in a fight anyway."

Tempers and voices rose as everyone argued
and offered an opinion. Suddenly Ari's voice cut across the din
like a knife. "No one's leaving anyone. We move as a team. We'll
find a safe place for the group to stay nearby while a few go into
the lab and retrieve the data. Then we'll head to the waterfront,
find a boat and get the hell off this island."

Complete silence followed his pronouncement.
It was a reasonable plan. Even Deb couldn't argue.

"Look," Lila said, "Everyone's exhausted. Our
nerves are fried so let's get some sleep and talk more in the
morning."

Wired from the influx of new people and
information, it took some time for everyone to settle down to
sleep. Lila lay awake on her pallet beside Julie rather than Ari
and wished he was still by her even if they didn't touch. Just
having him next to her had helped her to relax. She watched him
standing guard near the window and listened to sounds of occasional
screams and gunfire outside. Zombies were on the prowl. Lila
expected any minute the door would rattle or the window shatter as
they stormed the building, searching for fresh meat inside.

She prayed to the Organizer of the Universe
to please put the world back in order and restore her to the life
in which her biggest worry was passing a test or breaking up with a
boyfriend. She begged for an end to this nightmare and fell asleep,
still praying.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter Seven

"No more arguing. This is the way we're going
to do it." Ari clenched his jaw in an effort not to add a curse to
the statement. He'd learned a lot from observing his sergeant at
basic training. The man hadn't been a screamer, not at all like the
"tear 'em down to build 'em up", frothing at the mouth sergeant
he'd expected from watching too many movies. When Sergeant Vogt
called out a command, he expected it to be obeyed so it was. He was
a quiet yet masterful disciplinarian and his unit had responded to
it by being consistently at the top of the boards.

Now Ari appreciated how difficult the
sergeant's job was. Getting a group of mismatched characters to
work as a team was not easy. Running away from the zombies in the
subway, the group had deferred to his lead, glad to follow anyone
who they thought could get them out alive. But now their individual
personalities and agendas were emerging. Everyone had a different
idea about what they should do, the route they should take or what
items were indispensible to bring along.

"Everyone carries something, even Ronnie. We
go out the back exit and move through the alleys as much as
possible. Quantus Labs is seven blocks from here. That doesn't
sound like much, but we may have to fight our way through those
seven blocks." And that's just the beginning. How the hell am I
going to get all these people to the river alive?

He'd considered his plan for most of last
night. He'd already established that the main thoroughfares out of
New York, the bridges and tunnels were too dangerous to travel. It
would be too easy to get trapped by the flesh-eaters. But they
should be able to snag a boat from the 79th Street Boat
Basin marina. Unfortunately they wouldn't have keys so he hoped
boats were as easy to hotwire as cars. He'd had plenty of practice
on those.

Ari asked Deb to take point. She was
sharp-eyed, fearless and knew the way. She'd had at least one kill
now so he felt confident she wouldn't hesitate if she needed to
fight. He and Joe flanked the group on either side and Derrick and
Lila brought up the rear. The weaker members of the group were
clustered in the middle. And he placed Carl dead center, a
commodity to be protected at all costs. Ari was well aware this had
gone far past mere survival of their group. They now harbored a man
who might have the solution to humanity's downfall in his brain and
on his hard drive.

Each member of the group wore a hunting vest.
The padding might protect them from tearing teeth. Everyone except
Ronnie was armed with knives and a pistol. The group in the center
carried backpacks crammed with goods, while the "soldiers" on the
perimeter were armed with assault rifles. Their job was to protect.
They couldn't be hampered by heavy knapsacks.

After they were ready to go, with Deb poised
to take that first step out the door—a critical moment for it was
impossible to tell what they might encounter in the alley, Ann
Hanson suddenly decided to melt down at last. To be honest, Ari was
surprised she hadn't folded before. She'd raised questions, but for
the most part had gone along with whatever the group decided. Now
she dug in her heels and refused to budge.

"I don't want to go. We're safe in here. We
should stay and wait for help." Her face was ashen, nearly matching
her white-blond hair. Her eyes were huge and Ari could see she'd
checked out. She didn't want to see reason or deal with the world
they were facing. She wanted to continue believing in cavalry who
would ride in and save the day.

"Ann, you can't stay here alone," Lila
slipped an arm around the trembling woman's shoulders and hugged
her.

"I can't go out there. I can't!" Ann
protested, her voice rising. Tears trickled down her cheeks. She
let her backpack drop to the floor and covered her face with her
hands.

"Snap out of it," Deb ordered. "We're all
scared but we have no choice. Now get a grip."

Ari could see neither Lila's gentle coaxing
nor Deb's gruff commands were reaching Ann. She had turned in the
blink of an eye from a functioning member of the team to a nervous
wreck. He had a decision to make and his stomach rolled as he
realized he'd already made it. He couldn't put the whole group in
jeopardy by dragging along a basket case. They couldn't hang around
here waiting for her to snap out of it. The truth was that despite
what people believed, in the military sometimes you did leave a man
behind if he was going to jeopardize the mission.

He stood in front of Ann, took her by the
shoulders and stared into her unfocused eyes. "Listen to me." He
kept his voice calm and level. "If you truly want to stay here,
nobody's going to force you to go with us. But you have to
understand you're in far more danger alone here than you are with a
group. The zombies will be searching for fresh meat. They're smart
enough to realize people are hiding indoors and they'll go through
the buildings hunting them. Are you willing to risk that?"

Ann swallowed and wiped away the mucus
running from her red nose. "I'll be quiet, and I'll find a hiding
place in case they do get in. Just leave me some food and water. I
can wait here until things get better. It has to happen soon. The
army will storm the city. They'll rescue us."

"Jesus. You're crazy!" Deb said.

Ari held up a hand to silence her. "It's up
to Ann. If she's really that terrified or if she's going to freak
out once we get outside, then she should stay behind."

"No!" Ronnie shrieked and threw her arms
around Ann's waist, burying her face against her. "I want to stay
with Ann."

Things were rapidly spinning out of his
control. Ari felt sick. As if there wasn't enough stress having to
face zombies, now he had to deal with a little rebellion of
two.

Derrick grabbed his sister's arm, pulling her
away from Ann. For a moment, Ari thought he'd shake her, but he
squatted beside Veronica and looked into her face. "Monkey, you
want to try to find mom, don't you? We can't stay here. You've got
to be brave and go out there no matter what we have to face. I'll
protect you. I won't let any zombies come near you."

Mrs. Scheider stooped to talk to her, too.
"And I'll hold your hand the whole time. We're only going to walk a
few blocks. You can do that, can't you?"

Ronnie sniffled and whimpered, but
nodded.

Ari leaned to whisper to Ann. "Are you coming
or not? No one's going to make you, but don't undermine the kid's
confidence. If you're staying, say goodbye to her with a smile then
go in the other room, wait for us to leave and lock up behind us.
But if you're going, pull it together and pick up that fucking
backpack right now."

Ann looked into his eyes, her own red-rimmed
from crying. She shook her head and muttered, "I can't do it and
none of you should either. You'll be ripped apart out there."

She seemed to have forgotten that he, Derrick
and Hector had had a successful foraging trip yesterday. But maybe
hearing zombies running past last night, and the distant screams of
victims and gunfire had unhinged her.

"All right." He stooped to pick up her pack
and took out some cans of food and bottles of water. "Here's your
share of the provisions. Good luck."

Lila and Mrs. Scheider each hugged Ann, then
Lila whispered to her for a minute, clearly taking one last shot at
convincing her it was suicide to stay.

Ann knelt and hugged Ronnie. "Be good. Take
care of Bright." She indicated the stuffed unicorn she'd given the
girl in the subway store.

Ronnie nodded and clutched the rainbow
colored animal. "You should come with us."

"I'm sorry. I can't. Good luck, Ronnie." Ann
rose and said goodbye to the others before leaving the back room.
The door to the storage room shut behind her with a soft whoosh of
air.

"All right. Anyone else having second
thoughts?" Ari slipped his arms through Ann's abandoned knapsack
and hoisted it up. He didn't give them much time to consider before
giving the order to move out.

Deb took her place in front, her gun drawn
and opened the exit door. She stepped from the storage room into
the alley. Ari doubted this way was any safer than the street out
front. Their adversaries could pop up anywhere, but psychologically
it might give the team more confidence to imagine they were
slipping away unnoticed out the back door.

The alley was deserted except for dumpsters
and litter. They took their positions with the stronger people
encircling the weak and started down the narrow passage. Ari's gaze
swept around them and up at the windows of the buildings. The sense
of being watched was palpable. He hadn't felt nearly this much
paranoia on their expedition yesterday. His nerves prickled almost
painfully. His skin felt too tight and he was distracted by the
sound of his own uneven breathing.

Steady, he warned himself, before
you have a goddamn panic attack. Sergeant Vogt had instructed
his men in how to deal with the tension of battlefield conditions.
He'd advised focusing outside of oneself and becoming completely
aware of the environment. "A good soldier is an antenna, eyes and
ears taking in information and reacting to it in an appropriate
manner. Concentrate on the job and your fears will stay under
control."

That meant no second guessing or feeling
guilty about leaving Ann Hanson, either. Ari relaxed his grip on
his rifle and kept his body loose yet poised as they emerged from
the alley onto an empty side street. Cars were abandoned here, too,
although not as many as on the main thoroughfares. Human remains
littered the sidewalk. After awhile they stopped trying to step
over or around them. There were too many bits and it was impossible
to avoid them all. The smell of decay rose in a choking pall from
the rotting meat, and Ari imagined how much worse it would be after
several more days had passed. They had to get out of the city as
soon as possible.

Ronnie started to whimper again and Mrs.
Scheider told her to stop looking down. "Keep your eyes up, honey.
Focus on Deb's back or the buildings or the sky. Don't think about
where you are. Picture where you want to be."

Sage advice, except right now Ari needed to
mentally be exactly where he was, paying attention to the moment he
was in. A sound caught his attention and he looked back over his
shoulder. Lila and Derrick, the rear contingent of their cadre,
were on guard, scanning the deserted area through which they walked
while keeping their weapons ready. Lila caught Ari's look and
glanced behind her so they both spotted their followers at almost
the same time.

Coming up the street about two blocks behind
them were several stumbling, blood-streaked figures. The things
were as deadly as sharks silently swimming up behind their quarry.
These creatures had that same dead-eyed stare but considerably less
grace in their movements.

"Zombies sighted," he barked at the rest of
the group. "Move double time."

They'd discussed what to do in case of an
attack. In the time it took the group to accelerate from a brisk
walk to a trot, the zombies sighted them and began to move faster,
too.

"We've been spotted." As the group began to
run, Ari fell to the back, ready to protect the rear. He ran
alongside Lila, who muttered underneath her breath "Omigod, Omigod,
Omigod."

The zombies raced after them with a
stiff-legged gait. Any second they'd catch up. Ari went to phase
two. "Go!" he ordered. Joe scooped up Ronnie, Julie grabbed Mrs.
Scheider's hand and they raced after Deb and Carl. The group would
head for a specified meeting point. Meanwhile, Ari, Lila and
Derrick whirled around, ready to fight.

Time seemed to stand still like in a car
spinning out on an icy road. Ari noted details with detached
calmness. There were three men, two women and a young child of
uncertain gender racing toward them. One man was balding and
paunchy and looked as normal as if he'd just gotten up from his
La-z-boy to get another beer from the fridge. Another seemed to be
missing his jawbone. A pair of glasses hung askew from an ear of
the third. One of the women wore a dress he thought was rust brown
until he realized it was simply blood-soaked. He took in these
images with one assessing glance.

Ari pointed his rifle and was a hair away
from shooting when suddenly Ann burst out of the alley in front of
the zombies. She didn't see them, wasn't even looking their way as
she ran toward Ari.

"Wait. I changed my mind. I want to go with
you," she called. "Wait!" And then she became aware of the sound of
running feet behind her. Her head snapped around and she
screamed.

"Goddamn it!" Ari growled. He couldn't
shoot with Ann between him and their pursuers. A second later it
didn't matter because the creatures were on her. They grabbed her
and dragged her down like cheetahs on a gazelle. Ann's screaming
was abruptly cut short. So was the momentum of the zombies as they
fought over the struggling woman.

Lila screamed. Derrick shouted, "Fuck!" and
Ari unleashed a round from his rifle at the feeding zombies. The
bullets tore through them, knocking them around a little, but not
stopping them.

Ari grabbed Lila's arm. "Run. We can't help
her." He glanced back one last time, long enough to take a mental
snapshot of Ann's foot clad in a brand new tennis shoe. The zombies
were on top of her like a football pileup. One of them tore at her
leg and that pristine, white sneaker beat erratically against the
pavement. Ari checked to make sure Derrick was with them, then
faced forward and ran like hell. Lila did her best to keep up, but
soon he was dragging her with him. They soon caught up with the
rest of the group, who'd turned a corner headed north.

Julie caught sight of them first. "You made
it! What happened?"

Ari scanned the way ahead of them, well aware
the danger at their back wasn't the only one they might face. "Turn
left here," he called to Deb. "We need to get inside somewhere and
take a breather."

She nodded and pointed to a McDonald's. "In
there." There were several entrances and plenty of windows from
which to keep a lookout. She led the way inside where the stink of
fry grease and overheated corpses hit them like a wall. Ari took
shallow breaths as he looked around the restaurant for any
movement. It seemed to be deserted, at least of the living. He
didn't think the zombies were bright enough to lie in wait for
victims, but underestimating them might cost their lives so he sent
Joe and Carl to do a quick walk through of the building. Meanwhile,
the rest of them collapsed in seats or on the floor, gasping for
breath.

Lila bent over in a corner and heaved. The
sound of her vomiting started Ari's own stomach churning and bile
rose in his throat. He couldn't get the sight of Ann's jerking foot
out of his mind. They couldn't have saved her and had to take
advantage of the opportunity to escape, but he'd felt like shit
leaving her to those monsters. He swallowed hard and closed his
eyes.

"Only four more blocks to go," Deb's smoky
voice floated to him. "We can do it. We have to do it."

God bless the cheerleader. He needed that
right now when the situation seemed hopeless. He rubbed his hand
over his eyes and opened them. "Okay. Let's see that map
again."

Deb produced a hand drawn map she'd sketched
before they started out. "We got off track, but we can cut over
here."

Ari nodded. "And here's where you want to
camp out." He indicated an X marking a hotel.

She nodded. "I think it's the best location;
many ways in and out and places to hide if things go bad, plenty of
beds for everyone and food in the kitchen. I'm guessing we'll find
a lot of people camping out there. Hooking up with some more able
bodies could be useful." She jerked her head at Mrs. Scheider, who
was nearly passed out in her seat with Ronnie, slumped across her
lap. Ari didn't like the way she kept referring to those two as
dead wood, but she was right. They were weak links and the group
needed to be at its strongest in order to survive.

"What happened?" Julie asked again. "How did
you get away?"

"Ann," Lila spoke up. "Ann happened. She
changed her mind and tried to come after us. Those things caught
her and took her down which gave us time to escape."

"She was a stupid lady," Derrick practically
shouted. He pushed away from the table where he was leaning and
stalked over to the soda machine. His shoulders were shaking and he
kept his back turned to them as he filled paper cups with the
tepid, sugar-water.

"My God," Julie murmured. "I'm so sorry."

What are you sorry for? You didn't know
her any more than we did. And you sure as hell didn't eat her,"
Ari wanted to say. He glanced down to find his legs trembling.
Derrick wasn't the only one shaken by the loss.

Joe and Carl returned from the kitchen
bringing food with them, not burgers and fries, but limp salad from
the warm cooler and packaged, uncrisp apple pies.

"Nothing back there," Joe reported. "Just
more of the same." He nodded at the decimated bodies around them.
""What do you suppose happens when the zombies run out of food
sources? Can they feed on any kind of meat or does it have to be
living? What keeps them from eating each other?"

"Just a guess, but I'd say they need the
electrolytes in energized, living blood and tissue. Dead meat
wouldn't satisfy them," Carl said. "And it's a very good
question—what would happen if they were imprisoned without
fresh food. I suppose eventually the bodies would shut down and
return to their natural state. Only a guess, of course."

Ari drew as deep a breath of the foul air as
he dared. "We shouldn't stay here long. We'll bring the food along.
The sooner we get where we're going, the better."

He doubted anyone was hungry anyway. He
certainly wasn't. Nothing like adrenalin and endorphins to keep you
flying and the scent of decay to put you off eating. He reached
across the table and touched Mrs. Scheider's arm. "Hey, are you
going to be all right."

She opened one eye and looked back at him.
"I'm not unconscious, young man. I'm resting. That's what we're
supposed to be doing. I'm in excellent physical shape and I'd be
perfectly fine if we had to walk another five miles."

"What about her?" Ari nodded at Ronnie.
Derrick had crouched beside his sister to offer her a drink.

"I'll carry the little girl for a while,"
Carl volunteered. "The least I can do since you're protecting me
like I was made of glass. I feel so useless."

"You're too important to risk," Ari said.
"What's in your head is as important as what's on your hard drive.
You'll stay back with the others while Deb, Joe and I go for the
computer."

"I should go with you instead of Joe. It
makes the most sense." Derrick stood up, sloshing soda over the
edge of his cup as he set it on the table. "I can take the hard
drive out of the tower. You probably don't even know what one looks
like."

"Fine," Ari agreed, glad Derrick had made the
offer. "We three will go."

"I should go, too," Julie said. "I work
there. I know the layout of the place and which terminal is Carl's.
You'll need me to be your map."

"Babe, no!" Deb protested, shaking her head.
"I'm not taking you along. As soon as we find someplace safe, I
plan to park your sweet ass there. Carl can draw us a map."

"Babe," Julie stressed the word hard.
"I think you know how well I respond to being told what to do. I'm
going with. End of discussion."

"Whatever," Ari said. "We can figure out who
does what later. Right now let's just concentrate on getting all
our sweet asses to the hotel without any bites taken out of them."
Not at all funny under the circumstances, but sometimes black humor
was the only way to keep your sanity.

It was hard to get moving and head back
outside. Shelter was deceiving. A person could start to think he
was safe just because he was indoors. Important to remember there
wasn't safety anywhere and to stay alert all the time. Ari dragged
himself to his feet. "Let's move out."

"Yes sir, Captain," Derrick said. Sometimes
Ari couldn't decide if he liked or hated the kid, but he did trust
he could depend on him and that was pretty much all that mattered
right now.

"Everybody get down!" Joe's sharp whisper cut
across the murmur of small talk. "Look outside."

A large group of zombies, different from the
ones who'd attacked Ann, was moving past practically right outside
the window. And here they were in plain view, chatting. Ari cursed
his carelessness. Thank God, Joe at least was paying attention.

Everyone dropped down behind tables and
chairs and watched the shuffling herd move past. Naked and clothed
corpses mingled in We Are the World harmony, all economic
brackets, races, and genders joined together at last with one
common goal—eating the living. Several lifted their heads to sniff
the air but none of them looked through the glass windows as they
went past to search for potential victims. From their behavior he
guessed they were attracted by smells and their vision probably
wasn't too keen. They were merely mindless nervous systems seeking
sustenance to keep functioning.

Ari glanced at Lila beside him and flashed on
last night and her hand in his as they'd lain in the dark. He
would've liked to hold more than her hand and might've tried, if
they weren't sleeping with a group of people. He thought she
would've let him, too. But then she'd pulled away and turned her
back on him so maybe she wasn't that interested. Maybe she'd simply
needed comfort and would have held Mrs. Scheider's hand if the old
lady had happened to be lying next to her.

Anyway this was no time to think about Lila
and his attraction to her. There were plenty more important things
to occupy his mind besides fantasies of kissing some chick he'd
just met, who wasn't even his type. Lila wasn't all that built, her
hair was kind of mousy and she was way too educated. Yet he
couldn't deny that her unearthly blue eyes seemed to see straight
inside him and the low tone of her voice made his skin prickle. And
he liked the way she expressed herself, calm, intelligent and
ironic, a far cry from the girls he'd grown up with.

Ari shook off his thoughts, and watched the
last of the zombies disappear from sight. At last he rose. "I guess
it's as safe as it's ever going to be out there. We should get
moving."

They checked their weapons and headed back
outside. The day was overcast and breezy; the air promised rain.
Ari took point this time, leading them along the new route Deb had
set. He resisted the urge to continually glance behind him. He'd
delegated Joe to bring up the rear this time and must trust him to
keep watch. Ari had learned quickly that giving orders wasn't so
hard, but having faith in others to follow through was difficult,
especially when your life and others depended on them. He
understood now why men in combat units developed utter trust in one
another.

The city was still unearthly quiet. For Ari,
who'd been raised on the music of traffic and sirens, the utter
silence except for the calls of birds flying overhead was
disconcerting. Even worse was when an occasional distant scream
ripped through the air. Each time it sent a fresh shot of
adrenaline through him and set his pulse racing even faster. The
only comfort was that the zombie's attention was focused on someone
other than them—which was no comfort at all.

New York rats were always bold, but with no
people around to deter them, they were out in broad daylight
feasting on the carnage. Crows and seagulls also tore at the
carrion with their beaks and didn't fly away even when the group
walked right past them. Ari tried not to see exactly what body
parts the scavengers were enjoying and kept his attention focused
on anything moving in the perimeter of his gaze.

"Over there," he alerted the group, pointing
to a group of people a few intersections away. He wasn't sure if
they were alive or not and didn't want to wait to find out. "We'd
better cut this way." He led the group down a side street and
continued the zigzag path toward the Albermarle Hotel. They didn't
encounter any more zombies although they did spot them, always at a
distance and often occupied with eating.

Funny how fast a person could adjust to the
new order of things in order to cope. Ari had stopped thinking of
what the zombies ate as people. Now when he glimpsed the
flesh-eaters feeding, he only prayed they devoured their victims
completely so new zombies wouldn't swell the numbers of the
undead.

At last their destination was in sight only
blocks away. Ari's spirits lifted as if they were assured of a
complimentary suite with pillow mints, fresh towels and hot running
water in the shower. He knew better. Reaching the hotel didn't
guarantee relief. Perhaps they'd all built it up in their minds as
some safe, zombie-free zone, a haven in the midst of chaos.

A few blocks away from the hotel he could see
the reality didn't match his fantasy. The front was swarming with
zombies, going inside and coming out with bloody limbs and entrails
like diners at an all-you-can-eat buffet. The sidewalk beneath the
decorative awning was gore-spattered. The revenants milled around,
some of them standing and staring vacantly into space. Evidently it
was possible for them to eat their fill and what they did in
their down time was absolutely nothing.

Ari motioned his followers off the street.
"We're going to have to find someplace else. Is there anywhere
closer to Quantus where we could park for a while?"

"There's a theater," Julie said. "Stage shows
not movies. It should be deserted. There wouldn't have been anyone
in there during the day, so no reason for zombies to go inside and
no dead bodies. I think it would be a good camping spot."

"How do we get there?"

Julie and Deb led the way. Ari dropped back
to the rear flank, keeping a close eye on the mass of zombies
overrunning the Albermarle. The group trudged a block east before
heading north again, walking in a tight unit. Carl carried Ronnie
and Julie helped Mrs. Scheider, who, despite her vow that she could
walk miles if need be, was beginning to limp.

At last Ari sighted the marquee of a small
theater up ahead. He nearly shit when he read the title of the play
that was currently running, "Zombie Prom".

"You've gotta be fucking kidding me," he
muttered.

"It's a musical," Julie said. "They say it's
very funny."

Joe hooted then clapped a hand over his
mouth. Tears welled in his eyes as he suppressed his laughter. "I'm
sorry. It's too ironic. I can't…" He broke off, chuckling and
wiping tears from his eyes.

His hysterics were contagious. Lila started
to giggle and Deb chuckled. Even Mrs. Scheider snorted once before
regaining her composure.

"Don't lose it now. You guys have to keep it
together a little longer," Ari warned, but he was fighting back his
own bout of hysteria. He sobered instantly when he saw a movement
from the corner of his eye. When he glanced that way, it was only a
stray cat poking through garbage.

They marched at a fast clip the last few
blocks to the theater and pressed flat against the wall while Ari
picked the lock on the double doors. He didn't want to smash his
way in. After they were inside they could lock up, keeping the
building zombie-proof. It'd been a while since he'd picked a lock
and he'd lost his touch, but at last he got the door opened.

He went in first to check the place out, but
didn't expect to find anything since the building had been locked
tight. The lobby was clear and so was the theater. Emergency lights
faintly illuminated the rows of chairs and the stage, ready for a
performance with a high school cafeteria set. Ari went back to the
lobby and the others were already inside.

Carl and Joe moved a candy counter in front
of the doors to fortify the glass. The others collapsed on benches
or on the worn red carpet. Derrick stood staring at the pulp
magazine style poster for "Zombie Prom: A Musical Comedy" which
hung on one wall. He shook his head and cursed under his
breath.

Ari checked his watch. It felt like they'd
been out on the streets for an entire day. Actually, it was still
early. There was plenty of time to take a rest then go for the data
at the lab, but all he wanted to do was curl up in a corner
somewhere and sleep. He shook off the paralyzing fatigue. "Derrick,
Lila, you two want to help me check out the rest of building?
There's a whole backstage area. We can't be too careful."

Lila pushed herself up off the floor without
a word. When Derrick continued to gaze blankly at the poster, she
nudged his arm. "Come on."

He blinked and looked at her as if coming
back to earth. "This is beyond surreal. I don't know how much more
of this I can take."

"I know." She put an arm around his shoulders
and hugged him. The normally prickly kid didn't pull away. Ari felt
a rush of longing to have Lila's arm around his shoulders like
that. Her comforting hug would feel so good.

"Let's go." He led the way into the theater.
They searched the rows, the stage, the dressing area, wardrobe and
prop rooms. Ari even checked the light booth at the back of the
theater. There were several exit doors, all of them sturdy metal
with solid locks. This place was as tight and safe as a bank vault.
He felt confident about leaving the main group here while the
strike team went on their mission.

"All clear," Derrick reported as he came from
the restrooms, swinging his knife around his head like a Samurai
sword.

"Thanks. Do you want to go tell the others
it's safe to come back here?" Ari asked.

Derrick gave another one of his mocking
salutes and marched off to do his bidding.

"That kid drives me nuts," Ari said to Lila
after the door closed behind him.

"He lives to bait you. I can tell you don't
have a younger brother," she said. "Neither do I, but I've worked
at an outreach program for a few years and trust me, that's normal
teenage boy asshattedness. I'm sure you were like that a few years
ago."

Ari smiled. "Never."

Lila slipped her arm through his. "Come sit
for a minute." She led him to a row of seats and they dropped onto
the faded, flattened cushions. She looked up at the pressed tin
ceiling way overhead and the elaborate proscenium framing the
stage. "I bet this theater was really gorgeous back in its
day."

"Mm," he murmured, hardly hearing her words
as he was concentrating on the pressure of her hand on his arm.
What a pussy he was turning into, excited by her least little
touch.

"I thought, before the others get here, we
might want to talk about what happened out there…to Ann."

"Why? It happened. We can't change it.
There's nothing to say. We have to keep moving forward."

"I know, but I thought it might help if we
discussed how we feel about it."

He shook his head, snorting. "Women. How in
the hell does talking about feelings fix anything. I fucked up by
leaving her behind. She died because of it. End of story."

Lila's eyes burned into him. "Is that what
you think? Really? Ann's death wasn't your fault. She chose to stay
and then she chose to follow us. Those were her decisions."

Ari shrugged. "I shouldn't have left her. It
was the wrong move. If I'd given her just a few more minutes, given
you time to work your magic, she would've listened to you and come
with us. She wouldn't have been…" He couldn't say 'eaten'. The word
brought back that image of Ann's sneakered foot shaking as a zombie
tore a chunk out of her leg.

Lila stayed silent so long he thought she
agreed with him that he'd made a terrible call. But her next words
took him by surprise.

"I feel horrible saying this, but if Ann
hadn't stayed behind and come out when she did you know what would
have happened to the rest of us." Lila's voice was small but
steady. "She saved us. Maybe that was her destiny, while our path
is to get Carl someplace where he can maybe fix all this. I believe
in free will, but I also believe in pre-ordained patterns.
Sometimes you can't see how the means justify the end until you
reach the end."

"Wow, that's…really Zen," he said a bit
sourly. "I'm glad you can find comfort in that."

She smiled, not getting pissed off at his
sarcasm and snapping back like most girls he knew would have.
"That's what beliefs are for, to give comfort. It doesn't mean I
really know what the hell I'm talking about." Her smile widened and
he had to smile back.

Their gazes locked for a powerful moment and
he wanted to lean in and kiss her. Just once, quickly, before the
rest of the group broke in on their quiet moment. But it was
already too late. The door at the back of the theater opened and
everyone came trooping in.

"The big dressing room in the back is a good
place to camp," Derrick said. "It's got an exit door so if anything
goes down we can get out fast. I'll show you." He led the way onto
the stage and behind the scenery with the others straggling behind
like refugees bearing backpacks and bundles.

Ari sighed and rose, his muscles aching as if
he'd run a marathon rather than walked a few city blocks. Knowing
he had to go out there again was what made him so weary. He could
understand Ann's desire to hibernate and wait for everything to
blow past. But Lila was right, if not about cosmic design then at
least about the part where they had to get Carl someplace where he
could work his magic and save the day. And the next step was to get
the critical data from Quantus Laboratories.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter Eight

It was a lot easier moving with four people
than with a group. Ari, Deb, Derrick and Julie scurried along the
walls of the buildings like rats, dodging from doorway to alley to
dumpster or whatever other protection they could find. Within
minutes, they'd covered the short distance to Quantus.

The building was a generic metal and glass
structure. The single word "Quantus" was etched in white script
across the glass doors with no indicator of "laboratories" or
"research and development". These people were drawing no attention
to what their work was about. From the outside it appeared like all
the other office buildings in the area.

They squatted beside a parked truck. Ari was
about to lead them to the door, when a group of people came from
around a corner on the opposite side of the street. The first
living people outside of their group he'd seen close up since the
Korean family yesterday. The urge to connect with other survivors
was strong and he wanted to call out to them, but felt in his gut
it wasn't safe. Not here. Not now. Their mission was the prime
imperative; retrieving the data and returning safely to their own
group. Taking the time to explain their agenda to strangers and
discuss their plans wasn't practical.

The others seemed to understand this as well.
They huddled close together, watching silently as six men and two
women, one with a baby in her arms, ran down the street in the same
erratic pattern as themselves—like wild animals running from cover
to cover. How many others were out there? There couldn't possibly
have been enough zombies to take down the majority of the
living—not in one thirty-hour period. Impossible to believe only a
little over a day had passed since this thing had begun. It seemed
like a lifetime ago.

At last the people disappeared around another
corner. Ari waited only a few minutes longer then led the way into
the laboratory. The reception area was a shambles and, as Deb had
said, the door to the area beyond was torn half off its hinges. Ari
realized with a jolt that it was broken as if something had burst
through it coming out, rather than going in. He remembered
what Carl had said about recognizing a couple of the human test
subjects among the zombies.

With all the personnel devoured, the
creatures were probably long gone now.

Probably.

Julie led them down the silent, stifling
corridor to the office where Carl's computer was. The hallway was
lit by eerie emergency lights that frosted everything in white and
turned the red bloodstains on the carpet and walls to black. Julie
turned on her flashlight and the beam played over all sorts of
things they'd rather have not seen. The farther they moved into the
building, the more the sense of oppression grew. Ari hated being
this far from an easy exit, not knowing what might loom around the
next corner. He held his rifle ready and his knife was at easy
access by his side.

"In here." Julie reached for the knob of a
door.

"Wait!" Ari stopped her with a hand to her
wrist. "Let me open it."

She moved back and let Ari go first. He
turned the knob and pushed the door open with his rifle. The room
was darker than the hallway, one light serving to illuminate the
room in case of power outage. There was only one way in and the
room was strewn with body parts.

"Deb, watch the hallway," Ari ordered. He
stepped over a lab-coated torso—headless and limbless—and entered
the room.

Julie gulped and put a hand to her mouth as
she fought to suppress her retching. Ari took her arm and led her
around the corpse, glancing back to make sure Derrick was still
with them. The boy kept his gaze raised, refusing to look at the
mess on the floor that slid beneath his feet. Smart boy.

"Over here," Julie whispered, gesturing to
the right with her flashlight. "The cubicle with the fractal art.
Carl loves fractals."

All the cubicles made Ari nervous. He felt
certain any minute something would pop out from one of them, but
forced his paranoia down and concentrated on reaching Carl's office
space. It was an eight by eight foot square, but what it lacked in
space it made up for in technology. Carl's monitor was huge.
Derrick practically wet himself when he saw the set up.

"Sweet!" He dove to his knees and popped the
top off the tower. "Can you hold that light down here?" he asked
Julie. She shone the beam while he unscrewed the hard drive.

Ari let Derrick do his thing with the
computer and stood at the entrance of the cubicle. After a glance
at the colorful pictures of fractals decorating Carl's space, Ari
scanned the room, trying to figure out how Carl had escaped alive.
The zombies would have entered by the same door they did. There was
no other way out. Ari noticed a pile of corpse pieces in a back
corner of the room and thought he understood. The flesh-eaters had
chased most of the personnel there and feasted. Carl must have
taken one look at them when they'd entered and dove underneath his
desk. Only after they'd passed by him, had he slipped out and
escaped, leaving his co-workers to their fate.

Ari didn't fault him for it, nor for blurring
facts to make himself feel better about what he'd done. It was hard
to be heroic in a situation in which you were weaponless, helpless
and terrified. Maybe Carl could've tried to fight the zombies and
help his friends, but then he'd be part of that pile in the corner
instead of alive and with a plan in his mind that might save the
world.

"Almost finished?" Ari asked.

"Working on it," came Derrick's muffled
reply, and a moment later, "Got it."

Ari opened Mrs. Scheider's purse, which she'd
emptied it of all her contents. The purse was hard-sided so it
would protect the drive which had no case. Derrick wrapped the
memory storage unit in a clean piece of fabric and laid it in the
purse as gently as if it were a newborn.

"Hey," Deb called softly from the doorway. "I
hear something coming. Hurry up."

Ari's stomach dropped. His worst nightmare
had featured being interrupted in the middle of their retrieval
operation by a zombie attack. He gave Julie the bag to carry and
the three of them moved quickly from the room.

Deb's gaze was riveted on the corridor
leading toward the back of the building. She gave a terse report.
"Footsteps coming from that way. Let's go."

They ran toward the front of the building as
the distant sound of footsteps grew louder. Around a corner and
through the clerical offices and they'd be back to the reception
area. At the corner, Ari motioned the others back and flattened
himself against the wall. He peered around the corner to check that
the way was clear and his blood turned to ice. Three zombies
loitered in by the water cooler like office drones.

He drew back. "Three of them."

"We can't go back. More are coming," Deb
whispered.

"We're going to have to kill these three. Are
you ready?" He looked into all their terrified eyes, but there was
no time to wait for answers. They would have to be ready. "Knives
only so we don't alert the ones behind us. Slash at the face and
when they're blinded, pull your target around and chop through the
back of the neck."

Ari plunged around the corner, blood roaring
through his veins like a freight train. He went for the largest of
the zombies—a big black man wearing a blue suit and a paisley tie.
His dress shirt was stained dark red with blood. One of the
original zombies must have taken a lethal bite from his throat
before he'd gotten away. Ari wondered how the man had escaped being
eaten to crawl off, die and resurrect. Then Ari spared no more
thought for his opponent's history as he flew at the man and
slashed his blade across the blank eyes.

The zombie bellowed, so maybe they could feel
pain or at least surprise, but he didn't respond with the normal
human reaction of putting his hands to his face. Instead, the
creature immediately reached for Ari, grabbing his shoulders in two
big fists with a grip like a vise. Ari struggled to pull free. The
revenant opened his mouth and the rancid smell of rotten meat
wafted toward Ari. Then the zombie lunged for his face and Ari
actually heard the thing's teeth click as it just missed him.

Over the creature's shoulder, he saw
Derrick's wild-eyed face. The boy raised his skinning knife and
brought it down on the back of the zombie's neck just above his
shirt collar. Derrick grunted as he hit the solid bone of the
spinal column and tried to slice through it.

The zombie's grip on Ari loosened. Ari jerked
away, then spun around to check on the others.

Deb had a man in a coverall pinned to the
floor. She'd straddled him and was swearing as she tried to avoid
the zombie's clawing hands while cutting his throat. Meanwhile,
Julie was backed against a desk, using a chair on casters as a
barrier. She rolled it this way and that to keep her opponent at
bay. Instead of simply tearing the chair out of her hands, the
zombie kept trying to go around the obstacle like a windup toy
bumping against a wall.

Ari attacked the zombie from behind, grabbed
her and sliced hard across the back of her neck. Blood gushed in a
warm fountain that blinded his eyes. He wiped them clear,
momentarily panicked that infected blood may have entered him
through his tear ducts. The fact Carl didn't believe it worked that
way didn't comfort him right now.

In the seconds it took for him to clear his
eyes, the zombie woman turned on him and attacked. She clawed at
him with press-on nails that broke off as she tried to tear through
his shirt. Ari wrestled her to the ground and sawed at her neck.
This time the big blade shredded her spinal column, ending the flow
of energy through her nervous system. She switched off like a robot
and lay on the floor, truly dead at last.

Ari gasped for air as he scrambled to his
feet and looked around.

Derrick had finished off his zombie and stood
over the body with his chest heaving, too. He met Ari's eyes, his
expression grim but triumphant.

"Die, damn you, just fucking die!" Deb yelled
as she sawed away at her opponent. She'd taken the harder route of
cutting all the way through the neck from the throat. She couldn't
quite get through the last bit of bone, though her knife was buried
deep in the thing.

The creature hit a hard blow to the side of
Deb's head, knocking her off him. He twisted out from under her and
went after her, his head lolling on the stalk of a neck like a
broken flower. His head was literally falling off, hanging down his
back and still he grasped for Deb.

Before Ari or Derrick could help, Julie
stepped in. She'd set down the purse with the hard drive in it, and
hefted her knife. While the injured zombie flailed around, blindly,
mindlessly seeking his adversary, she moved in close and sliced at
the last bit of bone and tendon protecting the fragile bundle of
nerves. She severed it and the flesh-eater dropped like a
stone.

There was no time to rest or recover as the
footsteps of more zombies echoed from down the hall. Ari grabbed
the precious bag with the data and ran past the desks and through
the door to the reception area with Deb, Derrick and Julie right
behind him. They raced through reception heading for the outdoors.
Ari opened the front door and ushered each of them through; Derrick
first, then Julie, but he thrust the purse at Deb. "Take this. Get
them back safely."

Deb looked hard into his eyes and nodded,
understanding what he was saying and accepting the responsibility.
"Good luck." Then she was gone, out the door after the others.

Derrick turned to face the incoming zombies,
raising his rifle. He'd mow them down with a few rounds to buy some
time for the others. If he aimed at their throats, the bullets
might tear right through the critical spot and take some of them
out. He felt like a block of ice, like steel, beyond fear, running
completely on adrenalin and nerves. He'd fight until the others had
a good head start, then slam out that door and lead the zombies in
the opposite direction. If he was smart and lucky, he'd be able to
get away and double back to the theater.

He listened to the approaching footsteps,
wondering how many there were. And then there was no more wondering
as his pursuers stormed into the room.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter Nine

Lila paced the lobby. She'd volunteered to
take first watch because there was no way she could relax right
now, not with Ari and the others out there. At first Joe had been
reluctant to let her. What was it about men thinking only they
could keep watch? But he'd finally surrendered the position to her
and gone in back to take a much needed rest. He'd gotten less sleep
than any of them, since he'd been up most of last night.

So, while the others rested, Lila restlessly
wandered the lobby of the theater until she felt she knew every
square inch of carpet, had memorized every line of the Zombie Prom
poster, and even knew the precise location of each crack in the
ceiling plaster. She knew the color, make and model of all the
vehicles in the street outside, and the number of windows in the
building across the street. She'd seen a flicker of movement in one
of the upstairs windows and had continued to stare at it for five
minutes straight, but the curtain never moved again. How many
people were waiting out the storm behind windows like that one? How
many survivors throughout the city and beyond?

She didn't even want to think of the larger
scale of this thing. Escaping Manhattan was all she could wrap her
mind around. Worrying about the rest of the country, especially her
parents in Ohio, was too much. And she really didn't want to
consider why there'd been little military presence in the city. It
spoke volumes about how bad things had gotten in the outside
world.

Her anxiety climbed. Ari, Deb Julie and
Derrick had been gone too long. They weren't ever coming back. They
were all dead. She checked her watch and two more minutes had
slipped past. The strike team had only been gone about an hour. It
was far too soon to start writing them off.

Lila forced herself to count the diamond
shapes on the carpet and breathe in and out to the count of twenty.
In a little bit, she felt her heart rate slow and her mind clear of
some of her fears. She scanned outside again. No sign of death on
this quiet, tree-shaded side street. Except for the lack of cars
going past it could be a normal day.

And then she saw a darting movement from the
corner of her eye. She looked up sharply and caught another glimpse
of a moving figure—three. They were far down the street. Lila
stared harder. They ran and paused, ran and paused, and she could
definitely tell they were living human beings. A few yards closer
and she could make out their shapes and the color of their
clothing, hunter camouflage which they'd all picked up at the sport
shop. It was Deb, Derrick and Julie, but where was Ari? Her stomach
did a roller coaster drop.

Lila hurried to the theater to call for help
in moving the concession stand away from the door. Carl and Joe
moved it, while the others clustered in the lobby. Seconds later,
the returning strike force came in the door, breathless from
running and red-faced.

Lila grabbed Deb's arm. "Where's Ari?"

Deb shook her head. "Don't know," she panted.
"Out there. He may be all right." But the look in her eyes
expressed her doubts.

Lila's gut churned. "What happened? How did
you get separated?" She couldn't curb her accusatory tone.

"We got the hard drive." Derrick held up Mrs.
Scheider's beige leather purse. Carl took the purse from his
blood-stained hand, while Mrs. Scheider offered water bottles and
rags to the three so they could wash off the blood.

Derrick took a deep drink of water, dampened
the cloth and wiped off his face before continuing. "There were
zombies. We had to fight our way out of the building. We heard more
coming and Ari stayed to give us time to get away."

"I knew them," Julie said softly. "The ones
we killed. Carol Stokes' desk was right by mine. I talked to her
every day. There was our office manager, Sam Masters, and the
janitor. I can't remember his name, but I knew him."

Deb pulled her girlfriend into her arms and
held her tight. "It's okay. We're safe now."

Julie broke down then, sobbing into Deb's
shoulder. The rest of them turned away, giving the women their
privacy. But Lila wasn't finished questioning Derrick. "So what
exactly happened? What was Ari doing when you left?"

"I don't know. I was first out the door. I
didn't even know he'd stayed behind until after we were a block
away. Deb said he was going to hold them off. That's all I
know."

Lila bit her tongue. Derrick sounded upset
and she could only imagine what horror he'd been through.
Bombarding him with more questions to which he had no answers
wasn't fair. It wasn't his fault Ari had decided to try to be a
hero. If he was here now, she'd shake him until his teeth rattled
then kiss him until their mouths fused together from the heat of
it. But more than likely he was gone, just gone and she'd never see
him again even to say goodbye. She felt sick.

"We shouldn't linger here in the lobby," Joe
pointed out. "There are too many windows. We might be spotted." He
and Carl blocked the door again, then ushered everyone into the
theater.

"I'll stay here and continue my watch," Lila
insisted. "You can spell me in a couple of hours." But she knew
she'd stay here for the rest of the afternoon and all night,
waiting for Ari to return.

The lobby was quiet once more after the door
closed behind the others. Lila exhaled a shaky breath and breathed
in slowly, but this time her anxiety wouldn't alleviate. She
exhaled again and sobs came from her in staccato bursts. She put
her hands to her mouth trying to hold them back, but now the dam
had finally broken she could no more hold back her tears than stop
a river from flowing. Her shoulders shook as sobs wracked her body.
Her knees gave way and she sank down onto the floor, covering her
face with her hands. She cried for the loss of Ari but also for the
loss of an entire world, swept away in the blink of an eye.

She huddled on the floor by the candy counter
and cried until her eyes and her head ached. Afterward, she wiped
away her tears and sat staring at the colorful candy bar wrappers,
granola bars for the more health conscious, displayed in the case.
There was a prominent sign on the door "No food or beverages in
theater please" and she imagined the patrons between acts, milling
around the lobby having their snacks or going outside to smoke a
cigarette. The familiar patterns of life—a Saturday evening out for
dinner and a movie, or dinner and a stage show, club hopping,
dancing, drinking, bowling, shooting pool, shopping, hanging out
with friends—all gone forever.

Lila shook off her incapacitating sorrow,
grabbed hold of the candy counter and dragged herself to her feet.
This was why she hadn't allowed herself to cry before now. She'd
known if it took hold of her, if she allowed herself to experience
the full impact of loss, she might not be able to do what needed to
be done. Right now that was standing watch. She'd assured Joe he
could trust her to keep a sharp lookout, and all she'd done for the
last ten minutes was cry like a baby.

Blinking away the last of her tears, she
scanned the street, shaded by the buildings across the way. It was
late afternoon, edging toward evening, and with every second that
ticked past it seemed less likely Ari would return. Lila looked
down the street in the direction from which Deb and the others had
come. There was no movement, and then, suddenly, there was—right
next to her, coming from the opposite direction. She whirled around
to see Ari and a few other people running past the window toward
the front door. He banged on the glass, demanding entrance. Lila
didn't take the time to call for Joe to come and help. She pushed
the candy display with all her strength, nudging the cabinet away
from the door a few feet then she unlocked the door and stood
back.

One by one the newcomers slipped through the
narrow opening. There was a plump woman, perhaps in her thirties,
carrying a blanket-wrapped infant in her arms. She was followed by
a heavyset man of about the same age. Her husband? The pair
squeezed with difficulty past the display. Behind them came a young
Asian woman who appeared to be in her twenties. Her hand was
wrapped in a bloodstained cloth.

Ari entered behind them and locked the door.
He and Lila heaved the display case back into its fortifying
position then he turned to her and offered a Schwartzenegger
impression. "I'm back."

She pounded a fist against his chest before
throwing her arms around him and hugging him fiercely. "Where were
you? What happened?"

"Let's get these people in back first." He
gently extricated himself from her fierce hug. Together they led
their guests into the theater.

The camp site was set up in the dressing
room, but the group was currently gathered in the theater seats.
Ronnie sat at one of the cafeteria tables of the stage set,
coloring, while Mrs. Scheider sat beside her, reading her
survivalist guide.

At their arrival, everyone jumped up from
their seats, clamoring questions.

Ari introduced the strangers. "This is Doug
and Gloria Patton and their baby, Ian." He pointed to the
dark-haired woman, who was unwinding the bandage from her hand.
"And Sondra Chin." The newcomers murmured a ragged chorus of "heys"
and "hellos".

Ari perched on the edge of the stage and
drank an entire bottle of water before telling his story. "I
thought I'd buy some time for the others, slow down the zombies by
shooting them up and then run like hell. I nearly shot these
guys."
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