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She was lost. The trees surrounded her,
blocking her every turn, while the wind howled and moaned in her
ears. The bitter cold pricked at her skin, which was mostly
exposed, because she’d run out, without even her shoes or coat.
There hadn’t been time.

Deciding the best thing to do would be
to figure out where she was, Fran climbed a tree, scraping her leg
on the bare branches. Cursing, she wiped the blood with her hands.
On the horizon she saw them coming, the dead that now plagued her
world. Already, the wind was carrying her scent to them.

Fran woke with a start, her heart
pounding. The memory of the dream began to fade as she watched the
snow fall, safe and warm in the confines of the house. She almost
forgot about the disease infecting her world. Allowing herself to
relax, she leaned her head back, sinking into the overstuffed
leather seat. The apocalypse seemed ages ago and not just a few
months. For a moment, lost in the magic of the winter wonderland
outside the window, Fran closed her eyes again, pretending
everything in her life was still normal. She must have drifted off,
because when she opened her eyes, it was dark outside and a
snarling baby was standing in front of her. Throwing herself
backwards Fran tipped the chair over, rolling onto the floor as the
toddler lunged for her. Fran scooted backwards, her ass sliding
across the floor, backing away from the creature as quickly as she
could. “What the fuck!”

The toddler sized zombie stumbled for
her, his hands held out, reaching towards her like she were a piece
of candy. His once cherub face now discolored by the plague, chunks
of skin fell from his cheeks, revealing gore and maggots. He drew
his lips back in a feral snarl, saliva dripping from his gums, as
he gnashed his teeth, anxious to sink them into her skin and
consume her flesh.

Oh my God, this is not happening, Fran
thought. She had killed a lot of zombies to survive, some of them
children, but none as young as this. Usually, children didn't
survive the infection, a blessing Fran attributed to God's mercy.
This abomination contradicted everything she understood about the
disease. She had thought any child this young would have been
consumed by the first wave of the undead creatures as the infection
spread throughout the city. How this one had survived was beyond
her. Of course this now created problem for her. Killing a baby,
even one trying to eat her, went against everything her conscience
dictated. Fran wanted so badly to wake from this nightmare and find
herself once again in a world where babies didn’t resemble demons
and her family and friends were still alive.

Struggling with her scruples, Fran
rolled to the side as the child attempted to attack her again.
Pulling herself to her feet, Fran kicked the un-dead baby in the
face when he threw himself at her. The blow didn’t stop him. The
child emitted a scream sure to bring others, bigger monstrosities,
ones harder for her to deal with. Fran picked up a vase, tossing
the container at the crazed tot. The vase shattered against his
head, shards of glass cutting the already festering flesh and
raining water and long dead flowers over him.

A growl from behind confirmed her worst
fears; the nightmare toddler wasn’t who she needed to worry about.
Turning, Fran sucked in her breath, Mama was there too, and
apparently more protective than a mother bear. The older creature
bared her teeth at Fran as she staggered into the room, placing
herself between her child and the threat to his
existence.

So much for being mindless beasts, Fran
thought, observing the mother touch her child’s cheek, giving him
what could only be described as a loving gaze. Is it possible some
semblance of motherly love remains, even after infection? This
didn't make any sense though. Nothing Fran had seen, up to this
point, even suggested they were capable of rational thought, let
alone the sense to protect and love.

The mother's leg was broken and she
dragged the limb behind her as she moved towards Fran. The bone
protruded from the graying skin, maggots and other bugs burrowing
their way into the wound, feasting off the dead, rotting skin. Fran
winced, realizing that would be painful for any human. The
bloodied, twisted leg was another stark reminder this was no longer
a human world.

What the hell? Fran thought, I searched
the house, where did these two come from? Fran had been glad to get
out of the cold, but she hadn’t lost her common sense when she
found the farmhouse, which was sitting in the middle of some
nowhere town in Ohio. The first thing she had done was search the
place, even looking in the vents, which were wide enough for a
small child or woman to fit into. She hadn’t forgotten the time
she’d spent the night in a house with similar vents and been woken
by a teen girl crawling up from the floor, one of the rats
infesting the tight space still squirming in her mouth. Fran had
pulled her gun from her backpack/pillow and shot the walker as she
stood over her. The blood and guts had been a bitch to wash out,
especially when there was no hot water available. She’d made sure
to check even the tightest of hiding spots ever since, and she knew
the farmhouse had been empty, which was why she had allowed herself
to relax. Her backpack lay across the room and Fran cursed herself
for her lapse in judgment. Cautiously, Fran backed up, trying to
put distance between herself and the protective mother.

Sensing the window behind her, the
frightened woman weighed her options. She could dive through the
window, but without her coat, she would freeze, and without her
gun, she'd be food. Either way, the window meant death.

"Not today," Fran said, working out a
plan in her mind. Grabbing the back of the chair she'd flipped out
of, she righted it, grasping the back of the huge, wing backed seat
and running straight at the undead bitch. The chair glided across
the hardwood floor while she screamed at the top of her lungs,
releasing her frustration and anger. Nearing the creature, Fran let
go of the chair and dove to the left of her, positioning herself
closer to the backpack and further from the dangerous tot. The
armchair continued forward, barreling into the mother and knocking
her forward and over the back where she landed face down on the
floor. Fran heard a crunch as the zombie’s nose broke, completely
shattering under the impact. The creature lifted her head, snarling
at Fran while bugs feasting on the inside of her snout, scuttled
out.

Latching onto her backpack, Fran felt
better about her chances. She was far from safe but the odds were
now in her favor. She was next to the archway leading to the dining
room, then the kitchen and back door. She grabbed her coat, ready
to make a run for it, pausing, as she turned, as a thought
occurred. If she left now, she would possibly run into more
zombies. During the day, her chances of survival would be good, but
at night, with visibility obstructed and the walkers strong sense
of smell, she'd be outmatched. Deciding her best chance would be to
stay and fight two undead, rather than an uncertain amount outside
the house, Fran reached into her pack and pulled out her
gun.

Releasing the safety, she turned,
aiming at the female, then froze, shocked at what she observed. Her
decision to turn back and fight took place in a matter of seconds.
She'd seen the baby move and figured he'd be heading towards her,
fork and knife in hand. Her plan had been to shoot the elder zombie
and then the baby. Clean, well relatively, considering there would
be brain splatter, and simple. Instead, what she found made no
sense to her. It certainly was nothing she had ever experienced in
the last several months.

Hell's version of a baby, the
monstrosity created amongst all evil imaginings, had tottered over
to his mother, trying to help her to her feet. The mother was
having difficulty getting up because of the mangled leg. The baby,
confused, let out a cry and then, unbelievably, the female zombie
picked the baby up, cradled him in her arms and began nursing him.
As the child suckled at his mother's breast, she glared at Fran,
her lips curled into a snarl. Fran had the feeling the only thing
keeping mama zombie from lunging for her throat was the need to
comfort her child.
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