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“I absolutely love this woman’s style and plots. Have to read anything and everything she writes. Awesome talent! Thanks, Ashley Fontainne, for creating such memorable works!” 

~ Janelle Taylor, New York Times bestselling author 

“Ashley Fontainne proves with Number Seventy-Five that she’s a talent to watch.” 

~ Raymond Benson, author of The Black Stiletto series

“Ashley Fontainne has written her best and most compelling book to date. A multi-layered thriller with strong characters and emotions that grab the reader from page one to the shocking ending. Murder, betrayal, and lies bind a Southern family in a very Fatal Agreement.”

~ Elaine Raco Chase, bestselling author 

“A gritty, realistic, deftly crafted novel, Ruined Wings is a simply riveting read from beginning to end...a significant, relevant, and highly recommended addition for personal reading lists, as well as community and academic library collections.” 

~ Midwest Book Reviews

“Ashley Fontainne has penned a captivating story with her prime character torn between deep personal anguish and a new danger to the people he has sworn to serve and protect...This is a must read for anyone who likes getting the hell scared out of them, which is what Ashley Fontainne does best in her writings.”

~Arkansas Hall of Fame writer Del Garrett, author of WHILE THE ANGELS SLEPT

“...hooked me into this story from the very first line. Tidwell is an empathetic character that readers will root for in his rise to heroism. Tidwell is reminiscent of Craig Johnson’s Walt Longmire: rugged, aloof, extremely broken, and far more complicated than what he appears to be on the surface. As for the plot, fans of Frank Perretti’s This Present Darkness Series will enjoy it. Though Fontainne’s story has an obvious Christian message, I believe the story’s pervasive darkness and eventual redemption can be appreciated by the secular reader as well, especially one who is into paranormal thrillers. Overall, Many is profoundly engaging and emotionally wrought. At times, I’d even say it is outright terrifying. Ashley Fontainne is truly a master of the description required for the short story, revealing just enough to draw the reader into the plot.”

~ Timothy R. Baldwin for Readers’ Favorite
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​​Chapter 1 - Costly Mistakes
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Saturday, December 27th – 5:15 a.m. – Arkansas

MIKE BAILEY STRUGGLED to open his eyes. The lids were heavy and seemed as though sealed shut with glue. Every part of his body ached like he’d been beaten head to toe with a baseball bat. He tried, but couldn’t recall, any difficulties during his last shift. Did he arrest Kirk Sorrell’s drunken ass again, struggling to get him cuffed and booked? No, there wasn’t a memory of dealing with the old moonshiner. Did he drink too much when he arrived home? No, he didn’t remember having any beers. Why the hell was he so sore?

A weird noise caught his attention. The steady drip drip drip of water didn’t make sense. He’d just had Russell’s Plumbing out maybe two weeks ago to fix the hot water heater at the house. Russell charged him way too much for the work performed, so if it was leaking again, he would insist he return and finish the job correctly.

Licking dry lips, he winced. The coppery taste of blood filled his mouth which confused him. Had he bitten his tongue while sleeping? Did he have a wicked nightmare, like he used to when a child, and struggled with imaginary monsters while under the covers? Why did things seem so foggy inside his mind? 

Drip. Drip. Drip.

A heavy moan startled him. It was too low and deep to be from his on-again, off-again girlfriend, Collette. Besides, she had gone with several friends on a cruise for the holidays. Had she returned early and snuck into his bed to surprise him for Christmas? Maybe that’s why he was so sore. He’d spent the night having wild sex while half asleep and yet didn’t seem to remember any of it. 

What was the awful smell? If Collette bought some cheap, duty-free perfume, she picked out a horrible scent.

Forcing his brain to rise up from the fogginess, he whispered, “Collette?”

Nothing.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Managing to force his eyes open, it took several seconds to focus and adjust to the surrounding darkness. Strange shapes appeared, and Mike Bailey suddenly had full clarity.

He wasn’t at home in his bed.

Collette wasn’t beside him.

The moan came from his lips.

He was in the Humvee, hanging upside down, tethered by the seatbelt cutting into his lap. Early streaks of the sun touched the edges of the morning. His stomach lurched as it dawned on him the drips weren’t from water.

They were from his head, and the smell wafted from a dead body inches from his face.

The rush of memories made him dizzy and nauseated. Opening his mouth, he puked so hard stars appeared. His vomit covered the ruined face of the corpse below him in a wet splash of stomach juices.

Panic tore through his chest while he struggled to unlatch the seatbelt. He tried to hang on to the suicide handle so he wouldn’t fall on top of the dead woman, but the weight of his body was too much. The second he landed on top of her, his jacket was coated with tacky blood and hot vomit. He scrambled out of the busted window.

“Shit! Oh, shit! I touched her blood! Not good, Mike. Not good!”

Shedding his coat, he tossed it onto the pavement. He didn’t care about the cold air swirling around or the fact he didn’t have another. He tried to remember what the doctor back up in the cave said about transmission of the infection but came up blank. His head throbbed, and he felt dizzy.

Blood dripped into his eyes, making it difficult to see. Wiping his hands on his pants in case residual liquid remained he reached up and touched his forehead. A gash several inches long started in the hairline, spreading all the way down to his eyebrow. He sighed long and hard, grateful the wound was from a good smack against the steering wheel and not from a bite. He needed to find something to use as cover before the scent alerted the dead.

Bending down, he looked through the broken glass into the interior of the Humvee. He didn’t want to climb back inside to search for a towel or cloth, but he had little choice. Squinting, a hint of blue and pink resting next to the dead woman’s outstretched hands caught his attention. His mouth went dry. He remembered what it was and how it got inside the vehicle.

“Jackson, where the hell are you?” he whispered, fully aware there would be no answer.

Flattening himself on the ground, he reached in, stretching his arm as far as he could. Bile rose in the back of his throat as his fingers touched the cold, dead body. Forcing the wave of disgust down, he continued to feel around for the baby blanket. He latched onto the soft material, yanking it free.

After wrapping the cloth around his head, he pulled the gun from the holster on the Humvee floor and looked around. The early morning sunrise helped him view the unfamiliar surroundings. Thankfully, no other vehicles were around, and no other corpses shambled about on dead legs.

“Okay, Mike. Think. Calm down and think! Allsop was in the passenger seat, and I was drivin’. We just passed Lead Hill. The woman! We stopped to help the woman with the kid!”

Squatting back down, he peered inside the Humvee. The memories of the young woman holding a toddler no older than two while flagging them down made his heart clench. Renee. She’d said her name was Renee Cramer, and she’d run out of gas while driving toward Branson where her parents lived. She’d been walking for hours in the middle of the road, trying to keep her son quiet as she headed toward the nearest town to seek shelter and food.

Where was the child? 

And Allsop? 

Why had Renee turned? 

Thinking back, he couldn’t recall her displaying any signs of being ill when they picked her up and offered a ride. He tried but couldn’t remember her turning. The memories he latched onto were her nursing the baby after she’d downed an entire bottle of water and the smell of a dirty diaper. A vague memory of the sound of her sniffling from the backseat made him wince. He’d assumed she’d been crying. Was it possible she’d snorted something and that’s how she’d turned? She hadn’t been bleeding and rode with them for almost an hour before things went south, so that had to be the reason.

Pushing aside the disgust of looking at what once had been Renee Cramer, he studied her face. She’d been shot once, right above the left eye. He checked his weapon—he still had a full clip—which meant either Allsop or someone else put her down.

Standing, he looked around, seeing nothing but woods and a two-lane road. No houses; no signs of life. He ruled out someone else sneaking in and putting a bullet in Renee’s head. It had to have been Allsop, so again, where was he?

The Humvee was useless now, so whatever he decided to do next would have to be on foot. Walking over to the passenger side, he noted the door was open. Streaks of dried blood covered the passenger seat and door. One of the backpacks was still inside, so he pulled it out. Food, water, extra ammunition, and a flashlight, were inside. The destroyed remains of the radio littered the cab. He removed the flashlight and scanned the interior and around the outside of the door, hoping to find a clue as to what happened to Allsop.

A piece of oddly-shaped flesh rested on the ground about two feet away from the door. His heart rate spiked as he peered closer.

It was part of an earlobe.

On instinct, his hand checked both ears. They were intact, so he glanced one final time at Renee’s corpse.

She still had both earlobes too.

“Oh, God. It has to be Jackson’s!”

With no way to communicate with anyone, no vehicle to drive, and no idea where Allsop was, he realized he had one choice: Go on foot until he found other means of transportation.

“Dammit! We should have gone to Bentonville first! Oh, God, I’ll never make it on foot. It’s too far away!”

His brain danced on the edge of hysterics. The words he’d spoken to Walter, Reed, and Kyle had come back to haunt him. I’m not turning around or giving up until I know—for sure, without a doubt—what happened to my family. If that means I need to leave and go out on foot alone, I will.

Frozen by fear, he stood next to the Humvee, staring at the empty road looming in front of him. Was his current predicament punishment for shooting Shaun? Maybe this was Karma’s way of making him pay for the colossal mistake of taking an innocent life? Or, was it Murphy’s Law? Kyle and the others warned of the dangers of helping strangers, yet they refused to listen. During their earlier drive, the conversation with Allsop centered on that very topic. How it was wrong to turn a blind eye to others in need; that wasn’t who they were. They’d been determined not to let the events of the past week turn them into cruel, selfish monsters. Allsop and Bailey were cops, trained to protect and serve, and they weren’t ready to give that part of their lives up.

They should have. Both men were still stuck in the old world, not the new, horrible one. Each was determined to retain their former thinking, and look what it cost them?

Reed was right—splitting up and going separate ways—no matter the reason, had been a huge mistake. He wished he’d listened because if he had, he wouldn’t be standing in the middle of an empty road, alone and terrified. Thinking about Reed and the others made a lump of regret press against his chest. He’d always admired Regina Parker’s spunk and strength, secretly trying to emulate her every move. He’d failed miserably. She’d given up her life to save others, and Mike Bailey knew he would never, ever be able to achieve the same sacrifice.

The eerie silence made goosebumps appear under his shirt. Mornings in the mountains were usually quiet, but the absence of any sounds of humanity was terrifying. No distant rumbles of vehicles; no voices; no planes overhead. No radio or TV chatter. No hum from the electrical wires above his head.

Nothing.

Dead quiet.

How many people were left? Did the government destroy everything the walking corpses didn’t all over the United States just as they’d done in Central Arkansas? Was the quest to find his parents a foolhardy one? Yes, it was, but there was nothing he could do to change the decision. He had two choices, and they were quite simple: Stay put or move.

Other than fear, the other reason tethering his feet to the ground was Allsop. Where did he go, and why did he leave him alone? Did he take the toddler with him, and if so, why? Should he wait a while for Allsop to return?

A slow burn of anger ignited inside his gut. Allsop—for whatever reason—left him alone in the Humvee. Jackson didn’t even attempt to help him or bind his head wound. Allsop fled, leaving him alone and unconscious with a dead woman inside a crashed vehicle. All the words spoken about doing the right thing, helping others, were just hollow rhetoric from Jackson.

The anger allowed him to make his decision—he’d move. If Jackson left him alone to fend for himself, then that’s what he’d do. He wouldn’t wait around to see if his former friend returned. Jackson Allsop was on his own from a choice he made.

Following the faint yellow lines in the middle of the road, his footfalls seemed loud in the quiet morning. Alternating between scanning the forest on each side of the road for any movement, he continued forward. A green roadside marker ahead confirmed he was on Highway 14, and Ridgedale, Missouri, was twenty-five miles away. 

Struggling to shake the overwhelming sense of dread, he kept walking. Ridgedale was the next big town, and though it might be crawling with the dead, there’d be a police station. He could sneak in, find some more ammunition, maybe hole up in a back room and catch some rest. Hell, maybe some of the officers were still alive and they’d offer aide to a fellow cop. They might even give him a vehicle. If not, and he arrived to find the town full of nothing but corpses, he would resort to stealing a car or truck.

With bearings back in full swing, he picked up his pace. He could do this. He had to because his parents needed him to remain strong. Images of his elderly parents huddled in the basement of their house, terrified and hungry, urged him to put one foot in front of the other. His father had cataract surgery three weeks ago and wasn’t recovering as quickly as he should. It was why he had planned on spending Christmas with them at their house rather than have them attempt the long drive to Malvern.

With renewed purpose, Mike continued to scan the surroundings for any signs of life. The sun appeared, giving him plenty of light to keep an eye out for the dead. He stopped and grabbed a bottle of water from the backpack, taking a few sips. After putting the bottle back inside, he snatched a protein bar and started eating. He’d taken three bites when a weird noise reached his ears.

Swallowing the last mouthful, he shoved the remaining bar back inside and then stood. Something red on the ground to his right caught his attention. He didn’t need to investigate—he knew it was blood.

A lot of blood. 

Removing his gun, he went into cop mode. His eyes took in everything around him. The woods were empty as far as he could see, yet the more steps he took, the louder the sound grew.

The road curved left and up a small incline. Mike followed the sounds and the trail of blood, ready to take down a muncher, wishing he had a knife with him too. He worried about the noise from discharging his gun, knowing it would alert any other monsters lurking in the woods.

As he topped the incline, he saw a shoe on the side of the road.

A child’s shoe.

Oh, shit.

The anger from before at Allsop leaving him alone disappeared. His instincts took over as he ran toward the lump of clothing on the side of the road. He recognized the jacket. It was Jackson, and he wasn’t moving.

The urge to run away or find out if his friend was dead competed for control of his mind. He fought the one to flee and continued forward, unwilling to walk away and leave Jackson injured on the side of the road—or worse.

“Please be okay. Please don’t be a corpse. Please don’t make me have to kill another friend,” he whispered, tears rolling down his cold cheeks.

Maintaining a good five feet of space between them, he stepped around to the front of Jackson’s body. He gasped at the horrid sight, his mind spinning at the mess in front of him.

He didn’t take time to determine which one was chewing on the other. The mass of gore and blood between Jackson and the toddler was undistinguishable. Instead of trying to figure out who was eating who, he screamed, “No!” and fired, destroying both heads with one shot.

Unable to stop, he crumpled to the ground, retching and gagging as he fell. Never, in his whole life, had he seen anything so foul or disturbing. In that split second of time, he knew Allsop left him alone—not because he didn’t care—but because he was trying save his friend’s life. Allsop gave up his own life and turned into a monster just so Mike could survive.

His mind gridlocked. All Mike Bailey could do was crawl away on all fours, curl up into a ball, and sob on the side of the road.

This is the end, and now, I’m all alone. Please, God, forgive me for thinking it, but let Mom and Dad be dead already. Not reanimated. Dead. Oblivious. They don’t need to live in this nightmare, and for that matter, I don’t either.

With shaky fingers, Mike raised the gun. The barrel was still hot when it touched his lips. Between great sobs, he faintly registered the sound of a vehicle approaching.  

He didn’t care. When the car stopped and someone jumped out, Mike didn’t even look up.

“No, don’t! Things will be okay, son! I’m here to help, not harm. I’m still alive and not part of the government, I promise.”

The voice sounded familiar—a sure sign he was hallucinating. There was no way the voice belonged to him! Even if by some slim chance the voice wasn’t a product of his imagination, it wouldn’t matter anyway. He was ready to go and wipe the horrors from his mind with one burst of hot lead.

“Son, put the gun down. You aren’t alone any longer. Now, neither am I, praise God! You’re hurt, but it doesn’t look like a bite, so I can help patch up the wound. Don’t let your life end on the side of the road by your own hands when salvation is mere feet away.”

The heavy sorrow in the words broke through Mike’s soul. He almost laughed at the word salvation. What a colossal joke!

Glancing up, it took his brain a few seconds to confirm the disheveled man staring at him matched the voice. “Pastor Trent? What are you doing here? I thought you went to West Plains with your family and the others? Are you real or a figment of my broken mind?”

A warm smile spread across the old man’s face as his shoulders sagged with relief. “Mike? Mike Bailey, is that you?”

Mike let his head nod once in agreement, pushing back the blanket to reveal his full face. 

“Well, I’ll be! Haven’t been this happy in days! Am I real? Yes. I’m pastor of nothing anymore, but it’s me. Come on and get in. You look hungry, tired, and at the end of a dangerous rope. I’ve got a place nearby where you can rest and eat. Don’t give up now, son. Don’t. You need me, and I could use the companionship.”

Hanging his head in shame, Mike sobbed. “I can’t...I won’t...The images won’t leave my head. I’m done with all this.”

Gravel crunched, and a warm hand touched Mike’s shoulder. “You can, you will, and memories fade over time. Let’s get off this road before any of the unfortunates are drawn to the sound of the car or us jabbering.”

He let Pastor Trent help him to his feet, following him to the beat-up Chevy idling in the middle of the road. “What happened to the Humvee you were driving?”

A shadow of sadness filled Trent’s eyes. “Same as what’s happened to most everybody. It died.”

Mike waited until inside the warm interior before saying anything else. “That’s what you call them? Unfortunates?”

Sliding behind the wheel, the old man gave him a weary grin. “That’s what they are—unfortunate, reanimated shells. The term is much better than zombies, don’t you agree? What could be more unfortunate than your body being controlled by the Devil himself, and you’re helpless to do a thing about it?”

Wiping the snot and tears from his chin, Mike nodded yet didn’t respond as the car passed the remains of Jackson and the kid.

Unfortunates, indeed. Then again, those of us still alive are too—unfortunates who get to witness the destruction of society.
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Chapter 2 - Bumpy Landing
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Saturday, December 27th – 7:15 a.m. – Mid-flight to El Salvador

JESSE SOOTHED HER frazzled nerves by watching Turner sleep, grateful he was resting. Earlier, in an attempt to offer comfort to one another after hearing the news about the deaths of their loved ones, Turner had Martha and Kyle move him into the seat next to her. Each whispered their love and condolences to the other. Though she’d appreciated the gesture, Jesse insisted Turner move back to the floor to stretch out. Turner didn’t need to have his leg in a bind, and she sensed he was in a lot of pain. Martha and Jane helped remove seat cushions and placed them in the aisle as a makeshift bed. Once Turner was resituated, he fell right to sleep.

Looking around the cabin at the rest of the strung-out passengers, she sighed. Most were asleep as well, including Martha and Jane. From the second Martha broke the heartbreaking news when they first boarded the plane in Arkansas, Jane hadn’t said one word. Martha said maybe a handful before clamming up. Both women had retreated inside their minds to deal with the awful news. Jane didn’t even respond to Martha’s attempts to console her through murmured words of encouragement. It was like someone reached inside Jane’s soul and flicked the switch off. Jane wasn’t a physical zombie, but she was an emotional one.

She couldn’t blame the poor woman for being so distraught. Martha, Jesse, and Turner all still had a loved one to cling to as they attempted to navigate the insanity of their new existence. Jane didn’t. Sure, she knew Jesse, Turner, and Martha, plus Chief Hollingsworth and Kyle Pender, but other than that, Jane was in the dark. A poor soul all alone in a cruel, screwed-up world—heading to El Fucking Salvador of all places!—with no one by her side to lean on.

Earlier, when the man named Dirk informed all of them they were heading to El Salvador, Jesse didn’t grasp the enormity of the situation. She was still sobbing in Turner’s arms over the loss of Uncle Reed. Just thinking his name brought tears to her eyes. 

Again. 

Losing both her mother and uncle in less than a week was beyond devastating, and watching Martha, Jane, and Turner suffer the same gut-wrenching losses made the grieving process even harder. She’d been on a roller coaster ride of emotions and the physical stressors during the last week while attempting to soak in the unbelievable chain of events. Everything she’d experienced had taken its toll on Jesse’s mind and body. The constant fear, heavy bouts of adrenaline rushes, the soul-crushing blows of sorrow, and being forced to believe the unthinkable made Jesse feel unbalanced. Anger burned inside her mind, consuming her with one thought: Protect those she loved.

What else was there left to worry about? Society was over. No more worry about work, staying sober, getting married and having children, making enough money to build a life with Turner. Bills, hanging with her friends, going to meetings, making her mother proud—all of the things she’d focused on for two years were over. Poof! All of it gone in a flash and almost nothing more than a distant memory. Though she had experienced some terrifying moments on the streets during the peak of her addiction, none of the disturbing times compared to what was happening now.

Every minute of each day was all about one thing—survival.

Their original numbers were dwindling fast, even with the addition of Chief Hollingsworth and the crazy woman he brought with him. She knew the men with Dr. Berning were dangerous but didn’t grasp how much danger they posed until she found out one of them shot and killed the young survivor and wounded Chief Hollingsworth. Now they were crammed together in a hunk of metal, forced into close proximity together without losing control and killing each other. 

She didn’t trust any except those she knew. With nerves on edge, bodies worn out, and minds dancing close to hysteria, any or all of them were ticking time bombs. Jesse would do whatever it took to keep the remainder of their small group safe.

So, she didn’t dwell on their destination or the fact the Mexican chick had managed to hijack the plane. It was almost fitting, considering the way things had gone recently. Everything else was messed up beyond recognition—nothing had gone their way—so why would she even entertain the idea the flight to safety would? With their luck, a government plane would find them and shoot them down, or they’d run out of fuel and crash into the ocean.

The worry about the government didn’t last long after she made the mistake once of looking out the window when Turner fell asleep. It was still dark, but a weird, orangey glow coated the sky. She’d been surprised to discover the plane was flying low enough for her to still see the ground. It took Jesse a few seconds to realize the color was from numerous fires dotting the landscape. Though she didn’t know what cities they were passing over, it didn’t matter. The devastation was the same—destruction. The memory of seeing so much land scorched made her shudder.

“Jesse, you okay? Need something to drink? Eat?”

Startled by Dr. Berning’s soft voice behind her, Jesse took a deep breath before answering. “Yikes, I didn’t even hear you! No, I’m fine, thanks. Need to save water for Turner. He has a low-grade fever now, and who knows what we’ll run into once we land.”

Dr. Berning patted her shoulder before sliding into the seat next to her.  “Turner’s fine, I promise. A slight infection where the gash is on his head, that’s all. The antibiotics I gave him will kick in by mid-afternoon.”

She tried to smile at the doctor’s kindness but couldn’t get her facial muscles to cooperate. “We all appreciate you giving them to him, Dr. Berning. Guess some of the dirt and debris got stuck when they were cleaning it out.” 

“I’m sure that’s it. Don’t worry. The antibiotics will do the trick.”

She nodded toward Jane and Martha. “Considering all that’s happened, it’s a miracle they remembered their names, much less how to care for wounds.”

Dr. Berning’s big eyes were full of sympathy. He reminded Jesse of her grandfather. The resemblance wasn’t just from the gray hair and wrinkled face. The man exuded kindness and warmth, just like her papa did. She wondered what happened to the old scientist’s family. Was he all alone too? 

Nodding once toward Jane and Martha, Dr. Berning whispered, “They did a fine job, Jesse. I don’t believe it was from lack of proper technique. You were, after all, living inside a cave. Microorganisms love such places. It’s where they thrive.”

Unwilling to discuss their previous location, since the memories of her old life made her heart pound with sadness, she changed topics. “I heard all of you talking earlier with each other, grousing about where we’re going. You didn’t seem too upset. You’re okay with El Salvador?”

“I am, for a variety of reasons.” 

“You know, if I had to point the place out on a map, I’d fail. Geography wasn’t one of my favorite subjects. Do you know much about it other than the fact it doesn’t have nuclear power? I’m guessing yes because you said you have a variety of reasons you agree with the location.”

“A little. Of course, the biggest reason is the lack of nuclear reactors. However, another perk is the tropical environment. Did, uh, your uncle or one of the others explain to you all how this whole nightmare started?”

“Yes. Uncle Reed said you’re working on a cure, but are having trouble with figuring out what type of, um, shoot...I forgot the term.”

“Fungi,” Dr. Berning offered with a weary sigh.

“Yeah, fungi. That’s like mold, right?”

“Correct. Mold is a fungus that grows in multicellular filaments called hyphae. A single-celled growth of fungi is yeast. They are all part of the same scientific kingdom classification.”

Rolling her eyes, Jesse felt like she was back in school again. “Dr. Berning, maybe one day, when my head isn’t so screwed-up from things, I’ll understand what you just said. Right now, I can’t. I graduated high school—barely—and took science my senior year. I passed the class with a D because, well, it doesn’t matter why. Can we leave the confusing terminology for another time and you just tell me why you don’t mind living in El Salvador?”

“You’re the kind of girl my grandma would’ve called a spitfire,” Dr. Berning chuckled. “Strong, determined, and full of heart. I think that’ll be my new nickname for you. Spitfire.”

Despite the sorrow inside her soul, Jesse grinned. 

“I’ve been called worse, and it isn’t the first time someone’s called me that. My, uh, Mom said the same thing to me before she died.”

“Your mom called you Spitfire, too?”

“No, about heart. She said it’s what would keep me going.”

“It sounds like your mother was an astute woman. I sensed your strength and determination within minutes of meeting you. My first impression of you was solidified back at Dr. Thomas’s place. Had you not been there, I don’t think Jane would have survived, or me. It takes true heart to become a hero when in the middle of stressful situations.”

With a quick flick of her wrist, Jesse wiped a straggler tear from her cheek. 

“Thanks, though I’m no hero. My mom was. Other than her and Turner, no one has ever said such a nice thing to me. Appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome, Spitfire. So, to answer your earlier question, to continue working on a cure, I need to know the particular type of fungi inside those who’ve turned. I’ve never run across it before, yet I suspect it is from a tropical environment like where we’re heading. My hope is to find a species similar to it there. It will greatly help my research if I’m ever able to conduct any. At this juncture, it seems rather pointless. After what we’ve seen during the last twelve hours, hope is but a fleeting memory.”

Jesse furrowed her brow in confusion. “You mean because you won’t have access to a lab, right?”

Dr. Berning nodded once, his jaw tight. “Correct.”

Sighing, she rubbed her temples. “And since we left in such a rush, you didn’t have a chance to bring stuff with you.”

A faint smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I didn’t, but the boys packed up some useful items before they left the underground lab. Enough was secured that if we are fortunate enough to find a facility with power and certain lab equipment, I’ll be able to continue my work. At least, that’s what Dirk told me earlier. One of the plus sides of working with highly-trained former military personnel is they prepare for and are ready for every scenario.”

Thinking back to the atrocities carried out by the military in Malvern, Jesse snorted. “Yeah, except for a zombie apocalypse.”

“Spitfire fits you perfectly,” Dr. Berning chuckled. “So no, going to El Salvador doesn’t bother me in the least. I can’t say the same for the rest of my group. Dirk hates the country and so did our benefactor, Dr. Jason Thomas.”

“Why?”

“When Dirk was still in Special Forces, his team rescued Dr. Thomas from a drug lord. He’d been kidnapped, along with his wife and children, while Dr. Thomas was volunteering for Doctors Without Borders. Unfortunately, Dirk didn’t arrive in time to save Dr. Thomas’s family, and the remainder of the rescue team died during the extraction. Only Dirk and Dr. Thomas made it out alive. They hid in the jungle for almost nine days before making it to safety.”

“Oh, that’s awful!” Jesse glanced back at Turner and then over to the men huddled together in the front seats. “No wonder he isn’t thrilled about going back. All of them look pissed and embarrassed at the same time. It’s kind of a funny combination. Bet none of them are used to someone taking control over their lives. It’s gotta be extra painful it was a woman.”

Dr. Berning followed Jesse’s gaze. “No, they aren’t. They were duped twice in less than two days.”

“Twice? Oh, you mean by me and Martha first?”

“Yes, though I’m sure they now understand your reasons and you didn’t pose a threat.” Dr. Berning pulled his focus from the other men and looked back at Jesse. A shadow of worry creased his brow. “Did you? You all didn’t plan on following through with your threats, right?”

Shrugging her shoulders, Jesse attempted to hide the harshness from her response. “I can’t answer honestly, Dr. Berning. People are capable of anything when desperate, and believe me, we were, and still are, desperate. That’s just human nature. Which is why I sorta understand Teresa stooping to the level she did. She must have a mighty good reason to want to get home, and somehow, I don’t think it’s just to check on her family. If she’s telling the truth about a safe place for us all, then I guess we can’t hold her actions against her.”

This time, Dr. Berning shrugged his shoulders. “It doesn’t matter what I think. I’m the pacifist of my group. My opinions tend to fall upon deaf ears. Scientists have always had that trouble with the non-scientific mindset.”

“In the end, she might have just saved us all. At least her actions sort of gave everyone something else to concentrate on for a while, rather than grumbling at each other over who shot who. They’re too busy plotting their revenge against the woman who tricked them.”

Nodding in agreement, Dr. Berning grimaced. “Dirk’s livid. I mean, livid. I don’t think Ms. Sanchez fully understands the type of men she’s dealing with on this plane. They are all highly trained former soldiers. She must be quite tough on her own to get the drop on Denaryl. Though I don’t agree with their decision, they won’t let her live a second longer than necessary once we land.”

“Teresa pulled the wool over their eyes, and we did too.” Jesse smirked, followed by a friendly wink. “Martha and I delivered stellar performances and had those big, tough soldiers eating outta our hands. It’s all in the delivery.”

“It was a foolish plan, and one all of you are lucky turned out the way it did. In Ms. Sanchez’s case, I doubt the end results will be near the same.”

“Kyle said earlier she mentioned she had access to a big place where we could all live. You think she’s telling a tall tale or being straight with us?”

Dr. Berning crinkled his brow. “For her sake, it better be the truth. If it’s a lie, they’ll terminate her life. Mercy won’t be granted.”

Sighing, Jesse stared out the small window into the bright morning. The knot of worry grew inside her stomach at the realization former soldiers were traveling buddies and future roommates. It made her feel ill. 

“I still can’t believe this is our world now. Zombies! Even though I’ve seen them, it sounds wrong to use the word besides talking about fictional shows or books. Saying it, knowing it’s our reality, seems insane. Now this whole radiation thing hits us. It’s just too much to comprehend. Do you think things will ever slow down long enough for all of us to come to grips with our grief over the passing of those we loved?”

“I can’t answer that honestly. I don’t know. I’d like to hope so, but I’m also not the type of man to give out false promises.”

Jesse chuckled. “Sounds just like something Uncle Reed would say.”

Dr. Berning smiled. It was warm and comforting, and Jesse felt a bond grow between them. “Glad I could be of help.”

Afraid she’d start crying, Jesse fiddled with the seatbelt latch, gripping it with such force her knuckles turned white. “This just isn’t—it can’t—be happening. It’s so far-fetched, and yet, we’re right in the middle of it.”

“I agree. It’s almost as though we’ve all been given a powerful hallucinogen and are all experiencing the same crazy acid trip. Oh, I’m sorry, Jesse. That was a poor analogy. I forgot about your past troubles.”

Throwing up her hands in irritation, Jesse’s voice rose. “My God, I’m in the middle of the apocalypse and people still know I was an addict! Seriously, is it like tattooed on my forehead or something?”

“No. You mentioned it back at the cave, remember?”

“Oh, that’s right. Lord, all this stress has fried my memory.”

“It has us all. Oh, and Turner’s father mentioned it during our first meeting after I told them the cause of the outbreak.”

Jesse grimaced. “Of course he did. Walt wasn’t fond of me or my mother.”

“I can’t comment on something I have no knowledge of, but it seems to me there was some connection besides the one with you and Turner, or Mr. Addison wouldn’t have brought you to safety.”

“Pft. Let’s not explore that topic, Dr. Berning. I’m already in a foul mood.”

“Okay. Again, I’m sorry to have upset you.”

Feeling like an ass for getting so worked up, especially since Walt was dead, Jesse sighed. Her mother’s words about not speaking ill of others and those who’d passed made chill bumps burst out of her skin. “Don’t be. You know, all those twelve-step programs teach once an addict, always an addict? Up until yesterday, I agreed with their philosophy. Now, I know it’s not true. Banishing the cravings from your system just takes waking up in the apocalypse and losing most of your loved ones. Oh, and knowing if you do slip and get wasted, you turn into the undead.”

“I, uh, yes, I know what you mean about family, though I lost mine way before the dead started walking again. Oh, you’re right—it does sound odd to say that in all seriousness.”

Jesse had her answer about Dr. Berning’s family. He was all alone in the world and his companions were a bunch of trigger-happy grunts. A twinge of sadness for the old man pricked her heart. “Guess it’s a good thing my mom forced me into rehab, or I’da been one of those—oh, what does Kyle call them? Mad Munchers? Yeah, that’s it—I’d be one of the mad munchers now. Probably wouldn’t be much different than when I was using, except the whole eating flesh part.”

Dr. Berning looked aghast. “Rather morbid, don’t you think?”

“What’s left of the world we live in is rather morbid.” Jesse sighed at the ugly outburst. “God, I’m sorry, Dr. Berning.”

“Everett. Please, call me Everett. The other is way too civilized a title in this uncivilized world.”

Aware the man was trying to distract her, Jesse let go of the rage and grief inside her mind. “I shouldn’t take out my anger on you. It’s not like this nightmare is your fault. I just...I don’t know. I guess the best description for how I’m feeling is numb and bitter.”

“No, you’re in shock—overcome with grief at the loss of loved ones and our entire way of life. Society. Civilization. We all are. I know I said it earlier, but I am sorry about your mom and uncle. Though I never met her, from what I’ve heard, she was quite a woman. And Mr. Newberry seemed like a solid, upstanding man.”

“He was. Lord, I caused him and my mom so much heartache. Uncle Reed worked for Border Patrol and retired early just to move back home to help take care of me and mom. My addiction affected a lot of people—not just me. Shit, I’m clean and sober, no longer fighting the cravings, and neither one of them are around to see it. Figures. At least I got to spend some quality time...” Jesse couldn’t finish the sentence. A lump of salty tears pressed against her vocal cords.

Everett let out a dark, ominous chuckle. “Believe me, I understand irony. I’m struggling with it myself.”

Jesse heard the hitch in Everett’s voice; saw immense sorrow and pain in his eyes and face.

“Uncle Reed said you and your men were in the lab busy working on a cure. He also said the facility was top-notch, which means it’s been around a while. Mind me asking what you were working on before?”

“That’s a discussion I’m not quite prepared to have with others just yet.”

Curious, she cocked her head. “Any minute could be our last, and considering were all sorta in this together now, secrets ain’t good things. That’s how we got hijacked and ended up on the way to El Salvador, remember?”

“True.”

“Walt told us we all needed to come clean and spill what’s on our minds. I didn’t agree at first, but now I do. You seem, I don’t know, beyond sad. I mean, we all are, but there’s something else on your mind weighing heavy, isn’t there?”

Crushing his thin lips together, Everett nodded once.

“Is it because everyone is looking in your direction to fix this mess and you don’t know how?”
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