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      There comes a point in everyone’s life in which they change. Be it their age, their person, their family, their friends or their world, things come about and, eventually, things go awry. It doesn’t necessarily matter who you are. You can be anyone you want to be in whichever frame of mind you exist. All that matters is that regardless of what happens or who it happens to, you stay true to yourself and be thankful for the things you have.

      Sometimes, if you’re not thankful for the things you have, they can disappear completely.

      That happened to Dakota Travis the day his neighbor, Steve Earnest, burst into the adoption center and pulled him toward his apartment.

      What’re you doing! Dakota had cried.

      They’re here! Steve had replied.

      Who’s here?

      The zombies from New York.

      Little more than a month later, not a whole lot had changed.

      Seated inside a nearly-abandoned apartment building in a heavily-fortified, one-bedroom flat, Dakota looked up just in time to see Steve saunter out of the bedroom, shirt stretched forward to hold the contents of the medicine cabinet. Pills, ointments, toothpastes, razors and other necessities—there wasn’t a whole lot they could use unless they wanted to shave or brush their teeth.

      “Is this it?” Dakota asked.

      “This is it,” Steve nodded, a sigh escaping his lips.

      Dakota closed his eyes.

      Great. Just great.

      It wouldn’t be long before they would have to run into town—on foot, no less.

      “Hey,” Steve said, clapping Dakota’s shoulder, “we’ll be fine for a few more days. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      “We still have cans,” Dakota said, pushing himself off the couch.

      “And we still have all that bagged shit.”

      “You always did eat too much junk food.”

      Steve laughed and brushed a hand through his hair. “I did.”

      Old habits didn’t necessarily matter anymore. They ate any and everything they could get their hands on, regardless of fat content or nutritional value. Distinguishing one thing from another based solely on a label was useless nowadays, especially when everything needed to be rationed to the point where it was nearly obsolete. They’d both slimmed down, based solely on what they’d been eating—cold canned beans, chips, pretzels and the occasional vegetable.

      Not sure what else to say or do, Dakota made his way toward the window. There, he sighed, took a deep breath, then looked back at Steve before parting the curtain.

      Outside, a lone figure shambled on.

      The zombie had not a care in the world.

      “I don’t like how there’s been so few of them,” Dakota whispered, shivering as Steve brushed up alongside him.

      “Neither do I,” Steve said.

      “Where do you think the rest of them went?”

      “I don’t know. I hate to say it, but I hope some sorry bastard lured them off. At least that’ll save us the trouble of having to dodge around them.”

      “I guess.” Dakota turned his head down, letting his long, stringy bangs shield his eyes from the waning light of the midafternoon sun. He traced the whispers of dust on the windowsill and tried not to think about how, were they not in their current situation, the window would be clean. Steve had always been a good home keeper, regardless of what some might’ve thought based on his scruffy, unkempt appearance.

      Dakota closed his eyes.

      Dust never shined on gloomy days. Then again, it didn’t shine at all.

      “Dakota,” Steve whispered, startling the younger man out of his trance.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m closing the window.”

      “Oh. Right.” He moved aside to allow Steve easy access to the curtains, then watched as his friend strung his fingers through the dark, maroon fabric and began to position them over the curtain—slowly, with a sense of patience like that of a snail crossing a hot highway on a busy day. Such a process became second nature over time. You watched for people watching you from across the street or the shadows of alleyways, for zombies cocking their heads to the skies; you drew the blinds over the looking glass into the outside world as though any and all movement could reveal your presence to others. If you didn’t, there might as well be a gun in your mouth and a finger on the trigger, a lone shell waiting to fire into your brain.

      “I’m gonna go shave,” Steve said after he finished closing the window, pressing a hand against Dakota’s shoulder as he made his way to the coffee table. He stopped in midstride, when Dakota didn’t respond.

      “Koda? You gonna be ok?”

      “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”

      Nodding, but with a frown painting the curve of his mouth, Steve plucked a razor from the pile of toiletries and made his way toward the bathroom.

      Dakota turned, looked at the curtains, and closed his eyes.

      He never could’ve imagined how lonely being stuck in a dark room could be.

      

      That night, Dakota drew his knees to his chest and tried to drown out his thoughts, a process easier said than accomplished. He went to bed and almost immediately closed his eyes, then tried to get as comfortable as possible. Somehow, though, he couldn’t fall asleep. Counting sheep, drowning in a black void, forcing himself to realize how good it felt to lay in a warm, soft bed—he tried everything he could, yet to no avail.

      It took him only a few moments to realize what was wrong—he couldn’t count sheep because every time he tried to conjure one forward, it would disappear, he didn’t like the idea of falling into a place he couldn’t get out of, and Steve’s bed was too hard.

      In the midst of everything, Steve shifted, once again jarring Dakota from a failed attempt at sleep. The older man’s side of the blanket settled on top of him a moment later.

      Here we go again, he thought, tossing the blanket back.

      “I’m not cold,” Steve mumbled.

      “It’s cold,” Dakota said.

      “Maybe to you, but it isn’t to me.”

      Steve tossed the blanket back. More annoyed than anything, Dakota threw it right back at him.

      “Dakota,” Steve said, exasperated now.

      “Do you want me to sleep on the couch?”

      “Please, don’t. I already said I’m not cold, so don’t throw the blanket back to me.”

      “Whatever.” Dakota settled back into the bed, this time with the whole blanket. He drew it around his side and tucked it under him, rolling over so his back faced Steve.

      After a moment, Steve chuckled, then said, “I guess this means you can’t sleep either.”

      “I guess it does.”

      “You wouldn’t be worrying about me otherwise.”

      “Yeah right,” Dakota smirked, rolling onto his back. He stared at a poster on the ceiling, its edges long-since frayed and its corners curled. Men in capes, women in leotards, dogs with emblems on their chests—it didn’t take much to imagine the person that had once stood on this bed and pinned the poster to the ceiling. It was likely a teenager, possibly the only son of a single parent, or a middle-aged man without a girlfriend who preferred to inhabit a world of fantasy instead of reality. Steve said the poster had been there since the beginning and he hadn’t bothered to take it down. What is the point of removing something that once meant so much to someone? Steve had asked during one of their first conversations about it, right after it all had begun. You’re just taking a memory away.

      “It makes you wonder,” Dakota muttered, smiling when he saw the metal tack wink at him.

      Steve grunted and threw his legs over the side of the bed. “I have to take a leak. You coming?”

      “You need my help?”

      “Fuck you.”

      Chuckling, Dakota crawled out of bed and followed Steve out of the room and into the kitchen. Steve took an empty plastic bottle from a rack on the cupboard and slid behind the island to give himself some privacy.

      “Sucks the toilet doesn’t work,” Dakota commented.

      “No kidding,” Steve said, lifting the bottle a moment later. He carefully opened a nearby window and rolled the bottle off into the dumpster below. “You need to go?”

      “No.”

      “You hungry?”

      “For what?”

      “A pickle.”

      “I… guess.”

      “Hey,” Steve laughed, “I don’t like ‘em either, but it’s food, right?”

      Dakota nodded. No one needed to remind him of that.

      While Steve turned and started rummaging through their meager food stores, occasionally swearing but mostly mumbling, Dakota looked out the window Steve had just opened and tried to imagine what it would be like to not have a home. In this day in age, things could change by the minute, if not the second. It didn’t take much for someone to come in with a gun or a group of cannibalistic corpses to charge down the street and storm your house.  In a world without law and a country without borders, it took little for something to happen. Dominoes fell constantly, especially when you were alone.

      “Here ya go,” Steve said, offering the pickle between two fingers.

      “Thanks.”

      “It’d be better with whatever, but we gotta save what we’ve got for tomorrow.”

      “What?” Dakota asked

      “We gotta go. We’re almost out of water.”

      “Why the hell didn’t you mention this earlier?”

      “Because I didn’t want you to argue with me.”

      “Steve,” Dakota sighed, setting his pickle on the counter. The audible crunch of Steve’s pickle between his teeth made him grimace. “I wouldn’t have argued with you.”

      “Yeah, you would’ve.”

      “Maybe for a little, but not for long.”

      “Look, Dakota.” Steve shoved the last bit of pickle in his mouth, chewed, then set his jaw. “We have to go out. I know you don’t want to, because I sure as hell don’t want to either, but we have no choice. If we’re going to stay in this apartment, we’re going to need water. As it stands, we haven’t taken a bath for nearly a week. We smell like shit.”

      You’re telling me. Dakota took a bite out of his pickle. “When?” he asked.

      “Tomorrow, before the sun comes up.”

      “Where’re we going?”

      “The supermarket. If we’re lucky, there’ll still be something left when we get there.”

      

      Where the hell is Steve? Dakota shoved a can of creamed corn into his backpack. Steve had run off to explore the rest of the store, while Dakota had busied himself with gathering food and any other necessities. Fruits, vegetables, the occasionally saucy soup and snack cake—what little he could find filled the bottom of his pack, but he already knew it wouldn’t last them more than a few days. They each needed to eat, and it wasn’t much.

      We need to eat more than we have been.  As though it had a mind of his own, Dakota’s hand slid down his chest, lightly touching the now-visible bones. It doesn’t matter. This is why we came.

      Sliding forward, Dakota pushed himself in the small space between the two bottom shelves and reached for another can, desperate to grab it. They couldn’t risk going another week with only five cans of food.

      Or a half-week, he thought, grimacing. We can’t keep sharing one can a night.

      Something rolled past him.

      Dakota shot out of the small space, scraping his shoulders in the process.

      “Dammit!” he hissed, tears springing to his eyes. “What the hell was that?”

      A lone jar of mayonnaise continued down the aisle.

      “Steve?” he asked, standing. “Are you there?”

      Silence.

      “Steve? Come on—this isn’t funny. Stop screwing around.”

      Again, he was greeted only by silence. This time though, a figure stumbled into the aisle.

      A zombie, caked with dirt and dried blood, turned its head as it caught sight of Dakota, then stretched its arms out like a friend long since lost to time.

      Reaching down, Dakota grabbed his backpack off the floor, slid his hand down to his belt, and fingered for his holster.

      At that moment, he remembered he didn’t have the gun—Steve did.

      Great, he thought. Just fucking great.

      Turning, he ran down the aisle, not bothering to look back and see if the zombie gave chase. It obviously would—because like all predatory creatures, it would chase its prey to the death—but it wouldn’t run him down. An entire month of decay and exposure to the elements had ensured that most of them could no longer run, at least not in this lifetime.

      Rounding the corner, Dakota made for the entrance, all the while searching every aisle he could. At the front door, he stopped, looked toward the security lounge, then sighed. Steve stood behind the glass doors, rummaging through a desk.

      “Steve!” he hissed. “Steve!”

      “Dakota?” Steve called. “Why are you yelling?”

      “We gotta go. Now.”

      “Go? What?”

      “Zombies.”

      He didn’t need to explain further. Without another word, Steve grabbed the gun sitting on the corner of the desk and ran out of the office.

      It was their turn to play cat and mouse.

      

      They ran.

      Around street corners, between dead, idle cars, across wide stretches of road and through long, winding alleys, they stopped for nothing, not even when Steve’s pack dropped from his shoulder and spilled out nearly half its contents.

      “Come on!” Steve screamed, grabbing Dakota’s arm and dragging him along when he fell to gather the supplies. “We can’t stop!”

      “I know!”

      Something howled.

      The hairs on Dakota’s arms rose.

      No, there can’t be. The fast ones all rotted.

      They’d found a freshly-killed zombie. That could be the only explanation.

      “RUN!” Steve screamed, pushing Dakota ahead.

      “What are you doing?”

      A zombie burst into the open.

      It screamed.

      Steve shot. The bullet tore through the creature’s head and put it down for good. “We’re almost there,” he gasped, leading Dakota through the last stretch of the alley. “We just gotta turn up here and jump onto the fire escape.”

      “The fire escape?”

      “It’s the only way back into the apartment building unless we want to run up ten flights of stairs.”

      “That’d be safer than jumping onto the fire escape!”

      “Not with the zombies chasing us it won’t.”

      He’s crazy if he thinks we’re going to be able to jump that high.

      Regardless, they had to get back into the apartment building—now.

      When they rounded the final corner, the metal skeleton of the fire escape came into view, complete with its hanging ladder of a tongue and its twisted face of support beams and wire flooring.

      “It’s too high, Steve. We’re gonna have to go another way.”

      “No we’re not.”

      Dakota cried out as Steve ran forward, wrapped his arms around his waist and pushed him into the air. Unable to think, Dakota grabbed onto one of the cold, steel bars and began to pull himself up, only barely managing to force his upper half over the safety rod once he cleared the ladder.

      Just as he stood up, the zombies came around the corner. “STEVE!” he screamed.

      “HURRY DAKOTA! HURRY!”

      He threw his upper body over the railing and grabbed Steve’s hands, digging his fingers into his friend’s wrists so hard it hurt. The muscles in his back caught fire as Steve’s weight pulled his arms forward, creating a pressure so unimagined he didn’t think it was possible. His back felt like it would snap at any minute, while his neck and collarbone screamed to be set free of his ribcage.

      Steve was too heavy. He couldn’t maintain his weight.

      “Come on, Koda,” Steve said, despite the howling zombies just feet below him. “You can do this buddy.”

      “You’re too heavy, Steve.”

      “No I’m not. You can do this. Come on. Just believe you can.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Listen to me Dakota.” Steve’s wrists slipped. The older man dug his fingernails into Dakota’s arms, nearly drawing blood. “On the count of three, you’re going to lunge back and pull me up, all right?”

      “Steve—”

      “Just do it! On the count of three. One… two… thu-ree!”

      An opposing force tugged Steve back.

      Dakota’s chest slammed into the bar.

      A huge zombie, at least six-and-a-half feet, held Steve’s ankle in a death grip.

      “FUCKER!” Steve cried, lashing out with his other foot. “Let go of me!”

      “QUIT STRUGGLING STEVE!”

      “It’s got a hold of my fucking foot!”

      “Three, Steve! THREE!”

      “JUST DO IT!”

      Dakota threw himself back.

      Stars exploded over his vision.

      

      This just in: The president has declared a state of emergency in the United States of America just after the CDC issued this statement: ‘It is with our utmost concern that we alert everyone in the continental United States that the bodies of the dead are coming back to life. Our research has concluded that once a victim has been bitten, scratched, or has exchanged blood or saliva with an infected host, the immune system begins to fail. This process can take days, hours, or even minutes to occur. Once this happens, the victim clinically dies, then comes back to life within anywhere from one to five minutes later with an increasing sense of violence and rage. We suggest anyone who sees these infected victims to remain indoors and wait for help to arrive.’

      Help?

      Help?

      What help?

      Dakota…Dakota…wake up, Dakota! Wake up!

      “Wha-What?” he managed. “Stuh-Steve?”

      “It’s me, buddy.”

      “What happened?”

      “You pulled me up.”

      Eyes focusing, vision clearing, Dakota sighed as Steve came into view. “Thank God,” he said, somehow managing to push himself into a sitting position. He wrapped his arms around his friend and buried his face in his neck.

      “Come on. We need to get inside.”

      “Just… give me a minute, Steve.”

      “Just one more minute.”

      Dakota closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.

      Somehow, despite everything that had just happened, they’d managed to make it back alive.

      With a final laugh, he blacked out.

      

      “Dakota… Koda! Wake up!”

      “What?” he gasped, shooting upright. The back of his head throbbed like he’d just been hit with a hammer. “Fuck.”

      “You passed out,” Steve said, pressing a damp cloth to the back of Dakota’s head.

      “I’m fine,” he said, setting his head back on the cushion. “What about you? Did you get hurt?”

      Steve pulled up his pantleg. A four inch long gash traced the ball of his heel. “Don’t worry,” the older man laughed upon seeing Dakota’s look of concern. “We’d both be dead if I’d’ve been bit.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m guessing I caught my leg on part of the fire escape.”

      “What could you have caught it on?”

      “Again, I don’t know.”

      “As long as you’re ok.”

      “It hurts like a mother.”

      Mother. He chuckled. That’s Steve.

      “What’s so funny?” Steve smirked, settling down at the end of the couch. “You think that’s funny?”

      “I think it’s funny how you say mother like that,” Dakota smiled. “Usually a mother’s a good thing. I’m not one to judge though.”

      “Oh fuck, Dakota. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. It’s not your fault.”

      Closing his eyes, Dakota tried not to remember a night seven years ago, when he’d woken to find his mother asleep in bed and a note from his father pinned to the door. To this day, he still remembered what the note said.

      I love you, Tanner.

      “I love you,” Dakota whispered.

      No father loved their son when they drove his mother to kill herself.

      “I was too young to remember anything about them,” Dakota said, opening his eyes when he felt the moment was right. “You couldn’t have done anything, Steve. You didn’t even know me then.”

      “I didn’t know you until you were eleven,” Steve nodded, looking down at the hands he’d set between his knees. “I still remember reading your name in the paper.”

      “I know.”

      “How come you don’t like people calling you Tanner?”

      “For the same reason that I don’t like thinking about my parents,” Dakota sighed. “It’s part of my past.”

      “That fuckin’ asshole. I swear, if I ever got a hold of your father, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      You’d kill him, Dakota thought. Rip him in half and cut him in two.

      His friend didn’t need to say anything to make that much clear. “Anyway,” Dakota sighed, wetting his lips. “I try not to think about it. Why should you?”

      “I just worry, you know? I’ve been your best friend since you were twelve.”

      “It’s not very often a seventeen-year-old is friends with someone who’s twelve, is it?”

      “Not really,” Steve said. Dakota chuckled. “You know I care about you, Kode. You really are my best friend.”

      “I know. You wouldn’t have run to the adoption center otherwise.”

      “It’s still hard to believe we used to live near each other. It couldn’t’ve been more convenient.”

      “No. It couldn’t have,” Dakota agreed. Pushing himself forward, he reached back, grabbed the damp rag that had been behind his head, then lifted it in front of his face. A faint trace of blood speckled its surface. “I was bleeding?”

      “Not bad, but enough for me to put a damp rag behind your head. Ice would’ve been better, but… well… you don’t need me to tell you we don’t have any.”

      “Thanks for looking out for me.”

      “Don’t mention it. Hey, you’re the one who saved my ass from being zombie chow.”

      “That’s what friends are for.”

      “Through thick or thin!” Steve laughed.

      “And through death or undeath.”

      

      Sleep didn’t come easily that night, not even with Tylenol. Ringing, pounding, throbbing, banging—he couldn’t imagine where all the sounds were coming from. Like a marching band at a parade, a chorus of pain lit up the side of his head, keeping him awake throughout much of the evening. When he did manage to fall asleep, he woke up an hour or so later, to the sound of gunshots going off in the street.

      “What is it?” Dakota whispered.

      “The gang.”

      “What?”

      “There’s been a gang coming through here for the past few nights. I’m surprised you haven’t heard their jeep.”

      “They’ve got a jeep?”

      “And from the sound of it, guns.”

      Another shot rang out. A holler followed soon after.

      “We’re gonna be ok, right?”

      “Honestly, I don’t think we have anything to worry about, at least not until they come in here.”

      “Why would they come here though?”

      “For the same reason we’re here—shelter. We may be in a shitty little apartment, but at least we’re in this shitty little apartment. There’s not many people who can say they have what we’ve got.”

      If there’s anyone who can say that.

      Dakota kept his thought to himself.

      “You need something?” Steve asked, easing himself out of bed.

      “Like what?”

      “A blanket, another Tylenol—whatever.”

      “I don’t think I should take anymore. I’ve already had three.”

      “Another Tylenol isn’t going to kill you.”

      “I’d rather not risk it.”

      “Suit yourself. Call me if you need something.”

      As Steve made his way out into the kitchen, Dakota readjusted his position and closed his eyes, thinking about earlier and how easily one of them could’ve died. He could’ve dropped Steve, he could’ve hit his head harder than he did, the gun could’ve gone off and shot one of them. Anything could have happened.

      “Steve?” Dakota asked.

      “Yeah?” Steve replied, appearing alongside the bed.

      “Please don’t tell me we’re going back down there again.”

      “We’re not,” Steve said. “We’re going through the apartments next time we need something.”

      

      Dawn cast its shade through the red curtains and stained the interior of the apartment like blood freshly cast from an open wound. Cold, tired, and head still aching, Dakota stumbled out of bed and into the living room. He found Steve standing in the kitchen, counting cans of vegetables and bags of food.

      “Morning,” Steve said, smiling when he took note of Dakota’s disheveled appearance. “I’ve got good news.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Even though we lost half of the water and a few cans of stuff, we’ve still got enough food to last us a week or two.”

      “Thank God.”

      “The only bad news is that almost all of the canned shit is tomato soup.”

      “That sucks,” Dakota grumbled, already bitter at the prospect of eating the same thing for the next two weeks.

      “Food’s food, whatever it is.”

      “You’ve got that right.”

      Smiling, Steve reached over and tossed Dakota an open bottle of water. Dakota took a few sips before passing it back, then turned to look at the window. “It’d be nice if it rained more,” he said. “At least then we could collect our water.”

      “Only one problem, bud—stove doesn’t work. We can’t drink it if we can’t clean it.”

      “Couldn’t we start a fire? I know it doesn’t clean everything, but at least it wouldn’t be completely filthy.”

      “I’m afraid that the sprinkler system would go off,” Steve said. “That is, if it even works.”

      “What’d be so bad about the sprinklers going off?”

      “Alarms, Dakota.”

      “I thought they only went off on the main floor.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that. Besides, even if they were only on the bottom floor, we can’t risk drawing zombies to the apartment.”

      “You’ve got a point,” Dakota sighed.

      He crossed the kitchen and made his way through the living room, where he entered the bathroom and closed the door behind him. He reached for the medicine cabinet and started combing its shelves for Tylenol, all the while regretting his ignorant display of stupidity. His head throbbed so hard it felt like someone was slamming him into a wall.

      Or hitting me with an iron bar, he thought, then chuckled, swiping the bottle when he found it.

      He closed the medicine cabinet and was turning to leave when he caught sight of his reflection in the mirror. He seemed to have changed so much in such a short amount of time. Cheeks thinner, hair longer and hanging in his eyes, grey eyes bloodshot and jaw lined with stubble—he’d never looked this way before, not even in the least. The woman who used to run the adoption center would’ve never allowed him to look like he did now.

      You’re setting a bad example, Dakota. You’re the oldest—you should be the one the boys look up to.

      “The one they look up to,” he mumbled, tightening his grip on the bottle of Tylenol. “The one they want to be like.”

      Unnerved beyond belief, he unscrewed the bottle, popped two pills in his mouth, then swallowed.

      He didn’t need water for them to go down.

      

      “Everything ok?” Steve asked.

      “Huh?” Dakota asked. “Yeah. Everything’s cool.”

      “You sure? You act like something’s wrong.”

      “Just thinking about my past,” he sighed, leaning back into the couch. The plush cushion wrapped around his shoulders and pressed into his arms, allowing him one brief moment where he thought he was being embraced. The fantasy lasted only a moment, because when he realized they were not arms, but fabric, he leaned forward and set his hands between his knees.

      Unless you want to talk about this, you should probably buck up and stop acting the way you are.

      He’d never been good at hiding his emotions. After his mother committed suicide and his father ran off, he’d shut himself off from the world, hoping that someone or something would save him from the horrible agony of being alone. Mother Teresa was right when she said loneliness was the most terrible poverty. You could have all the money in the world and all the fame you could ever desire, but you would never be truly happy unless you had someone at your side.

      Looking up, he sought out Steve’s eyes, hoping to find the reassurance he was desperately searching for. However, when he looked at his friend’s face, he saw nothing but concern and hurt, worry for a friend he didn’t know how to help.

      “I’ll be all right.”

      “I worry about you, Koda. I’m surprised you’ve held up so well given all the shit that’s happened to you.”

      “Me?” Dakota laughed. “What about you? You’re in this mess too.”

      “At least I was lucky enough to grow up in a good home.”

      Dakota said nothing. Instead, he stood and made his way toward the window, where he fully intended on parting the curtains and looking at the outside world.

      Before he could get there, he stopped.

      The gangs.

      “Steve,” he said, looking over his shoulder.

      “Hmm?”

      “What’ll we do if the gang gives us any trouble?”

      “What anyone would do,” Steve said. “Run.”

      

      A gunshot cracked the silence of midafternoon.

      Rising from their seats as though something might burst through their window at any moment, Dakota and Steve slowly made their way toward the window, careful not to make any sudden, rash movements for fear of being seen through the curtains. When Steve stepped forward and wrapped his fingers through the fabric, he gestured Dakota to the opposite wall, then gently drew the curtains aside.

      Outside, a pickup truck rolled down the road at a steady fifteen miles an hour. Two living men, armed with what appeared to be shotguns, stood in the bed of the truck, picking off zombies as the driver skirted the edge of the street.

      “Shit,” Steve breathed.

      “What’re they doing?” Dakota asked, frowning as they pulled to a stop. A third man exited the vehicle, drew a pistol, and blew the brains out of an advancing corpse. “They’re just drawing more by shooting.”

      “I don’t know. Let’s wait and see.”

      Four men in total stood on or around the truck, frantically gesturing at the area. The man who emerged from the driver’s seat threw a hand up in the air and stabbed a finger toward one of the buildings.

      Steve and Dakota froze.

      “Close the curtain, Steve,” Dakota whispered.

      “I’m doing it,” Steve said, carefully pulling the curtain back into its original position.

      One of the men cried out and pointed at the window.

      Dakota tore the curtain out of Steve’s grasp and pulled it over the window. “They saw us,” he breathed, grimacing as another gunshot rang out. He half expected it to come through the window and hit one of them. “What the hell do we do?”

      “I don’t know,” Steve said, tangling his hands through his hair. “Fuck, Dakota. I don’t know what we’re going to do.”

      “We can’t stay here. They know where we are.”

      “What do you suggest we do then? Run?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”

      “We don’t have anywhere to go!”

      “What do you expect us to do Steve? Wait here until they find us? Shoot back? You saw what they were carrying. They’ve got shotguns. I even thought I saw the guy in the passenger seat holding an uzi.”

      “A what?

      “A machinegun you idiot!”

      “I know what the fuck an uzi is!”

      “Then why the hell did you ask?”

      “Stop,” Steve said, pressing a hand to his forehead. “We gotta figure out what we’re gonna do.”

      “There’s only two things we can do: stay or run. I don’t think staying’s a good idea. Not only are we gonna to have to deal with them, we’re gonna have to deal with the zombies once they get here.”

      “Goddammit!” Steve cried, tearing into the kitchen. “God fucking dammit!”

      Grabbing the backpack that sat on the floor, Steve pulled the small box of supplies off the top of the fridge and began shoving everything into the bag. Not sure what to do, Dakota grabbed his own backpack and headed for the bathroom, where he opened the medicine cabinet and pulled anything he could off the shelves. Most of it was useless, but they didn’t have time to sort through their belongings.

      They could be here at any moment.

      Dakota slung the pack over his shoulder and made his way out of the bathroom. Steve stood in the living room, loading a gun Dakota hadn’t seen before. “Where’d you get that?”

      “Supermarket,” Steve gasped, inhaling a breath. “I found it in the office. Apparently the manager had a penchant for firearms. He had a whole case of ammo too.”

      “Give it to me.”

      “I’m working on it, Dakota. Fuck. Give me a second.”

      “We don’t have a second, Steve.”

      Steve grabbed the box of ammo sitting on the couch and passed it over. Shoving it into his backpack, Dakota took a moment to familiarize himself with the gun Steve offered soon after—what appeared to be a standard-issue pistol—then accepted a freshly-loaded clip his friend offered.

      A crash froze them both in place.

      “First floor,” Steve said. “Janitor’s office.”

      “That means they’ve only got three floors left.”

      “Fuck that.” Steve threw his backpack over his shoulder and pulled the curtains aside. The gang’s truck sat idling on the side of the street, though no one stood nearby. “We gotta go out the window.”

      “What about the fire escape?”

      “It’s out in the hall. There’s no way we can risk it.” A spray of gunfire sounded. Dakota felt something fall under their feet. “No time to wait.”

      “Can we scale down the roof?”

      “Yeah. It’s just a slide and a short drop to the balconies below.”

      “What if one of us falls?”

      “We won’t fall.”

      Footsteps echoed into the hall. Steve pulled the window open, then peered out and around the corner. When he gestured him forward, Dakota sighed, took a deep breath, then climbed out and onto the roof.

      Immediately, his foot caught and he began to slide forward.

      Shit.

      “Steve!” he hissed, pushing his weight back to slow his descent.

      “I’m right here,” Steve said, peering down at the balconies. “You go first.”

      “Why me?”

      “Just do it!”

      Dakota jumped and landed on the balcony below with little more than a grunt. Steve, however, wasn’t so lucky. His momentum lost by the sound of the apartment door caving in, he landed on the railing and would’ve went over had Dakota not lunged forward and grabbed his shirt.

      “Thanks,” Steve breathed. “That’s twice you saved my ass.”

      “You can thank me later,” Dakota whispered, pulling Steve deeper onto the balcony.

      “Where’d they go?” one of the men cried.

      “Fuck them!” another responded.

      Steve reached for the glass door that separated them from the inside of the third-floor apartment.

      Dakota swallowed a lump in his throat.

      Come on.

      The door slid aside under the force of Steve’s hand.

      They stepped into the apartment without so much as a gasp.

      “That was close,” Steve sighed.

      A zombie stepped out of a nearby room. Steve raised his gun.

      “No,” Dakota said. He grabbed a statue of Atlas bearing the world on his shoulders from a nearby shelf and slammed it into the creature’s face. Caught off-guard, the zombie stumbled into the wall, leaving its head perfectly open for a second, then third hit. Its skull cracked under the pressure and shards of bone cascaded from its face like rain from freshly-formed clouds when Dakota delivered a second hit into its nose. Not a sound was made throughout the entire ordeal until the zombie fell to the floor, now permanently dead.

      “Shit,” Steve said. “You’re a badass, Dakota.”

      “I try,” Dakota replied. He slammed the statue into the zombie’s skull one last time, then let it fall to the floor. “What now?”

      “We wait,” Steve said. “It’ll be dark soon.”

      “You think they’ll try looking for us?”

      “I doubt it. For all they know, we’re already long gone.”

      

      After the sun set and their fear escalated to a screaming pitch, they fled the apartment building and made their way down a long stretch of road. Guns drawn, a single flashlight aimed in front of their feet, they made their way around long-dead cars and the occasional piece of debris. Though quiet and without a sound, the night offered no solace for Dakota’s troubled mind.

      “Where do we head from here?” Dakota asked, grimacing as he heard something rustle in the tree overhead.

      “No clue,” Steve sighed. He straightened his posture and ran a hand through his hair, grimacing as his fingers crested the curve of his skull.

      “Something wrong?”

      “I’ve got a headache. That’s all.”

      “You want some Tylenol?”

      “Not now. Maybe later, after we figure out where we’re going.”

      “Let’s think logically,” Dakota said, resting his gun against his thigh. “What’s on this street?”

      “I dunno. Houses, a school, maybe a church.”

      “A church?”

      “One of those universal ‘Love in Christ’ ones.”

      “You think it’s worth trying there?”

      “Maybe, but not unless we absolutely have to. I don’t like the idea of going into a church that probably had tons of people in it right before…you know.”

      Yeah, Dakota thought. I know.

      Televangelists had flooded the airwaves after the CDC announced the true happenings in New York. God, they said, was punishing them for everything they’d done wrong. For the people they killed, for the wars they fought, for the babies that didn’t get to live and the abomination of sin. He’d punished them by opening the doors to Hell, the good men said, and letting all the dead run free. People were easily persuaded when told they were being punished by God. It didn’t matter that the government had confirmed that a virus was bringing the dead back to life; by that time, most of the west coast had fallen and people were scrambling for any sense of faith they could hold on to. Mass suicides swept the nation and the churches filled to bursting. Baptisms rose, confessionals stopped running, and priests were summoned to the front lines, only to be shown that God wouldn’t protect them in their time of need.

      People knew it was over when the Pope rose up and took a bite out of one of his priests.

      When it finally did end, people were hardly even aware of it.

      “Dakota?” Steve asked. “Thinkin’ about something?”

      “The church,” he said. “I don’t even want to think about going in there, let alone actually do it.”

      “No worries then. We’ll figure out something.”

      Shaking his head, Steve tapped Dakota’s shoulder and continued forward, once again hunching his shoulders and aiming his flashlight toward the ground.

      Dakota had little choice but to follow.

      

      Their pursuit for shelter eventually led them to an abandoned front porch. Tired, nervous and unsure of their next destination, Dakota settled down with worry in his heart and doubt in his mind, content to have stopped, but afraid of what was to come.

      It’ll be ok, he thought, shifting further back into the shadows. Nothing’s going to see us in the dark.

      Though he couldn’t necessarily be sure, he consoled himself with the idea that zombies, like people, couldn’t see in the dark.

      Dakota leaned back and set his head against the wall, tilting his face up to allow himself a view of the sky. Shrouded behind a veil of cloud, the moon winked at him with its pearly, opalescent eye, taunting him in his moment of doubt. It could easily move at any moment, throwing them to the wolves and the teeth they bore, but he didn’t think that would happen. No, the moon would allow them respite, if only for a moment.

      “Steve?” he whispered, reaching for his friend.

      A hand grasped around his wrist. Dakota jumped, but managed to withhold his cry of surprise.

      “It’s just me,” Steve said.

      “You think we should try to get in?” Dakota gasped, still recovering from his sudden scare.

      “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “Why wouldn’t we?”

      “I’m afraid of breaking the glass on the door. I don’t want to make any noise.”

      “What’re we supposed to do then? Wait out here?”

      “I already told you, Dakota, I’m not sure. We shot down the church idea, so we either break into a house or see if we can get into the school—which, to be honest, kind of freaks me out. All those kids…” Steve shivered and released his hold on Dakota’s hand to brush his forearms. “Creeps me out.”

      “I get what you mean,” Dakota sighed, “but sitting here isn’t helping us any.”

      “We haven’t seen any zombies, so I don’t see⁠—”

      “Wait.” Dakota held up a hand, concentrating on something he thought he’d just heard.

      “What are you⁠—”

      “Did you hear that?”

      “What?”

      “That.” What sounded like footsteps echoed inside the house, as though someone had stepped out of a hall and was making their way toward the front door. “You hear that, or am I just imagining things?”

      “I hear it,” Steve said, propping himself up on one knee.

      “You think it’s a zombie?”

      “I don’t know.” Dakota saw Steve fingering the safety on his pistol in the faint glimmer of moonlight that shined through the screens on the porch. He seemed tense, pressed into a situation where he might have to reveal their location in order to protect them. “Look through the window. See if you can see anything.”

      “What if something sees us?”

      “If there’re any zombies, we run. If there are people…” Steve shook his head. “No harm in looking.”

      Unless there’s zombies, Dakota thought, but kept his silence. Leaning forward, he pressed his face to the glass and braced his hands around his eyes, squinting in the hopes that whatever was moving around inside would reveal itself. “I don’t--” he started, but a flicker of movement crossed the room before Dakota could blink.

      The door opened.

      Steve raised his gun.

      A man stood in the threshold, arms raised and face skewed with surprise. “Hello.”

      “Hello,” Steve said, raising an eyebrow. “Are you here alone?”

      “No, my wife, she⁠—”

      “Are either of you bit?”

      “No, we’re not. Do you gentlemen want to come inside?”

      “We’d appreciate it,” Dakota said, waiting to see if Steve would make any further comment. When he didn’t, Dakota stepped forward and held his hand out for the man. “Hi. I’m Dakota Travis.”

      “My name’s Gerald,” the man said, taking Dakota’s hand. “Please, come inside. This is no place to be out in the cold.”

      

      “Where did you come from?” Gerald asked, setting a pot of warm coffee in front of them.

      “The Domino Apartments,” Steve said, nodding his approval as he poured both himself and Dakota a cup of coffee. “We’d still be there if it weren’t for that gang.”

      “Gang?”

      “You know, the guys in the red truck.”

      “Oh,” Gerald nodded. “Them.”

      “You’ve seen them?” Dakota asked.

      “Yes. They’ve been tearing through the streets here the past couple of nights. I can’t say I hate them, seeing as how they’ve been killing the corpses, but I can’t say I like them either.”

      “How come?”

      “They took someone hostage. I heard the guy yelling something about not having any food or money right before they pulled him out of the house. Used to be a neighbor. Not anymore.”

      Steve sipped his coffee, brown eyes watching the older, greying man across from them. Dakota watched them for a brief moment, but was distracted by the sight of a woman ducking back into what appeared to be a bedroom. “Sir?” Dakota said. “Was that your wife?”

      “That’s Elise all right.”

      “Is something the matter?” Steve asked.

      “She’s a bit…troubled, to be honest.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s not my place to say, Mr. Earnest, especially since it’s my wife’s business, but I’ll be honest, she’s a bit wrecked over the current circumstances. I’m surprised she’s out of her room, let alone taking the time to see whom I’ve let into the house.”

      “We’re ok to stay here, though,” Dakota asked. “Right?”

      “You’re both fine. I have no intentions of kicking either of you out, but you’re forewarned, she’s of the opinion that God’s taken it upon himself to punish us for what we’ve done.”

      Judgment Day.

      Dakota shivered. He picked up his coffee and sipped it, but knew his gesture was not unseen. Steve’s wandering eyes made that more than clear.

      “Is there something I should be aware of?” Gerald frowned, leaning back in his seat.

      “Nothing of particular worry,” Steve said, once again glancing at Dakota. “At least, I don’t think there is.”

      “It’s nothing that would be mentioned for any reason whatsoever, at least not intentionally.”

      “Neither of you are bit,” Gerald said. “Right?”

      “No,” Steve said. “It’s nothing like that at all. I think Dakota’s more so referring to the fact that he’s⁠—”

      “Gay,” Dakota finished. As he’d expected, Gerald said nothing. However, unlike what he’d initially anticipated, the man didn’t show any overt shock either. “That’s not going to be a problem, is it?”

      “Not unless you say something, no, I don’t believe so. Elise is fundamentalist, yes, but I don’t think she’d go out of her way to start something.”

      “Can never trust that,” Steve mumbled. Dakota merely shrugged.

      “Anyhow,” Gerald said, rising. “I trust you gentlemen must be hungry, given your circumstances. Would you like something to eat? I’ve just made Elise and I some popcorn, though I can’t guarantee it’ll taste very good.”

      “Popcorn’s good,” Dakota said. “Right, Steve?”

      “Definitely,” Steve agreed.

      Smiling, Gerald nodded and left the room, disappearing into what Dakota assumed was the kitchen. When he was sure Gerald wouldn’t return within a short amount of time, Dakota leaned forward and offered Steve the worst glare he could muster. “What?” Steve asked.

      “What the hell was that all about?”

      “If the woman’s a nutter, it’s better he knows you’re gay than if he doesn’t. I was testing him out.”

      “You know how people are in these parts,” Dakota growled. “Goddammit, Steve, if there was one stupid thing you could’ve done, it would be this.”

      “Don’t start ratting on me. At least I got us somewhere safe.”

      “You?”

      “I was the one who decided to go down this street.”

      “That doesn’t matter! And it doesn’t mean we’re safe eith⁠—”

      “Sorry for taking so long,” Gerald said, stepping into the room with the bowl of popcorn. “Here you go, gentlemen.”

      “Thanks,” Dakota said. He took a handful of popcorn, stuck it into his mouth, then sighed. He chewed what was in his mouth before looking back at Steve.

      Steve reached over to slap Dakota’s arm. “Hey, bud, it’s cool.”

      Shrugging, Gerald set the bowl of popcorn before them and reseated himself. After leaning forward and taking a handful of popcorn for himself, he set his hands between his knees and watched both Dakota and Steve with unsure eyes. “Where do you plan on heading now that your apartment’s been taken over?”

      “No idea,” Steve said. “We’ve been holed up there since the beginning. Now that we don’t have it…”

      “It’s like we’re lost,” Dakota finished. When Steve nodded, Dakota leaned back and closed his eyes. He sat there a moment, waiting to see if someone would reply. When no one did, he opened his eyes. “I guess the only thing we can do is wait and see what happens,” he said.

      “All anyone can do nowadays,” Gerald agreed.

      All anyone can do, Dakota thought, closing his eyes. All anyone can do.

      

      Later, after the night began to wane and Dakota and Steve were just ready to go to bed, Elise joined them. Garbed in a nightgown and with her hair pulled back into a knot, she seated herself beside Gerald and set her hands in her lap, watching them with calm, almost-calculating eyes. At first, Dakota merely thought that she was interested in what they were doing, as they’d both gotten down to arrange their bedding. After a while though, he soon began to realize that her attention to them wasn’t purely casual and nonchalant.

      “Hello,” Dakota said, hoping to break her unnerving gaze. He smoothed out the corner of a blanket and smiled, praying the added gesture would help.

      “Hello,” the woman replied.

      “Thank you for letting us stay in your house, ma’am,” Steve said. “It’s much appreciated.”

      “There’s no need to thank me. I’m not the one who let you in.”

      I’m not the one who let you in? Dakota thought. What the hell is that supposed to mean?

      The thought racing in his mind, he shuddered, brushing his arms to fake what most would consider a chill. “Anyone else feel that?” he laughed. When no one replied, he bowed his head and looked at Steve, who offered him an ‘I know what you mean’ look.

      “Would you like extra blankets?” Gerald asked, rising. “I can get you another if you like.”

      “That’s all right,” Dakota said.

      “Thank you, though,” Steve added. “We’ll be fine. It’s not like we’ll need more than one blanket.”

      “That wouldn’t be expected,” Elise smiled.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Dakota grimaced. He would have bit his lip were he not afraid of drawing blood.

      “It means exactly what it means,” the woman continued, a smile cresting her lips. “Sinners such as yourself have no need for modesty, not when you flaunt it so openly.”

      “Sinning?” Steve asked. “What the hell are you talking about lady?”

      “And the lord said, ‘Do unto others what would be done unto you,’” she laughed, raising her hands as she rose from her seat. “Do unto others? Do unto others? What shall be done unto us, you godforsaken heathen, when the world is wrought with queers such as you? What will happen when you have tainted all there is to taint and there are no men left to populate the world with the sons of Adam?”

      “Elise,” Gerald warned, standing. “That’s enough.”

      “Your forbidden desires and your lust of the flesh was what brought these creatures unto us!” the woman cried. “You did it! YOU did it!”

      “We didn’t do anything!” Dakota cried.

      “Oh, boy, you did. You know exactly what you’ve done.”

      “Lady, I haven’t done anything! I’m still a virgin!”

      “So says the boy who comes into our home with a man.”

      “That is more than enough,” Gerald said, taking Elise by the arm. “I won’t have this, especially not after everything we’ve gone through.”

      Elise stopped moving. Her muscles, tense from her husband’s initial touch, relaxed, while her lips curled in horror as though Gerald had delivered her last penance. It took a moment for the shock in her eyes and the horror from her face to clear, but when it did, what replaced it was so much worse than anything the dead could have summoned.

      “So,” she said, after a moment’s hesitation. “You’ve sided with the heathens.”

      “I never said that.”

      “I always knew that was wrong with you, Gerald. I saw you.”

      “Saw me what?”

      “I saw you looking at other men.”

      The hair on Dakota’s arms stood on end and the weight in his heart increased tenfold. A pendulum dropping upon his head, it sliced any calm rationale within his mind and let it fall into two pieces. At his side, Steve stood silent, though his hand strayed to the holster at his side. Please don’t, he thought, ready to lash out and tackle his friend to the ground at any moment.

      “This is ridiculous,” Gerald said, breaking the brief moment of silence that shattered the violent cloud of hate in the room. “Elise, I have never⁠—”

      “That time at the amusement park, when we were with little Sophie and her parents. I saw you looking at him, Gerald.”

      “Who?”

      “That boy. I always knew you were wrong, Gerald. I should’ve listened to Mother when she said you were a bad man, but by God, I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to believe that the man I loved, my husband, wanted men. I didn’t. I didn’t. I DIDN’T!”

      “ENOUGH!” Gerald roared.

      “They’re being too loud,” Dakota whispered, eyes darting to the window as he saw shapes moving on the road. “Steve, they’re going to hear us in here!”

      “God will deliver me to his kingdom!” Elise cried, throwing herself to the front door. “He will deliver me my salvation and send his angels with trumpeting horns to free me from my mortal sin!”

      “ELISE!” Gerald screamed.

      “NO!” the woman cried.

      She hurled the door open.

      A figure lunged from the shadows just as the glass in the front windows exploded into the living room.

      “GET AWAY FROM THE DOOR!” Gerald cried. “ELISE! NO!”

      “It’s not worth it,” Steve cried, grabbing the man’s arm. “Don’t do it, Gerald! Don’t do it!”

      In the final moments of her life, Elise spread her arms and smiled. Crucified by her mortal sins, she closed her eyes and whispered a prayer just moments before the zombie burst into the living room and dragged her to the ground.

      “NO!” Gerald screamed, tearing away from Steve’s grasp and grabbing a nearby lamp. “BASTARDS! LEAVE MY WIFE ALONE!”

      “DON’T DO IT!” Dakota screamed.

      Steve tried to grab the man, but it was no use. By the time Gerald slammed the lamp over the zombie’s head, three more appeared from the shadows and launched themselves into the house, pulling Gerald away just as he reached his motionless wife.

      Dakota raised his gun. He flipped the safety off.

      “No, Dakota!” Steve cried. “They’re already dead! We have to get out of here!”

      “But I…they…” Tears streaming down his face, he lowered his gun and followed Steve into the kitchen, toward the door that led out into the backyard. From the other room, he could hear Gerald’s cries of anguish as the creatures ripped him to pieces. A shambling zombie attempted to follow, but Dakota raised his gun and fired a shot, which could barely be heard over the howls of agony projected from Gerald’s lungs.

      Steve kicked the door open.

      The corpse fell to the ground with a bullet through its head.

      Dakota took one last look into the living room. He saw a painting of a beautiful sunrise just before Steve pulled him out the back door.
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      “Corporal Marks, has the perimeter been secured?”

      “Yes sir,” Corporal Jamie Marks said, taking a brief glance back at the chain-link fence. “The perimeter is clear, sir.”

      “How many casualties?”

      “Six confirmed, sir, possibly more.”

      “Dammit,” Sergeant Armstrong breathed, swiping a hand across the stubble on his head. “Civilians, military?”

      “Mostly civilians, sir. Two military.”

      “Who?”

      “Marsh and Rangers.”

      “Privates,” the sergeant sighed. He surveyed the area, his usually-mean eyes softening to the point of what looked to be sorrow. “Have the corpses been dealt with?”

      “All within the perimeter have been dealt with, sir,” Private Erik Roberts said, stepping into place beside Corporal Marks with his hands clasped behind his back.

      “What do you mean ‘within the perimeter’?”

      “Some of the civilians were trapped outside when we closed the door—most bitten. Casualties, sir.”
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