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YOU PROBABLY WON’T like me, and I don’t give a shit if you don’t. This is my story. I lived it; you didn’t. You can judge me if you want, hate me if you want, or like me if you want. I don’t care. So, here’s the lowdown...   

This world went to hell. 

What was once only speculation turned into so much more. It happened, and there was no stopping it. A virus swept through the world, and now, here we are. Those who lived through it and died, lived again. And whether one succumbed to the virus, or died another way, one thing was always certain: everyone came back. So now, those who are alive and run into the ‘lived again’ learn to avoid them or kill them—again.

We all think of what we’d do if the world died and chaos reigned, but honestly, until you’ve survived it, you don’t know. You think you need to hold on to the person you were. Those ideals that made you the way you are. Those morals you clung to so tightly and were proud of; those hesitations, quick judgments, snap decisions... or not-so-snap decisions. Whatever it was that made you, ‘you,’ you question. What was right for one world is not necessarily right for the other.

But that came after the neighborhood fell. 
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Chapter One
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Mary

~
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“LOOK, THERE GOES ANOTHER,” I whisper. I was worried I’d get sick, but I haven’t. Neither has Shawn. And the dead get wheeled away on gurneys onto the back of trucks at night when they think no one is watching. 

He nuzzles my neck while we lie on a blanket hidden between two vacant homes. “I don’t care about that,” he tells me between kisses. 

I moved in with my friend because she lived closer to the college I was going to. I was in my third year and on course to graduate early, since I crammed in a few extra classes over the summer. I kept seeing Shawn patrolling by the house I was staying in. When the military moved in, they assigned him to the street I lived on. I started off by waving at him. Then I’d wait outside. I found out about his interests and got him talking. Then he ‘stole’ a kiss, and, well, here we are. 

I shrug away and hook my bra, feeling his fingers slip underneath. I put my shirt on anyway, and his entire hand is under my bra cup. I make a face at him, and he removes his hand. 

“You better get dressed. If your boss comes by...”

He laughs. “He’s not a boss. That’s not what they’re called in the military.” He shrugs into his shirt.

I pull up my pants, then stand and shove my feet into my shoes. “Whatever. You know what I mean.” I cross my arms and look away, out to the street where stillness reigns. 

“Don’t forget your bag.” He gets up to pull his pants on, the V of the zipper catching. 

I glance at it—small price to pay. “When’s the next shipment coming in?” 

He hops to get the waist over his hips. “The warehouse is another state over, about midway. So, maybe another day?” He shrugs. 

He continues speaking about where the warehouse is, and I stare off in the direction I think it is. We’re about four hours from the state border, maybe a little less. 

“How many hours?” I ask.

“Uh, I don’t know. It’s off Route 50. I haven’t made the run yet. My rotation should be coming up.” He buckles his belt. 

“What?” I turn and face him. He’s putting on his jacket. “You’re leaving?”

He leans in and kisses me on the lips. He buttons up. “Yeah, I was going to tell you. It slipped my mind when I slipped into you.” 

I shove him, making a face at his grin. 

“I’ll make sure you’re taken care of, baby.” He shrugs into his jacket. 

“Don’t call me baby.”

“Okay, doll.”

I flip him off, and he captures my finger and pulls me over. He hugs me, and grudgingly, I return the hug. He kisses my temple and sets me away to grab his rifle. 

My eyes rest on it. “You should show me how to use the rifle.”

He holds it out for a moment. “Point the muzzle, pull the trigger.”

“Asshole.”

He grins again, kisses my cheek, and leaves. I crouch and fold the blanket before reaching for the bag he left. It’s weighty. I heft it over my shoulder and cut through the backyards of the houses without fences to get to my own. My friend Sarah and her mother were grateful for the extra income I had produced for rent. My mother and Sarah’s mother were friends, and that’s how I got to know Sarah. She’s younger than me, having only turned eighteen. I’m going to be twenty-one in... well, not sure since I stopped keeping track. 

We live in a neighborhood of homes that are at least twenty years old. It isn’t an expensive neighborhood, not in the least. However, they are well-kept homes in a quiet maze of streets. The more expensive neighborhood is across the field. We can see those homes peeking through the lining of the trees on the other side, teasing us with their newness, the paint without blemish, and the peak of the yellow house which always seems to catch my eye no matter where I am in this neighborhood. I always thought I should head over there and look at it. But then, I’d always find a way not to do it. 

Things were normal here in the neighborhood, and you could count on a routine with people coming home from work, school, or grocery shopping. Mrs. Beltzer would always prune her rosebushes or dig out the weeds every Saturday, wearing shorts that rode up every time she bent over—it wasn’t exactly a pretty sight. Every Sunday morning, Mr. Capps would walk out in his robe and slippers and pick up his newspaper, snapping it open to read the headline before turning and reading it on his way back to the house. 

The Petzles lived down the block, had three kids and one on the way. Their kids would ride their bikes up and down the streets. They hopped on and off the sidewalks like daredevils. The Crabbs, at the other end of the block, and yes, they lived up to their name, would watch those children, daring them to cross even the sidewalk in front of their house, ready to shout, shake a fist, and threaten the cops on them.

But overall, it was a peaceful neighborhood with growing families and kids playing in the streets. Nothing bad happened here, and there was no crime. I would sit outside with my friend and shoot the shit, smoking stolen cigs until I was old enough to buy them legally. We’d sit outside while the world slept with only the owls as company. We’d hear the occasional coyote in the distance, but I’d never seen one. Every day was typical and predictable, if not boring. 

But all of it changed one day when a long caravan of tan trucks rolled in, filled with military men and women. 

They hopped out by the twos, and one who looked to be in charge carried a bullhorn. He spoke through it; the sound carrying farther than was perhaps necessary. And it seemed, one by one, we all exited our homes and gathered around. Even those from the blocks over showed up, slowly walking, trying to determine whether there was a threat. The man with the bullhorn spoke about a strange virus and how we all needed to be kept safe. He told us they would erect a chain-link fence around the blocks, and it would keep us protected. We were confused; what kind of linked fence keeps out a virus? A few of the braver of us asked more direct questions—which were expertly diverted. 

But in the end, they told us it was for our own good. Like trusting fools, we listened to them. Yeah, we’d seen the news before it went off the air—until static filled the screens, then black. It was so surreal; it seemed fake. Like it was another way to generate interest or stoke the low fires of fear—until it wasn’t fake—until we saw it firsthand.

Then the rest of the military moved in behind him. They got to work erecting the fencing, issuing orders to everyone, and asking for civilian help to get to know the neighbors. They kept the peace and redirected our anxious worry to the medics, who had a script they repeated, calming fears and stalling anymore questions. And when that stopped working, they held a meeting in the middle of the street. The neighborhood grumbled or praised, depending on one’s level of trust. And soon, it wasn’t unusual to see three or four soldiers patrolling up and down the blocks. They erected a tent barracks over by the first entrance they arrived through. In the opposite diagonal corner was another entrance with more tent barracks. It appeared there were more military here than civilians. 

What they were protecting us from was, at first, a big show, like pomp and circumstance. I mean, we heard what they had to say upon their arrival, but soon, even the news and social media weren’t hiding what was happening, and in an effort to stave off panic, they quickly pulled those videos. However, like usual, many people saved those videos, sharing them across text messages and emails until there was no more service. And when the electronic world went dead, people panicked. They couldn’t find or speak to their loved ones. People in the neighborhood demanded to be allowed to leave, but the military refused. And just like that, what they did to keep us safe was now a prison. 

It was scary, and since most of us in the neighborhood did not have the firepower to match the military, we were stuck. 

But despite the fences erected to keep us safe, they could not keep out the sickness that seemed to sweep through, thinning us out—not only us civilians, but the military too. They increased patrols to create the illusion that they hadn’t been infected, but the sick tent remained constantly full. 

~
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“MOM’S SLEEPING,” SARAH tells me right away. She takes the bag from me and takes out the cans and other supplies. “Mary, you don’t have to do this, you know.”

I shrug. I like Shawn okay enough. He’s been a wealth of information, and he’s not a bad lay, either. I watch Sarah put the cans away. She’s been more frightened of what’s happening than I have been. Maybe it’s because I’ve got an inside source, and he tells me things to keep me informed. I’ve refrained from spilling too much. Sarah is one of those people who needs to be eased into things. 

“Your mom okay?” I finally ask.

She shrugs, folding the bag and sliding it to me. “She says she is. But she has bags under her eyes, and we’re almost out of aspirin.”

I frown. It sounds like The Fever, and this isn’t good. The sick tent remains full despite the nightly removal of bodies. And while there are still many people in the neighborhood, I’ve noticed the street traffic has thinned out. I guess we should be thankful we have the military around to help us. I mean, weird shit is happening all over, and who doesn’t want to feel secure, right? 

~
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AND THINGS ARE STILL okay for a while. But the false sense of security soon turns into rations and curfews. I still sneak out to meet Shawn and receive my bag of goodies, but even he said it isn’t easy to get me supplies anymore. Then one night, he doesn’t meet up with me. I sit there for an hour, I think, swatting away bugs and flicking them off the blanket before finally having enough of that and stalk back home. 

Nearing the house, I see six people in uniform, two outside the house and four inside, and Sarah crying and yelling. One woman tries to calm Sarah down, but she isn’t having it. When she sees me, she races over, her arms like steel bands around my waist. I hug her in return and demand to know what is happening. The woman, whose name I don’t catch, walks over to us, leaving the two others who wheel Sarah’s mother out on a gurney. The woman tells us they will help, but I have a feeling we’ll never see Sarah’s mother again.  

And it isn’t for lack of trying. And on top of this, I can’t find Shawn to see if he can help us. And when we go to the sick tent, the staff turns us away with a gruffness that shakes us. Eventually, since we show up every day, they finally tell us if we keep it up, they will quarantine us in the house under guard. While I doubt they have the resources for that, I duly note the threat and under my curses, Sarah pulls me away. I flip off the soldier, but he only laughs at me. I’m sure he has tougher skin than we do. But it was at that moment I realize things might not get better, and I need to make a plan. 

Sarah is pretty numb, and content to let me decide. So, I do, often making decisions without consulting her first. I try to explain my reasonings, but she doesn’t seem to care, always with that one shoulder shrug. I scour the neighborhood for supplies, slipping in through windows out of sight from the road. In the stuffy houses, I find cans of food, boxes of food, and two backpacks. And on one such scouting run, I see a group of boys. There are four of them who act suspicious. I watch them for a moment, then follow them at a distance. They go back behind a home at the edge of the six-block area. They kicked loose the boards in one of the wooden fences, and I watch them sneak out. Mentally, I note this. In case things go bad, I need a way out. 

Maybe I am naïve in some ways, always wanting to believe the best in others, but I am smart enough to know I need an escape plan. 

“Where will we go?” Sarah asks one day. 

I want to shrug one shoulder because my irritation with her has grown, but instead, I tell her we will make our own way. She seems okay with it. But honestly, I’m not what anyone would call ‘outdoorsy,’ and living off the land is a pipe dream. But I figure, like everything else, I’ll manage. Sarah is a little less sure. And I’m not sure how we will do in the long run and this sends me walking around the neighborhood, catching snippets of conversation whenever the soldiers walk by. 

I catch words like dead and alive used interchangeably. The military keeps their secrets close, and it seems the neighborhood is now an annoying child they have to take care of. Shawn still hasn’t returned, so I figure I need to do my own recon. I decide to hang around near the chain-link fence to look out into the world they cordoned us off from. And it pays off. I see what I’d only heard snippets of—what they spoke about. Even though I see it with my eyes; it is still hard to believe. 

It’s a man. He looks ragged, and he shuffles along. I wave and call out a greeting because it’s what one does, right? 

He swings around fully, his eyes vacant, his mouth moving oddly, and a strange sound emits from his throat. In horrified fascination, I watch him shuffle over to me. He drags a foot that I realize he must have broken, but it doesn’t appear to bother him or slow him down. I ask him if he is all right, and he answers in a hoarse, guttural sound. Slowly he arrives, reaching the fence and clawing through the metal diamonds, rattling it like a snake. I glance around, but no one is near me. Yet. 

“Can you hear me?” I ask it, staring at the oddity, my brow in a crease. 

“Arrrgghh, ucckkklle.”

I step forward and study him, peering up into his face. His eyes are more than bloodshot; his skin like mushy leather. He keeps clawing at the fence, trying to reach me. Studying this man in front of me, I realize this—thing—is not alive. But neither is it dead. He gnashes his teeth and presses his now bloody fingers further towards me, the webs separating his fingers now split. 

I’m not sure what I’m looking at, but I soon learn.  

“Hey!” I hear from behind me. 

Two sets of boots run toward me. I jerk away and step back. The first soldier to reach me pulls his knife and stabs the man in the head. I make a distressed noise and the second soldier pulls me aside. I’m in shock at how the first soldier callously stabbed a man in need through the eye! Then he turns to me. 

“What the hell are you doing?” he demands, putting his knife away. 

“What is that thing?” I retort with more bravery than I feel. I press my fingernails into my palms to keep from shaking. 

The two of them crowd into me, and I flatten against the chain-link fence. They make me nervous. Am I going to die? Did I see a weird military experiment, and now I’m going to disappear? Sarah would never make it without me.

“There’s a sickness out there,” the second soldier tells me. 

The first soldier looks at the collapsed body at the base of the chain-link fence. “They come back after they die... sickness or not.”

His tone implies he’s serious, but since when do people come back from the dead? I study his face, the frown, his brows knit together. He keeps his focus on the fallen dead man.

“When was the military going to tell us civilians?” I demand. 

The soldier pulls back a step, sharing a look with his buddy before telling me to leave. I flip them off and stalk away. I glance over my shoulder, but they aren’t following me or looking at me. I return to the house, keeping what I’d seen to myself. Sarah is barely coming out of her shell from losing her mother, and I don’t need her to regress again. We share a room now, since we are both scared of being alone at night. In a way, she comforts me too. 

And on the night it all goes to hell, we aren’t ready. From inside, we can hear the commotion, the gunfire, and screams. I run around the house while Sarah looks out the window, gripping the curtains in a fist. I grab our bags and shove hers into her arms. Absently, she puts it on, fear in her eyes. 

“Maybe we should stay here,” she ventures. 

“Are you kidding me? We need to get out while we still can!” I grip her arm and pull her along. 

We race out the front door and around to the side of the house. Here, I catch a glimpse of what’s happening. The front fence is off its hinges and slow moving—people?—enter. I grimace, then flinch, hearing rapid gunfire. Some of those slow-moving people, like the one I’d seen at the fence, begin to fall. A few others jerk to the side or stumble when shot in the chest, or an appendage, but they keep coming. I stand for a moment, watching one of these Shufflers take bullets to its torso, shifting with the impact, but it keeps coming, arms outstretched. Sarah pulls on my arm. I nod to her; I know where to go. We skirt around a few homes, ducking when we hear the gunshots, and get to the hole in the fence. When we reach it, there are a few neighbors heading our way, including one soldier who ushers one boy with his mother, and we follow. Not only do we join up with them, but also a few others from the neighborhood who also made it out, and we all keep moving. 

Stupidly, I share our food, and it all lasts a day. The soldier with us, Shreya, is her name, tries to get us all to allocate the food, but no one listens. We are all tired of rationing because the military forced that on us. I could, however, see the logic in it. Who knows when we will eat next? We keep moving and find a few more people who join us. 

Shreya takes over as leader, even though she walks behind us all. She spends her time with Cory, who I know from the neighborhood. He had a wife who apparently died. I don’t know him well, but I said hi to him from time to time. He’s one of the hotter guys in the neighborhood—a HILF. And it doesn’t take long for Shreya and Cory to hook up. Oh, I know they are banging each other, but it isn’t any of my business. 

Then the boy in our group, John, gets bitten. All we do is walk from one place to another, resting for maybe a day or two. The Shufflers appear out of nowhere frequently and it is on one of these occasions five of them appear. I stand there, unsure of what to do, feeling Sarah’s fingers bite into my arm. Even though I’d seen a soldier kill one of these before, I can’t react. Seeing one behind a fence and one before me are two different things. Chaos reigns. John shoves one away from his mother and gets bitten in the process. Shreya and Cory jump into action, dispatching all five of them. 

And where it was once chaos, now there’s silence save for Karen crying over her son. One man wraps John’s arm, praising him for protecting his mother. It would be that boy’s sacrifice that showed us how deadly a bite is. Sarah turns from me, sniffling, and I try to work it out in my mind what happened. When Shreya comes near, I ask her what I need to do to defend myself. I could have helped, and yet I had no idea what to do. I’ve never touched a knife except to cut food. Stabbing someone in the head is something new. 

And gross. 

Shreya is cool to hang around, but she’s usually with Cory. Still, she helps me whenever she can. She let me hold her gun and explained how it worked. She even let me fire off a shot. But then we have to move because, apparently, noise attracts these shuffling assholes. 

Shreya steps up and gets things done until the day Cory gets bitten. Then she withdraws, barely responds to anyone, and I guess I don’t blame her. If Sarah died, I guess I would be melancholy too. But then, one day, we trudge through the dense woods off the main road and ten men emerge, surrounding us. They each have guns, and they tell us about their place. Honestly, after all the nights outside and peeing in the woods with no toilet paper, what he has sounds good. I am interested. 

Definitely interested. 

Then they begin shooting. I huddle with Sarah and watch in horror when the men with us all died. They shoot Karen in the arm. The other woman with us, Bonnie, seems to be okay. Shreya tries to fight back but still ends up at the end of our tether we’re tied to. We trudge for a better part of the day, weary, sniffling, afraid to ask questions. Karen staggers, dragging her feet, and Shreya shouts at them to help her. 

Blood flows down her arm, extending to her wrist, dripping to the ground. One guy moves to wrap Karen’s arm, and even I can tell it is rough. She makes a pained noise but doesn’t cry. She’s weak and stumbles along behind us. After what seems like an hour, the leader, who introduces himself as Conner, tells five of his group to move off. Once they leave, we continue on our way and it isn’t long before we hear a commotion coming toward us and all hell breaks loose. 

Bullets start flying, and I grab onto Sarah. Bonnie screams, falls backward into Karen, and pulls Sarah and me down with her. The dead converge. And right when I think Sarah and I are in trouble; Conner cuts our bonds, pulling us away. Shreya is in the back, and I catch glimpses of her shooting Conner’s men. But there are too many Shufflers between her and us. Conner drags me away, and Sarah follows. I don’t know what to do other than trail behind Conner. I hope Shreya comes for us, but I don’t see her anymore. 

~
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AND NOW, SARAH AND I follow along behind Conner, and the two remaining members of his group bring up the rear. Sarah glances back and immediately starts crying. I keep my gaze forward. I don’t want to see what we are leaving behind. I liked Karen and Bonnie and want to remember them alive. I pull Sarah with me, my arm around her middle, and we follow Conner to wherever he is taking us. We finally stop for a moment, and Conner hands us a canteen. I let Sarah drink first, and then I take a turn. He’s eyeing me when I hand his canteen back, and I step back to Sarah’s side.

“What’re your names?” It seems like his entire demeanor changes. He seems interested in us—like he cares.

“Mary,” I tell him. “This is Sarah.”

“Real pretty names. Very biblical.” He grins at us like he just told a joke nobody understands. He jerks his chin back the way we came. “Sorry about that back there. See, I’ve been around in this world for a while. I knew what those people you were with were going to do to you.” 

He steps forward, and I draw away slightly. He puts his hand on Sarah’s shoulder. Sarah is numb again, but I can’t say I blame her. I thought she was coming out of her shell, and then this had to happen. I don’t know if I can pull her out of this. I study the man in front of us, unsure about him. But honestly, I’m tired, hungry, and I’m scared. And looking at Conner, I think he must have caught onto something about us because Sarah nods. The other day, one man yelled at her because she kicked over a water bottle. Yeah, water is hard to come by, but she didn’t deserve to be shouted at. 

“They yelled at me,” she tells him. 

How she keeps a sniffle at bay, I’ll never know. Conner squeezes her shoulder and gazes beyond us toward his remaining men. 

“Well, I have a safe place. A place where you can sleep in a room on a bed. Lots of people around to help keep you safe.”

His promises are smooth, and, yeah, I buy into it, too. Eventually, we end up at what used to be a sheriff’s office. For a moment, I think we’ll see law enforcement, but it quickly becomes evident that there are no peacekeepers in residence. Shawn’s account of the law being spread thin and the high death toll from the virus makes this unsurprising. 

It’s dinner time when we arrive, and right away, Conner has us meet a woman by the name of Lucy. She takes over from there and brings us to the dining room. Behind the half-counter of the kitchen, another woman is busy ladling soup from a large pot. The woman ignores us as we each grab a bowl, then find a seat. 

Conner wasn’t joking when he said there were quite a few people here. Enough to keep us safe. But what he failed to mention was the male-to-female ratio. There were four of us by my count, and Lucy told us there were two others—six women to however many more men. Of course, Conner mentioned this was a new place he was getting set up, and he would run it differently than the other one he had been at. 

Little did I know at the time. 

Lucy tells us it isn’t such a bad place, and if we play our cards right, we can get certain favors from the others. I’m not sure what she means, but a feeling of unease creeps down my spine, and Shawn giving me my bag of goodies comes to mind. Sarah seems oblivious and finishes her food. I push my bowl to her, and she finishes mine, too. Lucy shoots us a look of pity, then leaves us to flirt with a guy. I watch her with a feeling of dread. But then, she has been here longer, and she knows these men, I reason. 

Once we finish eating, Conner introduces us to the woman who made all the food. She has a small room not too far from the kitchen, and he ushers Sarah and me over there, his hands on our lower backs. It makes me squirmy and uncomfortable, but he won’t take the hint. He reaches between us and knocks on the door. Soon, the door jerks open, and the woman there looks surprised to see us—and Conner, it seems. 

She eyes us, and I can’t help thinking she’s like Shreya. Conner says her name, Zola, and tells her to get us situated. I’m intrigued by the woman’s name and her demeanor. He turns to leave, and she flips him off. In retrospect, I suppose the clues are there, but I am too exhausted and scared to pay proper attention. I turn back to the woman. She’s tough looking, strong, and has an attitude. And suddenly, I want to be like her. She doesn’t appear afraid of this place or anyone in it. 

She turns to us and gives us a look of pity, then has us follow her down to the end of the hall. She talks to us briefly. I think she’s surprised at our ages and not happy about Sarah’s age, in particular. But in the end, she leaves us alone and tells us to lock our door at night. So, yeah, I heed her advice and did so the moment we shut the door after her. 

The next day, Zola disappears. We’re told she was out scouting with the guys. How cool. Maybe they’ll let me go, too. Maybe I can develop skills and be helpful around here. Sarah and I wander out of our room the following day, well-rested and hungry. We walk around the hallways and meet the guys around the complex. One of them, Ben, is pretty handsy. He creeps me out. I swat him away and mouth off to him. He doesn’t seem too pleased, so I make a note to avoid him and tell Sarah to avoid him, too.  

And the next day, they bring in two more men. They are rugged, handsome, and evidently prisoners. I catch Conner later and ask about them. He looks pale, holds his arm against his side and leans against the wall. In an unsteady voice, he tells me they were against what he was trying to do here and wanted to steal what this community had worked so hard for. So, they were going to the cells in the back of this place. I ask what will be done with them later, and Conner is evasive. He squeezes my shoulder in his usual creepy way and tells me not to worry about it, that he and his people will keep us safe from the likes of them. 

It’s his job to keep us all safe and alive, after all, and it’s why we are here at the complex. 

He moves off, speaking to his men, and I never see him again. When it’s time to eat, I grab two bowls and bring food back to Sarah so we can eat in our room. Lucy only said hi to us and left us alone, as did the other two women. Once we finish, I think about leaving the bowls in our rooms until morning. But then, I’m not sure what all the rules are here. And maybe I’ll see Zola. So, I walk back down the hall into the dining area and set the bowls on the half-counter. It’s eerily quiet here, and Zola is not in the kitchen. I’m about to turn to head back when I hear Ben’s creepy voice, and soon he’s moved up behind me, pinning me. I don’t know what to do and despite my efforts, my strength is no match for him. No one comes around to see what the commotion is about, and I’m left trying to pick up the pieces. 

The next day I am wallowing in the unfairness of it all, trying to sort out my yesterday, knowing this place is a danger, but not knowing where else to go and feeling despondent. But I cannot afford to let this pull me under. Sarah relies on me, and I’ll have to be stronger. I put myself together and get dressed. The moment I finish, I hear a ‘pop.’ It pulls me out of the funk I am in. Sarah freezes, eyes wide. I stare at the door for a split second, then my mind catches up and tells me what is happening. I make a dash towards Sarah. I’m not faster than a speeding bullet, but I manage to avoid the ones coming through the door. I half lay on her until she whimpers and pushes at me. 

“Oh, shit!” I crawl on my belly. “Sarah! Don’t move. Okay?” I pull the thin blanket off my bed. It will not tear, so I fold it like a handkerchief and wrap Sarah’s middle. It’s not the best job, but it’s the best I can do right now.  

We lie there for what seems like forever, tears leaking from Sarah’s eyes. Once it’s quiet, I venture to the door. Cautiously, I peer out, and there are bullet holes in the walls and dead men littering the hallway. Whoever did this did it with precision—so much for Conner’s safe place. 

I pull back into the room and grab our bags. I haul Sarah up, and we hobble out. I pass by a rifle and figure I should take it. I heft it up and carry the two packs and Sarah. We keep walking through the halls to the front door. It appears someone shot out the doorknob, but whoever it was, is long gone now. Now, it’s just Sarah and me facing the world. The dead, who have heard the earlier commotion, pile up at the fence line, and we hurry to get through the gate before they block us in. Walking in no particular direction except away from the complex and hopefully out distance the few dead who follow us, we eventually find an old mobile home on a property far from any other buildings. It is the finest hotel as far as I am concerned. 
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