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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      It was not uncommon for her to dream. Before all of this—before the end of the world—Rose had dreamed often about life as it was and life as it might eventually be. Her life outside Liverpool, her studies as an architectural student, her family back in America—all had been staples within her mind’s eye, calculated and focused.

      Now, though, she only dreamed of them.

      The undead.

      In her dream, she looked out at the desolate wasteland beyond Fort Hope’s high walls and tried desperately to find solace in her safety. Distantly, she could see the undead, meandering about their meaningless existences as they made their way across the forgotten world; and as she watched them, silently considering her place upon planet Earth, she wondered if she may someday join them.

      No, she was quick to think. I won’t join them.

      But she couldn’t know—not now, not after everything that had happened. There’d been Mary, then the people on the boat, and now, more recently, Erik. Nothing was set in stone, especially in a land ravaged like North America. Not anymore.

      Watching them, from her place on the private school’s roof, she tried to find purpose in a life that seemed purposeless.

      Then she awoke, and realized then that nothing had changed.

      It was still early in the morning when she opened her eyes to take in the sights around her. Light barely shone through the high windows that looked out from the gymnasium. People still slept. A guard’s footsteps, solemn in their approach, remained monotonous in her ears. She pushed herself into a sitting position and tightened her hair in the ponytail it was in and turned her attention toward her sleeping best friend.

      Lyra.

      Oh sweet Lyra. How wonderful it was to be back and with her friend—in a place where she knew she was safe, at least for the indeterminable while. She couldn’t imagine being anywhere else at that moment.

      Sighing, Rose slipped her feet over the side of the bed and reached for the slippers she’d stuffed under her cot. They were a precious find in a world that had been so carelessly picked over by the vultures in the world, and though selfish in her longing for them, they at least brought her some measure of comfort.

      For now, she thought. Before somebody steals them.

      She stood, and after stretching her arms over her head, carefully maneuvered her way through the cots until she came to stand in the threshold leading out of the gymnasium.

      The guard—tired after his overnight shift—gave her a brief nod as she made her way out of the quarters and down the hall.

      Though still reacquainting herself with the school’s layout, it didn’t take long for her to maneuver through the many hallways and passages. Once in the stairwell that led to the roof, she made her way up and then stole out through the roof access door.

      Outside—in the cold, late winter air—Rose considered the world before her, realizing then that it was not entirely unlike her dream.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” a voice asked.

      She jumped, startled. She turned just in time to find Corporal Jamie Marks standing against the wall, a cigarette below his mustached lips and an assault rifle braced in a sling along his side.

      “It wasn’t that I couldn’t sleep,” she replied, trailing her eyes from his, to the cigarette, then back to his eyes again. “It’s just…”

      “What?” Jamie asked.

      “Can I have a drag?”

      The man extended the cigarette toward her. “Be my guest.”

      “I’ll try and bring more back the next time I go out,” she said, inhaling from the cigarette and sighing as the smoke burned into her lungs.

      “You know that the army has taken over the supply runs.”

      “You can’t expect me to just sit around and play housemaid all day,” she replied. “I can shoot. I can fight.”

      “I know you can, but that doesn’t mean⁠—”

      Rose lifted a hand. “Don’t argue with me,” she said. “We’ve had this conversation before.”

      Jamie said nothing. He merely shifted his eyes to the world beyond her and said, “Keep your voice down.”

      “I take it they’re out there, aren’t they?”

      “Aren’t they always?” he asked. A grin parted his lips as he extended his hand to take the cigarette Rose passed back and sighed as he took a drag of his own.

      “I thought Dakota hated it when you smoked?” Rose asked.

      “He does,” Jamie replied. “It just gives me something to do. Something to keep my brain focused on something other than… well… all of this.” He spread his free hand out before him and focused his attention on Rose once more. “What about you? I bet you’re happy to be back, especially with your friend Lyra.”

      “It’s been a week and I feel like I’ve been here an eternity,” she replied. “But yes. I’m happy to be back. Happy to be moderately safe.”

      “I hear you, sister.”

      A wicked howl rose in the distance, followed by the sound of several gunshots. Rose shifted her eyes just in time to see a group of shambling dead careen their heads about and turn to make their way toward the unforeseeable distance.

      “Should I go get someone?” Rose asked.

      “No,” Jamie replied. “Not like anyone could reach them with the north bridge down. And besides—it’s not like we haven’t left flyers out stating that Fort Hope is a designated safe-zone.”

      “I know,” she said. “It’s just… I wish there was more we could do to help the people outside the walls.”

      “We don’t want the bad seeds getting in,” Jamie said. “You can only imagine what might happen if the wrong people got in here.”

      “I could,” Rose agreed, brushing her hands across the section of flesh not shielded by her T-shirt. She expelled a breath and reached up to push a strand of hair away from her face before turning to face the man. “Jamie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’ll vouch for me—I mean, if I want to go. Right?”

      “Of course I will,” he replied. “If you really feel it’s your purpose to go out into the field and help bring back supplies, no one—especially me—is going to stop you.”

      “I hope not,” she replied. “I feel like I need to do something. Being stuck inside all the time is starting to drive me bonkers.”

      “Do you miss it?” Jamie asked.

      “Miss what?” Rose frowned.

      “The freedom. I mean, out there?”

      She did—at least, in part—but she wasn’t about to refuse warm meals and safety in numbers, especially when those some of those numbers happened to be heavily-armed soldiers with guns and bullets that could last a lifetime.

      “I think I’m going to head back down,” Rose said after a short moment of contemplation, “if that’s all right.”

      “Fine with me,” Jamie replied. “It’s still early anyway. You could probably catch another hour of sleep before they start rounding people up for the next supply run.”

      “Yeah,” Rose said, grimacing as another gunshot went off somewhere in the distance. “I guess.”

      She doubted she’d sleep. She doubted even if she’d be able to fight off nightmares after being out on the wall. Regardless, though, she had to try, especially if she intended on going out in the field.

      With a short nod and a wave goodbye, Rose turned and made her way back into the school.

      Once in the gymnasium, she removed the slippers from her feet, padded barefoot across the cool vinyl flooring, then slipped back into bed.

      “Hey,” Lyra whispered from where she and E.J’s cots rested side-by-side. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Rose lied. “Go back to sleep.”

      Her friend mumbled something unintelligible beneath her breath, then was snoring a short moment later.

      After tucking herself back into her small cot, Rose closed her eyes and prayed for the best.

      Sadly, her dreams were no different than before.

      Nightmares dominated the landscape of her mind—and, unfortunately, probably always would.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dappled sunlight filtered in through the high windows and landed across Dakota Travis’ lower back. Awoken, gently, by its warming rays, he opened his eyes to find that Jamie still had not returned and sighed as he rolled onto his back.

      Well, he thought, inhaling a breath through his nose and expelling it out his mouth. Just another day in the neighborhood.

      Though it was still early, and people had yet to truly awaken for the day, he knew that he would eventually be forced to rise and take part in the daily activities that occurred within Fort Hope. For that reason, he rolled his legs over the side of his cot, reached down to grab the shirt he’d carefully folded beneath it, and pulled it over his head just in time for footsteps to greet him.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Steve said.

      Dakota lifted his eyes to find the man looking directly at him—eyes tired, face covered in several days’ worth of stubble.

      “Hey,” Dakota replied, standing. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Still getting used to the cots here,” he replied, casting a glance back to where Desmond continued to sleep. “You?”

      “I slept fine.”

      “You sure? You don’t look it.”

      Dakota didn’t say anything. While he was loathe to admit it, he hadn’t gotten used to the fact that Jamie was not sleeping next to him most nights. Work called. The guard needed to be constant. And most nights were spent struggling to fall asleep on a cot that should have had another person in the one next to it.

      “I’m fine,” Dakota lied. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “Suit yourself,” Steve said, then shrugged as he turned his attention toward the threshold that led out of the gymnasium. “Should we try and go get ourselves something to eat before we’re conscripted to manual labor?”

      “Might as well,” Dakota said, falling into place beside his friend as they made their way out the door and down the hall.

      “Have they given you your work assignment yet?”

      “Not yet,” Dakota replied, shrugging his hands into his pockets as they rounded their first corner. “I think they were trying to figure out what to do with me.”

      “Did you tell them you had a green thumb?”

      “I said I helped grow stuff when we were in South Dakota,” he replied. “As to me having a green thumb… I’m not so sure that’s the case.”

      “You were always good in greenhouse in high school.”

      “Yeah, but… they’ve got more than enough people growing and gathering food. I’m guessing I’ll probably end up doing something really shitty.”

      “Like what?”

      “Digging latrines.”

      Steve wrinkled his nose, but didn’t say anything. “Well,” he offered, “I could always try and get you a job in the garage, but I don’t know how the boss will feel about it.”

      “You know I can’t work on cars.”

      “I know, but it’d be better than being out in this fucking weather digging shitholes.”

      “I hear you there,” Dakota sighed.

      Steve paused in the threshold leading into the cafeteria and placed a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll figure something out,” he said, pulling Dakota into a one-armed hug. “I have faith in you.”

      “Thanks, Steve.”

      “No problem, bud.” Steve lifted his head and inhaled the scent of eggs. “Now… let’s get something to eat. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

      Though Dakota wanted to agree with his friend, his appetite had slipped away, slithering from the pit of his gut like a snake in some far-off jungle. His desperation for purpose was something monumental, considering he’d come into this world with no real skills other than surviving. He could barely cook, and besides his knack for tending to plants, had no real skills beyond that. He knew he’d get stuck with something menial—something mundane.

      Unlike Rose, he thought. Or Jamie. Or Steve.

      They at least had skills they could depend upon—talents that would actually be useful. Him? He’d just end up digging latrines.

      Unless…

      He swallowed.

      Unless, he was loathe to think, he returned to the field.

      It was something that had crossed his mind several times during their short stay here—something that, for all its perils, would secure within him a sense of purpose that would leave him able to sleep without guilt at night. The only problem was: Jamie would kill him.

      “He said not to go outside the wall,” Dakota mumbled.

      “What was that?” Steve asked, turning.

      Dakota shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. “Don’t worry about⁠—”

      It, he wanted to finish, but stopped as his eyes focused on a sight before him.

      A lone soldier sat in the corner of the room. But unlike those attending dinner, he sat before a display, one that featured a map of Rhode Island and its surrounding sectors. Beside of it was a simple poster that said, MAKE A DIFFERENCE. JOIN THE RUNNER’S CORPS.

      “Dakota?” Steve asked, stepping forward. “What’re you—” The man stopped as his eyes fell on the sight. “No. Don’t even think about it.”

      “Steve—”

      “Jamie would kill you, Dakota. And me.”

      “And you?” Dakota laughed, spinning to face his friend. “What does this have to do with you?”

      Sighing, Steve reached up to brush his fringe out of his eyes, then ran a hand down his stubbly face. “Jamie told me to keep an eye on you,” Steve said. “To keep you out of trouble. To make sure that you were safe.”

      “I need to do something, Steve.”

      “Yeah, but that?” He gestured to the soldier and his display. “You can do so many things, Dakota.”

      “Digging shitholes isn’t glamorous, Steve. You said so yourself.”

      “I was kidding!” the man cried. “Please, Dakota. Jamie said he’d shoot my nuts off if I let you do something stupid.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “Kinda hard not to believe a man with an assault rifle,” Steve replied, then shook his head. He reached out, took hold of Dakota’s collar, then pulled him close so that only they could hear. “Don’t. Even. Think. About. It.”

      “I. Already. Have,” Dakota replied, enunciating each word like his friend had. “You can’t stop me, Steve.”

      “At least talk it over with Jamie first, Dakota. Maybe he can get you guard duty.”

      That was the thing: he didn’t want guard duty. He wanted to help people in ways that would benefit their community. He wanted to salvage tools, secure food, locate clothes and blankets and other necessities that could get them through the winter. He wanted something, to be proud of himself for. And this—this was it.

      Dakota stepped forward.

      Groaning, Steve followed.

      “Hello gentlemen,” the soldier said as they approached. “Here to sign up?”

      “He is,” Steve said, pointing at Dakota with an indignant scowl. “I already have a job.”

      “I’d like to know what the Runners Corps are all about,” Dakota said. “I take it you guys are the ones who run the supply missions?”

      “We are,” the military man replied. “I take it you’re familiar with our line of work then?”

      “Only from what I’ve heard around the fort.”

      “And you’re interested in potentially joining up?” the man asked, leaning forward.

      “Yes sir,” Dakota said, swallowing. “I am.”

      The man eyed him up and down, crossing his body with his impenetrable gaze—likely, Dakota imagined, to determine any weakness. He’d done this before. This much was already obvious. But knowing that he was being scrutinized so visibly was definitely unnerving.

      “So,” the man said, drawing his word out as he returned his eyes to Dakota’s face. “Do you have any experience making supply runs into heavily-infected areas?”

      “From my time outside the walls,” Dakota nodded. “Yes. I do.”

      “So if you were deemed fit by myself and a group of other individuals, would you be willing to go out into the field, risk your life for your fellow men, and do it repeatedly when required, just not on a one-time basis?”

      “I would,” Dakota said.

      “Good,” the man replied, pushing a signup sheet forward. “Sign here.”

      “Dakota,” Steve growled.

      “You can’t stop me, Steve,” Dakota replied.

      “He can’t,” a voice said. “But I sure as hell can.”

      “Corporal Marks,” the military man said as Jamie entered. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

      “I noticed my partner wasn’t in bed and thought I’d come investigate,” Jamie said, turning his eyes on Dakota. “It’s a good thing I did. Dakota—a word.”

      Dakota ground his jaw together and approached, but not without giving the man encouraging him to sign up for the Runners Corps a nod.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Jamie asked when they were in relative privacy a few feet away.

      “Trying to make a difference,” Dakota replied.

      “We came here so you could be safe, Dakota. Not so you could get yourself killed out in the field.”

      “I’m not going to get myself killed out in the field,” Dakota replied. “I’ve made it this far without getting hurt.”

      “You made it this far because you got lucky,” Jamie replied. “Because we all got fuckin’ lucky. Don’t tell me we weren’t.”

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “What?” Jamie asked. “Is this because you feel incompetent? Because if so, fuck that. You can do things here in the fort to make a difference. Help in the rec room. Help grow plants. Help in the garages.”

      “Which I recommended,” Steve offered.

      “Shut up,” Dakota replied, centering his gaze on his partner once more.

      “Come on, Dakota,” Jamie sighed. “Don’t put me through this.”

      “If you’re so concerned about me going out into the field alone,” Dakota continued, “why don’t you sign up for the corps and come with me?”

      “Because I already have a place, babe. It’s on the walls.”

      “I need a place too, Jamie.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing,” Dakota said, shaking his head. He turned to face the man with the sign-up sheet and approached once more.

      The moment he looked down, he paled almost immediately.

      Settled on the line directly above where he would have signed was the name Rose Daniels.

      Rose, he thought.

      “Rose’s name is on this list,” Dakota mumbled.

      “What?” Jamie asked. He stepped forward and looked down, his face softening almost immediately. “Yeah. I see that.”

      “You see? I wouldn’t be alone. I’d be with Rose. You trust her, don’t you?”

      “More than I trust most people,” Jamie replied. He set a hand on Dakota’s right shoulder, pulled him against his side, and whispered, “Are you sure about this? Because I sure as hell aren’t.”

      “I’m sure,” Dakota said, lifting his eyes. “I mean… if it gets too rough… I’ll just come back. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “Right,” the military man said, looking past Jamie and Dakota to where another person stood, looking determined and ready to sign as well. “If you gentlemen are done discussing this, I’d like you to move along. I have other people I need to speak with.”

      “Oh. Sorry,” Dakota said.

      He reached for, took hold of, and then signed his name with the pen lying on the table.

      Dakota Travis, he thought as he walked away, Jamie on his arm. A member of the Runners Corps.

      If this didn’t fulfill his sense of purpose, he wasn’t sure anything would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

      

    

    
      “You sure you want to do this?” Rose asked the following morning—when, at the crack of dawn, they crawled from their beds and began to make their way through the school’s many halls.

      “I’m sure,” Dakota replied.

      He hadn’t discussed his feelings about joining the Runners Corps at length, mostly because he wasn’t sure what to say. On one hand, he felt a moral responsibility to help those who could not help themselves. The children, the elderly, the inept—all were present within Fort Hope and needed his assistance. But on another hand, he felt he was betraying Jamie by leaving the safety of the fort’s four well-guarded walls.

      Just be careful, his boyfriend had said that night before he’d left for guard duty. You know what you are and aren’t capable of.

      “I know,” Dakota whispered.

      “You say something?” Rose asked.

      “No,” he replied. “I didn’t.”

      The woman looked at him for a moment—as if unsure of what he had just said—then nodded and reached out to open the school’s impressive front doors.

      Outside—in the frigid morning air—Dakota shivered as he followed her through the many intricate barricades that had been erected in the event that a last stand were to occur upon their soil. Snarled with barbed-wire, littered with sandbags and concrete blocks, it appeared like a wasteland, this once-prosperous place, meant only to ensure that the last bastion of humanity were to survive. In that sense, Dakota felt himself lucky. At least he and his friends were able to secure themselves within such a place. Others, not so much.

      As he followed Rose, careful to avoid those soldiers rotating shifts, he reached down for the gun that was not at his side and sighed when he realized when it was now in the military’s possession.

      I’ll have it soon enough, he thought.

      “What do you think they’ll make us do?” Dakota asked.

      “If it’s anything like before,” Rose began, “they’ll probably just make sure we’re in peak physical condition. You know—making sure we can run, jump, know how to load a gun. That sort of thing.”

      “Was it bad the last time you were out?”

      “It was… somewhat bad,” Rose admitted, sheepishly running a hand through her hair before reaching back and adjusting it in her ponytail. “We had a close call when we were surveying the area I’d washed up on. Someone got killed. The rest of us barely made it out alive.”

      Dakota frowned as he watched Rose’s face turn somber. It was obvious, from the way she spoke and the way she was acting, that she was pained by this death, though why she couldn’t be sure. Had she known the man, possibly? Maybe even been close to him?

      Unable to know, and not wanting to ask, Dakota merely nodded and continued to follow Rose among the frost-lined tents erected along the perimeter. When it came time for them to reach an area where men and women were training with handheld weaponry, she stopped and said, “He should be right here somewhere.”

      “Who should?” Dakota asked. “What’re you⁠—”

      He stopped as a towering figure of some six-and-a-half feet emerged from a nearby tent. One eye blind, another piercing blue, his gaze settled upon them almost immediately and studied them for only a brief moment. Then he said, “I’ll be damned.”

      “Colonel,” Rose said.

      “It really is you, isn’t it?”

      “It’s me. Clear as day.”

      “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again, Daniels. It’s a pleasure.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Rose replied, straightening her posture. “We’re here to sign up for the Runners Corps.”

      “I don’t have to tell you that you’re in,” Mustang replied. “Your friend, on the other hand…”

      Dakota stiffened as the man’s eyes settled on him.

      “You must be one of the guys they airlifted in.”

      “Yeah,” Dakota replied. “I mean, yes sir.”

      “So you’ve obviously got some experience,” he said, turning and gesturing them along. He stopped at the edge of a practice ring and pressed a hand flat atop a nearby table, upon which lay an assortment of weaponry. “You can fight, yes? And shoot if necessary?”

      “I don’t think I would’ve gotten here otherwise.”

      The man smirked—an expression which did little to make his intimidating appearance more personable. He slapped his hand on the table again and said, “Grab a baton.”

      “What’re you⁠—”

      The man lifted a riot shield into one arm and gestured the men and women fighting practice dummies out of the ring. “I want you to strike at me, young man, and prove that you have what it takes to defend yourself.”

      “All right.”

      After lifting a baton from its place upon the table, Dakota flicked his wrist to extend it to its full length, tested its weight and extension, then advanced into the ring. He only offered Rose a nod when their gazes crossed.

      I knew I should’ve expected something like this, he thought.

      It was only natural that he would be judged. He was a stranger in these lands, walking slowly through the desert toward a destination alone. Dressed casually, he looked like nothing more than a teenage boy who wasn’t even out of his teens yet. To think that this man would expect anything miraculous was ludicrous.

      But I’ll show him. He’ll know I can survive.

      Dakota’s determination spurred him onward.

      Tightening his hold around the baton, he lunged, brought the baton back over his head, and slammed it into the riot shield.

      “Good,” Colonel Mustang said, adjusting his hold on the shield to get a better grip upon it. “Again.”

      Dakota struck once more, this time slashing horizontally instead of vertically. The sharp whap from the baton initially caused his ears to ring, but soon became a staccato that he found comforting. Even the discomfort radiating through his arm from the repeat assault was a security unlike any he could have anticipated. It proved he had strength, diligence, determination, and stamina. If he could do this, he could do anything.

      He pulled back.

      The colonel frowned.

      Dakota then jumped forward, bearing all the weight in his lean frame down until he drove the man out of the ring.

      “All right!” Mustang cried. “That’s enough!”

      Panting, Dakota nodded and lowered the baton at his side. “So?” he asked, gulping in a quick breath. “Am I in?”

      “There’s no denying that you’ve got fight in you,” the man replied. “But you’re… what? Seventeen at most?”

      “Eighteen, sir.”

      “Eighteen,” the man laughed as he walked over and returned the riot shield to the table. “Ah. To be young again.”

      Dakota waited, unsure what to say or even how to respond.

      Come on, he thought. Come on and just let me⁠—

      Colonel Mustang turned to face him.

      “Sir?” Dakota asked.

      “You’re in,” the man replied.

      Relief couldn’t describe the feeling that coursed through Dakota’s body.

      “We’ll be leaving on a run in exactly two-and-a-half hours,” the man said, turning his attention to Rose and nodding at her as she settled her gaze upon him. “Go back inside and pick up some gear from the commissary. Boots. Coats. Maybe even some long underwear. It’s going to be cold where we’re going, and I don’t want any of my men complaining while we’re out in the field.”

      “Yes sir,” Rose and Dakota said in unison.

      As they turned to make their way back toward Newport Private Academy’s front doors, Dakota cleared his throat and said, “Rose?”

      “Yeah?” she asked.

      “You said that you helped lead a nearby expedition when you first got here, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Surely they’ve already scoured most of the city for supplies by now.”

      Rose shrugged. “Who knows,” she said.

      Dakota couldn’t help but sigh.

      Who knew where they’d be going at this rate.

      For all he knew, they could be leaving town. And if that were the case⁠—

      They might not even get back by nightfall.

      

      Middletown—located directly between Newport and its northern cousin of Portsmouth—was a ghost town. Seemingly untouched by the wanton violence that had occurred throughout the early days of the outbreak, it appeared to be nothing more than an abandoned city who had suffered in calm silence. Few cars littered the streets, and even fewer signs of habitation could be seen. It was, in a word, eerie, and from his place in the back of the truck he and Rose rode within, he couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran down his back.

      “Cold?” Rose asked.

      “No,” Dakota said. “I’m not.”

      Rose didn’t bother to press him further. Instead, she ran her hand along the aluminum baseball bat across her lap and nodded at nothing in particular as before them Colonel Mustang drove and a man Dakota had not acquainted himself with took pictures with a Polaroid camera.

      “They’ve still got you on camera duty?” Rose asked.

      “Yeah,” the man named Ben replied. “Gotta keep an eye out on things. Make sure everything’s documented in case, well… things ever go back to normal.”

      Normal.

      That was a word Dakota hadn’t heard in a while, and one he hadn’t expected coming from a photographer’s mouth. Though he barely knew Ben or just what he stood for, he knew that Rose had been acquainted with him in the earlier days—and knew for a fact that he had to have been photographing the end days that whole time. To think that he—a photographer, a timekeeper, an artist who captured still images in frames—could ever believe that the world could go back to normal after something like this was nearly impossible to comprehend.

      It’ll never go back to normal, Dakota thought.

      There’d always be scars, emblazoned across the horizon, tattooed on the lines of people’s hearts. Never in the foreseeable future would they ever just be able to forget what had happened. The world had changed—unfortunately, for the worst—and would forever bear the mark of humanity’s sixth mass extinction.

      As they rolled into a shopping district whose buildings were mostly intact, Dakota craned his head forward to examine his surroundings—hoping, by God’s mercy and grand fortune, that any direction he was given would lead them to prosperity.

      “Now,” Colonel Mustang said, glancing into the rear-view mirror. “Rose should remember the drill, but to you, Dakota, I say this: stick with your partner, who will be Miss Daniels. Open doors two at a time to make sure nothing’s trapped behind them. And whatever you do: don’t fire your gun unless it’s life or death. Got it?”

      “Got it, sir,” Dakota replied.

      The man disengaged the engine and popped his door open. “All right. Let’s go.”

      Outside, in the rapidly-freezing air, Dakota exhaled a breath and watched the blue plume spread from his lips and into the air before him. While Rose rounded the vehicle to come stand at his side—bat at the ready, eyes intent on the strip mall in front of her—Dakota tightened his hold around his machete and nodded as Colonel Mustang began to give similar directions to the men in the second truck.

      “What do you think we’ll find here?” Dakota asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Rose replied. “Hopefully more warm clothes. There didn’t appear to be enough to go around for the people back at Fort Hope.”

      “Yeah,” Dakota sighed. “There didn’t.”

      It appeared as though previous excursions had concentrated on more crucial things, such as food and water. Now that it was getting cold, however, people would need the clothing, especially given that they’d no power or sources of heat to speak of.

      “Okay,” Colonel Mustang said. “Travis, Daniels, get your asses into this clothing store and see if you can’t find the lovely people at Fort Hope some warmer clothes. Bring ‘em out in carts if you have to, but remember: watch your noise level, and keep your eyes and ears alert.”

      “Yes sir,” Rose said, starting forward. “Come on, Dakota. Let’s go.”

      Swallowing, Dakota drew his machete from its sheath and followed the woman without question, his eyes constantly scanning the perimeter for any sign of habitation. So far, there appeared to be nothing outside, but that didn’t mean something couldn’t be trapped inside.

      At the door, Rose tried the handle and sunk her teeth into her lower lip. “Damn.”

      “Locked?” Dakota asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Break in if you have to!” Mustang called from behind them.

      “Well,” Rose said, rearing the baseball bat over her shoulder. “Better stand back.”

      Dakota retreated.

      Rose swung.

      Spiderwebs echoed across the glass door.

      “Are you sure you can⁠—”

      The second swing proved to be effective.

      Unable to withstand the pressure of either Rose or her bat, the glass shattered, raining down to the concrete below like teardrops from a pitiful  god.

      The noise, while substantial, had not seemed to carry.

      Dakota turned his head to look at Colonel Mustang and nodded when the man gave him a thumbs up.

      “All right,” Rose said. “Here goes nothing.”
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        * * *

      

      She stepped through the darkness with caution that shouldn’t have been warranted considering the building was a secured and enclosed place. Bat held steady, eyes and ears constantly alert, she raised her hand to hold Dakota back as she swept her gaze across the darkness and tried unsuccessfully to determine whether or not there was a threat inside.

      “Dammit,” she whispered.

      “What is it?” Dakota asked from behind her.

      “I need a light.”

      A flashlight cut through the darkness and lit the spacious interior within, revealing all manners of clothes, apparel, and shoes.

      “Thanks,” she said, turning her head to face her friend.

      The younger man stepped through the broken entryway and immediately grimaced as glass cracked underneath his advance. “You see anything out of the ordinary?” he asked a short moment later.

      “You mean anything that could get us killed?” she replied. “No. I don’t.”

      The place seemed perfectly safe, but that didn’t mean that something could be lurking in the darkness—watching, waiting for them to move into position.

      All it would take was one bite and⁠—

      She blinked, clearing her vision.

      Rose exhaled a cautious breath and gestured toward the shopping carts in one corner of the room. Dakota went without question, and when he returned with a cart whose wheels were slightly squeaky, he nodded and said, “Let’s do this.”

      They went about gathering the essentials that would get them through the winter. Long-sleeved shirts and coats in women’s wear were the first on their list, followed by boots from the same section. As they searched, carefully acknowledging the quality of the items and whether or not cheap brand knockoffs would last as long as their more expensive cousins, Rose breathed in the cool air and watched Dakota with interest. Before, he’d seemed a bit unsure about coming into the darkened space. Now that he was in here, he seemed perfectly fine.

      “You okay?” she decided to ask, centering her gaze on the young man’s face.

      He tossed his head to remove his lengthening bangs from his face before looking up at her. “Yeah,” he said. “You?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “You seemed nervous about coming in here.”

      “I’m always nervous,” he laughed. “You never know what’ll happen next, especially not in a world like this.”

      “Yeah,” Rose sighed, pulling a box of boots from a shelf, examining the contents within, then placing them inside the cart. “No kidding.”

      “It’s just… I want to have purpose, you know? Make a difference. Be useful to people.”

      “You are useful, Dakota.”

      “I sure don’t feel like it,” the young man grumbled.

      “Hey,” Rose said, reaching out to press a hand against his shoulder. “Everything’s fine. I’m fine, you’re fine, Jamie’s fine.”

      “I guess losing Erik hit me harder than I though it would.”

      “I think it hit everyone harder than we thought it would.”

      “Yeah,” Dakota said, his voice eerily devoid of its previously inflection as his eyes peered behind her—at something she couldn’t see.

      “What?” she asked, refusing to move.

      “I… thought I saw something.”

      She tightened her hold on her bat.

      Spinning, she turned just in time to see a series of abandoned long-sleeved shirts shift.

      “Fuck,” she whispered.

      “So I wasn’t seeing things,” Dakota offered.

      “Hold the light steady,” Rose replied, taking a few steps forward.

      “Are you sure you⁠—”

      It revealed itself before he could finish, parting through the clothes rack as if it were the Grim Reaper come to deliver them unto death. Skeletal in structure and nearly mummified in appearance, the woman—if she could even be called that—appeared to have been dead for quite some time, and was remarkably intact for a creature who surely had to have expired long before the cold had settled in. Her dark skin had weathered—shriveled against her bones as if she’d been preserved through ritual—and the clothing that had once adorned her body now stuck to her flesh. Only her eyes were intact, and they gazed at Rose relentlessly as her creaking joints compelled her forward.

      A low, whittling moan escaped her chest—barely audible considering her vocal cords were likely as dry as the rest of her.

      “Do you need me to,” Dakota started.

      “No,” Rose said. “Just stay there.”

      She stepped forward, cautiously advancing as to ensure that any sudden move did not compel the creature to attempt to scream, therefor bringing the wolves to the slaughter. She lifted her bat—slowly at that—and moved the tip in a clockwise motion to distract the creature the further she drew forward.

      When she was no more than three feet away, she brought the bat up behind her her shoulder and swung.

      Aluminum met bone.

      Skin cracked.

      Flesh split.

      The creature—stunned—rotated its head just in time for Rose to bring the bat down onto its collar bone, driving the dead thing to the ground.

      One final swing was all it took to crack the creature’s skull and end its miserable existence.

      “There could be more,” Rose said as she wiped the weapon on the creature’s work uniform. “Keep an eye out.”

      All Dakota could do was nod as he turned and pushed the cart deeper into the store.

      Rising, Rose huffed, inhaled the lost breath, and made way to follow the younger man, but not without turning to look back at the dead thing.

      The more she thought about it, the more she realized that that could’ve easily been her.

      The thought, sobering as it happened to be, compelled her onward.

      She’d survived.

      Not many people could say the same.
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