
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To the veterans who came home but were never the same.To the ones still fighting battles no one else can see.To the forgotten, the judged, the imprisoned—May your scars become stories,your pain become purpose,and your silence become something that speaks louder than words.

This book is for you.And for the ones who didn't make it.

– William Adams
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Chapter 1.
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Jessica somehow managed to lock herself in a toll-booth. There had to be thirty of them trying to get in. Her gun was empty. It always had been. It was only used for show. She figured it might help keep the monsters at bay. The alive-ones. It would do her no good here. Curled up under a desk, she waited. Two of the longest, most terrifying days of her life.

She didn't even see the rotten ones anymore. She didn't even care. And that's when it happened. She doesn't know how or when it started. Her last intelligent thought from that moment was raising her empty pistol and pulling the trigger.  Firing nothing, point blank, in the face of the most beautiful man she had ever seen.

What scared her more than anything was the way the man didn't even acknowledge the pistol. The hammer came down and he didn't even blink. It seemed to her that he even welcomed it. The next thing she knew, he grabbed her wrist and yanked her out the door. The only thing he said was, "Keep up or I'll leave you behind."

After a fifteen-minute run, they slowed to a walk. The man stayed quiet for a moment and then said, “I’m Josh.” His voice was a lot deeper than she remembered from earlier.

"I'm Jessica." She replied.

They slept in the trunk of an old Buick that night. Josh pulled the small set of tools from his pack and unhinged the back seat but left it in place. He explained that once he closed the trunk, the backseat would be their only way out. Jessica didn't say much. Josh figured it was shock. He, on the other hand, described the reason for everything he did or was doing. Hoping to keep her calm with his reasoning and ability.

He told her to calm down (even though she was calm). He told her that he wasn't going to rape her, which he regretted as soon as he said it. He asked her if he could see her pistol. It was a cheap one. A Hi Point .380 with a basic ten-round mag, which was empty. Josh knew the pistol well (his brother Eddie used to have one). It would jam if it didn't have traditional .380 slugs. That meant no hollow points or star busters. The pistol was almost useless; too hard to find ammo for; too specific. He told her he would find her something better. 

Lying in the trunk of that car, Jessica finally spoke again. "Thank you," she whispered.

A few moments later, she was asleep. For the first time in weeks, she felt safe.

The night passed and at first light, they set out. It didn't take long to come upon the walking dead. Josh took her hand and led her silently off the road and into the woods. Crisp, cool air flowed past as they ducked behind a fallen tree. The smell of rotting flesh, strong in the air.

"They’re close," she mumbled.

Josh motioned her to silence. She understood and immediately turned herself into a living statue. She froze so solid that even the bite of a dead-one surely couldn't have penetrated her flesh. Best not to find out.

Josh slowly rose and peeked over the tree. There, on the road, were twelve dead-ones. Josh pulled an automatic pistol from a shoulder holster and pointed it at the group. The pistol was a colt .22 magnum Olympic target pistol with a five-inch sound suppressor. The magazine held twenty-five rounds and was obviously a custom add-on.

As soon as Josh laid his finger on the trigger, a red dot appeared on the cheek of the closest dead-one. Three inches up and click-snap. One down. One by one they collapsed to the ground. They never even looked in his direction.

Josh had been on his own for the last year. He saw people (not many) from time to time but had always tried to avoid them. People are no good these days. They will lie to you, steal from you, and in the end, kill you. If they don't kill you, they'll get you killed, which is the same thing as far as he was concerned. 

Josh's brother once told him, "If the people you're traveling with aren't willing to die for you and you for them, ditch them. You'll regret it if you don't." 

How true were those words? Josh once saw a man kill a young boy over a dead possum. He guessed the guy was pretty hungry, but a few bites for the kid wouldn’t have hurt him. He killed that guy. Justice wasn't served, but it was something. Seeing that man punch that kid in the throat still haunted Josh. He just didn't see it coming. And then it was too late to stop it. Josh buried that kid and laid the corpse of the dead man on his grave. A universal sign in this day and age for all to see. Here lies a child murderer. Let the crows have him.

Most of Josh's time was spent scavenging for food, water, and ammunition. The three essentials of life. If you run out of any of these, you are subject to die soon after. It's a hard life. Many times, over the last three years, he had considered ending it. Pull out his pistol, put the barrel in his mouth, taste gunpowder, breathe in the acrid fumes, squeeze the trigger, and click snap... or maybe there wouldn’t be a click snap. Maybe there would be nothing, not even darkness. Just nothing. He imagined that nothing would be better than this. But Josh couldn’t do it. For him, it's not a matter of living or dying. It's a matter of winning. It's about beating his brother. Josh has always been second to Eddie. Even when he was better, he didn't receive the recognition he deserved. This time would be different. This time he will find safety for everyone. I will be the one everyone fawns over, He thought. I am determined, it is my destiny.

Once the last body hit the ground, Josh was up and jogging, dragging Jessica behind.

"Chances are no one saw that. Best to move though. If someone did, they'll be by to investigate," whispered Josh with a breathy voice. "I'd rather not meet anyone else new right now."

After another mile or so through the woods, he stopped and turned to face Jessica and said, "I don't know why I saved you. I usually wouldn't do that." He considered her for a moment. When he spoke again his voice was raw with emotion. "You remind me of a girl that used to be one of my brother's good friends. I was in love with that girl." Josh turned away. "I was way too young for her. I don't even think she knew I existed." Josh set out once more. "Come on." He called over his shoulder. 

At a slower pace than what he normally moved, he led Jessica down a natural trail. He could tell that she was not used to this outdoor lifestyle. Questions littered his mind. How had she survived this long? Where had she survived? He wanted to ask. Hell, he needed to ask but knew that it was too early. Whatever it was that happened, had happened recently. Of that, he was sure.

"Help me!" someone screamed off to their right.

Jessica started to turn and Josh immediately noticed.

"No," is all he said. 

Yet she acted as if she would go that way regardless. With a sigh, Josh said, "Listen, we can't save everyone." He moved to stand in front of her. "If we save every single person that's in distress, we'll end up with a huge group that we can’t feed." Josh started to walk away. "People get very ugly when they get hungry." The screaming stopped so suddenly, she could have sworn that it never even happened. "For future reference, if they're screaming, then they're already dead, couldn’t have saved them if we wanted to," Josh called back.

Twenty minutes later they came to a clearing. There was lumber piled everywhere.

"Look!" said Jessica way louder than she meant to, as she pointed to the edge of the clearing.

Josh had seen the RV as soon as she pointed at it. "Stay here and hoot like an owl if you see trouble," Josh said as he drew his pistol and headed to the closest pile of lumber. Slowly he moved from one pile to the next. When he was about forty feet from the back of the RV, he could see that it looked like a custom rig. It appeared to be fairly new and said "Pace-Arrow" in a huge fancy script on the back.

This is a trap, was Josh's first thought. Either that, or someone is living inside that thing, and we just stumbled into their safe haven. He knew that the smartest thing to do would be to leave. He also knew that the chances of food and water being inside were pretty good. Hell, as big as this thing was (it looked like a Taylor Swift tour bus) it probably had a real bed and shower inside. That’s what tempted him the most. And if it still ran... Damn, that settled it for Josh. Trap or not, he was going in.

Jessica found a pile of lumber shaped like a horse shoe. She moved as quietly as she could to the center of that seemingly perfect hiding place. As she stood and scanned their surroundings, she pondered on her new situation. This guy (Josh) seemed competent to her. He was a good-looking guy. Slightly taller than herself at about five foot eight with thick shoulder length brown hair and a set of blue eyes that only movies stars were born with. Dear God, those eyes.

"Stop it," she whispered to herself. "None of that matters." Am I better off with or without him, she thought to herself. The other group I was with didn't seem half as capable as he does, but his cold heartedness was distressing. He didn't care that I was going to shoot him and that poor screaming person. He didn't even consider saving them. Who does that?

As Jessica stood there in the partial clearing, imagining her possible future, a dead-one stepped into sight, not even twenty feet away. "Shit," she muttered as she pulled a four-inch ice pick from her back pocket.

This particular dead-one was a young woman and probably quite pretty at one time. There wasn't anything pretty about her now. Her face was a mess of rotten flesh. Layers of dead skin had started to peel away from her cheeks and her left eye had a stick or a nail sticking out of it. She had long black hair and one dangling gold earring in her left ear. The jean jacket she wore was a stylish, snug fit.

That was all Jessica had time to take in before she plunged her icepick into the eye of the dead-one. The point of her ice pick penetrated the dead-one's good eye much deeper than she had anticipated. Half the handle sunk into her skull. Some slick, white puss poured from the dead-one's eye and covered her hand, compromising her grip. As the dead-one fell to the ground, she tried to yank her ice pick free, but it slipped from her hand. Luckily, there was only the one dead-one, it was best not to think about what would have happened had there been more.

Jessica reached down and got a good grip on her ice pick and pulled it free. She looked over at Josh for the first time and noticed him staring at her. She made eye contact, and he nodded his approval.

Josh watched the whole encounter. He could have killed that dead-one at any time, but he needed to know if this woman had what it took to survive.

She'll do, he thought to himself. He hadn't been sure after finding her huddled under that desk in the toll-booth. "Must have been overwhelmed," he mused. It sure looked like she had given up though. He thought to himself as he turned and moved towards the RV. When he got close enough, he leaned forward and put his ear to the aluminum siding of the unit and listened. He counted to one-hundred. He didn't hear a sound. He had hoped he would have heard something, anything, "Well, shit," he mumbled to himself.

Josh made a slow circuit around the RV. He didn't pull a weapon. He didn't let any concern show on his face. He was cautious, yet confident; a trait that Jessica couldn't help but notice.

I think I'll stick with this guy for a while, she thought. At least, until I find out what happened to my husband and kids. 

When Josh came around the other side of the RV, he walked right up to the side door and pulled on the release as quietly as possible. The door didn't open. He counted for ten seconds, he reached up and knocked on the door. "If there's someone in there, speak now and I'll leave. I don't want any trouble," he said in a loud voice. Moments later he continued, "If you don't respond, I'm going to open this door. I'll take your silence as you being absent. You've got ten seconds."

One. Two. Three, Jessica counted as she wondered what he would do if there was someone in the RV after he broke in. Four. Five. Six. Time really seemed to drag on. She could have sworn that this was the longest ten seconds in history. Seven. Eight. Nine. Finally, ten.

Josh pulled out his tool-kit. From the kit he pulled out a flathead screwdriver and slid it in the crack of the door, right where he judged the lock to be. A little pressure and the door cracked open. Josh put the screwdriver in his pocket and pulled one of his .22s. He moved quickly, looking first at Jessica and winking, then up and through the door, and out of sight. Once at the top of the steps, he had to make a snap decision: either head left into the living quarters, or right and into the cab.

The living quarters were the most likely place for an ambush. The cab had windows. That would make it easy to foil. So, with that thought, he turned left. Food was everywhere. Cans of corn, beans, and fruit cocktail were in neat stacks on all the counters and tables. Josh hadn't seen this many canned goods in one place since he was at that prison with that old man Hershel. A walkway had been deliberately cleared all the way to two doors in the back: one straight ahead and one to the right.

The one to the right was an accordion style door and it was pulled closed. The back door was cracked open enough to see a bed back there. Josh approached the accordion door, gripped the handle, and pulled. The door slid back easily to reveal a very small bathroom. Nothing in there except a toilet, sink and a shower. Josh didn't even need to step in. He turned to the other door and kicked it open the rest of the way. What he saw stopped him dead in his tracks.

On the bed was a naked woman. Battered. Bloody. Her hands and feet were hog tied, and the bonds were tight. Josh could see her taking deep ragged breaths. Her eyes were swollen shut and she appeared unconscious. Maybe drugged. Possibly both.

"Shit," whispered Josh.

Jessica watched Josh dart into the RV. She turned to continue her surveillance of the surrounding forest.

"Don't move or make a sound," said a deep gravelly voice. 

She froze like a statue. She imagined that she looked like an ancient gargoyle in mid-turn. The voice came from a man standing by a tree about thirty feet away that he had probably been hiding behind. The assault rifle he had pointed at her looked like a military weapon.

"Toss that shank and that pistol in your back pocket to me," he said calmly. 

"Please," she whispered as she tossed her icepick towards the man. She reached behind her back.

"Slowly," he said.

She gripped the pistol in her back pocked with her thumb and index finger. In a slow underhanded pitch, she sent the .380 in a soft arc about halfway to the man.

"Now lie on your stomach and spread out your arms and legs. If you move or make a sound, I will put a bullet in your pumpkin." The man smiled when he said the last part, showing black, rotten teeth.

Jessica did as she was told. She couldn't believe she had let this man sneak up on her, she was screwed, and she knew it. The bad thing was, Josh would be too, and he didn't know it.

Josh started to run out of the RV but caught himself. He knew that if this were a trap, it was sprung. So, instead of doing the most obvious thing, he unslung his rifle. A Russian SKS with a folding stock, a twelve-inch bayonet and a scope. The scope was a 3x9x32 Leopold with an ultra-fine custom cross-hair.

Josh moved over to the side of the bed and parted the mini-blinds the slightest bit. He instantly spotted the man holding Jessica at gun point. He wasn't a big guy: maybe five-ten and a hundred and eighty-five pounds. He had long, greasy, light brown hair and a graying ZZ Top-style beard. Josh really wasn't interested in any of that, though. What caught his eye was the rifle the man had. It was an M-16 A2 with a peep-scope. This guy must have been pretty old school to use that particular gun.

Josh didn't waste any more time. He shouldered his SKS and sighted in on the guy. He watched as Jessica laid down on the ground. It was plain to him that she was in distress.

"Time to finish this," Josh whispered.

He put the cross-hairs on the man's nose, took a breath and halfway through the exhale, he squeezed. Ki-Tow...

The man's face imploded as the 7.62 hollow-point tore into him. He never even knew what hit him. He didn't cut a back flip or fly backwards through the air like it's shown in all the movies. His head whipped back and then he crumbled into a heap.

Jessica looked up at the sound of the rifle firing. She watched the man as he fell in on himself. It took her a moment to realize that he had been shot. Her mind was all over the place and her adrenaline was through the roof. She buried her face in her hands and had to will herself to not cry. Self-pity wouldn't solve her problems. This is the world we live in, she thought to herself.

Josh watched through his scope as she got herself together. It took her less than five seconds to shake the grip of fear that had taken hold of her. She rose to her feet and ran over to the dead man, Josh could see the repulsion on her face as she took in for the first time the lethality of a 7.62 to the face. She quickly looked away and went to the task of rolling the man off his rifle and picked it up.

Then she turned and sprinted for the RV. Josh met her at the door.

"There's an unconscious woman in the back. Untie her and get her dressed," said Josh in a commanding tone. She moved to go around him, but he stopped her, grabbing her arm. "She's in pretty bad shape. If she wakes up and becomes unruly, do what you have to do. Do you understand?"

She nodded and went thankfully to her new task. Grateful that she had something to do to take her mind off of what could have happened.

Josh let her pass and stepped out of the RV. He made a bee line for the dead man. Scanning his surroundings as he moved. Keeping his SKS up and ready for any movement. He didn't expect any trouble, but better to be safe than be surprised and dead. The coast appeared clear when Josh arrived at the corpse. He made quick work of going through the fool's pockets. He found a set of keys (probably to the RV) and a whistle in his pants pockets. The hip holster on the man's side was some kind of high-tech police rig. The pistol however was another matter altogether. It was a Ruger P-89 nine-millimeter with a standard ten-round mag. Josh, as soon as he laid his eyes on the gun, knew that it was meant for Jessica. A nine-millimeter like this would get the job done and with very little recoil. With a hundred and fifty grain shells, it would pulverize anything it hit.

Behind the holster were three extra magazines for the pistol. Josh found six more magazines in some cargo pockets. Two more for the nine and four for the M-16. He pocketed these. One thing that the man didn't have (which really surprised him) was a knife of some kind. Josh walked towards the place Jessica had been standing watch and retrieved her icepick and .380. Once they were collected, he made his way back to the RV.

Jessica hadn't realized how hungry she was until she saw all that food stacked up in the kitchen.

"There'll be time for that later," she said to herself. From the kitchen she could see the bedroom in the back of the unit, so she made her way back there.

"Oh my God," she whispered.

What she saw shocked her. The scene before her was one out of a movie. The girl couldn't have been more than sixteen. She was a mess. Cuts, bruises, and burns covered her body. Both eyes were swollen shut and her nose was broken in at least two places. It looked like a switchback trail leading down to a canyon of broken and jagged teeth. Her hands and feet were bound so tightly that she would probably lose them. Both her feet were completely black and one of her hands matched. The girl's breast had bite marks all over them. Jessica stared in horror. It took her a moment to snap out of it, but once she did, she realized she needed a knife to cut the girl's bonds. Back in the kitchen she found a suitable one in a drawer. It was a paring knife and by the looks of it, an expensive one. Very sharp.

Back in the room with the girl, she started to cut the ropes binding her. Jessica made quick work of it. Once the rope was removed, she rolled the girl over on her back and went in search to find her some clothes, or at least a blanket to cover the girl up. There was a chest of drawers in the corner of the room. Inside the chest were some clothes that weren't the girl’s but would do. Boxers, tee-shirts, and some gym shorts were scooped up and tossed on the bed. Another drawer produced some socks. Jessica turned towards the bed and heard the door to the RV open.

"It's me," called Josh. "I think I found the RV's keys."

He made his way to the cab and sat in the driver's seat. He pulled the keys out and found the one he thought would work, slid it into the ignition, pumped the gas a few times and turned the key. To Josh's relief, the engine roared to life.

"We're off," whooped Josh.

He pulled the RV's shifter into drive and eased into the gas. The RV rolled slowly forward. He steered the mammoth onto a small dirt road clotted with mud puddles and small sink holes.

"This is going to be a real bumpy ride until we get on a highway, so hold on," he shouted over his right shoulder.

By this point, Jessica already had the girl dressed and was pulling the socks that she had found onto her feet. Once that was completed, she scooped up the paring knife and got up to leave.

"She'll panic if she wakes up," Jessica said to herself. Remembering the lipstick, she kept in her pocket for leaving messages, she walked over to the bedroom door and closed it. On the inside of the door, she wrote in big block letters: YOU ARE SAFE, CALL OUT WHEN YOU ARE READY.

Jessica then left the room, closing the door behind her, on her way to the cab she put the paring knife back in the drawer where she found it and got a case of Dole fruit cups off a table and a spoon from another drawer. She started to leave when a thought occurred to her. She stopped, grabbing another spoon for Josh.

Once in the cab, she plopped down in the passenger seat and opened a can of mixed fruit. "You want some?" she asked.

"Maybe in a bit," he replied. "You go ahead and eat up. You look like your starving," smiled Josh.

"Are you trying to say I'm skinny?" Jessica raised an eyebrow as she asked.

"No, I'm saying you look anorexic," but "I don't mean it as an insult." He responded quickly to the look she gave him. "I just need you strong if you're planning on sticking with me for a while."
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