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Heroes of the Zombie Apocalypse Call Center

Chapter 1, Day 7: Michelle

The Zombie Apocalypse Call Center is to the right of us. I didn’t think I would see the place again, but it’s on the way to the factory that Eslinger wants us to investigate and the highway we’re on is the most direct route to that factory. 

“What are you looking at?” Ember asks.

“The call center. I didn’t expect us to go by it, but there it is. Sam said that it was taken out by a zombie horde. But with all the cars in the parking lot, it looks like normal. It’s hard to believe a zombie horde went through that building.”

“Yeah, but we know differently. And Sam almost bought it there because of Monica.”

“Yeah, that bitch,” I say.

For a moment I think about Monica, now lying dead back at the Zombii Spray facility. In her own way she was as dangerous as Eslinger is. She had no scruples or compunctions about stealing his zombie technology and selling it to someone else.

“I’m glad we ended that bitch. It sucked being under her thumb,” Ember viciously says.

I take my right hand off the steering wheel and pat her on the thigh. I still haven’t figured out how I’m going to explain her and this relationship we have to Sam, and I have no idea how he’ll take it, especially since he thought she was interested in him when she actually had been assigned to seduce him. It would feel like a soap opera if it wasn’t for the Zombie Apocalypse. And that’s not even including Jill, my ex-girlfriend, who Sam has likely met by now.

“You know how we’re going to eventually encounter Sam, right?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Ember cautiously says.

“Well we might be encountering someone else I know that I’ve got some history with.”

“And who would THAT be?” Ember asks.

I wince and say, “My ex-girlfriend Jill. She’s likely going to be pissed at Sam because of my seduction of him, but she’ll be even more pissed when she finds out I’m seeing another woman.”

“How badly did it end between the two of you?”

“She’s one of the reasons I took the assignment at the call center. She’s too clingy and needy, and I’m not that kind of person. I have a hard time being close to people, which makes both you and Sam interesting challenges.”

“Because you want us both?”

“That, and yet I don’t know if I can handle being close to both of you, or even one of you.”

“I see,” Ember says.

“What do you see?” I ask, dreading the tone of voice and how she looks at me.

“You’ve clearly got some issues. I’m not one to judge because I’ve got some issues of my own, but you’ve got to be honest with yourself.”

“And you think I’m not honest with myself,” I say, stung by what Ember said.

Ember rolls her eyes and says, “Clearly not, or you wouldn’t have the drama in your life that you’re experiencing. It takes two people to make or break a relationship, so whatever the issue with Jill is, it’s not just on her, it’s on you too, and until you figure it out that issue is going to keep showing up in your relationships.”

“Do you think it’s shown up in our relationship?”

Ember gives me a look and says, “Of course it has. You cheated on your new boyfriend with me, and you don’t know either of us all that well. You said it yourself. You don’t like close connections, but there’s no escaping that in a relationship, romantic or otherwise. There’s always going to be some intimacy, some closeness, and some connection; so you have to ask yourself what you are so afraid of when it comes to being close with someone. And I hope you figure it out sooner than later, because I really don’t want to get hurt, and for that matter, I really don’t want Sam to get hurt. I don’t want to date him, but if you decide you want things to work out with him and me, I’d like for him and I to be friends. I don’t see it working any other way, to be honest.”

“I-I know. I just don’t know how to be close to anyone.”

“I won’t push this any further and I’m not going to give you an ultimatum, but please figure this out. If you don’t, for my own safety, I’m going to back off.”

I want shrivel up and die. I’m so embarrassed and ashamed. How do I explain to her or anyone else the trauma I’ve gone through? Or that I secretly feel responsible for all of it, even though I was a kid when so much of it happened. The only person who really knows is Garret, and that’s because he rescued me from the situation he found me in. Even he doesn’t know all of it.

I focus intently on the road, not wanting to look at her or say anything. Maybe we’d better break things off now. It’s not like I have a time for a romantic relationship in the midst of the Zombie Apocalypse.

I briefly look into the rearview mirror and see Joanna looking right at me. I shiver. I wonder if the person I knew even still exists or if she’s just looking at me because I could be her next snack. I guiltily think about the promise I made to Greg, the one I can’t keep because I need to stop Eslinger. Eslinger healed her up with the super zombie serum and he’s got her watching us, maybe even ready to pop our heads off right now if we make the wrong move or say the wrong thing, but she’s also my means to get closer to him, to find a way to stop him before his insanity brings us all down.

The factory is a couple hours away and I’m stuck in this van with a super zombie and my girlfriend, who might not be my girlfriend much longer.

“So,” I awkwardly say, “we should talk about the factory and what we’re going to do when we get there.”

“We really don’t know anything, other than what Eslinger gave us, which was the coordinates. He didn’t even seem to know what was going on, other than that production stopped,” Ember points out.

“True, but we could hazard a guess or two as to what happened.”

“My best guess is that Sam and crew happened to it. Eslinger certainly seems to think so, which creates an even more awkward situation for us because he’s not exactly wanting us to keep them alive, is he?”

“That’s true, but he does want us to figure out what their plans are, so that gives us a bit of time.”

“To do what though, Michelle? Eslinger seems to hold all the aces. We’re carting our former friend in the back of the van as a super zombie, and I know that unnerves you as much as it does me. And even though we took our ear buds out that he gave us right before we passed the call center, he could still be using her to listen to us.”

“I know, and that unnerves me too, but we have to figure something out, some way to turn the tables on him and keep our friends alive while still getting close to him. And I’m hoping the factory will give us something we can use.”

“I hope so too. At some point, we’re going to have to take a stand. He’s probably suspicious of us, as it is.”

I nod my head in agreement. I feel a bit more comfortable now. Work, such as it is, is safe territory. 

“Michelle, look out!” Ember cries out.

I start as I see a small horde of zombies suddenly appear in front of the van. I hit the brakes. The last thing I need to do is get surrounded by the horde. They’ll gum up the van, trying to peel us out of it.

I manage to stop the van before it hits the zombies, but they shift toward us and eye us. I don’t know if this little horde will leave us alone, because even though Eslinger can control the zombies, that doesn’t mean they’re under his control right now.

“I’ve got my pistol,” Ember says.

“Ok. Let’s see what they do.”

I back the van up. The one benefit of the Zombie Apocalypse is that there’s no traffic on the highway, so I can do something that would otherwise be completely suicidal.

The zombies immediately react, growling and coming toward us. So much for Eslinger’s protection. 

I see Joanna in the rear view mirror and I mutter, “I don’t suppose you can do something?”

She yawns and looks disinterested.

“Guess it’s up to us,” Ember says and rolls down her window. She sticks her pistol out and starts shooting at the zombies, which just stirs them up more.

“Maybe don’t shoot at them yet!” I say.

“But they’re coming toward us!” 

“And if they catch up to us, then start shooting, but let’s see if we can avoid them instead!”

I jam my foot on the gas and back that van up like a pro. I wish I could hear little beeping sounds like you hear with emergency vehicles, because I’m doing it that well.

“They aren’t running after us. They’re just walking. This is so weird,” Ember says.

“Well, let’s try and drive around them.”

I’ve reached a place where there isn’t a highway divider. There’s a stretch of grass and then the highway going in the opposite direction. I’ll have to be careful, just in case there are abandoned cars or random people driving, but this will hopefully get me around the horde. I turn to the left and drive across the grass and reach the pavement without any incident. 

“They’re following us, Michelle. What the fuck?”

I look over and see the zombies are walking toward us, placidly, calm as cows.

“It’s got to be Eslinger. He must want them to join up with us as backup. I recommend we don’t shoot them, if that’s the case.”

Ember shrugs and says, “I can’t say zombies are the allies I want, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

“No, they can’t be.”

I start driving down the highway and put the pedal to the metal. The zombies start picking up the pace, running effortlessly after us. I shake my head.

“What?” Ember asks.

“It’s just amazing to me that the zombies can keep up with us. If they were ordinary people they’d get winded pretty quickly. Say what you will about Eslinger’s craziness, you have to admit that he’s onto something with how the virus changes the biology of the people.”

“Yeah, it’s just too bad they lose their minds and become cannibals in the process.”

“Yeah, that part isn’t so attractive. I just wonder if there’s a way to keep anything of what’s done,” I say.

“I think doing that is tampering with something that should probably be left alone. Meeting him in person just made me realize how off he is. And he might have some grand reason for creating a zombie apocalypse, but I don’t think there’s any justification that can be offered for what he’s done.”

I grunt in agreement and focus on the road. I do think if there was a way to become enhanced without losing yourself it could be worth it, but I’m not going to convince her of that. Still, if there was a way to keep my humanity and be enhanced somehow, I might take it. It would just depend on what it is.

“Soooo,” Ember says.

“Yeah?” 

“Let’s get back to our original conversation, about the factory?”

“Ok. I guess we go into the place and figure out what happened and then report back to Eslinger, but let’s also see if there’s anything there we can use.”

“How are we going to accompany the second objective if we got zombies with us?”

“I don’t know. Maybe have one of us lead the zombies, if we can, while the other does some digging around?” I suggest.

“I guess that’s something?” Ember doubtfully says.

“What do you want from me, Ember?”

“I want a plan, something better than the vague one you’re half-assing. And for that matter, I’d like you to let me in, instead of trying to talk about anything but what I brought up earlier, about your issues.”

“I don’t have a plan because I’m having to make it up as we go along. You don’t exactly have one either,” I defensively point out.

“No, I don’t, but I’m following your lead, just as I did with Monica, and you had a plan with her.”

“I did, but I had to improvise a lot with her. She was a known quantity, if a bit unpredictable. Eslinger, on the other hand, is a completely unknown quantity. We know he’s created this virus, but we still don’t even know why. It certainly isn’t to grow his profit margin, because the Zombie Apocalypse has grown way out of hand in this situation.”

“Fair enough, but you didn’t know everything with Monica, either.”

“I knew what her motivation was. I’m not sure what his is. Is he really deluded enough to think that turning everyone into zombies will save humanity? If so, that’s just crazy, and a crazy person can be a lot more dangerous than a selfish person. And a lot more unpredictable.”

“You got a point. You’re still avoiding what I brought up earlier though,” Ember says.

“Look, you want me to be vulnerable and share my issues with you, but now isn’t the right time.”

“Why not? We’re on the road for at least another hour and change, just to get to the factory. We’ve got time.”

“It’s not easy for me to open up. You’re asking a lot from me,” I say.

“I am asking a lot, but so would anyone else in my position.”

“Maybe I just can’t do it,” I say.

“You can do it. And this isn’t just for me. This is for you too. And if you aren’t ready then say it, but don’t change the topic like you did earlier just to avoid this conversation.”

I feel stuck between a rock and a hard place. Trying to avoid this conversation isn’t working. It never works, but I keep trying to keep things on the shallow end.

“If we’re doing this I need you to drive,” I say. I brake the van and turn off the ignition.

Ember looks at me surprised, and then nods decisively and says, “Give me the keys.”

I wordlessly hand her the keys and get out of the van. For a moment, I debate just running for the hills. Anything would be better than telling her about her my past. I gulp, and instead of running, I walk to the passenger door. Each step feels like a leaden weight and my stomach feels like it’s becoming a tense knot. As Ember passes me, she starts to reach out, but I avoid her touch. She nods and steps past me to get to the driver door.

The zombies that were following us have come to a stop. They’re milling around, but they’re not looking at either of us like we’re something to chow on. I shiver and then open the passenger door and force myself to get in the car. Facing Ember and telling her about my past isn’t fun, but facing a horde of zombies is a lot worse.

Ember starts up the van and resumes driving.

“So, I’m driving now. Spill.”

“Give me a moment.”

I get comfortable in the seat and think about where to start. 

“My mom died when I was 13. She was killed by my dad, who covered it up because he was a high-ranking officer in the military. He was actually my CO’s commanding officer, at the time.”

“Geez. Why did he kill her?”

“H-he claimed it was because she was cheating on him. But I think she was trying to get away from him. He would beat her, and she’d had enough. I saw him shoot her, and he told me if I told anyone he’d shoot me too, so for the next two years I kept my mouth shut. But I became his bitch. He’d beat me whenever he came home and sometimes molest me. He never took it all the way to rape, but he may as well have.”

Ember sighs and says, “Can I reach over and hold your hand?”

I nod. Tears are streaming down my face. I haven’t told many people about this before. Ember puts her hand on mine and gently squeezes.

“I learned to disassociate when my dad was beating me or doing anything else to me, but it left me numb. Then Garret found out. I don’t know how, but he did, and he had my dad arrested. He took me in afterwards, because I didn’t have any family other than my dad and mom.”

“So he basically took over raising you?”

“Yeah, he did. And he helped some, but he didn’t really know how to handle a damaged person other than to give them military discipline.”

“So you never went to therapy or anything?”

“Not really. I just numbed myself with alcohol and drugs for a while, but Garret figured that out about a half year into me living with him and locked all the booze and drugs away and got me to a rehab center, which helped with the drugs and alcohol, but didn’t really help me with the emptiness.”

“So what happened after that?”

“I discovered sex and I liked how it made me feel something, but I didn’t want a relationship. Someone who wants to be close to me brings up everything that happened to me, so I kept things casual or broke it off if the person wanted more. Plus, I joined the military, so there wasn’t a lot of time to be in a relationship.”

“Ok, that explains a lot. Is it just memories coming up or anything else?”

“I feel dirty. I feel like I should have been able to do something different with my dad and the only thing I can think to do with anyone else is keep them at arm’s length.”

“Neither Sam nor I can force you to connect with us, but keeping either of us at arm’s length isn’t going to help you figure out your feelings with us or work through any of what you shared with me.”

“I know! But I don’t know how to work through any of it. Maybe you and Sam would both be better off ditching me, especially since I’ve cheated on him with you. I am a fucking wreck!” I yell.

“You’re not a wreck! You’re someone who’s gotten hurt deeply and you haven’t figured out how to process it. Welcome to being human. At least, you’re not a zombie out there.”

I cry for a few moments and then say, “You’re not going to give up, even though I’ve got issues?”

Ember stops the car and puts it in park. She unbuckles her seat belt, leans over and hugs me close.

“I’m not going to give up on you because you have some issues. I do want you to keep talking and opening up to me, but I also think it would be a good idea if you got some professional help after all this is said and done. I don’t want to be your therapist. I want to be your girlfriend.”

I sniffle and say, “I’d like that too. And you’re right; I do need some help with this issue. I don’t want end up like Monica.

Ember squeezes me tight and says, “You definitely don’t want to end up like Monica. That bitch is dead in a ditch right now.”
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​Chapter 2, Day 7: Sam
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Up ahead of us Garret abruptly brakes his car, skidding to a stop with a squeal on the brakes we can hear from our car. Alisha hits the brakes on our car hard, causing all of us to get thrown forward.

“What the fuck is that son of a bitch doing?” Alisha curses. “Doesn’t he know how to drive?”

I’m in the back seat, so I can’t see what caused the sudden stop.

“Aw, he was stopping for a deer,” Trey helpfully points out.

“A deer? Geez.” 

“Actually, it’s good he stopped for a deer,” Sheila says. “You hit a deer with a car and it totals your car.”

“He almost totaled our car with that stunt!” Alisha snaps.

I don’t say a word. When Alisha is in this kind of mood, I’ve learned to keep my mouth shut. She’s not upset about the deer or Garret’s abrupt stop. She’s upset about something else. 

Garret starts driving again and Alisha accelerates our vehicle to follow him.

“When do you think we’re going to get back to the base,” Roger wheezes at me.

I don’t want to answer out loud, because Roger isn’t real. He’s an undead hallucination of my friend, my coping mechanism for my telepathic zombie powers (I know how crazy that sounds, but this whole situation is crazy). When I talk out loud to someone who isn’t there, everyone in the car gets uncomfortable. That’s the real reason Alisha is mad.

Roger looks at me expectantly, waiting for answer. I give in, because he’ll ask again and I don’t know how else to answer him.

“I don’t know how it’ll take to get back to the base, Roger.”

Sheila looks at me, with tears welling in her eyes. Roger was her boyfriend and every time I “talk” to him, it just brings up that grief again.

“Sam, why do you have to talk him out loud?” Alisha exasperatedly asks.

“I can’t talk to him any other way, and if I don’t say something, he’ll keep talking,” I defensively reply.

“Can’t just think an answer at him, like how you connect with the actual zombies?”

“That doesn’t work with him. He’s a hallucination, helping me process this change I’m going through. I don’t know how long he’ll be with me, or what else will happen with him, but I can’t think an answer to him. He doesn’t hear me when I do that.”

“I sure don’t hear you when you try that. It just makes me feel like you’re being rude and ignoring me,” Roger burbles.

“Well try something different. Maybe whisper your answer to your hallucination. It’s really fucking weird when you randomly spout stuff out. I love you and I’ll support you as best I can through this change until we get the cure, but it’s not easy for us,” Alisha says.

“It’s not easy for me either, Alisha. I’m sorry it makes you guys uncomfortable. I never wanted to become a zombie. I don’t even know how I’m going to explain this to Mom or Michelle.”

“Well, for now I need to focus on the road, especially with Garret’s mad driving skills, so just find a way to talk with your hallucination differently than you have been, ok?”

“I’ll try,” I doubtfully reply.

“Make like Master Yoda and do or do not, Sam,” Alisha says.

I know better than to continue having this conversation with her. I almost wish I had gotten into Garret’s car because at least I wouldn’t be dealing with Alisha’s temper. I look out the window, wishing I could be somewhere else. For a moment, I think about Michelle and wonder where she is and what she’s doing. I’m not sure there’s a scenario where she and I will stay together once she finds out I’m a zombie.

Suddenly, I feel a dull throbbing in my head. There must be zombies nearby. I close my eyes and rest my head against the window of the car. I let myself be drawn into the throbbing pain. It hurts, but I just relax into the pain as best I can. The more I fight that pain the worse it becomes, but if I go into it, then I can connect with the zombies that are more than likely nearby.

My head throbs again and then I’m in this place of light. The other zombies feel like lights once I get past the pain. I never got to ask Reginald if it was the same for him, if he experienced lights, or something else. 

One light seems stronger than the other and I feel myself pulled toward it. I’m sucked into the light and I touch the mind of the zombie. It’s another super zombie, kind of like Jill, but different. The super zombie is near us. It’s studying the cars we’re driving in. There are other zombies near it, regular zombies that are restless and hungry. I wonder if they’re the leftovers of the hoard that attacked the base.

That super zombie could probably catch one of the cars, or all of them. And once the rest of the hoard caught up, it would be easy for all those zombies to take us down. I’ve got to try and stop them.

I think at the super zombie, trying to warn it away, but even though I’m connected to it, it doesn’t seem to recognize my presence in its mind. It ignores me. 

I can’t control zombies the way Reginald could. I’m still figuring out these powers, but maybe I can at least get the other zombies to do something, even if I can’t control the super zombie. I pull away from the super zombie’s mind and I’m back in the place of lights. I move toward one of the other lights and find myself in the mind of a regular zombie. 

“Unnnggrryyyy...” 

I can feel its thoughts this time. I’m not just stuck in its head. It’s so hungry, they’re all so hungry. They can never get enough. I send a thought to the zombie that it can get easier food, better food somewhere else. The zombie reacts restlessly. It wants food and it doesn’t care where, just that it gets to eat something. 

I leave that zombie and move to the next zombie and plant the same suggestion. Then I rinse and repeat with two other zombies. Those four zombies are getting antsy and it makes the other zombies stir up as well. The super zombie notices this and turns to look at all of the zombies and then points at the cars.

“Unnngrrrryyyy!” the super zombie growls.

“Unnnggrrryyyy,” the regular zombies growl back.

Then the super zombie turns and lopes toward our cars. I try to get into the minds of the zombies I’ve stirred up, but all I can feel now is that omnipresent hunger driving them on. I’ve got to warn the others.

I push my mind away from the lights and back into the throbbing pain and then back into my mind. The pain is worse now and I groan.

“Sam, what’s wrong?” Sheila asks me. 

“There are zombies nearby and they’re going to attack us,” I reply.

“Did Roger tell you that?” Alisha sarcastically asks.

“No, Alisha! I can feel them nearby. I tried to contact them. There’s a super zombie leading them and they’re coming toward us.”

“Shit! I’d better radio Garret then. Trey get him on the radio.”

Trey grabs a walkie talkie and turns it on.

“Uhm, Garret, you there?”

“Yes, Trey. What can I help you with? Over.”

“Sam’s telling us there are zombies coming our way, led by a super zombie.”

“Ok. How does he know that and what direction are they coming from? Over.”

“Uhm, his powers I guess,” Trey says, and then turns to me and asks, “What direction are the zombies coming from?”

“Th-they’re coming from the east, pretty fast.”

“Did you hear that, Garret?”

“Yes, over.”

“Why does he keep saying over?” Trey asks.

“Because that’s what you’re supposed to say when you’re using walkies and you’re done talking!” Alisha says.

“Oh.”

“Trey, put Sam on for me. Over,” Garret says.

Trey hands me the walkie.

“Hey, Garret. Over.”

“I’m not seeing the zombies, Sam. Are you sure this isn’t just another hallucination? Over.”

“I’m sure. They’re nearby and getting closer. My head is hurting the closer they get. Over.”

“You get headaches when other zombies are nearby? Over,” Garret skeptically asks.

“I d-don’t know if it’s typical, but yeah, I get headaches when they’re nearby. That’s my zombie sense acting up. Over.”

“Your zombie sense, hunh? We-”

“Garret,” I hear Dr. Probak say. “I just spotted zombies coming in from the east.”

“Fuck. Sam, can you do anything about them with your zombie powers? Over.”

I want to tell him I told him so, but I know it’s not going to be helpful.

“I’ve already tried. They’re not responding to my thoughts. We are driving, so hopefully we can go faster than they can. Over.”

“The problem with that hope is the zombies aren’t slow like your classic zombie movie zombies. They’re fast and they push themselves more than a regular human because the inhibitions of thought and reasoning aren’t getting the way of their drive. I think we’re going to have plan for a fight. Over.” 

Garret’s right. The zombies are moving fast. I can feel it because of how the pain in my head gets worse and worse. 

“Wh-what do you want me to do? Over,” I ask.

“Try and distract the zombies while we fight them. And pass me to Trey so I can coordinate with him and Alisha. Over.”

I pass the walkie back to Trey.

“I’m here, Garret. Over.”

“Ok, you and Sheila need to shoot at the zombies while Alisha drives, and Sam does what can to distract them. My soldiers will also be shooting at the zombies. It’s not going to be easy, especially from a moving car, but we’ve got to try and pick them off. Over.”

“Understood. Over.”

I close my eyes again and try to go back into the light, but I feel a fresh wave of the pain and I can’t focus enough to relax into it. I groan and put my hands on my head, trying to apply some pressure that’ll help me deal with the pain.

“You’re still fighting it,” Roger says.

“Still fighting what?” 

“You’re fighting the change to yourself. That’s why I’m still here. I’m supposed to help you into this transition, but you’re holding on to me, to hold onto your humanity. It’s making it harder for you to use your zombie abilities.”

“Could all zombies do what I’m doing?” I ask.

“No. You’ve got the one zombie virus that most mimics being a human. And you still are a human in a lot of ways, but to really connect with the zombies, you’re going to have to accept the changes. The more you fight them, the more you’re going to feel that pain.”

I don’t reply. I don’t know how to accept my zombieness anymore than I have, but I know Roger is right. I’m holding back. I’ve got to let go.”

“Sam, what’s Roger telling you?” Sheila asks.

“Uhm, he’s telling me to stop fighting the zombie virus. That I have to let it take over more than it has.”

“Fuck that, Sam. The last thing you need to do is become more of a zombie,” Alisha says. “Grab a gun and help out, if that’s all you can do, but don’t give into that zombie power any further.”

“If you keep fighting it, Sam, keep fighting what you’re becoming, you’ll end up dead or worse,” Roger says.

Sheila hands me a pistol. I roll down the car window. The zombies are getting closer, picking up the pace to match the speed of the cars they’re chasing down. I haven’t seen them push themselves like this, but it makes sense that they’re able to, because they don’t have the same limitations we have. The super zombie is in the lead and it suddenly leaps in the air and comes down on the car behind us. That car swerves, trying to shake the super zombie loose, but it just casually digs its hands into the roof of the car and peels the roof off, like a can opener pulling off the top of the can. It tosses the roof away, into the distance.

I squeeze the trigger of the pistol and shoot at the super zombie, but completely miss. Sheila also shoots and manages to hit the super zombie in the right shoulder, but the shot doesn’t seem to phase the super zombie. The soldiers in the car don’t even get to do anything before the super zombie plucks the driver from his seat and takes a bite of the top of his head, and then tosses him back toward the pack of zombies following after us.

The other soldier in the car frantically grabs at the wheel of the car, but the car is already running off the road. The super zombie casually leaps from the car and lands on the back of our car, causing it to lift up slightly.

“Shit! Get that thing off the car, now!” Alisha frantically says.

I shoot at the super zombie and hit it, but it just grunts. We don’t have the fire power to take it out. Sheila spackles it with fire and it staggers, which Alisha uses against it by accelerating the car. The super zombie falls off the car, but grabs the bumper, and digs its legs into the asphalt of the road. Alisha puts the gas pedal to the floor and the car keeps moving forward, dragging the super zombie with it. 

The super zombie looks at me and something like recognition flares in its eyes. It pushes off the asphalt and lands back on the rear of the car. It punches its left hand through the back window, shattering the glass and grabbing me by the shoulder. It tugs on me and I yelp in pain, because it’s trying to pull me out of the car.

“Trey, help Sam! Sheila keep firing at that thing!”

The super zombie tugs at me again and this time I feel Trey’s hands on my legs trying to pull me back. Sheila frantically shoots her gun at the super zombie, but it plucks the gun from her with its other hand and tosses it away. Then it grabs me with the other hand and pulls again. I yell in pain. I feel like I’m going to be torn in half. Trey curses as my legs slip out of his grip and I’m pulled out of the car by the super zombie. Then the super zombie pushes off its legs and jumps backward, taking me with it. 

The super zombie lands on the asphalt road still holding me. It turns away from the car, spots the zombies running after it and grunts at them, and then it bounds away from the road carrying me with it. I watch as the car Alisha is driving brakes, and then picks up and accelerates. There’s no way they can save me, with a horde of zombies coming after them. 

“Why did you grab me?” I ask the super zombie.

It doesn’t respond. It just keeps running and I can’t say anything else, because each step it takes is jarring. I watch as the road we were on swiftly becomes a spot on the landscape. The ache in my head diminishes until it’s just one dull throb, probably the super zombie carrying me. Finally, after what seems like forever, the super zombie stops and deposits me on the ground and then stands beside me.

I warily get up, but the super zombie doesn’t do anything when I stand. I start to back away from it and the super zombie turns to look at me. I take another step and it reaches its hand for me.

“I suggest you don’t take another step in that direction if you don’t want to experience what happens next,” a voice says.

I turn in the direction of the voice and see Dmitri Eslinger, in a suit, looking me over, surprised to see me.

“You weren’t who I expected. I thought I was rescuing Reginald, but him you are clearly not.”

“Reginald’s dead. I killed him.”

“That’s regrettable. He was a good soldier. Still, you’ve been brought here instead of killed, even though the super zombie had clear instructions to kill all humans.”

“I’m not exactly human anymore. Reginald infected me.”

Dmitri chuckles and snaps his fingers.

“Of course he did, and you’ve become one of my rare telepathic zombies.”

“I’m not one of yours,” I defensively snap.

“Oh, but you are Sam. First you were one of my employees. Not the best call center rep I’ve had, but good enough. And now you’re a zombie and that does make you mine, because you’re infected by my intellectual property. I’m unhappy Reginald’s dead, but you’ll have to do.”

“I’ll have to do?”

“Yes, you need to replace Reginald. And that’s fortunate for you, because I was going to have you killed otherwise, but I know a friend of yours who is really hoping she can save you, and now she doesn’t even have to worry about that. Plus you’ll give me more leverage over her.”

“Michelle,” I whisper in dread.

“Yes, that is her name, in fact. Now come, we have much to talk about, you and I.” 

Eslinger beckons me to follow him and I feel the super zombie come up behind me and gently push me long. I’ve got no choice but to go with the devil wherever he’s going to take me.
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​Chapter 3, Day 7: Alisha
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“Saaaammmmm!” I yell at the top of my lungs, as I watch my brother get pulled out of the back window of the car by the super zombie. A moment later Sam and the super zombie are gone.

I hit the brakes of the car, hard, and the cars skids and squeals to a stop.

“Alisha, what are you doing?” Sheila cries.

“We got to turn around and save Sam. We can’t let that monster steal him away!”

“I agree with you, but we’ve got a hoard of zombies coming up on us and there’s no way we have enough ammo to fight them off,” Sheila says.

At that moment I hate the bitch. She’s my friend, but she’s asking me to abandon my brother. She’s asking me to give up on him.

“We’ll ram this car down their throats and rescue him,” I hotly retort.

“Alisha, they’ll peel us out of the car before we get close to him,” Sheila calmly says.

Before I can reply to her, Garret squawks from the walkie.

“Why have you stopped? Keep going!”

“Uhm, the super zombie kidnapped Sam. Over,” Trey says.

“That sucks, but we can’t rescue him with those odds. We need to get back to base, fight this horde, and then we can try and save him. Now move it! Over.”

I look in the rear view mirror. The zombies are catching up fast. 

“Fuck. I’m sorry, Sam.” 

I put my foot on the gas pedal and the car starts accelerating. 

“We have to escape these zombies. They’re not going to make it easier for us, but without the super zombie I think we’ll have a better chance of getting to the base and getting Dr. Probak to work on the virus. Over.”

“Give me that walkie, Trey,” I say to my boyfriend. He hands it over and I turn it on.

“You know Garret, we might have more numbers if you hadn’t sent Ben and the militia he now manages away on another mission. You should have had them come back with us. Over.”

“Alisha, I sent them where I sent them because we need to take out as many of Eslinger’s facilities as we can and they wanted the opportunity. I know you’re not thrilled about it, but we’ve got limited numbers and they were willing to add themselves to our forces. And Ben seems to have them well in hand. Over.”

I shake my head and hand the walkie back to Trey. There’s no point in debating Garret. He’s always right, or at least he thinks he is.

I look in the rear view window. The zombies are catching up.

“Sheila, can you slow them down?” I ask.

“With what. My gun got ripped my out of my hands. Unless you’ve got some up there, I can’t do much to help out.”

“Trey, give her your pistol.”

“Ok,” he says, and then hands Sheila his pistol and his extra ammo.

Sheila thumbs off the safety and steadies her hand against the back window frame of the car. She aims the pistol and starts shooting at the running zombies. Her first couple shots just smack into the zombies in the chest, but she steadies her aim and starts hitting them in the head. Three zombies fall, but the other zombies just run over their falling forms. They’re relentless. 

Sheila expertly switches out the empty ammo clip with a new one and starts firing again. Garret and I are driving our cars like we’re race car drivers. I’m easily clocking in at 90 miles per hours, which is faster than I’ve ever driven a car. If we weren’t trying to escape from zombies, I’d enjoy it, but all I can think about is that I hope Garret is driving as fast as I am and that we’re not going to run into a deer or something else that’s going to stop us in our tracks. 

I’m not even worried about staying on the road any more. When it curves, instead of trying to go with that curve I keep driving straight, but try to gradually adjust. The car rolls off the asphalt and hits the grass and I feel the car slow a bit, just enough to give me a little more control over the car. I get back it on the asphalt with a rumbling bump.

I glance in the rear view window. Sheila’s down to her last clip and there are still a ton of zombies left.

“Get Garret on the walkie!”

“Garret, Alisha wants you. Over.”

“What’s up? Over.”

“I need you to start picking off the zombies, over.”

“Negative. I’ve got Dr. Probak in this car. He’s our only hope for a cure. Over.”

“You’ve got ammo and we don’t. We need your help because the zombies are catching up fast. Over.”

“Do the best you can. We’re almost at the base. Over.” Garret doggedly says. 

Do the best we can? I can’t believe this asshat. 

“Garret, get your head out of your ass and help us with the zombies,” I heatedly say.

No response on his end. He just speeds the car up. He’s more concerned with saving his ass then helping us out.

“Sheila, how much ammo do you have left?” I ask.

“Not enough and I’m not hitting the zombies every time with how fast this car is going.”

I look at the gas gauge. We’re down to a quarter of a tank. 

“How many zombies are left?”

“I don’t know, Alisha, but we can’t keep this up forever, and it looks like Garret isn’t going to help us.”

I look in the rearview mirror. The zombies are running faster than before. They’re pushing themselves in a way I wouldn’t think a human could do, and finally one of them grabs the bumper of the car and heaves itself onto the back. I can’t brake, because the others are too close.

“Fuck you,” Sheila yells and shoots the clinging zombie in the face. It falls back with a cry and hits the ground behind us, but the other zombies gracefully leap over it and then a few more hit the back of the car, clinging to it.

Sheila shoots a couple of them and then I hear the gun click.

“I’m out of ammo, and there’s one zombie on the car,” she says.

“Then punch it or something!” I yell and then swerve the car to the side, hoping I can shake it from the car.

“Unnngggrrrrryyyyy!”

The zombie clings to the car like it’s the last blades of grass hanging from a cliff. The car suddenly jostles and two more zombies are on it. 

“Shit,” I resignedly say. We’re out of ammo and the zombies have caught up. 

Suddenly, I hear the staccato beat of an assault rifle being fired and the sound of a few thuds as zombie corpses roll off the car. I look over to the left and there’s Garret’s car, with the passenger window open and Dr. Probak, of all people, coolly aiming the assault rifle and squeezing off rounds. That’s the last thing I expected from him.

“Thanks, Garret. Over!” Trey says into the walkie.

“Thank Probak. He insists on helping you. It helps that he’s a good shot with the assault rifle. Over.”

Dr. Probak shifts and then begins to shoot behind us at the remaining zombies. He whittles that horde down with each shot, and I’m impressed. I thought I was a good shot, but he calmly and methodically shoots each zombie while in a high-speed moving car, and each time he shoots, he hits a zombie. 

“Slow down, Alisha. Over,” Garret calls through the walkie talkie. 

I take a deep shuddering breath and pump the brakes of the car, gradually slowing it down to a more manageable speed.

“We’re nearly to the underground entrance of the base. We’ll get in there and debrief. Over,” Garret curtly says. He’s pissed, but he’s not the only one who’s pissed. 

We follow Garret to the entrance and roll into the underground hangar and park our cars. I turn the car off. My arms and legs are shaking. I take a deep shuddering breath and then feel Trey’s hand on my shoulder.

“Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine!” I snap. “Just don’t touch me right now.”

He gets a hurt look on his face, like a kicked puppy, but I don’t have time to soothe his feelings. I unbuckle myself and then push myself out the car door.

Garret’s already out of his car and is talking to Dr. Probak. I walk up to him and he turns to face me, and I clock him one. He staggers back and touches his face with his hand. My left hand is sore after hitting him, but I move forward to hit him again, and then Dr. Probak gets between us.

“Alisha, don’t strike Garret. He’s not the enemy,” he gently admonishes me.

“Striking a superior officer. You are in so much trouble!” Garret says.

“No, she isn’t, Garret,” Dr. Probak says.

“And why not?!” Garret angrily demands.

“Because we’re in the midst of a zombie apocalypse, she’s not an enlisted soldier, her brother just got abducted, and we all just survived being chased by zombies. And, if I hadn’t insisted on us helping Alisha and her team, they might not have survived that zombie chase.”

Garret rubs his mouth, takes a breath and says, “You’re right. Alisha I’m not going to apologize for prioritizing the mission over you and your team, because we need a cure if we’re going to truly survive the Zombie Apocalypse. But, I am sorry Sam got abducted and I do want to find him ASAP.”

“So you can make him a guinea pig?” I ask.

“I don’t want to make Sam a guinea pig. I’m not thrilled he got infected and I’ll admit to being careful because I don’t want another Reginald, but I value him and the rest of you. You may not think that right now, but I do, and I hate losing someone on a mission.”

I believe him. Part of me doesn’t want to, but even though I think Garret can be an asshat, I also know that he does care. And the mission first thing is par for the course for a military person like him.

“Ok, well, we’re back at the base. So what now? How do we even find Sam?”

“First, we need to get Dr. Probak back to work on the vaccine. So, let’s get him to the lab and then let’s figure out where we were when Sam got abducted.”

“We can’t do that right here?” I ask.

“Not as easily. The vehicles were driving have tracking devices on them, so we’re going to go upstairs and look at the telemetry for those devices, and that should hopefully give us something we can use to find Sam,” Garret offers.

I don’t have a better idea and I want my brother back, so I reluctantly nod. 

All of us head upstairs to the main floor. Dr. Probak, Sheila, and Trey break off from us and head back to his lab, while Garret leads me to another room, which has a woman working on a computer. 

“Jenny, can you pull up the tracking data on the vehicles that were gone from the garage?” Garret asks.

“Yes, sir!”

She punches a few keys on the keyboard and a moment later the computer screen has a map of where the vehicles were, along with data on how fast the cars and who was even in the car.

“How do you have access to all this data? I thought the internet is down,” I say.

Jenny answers me, “The civilian internet is down, but the military has its own world wide web, and it’s a lot more secure even in the face of a zombie apocalypse. Plus, we’ve managed to lure a few data engineers away from Facebook and Google, and they’ve helped us get the data we’re looking at here, along with other relevant data. It helps us track down the bad guys, most of the time.”

“Not working so well now?” I ask.

Jenny shakes her dark curls and says, “The zombies do complicate things. It also doesn’t help that our enemy is using masking technology.”

“So, Eslinger has the advantage in every way?!”

“Mmmm, not necessarily. That masking technology doesn’t let us see him, but his use of it actually has made it easier to find his facilities because if a blind spot is showing in our data, it means that something is there. We just have to narrow it down to find it. Anyway, let’s look at the data for the cars.”

“I’m going back to Dr. Probak’s lab while you and Jenny look the data over. Come find me when you’re done,” Garret says.

“Sure,” I say.

For the next few minutes I wait impatiently as Jenny looks over the car data. I want to help, but I have no idea how to help her.

“Aha! I think I’ve got something,” Jenny brightly says.

“What? What do you have?” I ask with desperate hope in my voice. If we can somehow find and rescue Sam, I won’t feel so lost.

Jenny pulls out a map of the surrounding area and points her finger at the road we were driving on.

“Here’s where Sam got abducted by the super zombie.”

Then Jenny points to a spot an inch or so away from the previous spot.

“That’s a couple miles away, and for a little while that spot, right there, was blank.”

“Okaaayyy,” I skeptically say.

“That means that something was there using the data masking technology. We don’t know what, but then it starts moving away,” Jenny excitedly says.

A moment later her finger moves down a diagonal line until it comes to the edge of the map.

“That’s the direction that blind spot went in. So my thought is that’s where Sam was taken. If we go in that direction, we’ll find him.”

“But how far are we going to have go? And how do you know that blank spot hasn’t changed direction?” I ask.

Jenny thoughtfully chews on her lower lip for a moment and then whips around to the computer, and punches a few more keys. 

“Give me a few more minutes.”

I grab the map and a marker and circle the two spots she pointed at, and then draw a line where her finger went. I don’t want to forget anything, because this is the only possible lead we’ve got on wherever Sam’s been taken to.

“Ok, I think I’ve got the rest,” Jenny says.

She pulls out another and puts it on the table with the first one, connecting them on the edges. She picks up the marker and continues drawing the line halfway down that map, and then puts an X on a mountain ranges.

“There is where Sam likely is.”

“Because there’s where the blind spot went?”

“Yep, and that place is a blind spot as well.”

“You know, it seems pretty easy to find them because of the technology they’re using to hide themselves from us,” I point out.

“Yes and no,” Jenny says. “On the one hand we can find the general area they’re at because that’s the place where data is being masked. On the other hand, we can’t see what they’re hiding. We don’t have any idea about what technology is there, the number of people on the site or anything else that could help us logistically. We’re walking into a battle situation blind, and I can tell you no one wants to go into that kind of situation, wondering what surprises are waiting for us, especially with the different strains of zombies we’re dealing with now.”

She’s got a point. I thoughtfully nod and then grab both maps. 

“I’ll take this to Garret. Thank you, Jenny, for your help.”

Jenny gives me a mock salute and smiles.

“Happy to oblige. Let me know if I can help in any other way. I know I’m just a data cruncher, but none of us want to become zombies or try to survive in a world of zombies.”

“I’m with you on that one, Jenny.”

I run down hallway to Dr. Probak’s lab. I just hope Garret will agree to explore this site and figure out what’s really happening with Sam.
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​Chapter 4, Day 7: Michelle
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“Shit. This doesn’t look like a factory. It looks like a site from a nuclear holocaust,” Ember says.

I don’t say anything. I just stare at the ruins of the factory. Eslinger is not going to be happy. I look in the rear view mirror and Joanna passively looks at me, and then I look past her at the milling zombies behind us. 

“What are we going to do now?” Ember asks.

“We have to report into Eslinger and let him know what happened,” I say, hollowly.

“We don’t even know what happened,” Ember points out.

“We know this place got knocked back into the Stone Age. I’m going to get out of the van and take a look around and see if there’s anything that stands out to me,” I say.

“Ok, I’m just going to stay in here, with Joanna.”

I open the van door and scoot to the ground. I take a breath and I can still smell the smoke from when this factory was fire bombed. I gingerly step away from the van and start walking to the factory site.

There’s really nothing to see. The factory is just an outline of walls, with no ceiling. The place has been gutted by the missiles.

“Garret, this has you written all over it,” I softly say to myself.

Garret’s never hesitated to take extreme action if he thinks it’s warranted. It makes me wonder what he found here that concerned him so much. Eslinger didn’t tell us much about the factory, but I’m guessing at the very least it was helping to produce the zombii virus. That alone would have been reason for Garret to call in an airstrike, in an effort to slow down production of the virus.

I walk a bit further in. There’s debris all over the place, from the factory, but there are also some burned skeletons. I kneel down and take a closer look. A couple of the skeletons are deformed, larger than they should be. My best guess is that they’re super zombies like Joanna. The rest of the skeletons are human sized, which means they’re likely zombies, though perhaps human as well. I stand up and wave to Ember, who reluctantly gets out of the car and comes over.

“What you’d find?”

“Skeletons, likely zombies, and a couple of them super zombies.”

“Any idea who took this facility out?”

“Yeah, I’m guessing what’s left of the U.S. military.”

“Do you think they’re still around?” Ember nervously ask.

“No, they’re likely not. This place was hit a couple days ago, based on how cooled down the rubble is. I don’t know if they just launched an airstrike or if they did something else while they were here. Either way, we at least have a reasonable idea of what actually happened to this place. I’m going to call it into Eslinger and see what he wants us to do next.”

“Ok.”

We walk back to the van and I pick up the phone that Eslinger left us and dial up the only number saved to the phone.

“Report,” Eslinger calmly says.

“We made it to the factory. It’s been destroyed by a missile strike. My best guess is that it’s U.S. ordinance that was called in. I’m not sure if the unit that called in the strike infiltrated the factory ahead of time or called in the strike without going in. I did find skeletons, some of which are definitely zombies.”

“As a matter of fact, Michelle, the unit did infiltrate the factory before destroying it,” Eslinger calmly says.

“How do you know that and why did you send us here, if you already knew?” I ask.

“I didn’t know until a little while ago, but I was just filled in by one of the people who infiltrated the factory site. You were already on your way and I wanted to see if what you said lined up with what I was told. Call it a test. And fortunately, you’ve passed, which I really appreciate.”

“Uh, ok. So who is the person you’ve got that infiltrated the factory?” I ask.

“Don’t worry about that. You’ll find that out soon enough because you’re coming back to base before your next mission. I was originally going to have you rejoin your former command and then take them out. Before you do that, you need to pick up your asset who’s going to help you on your mission.”

“Ok, where do you want us to go?”

“There should be a helicopter with you shortly. Leave the super zombie and the other zombies at the factory site. I’ll direct them where they need to go while you and Ember come in for the next stage. Eslinger out.”

The phone clicks and he’s gone. 

“That was pretty anti-climatic,” Ember dryly says. “Though I’m glad to be ditching the zombies, if only temporarily.”

“Yeah, I’m just wondering who he has and why he’s playing mind games with us. He definitely likes to fuck with people.”

“The whole Zombie Apocalypse didn’t tell you that already?”

I roll my eyes and say, “Point.”

“Michelle, this could be our opportunity to do some damage to Eslinger. He’s bringing us somewhere. Maybe this place is his Achilles heel.”

“I’d like to think so, but everything we’ve seen suggests that Eslinger isn’t that stupid. He’s got a decentralized approach to running this zombie apocalypse with multiple sites and projects running. Even if we take him out, I don’t think that’d stop his operation right away.”

“Maybe not, but we’ve got to do something, and him bringing us in might be the opportunity we have available to us.”

“I don’t disagree, but this is a guy who’s very unpredictable. Every time someone thinks they’ve gotten ahead of him, they’ve discovered that actually he had out maneuvered them. I’m sure he’s already anticipating that we might try something. He deliberately let us go to the factory site to see what we would tell him, as a test, to verify what the person he’s captured told him.”

“He’s paranoid, but we can use that against him. Look, Michelle, I trusted you with Monica and we waited until the time was right and took her out. I’m asking you to trust me now. If we don’t do something about Eslinger sooner than later, we’re going to regret it.”

I sigh and nod in agreement. I know Ember’s right. I also know that my mission isn’t just to take Eslinger out, but to stop the entire operation. It just seems impossible, because for every site that’s destroyed or infiltrated I find even more of them being run and operated. It’s like Zombii Co. is a cancer that’s spread through everything and is eating the world with its zombie cancer cells. 

We hear the wup wup sound of a helicopter and get out of the van. Joanna gets out with us and walks over to the zombies, which initially look at the helicopter with interest, but then suddenly turn and head away from us and the helicopter. 

“That’s so unnerving, how easily controlled they are,” Ember says.

“Yeah. He’s weaponized cannibals,” I reply.

We wait for the helicopter to touch down, and once it does, we run to the open door and get inside. We’re handed ear muffs, which we both put on.

“We’ve been told to fly you to home base. Keep your mouths shut, and we’ll get along famously,” the helicopter pilot tersely instructs us.

We glance at each other and make faces, and then sit back. The helicopter lifts off. I look down and see Joanna and the zombies marching away from the factory. For a moment I feel a twinge of guilt. I don’t know how I’m going to keep my promise to Greg, especially since I’m being separated from Joanna. Maybe the only way I can keep it is to find some way to stop Eslinger and hope that takes care of the zombies themselves. Somehow I don’t think it’ll be that easy though.

The helicopter trip is relatively short. It takes us about forty five minutes and we find ourselves in a mountain range. For whatever reason, Eslinger really likes the mountains. I file that away, just in case it becomes useful down the line.

Shortly after entering the mountain range I see the base. I kick Ember’s shoe and she starts and sees me nod my head toward the window. She cranes her head and looks out the window. 

A few minutes later we touch down, a little unsteady. 

“Wait until I’ve powered down the helicopter before you get out,” the pilot says.

We wait a couple more minutes and then the helicopter vibrations shudder to a stop. I open the door and Ember and I take off our ear phones and get out of the copter. There’s only one door way leading off the launch plan. We head toward it and open it. Inside is a desk and a guard.

“We’ve been expecting you. The boss wants you to go to conference room J 30. Here’s a map to help you find it.” 

The guard hands Ember a map. We scan it briefly. It looks like we have to go down a couple flights of stairs and that’ll take us to the conference room.

We start walking to the conference room. I keep wondering who Eslinger got. No matter whom he captured, it’ll either be someone I know from the call center or it’ll be one of the people I’ve served. If it’s the latter case, I know they’ll keep my cover intact because they’re professionals, or at least I hope they will. I wouldn’t be surprised if Eslinger has some kind of truth serum he’s using, but even if he does, I’m sure I can figure something out.

“Are you ok?” Ember asks.

“I’m nervous,” I confess.

“Because of whomever Eslinger’s got?”

“Yeah, and whatever that person has told Eslinger. Eslinger likes to play mind games. We both know this, so I’m just trying to anticipate what form this particular mind game is going to take.”

“I guess I should be prepared too in case it’s someone from the call center, because I knew people there, and he’s probably trying to rattle both of us.”

I reach over and squeeze Ember’s hand gently.

“You’re probably right.”

We’ve reached the floor the conference room is on. I walk quickly now, and Ember hurries her own pace to keep up. I just want to get this mind game over with so we can figure out what to do next.

I reach the door of the room and it’s closed. I hesitantly knock on the door, but there’s no response. I knock again and Eslinger’s voice booms all around.

“Come in Ember and Michelle.”

I open the door, and Ember and I walk into the conference room. There’s no one else there, physically. Eslinger’s face dominates the left wall. He gives us a small grin and nods to the seats.

“I thought we were meeting you here, as well as someone else,” Ember says.

“Here I am, so to speak. The other person will be along shortly. I wanted to talk with both of you about your mission and what you’ll need to do.”

“Ok.”

“Now I appreciate that you went to the factory and reported in. What I don’t appreciate is that you both took your ear pieces out multiple times. You don’t even have them in right now, and that’s now how we build trust at Zombii Co. I need to know I can hear what you’re saying and hearing at all times, and that’s part of what you’ve agreed to by coming to work for me. You should both already know this from your experiences as my customer service reps. Everything is recorded. There is no such thing as privacy when you work for me.”

“You aren’t exactly giving us access to your conversations,” I point out.

Eslinger snorts and says, “I’m the boss. I don’t have to give you access to anything. You work for me, and let’s be very clear, you’re no longer in the U.S. of A. Your ‘rights’ don’t exist, and haven’t since the Zombie Apocalypse started. When I tell you that you have no privacy, beyond what I choose to give you, and that I can listen to everything you say and expect to, your only response should be ‘Yes, sir!’ with some enthusiasm, if you please.”

“We, uh, we don’t have the ear pieces on us,” Ember says. “We left them in the van.”

“Oh, not to worry Ember. I’ve got ear pieces a plenty. There are a couple on the table. Put them in, now. Don’t remove them unless I give you explicit instructions to do so. I may or may not listen to your conversations, but I want to hear everything if I choose to.”

I look over at the table, and rising out of the center are two transparent boxes with earpieces. I pick one of the boxes up and open it and stick the ear piece in. Ember does the same.

Eslinger smiles and says, “Very good. Now if these earpieces are taken out I’ll know because these particular ones have biometric signals and if those signals stop, it means you either died, so sad, or you took them out. I really encourage you not to have the reason the signal’s off be the latter reason. You’ve had one strike with me, and you really don’t want two.

“What if we’re dead?” I can’t resist asking.

“Yeah, that sucks for sure, but at least I’ll know you followed instructions. I think we both want that.”

“So, what now?” Ember asks.

“We wait for a few minutes for the other person. I don’t want to spoil the surprise and tell you who it is. They will be critical to the mission though, so it’s easier if we all meet together and I can answer any questions you have.”

“While we’re waiting, can I ask you a couple questions?” I ask.

Eslinger raises his left blonde eyebrow at me, surprised by my bold request, but then nods.

“What was at the factory that got destroyed? I noticed some of the skeletons were deformed.”

“Good question. Experiments. That’s what was at the factory. You don’t create a zombie virus without also coming up with some interesting variations. You’ve already seen what one of these variations looks like, the so-called super zombies, but there are others as well. Some of them are functional and some are broken eggs, no use to anyone.”

“Why even create zombies in the first place? You’ve never told us why you created them.” Ember says.

Eslinger mulls that question over for a moment and opens his mouth. Then I hear the door open and a voice I haven’t heard in what seems like forever answers Ember’s question.

“Aliens. He created the zombie virus because of an alien invasion coming to the Earth. At least that’s what he and Reginald have both told me,” Sam says.

“Sam! Y-you’re here. How?” I awkwardly ask.

Sam looks uncomfortable and says, “I was going to ask you the same question.”

“All of you can catch up later,” Eslinger says. “No more time for extraneous questions. Now, I need to brief you on your upcoming mission.”
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​Chapter 5, Day 7: Sam
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When I walk through that conference door the last people on Earth I expected to see were Michelle and Ember. I know Michelle was under cover with Monica and I thought Ember was working for her, but here they are, in front of a giant screen of Eslinger’s face, as if the guy couldn’t get more of an ego than he’s got. 

“Why even create zombies in the first place? You’ve never told us why you created them.” Ember says.

Eslinger opens his mouth to answer and I decide to answer for him, and see how he handles my response.

“Aliens. He created the zombie virus because of an alien invasion coming to the Earth. At least that’s what he and Reginald have both told me,” I say.

Eslinger gives me a cross look and Ember and Michelle look at me, shocked.

“Sam! Y-you’re here. How?” Michelle awkwardly asks.

I don’t want to tell her why I’m here. 

“I was going to ask you the same question.”

“All of you can catch up later,” Eslinger says. “No more time for extraneous questions. Now, I need to brief you on your upcoming mission.”

Ember and Michelle turn to face Eslinger and I walk over to a chair and plop into it. I don’t want to be here right now. I don’t want to have the conversation I need to have with Michelle about my condition. Eslinger didn’t tell me who was coming. He told me it was a surprise and, yeah, it’s definitely that.

“Here’s the scenario. Michelle, you and Ember will take Sam back to the military base he was operating out of and claim you rescued him from my super zombie. They’ll believe you because everyone there knows you Michelle and Sam will vouch for you, won’t you Sam?”

“Yes, Mr. Eslinger.”

“Very good. Once the base has been infiltrated, Sam is going to visit with our former colleague Dr. Probak, and once you’re there Sam, what will you do?”

“Take him out, Mr. Eslinger.”

“Yes, you’re going to take him out to the cleaners. While he’s doing that Michelle, you’re going to take out the U.S. military in the base. There are a few people you aren’t going to kill, but the rest you will finish off.”

“Who aren’t we killing?” Michelle asks.

Eslinger gives all of us an unpleasant grin and says, “Alisha, Sheila, and Trey. Sheila is an employee of Zombii Co, so that makes sense. Alisha and Trey are two people Sam requested, and because Alisha’s his family, and Zombii Co. is one big happy family, I told him I’d be okay with saving them.”

“And, what am I doing?” Ember asks.

“Great question, Ember. You’re going to open the doors of the base and let in some additional assets.”

My head throbs and I wince for a moment.

“When are we going on this mission?” Michelle asks.

“Within the half hour. After you take the base out and collect the people, we’ll retrieve all of you and bring you back here and get you ready for the next big adventure, which Sam has told you a little bit about, but more on that later. Why don’t you spend the next few minutes catching up before you all leave?” 

The screen winks out, leaving me, Ember and Michelle awkwardly looking at each other. 

“I have something to tell you,” both Michelle and I say at the same time.

We both pause and then she motions to me with her hand and says, “You first.”

I take a deep breath. My head throbs some more.

“Go on, tell her, Sam,” Roger burbles at me. “Tell her how you’re really a zombie now, and let’s see if she really likes you.”

“Sam, what do you want to tell Michelle?” Ember asks.

I wish she isn’t here, in this moment with Michelle, but maybe Michelle will need a friend, so I take a deep breath and look at Michelle.

“I’m a zombie now, Michelle.”

“What?! How are you a zombie? Did you just get infected?!”

I start to get up and Michelle and Ember back away from me. I sit back down.

“I got infected a couple days ago. I’m not infected with the standard zombie strain, which is why I can still talk. I don’t feel hungry or anything like that.”

“Okay, but you’re still a zombie?”

“Eslinger told you there were different strains didn’t he?”

“Yeah, he did, but not much else. We’ve seen the super zombie strain.”

“You’ve seen a super zombie strain. There’s multiple types of zombies and I’m one of them now.”

“And what’s your deal then?” Ember asks.

“I can telepathically communicate with other zombies and direct and guide them.”

“You can telepathically communicate with other zombies. What do they say?” Michelle asks.

I shake my head and wryly respond, “Not much. There isn’t much left of the people they were. Dr. Probak was working on a cure, when I saw him last, but that cure ended up just creating super zombies.”

“Yeah, we saw something to that effect while we were working with Monica. A couple of our friends got infected and we used a serum that suppressed the symptoms, but then they suddenly became super zombies,” Michelle says.

“Well, in my case I got bitten by a guy named Reginald, who had the strain of the zombie virus I’m infected with, and that’s why I can communicate with other zombies.”

“I see. Well that wasn’t what I expected to hear from you. I thought you might tell me you defected, or something like that, but nope, that isn’t it. You’re a telepathic zombie that communicates with other zombies. Is there anything else you want to tell me?”

“Uhm, no. What did you want to tell me?” I ask.

Michelle glances at Ember, who gives her a little nod.

“It doesn’t matter now, Sam. Look, I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to see each other, if you’re a telepathic zombie. I don’t want to get infected by you.”

“Michelle, I’m not going to infect you, unless I bite you, or I guess swap fluids. I don’t need to do any of that, but I was hoping we could still see each other.”

“I-I can’t Sam. That’s too much to ask me for, right now. I need to get out of here. I’ll see you on the copter.”

“Sure,” I say.

Michelle walks out the door, but Ember lingers for a moment.

“I’m sorry, Sam,” she says.

“Uhm. Thanks,” I say. I don’t know what else to say or why she’s sorry, especially because I’ve been the jerk to her. A moment later, Ember’s gone.

“That didn’t go well, did it?” Roger rasps.

“Not really. But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I’m damaged goods now. Why would anyone want that?”

“I feel ya, bud. I’m in the same boat. There’s no one who wants a half burned off zombie,” Roger says.

“Yeah,” I reply. I know Roger is my hallucination, but right then I need a friend and he’s all I got. 

The screen on the left wall flickers on and Eslinger’s face is looking down at me.

“Sam, I don’t have time for you to mope. You can’t be surprised she rejected you. And even if she didn’t, it wouldn’t work out anyway. You’re Zombii Co. property now and I don’t have time for you to have a relationship, especially when I need you to embrace your new reality. Perhaps this experience will help you do just that.”

I don’t reply to Eslinger, thinking instead when he first told me I was now his property.

***** Earlier in the Day *****

The super zombie gently pushes me toward a helicopter. Eslinger has already gotten into it and a moment later, I reluctantly step inside, while the super zombie backs away from the copter. Eslinger hands me a pair of headphones with a microphone. I put them on. The helicopter lifts off again.

“Can you hear me, Sam?”

“Yeah,” I reply.

“Good. I’m sorry for the rough retrieval, but the super zombie had orders to recover my property.”

“Uhm, what?”

“You. You are my property. Or rather you host my intellectual property, in the form of the zombie virus. I see you have the telepathic strain. I take it Reginald gave you that gift?”

“Yeah, but I wouldn’t call it a gift. And I’m not your property.”

“Yes, Sam, you are. As are all the other zombies. Even if you weren’t a zombie, you’ve been an employee of mine and that makes you part of the Zombii Co. family, and as you know, I take family quite seriously.”

“Really? That’s why you’ve unleashed a zombie virus on the world, because of your family values?”

Eslinger chuckles and says, “No that’s not why, though someday future families might thank me for releasing the zombie virus.”

“So why’d you do it, Dmitri. Why’d you really release the virus? In the videos I saw you said you created the virus and the call centers to save jobs for your company, but that seems a little extreme.”

“Oh, you saw those videos. Well, they only represent part of the picture. And I can’t explain the rest to you.”

“Oh, I know what the real reason is,” I cockily say.

Eslinger leans back in his seat and regards me calmly. When I don’t say anything, he makes a flourishing gesture with his left hand.

“Enlighten me, Sam. Why have I really done this?”

“Aliens,” I confidently say.

“Aliens?! That’s why you think I’ve done this?” Eslinger says, with an amused look on his face.

“It’s what Reginald told me, before I killed him. He told me you did all of this because of an alien invasion that’s coming.

Eslinger’s face flushes red and I realize I’ve cracked his mask of cool confidence.

“Reginald told you too much, I see. You clearly don’t believe in why I’m doing this.”

“Yeah, I got to admit I find it to be a little crazy. I mean, I guess aliens could exist, but it sure doesn’t seem like they’d want to come out to our insignificant planet and conquer us. And if they do, why are zombies the solution for fighting aliens?”

For a moment, Eslinger thoughtfully chews on a finger nail and stares off into space. Then he responds.

“I can’t blame you for being skeptical. When I first discovered the aliens were real and what their plot for our planet was, I thought I was crazy. I asked myself why I, of all people, was the one to find out that aliens we’re planning to invade us. And then I realized why.”

“Why?” I ask

“Because I have the creative genius and the resources to fight the aliens, in a way that no one else could. These aliens have technology and powers we simply wouldn’t be prepared for, not with the technology we have. But, I came up with my own solution, with a little help, and created the zombie virus and other technology, and when the aliens invade they won’t be able to conquer us because their technology and powers won’t work on the zombies.”

“But there won’t be anyone left but zombies, which just seems fucked, no matter how you look at it!” I exasperatedly say.

“Please, Sam. Not everyone’s going to be a zombie. I won’t be one, for example. You, unfortunately are, but at least you’ll still be able to think and communicate, though you need to let the virus finish taking you over. I bet you’re still seeing hallucinations, aren’t you?”

I don’t reply to that question because yes I can still see Roger. He’s hanging out the door of the helicopter, wildly waving, and I’m trying to ignore that action and focus on Eslinger.

“The sooner you accept the other zombies, the sooner those hallucinations and the head pain goes away. I know because I watched Reginald and a few other people go through this process. Your type of zombie is the hardest to create, because you still retain some humanity. You need it so you can direct the other zombies to fight the zombies, but it makes it harder for you because you still remember who you were. The only solution is to accept your true nature, embrace your zombiehood. I’ll help you with that, if you tell me what you’re holding onto so hard.”

“First tell me about the help you mentioned. I heard some voices on the one video recording.”

“Those voices aren’t important Sam. The only voices that are important are mine and your fellow zombies. Now, tell me what’s holding you back.”

“My girlfriend Michelle and my sister Alisha, and Trey, her boyfriend, and my co-workers. Those people are important to me.”

“Your girlfriend Michelle. I think I know who that is. Was she working with Monica?”

“Yeah,” I say,

“She’s working for me now, and if you like I can make her a zombie, just like you. Same for the rest. Then you’ll have your family with you, the people who are important to you. You know how important family is to me.”

“I-I don’t want them to become zombies. I want them to stay human.”

“Hmm...that’s not an easy solution, Sam. I can’t have you hanging on to your humanity for them, so if you really want them to stay human, you’re going to have to let them go and accept your true nature. But I’ll do something for you. I’ll save your family and friends, provided you go on a mission for me, to take out the people around them, especially Dr. Probak. You do that, and I’ll make sure your family gets brought back to my secure bunker with the rest of the people that’ll stay human. I’ll send you back out to a different site and you won’t ever be in contact with them again because I need you to be a telepathic zombie. But, at least you’ll know they’re safe.”

What can I do? I can’t defeat Eslinger and I don’t even know if there is a cure for the zombie virus. If I know, my family will be safe, that they’ll still be human that would be something. I’d still miss them, but I don’t know how long I can keep putting up with this pain.

“I’ll do it,” I reluctantly say.

Eslinger beams at me and says, “It’s the right thing to do, Sam. Trust me on this. Now, tell me about the factory and what really happened there. I need to know the details.”

***********
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“Sam, you need to get ready and go. Take the medicine I gave you to control the head pain and remember- once this mission is complete, you’ll be saying goodbye to your family and fully embracing you’re true nature. I need you for the fight with the aliens,” Eslinger says.

“I hear you,” I say.

I pull out a bottle of pills Eslinger gave me earlier. I don’t want to take them because I don’t trust them, but they make the head pain tolerable. I pop a couple into my mouth and then take a gulp of water and swallow the pills. I need to get ready.

I get up and walk out of the conference room. The light in the room automatically turns off. I see Michelle and Ember down the hallway. They both look upset. I turn away. It doesn’t matter anymore. My old life doesn’t matter at all.

I walk to an armory and grab a handgun and a couple clips. Eslinger wants me to personally attend to Dr. Probak and make sure he’s dead. That’ll be easy enough to do because I’ll be taken to the quarantine lab when they first bring us in. The key is to get the gun past any security. I expertly take it apart and then put the different pieces of it into my clothing. I’m hoping they won’t search me. I’m making sure not to tell Michelle or Ember about the handgun, just in case. 

I walk out of the armory and head up the stairs to the helicopter pad and then get into the helicopter. A few minutes later, Ember and Michelle jog up and get into the helicopter. They don’t look at me and I don’t look at them. All that matters now is the mission and saving my family.
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​Chapter 6, Day 7: Alisha
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When I get to Dr. Probak’s lab, he’s administering a cotton swab to Trey’s mouth. Garret and Sheila are standing nearby, holding swabs of their own.

“You’re next,” Dr. Probak promises me. “Garret, we should probably have the person she visited also come down for a test, just in case.”

“I’ll call her to come over,” Garret says, and then looks at me and asks, “Did you find anything useful?”

“Yeah, Jenny and I think we know where Sam was taken. Ironically, we used their own data masking technology against them to find where he’s likely been taken.”

“Ha! That’s not the first time bad guys thought the tech they were using would protect them when it actually exposed them. It just goes to show that sometimes you can be too smart for your own good.”

“So, now that we have an idea of where Sam is, can we go after him?” I impatiently ask.

Garret thoughtfully looks me over and says, “Before I agree to anything I need to know more. You’ve told me you think you know where Sam is, but you haven’t told me anything else. I need details before I’ll approve a mission.”

I hold out the maps to him, and he takes them from me and looks them over.

“So, this marker is the presumed path along which Sam was taken?”

“It’s where the data masking started and where his information disappeared, and it moves, so Jenny was thinking that it represented a vehicle.”

“Solid work,” Garret admits. He stabs his finger at the X on the second map. “This is where the movement stopped?”

“Yes, but that area has an even larger data masking field, so we think it’s another of Eslinger’s bases.”

“Hmm. Makes sense.”

“So does this give you enough intel to justify a mission?”

“Not yet. This gives me more, but now I’m going to see if I can repurpose a working satellite to take a look at that location. They might be masking the data, but we can still get some pictures of the area, and that’ll give us a better idea of what’s actually there, which in turn will give us enough information to act on your hunch.”

“It’s not a hunch,” I say, frustrated by Garret’s bureaucracy. 

“It IS a hunch, Alisha. I know you want to rush in with guns blazing, but we need to play this situation smart. We have limited resources, while Eslinger’s resources seem to be endless, and now that we know he can actually control the zombies, he effectively has an army. I’m actually evacuating this place because he knows where it is, or will know about it soon. Do I want to rescue Sam? Yes, I do, but I’ve also got to look at the whole picture. So do you.”

I know he’s right but I want to argue with him anyway. Before I can say anything, Dr. Probak thrusts a cotton swab at me.

“Put that in your mouth, against your cheek.”

I give Probak a look and put the swab in my cheek.

“I’m going to find Jenny and send her your way, after I ask a couple more questions,” Garret says as he walks out the door. 

“Dr. Probak, is it ok if I lie down?” Sheila asks.

“Sure, you can go to your room.”

“I’m going to stay here, if it’s okay with you,” Trey says.

“I’m fine with that.”

Trey comes to stand by me and awkwardly grabs my right hand, which isn’t holding the cotton swab. I squeeze his hand, pleased he’s with me. Other people may not think he’s the brightest guy in the room, but Trey has consistently shown me he’s reliable and dependent. For the next few minutes we stand there with me holding the cotton swab in my mouth, while Dr. Probak putters around his lab.

“Alright, let’s see if the test is ready.”

He comes over and pulls the swab out of my mouth.

“Needs a couple more minutes. Make sure you soak the swab in your saliva.”

He hands the swab back to me and I stick it in my mouth and swish some saliva onto it. I keep circulating the saliva onto it for the next couple of minutes. When Dr. Probak comes over and pulls the swab, he makes a satisfied sound and hurriedly puts the swab into a clear container.

“Do you need me for anything else?”

“No, you and Trey are good to go. I’ll let you know as soon as I know whether you’re infected or not, though I suspect by now you’d already be experiencing symptoms. Still, you can’t be too careful and I appreciate Garret’s caution, as I’m sure do you.”

“Un hunh,” I grunt. I realize Dr. Probak is trying to make a point, but I really don’t want to hear it. 

“I need to get back to work, so I’ll leave you both to it.”

Trey and I walk out of the lab.

“What do you want to do, Alisha?”

“I need to continue the conversation with Garret about the mission to rescue Sam. I know he thinks we need to evacuate, but the longer Eslinger has Sam, the more likely Sam will become a full on zombie.”

“You know, Garret is right about one thing,” Trey thoughtfully says.

“And what’s that?”

“We do need to leave this place. All those zombies were here and they’re bound to come back because we’re food for them. We’re not safe here any longer.”

“I know that, Trey. But Sam is hanging on a thread to his humanity, and the further away he is from us the more likely he is to lose that. I understand Garret’s caution. I just wish we didn’t need him so much.”

Trey squeezes my hand and then we walk back down to Jenny’s office. Garret is in there pouring over maps with her, and when we enter he distractedly waves us over.

“I think we’ve found a way to kill two birds with one stone, Alisha,” he says smugly.

“What do you mean?” I defensively ask.

I know you want to me rescue your brother and I want to as well, but as I said earlier I’ve got other people to think of as well, plus the limited resources we’ve got. But one of those resources is actually close to that spot that’s data masked. It’s another base, like this one. So we’re going to leave this place behind and go to that one. And then we can find out whatever is going on with Eslinger and save Sam.”

It’s not the plan I hoped for, but beggars can’t be choosers, and I realize Garret is trying to help Sam.

“When do we leave?”

“I’m about to declare the evacuation order now. We’ll leave within the hour and we should be at our new base shortly after because we’ll be taking a secret way to get there that should be zombie free. After that, we’ll do direct reconnaissance of the place and figure out a plan to break in and rescue Sam, and hopefully even do some damage to Eslinger’s operations.”

“Thank you, Garret. Come on, Trey. We need to get packed.”

We hurriedly leave Jenny’s office and head back to our room. There isn’t a lot to pack, but I need to do something with the nervous energy I’m feeling. When we get back to the room I grab Trey and kiss him. 

We pull away from each other and he looks at me a little confused.

“Shouldn’t we get ready to pack?”

I laugh and say, “I know what you can pack. Come here.”

He laughs in return and scoops me into his arms. He kisses me a few times and then gets me on the bed. We hurriedly strip our clothes off, and for the next 20 minutes we just lose ourselves in each other. For a little while the only thing that exists is him and me enjoying each other.

We’ve just finished enjoying each and our cuddling in bed when there’s a knock on the door.

“Who is it?” I call out.

“It’s Garret. Can I come in?”

“Uhm, give us a couple minutes!”

Trey and I frantically throw on our clothes and I rush to open the door.

“What’s going on, Garret?”

“I was about to give the evacuate order, but someone spotted a few people near the base. So we waited a little bit and it turns out one of those people is Sam.”

“What? Really?!”

“Yes, really.”

“Who are the others?”

“I don’t know who one of them is, but the other is Michelle, one of my operatives who was deep cover in Zombii Co, though not with Eslinger. I’m not sure why they’re altogether.”

“I know Sam and Michelle kind of have a thing going on, but it still seems strange she’d come back with him, especially since he was captured.”

“Those are my thoughts exactly, so I’m a little concerned. They’re coming directly to us which makes sense, because both Michelle and Sam know where this place is, but I’d like you to meet them before they enter and assess the situation, especially given Sam’s condition.”

“I can do that,” I say.

“Good. Take Sheila with you as well. Trey, I want you to stay here and help with the evacuation. We’re still leaving this place.”

“Yes, Sir.”

While I’ll admit I want to keep Trey close, I know Sheila’s a much better shot and she might see something I won’t. I give him a quick hug and then head out the door with Garret.
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​Chapter 7, Day 7: Michelle
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“You have to tell him, Michelle!” Ember hisses at me.

We’ve just walked out of the conference room and all I can think about is how Sam has become a zombie. Not the cannibal kind, as far as I can tell, but a zombie controlling telepath.

“I-I can’t tell him about us. At this point, it doesn’t matter anyway. He’s a zombie. There’s no way I’m trying to have a relationship with someone who can infect me, and I don’t think you want that either.”

“I don’t want that and I don’t have a problem with you breaking up with him for that reason, but you should at least tell him that you and I started seeing each other.”

“Why? So it’s not awkward later, when he figures it out? Do you think he’ll even care?”

“I don’t know. He still seems pretty human to me. And what if he gets cured and comes back to you, wondering if you’re going to get back together with him? What will you do then?”

“I don’t know. I just know that right now I can’t deal with him being a zombie. He might look like Sam and even seem like Sam, but he’s also a zombie now, and for all we know he won’t get cured,” I weakly say.

“Michelle, I get why you don’t want to tell him about us. Him becoming a zombie of sorts sure makes for an easy out as well, doesn’t it? But keeping us a secret will come back and kick us in the butt at some point. Just tell him and get it off your chest.”

I hear the conference room door open and Sam walks out turns in the opposite direction of us, without even looking our way.

“I can’t do this right now, Ember. We need to focus on the mission. The relationship drama is going to have to wait for a better time and place than this.”

“Ok. I get it. I just think you should tell him at some point.”

“Point made. We have to leave soon, and as far as I can tell, Eslinger isn’t even here. But let’s find out what we can about this place before we have to leave,” I suggest.

“Right,” Ember says.

“You stay on this floor, while I go up one flight and see what I can find out.”

“I’ll be here,” Ember says with a disappointed tone in her voice.

I walk up the stairs. She can be so demanding and moral in some ways. I get why she thinks I should say something to Sam about her and I, but given that he’s a zombie of some sorts now, I’m not sure what telling him about us would do other than create more drama in my life than I already have. I don’t even know him that well. 

On the floor above the conference room, I walk down the hallway instead of going up the next flight of stairs. This floor looks the same as the floor below us. Its corporate heaven with meeting rooms, but no one’s in those rooms. I peek in at a couple and I just see desks with computer monitors and dust everywhere. This is the future of Zombii Co. and everything else we used to know. Well, that and zombies, and apparently aliens too.

I’ve just poked my head in third room, just like the other two, when the wall display comes on and there’s Eslinger’s face, looking at me.

“Penny for your thoughts?” he coyly ask me.

“Uhh, n-nothing in particular,” I stammer.

“Hmmm. I couldn’t help listening in on your conversation with Ember. What secret are you keeping from Sam?”

“That’s none of your business. It’s my personal business.”

Eslinger chuckles and says, “What did I say earlier about there being no privacy? I meant it. I like to know what’s going on with my employees’ personal lives, because otherwise that personal drama can interfere with people accomplishing their missions and objectives for me. That isn’t good productivity for the company, so what aren’t you telling Sam?”

I just look at Eslinger calmly. He doesn’t need to know the details of my life.

“Well, if you’re not going to answer that question, perhaps you could tell me why you and Ember are looking around this building. That is company business.”

“I just wanted to see what this place looks like and if there’s anyone else here, other than the person up top and Sam. I thought we were going to meet you here, but I guess not.”

“I’m far too busy to be in one location. Besides, I like to keep things unpredictable. I have a lot of people looking for me now. In any case, you’ve seen this place up close and personal enough. There aren’t a lot of people here right now. Now, you and Ember need to get to the helicopter so all of you can take a ride close to the base you’re going to infiltrate and take out.”

“Of course, sir.”

“You know...” Eslinger starts to say, and then trails off.

“Yes?” 

“Sam told me you and he were dating, and he specifically asked that I NOT make you into a zombie. He wanted to save you and his co-workers, though funnily enough he didn’t say anything about Ember. I wonder if he still feels the same way now. You were going to tell him something, whatever it is that Ember suggested you tell him about the two of you, but you didn’t once you found out he was a zombie. Instead, you broke up with him, which was a little heartbreaking but not surprising. After all, I don’t see zombie human relations becoming the new norm.”

“What’s your point?”

“I just hope you appreciate that Sam was trying to protect you,” Eslinger slyly says. Then the video monitor turns off.

I give the video monitor the finger and leave the room. I wonder if Eslinger will say anything to Sam. It’s not hard to figure out, even just based on the one conversation he overheard. I wish I could take the damn ear piece out, but for now I’ve got to play his game.

Ember is panting as she rushes up the flight of stairs.

“Boss says we gotta go,” she gasps at me.

“Yeah, he told me that too. Did he say anything else to you?”

“No, just said it was time to hustle.”

I study Ember for a moment, wondering if she’d keep anything from me. Then I shake my head a little. That’s just Eslinger getting in my head. 

Ember goes to the next set of stairs and starts up it, and I follow after her. I wonder what I’m going to do when I get back to base. On the one hand, Garret would tell me to do whatever it takes to fulfill the mission, and on the other hand, I doubt he’d want me to kill him in order to succeed at the mission.

I get up to the top of the stairs. Ember is drinking from a fountain nearby. She wipes her mouth with her hand and comes back to me.

“Did Eslinger say anything else to you?” She asks.

“Why are you asking me that question?”

“You asked me that question below, so I figured he must have said something to you, other than get our butts in gear, or you wouldn’t have asked me that question.”

“No, he didn’t say anything else. I was just curious if he said anything to you.”

“Ok. Well, let’s get to the helicopter and get out of here.” 

We jog to the helicopter landing pad. Sam’s already in his seat. He briefly looks at us and then looks away. Ember gets in first and straps in opposite of him. I grab the seat next to hers and put on the headphones.

“Took your sweet time,” the pilot growls at us.

“Just get us going where we need to go,” I curtly reply.

“So uh, Sam, how’d you get infected?” Ember awkwardly asks. 

I hit her in the thigh with my hand, exasperated with her.

Sam looks at her for a moment with his dark eyes and says, “I gotten bitten by one, while on mission. We didn’t know he was a zombie, since he didn’t act like any of the others.”

“Ahh. And now you can read other zombies’ minds?”

“No. I just connect with their consciousness. It’s hard to explain, but if you were a zombie, I guess I’d be able to connect with what was left of you.”

“Is there anything left of the person who’s become a zombie?” I ask.

Sam glances at me and flushes and then says, “Not much is left. Just an echo, at least with the strain that wants to eat people. There are other variants of the zombie virus though, and with one I experienced it seemed like there was more of the person there.”

“And what was that like?” 

“She was an acid spitting zombie, and she seemed to keep some of her personality. She was just a lot angrier.”

“You mean Eslinger made other types of zombies?” Ember incredulously asks.

“Yeah. There are a few other types. Not that it really matters. Most of them are the cannibals. I don’t know if the others even eat human flesh. I don’t feel like eating human flesh, but maybe it’s because I’m a different type of zombie.”

“Well, if you get the urge, keep away from us,” I snap. 

Sam gives me a hurt look and then stares out the helicopter window. Ember smacks me on the thigh and gives me a look. 

What she doesn’t understand is that Sam is the enemy now. I wish he wasn’t, but he’s a zombie and it doesn’t matter what type of zombie he is. He works for Eslinger now, and his goals are Eslinger’s goals.

“Sam, ignore her. I know you wouldn’t infect us,” Ember says.

“Do you really? For all we know right now he’s trying to figure out how to infect us,” I bitterly say.

“Michelle, stop!”

“No, she’s got a legitimate point,” Sam says. “I am a zombie now. I might seem human. I talk like other people do, after all, but make no mistake. I am a zombie. You guys aren’t zombies, so maybe you shouldn’t act all chummy with me. I might infect you and then you’d be just like me. I’m sure that’s the last thing you want.”

“It is the last thing I want,” I say. “And I’m sure Ember feels the same way.”

“Enough talking, all of you. We’re nearly at your target and I want your butts off this copter ASAP!” the pilot says.

For the next few minutes, no one says anything and then the helicopter touches down on the ground. All of us scramble out and the copter lifts off. I give the pilot the finger as he’s leaving and he gives me one back.

“Where do we go from here?” Ember asks.

“The base is that way,” Sam says and points to the east. It shouldn’t be too far away, and there aren’t any zombies nearby just yet, though some are approaching from the south.”

“How do you know that?” I ask.

Sam taps his head and says, “I can feel them coming toward us. Right now they’re just a dull throb, but the closer they get, the more pain I’ll be in. Not exactly a fun power to have, especially if you end up around a lot of zombies.”

“You get migraines when zombies are near. That’s practically useless,” I dryly reply.

“It’s because I’ve been trying to resist the changes. It’s why I’m not fully able to connect with the zombies either.”

“Why are you resisting the changes?” Ember asks.

“I didn’t want to become a zombie and I want to be human still. I have people I want in my life,” Sam says. 

For a moment his eyes meet mine and I feel myself flush.

“That seems like a good reason to resist that change,” Ember says.

“Not to change the subject,” Sam says, “but I thought you were working for Monica.”

“I was, but it was because Monica coerced me. She did that with everyone who worked under her directly, at least until Michelle came along. Now Monica’s dead,” Ember replies.

“Good. She tried to kill me when I and some of the other customer service reps were escaping from the customer support.”

“And now we’re all back working for Zombii Co.”

“Yeah, though not quite in a way I’d want or expect. According to Eslinger, I’m just property now. Does he treat both of you that way?”

“We’re just part of the family,” I dryly reply. 

“Yeah, he sure loves his family values,” Ember says.

“Lucky both of you then. I’m not part of the Zombii Co. family anymore. I’m just one of the assets now for his war with aliens. He did tell you about the aliens, right?”

“Yeah, he did. We’re not sure what to think of that,” I say. 

For a moment, it feels like we’re comrades again. I want to tell him what’s happened with me and Ember, especially because he’s trying to resist the abilities he’s got, but now I worry if I tell him that’ll just push him over the edge so he becomes what Eslinger really wants.

“I’m not sure what to think about the aliens either. I think it’s a convenient excuse for him creating the zombie virus, but he claims they’re really coming and that the zombies are the only way to fight the aliens,” Sam says.

“He told us that too. He implied the weapons we have wouldn’t be good enough, and that the zombies would be a better way to defeat the aliens, but I’m not sure how cannibal zombies can really beat aliens,” Ember says.

“I guess we’ll find out if there isn’t a cure, and I’ll be on the front line leading the troops,” Sam bitterly says. 

Neither of us have anything to say to that. For the next few minutes we walk in silence.

“We need to get clear on our story, for the base, about how we found you,” I say to Sam.
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