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    Chapter One




    THE EARTH HAD BEEN CONQUERED by darkness, and the dead didn’t remain so for long. The streets had been paved with destruction, and the stubborn searched for the light because they had hope. They searched for the light because they must; because giving in to death wouldn’t relieve the gnawing ache of hunger for something more. There were whispers of a place where the Deads gathered at the water’s edge in the mountains of old. A place where peace could still be found in simple acts of valor and happiness, achieved by the lucky and the determined. The world hadn’t come to an end, just an end as man knew it. But there had to be a balance for the chaos. There had to be asylum from the damned.
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    The words were written on a mirror in an old, abandoned gas station bathroom in what Laney Landry fervently hoped was bright red lipstick. The last sentence was hurried and scribbled, the letters fusing together to snake into one monstrous word, like the writer had run out of time. Run out of life. At least that was what the pile of bones to the right of the sink suggested. They were picked so clean they didn’t even have an odor. She read it again, and loss clenched inside of her. It was the first page of a book, and it had been so desperately long since she had read one. Since she had read anything with an ounce of hope in the spaces between the lines.




    A shadow covered the dusty evening light that filtered through the ceiling-length frosted window beside the bathroom stalls. A lone figure shuffled slowly across the span of it. The man looked huge, but maybe it was just the shadow playing tricks on her. Not one of her team.




    She cursed softly and grabbed her backpack. Where there was one, there would soon be others, and she’d be damned if she was dying in some Quickie Mart bathroom out in the middle of nowhere. She sprinted for the door but hesitated as she opened it. The words were stark against the dirty mirror and they stirred in her…something. It had been a while.




    “Jarren,” she hissed to her older brother. He and the others rifled through the storage room in search of supplies that had long been picked dry, like the bones in the bathroom. “Time to go. We’ve got Deads, at least one, on the west side of the building.”




    “Let’s move,” he whispered, and Mitchell and Guist headed for the door without hesitation. She got stuck behind Mitchell on the way out, which wasn’t all bad. His backside was lovely, but she wouldn’t tell him that in a million years. It would inflate his barely-controlled ego to the size of the gas station in two cocks of a pistol. She allowed a private smile. Best to look and not touch with that one.




    The east side of the building was clear for the moment, but the Deads would catch their scent fast enough. Jarren led them to the edge of the woods at a full sprint.




    Finding the perfect sleeping tree was an art form many had not had the chance, or time, to master. The deeper they hiked into Colorado territory, the more important it became to track down the clusters of pine trees big enough to hold them. Pines weren’t like oaks or Bradford pears. They offered strong, sturdy trunks that grew straight up into the sky. Their branches were thick and plenty and so thinly spaced on the large ones that they acted as a ladder to safety. For a four-man team of tree climbers, finding a sizeable pine was right up there with finding snickerdoodles. The trick was finding one old enough to hold them in pairs, and young enough to grow branches within reaching distance of the ground. There. She pointed silently to the same one Jarren was already eyeing. Mitchell and Guist scurried up a nearby evergreen with the grace and agility of a pair of jungle cats. No doubt she didn’t look like that when she climbed, but they all had a foot of height on her. Valid excuse.




    Her fear of heights had ebbed with the appearance of a new, much more debilitating fear, which was waking up to breakfast. Being someone else’s breakfast. She gripped the lowest branch while Jarren kept watch. Her brother didn’t offer her a boost, but that was his way. He’d said it a million times before: coddling her wouldn’t turn her into a survivor. As she strapped her harness around the tree trunk and cinched the straps around her torso, Jarren chose a branch in close proximity to hers. Home sweet home and family dinnertime had changed so terribly much in the past few years.




    “Let me see it again,” Jarren ordered as he pulled a roll of semi-sanitary bandages from his rough first aid kit.




    “It’s fine,” she said around a bite of Spam.




    He arched his eyebrows and waited. There really was no use in arguing with him when he got like this. Stubborn ran in the family. She sighed dramatically and lifted her shirt to reveal the day-old stained bandages that hid an impressive wound.




    The gauze stuck on each lap, but determined and gentle, he removed it slowly and tucked it into a crevice in the bark. He whistled, long and low.




    “Well, it seems to be healing, so there’s that.” Her brother had never been one for flattery.




    He shook his head in disbelief for probably the thousandth time in the week since she’d been bitten. This bite from a Dead was the second one she’d received and lived through, and it seemed to be exactly two bites more than any other human soul on the planet had ever survived. Jarren had been right in his childhood taunts. She was a freak.




    She winced in pain as he poked and prodded, searching for infection. Deads didn’t just bite. They ripped flesh.




    “Well, at least now we know for sure,” he said with a significant look.




    Immune. Other than a brutal healing time, she was otherwise unaffected by the bite of a Dead and the rapid infection that tenaciously turned its victims into slobbering, depraved, hunger-crazed zombies.




    Her first bite had happened in the year of the outbreak. She and Jarren had been hunting for a small colony and taken by surprise when they ran into a large group of Deads. They got away by the skin of their teeth, but Laney had been bitten on the leg after she lagged behind and fell. The implications of that day would stick with her for as long (or short) as she lived. The Dead had spit out her flesh as if it tasted like hell-fire and then keeled over, convulsing. Jarren had dragged her off to escape, but they both watched in shock as the Dead died his final death.




    And then they waited. It only took minutes for a human to turn. So she and Jarren had said their tearful goodbyes and waited for the Dead’s infection to spread through her bloodstream and to her brain. He would kill her after she turned. It was their promise to each other. But minutes turned to hours and then to days, and other than a fever and an impressive scar, she suffered no ill effects.




    The bite the week before was only different in that it was on her side instead of her leg. Just as with the last one, the Dead that bit her had perished and she had remained utterly human.




    “I keep trying to think of a reason that Dead bit you,” Jarren said. “I mean, no Dead has tried to bite you in two years. They try to kill you, yeah, but they never show any interest in eating or turning you. It’s like you smell bad to them. I swear, it’s like Deads can smell that you’re dangerous or something.”




    She scanned the open field in front of them out of habit. The moon wasn’t full, but it offered enough light. A wary fighter was a living fighter. “Well, they smell pretty awful to me, too. It’s like a shrimp in a dirty diaper when they’re close.”




    Her brother chuckled. “Thank the powers that be for that oversensitive schnoz of yours. It’s gotten us out of more than a few jams. So I was thinking. I’m pretty sure that Dead couldn’t smell you because his nose had been bitten off.”




    Gross. “Makes sense. I can’t see how I could look different to them. Their sight is terrible, so it has to be the way I smell.”




    Jarren finished his first aid, and she handed him the other half of the canned meat, the food of champions when they were out in the open and between colonies.




    “You know it’s going to be a battle tomorrow, right?” he asked.




    The stars above them twinkled through the thick needles of their sleeping tree. A rare, beautiful sight. “I know, but what choice do we have?”




    “What’s your average looking like this week?”




    “This week? Let me see.” She ticked off bodies on her fingers. “Seven Deads a day.”




    “Has to mean we’re getting close. Really close.”




    “Hmmm,” she said noncommittally. It was pointless to grow excited about anything when every day was likely to be your last.




    Deads seemed to hover around the colonies that housed the remaining humans. They could be kept out with high walls, since Deads were terrible climbers, but they still lingered, walking slowly in circles and waiting for a mistake that would grant them a meal of human flesh on the go. Generally speaking, the denser the Dead population, the closer a colony. And a colony was exactly what the team sought.




    Nerves before battles kept her up at night. On regular Dead killing days, she slept like a felled log, but fear crept in the nights before big fights. She drew a long breath to calm the shakes. “Great, now I’ll never get to sleep,” she grumbled, adjusting her position on the tree branch.




    “You want me to tell you a story?” Jarren offered.




    Laney snorted. “I think twenty-three is getting a little old for bedtime stories, don’t you?”




    Jarren leaned forward and lowered his voice. “The boys won’t hear. I’ll be quiet. Come on, Laney. Everyone knows you’re a badass during the day. But I know you. You are allowed to have a hard time at night.”




    The offer was tempting. Jarren was an excellent storyteller, ever careful to mention only make-believe things. It had been a hard lesson early on that stories of their unfortunate reality or people they had lost only made them too emotionally charged. With this lifestyle, it was best to leave emotions off the table.




    She opened her mouth to tell him to start the story already when the wind shifted and the tell-tale stench of a Dead filled her nostrils. She brought her fingers to her lips and then pointed to her nose. He would get it.




    He turned and made quick, jerky motions to the tree behind them, where Mitchell and Guist had already grown still. With her unusual Dead warning system, the boys wisely tended to keep one eye on the woods and one eye on her.




    Ten minutes of bone-chilling silence later, a lone Dead shuffled slowly through the woods below them. The sheer mass of him said he was the hunter from the gas station, but he was alone. Odd. The Dead stopped and swiveled his head, scenting the air before he moved in the direction of their trees.




    She froze. The last thing she wanted was to attract the thing. The Dead was one big son-of-a-gun, and she eyed the thin branches above for an escape. If she could add another fifteen feet to their distance from the monster, she would.




    Jarren smirked and made a calming gesture with his hand. How was he always so unruffled by zombies?




    Laney took a deep breath as the Dead shuffled closer to their trees. Bad idea. She nearly gagged. The stench of a Dead at that proximity was overwhelming. She needed to settle down. Deads never looked up for danger. She was safe in the tree. Safe, safe, safe.




    The monster shuffled ever closer and stopped just at the base of the pine tree they were frozen into. He swiveled his head back and forth, back and forth, snuffling the air noisily. What did it tell him? Could he smell them from down below? He turned his head slowly toward the trunk of the tree and snapped his face upward to look directly at her. She stifled a shriek. His filmy, searching eyes scoured the moonlight-soaked branches, and she dared not even breathe. Her heart hammered like a stampede of horses with the fear that he would see her move and come scurrying up the tree as best he could.




    The Dead shifted his weight, and the moon-deprived shadows compensated. His face was cut and bitten, and strips of decaying flesh hung loosely around his neck. His clothes were shredded, and the tatters of camouflage garb that were visible were covered with stains in various stages of drying.




    Monroe.




    Jarren gave her a wide-eyed glance as recognition lit his face. It quickly dissipated to subdued acceptance. They would have to kill him. It was their promise.




    Monroe had fallen the week before, on the same day she was bitten. Undermanned and outnumbered, he hadn’t made it out of the fight.




    She strained her eyes in the dark. Something had to be left after humans were turned. Shades of memories, perhaps. Time and time again she had witnessed Deads instinctively stay close to friends, family, old homes, and haunts. Most would argue that when they were turned, they became something entirely different, forsaking anything that had ever made them human. She couldn’t help but question that line of thinking. If there was no human mental capacity left, then why had Monroe been following them for a week? Alone. And how had he known to look for them up in the tree when no other Dead had figured it out?




    Not seeing his quarry, Monroe the Dead shuffled off toward Mitchell and Guist’s tree. Jarren motioned for her to stay put. He pulled a machete out of the front strings of his pack, as slowly and quietly as a sigh of wind. A gun would be much easier, but too loud. It would draw other Deads.




    Monroe turned as Jarren hit the ground. A loud and inhuman bellow belched forth from his decaying vocal cords as he charged her brother. Laney gripped the tree bark until the pads of her fingers screamed. It would have been easier if they were battling together, as a team. Fighting for her own life left no time to panic over his safety.




    The Dead tried to encircle Jarren with his arms, but he easily ducked and hit Monroe hard from behind. Decayed muscle tone made Deads clumsy. They didn’t possess superhuman strength or speed, but what they did have were very few kill zones, making them extremely difficult to put down. They were also completely unaffected by pain. Their nerve endings died with their humanity.




    Monroe stumbled from the blow but righted himself and turned just in time to watch Jarren’s machete make its final arc toward his face.




    “Sorry, old friend,” he murmured as Monroe crumpled in on himself and fell like a sack of stones to the pine needle blanketed earth.




    Laney tossed a rope down to her brother, and he tied it around Monroe’s exposed leg bone. He disappeared into the night, dragging the Dead’s body behind him. The last thing they needed was for her nose to become desensitized by sleeping near a Dead’s carcass all night. He was back in half an hour, though it felt like much longer. Her imagination could be downright cruel sometimes, and it didn’t help that dragging a large Dead’s body through a carpet of leaves and dried grass wasn’t exactly quiet work.




    Surely she would never get to sleep with the vision of her old friend’s face on a Dead. It was so fresh and raw, but the weight of being followed had lifted with his death. Slumber finally found her in the wee hours of the night.




    [image: sketch38.jpg]




    Laney woke with a start as a Dead’s guttural moan echoed in her ear. Her body was pressed into the creaking branch under a great weight, and she instinctively pulled a knife from a sheath under the cuff of her pants and screamed a battle cry as she thrust it at her attacker.




    Jarren blocked the knife easily right before the point of it pierced the skin over his temple.




    “Good,” he said, sounding satisfied.




    She panted from the adrenaline jolt. Mitchell and Guist were chuckling below her, and the sound filled her veins with liquid fury.




    “Jerk!” she exclaimed, pushing her remorseless brother hard in the chest.




    He flipped off of her with a shocked yelp, and his harness tensed as he dangled harmlessly under his sleeping branch. She spared the harness a dirty look and started to unhook her own.




    “Don’t be mad,” he said. “You know I have to test you sometimes. It’s for your own good.”




    He sure made ignoring a half-assed apology easy. She scrambled down the tree with her pack thrown over her shoulder. She understood the need for his tests. Jarren had to reassure himself that she would be okay if anything ever happened to him. She got it, but she didn’t have to like it, and she sure as hell wasn’t obligated to take the tests graciously.




    On the ground, she checked her pack. She refolded the harness and put it in place, re-tied her hiking boots, and made sure her knife was secured at her ankle. The weapons at her waist were checked and tucked safely into a Teflon holster over her thick, forest green cargo pants. A simple black tank top hugged her not-so-womanly curves and served as a barrier between her skin and the short green vest that housed her handguns. How many hundreds of times she had done this exact ritual? By the time she retied her dark brown locks so they were out of her face, Mitchell was headed her way. Great.




    He stopped in front of her and reached slowly and unnecessarily around to set his pack beside hers.




    “It’s so hot watching you brain a Dead first thing in the morning,” Mitchell said as he leaned forward, forcing her to look up to meet his eyes.




    He was tall and trim, filling out his tight black cotton shirt and cargo pants impressively. And with warm caramel brown eyes to highlight his dark hair, she understood why all of the women at the colonies threw their hearts at him. To a wiser woman, he was obnoxious the majority of the time and borderline unbearable the rest.




    “Still not interested, Mitchell,” she ground out.




    “Can’t blame a man for trying,” he said through an amused grin.




    She sighed impatiently and rested her hands on her hips, which only seemed to amuse him. “I wish I could still file for sexual harassment in the workplace.”




    “Oh yeah? Who would you file with? And besides, you need me. You just don’t want to admit how much.”




    “What I need is a minute,” she grumbled. She grabbed her pack and headed off to find a menial, though vital, amount of privacy.




    “Not too far,” Jarren called after her. “Leave her alone, Mitchell.”




    She smiled to herself at Mitchell getting reprimanded. It wouldn’t help, as that man was incorrigible, but it was nice to hear nonetheless.




    She checked her surroundings once, then twice. The Colorado mountain breeze held a clean, earthy scent. Mitchell and Jarren were still in view, arguing quietly, and Guist checked and re-checked his weapons. That man was even more thorough than she was.




    She turned to the task of relieving her full bladder, then washed her face with water from her canteen and brushed her teeth. She bent all the way forward, feeling the pull of relief in every vertebrae down her spine as she stretched aching muscles. She didn’t have to worry about Mitchell and Guist watching her. They had been together long enough to know each other’s routines, and they at least respected her enough not to spy. She hoped.




    Laney returned to the group more composed and ready to move. Mitchell tossed her a rough biscuit and mumbled a half-hearted apology. She nodded and picked off the moldy bits before inhaling the small breakfast. Jarren and Guist poured over a map as she washed the modest meal down with canteen water.




    Mitchell and Guist had been Jarren’s childhood friends. They had all enrolled in the Army right out of school and had gone their separate ways after being stationed in different places. They had hung out through the years if and when they were lucky enough to have leave at the same time. Their training made them a force to be reckoned with when fighting Deads. Those men meant safety.




    She begrudgingly did, in fact, need Mitchell for survival against the Deads. She needed all of them. She didn’t have to inflate their egos any more than necessary by telling them that, though. And besides, they needed her too.




    “Looks like we’re going to have to go through a couple of smaller towns just outside of Denver to get to the road we need. It’s that or tack on another day,” Jarren said, looking up from his map.




    Laney groaned internally. She hated towns. Too many places for Deads to hide, plus the buildings all stank of zombies so her nose was basically rendered useless.




    “Well, I’m all for not prolonging this mission,” Mitchell reasoned. He winked. “I’m tired of Laney’s cooking.”




    “Har, har. Questionable cooking for questionable company,” she said through a sweet smile.




    Jarren folded the map and secured it into his backpack. “Head ’em up and move ’em out.”




    A quote borrowed from Dad. Her chest hurt with the effort to compose herself. Thoughts of the lost rattling around in her mind wouldn’t help anything. It wouldn’t keep her alive, and survivors knew that was all that mattered. Laney viciously stomped out the pain.




    She was a survivor.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    LANEY IGNORED THE IMPULSE to check her mag for the hundredth time. It was a comforting habit, and a good one to have, but the boys tended to go on high alert if she checked it too often. She had a full mag at hand and plenty of back-ups. She just had to settle down and get through the day.




    They were all settling into the new formation they had been forced to adopt since Monroe was lost. They had been five pair of eyes instead of four for so long that it still felt odd at the beginning of every hike. Mitchell’s gaze was glued to her every time she checked her tactical rifle.




    “I still think it’s a shame what you did to that gun,” he told Jarren, likely trying to lighten the somber mood.




    Jarren shrugged unapologetically. “Never get them mixed up now, do we?”




    Laney smiled at her Mini-14. Jarren had come back from deployment to find her in all the sports he didn’t approve of. And yes, ballet was a sport. Or, at the very least, it required a great deal of athleticism. Jarren bought her the gun as a joke. He’d even gone one step further and taken it to a friend of a friend who added all sorts of modifications to customize it for her, including a glossy blue custom paint job and switching it from semi-automatic to automatic. So maybe it wasn’t the most legal gun. Who was worried about legality now?




    “You know that color makes you a target,” Mitchell pushed.




    “Please,” she grumbled. “Deads are color blind. The only person it bothers is you.”




    “She’s got a point, man,” Guist spoke up. “And anyway, I think it suits her.”




    “Thanks, Guist,” she said with a satisfied nod. “It’s good to know someone else appreciates my baby.” She kissed the stock and kept moving forward. “And besides, she’s never misfired on me and that’s what counts.”




    Edging to the outskirts of North Table Mountain Park gave her a first glimpse of civilization. Or what would’ve been civilization had it existed anymore. She took a draw of the air and hesitated at the sickly sweet smell. Her pause was enough to stop the others. Jarren arched an eyebrow, and she nodded. They were coming.




    The metal click of weaponry and footfall against dry twigs were the only noises in the clearing as she slunk forward beside the others. Thick, once protected forest gave way to a scattering of small houses, and around one of these abandoned homes sauntered the first wave of Deads. It was likely their very human scent that attracted them, and when the filmy, rolling eyes of the zombies landed on them, the creatures galloped toward them. Buckled knees and rotted flesh didn’t seem to slow them down in the least.




    There were five of the monsters: two females and three males. The sound of gunfire cracked against the clearing as she pulled the trigger at almost the exact moment the others unloaded their weapons. There was no panic or fear. Only a single-minded need for survival, and the Deads stood in the way of that. She’d pulled too many triggers to get scared easily. All were downed by direct hits to the brain before they were even a real threat. The noise would attract other Deads in the area, but that was fine. They’d be on the move before more arrived. She ran behind Guist, guns at the ready, fingers beside their triggers. Just one easy motion away from trigger ready. The team moved as one in front of her, eyes trained in a full circle around them.




    “Smell is getting stronger,” Laney informed them breathily.




    Jarren grunted and spoke up. “All right boys, town is close, and if we can get through it today we’ll be to the colony by dark. Stay calm, stay collected, stay focused. Stick to the roofs when possible.”




    She pulled them to a stop when they came to a road polluted with abandoned cars. The smell of the Deads that moved between and around the rusting automobiles was atrocious. She held her breath for relief. “How many, you think?”




    “Too hard to get a head count,” Jarren whispered. “Cars are blocking them too bad. We’ll stick to the woods near the road. We can follow it into West Pleasant View and hit I-70 from there. It’ll be the easiest path through the mountains.”




    The group melted silently back into the woods to pick their way through the forest at a jog. Everyone seemed rushed by both the need to escape the unusually large herd of Deads and to get what promised to be a treacherous day over with.




    “Remember,” Jarren hissed, “no matter what, we get Laney to the colony.” He met Mitchell’s and Guist’s eyes seriously.




    They nodded. Everyone knew how imperative it was that she lived. The reminder of the importance of her survival left a bitter taste in her mouth, but she couldn’t quite put a finger on why.




    The massive ghost town left a deep ache in her gut. So much suffering had happened there that it was like a dark, stifling cloud was filling every shadow, every building, every air molecule. Trash and debris littered the streets, and bodies and bones lay in haphazard heaps. Fat flies buzzed lazily around Laney’s face, and she nearly went mad swatting at them. Even Guist, immovable, impenetrable Guist, gagged at the smell. Adjacent to a small highway, a green sign contrasted against the blue of the sky. It had an arrow that pointed in the opposite direction and read “This way to Denver.” She could only imagine the sheer number of Deads in a city that size. Jarren, thankfully, had the good sense not to drag them through the middle of it.




    As if he read her charitable thoughts, Jarren gifted her with a “Let’s rest here.”




    She sat on the gnarled root of a tree and squinted at the dilapidated exit sign. “I always wanted to visit the mountains in the spring,” Laney said with a small grin.




    Jarren tossed her an apple from his pack. “Well, I don’t think it will be quite as picturesque as you imagined. Anyway, it’s fall.”




    “Party pooper. So why is it so important to get to this colony?”




    Mitchell dug through his pack noisily in search of food. “It’s the biggest?”




    “Well, that’s part of it,” Jarren admitted. “The bigger the colony, the better chance we have of finding someone who can help us figure Laney out.”




    “Plus,” she said, “I’m dangerously low on tracer ammo. I’ll have a better chance of finding someone who can remedy that little problem in a bigger colony, right?”




    “One-track mind,” Mitchell said, watching her like she was an exotic bug that had done something interesting.




    She bit into her apple, a rare treat during missions. The last colony they stopped at had a small orchard and gave them apples as part of the payment for the group’s freelance work. There were at least a hundred small bands of fighters just like them that lived outside of the colonies for various reasons. Some were brawlers, unable to live a subdued and defensive life. Some were adventure seekers, and some simply didn’t fit well into the social atmosphere that the colonies offered. Whatever the reasons, all came to colonies to trade, regroup, or to fulfill a simple need such as getting a safe night’s sleep or socializing after a long run. Or, more importantly, to find the bed of a lover that would give a moment of relief from the nightmares they’d lived. In return, the fighters worked various jobs around the colony to trade for supplies. The most common work included thinning the crowds, so to speak. They cut down the numbers of ravenous Deads that hovered around the colonies, and then they moved on to their next self-inflicted mission. She and the boys had been nomads for two solid years.




    “So who is the leader?” Laney asked, checking their surroundings again.




    “Name’s Sean Daniels,” Jarren said as he tossed his apple core away.




    Laney snorted in a definitively unladylike fashion. “Sean Daniels? What a douchey name. Never trust a man with two first names.”




    “Hey!” Mitchell pointed to his chest. “Derek Mitchell?”




    She arched an eyebrow. “I rest my case.”




    “Come on, Laney. Don’t get judgey before you meet the guy,” Jarren cut in defensively. “I’ve heard good things about him.”




    “Like what?” Guist asked.




    “Like he is leading the biggest colony in America successfully, and he has been for three years. He has minimal losses under him, and he is fair. That’s what I hear, at least.”




    Laney rocked her head back, snoring softly, and Jarren punched her in the arm. He was chronically optimistic about the different colony leaders, and they always turned out to be pricks. Colonies’ defensive agendas were so radically different from their offensive ones. The two groups very rarely saw eye to eye on anything. More often than not the leaders were hard pressed to even let fighter teams into their colonies for fear they would rile up the masses and deplete their numbers. They needn’t worry though, she thought as she caught a putrid whiff of rotting Deads. This life was far too glamorous for most colony dwellers.




    “Time to do some work,” she whispered as she hooked her Mini back onto the strap laced from shoulder to ribcage.




    The men didn’t hesitate behind her. Her nose had never been wrong.
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    It was their longest day in recent memory. Jarren, having never been to Denver before, had grossly underestimated how large it was, even in the border towns. They kept a breakneck pace, but even at this clip they’d be lucky to make it into the mountains by dark, much less to the colony nestled miles inside of them.




    Traveling the bridges and overpasses that led around the edge of the city had started out the trip with an eerie feeling Laney couldn’t manage to shake. Two small bands of Deads were on one of the bridges, but they were easy to dispose of. Well, easier than the rest of the fights had been. There weren’t necessarily more Deads in cities than any other place on the planet. The creatures tended to stay where food was, and since humans were a rare find, the zombies in cities habitually migrated. That’s not to say humans didn’t exist at all in cities. Some stubborn fighters cleaved to their homes and eked out a hidden existence amongst the predators. They were probably all gristle. A Dead would likely choke on those leather-tough old buzzards.




    The hours after they crossed the bridges brought too many skirmishes to count and had the group treed up fire escapes twice in as many hours. Laney had fallen over some rubble as they were being backed into a stairwell and had cut her hand badly trying to catch herself on the glass riddled floor. Jarren had wrapped it tightly the moment he felt they were safe enough to administer first aid, but that had been hours before and her trigger hand was now throbbing in rhythm with her racing heart. She’d had worse, though, so what was the point in complaining?




    They had about forty-five minutes of daylight left, and the team was trapped in a housing development on the edge of town. Deads were more active at night, and the action had definitely started picking up.




    Laney checked the lock on the front door again. Pictures of a young family lined the hallways, and two small gap-toothed children grinned from within dark wooden frames. She couldn’t help but imagine that the children who once played in these rooms were presently in the horde of zombies banging on the door and groaning for a taste of their flesh. She pried her gaze from the happy pictures and swallowed a lump in her throat. Houses like this one felt haunted by the ghosts of the unresting souls of the families that once lived in them.




    “What’s the plan, boss man?” Mitchell asked. “We going to try for the colony tonight or are we bunkering down?”




    Jarren shook his head. “Can’t bunker down here. The windows and doors won’t hold under the growing numbers, and they are making enough noise to attract all of the Denver Deads.”




    “We go up then,” Guist said as he flew into action and ran downstairs. They didn’t have to discuss it. They had been in this exact same situation before. Their first order of business would be to search for something to get through the ceiling.




    The houses were attached in that neighborhood, which would make it easier to travel by roof. The problem would be getting outside from the upper floor. There were windows they could climb out of, but the Deads would see them and follow, which would make it impossible to get down and escape.




    “I’ll cover the front door in case they get in before Guist makes it back,” Laney said. She braced herself in front of the banging entry.




    Jarren and Mitchell took the stairs behind them two at a time. Furniture scraped across wooden floors as it was stacked and dragged around the room above her. Window glass broke and tinkled across the floor. Bang, bang, bang. The noise grew louder as the Deads became more frantic outside the door and the outer walls of the house. She wiped sweat off her brow to keep it from her eyes.




    “Guist? Guist!” she yelled as the frame of the door splintered loudly. Deads were coming in sooner rather than later, and the team was low on ammo. All hell was about to come barreling through that door and she only had half a clip left before she got to her last mag of tracer bullets. Those she would desperately need after dark.




    “Guist, we got company!” Where the hell was he?




    The door gave way, halting only momentarily as the small chain creaked and tensed before it snapped, illuminating the entryway with waning daylight and a mob of walking Deads. Guist appeared and sprinted for the stairway behind Laney. He held an ax in a white knuckled grip, and slid into the stairwell just as the first wave of monsters poured through the front door.




    She checked out. She always did in battle. It was necessary for survival. No fear, no thought, just her instincts guiding her body.




    Shot to the head.




    Next Dead.




    Aim.




    Shot to the head.




    Next Dead.




    Guist’s strong grip dug into her shoulder, dragging her up the stairs while she kept the Deads at bay. It was all he could do. Guist had been out of ammo before they even made it to the house. Other than blades, he was weaponless. He yelled something behind her, but she couldn’t understand him over the sheer volume of the gunfire and the roaring Deads who stumbled and crawled over the bodies she felled. At the top of the stairs, Guist pulled her into a bedroom just as the zombies clawed at her clothing and gnashed their rotting teeth inches away from her skin. The door slammed behind her, and Mitchell pushed a dresser in front of it so fast it almost hit her in the hip.




    She slid her rifle to her back and reached around to help steady the pile of furniture under Guist. He was already hacking away at the drywall in the ceiling with the heavy blade.




    The dresser in front of the door was rocking steadily by the time the hole in the ceiling was wide enough for a man, and between shouted orders, Jarren and Guist were through to the attic to try to tear through roofing wood and layers of shingle.




    “Up you go, sweetheart,” Mitchell yelled over the noise of the banging door.




    She hesitated. They hadn’t had time to balance the furniture properly, and Mitchell would never make it up without falling. She didn’t have the upper body strength to lift him through the hole behind her.




    “You first, then lift me up!” she yelled.




    “No way, Laney. I—”




    “Don’t argue, Mitchell. I’m going to need you to lift me up. Now go!”




    Mitchell cursed under his breath and grabbed the back of her head, sliding his fingers into her hair. The pressure from his grip brought their lips together. His kiss was as unexpected as it was violent, and it left her wide-eyed and panicked.




    Mitchell held her gaze a moment longer. “Don’t be long.”




    He scrambled up the makeshift ladder and Laney lunged to hold it steady. The dresser that held back the Deads fell over as Mitchell made it to the attic, and with one fear-filled glance at the splintering door behind her, Laney scrambled clumsily up the unbalanced load. It rocked and swayed dangerously, starting to topple. She wouldn’t make it. She screamed, a frantic and terrified sound, arms flailing and reaching desperately for the hole in the ceiling that meant salvation.




    A strong hand caught her at the wrist and pulled. Mitchell grunted with the effort, and the attic beams strained and creaked under the new weight. A Dead caught her leg. It clawed and pulled and she kicked her feet frantically. Another pair of hands grabbed her arm and lifted her away from the rotting fingernails that scrabbled at her ankles. The furniture fell in a pile below her as Deads crawled on top of the pieces and jumped clumsily for the hole in the ceiling.




    Mitchell pulled her onto his chest and held her so tightly she couldn’t drag air into her lungs. Jarren covered the hole with a large piece of particle board. Guist hacked tirelessly through the final layer between them and sunset as a sheen of sweat trickled down the side of his neck.




    “It’s okay. You’re all right. You’re safe,” Mitchell cooed as Jarren screamed at them both for her being the last one up. She had scared him badly, but it couldn’t be helped. Mitchell would have been taken if they’d reversed the order.




    “Let me go!” Laney yelled, feeling weak.




    Hurt flashed in Mitchell’s eyes, but the look was quickly replaced by a sneer. “Sorry, Landry. I’ve just never heard you scream like a girl before. Made me think you were one for a second.”




    She punched him in the face. Hard. She didn’t know why. He always said stuff like that, but a combination of confusion over his kiss, fear, embarrassment, and a very near death experience had her desperate for an outlet for all of the roiling emotion consuming her. Mitchell’s sneering face made a fantastic outlet for it all.




    “What the hell, Landry?” Mitchell yelled as he rubbed his jaw.




    She turned before he could see her eyes water. Light seeped into the attic as a Dead got his fingers through the hole under the board and the weight ripped a piece of drywall off. Mitchell stomped at the decaying fingers that found purchase, and Laney balanced on attic beams to help with the hole for the roof access. Guist had the hole big enough for her small frame to fit, and he and Jarren hoisted her through. The ax was shoved through the escape hole so she could widen it for them at a more efficient angle. She checked her surroundings and then went to work. The ax swung its violent arc as she threw her entire body into every blow, chopping through the roof as fast as her injured hand would allow. She ignored the nagging pain completely until the boys were through the hole minutes later. As Jarren jumped through, she dropped the ax and held her bleeding hand tightly to her abdomen. It didn’t help the pain, but she didn’t want anyone to see how badly she had damaged it—herself included.




    Guist retrieved the ax and the team ran in a low and careful lope, easily making the small leap from roof to attached roof in an attempt to avoid the attention of the impressive numbers of Deads trying to get into the house they had escaped. When they reached the end of the row, they hunched down quietly so Jarren could check the map. He pointed to their left toward a thick pine forest, and they silently climbed down a fire escape on the last house. Darkness was falling fast, but they could still see small groups of Deads coming in, attracted to the noise. The team jogged carefully to a playground behind the houses, and when the coast was clear enough, they ran for the safety of the woods.




    Six miles of dark and piney forest stood between the small band of fighters and the borders of the colony. Even if it would be the longest distance they had ever traveled by dark, it would be too risky to bed down in a tree with their scent so fresh and so close to such a large number of frenzied man eaters. Getting treed with no ammo would mean a slow death. They would have to try to make it to the colony that night.




    A couple of fast paced miles later, Laney’s body threatened to give out. They had been going all day on truly meager rations, and the last adrenaline crash left her shaking and weak. That and she couldn’t see a damned thing. The eyelash moon was less than helpful and she had to stop to dig her night glasses out of her pack. Her terrible night vision was also an excellent excuse to catch her breath. She hated lagging behind.




    “What’s the hold up?” Mitchell demanded, panting. “Let’s go.”




    “I can’t see where I’m going and I need to get my mag of tracer ammo, too.”




    “I’ve seen you load on the run a hundred times.”




    Yep. He was still mad.




    Jarren doubled back for them. “Let her be, Mitchell. We’re all winded.”




    Mitchell growled in frustration. “We’re four miles from the colony and losing precious Dead-free moments.”




    She pulled her glasses on and tossed her pack over her shoulder. “Okay, I’m ready.” Her stomach rumbled loudly, despite the terrible timing.




    “No time for that, Landry,” Mitchell snapped and jogged off.




    “Didn’t say there was,” she grumbled.




    Jarren ran beside her, relying on his impeccable night vision instead of his night glasses. “You smell any?” he asked.




    Breathlessly, she replied, “The smell hasn’t gone away. They’re around us—we’ve just been lucky to miss them so far. I bet they’ll be gathered around the colony for sure, though. We won’t be able to avoid them there.”




    Two Deads came crashing through the trees in front of them, and Guist and Mitchell offed them with blades. They had to save the remainder of the ammo to give them a chance at getting through the gates of the colony.




    The hours that followed were long, treacherous, and exhausting. The stream of Deads that came for them was endless. What should have been four miles turned into many more as they got turned around in skirmishes time and time again, like a cruel pinball game in the forest. It wasn’t as if they had time to check a compass, either. They finally had a chance to check their position near dawn when they were out of ammo and hopelessly and utterly treed. Their blades would never be enough against the number of Deads that gathered around the bases of the three trees they had managed to scurry up.




    Now what? No one knew where they were, and in a cruel twist of fate, the map said they were no more than a quarter mile from the colony border. Such a short distance from safety, but the team would starve months before the Deads would give up on them and leave in search of another meal.




    A Dead came much too close to grabbing her ankle, and Jarren nodded for her to go up to the next branch. It groaned its discontent under her weight. The branches were already thinning that far up. The tree wasn’t big enough for one of them, much less both her and Jarren, who had refused to leave her side. The Deads were clumsily clawing their way up the tree and there was no more room for Jarren to move up. Dead after Dead fell as they lost purchase on the bark. If they had any sense, they would use their numbers to push on one side and knock down the tree. As it was, they were so frenzied for a meal that they ended up pushing evenly against the trunk from all sides, keeping it upright. Thank goodness for a Dead’s bad sense.




    The tree rocked dangerously, and she held on for dear life. A quick look at Mitchell’s and Guist’s bigger trees proved they were having trouble as well.




    “If we have to go down—” Jarren started.




    “No! Don’t even start talking like that. We’ll figure something out.”




    The tree rocked to the side again, and Jarren’s eyes held a sadness so deep, it seemed to pool in their green depths. Straining his voice over the flesh-hungry moans of the Deads, Jarren started again. “If we go down, I’m going to jump to my left. I’ll fight as long as I can and draw the bulk of them to me.”




    “Jarren, please,” she begged through a tightening throat.




    “I don’t see another way. It’s still important you make it to that colony. Don’t give up. Don’t let thoughts of me cloud your judgment.” Jarren kicked one of the better-climbing Deads in the head and sent him sprawling back down to earth. “Get your knives ready. Here, take my machete.”




    “No, you’ll have nothing to fight them off with!”




    “That isn’t the point, Laney. The point is to distract. You jump as far right as possible and run for the colony. It’s right through there.” He pointed with his machete and then tossed it up in the air and caught it dexterously. He handed it to her, hilt first. “I love you, little sister. And I’m proud of you. You wouldn’t even believe how proud I am of you.”




    She nodded tightly. If she opened her mouth to say anything, a sob would come out. She understood her importance, but at the moment it was hard to care. Her brother was the single most important thing in her life. He was her connection to everything that was good, the light that made her small existence livable.




    “I can’t do it,” she whispered raggedly.




    “You can and you will, Landry. I’d never forgive you if you didn’t survive, do you hear me? You have to try.”




    The tree rocked dangerously to the side again, and Jarren sidled farther down the branch.




    Her heart hammered so fast she felt faint. She’d lose him. She’d lose him. She’d lose him. Sure, she’d die soon after, but at the moment, that wasn’t so important.




    Mitchell and Guist seemed to be taking Jarren’s lead. They readied themselves to jump.




    Laney stifled a scream as she watched Jarren scoot to the edge of where the branch would hold his weight. He took a quick, deep breath and glanced at her one last time to make sure she was ready.




    And then he jumped.
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