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Аннотация
Would you leave your wife and son and travel to a city 300 miles away through dead infested territory for love?�

Trapped in the basement of their home, Kyle Reynolds, his wife Mary and son Eddie are in hiding. Hiding from creatures no one thought could ever exist. Instead of fights about sex and money the couple finds themselves at each other's throats over supplies and safety. The day finally came where Kyle had had enough. After every fight, Kyle would glance at the picture of Jasmine, the girl he should have married, hidden inside his wallet. She was his one and only love. He had to find her. Kyle�s journey begins the second he witnesses his wife murder their son before committing suicide.�

When death is replaced by an existing hell, the world as we know it ends.�

The recently dead have been coming back to life and infecting the living. Kyle�s only source of information comes from recorded radio broadcasts by lead researcher of the cause, Doctor Theodore Greenly. The dead cannot be killed, only stopped. Destroying the brain puts the infected in a dormant state. They are not alive, they are not dead, they merely exist. The Existing Dead continue to evolve making them harder to stop until Doctor Greenly makes a shocking discovery. Kyle�s journey takes a wild turn when he comes face to face with the Existing Dead.


Praise for
Existing Dead
�Lyle Perez-Tinics takes you on a ride into hell where anything that can go wrong does.�Existing Dead�is a true horror novel that goes for the jugular and even death is not an escape!�

- Edward J. Russell, author of�The Dead Infested
�For Zombie and post-apocalyptic fans, Lyle Perez-Tinics delivers a fast moving road trip of carnage and endurance with�well created characters that you will soon find yourself caring for.

Aiming to flee from Nevada, which is abundant with the walking dead, Kyle Reynolds�s motive is to reach his longtime girlfriend in California, but as his journey slowly advances, his trip is marred and hindered with challenging and devastating situations. However, he does pick up a young companion and encounters fellow survivors along the way. Kyle and his companion have to fight for survival and to find clues to end the�cause�that is infecting the population.�With graphic and emotional scenes, you will feel empathy for the protagonist and his companion as their mental welfare is tested to the breaking point as events unfold. With many twists and turns, this is not your typical Zombie set-up, though zombies are rampant, this is a thrilling yet sensitive take on surviving an apocalyptic world.�

�-�Charlotte Emma Gledson, author of�The Lonely Tree and other Twisted Tales of Torment�and�chief editor for Black Hound.
�Provocative, innovative, and mind numbingly horrific encompass the novel�Existing Dead�by Lyle Perez-Tinics. Unlike any zombie story you've ever read, you'll find yourself immersed in a new vision of terror.�

- Nate D. Burleigh, author of�Sustenance
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Prologue
At the moment of birth, life begins to die. But when the rules of life change and death is replaced by an existing hell, the world as we know it ends.
It didn�t take the world long to crumble. When the first reports of the dead walking came in, that was it. People began to panic and within an hour of the news broadcast, suicides and murder rates peaked. Some of the population couldn�t handle the thought of their lives suddenly changing. The smart folks listened to the National Guard and gathered supplies to wait it out, while the unintelligent thought they could meet the threat head-on. Many small mobs armed themselves with whatever blunt objects they could find. As the dead quickly overran the living, the would-be heroes soon discovered that destroying a human�s brain, through the skull, is not as easy as it sounds. Those with firearms lasted a bit longer, but not all of them were marksmen. Once ammunition became a problem, they were massacred. Many reanimated while their intestines were being ripped out of their bellies, and others were eaten whole before they had a chance to reopen their eyes. The dead never stopped looking for victims, they continued on the food�s path until they reached it. That is the reason why the dead outnumbered the living ten to one.
Kyle Reynolds was in the smarter group.
Kyle, a thirty-five year old welder from Nevada, formerly from sunny Southern California, was nothing more than that. He had married a woman who was not the one meant for him, and they had a son together. The boy�s name was Eddie and they loved him. Kyle and his wife, Mary, were constantly fighting. If it wasn�t one reason, it was another. When the dead began attacking the living, things didn�t change between them. Instead of fighting about sex and money, they fought about supplies and safety.
The three of them took refuge in the basement of their Nevada home. They were only down there for a few days, but that was long enough for Kyle�s hatred toward Mary to intensify. He was only there to protect his son and nothing more. To help give him some extra time, he would have been more than happy to throw Mary into a horde of hungry monsters. But the chances of the dead finding a way in were low. The basement doors were reinforced with steel beams that Kyle had welded shut. The only way out was through a small tunnel that led up to the front yard. His thinking was that if anything began banging on the doors, there would be another way out. Supplies of water, canned food, and entertainment were stacked to the roof.
Eddie�s safety was not the only thing he was worried about. There was something else on his mind, something that made his heart ache. In a secret compartment in his wallet, he carried an old, creased photo of a woman. From time to time, he would take the picture out and stare at it. He had never been able to let Jasmine go and always wondered what life would have been like if he had married her. Jasmine was Kyle�s real love, and he wished that things in his life could have been different. Gazing at the picture, something inside his heart told him that he had to go and find her. He had to make sure that she was okay, and if she wasn�t, then he would make her safe, like he�d done with Eddie and Mary. There was only one thing holding Kyle back.
As Kyle sat on a chair in the corner looking at the old picture of Jasmine, he felt eyes on him. He glanced up and staring at him was the worried gaze of Eddie. Kyle smiled devilishly in hopes of getting a reaction from his son. The little boy was only eight-years-old; he didn�t fully understand what was going on and why he couldn�t go outside to play with Gary, the next-door neighbor�s kid. It hurt Kyle to think what was really going on in his son�s mind. Was he hurt? Confused? Sad? Depressed? Did he find Kyle�s devilish grin funny? But there was no reaction; Eddie continued to stare at him with those eyes that always tore Kyle into pieces. He looked down at the picture of Jasmine again, her bright blue eyes seemed to smile back at him, calling him, begging him for help. A thought of him running his hand through her soft blond hair ran through his mind. The fantasy quickly turned to horror as that same memory was replaced with an image of a dead hand ripping her hair out and biting into her face. It was then that Kyle realized he would have to make the toughest decision of his life.

Chapter One
�So what? You�re just gonna leave us?� Mary demanded an answer with her hands on her hips. Her hazel eyes stared at him like a vulture stalking its prey. Her long black hair fell down toward her face. The shine of her hair made her eyes glow.
�I�ll only be gone for a few days. I�ll be back; there�s just something that I have to do,� Kyle replied as he stuffed more things into Eddie�s robot themed knapsack.
�Are you going to take my backpack, Daddy?� Eddie asked from behind them, Kyle turned just in time to see Eddie�s eyes water.
�I am, Sport, is that okay? I can look for something else if you want me to. I thought you would be okay with me taking this. Y�know, so I can have something of yours to keep near me,� Kyle said as he reached into his pocket. �I�ll tell you what, let me hold on to your backpack and I�ll let you hold on to my lucky four leaf-clover keychain.�
�Really?� Eddie asked with delight. Even though it was just a fake four-leaf clover encased in plastic, he loved it.
�Yeah, really.� Kyle took the keychain off the metal ring and placed it in Eddie�s cupped hand. The boy closed his hand and put the four-leaf clover in his pocket. Kyle stared back at the small table where he continued packing a few bags of chips and some bottles of water.
�So what are you gonna go do?� Mary asked.
�Nothing that concerns you,� Kyle snapped. He wasn�t in the mood to be asked a million questions. There was nothing that he could say that would get Mary off his back.
�Well, if it�s something that�s going to make you leave your son, then, yes, it does.�
�I�m glad you said it like that because if it was just you and me in here, I would have left your ass a long time ago. I probably wouldn�t even have let you in here. I would have left you outside so they, the disgusting freaks outside, could get you,� Kyle said, not really realizing the impact that those comments would make on Eddie.
And as if on cue, Eddie spoke up, �You�re not going to protect Mommy from the bad people anymore?�
�I didn�t mean that, Eddie.�
�Well, what did you mean, Kyle?� Mary responded. Her eyes turned red with anger. The vein that always appeared on her forehead when she was mad began to make an entrance.
Kyle felt trapped. He was being cornered by his wife and son. �Why don�t you go put on your headphones and play your video game, okay, Sport?� Kyle said.
�Sure, Dad,� Eddie replied and walked to his chair. The handheld video console and headphones were on a countertop next to the chair. He grabbed the earphones and put them on.
As soon as he saw Eddie playing his game happily, Kyle continued, �You know what I meant, Mary. Face it, I don�t love you, and I know for a fact that you don�t love me. The only reason we�re together is because of Eddie.� He stuffed a change of clothes into the backpack. �If he wasn�t here, we would have gone our separate ways a long time ago.�
�So is that what you want now? To go our separate ways? Jesus fucking Christ, Kyle. We�re in the middle of the fucking apocalypse and you�re letting our issues get in the way.�
�Well, maybe I have to. The world looks like it�s ending so this is my only chance.�
�You�re only chance to do what? What is it that�s so important that you would leave your son and me behind?�
�We already went over this, Mary. I wanted to leave you a long time ago, but Eddie always made me stay. I never got the chance to tell you, but I filed for divorce a day before the dead started coming back to life.� Mary was about to interrupt, but Kyle kept going. �I was going to tell you the next day, but I had to start worrying about protecting Eddie. I did what I said I was going to do. He�s safe down here. No one is getting in. Those metal doors are welded shut and the only way out is through the vent I dug. Both of you will be safe here. I�ll only be gone a few days, maybe a little more.� He paused for a moment.
�You filed for divorce?� was all she said, cold and stern.
�I just told you I did,� he replied.
�Where�s the paperwork? I wanna make this easier for you to leave.�
Kyle turned and walked to a small work desk. He opened a drawer and took out a manila folder. He walked back to Mary. �Here,� he said and tossed the folder onto the table.
�I�m going to tell you this right now, Kyle,� she said searching for a pen. �If I sign these papers, I�m never going to let you see Eddie again when the world goes back to normal. He doesn�t need a father who�s going to leave him behind for no reason.�
�If you try to keep him from me, then I�ll take you to court and we�ll let a judge decide who gets him. But keep in mind, Mary, I�m not the one with a drug history, I�m not the one with a criminal background, I�m not the one without a job, and I�m not the one threatening you with Eddie!� Kyle stuffed the last of his supplies into the backpack. �I should have never left Jasmine when I found out that you were pregnant,� Kyle added, instantly regretting mentioning Jasmine in the conversation.
�Jasmine? Who the hell is Jasmine?� Mary�s eyes half closed.
�She�s no one, just a girl from my past.�
�Who the fuck is she?� Mary screamed. Kyle could see the crazed expression on her face. Her eyes continued to glow with anger and disgust, along with that, her complexion began to redden.
�Jasmine is the girl I left because of you!� Kyle screamed. �We were perfectly happy together until you told me you were pregnant.�
�So you were fucking someone after we broke up?�
�You were the one who broke up with me!� Kyle raised his voice louder. He noticed that Eddie looked up from his game. They both stared at their child as he looked back down at his distraction. �You were the one who said you didn�t love me anymore and that I was better off with someone else. After hearing that for years, I finally started realizing that you were right. I was better off with someone else. And when I was, you couldn�t handle that. You kept blowing up my cell phone when me and Jasmine were on dates. You kept leaving me messages of you blubbering, saying you wanted me back. I fell for that so many times, but not anymore! I was finally happy with Jasmine and you fucked that up when you told me you were pregnant!�
Mary started crying. �Fuck you,� she said slowly and softly. �Is that who you�re running off to be with? Jasmine? She�s the one who�s making you turn your back on me and Eddie?�
�No, Mary. You�re the one who made me turn my back on you. The only reason I came back to you was for Eddie. I thought I could love you again, but I quickly realized that I couldn�t. You�re not the one I want to be with. I have to go see if Jasmine is safe. You and Eddie can stay here till this blows over. I�ll more than likely be back before then. If I can, I�ll bring Jasmine with me so we can all wait this out. You can take me to court for Eddie when everything goes back to normal, but I�m more stable than you. You won�t be able to keep him from me.�
Neither one of them truly believed that the world would be able to recover from something like this. It was more of a comforting thought of hope, something to keep them going, a light at the end of their dark tunnel. But neither of them wanted to take the chance that if things did go back to normal, they�d each know what they wanted. They didn�t want to be together anymore, and signing divorce papers was a start.
Mary opened the manila folder. She quickly found where she needed to sign and gave it a quick signature. Kyle�s was already there. Mary closed the folder and threw it to Kyle. He clumsily caught the envelope and stuffed it in the backpack. Kyle knew that just because the papers were signed, it didn�t mean much. Getting divorced was never this easy.
�Now we�re divorced, go do whatever the fuck you want to. But listen to what I�m going to tell you. If you leave, you�ll never see me and Eddie again,� Mary said.
�Whatever. That�s the difference between you and me. If this was reversed I�d never keep Eddie away from you.�
�Well I guess that makes you a better person than me, huh?� Mary said matter-of-factly.
Kyle turned and walked to his gun rack. There were only three guns, but he had an abundance of ammo for each one. First, he grabbed his Glock 24 and a box of cartridges. He loaded all the magazines he had for it, five in total, and put them in the side pockets of the robot backpack. He grabbed the holster for the handgun and put it around his waist, then holstered the firearm. Next he grabbed the .357 Magnum Revolver. He grabbed a box of rounds and began loading the cylinder. He put the .357 on the countertop next to the backpack. He turned to the gun rack and grabbed the Winchester 1300 Tactical shotgun by the pistol grip. The gun was fully equipped with a stock and pistol grip for shooting preferences. Kyle grabbed the box of ammo next to it and loaded eight shells into the shotgun. He tossed the rest of the shells in the backpack. By now the pack was filled to the top with supplies. He had problems zipping it up, but, when he finally got the rucksack to zip, he loosened one of the straps and flung it over his shoulder. It felt awkward on his back, but he had no other options.
Kyle grabbed the .357 with some extra rounds and walked over to Mary, who had taken a seat next to Eddie. He handed the gun to her and said, �Here, take this, just in case something tries to get in.� Mary took the gun and the box of ammunition. �It�s loaded, be careful with this one. It�s very powerful. Keep Eddie safe.�
Kyle poked Eddie on the top of the head. The boy took off his headphones and looked at his dad. �I�m going to go out for a few days okay, Sport?�
Okay, Dad,� he said as he put his earbuds back on.
�That�s all I�m going to get? Can I have a hug?� Kyle asked not really expecting an answer.
�Just leave him alone, Kyle. He�s angry that you�re leaving him.� Mary began to rub Eddie�s back. �Just fucking leave already,� she said softly, her voice trailing into her sorrows.
�I�ll be back, Sport, okay? I�ll make sure to bring back a lot of games for your handheld,� Kyle said. Eddie nodded in return. �I love you, buddy,� he continued then turned toward the little window near the vent.
He grabbed the shotgun off the table as he walked to the vent. The world around him began to move in slow motion as he leaned the shotgun on the wall and lifted the vent door. He put the backpack and shotgun through the slot, and then climbed in. There was only enough room for him to crawl toward the opening in the front yard. He moved forward, pushing the pack and shotgun in front of him. The vent began to widen. There was more room for him to move. He saw a little patch of sunlight hitting the inside of the vent, but wasn�t entirely sure what to expect with the light at the end of the tunnel.
Kyle made it to the light and there was enough room for him to stand. He hunched over so the top of his head wouldn�t hit the metal entrance. He lifted the door slowly and poked his head out. He searched the area for movement. There was none. Grabbing the backpack and the shotgun, he placed them on the grass and climbed out, closing the hatch door behind him. Movement was everything now. Making less noise would ensure the he wouldn�t bring on unnecessary attention. He picked up the pack and the shotgun from the dew-filled grass and stood.
He searched the area again as he lifted the shotgun in a shooting stance. His blue 1995 Toyota pickup truck was still sitting on the driveway untouched. Kyle walked toward the vehicle, but suddenly stopped. He knew that he was about to do something stupid and dangerous. All he wanted was to get one last look at Eddie before he left.
Kyle casually walked toward the very small basement window. It was only one foot across and six inches high, Kyle never understood the reason for such a small window. Laying the weapon and backpack on the ground, he lay on the grass and peered through. The window was covered with a thick layer of moisture. He wiped his hand across the window a few times to clear it. He peered in again to get a glimpse of his boy. Mary stood behind Eddie�s chair with the .357 drawn and pointed at the back of his head. Eddie continued playing his video game as if nothing was wrong. She pulled the hammer back on the gun.
�No!� Kyle yelled as loud as he could. His heart sank and his body felt completely numb.
The scream was loud enough for Eddie to hear through the headphones. The little boy looked up at his dad and gave a quick smile. Kyle noticed that Eddie had the four-leaf clover keychain dangling around his finger.
At that second, Mary pulled the trigger. Kyle watched, in slow motion, as the bullet ejected from the gun and went through the back of the boy�s head. It exploded outward, leaving a large hole where Eddie�s face had been. Blood, cartilage, brain tissue, and other unknown substances spewed everywhere onto the ground. His bottom jaw was still intact, but the top of his mouth was mixed with the gore on the floor. Eddie dropped the handheld as he went limp. His arms fell down the sides of the couch. The keychain fell out of his finger and hit the ground.
�No!� Kyle screeched again even louder than before. He began to weep uncontrollably at the sight.
Mary stared at the glass window. She shouted something, but he couldn�t hear it over his mourning. Through tears, Kyle watched as Mary put the gun barrel under her chin and pulled the trigger. A look of disbelief crossed Mary�s face as the bullet went through her head, leaving a baseball-sized hole as blood and brain ejected across the room. She instantly fell to the ground and dropped the firearm a foot away from her hand.
Kyle was sick to his stomach and he began to vomit, showering the little window with his digested breakfast. He quickly backed away from the acrid mess. His eyes watered and tears began to fall freely down his face. Everything around him seemed to slow to a crawl, his senses heightened as adrenalin pumped through his veins. His hearing increased for a split second. He could hear each individual bird chirp and then he heard a moan from somewhere in the area. He wiped away his tears and quickly heaved to his feet, picking up the weapon and his supplies. Kyle still felt hollow inside, but his survival instincts kicked in, even though mentally, he wasn�t there.
Five bodies walked toward him. Their skins were grayish green and their clothes were shredded over their forms. The walking corpses were thin; their exposed skin looked to be stretched over bones. They walked slowly, carefully taking one step at a time. He needed to get past them in order to make it to his truck. Kyle raised the Winchester and fired. The shell caught the front monster in the chest, nearly splitting it in half. The creature fell back as Kyle pumped the shotgun. He aimed at another and fired again. The casing hit it in the head; the force of the slug causing its head to explode, expelling brain matter and bone fragments in a burst pattern.
Kyle kept repeating the words, �I�m sorry, Eddie,� as he shot off the remaining shells. He began moving toward the truck gripping the gun like a baseball bat, ready to swing at anything that might creep up behind him. He tossed the shotgun into the vehicle, and then threw the bag in. Another moan erupted. Kyle quickly drew his pistol like an old west gunfighter and turned. Standing before him was Gary, Eddie�s friend, wearing a gray hooded sweater and a vacant look on his face. His black Beatles-type hair was wild and unkempt. Kyle pointed the gun at the boy�s head, but couldn�t pull the trigger. The creature�s eyes widened and his mouth dropped open as he lunged for Kyle. Kyle quickly put the handgun down and kicked the boy across the chest. Gary moaned as the force of Kyle�s kick caused the reanimated kid to fall to the ground, but as he hit the grass, he was already trying to get back to his feet. Kyle jumped into the truck and started it. He closed the door and simultaneously, Gary�s face pressed up against the window. Kyle motioned away from the glass in shock. The boy continued hitting the door with his palm.
The momentary safety of the truck caused Kyle to fall into a trance. He sat in the driver seat repeating, �I�m sorry, Eddie.� He grabbed the shotgun sitting next to him and put the barrel under his chin. �I�m sorry, Eddie,� he mumbled, and pulled the trigger.
The shotgun clicked empty, and when it did something clicked in Kyle�s head. The hollowness was still inside of him, but he began to think clearly. He turned to look at Gary again. �I�m sorry, Gary,� he said and put the shotgun on the passenger seat.
Kyle put the truck into reverse and backed out of the driveway. He shifted into drive and headed west up Colonial Road. He glanced through his rearview mirror and saw the figure of Gary walking onto the street, lumbering in his direction.

Chapter Two
Kyle drove through the deserted suburban city streets, passing by abandoned cars that were parked or crashed off to the side. He looked through the car windows. Most of them were empty, but others still had moving bodies fastened to their seat belts. He only saw them for a split second, but that was long enough to know they were struggling to become free.
Kyle tried not to think about Mary murdering Eddie then committing suicide. Yes, it hurt him, but the evil, malevolent part of him was a little glad. Sure it was easy to pretend like the world would heal from this, but really there was no telling if things would ever get back to normal. Ending Eddie�s life swiftly was probably better than dragging out a long and painful death. The other part of him felt a cold and empty void, something that could only be filled by seeing someone that brought him happiness. Like seeing Jasmine�s face again. He knew where he was going. In California there was a small town near San Diego named Poway, and that was his destination.
Before moving to Nevada to start a new life with Mary and Eddie, Kyle had lived in California. He was born and raised in the town of Escondido, right next to Poway. Knowing the area well would definitely give him an advantage. It would make things easier when traveling through dead-infested territory. If he didn�t run into any trouble, he could make it there within a few hours. He looked at the clock on the dashboard. It was 9:30 a.m.
He began flipping through the radio stations, only to find white noise or an annoying emergency broadcast beep. He switched to AM and continued scrolling through the channels as the cool AC air blared into his face.
�� Yes, yes, it�s true the dead are coming back to life,� a voice managed to say through the static. He adjusted the tuning knob until the voice became clearer then turned up the volume to listen.
The acoustics of the room made it sound like the people were broadcasting from a small conference room. There was a lot of noise and people interrupting others, talking over each other.
�If you all could please shut up and listen to me!� an authoritative male voice yelled over the crowd. The noise subsided as the voice continued, �Like I have been trying to say, my name is Doctor Theodore Greenly, and I was a former member of the CDC.� When he said that, the room went into an uproar. People began asking questions.
�Was this something that was created by the United States?� someone said.
�You�re from the CDC, so you�re saying it�s some sort of virus?� said another.
Doctor Greenly quickly calmed the room again. �Please, please,� he said, �let me finish. I will answer as many questions as I can. Let me get this information out first.� Doctor Greenly sounded out of breath and congested, as if he were either fighting off a cold, or he was an overweight man.
Kyle began to hear more static as he drove passed the town�s zoning lines. He didn�t want to miss what Doctor Greenly had to say. He looked around the terrain; there was no one and nothing in sight. He was out of the suburban area and began entering the small patches of desert that have not been turned into suburban neighborhoods. He decided to pull off to the side and listen. He left the truck running in case he had to leave in a hurry.
�There is no evidence to support that this is a virus,� Doctor Greenly continued, �but, in all honesty, we don�t know what this is. If it is a virus, I have never seen anything like this in my forty-year career with the CDC. What this is has to be something different, maybe something out of this world.�
�Do you mean like extra-terrestrial? A virus from another world perhaps?� someone called out.
�That was one of the possibilities we had in mind. We have been in contact with what�s left of NASA to see if there have been any larger than normal meteorite collisions or returning satellites within the past week. Scientists have reported that there have been no major collisions. On a hunch, we decided to see if anyone at SETI, The Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence, was still alive to tell us if they have made any form of contact. As of now we have no confirmation.�
�So if it�s not alien, what do you personally think it is?� the same voice asked.
�Our best guess is some bizarre paranormal phenomenon that we have never experienced before. This explanation was a little much for our team to swallow. But we still have zero evidence of any of this. It might very well be something viral. The only thing we know for sure is that anyone who has been bitten by one of them will die and come back to life craving human flesh.�
�But why? Why human flesh?� another voice cried out.
�We do not know why they feel the need to consume human tissue. We do know that they get absolutely no nourishment from it. They will continue eating flesh even after their stomachs rupture and their entrails hang out of their bodies. A cadaver that we experimented on managed to eat three entire recently expired bodies. On its fourth, the subject�s body was so bloated it could hardly walk. When the stomach ruptured it kept eating. Before anyone asks, the recently deceased bodies the cadaver was consumed were donated in the name of science.�
�After being bitten, did the bodies wake up at any point?�
�That is a great question. No, the bodies that were bitten after expiring did not come back to life. We believe that the cause needs the bloodstream of a living person to transmit.�
�So what about pain?� the first voice asked.
�That one is simple, they do not feel any. We had one of our officers discharge an entire M4 thirty round magazine into the patient�s mid and lower section. The shots did immobilize the subject, but it continued advancing toward the man using any means possible. It wasn�t until the officer gave it a quick shot through the temple that it stopped completely. On this first experiment, we let the body lie for twenty-four hours. It did not rise again. So yes, they do not feel pain, but they can be stopped.�
�That�s how you kill them? With a shot through the head?�
�No, no, no,� Doctor Greenly said in a fast triplet speech. �I said that they could be stopped. The body we neutralized was just a host for something, it still showed signs of microscopic life after the brain was destroyed. The host was no longer active, but the cause was more or less still alive. Think of it as someone in a coma. They are no longer active, but still alive. Destroying the brain only stops them, we don�t know if the cause could truly be killed. This entire situation is just baffling. I wouldn�t have believed it if I hadn�t seen it with my own eyes.�
�Do you have any evidence that these things can�t be one-hundred percent killed?�
�As a matter of fact we do. First we have to take a look at what I mean by dead. When a living person dies, so does every cell in their body. They begin to rot away until they are nothing more than a memory to the living. In one of these living dead corpses, after the brain is destroyed the cause that brought it back to life lives on. For example, after we neutralized the subject with a shot through the head, we �� The doctor paused for a moment then sighed into the microphone. �Before I mention this, the world needs to understand that our experiments are vital to the human race. That being said � forty-eight hours after we neutralized the original cadaver, we injected 5mL of the corpse�s blood into a living human subject.�
The room grew louder after that was said. People began to protest and obscenities blared through Kyle�s speakers. He was completely enthralled in the broadcast that he found himself yelling, �Shut up,� to the people who wouldn�t let Doctor Greenly speak.
Finally the crowd calmed and Kyle could hear Doctor Greenly�s voice again. �Like I was saying, we injected 5mL, which is about half of a standard syringe, of blood directly into the living subject�s bloodstream. After we injected the blood, the patient lapsed into a coma. A few hours later, he expired. A few moments after that, his eyes re-opened.
�The most interesting things happened with the second and third test subjects. We injected 5mL of the original cadaver�s saliva into one of their bloodstreams and the man expired within the hour. Seconds later, his eyes re-opened. Blood and saliva both carry the cause, but it�s the saliva that�s most toxic. As for the third test subject, we carefully extracted the brain from the second test subject. His body fell limp, just like the original cadaver that we shot through the head. We extracted the brain from the third living subject and attached it to the body of the second subject. For those of you who thought brain transplants were impossible, guess again. We were startled to see that once the human brain was attached to the brain stem of the living corpse, its eyes shot open and began to thrash. The cause lives inside of the human body, but the human body cannot move without the brain.�
�Are there any other ways to incapacitate an infected individual?�
�I don�t like the term infected. There is no evidence that we could see to support that this phenomena is caused by an infection. Yes, it may act like an infection, but we cannot see anything erroneous when we test the blood or saliva. A better term would be, Existing Dead. Let�s just call the victims that from now on until we could definitely identify them.
�But to answer your question, there aren�t many ways to stop one of the Existing Dead. We know that destroying the brain will stop them. We have also experimented with fire and other element-based attacks. Fire did work, but it became hard to keep the subject stationary while it was engulfed in flames. We nearly burned down our lab with this experiment. The average person will collapse within thirty seconds of combustion. It took the subject thirty minutes to an hour before it succumbed to the blaze. This is where the pain factor kicked in. It also brought up more evidence that it cannot be killed. When the Existing Dead was nothing more than a pile of ash, we mixed the dust with water and injected it into another living test subject. Two days past and we had another Existing Dead on our hands. We also tried the effects of freezing temperatures. It took the subject ten minutes to freeze solid in subzero temperatures, and half an hour to thaw to the point of being mobile again.�
�Where did all of these test subjects come from? The people have a right to know.�
�All of our living test subjects were donated by the Nevada State Penitentiary. The subjects were Death Row inmates, all of whom would have been executed within a few years. They were brought to our lab by a military escort.�
�Where is the military through all this? Has the entire country been overrun?�
�The military is currently in the north-eastern seaboard trying to repel the Existing Dead toward California. Half of the country has deserted to the northern region, Canada or further. There are many patches of hot zones throughout the country, with California having the highest percentage of Existing Dead, specifically, San Diego.�
That last comment snapped Kyle out of his trance. �Fuck,� he said over the radio. �It�s the highest populated dead zone and I have to go in it. I just hope you�re still alive, Jasmine. I don�t know what I�d do if I lost you too,� he said to himself out loud. Kyle took the picture out of his wallet and put it near the speedometer, next to a picture of him and Eddie fishing. The empty feeling returned when he began to cry.
When the first tear fell from his face, a moan followed by a bang thumped at his window. Kyle jumped away and leaned closer to the passenger seat. The creature slapped the glass again. Kyle looked close through his tears and noticed its lips were gnawed off or had rotted away. Its teeth were completely exposed, and it gave Kyle an eternal grin. Kyle had been hoping he�d be able to grieve for his son in peace, but this member of the Existing Dead had decided to interrupt. He was enraged, and wanted to show this rotting corpse pain even if the radio said they couldn�t feel any. Kyle was the kind of guy who loved proving people wrong.
He put the truck in reverse and went back several yards. When the creature was directly in front of him, he popped the truck into drive and raced for it. Kyle hit the body with a sickening thud. He backed up again, running over the creature�s legs. The bones snapped as the tires rolled over them. Kyle backed up until he was able to see the creature struggling to get to its non-existent feet. He slowly moved forward until he was right next to it. He looked around to make sure another one wasn�t going to pop around a corner. The coast was clear; the nearest one he could see was at least two hundred yards away. With the way they walked it could take hours for it to reach him. He got out and climbed into the truck�s bed. Most of his construction tools were still there. He searched until he found a road spike and his sledge hammer. He climbed out and walked toward the immobilized Existing Dead who was lying on its back. He stood the sledge hammer up next to him and with no remorse he lifted the metal road spike over his head. The creature looked at him and began snapping its jaw as Kyle brought the spike down into the creature�s heart. The steel spike stood at attention as it wedged an inch into the paved road. He raised the hammer and brought it crashing down on the spike. He did it again and again until the spike was half way through the asphalt. The creature paid no attention to the spike and continued outstretching its arms toward Kyle.
He walked back into the truck and popped the hood. The engine�s roar grew louder. Kyle searched the back seat and found what he needed. Jumper cables and a small white bottle of paint thinner were now in his hands. He walked to the front of the truck as the creature continued thrashing for him; struggling against the spike in its chest. Kyle opened the bottle of paint thinner and forced the top into the creature�s mouth. The liquid flowed down its throat and spewed out of the opening like an overfilled bottle. The paint thinner drenched the pavement as it tried to moan, but all that came out was a strained gargle. He connected the jumper cables to the truck�s battery and grabbed the other end. He put one of the clamps on the creature�s chest. The end closed but did not attach. It ripped off a chunk of flesh, the loose flab hung from the clamp like bait on a hook. He tried again, but the creature�s skin was too rotten to support the clamp.
Quickly, trying to avoid its mouth, Kyle grabbed the clamps and snapped them onto the creature�s collarbones. He heard the engine hum quietly as they attached. He walked into the truck and rubbed the engine causing twelve volts of electricity to circulate through the Existing Dead�s body. Looking out of the window, Kyle saw the paint thinner slowly igniting and bursting the creature into flames. A foul and disgusting smell began pouring out of the creature. It didn�t bother Kyle, I�ve smelled worse, he thought. The creature�s actions began to slow down as its body fried.
Kyle got out of the truck, detached the jumper cables from the battery, and threw them at the monster. The paint thinner was highly flammable, but once the flumes burnt off, the fire died down. The monsters white eyes were the only thing still following Kyle�s movements. The rest of him was covered by third degree burns. There was a hacksaw in the back of his truck. Kyle reached for it. The tool felt good in his hands.
As he walked back to the creature, he heard another moan coming from behind him, followed by another and another. Kyle turned just in time to see a dozen of them come out of the few abandoned buildings in the area. He put the hacksaw back into the bed and grabbed the hammer. He tossed it in with the rest of his tools, jumped into the truck and drove away.
The radio continued playing the press conference with Doctor Theodore Greenly. He was going on and on about pain. Kyle smiled. His smile quickly turned into a frown when he looked at the gas gauge. The needle was almost on empty. He had to find fuel soon. As he started worrying about gas Doctor Greenly said, �The streets are unsafe. If you can, please stay home with your family. Treasure them and protect them as best as you can.�

Chapter Three
Kyle continued driving through the main road, heading further into the desert. Another mile or so ahead was the next town. Static overpowered the interview with Doctor Greenly as Kyle drove toward the nearest gasoline station. After searching for another radio station, with no result, he turned off the receiver. Kyle tried to bury all of his emotions; he was in the middle of a war zone and if he wanted to survive he needed to think clearly. The needle on the gas gauge was now hovering over the E. Kyle glanced down when the empty light flashed on.
This area had been Kyle�s home for the past four years. He knew where all of the fill-up stations were in the region. Just over the hill in front of him was a Shell gasoline station. He cleared the mount and began going down with the Shell station in his view.
He slammed on the brakes. The tires screeched as he swerved to avoid a collision with the two wrecked cars in the middle of the road. Kyle�s heart raced as he cleared the wreckage. He stared back through his rearview mirror and composed himself. The Shell station was getting closer, as all of the traffic lights were off. Kyle didn�t feel the need to drive cautiously through the intersections. Besides Mary and Eddie, he hadn�t seen another living person in days.
The Burger King that Eddie and Kyle would spend their father-and-son time flew by like the memory of a past life. He tried to think about just getting to the gas station and filling up, but the recollections of better days continued to dance within his head. The Shell station was a block away to his left. He sped through the last intersection and didn�t bother to use a turn signal when he pulled into the four pump gas station.
Kyle parked behind a silver colored Honda that still had the nozzle attached to the car. It was the only available pump. The other two were occupied by an early 1980�s green Chevy Luv and a red Ford Mustang. He turned the truck off and looked at the deserted lot. He wondered what happened that made everyone leave their cars half way through filling up. The store�s doors were to his right and wide open, snacks and shelving in view. His stomach grumbled in hunger.
�I gotta be quick,� he muttered to himself, then grabbed the Winchester by the pistol grip. He pulled eight shells out of the robot backpack and loaded them. Each shell clicked as it was loaded into the barrel. He looked at the bag again, and the emptiness returned. Quickly, he shook it off and pumped the shotgun. Stepping out of the truck, gun at the ready, he looked at the gas pump. All of the lights were off.
�Fuck,� he whispered under his breath, realizing how dense he was, �of course it�s off.�
Kyle turned and walked cautiously toward the little market. He took one step inside and looked left to right, making sure no one else was there. Racks of chips remained untouched on the shelves. The coolers were off, but there was no telling how long they�d been that way. He pressed his head against one of them; it felt cool against his face. A beer stared back at him from behind the glass at perfect eye level. His throat craved the taste of alcohol. He opened the glass door and grabbed the first available beer. Chugging it down, he savored each drop.
A gasoline can had to be somewhere in the area; every gasoline station had them for sale, or at least one to lend to the poor sap who ran out of gas. Kyle searched the store for the gasoline can. After a few moments of searching, he found the five-gallon jug sitting behind the front desk. He grabbed it by the handle and began walking back to the truck whistling a tune that he couldn�t remember the name of. If he wanted to get gas, he would have to siphon it from the cars already there. He looked in the bed of his truck for the hose he used at construction sites. This wasn�t the first time he�d had to siphon gas.
The hose was cut three feet long, the perfect length to get as much gas out of a tank as possible. He walked to the silver Honda directly in front of him with the hose and gas container. He detached the still-connected nozzle and set it on the ground. A small amount of gas began seeping out of the nozzle.
Kyle put the hose into the gas tank and began sucking on it like a straw. It took a few attempts, but he managed to get a good flow going. He accidentally got some gasoline in his mouth, so he needed something to wash the taste out. Water would do the trick, maybe even another beer. He took the hose out of the tank when the can was full and hauled it over to his truck. A funnel was already in place, and he began pouring the gas into his tank. Five gallons wasn�t going to get him anywhere; he needed more. He took the can back to the Honda to siphon more fuel. The gas flow began to slow as the Honda�s tank ran low. He walked back to the market while the gas slowly filled the can.
When he stepped through the door, he realized that he had forgotten the Winchester. Kyle quickly un-holstered the Glock and pointed it forward. The refreshments were to his left. He walked toward the water and took out a bottle. He opened it and swished the water around his mouth then spat it out on the ground. His stomach growled again. He grabbed a little basket and began filling it with chips and other snacks. He started walking back to the Honda. Half way back, he heard a click and someone say, �Where the hell do you think you�re going with those?�
Kyle shook his head, thinking that the voice was in his head. He slowly turned and standing at the doorway was a teenager no more than sixteen. The teen wore the uniform of a gas station attendant, but he did look a little too young to be working. His face was filthy like he hadn�t washed it in weeks and a bizarre look crossed his face as if thinking that this was the first person he�s seen alive in days. His hair fell parted to the side, wavy and messy. He held a small handgun firmly with both hands.
�You didn�t pay for that stuff or for that beer you drank,� the teenager said.
Where the hell did he come from? was the first thought out of Kyle�s head. He stared at the boy for a moment, dumbfounded, and said, �Really?� That felt like the most logical response to the situation.
The teen began to sway left to right, almost as if he had to use the restroom. �Yes, really,� he spat back with fury and authority.
�You do know that the world has ended and we�re surrounded by the dead, right?�
�That doesn�t give you the right to steal from my store.�
Kyle was already tired going back and forth with the kid. That�s what he was, just a kid. He was probably scared and had no idea what else to do but to stay there and protect the store from looters.
�Listen,� Kyle said in a calm voice. �Sorry, I didn�t mean to just take stuff. How about I go back inside and you can check me out?�
�Yeah, okay,� he said, no longer in control of the situation.
The teen walked backwards into the store, not taking his gaze away from Kyle. He made his way behind the counter as Kyle walked into the store with the basket. He placed it on the counter as the boy began writing things down on a notepad.
�So what�s your name kid?� Kyle asked.
�Victor,� he replied.
�Hey, ah � Victor, I�m Kyle. Do you know what happened here? I�m guessing you were the one who was working when everything happened. Why did people just leave without their cars?�
�What? Have you been hiding under a rock?�
Kyle smiled. �Yeah something like that.�
Victor continued writing things down on the pad as he spoke. �Those things, whatever they are, started coming down the hill over there like a stampede. People panicked and ran in all the directions. There were so many of them that you wouldn�t be able to drive through them. They�d swallow the car whole. I was sitting here listening to tunes when I heard all the screams. I looked outside and there were people on top of people just biting and eating each other. Lucky for me I was alone so I just locked the doors. People started banging on the doors screaming for me to let them in. I froze. After about an hour the screaming outside stopped. I climbed to the roof to see what happened and there were bodies just lying on the ground dead, half eaten then suddenly they stood back up. A lot from the mob that came stumbling down the hill continued walking through the street chasing anyone alive, but there were a few that stuck around. Do you know what they are?�
�The Existing Dead,� Kyle answered, not really sure if that term had caught on yet. �So what happened after that?�
�Oh, I went to the roof and sat there. Eventually they just walked off and left behind a huge mess. I had no choice but to clean it up. It�s part of my job to keep the lot clean.�
�You�re a very dedicated worker.�
�My mom always said to take my job seriously. Even if it meant mopping the bathroom stalls after some idiot shit all over the ground, I should do it with a smile.�
�Yeah. So what were you doing when I came up?�
�That will be $52.50,� Victor said, then quickly continued. �When I heard your truck I ran into the freezer and hid. I�ve run into a few other survivors, but I usually keep the doors locked.�
�I�ll tell you what, how about you let me slide on the $52.50 and I�ll take you with me. You can�t just stay here,� Kyle said.
�Can you take me to my house? I live about thirty minutes away. My mom usually picks me up, but she never did. That�s why I�m still here.�
Kyle thought about it for a moment. He didn�t have time to go and take this kid home. Sitting here and doing nonsense wasn�t good for him either.
�Okay,� Kyle answered. �Help me put this stuff into the truck and let�s go.�
As soon as he answered, Kyle heard a very familiar moan. He jerked his head toward the door.
�Fuck, we have to get out of here, now. Hurry, get the stuff in the basket and grab anything else you can fit in it,� Kyle said drawing the Glock.
Kyle poked his head out of the door. The Existing Dead where everywhere, slowly converging toward the gas station. A quick head count revealed six just in his eyesight. He ran as fast as he could to the Honda and grabbed the gas can. The dead were coming closer. He poured the remaining gas into the tank and closed the lid.
He looked at the door and one of them was already making its way inside. Several gunshots blazed through the air. Kyle holstered the Glock and ran toward the shotgun. He held it upright and quickly walked into the store. Victor was behind the counter pointing the gun at the Existing Dead. The creature tried to walk through the counter as if it wasn�t there.
�I shot him, but he�s not going down!� Victor yelled.
�You have to get them in the head,� Kyle yelled back. �Get down.�
Victor ducked under the counter. Kyle squeezed the trigger. A loud boom erupted from the weapon that echoed within the small store. The shell went through the neck of the zombie, almost severing its head. It tilted to the side and was held together by a nearly snapped spinal cord. Kyle pumped the shotgun again and fired. This time, the shell hit the top of its head, leaving a large hole where blood and brain matter oozed and smacked to the ground.
�Victor, are you okay? Did it bite you?� There was no reply. �Victor!� he yelled as he walked around the counter. The teenage boy was curled up into a ball. He kept repeating nonsensical words as if he were praying. Kyle helped the kid to his feet.
�They�re dead, they�re really dead,� he repeated.
�We already went over this. Grab the basket. We gotta get the fuck out of here now.�
Kyle took a few steps out the door and stopped. They were surrounded by at least thirty of the creatures now. The distance between the truck and them was closed by the Existing Dead.
�Do you have lighter fluid?� Kyle called out to Victor.
The kid checked behind the counter and found a few bottles. �Yeah!� he yelled back.
�Drench everything you can with them,� Kyle said as he fired the shotgun.
Victor wasn�t sure what Kyle�s plan was, but he did as he was told. He grabbed two bottles and squeezed the liquid all over the counter and down the aisles.
�I can�t hold them back much longer. Spray the doors!� Kyle yelled as he fired his last shell. He held the shotgun by the pistol grip and drew the Glock with his other hand as Victor sprayed the doors. Kyle fired one shot after another bringing down any Existing Dead he could. They continued walking toward him, as headshots were much harder with a handgun. The slide on the Glock kicked back when he was out of rounds.
�I�m out! Grab the basket,� he said as he ran back into the store. He holstered the Glock and yelled, �How did you get to the roof from the inside?�
Victor grabbed the basket and ran toward the back of the store. Kyle followed, nearly slipping on the lighter fluid. Victor opened a little door which had a ladder that led up to the roof. Victor began climbing with one hand, the other holding the basket. Kyle looked behind him. The dead were pushing through the door and walking in their direction. Victor reached the top and opened a hatch door. Kyle climbed up as Victor pulled himself out.
�Do you have the store keys?� Kyle asked as he pulled himself onto the roof.
�Yeah, they�re in my pocket.�
�Give �em to me. When I say go, jump off the roof and run for the truck. When you�re in, lock it. Here are the keys in case something happens to me and you need to leave.�
Victor took the keys. �What are you going to do?� he asked.
�I�m going to barbeque the fuckers,� Kyle answered with a smile. He walked toward the front of the building and peered down. All of the dead were inside the store. Kyle stretched his arm toward the doors and pulled them closed.
�Go now!� Kyle yelled.
� Victor dropped the basket to the ground then jumped off the roof. He landed on a small mound of dirt and fell to his knees. The boy quickly got up, picked up the basket, and ran toward the truck. Kyle jumped off the roof with his shotgun in hand, landing in front of the doors. He grabbed the keys and locked the Existing Dead inside.
�Hey!� Kyle heard Victor yell behind him. He turned to see Victor throwing a yellow bottle at him. Kyle caught the bottle with his free hand and looked at it. A fresh bottle of fluid was in his hands. An Existing Dead slammed the glass door behind him with its rotted palms. Kyle quickly turned. He dropped the shotgun onto the ground and squeezed the bottle through a crack in the door, spraying one of the dead with fluid. He made a trail of liquid leading through the door. Kyle took out a lighter from his pocket, he rolled the flint but it wouldn�t catch. Finally on the eight try, the flame stayed on and he ignited the fluid. He threw the lighter on the ground. The fluid caught quickly, and within seconds the creature burst into flames. It walked clumsily through the store, igniting the rest of the fluid and the Existing Dead inside. Within a few minutes, the entire building was on fire. Kyle put the bottle of fluid in his pocket, picked up the shotgun and walked toward the truck.
He opened the door and got in. Victor looked at him, breathing uncontrollably.
�Are you all right?� Kyle asked.
�Yeah, I am. I�m just glad I don�t have to clean up this mess again.�
Kyle laughed as they stared out of the window onto the front of the store. Bodies littered the ground, motionless. And beyond that the store was completely engulfed in flames. They could still see the moving bodies through the doors striking the glass, methodically and purposefully.

Chapter Four
�What are you waiting for?� Victor asked.
Kyle stayed stationary inside the truck. He stared, in a trance, at the picture of him and Eddie, then looked at the picture of Jasmine.
�Is that your wife and kid?� Victor asked.
�No and yes,� Kyle answered. �That�s my boy Eddie and this is, Jasmine, the girl who should have been my wife.�
�Are they �?� Victor couldn�t finish the question. He just nodded with a concerned look on his face.
�Eddie is dead, killed by his own mother. I don�t know about Jasmine, she lives in California. I�m on my way there now to see if she�s alive,� Kyle said, completely void of emotion.
�That�s fucking wicked man. When did it happen?�
�A few hours ago.�
They both fell silent.
�Oh,� Victor said finally. �And you�re �� he continued, but thought against it.
�I�m fine, I�ll grieve later. Right now I have to keep going.�
�Okay,� Victor said softly.
�Do you have any more rounds for that pussy .38 Snubby you pointed at me?�
�I don�t have any more in the gun; I fired all five shots when that dead person came in. I grabbed the box of bullets from under the counter before we ran for the ladder.�
�Good boy,� Kyle said, �give me the Snubby.� Victor looked at him for a second and handed the weapon he had in his pocket. �Listen to me very carefully,� Kyle started. �A gun is not a toy, this thing can really do some damage to yourself or the person you�re pointing it at. Did the store teach you how to use the gun?�
�No, but I�ve seen a lot of movies. It�s not hard, you just need to make sure that the safety is off, yank the hammer thing back and pull the trigger.�
Kyle sighed. �Okay well, I�m going to give you a crash course on this gun. First, don�t call them bullets; a bullet is what�s fired out of the cartridge. Call them rounds. This gun is pretty weak compared to what I have, but for you, it�ll work fine. Grab the box of rounds. This is how you reload. Push the cylinder release valve and the cylinder will pop out. Toss the used casings and load in fresh ones.� Victor handed him five rounds. �When they�re all loaded, push the cylinder back in.� The gun clicked. �When you hear that click you�re ready to rock and roll. Here.� Kyle handed the gun back to Victor and looked up at the boy. For a split second Kyle imagined that Eddie was sitting next to him.
�Thanks, Dad,� he heard him say.
Kyle quickly shook his head and looked at Victor again. �What did you say?� he asked.
�I said, thanks, dude.�
They heard glass shatter near the burning building. Kyle glanced outside the window and saw that the Existing Dead had finally broken the glass doors. Their flaming bodies began to push through the broken glass. They ignored any shards that might be in the way and pushed through. The few in front were squished up against the metal door handles. Some began to crawl on the ground and pushed themselves through a tiny opening. A foul and disgusting odor flew in the air.
�Ugh, that fucking reeks,� Victor said, covering his nose. �Let�s go, what are we still doing here?�
�That�s the smell of burning bodies, boy,� Kyle said, �let�s go before one of them ignites a gas pump.�
Kyle turned the ignition. The truck roared to life. He looked at the gas gauge needle, which stopped at half tank. Kyle put the car in reverse and said, �Put your seat belt on, Victor.�
Victor quickly buckled up. When Kyle heard the click he pushed down on the accelerator. The tires peeled out in reverse. He maneuvered the vehicle and ran down the zombie that was struggling to get up. Victor jumped forward when he felt the impact.
�What was that?� he said looking behind him.
�A flaming speed bump,� Kyle said, laughing.
He put the truck in drive and drove away. He turned left without stopping onto the road. Almost instantly, the truck came to a screeching halt as they stared out onto the street.
�Holy shit,� Kyle cursed.
The road was completely filled with Existing Dead. Kyle guessed about a thousand bodies were on the road. All of them stared at the truck. There was no way to continue going in that direction. One by one, the dead began walking toward the truck. Kyle didn�t move.
�Do something, dude!� Victor yelled.
Kyle popped the truck in reverse and did a one-eighty. Victor stared back through the rearview mirror as they drove back up the hill. He turned back just in time to see the Burger King Kyle and Eddie used to eat at.
�Hey, I used to eat lunch there all the time with my dad.�
Kyle�s stomach felt hollow. �Shut up,� he said.
Victor stayed quiet. Kyle passed the hill and continued on the road.
�How do we get to your place?� Kyle asked.
�Umm, we go through those zombies.�
�Is there another way out of here besides using that road?�
�I don�t know.�
Kyle continued driving at an alarming speed. He knew another way out of town, but that would add a few hours to the drive. It also meant that he had to pass his house, where Mary had killed Eddie. He tried not to think about it and continued driving.
The road was pretty clear. It seemed like all the Existing Dead gathered on that one point for some reason. Up ahead they noticed a figure lying on the ground with a metal spike through its heart. Its body was fried beyond recognition. Victor wasn�t able to tell if it was human or an Existing Dead as Kyle approached.
�What the hell happened here?� Victor questioned.
�That was me,� Kyle said.
�You did that?� Victor asked with a tint of fear in his voice.
�Yeah, I took out my anger on it,� Kyle said, stopping the car. �I had to leave because its friends showed up. Now I have a friend of my own.� Kyle got out of the car and looked at Victor. �This is what�s going to happen. You�re going to come out here with your gun and stand guard. If anything gets close shoot it in the head, understood?�
Victor nodded and got out of the truck. Kyle searched the bed for the saw. He found it and walked it over to the body. He stood over it for a moment. Its eyes slowly opened and it began to thrash, snapping its jaw at him.
�It�s still alive,� Victor said, stunned.
�Yeah, the only way to kill it is by destroying the brain.�
�How do you know so much about them?�
�Before I made it to the gas station, I was listening to something on the radio that was talking about them. Some Doctor Greenly was doing an interview.�
�So you just heard about them now? Where have you been?�
�I was in the basement of my house with my ex-wife and son. I replaced the wooden doors with steel ones and welded them shut. There was no way anything was going to get down there. We didn�t have a TV or a radio. The only thing we knew was that the dead were returning to life and eating the living. We didn�t know why and we didn�t care. We just went into hiding. So, like I said earlier, something like being under a rock.�
Victor gasped as he saw a small figure out in the distance. �Well, whatever you�re going to do, you need to do it soon. Look,� he said, pointing at the silhouette.
Kyle glanced in the direction of the figure. It looked small, almost child like. Gary first crossed his mind. He looked down at his hands and noticed the saw in his grip. He walked up to the zombie and jammed his steel toe shoe into its mouth. Kyle felt the pressure of its teeth clamping onto his toes. He knelt down and put the saw on the edge of his shoe. He rubbed the saw down between the creature�s mouth and began sawing its head in half. It was easy until he reached the jaw bone, but he managed to continue. The noise of the blade grinding through the jaw bone made Victor gag. Blood and pus began to seep into the creature�s throat. A gargling sound emerged from its diaphragm which made Victor vomit. Kyle ignored the kid and continued sawing. The pressure on his toes loosened.
When he sawed through the bone and reached the ear canal, it was much easier.
�How much time do I have before Gary gets here?� Kyle asked as Victor vomited. �Victor, how much time is left before that figure makes it here?� he repeated still sawing.
Victor didn�t answer.
�Victor!� Kyle shouted. A second later three shots were fired.
Kyle stopped sawing and rose to his feet. The creature�s jaw was completely sawn off; it could no longer close its mouth. Its head was still intact. Kyle scraped the creature�s head away from the rest of its body with his shoe. The top half of its head detached from its body. Kyle looked down and its eyes still moved.
Victor fired two more shots then yelled, �Kyle!�
Kyle turned in the direction of the scream. He drew his Glock and ran toward Victor. Gary was nearly on top of him. There were bullet holes on his chest and arms. Black visceral blood seeped onto his clothes as it oozed out of the wounds.
�Help!� Victor yelled.
Kyle held the pistol firm in his grip and squeezed the trigger. The gun clicked and the pistol slide kicked back. He forgot that his gun was empty and never grabbed a fresh magazine. Gary lunged for Victor bringing him to the ground. Kyle ran to them and grabbed Gary by the gray hoodie. He yanked him off of Victor and kicked him across the chest as he did earlier. Gary fell to the ground. Kyle turned and helped Victor to his feet.
�Did it bite you?�
�No,� he replied.
�Okay, come on, get in the truck.�
Victor ran and jumped into the passenger seat. He instantly began emptying the casings in his gun, loading fresh rounds. Kyle ran back to the top half of the severed head and tossed it into a large bucket in the truck bed. The creature�s eyes followed every move Kyle made. He ran into the truck and closed the door. Gary got to his feet. Kyle opened the side pockets of the robot backpack and took out a fresh magazine for the Glock. He ejected the old one, tossed it into the bag and replaced it with the new one. He pointed the gun at Gary through the open window. Before he could fire, Victor fired. The bullet shot into the air, hitting Gary through the right eye socket. The gun was not powerful enough for the bullet to exit. It bounced inside of Gary�s head, turning his brain into mush.
Kyle looked at Victor as Gary�s body fell to the ground. Victor still had his gun pointed in Gary�s direction.
�Nice shot,� Kyle said.
�Yeah, it only took me six shots to get it in the head.� Victor smiled briefly. �What did you do with that other body?�
�I put its head in a bucket. We�re taking it with us.�
�What?� Victor said quickly. �Why are we taking it with us?�
�I wanna see how long it continues existing.�
�You�re fucking nuts, dude,� Victor said in a playful tone.
Kyle turned the truck on and continued down the road. He clicked on the radio to see if the Doctor Greenly interview was still playing. He was back in an area that had a good reception; it was worth a shot. The interview was still being played, but it was repeating. The same information was coming through the speakers, as if the press conference had been recorded and being replayed on a loop. Kyle told Victor to scroll up and down the tuner while he drove. He wanted to know if another station was playing the same interview. There was nothing but white noise.
They continued up the road and were nearing Kyle�s house. He felt butterflies in his stomach as he eased off the accelerator. The truck began to coast. Victor turned off the tuner.
�There�s nothing but static and beeping,� Victor said as the truck slowly came to a stop. �Why are we stopping?�
�That house over there.� He pointed at it. �The powder blue one with the huge tree on the side lawn?�
�Yeah?� Victor answered.
�That�s where I was for the past few days, or weeks. I don�t know exactly how long I was down there. My ex-wife and son both have gaping holes in their heads in the basement of the house,� Kyle said still with no emotion in his voice.
�You don�t have to show me this, Kyle,� Victor said.
�Yeah I do. I need to show someone. You showed me where you were for the past few days. Now I�m showing you where I was.�
Victor started feeling uneasy and began to feel fearful. That was until Kyle began to sob uncontrollably. He put his hands over his face and wept. He cried for Eddie, he cried for being selfish and leaving his son. He cried for the love and affection he craved from his son. Kyle glanced at Victor and pictured Eddie sitting there playing with his video game and asking him if he wanted to play a few rounds of Donkey Kong. He reached over with his massive arms and hugged Victor tightly.
�I�m so sorry, Eddie. I�m so sorry, Eddie,� Kyle repeated.
�It�s okay, dude,� Victor said hugging him back. Victor was too young to fully understand what Kyle was going through. But he did understand that Kyle was grieving from a pain that might never go away.
Kyle�s tears began to subside and he loosened his grip on Victor. He backed away and wiped the salty water from his eyes. �I�m sorry, Victor. I really needed that.�
�It�s okay, dude. I may not know what you�re going through exactly, but as your only friend now, I�m here for you.�
Kyle was shocked at Victor�s words. Kyle never had many friends and he found it comforting that he found one in this kid. �Yeah,� Kyle began, �we are friends. I�ll always look out for you if you do the same for me, okay?�
Victor nodded.
�HHHHHEEEEELLLLLPPPPP!� a female voice cried through the wind.
�What the fuck was that?� Kyle asked looking at his surroundings.
�It sounded like a girl,� Victor replied.
�HHHHHEEEEELLLLLPPPPP!� They heard the desperate cry again.
�It�s definitely a woman,� Kyle said.
They got out of the truck and began looking around the area. They both stared down the road toward the east.
�Four o�clock!� The voice said.
Kyle turned right toward two o�clock and Victor did a complete one-eighty.
�Why is she yelling out what time it is?� Victor asked.
Kyle laughed. �I think she�s trying to tell us where she is.�
�Four o�clock!� The voice said again.
Kyle quickly turned to four o�clock and out in the distance he saw her. It was tough to make out specifics, but it was easy for him to make out the bleached blond hair that reflected the sunlight. The woman waved her arms back and forth.
�She�s over there,� Kyle said, pointing. Victor turned and saw her.
�What should we do?�
�She needs help. I think we should be gentlemen and go over there. Do you have your gun?�
�I�ll get it,� Victor answered. He went into the truck and found his gun. He grabbed some rounds from the box and stuffed them in his shirt�s front pocket. Kyle moved the truck to the side of the road and turned it off. He reached into his pack to get some shells. He loaded them into the shotgun and grabbed two more fresh magazines. He put them into his back pocket.
Kyle looked at Victor and said, �Are you ready?�
�Yeah,� he said, �let�s go be gentlemen.�
They both held their weapons out in front of them as they ran toward the direction of the woman.

Chapter Five
The woman yelled continuously as Kyle and Victor weaved their way through the bushes. Kyle was carefully scanning the area to make sure the screaming woman wasn�t attracting more unwanted company. Victor ran ahead and began moving toward the woman�s driveway.
�Wait up,� Kyle called out.
Victor stopped only a few feet away from the garage door and turned. He was already mid-way up the driveway. The woman walked to the edge of the one storey house roof. Kyle reached Victor and looked up.
�Susie?� he said to the woman.
�Kyle,� she said. �I thought that was your truck.�
She looked at Kyle and he stared back. The woman looked like hell. Her once bleached blond hair was now a dirty blond color, and nestled with knots. She had dark circles under her tired red eyes. The gray sweats she was wearing were in desperate need of washing.
�What happened to you? You look like shit,� Kyle said.
Victor laughed.
�You�re an asshole,� she said then looked beyond them to the street. �Look out,� she yelled.
Victor and Kyle turned quickly. Staggering up the driveway were three Existing Dead. They walked with the same slow-motion movements of all the others they�d seen. The guys raised their weapons.
�Get the one on the far right,� Kyle told Victor. �Make sure you aim this time. We don�t have many rounds left for your Snubby.�
�Okay,� Victor answered.
Before they could fire, Kyle heard something like a sparkler being lit. �What�s that noise?�
Kyle twisted his head and looked up toward Susie. She yelled a small war cry and launched an ignited dynamite stick toward the Existing Dead. The explosive bounced in front of the dead then rolled a few feet behind them.
�Holy shit,� Kyle said as he noticed what it was. �Victor, run and get down!�
Victor didn�t move. He just turned around and curled down into a ball. Kyle stood next to the boy and cuddled him. They waited for what seemed like an eternity, but it was only a few seconds.
The dynamite exploded. The blast obliterated one of the bodies, sending limbs, sprays of blood, and concrete bits into the air. The other two Existing Dead flew upward, bodies still intact. One landed several yards away in the middle of the street, while the other landed on the edge of the roof, teeter-tottering. A decent-sized crater formed at ground zero. Kyle and Victor stayed still for several seconds. Finally, Kyle let go of Victor.
�Are you okay?� he asked.
Victor looked around, dazed. He stared at Kyle and said, �Don�t take this the wrong way, but you stink like fish that�s been sitting out in the sun.�
Kyle felt like popping the kid in the face for being rude, but he let it roll off his back. Kyle smiled and held Victor�s head in a headlock.
�Are you guys okay?� Susie called from the roof.
�What the hell was that?� Kyle said, letting Victor go. �Where did you get dynamite from?�
�I found it,� Susie answered, not wanting to say any more.
�You could have fucking killed us. We could have taken care of them without making a huge explosion,� Kyle said, finally feeling some anger for Susie�s recklessness. He turned and walked a few paces to the hole. He looked around the area to make sure no more dead were sneaking up behind them.
Susie walked up to the Existing Dead that had its legs teetering off the roof and gave it a huge kick. Below, Victor didn�t notice the body tipping from the roof like a car that had just driven over an embankment. He was completely unaware of the danger above. Kyle turned just in time to see the creature come crashing down on top of Victor.
The body made contact with Victor�s head, instantly knocking him unconscious. The boy fell onto his back, the zombie swamping him. His gun discharged in his grip, nearly striking Kyle in the head. He heard the bullet shoot by his ear like a fly.
�Victor!� Kyle yelled. He hustled back to the boy, dropped his shotgun and yanked the dead body off of him. �Victor,� he said again. Victor lay motionless on the ground, his clothing covered in dirt and muck from the Existing Dead�s tethered clothes.
�What the fuck did you do?� Kyle yelled up at Susie. Kyle put his fingers on Victor�s neck to check for a pulse. It was faint.
�I�m sorry! I didn�t see him,� she said in a panic. �Bring him into the house; I�ll open the garage door.�
Kyle thought twice about accepting Susie�s invitation. He didn�t want to be around someone so irresponsible. But then he remembered that before the Existing Dead, Susie had been a nurse. She had worked at the hospital nearby. Victor needed help, and Kyle had no idea what to do. He had taken a job site safety course because of his construction jobs, but that was many years ago. The only thing he remembered was how to give CPR and check for a pulse, and even those details were a bit hazy.
The garage door began to roll up. Kyle grabbed the body that had fallen onto Victor and threw it as far as he could toward the street. In mid-air, the creature�s eyes opened. It landed face first onto the ground, scraping some of its skin. Kyle turned. The garage door was almost open. He slid the shotgun through the opening and carefully lifted Victor�s body with both hands. The door was almost fully open, revealing Susie pulling on a double chain to open the garage.
She looked at Kyle and yelled, �Look out!�
Kyle heard a moan behind him. He quickly turned and saw the Existing Dead he had just thrown shambling toward them. He turned toward Susie and yelled, �Don�t throw another fucking stick of dynamite!� Kyle tossed Victor�s body over his shoulder in the fireman�s carry. He drew his Glock and fired at the monster that continually moaned. The first shot went through the zombie�s neck. It stopped moaning. He fired again, hitting it in the chest. Kyle was finding it hard to aim with Victor�s weight on his shoulder. He fired four shots rapidly. One caught the monster in the center of its forehead. The bullet went through its head, exiting the back with a popping noise. The creature fell to the ground. He holstered the gun and walked into the garage.
Susie began pulling the other chain to make the garage door close. Kyle walked straight into the house and searched for a couch to lay Victor down. He found the living area and laid the boy down gently. He ran back to the garage to help Susie. She was almost done closing the door. Kyle knelt down to pick up his shotgun and looked outside. Before the door completely closed he saw several pairs of legs walking up the driveway.
Susie turned and said, �Where is he?�
�I put him in the living room,� he answered.
�Good, go elevate his head and get me some water out of the tub,� she replied and walked to a cabinet against the wall. She took out a first aid kit and some paper towels.
�The tub?� he asked.
�Yes, I filled it up with water when the pumps were working. Grab that bucket over there and fill it half way.�
Kyle turned and saw the bucket. He picked it up and said, �Where�s the tub?�
�Go in. Make a left up the hall, second door on the right.�
Kyle walked through the door and headed for the restroom. He leaned the gun next to the restroom door and walked in. The window was completely boarded up. He got some water and walked back to the garage. Susie was already heading to the living room. Banging erupted on the aluminum garage door. Kyle reached for his gun.
�Don�t worry, they can�t get in,� Susie said calmly. �They�ll bang on the door, walk around the house a few times, then go back into their hiding spot.�
Susie seemed so knowledgeable about the Existing Dead. There were so many questions Kyle wanted to ask her, but his mind was only thinking about Victor. And besides, she could just be saying things out of experience.
�Can you help Victor?� he asked.
Susie ignored his question and walked to Victor. She checked the top of his head. She put cream on the appearing bump. It was nothing to worry about. Susie had seen this type of injury many times before.
�Is he going to be okay?� Kyle asked again.
�He�ll be fine. It just looks like he has a bump on the head. I won�t know for sure what the damage is until he wakes up. We�ll have to watch his behavior to make sure he�s alright.� She looked him over again, but there wasn�t much she could see without the proper equipment. �The only thing we can do is wait a few minutes for him to wake up. If he doesn�t wake up in twenty minutes, I�ll use a smelling salt on him. If he doesn�t wake up from that we might have a problem.�
�What do you mean? You said he�s going to be fine, right? Why would we have a problem?� Kyle asked rapidly.
�He got hit in the head and was knocked out. Think of his brain as a computer, when something impacts the computer it crashes and needs to reboot. Sometimes the computer reboots on its own and sometimes you have to restart it. The body I pushed off the roof hit him in the head causing his brain to crash. It needs time to reboot. If it doesn�t do it on it�s own I�ll try restarting his brain with the smelling salt. If that doesn�t do it then we�ll �� Susie�s voice trailed off.
�We�ll what?� Kyle asked.
Susie sighed. �We�ll have to take the computer in for repair. The only thing we can do now is wait.�
Kyle lifted the bucket and took a large drink of water. He sat down on the couch next to Victor.
�This might not be the best time to say anything but �� Susie�s voice trailed off.
�But what?�
�This kid isn�t Eddie.�
Kyle looked down to the ground. �Yeah, I know that. Eddie�s dead.�
�Oh my God. I�m so sorry, Kyle. I had no idea.�
�It�s fine.�
�And Mary, is she ...?�
�She�s dead too,� Kyle answered.
�Jesus Christ,� she said walking toward Kyle and putting her arms around him.
�She killed Eddie,� Kyle blurted out.
�Excuse me?� Susie asked, letting go of Kyle.
�Mary, she killed Eddie. She put the gun in the back of his head and pulled the trigger. Then she put it under her chin and did the same.�
�Oh my God, Kyle.�
�I should have stayed with them. If I wasn�t selfish he would still be here.�
�It�s not your fault, Kyle.�
�Yes it is. I left them, I left them to go find my ex-girlfriend.�
Susie backed away. �You did what?�
Before Kyle could answer, Victor began to roll around on the couch. Kyle snapped his head toward him. �Victor! Are you alright, buddy?�
Victor groaned, still half asleep. �My head hurts.�
�Here, take these,� Susie said, handing Victor two pills. �Kyle, give him some water to wash those down.�
Kyle brought the bucket to Victor�s lips. He took the pills and lay back down.
�Thanks,� he said. He fully opened his eyes and began to panic. �Who are you people? What�s going on? Where am I?� he said, trying to back away from them.
�What�s happening?� Kyle asked.
�He may have a little bit of amnesia.�
�How did that happen?�
�Sometimes when a computer boots up from a crash, it goes into safe mode.�
�Stop with the computer talk!� Kyle yelled.
Victor started laughing. �I got you fools,� he said leaning back on the couch. �But my head really does hurt.�
Kyle stopped panicking. He was surprised how defensive he got when the boy was threatened. He tried to imagine what he would have done if Victor really did have memory loss. A part of him wanted Victor to have amnesia; it would have been so easy for Kyle to convince the kid that he was Victor�s father. He could have told Victor that his name was Eddie and he would have his son back. �I�m glad you�re okay, even though you are a little shit,� Kyle said, laughing.
Victor laughed. �So do you know this lady?�
�This is Susie. She was one of my ex-wife�s friends.� He pointed to her, then he pointed to Victor. �Susie, this is Victor. I found him hiding at a Shell gas station. He�s my friend.�
�Nice to meet you, Victor, sorry about dropping the zombie on you,� she said with a smile.
�I�m so tired,� Victor said, �can I go to sleep?�
�No,� Kyle said quickly, �it�s not safe for you to go to sleep right after a head injury.�
�That is actually false,� Susie said. �That�s just one of those myths that gets started and spreads.�
�Still,� Kyle said, �I want him to be awake.�
�Fine,� Victor said slowly, �I�ll stay up. And it�s okay, I know you didn�t mean to drop it on me.�
�Where�s your car?� Kyle asked, finally realizing that he hadn�t seen it in the driveway or the garage.
�Franklin took it a few days ago to get help.�
�Franklin?� Kyle asked.
�You never met him. He�s my boyfriend. I�m worried that something�s happened to him. We heard on the news that most of the state is infected, but there was a safe zone nearby. That�s where he went to find help.�
�Why didn�t you two go together?� Kyle asked.
�Someone had to stay here to look after Angel.�
�Who�s Angel?�
�She�s my daughter.�
�I didn�t know you had a daughter. Where is she?�
She�s taking a nap right now. She�ll come out here when she�s done.�
�Shhh,� Kyle said putting a finger on his lips. �Do you hear that?�
�What?� Victor said holding still.
�The banging on the garage door stopped.�
�I told you it was going to stop once they lost interest,� Susie said. �They�ll walk around the house a few times then go into their hiding spots until dark.�
Kyle finally found the time to ask more questions. �How do you know so much about them?�
�I�ve been in here since it started. Franklin reinforced the doors and altered the garage door. We made a hole in the roof so we can go onto the roof in case they get in somehow. All we did was watch them for a few days. They�re very strange beings.�
�You got that right. I saw them eat someone whole,� Victor chimed in.
�What did they do when you watched them?� Kyle asked, intrigued.
�Well, we made some noise and they started walking toward the house out of nowhere. It�s like they hide during the day until they hear a noise. Then they�ll come out. I tried to hide myself while staring at one and it seemed to just disappear. It walked behind a large tree and it was just gone. It doesn�t take long for them to get bored; if they can�t get you within ten minutes they�ll leave.�
�That makes sense,� Victor said. �I�ve seen them do it. When I was on the roof of the gas station I would stare at them and it seemed like they would just disappear.�
Hearing the word �disappear� made Kyle uneasy. How could something just disappear? 
�It�s already getting late. Do you guys want to stay for dinner and we can discuss more about our plans?�
�Our plans?� Kyle asked.
�Yeah, now that you know about the safe zone, don�t you guys wanna go there?�
�No,� Kyle said sternly. �I told Victor I�d take him home and I�m on my way to California to find Jasmine.�
Susie sighed. �Just stay for dinner. It�s already getting dark and the streets will be filled with them. I have a ton of canned food. I�ll make us something real special.�
It has been a few days since Kyle or Victor had had anything decent to eat. Mary wasn�t much of a cook, and he knew for a fact that Susie was a wonderful cook. He had tasted her casseroles many times during neighborhood potluck parties. Kyle�s stomach grumbled. He turned to look at Victor who was half asleep, his mouth in a crooked smile position.
�Okay, we�ll stay,� Kyle said, �and we�ll talk about getting you and Angel to the safe zone.� Kyle had no idea why he was considering taking them. It might have been that he was starting to feel lonely without his real family and he wanted these people to fill in the void. There was only one problem. Angel, whoever she was, didn�t fit well in his family image. It was only supposed to be a father, a mother and a son. No daughter.

Chapter Six
The house was filled of a scent that could only be described as a wonderful Thanksgiving feast. Kyle was right: Susie was a phenomenal cook. She managed to cook canned spam in such a way that it smelled like real honey baked ham. The mashed potatoes were straight out of an instant bag, but they smelled and looked like she picked the potatoes out of a garden and mashed them herself. The gravy was out of a can, but Susie added some extra flavors to make it her own. To top everything off, she cooked a nice pumpkin pie out of materials unknown.
It was an amazing sight to see Susie cooking dinner. Never in his life had he seen anyone cook such a magnificent meal with no oven or stove. She used a grill that was connected to a propane tank. Kyle took in a large breath in anticipation of the meal.
Victor was feeling much better. The pills Susie gave him were in full effect. The boy was up and moving like nothing had happened to him.
�Victor,� Kyle called out. �Go set up the dining room table. I�ll start taking the food.�
Victor nodded as Susie told him where to find the dishware. He grabbed what he needed and carefully walked to the candle-lit dining room.
�Is Angel still sleeping?� Kyle asked quietly.
�Ever since the dead have been rising, she spends a lot of time in her room sleeping.�
�Well, shouldn�t you go wake her? Isn�t it almost dinner time?�
�No, she�ll get up when she�s ready.�
Kyle decided to drop it and walked into the dining room. Victor was finishing up placing four settings.
�Hey,� Kyle said softly. �Susie wants you to go check on Angel. She�s in one of the rooms. I�m not sure which one.�
Victor looked at him skeptically. �Are you sure she said that?� he asked.
�Don�t argue with me,� Kyle said, �just go check on her quietly and then come back and let me know what she�s doing.�
Victor sighed.
�Okay, Susie didn�t tell me to tell you to check on Angel. Something�s not adding up. I don�t trust Susie as much as I�m letting her think. Just sneak around and go look. Let me know what you find.�
�Why don�t you do it?� Victor said.
�Because it�ll be easier if I keep Susie busy while you go look around.�
�Well, what am I supposed to tell her I�m doing?�
�Tell her that you need to go take a shit.�
�We�ll that�s true, I do need to go drop a duce.�
�Okay good, then tell her you need to go and that will buy you some time to go check on Angel.�
�Fine,� Victor said. �But I don�t like this sneaking around stuff. I kinda like Susie, even though she did throw a bomb at us, and pushed a zombie off the roof on top of me.�
�That�s exactly my point. She�s not really stable. Just go now, before we waste more time.�
Victor nodded. Kyle stayed in the dining room and listened carefully.
�Miss Susie,� Victor said. �I really need to go number two. Is it okay if I use your restroom? I promise I won�t totally blow it up.�
�Yes, Victor, that�s fine,� she said, chuckling. �Just remember that there is no running water. Make sure you take some water out of the tub to fill the toilet up with water. Don�t use too much water, just enough to make the toilet flush.�
Victor nodded. �Where is the bathroom?�
�Just go up the hall and it�s the second door on the right.�
�Thanks,� Victor said as he took off up the hallway.
�So how much time before dinner?� Kyle said, walking into the room.
�It�ll be another ten or so minutes.�
�Okay, great. I�m starving and it smells divine,� Kyle said, rubbing his belly.
�Yeah, I always remember you eating a lot during the potluck parties.�
Kyle smiled. �Yeah that was me. I�m a growing boy who needs food to keep me strong.�
Susie laughed. �Sure, growing boy. You�re what twenty-nine? Thirty?�
�I�m thirty-five actually. But, I know, this baby face will help keep me looking like a youngster.�
�I�m sorry about earlier,� Susie said. �I didn�t mean to throw the dynamite at you guys. It was more of a reflex.�
�Where did you get that, anyway?�
�Franklin was a chemist. He made them from stuff that was lying around the house and other things he had in the car.�
�Well, that explains it.�
�Listen, I know this might be something hard for you to talk about, but �� she paused to check something on the grill.
�But �� Kyle said, eager to move along the conversation.
�What happened between you and Mary? You guys looked so happy together.�
�She just wasn�t the one. I mean we looked happy to other people, but once we were alone things went downhill. The only reason we got married was because of our son, Eddie. I didn�t want him to grow up without me.�
�So you just hid all your feelings and married Mary to be with Eddie?� Susie said, continuing to check the food on the grill.
�Yeah, that�s what it was. I thought I could just hide the fact that I wasn�t in love with Mary, but still play the part. I never told anyone this, but I was involved with another girl before Mary and I got married. Her name was Jasmine and, I know this is going to sound like a clich�, but she was the perfect woman. We had so much in common that it felt like she was my soul mate. We never fought, we never wanted to be apart, we felt like a couple of school kids. And the sex was fantastic.
�This was about two months after Mary told me that she never wanted to see me again and that I should find someone else. About a month into our relationship, the calls started. Mary would call me every couple of minutes, crying and telling me that she wanted me back. I hid all that from Jasmine. I called Mary back a few times to tell her to leave me alone. Finally she told me that she was pregnant. I didn�t know what to do. I felt like a dead beat who was leaving his child to be with a mistress. But Jasmine was much more than that. I made up my mind and broke it off with Jasmine. It hurt her just as much as it hurt me. There was always a part of me that felt that Eddie ruined our relationship, but I quickly learned that it was all Mary�s fault.�
Susie stared at Kyle as a tear fell down his face. �Then what happened? Why did she kill Eddie?�
�This morning I decided to leave and go find Jasmine. I needed to make sure that she was fine and if she wasn�t, then I had to make her safe. Before the dead came back to life I filed for divorce.�
�So you were already planning on leaving Mary?� Susie chimed in.
�Yeah, I was. I couldn�t take it anymore. I kept thinking about Jasmine and how different my life with her would have been. I needed to go find her.�
�And when the dead rose it made it difficult to leave?�
�Yes, very. I told Mary that she and Eddie would be safe in the basement while I went to go find Jasmine. I should have known that by me leaving it would have made Mary go crazy.�
�It�s not entirely your fault, Kyle,� Susie said. �We�re all human and we need that comfort.� Susie checked the food one last time. �Okay everything is ready. Can you help grab some of the dishes and take them to the table?�
Kyle nodded and walked to the grill. He grabbed the dishes and walked behind Susie. He sat the food on the table and took a seat across from her.
�Should we wait for Victor?� Susie said.
�No that kid probably hasn�t pooped in days. Let him sit on the can for a while.�
�Thanks for sharing that,� Susie said as she dug into the food.
* * *
Victor sat on the lavatory, looking through a magazine that was tucked into a corner. It was hard for him to see anything with only one scented candle lighting up the room. He put it down and flushed the toilet. A can of air freshener sat on the counter by the sink. He grabbed it and began spraying. The windows were boarded closed, so the only thing he could do about the smell was to mask it. There was a bucket next to the sink with soapy water. He figured it was to wash his hands. Victor rinsed his hands and dried them on a towel.
He slowly opened the door and looked around. He could hear Kyle and Susie talking, as well as silverware tapping plates. He slowly walked across to the door in front of him. He opened it and looked inside. The room was pitch black. He couldn�t see anything. Victor turned back around and grabbed the lit candle in the bathroom. He slowly walked back into the dark room with the candle and looked around. The room had a large bed in it; a dresser was nestled into a corner with hair products across the top. There was a large pile of dirty clothes in a corner. He looked, but there was no sign of Angel.
Victor quietly left the room and walked across to the door next to the bathroom. He opened the door and a disgusting odor seeped through the small cracks. Victor quickly held his breath and opened the door. The room was pitch black as well. He shone the light into the room and looked around. This was definitely a little girl�s room. There was a twin bed with what looked like piles of blankets on top of it. Next to it was a dresser with dolls and plush animals spread across the top. An eerie Barbie table was directly in front of the closet. There were many small dishes with rotted food on the table. Victor couldn�t hold his breath anymore and exhaled. When he inhaled he nearly passed out from the smell. He quickly searched the room, but no one was there. He looked closely at the pile of blankets. Sticking out of the top was a little girl�s head.
I found her, he thought.
�Hello? Angel,� he said softly. �Wake up.�
The girl didn�t respond. Victor reached in to tap the top of her head. He felt something squishy and quickly pulled back. He shone the light closer to the girl, revealing a small open hole on the top of her head. Victor gagged as he backed away. He quickly ran out of the door and closed it behind him.
His face was as white as a ghost. The little girl was dead and judging by the smell, she had been rotting for days. Victor tried to compose himself. He breathed calmly and slowly. He had to tell Kyle what he had seen without Susie knowing. Victor walked into the bathroom and put the candle back. He turned, dunked his goo-filled hand into the bucket of soapy water, and began walking back toward the dining room. He grabbed Kyle�s shotgun as he walked.
* * *
Susie and Kyle were sitting at the table enjoying their meal. Victor came walking into the room. He did a great job hiding his terror.
�That smells great,� he said sitting the gun down next to the table. �Much better than what I just smelled.�
Susie stared at him questioningly for a second.
�It smelled like something crawled up my butt and died.�
Kyle began to laugh hysterically with food in his mouth. Susie looked at him and squinted.
Kyle stopped laughing and said, �That was rude, Victor. Now apologize to Susie and sit down.�
�I�m sorry, Ms. Susie,� Victor said as he sat down.
�It�s okay, Victor,� she said. �Boys will be boys. Some never grow up.� She looked at Kyle, who was stuffing his face again.
Victor sat on the table, not touching any of the food.
�What�s wrong? I thought you were hungry?� Kyle asked Victor.
The boy looked back at him and gave him a stare as if mentally trying to tell him something was amiss. Kyle swiftly nodded and that was that.
Dinner continued. Susie was already stuffed and began clearing the table. Victor finally got a little bit of his appetite back. Susie grabbed the dirty plates and walked into the kitchen.
�So what happened?� Kyle asked quietly and quickly.
�I�ll have to tell you later when I�m not eating,� Victor said as Susie walked in.
�Tell you what?� Susie said.
�Oh, just telling me where his mother�s house is,� Kyle said quickly. That was the only thing that came to his mind.
�Okay then,� Susie said gathering some food on a small plate. �I�m going to take this to Angel.�
�Victor and I are going to go to the roof and see how bad the streets are. I never had much time to observe the dead.�
�That�s fine,� Susie said. I�m going to spend some time with Angel in her room. You guys can go up to the roof through the hole in the garage. Just do me a favor and don�t rile them up. I don�t feel like listening to banging and moaning the entire night.�
�Yes, ma�am,� Kyle said. �Thanks again for dinner it was fantastic.� He smiled to show his appreciation.
Susie smiled and walked out of sight. Kyle stood up and headed toward Victor. He was stuffing his face with mashed potatoes.
�Come on,� he said, nearly lifting Victor out of his seat.
�Let me eat first, dude,� Victor replied.
�Eat later, come on,� he said as he grabbed his shotgun.
Victor stood to his feet and grabbed more food. He ate as they walked into the garage. There was a ladder leaning up against a wall and above that, was a hole big enough to fit two people through. Kyle held on to the shotgun as he climbed. Victor followed after Kyle was already on the roof. Victor made it through and was instantly bombarded by questions.
�What did you see? Was the little girl an Existing Dead chained up to a wall?�
�No,� Victor answered. �She�s dead. At first I thought that she was a bunch of blankets, but when I looked closer she had a hole on the top of her head.� Victor motioned to his head where the hole was.
�Fuck,� Kyle muttered. �I knew something was up.�
�What are we going to do?� Victor said.
�We�re going to keep playing along.�
�Play along?� Victor said, scared. �I�m not going to go back in there and pretend that Susie�s daughter is alive and well when I know she�s not.�
�We have no choice. Look,� Kyle said, pointing out onto the streets.
Susie was right. The streets were covered with Existing Dead. Just in Kyle�s field of vision there were a hundred of them. They shambled around without a care, totally ignoring the other dead around them. Every so often, one of them would moan, causing a chain reaction of endless groans.
�We can�t leave right now. We have to stay the night. At least now we know what�s going on, so we have to play along. I don�t want to do it any more than you do, but we have to.�
�No we don�t,� Victor said with a sinister look on his face. �We can kill her.�
�What?�
�We can just kill her and then we don�t have to worry about it.�
�We are not killing her, Victor. I don�t ever want to hear that type of language coming out of your mouth again. Do you understand me?�
�Fine,� Victor said. �Can we at least sleep up here? I�d feel safer if we did.�
�It�s fucking twenty degrees out here. We�ll freeze, even with a shit load of blankets. Just listen to me, we�ll be fine. I�ll stay up and keep a look out. If Susie begins to go nutty I�ll take care of her. Okay?�
�Fine dude,� Victor said, looking out onto the streets. �But if I die in my sleep, I�m going to come back and bite your ass.�
Kyle smiled. �I wouldn�t have it any other way,� he said.
Victor and Kyle stayed on the roof for another ten minutes staring at the scene of the dead below. The moonlight shone brightly in the sky, causing an eerie glow.
�Do you see that?� Kyle asked, staring out into the distance.
�Are those airplanes?� Victor said as he gazed up at five lights in the sky flying in a V-shaped formation.

Chapter Seven
�Go call Susie, quick,� Kyle told Victor.
�Fuck that, I�m not talking to the crazy lady. You go get her,� he replied.
�Fine, then scream through the hole and maybe she�ll hear you.�
Victor stuck his head through the hole and began yelling as loud as he could. �Ms. Susie! Come quick.� He repeated himself several times.
Kyle continued staring up at the lights, then quickly glanced at the dead. They were being drawn to the house by Victor�s yells. �That�s enough, Victor. I�m sure she heard you,� he said.
The door opened and Susie popped her head out. �Shhh,� she said. �Angel is still sleeping. You�ll wake her.�
Victor�s stomach cringed. �Come here,� he managed to say.
�What is it?� she replied, but Victor had already stuck his head out of the hole.
�Susie,� Victor cried out. �Something�s going on out here. Come up and look.�
Susie walked up to the ladder and began climbing. Victor walked as far away from the hole as possible. She made it to the top and poked her head out.
�Look at that,� Kyle said, pointing into the sky.
Susie looked puzzled for a moment. �Are those airplanes?�
�I think so,� Kyle answered as he helped Susie onto the roof.
The dead below began banging on the garage door. Their moaning grew louder and more frequent. Many of them began to congregate around the house.
�Are you sure this many can�t get in?� Kyle asked, trying to reassure himself.
�Yes, they can�t get in,� Susie said as she continued to stare up at the lights.
Kyle was still not sure that the doors would be able to withstand this many Existing Dead banging on it. He held on to his shotgun closely. He stared at Victor, who was sitting in the middle of the roof. �Where�s your gun?�
�I don�t know. Last time I remember having it, a body fell on me.�
Kyle turned and carefully walked toward the front of the roof. He peered down to the driveway. In-between a few of them he could see the gun. It was on the ground, only a few inches away from where Victor lay earlier.
�I see it. We won�t be able to get it until the streets clear up,� Kyle said.
�Look,� Susie said, almost yelling. �One of the lights broke off from the others.�
Kyle stared as a light broke loose from the rest and descended toward them. The light began to align itself with the street. Kyle got a strange feeling and said, �We should get inside now.�
Susie was the first one to run to the hole and climb down. Kyle hustled to the hole and yelled to Victor, �Come on, let�s get inside!�
Victor stood up and continued looking at the light, which was now moving at an alarming speed.
�Come on,� Kyle yelled.
�It looks like a missile,� Victor said as he hurried toward the hole. He began climbing down as Kyle glanced behind him.
At first he heard a sonic boom followed by machine-gun fire.
�Get in, hurry!� he yelled at Victor who was halfway down.
Kyle got onto the ladder and climbed down. �It�s a jet!�
The jet flew by at high speed, firing its machine gun at the mass of undead. Their bodies fell into a mangled mess as the hollow points pierced their bodies. Most of them on the street were instantly brought down as bullets tarred through their bodies, immobilizing them. The machine-gun fire continued as the jet flew by and headed up the street.
Kyle ran inside the house and went into the living room. Victor and Susie were both standing there, not saying a word.
�It was a jet,� Kyle said, breaking the silence.
�A jet?� Susie asked. �What the hell was it doing here?�
�It might be the military starting to clean up the mess. But I heard on the radio that the military was on the northeastern part of the U.S.,� Kyle answered.
They heard another jet approaching, then more gun fire. Kyle prayed that the bullets didn�t hit his truck. He needed that vehicle to get out of town and find Jasmine. Not to mention his promise to Victor to take him home.
�Where are we going to go?� Victor asked. �I don�t want to get shot.�
�There�s not much we can do. Does this place have a basement?�
Susie shook her head. �No basement.�
�Damn,� Kyle said. �We�re going to just have to wait and hope nothing hits us. It sounds like they aren�t hitting houses, only the streets.�
�Yeah that makes me feel better,� Victor added. He walked to a corner and curled up into a ball.
�Maybe because there are a hundred of them surrounding the house, the pilot might know that there are survivors inside,� Kyle said.
�Let�s hope you�re right. I�m going to go check on Angel,� Susie said as she walked out of sight.
�Victor,� Kyle said. �Stay here. I�m going to go see what�s happening.�
Victor didn�t say anything. He stayed in the corner and put his head between his legs. Kyle turned and headed back up to the roof. He stared out onto the streets. They were littered with slain Existing Dead. Some crawled in any direction they could with half their bodies missing or dragging behind them. Others lay motionless. The dead that were pressed up against the garage door remained untouched. They growled and tried to scratch their way onto the roof. Kyle looked away and searched the sky for the jet. It was gone. The other lights were gone as well.
�Looks like they�re starting to exterminate them,� Kyle said softly.
He tried to look toward where he�d parked his truck. It was too dark for him to see it clearly. He prayed that it remained untouched, but he wasn�t holding his breath. With the amount of devastation on the streets, the jet must have dropped thousands of rounds. Kyle turned and went back down the ladder.
�What�s the damage?� Susie asked, startling Kyle. He hadn�t seen her standing at the doorway.
�It�s a mess. There are bodies everywhere on the streets. Some are missing their entire lower body, but they�re still crawling,� Kyle said, quickly.
�Yeah I�ve seen a bunch do that. It�s like they don�t feel pain.�
�I know,� Kyle said, cutting Susie off. �I�ve done a lot worse to one of them, yet it still exists. The only way to put one down is to destroy the brain.�
�Yeah I figured that one out when one of them made its way in here,� Susie said, looking at the ground.
Kyle pushed his way into the house. He stopped for a second and said, �What do you mean one of them got in here? I thought you said it was safe?�
�It is, but the day before Franklin left one of them got in. We did everything possible to put it down. It wasn�t until I shot it through the head that it collapsed on the ground.�
�Is that all that happened?� Kyle asked suspiciously. He started putting the pieces together in his head. She had lied about one of them getting in, Angel was dead in her room, and Franklin left the following day without taking Susie or Angel. Kyle didn�t know how, but he knew that Victor was thinking the same thing.
Victor stood from his corner and walked to Kyle.
�Yeah, that�s all that happened,� she said finally.
�Okay,� Kyle replied.
Susie looked at her watch. �It�s getting very late. If we�re planning on leaving tomorrow we�ll need our rest. I�ll make sure me and Angel are ready to leave first thing in the morning.�
Victor nudged Kyle. Kyle knew Victor must be terrified of Susie�s inability to let go. Angel was dead and she kept talking as if she were alive.
�Can I meet Angel?� Kyle asked.
�You�ll see her tomorrow when we leave,� Susie replied quickly.
�What�s wrong with right now?� Victor chipped in.
�She�s asleep.�
�Are you sure she�s really asleep?� Victor continued.
Kyle put his hand over Victor�s mouth. �Don�t listen to this kid,� Kyle said. �Just go ahead and get some sleep. We�ll meet Angel tomorrow and leave bright and early. If it�s okay, we�ll sleep on the couch.�
Susie nodded. �There are some extra blankets and pillows in the cabinet,� she said, pointing.
�Thanks, Susie,� Kyle said, still holding Victor�s mouth shut.
Susie walked into Angel�s room and quietly shut the door.
Kyle let go of Victor�s mouth. �I can�t believe she can take that smell,� Victor said.
�Yeah, I know. I can smell it from here.�
�What are we going to do?� Victor whispered.
�A part of me wants us to leave right now, and take our chances with the dead outsi-.�
�How many are left out there? If it�s not many then we can outrun them,� Victor interrupted.
�There�s quite a few left. We�ll be running all the way to my truck. And that�s if it hasn�t got all shot up. You heard that jet. But like I said, the other part of me wants us to stay and see what she does in the morning. We are supposed to take Angel with us. I wanna know what she�s planning on doing.�
Victor laughed. �I kinda wanna see that too, but she�s creeping me out.�
�She�s not stable. I don�t think it�ll be smart for us to wait �til morning. I think we need to get a few hours of sleep and leave in the middle of the night. We�ll have to take our chances with the Existing Dead. Did you happen to catch where that safe zone she was talking about was?�
�I don�t know,� Victor said, shrugging. �I might have been knocked out.�
�I�m going to go ask her. I�ll tell her that I�m planning our route,� Kyle said as he looked up the hall. �Grab some blankets and get some sleep.� Victor nodded and opened the cabinet. �Hey,� Kyle called out, �make sure you take the small couch. And sleep with one eye open,� Kyle teased.
Victor whispered, �Shut up,� as he grabbed a few blankets, enough for both of them. He took them back to the couch and walked into the kitchen. The table had been cleared. Susie must have cleaned up his leftovers. Victor sighed and grabbed a large knife then headed back to the couch. He hid the weapon and nestled himself into the couch.
Kyle walked up the hallway and softly pressed his ear up against the door. He heard Susie singing a nursery rhyme. It gave him the chills. He backed away and knocked on the door. �Susie?� he said.
�Yes,� he heard her call out.
�I�m planning our route for tomorrow. Do you know where that safe zone is? I figure I�ll drop you and Angel off first, take Victor home and then head to California for Jasmine.�
The door to the room swung open. A disgusting odor leaked out, causing Kyle to take a step back. Susie stepped out of the room. She made no acknowledgment of the horrible smell.
�Why does the room smell that way?� Kyle asked. �Aren�t you bothered by it?�
�I�m a nurse, I�ve smelled worse. There was an accident and my daughter defecated everywhere. I�m sorry about the smell,� she replied.
�That�s okay,� he said, �Shouldn�t you take Angel out of there because of the smell?�
�She�s fine,� Susie snapped back, throwing her arms in a defensive mode.
�Okay, sorry. I didn�t mean to pry. So where is this safe zone? The one that Franklin went to for help.�
�Las Vegas,� she said.
�Vegas? That�s about an hour and a half away. Well, if the streets are clear that is. I�m going to plan our route right now. Just make sure you and Angel are ready in the morning.�
�Kyle,� Susie said touching Kyle on the arm. �Where�s Victor?�
�He�s probably passed out on the couch.�
�I�m going to be straight with you.�
Here we go, Kyle thought. She was finally going to come clean about Angel.
�What are you doing taking Victor home? You know his family is most likely dead, and to be giving him false hope like that is probably going to hurt him more. He�s just a kid, Kyle.�
That came out of left field. Kyle wasn�t thinking clearly about Victor. In his mind they were friends, best buds even, and he was giving Victor a ride home. There was no telling what they would find there. He wasn�t sure that Victor put much thought into it either.
�Who knows,� he stated. �His mom or family might have survived, just like you and me.�
Before Susie could respond, Kyle was already walking down the hall and back into the living room. Victor was passed out on one of the couches. Kyle sat down on the other couch and began to think. A million thoughts ran through his head and before he knew it, he was asleep.
* * *
�Kyle? Kyle?� he heard someone say through his sleep. �Kyle, wake up!�
Kyle�s eyes shot open. He instantly went for the gun on his holster. Victor stood in front of him, shaking him violently.
�Kyle, get up. We need to leave now!� Victor yelled.
�What�s going on? What time is it?�
�We need to go, get your stuff.�
�Why?� Kyle said still feeling the effects of a deep sleep.
�The dead, they�re inside the house!�

Chapter Eight
The Existing Dead broke through the garage door. Many bodies began to rush in through the small opening in the corner. Kyle fully woke up as soon as Victor explained what was going on.
�They�re in the garage. We need to find another way out,� Victor cried, flashing a gore-covered knife in his hands.
�Just wait a second. How do you know the dead are in? And what�s that shit on the knife?�
Victor looked at the large knife and began wiping it on the couch.
�What did you do?� Kyle said, expecting the worst: that Victor had killed Susie and tried to leave without him.
�I went looking for my gun. You said it was in the driveway. I opened the garage door just a little bit to try and get it, but when I reached for it, one of them pushed through the bottom of the door. It got in then I tried closing the door. It warped the edge so the door wouldn�t fully close. I stabbed the one that got in with the knife a few times in the head until it went down. After that, more started coming through the opening. I ran back in here. We gotta go, now! Maybe we can deal with the ones in the garage and get up on the roof.�
Kyle sprang into action. He got to his feet and looked around the area. Where�s my shotgun? he thought, then instantly remembered that he left it on the roof. �Where�s Susie?� he asked.
�I don�t know, I think she�s still in her room,� Victor answered.
�Go get her. I�m going to see if I can hold them back so we can get to the roof. Hurry!�
Victor didn�t argue. He didn�t like being alone with Susie, but he had messed up this time by letting the dead get inside. If they were to die today it would be his fault, and he knew it.
Kyle slowly opened the door to the garage. Dawn had broken, but the garage was still pitch black. He drew his Glock and searched for something to shoot. Out of the darkness, a face appeared. It was gray and void of life, its mouth open exposing bright blood red tongue and gums. He fired. The bullet went through its mouth, making a hole that extended to its throat. Another one appeared to his right. It had the same look of death as the first. He fired, hitting it on the forehead. More creatures began to emerge from the darkness; he shot as he saw them.
�Victor!� he yelled.
Victor and Susie appeared behind him. Victor still held that knife in his hand. Kyle continued firing. �Get to the ladder,� he said.
Victor ducked under him and made his way to the ladder. An Existing Dead materialized out of the darkness behind him. Kyle fired twice, shooting it in the head. The boom echoed in the room as the shots came from all directions. The Existing Dead collapsed to the ground. Victor began to climb up the ladder. �Now you go, Victor,� Kyle said as he fired another round at the one he had already shot in the mouth. This time he caught it right between the eyes. The gun kicked back. He quickly ejected the magazine and took another one out of his pocket. He slapped it in and fired at another creature. They just kept popping out of the darkness like ghosts.
Susie ran past Kyle. She held something in both hands wrapped in a blanket. The smell of death followed her. It didn�t smell the same as the dead that were in the garage. This one was different.
Susie began to climb up the ladder with one hand. She held the blanket tightly with the other. Kyle stared at her for a second, then quickly shot at an Existing Dead that was a few feet in front of him. There was a pile of bodies on the floor. Kyle stepped over them as he made his way to the ladder. He felt a hand grab hold of his leg. He kicked it off and pointed the gun down into the darkness. He couldn�t see the body, but he knew it had let go of him. He stepped onto the ladder and climbed up. He felt hands trying to grasp for him, but kept going. Kyle reached the top, and standing there were Victor and Susie. Victor had Kyle�s shotgun in his hands, and had it pointed at Susie. The blanket was bundled on the ground. Sticking out of the top were long strands of hair. Susie had her hands in the air.
�Victor, what the fuck are you doing?� Kyle said as he pulled himself onto the roof.
�She�s fucking crazy. Look at her! She�s bringing a fucking dead body and acting like it�s all okay!�
�She�s not dead!� Susie screamed.
�Get on your knees!� Victor ordered. Susie began to cry and slowly lowered to her knees. There was a malevolent look on Victor�s face. There was another odor in the air. It wasn�t the dead, and it wasn�t the body on the ground. Kyle inhaled, not believing that he was actually smelling the scent of evil.
�Victor!� Kyle yelled. �Put that gun down now. Killing something who�s already dead is one thing, but killing a living person is another. You don�t want to know what that�s like.�
Victor didn�t respond. Kyle walked and stood between them. He calmly reached for the shotgun barrel. Victor pulled away.
�Come on, Victor. This isn�t going to change anything. Susie is not all there. She needs help. She doesn�t deserve to die this way.�
Victor sighed. Kyle reached for the barrel again and grabbed onto it. Kyle yanked the gun away as Victor fell to his knees with tears running down his face.
�It�s okay, buddy,� Kyle said. He turned to look at the rear of the house. They needed a better way to get down to the ground. The driveway was still littered with Existing Dead. When Kyle turned back to face Victor and Susie, Victor was still on his knees and Susie was on her feet. She had an arm outstretched toward Victor, and in her hand was a handgun. She had it pointed toward Victor�s head. The world slowed to a crawl again. Kyle stared at the familiar scene for what seemed like an eternity. The images of his son�s murder flashed through his head.
�Mary don�t!� he yelled as he raised his shotgun and fired. The blast boomed. Victor�s eyes squinted as he flinched at the noise. The sound echoed in Kyle�s head as he saw the slug blast into Susie�s chest, leaving a large hole in the center. Blood exploded through the exit wound and showered the dead below. She let go of the gun as she fell. Her body rolled on the roof toward the edge. Finally she fell off and landed with a thud. The dead instantly began to huddle around Susie, tearing into her flesh with their clawed hands and sharp teeth.
�Eddie,� Kyle cried, �are you all right?�
Victor stood to his feet and nodded, tears still falling freely from his face. Kyle�s heart raced as he snapped out of his daydream. He didn�t feel any emotion. He had been forced to kill Susie before she took Victor away from him.
�Did you just call me Eddie?� Victor asked.
�Yeah, sorry. I ...� Kyle said looking into Victor�s face. �That�s how I lost Eddie. A bullet in the back of the head. I couldn�t let you die that way, too.�
�Thanks,� Victor said, �I don�t want to die that way either.� He wiped tears away with his sleeve.
�Let�s get the hell out of here while they�re busy eating Susie. Grab her gun. She dropped it when she fell back.�
�But we don�t have any bull � rounds for it,� Victor protested.
�Well, we�re not going to get your gun. We�ll find ammo on the way to your house. Just go,� Kyle said impatiently.
Victor ran for the gun. He picked it up and looked at it. �This gun is different than my Snubby.�
�I�ll show you how it works later. For now, just pull the trigger if you need to fire.�
Victor peered toward the driveway below. The Existing Dead were still tearing Susie�s body apart. Blood and other tissue littered the ground around her. The dead scooped up any piece of flesh they could and shoved it into their mouths. One of them had forced its head into the bullet hole in her chest. Victor began to vomit off the roof and almost lost balance in the process.
�Stop looking at it!� Kyle said as he thought of a plan to make it to his truck and also a plan B if it wasn�t drivable.
Victor was still vomiting when suddenly every noise in the area stopped. A little girl�s voice interrupted the sudden silence and cried out, �Mommy? Is it okay if I come out now?�
Victor stopped vomiting and staggered toward Kyle. He groaned, whooshing saliva in his mouth and spitting it out.
�Shhh,� Kyle said. �Did you hear that?�
Victor tilted his head and stuck his ear out to listen.
�Mommy? Can I come out now?� the voice said again.
Kyle stared at the rolled up blanket with Angel�s body in it.
�Mommy, please answer,� it said again.
The voice was coming from the blanket. Kyle couldn�t believe it. Could Angel have been alive all this time? Had Susie been telling the truth? He walked toward the blanket and slowly unwrapped it. Staring back at him was the face of an alive four-year-old girl. Victor turned away in fright. She was beautiful, just like Susie once was. Her hair was a golden blond and her cheeks were rosy red. She stared up at Kyle with her big blue eyes.
�Where�s my Mommy?� Angel asked.
�I �� Kyle said, not able to process how this girl was still alive. He never had seen her dead body; only Victor had. Had Victor lied? �I �� he said again. �I�m sorry,� he finally stuttered as he pointed the barrel of the Winchester at the smiling girl�s face and fired.

Chapter Nine
The sun was just rising. The streets reeked of death and were littered with many fallen dead. Most were no longer moving, but some crawled mindlessly like military soldiers after an air raid. The earth was calm. The only noise came from birds that chirped and crowed from the above power lines, as if mocking the dead below. Interrupting the calm was the sound of a gun discharging. Victor jumped in the air as the blast shocked him. He turned back quickly, only to see Kyle kicking the corpse off the roof. The shotgun round completely obliterated the little girl�s head, leaving nothing but a stump and a mangled mess. Kyle looked down as the body landed on the ground, hitting one of the Existing Dead as it fell.
�Why did you do that? She was already dead,� Victor said, not understanding why Kyle had shot a dead and decomposing corpse.
Kyle realized he had been hallucinating. Angel was dead, but yet, he heard her speak. He saw her beautiful face, the rosy red cheeks and the big blue eyes. In reality, the girls� dead body had been decomposing. Her skin was gray and one of her eyes was half open. There was a large hole on the top of her head, as if someone had hit her with a hammer. And now her entire head was missing, thanks to Kyle.
�She was alive and I killed her mother. I had to kill her as well. So they could be together,� Kyle said, still looking at the dead ripping away at what was left of Susie. A mixture of blood, entrails and Victor�s vomit surrounded the dead bodies.
�Dude, she was dead! Did you not look at her? Don�t tell me you�re starting to go crazy, too,� Victor said, almost pleading.
Something snapped in Kyle�s head. He broke free from his daydream and saw Angel for what she was, just another dead body. �Sorry, I just got lost for a second. Are you ready to go?�
Victor nodded and held the gun out in front of him. Kyle saw a little opening to his left, then saw a clear path that led back to his truck.
�Okay, this is what we�re going to do. We�re going to jump off the roof into the front yard. Hopefully they will be too occupied with Susie to look over at us. When we land we are going to speed walk back to the truck. There are tons of them on the ground. Most look dead but you can�t be too sure. Try to keep a distance so they can�t reach you. If any of them do, then shoot them in the head. Got it?�
�Yeah, let�s go,� Victor replied.
�Come on.� Kyle turned to run. Without hesitating he jumped off the roof. He landed on the ground, bending his knees to absorb the impact. Kyle looked up at Victor, who was unsure about jumping.
�Just do it!� Kyle yelled, �Bend your knees when you land. It won�t hurt. I promise.�
�I can�t,� Victor replied.
�This is no time to be a pussy. Now get your fucking ass down here or I�m leaving without you!� Kyle yelled, thinking that was what Victor needed, some tough love. Kyle turned and fired his shotgun at one of the approaching zombies. The force of the shot caused its head to explode, completely liquefying it. The head juice rained onto the ground. �Jump now!� Kyle yelled.
Victor closed his eyes and leaped off the roof. He landed and fell to his knees on the ground as his gun discharged. The bullet ricocheted off something on the ground and somehow managed to strike an Existing Dead in the head. Kyle helped Victor to his feet, scolding him for leaving his finger on the trigger. They began power walking toward the truck. They looked at each dead on the ground before passing by the remains. Victor took one last glance at the driveway. The Existing Dead eating away at Susie stopped and began walking in their direction. Their moans grew louder with very step they took. Some fell into the crater at the end of the driveway only to get back up and walk toward them again.
An arm reached out for Victor�s leg. He was distracted looking at the dead in the driveway. Kyle pumped the shotgun and blasted at the creature�s arm, severing it. Kyle pumped the gun again and shot it through the head, ripping half its scalp off and revealing a liquid brain.
�Keep walking,� Kyle said, grabbing Victor by the forearm and dragging him closer. �Don�t worry about the ones far away. We can walk faster than them.�
�But they�re everywhere,� Victor said as he looked behind them. It looked as if hundreds of them were following the only two fully alive beings in the area. There were many more that they hadn�t noticed walking down the streets. The path in front of them looked clear until the Existing Dead began pouring out of their hiding spots and soaked the streets.
�We gotta move faster,� Kyle said as he began to jog lightly.
Victor followed close behind. They could see Kyle�s truck out in the distance. They were getting very close. A few Existing Dead got between them and the truck. Kyle pumped the shotgun and fired. The blast made them disburse and fall to the ground. He pumped the shotgun again as they reached the truck.
�It doesn�t look like the jet touched it,� Victor said as Kyle opened the door and let himself in.
�Get in, now!� Kyle ordered as he started the engine. The truck sprang to life and Victor climbed in. He sat the gun on the floor and put his seat belt on. The road in front of them was filled with bodies. Kyle carefully tried weaving around them, but there were too many. He had no choice but to run over a few. The truck jumped as the tires rode over bodies instead of pavement.
�There�s a clearing up ahead,� Victor mentioned, pointing forward.
�Yeah, I see it.� Kyle was in such a zone that he didn�t even take one last look at his house before driving out of the suburban neighborhood. The tragedy that had taken place yesterday was in Kyle�s past now. His son was dead, and there was nothing he could do to bring him back. But there was something he could do to help fill the void that a father feels when he loses his son. He saw this void filler in Victor.
�So where did Susie say this safe zone was?� Victor asked, picking snacks out of the shopping basket.
�Vegas,� Kyle replied staring at the Existing Dead in his rearview mirror.
�Las Vegas, huh? That�s not too far from my place. About an hour or so. You should be able to make it there after you drop me off at my mom�s,� Victor said, then stuffed his face with a Snickers bar.
Kyle suddenly remembered what Susie had told him the night before. Was Victor living in a delusional world where his mom was alive and well in their house? Did he honestly think that when he got there the world would go back to normal? Kyle needed to know what Victor was really thinking.
�What do you expect to find when you get home? With everything that has been going on the past week now, do you honestly think that your mom or family is still alive?� Kyle said, as he swerved out of the way of a body.
�I don�t know. My mom�s a tough woman, I�m sure she�s held up in our house just like Susie was. I�m sure she�ll be excited to see me,� Victor said with a tint of joy in his voice. Just talking about his mom made him feel better.
�Like Susie? You did see how crazy she was, right? If your mom survived then you have to think that she�ll be a little off. We all are. I keep having visions of my son and I know something is not clicking right in my head. I�m not totally nut-balls though. At least I can admit I�m not all there.�
�So what are you saying? That my mom will be crazy, just like your ex-wife and Susie?� Victor sounded offended.
�I�m just saying that you need to expect anything. We could get there and your mom could be dead. Or she could be alive and well, but she might not be all there,� Kyle said, trying to prepare Victor for what lay ahead.
Victor stayed quiet. He had never really thought about all the possibilities. In his mind, seeing his mom again would make all the death go away. There was no telling what he would do if he made it home only to see his mother dead, or worse, as one of the Existing Dead.
�Before I take you home, Victor, I need to make sure you�ll be fine if we find your mom dead. I don�t want you to do anything stupid and hurt yourself. I�m telling you this as your friend,� Kyle said as he looked down at the gas gauge. �Fuck, we�re going to have to get more gas soon. I only got half a tank at the Shell station.�
Victor remained quiet. He was in a daze, thinking about all the possibilities that could occur when they reached his house.
�Hey,� Kyle said, �snap out of it.� He snapped his fingers in front of Victor�s face.
�Sorry,� Victor replied, �I�m just thinking about all the bad shit that could happen when I reach my house.�
�Don�t think so much into it. You could just be worrying for nothing. We could even die trying to get there,� Kyle teased.
�Yeah, that helps.�
�Come on, snap out of it,� Kyle said in a joyful voice. �We�re on a road trip. Haven�t you ever heard anyone say, �It�s not the destination, it�s the journey�?�
�No,� Victor said.
�Well I�m telling you. We�ll worry about what happens when we get there. But I think we should stop and fill up before we go any further. I�d hate for us to run out of gas in an infested town.�
�I�ve never really been this far out. I don�t know where any gas stations are. And besides, my house is in the other direction.�
�Don�t worry about it. This street does a huge U-turn and takes us out of town. It�s a longer route, but with all the Existing Dead blocking the road yesterday, I�d feel safer going this way.� Kyle turned the radio on and began flipping through the stations. White noise blared out the speakers. �Fuck, I really wanted something to be on.�
�What do you think that jet was last night?� Victor asked out of no where.
�I�m not sure, bud. It was probably the military trying to take control of the situation. They thought that the neighborhood was deserted so they tried to kill as many of them as possible.�
�But it wasn�t deserted,� Victor interrupted. �We were there.�
�Yeah but can you blame them? The street was filled with the dead. You saw it, remember? Fuck, if I saw that many in one place I wouldn�t have thought anyone would survive.�
�Where do you think it came from?� Victor asked, finishing his Snickers.
�Don�t know. It looked like the jets came from the West so I�m going to guess they are in Vegas. That�s where the safe zone is, so there�s bound to be a collection of people there.� Kyle paused for a second then continued. �Okay, that�s enough talk. Hand me some of those corn nuts and some water out of the basket.�
Victor reached into the basket and grabbed what Kyle wanted. �So where are we going?� he asked, handing the stuff to Kyle.
Kyle reached for it with one hand and sat them on the cushion next to him. �There�s a gas station a few miles up. I think it�s a Mobile. I�ve been there a shit load of times but I don�t remember exactly where it is. We�re going to see if there are any cars lying around that we can siphon gas out of.�
Victor stared at the road. �Why do we need to go to a gas station if you�re just siphoning gas? Can�t we just get it out of these cars?� Victor asked, pointing out onto the street.
�We can use those, but it�s the morning and I haven�t pooped yet. My stomach is fucking hurting. I need to relieve pressure. You see son, when you get to be my age you ��
Victor finally cut him off. �Okay, I get it. You have to crap. So I�m guessing you�re going to show me how to siphon gas so you can handle your business?�
�No, not quite,� Kyle said, �I�m going to need you to stand guard by the door, and if anything comes you warn me so I can cut it off and get out.�
�You�re gross, dude,� Victor said as Kyle laughed.
Kyle�s laughter quickly halted as he fixed his eyes back onto the road. He eased off the accelerator and pressed on the brakes.
�What are you doing?� Victor asked.
�You see that person over there?�
�Yeah, he�s walking onto the street. What about him?� Victor said, not noticing what Kyle was observing.
�Look at his skin.� Kyle brought the truck to a stop no more than twenty feet away. �He doesn�t look dead. He might be another survivor.�

Chapter Ten
Kyle and Victor stopped in front of the stranger. He made no attempt to look in the direction of the truck, but only looked forward, as though in a trance. He stared out into the distance as if there was something over there he couldn�t take his eyes off of.
�What�s he doing?� Victor asked.
�I don�t know. It looks like he�s staring at something. I�m gonna get his attention,� Kyle said as he rolled down the window. �Hey,� he said sticking his head out of the gap. The man did not turn or even acknowledge him. He only blinked and continued gazing in the same direction. �Hey are you all right?� Kyle continued. The man still didn�t respond.
Kyle put the truck in park and grabbed the shotgun. He opened the door and got out, slamming the door behind him to make as much noise as possible.
�What are you doing?� Victor whispered from inside the car. �Let�s just get the hell out of here.�
Kyle shook his head and called back, �Get your gun and follow my lead.�
Victor sighed and got out of the truck. He pointed the gun at the man then looked around for any other movement.
�Hey,� Kyle hollered. �Are you okay? What are you doing out here? Do you need help?� Kyle pumped the shotgun.
The click of the gun finally got the man�s attention. He turned to face Kyle. The man looked like a normal person. His skin was not gray and there were no physical wounds on him. His eyes were a dark brown, they didn�t have the white gloss that the dead possessed. The man was alive, yet he began walking toward them in the slow staggered walk as the Existing Dead. He even began to snap his jaw in the same way.
�Kyle,� Victor said as soon as he noticed the man walking toward Kyle.
Kyle continued staring at him. He couldn�t believe what he was seeing. The man continued toward him, dragging his leg behind him with every step. The man took in a large gust of breath, then exhaled. He�s fucking alive, Kyle thought.
�Kyle!� Victor said even louder than before.
�He�s acting,� Kyle said.
�He�s acting?� Victor repeated.
�He�s acting like one of them,� Kyle said as he raised his gun to his shoulders. A thought crossed his mind; this person has done nothing to Kyle or Victor. He was just some poor soul who thought it better to act like the dead, maybe in the hope that they would leave him alone. He�s survived this long so it might not be as crazy as Kyle thought.
He brought the shotgun down. Kyle wanted to see how far this person would go to act like an Existing Dead. �Stand down,� Kyle told Victor as the man reached for him. He grabbed onto his arm and yanked it toward him. Kyle stared as he opened his jaw and quickly went down for a bite. When Kyle decided that the man was going to go all the way, he yanked his arm back and used the shotgun stock to hit him under the chin. He went staggering back but remained on his feet. Kyle raised the shotgun and brought the butt down on the guy again, then again until he fell to the ground. Blood began to spew from his nose and mouth.
Kyle walked to the back of the truck and took the decapitated head of the zombie out of the bucket. He walked back to the man and shoved it into his face. The eyes of the Existing Dead began to move. The man stared back at the head and its moving eyes. Kyle could see the fear and terror in his eyes as he looked at the head. The teeth were fully exposed. The lower half of its head was completely missing. Its gums were black and its skin was burned.
�Is this what you want to be?� Kyle asked. �This is it, right? You want to be one of these things so you can go around fucking biting and eating anyone you see?�
The man tried to speak, but he was too afraid. Kyle shoved the head into his face again. He squirmed back as the eyes looked at him.
�Please,� the man said.
�Kyle, they�re coming out of the houses. Hurry up,� Victor said.
Kyle glared at the man again. He took the head away and placed it back into the truck. He walked back to the man, who was now crying. He wiped tears and blood with his hand. Kyle didn�t know why he was so angry with this man. He felt betrayed that someone would actually want to be one of these things and fight against him.
�If you want to be one of those things, then I�ll make it easy for you.� Kyle raised the shotgun over the man�s legs. The man pleaded for mercy as Kyle pulled the trigger. The slug caught the man on both knees, completely shattering the bone. Blood squirted out of the wound like a fountain. The man yelled as loud as he could in pain, calling more of the Existing Dead to their location. �Get in the truck,� Kyle ordered Victor.
He didn�t think twice. Victor got into the truck and closed the door. Existing Dead began pouring out of their hiding spots and walked in their direction. The man continued screaming as he tried to crawl to safety, leaving a smear of blood as his trail.
Kyle got back into the truck and put it in drive. He drove around the man, then looked at his rearview mirror. He saw the dead fully surround him. They began to tear into him like a hungry family on a great Christmas Day feast.
Victor stayed silent. Kyle finally began to calm down. �Sorry,� he said breaking the tension.
�Yeah, let�s just get to the gas station.�
They continued driving toward the Mobile.
�What would cause someone to act like that?� Victor finally said.
�I don�t know,� Kyle responded. �Fear, maybe. Or they lost all hope of living so they decided to join the things they dread.�
�I�m glad you did what you did. I would have done the same,� Victor said.
That last comment startled Kyle. He was sure that Victor would have rather they let the man go. But if they had, he might have hurt someone else.
�There�s the gas station. I�m going to park next to the restroom in case we need to get out of here quick.�
They pulled into the self-service gas station. There weren�t many cars there; only one parked at a pump and two others parked on the other side of the building. The gas station had eight pumps no more than fifty feet away from the little market.
Kyle shut up the truck�s engine. �Get out and keep a look out.�
Victor nodded and got out of the truck.
Kyle pumped the shotgun until no more shells popped out. He grabbed eight rounds from the robot backpack and loaded them. He felt much better carrying a fully loaded weapon. Victor glanced in every direction looking for any sign of movement. There was none. A cool breeze began to blow from the west. Victor looked up and saw a few dark clouds moving in. Where did they come from? he thought.
Kyle brought the shotgun up to his shoulder and held it at the ready. He walked toward the door and turned the handle. It didn�t turn. The door was locked.
�I�m going to need a key. You worked at a gas station, where do you guys usually keep the key?� Kyle asked.
�Check under the counter. It�s usually attached to something big, like a hub cap.�
�Okay, I�ll be right back,� Kyle slowly walked to the front of the store. He pulled on the door handle toward him and poked his head in. �Hello?� he called out. He slowly walked into the store and turned right toward the counter. A smell of death hit his nose. He quickly turned and began to search in every direction. He continued walking toward the counter and spotted the keys attached to a plastic squeegee. They dangled on the side wall. Kyle reached for them and yanked them down. When he turned there were two Existing Dead slowly creeping up on him.
Kyle quickly fired, one shot after the other. The dead didn�t even have time to blink before their heads exploded in a shower of bloodshed. Kyle looked around the store, but couldn�t see any more of them. He was surprised that they were able to hide in such an enclosed area. He knew he might never fully understand how the dead could disappear, but he was hoping that someone out there would figure it out. Soon.
He walked back outside and headed for the restroom. Victor was standing by the door. �I heard gunshots,� he said.
�Yeah, two of them snuck up behind me. I brought them down. Okay, stand guard while I go number two.� Kyle opened the door and walked inside.
* * *
Fifteen minutes passed. Victor had not seen any other movement in the area, other than a couple of rustling leaves. He banged on the door impatiently. �Come on, dude.�
�I�m almost done,� Kyle replied, still perched on the seat.
Victor heard a flush and a few seconds later the door swung open. He began to cough as the smell of Kyle�s processed food gassed the oxygen around him. �Ahh,� he said pinching his nose. �It smells worse in there than in Angel�s room.� Victor looked into the dark restroom, but then pulled his head back. �I have to go too, but I�d much rather hold it.�
�You should go now, �cause who knows what the future holds? Next time, we might have to dig a hole.�
�Like cavemen?� The boy laughed at his horrible joke.
Kyle laughed along with Victor as he stepped out. �And the funny thing is, I couldn�t wash my hands,� he said as he put his hand on Victor�s face.
The boy jumped back in disgust. He began rubbing his face with his filthy shirt. Kyle�s laughter grew wild. There was something about moments like these that made both of them feel better. Yes, they where in the middle of the apocalypse, but they still enjoyed laughter. Maybe Kyle would have thought differently if he hadn't met Victor. He didn�t want to think about not having the boy around anymore.
�We need to find some new clothes,� Victor said. �I can smell the crap from my shirt all over my face.�
�Yeah, I know. I have a change of clothes, but even they aren�t fresh. Come on, let�s go siphon some gas, and then we�ll see what we can find in the market,� Kyle said.
They searched the back of the truck for Kyle�s hose. They couldn�t find it anywhere. Victor climbed into the back and began rustling things around, carefully avoiding the bucket with the head. Thinking back, Kyle wasn�t sure if he�d put the hose back into the truck the last time he used it.� It was probably burned to ashes now, but somehow the five-gallon jug had made it into the truck�s bed. Kyle and Victor searched behind the building for a water valve. Victor said that his gas station had kept one in case of a fire. They were in luck. A green hose was connected to the back of the building. Kyle disconnected it and walked it back to his truck, where he used a pocket blade to cut it to size. Victor carried the gas can to the green Sonata parked at the pump.
The car had a safety lock to prevent people from opening the gas lid. There was a button inside the car where it could be opened. Victor tried the door handle, but it was locked. Kyle noticed the problem and grabbed a stick of rebar from his truck.
�Step back,� Kyle said before swinging the rebar at the tinted driver�s side window. It shattered and Kyle reached in to unlock the door when the hand of an Existing Dead hurled toward him from inside. Kyle jumped back, raising the rebar into the air. He brought it crashing down on the creature, causing a sickening thud. He raised his arm up again and used the sharp point of the bar to pierce the back of the creature�s neck. He forced its head down. The creature struggled to get free and fell out of the car in the process. Kyle raised his boot up and brought it crashing down on the creature�s head. He continued until there was nothing more than a stump and a puddle of goo.
Kyle�s heart raced, and he knew Victor�s was doing the same. Neither of them had thought to check the car for movement before breaking the window. Kyle thought Victor had already looked and the coast was clear. That was a lesson to both of them. Kyle reached through the window and unlocked the gas cap.
Kyle showed Victor how to siphon the gas. The boy learned quickly. The Sonata had almost a full tank. They managed to cap off the truck and fill the five-gallon jug. Kyle tied it with a bungee cord to the bed of the truck. Before they knew it, the two of them were both standing in front of the store�s entrance. They looked around the area for any movement. There was still nothing, just the same rustling of leaves from the storm that was definitely rolling in.
�Are you ready?� Kyle asked.
Victor nodded as they walked toward the store. Kyle went in first, his shotgun pointed forward. �Watch your step,� he said as he motioned toward the bodies on the ground. Victor walked into the store and lodged it open with a decent-sized rock. A light rain began to drizzle down from the sky as he walked in.
�It�s sprinkling,� Victor said.
�That�s what we fucking need right now, right?� Kyle replied. �Let�s just get what we can and get back on the road. We�ll need to cover a lot of ground before it starts pouring.�
Victor walked behind the counter. He took slow and careful steps. He didn�t want anything to jump out at him. Under the counter he found an iPod Touch. The battery was dead, but sitting on a display case was a car charger still in its package. He put the iPod and the charger into his pocket and searched for some more good stuff. He didn�t find anything useful.
Kyle walked down the snack aisle and began grabbing anything he could. �Victor,� he said. �Grab some of those bags so we can take this stuff.�
Victor walked toward Kyle with an open plastic bag in his hands. Kyle began to toss anything he could inside, mostly medicine and supplements. In a world that demanded they continue moving, they would burn hundreds of calories a day. Without the proper nutrition they would collapse in the middle of a battle and give in to the dead. He looked down, and sitting there were two cases of Dasani water. Kyle knelt down and picked up both cases like they weighed nothing. �Let�s go back to the truck,� he said.
They carefully walked out of the store and headed toward the truck. The storm kicked up a little bit, but it didn�t seem like much for them to worry about.
�This is good enough,� Kyle said. �Let�s get inside the truck and take off.�
Victor opened the passenger door and jumped inside. Kyle put the cases of bottled water on an open spot in the bed. He poked the plastic wrapping with his finger and took a few bottles out. He tossed one toward Victor when he got into the vehicle.
�Drink up,� he said. �You need to worry more about dehydration than starvation. Remember that.� Kyle took a bottle of medicine out of the bag and dropped a tablet into his water.
Victor looked at him questionably. �What was that?� he asked as Kyle threw the medicine bottle at him.
�It�s like a power supplement. It�s supposed to keep me alert and awake. Let�s hope it works.�
Victor opened the bottle, dropped a tablet into the water and drank its contents in a few gulps. The rain gradually increased as Kyle started the truck. The engine rubbed a little, but caught. He drove toward the street slowly and then turned right. Victor took the iPod Touch and the car charger out of his pocket. He opened the packaging and plugged the charger into an available socket.
�What do you have there?� Kyle asked, taking gulps from the water.
�I found this iPod. I started working so I could buy myself one. Now that the world is ending, I figured I might as well have this one,� Victor answered.
He waited a few minutes until the device turned on by itself.
�Do you know how to work that thing?� Kyle asked.
�Yeah, my cousin James had one. He�d let me borrow it from time to time.�
�What do you do with it?�
Victor looked at Kyle skeptically. �Really?� was all he said.
�Yeah. I�m a construction worker, a freaking welder; I work with hot metal all day. What do you want from me?�
�It plays music and does a bunch of other stuff too,� Victor answered, looking through the previous owner�s playlist. �They have a lot of good music on here. Mind if I put some on?�
�Go ahead,� Kyle answered. Victor seemed excited and Kyle didn�t want to get in the way of that.
Victor pushed �Play� on a song, and it started playing out of the device�s speakers. Metal wasn�t really Kyle�s music preference.
�Who is this?� Kyle asked.
�This is Fear Factory, the name of the song is �Replica,�� he said, then banged his head along with the music.
�This is pretty good,� Kyle lied as he began banging his head with the music as well.
The rain continued to fall all around them as they reached the end of town. They were now in the process of making the turn that would lead them back into town and toward Victor�s house. Kyle decided that if the rain stopped they would continue on the road until they reached Victor�s house. If the storm got worse, though, he�d stop for the day until the rain subsided.

Chapter Eleven
The rain did not quit; instead the storm grew to something that resembled a hurricane. It became hard for Kyle to see out of the window as rain pelted the glass. The windshield wipers were old, and they did nothing more than to make the situation worse; he was in desperate need of new gear.
�We�re going to have to stop until the rain calms down,� Kyle said as Victor turned down the iPod. �It�s getting harder to see anything outside. The freaking windshield keeps fogging up. It�s not safe for us to drive with so many Existing Dead and cars on the road.� He turned the defrosters on. �This might help a little.�
�Where are we going to stop?�
�I don�t know yet,� Kyle said, thinking. �I�ve never really been on this road; I just know it leads us out of town. Eventually we�ll connect onto a main highway and that will take us to the 15 freeway.�
The rain gradually got worse as they continued pushing forward through the storm. Kyle remembered that there was a high school not too far from where they were, but he quickly thought against going there. When the news broadcasters first reported the dead walking, they told people to head for their local schools. The gymnasiums were where a lot of people had been hiding. If even one infected person had gotten inside the high school, the place would certainly be swamped with Existing Dead by now.
There weren�t that many other public places to go. They would have a better chance just turning around and staying at the gas station. Kyle hated backtracking, but it looked like he was going to have to do it until they passed the perfect place to hide.
�There,� Kyle said, pointing. �We�re going to go in there �til the rain stops.�
Victor tried to stare out of his window to see, but the fog and rain weren�t letting him. Kyle quickly turned right and headed for the building.
�What is it?� Victor asked as Kyle pulled up and parked next to a sign that read, United States Postal Service.
�It�s a post office,� Kyle answered.
�Why are we holding up here?�
�Think about it, no one in their right mind would go to a post office when a disaster happens. When shit starts going down people don�t say, �Oh, I need to go get the mail from my PO Box. It�s the perfect spot to be. Look at it. It�s isolated from the town and it�s fairly big. Come on. Get your stuff and we�re going to run for the door. I�ll break the glass and we�ll get in. Go!�
Victor opened the door and ran up the steps. He carried the basket of food and his newly acquired iPod. It wasn�t fully charged, but he�d use it until it died. Kyle ran right behind Victor carrying the Winchester and the robot backpack, which he�d flung over his shoulder.
Kyle tried pushing the door open, and to his surprise it was unlocked. When he took a step inside and saw the PO boxes he realized that the front door would never be locked. How else would people be able to get their mail? he thought.
Victor took a few steps inside; he was soaking wet. The rain was really coming down hard. Kyle saw this as an opportunity to do something.
�Victor,� Kyle said. �Take off your clothes.�
Victor looked at him. �Hell no, what are you, a fucking kiddy lover?�
Kyle realized how that sounded and quickly said, �Fuck no. Just take off your clothes, take this bottle of shampoo and run your ass outside and shower. It�s really coming down, I�ll be right behind you. Leave your undies on if you�re uncomfortable.�
When the opportunity of a shower came into the conversation, Victor was more than eager to comply. He practically ripped the shampoo out of Kyle�s hands and stripped down to his underwear. He ran outside and drenched his head with shampoo. Kyle was right behind in his boxers. They quickly washed themselves the best they could and rinsed with the rain water.
Victor came back in looking refreshed, but shivering. Kyle came in soon after, feeling the same. Clean and freezing.
�Maybe � that wasn�t such a � good idea �,� Kyle chattered as he dripped water onto the ground.
�I hope � I � don�t get � sick,� Victor replied.
�We should have found you a change of clothes. You have nothing dry to put on,� Kyle said as he looked into the robot backpack. He grabbed the fresh pair of clothes then looked at Victor. He was standing there shivering and dripping water all over the tiled floor. For the time being, Victor was Kyle�s responsibility. He would look after him like he was his own. Kyle tossed the clothes over to Victor, who didn�t think twice about accepting the garments and put them on. Kyle laid out his clothes so they could semi-dry before he put them back on.
�Thanks,� Victor said.
�They�re a little big, but it�s better than them being wet,� Kyle assured. �Fuck, it�s cold in here.�
�What are we going to do here?� Victor asked as he climbed into Kyle�s clothes.
�I don�t know,� Kyle said looking around the area. There were two long halls that connected to a smaller hall that led toward the exit. A glass door was to their right, which led into the shopping area of the post office. In a corner next to a counter was a medium- size steel trash can. It was chained to the wall. �We could make a fire in here to keep warm.�
Victor looked at him surprised. �A fire? Indoors?�
�Yeah, it�ll be easy. I can cut the chain on that trash can and we can use all the priority boxes they have behind the counter. I�m sure they have wooden chairs to burn too.� Kyle searched his jean pockets and pulled out the lighter fluid bottle that Victor had given him. �There�s not a lot left, but we can get something going with this.� Kyle tossed the bottle to Victor. �I�m going to go back outside to get my bolt cutters and a welding torch striker. Unless you have a lighter or matches?�
Victor shook his head: No.
�All right then, I�m going to go grab that, you empty the trash can and only leave paper or anything that will burn.�
Victor nodded and walked toward the trash can. He began looking through it, taking out everything that would smell if burned. Kyle walked to the gun holster he�d left on the counter and grabbed his Glock. The handgun was more reliable wet than the shotgun. He checked the magazine. Ten rounds left. He put the magazine back in and was ready to go.
Kyle pushed the door open and stepped onto the wet concrete floor. The roof extended out, still above his head. There was a fifty-foot gap between him and the truck. Kyle ran as fast as his bare feet could take him, stepping on sharp loose gravel that was scattered on the ground. His feet were numb, so he didn�t feel the pain. The rain continued to pour down even harder than before. It was hard for him to see ten feet in front of him.
Kyle reached the truck and began looking in the toolbox for the bolt cutters. He found them in the mess of tools and took them out. The welding torch igniter was inside his glove box. He opened the door to the truck when an arm came out of nowhere and grabbed his shoulder. He instinctively shoved his shoulder toward the arm. When he did, he was face to face with a human.
The person maneuvered back to avoid getting hit by Kyle�s massive shoulder.
�Wow,� the person said.
Kyle snapped back and pointed the gun at the figure.
�Don�t shoot,� the person said, raising his arms up to cover his face.
He�s alive, was Kyle�s first thought. �Don�t move,� he said.
The two looked at each other for a second through the rain. The man looked down at Kyle�s body. Fuck, I�m in my boxers, Kyle thought as he turned back to the truck door and grabbed the welding torch starter.
�I � I � I�m not infected, I�m just lost,� the man pleaded.
�Come on,� Kyle said as he began to run back to the front door, one hand pointing his gun toward the man the other clutching the cutters and starter. Kyle pushed the door open and stepped inside, instantly turning to point the gun at the stranger.
�Who are you?� Kyle asked as the man stood at the doorway awaiting entrance.
He was wearing a long dark trench coat that was tied at the waist. The man was soaking wet, as if he�d been outside since the rain started and hadn�t been able to find cover. He wiped water off his bald head, then worked his way down to rinse his bushy goatee.
�I�m only asking this one more time. Who the hell are you?� Kyle asked as Victor hurried toward them. Victor grabbed his gun and pointed at the man as well. It seemed he didn�t know what else to do but to follow Kyle�s lead.
�Name�s Chet, Chet Wallace. Please put the weapons down. I�m unarmed and won�t try anything, I swear,� he said in an English accent.
Kyle took a few steps back to let the man through the door. �You got him?� Kyle asked Victor.
�If he makes any sudden movements, I�ll fire. You can count on that,� Victor answered.
Kyle lowered the Glock and walked to the metal trash can. He couldn�t bear the cold any longer. He needed to get the fire going soon. He honestly thought that he was already running a fever. Using the bolt cutters, he cut the chain and dragged the steel can to the middle of the room. There were a lot of discarded envelopes and cardboard left in the trash can. That should get the fire started. He drenched a wad of paper with the lighter fluid and put it into the striker. It took only two strikes for it to catch fire. He let the paper fall out of the striker�s cup and land in the trash can. The paper instantly caught, sending flames and black smoke high into the air. Luckily, the post office ceiling was nearly two stories high. The warmth of the fire was instantly felt by everyone in the room.
There was one thing that Kyle hadn�t thought of. There was no place for the smoke to escape. Could being that cold really obstruct his judgment? The smoke would continue to build in the room until they were engulfed in it. Kyle walked toward the door, passing Chet and propping the door open. The air began to suck the smoke outside. It was a temporary fix, but a necessary one.
Kyle turned toward Chet and Victor. �What were you doing outside?�
�Well I was making my way to Las Vegas because that�s where everyone is saying the safe zone is. I started having engine trouble as soon as the rain got bad. I had to find someplace to hold up till the rain stopped, and then I�d see what was wrong with my car. I saw you when you first pulled up. I was hiding outside under a small opening where the roof extends out. When you came back out I wanted to get your attention.� Chet spoke with that same British accent as before, but Kyle could have sworn that his voice changed a bit. It was lower than before. Could the cold have changed his tone?
�Yeah, you scared the shit out of me. I almost shot you,� Kyle added.
�Yes, I apologize for that. It was a bit rude of me to startle you. I wanted you to get a good look at my face. I didn�t want you to think I was one of those creatures outside. Mind if I get closer to the fire? I�m drenched and very cold.�
Kyle nodded. �You can put the gun down now Victor.� The boy did what he was told and backed toward the fire.
�Much obliged,� Chet said as he walked closer to the warmth of the flames. �I don�t mean to meddle, but em, why are you in your knickers?� he asked rubbing his hands together in the universal gesture to get warm.
�We just took a rain shower. My clothes are drying and I gave Victor my only spares. I�m stuck like this until something dries.�
�I see,� Chet said taking off the trench coat and setting it on the ground.
�Where are you guys headed?� Chet asked.
�We�ll have more time to chat later. We need to go get more stuff to burn. This paper will only last a few more minutes,� Kyle said.
He grabbed the Winchester that sat upright on a wall and walked to the store�s door. It was locked. Kyle repeatedly used the butt of the gun as a ram. The lock slowly broke free. He stepped inside with the shotgun ready to fire at anything that moved. The counter was to his left, and in the middle of the room stood an island of shipping boxes the post office tries to sell.
�Victor, grab those and take them to the fire,� Kyle said.
The boy rushed into the room and grabbed as much as he could carry, and then walked them back to the fire. On the far right corner there was a dried-up potted tree. It was only a bit shorter than the ceiling. It was perfect to burn. Kyle was thankful that no one had maintained the plant and that it was dry and dead.
�Chet, can you get that plant over there and take it to the fire?� Kyle asked.
�Yes, of course. Anything to keep that fire going,� Chet responded, taking the orders well. He leaned the plant down to fit it through the door and dragged it back to the fire.
Kyle walked further into the room and jumped over the counter. Once on the other side, he saw mountains of priority shipping boxes, all different shapes and sizes. There were also a few wooden chairs that would be easy to break and burn. He began stacking boxes on the counter as Victor came back and began taking them to the fire. He tossed the wooden chairs over the counter and let them fall to the ground. They were flimsy, and they dismantled on contact. Chet came back into the room and began picking up the pieces.
Kyle wanted to explore the building for more useful items but thought against it. The building was pitch-black farther in. The fire did a good job illuminating the room, but that was it. They had enough cardboard to burn for a few hours.� Kyle jumped back over the counter and began walking back to the fire.
A loud moan erupted from behind the counter. He quickly turned with the Winchester drawn. An Existing Dead stood right where Kyle had been standing only moments before. The female monster was wearing a postal service carrier uniform. Her long dark hair was tied back into a pony tail, exposing her neck, which had a large hole on the left side. Loose skin flapped to the side of the wound. She had probably been bitten on her mail route and had come back to headquarters to find some help. The creature looked at Kyle with wild and hungry eyes. It tried to walk toward him, but the counter was in the way. She just continued to struggle, trying to climb the counter and head toward Kyle. She continuously made loud gasping noises as if she were trying to remember how to breathe.
Victor ran into the room and saw the zombie behind the counter. �Holy shit, shoot it!� he yelled.
�Don�t worry, it can�t get to us. It needs to climb over that counter, and it doesn�t look like it has the brain power to do that,� Kyle answered.
�But still, you should get rid of it. It might call some of its friends.� As Victor said that the zombie let out another terrifying moan. �You see? The moan is like a calling thing. I heard them do it a lot when I was at the gas station.�
Kyle had never thought about that.
�Is everything all right?� Chet asked from the other room. He had been breaking apart the palm tree to use as firewood, as well as throwing pieces of broken chair into the flames.
�Everything is fine. There�s just one of them that�s stuck behind the counter,� Kyle answered. Chet didn�t respond; he just continued breaking up the tree.
Kyle pumped the shotgun and pulled the trigger. The blast hit the creature dead center in the face, completely obliterating the head, spreading the nearby area with gore. The body fell back as everything went silent.
�Ahhh,� Victor yelled as he held his hands over his ears. Shooting a high-powered shotgun in an enclosed area could shatter the ear drums of anyone. Kyle could hear nothing but a faint hum. He shook his head a few times until his hearing returned. Victor no longer had his hands over his ears. His arms hung by his sides.
�Remember,� Kyle said to Victor, �never fire a gun in an enclosed area unless you have to.�
Victor nodded, shaking his head. They walked back into the other room, where Chet was finally putting the tree into the fire. Kyle swung the door behind them closed and walked toward the fire, bare-chested and shoeless.

Chapter Twelve
They huddled around the fire. The storm continued outside, blowing the trees to the point of breaking. Kyle�s clothes were finally dry enough to put on. Holding them closer to the fire had really helped. With his clothes on, he felt much more secure.
A few large stacks of boxes, wood and other burnable items were placed behind them. There was enough fuel to last a few hours if they managed it properly. Throwing in a few more sticks, wood and cardboard as needed would do the trick. They also used the chain that had been holding the trash can to wrap around the door to keep the wind from closing it. Leaving the door open was not safe, but it was more dangerous to keep the smoke building inside the room. They would suffocate faster than an Existing Dead could eat a body.
�So, you�re headed to Vegas, huh?� Kyle asked Chet.
�Yes. What about you two?� he answered, shoving a couple of mixed nuts into his mouth. He chewed vigorously, like he hadn�t eaten in a long time.
�We don�t have plans to go. I�m headed to California to find an ex-girlfriend and my buddy, Victor, here, well, he wants to go home so I�m taking him,� Kyle said, looking at Victor, who was drifting into a nap. It looked like the effects of the power tablet were finally wearing off.
�What did you do before all this, Kyle?�
�I was a welder, more or less a construction worker. I had a wife and kid. I lost them yesterday.�
�I�m sorry to hear that. I lost my family as well. I�m all that�s left. How are you coping with it?�
�It�s hard. I blame myself mostly. I try not to think about it. I got that kid over there to keep me company.� Kyle pointed toward Victor, who was now asleep and snoring faintly. Kyle was happy to see that the boy felt comfortable enough to sleep, even knowing that there were dead creatures wandering around outside.
�Yes, it is hard, but I�ve found a way of coping with it.�
�What�s that?� Kyle asked.
�It�s nothing, really. Just some personal things.�
Kyle backed away from the conversation. Life was different now. He knew that people had to cope with emotions differently than they had before. What he does to deal with the situation is his business.
�I haven�t been able to get a good night�s rest in a long time,� Kyle said, breaking the stillness in the room.
Chet reached into his pants pocket and brought out some green gel tablets encased in a plastic bottle. He tossed the container over to Kyle, who examined the pills. There were no words indicating what the tablets were, only numbers.
�What is it?� Kyle asked.
Chet smirked and said, �Nyquil. Take two of those and it will give you a good night�s rest. Believe me, there�s been times where I�ve wanted to stay awake, but they put me to sleep.�
Kyle looked at the tablet again. Although it was tempting, he didn�t think it was wise for him to fall into a deep sleep. The post office might not be as secure as he thought, and he�d never be able to forgive himself if something happened to Victor.
�Nah, I can�t take them. I�ll need to stay alert in case something comes in through the door.�
Before Kyle could toss the plastic bottle back to Chet, the man said, �I�ll go ahead and take first watch. I�ve been asleep most of the day and I�m not tired. It�s okay; if anything comes in I�ll wake you up right away.�
Kyle still wasn�t sure. How well did he know Chet? Well enough to trust him to take watch? Chet hadn�t given Kyle a reason to why he might be untrustworthy. He�s been nothing but helpful the entire time he�s been here. So far. 
�All right, but I�ll just take one,� Kyle said finally. He opened the bottle and took out one tablet. He closed the lid and tossed it back to Chet. Kyle put it into his mouth and took a large drink of water.
�Before it kicks in, I�m going to find more stuff to burn. I�ll be back,� Chet said. He stood up and walked through the open door that led into the front office.
Kyle made a makeshift pillow out of Victor�s still-damp clothes. He reached for his shotgun and laid it down next to him. He wanted it within reach in case there was a rude awakening. Victor was still asleep across from him. All the kid wanted to do was to go home. It would have been an easy task if the world was normal.
Victor began to grunt in his sleep. Kyle laughed as he closed his eyes. He felt the medicine and exhaustion taking effect. His eyes quickly opened as Chet came stumbling into the room with more cardboard boxes and a wooden chair. Kyle noticed him and closed his eyes again. The last thing Kyle remembered hearing was the rain thrashing outside and the sound of snapping wood.
* * *
Kyle�s eyes fluttered open, looking at the ceiling. He didn�t know where he was. Slowly raising his head, everything suddenly came to him. He was in the room that he shared with Mary. He looked over to her side of the bed. It was empty, but he could smell the coconut scent she liked to wear. Kyle rolled out of bed and put his feet onto the ground. His slippers were there, waiting for him.
�Kyle?� Mary called out from outside the room. �Are you up?�
�Yeah,� he said, still a bit disoriented.
Was Kyle only dreaming about the dead or was he dreaming now? He pinched himself and it hurt. He actually felt the pain. He slapped himself on the face a few times and felt every last bit of it.
It was all a dream, he thought as he slipped his slippers on. It felt as though a huge weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He felt relieved that it had all been a dream. Any second now he would get up and find his son, Eddie. When he did, he would give the boy a tight squeeze and a kiss. Most importantly he�d promise his boy that he�d never leave his side, ever again. Not for his mother, not even for Jasmine.
Kyle stood to his feet with a huge smile on his face.
�Mary?� he called out.
There was no reply. He walked through the open door and turned down the hall toward the staircase. He walked down the stairs slowly, carefully stepping over Eddie�s toys that were scattered on the steps. Normally this kind of carelessness would have angered Kyle, but after waking up form that terrible nightmare, nothing would take his happiness away from him.
�Eddie?� Kyle called out.
�In the kitchen,� Mary hollered.
Kyle quickly ran for the kitchen. The smell of eggs and bacon were so potent in the air he could literally taste them. He walked through the doorway, and sitting near the small round table was Eddie. Light shone in through a small rectangle window above the sink. The blinds over the sliding glass door were still closed. The boy was eating a large slice of bacon. Kyle was delighted. He ran, almost skipping, toward Eddie, and gave him a huge hug, causing the boy to drop his bacon.
Eddie laughed and said, �Dad, I�m trying to eat.�
Mary turned from the stove with a pan in her hand. �Sit down, Kyle. I�ll get your breakfast.�
Kyle let go of Eddie, still smiling. He took a seat at his usual spot. There was already a plate in front of him. Mary walked over with the skillet and served three sunny-side-up eggs onto Kyle�s plate. She walked back to the stove and using tongs, she grabbed a few strips of bacon. She put them on Kyle�s plate.
�It smells wonderful, thank you,� he said grabbing a fork and digging in.
Two slices of bread popped out of the toaster. Mary took them out and placed them on Kyle�s dish. He put eggs and bacon between the two slices and made a toast sandwich. He bit into it with much delight. Yolk from the eggs dripped out of the sandwich and onto his fingers.
There was a coffee pot in the middle of the table. Kyle poured himself a cup of the delicious black liquid. He stirred in cream and two sugar cubes. He smelled the coffee before taking a drink. The liquid burned his mouth, but it was manageable.
Mary put eggs and bacon onto her plate and brought it to the table. She sat on the third empty chair in the breakfast nook.
Mary and Eddie didn�t speak. They just continued eating their food and never looked up.
Kyle finished his food and took the dirty dish to the sink. He rinsed it out and left it in the sink to be washed later.
�Thanks for the wonderful breakfast, Mary,� Kyle said as he walked back to the table. �It�s Saturday right? What do you want to do today, Sport?�
Eddie didn�t reply. He didn�t even move. He stayed staring into his plate like he was in a trance.
�Eddie? Did you hear me, bud?� Eddie didn�t respond.
Mary stopped eating and looked at Kyle. She had a ghostly expression on her face as she said, �Eddie can�t answer you, Kyle.�
�Why not?� Kyle asked, squinting his face in confusion.
�Don�t you remember?�
�Remember what?�
�Eddie can�t talk. He can�t go anywhere.�
�What do you mean? I just heard him talking.�
Mary�s tone quickly changed from her normal voice to a low drone that echoed, �Eddie can�t talk anymore, he has no face � he is dead.�
Sorrow filled Kyle�s body. He quickly went to face Eddie. The boy raised his head to reveal the large gaping hole that now replaced his face. Kyle stood to his feet and backed away from the table, knocking over the chair he was sitting on.
�Don�t you remember, Kyle? I�m dead, too,� Mary said.
Kyle�s gaze met Mary�s. A large hole appeared at the top of her head. Tears made from blood began to fall down from her eyes. Bits of bone and gore rested on top of her head near the open wound.
�You did this to us, Kyle,� she said.
Eddie and Mary both stood up from the table. She extended her hand out toward Eddie. The faceless boy swung his arm around the area until it locked on to Mary�s. She walked around the table, guiding Eddie like a seeing-eye dog. They stood a few feet in front of Kyle now.
His heart raced a thousand beats per minute. Standing in front of him was his family, his dead family. He hadn�t awakened from a nightmare; this was the nightmare. Mary and Eddie slowly walked toward Kyle.
�You made us like this. You could have just stayed with us and everything would have been fine. But you wanted to be selfish,� Mary said.
�Stay back,� Kyle said, pinned up against a wall.
�Don�t let this happen to Victor and Jasmine,� Mary said.
Hugging the wall, Kyle edged over toward the sliding glass door. Mary and Eddie quickly followed. Kyle pulled the chain on the blinds. They moved out of the way, revealing the backyard. The sky was red and every house around the area was on fire. Smoke and soot blew into the air from the flames. The grass was no longer green, but as dry and dead as Kyle�s wife and son.
Dead bodies began to flow in from a break in the wooden fencing. Their faces were grey with brown dried blood around their mouths and clothes. They stared at Kyle as they slowly shambled toward him. Upon closer inspection, he noticed that the dead weren�t looking at him, but at a kid sitting on the ground in front of him. The fires had caught his attention before he could notice the boy.
The boy turned his head toward Kyle. It was Victor. He got up to his feet and banged on the sliding glass door.
�Let me in, dude!� he yelled.
Kyle reached for the lock and flicked it open. He tried pulling on the door, but it wouldn�t budge. It was as though the door was welded shut.
�Come on! Open the door,� Victor continued.
No matter how hard Kyle tried, the door wouldn�t open.
Mary and Eddie stopped a few feet behind him.
�What are you doing, Kyle? Open the door and let him in. You need to save him,� she said in an echoing, eerie voice.
�I�m fucking trying. The door won�t budge!� Kyle yelled, enraged.
The dead continued to walk toward Victor. He kicked and punched the glass door, screaming to be let in. The Existing Dead closest to him was naked, not only of clothes, but of skin as well. His half rotting stomach was split open. The dead man�s penis was fully erect. Kyle yelled as the monster wrapped its arm around Victor�s neck, putting him in a choke hold. The creature proceeded to unbuckle Victor�s belt. His pants and boxer shorts fell down to his ankles. The creature slammed Victor�s head up against the glass door and inserted its penis into him. A high pitched scream exploded out of Victor�s mouth as the monster thrust himself further into him. Victor flailed his arms, trying to escape its grip.
Kyle looked into the man�s face. It was Chet, their new companion. A large grin was plastered across his face. Victor continued to scream in a high pitched, deafening cry.
�Save him, Kyle. Wake up,� Mary said.
Kyle continued to pull on the sliding door, but it still wouldn�t open. He searched the area for anything to break the glass with. He lifted one of the chairs above his head and heaved it toward the door. It bounced off with no effect.
�Wake up, Kyle. Wake up,� Mary whispered.
Victor looked through the glass at Kyle. Tears built up in his eyes then came running down his face. �Help me, Daddy,� he said in Eddie�s voice.
Enraged, Kyle shrieked into the air like a wild medieval warrior in the heat of battle. He ran full force toward the door and braced himself for the impact. The glass door shattered into a thousand pieces as his body caved through. He felt the shards of glass scrape against his skin as they made invisible slices on his face, neck and shoulders. The entire world when black for a moment, and then Kyle�s eyes strained open.

Chapter Thirteen
The dream left Kyle with a combination of anger and fear. He didn�t know what to make of it, nor did he know if he was still dreaming. He remained on the ground with his eyes half open, staring up at the ceiling.� Slowly he closed them again, but he did not fall into another deep sleep. He sensed something was wrong and he needed to fully awaken. The noises of wood cracking in the fire and rain pouring down outside were prominent in the room. But there was another noise, something that Kyle couldn�t understand.
Kyle slowly sat up, his eyes half open, and the undistinguishable noise grew louder. It was the sound of weeping. Kyle�s stomach was sore, as if he�d been doing a thousand crunches the night before. He rubbed his abdomen softly, taking in a few deep breaths while the lamenting noise continued to grow louder. He looked around the area, but was unable to see anyone.
�Victor?� Kyle muttered, disoriented. �Chet? Where � where are you guys?�
He shook off some of his fatigue and stood, nearly tripping over his own feet. He grabbed on to the nearby counter for support. Again the crying sound continued. It was coming from the other room. Kyle searched the area where he lay for his weapons. They were gone. His Winchester shotgun, the Glock and most importantly, Eddie�s robot backpack: all gone.
Kyle�s anger and fear quickly turned into worry and anxiety. He looked into the metal can that they used as a fire pit, the blaze was almost out, but orange embers still flew into the air. The crying continued.
�Victor? Where are you?� he asked in the loudest voice he could muster. There was no reply, just more weeping. Kyle started regretting taking the pill Chet had given him. His head pounded and every nerve and desire in his body was telling him to go back to sleep. He needed to do something that would completely take the weariness away and let him take control of his body again. He looked at the fire again with one eye exposed and the other struggling to open.
The orange glow sparkled in his eye. Without much thought about how this act would affect him later, he reached down with his left hand and shoved it into the inferno.
A violent shockwave of pain and heat shot through his body, instantly taking away any fatigue or soreness he had. Sweat immediately began to build up on his forehead and above his upper lip. He snapped back his head as if he were looking to the sky and, with as much force and power that it could have shaken the walls, he screamed. He yanked his hand out of the scorching ashes and yelled again, this time louder than before.
The whole experience lasted only a second, and the damage done to his hand was nothing more than a minor burn. After all, Kyle was a welder and being burned at high temperatures was part of the job.
All of Kyle�s thoughts rushed into his head and besides the pain, he was fully awake and thinking clearly. He unhooked the front door from the chain�for some reason it was no longer open�and ran outside, quickly dunking his hand into the nearest puddle he could find. Once his hand cooled, he retracted it and turned it into a fist. The calluses on his hands really helped absorbed the burn.
Kyle turned to face the entrance to the post office when he heard another faint cry.
�Victor!� he yelled, and ran through the door.
Turning right immediately after entering, Kyle entered into the front desk area. The smell of blood and feces dominated the little room. He looked around the lobby area, but no one was in sight.
�Victor! Where are you?� Kyle called out.
Kyle felt tightness in his throat and chest. He could hear Victor groaning and crying, but he couldn�t find him. Kyle jumped onto the counter so he could peer to the other side. There was no one in sight.
Where the fuck is he?
A lightning flash illuminated the room for a split second, giving Kyle enough time to see Victor�s head poking from around the corner.
�Victor!� Kyle yelled as he rolled to the other side of the counter and landed on his feet. He had forgotten about the dead postal worker they had destroyed earlier. Nearly slipping on the blood, Kyle began to make his way toward Victor.
Another flash lit up the room as he turned the corner. This time he got a better look at Victor�s condition. The boy was bent over an overturned chair with his hands bound around its legs. His face was severely bruised around the cheeks and his eyes were so puffy and swollen that Kyle didn�t think he could see.
�Holy shit,� Kyle said as he quickly began to loosen the rope tied around Victor�s mouth like a makeshift gag. �What the fuck hap ��
Kyle suddenly stopped moving. After loosening the ropes, Kyle noticed that Victor�s pants and underwear were missing. His rear-end pointed to the sky as if welcoming someone to have their way with it.
A tear ran down Kyle�s face as he quickly realized that his dream had been trying to tell him what was happening. The screams and cries for help he heard in his dreams had been real, they had to have been. The proof was in front of him. Victor lay strapped to a chair, bare-assed, with blood slowly leaking out and landing on the ground around him.
�Chet � Chet � Chet �� Victor slowly breathed as more tears began to run down his face.
Every bit of anger that Kyle had felt throughout his life was nowhere near the amount of anger he felt at that second. For the first time in his life, Kyle saw red glaze over his vision. He finished untying Victor, and then clutched his hand into a fist as he slowly stood from his kneeling position.
�Where did Chet go?� Kyle asked, hoping that Victor had enough in him to at least guide Kyle in the right direction.
�Stole weapons, stole keys, stole truck � stole � me.� Victor breathed through tears and whimpers.
Thoughts about where Chet could have run off to were quickly racing through Kyle�s head. The most logical answer was that Chet stole their supplies and the truck so he could either make it back to his car and fix it or load his supplies into the truck and continue on his way. But this was all in the hopes that he�d been telling them the truth.
�Stay here,� Kyle ordered, slowly helping Victor off the chair and laying him, stomach-first onto the floor.
�It hurts � it really hurts,� Victor said as he motioned his arm to his rear-end.
They didn�t have any real painkillers, only a few aspirin and Ibuprofen Kyle had kept in his pocket, but those wouldn�t be too effective on pain like this. Besides, the pills had been soaked along with Kyle�s clothes and were probably completely useless by now. Kyle knew Victor was in tremendous pain. With the amount of blood and feces on the ground he could only imagine how much of a terrible experience it was for Victor. Kyle decided to do something for the kid, something that would take the pain away, at least temporarily. He knelt down to face him. Victor slowly turned his head to see Kyle. All he could see through the puffiness of his eyes was Kyle�s massive fist flying toward his face.
Kyle put so much force into the punch that it quickly, and with as little pain as possible, knocked the boy unconscious. Victor�s body fell limp. Kyle maneuvered the boy�s face to the side and elevated it to open his airways. Using the curtains that draped over openings on the walls, Kyle covered Victor, for safety and decency.
The red in his vision had not gone away, nor did he want it to. He felt the adrenaline course through his body, making his muscles more efficient for what he was about to do. He was going to find Chet and make him pay for everything. Pay for drugging him, pay for stealing from him and pay for raping a poor defenseless boy, his poor defenseless boy.
Kyle turned to face the counter and saw a pair of scissors nestled into a dark corner near the employee work station. He grabbed them by the pointed edge and tested the sharpness by rubbing his thumb against one of the blades. Not as sharp as he would have liked, but better than nothing. He put the scissors into his back pocket and jumped over the counter.
He didn�t know how long ago Chet had left, but rain was still gushing down from the heavens. His muscles began to tense up as he thought about Eddie, Mary, Susie, Angel and Victor. Then the image of the zombified version of Chet pressing Victor against the sliding glass door and raping him right in front of Kyle snapped into his head. Anger raced through him as he sprinted for the door. He turned right down the outside pathway until he reached the parking lot. He was quickly engulfed in rain, and his vision was no more than a few feet in front of him. Looking around, Kyle began sprinting up the road as quickly as he could. There was no telling how much time he had before Chet was gone forever.
He ran for what seemed like many miles but in reality, was only about one. As he reached a sign that read Post Office one mile, with an arrow pointed in the direction he came from, the rain finally began to subside. Kyle�s vision improved as the rain ceased to be a nuisance.
Kyle did notice something as he continued running; there were no other figures on the streets besides him. He saw this as a sign of luck. He wouldn�t have to deal with the Existing Dead, and could continue on his mission of finding Chet.
As he ran, the road split into two directions. Kyle stopped, trying to catch his breath. He wasn�t sure which direction he should go, but one sign did catch his gaze: it read �Las Vegas� with a pointing arrow.
Kyle took in one last gust of air and continued running in the direction of Las Vegas. He remembered that�s where Chet said he was heading before his car stopped running.
The sound of his feet smacking onto the pavement grew louder now that the rain was no longer there to muffle the noise. He began running uphill, causing his legs to tire more quickly. As his head peeked over the small hilltop, he saw a figure roughly one-hundred yards away. The form was too far out to be recognizable, but he did recognize his Toyota pick-up truck. Two cars were parked parallel to each other on the middle of the road. The person was moving items from Kyle�s truck into a small Ford Fusion.
Kyle ducked his head and ran right toward the railings. There was plenty of trees for him to move undetected closer to Chet. Kyle took the scissors out of his back pocket and slowly began to walk through the green toward the inhuman monster.
He moved quickly and quietly, trying very hard to not be seen or heard. He wanted the element of surprise to work in his favor. Not that he needed it. Chet didn�t look like he had any weapons on his body.
Kyle was finally a few yards away, and Chet still did not know that he was being stalked. The pedophile picked the robot backpack out of the truck and tossed it into his car. Kyle watched and waited for the perfect time to strike and just as if God were listening to his thoughts, the perfect time came.
From the other end of the road, four figures emerged. Their slow and jerky movements instantly told Kyle that they were Existing Dead. They were a hundred yards away, and Chet had not yet noticed them. Kyle watched as the dead slowly approached. It wasn�t until one of them moaned that Chet noticed the danger he was in.
�Ah shit,� Chet said, reaching into his car and bringing out Kyle�s Winchester. �How the fuck do you load this thing?� he asked himself, in a panic.
Chet found the shell loading compartment and then began loading it with shells from his pocket. When no more would fit, he pumped the shotgun and pointed it toward the figures.
Kyle waited until the figures were a bit closer. They were forty yards away now. He slowly crept out of his hiding spot with the pair of scissors in his hand, the piercing end pointed to the ground. Taking one footstep at a time to minimize his noise, Kyle was moving closer undetected. Chet held the shotgun with the stock on his shoulders. He stood motionless pointing the barrel at the advancing dead with his finger on the trigger, ready to fire at any moment. But before he could fire, Kyle wrapped his hand around Chet�s chin and raised it into the air. Then he put the sharp end of the scissors against the side of Chet�s neck.
�Hello,� Kyle said in a mocking tone.
�Kyle, I was just on my way to get you,� Chet said, no longer speaking in a British accent.
�Drop it,� Kyle ordered.
�But they�re coming closer. We need to take them out before they kill us.�
�I said drop it,� Kyle said, forcing the scissors a little further into his throat.
Chet didn�t protest any longer and released the weapon. The shotgun went hurling down to the ground. The sound of metal and wood hitting pavement clattered around them.
�Now, get to your knees,� Kyle ordered.
�Please, don�t �� Chet began, but was cut off by Kyle.
�Get to your fucking knees!� Kyle yelled, kicking the back of Chet�s legs and sending him crashing to his knees. He quickly lifted Chet�s chin again and put the scissors back on his skin. �Good. Now wait.�
�Wait for what?� Chet muttered, almost in tears.
�For them,� Kyle said motioning toward the four lumbering dead that were only a few yards away now.
�Please, don�t do this, there�s still enough time for you to grab the gun and take them out,� Chet said.
�Shut the fuck up,� Kyle replied. �This is what you get, you sick fuck.�
The dead began to moan in anticipation of their meal. Kyle stared into their eyes and noticed that none of them were looking at him. Their glossy eyes were locked onto Chet, the easy prey.
�Look at them, Chet,� Kyle said. �You�re going to be one of them soon.�
�No,� Chet said as he smacked Kyle�s hand out of the way with lightning-fast speed. Kyle was not expecting Chet to get out of his grip. Chet reached for the shotgun and grabbed hold of the pistol grip. He wrapped his finger around the trigger and pointed it toward the dead. But before he could fire, Kyle lunged for him, bringing the piercing end of the scissors down on Chet�s right shoulder. Chet yelled as blood began to spray onto his clothes. Kyle knew he had hit an artery; there was too much blood around. He opened the scissors and twisted them until the handles broke, leaving the blades inside of Chet�s body.
The firearm fell to the ground again as Chet put his left hand over his wound and screeched. Kyle took a few steps away from him as the Existing Dead began to swipe for Chet. His shrieking grew louder as the first dead sank his teeth into his cheek. The remaining three piled on top of Chet and each other, biting any piece of flesh they could.
Kyle searched the ground for the Winchester, but it was nowhere in sight. He finally caught view of the firearm�s stock, poking underneath the pile of bodies in front of him. There was no way he would be able to get to it without risking getting bitten. He ran toward the truck and looked inside; his Glock had to be somewhere nearby. Searching the truck carefully, Kyle couldn�t find it.
The screams continued behind him, the noise helped steer the Existing Dead toward Chet. Kyle was glad that Chet was still putting up a fight; he wanted him alive but infected. He had more plans for the piece of shit, but if he didn�t hurry the dead would continue eating until there was nothing left of him.
Kyle ran to the Fusion and began searching the car for the Glock. He found it on the floor of the passenger side. He bent down to grab it and quickly ejected the magazine to see if there were still ten rounds loaded.
�Fuck, three,� he muttered. What the fuck did Chet shoot at?
There was no more time to wait. He had to do something to save Chet before the dead consumed him.
Kyle pushed the magazine back into the Glock and turned. Sneaking up behind him was one of the Existing Dead.

Chapter Fourteen
The screams began to fade into the wilderness. Chet was not going to be able to hold on much longer. Kyle rushed into the dead body stumbling toward him, knocking the beast off balance. Forgetting about it for the moment, Kyle ran toward the dog pile. A large pool of blood surrounded it as Chet continued to thrash and claw his way back up. Kyle was surprised that Chet was still fighting the way he was. The pervert was tougher than he thought. He raised the pistol and pointed it at one of the monsters� heads. The weapon discharged, sending a bullet through the air. At this range, there was no way Kyle was going to miss. The bullet entered the side of one monster�s head and exited the front, blowing out brain matter with it. Blood smeared across Chet�s downed body. Kyle pointed the gun toward another one and fired, sending a shockwave through the surrounding trees.
There were two left, not to mention the one behind him, and Kyle only had one more round. He glanced back and saw the Existing Dead rising to its feet. Running toward it, he used his free hand to push it back to the ground. The monster swiped for him, but caught nothing but air. Kyle turned, raised the gun toward a zombie still taking chunks out of Chet, and fired the remaining shot. The creature stopped moving and fell on top of Chet. Kyle quickly grabbed the lingering creature by its tattered clothes and yanked it off of Chet. He did the same with the other fallen bodies.
The Winchester lay still on the ground, covered in blood. There was no way it would fire in that condition. He picked up the weapon by the only clean spot and placed it in the truck�s bed. He searched around for any blunt object he could find. There were still two dead wandering around that he needed to take care of. He found a two-foot-long metal spike. The moans were upon him; he didn�t have time to be picky with his choice of weapon. He turned, bar in hand, ready to strike at the closest thing. With all his strength he swung the metal spike into the air, pounding into the skull of the approaching dead. The dead collapsed face-first to the ground. He stabbed the spike through the creature�s head, and it stopped moving instantly. He quickly turned to take care of the last Existing Dead. This one looked disoriented. It couldn�t get back up to its feet. The ground was slippery with blood. Kyle carefully walked toward it and swung the spike at its head again and again until the creature finally stopped moving.
Kyle panted. He stared at the mess of death around him. Nothing was moving except for Chet. The bastard was still alive. His mouth was over flowing with blood, causing his breaths to sound like guttural sobs. Chunks of flesh were missing from all over his body. His clothes were torn to shreds, and blood soaked every last bit of the area around him. Kyle walked toward him and stood over his pathetic body.
�You touched my boy,� Kyle said.
Chet�s eyes began to blink rapidly as tears ran down his bloodied face.
�You raped my boy!� Kyle yelled. He raised the spike into the air and impaled Chet�s shin. He pulled the spike up, pulling his leg up with it until his leg loosened and flopped to the ground. �You drugged me just so you could have your way with him!�
Chet howled in a muffled cry of pain and agony. There was no telling what was going on in Chet�s mind. Was he sorry for what he did? Was he sorry for not leaving town sooner? Did he even realize what was about to happen to him?
Kyle locked his jaw like a pitbull before saying, �No more, you piece of shit.� He raised the spike again and broke it down on Chet�s genitals. He did it again and again until he was sure there was nothing of his testicles and penis left.
When Kyle finally stopped, Chet just lay there with his eyes closed, a bloody pulp between his legs. There was no possible way Chet could still be conscious, or even alive. After what Kyle had just done to him, he had to be dead, and might return at any moment.
Kyle reached into the truck and retrieved some yellow nylon rope. It had been a while since he had last tied a noose, but once he got started, it all came back to him. He placed the noose over Chet�s head and tightened it. He tied the other end to the truck.
Worried that he might make too much noise and attract more of the Existing Dead, Kyle quickly began to load everything he could into the truck. Chet had stolen everything from Kyle and Victor. If Kyle hadn�t found him, there was no way he and Victor would have survived. Chet didn�t have much; just a few scraps of food, a Swiss army knife, and an assortment of rounds that didn�t fit any of the guns they had.
A faint rustling in the woods startled him. He quickly ran into the truck and took out rounds for the Glock. He loaded the magazine quickly but carefully. He couldn�t afford to get a pistol jam right now. Existing Dead began to emerge from the woods. There had to have been at least a dozen of them, in all different shapes and sizes. He reached for the ignition and noticed that the keys were missing. He hung his head down in defeat and sighed.
Kyle opened the door and ran toward Chet. His eyes were beginning to open. He bent down and started patting around the pockets of his coat. The blood everywhere was the least of his worries right now. Quickly glancing behind him, he saw that the dead were growing both in distance and numbers. The keys were not in Chet�s coat. Kyle started feeling around Chet�s pants pockets and finally felt the keys. Reaching for them, Chet tried to sit up and began gnashing at Kyle. Kyle held him down by the forehead as he fumbled for the keys. It would have been a lot easier if he wasn�t in a panic. He retrieved the keys and punched Chet in the side of the head.
The other dead were mere feet away. Kyle hopped into the truck and started it. The engine roared as he put it in drive and accelerated. The dead bounced out of the way like bowling pins. He tried not to hit them, as that would cause unnecessary damage to the truck. There was an opening up ahead, but then he realized that he was heading in the wrong direction.
�Will I ever catch a fucking break?� he said as he began to make a U-turn. Chet�s zombified body dragged behind the truck as it maneuvered. Kyle stared into the collection of Existing Dead, trying to find the best place to try and push through them. And just as if his prayers were answered, all of the creatures in front of him collapsed. The eeriness of the synchronized fall startled him. Not even the best choreographers in the world would manage such a synced fall. All of the dead now lay motionless on the ground. He stared at the scene, not sure what to make of it. He opened the door and stepped outside.
Chet�s body was motionless as well. It lay perfectly still like a statue, like a rock. Kyle peered into the bucket that housed the half-head. Its eyes were no longer following Kyle. Could it be true? Had all of them somehow died?

Chapter Fifteen
Kyle stepped back into the truck and turned on the radio receiver. He scrolled through the channels, hoping to find something, anything. He turned it to AM and flipped through channels. Every station on AM was coming in as clear as day. The only strange thing was that it was all the same thing.
�I am broadcasting on every AM frequency possible from a radius of thirty miles. This is Doctor Theodore Greenly, lead researcher � only researcher left alive.�
Kyle eyes widened. What were the odds that something strange had happened to the dead and Doctor Greenly was back on the radio? He had been intrigued the last time he�d heard Doctor Greenly on air, mostly because Greenly�s was the only program that had given him any form of information. He listened in while Doctor Greenly continued.
�This is no conference call. I am in my lab and have about twenty minutes of generator power left. I will say what I have to say, then place this recording on an endless loop. We all know the devastation this phenomenon has caused. We know that the world is at its breaking point. The dead have come back to life with absolutely no explanation as to why or how. Since this plague began I have been working with my colleagues to figure out a cause. As of this recording I can honestly say that there is no cause. There�s nothing that we can see microscopically. Every time we tried, we saw nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing at all. Except for today. The Existing Dead have stopped moving. All over town, perhaps the nation, I have been seeing them collapse. I dragged one of them into my lab for research. What I have discovered is astonishing. The Existing Dead have begun to evolve � I am broadcasting on every AM frequency possible from a radius of thirty miles. This is Doctor Theodore Greenly, lead researcher � only researcher left alive.�
Kyle stared at the radio, dumbfounded. The recording was starting to loop. What the hell did Doctor Greenly mean by them evolving? He scrolled through the stations again and continued getting the same message. He listened to the entire thing again as it looped for a second time after the word �evolve.�
He turned the radio off and gazed out of the windshield. The Existing Dead were still scattered all over the ground. He put the truck in drive and slowly moved forward. He felt the truck lurch as it dragged Chet�s body behind it. The drive became bumpy once he started riding over bodies. There was nothing else he could do. He needed to head in that direction.
Clearing the mountain of death, Kyle glanced into his rearview mirror. He still wondered why the dead had just collapsed the way they had, but he needed to get back to Victor. He had the medicine they had taken from the gas station in the truck. Hopefully there was something in there that would take the edge off for him. Kyle couldn�t possibly imagine what being raped would feel like.
The drive back to the post office was quick. At least it felt that way, since Kyle wasn�t running like a man on fire. He pulled up next to the sign where he�d parked the truck before and stepped outside. He grabbed some supplies and a few rags then picked up the shotgun from the bed. He held it barrel down to drain as much blood out of it as possible. Before he could fire the gun again, it needed to be cleaned. Kyle didn�t have any oil, but he had to make do with what he had.
The door to the post office was wide open. He fumbled with the items in his hands and reached for the Glock holstered at his waist. Pointing it forward, Kyle slowly walked toward the door. In his rage, he couldn�t remember if he had left it open.
�Victor?� Kyle said as he walked into the post office.
The fire in the metal trashcan had almost completely extinguished. It threw the last remaining embers into the sky before Kyle threw another cardboard box into the fire in hopes that it�ll catch again. He searched the room for any movement. �Victor,� he said calling to the boy for any form of contact. He raised the Glock forward and crept to the post office sales counter.
�Victor,� he whispered.
He peered over the counter and Victor�s legs were still motionless on the floor. Kyle jumped over the counter and headed toward the boy. He removed the curtains that gave him a little bit of decency. The blood around the boy had dried and begun to turn brown.
He nudged Victor�s body in an attempt to wake him. �Victor,� he said, shaking him a bit harder. �It�s time to get up, bud. I got a surprise for you.�
The boy did not move, and Kyle began to panic. �Victor!� he yelled shaking him violently. �Wake up, come on �� His heart raced and his belly began to grumble as if telling him that it was time to empty out its contents.
He removed the curtain completely and checked if he was still breathing. Tears welled up in his face. All the rotten actions he�d done the past day flashed in his head. Leaving Mary and Eddie, sawing the head off the poor soul that happened to wander in his direction, Susie, Angel, the crazed man in the street � Chet. �Come on, Victor. I can�t lose you.� He rolled him onto his back. Victor�s red and purple puffy face stared back at him.
Victor began to blink as Kyle pumped the center of his chest. He bent down to blow into his mouth. At that second, Victor�s eyes completely opened and all he saw was Kyle coming down to him with his mouth wide open. Victor began to punch and kick.
�No!� he yelled through his puffy and swollen face, �get the hell away from me.�
Kyle jumped back for a second. Victor continued to punch the air.
�Victor, calm down. It�s just me, Kyle,� he said moving forward to help comfort the boy.
A sudden calmness befell Victor as soon as he acknowledged Kyle. He stopped moving and opened his eyes again to see the dirty stained face of Kyle. There was a silence for a moment. It only lasted a few seconds at the most, but to the two friends it felt like an eternity.
�How are you?� Kyle asked knowing that it was a stupid question, but in a situation like this, any question would be stupid.
Victor�s eyes filled with tears. �He � Chet � raped me. How do you think I feel?�
Kyle knew that response was coming. �Come on, let�s get you up and dressed.� Kyle rose to his feet and bent down to slowly help Victor up. The curtain wrapped around Victor�s lower half fell to the ground, exposing him to the dead world. Kyle picked it back up and draped it over him. They walked back to the front counter, Kyle hugged Victor by the shoulder to help him move. Victor limped, but nothing seemed wrong with his ankles.
They reached the counter and Kyle jumped over first. He then turned to help Victor over. They continued on their way to the makeshift bonfire. Kyle dug around through his things to find some pain medicine. He knew Victor needed as much as his body would allow him to take. He gave him some pills and searched around the ground for a bottle of water. There was one half empty.
Victor took the pills without hesitation.
�Your clothes are dry now. We can leave the ones you were wearing where they are. I don�t want them back.�
�That makes two of us.�
Victor slowly dressed. For some reason, Victor didn�t seem so ashamed exposing himself to Kyle. Kyle examined the boy�s body for any other marks. Besides the swollen face, Victor�s body was fine.
The boy was fully dressed and suddenly asked, �Where is he? Gone?�
Kyle couldn�t help but grin. �No, he�s not gone. Almost did. After I saw what he did to you, I �� He stopped himself for a moment. If Victor couldn�t remember that it was him who knocked him unconscious, he didn�t want to tell him. �You passed out; I saw what he did and ran out of here like a demon out of hell. I found him up the road transferring shit from our truck to his car.�
�Is he dead? Did you kill him?�
�Well �� Kyle glanced to his right and wrinkled his face in a childish maneuver. �Dead � ish.�
�Is he a zombie now?�
Hearing the word zombie instantly made Kyle remember the entire ordeal he had witnessed. The Existing Dead falling simultaneously, the head in the back of the truck no longer moving its eyes, just a deadlock stare.
�Something is happening.�
�What does that mean?�
�It mean�s something is happening to the dead.�
�What does that have to do with Chet?�
�He is one of them now, well � was,� Kyle answered walking to the blood stained Winchester. He put his hand around the barrel and lifted it. He examined it for a second. He knew that blood had found its way into the barrel. Without the proper cleaning materials and lubricate, there was no telling how long he could continue firing the weapon. �Get your things.� He turned to stare at Victor. His puffy blue and purple face focused back at him. He wanted so desperately to have some ice to help with the swelling. �I think it�s time we took you home.�

Chapter Sixteen
Kyle walked into the post office lobby with the Glock in his hands. He was on a mission and needed to find something. Something that would hopefully make Victor and him happy.
Jumping over the counter, he looked at the lifeless post office worker. The body that was once alive, then dead, then alive again and finally brought down for the last time by a slug from Kyle�s shotgun. He reveled in the surreal paradox of life. The greatest fear in life is death, but when death is replaced by a new life of unwillingness and endless hunger, it�s a paradox that you wished you could escape.
The air was cool in the darker side of the post office warehouse. It was dark, but there were a few windows overhead that let some ominous light inside. He used that to his advantage, searching the room for any movement and slowly walking forward.
On the far right wall, he found a dolly stacked to the top with packages that would never see their final destinations. He began to search through the boxes, opening those that weren�t packaged properly. There was nothing useful.
Thinking that this mission was a waste of time, Kyle began walking to the front counter. He paused for a moment when he saw a long box propped up against a wall through the corner of his eye. It was a long shot that it was what he wanted, but he had to check it out.
The brown box was three inches wide and about three feet tall. Perfect size. He holstered the gun at the small of his back and tore off the top of the box. He looked inside and saw a massive amount of bubble wrap. He flipped the box to drop its contents onto the floor. A silver aluminum baseball bat with a rubber grip fell out. The echo of hollow aluminum hitting tile bounced off the warehouse walls until the bat settled, then began rolling away from Kyle.
Not exactly what I wanted, but it�ll do, he thought.
Still holding the box, he walked toward the bat and lifted it off the ground. He shoved it back into the box and wanted to mentally thank both the sender and receiver of the package, so he turned it over to see the shipping label.
Kyle felt a cold breeze pass through his body as he stared at the names. The recipient of the package was for his now dead son, Eddie. And sender was Mary�s mother. The odds of something like that happening at that very moment were next to none. But somehow, some way, it did.
He began walking back to the front counter in awe. His eyes filled with liquid and he knew his eyes were as red as the evening sunset. A tear fell and raced down his cheek. Not only was the bat intended for his real son Eddie, but he was now about to give it to his new son, his pretend son, Victor.
�What do you have there?� Victor asked, sitting on the ground next to the now- extinguished fire.
�Something for you.� Kyle reached into the box and grabbed the bat by its rubber handle. �Are you ready to take a few practice swings?�
Victor rose to his feet and walked wobbly toward Kyle. The medication Kyle had given him earlier had made the boy unsteady. Victor reached for the bat handle.
�Grab the rest of your things.�
Victor turned and began picking up everything he needed to take with him. He stumbled a few times as he tried to keep balance. Maybe leaving so soon was a bad idea. But Kyle had already wasted too much time. Jasmine was probably suffering at that very moment, or tomorrow could be her last day on Earth.
They gathered the rest of their things and walked outside. Kyle looked up. It had not begun to rain again, but there were still clouds in the sky. A small patch between one of the clouds allowed a sliver of sun to stream down.
Victor saw the truck parked next to the post office sign and then noticed Chet�s body lying face first on the pavement. He looked at the bat one more time then looked at the body coming closer with each step. It wouldn�t take a rocket scientist to figure out Victor�s thoughts. Chet was to be a human pi�ata.
�It would have been better if he was still active, but I think the Existing Dead are dying off,� Kyle commented.
Victor didn�t respond. He dropped the rest of the items in his arms and raised the bat into the air. Without any hesitation, he brought the weapon down onto the body, making contact with the back of Chet�s leg. He raised it again and hit the same spot. The bone cracked after the third swing. Without stopping, Victor continued to pulverize Chet�s lifeless form while Kyle watched. In his mind, even this was too good for him.
�Stop swinging,� Kyle said, walking toward the body.
Victor took a few more swings at his back before stopping. The boy�s panting seemed to grow now that he was no longer swinging.
Kyle put his hands under Chet�s shoulders and rolled him to his back. He backed away from the body to put more things into the truck.
It didn�t take long for Victor to continue. His first swing made contact with Chet�s groin, then moved toward his face. It took three swings before Chet�s face was no longer recognizable. His head dug farther into the pavement as it began to liquefy. All that remained was a mess of flesh and bone. In any other situation, this would probably have made Victor vomit, but not now. Victor finally dropped the bat, exhausted.
Kyle sat inside the truck, waiting for Victor to finish with his revenge. He stared out of the rearview mirror and saw Victor climbing up onto the bed. He loosened the noose that was keeping Chet in place and tossed it to the ground. He jumped out and entered the truck. He buckled himself in and waited for Kyle to start the engine.
�Do you feel better?� he asked.
�Let�s just go, I�m ready to go home.�
Kyle knew that Victor was in no emotional state to deal with any more bad news, but he had to make sure that Victor understood that there was a chance that his mother was dead.
�Listen, I know we talked about this before, but I need to make sure you�re not going to go suicidal on me if we get to your house and your mom is dead, or worse, one of them. There�s no telling what we�ll find when we get there. This could all be a waste of time.�
Victor�s face squinted as though he couldn�t believe what was being said to him. �What about you?� he spat. �You�re the loser who�s driving to California to find some stupid girl that�s probably already dead. Talk about a waste of time. Oh wait � your wife killed your son then killed herself, so I guess it looks like you have nothing else going for you.�
The words spoken from Victor�s throat pierced Kyle as though he were being shot a hundred times by an automatic gun. At each syllable, a bullet broke through his skin. Who was he to judge about Victor�s motives about going home? He was basically in the same situation. Kyle didn�t know what he�d do if Jasmine were dead. She was all he lived for now. Mary and Eddie were both gone � the only other person that he would consider family was sitting next to him. He would do anything for this kid; even chase down his rapist, get him infected and bring him back for the boy to turn into a liquefied mess in the middle of a post office parking lot.
�You�re right,� Kyle said, breaking the tense silence. �I can�t judge. All we can do right now is go and see what we find.�
�Good. Let�s go. My face feels like shit and I have to take one.�
Kyle didn�t know whether to laugh at the comment or let it pass over his head. He stayed quiet and turned the engine. He figured it would be safe to laugh about the situation once Victor did.
The vehicle lurched forward out of the parking lot. Chet�s body remained on the ground like a piece of discarded trash. Kyle turned right and they continued their journey.
�Are you hungry? Maybe you should eat something with the pills I gave you.�
Victor searched the bag at his feet and picked out a large slice of beef jerky. He cut the slab of beef in half and handed a piece to Kyle. Kyle looked at the jerky, then to the disgusting, blood-covered hand holding it. It wasn�t like Kyle cared about hygiene while eating food; hell, he�d eaten pudding off of a public restroom on a dare. But staring at the blood-soaked hand, Kyle recoiled.
�Are you going to take it?� Victor insisted.
Kyle pulled the truck over and looked at Victor. �Grab one of the bottled waters and wash the blood off your hands.�
�Why?�
�Because that blood is probably infected. I don�t need you catching whatever the fuck is happening.�
Victor hopped out of the truck and took a bottle out of one of the water crates in the bed. The box was soaking wet. He opened the bottle and poured the water over his hands.
Kyle remained in the truck and began flipping through the AM radio stations. The message from Doctor Greenly was still being looped. If he knew how to track radio signals, he would consider finding the source of the message. It was intriguing, especially the part about the Existing Dead evolving. He didn�t know what that meant, but he speculated that the dead dropping simultaneously had something to do with this �evolution.�
Victor came back in after his hands were clean. He showed them to Kyle like a child would show its mother after washing up for dinner. The speakers in the car blared out white static, only coming clear when Kyle passed a station broadcasting the message.
�Listen to this,� Kyle said.
The message Kyle heard played back for Victor.
�� All over town I have been seeing them collapse. I dragged one of them into my lab for research. What I have discovered is astonishing. The Existing Dead have begun to evolve � I am broadcasting on every AM frequency ��
�Is that what you saw?� Victor asked.
Kyle nodded after rubbing his eyes with his thumb and index finger.
�What do you think he means by �evolve�?�
�I�m not a science-bright person. But what I remember from some classes I took in high school is that life evolves to adapt to the surroundings and in some cases to solve problems within life. But like I said, I�m just a welder. I can�t even explain it right.�
�Well, that doesn�t help. Let�s just go. Whatever comes we�ll figure out on the way.�
�I need something to drink,� Kyle said unbuckling his seat belt and opening the door. The sky had finally started to clear up with specks of sunlight, and no heavy dark clouds loomed. But the wind blew wildly, as if God himself was blowing from the heavens above.
He took a bottle of water out of the crate and began to drink it slowly. There was no sense for him to rush. The streets were clear of all Existing Dead. It was probably like that around the world. Doctor Greenly said that all of the dead around his area were falling to the ground. It wasn�t just Kyle who had witnessed this. He really hoped that he would hear the remaining part of the message. Most of his questions would be answered.
Finishing the bottle of water, Kyle threw it to the ground. The entire world was now more or less a landfill, and tossing a plastic bottle onto the ground wouldn�t help, but it wouldn�t hurt either. He was about to enter the truck again, when Victor who was sitting in the passenger seat looked as though he was about to take an afternoon nap. Poor boy needed all the sleep he could get, without the proper first aid, sleep was literally the best medicine they had.
Kyle had the urge to examine the head he had stored in the bucket. He didn�t know what for, but he felt that there might be something, anything, that the head could tell him about what was going on. He picked up the bucket and dropped it onto the side of the road. Water splashed out as the head rolled on the ground and stopped upright, with its teeth grinding on the pavement. He stared at the teeth, one of them looked different than the others, it was as though the tooth was a small fang. Its eyes remained open, exposing the gray gloss that seemed to be the calling card of the Existing Dead. But there was something different now, its eyes seemed to be turning red. Kyle reached for the last metal spike in the truck bed and began gently poking the head. He walked around it and noticed something that he�d not seen before. A large brown bubble that resembled a boil had appeared on the side of the creature�s face, just above the right cheekbone. Kyle poked at it once and it felt tough, but he wasn�t sure what exactly it could be. He sure as hell didn�t want to touch the growth with his bare hand.
�Was that always there?� Kyle asked, but no one was listening.
The head in front of him began to move its eyes.
No words could describe Kyle�s confusion. This was something new, something unknown, something he didn�t have any answers to.
The eyes of the monster moved rapidly, first looking directly in Kyle�s direction, then toward the truck, and finally toward the open area to Kyle�s right. Its eyelids began to open and close at an alarming rate, as if the creature had an itch that it couldn�t scratch. It stopped suddenly and stared at Kyle.
The creature finally realized what Kyle was. He was the only thing that seemed to please the Existing Dead; he was fodder.
Kyle reached for the Glock holstered at the small of his back and pointed it directly at the creature�s temple. He took a deep breath and fired. The bullet ejected from the cartridge with such speed that it met its target within a blink of Kyle�s eye. The head jerked back a few feet from the force and rolled to its side, leaving a trail of blood in its wake. Brain matter covered the pavement where ground zero had taken place.
Victor opened the truck�s door and hustled toward Kyle, the blood-covered Winchester in his grip. He stared at Kyle and gave him a look, as if mentally asking where the danger was coming from. Kyle motioned toward the ground where the head lay and placed the Glock on the corner of the truck. He held on to the spike in his hand and used it to perch the head upright again. The bullet hole that appeared on its forehead was small. The round hadn�t done much damage to the face, only to the back of the head where the bullet had ejected. Kyle called Victor over.
Victor gazed at the creature�s lifeless face. Its right eye was half open and his left fully open, resembling someone with the worst case of lazy eye ever. Kyle used the point of the spike and aimed at the growth.
�Was this here before?�
Victor squinted the best he could with his overly droopy eyes and said, �I don�t think so. I can�t be sure, though. But that fang sure as fuck wasn�t.�
�I don�t remember seeing it, either.�
Kyle and Victor stared at the head for a few seconds and jumped back when the creature�s cheeks began to twitch. Its eyes rolled around the area as it had before and stopped once it locked eyes with Kyle�s. There was no possible way that Kyle had missed its brain completely. Half of it was splattered on the ground anyway. The creature, however, continue to move its eyes.

Chapter Seventeen
No words would express what they felt right then and there. No longer did a headshot work to stop the Existing Dead. Was this what Doctor Greenly meant by the dead evolving? Had the cause found a way to override the body�s nervous system and continue walking or existing without a brain? All of this was more than Kyle�s head could comprehend. All he knew was that if the Existing Dead were really getting harder to bring down, humans would not be able to survive.
�I think we should go. We need to find someone who knows what�s going on,� Kyle said, gripping his weapon with more strength than needed.
�Take me home, Kyle. I want to go home.�
Kyle stared at Victor for a moment. He could see the fear in his eyes. Kyle raised the weapon toward the monster�s head and fired three shots. Two missed, but the third shot the creature through the right eye socket. Pus exploded from the wound and splattered the ground around it. The head did not roll like it had before.
Victor began to walk toward the truck, while Kyle continued staring at the head. He wanted to fire at it a few hundred more times until there was nothing of the head left. Maybe then it would finally die. But before Kyle could fire again, he heard a loud boom. He jumped in the direction of the sound. Victor stood by the door of the truck, holding Kyle�s Winchester in a firing position. His first shot missed the head by only a few inches. He pumped the shotgun and took aim.
�No!� Kyle yelled just before Victor fired the bloodied weapon.
It made an undistinguishable clicking noise, something that Kyle had never heard before. The weapon ejected the shell from its barrel, blowing out fire on its exit. Victor yelled as the backfire from the weapon forced the stock into his shoulder. The slug met its mark, blowing the head into a thousand small pieces. Teeth, brain matter and flesh spewed all around the area.
�Victor,� Kyle said quickly rushing to his aid. �Why the fuck did you do that? There�s a reason why I didn�t fire the shotgun without cleaning it first.�
Victor rubbed his shoulder. �Yeah, I think I just learned.�
�Are you all right?�
�I�m fine. Just hurts.�
�Move your hand,� Kyle said, holstering the Glock and putting his hand on Victor�s shoulder to check for any broken bones. �It doesn�t look like you broke anything.�
�We need to find you some cold compress ice packs. One for your face, and now one for your shoulder.�
�Just take me home. My mom�s a nurse just like that Susie chick. She has first-aid kits all over the place. I�m sure there�s a few of those ice packs.�
A moan erupted from the wooded area. They both quickly glanced in the direction of the noise.
�Get in the truck,� Kyle said.
Victor quickly got inside and strapped himself in.
Before Kyle made his way back to the truck, he stared at the splattered head when something odd caught his attention. A large piece of flesh and muscle had managed to stay together. It seemed as if that piece of mangled flesh twitched of its own accord. He examined the piece as another moan drawled closer. Kyle noticed that it was part of the head�s cheek, the same part where the boil had appeared. Could that little sack of fluid be what was causing the creature to continue moving?
Another moan, followed by another and another, began to come closer. The Existing Dead were finally in view. There were five of them, all with their eyes locked on Kyle, who had crouched down to look at the mess.
The piece with the boil twitched again, while all the other pieces remained still.
�Kyle! Come on!� Victor yelled.
Kyle stood and raised his leg into the air, then brought it crashing down on the still-moving piece of flesh. He rubbed his heel into the ground as if he was doing the Twist. A pinkish gel-like substance began to ooze from the sides of his shoe. It felt slippery under his footing. He removed his foot from the piece of flesh, exposing the ruptured boil. More pink gel continued to flow from the hunk of flesh, but Kyle did notice that it was no longer moving.
�Fuck, Kyle! Let�s go!� Victor yelled from the passenger seat.
Kyle glanced up and noticed that the Existing Dead were now focusing their attention on the yelling Victor.
Before Kyle could finish his thoughts, he sprang to action. He ran for the truck at full force and jumped into the driver�s seat.
�What the fuck were you doing?�
�I think I just figured out how to kill the bastards.�
�Well, let�s get the hell out of here. Tell me later.�
Kyle started the truck at same time that a hand of the Existing Dead slammed on the passenger side window. Victor jumped back, reaching for the shotgun.
�Don�t even think about it,� Kyle scolded.
He slammed the truck into gear and it lurched forward, knocking the dead off their feet. They fell to the ground like bowling pins with the force of the truck. Victor stared at them as they fell. �Some of them have those wart things.�
�On their faces, around the cheek bones?� Kyle asked.
�No �� Victor said, his voice trailing as the dead were no longer in sight.
�What do you mean?�
�They had them in different places. I could see them on their faces like on the chin or something. But yeah, in different places. I couldn�t really see them on some of the others.�
Kyle�s mind tried to process all of this new information. It was times like this where he really wished that he was smarter. Victor seemed like a smart kid; maybe if both of them put their heads together they could make sense of all of this.
�We need to figure this out,� Kyle said.
�Do you know where you�re going?� Victor replied, not acknowledging Kyle�s comment.
�I think I know where you live. At least the general area.�
�Okay. Just keep going down this road. I�ll tell you when to turn.�
�Sure,� Kyle replied. �Listen. We need to figure out what�s going on with the Existing Dead. We have all these clues, but we need to put them together. Okay, so � they all fell to the ground and stopped moving. With the dead we saw back there, it looks like they�re all coming back to life again. But this time, a headshot doesn�t stop them. Well � it does, but they come back again. I think if we destroy that boil looking thing, we bring them down. Hopefully for good.�
Victor stayed silent while Kyle went on his little monologue.
�Do you have anything to add?� Kyle asked.
�Not really. It seems like you have all the information you need.�
Kyle thought about all the comments he had just made. It seemed like Victor was right. The solution was simple, and Kyle understood. He just couldn�t believe that it was that simple.
�Turn right at this light,� Victor said pointing his finger.
Kyle turned as the boy instructed.
�Take a left here at this stop sign.�
Again, Kyle did as instructed. Before long they were parked on the sidewalk of a two-storey house. The neighborhood they were in was generally quiet. If they didn�t know that the world was overrun by monsters, they wouldn�t have thought that anything was amiss on this part of the city.
Victor opened the passenger side door and was about to take a step outside when Kyle grabbed hold of his arm. �Stop,� he said.
�Let me go, dude,� Victor replied.
�No. Remember what we talked about earlier? A lot of shit has happened to you the past few days. Same with me. I don�t want you to go in there and find your mom dead, or worse. She could be infected and trapped in the house. That could really set you off, and I don�t know what you would do to me or yourself if that�s the case. I�ll go in first to check the situation.�
�Let me go,� Victor said.
�Listen to me,� Kyle said hardening his grip on Victor. �I�ll go in and check on her. If she�s dead, or turned, I�ll come back out and let you know so we can continue on our way. If she�s alive you can stay here with her if you�d like.� As Kyle said that, he felt a void in his belly, as though someone punched him in the gut. He didn�t want to let Victor go, even though he would have no choice. �Just stay here.�
�Fine,� Victor said, defeated. �Come get me when it�s all right for me to come in.�
Kyle checked the magazine on his Glock. There were only two rounds left. He took some rounds out of the robot backpack and loaded them into the magazine as well as one of the spares. He put the spare magazine into his pocket and gave Victor a look of concern. �This is just in case there are other things in there besides your mother.�
Victor remained quiet. He just stared out of the window toward the front door.
�What�s your mother�s name?�
�Morgan Cross.�
�Okay, Morgan. I�ll be right back �� Kyle said as he opened the door and slammed it shut. He held the Glock in front of him as he walked toward the front door. He moved slowly at first, but then began moving faster. He reached the front door and tried the door knob. It was locked.
Kyle glanced back to Victor who was motioning to check underneath the welcome mat. He was confused for a moment. Kyle had never been good at charades. Victor continued to point down to the ground until Kyle finally understood. He lifted the welcome mat and laying there was a gold-colored key. He lifted it gracefully, as if though he just solved a thousand-year-old puzzle.
The gold key fit in the deadbolt lock as well as the master lock. Both of them popped open louder than he wanted. Stealth was the key to this. He didn�t want to alert anyone of his presence, alive or otherwise. But then again, if someone was alive inside the house, he didn�t think they would be dumb enough to leave a spare key to the house in such an obvious hiding spot.
Kyle slowly opened the door when the scent of potpourri seeped outside through the crack of the door. He pushed it open wide enough for him to enter. When he was inside he closed the door behind him.
Directly in front of him was a staircase with a few framed photos on the wall all the way up to the second floor. To his left was a small living area with a sectional couch pressed up against the back wall, and in front of that was an entertainment center with a 32-inch plasma television sitting on top of it. Closer to the staircase was a small hallway that led toward the kitchen, but before entering the kitchen it split into a T-intersection where to his left was a small hallway that led to the restroom and to the right was the door for the garage.
He walked into the kitchen, still keeping the handgun on anything in front of him.
The house was completely clean, as though no one had been living there for quite some time. Kyle realized that coming here was probably a waste of time. Victor�s mother hadn�t been here in awhile. She probably hadn�t made it back home from the initial outbreak. Kyle remembered how crazy the streets where when the dead began coming back to life. He himself almost hadn�t made it back home from work.
Maybe the trip wasn�t for nothing. There could be food in the pantry or other supplies that could prove useful in Kyle�s journey to find Jasmine. Victor had mentioned that his mother was a nurse and that there were first aid kits around, along with other medical supplies. The question was, where were they?
The thought of going back outside to get Victor crossed Kyle�s mind, but Victor wandering around his old house might serve as a burden instead of a dash for the supplies. He�d probably find his old bedroom and curl up under the covers crying for his mother. No, it�d be better for him to stay out in the car.
Kyle walked away from the kitchen and headed back toward the front door. If medical supplies were going to be anywhere in the house, they would be upstairs in one of the rooms, possibly the bathroom. He took the first step and it made a loud screech. He cringed at the noise, but moved up another step. The second one was more silent.
He paused for a moment to take a better look at the family portraits hanging on the wall. Kyle wanted to see what Victor�s family looked like, even though it didn�t matter anymore. They were probably all dead anyway. In the first photo there were five people in total, an older male, an older woman, two girls in their early teens and one younger boy. Kyle stared closer at the boy. It didn�t really look like Victor, but the boy in the photograph was younger. It could have been what Victor had looked like many years ago.
Curiosity got the better of him. He continued walking up the stairs, glancing at all the photographs. Each one had the same smiling family, but he couldn�t find one photo of Victor. He finally saw a more modern photo of the young boy in the first family portrait. It definitely was not Victor.
Suddenly, the situation clicked in his head. Kyle was had. Victor led him into someone else�s home, not his. He bolted down the stairs, holding the Glock forward. He opened the door and continued running toward the truck. From his vantage point he saw the passenger side door completely open. Victor was gone.

Chapter Eighteen
�Fucking kid,� Kyle muttered under his breath.
He walked around in circles, staring at all the houses. He knew that one of them was Victor�s real house, but he didn�t have a clue which one. There were a few dozen of them, and each one looked just like the other.
On a hunch, Kyle ran toward the truck, hoping that Victor left behind some sort of clue or maybe even a note or something. Anything. He looked in the truck, but didn�t find anything that might lead him toward Victor�s direction. A feeling of dread and loneliness began to fester inside Kyle�s belly. He had to find Victor, just like any parent would retrieve their lost child.
�Victor!� Kyle yelled.
He continued to spin in a circle, looking at all the different houses, trying to find that one unique characteristic that would indicate the house he was looking for. �Victor!� he yelled again, but this time as his scream became part of the howling breeze. Kyle found what he was looking for.
The house directly across the street from him had a large window that looked out onto the front yard. The window was partially opened. Kyle hadn�t noticed if it had been already opened when they�d arrived, but looking at the size of the crack, he saw it was open just enough for Victor to slide his frame through.
Kyle looked both ways before crossing the street. There was nothing in either direction, just a line of houses that continued until the road banked down. The grass in the front yard was wet; he felt his shoes sink a little into the soft earth as he walked toward the open window. Surrounding the house were small patches of growing mustard grass. It wasn�t that uncommon for Kyle to see the yellow plant growing wild, but the amount here seemed excessive.
A blue curtain blocked the view into the house. Kyle moved it aside with the barrel of the Glock, to get a better look inside. It was dark and hard to see what kind of horrors lay beyond the blue curtain. He grasped the cloth with his free hand and pulled, which caused it to snap from its curtain rod and fall to the ground. Sunlight shone in to the room. Kyle pushed the window a bit more so he could enter. Victor was considerably smaller than he; he resembled a stick bug more than a teenage boy.
The window creaked as Kyle slid it open. It only traveled a few inches before something locked the window in place. It didn�t make any difference. Kyle was able to squeeze himself into the house.
It didn�t take long for Kyle to realize he was in a living area. The two couches were covered in plastic protectors and in front of them was a coffee table with a few stacks of books and magazines. There was no television in the entertainment center propped up against the right wall. Instead, there was a stereo system in the spot where a television usually goes. On one of the picture frames, Kyle saw a photograph of a young boy in the arms of an older woman. Both of them had huge smiles on their faces, the perfect images of what life was like before the Existing Dead. He stared at the photo, the glare from the glass casting his reflection. The boy in the photograph was Victor. He had the same dark hair, the same brown eyes, the same smile, the same joyful expression he had when something excited him. His eyes would squint and dimples would appear above his cheekbones. Kyle didn�t know if he�d be able to see that type of expression on his face again, not after everything that has happened to him, and everything else that might happen to him.
Kyle pointed the pistol forward and started to make his way left, where there was a staircase and another small hallway.
�Victor?� he whispered as he turned toward the hallway.
The brown carpet began to turn into tile as he entered the kitchen.
�Victor?� he said again.
He quickly did a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn when he heard a thump coming from somewhere behind him. It could have just been a common noise, the house settling, but Kyle decided to walk back to the living room and up the stairs.
Standing at the foot of the staircase, Kyle glanced to the top. The menacing gap stared back down at him as if he were at the entrance to a cave. He took in a deep breath and slowly began to take the stairs. The first few steps were silent, but as he approached the top, the steps began to creak under him.
�Victor?� he whispered. �Where are you?�
He reached the top and could barely see the weapon in front of him. He did, however, see to his left was a door. He put his hand on the knob and slowly turned. It popped open and the door slowly swung. There was a large window to the left of the room that was letting sunlight in. The room was filled with boxes, as if this room was used for storage.
Walking to one of the boxes, Kyle noticed what was inside. It wasn�t just boxes for storage. It was food. Tons of canned goods were packed into the boxes. It reminded him of all those canned food drives he was a part of every Thanksgiving and Christmas. Sliding the closet door open, he spotted crates of bottled water, juices and even twenty four-packs of soda. Aligned on the wall with the window were a few white boxes with the words �Medical Supplies� written across them with a Sharpie.
�It looks like Morgan was prepared to wait it out,� Kyle said under his breath.
Kyle finished examining the boxes and turned to walk toward the door. There were a few more rooms he had to check, and hopefully Victor was in one of them. As he approached the dark entrance, he held the Glock in front of him, finger on the trigger, ready to fire at the first sign of danger.
He stepped through the threshold and immediately turned left to walk down the hall to another room. The house continued to creak under his feet as the door grew bigger and bigger. The coldness from the doorknob felt good on Kyle�s hot and sweaty palm. He had always been embarrassed by his sweat-gland problem, but this was no time for him to dwell on that.
The doorknob turned without a problem. He pushed the door open, revealing a dirty and overused restroom. The tiled floor was dirty, covered with black spots and sticky areas. Despite its poor maintenance, there were a few decorations that gave it a feminine feel.
There was nothing more to inspect about the room. It was just a small restroom with one very small window above the toilet. He turned to face down the hallway and saw the figure of a person watching him. Kyle didn�t waste a second and pointed the weapon toward the shadow.
�Who�s there?� Kyle said in a stern and powerful voice.
He saw the head on the shadow shake �No.� Then it spoke. �My mom�s not here.�
�Victor,� Kyle said as he walked toward him. �Why the fuck did you send me to some other house?�
�I don�t know.� Victor looked at the ground.
Kyle sighed. �I guess it doesn�t matter. Your mom�s not here? Did you see all those supplies she has in that room over there?� He pointed toward the room at the top of the staircase.
Victor nodded.
�You checked everywhere?�
He nodded again.
�What do you want to do?�
He shrugged.
�Can you please use words?�
�Since my mom�s not here, I guess there�s no reason for me to stay. Can I stay with you?�
Kyle smiled, but quickly wiped it off before Victor noticed. �You�re my partner. You�re always welcome to stay with me. �Til the end.�
Obviously, something was wrong with Victor. It felt as if there was no more fight left in him, no more hope. At least through their journey, Victor had this moment to keep him going. The journey to get him home and find his mother was finally here. Sadly, it wasn�t the outcome he�d wanted. Victor had wanted to find his mother alive, to feel her warmth, to feel her close. This made Kyle think about the moment when he would arrive at Jasmine�s house. Would she be dead? Would she even be there? Would he take the final answer as well as Victor was? In the end, if Kyle found that Jasmine had passed on, he would at least have Victor by his side.
�So, where to now?� Victor asked.
�California,� Kyle answered. �It�s time I stop dicking around and go find Jasmine.�
�Thanks for bringing me here.�
�No problem, Sport,� Kyle said, not realizing that he had just called Victor the same nickname he had given to his dead son. �Let�s take those boxes your mom has in that room over there.� He pointed at the room again. �You never know, we might find some use for them.�
�Okay.� Kyle followed Victor as he trudged into the room.
�What was your mom doing with all this stuff? I highly doubt that she was able to store all this once shit started happening. I acted almost immediately, and I wasn�t able to stock up on this much food and water.�
They began to close up boxes.
�I don�t know. My mom was very resourceful. When that Swine Flu or whatever the hell it was happened a few years ago, she came home that night with everything she could take from the hospital she worked at.�
�Was it just you two living here?�
�For the most part. My dad left years ago so it�s been me and her ever since. Well � a year or so ago one of my aunts stayed with us.� Something seemed to click in Victor�s head as he spoke. �Which reminds me.� He stood and began making his way out the door.
Victor walked into the master bedroom. He reached for the closet door and was about to open it when Kyle stopped him.
�Wait �� he said and raised the weapon. �Open it slowly and stay out of the line of fire.�
Victor opened the closet door slowly. Kyle was expecting the worst to be trapped in that closet, but there was nothing. Only clothes on racks and a pile of shoe boxes.
Victor entered the walk-in closet and reached for something at the top of the rack. He pulled out a small fire-proof safe with a lock keypad in front. Holding it by the handle, Victor walked passed Kyle toward his mother�s unmade bed. The metal safe slammed face-up on the bed.
Victor recited the pass code as he entered it, �8-6-7-5-3-0-9.� There was a sustained beep as the lock was deactivated.
Kyle began to chuckle.
�What�s so funny?� Victor asked.
�The combination.�
�Yeah? What about it?� He stared at Kyle with nothing but confusion over something so simple as a seven-digit number. Kyle could see that Victor really had no idea what those seven numbers meant, nor did he want to explain it to him.
�Nothing � What�s inside?�
�Just this,� Victor said pulling out a silver .357 magnum.
Kyle froze in place. He didn�t know that seeing the same type of weapon that had killed Eddie and Mary would make him feel so sick to his stomach.
�Have you seen a gun like this before? Can you show me how to use it?�
Kyle tried as best as possible to hold back vomit. He nodded and said, �Yeah. But put it away for now.�
Victor lifted his shirt and holstered the gun on his belt. He grabbed the box of ammo and put it in his pocket.
�Where did that thing come from? Whose was it?�
�My dad�s.�
�What happened to the gun you got from Susie?�
�I dunno.� Victor shrugged. �Lost it I guess.�
�Okay, well, I�ll help you load the magnum later. It�s pretty powerful,� he said as the sound of the .357 firing and the image of Eddie�s grinning face being pulverized flashed in his head. He cringed.
�Are you all right?�
�I�m fine, just a bit tired. Let�s go load that stuff before it gets dark.�
They walked back to the supply room and continued closing boxes. Kyle began taking them to the top of the stairs and stacked them into piles.
�Is there going to be enough room?� Victor asked.
�Not for everything. We�ll just take what we can and leave the rest. Make sure you take some of those first-aid kits. We need to fix up your face.�
�It doesn�t really hurt anymore.�
�That may be true, but we�re still going to have to treat it. Don�t need your face getting infected or something.�
�Do you hear that?� Victor said as Kyle stood perfectly still.
�No.�
�Shhh. Listen.�
They did.
�It sounds like wheels turning. Like a shopping cart,� Victor said.
Victor rushed out of the room and ran down the stairs, taking two at a time. He pressed himself up against the wall next to the window and slowly peered outside. Kyle hurried down the stairs to join him.
�What�s out there?� he asked after he finally heard the noise.
�Oh my god,� Victor said turning to face Kyle, his face smiling from ear to ear. �It�s my mom.�

Chapter Nineteen
�Mom!� Victor yelled, standing in front of the window and waving his hands like a crazed kid trying to stop the ice-cream truck.
�Stay quiet,� Kyle said, poking his head around the window to get a better view of what Victor was seeing. �Holy hell.�
A tall woman in her mid-forties with short dark hair walked on the open road toward Kyle�s truck pushing a shopping cart. The wheels squeaked loudly, but it didn�t look like the woman cared. It was as if she wasn�t afraid the noise could draw attention from the Existing Dead. There were boxes in the cart, the same kind as in the storage room. She paused and stared at the truck, dumbfounded by its presence there.
Victor yelled again, this time loudly enough for the woman to hear.
Kyle carefully watched her to make sure her movements weren�t like those of the dead. Neither of them saw the woman�s face, but it didn�t matter. Victor knew instinctively that she was his mother.
The woman slowly turned toward her house. To Kyle�s disappointment and Victor�s delight, Morgan was alive. Her dark eyes squinted for a moment until she finally realized what she was seeing through the window. Her expression quickly went from confusion to joy and excitement. She began to run toward the house with her arms outstretched.
Victor quickly ran passed Kyle and bolted for the door.
Kyle tried swiping for him. �Wait!� But his arms met nothing but air. The boy flung the door open with excitement, which caused the doorknob to slam and punch a small indent on the back wall. The already-present dent indicated that this had not been the first time the doorknob had slammed into the wall.
Running up the driveway was Morgan, Victor�s mother. Her arms outstretched ready to give her boy, her lost boy, a much-anticipated hug. Tears of sorrow and joy fell from her face like raindrops falling from leaves. Her face was rosy red and her clothes looked clean and fresh. Her hair was perfectly brushed and it looked as though she had on a little bit of make-up. From afar, Morgan looked like a mess, but up close, she looked fine.
Victor ran toward her. They met halfway and like the most heartfelt scene from a movie, they wrapped their arms around each other and cried.
�Mom, I missed you so much,� Victor said, still having his arms, which were wrapped tightly around his mother. The smell coming from him was nauseating, but she didn�t care as she dug her face into his shoulder. Morgan was a tall woman, but Victor was considerably shorter than she was. He hadn�t yet reached that growth spurt.
�I missed you too, Victory,� she said through tears.
�Why didn�t you come for me?�
�I tried,� she said with a look of concern. �I really did.�
�It�s okay,� Victor said with a smile. �I don�t think you would have survived the journey.�
She laughed and then continued crying.
Kyle stood at the doorway watching the reunion. He didn�t know what to think. Should he be happy that Victor had found his mother? Should he be angry? Should he see this as hope that one day very soon he will find Jasmine, and they would share a moment like this? He walked toward the newly reunited mother and son.
Morgan glanced up at him for a moment and let go of Victor. She wiped away the tears on her cheek and motioned toward Kyle. �Who�s this?� she said in a soft voice.
Victor released his grip and said, �This is my friend, Kyle. I met him at the gas station. He brought me here.�
Kyle just stared at them, not saying a word. Only just a few minutes ago, Victor had been his, only his. He had been the only guardian to the kid, but now it looked as though that was no longer going to be the case. The thought of raising his pistol and shooting Morgan through the head crossed his mind. He wanted to do it; he had the gun in his hand. He�d be able to calm Victor down again. That wouldn�t be a problem, at least he hoped it wouldn�t. They�d be able to leave and head for California, head for Jasmine where they�d be able to live happily as father, mother and son.
Kyle cringed at the thoughts in his mind. He was no monster. How could he think about doing something so heinous? He was angry at himself for even considering doing something so maniacal, so cold and heartless. Especially to someone he had grown to love.
�Hi,� he said after shaking the thoughts from his head. �I�m Kyle.� He waved with a half-forced smile.
�Thank you for bringing him home. I don�t know what I can do to repay you.�
You can go away, he thought, that�s how you can pay me back. Just go away. �No problem, it was on my way,� he said with a full smile. �Is it safe for us to be out here?�
�Yeah, we�re fine right now. Most of the Existing Dead don�t come around in the daytime. The ones that do are taken care of by The Embassy.� She began to rub Victor�s back with that touch only mothers know.
�Existing Dead?� Kyle asked. This was the first time Kyle had come across someone else who used the same term.
�Yeah, the creatures, monsters, zombies � whatever you want to use. Existing Dead is a term coined by The Embassy leader.�
�Doctor Greenly,� Kyle replied, not asking a question, but stating fact.
�Yeah, that�s him. How�d you know?�
�I�ve been hearing his radio broadcasts. I learned a lot from him, but what�s �The Embassy�?�
She stopped rubbing Victor�s back and gently pushed him back a step so she could take a better look at her son. �What happened to your face?�
Victor�s gaze met his mother�s and without even thinking twice about it, he said, �I ran into a few kids who beat me up. Kyle saw it and ran to help me. That�s how we became friends.�
�Oh � we need to go inside and get you cleaned up. I don�t see anything major, just some swelling around the cheekbones and a few cuts and bruises. I have supplies inside the house. Come on.� She began walking toward the house, pushing the shopping cart in front of her.
Victor shot Kyle a glance and shook his head as if saying do not to mention what really happened. Kyle understood without a word being said. He wouldn�t want his mother knowing either if he was in this situation.
�Thanks for stepping in,� Morgan said, as she reached the front door.
�Yeah, don�t mention it.� He looked at Victor.
�Can you two strong men help me take these boxes inside?�
They both nodded.
�It might not be my place to ask, but what is all this stuff for? What are you doing pushing a shopping cart around?� Kyle asked as he holstered the Glock on his belt and reached into the cart to hand Victor one of the boxes. He reached in again and took the bigger box. �Whoa, this one�s heavy.�
Morgan walked through the door as she began to speak. �The Embassy has a lot of supplies for its residents. When there�s a scouting team out in the city, they may not be able to make it back before nightfall. I offered my house as a safe haven for the scouting team. They give me supplies and I store them here for anyone from The Embassy.�
�So, The Embassy is like a military safe zone?�
�Not quite. There are some military people there, but it�s mostly survivors looking for refuge. Looking for a way out, as Doctor Greenly likes to put it.�
�We tried listening to his last radio broadcast, but it just kept repeating.�
Morgan nodded. �Yeah, it�s been looping for about a week now. That was an old recording. He found The Embassy shortly after that was released, and since he was the leading researcher on the Existing Dead, it was only fitting for him to take leadership responsibilities. It was just a big mess back then, but everything seems to be calming down, and The Embassy is safe.� Morgan closed the door after Kyle walked in. �Take those to the top of the stairs and into the first door to your left.�
Kyle walked up the stairs first and took the new boxes into the room. Everything about this place was starting to make sense. At first, everything had seemed weird. Why had Morgan been outside pushing a shopping cart without worrying about the dead? He still didn�t understand why the Existing Dead only came out at night around here. Back home, they would be everywhere at any time of day. Could their evolution have something to do with them staying out of the sunlight? Kyle needed to plan a trip to The Embassy to ask Doctor Greenly some questions.
They walked back downstairs and headed for the kitchen. Morgan sat by the kitchen table with a white box in front of her. She removed alcohol swabs from their packages and placed them on the table. Motioning for Victor to take the seat next to her, she began to rub it over the closing wounds. �Did they hit you on the jaw? How do your teeth feel?�
Victor grinded his teeth and used his tongue to feel around his mouth. �They seem fine. I don�t feel any pain there. Kyle gave me some pills to help take the pain away.�
�What did you give him?�
�Honestly,� Kyle said, checking his pockets for the bottle of pills but unable to find them, �I don�t remember. It was something for pain.�
�You gave him a pill and you didn�t know what it was?� Morgan snapped back.
�Hey, don�t get mad at me. I�m no fucking doctor. I gave him whatever I could to take away the pain,� Kyle said, letting out a bit of frustration.
Morgan sighed. �Since we don�t know what you gave him, I can�t give him anything for at least twenty-four hours.� Morgan took a cold compress from the first-aid kit and snapped it to start the cooling action. She placed it on the most swollen side of Victor�s face. �Hold it here for a few minutes, then move it to another place that hurts.�
Victor nodded then stood from the chair. He walked passed Kyle and headed for the living room, where he lay on the couch.
�Are you hurt?� Morgan asked.
Kyle shook his head. �No. I�m fine.�
�What about that gash on your bicep? How did that happen?�
�What gash?� Kyle answered as he raised his arm and peered over his shoulder.
A large cut that spanned from his bicep to his forearm poked out of his shirt. Panic began to ensue as he thought about his run-ins with the Existing Dead. He thought maybe it was possible that one of them had scratched him as he�d wrestled with Chet. He didn�t remember. There was something strange about the entire situation. He had not felt it, and had been unaware it was even there.
He examined the wound again, then glanced at Morgan. �I think I might be infected.�

Chapter Twenty
The room felt a few degrees cooler. Kyle knew that being infected meant that he was going to die and come back as a bigger monster than what he already was.
�Don�t be so dramatic. I can see it in your face,� Morgan said. �If you were infected you would�ve already turned. Sit down and I�ll take a look at it.�
He sighed with relief when she said that. After all, she did know more about the Existing Dead then he did. If she said that he would have turned by now if he was infected, then that was gospel.
�How long does it usually take for someone to turn?� Kyle asked, taking a seat. He lifted his shirt to better expose the wound.
�We�ve seen people turn in a matter of minutes.� Morgan began to rub the wound with an alcohol wipe. Kyle flinched the second he felt the sting of the alcohol. �Jumpy?�
�Would it make me seem less of a hero if I said yes?�
�No, it�ll just make you seem more human. You kind of seem distant, like something is bothering you.�
�I�m fine. I�ve just had a rough week.�
�We�ve all had a rough week. Most of us have been dealing with this for a lot longer.�
�Yeah, I kinda missed out on all of that. For the first week or two I was trapped in a basement with my wife � ex-wife and my son Eddie. Both of them are gone now.�
�Sorry,� Morgan said as she put a bandage on his cut. �I lost my sister earlier today. I feel your pain.�
�You�re not grieving?�
�It�s kind of hard to grieve in times like this. Did you grieve for your son?�
�Not really. Eddie has helped me get through it. I probably wouldn�t have made it this far without him by my side. That little guy means a lot to me.�
Morgan stared at him for a moment. She tilted her head like a confused dog.
�I mean Victor, sorry.� Kyle quickly corrected himself.
Morgan continued to look at him questioningly. She�s seen this type of behavior before. Being in the medical profession, she had dealt with many patients with mental instability.
�I�m glad Victory was able to provide you with some company. But now that he�s home I guess it�s time for you to continue on your way. Where were you headed?�
Kyle stood from the chair, his body towering over Morgan. �I�m on my way to California. There�s a very special lady there. I need to make sure she�s all right.�
�She must be very special for you to travel to one of the most infested states.�
�She is. I kinda would like to take Victor along with me. Y�know, for support.�
Morgan half nervously smiled as she stood. The woman was tall, but Kyle still had a few inches of height on her. �I�m afraid that�s not possible. Victor needs to stay here with me.�
Kyle was instantly filled with rage. Something incomprehensible inside him snapped, and the only impulse in his body was to grab Morgan. He had to make her see that he needed Victor by his side. He was the one who had taken care of him when she had abandoned him at a gas station. Victor was his. But just as quickly as the rage and malevolence came, it went away. He relaxed. �I�m � I�m sorry.�
�I know what you�re going through, Kyle. I know that you see Victor as your son.�
Even though Kyle believed in his heart that Victor was his son, hearing the words finally made him realize how crazy that sounded. The bond with the boy and him was strong, but he would never be able to replace Eddie. And Jasmine would never be able to replace Mary.
�I think it�s best for all of us if you just leave. Continue on your journey. I�ll give you enough supplies to make it to California,� Morgan said.
Kyle nodded. His lip quivered a little as he realized his goodbye was drawing near.
Static began to erupt from somewhere in the kitchen.
�Dammit,� Morgan said as she ran to the counter near the sink. There was a small CB Radio there that Kyle never noticed before.
�Morgan?� A man with a thick Hispanic accent spoke from the radio.
She grabbed the hand held microphone and said, �Ignacio, I�m home and safe.�
�Bery good, is der anyting to report?�
�Yes! I found my son.�
�Ah, muy bien, Morgan.�
�A man named Kyle brought him home.�
�Two new survibors. Want to bing dem to Embassy?�
Morgan took one quick glance to Kyle. �No, I don�t think that�s��
Before Morgan could finish Kyle interrupted. �Yes, I�d like to ask Greenly questions before I go to California. He might be able to give me information that would keep me alive.� He spoke loudly enough for Ignacio to hear on the other side of the radio.
�Is dat him?�
Morgan exhaled noisily and said, �Yes.�
�Bien, tomorrow morning I bring Ricardo and Virginia. We escort you three to Embassy. Is goin� to be dark soon. Lock doors and estay inside.�
�Yes, Ignacio, I�ve been doing this for weeks now. I know the drill.�
�Bien, okay we see you tomorrow. Adios.�
Morgan placed the handheld on the counter. �It looks like you�re going to be staying the night with us. I�ll start dinner. Can you make sure all the doors are locked?�
�Yeah,� Kyle said. He walked to the living room where Victor lay on the couch. The boy wasn�t asleep. He wasn�t moving, either. �Hey, your mom asked us to go make sure the doors are locked.�
Victor smiled. �She asked you, not us.�
Kyle laughed. �Get up, you little shit. This is your house. I don�t know where all the doors are.�
�Fine,� Victor said as he stood. They walked to the front door and made sure the deadbolt was in place. �Done,� Victor said as he twisted the lock closed.
�Is that the only door? Your mom said doors. Plural, meaning more than one.�
�Hey mom,� Victor shouted. �By doors did you mean the garage doors too?�
�Yes,� came Morgan�s reply.
�Okay,� Victor said under his breath. He moved the ice pack to a different spot on his face. �This thing is cold. My face feels numb.�
Kyle stood in place for a second as the sound of pots banging from the kitchen gave him the sense of d�j� vu. This scene was all too familiar. �Does this remind you of Susie?� he asked Victor.
�Not really.�
Kyle shook the memories of Susie and Angel from his head. This scenario was different. This was Victor�s mother they were dealing with.
�Are you all right?�
�Fuck, everyone stop asking me that,� Kyle said, agitated. �I�m fine. I�m just tired and I want to know what the fuck is going on with the dead.�
�And get to Jasmine, right?� Victor said, repeatedly raising his eyebrows up and down like a little pervert.
Kyle couldn�t help but laugh.
�Yes, son. That too.�
Victor opened a door that was directly under the staircase. It led into a dark but large room. Kyle walked inside, paused and took a deep breath. �Do you smell that?�
Victor took in a deep drag as well. �I don�t smell anything.�
Again Kyle inhaled a good gust of air, but the smell he thought he�d noticed was gone. He so desperately wanted something to be wrong with the place. Something that would make Victor want to leave with him. That�s all he wanted. He wanted to find Jasmine safe, and all three of them could live happily ever after. But there were so many goddamn things getting in the way. The most recent problem being a mother by the name of Morgan Cross.
�Is this the garage?� Kyle asked.
�Yeah. There are two doors in here. One leads to the back yard and one over here near the front. I�ll check this one, you check that one.�
�I can�t see shit.�
�Just feel around, that�s what I�m doing.�
The two of them parted ways as they made their journey to the doors. Kyle made it to his with little to no trouble, while Victor struggled.
�Need help?� Kyle asked. He didn�t wait for Victor to answer. Unlocking the door, Kyle pushed it open, letting in some sunlight.
�I can see,� Victor said as he reached the door and made sure the deadbolt was secured. He walked back to the door that led into the living area.
Kyle surveyed the outside. The backyard to the house was pretty big, about an acre. A tall brown wooden fence stood on the property lines, which made it almost impossible to see anything that might be going on in the backyard. There were a few trees scattered about the enclosure. All of them looked to have some sort of fruit on them.
�Apples,� Victor said as he snuck up next to Kyle.
�Any good?�
�I dunno. Wanna go get one?�
�Can we?�
�Sure,� Victor said, stepping outside. �I don�t see why not.�
The air was crisp and fresh. The recent rainfall was the cause of such fresh air. The sun beamed a bright yellow that would sometimes poke itself from between fast-moving clouds.
Victor was the first to reach one of the trees. He put the icepack down and began to jump into the air, trying to catch a branch. Kyle walked to the tree trunk and began shaking it violently, as though he was trying to rip the tree from its roots. The wet leaves and apples began to quiver as the loose apples fell to the ground. They poured down on Victor like red oversized raindrops. One of the stray fruits hit the boy on top of his head. Kyle began to laugh hysterically as he stopped shaking the tree. Victor rubbed the top of his head and glared at Kyle, who was now leaning back laughing.
�Don�t laugh,� Victor said, crouching down and picking up one of the fallen apples. He hurled it at the uncontrollable Kyle. It bounced off his chest like he was made of rubber.
Kyle instantly stopped laughing. They stared at each other like two men in the old west about to draw. Victor bent down to grab another apple and flung it to Kyle. This time, Kyle was able to react. He caught the apple with his right hand and stared at Victor as if saying what next? Kyle raised the apple to his mouth and took a large bite. He chewed on the piece of fruit and let the rest of it fall to the ground.
Without warning, Victor sprinted toward Kyle and jumped in the air. Kyle braced himself for the impact and caught him in mid-air, but he didn�t realize how heavy Victor really was. He felt himself slipping and after a millisecond, Kyle fell on his back. He rolled Victor off of him and popped up like a spring. So did Victor. They grappled, each one trying to make the other one fall, but they were holding their ground well.
Kyle knew that at any second he could drop the kid on the ground, but they were just horsing around. He wanted to let Victor think that he actually had a chance of pinning him; something that any good father would do.
Victor pushed Kyle backward, but Kyle countered by twisting the boy�s arm, not to cause any pain, but some discomfort. Kyle threw his arms down and quickly grabbed him in a head lock. Victor dropped to the ground like a sack of bricks, his head slipping out of Kyle�s grip. Victor swung his arms at the back of Kyle�s knee. He fell off balance but didn�t fall to the ground. Victor repeated the attack again, but this time Kyle tripped and landed on his knees. Taking the opportunity of the fall, Victor pushed Kyle�s body forward and grabbed hold of his ankle. He twisted it as hard as he could.
Kyle felt that Victor had hold of his ankle and was twisting, but he didn�t feel any pain. Victor didn�t have enough strength to actually cause him pain from doing his submission move. But again, like any good father would do, he tapped out and let Victor win the match.
Victor jumped into the air in triumph while Kyle lay on his back, holding on to his ankle as if he was in a lot of pain.
�You lose!� Victor taunted.
Kyle reached for the back of Victor�s ankle and knocked him off his feet. He came crashing to the ground on his back. Kyle began to laugh, and so did Victor. They lay there, looking at the clouds in the sky, their clothes wet from the moist grass.
�I love ya, bud,� Kyle said, between breaths.
�Gay,� Victor said. �Thanks for bringing me home.�
�I�m gonna miss you when I leave tomorrow.�
�Me, too. Do you want to stay? I know we have the extra room.�
�I don�t think your mom would like having me around. Besides, I got a hottie waiting for me in California.�
�Will you come back after you find her?�
�I�ll think about it.�
They lay there for a few more minutes before standing and heading back into the house. The entire time they were outside, Morgan was watching them through a window above the sink. She scrutinized their antics worriedly.

Chapter Twenty-One
The three of them sat at the dinner table. The radiance of sunlight began to dim as twilight quickly approached. There were lit candles around the table, which made it a lot easier to see.
�This is you guys� first time in the neighborhood the way it is now,� Morgan began. �There are a few things that you need to know. When the sun goes down, the streets flood with them.�
�Yeah, we�ve seen them at night,� Kyle added. He thought back to the night they spent at Susie�s house. �Have you seen any jets?�
�Jets? You mean like fighter jets? No, I haven�t.�
�That was crazy what they did,� Victor chimed in.
�What happened?�
�We were at my neighbor�s house. She survived the outbreak by just hiding out inside. It seems like everyone who just went into hiding survived. But anyway, we spent the night at her house and saw them just overtake the streets. I was hiding underground when it first started, so I�d never seen what the streets looked like at night. That was a shock to me.�
�You�re rambling, dude,� Victor said.
�Sorry,� Kyle replied as a sudden ding echoed within the dining room. �What was that?�
�Dinner�s ready,� Morgan headed for the stove.
�How�d you get it to work? Do you have some electricity in the house?� Kyle asked.
�No, it�s connected to a propane tank and I used a match to turn it on.�
The smell that escaped from the oven was wonderful. Kyle could smell chicken with potatoes and cream of mushroom. It was a very easy meal, as all of it was made from canned goods. All Morgan had to do was open the cans and empty them into a glass baking dish.
Each of them had paper plates sitting in front of them. Morgan came around with the baking dish and gave them all a few scoops.
�My favorite,� Victor said as he grabbed a plastic fork and began eating.
�It does smell lovely, Morgan,� Kyle admitted. He reached for his fork and took a bite. The smell didn�t do the dish justice. It practically melted in Kyle�s mouth. �Really good.�
�Thanks,� Morgan said taking her seat. �It�s the best I can do with what I have. Continue your story.�
�Oh, right. So we were hiding in the house eating dinner, kind of like what we�re doing now. I wanted to get to the roof to check out the Existing Dead and when I did, I saw some lights in the sky. They were jets.� Kyle raised his hand into the air and mimed the jets. �One of them broke formation and came hurling down in our direction. They started blasting the dead on the streets with some heavy artillery. We ran back into the house and prayed that they wouldn�t hit us.�
Morgan stared intrigued. It was easy to see that this was the first time she had ever heard anything like this. �That�s interesting.� She took a forkful of food.
�Yeah, then the following morning she tried to kill Victor, but I took care of her,� Kyle said instantly regretting it. �I mean, she tried to kill me, not Victor.�
�Where the hell have you been taking my boy?� Morgan asked, her tone of voice bordering on anger.
�Sorry,� Kyle said, in an equal tone. �I misspoke.�
�Sure you did.�
�Mom, please,� Victor pleaded. �I�m fine.�
�No you�re not. Look at your face. You were almost killed by someone and it�s all this man�s fault. He�s not fit to take care of you.�
The last bit of sunlight fell beyond the wooden fence of the backyard. Twilight had finally settled, and the Existing Dead would be coming out of their hiding spots.
�I�m sorry I�m not the ideal person you wanted looking after your boy, but the fact of the matter is that I brought him home. He wanted to come here and I brought him. I could have easily left him back at the gas station, but I didn�t.�
�You just wanted him because you couldn�t have your son. You needed a replacement.�
Kyle didn�t understand how Morgan could know all of this. There had to have been something he was doing that made her aware of the situation.
Victor continued eating his food as though arguments didn�t faze him. He took one bite after another and just stared at them going back and forth. After he was done with his meal, he stood and said, �I�m going to my room,� then left.
�I�m leaving tomorrow, so you can stop worrying that I�m going to steal Victor in the middle of the night. And besides, where the fuck can I go?�
�Just stay out of sight �til morning.�
�And where am I supposed to do that?�
�Go upstairs and sit in the room with the supplies. Find something to keep you busy or just fall asleep. I don�t care, just stay out of sight. We don�t need them knowing we�re in here.� Morgan left the room leaving Kyle with his thoughts.
There was nothing he could do. Victor was going to stay with his mom and he was going to California.
Kyle remained in the kitchen eating his dinner. Having to eat dinner alone after a fight had happened a lot between him and Mary.
After he finished his dinner, he looked around for a trash bin. He wondered where all of Morgan�s trash was going. The house was clean and tidy as if no one had been living there, but people had been here. Maybe she takes her trash somewhere every day in the cart, he thought. Kyle stacked the three paper plates into one pile and left the kitchen.
He walked into the living room where Morgan was quickly trying to put the drape back up. She turned and glanced at Kyle. �They�re starting to come outside,� she whispered. �We need to get this back up.�
Kyle reached for the other end of the drape and lifted it to the hook above the door. Morgan did the same with her end.
�Great,� Morgan said, �Now stay out of sight �til morning. A big part of our safety is that we don�t let them know we�re in here.�
Kyle nodded. Morgan began walking upstairs, taking the steps as slowly as possible so not to make too much noise. Kyle remained in the living room, looking through the window. He could see many of the Existing Dead shambling into view from all different directions. Their moans and shuffles could be heard through the window. That�s how thin their barricade between them and the dead was. A female Existing Dead looked in Kyle�s direction. He couldn�t tell if it was intentional or random. Letting go of the drapes, Kyle�s heart began to race. He needed to learn to stop playing with fire.
Moments passed and nothing happened. The Existing Dead didn�t start banging on the door or window. He didn�t want to take any more chances and decided to just go upstairs.
He walked up the stairs as carefully and slowly as Morgan. It was a lot harder than she made it seem. When he reached the top, he heard whispering voices coming from somewhere. He paused to eavesdrop on Victor and Morgan talking. From what he could make out, they were talking about him.
�I like him. He�s fun,� Victor said.
�Fun doesn�t mean safety, Victory. He�s not all there and he seems dangerous,� Morgan replied.
�Who doesn�t seem dangerous out here? You�ve been in safety this entire time while me and Kyle were out in the middle of it. We met real dangerous people; Kyle is one of the good people as far as I�m concerned.�
Kyle smiled. It was nice to know that Victor thought so highly of him. He opened the door to the storage room and walked inside. There was no bed or covers in the room, only boxes with food and supplies. He broke down a few of the boxes and laid them down to make a bed. He then used all the medical gauze he could find to make a pillow. It wasn�t big, but resembled the pillows airlines handed out to their passengers.
Darkness quickly swallowed the neighborhood. It was a new moon, so not even the light reflecting from the moon was visible. Kyle lay on his improvised bed with the moans from the dead howling outside and thoughts running through his head. He was tired and in desperate need of a good night�s rest. But how could he rest knowing that Jasmine was still out there? In the past few hours, Kyle had gotten antsy, and wanted to do nothing more than to leave with Victor and find Jasmine.
A ticking in the room began breaking the endless drone of moans. At first he thought it was someone knocking on his door, possibly Victor. �Yeah?� Kyle whispered, sitting up in the makeshift bed looking toward the door. There was no reply. He heard the tapping again, but this time it was louder. He felt a chill run down the back of his neck, which made the hair on his arms stand on end. In what seemed as a quick blink, Kyle opened his eyes and through the darkness he could see Mary standing in front of the closed door. She held the hand of a faceless Eddie.

Chapter Twenty-Two
Kyle jumped back until he was pressed up against the wall. His eyes opened as wide as saucers and his breathing became more erratic. Was he dreaming?
�Kyle,� she said as both of them took one step closer.
�Stay away, Mary,� he replied.
�What are you doing, Kyle? Why haven�t you reached Jasmine�s house? Wasn�t she the reason you left us?�
A disgusting hiss began to exude from the hole in Eddie�s face. It was as if he were trying to speak, but since he was nothing more than a throat, speaking was impossible. Blood began to squirt out of the opening like the splatter of a paint spray can.
Mary put her hand on Eddie�s head and said, �Yes, I know. Daddy has found a new son. He doesn�t love you anymore.�
�Don�t say that!� Kyle yelled. �I love Eddie. Even after death, you�re still trying to get to me, you fucking heartless bitch!� Kyle stood, enraged. �Get the fuck out of my head!�
�That�s just like you, Kyle. Getting angry when you�re faced with the truth.�
More blood began to spray from Eddie.
�Shut up,� Kyle said.
�You�re the most heartless person out of all of us, Kyle.�
The figure of Susie walked through the door and entered the room. Her chest was mangled by the slug that had killed her. She was being followed by Angel, who was wrapped in a blanket. Chet entered the same way, his face beaten beyond recognition.
�You had no problem killing us,� Susie said, pointing to herself and then to Chet, �when we threatened Victor.�
�It felt real good �� Chet mocked in a slurred voice.
�Shut up!� Kyle yelled, tightening his jaw.
�Why is Morgan so different? She�s taking away your boy.�
�She�s different because she�s his mother.�
�Oh, Kyle,� Mary said. �That doesn�t bother you. You�re just afraid that he�ll hate you if you kill his mother.�
Kyle silently agreed with that statement.
�If only you can find a way to kill her without Victor blaming you ��
* * *
Kyle�s eyes opened. His shirt was drenched in sweat. He sat up and looked toward the door. There was nothing. No Mary, no Eddie, No Susie or Angel, no Chet. He took in one large breath and stood.
The symphony of moans coming from outside seemed to triple in volume. There was nothing Kyle could do. Stuffing gauze in his ears helped, but it was uncomfortable. He stared out of the window. There was a small ledge directly outside the second-storey window. It was large enough for someone to stand on. He didn�t know how far up to the roof it was, but if he had to make an escape, he could do it from there.
He thought about the dream he�d just had. This wasn�t the first time Mary and Eddie had came to him while he slept. The first time they had warned him about Victor being raped, but this time, their message was confusing. Did they want him to kill Morgan?
There was only one way Victor wouldn�t blame Kyle for his mother�s death, and that was if an Existing Dead got her. No, he had to stop thinking like that. He didn�t want to kill anyone else to stay with Victor. All he wanted was to go find Jasmine.
The sound of glass shattering startled him. He reached for his Glock and opened the door. The moans grew by a few decibels as the Existing Dead found a way into the house. Kyle didn�t understand how they knew that he, Morgan and Victor were inside.
Morgan came down the hallway with two flashlights in her hands. �What was that noise?� She handed one to Kyle who shone it down the stairs. The beam from the light pierced the darkness, illuminating a good portion of the ground.
�They broke through the front window,� Kyle replied. That�s when he realized that the Existing Dead that he�d thought had seen him earlier really had. It just hadn�t made a move until now.
�What�s with all the noise?� Victor asked stumbling out of his room.
�The damn mustard plants aren�t working anymore,� Morgan said under her breath. �They�re inside the house.�
�What? What the hell are we going to do?�
�Calm down, Victory. We�ve planned for situations like this.� She shone the flashlight beam to the door that led into Victor�s room. �Did you notice some of the living room furniture is in your room?�
�Yeah, I just ignored it.�
�Kyle, you and Victory go grab the couch and bring it back here.�
Without hesitation, Kyle put the flashlight on the ground and the two left for Victor�s room. Kyle holstered the Glock on his belt and lifted his side of the couch. They slowly brought it out the room and set it down gently.
�Here it is,� Victor said as a loud pop, followed by a flash, erupted.
Morgan stood at the top of the staircase looking down with a long barrel rifle in her hands. Smoke gasped out of the barrel as she took aim. Kyle un-holstered his Glock and stood next to Morgan. Victor quickly followed suit with his .357 Magnum revolver.
�I haven�t shown you how to use that thing yet,� Kyle said. Morgan popped off another round.
�I showed him how to use it,� Morgan said.
It was true. Victor no longer needed Kyle to show him things. He had his mother for that. Victor and Kyle shot at the advancing undead crowd.
�The Existing Dead we shoot are gonna get back up in a little bit. We need to get to the roof and wait there �til morning. Push the couch off the stairs,� Morgan ordered.
Kyle stopped firing and started maneuvering the couch so he could use it to block the pathway up the stairs. �Move,� he said as he pushed it over the edge. The couch tumbled down until it lodged mid-way.
�That should hold them for a bit,� Morgan said. �Come on.�
She led them into the room Kyle had been sleeping in. She took a few steps inside and stepped on a tin can that had been left outside one of the boxes.
She managed to roll her ankle and lost her balance, causing her to fall to the ground. �Ahhh!� she yelled. �Help me up,� she said. Kyle lifted her by the shoulder and they both walked to the window.
Kyle opened the window and poked his head outside, then looked toward the roof. �It�s pretty high up.�
The Existing Dead below stared up at Kyle�s head. Their moans grew louder at the sight of food.
Kyle looked at Morgan. �Think you can climb?� She shook her head. �Okay, this is what we are going to do. Victor first,� he said. �If it�s high, I can help Victor climb up. Once he�s on the roof, I�ll climb up. From there I can pull you up.�
�Fine,� Morgan said between gasps of pain.
Victor climbed out of the window and stood on the ledge. �Can you make it to the top?� Kyle asked.
�No, I need a boost.�
Kyle climbed out of the window and stood on the ledge next to Victor. He glanced down for a second and looked at the dead below. Hundreds of them stared with hunger in their eyes. Kyle could only imagine what the scene would look like if they fell.
�Hurry,� Morgan said. �I think I hear them climbing over the couch.�
Kyle cupped his hands so Victor could step on it. �Ready?�
Victor nodded.
�On three, jump. One. Two. Three.�
Victor put one hand on Kyle�s shoulder and jumped. He grabbed onto the roof with his forearm and lifted himself over. The distance was far over exaggerated.
Kyle looked through the window and said, �Take my hand.� As their hands met, Kyle saw the figures of Mary and Eddie staring at them by the doorway. He did a double take but when he did, they were gone.
He helped Morgan onto the ledge. Victor stared down at them. �Move!� Kyle said as he prepared himself to jump and grab onto the roof. He jumped and with his hand grabbing onto the ledge, he used all his strength to lift himself as if doing a chin-up. He yelled in pain as he felt the muscles he hadn�t used in a long time reactivate. Victor grabbed onto Kyle�s shirt and helped him up. Kyle rolled onto the roof and lay there for a few seconds.
�We need to get my mom,� Victor said.
Kyle jumped to his feet and leaned over the ledge. He saw Morgan staring back at him. He rolled onto his belly and threw his hand down. It was six inches too short. Kyle stared back at Victor and then to the ground next to him. There was a metal vent pipe sticking out of the roof next to them. �I can�t reach your mom; this is what we are going to have to do. We need to make a human chain. You need to grab on to this pipe with one arm and hold on to mine with the other. That might give me a few more inches so I can grab her hand.�
Victor nodded. �Okay.� He held onto the pipe and extended his arm toward Kyle. They locked hands and Kyle began to slowly lean himself over the edge. �Make sure you hold on tight, Victor. If you let go, your mom and I are going down.� Their hands began to sweat. �Morgan, reach for my hand.�
She reached as best as she could but the pain in her ankle wasn�t letting up. �I can�t reach!�
�Listen to me, jump.�
�What?!� Morgan said surprise.
�Forget about the pain and just jump to my arm. I�ll grab you and hoist you up.�
An arm flew out of the window with the force of three men and swiped for Morgan�s leg. She panicked but didn�t fall over the edge. Instead she jumped into the air ignoring the pain, ignoring the discomfort, for she knew that if she didn�t jump toward Kyle�s dangling hand, she would be pushed to the pits of hell. Everything seemed to move in slow motion as Kyle looked at her from his position. Her arms slowly reaching for him, closer and closer, but for a tenth of a millisecond, something in the horde below held his attention. Mary and Eddie stood in the middle of the Existing Dead watching him, as if judging him. Kyle glanced back at the approaching arm and as they almost connected, Kyle swayed his arm just out of her reach.
Morgan swiped the air but caught nothing. They locked eyes for a brief moment, her face full of disbelief and betrayal and Kyle�s full of regret for what he had just done. Her body fell backward, her arms swinging for his arms. The impact from the landing snapped her ankle in half with little effort. She screamed a piercing yell as she fell one storey down to the ocean of the dead. The scream rang within Victor�s ears as he grasped what was happening.
�No!� Kyle screamed as he scrambled himself back to the roof.
Victor let go of the pipe and leaned over the edge. �Mom!� he yelled, reaching out for her with one arm.
�I couldn�t reach her. I couldn�t fucking grab her arm,� Kyle breathed as he rolled on his back and stared into the stars.
Victor watched as the Existing Dead quickly surrounded his mother, who lay there unconscious. Tears ran down his cheeks as the first emaciated hand of the dead reached out for his mother�s body.

Chapter Twenty-Three
�Don�t watch,� Kyle said as he sat up. Watching one�s mother being eaten alive was something no one should ever have to watch. Kyle grabbed Victor by his ankle and dragged him away from the ledge. Victor squirmed like a fish out of water to continue looking over the ledge. �Stop!� Kyle pulled the boy by the shoulders and brought him to his feet. �Look at me.�
Victor was non-responsive. He was in shock. Earlier that day he found his mother, the woman who gave him life, the woman who nursed him to health when he was ill. He found her alive and well, but now, she was gone and dead, eaten by the very creatures that she had done such a good job of avoiding.
�Victor, snap out of it,� Kyle continued as he shook the boy.
Slowly, the noise from the dead devouring his mother found his ears. Rage filled his body as he tugged Kyle by his shirt and pushed him backward. The boy was filled with so much adrenalin that he was able to knock Kyle off his feet. Kyle hit the ground and did nothing to soften his fall. He stared up at Victor, who was towering over him.
�I couldn�t reach her,� he said.
Victor didn�t say a word. He glared at Kyle like a crazed animal about to pounce on its prey. And as quickly as the rage came, it left him. Victor�s face crumpled as water filled his eyes. He began to weep, putting his hands over his face and sat on the roof. Kyle stood slowly, the gravel from the roof sticking to the palm of his hand.
Kyle knew what Victor was going through. He himself had had to witness the murder of his son, but he hadn�t broken down like Victor. Kyle sat next to Victor and began to cry. He cried for Eddie and for Mary. It was his fault that they were both dead and now he was guilty for taking another life. This life didn�t mean anything to him, but it did mean a lot to the person who meant a lot to him.
* * *
Four hours passed and the sun had just begun to make its slow journey over the horizon. Kyle�s eyes opened. He was sitting upright against the insolated air conditioning unit, Victor sitting next to him, asleep. The events that had taken place a few hours earlier caused disorientation in his mind. He couldn�t remember how he and Victor had made the journey to where they were now.
He stood, trying desperately not to wake Victor. The boy�s eyes were closed, but every few seconds Victor would sniffle in his sleep as if he were still crying. Kyle peered over the edge to see the remaining few Existing Dead still lingering around Morgan�s corpse. A few of them were crouched over her body, their tongues extended and licking the blood off the concrete. What the fuck � he thought. There were still plenty of meat left on Morgan�s corpse, but the dead around her seemed more interested in licking blood.
The pistol he�d use last night remained on the same spot were he�d left it. There were three spare rounds roaming around in his pocket. He quickly loaded them into the pistol�s magazine and holstered it on his belt.
Most of the Existing Dead that were invading the streets below had moved on now that the sun was beginning to peek over the horizon. The creatures were getting more and more fascinating to Kyle. He wished he could study them. They seemed to continue to change every time he had some form of contact with them.
His truck remained parked in the middle of the street, with a few of the dead remaining around it. They were two storey-high, and finding a way down was going to be hell without being able to go back into the house or having a ladder. He remembered that Morgan had talked with a man the day before and that he�d said he was coming to pick them up that morning. All they needed to do was to wait for him.
Victor coughed three times before his bloodshot eyes opened.
Kyle stared at Victor while the boy blinked several times. �It�s morning.�
�Is my mom really dead?�
Kyle nodded.
Sorrow fell upon the boy�s face, but no tears built up in his eyes. �Okay,� he said, then took in one deep breath. �What do we do now? California?�
�Yeah, but first we need to check out this Embassy.�
�How are we going to get there? Do you have a plan?�
�For right now we sit here and wait. Your mom talked to someone last night and they should be getting here soon. They�re going to take us to The Embassy.�
�Okay,� was all Victor could muster.
�After we figure out more about what�s going on and if there�s any hope for us to stay alive, we go to California.�
�Okay.�
Kyle gazed back out onto the streets. His eyes followed one of the Existing Dead as it slowly began to walk toward his truck. She stared at the truck, confused, as if she were trying to study it, almost as if she�d noticed that the truck hadn�t been there before. She continued shambling up the road, glancing back at the truck. Kyle couldn�t form words to go with what he was witnessing. It was as though the Existing Dead were showing some form of intelligence.
More of them began to separate from the front lawn and driveway. They scattered like cockroaches as soon as the light from the sun began to shine down on them. Twilight was over and for whatever reason, the Existing Dead didn�t like sunlight, even though Kyle had seen some of them roam around during the day.
There were a few Existing Dead that remained in one spot, even though sunlight was hitting them. They didn�t seem to care.
Kyle gave out a quick whistle. The dead followed the noise and noticed Kyle on the roof, but made no noise. They didn�t moan or get excited by his presence; they just stared and looked away.
* * *
A few hours passed, and there was still no sign of anyone. The temperature in the area had grown by thirty degrees since dawn had broken. There was relatively no shade on the roof, and with no shade or drinking water, dehydration would fast approach.
The dead that remained in the area didn�t move at all. They just stood in one spot, until three silhouettes began to approach them.
�Look,� Kyle said, pointing at the three advancing figures.
Victor stood and walked to the edge of the roof, near Kyle.
The Existing Dead on the driveway began to walk toward the figures. One of them was shirtless, which was something that was pretty common. That got Kyle�s brain working. Why were they going after these figures and not getting excited at seeing him on the roof? Maybe it had something to do with the fact that they knew that Kyle was unreachable, so they shouldn�t even try. But with these new figures, they have a chance of reaching them. �Holy shit,� Kyle muttered.
�What?� Victor said.
�They�re getting smarter.�
Victor didn�t respond. Something inside of him died alongside his mother. He was not the same boy Kyle picked up at the gas station. That boy had been so full of faith and hope, but now Victor seemed to just be existing, as if he were now one of the living dead below.
�Hey!� Kyle yelled, waving his arms up in the air. �Up here.�
He noticed one of the figures poke another one and point up in their direction.
�Wait der!� one of them yelled back in a heavy Hispanic accent.
�We can�t go anywhere!� Kyle replied.
The three figures were quickly closing the gap between the two Existing Dead heading their way. Kyle was curious on how they dealt with the dead now that headshots did nothing more than stop the dead for a matter of minutes.
One of the three figures, a man from what Kyle could now make out, dropped to one knee and took aim with a long rifle. As soon as the man dropped to one knee, another figure fell to a knee, this one a woman. She was very noticeable as her long red hair was tied back into a ponytail. They were all wearing the same black uniform, one that resembled that of the Navy Seals.
As the Existing Dead grew closer, the man fired. The loud boom echoed through the space between the homes. The round hit through the head of one of the dead, spewing the ground behind it with bits of meat and bone. It dropped to the pavement with complete disregard to the impact. It had no choice, this was its dormant state, the time between one death and the beginning of a new life.
The woman fired next. Her round entered the shirtless creature�s chest. Kyle saw a huge spray of matter explode from the exit wound. It was the same kind of damage he�d once noticed when shooting a coyote with a shotgun, but she didn�t seem to be holding a shotgun. Another shot was fired, and this one entered the creature�s head, almost obliterating it on impact.
A moment after the second creature fell, the third figure, the one that had told Kyle and Victor to wait, unsheathed a machete tied around his waist and ran toward the first Existing Dead. He used the razor-sharp blade to cut the clothes off the creature.
Three more Existing Dead began to be aware at what was happening and walked aimlessly toward the three figures. The man and woman stayed on their knees and took aim at the fresh entrants to the fight. They did not fire right away. Instead, they just focused on the dead slowly walking toward them. The dead mouths snapped with hunger, anger and disgust.
�Shoot!� Victor yelled as the Existing Dead continued to move closer.
They didn�t flinch, didn�t even move a muscle.
The man with the machete continued cutting the clothes off the fallen dead.
�Twenty seconds,� the man on one knee said.
When he spoke, Machete Man stopped cutting the creature�s clothes and brought the blade down on its right thigh. Pink sludge began to pour from the wound. Kyle had seen this before with the head that he had been carrying around as a souvenir. When Kyle had cut the boil on the creature�s face, the same pink liquid had extracted from it.
Machete Man moved on to the next body.
�Eight seconds.�
He looked at the Existing Dead that had been shot in the chest and head and said, �Okay, fire.� He walked away from the creature with a large hole in its chest and headed behind the two figures on one knee. They fired, dropping the two advancing dead in the same manner as the previous kills. The woman quickly took aim at the third and fired. Machete Man began removing the clothes from the first. The man and woman stood and took pocket knives out of compartments on their uniforms. They ran to the unattended dead and began tearing into its clothes.
�What are they doing?� Victor asked.
�I�m guessing that they�re looking for the boil that finally kills them.�
Machete Man raised the blade above his head and swiped down at the creature�s neck, separating its head from the rest of the body. He kicked the severed head away. It trolled a few feet closer to the sidewalk.
The woman stopped removing the creature�s clothes and raised the rifle to her eye. �Beater number two,� she said, and took aim at the creature�s chest, firing three rounds and leaving a large hole where the heart should be. It was now a mangled mess of fried meat.
The final man had completely removed the creature�s black polo shirt. He had begun working on its pants when the creature opened its eyes.
�Watch it, Ricardo,� the woman said, taking aim at the creature. �Beater?�
�No,� Ricardo replied. �Still new. Continue searching. I�ll hold him down.�
Machete Man continued removing the creature�s pants as Ricardo took something out of his pocket and shoved it into the thing�s mouth. Careful to avoid actually touching its mouth, Ricardo swung the strap of his rifle over his shoulder, knelt down and snapped the creature�s neck. He held the head that continued trying to find the stability it needed to move.
�Find it yet?� the woman asked. �There�s more coming.� She pointed in the direction of Kyle�s truck, then knelt.
Kyle stared at the six advancing dead passing his truck.
�Found it,� Machete Man said and quickly impaled the creature�s left foot. Pink sludge poured out, which indicated that the creature had finally met its death.
Ricardo let go of the creature�s head the second it was put down. He spun, quickly retrieving the rifle strapped to his shoulder, knelt, and took aim.
�Wow,� Kyle said, amazed. �They�re very well trained.�
�Too bad they weren�t here last night to save my mom,� Victor added, making Kyle feel uneasy.
Victor gave one quick look at the boy and then continued staring at the group fighting the dead like a well-oiled machine.
�Virginia,� Ricardo called out, looking through his scope, �Second from the right.�
Kyle looked at the Existing Dead Ricardo mentioned. What are they looking for? he thought.
Virginia took aim at the creature�s chest and fired. Large amounts of fried tissue exploded from the exit wound. Then she took aim at its head and fired again. The creature stopped dead in its tracks and collapsed to the ground.
Machete Man stood behind them with the blade in his hands. There was a strong resemblance to a Civil War Colonel who would stand behind his men at the front line of a battle, giving orders. All that was missing was a revolver in his hand for shooting at the advancing men.
Ricardo and Virginia wasted no time in continuing the fire power at the five remaining dead. Their shots were precise, dropping the dead with as few shots as possible.
Machete Man quickly ran to begin the clothes-removing process. All three of them had to work as quickly as possible to find the boil which could be anywhere on the body, and destroy it. Kyle wondered what they would do if they ran out of time and the dead rose again. This was quickly answered by Ricardo�s action. He moved from body to body, snapping the creatures� necks with a swift movement, just as he had with the Existing Dead that had reopened its eyes.
After the final Existing Dead in the area was dispatched, they did one last sweep of the area. There were no more active dead anywhere.
Machete Man took a small bottle out of a vest compartment and squirted its contents over the blade and used a cloth from his back pocket to wipe the blade clean. After, his machete looked brand new. He looked toward the roof of Morgan�s house. The house that was supposed to be safe from the dead.
�Morgan,� the man said in a heavy accent.
Victor looked to the side and walked out of view. Kyle pointed down to where the remaining bits of Morgan�s body lay.
Machete Man sighed. �Wait der.�
�I have nowhere else to go,� Kyle replied in a low voice.
The three of them entered the house with their guns drawn. A few shots were fired, followed by heavy heaves of machete hitting bone. Not two minutes passed when Ricardo and Machete Man walked out of the house carrying a two-storey ladder. Virginia followed with her weapon still drawn. After she realized there was no longer a threat, she let the rifle swing around her shoulder by the strap.
The two men began to unlock the ladder, making it long enough to reach the top. All the while, they spoke to each other in Spanish.
�Aqui,� Machete Man said. �No quiero molestar el cuerpo de Morgan.�
The two men began to set up the ladder a good ten feet away from where the body of Morgan lay.
Kyle began to go down the ladder, telling Victor to follow him. The boy didn�t listen. �Come on, Victor. It�s time to go.�
Victor stood and walked toward the ladder. He peered over the ledge and saw the remains of his mother. �Would I survive if I jumped?�
Kyle looked above him quickly. �What the hell are you talking about?�
�If I jumped, would I survive?�
�Stop talking like an idiot and come on.�
�What if I jump?�
�Then I�ll kick your ass for jumping when I reach the ground. It�s a two-storey drop, you�ll survive.�
The thought of jumping did cross Victor�s mind, but something else did. He began thinking of what his mother would say about his thoughts. Nothing. His mother was dead.
�Come on,� Kyle said as he continued to descend the ladder.
Victor turned and put his foot on the ladder step. He began to climb down.
Kyle reached the ground and was searched by Ricardo.
�What the hell are you doing?� he said looking at the tall man.
�Searching you. We don�t know who you are. All we see is the eaten remains of our friend and you,� Ricardo said, his brown eyes completely focused at what he was doing.
Virginia had her weapon trained at Kyle as Victor stepped off the ladder. �What�s going on?� he asked.
�Are jou Bictor?� Machete Man asked.
Victor nodded with a stern expression on his face.
�Este es el hijo de Morgan,� Machete Man said to Ricardo, who had taken the Glock away from Kyle. That was the only weapon he could find on him.
�What happened to Morgan?� Virginia asked as Ricardo gave the signal that meant Kyle was clean.
�Last night we were going to bed. The streets started to fill with them. Sometime during the night they came into the house.�
�How did they get into the house? We secured it so they couldn�t get in.�
�They broke in through the window.�
All of them stared in the direction of the window. The broken glass littered the ground below. They didn�t understand how they could have not noticed that before.
�I guess the mustard doesn�t work anymore,� Virginia said, looking at Ricardo.
�God, these fucking things are morphing way too fast. As soon as we find one thing that works against them, they turn and it no longer matters,� Ricardo said, clearly agitated.
�What are you talking about?� Kyle asked, trying to get some questions answered.
�Cuidado,� Machete Man said. �Careful.� He stood motionless after telling Ricardo to be careful. The man was on the shorter side and a little soft around the edges. His shaved head seemed to glow in the sun�s rays.
�Careful? About what?� Kyle said, getting tired of secrets.
Machete Man sighed. �Kyle, si?�
�Yeah, I�m Kyle.�
�I�m Ignacio. Do jou know what�s happening to the Existing Dead?�
�I don�t have a fucking clue. I�ve been watching them ever since they fell to the ground a day or so ago. There�s so much crap going on and no one seems to know what�s happening to them.�
�Kyle, please,� Ignacio said with a slight grin. �They�d been doing dat for about a week now. I�m surprised jou�ve only see them do dat since yesterday. Come here.� He turned to face the door of the house. �You see der?� He pointed to a few flowerpots that were near the door and windows.
�They�re just potted plants. Mustard I think it is.�
�Si, Kyle. Dey don�t go near the mustard. Dey don�t like it. Dat�s why dey never enter this house. This is why it was a safe house.�
�So you�re telling me that these things came back to life and started eating everyone, but mustard makes them sick?�
Ignacio nodded. �We think is because the color. They have bery good night visions.�
�It did at least,� Ricardo said.
�Why?�
�Why did the dead decide to come back to life? We don�t know. All we know is that it worked and now it doesn�t,� Virginia added.
�Do you at least know why most of them don�t come out in the sunlight?� Kyle asked.
�Der changing,� was all that Ignacio said before walking down to the sidewalk. �Come, we go to Embassy. Many questions, doctor have answers.�
�Okay,� Kyle said. �We�re not all gonna fit in my truck. You can ride up front with me and everyone else can go in the bed.�
Kyle walked toward his truck, avoiding the bodies on the ground, and reached into his pocket for the keys. As he approached, he noticed a large puddle of black liquid dropping from under the pickup. He looked closer at the front bumper. Three large bullet holes stared back at him like dark hollow eyes.
�You shot my truck,� he said.
�Dats okay, we can walk,� Ignacio replied.
�Yeah that�s great, but how the hell am I going to get to California?�
�You�re going to California?� Virginia asked.
�I have someone waiting for me there.�
Victor snickered.
�You know it�s a thousand times worse there than here, right?�
�Yeah. That�s why I need to know everything I can before going there. I�ll need transportation now.�
�We have a ton of cars at The Embassy. You can take one of those,� Ricardo said.
�Victor, help me carry some of this stuff,� Kyle said opening the door. He grabbed the robot backpack and flung it over his shoulder, then reached for the bloodstained Winchester. Victor opened the passenger side door and began grabbing anything he could.
�Let�s go,� Ricardo said.
Kyle used his hips to close the door to his truck and kissed it goodbye. That truck had been very good to him over the years. He was sad to finally have to see it go.
The five survivors studied the road in front of them. With Ignacio leading the way, they began their journey to The Embassy.

Chapter Twenty-Four
They had only been walking for a few minutes when Victor opened a bottle of water and chugged it down in three gulps. The Nevada heat was really starting to kick in.
�It�s hot. Wasn�t it just raining a day ago?� Victor said.
�Did you just move to the desert, kid?� Kyle said.
�Shut up.�
They continued walking with Ignacio taking point, followed by Ricardo and Virginia on opposite sides of Victor and Kyle. Everyone was silent, slowly walking out of the small neighborhood.
�Where do they go?�
�What?� Virginia said.
�The Existing Dead, where do they go during the daylight?�
Virginia and Ricardo both stopped walking. They turned to face Kyle and pointed to one of the houses with a large window. Kyle and Victor squinted at the glass until their vision began to focus.
�Holy shit,� Kyle said as he saw a dozen pair of eyes staring at him through the window. He looked toward another window and saw a few more heads. All around him in every window were unmoving heads that just stared at them. The scene could have been taken out of something from The Twilight Zone. �What the hell are they doing?�
�They�re staring at you. They�re waiting,� Ricardo said in a grim voice.
�What are they waiting for?� Victor said already knowing the answer.
�They�re waiting for the sun to go down.�
�Come on, let�s go,� Ignacio said, finally realizing that no one had been following him.
Kyle began to move keeping a close eye on the heads that continued to stare at him from the windows. �Why don�t you just burn the house? Drag them out of there? Won�t the sunlight kill them?� Kyle said, making assumptions.
�The sunlight doesn�t kill them,� Virginia said. �It just aggravates them. We don�t have enough man power to handle that many at once. Best thing for us to do is to keep walking and ignore them.
�Easier said than done,� Victor said.
Once they finally made it out of the small neighborhood, it didn�t take them long to reach the chain-link fence that ran all around a large collection of buildings.
�The Embassy is the Rosters High School?�
�Yeah. It was the only building around here that�s fully fenced,� Ricardo answered.
They walked toward the entrance as Ignacio took out a key from his pocket. There were large chains keeping the gates closed. He opened the padlock and began unhooking the chain. The door swung open freely.
After the five of them walked into the first gate, they waited for Ignacio to finish locking the gate up.
Directly in front of them was an office building that had no windows. They had all been replaced by particle board. Exiting the sides of the building was another set of chain linked fences that ran to walls on opposite sides, making the office door the only entrance through the fence.
�We�re back,� Ignacio said.
The door to the building slowly opened revealing two men wearing the same black uniforms. They pointed rifles before slowly walking outside.
�Is everyone all right?� the taller man said in a deep voice.
�Yes,� said Ignacio.
�Where�s Morgan?� the other man asked, his voice more juvenile then everyone else. He was young, couldn�t have been any older than twenty. There was an air of cockiness about him, as though he had been through a lot in order to survive.
�She�s dead,� Ricardo said.
The young man looked to the ground. �Damn,� he said. �She was a nice piece of ass.�
Victor�s eyes grew wide with rage. Before anyone else had time to react to the comment, Victor sprinted for the man, fists clutched, jaw locked.
Kyle quickly reached for Victor and grabbed hold of his shoulder. �Let me go,� Victor yelled.
Everyone in the area tensed and began to react at what was happening.
Victor jumped and kicked trying to reach the man, but Kyle�s grasp wouldn�t let him. �Calm down!� he shouted.
�W�the fuck�s his problem?�
�This is her son, you fucking idiot,� Kyle said, enraged now himself.
�Ah, well, that explains it,� the younger man said, then slowly walked back into the building, disappearing into the darkness.
�Don�t mind Carter; he�s what some would call, annoying,� the other man said.
�He�s a fucking idiot is what he is,� Kyle said, loudly enough for Carter to hear. He slowly loosened the grip on Victor.
�Well, that too,� the man said with a smile and extended his arm. �I�m Albert.�
�Kyle, and this is Victor.� He extended his arm to meet Albert half way.
�Is everyone at lunch?� Ricardo said.
�Yeah, they�re just about finishing up. Carter and I were just waiting for your return. Now we can go eat.�
Albert led them into the dark building. Zero sunlight entered the small office. Virginia was the last one inside. She closed the door behind her and everyone stood in pitch black for a few seconds. A door opened on the other side of the room, slicing sunlight into the darkness.
The room had a large secretary�s desk directly in front of the door. They moved to the left to walk around the desk. There were papers, pens and other things anyone would find at a school�s front office. As they walked around the desk, the room began to expand into a much larger space with two doors on opposite sides. There were smaller desks scattered all over the bigger room, probably belonging to the assistants.
Carter stood next to the open door, waiting for them to come closer.
�This way,� Albert said.
They walked through the opened door and stood on the inside of the gates. To their right, the two fences they had passed were visible, and to their left was what resembled a T-intersection. Planted on a few open patches of soil were trees surrounded by mustard plants.
Albert led them to the T-intersection and made a left. The hallway was made of two buildings on opposite sides. Each wall was coated by small school lockers. The short walk through the hall led them into a bigger open area that Kyle instantly knew was the school�s quad, mostly because there was a rock sculpture in the center of the field with the words �Senior Quad� on it. The campus was quiet, and other than his guides, Kyle hadn�t seen another soul, nor did he feel any presence.
�Here we go,� Albert said, pointing at a door to his left. �This is the cafeteria.� He opened the door for them.
The sound of generator�s roaring grew loud as the door opened. Ignacio walked into the room, which only led him to another door a few feet away from the other one. Two generators were placed on opposite sides from each other in the tiny room. He opened the second door and walked inside.
There were six rectangular tables set up in the room. One of them had an assortment of food atop it. Bread, lettuce, deli ham and turkey, all the fixings to make sandwiches. No one else was in the room.
�Where is everyone?� Kyle asked.
�Working,� Carter said.
�Go ahead and help yourselves,� Albert added.
Everyone except for Victor approached the table and began picking at what was left of lunch.
�Come on, Victor,� Kyle said. �Get some before it�s all gone.�
�I�m not hungry,� he said, walking to one of the chairs and taking a seat.
Kyle finished making a sandwich and sat next to Victor. �Here,� he said, offering half of his sandwich to him.
�I don�t want any.�
�All right,� Kyle said taking a large bite.
The overhead lights in the room were fully lit, thanks to the generators. Kyle couldn�t remember the last time he saw light bulbs lit. He looked around the room and stopped as his gaze met a large whiteboard mounted onto the wall. There were many markings on the board. No words, just markings, like check marks. Possibly indicating how many days this place had been here. He counted nine individual lines.
�Hurry up and finish your lunch. Doctor Greenly wants to meet all newcomers. He�ll also want to know about Morgan,� Virginia said just as Kyle finished putting the last piece of his sandwich into his mouth.
�I�m ready,� Kyle said with a mouth full of food.
�Where is Greenly?� Ricardo asked, looking at Albert.
�I think he�s in his lab.�
�This place has a lab?� Kyle asked.
�Not a good one,� Albert replied. �I�ll take him. Everyone else can relieve the guards and take their place.�
�I go too,� Ignacio said.
�Fine. Everyone get to your posts and you three, come with me,� Albert said with authority. It was clear from everyone�s actions that Albert was the man in charge.
�It�s fucking hot outside. I�m sweating so much my balls are starting to stick together,� Carter mumbled as he began making his way out the door. �And I�m out of fucking baby powder.�
�Oh, shut up,� said Virginia, pushing Carter out the door.
Albert led them back through the door with the generators. They marched across the quad to another section of the school. It was there that Kyle saw more survivors. They stood on the roof looking out into the open space with rifles in their hands.
�Just through this door,� Albert said.
They entered the room and instantly were greeted by the memorizing scent of death and decay. The odor was so bad that it made Kyle�s face fold with disgust.
�I forgot to warn you about that,� Albert said. �Sorry.�
Kyle nodded.
The classroom itself was altered to look more like a laboratory. The carpets had been ripped out and replaced with tile. Four metal tables lined the far right wall, two of which had bodies laid out on top.
�There seems to be more to this than I could have possibly imagined,� a voice from one of the small offices said. �Every time I am given a new specimen, it surprises me.�
�Doctor Greenly?� Albert called out.
�It seems now that the heart of the parasite is pumping. The pink liquid that erupts from the boil is being pumped through the body making them ��
�Doctor Greenly?� Albert called out again, this time louder.
Doctor Greenly flipped the switch on his recording device and stepped out of the office. Kyle imagined Doctor Greenly would be a frail old man, but that wasn�t the case. He was an older gentleman; his many years were easily seen by the wrinkles on his face, but he moved quickly and with much vigor.
�Who do we have here?� Doctor Greenly asked, sticking his hand out to Kyle.
�I�m Kyle. Glad to finally meet you Doctor Greenly. I listened to your broadcasts.�
�Ah, yes, well, hopefully you found them informative, hmm?� Greenly spoke every word as though he pushed out a large gust of air. �And who is this young lad?�
�Morgan�s son,� Albert answered.
Victor seemed uninterested in what was going on around him. He hadn�t even so much as looked in Doctor Greenly�s direction.
�Ahh,� he said. �And where is Morgan?�
Every time someone mentioned the name Morgan, it felt as though a fresh needle pierced the young boy�s heart and filled it with cold water.
�Dead,� Ignacio said very boldly. �I see remains firsthand.�
�Oh,� Greenly said staring to the ground. His glasses began to slip to the end of his large nose. He pushed them back up and said, �Poor dear. I�m sorry for your loss, young man.�
�Thanks,� Victor said.
�Are you two thinking about staying here and joining our little community? We could sure use some extra hands around here.�
Kyle shook his head. �No. We�re heading into California. The sooner we can get back on the road the better.�
�California? What part?�
�Southern. Poway area.�
�Oh.�
�I know it�s crawling with them. Would you be able to give me some information?�
�Of course,� Greenly said. �But it will be dark within the next five to six hours, and it will take you that long to reach your destination. I recommend leaving first thing in the morning. You do not want to be caught outside at night. Albert, take them to the gymnasium so they can shower.�
�Sure,� Albert said.
�I have much work to do before nightfall comes. We can have a chat after dinner. Also, Albert, please set up a cot for them in one of the classrooms.�
�Very well.�
�Thank you for your hospitality,� Kyle said sincerely.
�Don�t mention it.� Doctor Greenly turned and headed back to his office. �Ignacio, please follow me.�
�Si, we have new tings to mention.�
�Come on,� Albert said, turning to the exit.
�Are you military?� Kyle asked Albert.
�Former, yes. Me, Ricardo, Virginia, Carter and Ignacio. We are what�s left of our squad. Everyone else is a civilian survivor.�
�How many people are currently here?�
�Eighteen. Twenty, counting you two.�
�I see all of you are fully armed.�
�Yes, what are you getting at?�
�My shotgun. I�d be out of my mind if I tried to fire it in its condition. With all of your fire power, I was hoping you might have a cleaning kit, maybe just a rag and some lube.�
�Sorry,� was all Albert said.
Kyle took that as a �Yes, we do have some, and no, you can�t have any�.
�Do you have any extra guns I can have?�
�Sorry,� Albert said again, stone faced. �You leave with what you came with.�
�We�ll that Ricardo guy took my Glock. It was the only gun I have that still works. Can I at least have that back?�
�Yes, when you leave, we will return it.�
Kyle and Victor were led into the boy�s locker room which was right next to the gym. Kyle put down the shotgun he had been carrying and searched the back for spare clothes. He didn�t have any more.
�We should have picked up more clothes for you,� Kyle said.
�What I have on is fine,� Victor replied.
�There�s hot water, but don�t use a lot of it. Take a cold shower if you can muscle it out, we need to save fuel. I�ll be waiting outside. There�s a pile of clothes around this corner, feel free to pick at it and take whatever fits.�
�Thanks,� Kyle said.
Albert stood outside the door while Kyle searched the mountain of clothes to find something that would fit. He found a plain black large t-shirt and a dark blue pair of jeans, size 38-34. There was also a pair of large boxers. He did feel a bit weird wearing used boxers, but in the apocalypse, beggars can�t be choosers. He grabbed the pair.
�These might fit you,� Kyle said, throwing clothes at Victor.
�I said I was fine with what I had on.�
�Come on, Victor. Your clothes reek.�
�I don�t care.�
�Is this about your mother?�
�She should have been here. I went through so much trying to find her, and not twelve hours later, she�s gone again. This time there�s nothing I can do to reach her.�
�You�re right, there is nothing you can do to bring her back. So the best thing to do is move forward.�
�That�s easy for you to say. You still have hope. I don�t know why, Jasmine�s probably long dead anyway.�
�Maybe, but even if she was, I wouldn�t be a dick to everyone.�
�You are a dick.�
Kyle laughed as he stood from the bench. �I am, but at least I can hide it.� He took off his shirt.
�Tell me what happened?�
�Huh?�
�Tell me what happened to my mother.�
�I already told you. You saw her roll her ankle. She couldn�t reach my hand so I could pull her to the roof.�
�How could she not reach it? I saw the distance. Even if she jumped a few inches, she would have been able to grab your hand.�
�Fine, you wanna know what happened? It was dark and she tried to jump toward my hand, she completely missed it and fell back down.�
�That�s all I wanted to hear.� Victor stood and walked toward the exit. Kyle heard the sound of the door opening and slamming shut.
Kyle sighed and finished undressing. He�ll come around, he thought. He�ll come around and I�ll be his father again.
The water falling from the shower head was colder than an ice cap. He moved the knob to hot and the water turned lukewarm then hot. He stuck his head under the water and closed his eyes. There was a bottle of shampoo tied to the shower head. It smelled fruity, but Kyle didn�t care. He poured a handful of it and rubbed it against his head. The rinsing felt invigorating and refreshing, as if the shower were washing away all of his sins.
When he opened his eyes, he was standing face to face with Morgan. He yelped and took a step back.
�Hi, Kyle,� she said. Her form stood in the path of the water, but the water did not affect her. The stream went through her and found a spot on the ground.
Kyle turned away, only to face Mary and Eddie holding hands. �Kyle, put some clothes on, we don�t need Eddie to see you like that.� She looked at the faceless boy. �Well, it doesn�t look like he will be seeing anything any more.� She laughed, and so did Eddie. Blood squirted out of the hole and arced until it hit the ground.
�No, please don�t cover up,� another voice said. Kyle turned in the direction of the unknown voice, and there was Chet.
�Is that what you were married to, Mary? It�s so tiny, I�m sorry for you,� said another voice. It was the voice of Susie.
�What do you want?� Kyle said, almost walking in circles to see everyone.
�We want you to admit what you did to us. We want you to pay,� Morgan said.
�You�re all just in my head. You�re not real! Go away!�
�We�ll go away Kyle, once you are dead,� Mary said. �I can understand what you did to Chet over there. He did deserve it.�
�Hey,� said Chet.
�I guess Susie deserved it, too. But Morgan? Morgan, Kyle? Victor�s own mother!�
�Don�t you fucking do this to me, Mary. You�re the one who fucking told me that I needed to get rid of Morgan, and I did. Even in death you�re trying to fucking pin your shit on me.�
�Did it feel good, Kyle? Now you have Victor to yourself?�
�Yeah, Victor is coming with me to California, but he�s an empty fucking shell.� Kyle turned off the water. Fog and steam made it harder to see the apparitions. �And no, it didn�t feel good having to kill Morgan. In fact, I feel more like a fucking monster.�
�Careful what you say Kyle, it could cost you everything,� Mary said as she dissipated along with everyone else.
�You killed my mom?�

Chapter Twenty-Five
Victor stood by one of the rows of lockers. �You killed my mom?�
Kyle�s heart pounced as if it were trying to escape his body. With everything he had done the past few of days, it was a surprise that he even had a beating heart. �No, I didn�t.�
�I just heard you say that you killed her. Who were you talking to?�
�No one,� Kyle said, wrapping the towel around his waist. �I meant that it felt as though I killed her. Because I couldn�t reach her.�
�Don�t fucking lie to me, Kyle!� Victor yelled. His body tightened, eyes filling with rage, jaw locked and ready to pounce. �You just said you killed her. Did you not even try to reach her?�
�I did, she was just out of reach!�
�Liar!� Victor screamed, reaching for the shotgun Kyle left by the lockers. He pointed it toward Kyle, finger on the trigger and ready to fire.
�Don�t you try to fire that thing,� Kyle warned, with good reason. The Winchester still hadn�t been cleaned, and Kyle was sure it was either not operational, or it would blow back on the boy. �There�s a good chance that if you pull that trigger, it will blow up in your face.�
�Good! I want to die, I want you to die. Fuck everyone!� Tears ran down his face. �My whole world has gone up in flames, and it�s all because of you!� Victor pulled the trigger.

Chapter Twenty-Six
Crank. Click. Click.
He pumped the shotgun and tried firing again. Nothing happened. Victor grabbed the weapon by the barrel and ran toward Kyle. But the second he entered the shower, the boy slipped on the soap-filled tile. The shotgun flew out of his grasp and went wild into the air, smacking into one of the nearby lockers. The gun went off, exploding the slug from the barrel.
Victor lay flat on his back, unconscious. He had hit his head on the floor. Kyle slowly walked to the boy.
�Victor,� he said shaking the boy with one hand and holding the towel with the other.
Albert swung the door open, his rifle lifted in a firing position. �What the hell happened?� he yelled before he could see Kyle.
�Victor slipped on the ground. The gun fell and went off.� He looked back down to the unconscious boy. �Victor!�
�Get dressed,� Albert said pushing Kyle out of the way. �I�ll take him to Doctor Greenly.�
Kyle quickly put on the clothes he had picked. He didn�t want to miss where Albert was taking Victor. He lifted the boy carefully and began walking to the exit, but stopped and looked at the dent in one of the lockers. �It fell, huh?� he said as he continued to make his way to the exit.
Kyle grabbed the Winchester and followed Albert out. They headed for Doctor Greenly�s lab, but didn�t enter the same door.
�Is this not the place?�
�No, there�s a different room for us. You don�t want Greenly treating him with the same instruments he uses for his experiments, do you?�
�I guess not.�
A few doors down from the lab, Albert stopped. �This door. Open it.�
Kyle reached and opened the door. Albert stepped inside and laid Victor on one of the medical beds.
�Where did all this stuff come from?� Kyle asked.
�We weren�t the first survivors here. All this stuff was left behind. I�ll go get Greenly so he can take a look at him.�
Albert walked out of the room. Kyle stared at Victor, who was lying on the bed like a poor defenseless animal. He was so weak, so badly beaten, both physically and mentally. He rubbed his hands down Victor�s hair. There was nothing he could do. Victor had figured out that it was Kyle who was behind his mother�s murder.
Many things were running through his head. Would Victor wake up screaming at the top of his lungs? Would he even remember what happened in the showers? Could he be convinced that it was all a dream? No. Hopefully Albert would be able to tell Victor he had slipped on the tile.
It�s easy, he thought, I�ll just have to kill Albert. Yeah, that�s it, kill Albert. Wait, but if I kill Albert, everyone will be suspicious of me. I got it; I�ll kill all of them. It�s perfect. One by one I�ll take them out. Before Victor wakes up, I�ll have to kill everyone. Kill everyone, and me and Victor can go to California. Go to Jasmine, be the family that I should have had. But first I have to kill everyone.
Kyle smiled as he reached for a scalpel. He grasped the weapon in his hand and raised his head forward. Directly in front of him was a mirror that reminded him of the mirror that had hung on the wall of the bedroom he shared with Mary. He looked into it and tried to stare at his reflection, but all he saw was his past, his memories of better times now completely forgotten. He saw an image of him throwing Eddie into the air at a park. They spun in circles as the scenery around them burned and crumbled. The boy�s face was full of life, full of joy and happiness. He shuddered at what he saw next. The man standing in front of him with wild eyes, a half-cocked smile with a few teeth poking through the opened mouth. Scabs already healing over themselves. Wet hair falling down the side of his face completed the look. There was no doubt about it, he loathed this image. It was a reflection of the man he had become.
Kyle looked at the boy and then at the scalpel. Water welled up in his eyes as he dropped the weapon back onto the medical tray. Tears ran freely down his face as he felt sorrow for what he�d done to Mary, Eddie, Susie, the corpse of Angel, the confused man on the street, Chet, and now Morgan.
Albert walked back into the room with Doctor Greenly close behind.
Kyle wiped away tears with his hands as he stepped away from the medical table.
The doctor looked at Kyle and asked, �What happened?�
Kyle composed himself as best as he could. �He slipped in the shower and hit his head.�
Greenly turned and began opening cabinets. He grabbed a few things and then turned to Victor.
�I didn�t want to say anything,� Albert began, �but what happened to his face?�
Doctor Greenly began to check the boy�s injuries.
�He didn�t want his mother to know, but a day or so ago, before we made it to his house, we were held up at the post office. We met a man there. His name was Chet.�
Doctor Greenly dropped the instrument he was using to check the head injury. �Did you say Chet? What did this man look like?�
�Let�s see, he was white, scruffy beard, talked with a British accent.�
�Was he wearing a trench coat?� Albert chimed in.
�Yes.�
Albert and Doctor Greenly shared a look.
�We have an idea of what happened to him,� Albert said as Greenly went back to examining Victor�s head wound. �There was a man here who called himself Chet. He did things, terrible things. We thought killing him would make us barbaric, so we exiled him. You must have run into him.�
Kyle didn�t know what to think. The man he killed was once a resident here, but from the sounds of it, it didn�t seem as though these people cared.
�Did he �?� Albert asked as he shrugged forward.
�Yeah.�
�Sorry.�
�Don�t be. That piece of shit got what he deserved.�
Doctor Greenly snapped a smelling salt and began waving it under Victor�s nose. The boy didn�t respond. He waved it again a few more times, but still, nothing. Greenly checked his blood pressure and heart rate. The diagnosis was something they weren�t prepared for.
�What�s wrong?� Kyle asked.
�He�s not responding. Is this the boy�s first concussion?� Greenly asked, again looking at the boy�s face.
�No.� Kyle began to reel through his memories. �There was the time with the dynamite.�
�Dynamite?� Albert interrupted. �What the hell were you two doing out there?�
�Surviving.� Kyle quickly answered. �That was the first time. Then after he was raped. That�s two, so this makes three.� Kyle reflected on the fact that Victor had sustained more injuries than he.
�Oh, no,� Greenly said throwing the salt into a waste basket. He opened Victor�s left eye lid and reached for the light in his coat pocket. Victor did not respond to the beam of light being flashed in his eyes. He put the light away and pitched Victor on the forearm. Victor flinched and his right eye half opened, then closed. �Victor, can you hear me?� Greenly said. �Victor, if you can hear me, try to say hello.� Victor�s lips did not move. Greenly grabbed his arm again and was about to give Victor another pinch, hoping that the boy would recoiled, he did not. Greenly sighed and said, �I�m afraid that Victor might have lapsed into a coma.�

Chapter Twenty-Seven
The room fell silent. Kyle didn�t know what to say, or even think about the situation. He was in shock and felt guilty that it was his fault.
�Will he wake?� Albert asked.
�That�s something I cannot answer. Without the proper monitoring equipment, I can�t offer any more information. All I can say is that he is mostly unresponsive. If he does not awake in the next few hours, I can confirm he is in a comatose state. Only thing we can do is hope he makes it through the night and wakes soon. His breathing is steady, which is the only good news.�
Kyle remained in shock. All he could do was stare at Victor�s body. The boy looked as though he was taking a nap and nothing more.
Greenly began to put his medical supplies away and found a blanket and pillow. He placed the pillow under the boy�s head and covered him with the blankets. �There�s nothing we can do but wait.�
All of the good memories with Victor played in Kyle�s head like a movie. From the moment they first met at the gas station to where they were now. But then, he remembered something, something that he had been distracted from. The reason why he was in this mess in the first place. Jasmine.
�I�m in the middle of a new breakthrough,� Doctor Greenly mentioned before walking out the door. �I didn�t forget about our question and answer session, Kyle. Give me two hours. By then I may have even more useful information.�
Kyle nodded.
�Albert, find something for Kyle to do. Boredom is something we cannot risk in times like this.�
Before Doctor Greenly closed the door behind him, Kyle said, �I need a vehicle.� Greenly doubled back into the room. �Your men,� he turned to Albert, �and woman, shot up my truck. I need a replacement.� His voice carried through the room with authority. He was back to his normal self. Jasmine was back in his mind. He couldn�t afford any more time lost.
Doctor Greenly clapped his hands together and said, �Ah, yes. That won�t be a problem. Albert, take him to the parking lot to check what we have. He is free to take anything he needs.�
That was easy, Kyle thought. No more than an hour ago, Albert had told him that he would leave with whatever he came with and nothing more. Why was Greenly so easily swayed? Kyle nodded as Greenly left the room.
�You heard the man,� Kyle said.
Albert snickered and opened the door. Kyle left the items he had with him next to Victor and followed Albert. He led him down the hall and through another set of gates. Not a single word was uttered as they walked. There was a tension between them, but Kyle didn�t know why.
They walked through gates that were between the cafeteria and gym. There was an open space where to his left were portable classrooms and to his right was the back of the gym. More mustard plants were planted in almost every open spot of dirt.
The men continued walking passed the classroom until they reached another set of gates. Beyond the gates was a large parking lot about two acres wide full of vehicles. When the plague hit, most of the students here didn�t have enough time to get to their cars.
�Take your pick,� Albert said.
Kyle walked in front of Albert as he strolled up and down the aisles, looking at all the cars. He saw a truck that was similar to his; it was no surprise that this was the vehicle he wanted. �I want that one.�
�The black one?�
�Yeah, it�s stick shift, lightweight and has room to carry supplies.�
Albert took something out of his pocket. It looked like a car antenna after he grabbed it by the ends and extended it. He examined the modified curve with a hook at one end, checking it was in order. He then pulled out a small flat-head screwdriver from his pocket and used it to pop the plastic where the glass and door met. He stuck the antenna down the open gap in the drive side door. It didn�t take long for him to lift the locks.
�Done this a lot?�
Albert ignored Kyle and opened the door. Closing his instrument, he sat and began work on the starter. Using the screwdriver, he jammed it into the ignition keyhole and twisted. The truck started without a problem. The fuel gauge rose a little above half a tank. Kyle stood by the door watching Albert as he worked.
�Do you know how to siphon gas?� Albert asked.
Kyle grinned. �I�ve done it a few times.�
�Good. Then you�ll have no trouble getting gas when you leave tomorrow.�
�I�ll be fine.�
Albert took the screwdriver out of the starter and handed it to Kyle. �Here�s your key.�
�Don�t you need to hold on to this?�
�No, we have enough screwdrivers.�
�Did I do something to offend you?� Kyle asked.
�I envy you. You have something I no longer have. Hope. You have a mission. I had one too, but I failed. Everyone I loved is dead.�
A surge of sympathy hit Kyle. He did have a mission. Jasmine.
�Hey, Albert,� Carter called from the roof of the classroom.
Albert looked up in his direction. �What?�
�Get up here.�
�Duty calls,� he said looking at Kyle then covered his mouth so that Carter couldn�t see.� Under his cupped hand he muttered, �Act normal.�
Kyle continued looking around the car as if he hadn�t heard him. �What?� he whispered once he turned to look out the back window.
�Take me with you. Please.� Albert paused. �We�ll talk later.� He removed his hand away from his mouth and looked up at Carter.
Kyle tried to act as normal as possible. Carter stared down at the two men. He gave a quick nod to Albert.
�What should I do for now?� Kyle inquired.
�Clean out the car. When you�re done go to the cafeteria. They may need help preparing dinner.�
Albert walked behind the classroom building and climbed to the roof with Carter. Kyle heard them talking while he cleaned the trash from the truck. Before he knew it, he was done.
The walk back to the cafeteria didn�t take long. He entered through the same door as before. Inside the room were three men. One he recognized as Ignacio. The Hispanic man sat at one of the tables talking into a CB radio. Kyle walked up behind him. Ignacio spun the knobs checking every channel, but there was nothing.
�What are you doing?� Kyle asked, scaring the man.
�I look for channels. Look for signals. Communicate wit others out in da madness.�
�Oh, shouldn�t someone else be doing that? Maybe someone without broken English?�
Ignacio looked at him and squinted. �What broke English?�
They both smiled.
�Albert sent me in here and said something about helping with dinner. I�ll tell you right now, my culinary experience goes as far as hotdogs and quesadillas.�
�We�re full for dinner,� someone from the kitchen said.
�You help me,� Ignacio said. �Here.� He handed Kyle a notepad with a pen. �I tell jou channel, jou write on pad. Understand?�
�All right.� Kyle took a seat next to Ignacio and began writing. Having a pen in his hand felt strange, almost alien. He wrote down a couple of scribbles just to familiarize his hand again.
�Channel tenty-tuo, at four thee one PM, no signal.�
Kyle marked it down.
�Channel tenty-thee, at four thee one PM, no signal.�
Again, Kyle marked it down as Ignacio turned the knobs.
�Channel tenty-four, at four thee tuo PM.� He paused and listened. �No signal.�
Listening to Ignacio give the first three reports, Kyle wished he could have done something else. His English was not making it easy on anyone.
�Channel tenty-five, at four thee tuo PM, no signal.�
They continued on until they had searched all forty channels. Ignacio took the notepad and ripped the sheet of paper out of its binding. He opened a file folder and placed the sheet inside. �All done for today,� he said, and checked his watch. �Five o�clock, should be dark soon.�
Kyle nodded.
People began to walk into the cafeteria as dinner was served. The lights flickered on as Albert walked in. Everyone in the room stared at Kyle, as he was the new kid on the block. Some walked up and greeted him. He brushed them off as politely as possible; he was never one for socializing at parties. Not that this was a party, but in end-of-the-world times, a gathering like this was as close as it was going to get.
Dinner began to be laid on a table like a buffet. Once Kyle had a closer look, he saw it was spaghetti. One tray had the noodles. Next to that was another long tray with tomato sauce on the left and Alfredo sauce on the right. Another tray contained slices of garlic bread. Not the most expensive meal, but it smelled fantastic.
Everyone began eating. Even Kyle dug into the food heartily. He sat at the table with Ignacio, Virginia, and Carter across from him, and Ricardo and Albert either side of him.
�Where�s Greenly?� Kyle asked, digging in.
�He�s usually here right now. Might be working on something big,� Virginia said.
Kyle was eager to talk to Greenly and even more so to Albert. Why would he want to leave such a safe place? Albert glanced at Kyle and then looked back at the mountain of noodles with no sauce.
�Don�t like the sauce?� Kyle asked.
�No, the red sauce gives me heartburn and the Alfredo gives me the runs. I�m stuck with bread and noodles.�
Just then, Doctor Greenly came into the room. He was no longer in his scrubs, but in street clothes, a pair of blue jeans with a pastel button-up shirt. His hair was wet as though he had just got out of the shower. He began greeting everyone with much care, as a grandfather would greet his grandchildren.
�He�s very friendly,� Kyle said.
Doctor Greenly grabbed a paper plate and began loading it with noodles. Then he did something that repulsed Kyle. He took a scoop of the red sauce and a scoop of the Alfredo and poured them both onto the noodles. Different men have different tastes. Greenly took a seat at one of the tables and began eating.
After Kyle saw that he was almost done, he got up and strolled over to Greenly. He took a seat at the only available chair at the table. �Is there any news on Victor�s condition?� Kyle asked.
�Hello, Kyle. Nice to see you again,� the doctor answered with much glee. His smile slowly turned into a frown. �I�m sorry,� he continued.
Kyle froze. It was as if the world stopped at that second and Kyle would hear the most horrifying words. His friend, his son, his boy, his responsibility, was dead. Dead like Mary, dead like Eddie, and it was all his fault. He was ready for it. His body tensed as if he was bracing himself to take a blow.
�There is no progress,� Greenly concluded.
Kyle sighed in relief. There was still a chance that Victor would be able to pull through. �Victor is still in a comatose state. I will check again on his condition before I retire. I will be honest, it doesn�t look good.�
�I know you�ll do everything you can,� Kyle said.
Greenly took a large bite from the garlic bread and smiled while he chewed.
�Can you tell me what you know about the Existing Dead?�
His smile grew from ear to ear. �I actually have something new to share with everyone. Once I am finished, an announcement will be made.�
Kyle nodded.
He watched Doctor Greenly as he slurped the last of his spaghetti. He wiped the excess sauce from the sides of his mouth with a paper towel and placed it on top of his plate.
�Can I take that from you?� the girl sitting next to Greenly asked. She was young, no older than Victor. She had a look on her face, one that could only be described as love.
�Yes, dear. Thank you,� Greenly said pushing a little away from the table as the girl took the plate to a nearby trash bag. �Now�s the time to make my announcement. Afterwards, we can talk in my lab.�
Kyle remained seated while Greenly walked to the wall that had the whiteboard and erased one of the lines with his finger. I guess it doesn�t mean how long this place has been here, Kyle thought. Now there were only eight check marks. Kyle glanced around the room and locked eyes with Albert. He turned to see the whiteboard and a look of fright crossed his face. Everyone else in the room stared at Greenly with wide open eyes and huge smiles.
�I have an announcement,� Greenly started as the room fell silent.
Kyle continued examining everyone in the room. They all had an expectant look on their faces, it was as though he was God and they were his angels. Among his loyal angels, Lucifer, in the form of Albert, had a different look. One of loathing and disgust.
Greenly continued, �I want to show everyone something. We will worry about the cleanup afterward. Let�s go to my lab.�
Everyone stood except for Albert. Greenly started for the door, and one by one all of his angels followed. Kyle and Albert were the only two left in the room.
�Do you see that?� Albert asked.
�I saw something.�
�That�s how it�s been since he got here. They follow him, do anything he asks.�
�Why aren�t you doing the same thing?�
�I don�t know. I remember when he first arrived that he talked to everyone. He talked in such a way that it was like he was putting them in a trance. Like hypnosis.�
�How do you know?�
�Because he did it to me, too.�

Chapter Twenty-Eight
The door to the cafeteria opened and Ignacio�s head poked out. �Doctor Greenly is waiting for jou two. Les go. Vamanos.�
�I�ll be right there, Ignacio,� Albert said as the door closed and Ignacio disappeared.
�What happened?� Kyle said quickly as he knew their time was scarce.
�Nothing. I don�t know, I felt fine, but everyone else was just doing whatever he asked. How do you think he became the leader here?�
�Strange. What�s the thing with the whiteboard?� Kyle pointed behind Albert.
�Countdown.�
�Countdown to what?�
Albert shrugged. �Now do you see why we have to get the fuck out of here?�
�That�s another thing. Why would he just let me go so quickly?�
�Are you really that stupid?� Albert asked raising his voice. �He�s not going to let you go anywhere. He�s going to do that hypnosis shit the second you are alone with him. Why do you think I�m always around you two? He won�t do it unless you�re alone.�
�This just gets crazier every day,� Kyle said under his breath. �I just want to get to fucking California.�
�I�ll help you get there. But we have to leave tonight.�
�What about the Existing Dead?�
�I know as much about them as Greenly. Not the scientific shit, but I�ve been around them for a long time and survived.�
�Okay, we have to take Victor with us.�
�Forget about him.�
�No!� Kyle yelled.
The door opened again, this time it was Carter.
�Um � homos,� he said and smiled. �Hurry up you lovers, Greenly is getting impatient.�
Albert and Kyle looked at each other and began walking for the door.
�Good little fairies,� Carter added.
Without warning, Albert grabbed hold of Carter�s throat and dug his uncut nails into his Adam�s apple. �I am your superior. You show me respect. Don�t forget it.�
Carter turned red and forced out a quick, �Okay, okay, sorry!�
Albert let him go. Carter instantly grabbed his throat and fell into a coughing fit. Albert and Kyle walked out of the cafeteria as Carter composed himself.
The three of them walked the short distance to Greenly�s lab. The room was filled with people. Doctor Greenly stood next to a medical table with one of the Existing Dead strapped to it.
�I believe we are all here now,� he said. �This specimen is one of the more advanced creatures. For this experiment, we will call him, Frank. Destroying the brain no longer incapacitates him. Once the brain is destroyed, the cause overrides the nervous system and creates a small boil somewhere on the body. Why? I do not know, but what I do know is that once the boil is destroyed a pink substance is extracted from the body and the creature is no longer active. As you can see by the hole in Frank�s head, his brain has been destroyed and the boil can be seen here.� He pointed to the creature�s stomach. �It has been there for twenty four hours. Now watch this.� Greenly took a scalpel and cut the boil in half. The Existing Dead didn�t move, or even seem bothered by Greenly�s presence. No pink matter spewed from the wound.
�We know all of this,� Albert said.
�Yes, Albert but as you can see, we have someone in our group who is very intrigued.�
They all looked at Kyle.
Greenly continued, �What has happened here is that the cause found another way to cheat death. The heart has been resurrected and is now continuing its duties as it did in life. The heart is no longer pumping blood through Frank�s veins, but it is pumping the pink matter through the body. I believe this is what is keeping it active. Now this is all theory with minimal facts, but I suppose that since the brain had been previously destroyed, that we cannot see the cause�s full potential. I can only imagine what the cause would be capable of if it was inside a living host. Of course that would be a paradox, as the body must expire first, then be resurrected.
�Moving forward, once the creature has reached this state of being, simply destroying the heart will bring it down, hopefully for the final time.�
Kyle thought back to when he was escorted to The Embassy, the way the trio moved. How some of them needed to be shot through the heart, while others were shot through the head, then searched for the boil. He then remembered how most of them stayed out of the sunlight. Kyle spoke up. �What about the sunlight? Why do some avoid it while others don�t?�
�I believe it to be a phobia. They have many. For instance, the mustard plants. They didn�t want to be around the plants. I found out this morning that mustard plants no longer has the same effect as it once did. Perhaps they realized how silly that was. I have discovered one more very interesting thing. I learned this only a few hours ago. Let�s stand back.�
The group moved away from the Existing Dead strapped to the table. It didn�t move when Greenly began to undo its restraints.
�What are you doing?� Albert said reaching for the gun holstered at his side.
�Don�t worry, Albert. I know what I�m doing.�
Doctor Greenly removed the final restraint. The Existing Dead did nothing. It remained as still as a statue. It made no attempt to grab Doctor Greenly. It wasn�t until Kyle coughed that the creature sprang to life. It turned its head and looked at Kyle. Rolling off the table, the Existing Dead stood on its bare feet and slowly started for Kyle. Again, Frank made no attempt to attack Doctor Greenly despite him being within arm�s reach. Albert drew his pistol and held it firm in his hands. The group scattered like cockroaches, while Kyle remained still. His eyes locked onto the creature as it opened its mouth, revealing two very small fang-like teeth.
�What the fuck?� Kyle cursed.
When the creature was halfway to Kyle, Doctor Greenly took a mirror sitting facedown on the counter and held it in front of the creature. It only took half a second before the creature realized what it was looking at�its own reflection. Frank quickly recoiled and squinted as though the image were reflecting sunlight. Doctor Greenly walked closer to the creature as it backed into a corner. The doctor laughed as everyone in the room gasped.
�That�s something we haven�t seen before,� Albert said lowering his weapon.
�They don�t seem to like their reflection,� Greenly said.
Kyle walked closer to Frank. It snarled at him, but then recoiled as Greenly shoved the mirror in its face again. �No,� he said.
Kyle�s heart raced. The pieces were starting to fall into place. No one wanted to say what they thought, but Kyle wasn�t scared to admit it. Destroying the heart, sunlight, fangs, and now their reflections. �Vampires.�

Chapter Twenty-Nine
�Yes,� Doctor Greenly said as he continued to hold the mirror in Frank�s face. He slowly guided Frank into one of the vacant offices. Once Frank was fully inside the room Doctor Greenly closed the door, locking him inside. �I�ll deal with Frank later,� he said.
�Vampires,� Kyle said again, not asking a question, but making the radical statement.
Greenly tapped his nose with his index finger. �Mythical creatures. There are many animals that share similar traits to vampirism. Vampire bats being the most well-known. This is all just too astonishing.�
�So let me get this straight,� Kyle began, looking at Frank through the glass window. �The cause infected humans, showing zero evidence that an infection was taking place.�
�Correct, that was from my earlier statements.�
�It killed those infected and reanimated their bodies. Then those same infected people infected and ate other people thus creating more.�
�Still following.�
�Okay, so now, those same infected are evolving into mythical creatures?�
Greenly began to think about that statement. It sounded crazy when it was laid out that way. Greenly�s smile quickly turned into a frown. �Everyone out,� he said.
One at a time, the people in the lab began to file out.
�Wait a moment there, Kyle,� Greenly said.
Kyle turned, as did Albert. They both walked toward Greenly. �Excuse me, Albert. Mind if I have a few words with Kyle?�
Albert wasn�t sure of what to do. He didn�t want Kyle alone with Greenly.
Kyle nodded to Albert and without any words being exchanged, Albert walked out of the lab, closing the door behind him.
�You are brighter than you make yourself seem,� Greenly began.
�Well, I did graduate high school with a 3.0 GPA,� Kyle said as Greenly began to walk in a circle around him. �Though most of my classes consisted of auto shop and Home Economics.�
Greenly laughed. �And you�re funny. Did you like my explanation?�
�Something�s do make sense.�
Greenly stopped in front of Kyle. �Perhaps they do.� He gave Kyle a caring look. One any mother would give their child to show compassion. �Look into my eyes, Kyle.�
Kyle suddenly felt a complete loss of control over his body. His head rose and his eyes locked with the doctor�s. Greenly continued to utter complementary words to Kyle, telling him how intelligent and strong and brave he was. Kyle�s head fell limp as his eyes closed. Greenly carried on, regardless.
Kyle saw things in his mind. Happy things. He was flying high into the sky, flapping his wings higher and higher until he looked down and saw the spherical shape of the Earth. He smiled, but his joy was short lived. He flapped his wings, but nothing happened. Freefalling to the planet at ten thousand miles an hour, Kyle�s heart began to race. He saw the ground fast approaching. Again he tried to flap his wings, but nothing happened. He continued to fall.
He glanced to his left. Mary and Eddie were there falling with him. He glanced to his right: Susie, Angel and Chet were also there. Under him was Morgan, holding hands with Victor as they fell. The ground drew closer. Any second now he would hit the ground. But what would happen? Would he die?
As he took his final breath, he saw the image of Jasmine flash before him. His body collided with the ground.
Kyle opened his eyes. Greenly stood before him. His mouth was open, exposing fangs. His eyes shone bright red. Kyle jumped back. He was stunned. Was Greenly infected? He couldn�t be. He, as far as Kyle knew, never died, nor had his brain been destroyed.
�I have to say, Kyle. This is probably the best thing I have ever created.�
Kyle�s feet felt cemented to the ground. He couldn�t run. �You started all of this?� He managed to ask.
Greenly laughed. �No. This was by accident. Before I ran into this place, I created what I thought was a vaccine. I took the same general idea from the flu shot and injected a killed virus into my blood stream.
�Killed?�
�The pink substance is filled with the cause�s dead cells.� He paused for a moment, showing Kyle his fangs. �It worked. My body protected itself against the virus, but soon after, I was bitten. My body tried to fight off the infection, I felt every last second of it.� Greenly turned to look at the office where Frank was contained.
Kyle glanced down at the scalpel on the table that Frank had been strapped too. He quickly reached for it. Before Greenly could utter another word, Kyle raised the knife and stuck it into the side of Greenly�s neck. The pink substance shot out of the wound and Greenly fell to his knees. Kyle found his legs. In fact, he found them long before he realized he was already outside.
�Albert!� he yelled.
Albert emerged like a shadow with his pistol drawn. A black bag was on the ground at his feet. �We have to leave now. Here.� He handed Kyle his Glock. �What happened in there?�
Kyle took the pistol. �I�ll explain later. Let�s go. I need to get Victor.�
�No, forget him.�
Kyle didn�t hear him. He ran into the room where Victor�s body lay. It was dark. The only light in the room came from the stars outside. Kyle flipped the light switch.
Victor remained perfectly still.
�Come on buddy, we�re out of here,� he said, panic edging into his voice.
Albert walked into the room with the duffle bag in his hand. �Hurry.�
Kyle put his arms under Victor�s neck and legs. The boy felt cold in his arms as Kyle lifted him. Victor�s head snapped back, revealing two small puncture wounds on the side of his neck. Kyle�s heart sank.
�Check his pulse,� Kyle said, almost in tears.
�We don�t have��
�Just fucking check it!� he interrupted.
Albert put two fingers to the side of Victor�s chin and waited a few seconds. He looked at Kyle and then shook his head.
�Pah,� Kyle said as he let out air trapped at the bottom of his throat. Tears fell down his face as he hugged the boy. His Victor, his adopted son, his boy, was dead.

Chapter Thirty
�I�m sorry, Kyle. But we have to leave,� Albert said.
Kyle continued to cry, holding Victor�s limp body closer to him. �I�m sorry,� he whispered and put Victor back on the medical bed. �I killed her and I�m so sorry.�
He looked toward the ground, and his stuff was still there. He grabbed the robot backpack and the blood-stained Winchester. �Let�s go.�
Albert walked out of the room with the bag in one hand and the pistol in the other. Kyle took one last look at Victor�s body. �We�re leaving now, okay, buddy?� He waited for a second for a reply, but it never came. �I love you,� he said and let the door close behind him.
They began running toward the cafeteria. No one was outside.
�Where did everyone go?� Kyle asked.
�When we left the room everyone went separate ways. No one said anything, it was like they were zombies.�
The gate that led to the parking lot was a few yards in front of them.
�Hey!� they heard someone yell from the roof. It was Carter. �Where you two going?� He pointed his rifle in their direction and fired.
Albert kicked the gate open as bullets whizzed past their heads. Kyle raised the pistol and fired twice. Both shots missed, but Carter didn�t even try to take cover. They ran through the gate, but standing at the roof of the gym were Ignacio, Ricardo and Virginia. All three had their weapons trained on them. In their path three men Kyle had recognized from dinner, though he didn�t know their names, blocked their escape.
Kyle glanced up at the three who that morning had saved his life. Now they were looking to end it.
Using his military skills, Albert shot off three rounds. Each of them hit the men in the legs. They collapsed to the ground and the trio on the roof opened fire. Their machine gun�s rippled through the night sky. Kyle ran as fast as he could, zigzagging all the way to the next gate. Albert was close behind. The lock on the gate was new, one that Albert had never seen before.
More bullets bounced off the pavement below them.
�What are you waiting for? Open it!� Kyle screamed.
�I don�t have a key!� Albert shot the lock but the round bounced off, not making a dent.
Kyle tossed the robot backpack over the fence first, then the Winchester. He holstered the Glock on his belt and began climbing. Albert tried to heave the black bag over the ten foot high chain linked fence but it didn�t go over. The bag came tumbling down and landed a foot away from him. He tried again, with no luck.
A bullet ricocheted off the ground and struck Albert in the right shoulder. �Ahhh!� he yelled as the force pressed him against the fence. �Fuck it.� He abandoned the bag and began to climb. Kyle had already made it to the ground on the opposite side. The wound on Albert�s shoulder wasn�t letting him climb as fast as he wanted. He was going to need help over. Kyle jumped back on the fence and climbed up to help Albert over to his side. As both men reached the top, a bullet, shot from the gun of Albert�s former military team, entered the side of Albert�s head, ejecting brain and blood out of the exit wound. Kyle was caught in a spray of blood. He saw the life instantly leave Albert�s body as he fell limp and dropped ten feet to the ground below.
Bullets continued to fly as Kyle let go of the fence. He hit the ground and fell to his knees. He grabbed his supplies and ran to the other side of the parking lot, where his new truck awaited. Jumping into the truck, Kyle threw everything into the passenger seat and used the screwdriver Albert had given him to start the engine.
The truck roared.
He drove out of the parking lot. He came to a closed fence but did not stop. The truck reached sixty miles an hour without a sweat. It made impact, with the gate breaking it open. A sign that read �EXIT� with an arrow pointing right was directly in front of him. He followed the sign and was led to the main highway.
The roads were filled with the Existing Dead. There was one for every ten cubic feet. Kyle concentrated. Any distraction would be fatal. Jasmine was the only thing on his mind.
He drove as carefully as possible, not letting any of the dead in front of him hold him back. If they were in the way, he would run them over. Some tried to grab the truck, but there was nothing for them to hold on to. They fell to the side as he drove by.
Kyle didn�t know the area well, but what he did know was that Interstate 15 was nearby. Another mile up the road and Kyle saw the sign indicating that the Interstate 15 onramp was just ahead. He pressed the accelerator and made a hard right onto the highway.
He was surprised by the lack of cars abandoned on the 15. There were big enough gaps for him to drive carefully at a steady pace. He looked down at his gas gauge and smiled. It was full. �Thanks, Albert,� he breathed.
Poway was usually five hours away from where he was. By driving on the shoulder to avoid any cars blocking his way, would surely double the time. He didn�t want to stop. He would make it to Poway. He would make it to Jasmine. He would make it.

Chapter Thirty-One
Kyle drove through the night. He was surprised that once he made it onto the highway, there were no Existing Dead anywhere in sight. Maybe they didn�t bother with the highways because cover was too far away.
Sunlight began to break through the horizon as he glanced at the gas meter through red and tired eyes. It was almost on empty. The 78 freeway onramp was directly in front of him. He knew that he still had another twenty or so miles to go. He hoped that the reserve tank would get him through.
�You�re almost there, huh?� Mary said.
Kyle looked to his right, and sitting there was Mary. Between them was Eddie. They both had their seatbelts buckled. They stared at him. He laughed for a split second.
�Yeah, finally.�
A figure in his rearview mirror caught his attention. It was Morgan, trying to look into the truck. She moved and Kyle saw the rest of the ghosts that had been haunting him gazed blankly at Kyle.
�What do you want?� he asked Mary coldly.
�Oh, nothing. Are you ready to find her dead?�
�Shut up.�
Mary smiled. �I�m just being realistic; after all, it took you how long to get here?�
�Shut up,� Kyle said.
�Okay, okay. I just hope your legs aren�t asleep.�
�What are you talking about?� Kyle asked. He turned to look at the ghost of Mary, but she was gone.
The truck began to splutter as he took the Scripps Poway Parkway exit. He looked at the gas gauge. It was on empty. The truck sputtered again and then rolled to a stop. He was so close; only two miles away.
There were no moving bodies anywhere. I thought California was the most infected area? Kyle mused, relieved that the ghosts had finally gone.
He opened the door and stepped outside. The warm Cali breeze washed over him as he took in his surroundings. Nothing had changed in the years he�d been gone. �I�m almost there, Jasmine.�
Taking a few steps to get used to his legs again, he stared in the direction he needed to walk. The road was completely blocked by cars. Some had overturned, while others were just charred frames. Even if the truck hadn�t run out of gas, he would have had to abandon it anyway. Kyle reached into the truck and grabbed the robot backpack, as well as his Winchester. He looked at the gun and shook his head. It was going to take a lot of cleaning before he could make it look new again.
Jasmine, like Kyle, loved guns. They used to frequent the local shooting range at least twice a week. He was confident that she would have everything he needed to make his Winchester shine.
Kyle placed the shotgun in the bed of the truck and began looking through the robot backpack. He found empty magazines and only four additional rounds, which made a total of eight. He loaded the extra rounds into the Glock, which was still holstered in his belt. He looked at the sun and prayed that the Existing Dead were the same here as they were back home. The sunlight should provide hours of security as its rays covered the city.
He took the last bottle of water in his bag and chugged it. He tossed the empty bottle into the truck�s bed and grabbed his things. He was ready.
Only two miles, he thought.
As he walked through the abandoned street he began reflecting on how his life had ended up the way it had. Why was he always doing things that he did not want to do? He didn�t want to marry Mary. It felt more like a shotgun wedding than anything else. He loved Jasmine; he wanted to be with Jasmine. But for some reason, Kyle always made the wrong decision. The one that would cause him pain and sorrow. And Mary had caused plenty of both.
Halfway to Jasmine�s house, Kyle passed a small bookstore. The same bookstore where he and Jasmine had spent many hours looking at books and drinking coffee. He had never been much of one for coffee, but just thinking about that mocha-colored gold made Kyle�s tired eyes close a little. He reopened them once he realized that he had been sleepwalking for a few steps.
He thought about breaking in and brewing himself a cup.
�No,� he said just to hear his voice. �No more distractions.�
He continued walking, feeling his legs become weaker and weaker with every step. Just up ahead was the ampm gas station where he had always bought gas after spending a wonderful day with Jasmine. �They have the lowest prices in town,� he said, remembering what Jasmine always told him about the place.
The building got closer, and he knew that Jasmine�s apartment complex was just around the corner. It felt as though his legs had renewed and his weariness was slowly drifting away. He felt anxious, he felt relief, he felt like running. But there was also a part of him that was scared, scared of what he might find.
Kyle began sprinting toward the building. He made a right turn down Sage Street. Jasmine�s complex was only fifty yards away. He could see it, and he slowed to a power walk. His panting grew, but he tried to slow it down by taking deep breaths.
Jasmine�s apartment complex was two levels high, with a total of twenty-two apartments. They were built into a U-shape form, with five apartments top and bottom to the left and right. In the middle of the U were additional apartments on the second level, with the laundry and maintenance room on the bottom. Between both rows of apartments were walkways that led to separate set of stairs. One on the right, on the left, and in the center. Trees and patches of grass covered the remaining ground. Kyle had spent many hours at Jasmine�s apartment. He knew the place like the back of his hand.
He turned the corner and got his first glimpse of the complex. The grass had completely taken over the ground. It had not been cut in God knows how long. The staircases were all destroyed making it impossible for anyone to climb up without a ladder.
Jasmine lived on the second floor, so as long as she hadn�t gone anywhere, she�d be safe. This gave Kyle a glimmer of hope. The window in front of Jasmine�s apartment was slightly opened, as if she had wanted to let in some of the cool breeze. She always did that, he remembered.
Kyle remained there, staring at her apartment that was thirty yards away, remembering how he�d always been filled with happiness when he saw her place.
Something on the ground caught Kyle�s attention. It was a silver dollar. Kyle bent down to pick it up when a shot rang out of the building. It blew by just above Kyle�s right shoulder. It burned his skin. He crouched to the ground and took cover behind a nearby tree.
�Stop shooting!� he yelled. �I�m alive.�
He heard hinges squeal as a door opened.
�Don�t shoot, I�m coming out,� he said with trepidation in his voice. Kyle slowly poked his head around the tree. A woman, crouched down in a firing stance on the second floor, gawked at him. A rifle barrel poked through the side railing.
Kyle looked at her and squinted. The shine from her blond hair reflected sunlight like the moon. The rifle fell from her arms as he quickly stood.
�Oh my god,� he heard her say faintly. �Kyle?�
He finished turning the corner and slowly walked down the remaining part of the path toward the demolished staircase. The woman stared, dumbfounded. As Kyle approached, he saw her face well up with tears. His eyes filled with water. He was happy and relieved, Jasmine was alive.
�Hi,� was all he could say through his salty tears.
She put her hand over her mouth.
�Can I come up?� he asked. He began to look around for the right place to climb up, but there was nothing.
Jasmine quickly ran into the house and came back out with a ladder. She placed it over the railing. It was just tall enough.
Kyle began to climb with one arm, still clutching his shotgun by the pistol grip in his free hand.
Once Kyle climbed over the railing they stared at each other in silence. Kyle looked into her once-shining blue eyes that were now red from tears. She was just as he remembered her. Stunning.
�Are you okay?� he finally asked.
She nodded and quickly wrapped her arms around him and squeezed his body like a teddy bear. Kyle let the Winchester drop to the ground as he returned the hug. More tears began to run down his face.
They stayed there for a moment, swaying back and forth in a slow-motion dance.
�I�m glad you�re still alive,� she whispered into his ear.
�I�m glad you�re still alive.�
He held her for another minute then slowly released.
�Are you here alone?� he asked.
She looked at him and nodded.
�You look nice.�
She smiled.
�Can you say something?�
Her smile grew to laughter.
�How did you get here?� she asked.
�Can we sit down? I�m dead tired.�
Jasmine grabbed her rifle and led Kyle through the door. It was just as he remembered it. A three seater brown couch stood against the right wall. Immediately to his left was an entertainment center. Across from that was a matching brown love seat with a coffee table in the middle. The room was amazingly clean, except for the luggage and arsenal that was laid out on the kitchen table.
Jasmine put the rifle with the rest of the weapons and sat down on the couch.
�I�m sorry for shooting at you.�
He smiled. �Missed me by a mile. I was always the better shot with a rifle.�
�Shut up,� she said with a smile, and patted the cushion next to her. �Sit down.�
Kyle dropped his things where he stood and laid down on the couch. His head met perfectly with her legs. She rubbed his head. It was as if they had never been apart. As if time had stopped for them a few years ago. Kyle began to weep. It was a low cry, but one filled with sorrow.
He began the story with, �I love you.�
First he told her about Mary and Eddie. He left out most of the details and gave her a more censored version. Then about Victor. He felt as though he had been rambling for hours, and he had. Jasmine did nothing more, but rubbed her hands through his hair and listened. He missed that about her. He could have never have been this way with Mary. He made no mention of Greenly or The Embassy. They were too far away to worry about.
When Kyle finished telling Jasmine about his journey, he stood and walked to her side of the couch. He ushered her to lay her head on his upper thigh. He began running his hands through her hair. He didn�t care how knotted it was.
She began the story. She told him how in the beginning the apartment complex was full. But people started to die very quickly. Soon enough, she was the last survivor left alive. She told him what she knew about the Existing Dead and how she�d picked up a radio signal that morning. Jasmine talked for another twenty minutes before she heard Kyle�s soft snore. He had fallen asleep, not because her story was uninteresting, but because he had spent the entire night driving.
Jasmine slowly rose to her feet and walked into the bedroom. She returned with a blanket and covered him. While Kyle slept, Jasmine continued to pack her things into the luggage on the kitchen table.

Chapter Thirty-Two
Eight hours passed before Kyle reopened his eyes. He felt disoriented, as he couldn�t remember when or where he fell asleep. He pushed the blanket off of him and rubbed his eyes.
�It�s about time you woke up,� Jasmine said from the other side of the couch. She was reading a book. Kyle�s vision was too blurry to read the title.
�What happened?� he asked.
�You fell asleep as I was telling you what happened here,� she said with a smile.
�I did?�
She raised her eyebrows and nodded.
�Oh, sorry. Wanna come lay down on me and continue?�
She laughed. �And have you fall asleep on me again? No thanks.�
Kyle smiled. �Do you have anything to eat?�
�Yeah.� Jasmine closed the book and walked into the kitchen. �Is there anything you�re in the mood for?�
�No, just bring me anything, thanks.�
�Good, cause all I have is beans.�
�That�s fine.�
Jasmine opened the can of beans and grabbed a plastic fork from the counter. She handed them to him.
�Thanks,� he said taking the can.
He dug into the food with little effort. He practically drank the beans. Jasmine watched him eat.
�You aren�t hungry?�
�No, I ate while you were passed out.�
�How long have I been out?�
�I don�t know, almost half the day maybe?�
�Do the Existing Dead hang around in the sunlight?�
�The what?� she asked, confused.
�The monsters, creatures, whatever you call them. Do they come out at night?�
She nodded. �They can�t get up here though. We�re safe.�
�Good, I want safe.�
�What�s with the luggage?� Kyle shoved a large forkful of beans into his mouth. �Going somewhere?�
�You don�t know?�
He shook his head as he chewed.
�Listen to this.� Jasmine took the small crank radio and began rolling the crank to power the radio. �It�s been playing since this morning. I hope it�s still on.� She stopped cranking it when the voice of a man pierced through the static. Kyle spit out the chewed beans when he realized whose voice it was.
�� Attention all citizens. This is Doctor Theodore Greenly, top researcher of the plague that has swept over our glorious nation. If you can hear this, I want you to know that there is hope. There is salvation. I have spent countless hours since the plague began and have finally developed a vaccine ��
Blood rushed out of Kyle�s face making him as white as the wall behind him. His heart raced as he remembered Greenly�s red eyes and fangs. He wondered if a scalpel to the neck fazed him at all.
�� If you�d like salvation, there is a little community just outside of Las Vegas. We have food with much room to grow. We need to unite and take back our country, then the world. We have the power to do that now. My vaccine works.�
Greenly continued but the power on the radio was slowly dying out. �Stupid thing,� Jasmine said. She placed the radio back on the coffee table. �I was thinking about leaving for Nevada tomorrow. Didn�t you just come from Nevada?� She smiled.
�We are not going anywhere.�
�What?�
�I said we�re not going anywhere,� Kyle repeated with a tint of anger in his voice.
�Why not? This guy has a vaccine, there�s a community of people that are ready to do something about this whole mess.�
�I was there!� Kyle screamed, his voice vibrating through the apartment.
�Shhh,� she said.
�I was there. I know what his vaccine is. I�ve seen it in action.�
�Does it work?�
�Yeah, if you want to become one of them.�
�I don�t understand.�
Kyle took the next half hour to explain everything he learned about the Existing Dead.
�Oh my god,� Jasmine sighed. �Vampires?�
�That�s the closest comparison, but honestly, who knows what the vaccine and virus did to him.�
�What are we going to do?�
Kyle had never thought that far ahead. All he�d thought about was getting to Jasmine and making her safe. He never anticipated that she would actually be safe.
�I don�t know. Stay here until we can�t stay any longer.�
�I can�t do that, Kyle. I�ve been here too long. What do they call it? Cabin fever? That�s what I�m getting. I can�t stay in this place much longer.�
Kyle began to worry. Jasmine was losing control. He reached in and put his arms around her. �It�s going to be fine. Trust me.�
Kyle�s black shirt felt wet as it caught the tears that fell from Jasmine�s eyes. He held her for another minute until something outside caught his attention. Twilight was quickly approaching. Standing in the middle of the street, where Kyle had taken refuge from the friendly fire, was the figure of a person.
�What�s that?�
Jasmine backed away from Kyle and looked out the window. �He�s back.� She ran for her rifle.
�Who�s back?�
�If you would have stayed awake you would have heard about him.�
She put a pair of earplugs in and stuck the barrel of the gun through the opening in the window. She took aim. The crosshairs perfectly covered the figure. Kyle walked behind her and checked the weapons on the table.
�Cover your ears.�
Kyle dropped everything in his hands and covered his ears. The blast echoed in the room.
�Fuck,� she said. �I missed.�
She cocked the rifle again and took aim.
�What is all this shit? Where�s the ammo?�
�I ran out, I only have a few rounds for the rifle left.�
�You have about ten firearms here and you only have ammo for the rifle?�
�Shhh,� she said. �Cover your ears.�
Again the blast rippled the inside of the house.
�Dammit!� She cocked the rifle again.
�Let me. Before you waste the little bit of ammo you have left.�
Kyle took the rifle. He got an up-close view of the creature Jasmine had been shooting through the scope. She took the earplugs out of her ears and placed them into his ears. The creature looked nothing like the Existing Dead he encountered. This one was completely devoid of hair. Not even eyebrows were visible. He was pale, a dark shade of gray. He did not move, just continued staring up at the apartment. A large bullet hole was visible above his right eye.
Kyle took deep breaths. His hands stopped shaking, the only two things that mattered at that second was him and the figure. He took in one last deep breath. Jasmine knew this was the sign. She covered her ears. The rifle popped, blasting the bullet at eight hundred feet per second toward the creature. The center mass of the figure completely split open. It fell to its knees and toppled over. Dead.
�It�s the heart,� he said.
She peered out the window and looked at the creature on the ground. She sighed. With the creature dead, it felt as though a chapter from her past had finally closed.
�Who was that?�
�My ex-boyfriend. He�s the reason everyone died here.�
Kyle felt a sense of pride. Many men only dream about the day where they can take out their ex-lover�s new love. �What do we do with the body? There doesn�t seem to be anyone around. Are you going to move it?�
�I have to. For some reason, when they see one of their own dead on the ground, they come in bunches.�
She opened the door, and a pair of arms quickly reached for her. She screamed a bone-chilling cry as the arms pulled her out of the house.
�Jasmine!� Kyle yelled.
He grabbed the rifle and ran toward the door. Jasmine was struggling to pull free, but another set of arms reached out for her. �Let me go!� she yelled.
Kyle raised the rifle and took aim. Jasmine ducked just enough for Kyle to squeeze off a round without hitting her. He fired.
Click.
�Fuck!� he yelled and reached for the Glock. Jasmine ducked again and Kyle fired at the creature bear-hugging her. It staggered back. He fired two more times, hitting it on the shoulder with the first shot. The second shot sliced its cheek open. He pulled the trigger one more time, striking the being on the forehead. It staggered back and began to tip over the open railing where the staircase once was. Both the creature and Jasmine fell off the side. �No!� Kyle yelled. He reached his hand out, but it was too late.
Kyle grabbed the other creature by the arm and flung him off the side. The adrenaline pumped through his body. Leaning over the railing, he saw Jasmine on the ground facedown and motionless.
The ladder stared at Kyle and for that split second, he knew that leaving the ladder there was a mistake. A big mistake. One that led to tragedy.
He climbed down and stood over Jasmine. Turning, he noticed the Existing Dead he had thrown off the side was back on its feet. Kyle raised the Glock and pulled the trigger three times. Pink blood spewed across the back wall as a small hole appeared in its chest.
He knelt and rolled Jasmine onto her back. Her head quickly rolled to the side as though her neck had been broken. He put his hand on her chest and began shaking her. �Wake up. Wake up!� he said. �Please wake up.�
She didn�t.
Kyle felt hollow inside, as though nothing were there. He felt dead, but alive at the same time. Just like the Existing Dead. There was no real explanation why he still existing after all of this.
Mary was dead. Eddie was dead. Susie was dead. Angel was dead. Chet was dead. Morgan was dead. Victor was dead. Albert was dead. And now, Jasmine was dead. The only one missing was Kyle.
Moans began to cluster behind him. Kyle turned only to see fifty Existing Dead coming for him. This is it, he thought. The day I die.
He wasn�t going out without a fight. He holstered the Glock and ran for the maintenance room. From what he remembered, this was where the building manager stored the gardening equipment. Ramming the door open with his shoulder, Kyle began looking for anything he could use. The Existing Dead were close at hand.
To his left were three shovels, two spade heads and one squared. A pick axe stood at attention next to them, as well as a sledge hammer. He grabbed the hammer first. His muscles ached as he lifted it off the ground, but he didn�t care. This is where he was going to die.
Lifting the weapon high in the air, Kyle rushed for the first Existing Dead in his path.

Chapter Thirty-Three
Kyle smashed the face of an elderly woman. She fell to the ground as she lost balance. Kyle raised the hammer and brought it down onto her head. Gallagher and his watermelons was the first thing to come to mind. Her head exploded under the pressure, spraying the contents of her head all over Kyle�s feet.
Suddenly eight of the creatures surrounded him, looking like a pack of hungry wolves. He swung the sledge hammer like a bat, breaking bones and knocking others off their feet. One of the main things he had to remember was that speed was the key. Once trapped, the game was over. When there was a clearing, he ran.
He swung at another Existing Dead that was looking over Jasmine�s lifeless body. The blow hit it on the side of the head, dropping it instantly. He turned as two more were slowly creeping behind him. Their mouths fell open, exposing their fangs. He hit one of them in the chest with the top of the hammer and used the handle to slap the other one across the face. Both of them lost balance.
Something poking out of the grass caught his attention. It was a wooden spike, the same that are used for building a picket fence. He dropped the hammer and picked up the spike. He jammed it into the chest of a downed creature. It hissed as the stake pierced its heart. It stopped moving.
He ran back into the maintenance room to find more spikes. There were several of them laying on a pile to his left. He grabbed some and threw them out the doorway. Running back to the hammer, he grabbed it and smashed another Existing Dead�s head as he went by.
Several more monsters surrounded him, but he used the same tactic to find a way out. That was until the wooden handle on the sledge hammer splint and cracked in half. The hammer part flew into a crowd of dead, hitting one of them in the stomach. He looked at the end of the handle that had broken into a perfect point. Jamming it into an approaching creature, he felt the existence slowly leave its body as it fell limp.
They started surrounding Jasmine�s body, some were already on the ground biting into her, tearing away flesh and drinking blood.
Holding on to the same stake, Kyle ran toward them. He jammed it into the back of one that was kneeling down toward her. The creature didn�t die like the others had. It turned to face him and opened its mouth. This one had no fangs. Its brain was never destroyed. He pulled the stake out of its back and impaled it through the right eye socket. The creature fell to the ground, motionless. Kyle knew it was only temporary, but three more were creeping behind him, there was no time to put it down for good.
Kyle continued the carnage for as long as the twilight remained. He made a decision. He could grab Jasmine�s body and carry her to the second floor and give her a proper burial in the morning. Or he could lie down next to her and let them eat him. But Jasmine, the woman he loved, deserved a real burial. His mind was set.
Using his remaining strength, Kyle pushed the four Existing Dead huddled around her. Picking her up and over his shoulders was the easy part. Now he had to climb up the ladder with an extra hundred-plus pounds on his back. The area around the ladder was clear. He started for it. One by one, he took the steps to the top and heaved Jasmine onto the walkway. Her bloodied form rolled in front of the door. Kyle pulled the ladder up, swinging it around to loosen the grip from some of the monsters below. He placed the ladder on the ground.
He stared at Jasmine�s body. No tears fell from his face; there was nothing left alive inside of him. He lay down on top of her and kissed her forehead. He kissed her for the last time.

Chapter Thirty-Four
Morning came and Kyle remained curled up next to Jasmine�s body. No more noises came from below. The Existing Dead have retreated away from the sun, leaving the carnage behind.
His body ached. It felt as though he had run a thousand-mile marathon. He ignored his fatigue and placed the ladder back into position. Jasmine�s body felt colder than ice as he carried her down the ladder. He set her down on a patch of grass and headed for the maintenance room. He grabbed a shovel and began digging.
�This one too, Kyle?� Mary said. �I thought you were going to save her?� She and Eddie held hands as they stood on the only visible patch of concrete.
�Leave me alone.�
�Honestly, what are you trying to accomplish? Do you think burying her is going to make things all better?�
Chet, Morgan, Susie, Angel and Albert all materialized on the second floor. They watched in silence as Kyle dug the grave.
�Silent treatment?� Mary said.
�Just leave me the fuck alone!� he screamed at the top of his lungs.
�No.�
Kyle continued digging, ignoring everything Mary was saying.
He made the grave as deep as he could. After all, it had to be deep enough for two bodies. He grabbed one of the remaining spikes and headed for the maintenance room. There was a large cardboard box in the room. Kyle cut a large rectangular piece out and grabbed the black Sharpie pen sitting on one of the counters. He wrote something in large print. Big enough for someone to read if they were on the street looking at the apartment complex.
He used a small nail and hammer to nail the cardboard onto the wooden spike. Nothing was going on in his mind at the moment. Everything felt like it was a dream. Nothing in life mattered anymore. He took the sign and hammered it into the grass in front of the grave. He grabbed for Jasmine and gently placed her into the hole. Then Kyle slapped back into reality. Everything that had happened to him came rushing in at one instant. He stood inside the six-foot-deep grave and began to weep.
The ghosts of those killed because of him surrounded the grave. They knew what he was about to do and they were happy.
�Do it,� Mary said. �What are you waiting for? Do it.�
Blood squirted out of Eddie�s gunshot wound.
�Do it, you good for nothing waste of space,� Morgan added. �You couldn�t even look after my boy.�
All of them began chanting, �Do it, do it,� as Kyle cried incessantly. He reached for the Glock on his belt. Everything would go away in just a few seconds. A bullet to the brain and all the pain, all the sorrow would vanish. He slowly un-holstered the Glock, placed it to the side of his head, and pulled the trigger.

Epilogue
2 Days Later
�Hurry up! We need to get out of here,� Zoe said from the driver�s seat of the stolen Prius.
Shots rang inside the AMPM as Patrick pushed the glass door open with a bag full of chips, nuts and lukewarm bottles of water.
�Come on!� she yelled.
Pat turned back toward the glass door and fired again, shattering it into a thousand shards of glass. An Existing Dead continued its advancement toward Pat. Using the sight on his pistol, Pat took aim at its chest. Using both eyes to aim, he fired. The bullet entered its chest, blowing through the heart and exiting the back. The creature lost the will to move and collapsed to the ground. He walked slowly to the car with a big smile on his face.
�We can go now,� Pat said, sitting on the passenger seat.
�You�re such a fucking idiot. Did you know that?�
Patrick smiled. �We worked with each other for how long and you�re just realizing this?�
�Which way do I go?�
�We can�t go this way because the roads are all blocked.� The car came to a stop as Patrick opened his map. �The X�s mean that the road is blocked, right?�
�Yeah.�
�Okay, it looks like we can take this side road here and there�s a back road that will lead us to interstate 15. With this gas saver here, and the few gallon jugs we have in the trunk, we should have enough to make it to Las Vegas.�
�Good. So take this way?�
�Yup.�
She made a left-hand turn and slowly proceeded down the road.
�Wow,� Patrick said, opening a bag of potato chips. �What the hell happened here?�
The car stopped in front of an apartment complex. A dozen or so dead bodies littered the ground. The evergreen grass was stained with pink matter on almost every patch of lawn.
�There must have been some battle that went on here,� Pat said, amused. �Let�s go look around. Maybe we can find some weapons or something.�
�I�m not getting out of the car,� Zoe said.
Patrick sighed. �Look around you, there�s nothing. If you�re so worried, leave the car running.�
He opened the door as Zoe unbuckled the seat belt.
Pat turned to face the apartment complex. Something caught his gaze. �Look over there.� He pointed.
Zoe came around the side of the car. �What is it?�
�It looks like a hole.�
They walked closer to the grave. Zoe noticed a piece of cardboard attached to a wooden spike on the ground next to the hole. �What�s this?� She bent down to grab it as Patrick continued to the open hole.
�What�s it say?�
�Here lie Jasmine and Kyle. Love forever,� she read.
�How sweet,� Patrick said as he peered into the grave to take a look. His morbid curiosity got the best of him.
�There�s more. It�s written smaller. P.S. If you pass this grave, please fill it in for us.�
A sour look washed over Patrick�s face as he saw the massacre inside the grave. He turned and vomited.
�Do they look that bad?� Zoe asked.
Patrick vomited again, but then was able to control the nausea. He locked eyes with Zoe. �They? There�s only one body in there.�
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