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Chapter 1

 


Catherine Francis sat on her back porch
steps. They were made of wood which helped soak up the warmth of
the weak autumn sun. A stiff, cold breeze buffeted her from the
northeast, and dark, leaden clouds scudded and gathered close to
the earth. She imagined that if she reached far enough, she just
might be able to touch one. But that was ridiculous, she knew. It
was just a thought to keep her mind off the trouble that brewed
inside the house.

She drew her thick coat closer and her arms
tighter across her middle. She was in a quandary of what to do. She
had promised Sam one thing but she was not sure it was the right
thing for her. And Earl was absolutely no help at all. He hung
suspended from a sturdy oak branch a few yards away, and once in a
while he deigned to comment. But it was never anything she could
understand. He had passed over to the undead over two months ago,
and life had never been the same.

She watched Earl sway in the wind. She was
frustrated and impatient with his lack of communication. True, he
was a shuffler. And also true, he had never been one to talk a lot
when he was alive. But that was still no excuse to let her down
now. Not when she needed him so badly. After all, she had made sure
the rope was padded and as comfortable as could be under the
circumstances. And it was she who made sure he ate. Raw chicken.
Just the way he liked it.

Her eyes searched the property. First,
everything nearby. Back and forth. Back and forth. And then she
searched the middle ground that consisted of the outbuildings. The
chicken coup (which was now becoming dangerously depleted of hens
and roosters), the woodsheds, and the section she used to park the
car. Finally she searched the dense line of trees and brush that
marked the beginning of the government land. What used to
belong to the government. At least the apocalypse had one redeeming
quality.

She thought about her chickens again. At last
count, there were only nine left. Between her dwindling poultry
supple and the almost nil wildlife she was able to live trap, there
would soon be nothing left for Earl to eat. And not once had she
seen a deer. They had once been plentiful. Enough to make her curse
like a sailor when they raided her garden. But no more. They had
disappeared with the rest of the animals when It happened.
But slowly, oh so slowly, she had begun to spot little animals. A
chipmunk one day. A squirrel a week later. And there were even
songbirds. But those were a rarity.

The girl had to go. It was as simple as that.
She was another mouth to feed in a time of approaching famine.
Catherine had long since neglected to feed the other hangers. Not
that she had any sympathy for them. They could rot for all she
cared. And rot, they did. Good Lord, they emitted the foulest odor.
But still they had their place. They still warned of the walking
shufflers, though those were far and few between.

She brushed a strand of white hair from her
eyes, and just as quick as that, she decided. There was nothing
else she could do. Besides, the girl had recently become less and
less active. And Catherine was quite sure she heard the sound of a
live chicken coming from the locked room. If that were so, maybe
the girl was dying. Really dying. Like a dead thing was
supposed to do. Well, if nothing else, she would be easier to
control when she took her outside.

She stood and rubbed her sore back. She was
in good shape for being eighty-two but that didn’t mean the effects
of old age escaped her completely. Now that she had decided to let
the girl go, she would have to close up the chute she had used to
slide chickens into the bedroom with. It was just a piece of
chimney pipe fitted into the outer wall. But it rubbed her the
wrong way. She took care of her property.

After another glance around, she picked up
the makeshift tool she used when capturing shufflers. It was just a
rake with a sturdy wooden handle and a stiff loop of rope at the
end. Most of the time, all she had to do was lasso the shuffler,
pull or tip them to the ground, and then play out the length of
connected rope as she kicked them to roll along the ground,
wrapping them up as they turned. Sometimes she had to go to more
extreme measures. That was why she carried a machete. But that was
gruesome work, indeed. Something she avoided if she could. Then it
was just a matter of hitching them up to a tree limb where they
would earn their keep.

Two weeks had passed since Sam, Ryhs, and the
others had left. They had only been here one night and part of two
days. Their arrival had signaled a time of change for Catherine.
She had just learned to adjust to the new world. She had learned
how to manage the dead things-at least as much as you could manage
something like them. And then the herd of shufflers came. They were
attacked. And they lost one of their own. Overnight, her life had
become chaotic. But she missed them terribly. So bad it hurt. In
the short time they were here, they had become family.

She regretted not leaving with them. But the
pull of her old life had been too great, her memories too strong.
The group had changed something within her. They reminded her of
how nice it was to care for someone who actually appreciated it.
Every night she locked herself in the kitchen and dining area. She
tried to ignore the noise from inside the bedroom down the hall.
Tried to pretend the girl was not there. But as anyone with a bad
houseguest can tell you, there is nothing more uncomfortable than
feeling like an unwanted guest in your own home.

She climbed the steps into the back porch. It
was filled with wood for the coming winter. Much more was in the
woodsheds out back. When she entered the kitchen and dining area, a
momentary calm engulfed her. She walked to the small kitchen table
and sat down. And for the hundredth time-at least-she moved
the red cup and picked up the piece of paper beneath it. Held it
and looked off into a faraway place in her mind. The paper had the
directions of where the group said they would travel on their way
to the Apostle Islands in upper Wisconsin. Ryhs had written them
down just before they left. She hoped they were there now. But even
more, she hoped they were safe wherever they were.

She looked around the large room. All the
memories throughout the years. Back when Earl was alive. And before
that, when they had a family to raise. She focused on the large
fireplace. An inviting fire beckoned her with its warmth and
cheerful crackling sounds. But there was no one to share it
with.

She looked down at the paper in her hands.
She did not see what was written upon it. All this time since
It happened, she had tried so hard to be strong. She
believed that Earl would have wanted that. He was a good and
faithful man. A husband who had treated her with kindness,
patience, and respect. Not everyone was blessed to have a mate like
that.

Her face scrunched up in an attempt to retain
some measure of composure but she was beyond that point. Not once
had she cried over Earl. She had been too scared for that. Too
afraid she would lose him forever. And so she had wrapped him in
padded rope, hefted him high in a strong oak tree lest the walking
shufflers happened upon him, and pretended-tried to pretend
and almost succeeded in deluding herself-that in some
way he still lived. But she knew better than that. Hope for a cure
was a fantasy. She had to accept the way things really were.

So it came down to living or dying.

It was just that simple.

Depression was an insidious thing. It could
squirm its way into a body without the person even knowing it was
there. The mind starts to darken. Outlooks become a little more
cynical. And before they know it, all hope is gone. What’s the use?
Why even bother? No one cares. No one ever did. And so the
faithless and hopeless turn to other measures. Dark and evil means
they would never have entertained had they kept the light within
them. They release the silver gossamer strand that keeps them
connected to the true One that is all. Release it like a
child who releases a balloon out of ignorance of what comes next.
The gift of life is forfeited. Paid for with a terrible price.

Catherine looked in the direction she would
see Earl if the windows had not been boarded up. The hard truth
that she would never have him back again slapped her in the face
like a splash of cold water. The crazy thing she had done to try to
preserve him mocked her with its insanity. Yet at the same time, a
part of her knew she had not really released the silver thread. It
was still there, faithful in its knowledge that she would always be
one with it. She just hadn’t known it yet. In the end, it had never
been up to her to relinquish the thread or retain it. It had never
been an option. She would always be one with the One. Earl was one
with the One. Even though she could no longer see his spirit, she
suddenly and assuredly felt it. Felt him. His love. His
kindness, patience, and respect. He was still there. She just could
not see him.

Catherine smiled for the first time in a long
time. She felt hope, and a new resolve filled her being. She would
go to her new family. No matter how hard it would be, and she had
no delusions about that, she would do her best. She would go where
she felt needed. Where she could contribute to the well-being of
the ones she had suddenly come to love.

But first things first. She would honor Sam’s
request. And she would also release Earl. In a poetic gesture, she
would have them both roam the land together. She knew they would
never be like her but it didn’t matter. She could not bring herself
to end the walking thing Earl had become. She understood now what
Sam had felt. And yet, the hypocrisy of that decision did not
escape her. The bodies of Earl and the girl were no different than
those that hung in her trees or walked upon the land. But she could
make the distinction on a purely survival level. It was what
allowed her to destroy a shuffler as it tried to eat her. Survival
of the fittest did not mean the fittest of mind or character. It
meant one had to lose if the other was to survive. And she meant to
survive.

She put on the leather tool belt she had
fashioned to carry weapons and other items of survival. She had a
9mm handgun, a can of pepper spray, a flashlight, compass, and
whistle. The old Rambler and connected utility trailer was full of
food, water, and supplies. Lots of ammo, extra clothes, and
gasoline. Anything she thought she might need. She had done that
shortly after hanging Earl up. For a short time, she thought they
would be able to leave together. After he came back to her.
But of course, that never happened.

She walked back outside, searched to make
sure no other shufflers were nearby, and then drove the car and
trailer beside the house. She wanted it to be close so she could
run to it for safety. No delusions of a happy reunion clouded her
thinking. When she released Earl and cut his ropes free, she knew
the first thing he would do. The trick was going to be making sure
the girl and he were both freed without either getting close enough
to attack her.

Well, no time like the present.

Catherine took one last look around the
property and home she had loved for so long. And then she went
inside, unlocked the door to the hall, and approached the fortified
door. She listened for a moment before pulling the plywood and
boards off.

Nothing.

No wait! What was that?

Something skittered across the floor in
there. Little funny scratchy noises. And then a sound she would
know anywhere. The sound a hen makes when she feels safe and
comforted. She heard clucking!

And then another sound she knew equally well.
A sigh. But it did not come from the hen.

Catherine had never heard a shuffler sigh.
The only thing she ever heard from them were garbled growls. Wet,
smacking, hissing sounds.

She was at a loss of what to do. She did not
feel confident. Something did not feel right, yet it did not feel
entirely dangerous, either. She glanced at her rake with the noose
on the end, the connecting rope.

She turned up the lantern to brighten the
area even more. It was dark in the hall because all of the windows
had been boarded up. And her skin was starting to itch like crazy.
It was in response to the confusion her mind was feeling.

She heard something else. This time it was
like the muffled sound of someone moving the covers in bed.

The unknowing was suddenly driving her crazy.
She had to know. One way or the other. It was clear the girl was
not dead. But neither was the chicken. The damn chicken should have
been dead at least three days ago. She had placed the girl on a
strict diet. The skinny ones were easier to hoist up a tree. Or
control, in case she decided to do what Sam had asked her to do.
What she had promised Sam she would do. And now that
she had decided to let her go, she was not so sure what she
was going to let go.

Catherine made up her mind again. She picked
up the claw-tooth hammer and started pulling plywood boards and
two-by-fours away from the door and framing. The nails were
stubborn but gave up their hold with a loud Screech!!!

Before she knew it, there was only one piece
of plywood nailed against the door. She paused to listen.

The hen was frightened. Catherine could hear
her wings flapping, her squawks of alarm. But nothing else. Maybe
she had imagined the sound of clothing or bedding being moved.
Maybe it had just been the hen’s feathers brushing up against
something. But she really did not believe that. That was not what
had made her skin crawl.

It was now or never. It wasn’t getting any
earlier, and she wanted to get a good start while it was still
light out. Before she changed her mind. She pulled the last piece
of plywood from the door frame.

Catherine readied her flashlight. It was the
type that had a long heavy shaft. It gave off a bright light, and
it could also be used as a weapon.

Slowly, she turned the door knob. She
released a pent-up breath and inhaled again before she applied
pressure against the door. It moved inward with a soft squeal of
unoiled hinges. Catherine shined her light through the three-inch
crack.

Nothing.

She opened the door wider, and the chicken
ran out, flapping its wings in alarm.

Catherine almost dropped the flashlight. The
light beam flipped up to the ceiling before she was able to steady
it through the door opening. And then she froze in shock, her mouth
agape.

The girl was sitting on the floor, just on
the other side of the door. Her hands covered her face as she
looked away. But she made no sound. No shuffler sounds,
either.

 


Catherine realized the light must be blinding
her. She lowered the flashlight from the girl’s face. It was
trained instead on her body. Just in case she made any sudden
moves.

She was unsure of what to do next. This had
never happened before. Either you were an attacking shuffler or you
were a dead shuffler. Nothing in between. And then the girl moved.
She lowered one hand and turned to face Catherine, the other hand’s
fingers splayed across her eyes as she looked up.

Catherine’s heart skipped a beat as their
eyes met. There was recognition in those brown eyes.
Intelligence.

“Jayden?” Catherine whispered.

The girl’s voice came out raspy and dry.
“Catherine. Help me.”

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


They had reached a dead end again. Cars and
trucks, all sorts of vehicles, were jammed up in the road. Even the
ditches were impassable. Those, too, had been filled with others
wanting what they wanted. A way through. Some avenue of escape.

Henry blew on his hands. It was downright
cold, and he was filled with disgust. His gloves were in the
Explorer but he had left them there because he would soon be
driving again. Where, he did not know. How, was the other question
that needed answering.

Ryhs, Logan, Sam and Katie, stood nearby.
Their faces held the same expression of dismay and
disappointment.

“I don’t know,” Henry said in a quiet voice.
It was almost as if he was talking to himself.

“I can see the highways being this
congested,” Logan said. “They were from the beginning.”

“And now this,” Ryhs said. He looked at
Henry. “Without GPS, we’re stuck. All we’ve got now is a compass to
guide us in the right direction.”

“We have to find a way,” Katie said. “Look at
the sky. I swear it’s building up to a snowstorm.”

The clouds were low and dark. They smashed
into each other like a crowd of hysterical shoppers trying to exit
a shopping mall in the middle of a bomb threat.

Sam hugged Katie closer to him, trying to
warm her up. “We’ve been able to find our way up till now,” he
said. “I think once we g-g-get past Madison, we’ll be okay. If we
go west for a while, I’m betting we’ll f-f-find open roads.”

Katie turned and held Sam’s face in her
hands, gave him a kiss on the lips. He blushed but did not look
away. She knew the more nervous he got, the more he stuttered.

“I agree with Sam,” Katie said. “And we have
to go west to get around this mess. If we go east, we’ll just run
into more traffic because of Milwaukee and all the other bigger
cities.”

Cayden yelled from inside Logan’s blue pickup
truck. “Sounds good to me. But let’s just go, hey? We’re wasting
time here, Mr. A.”

Everyone looked at each other with tired,
knowing looks. Some things, they felt, were not about to change
anytime soon.

Logan sighed. “I know. I know. I’m working on
him but he’s just so damn sneaky!”

Henry looked toward Emily. She was still
sitting inside the Explorer. His window was part-way down but he
knew she had heard Cayden. She sat facing forward, refusing to
acknowledge Cayden’s comment. It was obvious she had heard the
slurs in his voice.

After Cayden had almost died in the accident
involving Malik Taber and his men, everyone was hopeful he had
learned his lesson. But Emily and Henry knew better. A kid didn’t
just stop taking drugs and change overnight. Even if he wanted to,
it would be an uphill battle. Apparently he thought a downhill ride
was better. Easier. And Henry and Em knew firsthand, that if
someone did not want to change, there was no way anyone else would
be able to do it for them. And so Emily continued to grieve. Henry
grieved over them both.

“All right,” Henry said, his hand on the
door. “Let’s backtrack. Again. And then we’ll head west a
ways. At this rate, we won’t get to Bayfield until December.”

“Hey, Henry?” Logan said. “If you’d rather
not go that far north, that’s fine with me. I was just thinking the
cold would slow those suckers down. I thought we’d be safer.”

“And I agree with that,” Henry said. “We’ve
seen the proof. They have slowed down, and we have all agreed that
is what we are going to do. I still think it’s a good plan. I’m
just worried we won’t make it in time.”

They heard the noise before they saw the
source. Three shufflers jolted from the woods and into the ditch a
few feet away. Their clothes were in tatters, and their shuffling
had become even more disjointed.

Ryhs shook his head. “Just leave them,” he
said in disgust. “We don’t have to kill them. I just want to get
the hell out of here.”

They all got in their vehicles and waited for
Henry to lead. Ryhs sat behind Emily. It was the same spot he had
sat in when Jayden was alive. At first Sam had, too, but then he
and Katie had become a couple. They drove behind him in the black
Pathfinder.

His eyes lingered on the woman coming out of
the ditch. What used to be a woman. And he thought of Jayden
and how she must look now. Probably not so different than this one.
A liquid film coated his eyes and he blinked it away. He hated that
she was gone. Dead. He missed her so much, and his mind would not
stop thinking about her. His heart would not stop hurting. And his
soul would not stop being so confused and guilt ridden. For he
missed his wife and little girl, too. He had loved them with all
his being. And now they were gone. He had never felt so alone in
all his life.

He had never been one to be overly emotional.
Or someone who analyzed his own thoughts. But he was that kind of
person now and he did not like it. If he had his way, he would
forget anything and everything that reminded him of what he had
lost. But he was not delusional. He knew life did not work that
way. Unless, of course, he wanted to take Cayden’s path. But that
was not an option, either. He was not self-destructive.

He stared out the window. He was oblivious to
Henry and Em’s chatter, the wooded scenery, and the occasional
house. He was just… there. He knew he should snap out of it. Make
himself. But he had already tried that and it hadn’t worked. So now
he thought maybe the best thing to do was to just let it be.
Acknowledge it and allow it to run its course. He knew that grief
was something you could not get over. You just had to get through
it. Somehow.

They headed west but it was never a direct
route. There was an almost constant redirecting of the roads they
travelled on, and Em’s maps were getting marked up to the point she
could no longer tell whether they were coming or going. They
backtracked over the same parts of a road until everyone’s tempers
were beginning to flare. They were sick of getting out to tie
orange ribbons on the signs. Just in case Catherine decided to
follow them, but they did not really believe that would ever
happen. Henry suddenly pulled over to the side of the road. Sam and
Logan almost collided.

“What the hell, Henry?” Logan said, jumping
from his truck. “You’ve got to stop doing that. One of these days
someone’s going to get hurt!”

Sam had jumped out of his SUV but he kept
quiet. Logan was right, but he didn’t want to be part of an
argument. He was too tired trying to hold himself together. All he
could think about was Jayden. How she must look like the shufflers
they saw. How much he hated those things. Yet when he killed one,
something inside mocked him. It said he was killing his sister.
Because that is what she had become, too. One of those…
things.

Katie got out and slipped her arm through
his. She gave him a gentle squeeze and he nodded without looking at
her. He watched Henry.

Em got out of the Explorer and walked around
the front to stand beside Henry.

Cayden got out of the pickup. He almost fell
before he straightened, shut the door, and leaned against the front
quarter panel. His legs buckled and he fell to the ground. After
two attempts he was finally leaning against the truck again.
Everyone ignored him.

Henry eyed the sky and shook his head in
disgust. The clouds were beginning to spit hard little balls of
something that was a combination of snow and hail.

“We’ve been chasing our tails all day long
and we haven’t gotten what? Maybe five miles? My gas tank’s down to
half again. We’ve got maybe two hours before it gets dark. We’re
low on supplies, and I have no idea where the hell we’re going to
spend the night. Any ideas?”

“As long as we’re here with a lot of cars and
no shufflers yet,” Sam said, “why don’t we refill our gas cans and
tanks. That way, we always keep as full as we can. Just in
case.”

“I agree,” Em said. “That is one of our
rules. Next thing is we have to restock our food. I saw a town
about three miles from here on the map. Maybe we’ll get lucky and
find a store with a decent supply. Maybe we can spend the night
there.”

“Another thing,” Ryhs said. “We want to be
self-sufficient. That means we have to find someplace that sells
seed, gardening supplies. But that’s going to be hard to find this
time of the year.”

“Good idea!” Katie said. “I used to work at
Felton’s. My family got a lot of seed there, and my mom bought
plants. They had tons of vegetable seed packs and gardening tools.
We kept a lot in the back even in winter.”

“You gonna grow a pretty flower garden,
Katie?” Cayden said. “Awesome idea, but we can’t eat flowers.”

Katie rolled her eyes. “Actually, you can eat
some flowers, dumbass.” Her voice was calm and cool.

“Oooooh. Dumbass, is it?” He walked two steps
toward her before changing his mind. He stepped back to lean
against the truck.

She looked at him with a smug look on her
face. “But you’ll probably never find out. You’re too busy
self-medicating so you won’t feel bad. Let everyone else take care
of you so you won’t have to. Easy. That’s the way you roll, isn’t
it, Cayden? By the time spring comes around, you’ll probably be
dead of an overdose.”

“Katie!” Em said. “That kind of talk won’t
help.”

“Then what will help, Em?” Katie said. Her
face was red, infused with anger. “All of us are having a hard
time. If we all left our fate up to someone else, we’d be dead.
You’ve got to stop babying Cayden!”

Emily stared at Katie. She looked shaken and
hurt. Yet at the same time, she knew Katie was right. “You have
changed a great deal,” she said. “You used to be a very sheltered
and naïve girl. And you’re right; I do baby Cayden.”

“Ah, Emmmmm!” Cayden said. “That’s so sweet
of you.”

Em chose to ignore his sarcasm. “I’m soft on
you because you remind me of James. He died twenty-eight years ago
but it might just as well have been yesterday. I couldn’t change
what he did any more than I can change you. Katie’s right. If you
keep doing what you’re doing, you’re going to die. And it won’t be
at the hands of a shuffler.”

“You mean mouth, right?” he said with a
grin.

“Just shut up, Cayden,” Logan said. “If you
people are sick of him now, try riding in the same car. And it’s
not your fault, Em. I’m just as much to blame. Maybe what we need
to do is stop treating him as an adult who can make up his own
mind. At least two times now, we’ve been distracted because of
having to look after him. I didn’t see that shuffler yesterday
until he was about to take a chunk out of your neck, Henry.”

Cayden stared at Logan as though he was
unable to believe what he was hearing. “So you’re gonna do what?
Tie me up? Is that how you roll, Mr. A?”

The slow and stupid Cayden had turned into
the mean drunk Cayden. The one whose fuse was sizzling dangerously
close to an explosion.

“Come on,” he said, putting up his fists. He
would have danced like a boxer, but he had no control over his
feet. “I dare you.”

Logan shook his head and exhaled an impatient
breath.

Em closed the back end of the Explorer where
she had been rummaging for something in her medical supply box. She
dumped a bottle of liquid into a cloth and walked up behind Cayden,
covered his mouth and nose area with it, and grabbed him as he
slumped to the ground.

“What have you done?” Logan said. He rushed
over to Cayden and crouched down beside him.

“Hurry,” she said. “We don’t have much
time.”

“Time for what?”

“Before he wakes up,” she said. “I didn’t
like doing that but he has got to be stopped. It can be dangerous
for him, toxic to his body that he’s already dumped toxins into.
But if he won’t make the right choice, I will do it for him. If
anyone doesn’t like it, I’m sorry.”

“What is it? What did you give him?”

“Methyl propyl ether. You would call it
sleeping gas. Not as easy or effective to use as TV would have you
think. But in his diminished physical state, it worked.” She tied
his hands and feet together with a length of rope.

Henry walked over and picked up the
unconscious Cayden. He took him to the back of Sam and Katie’s SUV
and laid him down in the back on a blanket Emily produced.

“I don’t want him riding with us!” Katie
said. “He’ll make us miserable.”

“Don’t worry,” Em said. “It’s only until we
get to someplace for the night. Then I will watch over him. I put
him under so I will take the fallout.”

“How long will he be like this?” Sam
asked.

“Normally, not very long. But with the drugs
or whatever he’s got in his system, it’s hard to say. I’m sorry for
doing this but you guys are right. He’s going to get us killed. So
that takes away his right to live his life the way he chooses. If
this doesn’t work and he takes off on his own-or we kick him
out-then he can do what he wants. Until then, he will be forced to
do things our way.”

Logan looked undecided. But he also knew what
Em said was true.

“It’s his last chance, then,” he said. He
looked at Em for confirmation. Then at the others. They all nodded
and he had his answer. “Okay. Then we’d better hurry up.”

He got up and went to the utility trailer
connected to the back of his truck. He grabbed two plastic gas
cans, a large funnel, two deep dishpans, and walked to the closest
car. Instead of dealing with hoses for siphoning and because of the
anti-siphon features in many of the newer vehicles, he laid on his
back, hammered a nail hole into the gas tank, and began to fill one
of the dishpans. Sam did the same to another car, and Katie and
Henry went between the two men, using the funnel to fill the gas
cans.

Logan stood next to Em and they watched over
Cayden. They also kept a watchful eye on their surroundings. For
once, nothing shuffled toward them, intent on making them their
next meal.

They stood in silence until Logan said, “I
don’t know what to do with him. He’s a good kid. Just screwed
up.”

“I know he is,” Em said. “I love the kid,
too. But I feel I had to do this-”

“Don’t,” Logan interrupted. “You don’t have
to say why. I know why. You’re the only one who had the guts to do
this. I wanted to but I couldn’t. He’s like the son I never
had.”

“He’s like the son I did have,” Em
said. She looked away and hoped he couldn’t see her tears.

“When I was young, I gave my parents hell,
too,” Logan said. “But I didn’t have the dangerous stuff they have
now.”

“It didn’t have to be overly dangerous then,”
Em said. “But it did matter how much they took. In what combination
they took it with.” She waved her hand like she was waving away
someone’s rejection of her thoughts. “It doesn’t matter. What does
matter is that someone like Cayden doesn’t even know how much he’s
loved. All he can think about is what happened before. He can’t see
what’s right before him. He’s stuck. And that’s the part I don’t
know how to fix. How do you unstick someone, Logan?”

Logan did not answer. He had no answer to
give. He gave Em a hug, and as he looked over her shoulder, he saw
movement down the road.

“We’d better hurry. We’ve got company
again.”

They both helped the others with the gas,
loaded it all up, and left the way they had come. The sky still
spat out hard little pellets and it was getting colder. A half hour
later, they finally found the small town Em had seen on the
map.

“There’s a convenience store,” Henry said. He
slowed down, turned into the parking lot, and parked in front of
the doors. “Looks empty.”

“There’s a shuffler over there,” Ryhs said,
pointing to the end of the building. “I’ll get this one.”

He got out, sprinted to the shuffler, and
downed it with a stab to the head. It used to be an old man, and
Time after death had been even more unkind than Time before. The
combination of the usual shuffler appearance, together with old
age, gave the shuffler a particularly nasty appearance. Ryhs
cringed and waited for another to come around the corner of the
building. Nothing did.

He walked up to the door, looked through the
window, and went inside. Logan and Sam followed. A short time
later, they exited the store with a few bags of food and supplies.
Sam raised a 4-pack of toilet paper so Em could see. She gave him
the thumbs-up sign.

Katie lowered her window and yelled over to
Henry. “Can we hurry and find someplace to stay? You-Know-Who is
awake and he isn’t very happy.”

Everyone heard angry shouts coming from the
back of the SUV.

“Great,” Sam said. “He’s going to have every
shuffler in a two-mile radius on our butts.”

“I think that’s a grocery store up there on
the left,” Ryhs said, pointing toward the center of town. “Let’s
see how it looks. Maybe we can clear it and be inside before it
gets dark.”

They drove a few blocks and saw that it was,
indeed, a grocery store. Not too big or small. Something they all
felt was a good fit for them. Because of Cayden’s screaming and
refusal to listen to reason, they parked the SUV four blocks away
and left Em to watch over him. If she saw any shufflers
approaching, she would drive away.

The rest fanned out, weapons at the ready. As
they were about to clear the store, a half-dozen shufflers appeared
from one end of the parking lot. They quickly and efficiently took
care of them, and then they entered the store.

Again, they fanned out and each took an
aisle. Katie surprised a shuffler that was on the floor in the
produce department. It was a female lying beside a table with
black, rotting bananas on it. At first, the woman appeared dead.
And then she opened her eyes and saw Katie. Immediately, the jaws
started working and wet growling sounds came from a mouth with half
its jawbone gaping through.

Katie jumped and then withdrew a large knife
from its sheath on her belt. She buried it up to the hilt in the
shuffler’s head. The weight of its head hit the floor with a wet
smack! Katie cleaned the blade off using the shuffler’s
coat. And then she shuddered in disgust and continued on.

She could hear her friends either doing the
same to other shufflers or shouting out Clear! when they
reached the end of their aisle. She scanned the area beyond where
her aisle ended. On her left was the deli and kitchen. She walked
to a narrow opening, intent on checking out the area in back of the
deli display cases before waiting for help to search the dark
kitchen beyond.

“Katie?” Sam yelled from the end of the next
row. “There you are! Wait for me and Ryhs. We’ll check out the
kitchen.”

Suddenly the sound of several large metal
baking pans hit the floor with a tremendous racket. It came from
the kitchen area. Katie jumped and screamed. And then she saw
something that made her hold her breath. Three shufflers came
through the doorway into the open deli area. And then a forth, a
fifth, a sixth.

And that was when the lights went out.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Emily started the SUV and cranked up the
heat. She didn’t like wasting gas but it was so cold. She looked up
at the sky; the low, dark clouds were still spitting hard little
balls of icy snow. Make up your mind. Either rain or snow.
She hoped it would warm up at least a few degrees. Rain was easier
to deal with than snow.

At least Cayden was being quieter now. His
outbursts were down to every couple of minutes or so. Before that,
his screaming rants were a nonstop major annoyance, verging on
psychotic outbursts. She felt like she was about to have a nervous
breakdown.

Remember. Right now is when he needs love the
most.

She wished she could see the grocery store.
All she could see from here was the red and yellow sign, Jimmy’s
Food Mart-Best Prices in Town! Which was funny, she mused,
seeing as how it was the only place to shop in town. But Henry had
said to park here, and that was what she was going to do. The darn
kid was loud enough to invite the whole town over for hors
d’oeuvres. She knew if she parked in the store lot, Cayden’s
screams would invite all the shufflers to them. In which case,
Henry and the others would become the main course.

“Hey, Em?” Cayden said. He was back to using
his sincere, pleading voice.

She ignored him. Usually when she tried to
talk to him, tried to reason, he just got worse. Argued more. If
she didn’t talk to him, all she had to do was be patient until he
got tired of talking to himself. James had verified the old adage:
you can’t argue with a drunk. Or an addict, either. But it had been
a long time (twenty-eight years, for God’s sake!) since she had
played that game, and she didn’t like it now any more than she had
then.

The important thing was to not let him see
how much he upset her. Cayden was good at reading people.
Really good. Like I-could-bet-my-mother’s-life I can
get under your skin in two minutes flat. Maybe one. Wanna play?

She glanced in the rear-view mirror, quickly
relaxed the tell-tale sign of worry and impatience around her eyes,
and then looked at him. He was watching her like a cheetah watches
an impala. Figuring his odds and calculating speed. She was
rewarded with a millisecond’s worth of disappointment on his
face.

Good job, Em! And then she had to
hurry to make sure he hadn’t see that.

She searched the area around them for
movement. “Yah, Cayden?”

That was good. Just the right amount of
conciliatory respect, yet not enough to make him think he had
conned her. For in order to make Cayden win, he had to lose
first.

He had propped himself up on his elbow so he
could see over the back seat. “I’m really sore. My wrists and
ankles hurt. The ropes are too tight. Can you just loosen them a
little?”

“Not now, Cayden. I have to watch for
shufflers.”

“But it won’t take long,” he said. “And then
I can just go to sleep and leave you alone.”

She ignored him.

“Em!” His tone was a little more
insistent.

She continued to look around. At least, she
pretended to. She was actually too busy trying to look unaffected
by what he said. She couldn’t stand the thought of him hurting.

“I always thought you and I got along. Why
are you so mean to me?”

She sighed and then immediately regretted the
slip. “I’m not mean to you.”

“Yes, you are. You accused me of taking drugs
but what did you use to knock me out? Drugs. Who’s the druggie?
Looks like you and me have a lot in common, Em.”

Here we go…

“You said I reminded you of your dead son.
James, wasn’t it? It’s actually quite easy to see why he offed
himself. Look what he had for a mother.”

She was almost bowled over, engulfed, in a
wall of indignant anger. And hurt. Don’t forget that.
He really knew how to sink the knife. A little deeper. A little
more jagged and slower to elicit more pain. The little fucker
ought to be happy I am a nice person.

“You just pretended to like me. Didn’t you?
Didn’t you?” The last sentence was a scream.

She cringed. There was no way, absolutely no
way that he couldn’t be heard by anything alive or dead within a
six-block radius. She gave a quick look-see through the windows and
mirrors. She still couldn’t see anything.

But, wait! She did see something. Up
ahead. Just beyond the store. It was like something ran toward the
store and out of her range of vision. Or maybe it ran on the other
side of the store. She couldn’t tell from here because of the way
she had parked. And it was so quick. She actually wasn’t sure if it
was a person, a shuffler, or a car. Maybe she’d better go up there
and see. Just in case.

She glanced at the 30-06 leaning against the
front passenger seat. She knew it was fully loaded. She also had a
9mm in the deep pocket of her coat. Her finger tapped the steering
wheel with indecision. What to do?

“Hey! Did you hear me, you fucking bitch!
Untie me! I will make you regret this.” And then he gave up
all pretense of knowing a language. Instead, he used his voice to
scream. A long, drawn-out, primal scream of rage.

It was James all over again.

She gave up trying to pretend that she was
unfazed. She was beyond that now. She couldn’t pretend if her life
depended on it. He had hurt her too bad. Cayden wasn’t her son, but
by God, he had wormed his way into her heart like he was.

She should just cut him loose. Dump him on
the street and let him fend for himself. He deserved it.

I shouldn’t have gotten mad. I shouldn’t have
let him see he got to me.

You don’t deserve this. Just shut up and
quit making excuses for him. Katie was right. I treat him like a
baby.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhhhhh! Get me out of
here! Let me go!”

“Shut up, Cayden!”

It was no use. He hadn’t heard her, and even
if he had, he wouldn’t have listened. He just kept screaming and
screaming. His voice grew hoarser by the moment but it did not stop
him.

God! Anything to make the kid shut up!

She started the car and put it in gear. She
knew she shouldn’t drive by the store, but she couldn’t help it.
She had to see Henry. Or at least their Explorer. She needed
emotional relief, and she was thinking that maybe just the sight of
their vehicles would ease her nerves.

Yet she kept her foot on the brake pedal.

Cayden continued to scream, and she
remembered how James had acted the same way. When all was said and
done (and even before that), she had liked to think he still loved
her. Even though he had acted like he hated her guts.

She knew that at the time James had acted
crazy, that in effect, he really had been crazy. He really had
hated her. But it was the drugs and alcohol that filtered his life.
His emotions. His mind. Because she also remembered the time before
he was on drugs. And some of the times in between. James had
loved her. And she missed him with all her heart.

“Oh, cry baby, cry!” Cayden mocked her. His
face was flushed and red. Filled with hate and rage. Yet there was
also something else: Love. And fear. He was a little boy afraid of
being abandoned.

But for now, there was nothing she could do.
He had to release his pent-up emotions. Groundless emotions to most
people. Yet to him, it was the only way he could express himself.
As crazy as it was, it was the only way he knew how to deal with
all the emotions he did not know how to confront. Drugs were the
escape route. And he was intent on running fast and far.

Cayden was incapable of being rational now.
But later, after the effects wore off, that was when he needed to
be confronted. And even though he most likely would not agree, it
was the only way through this mess. Because, she swore, she would
keep him tied and hobbled in order to keep him straight. He would
not be able to touch another pill or bottle of cold medicine or
alcohol. He was going to be straight sober whether he liked it or
not. And after he was detoxed (a dangerous period when his body
craved and did not receive), he would have to listen to reason. And
if he did not-then that was his choice. His options would be made
clear. He either played by their rules or he played by his own. But
playing by his own rules would get him kicked out of the group. His
choice.

She sniffed and looked in the rear-view
mirror. She had been crying. She was crying. But she no
longer cared. She had made up her mind, and she no longer had the
time or desire to play mind games.

She put the SUV in gear and started driving
up the street. Very slowly. Cayden was making his usual racket, but
she no longer cared.

And then she saw the shuffler. It was walking
diagonally through the parking lot of the Burger
Queen. She must have thought she was a queen when she was
alive. She wore a purple evening gown, all torn and tattered into
rags. She was barefoot. Em guessed her high heels were the first to
go after the change.

More shufflers appeared behind the queen. At
least a dozen. And they all had their eyes on the black Pathfinder
as she drove past. They followed.

Soon she saw more shufflers in the rear-view
mirror. And up ahead, there was a large crowd converging on the
street. She was surrounded.

She realized it was quiet in the car. The
rush of the heater fan was the only sound. She turned it down and
looked at Cayden in the mirror. He had seen what she had seen.

“Happy?” she said.

Cayden looked scared. Good. Nice to know
he knows that much.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Em. I didn’t mean it.
I’m sorry!”

“Well, it’s too late now. You’ve brought them
down around us. I’m really going to have to work hard to get us out
of here. But what about the rest?” She said the last to herself. It
was a mumble that trailed off to nothing as she came abreast of the
grocery store.

There was their Explorer. And Logan’s blue
pickup truck. And something else… A whole boatload of shufflers.
There had to be at least a hundred. Some were just milling about,
but most were in an agitated state. A few were walking to the far
end of the store, many more were banging on the front doors and
windows.

There were a dozen other cars in the parking
lot that looked like they had been there since summer. Abandoned,
some with doors gaping wide when the owners had left. In a hurry,
it seemed. She had seen it a thousand times before.

But what really shook her was the presence of
three other vehicles. They were pickup trucks, parked along the
front in the emergency lane where only police and fire vehicles
were supposed to park. She could see exhaust plumes rising into the
cold air. One of the trucks was gray. It had take-down lights
attached to the top.

Em inhaled sharply. Of all the people to run
into. They were like boomerangs. Or bad pennies. This time, she
knew it would not end well.

She did not understand how they could have
driven up without her being aware. And then she knew: it had to
have been when Cayden was screaming. Because Malik Taber had a loud
truck. And after their last encounter, she knew he would be out for
blood. Half his men had been killed by Em and her friends. And
Malik Taber’s men had killed Heather and Billy as they rode in the
back of the Explorer.

She could not see anyone inside the trucks.
That meant they had to be inside the store. Where Henry and her
friends were. But she couldn’t see inside the building. The lights
were off, although she could see light from flashlights and maybe a
lantern. And then she noticed the lights were off at Burger Queen,
too. And the hardware store across the street.

She tried to remember if there had been
lights on to begin with. Yes, she was sure of it. She remembered
thinking how great it would be to go and get an order of burgers
and fries. Hot off the grill. Greasy and salty, just the way she
liked them.

So the power had finally gone off. No
surprise there. The only thing surprising about the whole thing was
how it could have been on for so long to begin with. But many areas
had lost their power a long time ago. She was sure that one by one,
they would soon all go dark.

“Em?” Cayden said. “Em?”

Em ignored him. She was too afraid for Henry
and the others. For herself and Cayden. How was she going to help
them? She had a feeling she could get herself and Cayden away if
she drove fast and smart enough. But by the looks of it, Malik
Taber and his men were already inside the store. They could be
killing her loved ones right now.

She braked to a stop, put the SUV in reverse,
and turned right on the side road. She took it at a fast pace,
clipped three shufflers along the way, and turned on the street
that ran behind Jimmy’s Food Mart.

She wove her way among a dozen shufflers
before her peripheral vision demanded she take notice. Up high. On
the flat roof of the grocery store she spotted movement. And then
she saw them. Sam and Katie were running on the outer perimeter
toward the back of the store. Suddenly Sam stopped and grabbed
Katie. He waved his arm in a frantic gesture.

Em pounced on the brakes and screeched to a
halt. She threw the gear shift into Park and rolled down her window
and leaned out.

Katie and Sam were screaming at her. “Get us
off the roof! They’re after us!”

Em searched frantically for Henry. “Where’s
Henry?” she yelled. “Where is he?”

Katie and Sam screamed, “Watch out, Em! Watch
out!”

Em looked around in confusion. There were a
lot of shufflers making their way toward her. She knew they were
attracted to noise and movement, but she was in a car. She could
easily escape them. When she looked back at Sam and Katie, they
were frantically gesturing with their arms in warning. “Run!”

It was not until a hand reached in and opened
her door from the inside, that she knew she was in trouble. The
door was flung open and she was staring into the smug, defiant face
of Lauren Bowers.

Her long blonde hair was dirty and
disheveled, and time had not been kind to her mind, either. She
looked as crazy and evil as Malik. It was clear she was not
interested in a happy reunion.

“I’ve got you now, Emmy. You’ll never be able
to look down at me again.”

Lauren grabbed Em by the hair and pulled her
out of the SUV.

The back of Em’s head hit the pavement. It
cracked and blood spewed from the open wound, creating a
watercolorist’s cauliflower of cherry red. The last thing Em’s
faded blue eyes registered was a glint of light bouncing off the
tip of Lauren’s knife.
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