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      “RUN!” Rose screamed.

      The gun fired.

      The horde roared.

      They ran.

      Dakota Travis tried not to look over his shoulder as the pack of zombies descended upon the small convenience store they’d just been raiding. His heart pounded in his chest and sweat beaded on his brow as he pumped his legs to run as fast as he could, yet no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t help but think of Erik and Ian and how they’d said they’d distract them.

      Don’t worry about us, Erik had said. We’ll lure them away.

      How couldn’t he not worry, though, when the horde was now upon them?

      Rose spun about and fired a shot into a nearby zombie’s face as it gained on him, screaming for Dakota to run as the others took notice and began to give chase. He jumped, over a downed shopping cart, and grimaced as his leg gave out and he collapsed.

      “Come on!” Rose cried, clawing at his clothes to haul him to his feet. “We’ve gotta go!”

      “Erik,” Dakota managed. “Ian⁠—”

      “Will be just fine on their own. We⁠—”

      A bloodcurdling scream cut her off.
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        * * *

      

      There was nothing Erik could do as the zombie sunk its teeth into Ian’s shoulder.

      “GO!” the bigger man cried. “RUN!”

      Erik was torn between running and staying—between trying to save the man he already knew was dead and fleeing for his own life. Trapped within the confines of the convenience store, there was little he could do as the pack snarled, bayed and screeched at the two of them. Ian—whose gun had been trained on something behind Erik—fired a shot off just in time for a zombie to collapse at his feet.

      Erik’s question was answered for him just then.

      Ian pushed his gun into his mouth and fired.

      The man’s brain matter sprayed the zombie behind him and momentarily stunned it as he fell. The zombie then descended and began to tear at the lining of his shirt.

      Gotta run, he thought, panicking, no longer able to choose for Ian.

      He turned, fired at the legs of a zombie that was running toward him, and sprinted out the back door and through the alleyway. He used the momentum earned from his constant track practice in high school and then subsequent military training to launch himself off the zombie’s back and into the open.

      The zombies chasing Rose and Dakota turned as they heard footsteps coming their way.

      Shit.

      He dodged an overturned shopping cart and continued running, scrambling to make his way through the increasing crowd as it continued to gain on him.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about Ian.

      Ian, Ian⁠—

      Poor Ian.

      He shook his head, cleared his mind as best he could, then fired a blind shot behind him.

      Glass exploded.

      The window caved in.

      The horde—whose attention had been split between he and the smaller group of two—instantaneously turned.

      Shit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dakota and Rose spun as the gargantuan sound of a pane of glass shattering and then sprinkling across the icy ground broke the chaos of the afternoon. Erik—sprinting desperately through a crowd whose attention was now fully set in his direction—screamed for them to run, dodging around shamblers and flat-out running from those fresher corpses who still had full mobility.

      Rose—whose attention had been set on the army man—grabbed Dakota’s arms and began to pull him aside. “Come on,” she said. “We have to keep moving.”

      “We can’t just leave him.”

      “Dakota—”

      “We can’t⁠—”

      “He’s faster than us. Look at him. Look at him!”

      Dakota took off as fast as he could, shortly followed by Rose, who quickly outsprinted him and turned to fire as a runner gained headway in its pursuit. Two shots were fired before the thing went down—one grazing Dakota’s shirt, the other flying right by his head.

      Fuck, he thought. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.

      Rose gestured to a nearby alley and the fire escape ladder that led onto a business’ roof within it.

      “There!” she screamed, jabbing her gun in the direction of the store. “GO!”

      Dakota ran past her as she took position, then vaulted into the alleyway and began to climb up the ladder, his fingers slipping on the snow and ice that had accumulated on its surface. His feet slipped and he nearly went sailing back to the ground, but he was somehow able to maintain his composure and continue going regardless of his sheer panic.

      Rose, he thought.

      With a free hand, he unholstered his gun, fired a shot into the crowd, then continued to climb, not bothering to look back or down until he managed to roll onto the roof.

      Up top, he gasped, chest heaving, then pushed himself into a sitting position.

      He looked over the roof just in time to see Erik scale the ladder behind Rose.

      “Come on!” Dakota screamed, training his gun on the mass of zombies flooding into the alley. He tried to take a shot, but missed completely and instead sent shards of brick sailing to the icy ground. He swore and tried again, but was surprised to find that his magazine was empty.

      There was nothing he could do, nothing he could say, nothing he could even think that would get them out of this dangerous situation.

      They were fucked. Fucked.

      Unless—

      He was just about to spin to try and locate some debris he could throw when he heard a cry of pain.

      He looked down.

      What he’d expected to see was someone bitten. What he was instead was Rose scramble the last few rungs to the top and then Erik follow shortly behind her.

      The moment the pair hit the roof, he was upon them.

      “Which one of you is hurt?” he asked.

      “Me,” Erik said, clawing at his pantleg. “I—they⁠—”

      Dakota paled.

      There was no bite mark, no tear in the skin, no blood coming from a seeping wound. There was only⁠—

      A scratch.

      He tried not to quiver in his boots—tried, without success, to remain complacent in the face of mortal danger—but found himself unable to do so.

      Though Erik had not been bitten, there was a very distinct chance that he was infected.

      He’d never heard of anyone contracting the plague after being scratched. Did that mean⁠—

      Rather than think on the matter at hand, Dakota tore a piece of his shirt off at the hem and wrapped it around Erik’s wound, taking extra care to cover as much of the abrasion as he could before settling down on the flat part of the roof to look at the man. “Do you feel sick?” he asked.

      “What?” Erik replied.

      “Do you feel sick?” Dakota replied.

      “I don’t know,” Erik said. “I⁠—”

      “Quiet,” Rose said. “We need to try and get them away.”

      “With what?” Erik asked.

      Rose lifted a finger to her lips before lifting a small rock into her hands. “We’ve only got a few chances at this,” she said, her voice a mere whisper above the sound of groans and screams coming from just below them. “Give me five minutes in complete silence. That’s all I ask.”

      Dakota and Erik nodded.

      When the five minutes had passed and the noise below had not ceased, Rose rose from her crouched position, hurled the rock as far into the distance as she could, and waited.

      A car alarm started blaring.

      Dakota peeked his head over the roof and saw the zombies turn instantly.

      It worked, he thought. But how⁠—

      Their escape would have to be fast, efficient, and completely idiotic.

      They’d have to go back down into the alley. Which meant getting back on the ground. Which meant⁠—

      He couldn’t dwell on it any longer.

      As soon as the last zombie had left the alley, he flung himself onto the railing and slid down, the rungs biting into his palms and threatening to tear skin.

      At the bottom, Dakota drew a hunting knife and waited for Rose and Erik to descend.

      Come on, he thought. What’s taking you so⁠—

      Another rock went flying, this time further into the distance. Wherever Rose had aimed proved to be fruitful, as a second, then third car alarm went off.

      Erik slid down, followed shortly by Rose.

      They cut out the back alley and began to make their way toward their designated safe zone: a small gas station whose windows had been boarded up.

      They had to be quick, had to be cautious, because if anything slowed them down, it would surely spell death.

      Dakota threw a quick glance over his shoulder only to find that they were not being pursued.

      “Thank God,” he said, slowing his pace so he could fall back alongside Erik and Rose. “Are you guys ok?”

      “I cut my hand on the way down,” Rose said. “But other than that, I’m fine.”

      “My ankle’s killing me,” Erik said.

      Fuck, Dakota thought.

      He shook his head, knowing he couldn’t dwell on it at the moment, and took off at a quick pace, trying desperately to draw air into his lungs now that the adrenaline was seeping from his system. He wouldn’t be able to keep up this pace much longer. He had to stop, had to rest, had to sit down or lay down and sleep.

      They drew ever closer to the gas station.

      The doorway—which had been secured by a set of iron chain links—loomed in the near distance.

      Rose darted ahead, slung the chains free of their handles, and threw a door open.

      It didn’t take long for Erik and Dakota to make their way inside.

      Once secured within, Rose snarled the chains through the handles, ducked down behind the cardboard that had been affixed to the glass doors, and took a deep breath. “Finally,” she managed. “We’re safe.”

      Dakota could only look at Erik and think, But for how long?

      

      Dakota tried to keep his guard up as they waited the hours that felt like days for the horde to disperse. In deathly silence he watched—eyes focused, ears alert—and tried his hardest not to succumb to the sheer panic of the situation. Though he was nervous by nature, this was unlike any hell he had ever experienced.

      Even running, he thought, from the asylum wasn’t this bad.

      At least then he, Jamie and Desmond had had a vehicle. They’d been able to outrun the zombies. But here, in a gas station, where all it would take was one false move to draw the entire pack upon them, they were nothing more than sitting ducks.

      He bowed his head and tried not to consider the reality at hand. Having been scratched, Erik posed a far greater risk than anything outside, yet so far he’d shown no signs of infection. Rose had checked his eyes, his mouth, the site of his wound, and though reddened by force and exertion, none of them had shown the telltale discoloration that precipitated one’s death from the virus.

      Was he really not infected? Had he really gotten a second chance?

      More than anyone else could ask for, Dakota thought.

      He stole a breath through his nose and curled into a ball along his side, watching Rose as she peeked over the cardboard at the outside world, her gun held firmly in her hand. It was almost dark. At this rate, it’d soon be nightfall. They could run through the darkness back to the homes they’d fortified for themselves.

      “What if it snows though?” he whispered.

      “What?” Rose asked.

      “I was wondering,” Dakota clarified, “what we would do if it snowed.”

      “We’ll stay here for the night,” she replied. “Huddle up. Sleep together.”

      “What about Erik?” he asked.

      “What about me?” Erik finally said. “Shit. I’m getting a fucking migraine.”

      “Is that one of the symptoms? Headaches?”

      “How am I supposed to know?” Rose asked.

      “Your roommate⁠—”

      “Went to bed and died alone. Besides—Erik’s already said that he suffers from them.”

      “So don’t start thinking you need to put a bullet in my head,” Erik said.

      “I’m not,” Dakota replied. If anything, he was thinking of how to subdue Erik without making noise. The most likely option was his knife, but that wouldn’t fit through one of the man’s eye sockets. They could also crush his head, but that would make too much noise.

      Dakota paused.

      What was he thinking? He couldn’t imagine killing his friend—not now, not while he was still relatively healthy. He⁠—

      A noise from outside the station caused Rose to huddle down. “Quiet,” she whispered.

      They waited—breathless, unmoving, to see if the sound would come a second or third time. When it didn’t, Rose expelled a breath and leaned back against the secured door. “Probably just a dog or something,” she said.

      “Just so long as it doesn’t start barking,” Erik said. “Fuck. Can one of you get me an aspirin?”

      “The place is pretty cleared out,” Dakota said.

      “Could you at least look?”

      Not wanting to deal with Erik’s mood any longer than he had to, Dakota went in search for the desired aspirin—first crouch-walking through the aisles to examine the metal shelves, then crawling to see if a small packet had managed to fall on the floor. When he found none, he went searching for alternatives; and when he could find no Advil, Tylenol or Ibuprofen, he sighed, leaned back against a nearby shelf, and fingered through the trash on the floor—wishing, with little hope, that one of the small packets would materialize in his hand.

      Nothing, he thought.

      The world was empty of everything but them.

      “Sorry,” Dakota said through the silence of the small station. “There isn’t anything.”

      “All right,” Erik replied with a slight groan. “Thanks anyway.”

      Dakota lifted his eyes.

      Though most of the station’s windows had been blotted out by beer cases or cardboard, what little light he could make out was waning.

      It wouldn’t be much longer before night was upon them.

      If it snowed, they would stay. If it didn’t, they would leave.

      Neither was a particularly-appealing option.

      

      Under cover of night they walked, pursued by nothing more than their inhibitions and fears. Erik’s condition had continued to deteriorate throughout the day and his headache had only continued to worsen—which threatened to blow his fucking skull out if he didn’t get some Tylenol or Aspirin or something to help it.

      Everything’ll be fine, Dakota thought. You’re almost there.

      The man’s labored breathing was like knives in the silence of the night, carving from the lambs their delicate hides as they tried their hardest not to scream. So far, they’d seen nothing to indicate any zombie activity, but that didn’t mean they weren’t hiding in the darkness—watching, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

      Shaking his head, Dakota trailed behind to allow Rose—who was assisting Erik—to catch up with them.

      “How you holding up, Erik?” Dakota asked.

      “Fucking brilliant,” the other man replied. He shrugged away from Rose’s grasp and reached up to hold his head. “Dear God it fucking hurts.”

      “Do we need to stop and rest?”

      “No!” he cried, then cursed when he realized how loud he’d been. He waited, hand trembling toward the gun at his side, for anything to appear. When nothing did, he let out a long, steamy exhale that lit his breath in shades of blue. “I’ll be fine,” he continued, trudging a few steps forward. “Stopping here when we’re so close is worthless. And besides—even if I did lay down, I might fall asleep, which would only make the headache worse.”

      “You have to power through them?” Rose asked.

      Erik nodded. “Yeah,” he replied. “I do. So let’s finish the last leg of our trip and get home.”

      With that settled, Dakota turned and continued to lead them across the street, through a series of yards and then over a swell in the hill that predicted their homecoming. Erik’s difficulty at maneuvering with his bummed ankle and his throbbing headache was conquered by none other than Rose—who, with a delicate hand, assisted him as they trampled through the snow and up the icy hill.

      When they reached the top, the three homes and the impressive wall around them could easily be seen—sentinel in the darkness and like giants sleeping on the horizon.

      “See?” Rose asked. “Almost there.”

      “I can see it,” Erik snapped. “I’m not fucking blind.”

      Rose glanced at Dakota, who only shrugged and shook his head to dismiss her. There’d be no point in arguing with a man in pain, especially a man like Erik.

      They continued on through the darkness until they reached the gate. About this time, Dakota lifted his hand and began to wave sporadically—hoping, by some sheer dumb luck, that Steve or Jamie or maybe even Kevin would be awake to let them in.

      I really don’t want to be out in the cold tonight.

      Though they could always take refuge in Rose’s SUV, it would still leave them exposed to not only the elements, but the zombies within them.

      Somewhere within the enclosed complex, a door opened, then closed.

      “Psst!” Dakota hissed.

      “I hear you,” Steve said as he came forward, unhinged the wooden slat, then opened the door. He frowned upon only seeing three of them. “Ian⁠—”

      “Gone,” Dakota said, before his friend could even manage to finish. “And we have a problem.”

      

      “He’s been scratched?” Jamie asked.

      “It didn’t tear the skin,” Erik said, starting to bend over, but stopping before he could do so. “Shit.”

      “His head’s killing him,” Rose replied. “Someone get the man some Aspirin.”

      Steve darted into the kitchen to rummage through their medical supplies. Jamie—whose sad eyes had not left Erik since they’d returned—sighed as he looked upon his friend. “Erik,” he said.

      “I know you’re gonna have to tie me up,” the man said. “To a chair, a bed—something. I already get that.”

      “We don’t know if scratches are a vector of transmission.”

      “They shouldn’t be if it didn’t break the fucking skin.”

      Dakota frowned. As their primary caretaker and only medic, he figured Erik would know more than anyone about the virus and the way it was transmitted. Hearing the unsurety in Jamie’s voice did nothing to ease his conscience, nor did it help to alleviate his fears that they would lose yet another member of their group.

      We can’t, he thought. Not now, not after Ian.

      While he could mourn the man’s death, as he had been a member of their group and as such had contributed immensely to not only Erik’s survival, but Steve’s, he could not necessarily feel sad over it. Hearing about his past—and the things he had done to secure his position within the merciless gang—had soured most of his appreciation for the man. That, however, did not mean that he’d had to die—not now, and especially not in the way most people did in this world.

      When everyone’s eyes fell to Erik—when, after an aspirin was ingested and swallowed with a swig of bottled water—the man lifted his eyes, asked, “What?” then frowned shortly thereafter. “Oh,” he then said, his face taking on a somber expression. “That.”

      They waited—Dakota silently, Jamie with his arms crossed over his chest and Rose with a look of contemplation upon her face. Erik set the bottle of water down and turned his attention to face them just as Steve returned with a roll of bandages. “We were trying to distract them from Dakota and Rose when they broke into the convenience store,” Erik said. “They were the ones who had the supplies, so we figured it was better if they get out first—you know: risk ourselves rather than the people who would be bringing food back. That plan worked well enough until we got outside. That was when the zombies swarmed the alley and grabbed Ian.”

      “That shot we heard after the scream,” Rose said.

      “Was Ian ending his life,” Erik nodded. “We won’t be seeing him amongst the horde, thank God. I didn’t like the man, but it wasn’t as if I wanted him to die.”

      “I was thinking the exact same thing,” Dakota sighed. “It just seems like… karma, you know? For what he’s done throughout his life.”

      “No one deserves to have their choice taken away from them though,” Rose said, which instantly prompted nods from everyone—including Steve, whose work was set on cleaning, disinfecting and bandaging Erik’s wound.

      “Regardless,” Jamie said, “we have a new problem to worry about.”

      They all settled their eyes on Erik.

      “Under normal circumstances I wouldn’t want to take the risk,” he continued, “but Erik… you’re my best friend, and there’s no way I could… could…”

      “Shoot me,” Erik finished.

      Jamie nodded. “Yeah. Shu-shoot you.” He paused and swallowed a breath, obviously struggling to maintain his composure as he closed his eyes and fought back what were likely tears. He waited a moment to gather his strength before lifting his head to look at Erik and the group. “So… here’s what I propose: we take a chair, tie Erik up, and try to make him as comfortable as possible.”

      “I’ll be fine now that I have my pain medication,” Erik responded. “Hell. Being tied to a chair will be better than staying in that fucking gas station without any meds.”

      “So it’s settled. Steve.”

      “Yeah?” Steve asked.

      “See if you can find some rope, twine or bungee cords. We need to do this now before Erik gets any worse.”

      

      Erik was restrained, via a series of handkerchiefs, bandages and pieces of bungee cord, to a wooden dining room chair that would surely cause noise should he happen to turn when no one was up. It was determined, based on Rose’s roommate’s untimely death, that the entire process—if it were to even occur—would take less than twelve hours.

      She just went to bed and never woke up, Rose said.

      Unlike Mary, Erik was not displaying symptoms. He was not sweating profusely, his eyes were not shot with blood-red lines, nor was his skin paling by the hour. Rather, he looked merely tired—a fact that, while somewhat comforting to Jamie, was incredibly disconcerting to Dakota.

      He didn’t want to see Erik go through hell just to die and come back reanimated, yet at the same time, they couldn’t just kill him—not when he hadn’t been bitten.

      He still may turn, his consciousness chided him. Don’t get your hopes up.

      He didn’t. And so after bidding Erik goodnight and wrapping a slight blanket around his shoulders, he departed upstairs with Jamie for bed.

      Sleep eluded him for most of the night—strangling him with the idea that he would hear, near the crack of dawn, the sound of an undead moan and then the crack of the wooden chair as it was upended and crushed under a dead thing’s weight.  For that reason, he remained close to Jamie—allowing the man to spoon him until he fell asleep. It was only then that he broke away from his boyfriend’s touch and settled down into his own suitable position.

      Come time for morning, Dakota woke remembering nothing of the night before.

      It didn’t happen, he thought, hopeful as he rose—ahead of Jamie, thankfully—and dressed into a pair of sweats and a long-sleeved shirt. He stopped at the door, but grabbed the fire poker from its side before venturing out and creeping down the stairs.

      As he’d expected, Erik had not turned. Instead, he slept—his breaths going in, then out in a steady, languid pace.

      “Erik?” Dakota asked as he made his way down the last few stairs. “Are you awake?”

      The man startled, jerking against his restraints, then opened his eyes and turned them on Dakota. “Yeah,” he managed, coughing, clearing his throat of the night’s tickles and blinking a few times to clear his vision. “I am.”

      “How’re you feeling?”

      “Sore, mostly. But I think it’s from sitting in this chair all night.”

      “I can only imagine,” Dakota said. Erik looked from him, to the fire poker and back again. “Sorry,” he said. “It was… just in case.”

      “I know. Don’t worry.”

      Dakota stooped to undo the man’s restrains, taking extra care not to hurt or aggravate his injured ankle. He took particular note of its reddened hue, but beyond looking like a typical scratch, it appeared like nothing out of the ordinary.

      Maybe they don’t transmit the infection, he thought. Maybe he really is in the clear.

      Was that too much to ask for? For their medic—and Jamie’s best friend since childhood—to survive?

      Rather than dwell on the matter at hand, he finished untying Erik, then stood to help the man up. “Feeling ok?”

      “A bit woozy from my headache, but I think I can sleep longer now that the migraine is mostly gone.”

      “Do you want to go up to your room?”

      “If you’d let me, I’d appreciate it. I understand if you’d want to restrain me again.”

      Dakota frowned. He didn’t see the point—not now, after an entire night and more than twelve hours had passed without fail.

      With a shake of his head, Dakota turned and started back up the stairs.

      When he returned to bed, Jamie was rising—naked, save for his underwear and the blanket around his shoulders. “Erik⁠—”

      “Is fine,” Dakota said before Jamie could continue any further.

      The older man sighed and reached up to run a hand across his bearded face. “Thank God.”

      “I told him he could go into his room so long as he locked the door and answered us if someone knocked on it. Are you comfortable with that?”

      “It’s only the three of us in the house. I don’t see why that’d be a problem, especially since Rose isn’t in the second guest room anymore.”

      “I think her moving into the next house over with Steve and Desmond was the best idea we had,” Dakota replied, settling down beside Jamie. He sought out the man’s warmth and set a hand on his thigh, tracing the fine hairs beneath his touch. “At least now we only have to worry about the two of us. I mean… if something happens.”

      “You don’t think anything’s going to happen?” Jamie asked. “Do you?”

      Why Jamie was asking him Dakota didn’t know. He knew nothing of medicine, little of the virus and even less of the process that occurred after infection. Maybe he was just seeking comfort, or maybe he wanted to lend faith to the idea that nothing would happen to Erik come time they checked on him next. Rather than say anything, however, Dakota merely nodded and leaned into Jamie’s body, accepting the gentle and reassuring touch meant for his partner’s sake rather than his own.

      “Thank you for keeping an ear out for him last night,” Jamie said. “I know you were up most of the night listening.”

      “I couldn’t sleep,” Dakota replied.

      “Neither could I, but at least I eventually fell asleep. You, though.” Jamie laughed. “You look like you could use a few more hours.”

      “Or the whole day.”

      Jamie laughed.

      Dakota smiled.

      They wrapped their arms around each other and embraced.

      Maybe this was all just a fluke.

      Maybe Erik’s injury was nothing more than a minor flesh wound—one that would heal within the next few days.

      He could only hope.
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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