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Notes from the authors:

Thank you for reading our story. We'd appreciate it if you'd take a moment to write a review at  and share your thoughts on our work. Feedback is always great, and we love hearing from our readers. Thanks! JAJ & KGM
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CHAPTER ONE
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"Come on, come on...ring, damn it!" 

How many times had he tried to get through in the last hour? Twenty? Thirty? Had the network finally crashed? Why not? he thought. Nothing else worked anymore. Why should the phones be any different?

In his frustration, Jack felt like laughing, that insane, unwelcome laughter of despair. He wanted to hurl the useless phone across the room, to smash it into a thousand pieces, but he couldn't bring himself to do it. 

It wasn't much, but it was his only link to his family. 

He pulled the phone away from his ear and glanced at the battery meter, just in time to see the single remaining bar change from yellow to red. 

"The battery?"

He glanced up and met Officer Ballard's grim features.

"Not yet. There's still a little juice."

The sheriff's deputy shook his head. "Shut it down. Save it for later," he advised. "At least until we see if we can find another battery."

"I won't have another chance," Jack said. "You know that as well as I do."

The deputy shrugged. "I'm just sayin', that's all."

Jack sighed, felt the exhalation shudder up from his foundering lungs. His thumb drifted over the screen. Just as he was about to end the call, he heard a ringtone on the other end!

"Hello? Hello?" 

The phone was still ringing. 

"Pick up! Come on, pick up!" Jack begged.

"Hello?" 

The voice on the other end was tiny and tremulous. 

"Abby? Abby, where is Mommy?

"Daddy!"

"Abby, sweetheart, give the phone to Mommy."

"She's not here. Daddy, where are you?"

"She's not there? Where is she?" A cold knot formed in Jack's chest. Jenna wouldn't have left the girls alone unless something.... 

"Abby, where is Mommy?"

"Samantha got sick, so Mommy is taking her to Granny's and then she's gonna go looking for you." 

Jack felt his skin grow clammy as the blood drained from his face. "Sweetheart, Mommy wouldn't go to Granny's. She..."

"Mommy was worried about you. She said you were gone too long."

Jack cursed himself. After the Samantha had begun to develop a cold, he and Jenna had decided that he should head into town for something to fight it with. No one could afford weakened immunity these days. On top of that, they had also been low on ingredients for mosquito repellent and other supplies. Not desperately low, but no use waiting too long. And it had been peaceful enough. There hadn't been any sign of them for a week. It had seemed as good a time as any to go foraging in town. It should have taken the better part of a day's light, that was all. In and out. Home by dinner. 

That had been three days ago.

He blinked as his phone beeped. The battery.

"Daddy, when are you coming home? Are you with Mommy?"

"Abby, listen." He swallowed. His next words hung in his throat. "Sweetheart, Daddy can't make it home tonight. I..."

Abby's sudden burst of crying filled his ear. "No! You have to come home. Mommy's not here and Stephie's gone to get water, and I'm scared."

"Sweetheart. Baby, listen," he hated himself for the lie he was about to tell. "I need to find Mommy, don't I? I'm going to look for her. And we'll come home together."

As he spoke, Jack watched the deputy, shotgun in hand, take up position near the pharmacy's front window. Using the window displays for concealment, the lawman stared out upon the desolate, late afternoon street.

"You do want me to find Mommy, don't you?"

The crying subsided, followed by a slight pause and a small, "Yes."

Another beep.

Jack felt his fingers stiffen; an ache that could not be attributed to the death grip he had on the phone. "Sweetheart, my battery is dying. So I need you to listen carefully. Ok?"

"Yes." 

Jack winced. In the span of two 'yeses' he had lost his little girl. He could hear it in her tone; the loss of hope, the dread acceptance of being abandoned by the very people who had brought you into this world, the people who were supposed to always be there for you.

The phone beeped again. Then, as if the beeping wasn't reminder enough of how little time remained, Jack heard the deputy hiss for his attention. 

When he looked, the deputy made a circling gesture with his finger. 

"Wrap it up, already," the officer whispered sharply and looked back to the street.

"Abby, listen, I'm going to send someone to help you and your sisters. OK?"

"We want you and Mommy."

Another beep, a shorter interval, a greater insistence. 

"Hush! There's no more time. Now listen..."

"Who is it?"

"He's a police officer. His name is Deputy Ballard."

"I remember him."

Puzzled, Jack asked, "You do?"

"He came to our school and talked to our class. Daddy, how will he find us? He doesn't know where we live."

"Sweetheart, don't worry. He has a map. He can find you. Police are good at finding people. That's one of the things they do the best."

Beep!

"Let him find Mommy, then, and you can come home."

"Abby, please!" Jack tried to calm his voice before he spoke again. He didn't want to yell. Not now. He coughed several times in quick succession. Although he did his best to muffle the outburst, he drew the deputy's warning glare.

"Abby, you make sure all of the doors and windows are locked. Ok? Then I want you and Stephie to sleep in the pantry tonight. You watch out for your sister when she gets back and don't go outside again. Don't open the doors until Deputy Ballard arrives. Will you do that for Daddy?" 

Beep..... Beep!

He heard Abby began to cry softly. "I will."

"Good girl. Daddy loves you so, so much."

"I love you too, Daddy."

"That's my girl."

"Daddy, are you sure the deputy can find us?"

Beep... Beep!

"Yes. Yes, he can." Jack realized that to a ten year old girl, the wait would feel like an eternity. So, in an effort to reassure her, he said, "It might take him a while to get to you so, if it gets dark out, don't worry. He'll be there, I promise."

Beep... Beep... Beep

"OK. I'll put a candle in the window so he can find us."

"What?"

Beep... Beep... Beep... Beep

"Sweetheart! A candle will..." 

The battery died even as he uttered the last of his warning. "...only attract them to the house!" 

He stared with dead eyes at the silent phone before finally slinging it across the room.

Deputy Ballard ducked. It struck the wall above him and shattered into a million flying pieces.

Jack motioned him over. 

The lawman cast a last, anxious look toward the street before making his way to Jack, where he sat slumped against the shampoo aisle's end cap. The drugstore had been ransacked at some point, probably more than once, and the floor was strewn with the useless bric-a-brac that no one either wanted or needed since the world had gone bad.

"You don't look so good," the deputy said as he dropped to one knee.

"My wife...."

"I heard. That's too bad."

Jack scowled. "It doesn't mean she's dead." He leaned to one side and reached for his wallet. He struggled to free it but his damned fingers...they weren't numb, but he couldn't quite feel them. 

The lawman watched for a moment. He seemed about to help but, at last, Jack's hand obeyed and produced the wallet. He opened it and removed the family photo, his favorite that he always carried with him. 

He gazed at it hungrily, then tore his eyes away. "Here. Take this. It was taken last year. Jenna looks the same. You might find her...along the way."

Ballard took the photo and studied it. The five of them, dressed in their Sunday best. Jack the proud family man in a light grey suit, holding a chubby baby in his arms, his face proud. The wife was a dark haired woman of striking beauty. Very striking. She didn't look like a mother of three. 

"She's a pretty woman," the deputy muttered. 

Jack coughed, felt something give inside him. "Yeah..." 

He gestured weakly toward the photo. "Abby's the oldest. She's ten now." 

Ballard's brows lifted as if only just noticing the children. "Hmmm. Looks like her mom. They all do. Not bad."

"The next oldest is Stephie. She'll be eight soon. And the little one there, the baby, that's... " A deep, gargling cough that welled up from deep in his lungs interrupted him. After the fit subsided, he continued. "The little one's name is Samantha."

The deputy handed the photo back, but Jack waved it off. "Keep it. You may need it to find them."

The lawman man nodded.

"What's your name?" Jack asked.

"Don't see that it matters."'

Jack chuckled feebly. "I know. I know. It isn't like I'll ever be able to repay you. Just...I'd just like to know the name of the man I'm entrusting my family to. I mean, I see your badge says 'Officer N. Ballard' but that seems a little too impersonal. Don't you agree?"

The deputy regarded the photo as he answered. "I guess N. Ballard does at that. Call me Nathan."

Jack leaned back and closed his fogging eyes. He smiled weakly. "Nathan... thanks." And then he retched unexpectedly. He toppled over as a spasm of pain laid him out on the cold tile flooring.

Ballard was on his feet in a flash, backing away.

Unable to lift himself, Jack somehow managed to point to a coloring book that had been lying amid the clutter on the floor beside him. A rainbow of crayons lay scattered about. 

"We live out in the country. Towards...." His voice dropped to a mere wheeze as his lungs weakened. "...towards Mayfield. I drew... you a...map.... corner of Montgomery & Blue Ash. I..." 

Jack collapsed, his hand outstretched and not quite touching the cheerful page.
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Nathan watched as the man's eyes glazed over. He stood silently for several moments as he looked from the dead man to the family photo in his hand. Too bad about the woman being gone—if she was out wandering around, she was probably infected by now—but there were still three little girls out there. 

Alone.

He stuffed the photo into his shirt pocket then stooped down and picked up the coloring book. On the open page, an idiotic pony with wings smiled at him with bulging eyes. On top of the printed pony, the map had been scribbled in green crayon. It looked terrible, as though it had been drawn by an epileptic chicken. Still, it was better than he should have expected given Jack's condition. The more he studied it, the clearer it became. 

"The corner of Montgomery and Blue Ash," he read aloud. Yes. He could find the girls.

He tore the page from the book and stuffed it into the pocket with the photo.

A noise from the street caused his heart to jump. It sounded like a garbage can had been kicked over. No one would dare make that much noise, not these days. No one but them, anyway. He tightened his grip on the shotgun and turned to investigate.

He didn't get far. Something grabbed him by the leg, tripping him. He fell, hit the floor hard. The shotgun skittered away and slid beneath the shelving.

Nathan twisted around, his fists raised.

Jack had him. 

Nathan had never seen anyone turn so quickly. He should have put a bullet in the man's head the minute he had found him bleeding in the alley behind the drugstore. As soon as Jack had died, he definitely should have made sure that he would stay dead. But the sound of a gunshot was like a dinner bell to them and he had been sure that he would be long gone before Jack turned.

Clotted blood and spittle oozed from Jack's gnashing mouth and the undead man began to rise on unsteady feet, an effort complicated by the fact that he still clutched Nathan by the ankle. 

Tenacious bastards, every last one of them. 

Nathan drew his revolver and sent a single shot into Jack's contorted face.

As the newly turned seether crumbled to the ground, dead at last, Nathan scrambled for the shot gun. Time to go. 

He hesitated as his gaze fell upon Jack's open backpack full of the supplies that the man had died to scavenge. He opened the pack further and felt almost giddy. Mosquito repellent! Well, sort of. There was castor oil, witch hazel, even lemongrass and more. He marveled that Jack had managed to scavenge all the necessary ingredients to make it; a feat harder and harder to do these days. 

Wherever it all had come from, it was his now, and for the time being he would not have to concern himself with concocting less effective home brews. And until it ran out he could rest a trifle easier concerning mosquito bites.

He transferred the valuable contents to his own pack and left Jack's lying empty next to his corpse. He then returned to the store's front window. The street was thronged with the undead, dozens of them, a mindless tide of death and decay, an ambling pestilence with an insatiable hunger for living flesh.

"Jesus! Where the hell do they all come from?" 

Nathan inspected the drugstore. He could hole up here until they passed on, but how long would that be? An hour? A day? Maybe longer? It would be dark in an hour or two. Common sense told him to ride out the night in the relative safety of the store. But the undead didn't think like the living. They didn't think at all, and that made them unpredictable. For that reason alone, common sense could get you killed. He'd seen it happen more than once.

Instinct. It had never failed him before and right now it was telling him to run like hell, to go anywhere but here. The back door. If the way out back was clear, he was as good as gone. He patted the pocket containing the photo and map. 

With luck, he could make it to the dead man's house before dawn.
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