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  OUTBREAK









  
  “Hey Jen, didn’t your brother marry one of them Russian mail-order brides?” 
Jenny paused stirring the soup long enough to cringe. She was so tired of hearing about Paul’s mail-order bride. Seriously, why’d he go to that extreme to get a wife? There were hundreds of good women right here in America, and he went and shipped in some Russian woman that couldn’t even speak his own language. Made a joke of himself was what he’d done. 
“You know he did, Carl,” she hollered back at her husband. “I’m tired of hearing about it. Supper’s almost ready. You just watch your basketball game and hush up until it’s done.” 
“It’s football,” he yelled back, “and it was interrupted. Come ‘ere. You might wanna see this. Says them mail-order brides are diseased.”
Diseased? Jenny turned the soup down to a simmer and walked into the living room. Carl sat in his recliner, beer in one hand, remote in the other. On the TV before him, the president of Russia’s face filled the screen. The devilish sneer across his face made him uglier than usual. 
“What are you talking about?”
“Watch.”
John Truman, the attractive, blond news anchor, replaced the president’s face. “That was the video released to American news stations just this morning,” the news anchor stated. “There have already been ten confirmed cases of the outbreak in the local area, over one thousand nationwide. As the president stated in the video, they injected the Z1219 virus into the Russian mail-order brides’ systems before giving them their K-1 visas. The virus, a deadly bomb just waiting to explode, detonated today. From what we currently know, all mail-order brides directly injected with the virus would now have that virus activated in their system. The president states the disease is highly contagious through blood and sexual contact, so the exact numbers we are facing are unclear.”
Jenny gasped, her hand automatically covering her mouth as the implication set in. Her brother! 
“The military is sending soldiers to all known addresses of mail-order brides brought over in the past five years, which is when the Russian president claims the virus injections began. At this time, we ask all citizens to stay inside. If you have been in contact with any Russian mail-order bride, please call the number flashing at the bottom of the screen. A military unit will be dispatched.” 
“A military unit? Why are they sending soldiers? Why can’t they just go to the hospital?”
“This ain’t no normal cold or flu,” Carl explained. “That Russian bastard said he sent them women over here to take us all out. No damn way they want those infected people around the rest of the population. You’d best call your brother, if the military hasn’t gotten to him yet.” 
Heart threatening to pound right out of her chest, Jenny grabbed the phone from the side table and dialed her brother’s number. It rang five times before Paul picked up. 
“Jenny?” He said, obviously recognizing her name on the caller ID. “Jenny, you stay in your house. Don’t come here.”
“Paul, what’s going on? Are you all right? The news said those women are infected. Is Elena infected? Are you?”
“I can’t talk long, Jen. I’m in trouble here.” 
“What’s going on?” she asked, noticing Paul’s shortness of breath, as if he’d been running. 
“It’s bad, Jen. It’s real bad. I’ve been locked down in the basement for hours, but she’s about to get through that door and when she does…”
“What? Paul, what’s happening?”
“She’s a damn zombie, Jen. I shot her. I shot her three times, and she kept coming. It’s in me too. I feel it. Worst fever I ever had, but I’m not one of those things yet. I don’t know when I will be, so don’t come here. Don’t you dare. Stay inside. Let the government handle this.”
“Paul!” Tears streamed freely down Jenny’s face as his words sank in. He was infected. What she’d seen on TV was real. “The military is sending out soldiers. They’ll get to you and they’ll make you better.”
Paul laughed a little, a rough, hoarse sound. “Since when does the military do house calls, Jen? I’ve been military long enough to know the drill. They’re not coming to save us. They’re coming to destroy us. To save the uninfected.”
“No, Paul. You’re one of their own. They wouldn’t kill you.”
“My wife just tried to eat me, Jen. When this disease takes over me, I’ll try to eat people too. I used to be a soldier. Now, I’m a dead man walking. They’re going to kill me and I’m glad. I need to be destroyed.”
“Don’t talk like that. It’s the sickness. You don’t mean it. You’ll get better.”
“She’s almost through the door. I love you, sis. Stay safe.”
“Paul? Paul!” The dial tone blared in her ear, the ominous sound reminding her of a heart monitor after the patient flat-lined.  

      ***“Are you one of them? Are you?” 
Tears pooled in Janjai’s eyes as her husband led her down the stairs to the basement, her hair tightly knotted in his hand. Unlike his other outbursts, she had no idea what had caused his sudden anger. She hadn’t burned food; she hadn’t refused him, and she hadn’t caught the attention of another man. She’d been folding the laundry when he’d barged into the bedroom, grabbed her roughly by the hair along the nape of her neck, and started dragging her through the house, cussing and muttering about the fucking foreign bastards and them. He kept asking if she was one of them, but she had no idea what he meant, and not because of something lost in translation. He had no idea how much she understood. If he did, she’d be good as dead.
“It starts with Russia, then Asia, huh? That how it works?” He shoved her toward the small room built in to the basement. He’d put her in there before. He thought it was punishment, locking her away in there, but she found being around him a greater punishment.
He unlocked the door and shoved her inside. “You’ll stay here and we’ll see if China’s in on this shit too.”
The door slammed closed, locking Janjai inside the room. She pulled the chain to the bare light bulb hanging overhead, illuminating the small room before she sank down to sit on the floor. 
“I’m from Thailand, you ignorant son-of-a-bitch,” she said in perfect English as she took stock of the provisions stacked against the wall across from her. She had food, water and shelter, even a nasty camp toilet. Now all she had to do was wait until he came back for her. If he came back for her. Many of the times Hank had locked her away in the room, she’d prayed for him not to.

      ***The prepaid cell phone vibrated on the card table. A sick feeling spread through Hallelujah Brown’s gut as he walked the short length of the cabin to get it. Only one person had the number and he knew not to call unless it was absolutely necessary. 
“Paul?” Hal asked, holding the cell to his ear as he moved aside the curtain, just enough to see outside. No one stood outside the cabin, no police cars parked there, officers ready to kill him on sight. 
“I need a favor, Hal.”
“A favor?” Hal’s voice rose. “I’m hiding out from the police, and you want a favor? Need I remind you I’m a convict on the run?”
“I’m dying.”
“What?” Hal calmed down. Of course Paul wouldn’t chance calling him unless something major was going down. 
“You see the news on the TV? About the virus?”
“I haven’t exactly had a chance to unwind in front of the TV, Paul. What are you talking about? What virus?”
“Russia’s killing us. Sent over a virus inside mail-order brides. I got one. And I got the virus.” 
Hal sat on the edge of the cot in the corner of the cabin. “What?”
“I killed her. Had to go for the head, just like the movies.” Paul laughed, choked. Made a spitting sound. 
Hal didn’t want to know what his friend had just spit out. It sounded bad enough to turn his stomach.
“Slow down, Paul. You’re not making sense.”
“The virus. It turns people into zombies, just like on TV. You have to go for the head. Go for the head, Hal.”
“All right, all right. I got it. Go for the head. You’re saying you got this? How could you be talking to me if you were some kind of zombie?”
“I’m not yet. I’m turning. I feel it. Not much time left. You’re my last goodbye.”
“Goodbye? I don’t like the sound of this. Get to a hospital.”
“No. I’m ending myself before I can hurt others. The military was supposed to round them all up, but it got too bad too soon. I guess. They never came. I can’t wait.”
“Paul. You sound suicidal. Don’t do it, man. You know it’s a sin.”
Paul laughed. “I’ll do far more sinful things if I don’t. Can’t pray this away, buddy. You have to do what I can’t do.”
“Paul. What are you asking me to do?”
“Do what I can’t. I need you to come right away.”
This time, Hal laughed. “I’m a wanted man and you expect me to come to you? I’ll never make it.”
“The police aren’t worrying about escaped prisoners anymore. Hell, there might not even be any police left. You’ll make it. Please. I need you.”
Hal inhaled deep, thinking. If any cops saw him, he was dead. But Paul was his best friend, and he’d believed in him, believed in his cause.
“I’m on my way, buddy. I’ll get there as quick as I can. Just hang in there, all right?”
“I’m sorry, Hal, but please finish it. Please? Do what I can’t.”
“Paul?”
No answer.
“Paul?”
Dial tone.
“Dammit.” Hal thumbed the End button and pocketed the phone. He didn’t have much to take with him. He’d escaped the prison a few weeks ago, with Paul’s help. Paul had left him a change of clothes, the cell, a gun in case of trouble, and some money. He’d found the cabin on his own, not too far from the Tennessee state line. Good thing too, since he was now headed there. 
He grabbed up all the non-perishable food he’d accumulated and shoved it into a backpack along with a change of clothes, grabbed his gun, and left the safety of the cabin.
Cursing his stupidity, he traveled downhill toward the winding road he’d done everything to avoid while searching for a safe house. He tucked the gun inside the pocket of his hoodie. It was a little warm for a hoodie, but the front pocket allowed him a place to keep the gun out of view, important if he planned on traveling the road. 
It took about an hour, but he made it to the road. The woods were eerily quiet as he started following the road toward the main streets. It unnerved him, but he figured anything would unnerve him after the call he’d just received. Zombies? No way, but that’s what Paul had said. Then again, if Paul was sick, it was very likely the man had been hallucinating. He might not be aware of what was really going on. Hal could be walking out in the open for nothing, but he had to do it. Paul was his friend, his best friend. The guy was like family. 
Hal stilled as a car came into view up ahead. It was stopped in the middle of the road, the driver’s side door open. Dark stains covered the surrounding ground. 
His hand closing over the gun in his pocket, Hal crept forward to investigate. His nose twitched as the offensive smell assaulted it. As he drew closer, he realized the metallic-smelling mess was blood. 
No one remained in the car. The seats were ripped, and the windshield cracked. The keys remained in the ignition, the driver not even bothering to remove them. Hal could see why as he studied the blood. It had to belong to the driver as it started on the back of the driver’s seat and spilled onto the interior of the door and the ground. It led into the woods. 
The driver had been attacked and taken into the woods. No, Hal realized as he looked at it again. The driver had run into the woods to escape. To escape what? His passenger? His passenger who had scratched up the seats before attacking? What in the world?
A gurgling, growling sound caught Hal’s attention, and he looked in the direction the driver had fled to see a person approaching. It was a woman. She walked slowly, seeming to drag her feet. Her head hung forward so he couldn’t see her face, but the blood covering her long blonde hair and white dress indicated she’d been injured. 
“Ma’am? Are you all right?” He removed the gun from his hoodie and aimed it past her. “Is the person who did this to you up there? Are you being followed?”
The woman neared as he scanned the woods behind her, searching for a threat. 
“Miss? Can you speak? It’s gonna be all right. I’ll get you out of here.” 
She raised her head, blood dripping from her chin as she made the growling noise he’d heard earlier.
“Sweet Jesus,” Hal whispered in shock as he looked into the woman’s cloudy white eyes. 
He didn’t think she could see, but she could definitely hear. She’d been headed straight for him since he’d spoken to her. 
“Stop!” he ordered.
She kept shuffling toward him, dragging her feet.
“Stop, dammit, or I’ll shoot!”
She growled again, the sound a combination of a gurgle, growl and moan. Her arms raised, hands reaching out to him.
He shot her in the center of her forehead, remembering Paul’s instruction.
As she fell to the ground, the top half of her head splattered on the road behind her, another figure emerged. A man. 
“Help me!” he cried. “She bit me. She tried to eat me.” 
The man stumbled forward, holding out the wadded flannel shirt he’d been holding to his neck. Blood pumped out of the bitten area as he fell to his knees.
“I need a hospital.”
“She’s Russian?”
“Yes. She was my wife. I saw the news. I didn’t trust the military. I tried to get her away, to a cabin I have up here. I thought we’d wait for a cure, but she became too violent. She attacked me in the car.”
“You’re infected.” Hal aimed the gun.
“I haven’t turned! I can still be saved.”
“Yes, you can,” Hal said as he pulled the trigger.

      ***“When can we go outside? I’m bored.” 
Raven Bleu looked at her younger sister and sighed. “I know, Sky. I’m sorry. We have to wait until we’re given the all-clear.” 
“When will that be?” 
“I don’t know.” 
They’d been holed up inside the hotel room for a week, ever since the announcement was made. Russian mail-order brides were on the loose, or something crazy like that. The local businesses had shut down, and the hotels weren’t allowing their guests to leave. 
It wasn’t the fun trip to Hollywood they’d planned. 
“Have they said anything else about the meet and greet?” Sky looked away from the Disney movie she’d been watching. They’d ordered Frozen through the hotel’s Pay-Per-View service. The regular TV was non-stop news and Sky didn’t want to watch it. The reports frightened her. 
Raven checked Emma Whitman’s website on her laptop once more. “Sorry, sweetie. It still just says it’s canceled. No news of a rescheduling.”
Sky’s disappointed pout broke her heart. Sky loved the tween star and had been so excited when she’d told her she’d won the contest to meet her on set. 
“I’m sure they will reschedule once this is all over. It was a contest, after all. You can’t have a contest with no prize, right?”
“I guess. I’m still bored.”
“Watch the movie. You love it.”
“I loved it the first billion times I watched it.”
“Billion? Really?” Raven raised an eyebrow. “Overdramatic, much?”
“I wanna do something else.”
“Like what?” Raven set aside the laptop, finding it hard to concentrate on the news stories about the Z1219 virus with her nine-year-old sister’s constant interruption.
“Can we dye my hair?” 
“I already told you no.” 
“Your hair is dyed. Why can’t I dye mine?” Sky crossed her arms defiantly.
“Because I’m nineteen and you’re only nine.” 
“So what? It’s not like I’m gonna dye it crazy like yours. I just want to try blonde.” 
Raven laughed at this. “I thought you liked my hair.”
“Well, yeah. My favorite color is blue, and it’s kind of like our last name. But it’s still crazy. I don’t know anyone else with blue in their hair.”
“That’s what makes me so awesome,” Raven informed her. “I don’t try to look like other people, like how you’re trying to look like Emma Whitman.” 
She leaned over and tugged one of Sky’s dark brown curls. “You’re beautiful like this. When you meet Emma, do you want her weirded out because you copycatted her look or do you want her impressed by your own look? It’s totally cool, by the way.”
This made Sky smile. “I am pretty cool.”
“Yes, you are. You have my blood, after all.”
Sky rolled her eyes. “I’m hungry.”
“Me too.” Raven’s belly grumbled on cue. “We’re out of food. You inhaled the last of the Twinkies this morning and there aren’t any more leftovers in the fridge.”
“I thought this hotel offered breakfast.”
“They did before this virus happened. Now they want everyone to stay in their rooms.”
“And starve? They want us to die of hunger?”
“So dramatic,” Raven muttered as she reached for the phone on the nightstand. “I’ll call the front desk and see what our options are for food.”
She dialed the front desk and waited. The phone just kept ringing. She tried again and the same thing happened. 
“They aren’t answering,” she said as she hung up the phone.
“I’m starving.”
“All right, all right. There were vending machines on the second floor. I’ll see if anything’s left.”
“I wanna come!” Sky jumped off the bed.
“No way. You aren’t leaving this room.” Raven pointed at her as she stood from the bed, snapped her fingers and pointed back to the bed. “Park your butt right there and do not move from that spot until I come back.” 
“I’m tired of being in this room. We haven’t even been able to see Hollywood yet.”
“I’m only going to the vending machines, Sky. You’re not missing anything. Stay here where it’s safe.”
“Nothing’s going to happen.”
“Sky Marie.”
“Fine.” Sky plopped back down on the bed, a sour expression on her face as Idina Menzel’s voice filled the room. “I’m sick of this song.”
Raven grabbed the keycard and slipped out the door. “So am I.” 
She found little in the vending machines. Only a few bags of Nutter Butters had been left inside one. The other held an assortment of baked chips, because honestly, who liked baked chips? 
“Starving little girls can’t be choosy,” Raven muttered to herself as she fished inside her front jeans pocket for coins. 
Someone screamed. 
Raven jerked in response, coins spilling onto the carpeted floor. She turned, trying to discern where the sound had come from. It was female, but not young enough to be Sky.
Thank God.
The woman screamed again, the sound more panicked than before, but more than that. It was the sound of genuine horror. It turned Raven’s blood cold. 
The scream came again, followed by another, this one belonging to a man. Then gunshots. Then the man screaming in pain. The woman didn’t quit screaming after that. It all came from down the hall, around the corner.
Raven could turn around, go up the stairs she’d come down to get to the vending machine, or she could go down the hall and help. The virus was all over the news. The infected were killing people, eating people. She had no weapon. She had a little sister upstairs to protect.
The woman screamed again.
“Stay in the room, Sky,” she whispered as she traveled down the hallway, praying the little girl obeyed her. 
She heard garbled, growling sounds as she neared the end of the hallway and she nearly turned around. The woman cried out and she couldn’t leave her. She had to do something. 
She turned the corner and gasped. 
A young brunette woman struggled on the floor as a crazy-looking man attacked her like a rabid dog. The woman saw her and quit pushing on the man currently chewing on her shoulder. She rolled over. 
“Help me!” the woman called out as the man fell on her back and sank his teeth into her. Her eyes bulged in pain as the growling man feasted. 
Across from her, another man lay lifeless on the floor, a zombie eating his stomach. A gun lay beside him, having fallen from his hand. 
“Help,” the woman pleaded again.
Raven shook her head, tears falling. She couldn’t. She didn’t have a weapon. If she could even get to the fallen man’s gun, she might not be able to shoot it. She’d never seen a real gun in person before. And the woman…
“You’re infected now,” she said. 
The zombies heard that, looked up, focusing their cloudy white eyes on her, or the general vicinity of her. She wasn’t sure if they could see or not. 
Raven stepped back slowly, careful to not make a lot of noise, but it was too late. They knew she was there. They stood, shuffled forward, and another emerged from the stairwell down the hall. 
They were in the stairwell. Sky!
Raven turned and ran toward the other end of the hall, to the stairwell she’d used by the vending machines. The elevator hadn’t opened earlier, so she didn’t waste time trying it now. She reached the stairwell and made her way up to her floor, praying to find Sky safe and sound. 
She reached their floor and burst through the door into the hallway. And came face to face with Sky.
“What the hell? I told you to stay in the room!” 
Tears dampened Sky’s cheeks, and she shook as she squeezed her blue teddy bear tight against her chest. “The TV quit working, and I heard screaming.”
As if on cue, screams erupted from the floor above them. “They’re above us too?”
“Who? What’s happening?”
“Zombies, Sky. The Walking Dead is real now.” She grabbed her little sister’s elbow and guided her toward their room. 
“We need to leave, Raven.”
“We can’t. They’re on the other floors and they’re using the stairwells. We have to hide until help comes.”
“The doors don’t even lock.”
“What?”
“Nothing works. The TV, elevator, door locks. It’s all broken.”
“Great.”
A groaning noise sounded from down the hallway. They looked up in time to see two zombies shuffle around the corner. 
Sky screamed, announcing their presence. 
“Shit.” Raven grabbed her sister and opened the first door she could reach. 
“This isn’t our room.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Raven shoved her sister inside and looked around. The room was vacant. “Get in the closet. Lock the door.” 
“What about you?”
“I need to find a weapon.” Raven opened drawers and turned back sheets, checking to see if the room’s previous occupants had left anything useful behind. It appeared the room had been cleaned before the outbreak and no one had used it since, from what she could tell. “Dammit, I need something sharp.”
“Like your necklace?”
“I told you to get in the closet.” Raven looked down at her pendant, a large cross with the bottom sharpened into a dagger-like point. “This might just work.” 
“There’s no lock on the closet door. We can’t stay here.”
“Where else are we supposed to go? They’re in the hallway.”
The door opened, and the zombies entered, their groaning turning into garbled growls.
Sky screamed again, backing toward the balcony.
“It’s going to be all right, Sky.” Raven removed her necklace, held the cross in her hand, sharpened end pointed out. It was sharp, but not very long. She’d have to get dangerously close to the zombies to hurt them, and by the time she stabbed one, the other would be on her. She’d be dead and soon after, so would Sky. 
They backed toward the sliding balcony doors, and Sky opened them, slipping outside. 
“Jump,” Raven instructed her, realizing this room was on the same side of the hall as theirs. The balconies were interior and lined the swimming pool.
“What?”
“Jump, Sky. Dive into the pool. It’s our only way out.”
“No.” Sky’s voice quivered in fear as she cried. “I can’t.”
“Dammit, Sky.”
Raven turned as the zombies closed in, grabbed her sister under her arm, and jumped off the balcony, into the pool below. 
They came out of the water sputtering. 
“Why’d you do that? You know I can’t swim.”
“It was that or die,” Raven explained as she hoisted Sky onto the tiled floor and climbed out of the pool behind her. 
She’d just cleared the water when the zombies fell from the balcony. One landed in the pool with a splash. The other missed, landing on the tiled floor. Raven heard its bones break, which made it all the more horrifying when it rose up on its elbows and started crawling toward them, dragging its broken lower body along.
Sky opened her mouth, but Raven clamped her hand over it, muffling the scream. “You can’t keep doing that,” she whispered. “They hear it and they come to it. I don’t think they can see well and they don’t move as fast as us. We’ll survive this if we’re quick and quiet, got it?”
Sky nodded, her bottom lip quivering as she fought to not cry.
“We’re gonna be fine, kid,” Raven assured her sister, hugging the little girl tight before surveying the surrounding area. “We have to find a safer place. This isn’t it.”
As if her statement needed any further clarification, the zombie that had splashed into the pool stood and started walking toward them through the water. 
“Come on.” She grabbed Sky’s hand and pulled her toward the doorway to the first floor hallway. “Be very quiet. We don’t know how many are on this floor.”
Sky’s only response was a whimper. 
Raven squeezed her hand and kept walking down the hall, toward the front of the hotel. The lights flickered on and off, intensifying the anxiety level. Raven wished they’d just go off. It was daytime. There was plenty of natural light, and maybe darkness would help them. It didn’t seem like the zombies could see very well to begin with. 
“Do we have a plan?” Sky whispered.
“Yeah. Get the hell out of here,” Raven whispered back. 
“Out on the street? I thought we were supposed to stay inside because it was safer.” 
“It was until the undead cannibals got in with us. We definitely aren’t safe here, not when the doors don’t even lock and there are zombies creeping on multiple floors. We’ll find a safer building.” 
“How are we supposed to get to a safer building? We need a gun.” 
The matter-of-fact way Sky made the statement brought a smile to Raven’s mouth, despite the circumstances. “You know how to shoot a gun now?”
“No.”
“Then we don’t need one. We’ve already got people-eating monsters chasing us. The last thing we need is for one of us to shoot the other in the ass.”  
“How do we stop them?”
“I don’t know that we can, but we can definitely outrun them.” 
They reached the lobby and found it painted in blood. Raven barely closed her hand over Sky’s mouth before the girl erupted into a screaming fit. 
“Shhh, Sky. Be quiet, Sis.” Raven whispered, desperately trying to silence the screams she could only muffle with her hand. She knew the girl was terrified. Hell, the sight in front of her had her nearly pissing her own pants. 
The man at the counter, the same man who’d checked them in a week ago, was now draped over that counter with his intestines scattered around him. The upper half of him, anyway. Judging by the blood trail, the lower half had been dragged away. 
Sky finally quit screaming, the shrill cries turning into choked sobs as she struggled to breathe. 
“That’s better. It’ll be all right,” Raven soothed her. “We’ll find someplace safe.”
At that moment, the dead man growled, rising up on his elbows. The sisters both gasped, too stunned to expel their breath as the man reached out toward them, snarling. Determined to reach them, he pushed himself forward, falling off the counter with a splat as what remained of his mangled intestines fell out. 
Sky bent at the waist and vomited the Twinkies she’d had for breakfast.
A shuffling sound from around the corner spurred Raven into action before she could follow suit. She grabbed Sky’s arm and pulled her into the closest room.
“What are we doing?”
“Something’s moving out there,” Raven explained, shutting the door behind them. They were in a small room with cooking appliances and refrigerators. Pots and pans hung from hooks suspended from the ceiling. “This must be where they prepare the breakfast foods. There should be knives or something useful. Start searching, but do it quietly.” 
They quickly rummaged through cabinets and drawers. Although she found food and drinks, Raven couldn’t find a single knife that wasn’t plastic.
“Dammit. What kind of kitchen doesn’t have a knife?”
“The kind that only cooks scrambled eggs and sausage patties,” Sky answered.     
The knob on the door leading out to the breakfast area of the lobby started jangling. 
“Raven!” 
Sky ran to her side, and she quickly tucked her under her arm. With her necklace the only weapon she had, she pulled her sister toward the door they’d entered through.
“That other one’s out there. He was crawling toward us.”
“He was dragging himself,” Raven corrected her. “He doesn’t have any legs. I’d rather go against him than one who can walk, and for all we know, there’s more than one outside that breakfast area door.”
Sky whimpered.
“I love you, Sky.” Raven kissed her younger sister’s head. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
She grasped the doorknob and paused. “As soon as I open this door, we’re going to run to the front exit. We’re right at the lobby entrance so we just go into the lobby and cut a right, then out through those doors. If the man at the counter has managed to drag himself this far, we can probably jump right over him. Got it?”
Sky nodded. “Just don’t leave me.”
“You know I never would.” 
“Not on purpose, but like Mom and Dad did.”
“Not even like that,” Raven got out past the ball of anguish that had formed in her throat. “We’re going now, before anything gets in that other door. You ready?”
Sky nodded.
“Let’s go. Move fast.” 
Raven twisted the knob, pulled the door open, and led her sister out. They successfully jumped over the desk attendant’s moving torso, rounded the corner, and came face to face with three zombies blocking the exit. 
“Shit!” Raven grabbed Sky and whirled around, but the two zombies that had been trying to get through the kitchen door were approaching from that direction. 
“Raven, what do we do?”
Raven barely made her sister’s words out, the little girl’s voice trembled so badly. She looked around and found a door to their right. 
“We hide,” she answered as she pulled the door open, revealing a small closet. She shoved Sky in with the sweepers and mops and jumped in behind her. She pulled the door to close them inside, but a zombie hand grabbed the edge and pulled it back. 
“Shit!”
She pulled with all her strength, but now three of them had grabbed the edge of the door and their combined strength outweighed hers. She had her sharpened cross and an assortment of mops and sweepers to work with. 
“I can’t hold the door any longer, Sky. I need you to grab a mop and try to ram the wooden part through these things’ faces.”
“I can’t!” Tears streamed down Sky’s chubby cheeks. “It’s too scary. They’re too big.”
“I can’t fight five of them alone and I can’t hold this door. They’re going to get in.”
“I can’t do it. I can’t do it!”
Raven inhaled deeply. She couldn’t get mad at Sky. She was just a little girl and understandably scared out of her mind.
“Okay, but I have to let this door go. I’ll fight them. You just run.”
“What? I can’t leave you.”
“You can and you will!” Raven regretted snapping, but now was not the time for babying her sister. They were both going to die if she didn’t act fast. She knew she couldn’t fight off all five zombies, but she could buy her sister time to escape. If one of them was to survive, she planned on it being Sky. 
“Sorry I yelled, Sky, but I need you now. Grab that short sweeper right there, just in case you need it, and then you run. Stay low and you can run right past them. They’re slow, so you keep on running.”
“What about you?”
“I’ll catch up.”
“Do you promise?”
“I promise.” She choked, barely keeping the sob from forming. “No matter what, Sky, I will always be with you.”
Sky hugged her waist quickly and Raven savored the moment before her little sister let go and grabbed the shortest sweeper, gripping the handle in both hands. 
“You just run, Sky. Run as fast as you can out those doors and use that if you have to.”
“Where do I go once outside?”
“Just keep running.”
Sky chewed her bottom lip, then finally nodded. “I’m ready.”
“I love you, Sky. You can do this. Just run fast.”
Raven let go of the door and grabbed a mop, figuring it would deal more damage than her cross. Sky ran out just as she’d instructed, and the zombies, intent on Raven, let her pass. She impaled the closest one with the mop, gagging at the wet, crunching sound it made as it sank through the man’s forehead. Blood splattered onto her, but she didn’t have time to retch. She had to buy Sky time to escape. 
A shrill scream cut through the noise of the zombies’ growls and Raven’s heart sank. 
“Sky?”
No answer. Just screaming.
Raven kicked and punched, dodged and stabbed, trying to clear a path to her sister, but the zombies had seemed to multiply since they’d attempted to hide in the closet, and everything happened too fast.

      ***Maura Seton sat outside the house, her car turned off so she didn’t attract the wildlife. That’s what she thought of them. The zombies. They were like wild carnivores on the prowl. 
That’s what she’d find inside the house, if he was still there. Maybe he’d gotten out, or had been somewhere entirely else when the disease took him over and turned him into one of them. Maybe the military had gotten to him and ended him before he turned.
She shouldn’t care about him at all, should have stopped long before she’d heard of the Z1219 outbreak, but how could she stop loving the man she’d envisioned her future with? The man who’d once made her feel like the most beautiful, most perfect woman in the world?
No one had ever made her feel as special as he had, all the way up until he’d announced he was marrying some whore from Russia. Oh, he’d said she was a good woman, that Russian women had traditional values. That was what made them better than American women. They worked hard at marriage, so he knew he wouldn’t divorce. They’d be together forever, him and this stranger from another country. He cared about her, but he couldn’t be with her. He had to marry this stranger because of financial reasons.
She knew now it was all lies. She’d done her research online and with friends. She’d never been to that godforsaken country, but she knew others who had. They’d laughed when she’d told them what Daniel Kaye had done to her, the reasons he’d given. They laughed at him, not at her. He’d have to have paid thousands to get that woman into America. And traditional values? Try no values. None. 
But these were the women Daniel found worthy of marriage. It was that kind of woman he’d left her for while claiming he was a real Christian, and that he cared about her. 
It was that woman who’d ultimately killed him. 
So why the hell was she here now, outside his house?
She had to end it.
She had to end the obsession. Yes, she knew she was obsessed. How else would she know this was his home? She’d stalked him on the internet. She’d never seen any pictures of his mail-order bride or discovered her name, both things she was thankful for, but she’d found out about him. All the things he’d lied about.
She laughed now. She’d actually thought he was the best man in the world, that he would never hurt her. She’d worried that she wasn’t worthy.
The bastard had used her, then left her without a real goodbye. Well, she was done being forgotten. She was going to get her closure whether he liked it or not, whether he was dead or alive.
She grabbed her knife, the biggest, sharpest one she’d had in her knife block at home, and exited the car, shutting the door as quietly as she could. She’d already run into a few of the zombies in the neighborhood. She’d felt no remorse as she’d mowed them down, dragging their bodies until they finally separated from the car, figuring they all had come from Daniel’s mail-order bride. And if they hadn’t, well, then they’d come from someone else’s Russian trash.
Good riddance.
Maura walked up the sidewalk, right to the front door. She looked at the empty flowerbeds, imagining the beautiful roses that would have been growing there if she’d been Daniel’s wife, if he’d chosen her over that green card slut. 
“I guess they don’t grow roses in Russia,” she muttered. “They don’t appreciate human life there, so why the hell would they appreciate the beauty of a rose?” 
She knocked, the thought that she shouldn’t have to knock fueled her anger. This should be her house. She should have a key.
No one answered the door, but she didn’t expect them to. She waited a few minutes to see if her knocking caused any commotion inside. When none came, she backed up, channeled her rage, and kicked the door. She kicked it again, and again and again. Finally, it swung open. 
She stepped inside the ugliest living room she’d ever seen, but that wasn’t what stopped her in her tracks. It was the man sitting on the floor, propped against the wall, injured leg stretched out and gun pointed at her head. 
“Maura?”
She stood still for a moment, surprised. She’d come for closure, yes, but hadn’t expected to find him like this. He was still himself, just sweaty, and his red-rimmed eyes didn’t look so great. 
“You mean you remember my name? What I look like?” she questioned once the surprise waned. “Impressive considering I’ve pretty much just been dead to you since you threw me away like trash.” 
“Why are you here?” He lowered the gun. “Am I hallucinating?”
“No, unlike the skank you married, I’m completely genuine. All real.” She closed the door behind her, despite the bottom hinge being broken. Even minimal resistance was better than just leaving the door wide open for any zombified neighbors. “Where is she, by the way? Off munching on the locals? Enjoying the American cuisine?”
“She’s dead. How’d you know where to find me?”
“A lot of people are dead now. Being dead doesn’t really seem to stop their munchies. As for how I found you, you can find anything on the internet.” She looked around the living room. Everything was brown and orange. Two normally all right colors which were just hideous when thrown together in a living room. “You could have found decorating tips online. You really should have, or did she decorate the house? She was the lady of the house, right? Your wife?”
“Your words,” he said, his breathing labored. “So much venom. Why?”
“Why?” Maura’s voice elevated. “What do you expect of me, Daniel? Am I supposed to be nice and sweet, as if you didn’t betray me? You left me for some stranger.”
“We hadn’t been together in a year, Maura. I didn’t leave you for her.”
“I wanted to marry you! You married her instead, a complete stranger. Do you remember in the beginning?” She laughed, thinking about it, about the absurdity. “I didn’t want you. Hell, if we’re being honest, I didn’t even find you the least bit attractive. I’ve never been into the blue-eyed blond type. You pursued me though, pretended to care.”
“I cared. I still do.”
“Shut up!” she screamed. She’d went over everything he’d ever told her, every lie, went over every single word, dissecting everything a million times. He’d lied, and she’d believed it. She wouldn’t again. “When I asked you why I should start a relationship with someone who’d be leaving, you told me you’d take me with you. When I was scared to believe in you, all you did was go on and on about how much you cared about me, how much you wanted to be with me. Then you just left me! You didn’t even say goodbye.”
“Maura.”
“You said you’d never hurt me.”
“And that’s why I pulled away from you before I left. I never wanted to hurt you, Maura.”
“Then why did you? You promised me!” she yelled.
“Maura, I don’t have… I can’t do this. Not now. Keep your voice down. I don’t know how many are left, but noise attracts them.”
“They? You mean your wife’s people?” 
“Scientists injected her with a virus. She didn’t choose to turn into a monster.”
“Oh, of course. Of course you’d defend her.”
“Why are you here, Maura? Why’d you come all this way?”
“I live here. Well, not here in Nashville, but close enough. I told you I’d always planned on moving to Tennessee. I could have moved sooner had you chosen me. I sure as hell would have had this house looking better. Seriously, who puts brown and orange together?” She crossed the room and crouched down in front of him. “I came for closure. I’ve tortured myself with what-ifs ever since the day you told me you were marrying her. Oh, my fault, since the day you texted me. It would have taken actual balls to tell me to my face, but you lacked those. The real question is, why are you here? I didn’t expect to find you like this. Still human.”
“I won’t be for very long. I got bit.” He gestured toward his leg with a grimace. 
Maura looked down at the mottled gash in his thigh. He’d cut the fabric of his uniform pants around it. 
“You’re in uniform.”
“It’s a war. I’m a soldier. Might as well be suited up.”
She’d only seen him in uniform once, didn’t think she’d ever see him in the camouflage again. She still remembered kissing him in that uniform. She quickly shoved the memory aside.
“The news said the virus spread through contact.” She swallowed back bile on the last word. She didn’t want to think of the specific type of contact he’d had with the whore. The thought had sickened her too many nights as it was. 
“That’s why I don’t have a lot of time. I told you one of them bit me.”
“One of them?” She shook her head, not understanding. “You’re married to one of them. The disease was in you before their president hit the switch to turn it on. You should have already changed, or at least been halfway there.” 
“I never slept with Olga.”
Maura blinked at him, processing. She didn’t know which part of that sentence was harder to comprehend, that he hadn’t slept with his wife after two years of marriage or that the bitch had a name as ugly as Olga. “Come again?”
“I told you I needed to marry her for financial reasons. I was facing bankruptcy and already had a civilian job and my military pay. The arrangement was that Olga’s family would pay a large sum to get her over here.”
“You said it was a genuine marriage.”
“It was. We still took vows, but she and I didn’t know each other well. We were married. We had the rest of our lives to grow together.”
“Right. Until she passed her expiration date,” Maura commented. “So for two years now you could have had a real marriage with me, but you threw it away for what was even more of a sham than I thought? I could have helped you financially.”
“Had we been together, I would have probably never gone the route I went, Maura, but you didn’t live here. I couldn’t leave. I had a house, responsibilities.” 
“I told you I would have left my home behind and moved here with you. I could have found a new job here.”
“You were about to open your own store.”
“I could have done that here.”
“I cared too much about you to ruin your life. I didn’t want you to lose out on your dream.”
“Then you shouldn’t have become my dream.”
He closed his eyes and rested the back of his head against the wall. “I never meant to hurt you. I still don’t want to hurt you. I have weapons. Take them and leave. Leave before I change. There’s a place in Nebraska. A safe place. Go there. You shouldn’t have come here.”
“I had to. You never gave me closure.”
“Closure?” He laughed. “I’m dying here. Is that closure enough for you?”
“No.” His laughter fed her anger. “I loved you. I could have helped you financially, I could have helped you raise your son, and I wouldn’t have done it because I needed something from you. I would have given you more than she did. I would have given you love.” 
Someone screamed in the distance. 
“There’s more out there. You need to go, Maura.”
“I ran over infected men as I neared your house,” she told him. “Were

      ***
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