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  Raven sat Indian style in the center of the bed. Even in the dark, her features mere shadow, she took Cruz’s breath away. From where he sat on the floor, hidden behind a candle display, he watched her openly. She was hurting and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. Not that he didn’t want to. He’d do anything to take her pain away. He owed her that much for allowing him to feel real emotion, something he’d thought he’d never do again. 
Would you really do anything for her? Is she even worth it?
He glanced over at the monster next to him. He knew it wasn’t real, but he heard it all the same.  “Shut up,” he whispered. 
We helped you. We told you where to find your mother. She didn’t do that. Now she wants to shut us up. 
Cruz squeezed his eyes closed, wishing the noise to stop. Maybe Raven and Damian were right. If he took the pills, the monsters would go away. 
Go away? Never. You may silence us for a while but we will never go away. The pills will run out and we’ll come back. We’ll come back angrier. We’ll never go away. You know why too, even if you don’t want to admit it.
“Shut up.”
You know why, Cruz. You know why we’re always here. We’re a part of you. Pills can’t make us go away. You can’t make yourself go away. You will never get rid of us. You will never be normal. You will never be what she wants.
Cruz ripped open the boxes Damian had found for him in the pharmacy as the monster only he could see and hear howled with laughter. 
We’ll come back. We’ll come back angrier. There will be more of us. We own you!
Cruz swallowed the pills dry as the monster continued taunting him.
She will never want you. You already lost her. Silence us and you have nothing. No one wants you. You are nothing, nothing like us. We are the same. We are you.
He picked up the gun he’d set on the floor beside him and fingered the trigger, tempted to shut the voices up for good. He remembered the last time he’d planned on taking the easy way out and smiled. She’d saved him. 
“Go back to hell,” he whispered to the monstrous figment of his imagination. “She cares. She saved me.”
“I’m sorry, Sky,” Raven said, unaware she had an audience.
“I’ll save her too,” Cruz whispered, turning to see the monster had vanished. He looked down at the boxes of pills and sighed as he shoved them into the pocket of his cargos. Soon his mind would be cloudy again, which he hated, but at least the voices would be gone. 
He returned his attention to Raven, watching her turn her katana over in her hands. He wondered what thoughts filled her mind. He knew they weren’t good ones. She’d lost her sister when the outbreak happened, then she’d lost Jeremy, the young girl she’d rescued and cared for. That one was on him. 
A shuffling sound caught his attention and he peered past Raven to where a dark shape approached. Raven looked up. “Sky?”
Sky? Cruz sat up straighter, gripping the gun. He pointed it at the dark form, tracking its movements as it slowly approached Raven.
The dark form looked up, eyes so white they shone in the dark.
Raven gasped. “I’m so sorry, Sky. I’m sorry I let them do that to you.”
Cruz now recognized the girl as the one who’d been with Pimjai’s sister and her group. She growled as she stepped closer, arms reaching out.
Cruz’s heart plummeted as Raven set her katana aside and opened her arms to the girl-turned-zombie. “I’m sorry.”
The zombie lunged for Raven, but having tracked her movements with his gun, Cruz was in perfect position to take her out, which he did with one shot before running over to the bed. 
Raven stared down at herself, seeing the blood splatter on her and the bed, and started screaming. Cruz quickly pulled her into his embrace and rubbed her back soothingly. “Shhh, Raven. It’s all right. You’re safe.”
The others approached quickly, drawn by the gunshot and Raven’s scream.
“What happened?” Damian asked, flanked by Carlos and Elijah.
“Aw, dammit,” Hal said, seeing the body on the floor beside the bed. “Angela?”
“I don’t know when or how it happened,” Cruz explained, having succeeded in quieting Raven’s screams. He knew Hal was the girl’s caregiver and judging by the evident anguish in the man’s eyes as he crouched over the body, he truly did care about the girl. “She went after Raven. I had to do it.”
Hal nodded. “I understand. I never even knew she was infected.” He frowned as he pulled back her sleeve, revealing a bandaged wound. “She was bitten.”
“When?” Damian asked. 
“It must have been when we were making our way to the building.” Hal looked up at Janjai, the woman who’d been with him. 
Cruz looked at her too. She was a petite, Asian beauty, much like her sister, Pimjai. He knew Pimjai, who currently huddled with her sister, but he didn’t know much about Janjai, other than both of them were pretending they couldn’t speak English. And Janjai didn’t seem too upset by Angela’s death. She almost looked relieved. 
“I told you these cockroaches were going to be trouble.” Kurt stepped out from an aisle of lamps and walked over to the group. The redheaded, tattooed man had been a thorn in their sides since they’d found the sanctuary of the huge store.  “All of them could be infected.”
“Nobody else is infected,” Damian snapped. He’d been dealt the worst of Kurt’s hateful attitude so far. Being black and gay didn’t put him high on Kurt’s approval list.
“Really? Did you even know she was?” 
Damian didn’t have a response to that but he didn’t look like he would be backing down. He’d already fought Kurt earlier that night, and the redhead had the beginnings of some severe bruising to show for it. 
“She was just a kid,” Hal said. “She knew we’d put her down if we knew she was infected so she kept it hidden and bandaged herself up. She probably thought she would survive the infection.”
“How did she get bitten without anyone else knowing about it?” Carlos asked, a protective arm around his son. The teenaged boy, Elijah, looked at the floor. His skin had gone green the moment he’d seen Angela’s dead body, blood pooling around her, courtesy of the headshot Cruz had delivered. 
“We used smoke bombs to camouflage us as we made our way to the building,” Hal explained. “The zombies had an even harder time seeing us with their already-limited vision, but they could still hear us. The smoke kept us hidden from each other at times as well. She must have gotten bit when we couldn’t see her.”
“And she didn’t scream? That was one tough little girl,” Carlos said.
“She was.” Hal closed her eyes. “I need to bury her.” 
“Outside?” Carlos asked. “You can’t go back out there.” 
“I have no choice. She deserves a proper burial.” 
“I’ll go with you,” Damian offered. “Maybe Raven and Carlos can come with us.” 
Raven erupted into sobs and Carlos’s eyes widened in terror. “You want me to go outside? The place is crawling with zombies.” 
“One man can’t go out there alone to bury someone,” Damian explained. “With two people standing guard and two people digging, we can get it done quickly.” 
“Whoever goes outside, stays outside,” Kurt said. “None of you should have been allowed inside to begin with. This was our place until you came barging in, bringing that disease with you.” 
“You have to let them bury their dead,” Carlos argued. “We can’t keep dead people in here with us.”
“All I see is a dead zombie. Take it to the roof and toss it off. Problem solved.” 
Hal quickly rose to his feet, but Raven lunged forward, tackling Kurt before he could reach him. The man never saw the punch coming and despite her small frame, the rage-filled hit Raven delivered sent the man sprawling. 
“She was a little girl!” Raven screamed, standing now. “Have you no compassion? She deserved to live more than you did, you selfish bastard.”
Cruz grabbed Raven and pulled her away from the man howling on the floor. He barely kept from laughing as Kurt held his nose with blood seeping through his fingers. It would serve the jerk right if she broke it. 
“Can you ladies get Raven cleaned up?” he asked Pimjai, making cleaning gestures with his hands as he passed Raven over to them. 
The women nodded their heads quickly and walked away with Raven between them, each holding one of her arms. 
“Raven’s not going outside,” he said, turning back toward the men. “She’s too emotional after losing Jeremy. When Angela attacked her, she just sat there. Hell, she set her katana aside and opened her arms, just inviting the girl to kill her.” 
“For real?” Damian asked. 
“For real. If I hadn’t seen the whole thing, she’d be dead right now and who knows who else would be.”
“Lucky for her you were nearby when it happened,” Carlos said. 
“Yeah, real lucky,” Damian agreed, but his eyes showed his suspicion. 
Cruz and Damian didn’t have any real problems with each other, but the other man had been wary of him since he’d started talking to zombies that no one else could see or hear. 
“Nobody would need to be lucky if you assholes didn’t break in,” Kurt said, picking himself up from the floor. He pinched the bridge of his nose and held his head back to stop the blood flow. “We need to check all of you for bites, which we should have done to begin with.” 
“He does have a point there,” Carlos conceded. “We should have checked you all when you came in.”
“Maybe if we weren’t busy trying not to get shot,” Damian said, allowing his irritation to show. “The girl got bit and she turned. If any of us had been bitten we would have turned too.” 
“At the very least, we’d be sick,” Hal added. “Angela cleaned up and went right to bed. I didn’t think to question it.” 
“Nobody was thinking,” Cruz said. “We’ve been fighting with each other since we got here.”
“Which was just tonight. She turned quick, but you’re all bigger,” Kurt said as he slowly removed his hand from his nose. “Any of you could be infected and not showing it yet. We check you or you get the hell out.” 
“I have to agree with him,” Carlos said. 
“Seriously?” Damian asked. “You’re taking sides with this jackass?”
“I’m doing what’s right for my son. I’ve already lost my wife. I will not lose him. What would have happened if Cruz hadn’t shot the little girl when he did? She would have attacked Raven, then went on to the next person. She may have killed Raven or she may have just turned her. Then we would have had two zombies in here with us while some of us were sleeping, completely vulnerable.”
“He’s right,” Cruz conceded, earning a dark look from Damian. “They were all safe and secure in here, then we just landed on the roof and invited ourselves in. Hal’s group busted their way in somehow. We’ve all been exposed. We’re a threat to them. Their fear and suspicion is warranted.”
“True.” Hal nodded. “We do the body checks.”
“Carlos, you check the men,” Kurt ordered before turning a lascivious smile to Cruz. “I’ll check the women.”
“The hell you will,” Cruz growled. “We didn’t agree to this so you could get your filthy eyeful of the women.”
“Still not willing to share, I see.” The redhead tsked. “That’s going to be problematic.”
“Leave the women alone,” Carlos said. “We’ve had this discussion, Kurt.”
“Well, who the hell else is going to check them? You? How is that any better than me?”
“They can check each other,” Hal suggested. 
“Oh right,” Kurt said. “That’s real good. Those two Chinese bitches are obviously friends or family. You really think they’re going to admit if one or the other has been bit? Can they even speak enough English to say it?”
“I’ll check them,” Damian said. 
“Oh, that’s right. We do have another woman.” Kurt’s lip curled. 
Damian stepped forward, but Hal blocked him. 
“It’s settled,” the taller black man said. “Damian checks the women. We can check each other. I still need to bury Angela and we need to get this cleaned up.”
“I can go with you to bury her if Cruz comes along,” Elijah spoke up.
“You’re not stepping one foot outside,” Carlos said firmly. “If you want to help, you help me clean this mess. They can bury their own.” 
“Like we buried Mom?”
Carlos’s eyes blazed with anger. “We had no choice.”
“We have a choice now. We can help them.” 
“I will not lose you too. Your mother didn’t die so that you could follow suit!” 
“It’s all right,” Cruz said, diffusing the situation before things escalated. “We’ll figure this out ourselves. Our people, our problem.” 
“Exactly,” Kurt muttered. “Let’s get the body check out the way so I can get this blood off my face. Lucky for Bluebird, I like my women to put up a little fight.” 
“Touch her and you’ll get more than a fight,” Cruz promised. 
Kurt chuckled. “Strip down, boys. Let’s see who has zombie hickies.”

      ***“Why did you choose blue?” Pimjai asked, rinsing blood spray out of Raven’s hair. 
Raven didn’t answer. Why she chose to dye her hair blue didn’t matter. How her parents chose her name didn’t matter. None of the questions the well-intentioned women asked mattered. Hardly anything mattered anymore. 
“I am sorry you lost your friend,” Janjai said, “But you should not feel any guilt for Angela.” 
“Janjai,” Pimjai scolded. “Do not speak ill of the dead. She was a child.”
“She was a monster.”
“She didn’t choose to be one,” Raven said, lifting her head from the sink.
“She did,” Janjai replied. “She was a monster before she was bitten. She liked to kill people. Not just zombies. People.”
Pimjai quickly towel-dried Raven’s hair. “She’s dead now. Let her rest in peace.”
A knock sounded at the bathroom door. “Everyone decent in there?”
“We are,” Pimjai answered. 
Damian stepped inside. “Oh, so you speak English again?”
Pimjai blushed. “I can explain.”
“I think I already understand,” Damian said, leaning against the wall, arms crossed. “If the enemy doesn’t know you speak his language, he speaks more freely around you? Something like that?”
Pimjai nodded. 
“Glad you’re on our side. And this other lovely lady is your friend? Family?”
“My sister, Janjai.” She gestured toward her sister. “My twin.”
“And you found each other in all this chaos?” Damian smiled. “Good. Gives me hope that there’s still some good in this effed up world.”
The sisters smiled at each other, squeezing each other’s hands. 
“Now, don’t get mad at me, but there was kind of a vote taken. No one knew Angela was bitten so the others think we should have been checked for wounds when we arrived. The men decided I should be the one to check you all over.”
The sisters both backed up a step, eyes wary. 
“You can trust him,” Raven spoke up. “It’s better he check us over than one of those men, especially Kurt.”
“And you know he wanted to be the one to do it,” Damian added. “Ladies, trust me when I say I have no desire to see you naked. Not that you’re not beautiful. You’re just not my type. I’m more into Morris Chestnut, ya know what I’m saying?” 
The women looked at each other and slowly nodded.
“Now that that’s settled, I see Raven’s in new clothes. Did you see any wounds on her?”
“No,” Pimjai answered. “None at all.” 
“Good, so she’s checked. I’ll just turn my back and let her check you two out. If the men ask, I checked you. Everybody understand?” 
“Yes.” Pimjai smiled. “Thank you, Damian.”
“No problem.” 

      ***“That was nice of you,” Raven said after the twins left. 
“I could tell they weren’t comfortable with me checking them,” Damian explained. “The men thought if you checked each other, you wouldn’t be able to admit if one of you were bit. I know you could. You’re strong, Raven. Too damn strong to just set your weapon aside and let a zombie kill you. What’s going on in your head?”
“She was a little girl.”
“Key word there is was. She was a little girl. Once the virus kicks in, people aren’t people. You’ve seen it. You know it.  We kill them or they kill us. The size of the monster doesn’t matter.” 
“Don’t call them that. Not that little girl, not Jeremy. Not my baby sister.” 
Understanding dawned in Damian’s eyes and he pulled her into a hug. “Sweetheart, I lost all my family before this ever happened so I won’t pretend to know the pain you feel, but I do know this. Your sister wouldn’t want you to die like her. What was her name?”
“Sky.” Images of Sky’s mangled limbs plowed through Raven’s mind, bringing on the tears. 
Damian hugged her tighter. “Sky is watching you now. She’s cheering you on. If you just give up and die, you fail her. Do you understand?”
“I already failed her. I made her run.”
“Why?”
“We were trapped,” she explained, pausing long enough to suck up a sob. “We were in a closet. There were too many of them and we didn’t have adequate weapons, just some brooms and my necklace. Sky thought I should use my sharpened cross necklace like a dagger. It wasn’t enough. I couldn’t close the door. They were pulling on it.”
“The two of you were alone and outnumbered.”
“Yes. I had to do something. I couldn’t close the door. They were going to get in.” The tears poured down, and she wiped her eyes on the fabric covering Damian’s shoulder. 
“What happened?”
“I told her to run. They were slow. I thought she could outrun them and if I stood there they’d stay with me. It would give her a chance to escape.”
“You told her to run, thinking the zombies would kill you instead of her?”
“Yes.” She sobbed. “I was wrong. I heard her scream and I fought them off so I could get to her, but when I did it was too late. She made it to the street and they tore her apart.”
Raven’s knees buckled and Damian lowered her onto the bathroom floor, where he rocked her like a grieving child. “Your plan may have not worked, but that doesn’t change what your intent was. You were willing to give your life to save your sister. Where she is now, she knows that.”
“Where she is now, she hates me. She hates that I let her die. So does Jeremy.”
“No, but they hate what you just said. My mama always told me when people die and move on, they know way more than they knew here. They see more. Sky and Jeremy know how you feel. They see your tears. They feel your grief. They’re suffering with you.”
“I don’t want them to suffer. They suffered enough when they died. They didn’t deserve it.”
“No, they didn’t, and neither do you. You couldn’t help them here. It’s not your fault. You tried, but you just couldn’t. You can help them now.”
“How?”
“Live. Keep going. They’re rooting for you. Make them proud. Give their deaths honor. All of them, starting with Angela. Hal wants to bury her and we could use your help. You up to it?”

      ***“She shouldn’t be going out there,” Cruz said, voice lowered as he stood close to Damian. “She’s not in the right headspace for this.”
“And you are?”
Cruz’s nostrils flared. “I never set my weapon aside and offered myself up to a zombie like a damn appetizer.”   
“No, you just had a few chats with them.” 
“She picked her weapon back up,” Hal said, trying to diffuse the argument before it escalated. Tempers inside the store were high enough. “We need four people. Two to dig, two to guard. This place has provided us with plenty enough weapons, ammo, shovels, all we need. It provided us with shelter, but it did not give us security.”
They all turned their heads toward the door marked MANAGER. According to Elijah, Kurt had taken control of the manager’s office early on. He had a television set in there and furniture, even a private bathroom. Worse, he had access to the security cameras so he could see everyone. 
“He’s made it all too clear that he wants Raven,” Hal said. “She should never be left alone with him. The other two women are small. They won’t be much help with digging, and I’m not confident in their shooting skills.”
“Raven’s small,” Cruz said. “She’s not going to be much for digging.” 
“You yourself said she’s good with the katana.”
“When her head’s right.”
“It’s right.” Damian looked over at where the women slept together in the bed Raven had nearly died in. They’d cleaned the area while the women were in the bathroom cleaning Raven up, changed the sheets, and mopped away the blood from the floor. The women had piled in like a pack of puppies, the sisters helping Raven feel secure enough to sleep. Damian, Hal, and Cruz had taken shifts watching over their group as others slept. “We had a good talk last night. Her head’s back on straight. I guarantee it.” 
Hal studied the two men, noting Cruz’s reaction to Damian’s words. His fists tightened, his jaw popped. He didn’t like the fact that the other man helped Raven. Hal almost groaned with exasperation. Survival was hard enough without throwing in the drama of men fighting over a woman. He couldn’t blame Cruz for not trusting Kurt around the woman. He didn’t trust him either, but getting sore over their friend helping her was an unnecessary waste of anger, a distraction that could get someone killed. 
“Cruz and I are the biggest,” he said. “We’ll dig. Raven and Pimjai will stand guard.”
“What?” Damian asked. “What about me?”
“You stay back to protect Janjai and make sure no one locks us out. They weren’t exactly happy to have our company, especially after Angela turned.”
Damian muttered a curse. “Why can’t Cruz stay back?”
“He’s bigger. We need to dig fast.”
“I can help.” Elijah stepped out from an aisle nearby, shotgun in hand. “I’m a good shot.”
“Your father said you weren’t allowed out there,” Hal told him. 
“He’s asleep. We’ll be out there before he knows.”
“And what do you think he’ll say when we come back?” Hal shook his head. “We’re here without an invitation. Taking you out there with us would only make things worse for us. You can help Damian here.”
“How?”
“Kurt has made it known how he feels. He doesn’t want us here. You can help Damian in case he tries anything to keep us out.” 
Elijah nodded. “I can do that.”
“It’s settled. Wake Raven and Pimjai, and let’s go.”
“I’ll wake her.” Cruz stepped away from the group to wake the women.
“You be careful out there,” Damian said, voice low. “I have confidence in Raven, and Pimjai’s a good shot from what I’ve seen, but Cruz ain’t all right.”
Hal frowned. “In what way?”
“He’s sick.” Damian pointed to his own temple. “He sees and talks to dead people, zombies. I’ve seen him do it. I found his meds in the pharmacy and gave them to him, but I don’t know how long it takes for them to kick in. He’s got a thing for Raven too, in case you didn’t notice. He gets a little focused on her. If something happens out there, watch your back, He’ll be watching his and Raven’s.”
Hal nodded. “Gotcha.”

      ***“What’s the plan?” Raven asked as they stepped out into the gardening area of the large superstore. The morning air crept over their exposed skin, cooling them, but they could maneuver better without jackets. 
“We sent Elijah up to the roof with some fireworks,” Hal explained. He’ll light them at the front, draw all the zombies that way while we go up this way.” He pointed up the hill in the opposite direction. From where they stood inside the fenced-in garden area, they had full view of the land surrounding the back of the store. 
“Damian and Janjai will stay just inside the back door, making sure no one does anything to prevent us from getting back in.” 
“Maybe we shouldn’t be here,” Raven suggested. “If we have to leave someone behind just to make sure we don’t get locked out, and we have to deal with that scumbag in there leering at us all the time, maybe we’re better off staying on the move.” 
“The helicopter’s not going to get us anywhere,” Cruz said. “We don’t have a vehicle and this place is crawling with zombies.” 
“We’re going out there now. We can just do the fireworks trick again to buy us time and keep moving once we’re packed for the trip. This place has tons of supplies we can take.” 
“You really think they’re going to let us take their stuff?” Cruz asked. “Carlos and Elijah would, but not that greedy bastard, Kurt.” 
“So we’re going to stay here, keeping one eye open at all times because we’re stuck inside with that creep?”
“We won’t let him hurt you, any of you,” Cruz promised. “This place is a good shelter. It’s loaded with food and weapons. It’s going to get really cold soon. You can feel the morning chill already. This is a good place to spend the winter.” 
“Elijah should be at the rooftop,” Hal interrupted. “Let’s be ready to move.”
Pimjai removed her gun from its holster and walked with them to the gate. Hal lifted Angela’s body from where he’d left it the night before, wrapped in a sheet. Raven was spared the sight of the dead girl, but she’d already started to smell. She breathed through her mouth and kept her eyes averted as Hal shouldered the body and grabbed a shovel propped against the gate. Cruz grabbed the other. 
Loud pops sounded from the front of the building, followed by the scream of Black Cat fireworks. 
“That’s our cue,” Hal murmured, his hand on the gate. 
They watched in silence as the zombies littering the back parking lot started making their way to the front, drawn by the noise. 
“Everyone ready?” Hal asked after the last of the zombies moved beyond their line of sight.
“Ready,” Cruz answered, looking at Raven.
“Ready,” Pimjai said, her hands shaking around her gun.
“Ready,” Raven chimed in, her voice stronger than she felt, but she needed to help. Sky and Jeremy hadn’t been buried and that fact would haunt her for eternity. She may have not been responsible for Angela turning, she may not have even known the girl, but she had the opportunity to do the right thing and help give this little girl the proper burial her sister and friend had both been deprived of. 
Hal pulled back the latch and swung open the gate. “Let’s move.”

      ***“What the fuck is all that noise?” Kurt barreled out of the manager’s office, zipping his jeans. Bare-chested, a huge tattoo of the Grim Reaper covered his thin, milky white chest. 
Damian flexed his hands and moved his head from left to right, loosening up. “A little belated Fourth of July celebration,” he answered as he braced himself for a fight. 
Kurt stilled, narrowing his eyes. “What are you assholes up to?”
“We told you we were burying our dead. You didn’t expect us to just casually stroll out there among the zombies, did you?”
“I’d hoped you would.” Kurt looked around. “Where are the rest?”
“Elijah set off the fireworks in the front so they could make it out the back. They’ll be back once Angela is buried.”
“And they left you here. Why?”
“To make sure you behaved.” 
Kurt grinned. “You’re going to make me behave?”
“I am.” Damian placed his hand over the handle of the machete sheathed at his hip. “By any means necessary.”

      ***“What was that?” 
Raven scanned the area as the men paused digging. They all listened for the noise that had spooked Pimjai. Raven released the breath she’d been unaware of holding as another small scuffle sounded. 
“Squirrel,” she answered. “A zombie or a person would make a louder sound due to their larger size.” 
The men went back to digging, flinging mounds of dirt aside as they furiously tore away at the earth. No one wanted to be in the woods longer than necessary. Elijah had been instructed to watch them through binoculars from the rooftop, then light fireworks at the front of the building again to clear a way for them to get across the rear parking lot and back into the store. Unfortunately, Elijah wouldn’t be able to see them until they broke the tree line on their way back. Until they did that, they were on their own. 
“I’m sorry I’m jumpy,” Pimjai apologized. 
“I’d rather you be jumpy than overly confident,” Raven told her. “A little fear is good. It keeps us on our toes. It makes us more observant, more perceptive of little things that would go unnoticed by those who feel safe in their environment.” 
“It makes us more perceptive of squirrels?”
“Small noises aren’t always squirrels. I’m glad you’re focused enough to listen for signs of danger. Like I said, a little fear is a good thing.”
“And a lot of fear?”
The sound of Sky’s screams echoed through Raven’s mind. “A lot of fear gets you killed.” 
“How do you control your fear?”
Raven thought about that. “I don’t know.”
“You control it by not letting it control you,” Hal answered, wiping his brow with his forearm before tossing his shovel aside. “This is deep enough.”
The men climbed out of the grave as a loud series of pops sounded from the building they’d left behind. Through the canopy of trees, they saw a myriad of colors explode in the distance. 
“I thought he was supposed to wait for us to reach the tree line,” Pimjai said. 
“He was,” Cruz answered, climbing out of the freshly dug hole. “Something must have happened.” 
“Like what?” Raven asked, reaching back to grip the hilt of the katana. 
“The point of the fireworks was to draw the zombies to the front parking lot,” Hal answered. “They must have found their way to the back again.”
“We knew they would. That was why we told Elijah to watch for us and light more fireworks to clear the way when we were on our way back. He’s not supposed to light them before he sees us.” 
“Maybe he wanted to see them?” Pimjai suggested hopefully. 
“Most people wait until nightfall to get the full effect,” Raven responded, dread growing in her gut. “Guys, we need to get Angela buried and get out of here.” 
“What’s happening?” Pimjai’s voice shook.
“Remember, Pimjai. A little fear is good. Too much gets us killed.” Raven nodded toward the woman’s shaking hands. “Relax so you don’t misfire.” 
Pimjai nodded, slowly blowing out a breath. 
The men lifted Angela’s body and gently lowered it into the grave before reclaiming their shovels.
A twig snapped farther down the hill, followed by shuffling. 
“Another squirrel?” Pimjai asked, her eyes darting from side to side.
Raven shook her head. “Pick up the pace, guys.”
The men didn’t need to be told twice. They met each other’s gazes and a silent understanding passed between them as they quit scooping mounds of dirt to drop over the body in the ground and quickly switched to sliding it in, using the shovels more in the style of a rake. 
More pops sounded as another round of fireworks exploded. 
“We need to go,” Pimjai said. 
“Not until Angela is buried,” Hal huffed, his voice labored as he and Cruz pushed themselves to quickly fill in the hole they’d created. “We’re almost done.” 
Another twig snapped, closer, then another. More shuffling sounded, from three different areas. Raven took a deep breath as she realized what was happening. Glancing behind her, she saw the men busily working on the grave. To her right, she saw Pimjai’s shaking hands holding the gun in a vise grip. 
“Put the gun away, Pimjai.”
“What?” The woman looked at her with wide eyes. “Why?”
“Listen carefully. The zombies must have started to enter the woods. Elijah saw and he used the fireworks to draw them away, but it didn’t work on all of them. They’re coming this way.”
Pimjai gulped. “I know. That is why I have the gun.”
“The gun is loud. If you shoot it you’ll undo everything Elijah has done to draw the rest of the zombies away. We can fight off however many are coming to us with our blades. We can’t fight off all those zombies in the parking lot if we draw them to us.” 
“We don’t know how many are coming to us.” 
“We know it isn’t as many as are in that parking lot. Hal and his people made it through them and into the building without anyone watching out for them. We’ll make it.”
“They didn’t all make it.” Pimjai looked at the grave.
Hal stilled for a moment as regret etched lines into his face. 
“They couldn’t see each other to watch each others’ backs,” Raven said. “Nobody did anything wrong. They just got unlucky.”
Hal looked at her. A small upturn of his mouth too sad to classify as a smile silently thanked her before he continued covering Angela’s body with dirt.
“We can see each other,” Raven continued. “We can see them. We’ll be able to protect one another and make sure no one goes down in this fight. Now put the gun away and take that blade at your hip. You haven’t survived this long by being a coward. You’re stronger than you know and you’ll get through this. You’ll help us and we’ll help you.”
Pimjai squared her shoulders and did as instructed, tucking away the gun to unsheathe the large knife at her hip. She followed Raven’s lead and kept an eye out before them, waiting for the first enemy to show its rotting face, as Raven prayed her words were true. 

      ***“Hey!” Janjai yelled as she gripped the metal fence and rattled it like a prisoner, only instead of grabbing the guards’ attention, she wished to grab the attention of the dead people heading into the trees. 
Elijah had also noticed the dilemma, judging by the fireworks she heard near the front of the superstore. It worked on most of the zombies, drawing them back to the front lot, but a group of them had broken off, drawn by something in the woods. She feared her sister and friends were that something. 
Her shouts only drew the notice of those closest to her, the slower zombies bringing up the rear of the crowd moving toward the front. The ones heading into the woods bore her no attention.
In desperation, she grabbed the shotgun propped against a rack of dead flowers and aimed for the zombies disappearing within the trees. She placed the barrel of the gun between two bars of the fence, lined up the shot and pulled the trigger. She missed. Taking a calming breath, she tried again, and this time the bullet found purchase in the back of one of the zombies’ heads, dropping it. 
She let out a cry of victory before pulling the gun back and placing the barrel between another pair of bars. She lined up another shot and placed her finger over the trigger. 
“Stop!” Damian ran into the gardening section, waving his bloody arms. “Stop shooting. You don’t know where they are. You could kill them.”
Ice invaded Janjai’s blood as she realized the magnitude of her mistake. Turning back toward the woods, she silently prayed her missing shot hadn’t hit anyone. If she had shot her own sister …
“This ain’t over, Niggerella!” 
She turned to see Kurt limping outside into the garden section, blood spilling into his eyes from a gash along his brow. Alarmed by his appearance, she looked toward Damian and noticed his own injuries, much more obvious now that he stood before her. Streaks of blood covered his arms. She could not tell whether the blood came from his busted knuckles or from the wounds Kurt wore, but the bruised lump on his cheek was certainly a gift from his enemy. 
“Man, don’t you know how to stay down when somebody beats your ass?”
Instead of responding with words, Kurt raised his arm, pointing a gun at Damian’s face. 
Janjai moved without thought, barreling into Damian’s side. They hit the ground as the gunshot cracked. Beneath them, Damian absorbed the impact of the fall.
“Sorry,” Janjai whispered.
“Never gotta apologize for saving my ass,” Damian croaked out as they heard Kurt’s footsteps approaching. “Let’s move.”
They’d fallen behind a wooden rack of plants, obscuring them from Kurt’s view, but it wouldn’t take long for the man to reach them, even with his limp. They crawled around the rack, taking refuge behind a mountain of fertilizer bags. 
Damian cursed, his voice low but no less fierce, as he looked over at her. “Where’s the shotgun?”
“I dropped it,” she whispered back. “Where’s your weapons?”
He groaned.  “Lost them before I ran out here. We’re in deep shit.”
“No, we are behind it.” 
Damian looked at her, blinked, and snorted laughter, quickly clapping a hand over his mouth. 
The sound alerted Kurt to their location and his footsteps quickly approached. 
“Go for the gun as soon as he’s down,” Damian ordered, his hands tightly gripped around the edges of a fertilizer bag.
Before Janjai could say another word, Damian jumped up.
“Take this, shit-face!” He hurled the fertilizer bag in Kurt’s direction and grabbed another while Janjai left the cover of the bags to retrieve the dropped gun.
Kurt’s arm snaked out as he recovered from getting hit in the face with the fertilizer bag and grabbed a handful of Janjai’s long hair, painfully jerking her against him. 
The stench of the manure covering Kurt from head to torso hit her harder than the pain of having her hair wrapped around the jerk’s fist, but nothing topped her fear as Kurt shoved the barrel of his handgun into the side of her neck. 
Damian froze in front of them, another fertilizer bag ready to swing. 
“Drop it,” Kurt ordered, “or I’ll blow this bitch’s head right off her neck.” 
“What the hell is wrong with you?” Damian tightened his grip on the bag. “You’ll kill an innocent woman just for the hell of it?”
“What can I say?” Kurt shrugged, causing clumps of manure to fall from him. “Any friend of my enemies is an enemy of mine.” 
“Well then maybe you should have kept your eye out for more of my friends.”
“What?”
Damian smiled. “You just lost this round too.”
“No, I think you did. Screw the bitch, I’ll shoot you first.” Kurt pulled the gun away from Janjai’s neck to shoot Damian. 
Before she could think of what to do to help her friend, Kurt hit the ground, shards of a broken pot around him and a bit of her hair in his hand. 
“Thanks, man.” Damian said.
“He wasn’t wrong about you people being trouble,” Carlos responded, tossing aside the piece of terra cotta left in his hand. “It smells like shit out here.”
“That’s probably coming from Janjai’s pants.”
She glared at Damian until his laughing eyes sobered. 
“We have bigger problems. When I ran out here, I saw zombies going into the woods, where our people are.”
“How many?”
“Not sure.” He looked toward Janjai and she quickly averted her gaze. She didn’t yet trust Carlos enough to let him know she spoke English. 
“Well, they knew it was a risk going out there. They have weapons.”
“They’re in danger.”
“As we would be if we went out there. As we will be when Kurt wakes up. We need to deal with the eminent threat here.” 
They all looked down at Kurt’s battered, unconscious body. “We could shoot him.”
“Not an option,” Carlos said, fire in his eyes. “The world may have made a villain out of Kurt, but it will not make a villain out of me or my son.”
“So you would rather keep the villain alive and well under the same roof as your son?”
“If it meant saving our souls, yes.” 
Another round of fireworks blasted at the front of the store. 
“Your son is on the right side. He believes in fighting the good fight. He must have got that from his mother.” Damian grabbed a sharp-pointed spade off a nearby table of plants and walked over to the small group of zombies that had been drawn by the gunfire. 
“What are you doing?” 
“I’m clearing a path,” he said as he reached through the bars to grab a zombie by its hair and shove the spade through its head. “While I do that I suggest you bind shit-face there really tight. I’m going to get my people, and if for any reason we can’t get back in here, or anything happens to Janjai, you’ll find out which direction your soul is gonna end up in sooner than you want to.”

      ***Everyone ducked as the gunshot rang out.
“What was that?” Pimjai asked. 
“It came from the store,” Raven answered. 
“They’re in trouble!”
“We don’t know that.”
“Why else would they shoot?” Pimjai’s hands shook again.
Before Raven could formulate an answer, a dark shadow moved from the trees. A dead man with milky white eyes and rotting skin shuffled farther, groaning as he raised his arms toward them.
“Incoming,” Raven warned the others as she pulled the katana free of its sheath and stepped forward. She chopped the top of the man’s head off in one swing, effectively removing its brain and putting it out of commission. 
Three more zombies appeared at the crest of the hill they were atop, and beyond them she saw more steadily climbing up.
“Big incoming!” She took a step back as the trio in front approached, giving herself room to maneuver.  “You guys done?”
“Almost,” Hal answered. “Just hold them off another minute or two.” 
“Sure. No problem.” Raven barely got the sarcastic words out before the next zombie lunged for her. 
Her katana arced through the air reflexively, decapitating her attacker before she drew her arm back for another swing. She swung quickly, not allowing herself time to think. Thinking led to fear. She quickly cut down the first trio of zombies, and found herself facing a wall of their rotten friends. Alone. 
A quick glance to her left showed Pimjai holding a shaking blade before her, the rest of her body frozen. 
“Start swinging that blade, Pimjai, or we’ll never get back to help your sister if she was the one being shot at.” 
Pimjai’s chilling fear seemed to instantly thaw as she gripped the blade tight and stepped forward to help Raven cut down the hedge of walking dead before them. They worked in tandem, slicing away chunks from the herd. Pimjai’s blade required her to get closer to their enemy so Raven kept a watchful eye out on her while simultaneously trying to go for any zombies clumped together, leaving the stragglers for Pimjai. 
She’d just swung her katana at a pair before her when a growling monster came out of the trees to her right. Its hands gripped her upper arm before she could pull it back to swing. 
“Raven, duck!” 
She followed Cruz’s instruction seconds before his shovel sailed over her head to land in the zombie’s clavicle. 
“About time you guys joined the party.”
“Sorry,” he quickly apologized as he finished off the zombie and replaced the shovel with a machete. “In all fairness, you girls were kicking ass.” 
The men now fighting with them, they were able to cut through the rest of the crowd, slicing at everything dead they saw until they were the only four bodies left standing. They were sweaty and splashed with fluids they didn’t even want to think about, but they were alive. 
“Did anyone get bit?” Hal asked, wiping his sleeve along his blood-doused brow. 
“No,” they all answered. 
“Good. Give me a moment.”  He turned back to the grave and kneeled before it, resting his hand over the soil.  “Rest in peace, little soldier. You didn’t fail. Your family just needed you with them.”
Raven’s heart went out to the man as he subtly wiped his eyes on his sleeve and stood. 
Fireworks exploded in the distance.
“Shit.” Cruz yanked his shovel out of a zombie carcass. “I hope Elijah is just playing it safe. Keep an eye out, just in case he’s not and more of those things are out here with us.” 
They waited for Hal to pick up his shovel then slowly made their way down the hill toward the parking lot, keeping their eyes and ears open.
“You did good back there,” Raven said as they neared the tree line.
“I froze,” Pimjai replied. 
“Only for a moment.” 
“A moment could have been too long if you were not so good with your weapon. I could have gotten us killed.” 
“Any of us can die at any time. That’s just the way the world is now. You do your best to keep it from happening, but when it does, it’s no one’s fault.”
“It’s somebody’s fault,” Cruz interrupted. “It’s those Russian bastards’ fault. Only the people who created the virus are to blame.” 
They rounded a cluster of trees and came face to face with a man covered in blood, standing among a mass of dead bodies. 
Pimjai pointed her gun, acting on reflex. 
“Stop!” Raven grabbed the gun and pushed it down. “Damian?”
“Thought you guys could use some help.” He checked them over. “Everybody all right?”
“Where is Janjai?” Pimjai rushed forward, but Damian sidestepped to block her before she could run to the parking lot. 
“She’s safe. We had a run-in with Kurt after you left but he’s tied up now. Elijah is up top watching us while Carlos and Janjai keep Kurt contained. Let’s go.”
“You took these out by yourself?” Raven asked, counting six bodies. 
“Janjai shot one. I swung like hell on the others.”
They emerged from the tree line and waved to the shadowed figure standing on the roof of Wally’s Club. 
The rear parking lot was mostly empty but they still waited for the fireworks to be set off at the front of the store before they set one foot on the pavement. Once the popping noises began, they ran for the high gate surrounding the outdoor
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