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      Their town was called Haven because nobody ever listened to John. There was nothing wrong with the name, but if your town is surrounded by twenty-foot walls and there are people on top of those walls with guns pointed outwards, that town should be called Fort Badass. Or Fort Come Get Some. Fort anything. Even Fort Haven would have been begrudgingly acceptable, but no; the people in charge had decided that the citizens of Fort Badass did not need a constant reminder that there were dangers outside their walls. John had made the argument that calling it Haven, Home Base or Olly Olly Oxen Free had essentially the same impact as calling the town Camp Zombie Free Zone. It was at that point that he was thanked for his contribution and escorted from the council meeting.

      “All I’m saying is that if you surround a place with walls, it’s a fort. I don’t care if those walls are wood, metal or couch cushions. It’s a fort!”

      Chris was walking point and held up his hand. “Quiet, John.”

      John stopped and looked around. The road was empty in both directions, and the trees in the easement had yet to encroach on the asphalt. There was little chance a zombie would surprise them here. John whispered ahead as his hand inched toward his gun. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” Chris said. “I’m just tired of hearing you complain. They’re calling it Haven, okay. Just be thankful we get to stay.”

      “You’re an ass, Chris.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Erik said. “We should be happy to have a home.”

      “Yeah, right.” John snorted. “I think we spend more time out here running errands than inside the walls we all helped build.”

      “We helped build them, John,” Erik said. “You barely lent a hand.”

      Erik smiled, Chris laughed, and John grunted and glanced at the stump that used to be his right arm. He stopped in the middle of the road. “So, we’re still doing this? Do you two have any idea how long we're going to be making all the one-armed jokes?”

      Erik stopped as well and looked at Chris. “Until they’re not funny?”

      Chris nodded his agreement. “Until they’re not funny.”

      “I think that time has come,” John said.

      “Okay,” Chris slung the rifle over his back. “We’ll take a vote. Whoever thinks we should stop with the one-armed jokes, raise both your hands.”

      Erik raised his hands. Chris raised his hands.

      “I hate you both." John resumed walking. “But I hate you the most, Chris,” he added as he took point for the rest of their trek.

      When hordes of the undead weren’t attacking and people weren’t screaming as their flesh was being ripped from their living bodies, the zombie apocalypse was quite peaceful. Air traffic had waned considerably. There was an occasional military helicopter or light plane overhead, but the noise they made quickly ebbed and left the skies silent. Road traffic was gone. Even that general hum of transmission lines and transformers that used to live in the background of everyone's lives had been silenced, leaving only the sounds of nature and the men's footsteps on the asphalt to fill the rest of the walk to the neighboring town.

      The town of Sanctuary was just as poorly named as Haven. It also looked the same. It was the walls. They were the same design at Sanctuary as they were at Haven, and at any number of survivor enclaves. An Army engineer had developed the plans not long after the dead started crawling out of their graves. The walls were easy to build and easy to defend, but their most important feature was that they could be constructed from materials found in almost any small town. The design spread across the country and soon every town began to look the same. If it wasn’t for the asshole standing in the watchtower, John would have sworn he was standing outside Haven.

      The sentry spotted them and shouted to the group, “Well, if it isn’t the overly armed one-armed man. What did you do this time, John?”

      “Hey, Rick,” John responded with a half-hearted wave. “How are you?”

      Rick was built like the stereotypical dumb high-school football player and had the conversation skills to match. “What did you do?” The sentry asked again with a smug grin that John wished he could wipe from the man’s face but knew full well he couldn’t.

      “I didn’t do anything.” John shouted back.

      “Sure you didn’t,” Rick chuckled. “Every other town picks people at random. Or has them on a rotation. But Haven always sends you. Why do you think that is?”

      “Maybe they just trust me to get the job done,” John said.

      Rick laughed. So did Chris.

      “Et tu, dickwads?” John asked the men.

      Chris shrugged.

      “I don’t think that’s it,” Rick shouted. “You know what I think?”

      John shrugged. “I don’t know."

      “I think someone wants you dead. That’s why they keep sending you. That’s what I think.”

      “Well,” John said. “I think the fact that you’re thinking at all is a good sign.”

      “Why do you have so many guns, John?” Rick asked. It was as if he was the only one in the conversation.

      John looked down at himself. He did have a lot of weapons. He had a .45 on his hip and a 9mm under his shoulder. There was another 9mm behind his back. He had one on each thigh and another .45 tucked into his waist. Admittedly, it might have appeared a bit excessive. “There are these things called 'zombies', Rick.”

      “You know you only have one arm, right?”

      “Are you going to let us in or not?” John asked.

      “Probably not,” Rick said. “And before you ask why, it’s because I don’t like you. What do you want?”

      Erik stepped forward as if standing in front of the trio would make his voice louder. “The agreement between Haven and Sanctuary states that you must harbor travelers if⁠—"

      “I mean, I get that,” Rick said. “But you see, we’ve misplaced the key.”

      “What do you mean you misplaced the key? For the gate?”

      Rick nodded. “Damnedest thing.”

      “They don’t have a key, dumb ass,” John said. “He’s lying to us. Just ask about the stuff. You got the list?”

      Erik nodded and pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket. “We’re looking for a few things.”

      “Oh, we don’t have those things,” Rick said.

      Erik snorted and lowered the list.

      “He’s lying, man,” John said. “Keep going.”

      Erik continued. “We’re looking for old electronics. Anything from the 70's and 80’s really. Calculators, kids’ toys, cash registers…”

      “Well, maybe not cash registers,” John said. “Those are going to be heavy.”

      “Like you’ll be carrying anything.”

      “Shut up, Chris.”

      “We can pull the chips out,” Erik said. “We don’t have to take the whole thing.”

      “What chips?” Rick asked.

      John slapped Erik across the shoulder.

      “Yeah, they’re old computer chips,” Chris said. “Could you see if you’ve got any of this stuff?”

      “Oh, we are fresh out. You see there was another pack of nerds here not too long ago, and they cleaned us right out of old busted nerd stuff.”

      “They can be in just about anything…old video games⁠—”

      “We don’t have any,” Rick said again.

      John looked at the list in Erik’s hand, and then back to Rick. “They could be in a Simon for crying out loud.”

      Rick shrugged. "Well, I don’t have a Simon, John. You know what I do have?” He waved his right hand and backed away out of sight.

      The three men stared at the wall where the sentry had stood. After a moment of silence Erik spoke, “I don’t think he’s coming back.”

      “Gee, Erik. Do ya think?” John picked up a rock and threw it at the walls of Sanctuary. He missed.

      Chris looked at him and asked finally, “What did you do this time, John?”

      “Shut up, Chris. It looks like we’re going to have to go to the mall.”
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        * * *

      

      “You know what I hate most about that guy?” John asked as they trudged along the road.

      “Everything?” Chris guessed.

      “Freaking everything,” John confirmed.

      “He was supposed to let us in,” Erik said. He was walking point and had been going on about the incident for a half-hour. “That’s what the contract says. And agreements like that matter. It’s all we have left of a civilized society. If we lose that, we’re no better than the undead.”

      “Except we’d still be alive and not eating people,” Chris said.

      “How would he like it if we didn’t let him into Haven?” Erik asked. “We should report him.”

      “Look, Erik,” John said. “I agree with you that he’s a raging a-hole and his family probably faked their deaths during the outbreak just to get away from him.”

      “I didn’t say any of that,” Erik said.

      “But we can’t go to war with a neighboring town because one guy was a jerk to you.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s you he doesn’t like, John,” Chris said.

      “Shut up, Chris. The point is yes, we could kick their asses, obviously. Sanctuarians are a bunch of wusses. But let’s not forget about the undead. It’s best to be friends with all the living we can find.”

      Chris stopped and feigned surprise. “John, that’s surprisingly mature of you.”

      “For now,” John finished. “That’s how we win that bastard’s confidence. And once we have that, he’s ours.”

      “That’s more like it,” Chris said and resumed walking.

      “It’s still not right,” Erik said.

      “I’m sure they would have opened up if there were zombies about.”

      Erik held up a clenched fist, and both men froze. John’s hand found the handle of an automatic he kept under his shoulder. He pulled the weapon free and watched Erik.

      Erik stood still for a moment, then opened his fist several times before gesturing to the side of the road. A horde was coming.

      The three men scrambled into the ditch and quickly surveyed their surroundings. Chris got their attention and pointed toward a storm drain fifty yards behind them. They nodded and made their way toward it. The concrete pipe ran through to the other side of the road, but the three men stopped about halfway and settled in.

      In the early days they would have kept running. Anyone would have. But the survivors had learned a lot since the dead crawled out of the ground, and they now knew that running wasn’t always the answer. It was often easier and safer to stay put and let the storm blow over.

      A grate in the road above him gave John a view of the afternoon sun. He kept the pistol in his hand but leaned against the curve of the pipe and relaxed. It was dark enough in the tunnel that they couldn’t be spotted from either end. And even if the undead spotted them through the grate above, they weren’t exactly masters at solving puzzles. If they were somehow spotted, the creatures would claw and scrape at the grate while the men casually strolled out one end of the pipe or the other.

      Chris and Erik found a dry spot and sat down as well.

      The horde arrived a few minutes later. The sound of the zombies dragging their feet created a scraping hum in the concrete tunnel. There was a haunting rhythm to the sound. Hordes seemed to adopt a pace and move as a unit.  No one left alive could really explain the phenomenon.

      “I hate that sound,” John said, and he fought off a shiver. He looked up as the zombies moved over the grate, creating a strobing effect with the light as they went on their way to wherever it was zombies went. As of yet, no one had been able to determine what drove them to move from one location to another.

      “It’s not my favorite sound either,” Chris said as he laid his rifle across his lap, leaned back and closed his eyes.

      “Another mission. Another horde.” Erik muttered. He kept the barrel of his shotgun pointed in the general direction of the grate. “Is this getting old to either one of you?”

      “I honestly don’t mind it,” John said.

      “Good,” Erik said. “Because Travis keeps sending us out on these things.”

      “I wonder why,” John said.

      “It’s because he hates you,” Chris said.

      “Yeah, it’s because he hates you,” Erik agreed.

      “He doesn’t hate me,” John said. “He just⁠—”

      “No, it’s definitely hate,” Erik said.

      “Well, he must hate you guys, too, because he’s not sending me out here alone.”

      Chris looked away, and Erik looked up through the grate.

      “That’s what I thought. Besides, you guys should be thanking me. This sure beats being cooped up and forced to garden back in Haven.”

      “You’re right, John…leaving the safety of our town and loved ones sure is fun.”

      “Right?” John said. “This is way more exciting than asparagus.”

      There was a thud above them as a member of the horde tripped over his own foot. Or someone else’s foot. Or maybe an arm that had fallen off another one of the zombies. It could have been anything, really, but regardless, the creature landed face down on the grate. Its cloudy gaze was aimed directly at the men.

      John sighed and waited for the creature to regain its footing and lumber on.

      “I hate being interrupted,” John said. “What was I saying? Oh yeah, you guys owe me.”

      “How do you figure?” Chris asked.

      “We could be stuck inside that stupid town following their stupid rules, but instead we’re out enjoying the fresh air.”

      “John, we’re hiding in a sewer,” Erik said.

      “Still beats everyone giving us dirty looks,” John said with a shrug.

      “They only give you dirty looks, John,” Chris said. “They actually like us.”

      “Yet here you are with me,” John said.

      The other two men looked at each other for a brief moment.

      “What?” John asked.

      Erik put his hand against the pipe. Then he leaned against it and placed his ear on the wall.

      The strobe effect of the passing horde had stopped, and the vibrations had started to fade. Erik stood and looked up through the grate. He circled around, trying to find new angles that might give him a better view.

      “We clear?” John asked as he stood.

      Erik shrugged, and the three men crept to the end of the tunnel. They could still hear the horde, but the groans were fading quickly.

      John inched his way to the top of the ditch and looked around. He waved Chris and Erik to follow and put the pistol back. They weren’t far from the mall.
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        * * *

      

      The Mulberry Antique Mall had never been known as the cool mall. Or the fashionable mall. Or the fun mall. It had been known as a K-Mart once. Then it was a garden center that seemed to think people needed a retail center that featured 40,000 square feet of nothing but earthenware. Once the Pottery Shoppe moved out, the antiques moved in and had been delighting middle-aged couples ever since.

      The mall had been rifled through, but not to the extent other stores had been looted. Which was surprising. When the lights went out and produce sections ran dry, there actually were more useful items in an antique store than most other stores.

      The Mulberry Mall had been picked clean of old farming instruments and hand tools. Even the coffee grinders had been cleared out and had their parts repurposed.

      Old electronics had never been on the list of necessities, though. Neither had Pat Benatar albums, old baseball cards, elaborate hats or forgotten Happy Meal toys, so the mall still had lots to offer.

      Most of the individual stalls were still in order, and the whole place smelled like grandma’s house.

      “My wife used to love antiquing,” John said as he let out a breath.

      “What did she collect?” Erik asked. “My wife was always looking for old Dr. Pepper stuff.”

      John shook his head. “Nothing. She wasn’t looking for anything. She never bought anything. But, boy, all that nothing sure took up a lot of weekends.”

      Erik walked into one of the stalls and picked up a massive felt hat with several plumes sticking out of the band. He put it on and smiled. “It never bothered me.”

      “Of course it didn’t,” John said with a roll of his eyes. “I’m going to start looking for chips someplace where you aren’t putting stupid things on your head.”

      Chris was peering into a display case filled with Zippos, spoons and busted watches. “We haven’t cleared the store yet.”

      “I’ll be fine.” John waved off the comment and went to the left. The first few stalls were nothing more than old books and records. He flipped through a few of the albums but found little worth taking back to Haven. It was a surprising amount of Tito Puente records, and little else.

      There were a handful of kids' books that he considered grabbing for the children in Haven, but he wasn’t sure how much they’d relate to Tom Mix or the '68 Dallas Cowboys. He decided to keep an eye out for superhero books and moved on.

      The next booth was filled with old cameras—too old to contain any electronics, much less the chips they were looking for. He picked up an old cassette recorder and tossed it in a bag he found nearby. He was about to step away when he spotted a blue and black action figure sticking out of a plastic bucket. He pulled it out and turned it around.

      “What the hell is this doing here?”

      The figure had a silver snake logo on its chest.

      “Hey…I had that guy.”

      John spun. He probably would have hit Chris, but his arm was busy holding the toy. “I had this one, too. What the hell is it doing in an antique store?”

      Chris smiled. “I’ve got bad news for you, old man.”

      “No, this isn’t an antique. Antiques are moldy clothes and butter churns. Maybe some stupid dolls with one eye stuck shut or wooden toys you pull behind you. Not Cobra soldiers.”

      “That’s a Cobra Officer,” Chris said. “Cobra soldiers had a red cobra on their chest. And the shoulder straps were a little different. Other than that, they’re very similar.”

      John dropped the figure in the sack and picked it up by the strap. “You know, I used to like you a lot better when you were somewhere else and not here talking to me.”

      “I know,” Chris said. “Me too.”

      “My childhood toys are not antiques.”

      “You’re an antique, John.”

      “I’m only five years older than you.” John pushed him back out of the booth and pointed to the rest of the store. “Why don’t you go look somewhere else? I’ve got this part of the store covered.”

      “We’re looking for computer chips, not toys.”

      “I’ve got it, okay? Why don’t you leave me⁠—”

      A crash interrupted his thought. In a heartbeat, the bag was gone and an automatic was in John’s hand.

      “Erik?” Chris called out into the store.

      “Wasn’t me,” was Erik’s reply from across the store.

      Chris pulled the rifle from his shoulder, and the two men started making their way toward the sound. “What do you think? Zombie or cat?”

      “Don’t forget grubby urchin,” John said.

      “Stop it, John,” Erik said as he came around the corner and joined the pair.

      “What? It’s a grubby urchin almost as often as it is a cat.”

      “Quit calling them that,” Erik said. “They’re children.”

      “Grubby children,” John corrected him. “Almost always orphans. Usually full of spunk. They’d have to be to survive out here on their own. I can’t think of a more apt label than urchin. But I’m with you, they’re pretty annoying.”

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “It’s not that I hate kids. I mean, I do. But with these kids, it’s mostly the whole mute act I can’t stand. They pretend they can’t talk, and it’s like pulling teeth. ‘What’s your name?’ Nothing. ‘Are you all alone?’ Nothing. So half the time you’re playing charades, which is annoying enough. But then, they don’t listen. And they always try to run away, and you have to chase after them because if your wife ever finds out you were the one that said, ‘To hell with it, let the kid go,’ you’ll never hear the end of the ‘what if it was our kid out there?’ routine. So you have to go after them, and they’re just going to lead you to a horde or a gang, and only after all that effort do they finally tell you their name, and they treat it like this big moment that should seem sweet and all, but by then you’re just too tired to give a damn, so you just stick to the nickname you gave them in the first place.”

      John took a deep breath and let it out. He found that during his rant, his two companions had stopped, and he was now out in front of the group. He turned to make sure they were still there.

      “You’re a monster,” Chris said.

      “Yeah? Remember that one you called Newt? What’s Newt’s real name?”

      Chris and Erik looked to each other for the answer but came up empty.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      There was another crash. They moved toward it. As they went, they checked the multitude of corners to ensure there wasn’t anything waiting for them inside a pile of old coats or behind a stack of old luggage.

      “Too big to be a cat,” Chris commented.

      “Could be a cat with an urchin,” John countered.

      “Stop calling them that,” Erik said.

      They heard a door shut and saw a dark oak wardrobe wobble.

      John put the pistol back in the holster and pointed at the cabinet.

      Erik gave him a puzzled look, so John explained. “Oh, please. It’s not a zombie. The last time a monster hid in a wardrobe it was the White Witch handing out candy to children.”

      “John, did you actually read a book?” Erik asked.

      “I read books all the time.”

      “How do you turn the pages?”

      “Shut up, Chris.” John pointed back to the wardrobe. “Let’s get on with this.”

      Chris raised the barrel of his rifle to cover the door.

      John put his hand on the end of the rifle and lowered it. He stepped up to the wardrobe and knocked lightly. “Hey in there. We’re not going to hurt you. We’re not zombies. We’re not bad guys. We just want to help. So, we’re going to open the door, and it would be really great if you didn’t scream or try to scare us at all, because that happens a lot. Oh—it would also be great if you could tell us your name. I get that you’re scared and might not want to talk, but if you don’t tell us your name, we’re going to give you a stupid nickname and trust me, it will stick.”

      “I’m sure you’re really winning the kid over, John.”

      There was a scuffling and a bumping from inside the wardrobe, and the door creaked open slowly. The little girl was about eight, and grubby was indeed the most accurate way to describe her look. In her arms was a black cat that began to hiss as soon as it saw John.

      Erik lowered his shotgun. “A kid with a cat. You called it, John.”

      “Yeah, but I was really hoping it was a zombie.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Chris asked.

      “Dude!” Erik slapped John across the shoulder.

      “What? It’s easier. A zombie, we kill it and be done with it. This,” he said as he pointed at the kid. “This is a chore.”

      “It’s not a chore, it’s a child,” Erik insisted and turned to the girl.

      “What’s your name, sweetheart?” Erik asked in his least threatening voice. It was the kind of voice reserved for children and animals that looked as if they were about to charge.

      The little girl looked at Erik with wide eyes but didn’t say anything. The cat meowed as she squeezed it tighter.

      “My name is Erik. This is Chris.”

      “I already did this,” John said.

      “With the door closed, dummy,” Chris said. “How would she know which face goes with which name?”

      “Are you alone here?” Erik asked.

      She shook her head.

      John sighed heavily and let it transform into a groan.

      “There’s someone else here?” Erik asked.

      The young girl held up the cat in response to the question.

      Erik smiled. “Are there any other people here?”

      She clenched the cat tighter than the cat appreciated and shook her head again.

      “How long have you been here?” Erik asked.

      The little girl shrugged.

      “Are you okay?” Erik continued in the gentle voice, and the girl shrugged again. “Do you want to come out of there?”

      She shook her head and pulled the cat closer.

      “See? Another mute. What a pain in the ass.”

      The cat hissed at John once more.

      “Even that cat knows you’re a monster,” Chris said.

      “That cat is begging for its life,” John whispered back. “She’s going to squeeze its eyes out.”

      “Would you like to come with us?” Erik asked. “We live in a town not far from here. There’s food.”

      The young girl retreated further into the wardrobe and rocked her head back and forth.

      “One syllable,” John said. “Sounds like: up yours.”

      “Look, since you’re not helping here, why don’t you go get the stuff we came here for and let Erik talk to the kid.”

      Erik pointed to the space next to her in the wardrobe. “Can I come in?”

      The grubby little girl looked at him for a long moment before quietly shifting aside to make room for her new friend.

      Erik sat on the shelf and pulled his knees up so they could close the wardrobe doors.

      “Fine. You just sit there in your fort while Chris and I do all the work,” John snapped at the closed door. He grabbed his shopping bag and muttered under his breath, “Stupid grubby urchins.”

      Any nostalgia John may have felt going through the store wore off as the shadows grew longer in the parking lot outside the antique mall.

      His collection of electronics had grown beyond the bag, and he and Chris started to use an old baby buggy to stockpile their haul. Calculators, old video game systems, early computers like TI-99’s and Odysseys would provide a wealth of parts for the project, they hoped. The instructions hadn’t been too specific.

      John was checking one last corner of the mall when an orange piece of plastic nostalgia caught his eye from under a pile of storybooks. He tossed a Little Golden Book edition of Heidi aside and held up the Speak & Spell. The toy brought back a flood of memories. Even the shape felt familiar. It was hardly a Gameboy or an iPad Pro, but this had been high-tech stuff back when he was a kid. This, and that stupid calculator with the mustache that made you do all the math.

      It felt lighter than he remembered. How did he remember how much a Speak & Spell should weigh? He turned it over and pulled the battery cover off to find the compartment empty. He returned to the baby buggy and rifled through the items he and Chris had collected to find several C-cell batteries. After shuffling through several combinations of worn-out batteries, he found one that had enough juice to power it up.

      John smiled as the toy from his childhood lit up. He tested the keys by entering a word and told the machine to speak.

      “Boobs. Boobs. Boobs. Boobs,” it said.

      John smiled. It worked just like he remembered. He tucked the toy under his arm and returned to the back of the mall.

      The wardrobe was open now, and Erik and the grubby urchin were sitting on the floor, petting the cat. They looked up at him as he approached. The cat hissed.

      “Has she said anything yet?” John asked, ignoring the cat’s unreasonable and uncalled for attitude.

      Erik refused to drop the kind voice. “She says you’re a jerk.”

      “She didn’t say that.”

      “She didn’t say it, but I can tell. Everyone thinks you’re a jerk.”

      The little girl smiled at this comment.

      “Very funny. I found something that might help.” He showed the girl the toy.

      “You’re a jerk,” Erik said.

      But the young girl smiled and took the toy from John’s hand. She started pressing the buttons, but nothing happened.

      “I can’t believe you,” Erik said. “A Speak & Spell? All because she won’t talk to you.”

      “Oh, give me some credit. I thought she might want to play with it. I loved mine as a kid. The whole mute thing is just a coincidence.”

      “What’s the story back here?” Chris said as he walked up.

      “John gave the kid a Speak & Spell,” Erik said.

      “You’re a jerk,” Chris said to John. “Just because she won’t⁠—”

      “What’s wrong with you two?” John interrupted. “I can’t do anything nice? I found a toy and thought the kid might like it. So sue me.”

      “Why not just give her the action figure?”

      “No,” John said. “That’s mine. Besides, she likes it. Look.”

      The three men watched the young girl playing with the machine. Nothing was happening. The lights were dead; it was quiet. The little girl shook the toy, but still nothing happened.

      “So generous of you.”

      “Shut up, Chris. The batteries must have crapped out. Here let me see if I can fix it.” John reached for the toy and the young girl pulled it back from his reach. She tucked it into her chest and turned away.

      “I’m just trying to fix it for you,” John explained.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Chris said. “We need to get moving if we’re going to make it back before dark. Are we all set?”

      “The baby buggy is loaded,” John said. “Is she coming with us?”

      Erik bent back down to be at the child’s level. “What do you say? Do you want to come with us?”

      The girl hesitated but finally looked up at Erik and nodded slowly.

      “Sounds like: yes,” John said. “I love freaking charades.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun wasn’t far off the horizon when they stepped into the parking lot. Erik walked with the girl. She clutched the cat in one arm and the Speak & Spell in the other. John insisted on pushing the baby buggy despite the difficulty he was having; the wheels squeaked and the springs creaked, but he couldn’t get it to go straight. It certainly wasn’t for a lack of swearing.

      “I can push it,” Chris offered. “I don’t mind.”

      “I’ve got it,” John said and shoved the carriage forward. It started to turn. He corrected and pushed again but ended up moving back and forth more than straight ahead. He stopped and swore for a solid minute. He finally sighed, “I can do it.”

      Chris set a hand on John’s shoulder. “I know you can.”

      John let out a deep breath and reluctantly stepped aside to let Chris take over.

      John sighed. “It’s the wheels, they’re not turning at the same speed. Makes it hard to…it keeps wanting to turn.”

      Chris pushed the buggy with relative ease but nodded to John. The wheels squeaked as he went. “No, you’re right. I can feel it pulling.”

      John took point, and the group made their way back down the road that had brought them to the Mulberry Antique Mall. It only took an hour into the walk for the young girl to start getting antsy.

      Chris noticed the cat gasping for breath as she tightened her grip on the animal. “What’s wrong with your new friend, Erik?”

      “It’s getting dark,” Erik replied. “Kids don’t like the dark.”

      “It’s not just the kids,” John said.

      There was something about dusk that called for silence. It wasn’t that the undead were any more dangerous at night. But it certainly felt like it belonged to them more than the living.

      The dark did make it easier for them to go unseen. Nowadays, most people that stumbled blindly upon a zombie did so in the dark. They were easy enough to avoid in the daylight. Night just called for more caution, and caution called for quiet. But that quiet could be unnerving.

      The old stroller wasn’t aware of this cause-and-effect, and the wheels continued to squeak as it rolled along the road.

      “I wish they’d stop that,” John mumbled to Chris. “That horde is out there somewhere, and I’d hate to get eaten for a squeaky wheel. If I had to meet my dad at the gates of heaven and explain to him that I died just because I didn’t have a can of WD-40, he wouldn’t let me in.”

      They were a mile out from Haven when the sun finally fell beyond the horizon. A full moon took its place and lit the road ahead of them enough to walk safely. The world was quiet with the exception of a breeze that was growing into a wind. Five minutes later, it was howling through the trees.

      John’s hand rested on the gun at his side as he walked. The howling of the wind and the moaning of a horde were similar enough to take precautions without looking jumpy.

      Chris unslung the rifle from his back and laid it across the stroller’s handle in case he needed it.

      Erik walked beside the young girl. Occasionally he tried to get her to talk, but he was more focused on keeping an ear open for trouble along the road.

      They were only half a mile from Haven when the wind finally died down.

      But the howling continued.

      John pulled the pistol from his holster and thumbed off the safety. He crouched and turned to warn the others. They had heard it, too. It was out there. Somewhere. But saying exactly where was difficult. Zombies had once been people, and people were generally lazy and would take the path of least resistance. The horde had most likely continued shambling down the road. But, also like people, they were easily distracted, and anything could have caused them to deviate from their path. A deer. A dog.

      But it only took one zombie to bring the rest.

      The group pulled together in the middle of the road and began to whisper.

      “That horde could be right between us and Haven,” Erik said.

      “You're right,” John said. “We should probably start paying attention. That’s why I think it’s important for you to shut up. And, also, shut up.”

      “That thought doesn’t concern you?” Chris asked.

      “It was just a little horde,” John said. “What—maybe fifty at the most?”

      Erik shrugged. “Sounds about right.”

      “Do you have a 50-zombie horde plan?” Chris asked.

      “Shoot ‘em,” John said.

      “Interesting. It’s the same as your 25-zombie horde plan and your 100-zombie horde plan.”

      “You want to hear something crazy?” John asked.

      “It’s the same as your 500-zombie plan?”

      “The beauty is in its simplicity,” John explained.

      “It’s not a terrible plan,” Erik said.

      “Don’t be on his side,” Chris said. “It’s a terrible plan. Especially if you only have one arm.”

      “Hey,” John hissed. “That’s racist!”

      “How is me saying a one-armed man has one arm racist?” Chris asked.

      “Well,” John said, “it’s mean.”

      “It’s also true,” Chris said. “You may have a dozen guns on you, John, but you’ve only got one trigger finger. We’re doing the Black Cats."

      “There’s only fifty of them,” Erik said.

      “We’re doing the Black Cats,” Chris said once more to end the conversation.

      “Have it your way,” John said with a pout. “Erik, just make sure you keep that kid close. If I know grubby urchins, she’s going to bolt from the zombies or the noise or something. And we don’t need to go chasing after her in the dark.”

      The child stiffened her lip.

      Erik put an arm on her shoulder. “I’ll take care of the kid. Why don’t you just worry about you?”

      “I am worried about me. She runs, and it endangers all of us. Of which I am one.”

      They kept to the road and kept quiet. The later it got, the more they found themselves holding their breath and trying to distinguish the sounds of animals scurrying in the underbrush from the shuffling footsteps of the ravenous undead. There was a lot of stopping, listening, shaking of heads and moving on.

      They were about a mile out from Haven when they finally encountered the horde. It was much larger than they had estimated.

      Chris left the squeaky carriage in the road, and the group took cover behind an abandoned SUV.

      “There’s no way that’s the same horde,” John said.

      “What’s the matter, John?” Chris took off his backpack and reached into the bag. He pulled out a slingshot. Does your 250-zombie horde plan lose its efficacy on a 300-zombie horde?”

      “Efficacy you, Chris.”

      “That’s not what that means, John,” Erik said.

      “Eff you, Erik.”

      Chris pulled out a string of Black Cat firecrackers from the bag and removed the red wrapper. He taped a weighted shot to the middle of the bundle and cradled the pack of noise makers in the slingshot’s leather pouch. Erik leaned over, struck a lighter and lit the fuse. The black powder sparked to life, and
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