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CHAPTER 1

	 

	“Boggs?” I whispered into the darkness of our cold bedroom.  “Are you awake?”

	“No,” he mumbled sleepily.  “Zoe, it’s late.”

	“I know.  I just can’t sleep. I’m so cold.”

	“Come on over.  I’ll warm you up,” he said in reply, suddenly sounding a bit more awake.

	I scooted over toward him.  I couldn’t see anything in the dark of the room.  We never kept candles burning overnight, just for safety sake.  I could feel his warmth to guide me though, and his smell was wonderfully familiar. As I nestled against his side and rested my cheek on his bare chest, I felt as if I was soaking up his heat.  I ran my cold fingers through his chest hair, causing him to flinch.

	“Zo, you’re freezing.”

	“Sorry,” I mumbled against his chest. 

	“Just come closer.”  He turned onto his side to face me and wrapped an arm and leg around my body.  “You sure know how to wake me up.”  He pressed himself against me and I felt the firmness of his manhood searching for me.

	“Boggs,” I grumbled.  “Not now.”

	He paused.  “Why not?  Gus said it should be fine.”

	“Boggs!”  I smacked his arm lightly.  “You asked him?”

	“Well, yeah.  I was really worried I might hurt you or the baby.”

	“I’m really scared, Boggs.  We can barely take care of ourselves.  How will we take care of a baby?”

	“We’ll find a way, Zo.  I’ll take care of you both.  You know that, right?”

	I sighed.  “What if I die, like Louisa did?”

	“Shhhh.  Enough of that.  Don’t even think that way.”

	He found my lips with his and kissed me deeply.  I responded in kind, enjoying his taste.  Finally warming up, I reached down to stroke his shaft and he moaned into my mouth.  He tightened his hold on me and flipped me onto my back.  I could feel my heart pounding and found myself breathing in shallow gasps.

	“Are you sure Gus said it’s ok?” I asked between breaths.

	“Mm hmm,” he answered as he took my wrists in his hands and held my arms against the bed, above my head.  He leaned down and used his teeth to grab the bottom of my t-shirt, and slowly drug it up to my chest.  He kissed my belly teasingly, as lightly as a feather.  “I promise,” he mumbled into the flesh under my left breast.

	“Are you going to let my arms go?” I asked breathlessly.

	“Nope,” he mumbled as he drew my erect nipple into his mouth and sucked longingly.

	My breath caught in my chest.  My breasts were becoming swollen and tender as my pregnancy was progressing, but I also found myself excited by the sensation.  I struggled underneath him as he climbed the rest of the way on top of me, knowing full well that my attempt to resist would drive him wild.  He moved one of my wrists to his other hand, and kept a firm grip on both of my arms using just one of his large hands.  I moved underneath him again, causing him to hold my hips down by straddling me with his thighs.  My heart skipped a beat as his free hand moved down my side lightly.  His touch, when light like this, caused little ripples of pleasure deep inside of me.  His restraining me brought out darker desires within myself that seldom surfaced.

	“Is it ok if I fuck you hard, Zoe?” he whispered into my ear.  “Or should I take my time and tease you real slow?”  His breath against my face was intoxicating.

	“I think you know how I want it,” I whispered back.

	He put his free hand gently to my jaw to steady me, then leaned down and kissed my neck with so much force that I groaned.  For the briefest of moments I realized I’d end up with a bruise, but as he continued to taste my skin with vigor the thought of a hickey fled my mind.  All I cared about now was feeling him touch me, inside and out.  I craved him in every way possible.  My hips lifted to meet his, hoping to find the part of him that I desired the most. He responded with a groan against my neck, and by gripping my wrists more firmly.

	“Oh no, not yet,” he said in a gruff voice.  “You haven’t let me touch you since we found out you were pregnant.  It’s payback time, Zoe Kate.”  He chuckled as he let go of my wrists and moved down to my breasts again. He kneaded one while trying to devour the other with his mouth.  I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and dug my nails into his back.

	“Please, Boggs?” I pleaded.

	“Please what?” he asked, breathless, and quickly returned to my breast.  He playfully rolled my nipple between his teeth.

	I grabbed his dark hair in my hands and pulled gently so he’d look up toward me.  “Please fuck me?”  I almost never swear, but had found our lovemaking escalates when I do. 

	“Beg,” he said.

	“Please?” I said again, trying to make my voice sound pleading.

	“Please what?”

	“Fuck me, Boggs.  Please fuck me.”

	“My pleasure,” he groaned.

	He suddenly and forcefully flipped me over onto my stomach.  “God I love your ass,” he said as he caressed my rear with his hands, leaning down once to kiss me at the small of my back.

	I arched my back as he mounted me, and moaned loudly when his erection entered me deeply.  The foreplay had left me more than ready.  He grabbed onto the blonde braid I had grown accustomed to wearing to keep my hair out of my face and pulled gently as he rocked his pelvis against mine.  I could feel him deep inside of me, and while it caused a certain amount of pain it was the type of pain that made me feel whole and loved. 

	“God, Zoe, it’s been too long,” he moaned.  In the next moments, without warning, he spilled his seed into me.  Hearing his grunts and moans of joy led me to sing my own song of intense pleasure. I fell flat onto the bed, and he fell alongside of me, panting. 

	“I love you,” he whispered against my shoulder. 

	I rolled over to face him in the dark.  “I love you too, Boggs.”

	He wrapped his arms around me and I found myself more content than I had been in a long time.  I felt myself drifting to sleep, and knew I was smiling as I did so.

	“Zoe!” I heard Boggs shout.  It sounded distant.  I woke, groggy, with the taste of blood in my mouth.  “God damn it, Zoe! What the fuck?”

	I wasn’t used to Boggs being angry with me.  “What’s wrong?” I asked, truly not understanding.  My head felt heavy and I felt hungry beyond belief.  “Oh God,” I moaned heavily.  “Oh God!  Boggs I’m so hungry!” I shouted.

	“Son of a bitch, Zoe, you bit me!  Fuck!”

	There was a knock on our door, which slammed open before either of us could respond.

	“What’s wrong?” asked Gus gruffly.  Gus is in his late thirties, older than any of the rest of us.  He’s a bit of a cowboy.  We picked him up at a gas station where we had stopped for supplies on Day One. He saved us from some of the walking dead.

	“What’s going on?” asked Emilie, who stepped into our room behind Gus.  She is only older than my twenty by a few years, but had fallen in love with Gus rather quickly after joining our group.  She held a candle, which cast a dim glow about the room.  Her eyes widened when she saw Boggs.  I looked over and saw blood running down his bare chest.  He stood there naked, bleeding.  I groaned with desire.

	“Zoe bit me in her sleep,” he said, more calmly now.  “Son of a bitch.”

	I was confused, to put it mildly.  I could see Boggs standing beside the bed.  Gus had thrown a blanket at him, which he had wrapped around his waist.  He held a corner of the fabric to his neck, trying to stop the trickle of blood.  I could see something more sinister as well, though.  I could see the corpse of an old man on the ground.  I looked at my hands and saw blood that wasn’t really there.  I could feel a hunger in my stomach, deep down to my core, that wasn’t being quenched even though I was eating flesh, bone, muscle, and ligaments.  Nothing would satisfy the hunger.  I could hear myself beginning to cry and moan at the same time.  I didn’t want to see this, or to feel it. 

	“Emilie.  Wake Susan,” I heard Gus say flatly.  “I think we have trouble outside.”

	I felt Gus and Boggs each take hold of one of my arms.  At some point I had sat down on the floor of the bedroom.  They were helping me stand.

	“Zoe, sit on the bed,” instructed Gus.  “You’re in the cabin with us darlin’.  Tell us what you’re seeing.”

	“It’s eating him.”  I had been left with the curse of a telepathic link to the living dead.  I could sense them, feel their basic emotions, and see through their eyes when they were nearby.

	“Where, Zo?” asked Boggs. 

	“It’s close.  I’m not sure.  It’s too dark to see much detail.  In the woods.”

	“How many?” asked Gus. 

	“I think just the one.  I’m not sure why it’s alone and not in a pack.  It’s so hungry.  It’s eating him, but he’s still alive.  Oh God, Boggs I tried to eat you,” I moaned. 

	“Zoe, keep it together,” I heard Gus whisper in my ear. 

	I nodded in acknowledgement.  “It just keeps eating and eating.  It can’t get full no matter how hard it tries.”

	“Zoe do you think it’s aware we’re here?” asked Gus.

	I shook my head no.  “The old man’s dead now.  He doesn’t taste good now that he’s dead.  I think I’m going to throw up,” I said.

	Someone handed me the small trash can that I kept next to the bed since my morning sickness had kicked in.  With five of us and only one bathroom, it had come in handy several times already.  I retched until my stomach was empty. 

	“Gross,” I heard Susan mumble from the hallway.  She wasn’t my favorite person, but I had learned to ignore most of her rude and snippy comments.  They weren’t worth my time or energy.  She was like the mean older stepsister - family now, like it or not.

	“Let’s gather downstairs,” said Gus.  “It’ll be dawn soon and I think we should stay alert and prepared until we’re sure the dead fucker is gone.”

	“I’ll set some water to warm for tea,” said Emilie.  She knew me well by now.  Tea had helped us through many stressful times in the little cabin in the past weeks.  I was so glad to have this red headed woman in my life.  She had grown to be like a sister to me. 

	“Thanks Em,” I whispered.  I was sitting on the edge of the bed, tugging at my t-shirt to stay covered.  “I’ll get dressed and be down in a minute.”

	“Boggs, head into the bathroom so I can clean that bite up,” said Gus. 

	I was too ashamed of what I had done to look at anyone.

	“Thanks man,” grumbled Boggs.

	I felt the mattress shift as Boggs stood up.  I waited until the door shut behind him and the room was dark before I stood again.  I fumbled through the drawer of the bedside table for a lighter.  It was so familiar to me by now that I found it quickly and sparked the flame.  I watched it flicker for a few seconds before I lit the candle we kept on the nightstand.  I took a deep breath and stood.  The room was uncomfortably cold as winter’s chill penetrated the walls.  My sweatpants from the night before were still on the floor, next to Boggs underwear and jeans.  I pulled my pants on and walked to the armoire in search of a pair of socks.  Most of the clothing we had collected belonged to whoever had owned the cabin.  He must have been a large man.  We had scavenged a few suitcases of clothing from a multi-car accident before the snow started to fall, so I had pants that almost fit me.  Still, everything was too big.  I grabbed a pair of men’s tube socks from the bottom drawer and pulled an oversized flannel shirt off a hanger. 

	Once better dressed for the cold of night, I left the room and walked across the hallway to the only bathroom.  Gus and Boggs were busy at the sink with peroxide and antibiotic salve.

	“Hey,” I mumbled.  “How bad is it?”

	Gus huffed lightly, and then took a deep breath.  “Not too bad, Zoe.  I just worry about infection.  Bites can be nasty.”

	“Oh God, do you mean the zombie crap?” I cried out.

	“Nah, I think if you were contagious Boggs would have caught it by now.  I just mean plain old mouth germs.”

	“Boggs,” I started to say. 

	He held a hand up.  “It’s ok, kid.”

	“I’m so sorry,” I continued.  “I was asleep.  I…I…I’m not sure what happened.”  I felt tears welling in my eyes.

	“I’ll be fine, Zoe.  Really.”

	I stepped closer to investigate what I had done.  There were teeth marks behind Boggs’ left ear.  I had drawn blood but thankfully it didn’t look too bad. 

	“Guys, I need to pee really badly.  Do you mind if I go really quick?” I asked, slightly embarrassed.

	“As long as you use the toilet,” joked Gus.

	I ignored him, knowing that feeding into his sense of humor would just cause a string of bad jokes.  Instead I walked to the far end of the bathroom, pulled my pants down, and sat on the toilet.  Bathroom needs had become somewhat urgent lately as my body was starting to change from the baby.  I relieved myself while Gus finished treating Boggs’ bite, and used a scrap of fabric we kept in a basket for wiping ourselves.  We had run out of toilet paper weeks ago.  I finished by pulling my sweats back up, and washed my hands in the sink.  We were lucky enough to have a solar panel that powered the pump on the well, the oven and stove, refrigerator, and the hot water tank.  It was set up by whoever had owned the cabin to be a back-up during power outages, but didn’t power the main electric. 

	“Zoe, is your head clear now?” asked Gus.  I knew he was referring to the presence, or lack of, zombies nearby.

	“It left,” I answered simply.

	“Good,” said Boggs.

	“No,” I said as I shook my head side to side.

	“No?” asked Gus as he raised his eyebrows.

	“Well, I mean yes it’s good it left, but no it’s not good.”

	“Zo, you’re not making sense,” said Boggs.

	“It ran after fresher meat,” I explained.  “Not animal.  Human.”

	Gus sighed heavily.  “Fuck.”

	“Well, all we can do is hope they made it,” said Boggs.  “And be glad whoever it was drew the bastard away.”

	“Gus?” I asked.

	“Yeah Zoe?”

	“Do you mind if I talk to Boggs alone for a minute?”

	“Of course not.  I’ll meet you guys downstairs.”

	Gus turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.  It left me and Boggs alone in the bathroom, our only company the chill of the night and the glow of candle light.

	“You ok, kid?” asked Boggs.

	“Not really,” I answered honestly.  “I’m really sorry I bit you.”

	Boggs held his arms open for me, and I walked to him.  He embraced me then spoke softly against my head.  “You didn’t know what you were doing, Zo.  I forgive you.”

	“What if it happens again?”

	I felt Boggs sigh.  “I guess I’d have to bite you back?”  He chuckled softly.

	“Be serious,” I said.

	“Ok,” he said.  “Serious.  I think from now on when we sleep maybe I should handcuff you to the bed.”

	I pulled back from his embrace and looked at him to see if he was indeed serious.  His chest started to heave as he began laughing.

	“Knock it off, Boggs.”  I smacked him playfully on the arm.

	“Come on, Zo, lighten up.”  He smiled at me.  “If I handcuff you I could have my way with you every night.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Let’s get downstairs.”

	Boggs pulled me back to him, and kissed me on the cheek.  “I’ll be fine, Zo,” he whispered.

	I nodded into his chest. “Ok,” I mumbled.

	We had all gathered in the living room for the remainder of the night.  We drank tea, ate leftover plain spaghetti noodles and smoked trout from the lake, and watched the propane fire cast shadows about the room.  I knew everyone was waiting for me to announce a wave of the living dead nearby, but they never came.  Boggs was asleep.  Gus admitted that he had given him one of the pain pills we kept for emergencies.  Of course knowing that he was in pain tore at my heart, so I was glad he was comfortable enough to doze.

	“It should be light out soon,” said Emilie quietly.  “We should go out, set some traps, and get rid of the body Zoe saw.”

	“I was thinking the same thing,” said Gus.  Emilie was on the loveseat leaning against him.  “Maybe Boggs and I should head out, leave you girls behind.  It’s cold out.”

	“No,” I answered quickly.  “I think I should go with.  I can warn you if they come back.  And I can maybe find the body?”

	“I think we could all use the exercise and fresh air,” said Em.

	Gus nodded.  “Ok.”

	“I should stay here and start some laundry,” said Susan.

	We tried to leave someone at the cabin at all times.  If for no other reason, having someone home to open the door made it safer for those of us who wandered into the woods.

	“You sure you don’t mind?” asked Emilie.

	“I’m sure.”

	“We’ll head out at first light then,” said Gus.

	“I’ll go set out coats and socks,” I offered.

	It was winter in the mountains and there had been snow on the ground for two weeks straight.  None of us had good snow boots, so we had started covering what shoes we did have with at least two extra pairs of socks.  Without proper gloves, either, we also wore socks on our hands.  We all hoped they’d last until spring when we could scavenge the surrounding areas again.  Roads had been impassable for weeks due to the weather. 

	Emilie stood up to join me.  “I’ll get the snares and traps and set them by the door.  Might as well try to catch dinner.”

	Gus had shown us all how to set simple snares and box traps.  Rabbit had become a staple, as had fish from the lake.  We avoided using our guns, both to save ammunition as well as to stay quiet to avoid attracting the Roamers, which is what we had started calling the slower zombies.  Every now and then Boggs or Gus would come back with meat they had already cleaned.  It was on those occasions that none of us asked what the meal was.  We all knew opossum, squirrel, and nutria lived in the area.  Still, supper isn’t very palatable when you’re thinking about what kind of rodent you might be eating.  Maybe one day we’d get over it.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 2

	 

	The main floor of our cabin was boarded up inside and out to keep the dead from entering.  I could see daylight shining into the upstairs hallway.  I gently woke Boggs, who seemed exhausted. 

	“Hey Zo,” he said quietly.

	“Hey,” I whispered back.  “You feeling ok?”

	“Yeah, just tired.  Gus gave me a pain pill.  I just feel drugged.”  He slowly sat up and stretched.

	“We’re about to head out to do some hunting and find the body from last night.  Feel up to it?”

	“Sure.  Maybe the cold will wake me up.”

	“I have our socks and things ready and Emilie set out trapping gear.  Get dressed and we’ll try to make it a quick trip,” I said just before leaning down to kiss him on the cheek.

	He reached up and smoothed my hair with his hand.  “I love you, Zoe.”

	I smiled back in reply.  “Then let’s go get it on in the woods?”

	He chuckled, which caused him to wince.

	“It hurts?” I asked, concerned.

	“Just a smidge.”

	I held my hand out and helped him up from the couch.  We walked hand in hand to the kitchen, where the others waited.

	Susan shut the front door behind us, locking herself in.  The sun had risen, revealing a clear blue sky.  I exhaled and watched my breath float up to mingle with the surrounding tops of the evergreen trees. 

	“It’s cold today,” I said as I watched the sky.  I was focusing on my mind, making sure there were no intruding signatures from one of the undead. 

	“Holy fuck,” groaned Gus, catching my attention.

	I looked out at the snow-covered clearing in front of us.  The usual blanket of white was marred by bloody footprints.  Hundreds of them. 

	“What the hell?” muttered Boggs.  His Kahr .45 caliber handgun was already out and readied by the time he finished the question. 

	Gus was also instantly alert. 

	“I don’t sense anything,” I said. 

	“Boggs, we need to circle the cabin.  See how extensive the tracks are.”

	“I hear you,” answered Boggs.  “Girls, you should go back inside.”

	“No way,” Emilie and I both said at the same time.

	“Wait on the porch,” said Gus.  “If you hear shots get inside.”  He didn’t sound like he was asking.

	“Em, knock on the door so Susan knows what’s going on?  I need to go with Gus and Boggs.”

	Oddly, no one questioned me or steered me to stay behind.  Emilie gave me a quick hug, then walked to the front door and rapped quietly.  As I followed the men down the porch steps, I heard the front door squeak open.  The bloody footprints came to within a yard of the bottom of the porch steps.  Many overlapped, some smeared, and all of them looked like frantic strides had been taken.

	I wrapped my arms around myself protectively.  “They had shoes on,” I said quietly. Some prints resembled bare feet, others had the patterns you’d expect on the bottoms of shoes.

	Gus stopped momentarily to look at me, and then looked down at some of the prints in the snow.  “Yeah it looks like it,” he said.  He pointed to a dark spot next to a nearby print.  “There’s bits of flesh and hair here.”

	“My God,” said Boggs.  “It looks like a massacre.”

	“Let’s go around back real quick,” suggested Gus.  “I want to get this over with.”

	A breeze blew past, bringing with it a sickly sweet smell that was all too familiar.  We still didn’t know why, but when the living dead die for their final time, their rotten stench turns to a sickly sweet version of decay.

	“There’s a dead one near, smell it?” I asked.

	Boggs nodded.  “Yeah.  It must be up wind.”

	“Ok kids,” said Gus.  “Let’s see what monsters are hiding out back.”

	We walked solemnly around the corner of the cabin.  The bloody footprints thickened.  Body parts were strewn about the area between the back of the cabin and the edge of the woods.   Some were recognizable as hands, feet, arms, legs, and something that looked like mangled afterbirth.  Others proved too mutilated to identify. 

	“Fuck almighty,” said Gus.

	“How the hell did this happen?” asked Boggs.  “Without us waking up?”

	I shook my head back and forth, slightly in disbelief.  “I’m not sure.”

	“I don’t think zombies did this,” said Gus.  “They would have eaten it, not just scattered it about.”

	“It smells fresh,” I added.  “Just like…flesh.  Not rotten, and not sickly sweet like the dead Roamers.”

	I was doing my best to not gag or vomit.  I changed my breathing pattern by opening my mouth to avoid the smell.

	“Who would do this?” asked Boggs.  “And why?”

	“Ok kids, back inside.  I’ll explain once we’re in the cabin.  Zoe, you go ahead of us.  Boggs, stay close behind her.”

	“Why?” I asked, concerned.

	“Don’t ask Zoe, just do,” instructed Gus.  “And be quick.  Just don’t make it look like there’s anything driving you back in the cabin.”

	I knew by now to not question Gus.  He had proven too many times to know what he was doing and I trusted him.  I walked back around the corner of the cabin and hurried to the front porch. I heard Boggs’ footfalls close behind me.  As I began knocking on the door, Gus joined us.

	After a pause that lasted a bit too long for comfort, Susan opened the door.  Gus rushed us inside, and closed the door behind us.  He locked it and then ran a hand through his short hair.

	“Girls, I need you three to head upstairs while Boggs and I make sure all our boards are tight and locks are secure.  Stay away from the windows.”

	“Gus?” asked Emilie.  “What’s going on?”

	“We’re being watched,” he said without elaborating.

	Boggs looked sideway at Gus.  “Watched?  Let’s get this done then, man.”

	“Girls, best get up to the attic,” said Gus.  “Take blankets, spears, guns.  One of you grab some bottles of water please.”

	“I’ll grab the water,” I said.  I knew it would allow me to stay on the main floor with Gus and Boggs for just that much longer.  I had grown to need to be near both of the men for my sanity.

	“Susan, Em, can you please see to the rest?” asked Boggs.

	“Yeah sure,” replied Susan.

	As Emilie and Susan turned to climb the stairs, we heard a single shot in the distance.  It echoed off the nearby hillsides, sounding similar to thunder.

	“Hurry,” barked Gus.  “Something is coming, but I’m not sure what.”

	A chill ran up my spine.  A sense of urgency surrounded me.  I ran to the kitchen and grabbed a case of water we kept set aside at all times for emergencies.  There’s another in the attic already, but we all knew there was a risk of being trapped in the small space for many days.  Gus and Boggs were hustling to check locks.  As much as I wanted to stay near them both, I ran up the stairs with the bottled water in tow.  Emilie and Susan had already pulled down the folding stairway leading to the attic space and were scrambling up with blankets they had hurriedly stripped off of the beds.

	“Do you guys have the guns?” I asked, slightly out of breath.

	“Already up there,” said Emilie quickly.

	“Here Zoe, hand me the water,” instructed Susan.  She looked scared. 

	I handed her the case of water, and scurried up behind her.  The attic space was dark, the only light coming from the hatch we had just climbed through.

	“Susan, are there candles up here?”

	“Crap, we forgot them.”

	“Don’t worry, I packed some in the emergency bin off to the left,” said Emilie as she joined us.  “I’ll grab one.”

	“Where’s Boggs?” I asked, keeping my voice low.  “And Gus?”

	“Right here darlin’,” said Gus. 

	He climbed the ladder, quickly followed by Boggs.  As soon as they scurried into the attic proper, Emilie pulled the ladder up and closed the hatch.  Susan had taken over with the candles and lit the first one, which cast a dim glow around the cramped room.

	“Em, sweet thing, go ahead and pull the rope up this time.” 

	In the past we had always left the rope down.  Gus had explained that if humans breeched the house, it’d be a sure signal that someone was hiding in the attic space if the rope were pulled up.

	“Gus, what’s going on?” asked the redhead as she followed directions and began to bring the rope up.

	“I’ll tell you all quick, and then we need to stay quiet and wait.  Zoe, you’ll need to be listening for us.”  Gus pointed to his head while looking at me.

	I nodded.

	“While we were outside I saw a reflection on the hill to the south.  I’m pretty sure it was binoculars or a scope.  For whatever reason we’re being watched.  Susan, Emilie, behind the cabin we found body parts.  A lot of them.  Human, and fresh,” explained Gus.

	“It’s a bloody mess,” added Boggs.

	I scooted towards Boggs and clung to his arm. 

	“The bottom line is it looks like someone knows we’re here,” Gus took over on speaking again.  “My hunch tells me the mess outside was left overnight as bait.”

	“Bait?” asked Susan. 

	“I think it attracted our dead visitor during the night, and is meant to attract more of the Roamers.  Someone’s trying to get rid of us.”

	“I still don’t sense any more of them,” I said.

	“I suspect you will soon enough,” said Gus.  “Boggs, we need to prep all the weapons we have.  Get ready for a fight.  With any luck they’ll come in a horde, take the bait, and just pass us by as they leave.”

	“Sue, can you light a few more candles?” asked Boggs.

	“Sure, Adam,” she said back.  Her voice held an edge of fear. 

	“Emilie and Zoe maybe you can organize the blankets?” Gus suggested.  “If we need to move fast we don’t need to be getting caught up on piles of crap.”

	“Kay,” I answered.  “No problem.”  In truth I was glad to have something to keep me busy.

	Boggs picked up his Kahr and removed the chamber.  I watched as he began filling it with fresh rounds of .45 hollow points. 

	“Zoe,” said Emilie.

	I looked over at her.

	“Help me fold these?” she asked with a kind smile.

	I nodded.  “Yeah, sure.”

	I took one end of the blanket she held and we got to work folding as a team.  The ceiling of the attic was too short for any of us to stand, so working together made it much easier.  As Susan lit more candles, the space in which we sat became flooded with a warm, calming glow.  As we folded, the sound of guns being reloaded continued to be the loudest noise in the attic.  Susan moved on to organizing the emergency supplies we kept in a corner for situations just like this. 

	“It’s getting colder,” whispered Susan.

	None of us answered her.  I’m sure we all felt the chill of winter creeping in through the roof vents. 

	“How long do you suppose we’ll be up here?” asked Emilie.

	“It’s hard to say, darlin’,” said Gus followed by a sigh.  “Hopefully not too long.  We’ll need to talk about moving out though, considering someone out there means us harm.”

	“You mean leaving the cabin?” I asked with a note of panic in my voice. 

	“Yeah,” was all Gus said in reply.  “I’m afraid it just may not be safe here anymore, Zoe.”

	Emilie took my end of the blanket for the final fold, and then set it aside.  We began working on another. 

	“Where would we go?” asked Susan.  “Snow’s pretty thick.”

	Gus nodded.  “That it is.  I wish I had answers.  I think for now we need to be prepared to fight, but as soon as roads become passable we need to look for new shelter.”

	I sighed.  The thought of leaving the cabin, which had grown to be our home, made me sad.  Another gunshot rang out in the distance.  It sounded closer this time and was followed by another shot only seconds later.

	“I’m scared,” whispered Emilie.

	“No matter what happens we’re together, ok?” I whispered back.

	We finished the last fold of the blanket, and she leaned over and hugged me.

	“Ok,” she whispered into my ear.

	We both forced smiles at each other.

	“Gus, what do you make of the gun shots?” asked Boggs.

	“Sounds like signals to me,” answered our resident cowboy-slash-Army-man.

	Boggs coughed lightly.  “That’s what I was afraid of.”

	“Ok, guns are all loaded.  Spears are all lined up.  Four knives, two baseball bats.  Looks good,” announced Gus.  “Now we sit and wait.  No one opens the hatch unless I say to, understood?”

	I nodded.  Susan said “yes,” and Boggs and Emilie gave thumbs-up signals.

	“Best case scenario they come and go.  Worst case scenario, they breech the cabin and we fight from above, if they know we’re up here.  If they breech, and we’re stuck up here, our last ditch effort is to climb onto the roof through the panel Boggs and I added,” instructed Gus.

	“Then what?” asked Em.

	“Then we run like hell,” said Boggs grimly.

	“Let’s settle in and try to get some rest,” said Gus. 

	We all scurried to the back wall, where we huddled together for warmth.  We sat on the folded blankets since the plywood that made up the floor was hard and cold, and wrapped the remaining two blankets around us.  I sat next to Boggs, with Susan on his other side.  Now was no time for jealousy.  Night was coming soon, and along with it bitter cold.  Gus and Emilie huddled together nearby.  I heard him whisper to her “I love you, Red.”  Things seemed ominous.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 3

	
	I woke to Boggs shifting his weight beside me.  I was chilled to the core.

	“Susan, let’s get you over with Gus and Emilie, ok?”

	I heard her crawl over to where the other two were huddled under their own blanket.

	“What’s going on, Boggs?” I asked very quietly.

	“You fell asleep, Zo.  I’m going to stay awake, but I thought it might be best if the others were farther away.  Just in case they come while you’re asleep and fill your beautiful head with their hunger again.”

	I sighed.  “Maybe I should sleep away from all of you, just to be safe?”

	“Nah.  Too cold for that.”  Boggs wrapped an arm around me protectively and tightened the blanket around us.  “Go back to sleep.  I’ll stay up.”

	“I’m so cold,” I whispered.

	“I know.”  He kissed me on the top of my head.  “We all are.  Sleep.”

	I leaned against my lover and took comfort in his embrace.  I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.  I didn’t get the chance.  Within moments, the buzz in my brain began faintly.  It was almost out of reach.  Still, it was the unmistakable intrusion of the minds of the dead.  So many at once, it quickly became nauseating.

	“They’re here,” I whispered.

	I felt Boggs tense beside me.  “Ok, Zo.  Ok.”  He held me close to him.  It felt too much like a last embrace for my comfort.  “I need to wake Gus,” he whispered.

	“I’m awake,” we heard Gus say in reply.  He sounded tired, and his throat sounded dry.  “I heard.  We should blow out all but one candle,” he added.

	I heard him shuffle away from Susan and Emilie.

	“Does anyone know what time it is?” asked Em. 

	“Six pm,” said Gus, who was the one with a watch.  “It’ll be dark out.”

	Blurry images entered my mind, mingling with the flickering shadows of the attic space.  I smelled candle smoke as Susan and Emilie crawled around blowing them out.

	“Leave the one by the hatch lit,” said Gus in a hushed tone. 

	“Guys?” I said to get their attention.  “They smell the blood outside.  There’s so many of them.”  I began shaking.

	“Thanks Zoe,” said Gus.  “Let’s try to stay quiet now.  Everyone needs to hold onto a weapon, just in case.  Try to stay still, stay warm, and stay awake now.”

	I took hold of the small revolver I had found weeks ago.  The same one I had now used to kill two humans.  I had become accustomed to its feel and to its kick when fired.  I knew it was loaded since I had watched Boggs do so after we had closed the attic hatch.  Still, I opened the chamber out of habit and took a second look.  I was glad to see that it was full. I prayed that I wouldn’t need to fire it tonight.  While it felt like we had all been forsaken by God Himself in this new ugly world, I still prayed to Him to get us through this.  I held my hand on my stomach, closed my eyes, and said one more prayer, silently, for God to protect my baby.  My concentration was broken by the sound of someone outside calling for help.  My eyes flickered open, and I looked at Boggs.  His jaw was clenched shut.

	A woman called out again.  “Hello?  Can you please help me?”  Her voice was distressed.

	I shook my head back and forth slowly, indicating to the rest of our group that we could do nothing.  My vision grew blurry and I felt a tear roll down my cheek.  I let the tears build, since I was now busy looking at the images within my head instead of at the people gathered around me.  I felt Boggs put one of his large, strong hands around my arm.  I felt Emilie stroke my hair.

	“Please?  Please come help me?” begged the woman.  Her voice was breaking as she called out.  “Please!  I need help!”

	A full moon was illuminating the yard in front of the cabin.  It reflected brightly off of the snow.  I could see the old woman standing in front of our porch.  I knew I was seeing through the eyes of a pack leader, a Runner.  It stood there very still, inside the tree line, watching the woman’s profile.  She wore a cream colored sweater, dirtied with blood and soil.  Her face was bitten multiple times, jagged edges crusted over with scabs.  Her arms hung limply at her sides.  Blood dripped from her right hand.  She was missing fingers. I wanted to help her so badly, but knew she was bait sent to draw us out.  Opening the door or reacting in any way would be a death sentence for all of us.

	“Zo?” whispered Boggs. 

	I wiped my tears away and blinked a few times, then focused on Boggs’ face.  “She’s one of their bait tactics,” I whispered as quietly as I could.  The pack leader was still watching her, and he was growing so very hungry.  The fainter signatures in my head drew near and I was overcome by the mental buzzing.  The feast began.  I could ‘hear’ them eating the frozen limbs and flesh out back.  I could see the old woman up closer now.  She had turned to face the zombie that obviously commanded her.  By the look on her wrinkled and pale face, I knew that she was aware that she had failed.  She knew her use was over. She took a large shuddering breath in as the creature before her advanced.  She was on the ground in an instant.  Her belly was torn open and warm blood flooded the icy ground around her as she screamed in agony.  I could feel the pleasure the zombie felt as it ate loops of her intestines.  Her agonizing screaming excited the creature, taking it to a level of joy that disgusted me.  For the next five minutes I listened to her screaming until she succumbed to darkness from the pain.  Not death, but a state of separation from mind and body.  I knew by now that zombies like this one, the fast ones that have some form of thought and are capable of planning, kept their meal alive for as long as possible.  I knew the others in the attic with me had heard the attack and the screaming as well.  I had the displeasure of hearing it from within the walls of the attic as well as inside my mind.

	After a few moments of relative silence, the creatures out back finished their feast of body parts and joined the leader out front. They piled on top of the old woman and tore her apart, shoving bits of flesh and bone into their mouths.  The last sounds she heard were the growling and gnawing of the creatures.  I could tell her heart had stopped beating by the frustration the lead zombie felt.  Her suffering ended, and he was done with his meal and instantly searching for another.

	“She’s dead,” I whispered so quietly that I could barely hear myself. “There’s a Runner leading the rest.  It’s already looking for more living flesh.”

	In the flickering candle light, I saw Gus put his finger to his lips.  I nodded in understanding.  Emilie was gripping my right hand, with Boggs sitting close beside me.  I looked to my side and saw Susan’s face, muted by the dim lighting.  She looked like she might be holding her breath.  Our eyes met. 

	Another gunshot rang out in the distance, this time sounding closer.  I heard it the same time the dead outside the cabin heard it.  I unlocked my eyes from Susan’s and looked to Boggs.  I paid extra close attention to the angles of his nose, his jaw, his forehead, his stray curls.  I had a feeling deep down in my soul that perhaps this might be one of the last times I’d look at him.  Sadness enveloped me. 

	“They’re running now,” I whispered.  “They’re following the sounds of the guns.”

	“Are you sure, Zoe?” asked Gus quietly.

	I nodded.  “I can’t feel any of them anymore.  The one in the lead though, it suspects we’re here.  It might be back.”

	“We’ll stay up here for at least the next day,” said Gus with a heavy sigh. 

	“Gus, it’s so cold up here,” whimpered Emilie.  “Can’t we just stay inside the cabin until we know it’s safe?  We could leave the ladder to the attic down for quick access.”

	Gus sighed and I saw him look at Emilie.  “Yeah, Red, it’s probably fine,” he said, giving in.  “One of us needs to stay awake at all times, though.”

	“Agreed,” said Boggs.  His voice sounded pained.

	“Boggs, you feeling ok?  How
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