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  LITTLE GIRL LOST









  
  August 2014 
The TV went dead. Sky picked up the remote and pressed the power button but nothing happened. She let out a frustrated sigh and looked toward the door her nineteen-year-old sister had gone out just a short while ago to seek out food from the vending machines. 
They’d been stuck in the hotel room for a week since the outbreak due to some kind of sickness going around. Raven hadn’t let her watch anything on the news about whatever it was since the early reports had terrified her, but she said it was dangerous and they had to do what the news said and stay inside. Originally from boring Louisville, Kentucky, Sky had been excited when she’d won the trip to Hollywood. Not only had they seen an early screening of Mockingjay Part I, but she’d won a contest to meet her favorite actress, Emma Whitman. That event had been canceled due to the outbreak and she’d spent the week sulking while watching the same movies over and over on the hotel’s Pay-Per-View service. 
She looked at the door again and wondered how much longer it would take her older sister to find the vending machines and bring back food. She’d eaten the last of the Twinkies that morning and they’d both gone through the leftovers they’d had stored in their mini-fridge. She reached over, picked up the phone, and tried to dial the front desk just as Raven had done before leaving, but there was no dial tone. 
A woman screamed from somewhere within the hotel. Sky grabbed her blue teddy bear and held it to her chest. She looked at the door and again wondered what was taking Raven so long. She heard another scream, this one more terror-filled than the last and she immediately broke out into tears. She’d seen people attacking people on the news before she’d quit watching. They clawed and bit and … she wasn’t exactly sure what else they did but it had looked bloody and very, very painful. People had died. She had to find Raven. 
Sky slid off the bed, shoved her feet into her shoes and tied the laces, grabbed her bear again and stepped out into the hall. The door clicked shut behind her. She looked both ways and found the hallway empty. She heard another scream, followed by another, this one male, and gunshots. Sky was fully crying now, tears raining down her cheeks as she clenched her teddy bear to her chest for dear life and squeezed her legs tight together to keep from wetting herself. Where was Raven? She ran toward the elevator, remembering Raven had said she was going to the vending machines on the second floor, and hit the button with the arrow pointing down. Nothing happened. She hit it again. And again. Nothing. It didn’t even light up. 
Sky started to shiver. First the TV died, the phone line went down, then came the screams and gunshots, and now the elevator wouldn’t work. Fear flooded her body, icing her veins. She ran back to the room and realized she didn’t have a key. She tried the door anyway and it opened. The green light didn’t even pop on. It was like everything in the hotel was dead. Where was her sister? Her parents had already died two years ago. Raven couldn’t die in the hotel like everything else. Raven was all the family she had now. She had to find her. 
She turned from the door and ran left, knowing she’d run into a stairwell eventually. Tears streamed down her face, half blinding her. She quickly swiped at them with the back of her hand, came around a corner and came face to face with Raven. 
“What the hell? I told you to stay in the room!” the blue-haired teenager scolded her.
Tears dampened Sky’s cheeks and she shook as she squeezed her teddy bear tight against her chest. “The TV quit working and I heard screaming.” As if on cue, screams erupted from the floor above them. 
“They’re above us too?” Raven said, her eyes filled with worry. 
“Who? What’s happening?”
“Zombies, Sky. The Walking Dead is real now.” Her sister grabbed her elbow and guided her toward their room. 
“We need to leave, Raven.”
“We can’t. They’re on the other floors and they’re using the stairwells. We have to hide until help comes.”
“The doors don’t even lock.”
“What?” Raven looked down at her, frown lines creasing her otherwise smooth brow.
“Nothing works. The TV, elevator, door locks. It’s all broken.”
“Great.”
A groaning noise sounded from down the hallway. They looked up in time to see two horrible looking men shuffle around the corner. Their skin was deathly pale, their eyes milky white, clothes ripped, and one of them was missing a chunk of flesh from his neck.  Sky screamed, announcing their presence. 
“Shit.” Raven grabbed her and opened the first door she could reach. 
“This isn’t our room.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Raven shoved her inside and looked around. The room was empty, vacant. “Get in the closet. Lock the door.” 
“What about you?”
“I need to find a weapon.” Raven opened drawers and turned back sheets, looking for something. From what Sky could tell, the room was vacant and had been for a while. “Dammit, I need something sharp.”
“Like your necklace?”
“I told you to get in the closet.” Raven looked down at her pendant, a large cross with the bottom sharpened into a dagger-like point. “This might just work.” 
Sky opened the closet and looked inside but didn’t follow her sister’s order. “There’s no lock on the closet door. We can’t stay here.”
“Where else are we supposed to go? They’re in the hallway.”
The door opened and the zombies entered, their groaning turning into garbled growls. Sky screamed again, backing toward the balcony.
“It’s going to be all right, Sky.” Raven stepped in front of her and removed her necklace, holding the cross in her hand, sharpened end pointed out. It was sharp, but not very long, and Sky realized how close Raven would have to get to one of the scary people to stab them. She didn’t want Raven getting that close. If Raven got that close they could kill her. They backed toward the sliding balcony doors, and Sky opened them, slipping outside. 
“Jump,” Raven instructed her.
“What?” Sky’s heart slammed against her chest as she looked over the balcony and realized this was an interior room like theirs. The balcony was over a swimming pool below them on the first floor.
“Jump, Sky. It’s our only way out.”
“No.” Sky’s voice quivered in fear as she began to cry again. “I can’t.”
“Damn it, Sky.” Raven turned as the zombies closed in, grabbed her under her arm, and jumped off the balcony, into the pool below. 

      ***They came out of the water sputtering. 
“Why’d you do that? You know I can’t swim.” Sky looked for her teddy bear and saw it floating out of her reach.
“It was that or die,” Raven explained as she hoisted Sky onto the tiled floor and climbed out of the pool behind her. 
They’d just cleared the water when the zombies fell from the balcony. One landed in the pool with a splash. The other missed, landing on the tiled floor. Sky heard its bones break, but that didn’t stop it from rising up onto its elbows and crawling across the floor toward them, dragging its broken lower body along.
Sky opened her mouth, but Raven clamped her hand over it, muffling the scream. “You can’t keep doing that,” she whispered. “They hear it and they come to it. I don’t think they can see well and they don’t move as fast as us. We’ll survive this if we’re quick and quiet, got it?”
Sky nodded, her bottom lip quivering as she fought to not cry.
“We’re gonna be fine, kid,” Raven assured her, and hugged her tight before surveying the area around them. “We have to find a safer place. This isn’t it.”
As if her statement needed any further clarification, the zombie that had splashed into the pool stood and started walking toward them through the water. 
“Come on.” Raven grabbed Sky’s hand and pulled her toward the doorway to the first floor hallway. “Be very quiet. We don’t know how many are on this floor.”
Sky’s only response was a whimper as she tried to be brave. Raven squeezed her hand and kept walking down the hall, toward the front of the hotel. The emergency lights flickered on and off, as if the hotel wasn’t scary enough. 
“Do we have a plan?” Sky whispered.
“Yeah. Get the hell out of here,” Raven whispered back. 
“Out on the street? I thought we were supposed to stay inside because it was safer.” 
“It was until the undead cannibals got in with us. We definitely aren’t safe here, not when the doors don’t even lock and there are zombies creeping on multiple floors. We’ll find a safer building.” 
“How are we supposed to get to a safer building? We need a gun.” 
Raven smiled a little despite the circumstances, as if amused. “You know how to shoot a gun now?”
“No.”
“Then we don’t need one. We’ve already got people-eating monsters chasing us. The last thing we need is for one of us to shoot the other in the ass.”  
“How do we stop them?”
“I don’t know that we can, but we can definitely outrun them.” 
They reached the lobby and found it painted in blood. Raven barely managed to close her hand over Sky’s mouth before she erupted into a screaming fit. The man at the counter, the same man who’d checked them in a week ago, was now draped over that counter with his intestines scattered around him. The upper half of him, anyway. Judging by the blood trail, the lower half had been dragged away. 
“Shhh, Sky. Be quiet, sis.” Raven whispered, covering her mouth with her hand. 
Sky remembered what Raven had said about her screams drawing them and finally quit screaming, the shrill cries turning into choked sobs as she struggled to breathe past the fear clogging her throat. 
“That’s better. It’ll be all right,” Raven soothed her. “We’ll find someplace safe.”
At that moment, the dead man growled, rising up on his elbows. The sisters both gasped, too stunned to expel their breath as the man reached out toward them, snarling. Determined to reach them, he pushed himself forward, falling off the counter with a splat as what remained of his mangled intestines fell out. 
Sky bent at the waist and vomited the Twinkies she’d had for breakfast. A shuffling sound from around the corner spurred Raven into action. She grabbed Sky’s arm and pulled her into the closest room.
“What are we doing?”
“Something’s moving out there,” Raven explained, shutting the door behind them. They were in a small room with cooking appliances and refrigerators. Pots and pans hung by hooks suspended from the ceiling. “This must be where they prepare the breakfast foods. There should be knives or something useful. Start searching, but do it quietly.” 
They quickly rummaged through cabinets and drawers but the only utensils they could find were plastic.
“Dammit. What kind of kitchen doesn’t have a knife?”
“The kind that only cooks scrambled eggs and sausage patties,” Sky answered. The knob on the door leading out to the breakfast area of the lobby started jangling. “Raven!” 
Raven quickly tucked her under her arm and pulled her toward the door they’d entered through.
“That other one’s out there. He was crawling toward us.”
“He was dragging himself,” Raven said. “He doesn’t have any legs. I’d rather go against him than one who can walk, and for all we know there’s more than one outside that breakfast area door.”
Sky whimpered.
“I love you, Sky.” Raven kissed her head just like her mother used to do. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
She grasped the doorknob and paused. “As soon as I open this door we’re going to run to the front exit. We’re right at the lobby entrance so we just go into the lobby and cut a right, then out through those doors. If the man at the counter has managed to drag himself this far we can probably jump right over him. Got it?”
Sky nodded. “Just don’t leave me.”
“You know I never would.” 
“Not on purpose, but like Mom and Dad did.”
“Not even like that,” Raven assured her. “We’re going now, before anything gets in that other door. You ready?”
Sky nodded despite knowing she was nowhere near ready. She wanted to curl up into a ball, close her eyes, and pretend she was anywhere but there. She wished she’d never won the chance to meet her favorite actress. Then they would have never come to Hollywood and gotten stuck in the hotel of horrors.
“Let’s go. Move fast.” Raven twisted the knob, pulled the door open, and led her out. They successfully jumped over the desk attendant’s moving torso, rounded the corner, and came face to face with three zombies blocking the exit. 
“Shit!” Raven grabbed Sky and whirled around, but the two zombies that had been trying to get through the kitchen door were approaching from that direction. 
“Raven, what do we do?” Sky cried.
“We hide,” she answered as she pulled a nearby door open, revealing a small closet. She shoved Sky in with the sweepers and mops, and jumped in behind her. She pulled the door to close them inside, but a zombie hand grabbed the edge and pulled it back. “Shit!”
Raven pulled on the door, grunting with the effort but now three of them had grabbed the edge of it and their combined strength appeared to outweigh hers. “I can’t hold the door any longer, Sky. I need you to grab a mop and try to ram the wooden part through these things’ faces.”
“I can’t!” Tears streamed down Sky’s chubby cheeks as her limbs shook. “It’s too scary. They’re too big.”
“I can’t fight five of them alone and I can’t hold this door. They’re going to get in.”
“I can’t do it. I can’t do it!”
Raven inhaled deeply. “OK, but I have to let this door go. I’ll fight them. You just run.”
“What? I can’t leave you.”
“You can and you will!” Raven snapped. Her eyes instantly registered regret as Sky sucked in air.  “Sorry I yelled, Sky, but I need you now. Grab that short sweeper right there, just in case you need it, and then you run. Stay low and you can run right past them. They’re slow so you keep on running.”
“What about you?”
“I’ll catch up.”
“Do you promise?”
“I promise.” She said, a small choking sound escaping her as if she too fought back tears. “No matter what, Sky, I will always be with you.”
Sky hugged her sister’s waist quickly and took a deep breath, scrounging up the courage it would take to make her legs move before she let go and grabbed the shortest sweeper, gripping the handle in both hands. 
“You just run, Sky. Run as fast as you can out those doors and use that if you have to.”
“Where do I go once outside?”
“Just keep running.”
Sky chewed her bottom lip, then finally nodded. “I’m ready.”
“I love you, Sky. You can do this. Just run fast.” Raven let go of the door and grabbed a mop. “Go!” 
Sky ran out just as she’d been instructed and the zombies, intent on Raven, let her pass for the most part. She ducked and ran past one that reached for her and made a beeline for the revolving door. She jumped inside and pushed, making her way to the street without looking back, terrified she would see the horrible looking infected people attacking her sister. 
The moment she stepped out onto the street she saw an infected woman kneeling over what looked like a young girl about her size with the same shade of brown hair. They were in the street in front of the hotel and the infected woman’s teeth were gnawing into the back of the girl’s neck. The girl’s body was broken and twisted unnaturally. She was missing a finger and it was hard to see what was left of her lavender shirt through all the blood. 
Sky screamed and the infected woman raised her head. Blood dripped down her chin as her cloudy white eyes seemed to lock on to her. Sky wanted to stay close to the hotel, to wait for Raven even though she’d told her to run, but the infected woman rose to her feet and shuffled toward her. She looked at the sweeper gripped tight in her shaking hand, looked back at the infected woman, and flung the makeshift weapon as hard as she could at the monstrous creature approaching. It hit the woman in the chest but didn’t stop her. Instinct kicked in and Sky ran. 
She was afraid to try buildings after seeing what had happened inside the hotel, but in addition to the infected woman shuffling after her she saw a group of monsters down the street headed her way. She needed to get inside somewhere. No one alive was on the street and unlike when they’d first arrived, there were no cars speeding by. The area was like a ghost town. Sky started pulling up on door handles of the cars that had been parked along the street and left there. Eventually she found one unlocked and slipped inside, pulling the door closed behind her. She quickly made sure all the doors were locked and hunkered down in the backseat as the infected woman approached.
The woman’s body slammed into the car as if she didn’t have enough sense to stop moving forward, then her hands pawed at the windows. Sky whimpered as she lay on the floor, watching, praying the woman wouldn’t break the glass and ferret her out of the car. She didn’t know what was wrong with the people, how a virus could make them act so crazy when the worst thing she’d ever gotten from a virus was an upset stomach and sore throat. She studied the woman’s milky white eyes, curious if the infected people could see. This one certainly knew she was hiding inside the car but she wasn’t looking at her. Had she seen her get in the car or was it the sound of the door closing that attracted the woman to her? 
A scream full of horror and anguish pierced the air, causing Sky’s entire body to jerk. The infected woman’s head whipped toward the sound and the rest of her body followed, leaving Sky and the car behind as she moved on to the creator of that terrible sound. 
Sky’s heart beat furiously as she maneuvered to her knees. As thankful as she was that the woman had left her alone, she feared she knew who had screamed. As she peered out from behind the front seats, her fear was justified.  Raven dropped to her knees outside the hotel, her body wracked with heaving sobs as she started to reach toward the dead girl’s body lying there but she let her hand fall away before touching the mangled mess that had once been a young girl. 
What was she doing? Sky crept forward, stretching her small body over the seats so Raven would see her when she looked in her direction, but she didn’t look in her direction. She stared at the dead girl’s body and unleashed a sound unlike anything Sky had ever heard before. The cry seemed to reach to the heavens, drawing monsters out of alleys. 
A loud thump against the car nearly brought a scream out of Sky but she bit her lip and hunkered down behind the front seats again, pressing her body as deep into the floor as she could get. She angled her head so she could see out the windows and watched the infected slowly but steadily creep forward in her sister’s direction. She prayed in silence for Raven to look up, to defend herself and somehow cut through them to find her as tears rolled down her face. Raven couldn’t die. If Raven died she would die too. She would be alone. She’d never survive alone.
She waited what felt like hours for the sound of shuffling feet to taper off and rose to her knees again. She looked out from between the front seats and watched Raven running away in the opposite direction she’d chosen, a group of infected people shuffling behind her. 
“No!” she cried as she watched her older sister grow smaller. “You’re running the wrong way! Come back!” She reached for the door handle and shrieked as a gray-hued face filled the window. White eyes stared at her as the man’s mouth opened and pressed against the glass. A thump behind her indicated another infected person had figured out the car held a special treat inside. Sky cut a glance up the street and panicked when all she could see were the backs of the infected people who’d been following her sister, but no Raven. Her sister was gone.
“She left me,” she whimpered then yelped as both of the infected prying at the car started ramming into it harder, digging their hands against the glass as if it were sand. One slobbered all over the glass, desperate to eat her. She gave in to the urge to cry fully, not the silent tears she’d shed earlier. What was the use in staying quiet? Her sister had left her all alone, surrounded by monsters. It was only a matter of time before they broke the glass and crawled inside to twist and break her like they had the little girl in the street, to eat her. She was going to die in a stranger’s car, in a strange city, all by herself. One of the windows cracked.
Sky climbed over the seats and wedged herself between the driver’s seat and passenger seat, putting more space between her and the infected man about to break inside the back of the car. She watched as the crack spider-webbed across the glass, her fingernails digging into her palms as she clenched them tight, almost as tight as the legs she clenched together to keep from wetting herself. 
“Hey!”
She turned her head toward the shrill voice, and craned her neck until she found its source. A tall, thin woman with a blonde pixie cut leaned over the railing of a second floor balcony attached to a hotel across the street. 
“Hey you ugly bastards!” the woman screamed before throwing something. It was a shoe, Sky realized as it hit one of the infected in the back of the head and bounced off. Both of the monsters looked in the woman’s direction as she continued shouting at them, calling them names. They peeled away from the car and started shuffling toward her. “Run,” she screamed down as they headed her way. “Get out of the fucking car, kid, and run! You’re not safe there!” 
Sky looked around, noted that every infected person on the street was headed in the woman’s direction, including the ones who had been following her sister. There was no way she could get past them to follow Raven. 
“Damn it, kid, move your ass before they get too close! Run!” 
Sky bit her lip and fought back tears as she crawled over the passenger seat and gripped the door handle. She couldn’t follow Raven, not if she wanted to live, and she didn’t dare try to enter the hotel the woman occupied, not after the nightmare she’d left behind in the hotel she’d been staying in with her sister. Well, that and the fact the woman had drawn the attention of every infected person on the street in order to give her a chance to get out of the car without becoming an appetizer. She looked up the street once more where she’d last seen Raven. The small group of infected people who’d been trailing her sister stepped off the sidewalk, focused on the woman on the balcony across the street. They moved past the line of cars parked along the curb. They moved slow. If she was fast enough she could get past them after all. 
“Move your ass, kid!” 
Sky pulled down on the handle and pushed the door open. The second her feet hit the ground she took off running in the direction Raven had fled. She thought about thanking the woman with the pixie cut but feared making a sound and undoing everything the woman had done for her. A few of the infected in back of the group had already taken notice of her and turned toward her as she sped past, the sound of her own heart beating in her ears. 
“Keep running, kid!” the woman screamed after her. “Keep run—” The rest of the woman’s instruction got swallowed up in a scream that chilled the blood in Sky’s veins. She kept running, afraid of what she’d see if she turned around. She’d seen enough blood and death to sufficiently scar her for life. 
She’d made it past the hotel she and Raven had stayed in and continued racing a straight path down the sidewalk, staying focused on what she could see ahead of her, desperately seeking Raven but she didn’t appear. Her legs started to feel like overstretched rubber bands and her side burned but she pressed on, afraid a hundred monsters would be on her if she stopped. She had no idea if she was being followed, too afraid to look behind her. Her breath came out in hard puffs and tears leaked from her eyes. She’d never been a great runner, PE was her least favorite class, but if she’d known she’d have to outrun monsters she would have run a lot more. 
She reached a point much farther than where she’d last seen Raven, farther than she could have seen at all from the car and started to worry. She’d passed quite a few cross streets and alleys. Raven could have turned down any of them at any time. She could have passed her already. She cried harder, the sobs tumbling out of her uncontrollably as her legs slowed. She couldn’t keep up the speed. She slowed to a fast walk and looked around as she pushed forward. She saw tall buildings on both sides of the street and a pair of expensive looking cars that were abandoned after crashing into each other sat in the middle of the street. There weren’t any other cars in the area and no people. 
She scrounged up all the courage she could and stole a look behind her. A lone infected woman in a tattered pink dress and no shoes followed her. If not for the white eyes and odd walk she might have appeared normal. Sky didn’t recall running past her and didn’t place her outside the hotel. She deduced that the woman must have spilled out of one of the alleys or from within a building she’d passed. A throaty moan from behind her caught her attention and she whirled around to come face to face with a short, chubby man. His T-shirt was stained with something dark, his chin dripped blood and his milky white eyes identified him as one of the monsters trying to eat people. He was close enough Sky could smell the death and rot on his breath. 
She screamed and jumped back but the man’s meaty hand clamped around her forearm and tugged her forward. 
“Raven!” she screamed as loud as she could, hoping her sister was within earshot, that she’d save her. She couldn’t have just left. She had to be there somewhere, trying to find a way back to her. “Raven!” she cried again as she pulled back, using all her strength to try to break away from the man’s death grip. 
The man’s hand squeezed tighter as his mouth opened and his head lowered. This was it, Sky realized. This was the moment she would die and join her parents. She missed them horribly, wished constantly she could see them again but she didn’t wish for that now. She wasn’t ready to die, not without knowing what had happened to Raven, and not from being eaten by a diseased man. What if she didn’t die? What if she turned into what he was? She continued to struggle, trying to break free, all while screaming for her sister from the top of her lungs in a desperate bid to be heard and rescued.
Air shifted over her head and she saw something connect with the infected man’s face. His head jerked to the side as blood gushed out. A man with a baseball bat appeared next to her and swung the bat again, using brute force to bash in the diseased man’s skull. 
“Quit screaming before you bring them all here,” her rescuer said in a heavily accented voice as he quickly scanned the street ahead. He wore black from head to toe. His skin was caramel brown, his short hair was silky smooth and nearly black, matching his five o’clock shadow and thick but perfectly arched eyebrows. The eyes beneath those brows were pools of rich chocolate.  He jerked his wrist and blood splashed from the bat onto the sidewalk before he looked down at her and frowned. “Shit. What are you, like, ten years old?” 
“Nine,” Sky said.
“Fuck.” He grabbed her around her waist and hoisted her off her feet. “Gotta move, kid.” 
“Put me down!” she yelled, pushing at his forearm but it was no use. He wasn’t exceptionally tall but he was sturdy and none of the weight on him could be attributed to fat. The arm wrapped around her middle might as well have been a steel clamp. The woman she’d seen approaching her from behind steadily moved toward them as the man stepped off the sidewalk and proceeded to cross the deserted street with her tucked under his arm.
“Shut it, kid, I’m trying to save your life!” 
“I have to find my sister!” 
“What?” He stopped in the middle of the street and turned in a circle. The infected woman still moved toward them but she moved at a slow shuffle. “Where’d you lose her at?” 
“We were staying at a hotel down the street. She ran this way.” Sky pointed in the direction Raven had been running. “I have to keep going until I catch her.” 
“I hate to break it to you, kid, but you’re the first little girl I’ve seen run past here today and I’ve been watching the street for hours. We have to get inside.”
“She’s not a little girl, she’s nineteen!”
“I haven’t seen a teenager either.” He cut a glance to the infected woman approaching, muttered a curse, and took off running. He completed crossing the street despite Sky’s protests, slipped down a narrow alley next to a convenience store, rounded the building and pushed through a back door, never releasing his death grip on Sky.
“I have to find my sister!”
“You have to shut up,” he ordered from behind clenched teeth as he pulled the door closed behind them and set her down before sliding the bolt and shoving a standalone freezer in front of it. “I’m not so sure how good they see but I know for sure they can hear.”
Sky stomped her foot and growled, fighting against the urge to scream at the man. She knew he was right about the monsters being dangerous and he had definitely saved her life, but the longer she stayed locked inside the building with him, the farther Raven got from her. “My sister is out there!”
He stared down at her, his free hand on his hip, the other still wrapped around the bat, and let out a frustrated sigh. “Come here, kid. You have to see something.” 
He led her through what she assumed was a storage room and pushed through a set of swinging doors that led out to the convenience store floor. He scanned the store as he led her down a center aisle, past the checkout and up to the front of the store which was floor to ceiling glass. Various posters advertising products had been taped to most of the exposed glass, hindering their view, as well as the display shelves filled with products lining the wall. A fold-out chair sat next to the front doors. 
He sat her in the chair and crouched next to her. “This is what I’ve been doing for the last three and a half days. I’ve been sitting in this chair from sunup to sundown watching what the hell is happening out there. As you can see, I have a clear view of the street from here. I’m telling you, honey, your sister didn’t run down this street. You’re the first uninfected person I’ve seen on foot since I put this chair here and started monitoring. A teenaged girl wouldn’t have made it past here without me seeing her. She must have turned down a side street or something. I’m sorry, kid.” 
Sky stared out the window. The advertisements taped to the glass hid her from view of anyone outside. They’d have to directly look through the glass doors at just the right angle to see her there, but she could clearly see if anyone ran down either side of the street. The man was right that he would have seen Raven if she’d run past. Sky tried to count how many cross streets she’d sped past but lost count at five. She’d been so focused on catching up to Raven she hadn’t paid much attention to her surroundings to really count the cross streets let alone the alleys. She balled her hands into fists and pressed her lips together, struggling to keep it together, to appear strong. She lasted all of five seconds before her face crumpled and she bawled like a baby.
“Hey, hey,” the man said, still crouched at her side. He pulled her to him, burying her face into his chest so his shirt could soak up her tears and muffle her sobs. “If you didn’t see her that means she’s still running somewhere. She’s alive.” 
“You really think that?” she asked between sobs. 
“If you didn’t run past her body on the street I’d say it’s a safe bet. I take it you lost your parents in this?”
She shook her head but didn’t pull away. “They died in a car crash two years ago. It’s just me and Raven.”
“Raven’s your big sister?” 
“Uh huh.” Sky realized she was speaking freely to the man and pulled away. She made a quick swipe at her cheeks and sniffed. “I’m not supposed to talk to you. You’re a stranger.” 
“I’m not nearly as strange as what’s out there,” he said, tipping his head toward the street. “I’m Wladimir Torres. Most everybody calls me Torres. What’s your name, baby girl?”
Sky looked at him. He didn’t look like a bad man, but he looked like a man who could be bad if he wanted to be. Her sister would probably think he was hot, but he also was what she’d call beefcake. His black T-shirt barely managed to stretch over his muscles. Raven always told her beefcake guys were trouble.
“Honey, I am not going to hurt you.” He raised the hand not holding the baseball bat. “My hand to God.”
He had saved her life. Sky looked through the glass and saw the infected man’s body crumpled on the sidewalk. That could have been her, would have been her if not for Torres. “Sky. Sky Bleu.”
“Like the color?” His eyebrows rose as a grin worked at the edges of his mouth.
“B-L-E-U.” 
“Ah.” He nodded. “Well, now we aren’t strangers.”
“I still can’t stay here. I have to find my sister.” 
He frowned as he looked past her, out the glass. His shoulders sagged. “Do you notice it’s getting darker out there?”
She followed his gaze and noted the darkening sky. “She’s all alone.” 
“Maybe, maybe not. Someone might have helped her like I helped you. That might be why you ran the same way she did but didn’t see her. I know for a fact she didn’t come this way. She might be holed up inside somewhere like we are.”
“You don’t know that for sure.”
“No but I know it’s going to get real dark real soon and if it’s dangerous out there now it’s going to be even more dangerous then. Would you say your sister is a smart girl?”
Sky nodded. 
“A smart girl would get off the street as soon as possible, especially if she saw it growing dark. You’re not going to find her out there tonight. You’re safe here.”
“She’s looking for me. She’ll be worried about me. She’ll keep looking.” 
Torres’s brow wrinkled in thought. “Why was she running ahead of you? How did you get separated?” 
Sky took a deep breath and gripped the hem of her damp shirt, wishing she still had her teddy bear. “We were in a hotel. I won a trip to meet Emma Whitman so we flew out here from Kentucky.”
“Ah, that explains the accent.”
She raised an eyebrow, earning a bark of laughter in return.
“I know, I know. I have one too. I was born here but my family is Venezuelan. We moved back there when I was a toddler and didn’t return until I was in high school. English isn’t my first language. Go ahead with your story.” 
Sky studied him for a moment, wondering how old he was. She thought late twenties or early thirties, maybe. He seemed nice, but he still put out a vibe that said he’d break anyone who crossed him like a twig and she wondered again if she should trust him, but what choice did she really have? It was him or no one at the moment. “We were staying in one of the really tall hotels on this street way down there,” she continued, tilting her head in the direction she’d ran from. “The meet and greet got canceled. Everything shut down. We were told to stay in our rooms. We ran out of food. Raven tried to call room service but no one answered. She went out to get food from the vending machines and then there was screaming. I heard a gun go off. Raven ran back and said there were zombies like in The Walking Dead, and there were. Or, they were infected, anyway. We jumped off the balcony into the pool to escape.”
“That explains why you’re wet.”
She nodded. “They were everywhere in the hotel. We got stuck in a closet and they were trying to get to us. Raven couldn’t get the door closed because they were pulling on it. She gave me a sweeper and told me to run for it, that she’d catch up to me. I didn’t want to run and leave her there, but she told me to, she made it sound like it was the only way we’d make it.”
Torres nodded. “That’s when you got separated?”
“Yeah.” Sky sniffed as fresh tears spilled forth. “I ran outside and there was one of the zombie women. She was eating a girl in the street, what was left of the girl. She looked about my age. I couldn’t see her face but she was twisted and bloody, and I think pieces of her were missing. I screamed and the woman came for me. I threw the sweeper at her but she kept coming. I ran and locked myself in a car.” 
Torres angled his head so he looked at her sideways. “You saw your sister leave the hotel?”
Sky nodded. “I was in the car but I saw her through the windshield. She saw the girl and dropped to her knees crying. She cried really loud and the zombie that was trying to get in the car moved her way. When I looked up again there were more. They were all walking toward Raven. A couple saw me though and I tried to hide, but they knew I was in the car and they wouldn’t leave until this woman yelled down from a balcony for me to run. She got their attention so I could get out of the car and run away. I ran in the same direction Raven had ran. She went the wrong way to look for me. She didn’t see me in the car.”
Torres scrubbed a hand down his face. “The girl you saw dead in the street, you said you couldn’t see her face?”
Sky nodded, her nose scrunching in disgust at the memory. “She was on her belly and she was covered in blood. Blood was all over her.” 
“Could you see what color her hair was?”
“It was brown,” Sky answered. “It was about as long and curly as mine.”
“Shit,” Torres almost whispered. “Honey, why do you think your sister dropped to her knees and cried when she saw that little girl in the street?” 
“Because it was awful.”
“Well, yeah, I’m sure it was,” he agreed. He set the bat on the floor and clasped his hands together, studying them a moment. “If your sister told you to run and heard you scream after you exited the hotel, then came out and saw a girl about your size with the same curly brown hair face down, dead in the street, she more than likely thought that little girl was you.”
Sky shook her head, considering his words. “No. She’d know it wasn’t me.”
Torres stared back at her, saying nothing. His eyes spoke for him. His eyes apologized for the harsh truth he’d delivered. Sky recalled the girl, forced herself to get beyond the ugly horror of the memory and look at the girl as her sister would have. Same size. Same hair. She remembered seeing a sliver of purple, but it was so small. The girl’s shirt had been drenched in blood. Sky looked down at the blue U of K shirt she wore and panic rose from deep within her, escaping in an audible gasp. “She thinks I’m dead.”
“Honey—”
Sky pushed aside the hand Torres extended to her. “She thinks I’m dead. She ran and she wasn’t looking for me. She isn’t looking for me. She’s going to keep running and I’ll never see her again!” She lunged for the doors.
“No!” Torres grabbed her around the waist and lifted her again. This time she screamed bloody murder and kicked out viciously, not caring who heard her. 
“I have to find my sister!” She rammed her head back as hard as she could, connecting with Torres’s chin. He muttered an oath but held tight to her writhing body. Something slammed against the glass. They couldn’t see beyond the large poster taped there but whatever it was, it was big.
“Quiet!” Torres growled. He scooped the baseball bat off the floor and walked backward with one hand clamped tight over Sky’s mouth. She continued to cry, unable to stop. Her sister was gone and she had no idea where and she wouldn’t be looking for her. Raven thought she was on her own. She’d keep moving and the more she moved the farther she’d get from her.
Torres crouched behind the checkout counter, close enough to the edge that he could keep an eye on the glass at the front of the store, and rocked back and forth, cradling Sky as he did his best to muffle her wracking sobs with his hand. “Quiet, pequenuela, quiet,” he whispered, his gaze laser-focused on the glass. “We will look for your sister tomorrow but first we must survive tonight.”
Sky didn’t know what pequenuela meant but Torres’s voice had softened when he said it and although his hand covered her mouth he was gentle enough not to hurt her. She slowly came to a calm place, accepting there was nothing she could do. From her vantage point she could still see out the doors and the sky was steadily darkening. An infected man shuffled past the door and she felt the tension ease out of Torres as his hand hesitantly lowered from her mouth.
“Better now?” he asked.
Sky nodded, using her palms to wipe the wetness from her face.
“You can’t get loud like that, honey. It draws them.”
She remembered Raven telling her the same thing and sucked back a sob. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s all right. This isn’t easy for me either. I promise I will keep you safe but we have to keep calm and act smart. Can you help me do that?”
Sky nodded. “Will you really help me look for Raven?”
He stared at her for a moment before nodding. “Yeah, honey. I can’t promise we will find her, but I promise we’ll give it our best shot and if we can’t find her right away I will keep you safe until this blows over and the two of you are reunited.” 
Sky perked up at this. “Do you think that will happen?”
He gave her the smallest hint of a smile. “It’s what I pray will happen.”
“If we find her will you stay with us?”
This got a full grin. “Is that what you want? I thought I was a dangerous stranger.” 
“Yeah, but you have muscles.” 
He chuckled. “I will protect both of you. First, we need to get you in something dry. It looks like that zombie moved along.”
“Are they really zombies?” Sky asked as he released her and stood.
“They act like the undead,” he said, shrugging. “From what I gathered off the news they have some virus that kills them and after they die they rise up and start eating people. Zombie, infected, whatever you want to call them, they’re bad news for sure.” 
“Could we have the virus?” Sky followed him across the store to a rack of T-shirts in various sizes. 
Torres studied her for a moment before returning his attention to the shirts. “You’re not Russian, are you?”
“No.”
“Have you been in contact with anyone who is Russian?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know any Russians.” 
“Russian women brought the virus here when they came over to marry American men. If you haven’t had any contact with them and haven’t had any blood transfusions you shouldn’t have to worry about that at all. I haven’t been in contact with any or had any blood transfusions so I’m pretty sure I’m safe. We just need to keep from getting bitten by anyone who is already infected, all right?” He handed her a dark gray shirt that said Hollywood on it. “You can put that on in the bathroom. You’re out of luck for new jeans and underclothes, but the shirt is long enough you can take the jeans off and we’ll let them dry overnight. There are blankets here. I’ve been sleeping on a pallet I made out of some but there’s enough left to make a pallet for you and you can wrap another around you.”
Sky held the shirt tight to her chest and backed away. “No.”
“No, what?” he asked, his brow furrowed. “There isn’t a bed here. A pallet is the best I can do for you.” 
“No, I’m not taking my pants off,” she clarified, taking another step back while her brain started doing the math on how many strides it would take for her to reach the front doors and how many strides it would take for him to snatch her. 
“Your jeans are wet. You don’t want to stay in wet clothes.” 
Sky looked around for a weapon but all she could find was the baseball bat in Torres’s hand. She inched away, putting more distance between them as her heart thumped savagely.
“What’s wrong, kid? I’m missing something here.” Torres eyed her curiously, seeming to focus on her feet as she slowly backed away from him. 
Sky opened her mouth and snapped it closed. Raven had always told her not to trust strangers, especially men. Her mother had also taught her early on about stranger danger and that there were sick men who liked to touch girls and do things to them. She clearly remembered Raven complaining about men who would do anything to get a girl out of her pants and how you couldn’t trust any of them.
Torres’s eyes widened and his expression changed to one of understanding as he nodded his head. “I think I understand.” He walked over to the next aisle and returned with a pair of socks. “These may be a little big but they’re dry. There’s an automatic hand dryer in the bathroom. It’s loud but not loud enough to carry out here and attract those things outside. There’s also a lock on the door. You can switch out the shirt and your socks and drape the jeans over one of the stalls. In the morning you can use the hand dryer to finish drying them since they should be mostly dry by then. You’ll be locked inside the bathroom, safe. Understand?”
Sky slowly nodded. She’d be safe from the monsters and safe from him, but she’d be all alone. “Where will you be?”
“I’ll be watching the street until it gets too dark for me to see anything. I’ve been sleeping on a pallet in the manager’s office but I’ll move it to outside the bathroom door tonight.”
“The power went out at the hotel. Is there a light in the bathroom?”
“This store shares a generator with the little bank next door. I already checked all that out. There’s a light in the bathroom but it’ll be bright. How about we use a candle? We can put it in the sink so you don’t have to worry about knocking it over and burning us out of here, and we’ll use a scented one because, well, it’s a public bathroom.”
Sky scrunched her nose up. She hadn’t thought about the smell.
“There’s no lock on the door to the manager’s office. It’s either lock yourself in the bathroom and let your pants dry overnight or stay out here with me and be extremely uncomfortable in wet jeans. You need a good night’s sleep if we’re going out looking for your sister tomorrow and I don’t think option three is going to happen.” 
“What’s option three?”
“Trust me enough to let your pants dry overnight while you sleep out here where I can watch over you.”
Sky looked down. “I’m sorry—”
“Don’t ever apologize for trusting your gut or being wary of strangers, kid. I’m a good guy but you don’t know that. If something happens to me it’s a relief to know you won’t blindly follow just anybody. There’s a lot of creeps out there.”   
Torres led her through the store, grabbing throw blankets and a candle, along with a toothbrush, travel-sized toothpaste, a bottle of water and a flashlight. She put batteries in the flashlight as he led her to the women’s bathroom near the front of the store, along the left wall, and ushered her inside. 
The bathroom had a bit of a urine smell to it but wasn’t as bad as other public restrooms Sky had seen. She cringed a little as Torres tore off the giant labels wrapped around the blankets, unrolled them, and made a pallet for her on the floor that harbored who knew how many traces of disgusting things she didn’t want to think about. “Use this one to cover yourself with,” he said, setting one on top of the pallet. He removed a lighter from his jeans pocket and twisted the lid off the scented candle he’d brought in with them. He lit the wick and set the candle in one of the standalone sinks. The smell of apple pie wafted from the basin. “Obviously, you want to use the other sink to brush your teeth. This will put off some light for you so you aren’t completely in the dark and you have the flashlight if you get scared. You also have me. I won’t go far. Do you need anything else?”
Sky looked around. She had the pallet to sleep on. She had light. She had what was needed to brush her teeth, a bottle of water if she got thirsty, and three toilets if she needed to use the bathroom. She’d grabbed a coloring book and a pack of crayons in case she couldn’t fall asleep and needed something to occupy her mind besides worrying. All she needed was her sister, but she knew Torres wouldn’t budge on waiting until morning to look for her. “No.”
“All right. I’ll be close by right outside if you do. Get those wet clothes off and try to catch some sleep.”  He left the bathroom and Sky immediately locked the door behind him. She stood there staring at it until the feel of her heavy, wet jeans grew too irritating to put up with and she decided she would have to trust that he wouldn’t kick the door down and attack her in the middle of the night. 
She brushed her teeth quickly and peeled the wet clothes from her body. A shimmy-shimmy dance under the automatic dryer took most of the wetness out of the underclothes she refused to remove and the T-shirt from the store covered her from neck to beneath her bottom. The socks were a little big, but warm and beat her squishy socks by a mile. She flipped the light switch and stood still, rationalizing as her mind tried to find monsters in the dark corners of the bathroom where the candle glow couldn’t reach. She switched on the flashlight and sat in the middle of the pallet, aiming the beam in all the spots she swore she could see zombies.
She was being silly, letting fear and her imagination get the best of her. She heard rustling outside the door and knew Torres was positioning his pallet there. At least she hoped the sounds were coming from Torres. Unable to bear the limited light any longer, she tiptoed to the sink and picked up the candle. She placed the jar in the middle of the floor and instantly felt relieved as it cast off light much better. There were still dark shadows but the halo of light around her helped her keep a grip on the nightmare images that liked to form in her head. She knew Torres was afraid of her knocking the candle over and setting the store on fire, but there was no chance she would be coming off the pallet during the night. Even if she started to roll around in her sleep she’d wake up shrieking if she touched the gross floor. 
Half a completed coloring book later she let out a yawn and thought about actually trying to sleep. Then she thought about milky-eyed people eating her face. She cut a glance to the door, noted the absence of light underneath and the lack of noise. 
“Torres?”
“Yeah, honey?”
“Just checking. Good night.”
“Good night.”

      ***Sky jackknifed into a sitting position, awakened by shattering glass. Her heart lodged in her throat as she heard Torres shouting. Someone shouted back. She couldn’t make out the words but she could tell Torres and the two other men she heard were angry. Their voices elevated and she realized they were speaking in Spanish. There was a loud thud followed by more thuds and crashing. When the men weren’t shouting they were grunting. All the while, Sky’s entire body shook. She didn’t know what was happening, but she knew it wasn’t good and it was far too reminiscent of her last day with Raven, all the chaos she heard before her sister forced her to jump off a balcony and into a living nightmare. 
The unmistakable bang of a gun set Sky in motion. She grabbed the damp jeans she’d hung over one of the stall doors and shoved her legs inside, grimacing as the cold material touched her skin, and quickly pulled on her shoes, tying the laces in record time. Another shot rang out and she whimpered, praying Torres wasn’t dead.
There was another loud crash, a monstrous growl that may or may not have come from Torres and then someone was banging on the bathroom door. “Sky!” It was Torres. “We gotta go now, baby girl. Get your pants on and get out here quick!” 
She stood frozen, fearful of what she would find outside the safety of the bathroom. Torres wasn’t alone, or at least he hadn’t been. Either she would find other men out there, men who could hurt her, or she would only find Torres, and what would that mean? What had Torres done to the men? Why were there gunshots?
“Sky! I will bust this door down if I have to. Some assholes broke out the glass. There’s nothing keeping the infected out if they come. You’re not safe if you get trapped in there!” 
Trapped. Like the closet at the hotel. Sky opened the door and Torres’s hand instantly clamped around her upper arm and tugged her out into the store. “Don’t look at them,” he ordered as they stepped over a man face down on the floor. He flipped a light switch and she saw a puddle of blood pouring from beneath the man’s body. 
“You shot him?”
“Bastard pointed a gun at me. I tossed my flashlight at him, hit him in the head and we wrestled for the gun while he was disoriented. It went off and got him in the gut. I knocked the other guy out with my bat.” 
Sky spotted the other man’s feet sticking out from an aisle up ahead. “Is he dead?”
“I don’t know and we’re not staying here long enough to find out,” Torres answered, grabbing plastic bags from behind the checkout counter and shoving them into Sky’s hands. “Fill these bags with nonperishable food. Do it quick!” He gave her a push and stood at the front of the store in front of the large gaping hole in the glass next to the front doors. A gun poked out of his jeans at the small of his back and both his hands gripped the baseball bat. Displays near the front had been toppled and one of the glass doors had taken some damage as well.  “Hurry, honey. I have a bug-out bag packed already but these sonsofbitches had a car. We might as well take more food since we got a ride to carry it in now.”
“What’s a bug-out bag?” Sky asked as she grabbed bags of potato chips. 
“It’s a backpack I filled with first aid stuff, emergency food and water, and… shit. Water!” Torres stepped through the man-sized hole in the glass and did a quick scan of the street before he stepped back in, grabbed a large shrink-wrapped case of water bottles and ran it outside. Sky watched him reach inside the driver side of a car that was angle-parked at the curb, pop the trunk, and stuff the water bottles inside before returning for a second case. He continuously scanned the street as he did this. It wasn’t dark enough to be the middle of the night, but it wasn’t light enough to be full morning either. Sky hoped he could see well enough to know if something bad was coming their way. 
“We got incoming,” he said, coming back in to grab more plastic bags from the checkout. He switched the empty bags out with the ones she’d filled and instructed her to fill those while he took the others to the car. “I knew the gunshots and all the other noise would draw those zombie things. Thankfully none were real close when everything went down. It gave us a little time to clear out.” 
Torres took the bags out to the car, reentered the store, grabbed another bag and went down an aisle in front of her, filling it. “Do you need any sanitary items?”
“Sanitary items?”
He held up his hand and she saw a package of maxi pads like her sister used in it. “I’m only nine.” 
“I’ll take that as a no.”  He continued down the aisle, his bag rustling as he filled it, and stepped out the other end. “Time to go. This will have to be enough.” 
Sky finished dumping candy bars into her last bag and joined him where he stood. He glanced down at her bags and grinned. “We’ll keep the bag of candy bars with us and eat them before they melt.”
He stepped through the hole in the glass first, scanned both ways, and ushered her forward. Sky gasped as she saw a group of shambling people approaching them from both directions. More spilled out from side streets.
“Yeah, I know, there must be three dozen or more of them,” Torres said, taking her bags and tossing them in the backseat, except for the bag of candy bars he let her clutch in her hand. He opened the passenger door and gestured for her to get in. 
“You’re sure this car runs?”
“They drove up in it.” He slammed her door shut and ran around the other side to slide behind the steering wheel. He turned the keys that had been left in the ignition and the vehicle started right up just in the nick of time. He backed away from the curb, hitting an infected man with the back bumper before putting the car into drive and leaving the store behind them. He turned on the headlights and glanced at her. “Seatbelt.” 
Sky put her seatbelt on and watched the zombies get smaller in her side mirror. She didn’t know much about cars but knew this one was a yellow Mustang and it was taking her away. “We have to look for Raven!”
“We have to lose the zombie parade,” Torres responded, cutting his eyes to the rearview mirror. “How are those jeans?”
“Still kind of damp.”
“I can blast the heat from the floor vents but it’ll probably melt the candy bars.” 
“I’ll survive.” Sky reached into the bag and grabbed a chocolate bar. She realized she hadn’t eaten since the morning before. Despite finding the store, she hadn’t even thought about eating. She’d been exhausted from running and the horrible events of the day had wiped the hunger right out of her. Her belly growled, indicating her appetite was back.
“Oh my God. I didn’t even feed you last night.” 
“I wasn’t hungry. I would have probably thrown up.” Sky unwrapped the candy bar and took a bite. “You’re going the wrong way. This is farther than the store and you said Raven didn’t come this far up the street.” 
Torres glanced in the rearview mirror again before taking a right onto a cross street. He took another right a block later. “What hotel were you staying in?”
“A tall one,” Sky answered, unable to remember the name. “It was shiny and had revolving doors out front and there was a statue of a lady with really long eyelashes and huge boobs.”
Torres grinned. “Was she wearing a long dress with a high slit up the thigh?”
“Yeah.”
“I know the hotel. This street runs parallel to the one the hotel and store are on. We’re going to take it all the way back to the hotel, cross over and retrace your steps. Keep your eyes open for anyone walking normally or running down the side streets. It’s still dark out so if we make it back near the store without seeing her we might pull over and wait until the sun comes up. Odds are she’s inside somewhere sleeping.”
“What if she’s…” Tears filled Sky’s eyes and she went silent, unable to speak what she was thinking. 
“Have faith,” Torres said, voice soft. “You’re still alive. I’m still alive and I was shot at. Even if we don’t find her today that doesn’t mean we won’t find her later.”
“You’ll keep looking with me?”
He glanced at her for a moment before returning his focus to the street ahead of them, not that there was any traffic to worry about. The city appeared to still be asleep… or dead. “I’ll help you look for her as long as it is safe to do so. We don’t know what exactly is happening or how long it’s going to last. Maybe the worst has happened, or maybe it’s just beginning. I just learned the hard way that these zombie freaks aren’t the only trouble we have out here. I’ll help you look for Raven but my priority is keeping us safe. No matter what.” 
Sky studied him. He was nice to her but he’d left two men on the floor back at the store. He still carried a gun she assumed came from one of them. “What happened at the store? Who were those men? How did the glass get broken?”
“All I know about those men is they were bad guys. I was sleeping when they pulled up outside the store. Their headlights shone right in my face, waking me up, thankfully. They got out and were trying to pick the lock on the front doors when I announced myself and asked what they wanted. I was willing to give them food and water, but they weren’t satisfied with that. They had the same idea I’d had. The store was full of food, not anything actually good for you, but food that would keep you from starvation. It was also a shelter and they wanted it. In my gut I knew they weren’t the type of guys I wanted to be associated with, and I damn sure wasn’t letting them stay there while I had you to take care of. I told them I would give them supplies but they needed to take it and leave. They disagreed, violently, pretty much proving my gut instincts were dead on.” 
Torres hung a right and crept along a side street until it connected them back to the street the hotel was on. “When I refused to open the door to the men one of them decided to bust the glass and unlock it. I grabbed him and tried to toss him back out, which is why there’s a man-sized hole in the wall now. Everything kind of blurred together after that. One had a gun and they were both dirty fighters. All I knew was if they got past me they would get to you and I couldn’t let that happen so I did what I had to do.” 
“How did you end up in the store?” Sky asked as he took the final right turn to put them back on the street they’d started on. 
“I work at the store, or at least I did. It was my day job in-between gigs. I came out here from Santa Rosa about a year ago to do some stunt work and got into acting. I haven’t been in anything major which is why I have the day job. My shitty boss thought the virus warnings were no more serious than the H1N1 scare and demanded I come in. Against my better judgment, I came in to work even though no one else did. When I started seeing people that looked like the sick people on the news shuffling down the street I locked the doors and holed up there. My car’s been in the garage getting work done and I wasn’t about to walk out in that mess to get home. Phone lines were mostly down at that point, not that I think any cabs were operating anyway. It was four days ago I was ordered to come in to work. Didn’t get many customers that morning and by that afternoon… it got real crazy real fast on the street. There was a stream of cars speeding past that first night. I think I’ve only seen like ten cars total since that night and those were ones I also saw speeding away from all this mess. That the hotel?” he asked as he pulled the car to a stop a block away from the hotel with the statue she’d described in front. 
Nausea rose in Sky’s belly as she took in the scene and she took a deep breath through her mouth, expelled it through her nose as she composed herself. The car she’d hidden in was still there as were the others that had been abandoned. Half a man’s body writhed on the sidewalk outside the revolving door as if his torso had been separated from the rest due to the force of others pushing out the door before he could get his full body free. She couldn’t see the dead girl’s body in the street from where they were stopped, but knew it would be there if it hadn’t been completely consumed overnight. “Yeah, that’s it.” She looked across the street to the balconies and had to slap a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming.
“What?” Torres followed her gaze, looking up to where a body lay slumped on a balcony. A large circle of blood stained the sidewalk below. The balcony doors behind the blonde woman’s body were smashed and a man kneeled over her, still devouring what was left. “Shit. That’s nasty.” 
“She helped me,” Sky said, fresh tears rolling down her cheeks. “I was stuck in that car right there and two of the sick people were going to get in. She hollered at them and yelled at me to run, drawing them to her so I could get away.” 
“That’s not your fault,” Torres said, returning his gaze to her. “That zombie got her from inside her room. That had nothing to do with you so don’t go blaming yourself.” 
Sky shook her head as she wiped away her tears. “I heard her scream when I was running away. I didn’t even look back, I was so scared of what I’d see. She screamed. It had to be when that man got her and he got her because she was yelling to help me.” 
“Still not your fault.” Torres squeezed her shoulder. “She did a good thing for you and she did it of her own free will because she was a good person and she did the
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