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“You pulled a pretty daring stunt, getting Sam to take you along on his mission. While I’m disappointed in him, I’m impressed with you and how you handled yourself on the mission,” Monica tells me.

After Sam and I finished his mission to infiltrate the Zombii Spray facility, Monica told me that she wanted to talk with me alone. So here I am, finally in place to fulfill my own mission.

“Thank you, Ma’am. I could tell he was out of his depth and thought he could use some help.”

Monica looks at me and smiles coldly.

“He was supposed to be out of his depth. I wanted to see if he had what it took to become part of my team, and at the same time make sure he’d have no choice but to join my team. You messed that up, and so he’s going back to customer support. Still, you got me the information I wanted and that makes you useful, so now you’re on my team in his place.”

Hmm, that’s a detail I probably shouldn’t tell Sam. He won’t be thrilled to go back to phones. I can’t blame him either, because being in customer support is a fate worse than death. I’d only been doing it a week, and I’m already glad to be out of it.

“And I’ve uncovered some interesting details about you, Michelle. Once I knew you had gone on the mission with him, I did a background check on you.”

“Y-you did?” I say, pretending to be scared. I’m surprised she got the background check done so quickly, but I know the information she’ll see is the information we want her to see.

“Yes. It appears you were in the military, but you were dishonorably discharged because of some psychological instabilities around your brother’s death. I can use someone like you with military experience, but I need to know if you still have those issues.”

“No, Ma’am, I don’t.”

“Call me Monica from now on. I’m glad to hear you don’t, but I did some further digging and it seems like your brother died under mysterious circumstances.”

“Uhm, yes, he did,” I say. I make myself look ashamed and this seems to satisfy her. 

“You did a good job of burying those details, but I’ve dug them up. I want you to know that so you understand the following: If you do not do what I tell you, or try to undermine my authority, or pull a similar stunt like you did with Sam, I will make sure everyone knows those details. Do we understand each other?” she asks.

“Yes, we understand each other, Monica,” I say.

“Good!” Monica says in a satisfied tone. She’s the kind of person who loves to be in control. I can appreciate that and work with it.

“You’re dismissed for now. I need to break the unpleasant news to Sam.” She smiles as she says it. She’s that kind of bitch and I feel guilty about getting Sam in trouble, though maybe it’s for the best. She’d eat him alive.

I walk out of her office and decide to look for Ember. She and I need to finish up a conversation we started on the way back from the Zombii Spray facility. I find her further down the hallway.

“Did she ask you to join her team?”

“Yeah she did. And I’m assuming you’re part of the team too?”

“Not willingly,” Ember says with a resigned face. 

I realize Monica must have something on her. Monica’s the type of person who makes sure she has something on everyone, which makes me wonder what she could possibly have on Sam, because from what I can tell he’s lived a very vanilla life up until now. I’m sure I’ll find that out later, when I have time.

“Why not willingly?” I ask.

Ember gives me a look that calls me on my bullshit and says, “The same reason you haven’t joined willingly, or anyone else joins willingly. She’s got something on you. I don’t know what that is and I don’t want to know. Although I wonder what she has on Sam, since she was trying to recruit him.”

And now we come to that awkward topic. Ember likes Sam. So do I, much to my surprise. I’ll admit I seduced him initially because I thought Monica might use him, but getting to know him made me realize I actually like him, and it’s been a little while since I liked anyone. After Greg it was hard to like anyone else.

“So, about Sam,” I say.

“What about him? He made his choice. He’s clearly into you, in more ways than one at this point from what I can tell. I wish he had the balls to tell me, but that’s on him, not you. And maybe it’s just as well, because that lack of communication is a red flag for me.”

I feel my face grow hot. Whatever I might think of Ember, she doesn’t pull her punches. 

“It is on him, but I want to apologize. I didn’t realize you were interested in him,” I say. I’m lying, just a bit. I could tell there was interest, but the mission always comes first.

“Michelle, please. I wasn’t born yesterday. I think you knew, and if you didn’t, what’s done is done. We have to work together now which I told you would likely happen when we were in the van. So, let’s just leave Sam out of it and do our best to work together, because I’d like to survive the Zombie Apocalypse AND Monica, if it’s at all possible. I know there’s something up with her and I don’t think for one instance that she considers any of us indispensable.”

“Ok, I won’t say anything further about Sam. Is there anything else you wanted to talk about?”

“Just watch my back and I’ll watch yours.”

I nod and she walks away. I feel a tinge of guilt about Sam, but what’s done is done as she says. And right now, I need to focus on the mission.

A short while later I get a text from Monica: Come to my office, now!

I head back down to her office.

“Reporting in, Monica.”

“Good. It’s time for you to go on a solo mission for me. This will give me a chance to further assess you and your fit for my team, and it will also help me accomplish something for the next phase of the operation.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to get the coordinates for Jack Eslinger’s compound. We’re going to infiltrate it, and for that to happen I need the location, as well as the actual security measures.”

“Where do I need to go to get this information?”

“My sources tell me that the office downtown has the information I need. You’ll go there, infiltrate the building, get the information and get out. I have to warn you that there may be zombies there, but I want your footprint to be as minimal as possible. Anyone who isn’t a zombie shouldn’t even know you exist.”

“Yes, Monica.”

“Oh, and Michelle?”

“Yes?”

“You can’t tell anyone what you’re doing or where you’re going. And don’t bring anyone along like that idiot Sam did with you. This is a solo mission. Got it?”

“Yeah, I got it.” 

“Good, take one of the vans in the garage and get out of here.”

I head out of her office and decide that before I leave, I’ll at least seek out Sam. I can’t tell him about this mission, but I want to check on him. I walk up the first floor and I find him in the break room. I feel a warmth I don’t expect to feel when I see him.

“Sam, where have you been? Monica wants to meet with us and I’ve been looking for you for the last half hour,” I say. I know that’s not the case, but I want him to tell me the bad news.

“I uh, I’ve been wandering around. I couldn’t stay still after I saw the news,” Sam responds awkwardly. 

“Yeah there are more zombies coming out of the woodwork. Their virus is spreading. I wonder if the home office is panicking yet, or if that bastard Jack Eslinger is sweating yet?”

“Probably not. They might think it’s still under control. Hell, for all we know it is.”

“Well, come on. Let’s find out what Monica wants from us,” I say.

Sam gets an uncomfortable look on his face and says, “Uhm, actually Monica and I talked earlier.”

“Everything ok?”

“No. I’ve been put back on phones. She doesn’t think I’m a team player.” 

He looks downcast and I feel guilty, because I know I’m why he’s back on the phones.

“Why?” I ask.

“Monica just thinks it’s the best place for me to be right now,” Sam says and then changes the subject. “What were you and Ember talking about?”

I debate what to say for a moment and then opt for the truth, “You and us. She really likes you and was pretty upset that I made a move on you. She also isn’t thrilled with how you communicated about everything.”

Sam sighs and say, “I apologized for what happened. Why is she still pissed?

“Because an apology doesn’t magically make something better Sam. And just acknowledging you’re sorry doesn’t fix the situation, or show that you’ve really learned something,” I snap. Is he really that oblivious?

“Yeah, you’re right,” he says. 

Is he saying that just to avoid an argument with me? If so, he’ll learn eventually that only gets him so far. I give him a small smile and say, “I’m glad we agree!” Then I kiss him, but also decide I’m not going to let him off the hook. “We’ll talk about this more later, but for the moment I have to go to the meeting with Monica. And you should probably get back on the phones.”

“Yeah.”

I hurry down to garage and click the key fob to find the van I’ll be driving for this latest mission. I hop in and get the van started. Just as with Sam’s mission, the address of the place is programmed into the van’s GPS. I drive out of the garage and start following the directions to the corporate headquarters for Zombii Co.

I’ve driven for about five minutes when I see a small pack of zombies, five total, chasing after a woman running for her life. The zombies are gaining on her. If I stop, I can help her. If I keep going, they’ll either eat her or turn her into one of them. I pull the van over and pull out the pistol from the gear that’s in the van. There’s a full clip in the pistol. I turn the safety off and then I get out of the van, take aim, and shoot.

The first shot takes a zombie in the head and it falls to the ground dead. The other four just keep running after the woman. I shoot the pistol a couple more times, but those shots miss. I need to get closer, which means taking a risk I don’t like. I decide to pull out my combat knife, which I keep on me at all times. If I end up in close quarters, I want to have a better fighting chance than just a gun will get me. 

I run after the zombies and the woman. They’ve nearly caught up to her. 

Suddenly she falls and they’re on her like a pack of dogs descending on a rabbit. 

“Fuck!” I swear.

I stop and take careful aim and shoot. The first two bullets smack into the zombie closest to me and it falls into one of the other ones, which turns around and starts attacking the zombie that’s dying. The other two ignore what’s happening behind them, in favor of the shrieking woman. She’s trying to kick them away and they’re not having any of that, because they’re hungry and she’s food.

I get closer and shoot again. This time I hit one of the zombies attacking her and it slumps over, dead. The one I distracted notices me and runs toward me.

“Shit! Die you fucking bastard!” I yell and then shoot it. The bullets smack into the torso, but it keeps coming and I can’t focus on the one attacking the woman, because this one’s after me. It gets close and as it lunges, I sidestep and then stick my knife into its throat, and leave it there for the moment. 

The other zombie is on top of the woman. I can’t hear her screaming. Maybe she’s already dead. I shoot the zombie and it falls on top of her. A few moments later, she pushes it off. She’s still alive, but is she infected?

“Ma’am, are you okay?”

“I-I think so. They attacked me at my house. I ran for it, when the Zombii Spray didn’t seem to work. They chased after me. Thank heavens you stopped. Other people saw me and just keep driving!”

“Let me help you up and make sure you’re alright,” I say.

I help her up with one hand, while tightening my grip on my gun with the other hand. If she’s infected, I’ll make it quick. I look her over carefully. I feel a wave of relief and guilt surge through me when I only see scratches. I won’t have to kill her after all.

“It looks like you were only scratched. If they bite you, then you become infected. I also don’t recommend using the Zombii Spray.”

“Why not?”

“You saw the result. They came after you instead of you repelling them with the spray.”

“Y-you’re right. I guess I’ll just stick to guns,” she says.

I walk over to the zombie I knifed, retrieve my blade and carefully clean it with a tissue. I don’t want to take a chance of getting anyone infected, so I light the tissue I used on fire.

“What’s your name?” I ask the woman.

“Jenny.”

“Jenny, I have to get out of here. Are you able to get back to your place okay, or somewhere else where you’ll be safe?”

“Uhm, if you could give me a ride back to my home, I’d appreciate it.”

I bite back a sigh. I saved her, so it kind of is my obligation to get her back safe. 

“Alright, how far away are you?”

“Just a couple streets over,” Jenny says.

Well, at least it’s not too far off the beaten track.

“Alright Jenny, hop in and let’s get you home.”

We climb into the van and I take her to her house. There are no zombies around so she should be safe, for the moment.

“Thanks for helping me out,” Jenny says.

“Stay safe,” I say and then head on my way, back to my mission.

A moment later my cell phone rings. The number is unlisted.

“Hello?” I ask.

“What were you doing taking that person to her house, or, for that matter, stopping and helping her?” Monica asks.

Fuck, she’s monitoring me.

“There were five zombies chasing after her on the road and I really couldn’t just leave her there to be killed. Plus, she was a customer of Zombii Co, so I was just performing customer support above and beyond the usual we provide.”

Monica snorts and then laughs unpleasantly.

“I’ll give you a free pass on that one because you amused me, but don’t do it again. You won’t like the consequences.”

The phone clicks and I focus on my driving. I’d swear, but I don’t know if she’s listening and I need that fucking bitch to think she’s got me where she wants me.

Getting into downtown is easy because no one is driving in. But I know driving out won’t be as easy, because I see a ton of cars trying to leave. I’m honestly surprised there aren’t cars in my lane trying to drive out, but I guess people are so conditioned to driving a certain way that they aren’t taking that option, yet. The worse things get though, the more desperate people will become, and there are more and more zombies.

I get to the headquarters for Zombii Co. and park nearby. In the back of the van is some gear, including a couple guns and also a security guard’s outfit. Say what I will about Monica, but she does try to think of all the angles when it comes to these missions. She’s clearly working for someone else and they’ve provided her the resources she needs to infiltrate Zombii Co., which suits me fine, because they’re also helping me, which I’m all in favor of. They may not be so thrilled with the results, but they don’t need to know that. I put on the security guard’s outfit and walk inside Zombii Co. headquarters.
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I let myself in the front door. The lobby is conspicuously absent of anyone. From what I can tell the people working here just up and left, probably trying to get out of the city. Maybe, if I’m lucky, no one will be here and I can just get what Monica wants.

The information she wants me to access is on the fifth floor of the building. I walk over to the elevator and punch the button to call it. It feels like I’m waiting forever, but the elevator finally comes, the doors open, and a group of panicked people spill out. I step back, giving them space to move, but grab one as she’s going past.

“What’s going on?”

“Let me go. I have to get out of here!”

“Not until you tell me what’s going on,” I say.

She glares at me and says, “There are zombies up there, ok? There are fucking zombies up there. We don’t know where they came from or why, but they’re here and we were lucky to escape. The Zombii Spray didn’t do anything! I feel sick and I gotta get out here!”

She’s sick alright. They probably all are if they’ve inhaled any of that spray. She doesn’t know it, but she’ll be a zombie soon. I debate about capping her and the rest of them, but I only have so much ammo and hopefully they’ll be far away before they become zombies. I let her go and step into the elevator.

“You’re insane to go up there!” she calls out. 

I ignore her and hit the fifth floor button. Then I pull out a gas mask and strap it on my head. I’m not taking any chance of inhaling Zombii Spray and becoming a zombie. 

The elevator shudders to a halt on the fifth floor and the doors open. I’ve got my pistol out and am ready to shoot in case any zombies come through the doors, but there’s no one waiting for me. I gingerly step out of the elevator and look around. It looks like an ordinary office space with cubicles, some neat, some not. No zombies here, so far as I can tell. Maybe they’re all downstairs. 

I pull out the map of the fifth floor. How did Monica get these maps? I scan it and quickly find where the server is. It’s at the back of the building. I sigh and then start walking toward the back but keep my pistol in my hand in case I come across any zombies. I’m not worried about any living person at this point, because they’ll likely be zombies sooner or later. 

I’ve just gotten to the door that leads to the back offices when I hear a sound. I whirl around and look back in the direction of the sound. I can’t see anything, but I hold myself still and listen. Nothing. Maybe it was my imagination.

I open the doors to the back offices and what I see here indicates that someone’s been through already and tossed the place. Cabinets are turned over and files emptied. Computers have been smashed. I feel wary, because this is clearly a cleanup job. That would explain the employees being attacked by zombies. 

“Fuck, have they gotten to the servers, yet?” I mutter to myself. It would be just my luck if they did. I need to get that information, but if it’s been scrubbed already I’ll come back empty handed, and something tells me Monica won’t care for any of my excuses. I want to hurry back to the room where the server is, but hurrying leads to mistakes, so I do the smart thing and crouch down and move forward slowly. 

A few moments later, I hear the ppfft sound of a silencer and a computer monitor cracks beside me. Shit, someone is here! I don’t know where they are though. I wildly scan the room, but don’t see anyone. I rush forward hoping I’m not running into the very person shooting at me. Another monitor cracks near me. They must have been behind me. The noise I heard earlier must be the person attacking me.

I get behind a desk and peek out. There he is! He’s a tall, rangy kind of guy and he’s got a pistol with a silencer attached to the end of it. He’s dressed in black fatigues and he’s looking pissed that he’s missed me twice now.

I shoot at him and he yelps in surprise when I hit him in the arm that’s carrying the gun. He drops the gun and I rush at him. I want information from him, so I don’t shoot him again, and seeing this he decides to fight me. He kicks me and I block his foot with my forearm, and then do a chop with my other hand toward his arm that was wounded. I hit him and he gasps in pain. I then sweep kick him and he’s on his back on the ground. I kneel down on his chest with one of my knees and he grunts in effort to breathe. I have my knife out in one hand and a canister of Zombii Spray in the other. I grin at him.

“So, here’s what’s going to happen,” I say. “You’re going to tell me why you’re here and what you’re doing and who else is here with you. And if you do that, I might just let you go. If you don’t, I’ll turn you into a zombie.”

The man looks terrified, which tells me a lot. He knows how zombies are made. 

“I-I can’t tell you anything. They’ll kill me,” he says.

I give him a grim look and say, “It seems to me that you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place. They, whoever they are, will kill you if you breathe a word to me. I, on the other hand, will turn you into a zombie, which seems like a pretty bad way to go. And that’s not including what else I could do to you. So, which is it going to be? Take a chance and tell me what I want to know and hope they don’t kill you, or don’t tell me, get tortured, and eventually become a zombie?”

The guy starts sweating and I dig my knee into him just a little.

He gasps, “Ok I’ll talk. I don’t want to become a zombie.”

I ease off my knee, but keep the Zombii Spray ready.

“I’m part of a covert ops unit that Mr. Eslinger employs. He decided, once the zombie apocalypse started, that it was time to start getting rid of expendable sites and employees, while also scrubbing all data away. That’s why we’re here.”

“The employees aren’t dead,” I observed.

“They will be. We gassed them with Zombii Spray and then sicced some zombies on them. No matter what, they’ll either be zombie chow, or they’ll be zombies themselves.”

“Efficient, and you make it look like zombies hit the building, which keeps anyone curious out. And I see you’ve been busy back here smashing equipment. Have you gotten to the server yet?”

“What server?” The man asks.

I poke him with the Zombii Spray canister and say, “You really want to test me?”

“Ok, ok. I didn’t get to the server, but I’m not alone so they’re probably there scrubbing it as we speak.”

“How many?”

“Two.”

“There’d better only be two. If you lied to me, you won’t like what happens,” I say.

I pull out my tranq gun and dart him. A few moments later he’s snoozing away on the floor. If he’s lucky there won’t be any zombies on this floor to get him before I come back. 

I put away the Zombii Spray canister and tranq pistol and pull out my other pistol. I sneak to the server room. I see two other men there, trying to get into the server.

“None of these passwords are working! We should’ve kept one of those geeks and had her help us get into the computer. Now we’re stuck dealing with this and we’re not able to login. Maybe we should just take the computer with us.”

“Eslinger doesn’t want the computer brought with us. He wants the data, and he wants it scrubbed. If we can’t get in maybe we’ll just scrub it and blame the people working here.”

“You think he’ll buy it?” the first guy asks.

The second guy shrugs and says, “Probably not, but who’s to say for sure.”

These guys are incompetents. I have trouble believing they’re special forces, or that they ever served anywhere in any military. Maybe these are the best Eslinger could get, but I have trouble believing that. So why would he send them after whatever is on this server? I know it has information about the compound. Does it have any other information it? The only way to find out is to get rid of these guys and hack in. They don’t know I’m here, so it’s time to neutralize them.

Neither of them is wearing helmets, so I aim my pistol at the guy sitting at the computer monitor, take a breath and squeeze the trigger. A moment later he slumps over, dead. The other guy yells in surprise and whirls around. I aim my pistol again, take another breath, and squeeze the trigger. He collapses on the floor, dead.

I walk into the room and head over to the server. I push the dead body of the first guy out of the chair and then sit down and start trying to hack into the server. It takes me about five minutes, but I’m able to get into the server. On it a wealth of information about the finances of Zombii Co., as well as the location of Eslinger’s compound. Monica only wanted the information about the compound, so I’ll give that to her, but I’ll keep the financial information for my handlers, who will be very interested in what those finances have to share. I decide to do Eslinger’s team a favor and delete the data on the server. There’s no need for anyone else to have access to it.

Now it’s time to get out of here and back to Monica. I still have to make it back to the first floor and hopefully avoid any zombies, but I’m going to take along a little insurance policy just in case. I walk back out to where I left the previous guard. He’s still snoozing. I tie his hands behind his back and I kick him awake.

“Ow! Why are you kicking me?” he asks.

“Time to go. I’ve got what I came for.”

“What about my team?”

I arch my eyebrows and give him a look. 

“Your ‘team’ won’t be coming with us. But fortunately for you, I’m in a generous mood, so I’ll help you get out alive, like I promised. Now start walking,” I snarl and prod him with my gun. 

We walk back toward the elevator. Fortunately, there are no zombies up here. I punch the button for the elevator and we wait, but nothing happens. There’s no rumble of the elevator moving up or a ding of the door sounding. Nothing.

“Fuck. Of course, the elevator won’t work now that I’m ready to leave. Let’s go to the stairs.”

“S-sure,” my prisoner says. 

He’s nervous and I can’t blame him. I am too. I wonder why the elevator isn’t working now, and then it occurs to me. If the server controlled the elevator, scrubbing it might have shut down the controls. 

“Adjust and adapt,” I mutter to myself.

“What’d you say?”

“Nothing you need to be worried about.”

We reach the stairs. I hold my hand up and listen intently. I don’t hear anything. Hopefully, that means we can avoid the zombies. 

“Go ahead of me,” I say to my prisoner.

“I don’t want to,” he whines.

“I bet you don’t. I bet you want a bullet in the head even less.”

“Ok, I’ll go!”

He walks down the stairs and I follow after him, staying close, just in case I need to use him as a meat shield. We reach the fourth floor. The door is closed, so we ignore it and keep heading down. When we reach the third floor landing, the door is open.

“Look inside,” I tell my prisoner.

He furtively steps into the third floor and then turns around, a frightened look on his face.

“What did you see?” 

“Th-there are zombies eating people in there.”

“How many?”

“I-I don’t know. I didn’t count.”

“If you want to stay alive, you need to be useful,” I tell him. “Now turn around and look again.”

He turns around and looks for a few moments and then says, “I counted fifteen zombies.”

“Ok, we definitely don’t want them breathing down our necks. I’m going to close the door, quietly. You wait here.”

I grab the door leading to the third floor and carefully, slowly swing it shut, hoping the zombies won’t hear anything or react to what I’m doing. One of them grunts and sniffs the air. I hold breath and pull the door close the rest of the way, with a barely audible click. I turn around and my prisoner is gone. I was so focused on closing the door I didn’t hear him sneak away, but he’ll have gone down the stairs, because it’s the only way he can go, if he’s going to escape.

I follow after him and find him on the second floor landing, trying to saw through the zip tie I used on his wrists. The door is closed and the stairway to the first floor is blocked with desks and cabinets that were toppled into it.

“I’d stop that right now, if I were you,” I say.

“Fuck!”

“Yeah and not in the good sense of the word. If you do that again, there will be consequences. Now let’s get out of here.”

We can’t go down to the first floor from here, so we’ll have to take our chances and go through the second floor. I open the door and mockingly make a move along gesture with the hand holding the pistol.

“Age before beauty,” I say. 

“You bitch. If I get out of this situation -”

“Don’t make threats you can’t follow through on. Now move,” I say coldly. He glares at me but goes through the door. 

I follow after him. The second floor looks completely clear. We might just be in luck. 

“Let’s go to the other side and see if the stairwell there is blocked. If it isn’t, we’re home free. If it is, I’ll put you to work clearing it,” I say.

My prisoner grunts and doesn’t say anything else. What else can he say? 

We’re almost to the stairway when we both hear the sounds of running feet and the guttural growls of zombies. I look to the right and there’s a pack of ten of them. They’ve seen us and they’re practically pushing each other side to get to us. Time to execute my insurance policy. I grab my prisoner.

“What are you doing?” he asks panicked.

“Remember how I told you I’d turn you into a zombie?”

“Yeah?”

“Well its lunch time for the zombies, and you’re the main meal!” 

I push him away from me and as he’s staggering, I give a good kick to his ass, sending him careening into the zombies who immediately grab him and start biting.

“Aaahhh, you bitch!” the prisoner yells.

I don’t bother to reply, running for the stairwell door and hoping the zombies won’t follow after me. He can call me a bitch if he wants, but the truth is I’m just practical. I want to survive and he’s a useful distraction to help me achieve that purpose. I briefly wonder how Sam would feel about what I did and then shake my head in irritation. I don’t have time to think about his response. I already know what it would be.

I open the stairwell door and thankfully the stairs here are clear. I run down the stairs as fast as I can, hoping there’s no pursuit. When I get to the first-floor doors I throw them open, which in retrospect is a mistake. Where there were no zombies before, now there are. There’s only a few, but they all turn toward the door being slammed open and start rushing toward me.

“Not today, shit birds,” I say, and then I pull out my pistol and start shooting. The first shot misses, but the second shot hits the first zombie in the head, causing it to collapse on the ground. The second zombie vaults over the first, but takes a shot in the chest for its bravery. It keeps coming and there are still two more. I frantically fire my pistol and manage to take it out, but the other two are on me.

I start firing in a panic. I don’t want to become zombie chow
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