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      United is the epic conclusion to the bestselling Renegades series by Jack Hunt.

      It’s the end of the line.

      A year has passed since the battle in New York. As the resistance and the Renegades work side-by-side in the safe zone of Paradise, hope once again rises in the hearts of the survivors, but it's short-lived. When a seemingly ordinary run into the city goes awry, their new found peace is about to be threatened by a familiar menace. If they are to survive, the group will need to lay aside their differences and unite.
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      If everyone helps to hold up the sky, then one person does not become tired.

      
        
        Askhari Johnson Hodari
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        OUTSIDE THE WALLS, NEW YORK

        PRESENT DAY.

      

      The apocalypse sucked.

      Safe zone or not. It didn’t matter.

      I took another swig from the bottle and chuckled, thinking of all the bloody reasons why.

      Maybe it’s because we don’t know a good thing when we have it, or perhaps we have this incessant need to create drama in our lives. Who knows?

      Whatever. It sucks balls. That’s all you need to know.

      I snorted, staggering around on top of what remained of some dilapidated building that once housed some of the finest alcohol in New York. I slumped down on the gritty surface feeling small pieces of mortar press against my skin. I adjusted the camera again and pulled back.

      Years from now you’ll watch this and…

      I frowned, wondering who would actually watch this?

      I mean, there wouldn’t be anybody, and if there was would they have power?

      I shook my head in my drunken state. Where was I?

      You’re going to wonder what it was like for us. I know I would. And though my words will fail to convey the fear or true nature of people I encountered…

      Again I lost my train of thought. The alcohol has begun to block out the horrifying memories of the past.

      Then I remember.

      So here it is, if you don’t have a vivid imagination, let me paint you a picture. Okay, imagine a big ass elephant. One of those African ones with the large ears. Got that?

      Right… I take another swig of my beer.

      Okay. Big elephant. Giant one.

      Here we go. The apocalypse…

      It’s like getting shafted from behind by a big elephant, not that I know what that’s like but I’m pretty damn sure it’s unpleasant. And believe me, there isn’t enough K-Y Jelly in the world that could stop your ass from being chapped by that beauty.

      There you go.

      I didn’t say it was going to be pretty.

      There are no two ways about it.

      It’s painful.

      I began to feel myself becoming choked up for a few seconds before I sniffed hard and tried to get a grip. I ran a bloodstained hand over my weary face, widened my eyelids with the tips of my fingers and tried to remember the last thought that went through my head.

      Everything was fading.

      I tilted my head back to guzzle down as much beer as humanly possible without taking a breath. An orange and red evening sky spun above me, its billowing clouds seemed almost within reach.

      Screw this.

      My speech slurred as I nursed the bottle of beer and gazed at the camera trying to remember if this was my eighth or tenth beer? I held it up again and the final few drops landed on my tongue before I tossed it at the building across from me. It shattered and I heard the sound of them over the edge.

      Their moans, always their moans, so sick and tired of hearing the moans.

      I fired several rounds into the air to rile them up even more. Then waited.

      Where did the bullets go? Shouldn’t they have fallen back down? I shook my head wondering if I even fired the weapon.

      I groaned as I staggered to my feet, grabbed up another bottle from a cardboard box and twisted the cap off. Shuffling across the roof completely uncoordinated, I perched myself on the ledge of the thirty-foot building and gazed down. A massive crowd of undead jostled around like they were in a mosh pit at a concert. Their milky eyes stared up, longing for me to drop and feed their insatiable appetite.

      Thank you. Thank you for coming, I declared loudly with open arms. I cupped my hands around my mouth and let out a sound as though a crowd was cheering.

      This one goes out to all the ones I’ve ever loved.

      I began to sing some garbled song that didn’t even make sense.

      Then I crouched down, took one final swig of my beer and crawled over the edge. My feet scraped against the mortar and the snarling of the Z’s got louder. Only held by my fingertips, I wondered for a second what it would be like to let go — to just end it.

      I had always thought that being chewed apart would be the worst way to go but in that moment I was unsure. Pain was pain, and I had experienced more than I cared to imagine. I wasn’t thinking straight anymore but that was the point. I didn’t want to think, feel or have to concern myself with the world that remained. It was too hard.

      I hung there just wanting to touch death’s door.

      Look, I know there will be some that might want to believe that everything turned out okay. But I’m not going to cherry coat this shit, dress it up or gift-wrap it in a way that is palatable, as this shit don’t slide down well.

      How can it end well? It’s the fucking apocalypse.

      I’d like to say we all rode off into the sunset, or that a superhuman group of Special Forces parachuted in on some rescue mission, or that the government decided to drop a nuclear bomb and wipe out entire cities.

      But that would be a lie.

      It never happened. Why? They were too busy saving their own ass.

      Oh, yeah, believe me. Just like you, I’d seen the movies, read the books and worn the T-shirt that portrayed humanity rising up against the asteroid heading to earth, squaring off against a volcanic eruption, or searching for answers after the earth suddenly experienced an out-of-control flood, snowstorm and solar flare. And of course we all want to believe that a lone hero, smart doctor or guy with more lives than a cat would sweep in and save the day.

      But that’s all bullshit.

      In fact, if you believe that, let me stop you right here.

      As what I’m about to share with you is going piss on all of that.

      Cause when the world goes to hell in a handbasket, there is no one ready to get their hands dirty to clean it up. Oh sure, everyone wants to believe that the government built underground bunkers to restart humanity.

      But to that — I say — wake up and smell the coffee!

      Bunkers were created for their own personal protection, as was the community on Long Island that they had so eloquently named PARADISE.

      Huh! Paradise?

      No, I’m going to tell you like it is. No Special Forces stepped in to save the day, so toss that crap out the window as that’s just macho bullshit from a bunch of guys who only wished they were badass. Oh I know, some will say, but c’mon, Johnny, what about all that banging of heads back in the day? You know, Semper Fi and shit?

      Please! Give me a break.

      If this apocalypse has made anything clear, it’s that when the shit hits the fan, action men are far from the action. In fact, they are the ones usually running the other way.

      The apocalypse reveals a person’s true colors.

      I should know, I’ve met a lot of people along the way.

      And I’ve done my fair share of running.

      From the underground silo in Castle Rock, to the streets of Salt Lake, to the walled town of Fortress, and the Hive — everyone is the same.

      It’s a save your ass mentality and fuck all the rest.

      For the longest time I didn’t want to believe that.

      No, I truly thought we could make a difference.

      That we could stand in the gap between that which came to kill and destroy.

      That it didn’t matter how fast or strong we were.

      That it didn’t matter if we didn’t have what it took to survive.

      Because we had heart and that was all that mattered.

      But I was wrong.

      We all were.

      Tears streaked my cheeks as I gave one final look at the dead waiting for me.

      I loosened my grip on the brick, one finger at a time.

      Closed my eyes.

      Then let go.
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        NEW YORK

        SIX MONTHS EARLIER.

      

      There is always a calm before the storm.

      It had been twelve months since we arrived in the community we called Paradise. In many ways life had returned to normal. As normal as could be, when beyond the erected walls still remained an infected world.

      “It’s got a hold of my leg!” Wren screamed frantically kicking the Z in the face with the other. I was holding on to her with one hand, the other was reaching for a Glock against the side of my leg. Every muscle in my arm was aching as I tried to maintain the grip.

      “Don’t let me go,” she cried.

      “Now why would I do that?” I smirked as my fingers finally touched the grip of my weapon. I yanked it out of the holster, wheeled it around and shot the bastard right between the eyes. The slug tore apart its head sending brain matter over its pal’s face. The rest of the dead clawed the air and snarled as I hauled Wren up onto the half-destroyed stone staircase.

      She let out a lungful of air.

      While we were lying on our backs trying to catch our breath, I glanced over.

      “Was it as good for you as it was for me?” I laughed. She slapped my chest as we continued gasping for air.

      We were on a medical supply run and became a little too frisky with each other. We were in the middle of doing the double-backed beast on a pharmacy counter when the undead lumbered in wanting to fill a prescription. It wouldn’t have been that bad if we weren’t stark naked and our guns hadn’t slid off the counter onto the floor.

      It was a juggling act between trying to get our clothes on and firing off rounds, which I have to say is pretty tricky when your dingle berries are clapping together like Newton’s Cradle.

      “I told you to keep your voice down,” she said as she buttoned up her pants with a big grin on her face. I rolled over and ran my hand up the front of her top and over her breast.

      “Same time next week?”

      “Yes, but I pick the place this time.”

      It had become a routine, an escape from the boredom of everyday life inside the walls. We could have stayed behind and let the team of military personnel that had recently joined do the run, but that wasn’t me. The reason we had survived was because we were used to staying vigilant. Life inside the walls had become so normal that it would have been easy to lose our edge and forget that there was still danger.

      “Now how are we going to get out of here?”

      “Get Jess to swing the truck around,” she said.

      I had barely stopped to think about Jess. Today was the first time I had seen her in three months. The upside, if it could be called that, was that the area of land inside the wall was so vast you could go weeks, even months without seeing others. A lot had changed in twelve months. The corrugated steel walls blocked off everything west of County Road 80 and Sunrise Highway. Since our arrival it had been reinforced both in height and depth. An additional gate had been placed between Cedar Point and Nicoll Point, which was on Shelter Island.

      The mutated Z’s we had seen so many months ago back in the city had made it in a few times because of the way they could scale walls but even they had become scarce. While they were rare to see, it had placed the entire community at risk. Ethan Winthorpe and the six other leaders had agreed to make the walls even taller. Since then nothing had managed to get in. It also helped that a person now had to go through two more gates to reach the main one. There were three gates in total positioned every fifty yards.

      The community had grown from one thousand and twenty men, women and children to over three thousand. Most of them came from different areas of the country hoping to find safety in New York. Once every two days, several teams would venture out into the city to try and find more survivors. To ensure the safety of everyone, and to manage the needs of the many, Paradise had been split into seven districts; each one was governed by one of the seven founders. From Shinnecock Hills, to the tip of Montauk and on to Shelter Island, people inhabited the towns. The decision of who would go where was determined by the leadership based on skill set and if you were part of a family. Shelter Island mostly catered to young families. It was the most protected and if Paradise was overrun, the breakwater structure could be destroyed which in turn would prevent anyone from reaching it except by water.

      After all the time we had spent together on the road, none of us seemed to object to the idea of taking a break from one another. Ben was up in North Haven, Elijah in East Hampton, Jess, Izzy and Rowan were staying down in Montauk while Wren, Baja and myself stayed in Southampton.

      The radio crackled in my hand.

      “I can speak to her if you want?” Wren asked.

      “No, I’ll do it.”

      Wren instinctively walked a short distance away as if noting the awkwardness of the situation. On our way out with a crew of four other trucks, I’d noticed Jess and Rowan were in one. Even after three months the tension between us hadn’t been alleviated. Not that I hadn’t tried. There had been several days after we’d arrived that I tried to speak with her but she wouldn’t give me the time of day. In the end I grew tired of waiting and was about to move to a different town when she, Izzy and Rowan moved out of the house.

      I pressed the button and spoke into the mic. “Jess, come in.”

      There was a pause.

      “Go ahead.”

      Her tone was cold but that was to be expected.

      “We’re in a bit of a bind here, gonna need you to swing around with the truck.”

      There was no reply for an extended period of time.

      “Did you get that?” I asked again.

      It crackled.

      “Yeah. Got it.”

      I felt I should have said more, but I decided not to. I looked over at Wren who was picking through discarded items. That girl had been a lifesaver. I honestly think I would have left the community or gone mad without her. I don’t think she ever knew how much the small things she did meant to me. She had a carefree spirit that wasn’t weighed down in drama. She didn’t try to make our relationship something that it wasn’t. Wren lived in the moment and that suited me fine. The strange part was that we could have stayed in the same house together but she chose not to. However, she did leave a few belongings at my place; a few tops, a toothbrush and a few personal items. I’d asked her why she was hesitant to move in. She said it was the first step towards things going to shit. It was easier for us to just meet up from time to time. So that’s what we did. Perhaps that’s why the sex was so good. There was no agenda. No need to say it was anything more than just two people blowing off some steam. Though I had to wonder.

      “Any luck?” She asked.

      “Yeah, don’t hold your breath. Knowing her she’ll bring the truck around in a few hours.”

      “Few hours?”

      “I’m joking. But who knows, she’s as cold as ice.”

      We took a seat on a table and looked out to where there should have been a wall and window, except now there was just a gaping hole. We were standing in the aftermath of what remained after the initial bomb drops. That was before the government realized that it wasn’t going to solve anything. I had to wonder who’d made that decision. There had to have been people still in the area. How many of those had been killed at their hands of their own government?

      Down below the dead shuffled around, we’d stopped taking potshots at their heads a long time ago. The one thing that had become scarce in the community were bullets. I had always imagined it would have been food but we had managed to grow crops and raid factories in the area for canned food.

      Ethan was sure they’d be able to manufacture their own bullets soon, though that discussion had been over three months ago. Since then no one had brought it up. Instead, we were all instructed to use bullets sparingly.

      We must have sat on that building for the better part of two hours before the truck finally showed up. Wren waved them over to where we could jump down onto the top. I caught sight of Jess in the cab. She glanced up but never smiled. She was all cozied up to Rowan. Well, that’s what I imagined. I don’t know what pissed me off so much. Probably the way it had ended. For the past three months I hadn’t felt myself bothered by it as much. Out of sight, out of mind had worked to some extent. Though there were nights before I drifted off to sleep that I thought about her. What was she up to? Was she in his arms? Then I would tell myself to get over it, and I would forget about her for a few more days. As the days turned into weeks it started to become easier. Wren played a big part in helping me to forget. She had a wicked sense of humor and a body to die for, but she wasn’t Jess. I couldn’t pin my finger on what it was about Jess that I was hung up on, neither could I get her out of my head for long. For a short while I had managed to block the thought of him and her together until today.

      I jumped down onto the roof. The metal slapped as we hit the surface. I banged on the top and it pulled away without us even getting inside. Leaning back against the metal we looked up at the billowing clouds that cut into a deep blue sky. Each one blurred into the next.

      We hadn’t made it but a few blocks down the road when the truck came to an abrupt halt. We shifted across the slick metal, nearly going over the edge. For a second I thought Rowan was being a dick, you know, slamming the brake in the hope that we would go flying off the top. But as I rolled over and looked ahead of us, I could see why.

      In the middle of the road was an armed group of eight men. Each of them had his entire head and face covered in a shemagh. It was a thin green cotton square that was often worn by military or Afghans in the desert. All I could see were their eyes, and pale skin. They wore desert style military outfits and all of them were packing what looked like Heckler & Koch HK416’s.

      “Shut off your engine,” one of them shouted.

      I banged on the roof and peered over the edge. Rowan already had his window open, he just wasn’t listening to them.

      “Do as they say.”

      He killed the engine.

      “What are you transporting?”

      “Clothes, medical supplies,” I replied.

      My eyes drifted over them.

      “Step out of the vehicle and toss your weapons down.”

      One by one Jess, Izzy and Rowan got out. There were three other trucks somewhere in the area. I was tempted to radio for help but by the way their fingers were brushing up against their triggers I had a sense that they would shoot first and ask questions after.

      “There’s more than enough here.”

      The man didn’t respond, he gestured for two of them to go around and take a look while the others kept their weapons fixed on us.

      “Toss down your weapons,” he repeated.

      “Can’t do that,” Rowan replied.

      “You want to die today?” he shot back.

      As much as I didn’t want to place my weapon down, none of us were prepared for this. Beyond the walls, timing was everything. If you caught a person off-guard, you had the upper hand, weapons or not. These guys were ready to fire, we weren’t.

      I was the first to lay mine down and kick it away. Rowan glanced back at me, giving me a look that made it clear he disagreed with my choice. Then again, we hadn’t seen eye to eye from the day we first met, so I couldn’t tell if it was just his usual scowl. One by one the others followed suit.

      That was one thing about the world now. Threats were never empty. People didn’t have anything to lose. Desperation would make you do all manner of things. They looked the way we did before we arrived. Clothes dirtied by hard living. Eyes empty of sympathy. Fingers ready to pull triggers. All of this had changed behind the walls. While the access points were heavily guarded around the clock, life within the walls could make a person turn soft. We were comfortable with clean water and food. We had alternative energy using solar panels, battery power and whatever fuel could be siphoned from vehicles and stations.

      “You can come back with us if you want,” Izzy said. “We are part of a community that is working towards rebuilding.”

      One of them let out a mocking laugh.

      “There is no rebuilding, only tearing down and taking,” another said.

      While two of their men went around and checked the back of the truck, I had placed my finger down on the radio button so that everything could be heard by the other teams who hopefully weren’t far from us. There was no telling what these men had in mind. Asking to drop weapons wasn’t an indication that they were going to kill us. Most of them needed the bullets. It was something we did along the way. It wasn’t personal. Just survival.

      The man who had been doing all the speaking leaned across to another. His eyes drifted from Izzy to Jess, then Wren.

      “Where are you from?” Rowan asked. Again the men didn’t seem to want to exchange.

      The two men who had checked out the back of the truck came around, their assault rifles aimed at us. “It’s packed.”

      “Listen,” I said. “We have more than enough back at the community for you, and anyone else. I’m gathering there are more of you?” He still didn’t respond. “Why don’t you come back with us?”

      One of the major points that had been argued in the weekly meetings was how to determine who to bring back and who potentially was a threat. It was a tough decision. We knew that anyone we encountered in the city was a threat until cleared — meaning they would have to spend a few weeks in a section of Paradise under observation.

      As odd as it might sound, it was smart. Ethan wasn’t going to bring in anyone without first vetting them. Anyone who had an agenda would usually screw up within the first two weeks. Of course none of the ones who were brought in were told how long they would spend in section A. This ensured that people didn’t just hold out for an extended period of time and then go nuts.

      Very little information was shared with them in this period of time.

      “Step away from the truck.”

      We backed up. “Not you, or you, or you,” the man said to the women. “You can get in the back along with the rest of the merchandise.”

      “Merchandise?” Izzy stammered. My eyebrows shot up.

      Oh, he had just stepped on a land mine with that remark.

      “Take the truck, and the women.”

      Both Rowan and I stepped in front of them but it wasn’t necessary. The three could handle themselves.

      “If you think we are going with you, think again,” Jess said.

      “Get in the damn truck,” the guy stammered. “And you two, move.” He fired a round at our feet. “I won’t ask again.”

      “It’s all right. We’ll go with them.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to be necessary,” a familiar voice said from above. I smiled as I glanced up. Cutting into the sun a dark silhouette stood aiming an assault rifle at the men. I cupped a hand over my eyes to block the glare.

      It was Elijah. Standing beside him was Baja, and three others. On the opposite building were four more from the camp along with Ben.

      “What the fuck is this? A Sinbad convention?” Baja asked.

      Both Rowan and I stepped forward and picked up our weapons.

      “Hey sweet cheeks. Is that you down there?” Baja shouted to Izzy while covering his eyes with a hand.

      She flipped him the bird, and gave a smile. In a strange way the two of them had begun to warm up to each other. I would have never imagined it in a million years but over the past few months, Izzy and Baja had been seen together. Of course she completely denied that she was seeing him, but rumor had it they were caught screwing up a storm down by the beach.

      I smirked before heading back to the truck. I cast a glance over my shoulder just in time to see Rowan taking out his aggression.

      “Funny how the tables turn, eh?” Rowan said before smashing the butt of his gun into the face of the one who’d asked him if he wanted to die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Section A was located in Shinnecock Hills, a hamlet that was part of Suffolk County. It was the first immediate area that people came into once they came through the access points. Heavily guarded and with twenty-four seven security, it was to be the temporary home for the eight men who we’d met in our travels.

      While some vehemently disagreed with bringing back those who showed any sign of aggression, Ethan and the other six leaders believed that people were a product of their environment. Beyond the walls, hostility was to be expected. It didn’t mean they couldn’t join the community, it just meant they would be given the chance to prove they could function and fit in. For some reason, two weeks seemed to be the magic number. They had tuned the process to a fine art. Those who returned were quarantined, interviewed about what their intentions were, where they came from and whether they would like to stay if given the opportunity. Those who didn’t were returned to the city on the next run. Few turned down the invitation of a warm bed, food and shower. In that time the homes they used were bugged and monitored. Those who returned to the city never saw anything beyond the gates of Shinnecock Hills.

      As the trucks bumped their way in past the gate, I recalled the conversation I’d had with Ethan, several months back.

      “But what happens if their goal is to infiltrate?”

      He seemed confident that the process that they had set up was foolproof.

      “We have a 100% rate of success to date.”

      “But that doesn’t mean you won’t have those who will pass all your questions, interviews and surveillance. Take us for instance. How did you know you could trust us?”

      “We didn’t. And we didn’t have section A in place back then. Call it a gut instinct. We took a gamble.”

      The doors to the truck swung open and I hopped out. Several military personnel led the eight into a building. By now their faces were visible. By all accounts they looked no different than us. Except their skin was extremely pale. Like they hadn’t been exposed to sun in months or they had used some form of white powder on their faces. The one who had done all the talking had burn marks up around his neck, and a deep red birthmark that covered one side of his face.

      “Johnny.”

      The man glanced back at the sound of Baja calling my name. He sneered as they were led into a trailer. There was something about him that felt off. It wasn’t just the way they handled themselves back in the city. Hell, we were no different when it came to survival. Every run beyond the gate held a degree of risk. The risk of dying at the hands of the infected, the risk of being held captive by rogue survival groups, but it was one we were willing to take. No one was forced to go out, it was strictly volunteer-based. It seemed to work. It even gave me a sense of hope to see people lay aside their differences. Before the mess that we now found ourselves in, society seemed divided by religion, skin color, race and anything else they could find to divide themselves. Now it rallied together to work towards one goal — survival. Commonalities brought us together, differences took a backseat. It was the way the world was meant to be. To think that it had taken an apocalypse to make us realize that was absurd.

      “So I’m holding a bit of a shindig over at my pad this evening. Wondered if you and Wren would be interested?”

      “Yeah, sure, that sounds good.”

      “Seven o’clock?”

      I nodded. Baja jumped into a jeep, cranked up the tunes and zipped away nearly plowing down four people in the process. They raised their fists to him, he tossed them the bird. I let out a laugh. What a guy.

      I turned to see where Wren had disappeared to when I caught sight of Rowan and Jess across the way. Rowan was running his hands through her hair and then they began sucking each other’s faces like they were trying to extract blood. As they pulled apart, Jess noticed me looking their way.

      I scoffed and shook my head. Like I give a shit.

      Though we had drifted apart, it seemed right. Everything we had shared before felt almost like a distant memory. We were younger, naïve and unaffected by loss. How quickly we were forced into growing up.

      I diverted my gaze away from her. Sometimes, usually late at night I would chew over the decision I’d made to place her on that chopper back in Salt Lake City. Was it meant to happen? Life on the road made small relationship issues seem trivial. You were always so focused on gathering the bare essentials and protecting what you had that there was no time to dwell on what your partner wasn’t giving you in a relationship, or how someone had wronged you.

      It was funny how a safe zone could bring to the surface what had already been bubbling underneath.

      I felt a pair of hands wrap around my eyes. I was pretty damn sure they weren’t Wren’s as they felt too callused. “Elijah.”

      “Oh come on, how did you know?”

      “I was about to say it’s the fragrant body wash that you use — Old Spice. But then I remembered you opt for the more manly stuff like Oil of Olay.”

      He punched my arm.

      “How’s it going, bud?”

      “Good.”

      I turned to see both him and Ben staring back. “Ben.”

      Ben gave me one of his manly back pats. “Is it strange that we haven’t seen each other in over two months?

      “Well, I was hoping to never see you two again but…”

      The corner of my lip curled up.

      “So did he invite you?” I asked, stating the obvious.

      “Of course.” He paused. “Who else is going to bring the beer?”

      I shook my head. “Why doesn’t he just go down and get some more?”

      “You know him. Why bother when others can bring it?”

      The strange but wonderful part about the whole apocalypse was that beer was still readily available through some of the local beer breweries on Long Island. There were eleven of them in total dotted around the island. One right in Southampton. Of course, none of the machines were working but there were still stacks of beer in warehouses, along with hops and barley that could be used for making more. In a world that had gone to shit, it was definitely that one thing that made the hard days bearable.

      Those days now seemed few and far between. It had almost become unusual. With more joining the community each week, there were more people to rotate in shifts, go on runs and carry some of the weight. While Paradise was split into seven districts, we all had learned to co-exist together under the leadership of the seven. Weekly meetings were held in each district, while every three months we would come together to discuss the larger issues facing Paradise as a whole.

      Some of those meetings had become quite heated. It was probably around then I began to notice that maybe having districts wasn’t a good idea. It created an us-versus-them mentality. It was something that existed before the apocalypse. Whether it was religion against religion, country against country or politician against politician. Humanity always seemed to end up in the same place of seeing someone else’s view as a threat.

      If that had been the cause of so many wars in the past, was it possible that it could happen again and divide us as a community?

      If this was to work, we had to work together and up until now that was happening.

      Those with military background continued to serve in the same facet that they had before. They provided security at the main access points, as well as in and around the shores. There were four police officers whose entire job was to ensure disputes were handled. There were three doctors and several nurses. No matter what trade a person had, others still were required to assist as and when needed. Those who had no skills in medical were taught it, those who had never fired a weapon before were taken through training. In many ways life continued as it had before. We each tried to carve out an existence that went beyond surviving.

      A long road was ahead of us, but the future looked promising. With every run into the city, the number of Z’s seemed to get a little less. So far there had been no talks about expanding beyond the two access points but I was certain if we continued to grow at the rate we were, it wouldn’t be long until that happened. Though right now what we had in our corner of New York was working.

      For how long? — that was to be determined.

      I just didn’t realize that things would change so soon.
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      Baja’s decision on what house he would take came down to one thing — marijuana. I kid not. The guy searched home after home in Southampton and surrounding areas until he found a modern beach house that must have once been owned by a marijuana grower. An entire room in the basement had been converted into a grow op. Lamps, foil, the whole nine yards.

      The guy was as a happy as a clam.

      As Wren and I rolled up in one of the many abandoned vehicles dotted around the island, we could already see it was going to be one hell of a party. From the outside, we could see everyone bouncing around inside to the music. The house was made from limestone and hardwood. A 12,000-square-foot home pressed up against the beach in the south end of the Hamptons. You could say he had stepped up in the world. It had more windows than walls. The door was already wide open and people were spilling out in various stages of intoxication.

      It might seem odd that folks would have let their guard down in an apocalypse, but we had spent so many months without anything happening, that the chances of being overrun now seemed laughable.

      Ethan and the rest of the seven were right. Paradise had started to become the beginnings of humanity rebuilding. Protection at the access points and roaming patrols made everyone feel safe. The distance from the city, and the surrounding coast, only added to that sense of security. How many other safe zones had managed to provide that?

      We navigated around the stream of people of all ages coming in and out of the main door.

      “How many people did he invite?” Wren asked as a couple ran past us with six others.

      Whoever originally owned the home must have hired one hell of a designer. The amount of detail and attention that had been given to every aspect of the house screamed more money than sense.

      After being on the road for so long, seeing people relax and let their hair down was a welcome sight. The living room was located on the second floor providing an incredible view of the ocean and bay. Not that we could see much because it was night but the few times I had been over in daylight, it was stunning.

      Standing in front of a roaring fireplace was Elijah chatting to Sara, a doctor on the island.

      “Hey, where’s Baja?”

      He pointed up towards the roof terrace. Upstairs on the roof it was like a ship with rich wood flooring, another fireplace and white furniture. Seated over by the fireplace with two women around him was Baja sipping wine. He reminded me of a black Hugh Hefner wearing a velvet smoking jacket. He was puffing away on a fat cigar when he spotted us.

      “Hey, hey! Welcome to my crib,” he said before waving off the two women like they were his own personal fluffers.

      “I’m guessing Izzy hasn’t arrived?” Wren asked.

      He peered around us nervously. “Yeah, old sweet cheeks doesn’t take too kindly to all the love I’m getting from all the ladies, but what can a guy do? I’ve got to keep them happy.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Did you guys get a drink?”

      “No, but we brought some.”

      “Well, give me one then,” he said. It was the only party I had been to where you had to drink your own because no one shared. If you didn’t bring any, you didn’t get any. I was about to ask him if he’d seen Ben when he turned and started shouting at a couple who were all over each other on the couch.

      “Hey, hey, get your nasty asses off my couch, I don’t want you leaking your shit all over this. Do you know how much this place cost?”

      We moved to the wall that overlooked the beach and ocean. Wren pulled two beers and twisted off the caps, then handed one to me. I took a swig and placed it on the wall. Condensation dripped down the side creating a ring. We perched ourselves on the edge and took in our surroundings. It was good to see people enjoying themselves and trying to forget that the world beyond the walls had fallen.

      “Do you think this will last?”

      “I don’t see why not.” She glanced at me.

      “Ah, call me a pessimist but it seems that everything good that has ever come our way has eventually turned to shit.”

      She nudged me with her elbow. “Not everything.” She leaned over and pressed her lips against mine. As I pulled her in close, over her shoulder I saw Rowan and Jess come up. She caught sight of us. The smile on her face vanished. Wren must have sensed a change as she twisted in my arms, casting a glance over her shoulder.

      An hour into the party, with people filled up with liquid courage, a fight broke out downstairs. Baja went off to sort it out, while Elijah and I sat on the couch, Wren was off to my right and Rowan, Jess and Izzy across from us. Elijah puffed away on a large cigar with his feet up on the table. One thing that had changed was the conversation.

      Before, it would have been about finding food or gas or pursuing some asshole. But twelve months had changed that, people were back to trying to find excitement in their life, comparing and making out that their life didn’t suck as bad as anyone else’s. Basically Facebook but without the Internet.

      “So how are things down in Montauk?” Elijah asked behind a cloud of smoke. Izzy coughed and swiped the air so she could see him.

      I could see Izzy searching for the words. Each of the seven districts had around five hundred people, they each acted as their own small village. She ummed. It’s not like anyone could say, “Hey, I’m off to the Bahamas next month” or “I just landed my dream job in Hollywood.” It was more like “I learned how to fish” or “I finally can shoot the top off a bottle” or “We have created a new garden.”

      “Oh, lots going on down there. You really should join us.”

      I rolled my eyes. And there it was. Now people were trying to make out that their neck of the woods was better than the one we were in. It was the same old shit, repackaged and served up on a platter.

      “What about you, Johnny?” Jess asked. “What’s new in your world?”

      I could see the look in her eye. Like a kid prodding a hornet’s nest for fun. She was looking to get a reaction. She didn’t care what was going on in my world. She made that clear the day she shut me out of hers.

      “To be honest, I’m thinking of moving.”

      Wren slapped my leg playfully. “You never told me that.”

      “Yeah, I think it’s time.”

      “Which district are you going to?” Rowan asked.

      I eyed him over the top of my drink. “Actually none. I’m thinking of moving to the Fortress. Where Specs is.”

      Elijah began coughing on his cigar so much that Izzy passed him a drink and he washed it down. His eyes were red as the smoke stung them.

      “Are you out of your mind?” he said turning around.

      “Not any more than us staying here.”

      “But here there’s better protection. Better living. There’s enough people to carry the load of what needs to be done. Heck, I haven’t been out on the wall in over a month, it’s been beautiful.”

      Each of them looked at me as if I had lost the plot.

      “Why doesn’t Specs come here?” Elijah continued.

      “He’s made a life for himself where he is. It’s going well.”

      Jess gave a fake laugh. “Yeah, right. How well can you live in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Well you should know, moving all the way to the tip of the island. Oh, but that’s right, you just want some alone time,” I said.

      She glared at me.

      “What if you get back there and discover he’s not there?” Izzy asked.

      “I know he’s there. I’ve been talking to him using the ham radio over in North Haven.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell us?” Jess asked.

      Rowan shot Wren a questioning look. As they were siblings I kind of figured he would assume she might want to come with me. But I hadn’t told her. In fact, I hadn’t told anyone.

      “Why do you want to leave?” Jess asked.

      “I made a promise.”

      “You made me one, look how that turned out,” she replied in front of them all. I had to admit I didn’t expect that, and by the look on Rowan’s face, neither did he. The only difference was, I no longer cared. At least, I didn’t think I did.

      I swallowed the last of my beer and placed the bottle on the table.

      “It’s different.”

      “Is it?” she shot back.

      I shook my head and went to get up. “I’m not getting into this with you.”

      “No that’s it, Johnny, just walk away. You’re good at that.”

      I stopped for a second to let her words sink in.

      “Jess,” Izzy stammered in a reprimanding manner.

      “Oh who cares.” She got up and brushed past me making it clear that she was pissed.

      The interesting part about it all was Wren’s reaction. Hers was the complete opposite of Jess’s. She just smiled, even let out a little chuckle. Really, the two of them were like oil and water.

      Baja came back up just in time to be pushed out of the way by Jess. His eyes drifted over us. “Oh come on, what did I miss?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      That evening back at the house, I noticed how unaffected Wren was by the news. When she did stay over, she would go through the same routine, except this evening she seemed uninterested. Without TV, Internet or such to keep a person occupied, life was pretty much quiet. Having conversations and reading books, playing card games and getting out near the beach was how most residents of Paradise occupied themselves in their downtime. It wasn’t like her. At least from what I’d seen so far.

      “You want to go take a dip in the ocean?” she asked.

      I looked at her as she removed her clothes, slid open the door and raced down to the beach completely butt naked. How could I object to that? I returned a devilish smile and dropped down to my birthday suit. Outside the air was humid and warm. The ocean lapped against the shore leaving behind its milky froth.

      She didn’t even hesitate, or check the water with her toes. She dived in and came up gasping.

      “Shit, that’s little chilly.”

      I joined her by wading in. I winced. “Chilly? Holy crap, that is nut shrinking cold.”

      She chuckled before swimming on her back. A silver crescent moon reflected off the dark water. I was always paranoid about sharks. After seeing the movie Jaws as a kid, I fully expected one to rear its head and take me down. I pushed the fearful thought from my mind, telling myself these waters were too cold.

      The further we went out, the more we could see of the island. Small generators that used gas or diesel powered some of the homes. Others didn’t bother, while some used fire to light up the outside. People made do with whatever they could find.

      According to Specs they were doing fine, but how long their supplies would last was another thing entirely. It certainly made sense to have him trek across the country and join us, but the likelihood of that happening was slim.

      It wasn’t that I was eager to leave behind the comfort and protection of a safe zone but I was feeling restless. Perhaps if Dax had been here, I might have thought differently. But he wasn’t. Now, those that remained were trying to carve out an existence on an island, pretending our world hadn’t gone to shit. But realistically, how long could we make it work?

      How long before someone would screw it up?

      But it wasn’t even that. Maybe I wasn’t ready to put my roots down?

      I was beginning to think that the agreement to live in separate towns and give each other a break from one another wasn’t done because we got on each other’s nerves. I had to wonder if it was because we were all trying to determine if Paradise was really home. The only way you could do that was to try and live out a normal existence, as normal as it could be for a society that had suffered a setback that had thrown us into the dark ages. Okay, maybe that’s a little extreme but it wasn’t that far off.

      Sure we had the city nearby, all the factories and houses that were still full of resources but those would eventually run out. Whether it was in five or ten years, what then?

      It seemed as if we were just biding our time, waiting for the inevitable — death.

      But wasn’t society like that before the apocalypse?

      Humanity divided into countries, cities, towns and villages. People busied themselves with meaningful and meaningless activities. Dashing here and there, taking selfies, raising families, sending more kids into a never-ending cycle of hope and despair?

      Was that all there was to life?

      It felt wrong.

      It didn’t matter if we lived out our lives behind these walls with more creature comforts than those beyond. It didn’t matter if we thought we were the smart ones while others carved out a meager existence in some shack in the woods.

      What mattered was making our lives matter.

      Doing something that brought us alive.

      And one thing I was sure about. It wasn’t this. It wasn’t waiting to die behind these walls. My body held the cure and others needed it. If we only ventured out to collect food and resources, how was that benefiting others? How many others were floundering around in some town, city or village waiting for someone to help them? How many others were living life under the thumb of a tyrant or in fear of the undead and living insane?

      “You haven’t said much about this evening.”

      “Nothing to say really,” she replied treading water. I studied the way the light of the moon created shadows against her features.

      “Why do you do that?”

      She frowned. “Do what?”

      “Just cast things off as though they don’t matter to you?”

      She laughed and splashed some water over me.

      “Come on, let’s swim out further.”

      “No. Tell me what you are thinking.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Of course it does,” I replied.

      “What? Just because Jess kicked up a fuss, you think I should too?”

      “No, I don’t—”

      “Then that’s the end of that,” she replied.

      We continued swimming out a bit further when a sudden, and enormous explosion erupted. Both of us whirled around to see a cloud of smoke and an inferno of flames shooting up into the night sky. It was followed by another, then fireballs fell like rain.

      “That’s coming from section A.”
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      It was pandemonium in the streets. By the time we came out of the house with assault rifles in hand, trucks were zipping past us on their way to section A. We dived into a jeep and the wheels spun in the dirt as I gunned the engine.

      An amber glow came from beyond the homes that lined the street.

      What we came upon when we arrived was mass devastation. The main building that housed those who initially came in was gone. In its place, fire cut into the night sky. Bodies lay on the ground, some unmoving, others were still alive screaming in pain.

      I grabbed a large blanket from the back of the jeep and threw it over a young girl whose face and half of her head had been burned down to the bone. A team of military were using small portable extinguishers to put out whatever they could.

      The girl’s screams were deafening. The chances of her surviving were slim to none. Three doctors in the entire place and only one was on site. Others had been trained but even then they weren’t prepared for this kind of trauma. They were all overwhelmed.

      I couldn’t stay with the girl long before moving on to the next. There were too many covered in fire. Both Wren and myself along with others were doing as much as we could to put out the flames on the injured.

      After ten minutes my gaze drifted across the gruesome sight. It had been twelve months since any of us had seen this level of trouble. I felt mentally out of shape, unfocused and after all the drink we had consumed, barely able to function. Like a fish flopping around on a dock, I was out of my element.

      Staring. That’s all I could do. In that moment I froze.

      “Johnny,” Wren shouted but it was barely heard among all the screams for help.

      Young, old, all the faces of agony stared back. I placed my hands over my ears to block out the screams. I don’t know what broke inside of me that evening but I couldn’t bear to look at the horror any longer. I slowly backed up. Then turned and ran. All of the courage I had before fell away like skin melting off charred bones.

      Like a salmon swimming upstream, I squeezed my way through those rushing to help. All I wanted was to block out the horror.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Minutes turned into hours, and noise became peace as I sat on the sandy beach looking out across the ocean. Small waves lapped against the shore. I had been there all night, undisturbed until morning. If asked, I wouldn’t be able to articulate what happened. In the past I’d seen the undead and charged into them, I’d stood my ground under the worst conditions. How was this any different?

      Why did I turn away?

      I picked at the sandy beach grass beside me as it swayed in the wind. Lost in thought I didn’t hear who was coming from behind. I tilted my head to see who it was. Ben stood looking out over the ocean for a few seconds before he took a seat.

      Minutes passed before I spoke.

      “I just couldn’t handle it,” I said, swallowing hard.

      “Now you understand what happened to me in Salt Lake City.”

      I shot him a sideways glance.

      “Seems strange, doesn’t it, that one traumatic event can flip a switch inside that we thought didn’t exist before. I was used to seeing all manner of horrors on the job. Children abused by parents, animals killed, gang members’ limbs chopped off and women raped. I always had a strong stomach, my buddies would say. But seeing the undead tear into people. There was something about that which paralyzed me.”

      “But this wasn’t the undead.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Johnny. It was helplessness. At least that’s what I’ve come to call it. When I saw my men being torn apart I didn’t know what to do. It was like I was experiencing mental overload. So much happening all at once, my senses just shut down. I froze. Like you did last night.”

      “I tried to help, but there were too many. And the screams.”

      “It’s hard, isn’t it?”

      “I ran.”

      “Back in the city, I locked myself in a room,” Ben said.

      “It makes me a coward.”

      He chuckled. “No, Johnny. It makes you human.” He tossed some of the sand in front of us. “What would worry me is if you weren’t affected by any of it.”

      “But none of them were.”

      “What, because they didn’t run?” He picked up a reed. “We all respond differently. It doesn’t take much. Way back when I was in high school I remember sitting in a science class and being shown a video on cuts. The teacher at the time said if anyone felt queasy, just to head out. I laughed it off. Hell, I’d seen some messed-up stuff. Broken ankles, bones sticking out and all manner of injuries from kids roughhousing. But that day. Well… let’s just say I never made it to the door on time.”

      I smirked. “You fainted?”

      He nodded. “And I became a cop. The good news is it hasn’t happened since. And man, I’ve seen some messed-up things over the years. So there’s hope for you.”

      He patted me on the knee. “When you’re ready, come on back. I’m at Ethan’s house.  We’ll have some coffee.”

      I nodded. The thought of returning. The embarrassment. Did it even matter? There were innocent people dead and I was moping around like a bitch.

      “Hey, Ben. What caused it?”

      He shook his head. “They are still trying to figure that out.”

      I stayed out there for about another half an hour before I trudged back feeling like a total idiot. Could twelve months away from the horrors we’d faced have softened me up? Maybe I needed to get back out there. Going on runs was one thing. Like watching too many gory movies, the undead no longer held the same fear as they once did. While we recognized the danger, our minds had got used to seeing Z’s shuffling along. We had seen even fewer of the mutated ones. Baja thought they had either died, which seemed absurd to me as they were already dead, or his other bright idea was that they were too busy having a zombie orgy under the ground. I went with the first; it sounded the most plausible out of the two.

      As I made my way towards Ethan Winthorpe’s home, I passed those who had worked through the night to put out the fire. Their faces were blackened by smoke. A look of shock locked their eyes ahead.

      That was something I noticed about being part of the community versus our tiny group. More people meant that few noticed what one person had or hadn’t done. Just like it was in Castle Rock before all of this kicked off. Everyone was so into their own drama, goals, hopes, failures and disasters that they rarely stopped to cast a glance your way.

      There was no embarrassment to be felt as everyone’s mind was preoccupied by what they had seen.

      I strolled up to the massive estate that I had stayed in when we first arrived. It was a stunning home that would have cost a complete fortune. A group stood outside smoking and chatting about what they had seen. I passed by them like a ghost.

      Inside, Rowan, Jess and Izzy were talking to the leader of district seven.

      Ethan dealt with district one.

      Sebastian, district two.

      Noah, three.

      Alexander, four.

      Annora, five.

      Imara, six.

      Keren, seven.

      Eyes washed over me without a word spoken. I perceived them as judging, though it could have been anything. So much of how we perceived others was filtered through the way we viewed ourselves.

      I felt terrible. Other must think the same, and so on.

      Rowan smirked like usual. But that was to be expected. The guy was a prick. In the burgundy-colored dining area, seated around the huge table with twelve red-and-cream striped chairs, was the rest of the leadership, along with Ben, Elijah, Baja and anyone else who could cram into the little space available.

      “Then tell me where they are?” Ethan said

      “We don’t know,” Imara replied.

      “I would like to know how they managed to get explosives into the building without being frisked.”

      “Their weapons were taken and we assumed that someone had patted them down.”

      “Obviously not.”

      Ethan’s eyes met mine for a brief second before returning to the others. I could tell he had a lot weighing on his mind. The stress of leadership wasn’t something I would have been willing to take on. If it didn’t go to your head, it would eventually cause people to turn on you. One person couldn’t please everyone. There would always be those who felt you could do better, speak better, write better and lead better. But the truth was, it was all subjective. What was foolish to one was greatness to another.

      “Did anyone manage to extract information from them? What group they came from? How they happened to end up in Paradise?”

      “I can answer that,” I said. Heads turned. The leadership shifted in their chairs.

      “We came across them in the city. They held us up and probably would have taken the load we had. My guess is they operate alone.”

      “And who decided they should return?” Alexander asked.

      “It’s part of the agreement,” Ethan reminded him.

      “Ah yes, the one that not all of us agreed with,” Sebastian said.

      “I don’t have to remind you that the majority voted, that any and all that were found, whether hostile or not, were to be given the chance to return to Paradise,” Annora said.

      “Right, because you think a hostile can change,” Sebastian replied.

      “You did,” she spat back. “Or would you have rather we left you in the hole we found you in?”

      He sneered.

      A murmur spread across the group. Why Sebastian had been given the chance to lead a district was still a mystery to me. The guy was an asshole. While I understood the idea of having seven leaders overseeing the needs of others and then in turn voting on what was best for all, it still didn’t ring true for me. We were told that the people had chosen who should be leaders. What people? Not our people. We had arrived after the fact.

      “Enough with the squabbling. This isn’t getting us any further towards understanding how they managed to detonate explosives inside,” Ethan said.

      “Explosives?” I muttered.

      They all looked at me as if I’d had my head under a rock for the past several hours.

      “We need to reassure the people. Let them know that it’s still safe here in Paradise,” Imara said.

      “Agreed.”

      “But can we be sure?”

      “We’ll tighten up security on the access points. No one gets in without being patted down.”

      “I thought that was already the rule, or have you become lax in governing district one, Ethan?” Sebastian said with a tone that seemed almost belittling.

      “You focus on your district, Sebastian, I will govern mine.”

      “That’s all well and good. But what happens when our district is affected by the way you run yours? Let’s face it. Your job is to protect and oversee the two access points and section A. Now part of that lies in ruins. It doesn’t speak well of your ability, now does it?”

      Murmurs spread.

      “Sebastian,” Annora reprimanded him. “That’s enough.”

      “I’m only saying what everyone is thinking.” He cast his eyes around the room. “Our districts are only as safe as those who are protecting the access points. District one has two points of entry. District five has one. We have none.”

      “District five does not have one. Shelter Island is fully contained and cleared. There is not, and will never be a threat there unless an attack comes from the water. And far as I have seen, Z’s don’t swim,” Annora replied confidently.

      “I’m just saying. There needs to be more attention given to district one.”

      “And how do you suppose we do that, Sebastian?”

      “Maybe you have bitten off more than you can chew, Ethan.”

      “And you think you could do better?”

      “I don’t think. I know. I could run one and two without these kind of issues.”

      “Would you listen to yourselves?” Alexander said. “This is not about who can do a better job. It’s about reassessing where our weak spots are, fortifying and adding additional security where it’s needed. If that requires more people living in district one, then I am more than willing to tell the five hundred in district four that we will be moving. There are more than enough homes to house us.”

      “Why should anyone have to move?”

      “Better question, why is everyone divided?” I asked.

      “Don’t interrupt,” Sebastian said.

      “Really?” I replied.

      “You would do well to keep your tongue in check,” he said without even looking at me.

      “And you would do well to shut the fuck up for once and listen to them,” I said.

      He glared at me along with several others from his district.

      “Are you going to allow this, Ethan?” he said casting a glance over everyone who had also grown tired of his rants. Ethan’s chin dropped then he looked at me.

      “Johnny,” Ethan said reluctantly. “Apologize.”

      “For what? Having a voice?”

      “You get to air your voice, every three months,” Sebastian said.

      I let out a laugh. “What is this place coming to? Is this it? This is humanity’s attempt at rebuilding? No wonder we all screwed up. Everyone wants to be the chief, but nobody wants to be an Indian.”

      “Actually that’s not politically correct now,” someone said.

      “Oh fuck what’s correct. There is no correct way of doing things. It’s all subjective. We’re lucky we are all still alive.”

      I stared back at them deadpan.

      “You will remain silent or you will be dealt with,” Sebastian added.

      “I’d like to see you try,” I stepped forward.

      “I don’t doubt he would have to try hard,” Rowan said letting out a small laugh. “Yeah, we heard about you last night.”

      Eyes bore into me. I felt myself becoming hotter. It felt like my collar tightened around my throat.

      “Oh, it was you who abandoned your post?” Sebastian said. “Now if I’m not mistaken, you are part of district one, are you not?” he chuckled looking at Ethan. “Not only can you not protect your district. You can’t even keep your men in check.”

      “That’s enough from you,” Ben said stepping forward.

      “Are you going to allow this, Ethan? What’s next? Them overthrowing us?”

      “Not exactly much to overthrow in your camp, is there, Sebastian?” I said.

      He pursed his lips together.

      “You’re a fine one to speak,” Rowan said.

      “I don’t need this shit. At the rate you assholes are going, this house of cards is going to fall in on itself in a matter of months. And to be quite honest, I hope it does.”

      With that I turned and left.
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      I walked the few miles back to our house. No one followed. I didn’t expect them to. With more people, and more security, the need to cling to those who might help you survive became less important.

      Arguing was what it had come down to. It always did before the apocalypse and nothing had changed after it. As life inside the walls created a sense of safety and stability, everyone naturally had less to deal with. All the small issues that would have usually fallen by the wayside now became big issues. Like who should lead? Who should speak, move or shit? Before, when we were reliant on each other, sure, we got up in each other’s faces but no one told anyone when they couldn’t speak.

      You get your opportunity to speak once every three months.

      “Cheeky asshole,” I muttered.

      And yet it was to be expected. How many companies, religious institutions and community groups ran that way? Anyone who rocked the boat was seen as a troublemaker, a thorn in the side, an outsider.

      The truth was, humanity had and always would struggle with power. It didn’t matter how good, honest or transparent people tried to be, eventually the responsibility to govern others would lead them into enforcing rules and regulations on others.

      What you can smoke.

      What you can drink.

      What you can say.

      What you can… fill in the blanks.

      It was the same shit, repackaged up for those now trying to rebuild.

      Of course, no one would want to feel like the odd one out and so most would abide by whatever led to a peaceful life, even at the cost of being shut down.

      Well, I wasn’t going to be shut down.

      If there was one thing good thing this apocalypse had done, it was that it had leveled the playing field. There was no government telling people where they could go, how they could live, what they had to abide by. It was a new world. Fucked up — but new.

      After showering, grabbing a bite to eat and trying not to think about the lives that had been lost the previous night, as there was nothing that could be done for them now, I went over to the closet that held the clothes I had worn the day I left Castle Rock. I held them up to my face. They no longer reeked of death. They were clean but torn in areas. I had kept them as a reminder of where we came from.

      I slipped into them, looked in the mirror and reflected on all that had changed. My brother came to mind.

      You were meant to be here, Dax. You were meant to have made it, I told myself.

      Lost in thought I didn’t hear Wren come into the room. I noticed her in the corner of the mirror. She was standing in the doorway.

      “You haven’t worn those in a long time.”

      “I haven’t felt like the person who once did.”

      She came in and took a seat on the edge of the bed. “You’re not going to stay, are you?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      Her eyes dropped to the floor before she made this smacking sound with her lips.

      “You don’t want to leave?” I asked.

      “Why would I? My brother is here. Everything we need is here. Venturing out is insane.”

      “I guess that depends on what you think sane is.”

      “How long did it take you to get here? Isn’t it time you put down some roots? At least here we have a chance,” she said.

      “Doing what? Listening to those assholes? Pretending the world has gone back to the way it was? It hasn’t. Nothing has changed. Z’s still roam. So we carve out an existence here, play good neighbors and bide out our time. For what, to be governed by another set of idiots?”

      “Is that what this is about? Now wanting to abide by rules?”

      I never replied.

      “I don’t think it’s got anything to do with the rules. You need to decide what you want, Johnny.”

      “What do you want?” I asked her.

      “You, this place, a future without having to fight every day. Isn’t that enough? Am I not enough?”

      I hesitated to reply, still mulling over that part about what I wanted.

      “Well, I guess that’s your answer,” she said getting up off the bed.

      “Wren.”

      She left the room. I didn’t stop her. I’m not sure why.
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* * *

      As strange as it was, few appeared torn up about the whole explosion and the death of sixty people. That’s because death had become a way of life. While we hadn’t witnessed it before on that scale inside the camp, it still occurred, usually on runs for food or medicine. Not everyone returned. Survival carried its own risk.

      That afternoon I went over to North Haven to get on the ham radio. It was set up inside a small shack. A large metallic structure towered over the one-bedroom home that was empty. Inside, I pushed back drab-looking curtains to let in some of the daylight. It smelled musty inside.

      “Specs. You there?” I spoke into the mic and waited. Someone else came on the line.

      “That Johnny?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hold up, I’ll grab him.”

      While I waited, I pulled out a granola bar from my bag.

      “How you holding up?” Specs asked coming on the line.

      It was always good to hear his voice. I’d missed him. I brought him up to speed on what occurred last night. My reaction and the aftermath.

      “Sounds heavy. You thought anymore about heading this way?”

      “Yeah. I’m gonna do it. Though, how are you folks holding up with resources?”

      “Fine man, why?”

      “I have to ask. Have you considered coming this way?”

      “Not really. We’ve built a home here, Johnny. Others have joined and well… you would be blown away by how much this place has changed since you last saw it.”

      Communication between us went silent.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      “What makes you think anything is the matter?”

      “How long have I known you?”

      “Long enough.”

      “Then cough it up.”

      I sighed. “Back in Castle Rock, I wanted out of the town. We all did. When all of this kicked off, we really didn’t have a choice in the matter. Everything was pushing us to find somewhere that was safe. Now that I’ve found it, at least I think I have, I’m not sure I want it. Does that sound strange to you?”

      He laughed. “Everything that comes out of your mouth is strange, bud.”

      There was a pause.

      “No. No, I don’t think it is. Let’s face it, Johnny, before all of this, we all focused on distractions. Schooling. TV. Internet. A career. Travel. Making money.” He paused. “Outside of that what have you got? Basic living. Survival. Very little to aspire to beyond the day-to-day tasks which have become a hell of lot harder. Now that’s all well and good but if you’re not comfortable with that, it can leave you feeling restless. Me, well, I grew up living like the apocalypse was right around the corner. It’s not foreign to me.”

      “I didn’t think it was for me.”

      “Until Paradise you haven’t slowed down enough to barely think. Every day was about staying alive. Now there’s more than enough of you to carry the load, boredom has set in.”

      He was right on the money. After Castle Rock, we hadn’t slowed down. Every moment of the day was spent looking over our shoulder, fighting Z’s and anyone who crossed our path. Now, to some extent that was no longer there.

      “That’s probably why they are at each other’s throats,” Specs said. “It’s no longer about surviving. It’s about thriving. And as much as people want a community to thrive, they want to individually thrive. For some that is being top dog. It’s that competitive mindset that existed before all of this. It’s what drove people to boast about careers, money, where they’d been in the world and everything they owned. Cause let’s face it, take away all of that shit and what’s their boast about? What’s there to compete over? Land, position, titles, authority.”

      And that was it in a nutshell.

      “This is why you need to be here,” I replied with a laugh.

      “I am there — just not in body.”

      “Thanks, Specs.”

      “Just remember. It’s not going to be any better here. Everyone still has to pull their load. And in many ways, it is more difficult because we are in an isolated patch.”

      “But you have all the towns around.”

      “Yeah, but it’s still risky. There aren’t enough of us to clear them like there is where you are.”

      “How many do you have now?”

      “Last head count was around nine hundred.”

      I swallowed on a piece of my granola. “Are you serious? We left there and there was less than thirty. That’s almost the size of Castle Rock.”

      “We’ve expanded. The Fortress walls are wider, thicker, higher and well, like I said, you wouldn’t recognize this place.”

      I chuckled. “Who would have thought that you would become mayor of the Fortress?”

      “Mayor?”

      “Well, you call the shots, right?”

      He paused for a second. “Yeah, I guess I do, I’ve not really even given much thought to it. Anyway, how is that freak of ours doing?”

      “Baja?”

      “Yeah, why the hell haven’t I heard from him? No offense, Johnny, I love chatting but it would be nice to hear from the others from time to time.”

      “A lot has changed here, Specs. All of us live in different towns, well, Baja is in the same town but different home.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think? Everyone wants to be the top dog of their own neck of the woods.”

      Our conversation continued. It always flowed freely and it wasn’t uncommon to find ourselves glancing at the clock and realizing that an hour had passed by. Specs told me to think over the decision a little longer. It wasn’t that he didn’t want me there but he knew that the chance of arriving alive was slim. How we had managed to survive this far was a miracle.
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* * *

      When I returned home that day, I noticed how quiet it was inside.

      “Wren?”

      I tossed my bag and gun down on a counter and walked through the rooms of the house. Once I made it into the bedroom I noticed the closet door was open and the few clothes she had left at my house were gone. I pulled out the drawers. All of them were empty.

      I fell back on the bed and gazed up at the ceiling. I didn’t figure her the kind to up and leave, then again I hadn’t given her enough reason to stay.

      What do you want?

      Her voice echoed in my mind.

      It’s no different than where you are, maybe it’s even harder. Specs’s words came to me.

      Now everyone has their opinions. Hell, you don’t have to travel far to find someone who sees the world black, while another sees it white. I knew that if anyone ever looked back on my life they would no doubt toss in their two cents about what they thought I should have done. He should have left. He should have stayed. Ah, what the hell does anyone know? Especially those who hadn’t walked in my shoes, seen what I had or been through the trauma of losing family.

      But they were right. Both Wren and Specs. I needed to decide what I wanted.

      As I lay there I heard the front door open.

      “Anyone home?” It was Baja.

      “Yeah, up here.”

      I heard him take two steps at a time. He came into the room bringing with him a rush of air.

      “Well fuck me.”

      “I’d rather not,” I replied.

      “No. Those clothes, dude. It’s time to burn that shit.”

      “These were good back in the day.”

      “Back in the day. It gives me the creeps.”

      “What do you want, Baja?”

      “You remember those rag heads who we brought back? The ones who started the explosion? Someone’s spotted them in the city. A group of us are going out. You wanna come?”

      “Who’s going?”

      “Who’s going? You are usually all gung ho to get out there and shoot shit up.”

      “I still am. I just like to know who I have to rely on.”

      He frowned. “You can rely on us all.”

      “Can I, Baja? Can I?”

      “Okay, dude, you are really weirding me out here. Get your shit together and let’s go bring these mofos back in.”

      I sat up on the bed. “Who gave the command?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Who wants us out there?”

      “Sebastian.”

      “Let me guess, he’s not going.”

      “Leaders don’t.”

      “Yeah, why is that? Isn’t a leader meant to lead?”

      “Okay, Johnny, if you are going to get all philosophical and shit on me, I’m gonna leave your ass here. As for me, I’m going to lay down some serious heat on these assholes. I had a good friend who was in that group who burned up.”

      “Alright, I’m coming.”

      I bolted upright and grabbed up my assault rifle. I slid a Glock into the holster around my leg. Tossed a whole bunch of ammo in my small backpack and jumped in Baja’s jeep. He zipped his way through the streets towards section A.

      When we arrived a truck was waiting for us. In the back had to have been at least fifteen people. Another truck idled by with about the same number.

      “Do we really need this many?”

      “I’m not the one calling the shots.”

      “No, we’re not,” I said giving a suspicious look around. I hopped in the back and took a seat across from the others. All of them looked determined as if someone had run over their dog. As the truck pulled away and bumped over the potholed road, I glanced down the line. Rowan, Jess, Izzy and Wren were there. Wren caught my eye but looked away.

      I tapped Baja on the leg. “I am just going to have a quick word with Wren.”

      Slowly I tried to keep my balance and work my way down to her. The truck bumped around and I had to keep a firm grip on rope that was tied to the roof. I looked at Rowan who was squished up beside her. Jess was on the other side.

      “Want to make some room?” I said trying to squeeze in.

      “No. Go take your seat,” Rowan replied.

      “Don’t be a dick.”

      “I’m going to let that one slide.”

      I chuckled glancing at Wren who wasn’t saying a word.

      “Jess, shift over.”

      She scowled and looked the other way. Like what the fuck was this? A game show called The Biggest Asshole? I tried again to squeeze in between Rowan and Wren and he shoved me back into a guy on the other side. I gave him a look of death.

      “You want to do this now?” I asked.

      He laughed. “What the fuck are you even doing here, Johnny? Shouldn’t you be on the beach, whimpering like a little bitch?”

      I glanced down the line of people as my hands balled.

      “Go on. Do it.” He urged me to strike him and oh god, did I want to slam my fist into his face. I caught Baja motioning with his head not to.

      “Maybe another time.”

      Rowan chuckled. “Wimp.”

      Great, I had two females pissed off at me, and one’s brother being a dick.

      Shit, the apocalypse sucked!
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      They said it would be easy. They lied.

      The men now referred to as the pale ones were last seen in Times Square. While we’d been into the city numerous times on runs, it had only ever been in the south end of Manhattan. Venturing any higher than 8th Street was considered a death sentence. Rumors of new gangs that had formed over the past twelve months, along with sightings of mutations, had spread among the community. We didn’t know what to believe anymore. With so many of us behind the walls, and military personnel more than willing to go on runs, it would have been easy to buy into anything that got shared. Sometimes I think they just exaggerated. You know, told a few white lies about how bad it was out there in order to have something to share around the fires at night. Truth was, we didn’t know. Most of what we had needed was found in Brooklyn. Heading into Manhattan was risky and there was a higher chance of encountering herds of Z’s.

      I stared down at my AR-15. My eyes darted out the back of the truck as it bumped its way across the Brooklyn Bridge. My mind was lost in the past. The truck behind us stayed close. Everyone’s face was a picture of total focus. There was always the slim chance that we wouldn’t come back. No one liked going out. Even more so those who hadn’t crossed the United States like us. It was the reason why when push came to shove and some in the community didn’t want to take a turn, we would be called upon. I don’t know if we were just mental but something rose to the surface when we were squeezed into a corner. It had been the reason we had survived this far.

      With no one to care for the city, it soon changed. Trees, plants and grass had overgrown turning the concrete jungle into a literal one. Ivy, weeds, you name it was spread across the ground, over abandoned cars and climbing the sides of what remained of buildings.

      As we got closer, Rowan stood to his feet. He barked out a few orders. I flashed Baja a sideways glance.

      “Why didn’t you tell me he was put in charge?”

      “Because I knew you wouldn’t come.”

      “You’re damn right.”

      The animosity between Rowan and me hadn’t become any less even though we hadn’t seen each other in three months. Anger, jealousy and humiliation still bubbled below the surface just waiting to erupt.

      The first few weeks after Jess started seeing him, I tried to reach out to her but I knew it was a lost cause. Whatever feelings she had were gone, or locked down so tight that it didn’t matter what I said, she didn’t want to know.

      To say I was unaffected by it, would be to lie. It tore me apart in ways I didn’t even think it could. At that time, Wren and I hadn’t hooked up, that came later. I think even she thought that my mind was preoccupied. It was. There wasn’t a day that went by in the first six months that I didn’t think about Jess, once, twice, possibly a dozen times. How could a woman do that? Get so underneath your skin that it made everyday tasks hard. I didn’t wonder about what she was doing with him anymore. It was just her. I missed her. Simple things. The small, seemingly insignificant things that I didn’t think would matter.

      “You listening?” A voice snapped me out of the past. Rowan stood in front of me, making it clear that he was in charge and everyone had better pay attention, especially me.

      Elijah sat across from me, his vest loaded with ammo, doing a few final checks.

      “Yep, he heard yah.”

      “We’re going to be dropped off at 42nd Street at the corner of Bryant Park. Fifteen of us will head up 7th Avenue while another fifteen will go up to 48th by way of Avenue of the Americas.”

      “What about the other truck?” someone piped up.

      “They are going to be stopping near the Port Authority terminal and then going up 8th Avenue. How they split off from there is their business. Right now you need to focus on our assignment. The target has been confirmed to be in Times Square.”

      “What are they doing there?” I asked.

      Rowan’s eyes narrowed. “How the hell should I know?”

      “You’ve been placed in charge, haven’t you?”

      He stepped a little closer and leaned down near my face. “If you have a problem, take it up with Sebastian when we get back. If you have a problem with me, I can handle that now.”

      “Like the way you handled yourself a year ago?” I replied.

      “Alright guys, enough with the pissing match,” Ben said.

      “How come they didn’t place you in charge?” Elijah asked Ben.

      “They did, I didn’t want to do it.”

      Ben had pretty much dropped off the map. He’d shied away from leading and chose to stick to what he knew best — policing.  Disputes were few in the first six months. After that people started to fall back into old habits. Stubborn characters emerged and riled others up. As they say, humanity loves drama. If people aren’t allowing it to happen, they’re creating it.

      The truck came to a halt and we all hopped out. Rowan in his usual “I like to think I have a big dick” manner started bossing everyone around and separating the pack. Surprisingly he placed me in his group, though I think that was so he could continue our feud. Our group was made up of Elijah, Ben, Izzy, Jess, Wren, Rowan, Baja, myself and seven others. It was a vast improvement over the odds we used to have against us. While you never felt safe on the streets, having fourteen other people to watch your back was reassuring.

      I shouldered my rifle and we jogged away leaving the truck in an alley. A few of them had been stolen in the past. This again only fueled the flames about gangs operating in the city. We had yet to see them. Since crossing paths with the pale ones, we hadn’t seen anyone except the dead. Of course they were always there. Shuffling around looking for their next fix like junkies. But today, we barely saw any.

      I turned to Baja as we pressed on. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Why?”

      My eyes darted around the rooftops looking for any sign of trouble.

      “Thirty people to bring in eight? Doesn’t that seem like overkill to you? And where the hell are the Z’s?”

      Baja screwed his face up. “Do you know how many people they killed?”

      “How many have we killed in our need to survive, Baja?” I paused. “Maybe we shouldn’t have brought them in at all. Have you ever thought about that?”

      “What is wrong with you?” He shook his head and ran ahead. The questions spurred all manner of thoughts, none of which I chose to dwell on long. What were we becoming chasing down those that killed? Had that not been the cause of all of humanity’s trouble? Creating a biological weapon to kill others for some justified reason. It didn’t matter though, did it? As long as groups of people continued to see themselves separate from one another, better than one another, we would always be destined to repeat the same mistakes over and over again. It was a never-ending cycle of fighting to protect and gain something from someone.

      As we ran west on 48th Street, everything about this felt wrong. We rounded a corner that led down into the major intersection of midtown Manhattan. A place that once would have been bustling with traffic and an ocean of faces now looked barren. The once brightly adorned billboards and flashing advertisements were dark and lifeless. Yellow cabs, tall tour buses and once expensive limos clogged up the road. Abandoned. Forgotten. Only the sound of our boots pounding the ground and old newspapers blowing like tumbleweed could be heard. Towering buildings lay in ruin. We climbed over concrete structures that had fallen and blocked off sections of the road. Our hands were blackened by charred metal.

      Ben came up alongside me. “You okay?”

      “If by that you mean, am I okay with whose idea this was, then no.”

      “I’m with you on that. This is unlike them. They have always erred on the side of caution. Let me see what I can find out.”

      Ben jogged ahead and met up with Rowan who tossed him one of his usual looks. As if someone was going to take away his baby rattle. Jess cast a glance over her shoulder at me. I met her gaze and for a brief second I sensed that even she knew this didn’t feel right.

      As we came around a corner that led up to what was known as the Red Stairs, one of several TKTS booths where people would congregate each day in the theater district, we slowed down to a steady jog. On the sweeping cascade of ruby-red glass steps were the eight men. Some of them slouched against the railing; others sat, while a few stood at the top. Upon our approach they stared at us but not even one of them reacted.

      With weapons leveled, Rowan began barking orders for them to get on the ground. In the short time they had been at the community we had learned the name of the one who had done all the talking. He went by the name Steadman. Whether that was a last name or first, who knew, who cared? I just wanted to get this shit dealt with fast.

      “On the floor.”

      I glanced around but didn’t see anything that looked suspicious.

      “Where are the other guys?”

      “Who?”

      “From the other truck. They should have been here by now.”

      “Maybe they got lost,” Elijah muttered with his eyes firmly fixed on the men.

      “Did you hear what I said? Get on the floor now,” Rowan yelled louder.

      Steadman pulled down the Afghani scarf wrapped around his white face. He smiled and raised his hands.

      “Oh don’t shoot,” he said in a mocking tone. A few of the others around him broke into a short-lived laugh. We were about forty feet from them when I noticed one of the men glanced up, another looked in another direction. My eyes darted around as I spun in a circle to get a 360-degree view of our surroundings.

      “Rowan,” I began to yell as from within windows all over all over the plaza rifles began to jut out. But Rowan wasn’t listening to a damn thing. Headstrong and completely oblivious to what was clearly ambush, he yelled at them, “I will shoot you and not think twice, now get down.”

      A smirk spread across Steadman’s face. He glanced at me and the amusement vanished.

      “Enough, bring them out.”

      “Rowan,” I shouted again. This time he turned and he followed my gaze to the roofs and windows. His eyes widened with the shocking realization that we were truly and thoroughly screwed. At the same time the group that was meant to be coming up from the rear were shoved out. Hands tied and no longer in control.

      Steadman slowly made his way down as if every single step gave him a chance to enjoy the moment. He danced down a few like a tap dancer. He spun a little as he reached the ground, then bowed. Gripping the assault rifle and moving it back and forth in front of him like a dancer’s stick, he got closer to Rowan. Encircling him he came to a stop in front.

      “Oh… how the tables turn,” he said, tossing Rowan’s own words back at him before slamming the butt of his rifle in his face. Rowan dropped down onto his knees, his face a bloodied mess.

      Steadman sniffed the air and tilted his head to one side as he pulled up in front of Wren and Jess then allowed his gaze to wash over the rest of us. Everything he did was with the total sense that he was now in control and we were royally fucked.

      “I guess you’re wondering where all the Z’s are?”

      Oddly enough, we hadn’t seen any on our way up, except a few stragglers down alleys. We had expected the streets would be full, especially Times Square. The city should have been crawling with them but we had seen nothing except bodies laid out in a vast number.

      “While you all have been hiding away in your little hole, we have been taking back the city to make it… you guessed… ours.”

      “Impossible. There were thousands of them,” Izzy said.

      He bit down on his bottom lip. “You’re right but it’s amazing what you can do with some hard work. Or should I say, incentive.”

      His eyes gazed around at the faces that looked down on us. “Maybe a demonstration is in order.” He slung his rifle over his shoulder.

      “We all know that Z’s must have their,” he tapped the side of his head, “noggins dealt with or they rise again. Now that would require a lot of bullets. Something we don’t have the luxury of wasting, but…” he paused. “Bring them out, boys.”

      Ten of his men pushed our second group out into an open space and forced them to their knees. He got this grin on his face like a kid about to show some cool invention. Behind them stepped forward two men with flamethrowers.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I yelled.

      “Don’t do this,” Izzy said. “We understand.”

      “Do you? If you did you wouldn’t have shown up here, now would you? I mean let’s face it. You have got to have been out of your mind to have thought we would have waited here for you to show up, if we didn’t already have the advantage.”

      “Look, you don’t need to kill them,” she said.

      “Oh, would you rather it be you?”

      He came close to Izzy, placing his hand under her chin. She slapped it away.

      “Yeah, maybe that’s it. Take one of them out and bring her in.”

      Jess and I ran forward but were quickly hauled back by four of his men.

      “No,” Jess yelled.

      Elijah went nuts and smashed one of the guys in the face before Steadman shot him in the shoulder.

      “Now anyone else want to be a hero?”

      He waved his gun around wildly. We watched as Izzy was dragged over to the others and they took one of them and moved them over to us.

      “Please don’t do this. Whatever you want, we can talk about it,” I said.

      Tears welled up in Jess’s eyes.

      “Um.” His eyes moved back and forth between Izzy and myself. “Perhaps you would like to take her place. Would you?”

      Fear spread across Izzy’s face.

      “Yeah, just take me. But let her go,” I said.

      I wrestled in the grip of the men but they held tight.

      Steadman came up close to me. “Who did you lose that you would want the sweet release of death?”

      He studied my eyes for a few seconds then let out a laugh that slowly tapered off. “No, I think you will live.”

      He motioned with a wave of the hand, and a second later, a burst of fire from multiple angles engulfed the group. Screams filled the air. I fell to my knees as flames consumed Izzy and the other fourteen. I squeezed my eyes shut unable to bear the sight.

      Jess wailed uncontrollably while several of his men kept a firm grip on her. I glanced up at Steadman and his face looked back with zero emotion. Cold, full of hate and unmoved by the death of innocence. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what had brought him to care so little about the lives of others.

      As the cries turned to silence, Steadman bowed.

      “Does that answer your question?” he paused. “That concludes our demonstration.”
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      Stripped of our weapons, we expected the same fate as Izzy. Instead, they released us with a message for the founders of Paradise. Concede or suffer. After seeing them, I couldn’t imagine they would attempt to take the colony. There were too many of us. However, it was possible there was more to this than what appeared. Why release us? Why not just kill us all and leave one alive to return with the message?

      We kept looking over our shoulders as we returned to the truck. All of us were sure that they were playing some game. Release and capture perhaps? But that wasn’t the case. All of us were in a deep state of shock. We couldn’t believe what we had just witnessed. He massacred them all in front of us in the most brutal manner possible.

      No one said a word as we filled the back of the truck and pulled away. Our eyes were swollen, red and our faces blackened by the smoke that came off the dead. She was gone. Just like that. One second she was breathing, the next no longer with us.

      Life it seemed showed no preference. No matter what you believed in this world, bad shit happened to good people. As the truck rumbled its way back through the streets, my thoughts drifted back to when my mother was sick. She had spent much of her final days at home throwing up. On one particular morning, I sat out back, trying to block the sound of retching. I picked away at a few blades of grass when my father came out. I remembered that specific time in my life as clear as if it were yesterday. He was never one for showing emotion; neither did he have deep conversations with us. Our father was a standoffish man who felt that any amount of coddling people only seemed to weaken them. In his mind, it was his job to make us strong.

      Though that morning, he didn’t attempt to give some spiel about how we would be stronger for it. I think even he was overcome by the injustice of it all. He sat down beside me out in our yard and stared at the pond. Water trickled down, a small waterfall that was then sucked back up again. Birds chirped and our dog gnawed on a bone.

      “Why her?” I asked my father. “She has only ever been good to people.”

      In my mind there were countless folks in the town that were good-for-nothings. If anyone deserved misfortune it was them. The world was full of mean-spirited people, those who would look down on others or find satisfaction in the misery of others. But our mother wasn’t like that. She was a good person; she didn’t deserve to have her life cut short.

      I could smell the aroma of freshly cut grass. Ours still needed to be cut.

      “You see how that section of grass over there flourishes. Every year, it’s greener than the rest.” He pointed it out. “Then there’s that part there which is barely green at all.” He reached down plucking a piece. “Doesn’t seem fair, does it? It all comes from the same place and yet some blades of grass grow tall and thick, while others brown in the hot sun. Perhaps there is something more to the picture than what we see. Some great plan that we have yet to understand. Or maybe, it is what it is. Some things thrive while others die before what we call their time. But there is no time. Death is death. People are people. Whether we believe they should get to live longer than the years they were given, it doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me. I don’t want her to die.”

      “None of us do. Eventually she will. We just don’t want to live with the loss.”

      “Is that so wrong? To want my mother to live.”

      “No, Johnny, but there are some things in this life that are beyond our control. Call it what you will. I’m no religious man but I’m sure that we are only seeing a piece of what is before us. Like a patchwork quilt,” he said remembering how our mother had created one for their bed. “Unless we see it fully, and from above, our understanding is limited to the extent of what we can see.”

      At that time, it meant very little to me. I was a young kid grieving for a mother who we would soon bury. I didn’t want a lecture; I just wanted things to remain the same. But they wouldn’t. My entire life had been in a constant state of change. It didn’t matter that I thought it was unfair. Life presented itself alongside death, as its equal. Giving and taking, they seemed at opposite ends of the spectrum and yet really they were one and the same.

      When the truck pulled through the gates and swung around into a designated parking spot, we all hopped out the back and were greeted by Sebastian and several other soldiers. It was hard to tell who got to him first. We wanted someone to blame. While Rowan had been placed in charge, he was only following orders. The directive came from Sebastian.

      He had only managed to get out the word, “Where…” when both Elijah and Baja plowed hard into him. They began beating him while the soldiers around us tried to pull them back.

      “She would still be alive if it wasn’t for you,” Elijah bellowed as he lashed out.

      Jess was in a complete state of shock. She hadn’t even got out of the back of the truck. Rowan and Wren were doing their best to try and hold back all of us who were fighting our own men. Fists were thrown as threats were made.

      We wanted someone to suffer for what shouldn’t have happened, but it had and no amount of arguing would change it. Like my mother, father and brother — Izzy and the others were gone.

      I pulled myself up into the truck and approached Jess. Her gaze was fixed on the floor ahead of her.

      “Jess.”

      She didn’t reply. Lost in a state of shock, there was no anger, just emptiness.

      “I’ll take her,” Wren offered.

      When the fighting died down and we dispersed our separate ways, Sebastian nursed a cut lip and one hell of a shiner. Someone would pay for that. While I hadn’t seen anyone punished in the community, I knew that it would only be a matter of time before they brought some law into effect.

      I returned to Baja’s home that day, all of us did except Jess, Wren and Rowan. I don’t think any of us wanted to be alone. Not that I think it mattered, as from the moment we entered each of us reached for alcohol. Ben grabbed up a bottle of scotch and disappeared into the study, Elijah’s choice was rum, Baja lay out on the bar and consumed everything and anything that was within reach.

      I lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply as I wandered up to the roof. A wave of sadness washed over me as I thought about Izzy’s words, her acts of kindness, her gags and banter with Baja. Tears rolled down my face as my chest felt the weight of it all. Leaning up against the wall I looked out over the ocean. How had it come to this? At least the undead didn’t know what they were doing. What on earth was to be gained through such a senseless act? Why had they released us? None of it made sense.

      I’m not sure how long I was on that roof before Baja appeared. Thirty minutes, maybe an hour. When he emerged he had a bottle of Jack Daniel’s in one hand and a bottle of Heineken in the other.

      “Johnny B. Goode. Go, Johnny, go, go,” he slurred in a drunken state as he staggered across the roof and collapsed onto the white outdoor sofa. I watched him swig back on the bottle before raising it in the air.

      “To the girl who never knew how beautiful she was. To the one that made every sunrise and sunset worthwhile. To you, Izzy,” he swigged his drink and closed his eyes. “I loved her, Johnny.”

      “We all did, brother.”

      “No. I really loved her and now she’ll never know.”

      I studied his face feeling his pain. There were no words to describe the loss that all of us felt.

      “She’ll know. I have to believe that she is still with us in one form or another.”

      He swung his legs around. “You were right, Johnny. None of this matters. We were never safe. It was all just an illusion.” He let out a chuckle before tossing his empty bottle at the wall. It exploded and glass scattered.

      “All I wanted was to…” he trailed off unable to even form words in his sorrow.

      “We’ll get them,” a voice said from behind us. It was Rowan.

      Baja starred at him. “Get out of here.”

      “What?”

      “If you hadn’t charged in there…”

      Rowan’s eyes darted between us as if somehow he thought I was going to intervene. I knew it wasn’t his fault. Wet behind the ears or not, he was just following orders.

      “Look, I’m sorry, Baja.”

      Baja rose to his feet, grabbing up another bottle. “You’re sorry?” he chuckled looking at me. “He’s sorry, Johnny.” One swipe of his hand and the bottle smashed against the table leaving just the neck end in Baja’s hand. He jabbed it out in front of him.

      “I should fucking cut you from ear to ear.”

      “Baja,” I muttered but he didn’t hear me.

      “Or perhaps…” he trailed off bringing the broken bottle up to his own throat.

      “No, no.” I moved forward knowing that all it would take was one smooth motion and his jugular would be sliced.

      Tears streaked his face. “I don’t want to deal with this anymore, Johnny.”

      Keeping my hands in front of me I felt as if I was on a tightrope hundreds of miles up in the air, knowing that even the slightest movement could mean certain death. I inched my way forward.

      “You think Izzy would want this?” Rowan asked.

      “Screw you. You don’t get to have a say in what she would have wanted,” he replied.

      “Baja, it’s not his fault. If anyone’s to blame, it’s Sebastian.”

      “I don’t care anymore. It’s all gone, Johnny. What little hope is gone. Hope…” he chuckled. “There’s no hope, no future, no nothing.”

      Dear god, please don’t slice, I repeated over in my mind as if I could will him to not do it.

      “Drop it, man,” I said. “Don’t. This isn’t the way.”

      “It isn’t? What is this then? Because all I see around me is loss. Maybe today we live but tomorrow someone else will be gone. I don’t think I can handle that, Johnny.”

      Baja for the most part had always been the one that had held it together. He found hope through making light of every situation. At least that’s what I thought. Others just thought he had a few screws loose but that wasn’t the case. He used humor as a way to mask all the shit he dealt with underneath. In some ways we all did.

      I was a few feet from him. I could see him pressing the glass into his neck. It was already beginning to cause blood to trickle down.

      “There’s no honor in this, Baja. I know what it feels to lose someone so close you can barely breathe without them. But she wouldn’t want this. Izzy wouldn’t want you to harm yourself.”

      “But it would be all over, Johnny. All the pain gone.”

      His words held some truth. It wasn’t like I hadn’t contemplated it myself. We all had if we were honest. It was strange how easy it was to fight for others but for ourselves we would give up so easily.

      “Maybe you’re right. Yeah. It would all be over but then you wouldn’t see the look on that guy’s face when you put a bullet in his head. You won’t be there when we see Specs again. You won’t be there when this hellish nightmare is over.”

      “It will never be over,” he shot back.

      Standing directly in front of him I lifted my hand to his wrist and clasped it slowly. As I began to pull down, there was little resistance. He dropped the glass and I pulled him in gripping the back of his neck.

      “It’s going to be okay, man.”

      There was a shuffle from behind. I glanced over my shoulder to see Wren. She motioned for Rowan to join her downstairs. He backed away with a look of embarrassment, confusion, possibly regret. I couldn’t imagine what he was thinking. Baja had unloaded all that he’d been holding in; all the tears hidden behind laughter, fear that he had masked with jokes turned to sadness.

      An hour later, in the silence of the noonday sun we sat smoking cigarettes, leaning against the stone wall talking about anything but Izzy. For over twelve months each of us had lived separate and in that time all of us had been slowly unraveling for different reasons. The truth be told, there was no psychologist that could have worked through all the shit we had experienced. We had to do it in our own way. As hard as it was, the loss of Izzy had snapped us out of the apathetic state that we’d been living in. Whether that was lying to ourselves that life was fine within the walls, or that we could live out our lives in quietness by ourselves. I don’t know if it was self-denial or what but we had bought into it. But the fight wasn’t over.

      “He said he wanted the community to concede or suffer. Concede to who? Them? There are far more of us than them.”

      “I’m not sure that’s exactly what he was referring to. If overtaking the community was in the cards, they could have used the fire the other night as an opportunity to get their men in the gate. Instead, they bolted.” I paused to take a long drag. The end singed orange and I tapped off some ash.

      “We need to talk to Ethan. Alone.”

      My mind turned to all the questions that I had for Ethan.

      “You think Sebastian is behind it?”

      “I don’t know right now. But one thing’s for sure. Someone is going to have to be accountable for the lives that were lost.”

      Baja ran a hand over his face. “I feel like an idiot.”

      “Why?”

      “You know, the whole bottle thing.”

      “Dude, there isn’t a handbook on dealing with grief.”

      “I’m sure Specs would differ,” he replied.

      I snorted taking another swig of my beer. “No, I mean, of course everyone has their opinions and I’m sure some overpaid psychologist somewhere has some seven-step formula but it’s all bullshit. The only way you come out the end is by trudging through it, one step and one day at a time. Eventually, and hopefully, things are better at the end.”

      “I really hope so, man, because…” he trailed off lost again in thought.
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      Arriving later that afternoon at Ethan’s, I assumed it would be peaceful. We were wrong.

      From the moment we entered people were yelling.

      “Go ahead, let’s see what the other leaders have to say about it.”

      As we came through the hallway that led towards the kitchen, Sebastian came barging out, his face red and bulbous. Furious, he barely looked at us as he pushed past and slammed the door behind him. The echo vibrated around the cathedral ceilings. From inside the kitchen I heard Ethan sigh. When we strolled in, he raised a hand.

      “Really, guys, this is not a good time.”

      “What are we not being told here?”

      “Johnny, we have a meeting planned for this evening. Anything that needs to be addressed can be done there.”

      “That’s not good enough. We all know how those meetings go.”

      In the early days, by that I mean the first few months in the community, the meeting that now occurred every three months was more frequent. Those in charge of the districts were open to hear from anyone. Anyone having a question would be allowed to go up front and share it with the others using a megaphone. That soon got out of control and every jackass was coming up and wasting time with meaningless questions that made you just want to get up and slap them silly. Some of the shit that was brought up, well, I will spare you the details.

      “It is what it is.” He poured himself two fingers of bourbon and downed it in one go.

      “Did you know about the order for us to be sent out?”

      “No.”

      “Shouldn’t something as risky as that have been decided on by all seven?”

      “It would have but Sebastian is taking matters into his own hands. He believes that I can no longer handle the responsibility of being a leader. He wants me removed from power.”

      “So he can handle district one?” Baja asked.

      Ethan didn’t even need to reply.

      “How long have you been butting heads with him?” I asked.

      “For as long as I have worked alongside him. You have to remember. This is not new. Before the apocalypse people were vying for position. Nothing has changed.”

      “But he’s already ruling over his own district. Why the interest in yours?”

      “Every district leader is assigned a task. As you know, mine is protecting the main access points and working alongside Annora studying the immunes.”

      “Look, I don’t care what your disputes are over. What I care about was burned up today,” Baja said. “Someone has to pay for that.”

      “And they will.”

      “Like today. Sebastian.”

      “Unfortunately we cannot make that decision as leaders. It falls on the people to decide.”

      Baja went to leave. “Well that’s pretty simple. Most of the people who were killed today were someone’s brother, sister, friend, or parent.”

      “Not exactly,” Ethan said pouring more liquid into his glass to calm his nerves. “You see, for the past six months, Sebastian has been making the rounds. Influencing the people’s views. Some of which have been making it clear that I’m not fit to protect this community.”

      “But it’s not down to you.”

      “No. But I oversee what needs to be done in order to keep people on the walls, and us safe from the outside.”

      I snorted, shaking my head as I walked around the room. “He was behind the men starting that fire.”

      “We can’t prove that and such an allegation is liable to land you in deep trouble.”

      “While you mention trouble, no doubt Sebastian will make it known that he was attacked today by Ben, Elijah and Baja. So what is the punishment? Exile?”

      “We don’t exile people, Johnny. But you are right. They will demand something. An attack on a leader will be taken seriously.”

      “What about an attack on Izzy? At least he has his life,” Baja said.

      “I understand your pain.”

      “Do you? Cause all I see is you hiding behind these walls. Barking out orders while we do the grunt work.”

      “Someone has to oversee.”

      “And that someone is seven people who tell others to go place themselves at risk.”

      “I know you lost someone today but...”

      “Don’t you even dare…” Baja said.

      “I’m not the enemy here, guys. I would have never given the order for you to go out there. It serves no purpose except to start a war that we don’t need.”

      “Believe me, a war has already brewing.”

      Ethan stared back, set his glass down and ran a hand over his tired face.

      “I knew it would come to this eventually.”

      “What?”

      “Maybe Sebastian is right. Perhaps I do need to step aside and let him run things.”

      “Are you out of your mind?” I said. “If. Just if, he is working alongside those men, you can be sure that this is just the first of many attacks.”

      “Like I said, you will have a chance to voice your concerns this evening. Until then you need to be careful what you say. Do you understand?”

      “I understand that what we are building here is unlike what you said in the beginning.”

      Ethan rubbed the sides of his temples as though a headache was building.

      “We aren’t doing anything different to what we said, Johnny. But things evolve. We find areas that aren’t working and so we improve them. That in turn means we may find areas which would be better governed by someone else.”

      “So you are just going let him turn the people against you?”

      “This is not a dictatorship. One man doesn’t get to call all the shots around here. That’s why there are seven of us. No matter what Sebastian has planned for this evening, the other five will need to agree before it will be accepted. I’m pretty certain Annora isn’t going to agree with him. She already has her issues with the way he is handling his district and the anomaly.”

      “He has one in his?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Have you ever thought this is all about the cure? Has he ever spoken to you about that?”

      “He’s mentioned it a few times. You know, brought it up in discussion briefly.”

      I nodded and said, “Then this evening we’ll bring it up. I think it’s time we got some answers.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Meetings were held on the green of Shinnecock Hills Golf Club, an expansive area that could hold more than enough people. While the meetings occurred every three months, and one wasn’t due for another three, they had pushed this through due to the recent loss of lives.

      More than usual turned out that evening. A sky of darkness enveloped us. Dotted around the green were tall fire torches. A platform had been created for the seven leaders. Everyone took a seat and looked on while they waited for it to begin.

      “I’d like to see how the hell he’s going to squirm his way out of this. To think he has the nerve to say that Ethan shouldn’t lead. We have seen more people die under his hand than Ethan’s.”

      I stood quietly by one of the many trees taking in the sight of people talking among themselves. Jess and Rowan showed up. She still didn’t look herself. People would always wonder how we could manage to focus on anything after losing someone but the truth was, it was out of necessity. There were only so many tears that could fall.

      “Keep it down,” someone said from up the front as the seven leaders took their seats like kings and queens. A megaphone was handed to Ethan. He thanked the person and stepped up to the podium.

      “Thank you for coming out this evening. As you are aware we have suffered another loss and this evening we are here to discuss how we move forward from that. There will be things that you disagree with, we realize that, but we would ask that you show respect for the decisions that will be made this evening. No matter if they support your beliefs. What we aim to do is for the good of everyone.”

      He handed over the megaphone to Sebastian who stepped up looking around and soaking in the view as if assessing his kingdom. Everything about him was wrong. The way he dressed, spoke and acted around others. It was if he thought he was destined to become the next president. If it wasn’t for the fact that he had such a way with words, and would follow through with any promise he made, people wouldn’t have liked him.

      “Good evening. I know that many of you are worried about the safety of Paradise in light of the recent tragedy. But I’m here to reassure you that things are going to change. That what has occurred will not be repeated. As you know, you are the ones that choose your leaders. We are not involved in the decision process, except in the need to agree on changes to be made. This is not a dictatorship run by one man, and nor will it ever be that way. You are the ones that decide the fate and future of Paradise. So I would ask you to carefully consider what must be done here this evening.” He moved around the stage eyeing the other six leaders. “There must be consequences for what occurred in section A. It is my belief and from what I have learned from others that the majority of people believe it is time Ethan stepped down from leadership. It’s unfortunate that it has come to this but the fact is, over sixty people have died under your hand.”

      “And what about under yours?” Baja yelled out.

      “Who said that?”

      People’s heads turned towards us.

      “I did.” Baja stepped out from the darkness with zero fear. “People of Paradise. Sebastian would have you believe that Ethan cannot do his job. But if we are going to discuss a lack of oversight then let’s not forget today’s loss of lives. Or has that even been made known?”

      “Silence. You will get your time to speak after we have dealt with the most pressing matter. The security of Paradise.”

      “Oh don’t mind me,” Baja said slipping through the crowd. “If security is what you are concerned about, let’s look at that, shall we. You, Sebastian gave the command for a team of people to go after those responsible for the deaths in section A. You knowingly sent us and others into hostile territory for what? For what reason?”

      “I won’t tell you again.”

      “Oh settle down, you stuck-up prick.”

      Sebastian’s nostrils flared and his eyed widened. He turned to the other leaders but they were keen to hear what Baja had to say.

      “It has come to our attention that most of you don’t know what happened in the city today. Sebastian will say that news travels slowly inside the walls but that’s not the case. You all know that there are runners who distribute news to the seven districts. Anything related to the loss of life receives priority. But according to those of you who we have spoken to this evening, that wasn’t the case.”

      “I will not be spoken to in this manner. Guards, arrest this man.”

      “Arrest?” Baja pulled out two Glocks from the front of his pants. “The only one who should be arrested is you.”

      Even I wasn’t aware that he had shown up at the meeting with handguns. It wasn’t permitted. All weapons had to remain at the gates. It was just precautionary due to the number of heated discussions that the community had got into, that and to prevent anyone from taking out a leader.

      “Come on. For what reason did you send us out there?”

      Ethan didn’t try to prevent Baja from speaking. He already knew his neck was on the chopping board. At least Baja’s outburst might delay whatever Sebastian had in mind.

      “People of Paradise. Your brothers, sisters, family members were slaughtered today because of this man’s need to bring to justice those who set off the explosion in section A. Now he will have you believe that it was necessary. That he didn’t know about the ambush we walked into but he did. Of that I’m sure. The message they sent us back with was strange. Concede or suffer, they said. Now I have to ask myself. Why would this group start a fire and then leave unless their actions were guided by someone else? Someone who is behind the curtain pulling the strings and trying to make Ethan look incompetent.”

      “Arrest this man now,” Sebastian yelled pointing at Baja.

      Three security guards muscled their way forward towards Baja. He raised the Glocks at them. “I wouldn’t do that if I was you. Believe me, I don’t want to kill you but after what I’ve just been through, I won’t think twice.”

      I rushed up close to Baja. I leaned into him. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “Raising a little hell, brother. Raising a little hell.”

      Sebastian could see this was getting away from him. He raised the megaphone to his mouth. “It does not change the fact that over sixty people died under Ethan’s leadership. What we are calling for is for him to step down.”

      Annora walked up to the podium. “We?”

      “All those in favor?” Sebastian bellowed.

      Hands went up all over the place. Hundreds, that then turned to thousands. He turned back to her. “The people are calling for this.”

      “Without the vote of the other leaders it doesn’t matter how many you get,” she said.

      “Then let’s see, shall we. Who is in favor?”

      One by one their hands went up. The only two who didn’t agree were Annora and Alexander from district four.

      “Four votes against three. I’m sorry, Annora, but it is what it is.”

      Baja pushed through the crowd until he was near the stage area. I stayed with him casting my eyes over the guards who were military personnel. Good people who just followed orders.

      “This is a mistake. If you allow this man to rule over you, you will see this place fall.”

      “Don’t listen to him. Guards, take him away.”

      “For what?”

      “An assault on a leader is a punishable offense.”

      I piped up. “When was that law brought in?”

      Sebastian ignored my question. “Go ahead and take in Ben and Elijah as well.”

      I cast a glance over my shoulder. Ben stared on in utter disbelief. Guards pushed through the crowd until they reached them. Within a matter of seconds, they had them cuffed with zip ties

      “What is the punishment?” I asked but again he ignored my question. I was beginning to grow tired of his bullshit. I couldn’t believe they were doing this. I bolted up the stairs that led to the stage to confront him. “What is the punishment?”

      “That will be determined. For now, they will be held until further notice.”

      “You can’t do this.”

      “No? Watch.”

      I went to grab the megaphone to speak to the people but he pushed me back. Big mistake. I swung at him and cracked him right on the jaw. He went down and the megaphone let out a garbled sound as it hit the ground.

      Before I even had a chance to do anything further I found myself thrown to the ground and zip tied.

      “Take him away with the others.”

      “Sebastian, don’t do this,” I heard Ethan say.

      “It’s already done. And you are no longer a leader.”

      “This is not what we agreed on when we founded this place.”

      “No it’s not but we must evolve if we want our people to survive.”

      Ethan tried to have a few final words but he too found himself being hauled away by guards. “You can’t do this.”

      “I can and I have.”
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      Paradise didn’t have a prison. There was no jail, so to speak but there were holding areas that were used by the four police officers. It was a cargo box from the back of a large truck. A steel container that had sections removed at the sides to allow air and light to seep in. In hot weather it was pretty much like a torture chamber. A person would literally sweat their balls off. More often than not people would only be in there overnight until they sobered up.

      “How ironic,” Ben said as he slumped down.

      With the steel doors sealed tight, we each handled incarceration differently. Baja beat on the side with his foot. And at the rate he was smashing it, he was liable to break a toe.

      “Let us out.”

      Ethan still thought he could negotiate. He pressed up against the side and was speaking to a guard who’d been posted outside. Elijah was moaning about how he should have never left Salt Lake. Ben agreed. I just paced back and forth trying to make sense of Sebastian’s actions.

      Frustrated that he wasn’t getting anywhere with the guard, Ethan smashed the side of the container with the palm of his hand.

      “I knew he would do this.”

      “Really? If you knew why didn’t you get him removed?” I replied.

      “It’s not as easy as that.”

      “He sure made it look easy.”

      He took a seat on the ground. “You told me when you came into Paradise you didn’t like rules and yet you have seen how important they are. But with rules and power there is the opportunity to abuse them.”

      I lay back against the side unable to grasp that it had come to this. On one hand he was right. Without rules to govern a society, chaos would occur. With rules, people could turn into dictators. It was a fine line and one that I wished we didn’t have to walk.

      “We should have stayed at the Fortress,” Elijah said.

      “Now you agree with me.”

      “Okay, I admit I’m a sucker for a warm bed, safety and food. But who isn’t?”

      Logic would tell a person that once you were safe, why would you want to walk away from that? In this new world where everywhere you turned danger was lurking behind a corner, you tried to make anything work. We’d spent so much time on the road searching for a safe zone that when we found it, we had just resigned ourselves to stay even if it wasn’t an ideal situation. But that’s the thing. It’s hard to domesticate those who don’t wish to live by rules.

      “Were you aware that large sections of Manhattan had been cleared by this group?”

      Ethan shook his head.

      “Whose decision had it been to expand beyond the walls?”

      “Sebastian’s.”

      “Perhaps he wants to move back into the city.”

      “And you think killing seventy-five people was his way of convincing people? We are missing something here. I don’t think Sebastian knew about those men. I do think he was an idiot for sending us out after them but smart enough to arrange a coup against the rest of the leadership? I highly doubt it,” Ethan said.

      “Maybe not. But let’s face it, if you are playing a game of chess and you want to win, you can’t immediately go for checkmate. You start taking out the pawns.”

      “I’m not following you,” Ethan replied.

      “I’m just saying. You take the route with the least amount of resistance. Where is the real danger for them? Our numbers. The armory.”

      Ethan shook his head. “I think you are overthinking this, Johnny.”

      I blew my cheeks out.

      “How is Annora getting on with her testing?” Ben asked.

      I’d given blood in a less brutal way than what I had experienced in Rikers. As it stood they had found a way to inject people who had been bitten by a Z and in turn keep them alive but it was temporary. Anyone who got bit needed to be injected on a weekly basis otherwise they would turn. She’d been searching for a permanent solution. We still hadn’t discovered what that was but the answer was to be found in us, the anomalies. With only six of us in the camp immune to a bite, there had been a lot of pressure on Annora to find a solution fast.

      “She’s still working on it.”

      “And if she finds it?”

      “Well, then we can turn the tide on this whole thing. It would still mean wiping out those who have turned. For them there is no hope. But for us, and future generations, it would help.”

      “I still can’t get over that they managed to clear the streets in the middle of Manhattan,” Elijah said looking dumfounded.

      “I don’t think they have. Flamethrowers or not. There were thousands of infected in the city.”

      “It’s possible that they have moved on.”

      “True but I don’t think they migrate like birds,” Baja chuckled.

      I stood up and looked out the slatted openings. “We need to get out of here.”

      “And then what? He’s just going to throw everyone back inside.”

      The frustration could be felt by all of us. None of it seemed to make sense. Why go through all of this just so a person could oversee two sections on an island? Sure, power could go to a person’s head but this was insane.

      “Whatever happened to the warden? James Fritz?”

      “No one has seen him since we pulled you all out.”

      “Annora must be curious as to where her father has gone.”

      “She’s focused on the task at hand.” Ethan snorted. “She’s the only one who’s not vying for power like that idiot Sebastian.”

      “What’s his deal anyway?”

      “We used to work together. Let’s just say that he had trouble climbing the ladder and has always been looking for a shortcut to get what he wants.”

      “But what’s he gaining here? I mean, sure he gets to rule over section A. But that just seems more work.”

      “I don’t think he just wants section A. He wants all of the districts.”

      “Let him have it. I’m getting the hell out of here and leaving behind this shithole,” Elijah said.

      That was easier said than done.

      We spent the night in there. Though it was warm in the day, it was freezing at night. Sometime in the early hours of the morning, I awoke to the sound of a bang on the side of the metal. I jolted awake. My eyes drifted over the others. I staggered to my feet and glanced outside. It was silent.

      Then, the back doors opened up. Standing beneath the light of the moon were Wren, Jess and Rowan. “Anyone order a wake-up call?”

      Baja rolled over and stared up at them. He glanced at his watch. “Five in the morning?”

      “Better now than never.”

      My muscles ached from the hard floor. Hopping out, I noticed the guard on the ground was unconscious.

      “Time to get out of here.”

      “We won’t be able to get out the main gates but we have another option.”

      “Please tell me it’s not via Shelter Island?”

      “Problem with that?” Wren asked.

      “Baja is not too keen on boats.”

      “It’s not that. I just don’t like the water.”

      Jess had an empty expression. She looked as if she was just going through the motions. The death of Izzy had torn her apart. It had affected all of us in one way or another.

      Rowan directed us towards a cluster of trees about a hundred feet away. “We have a jeep waiting.”

      “I can’t go,” Ethan said from within the truck.

      I turned sharply. “Are you insane? If you stay here, you will become his bitch.”

      “The people need me.”

      I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “Um, maybe you were not at the same meeting as me, but I’m pretty sure every bloody person on this island voted you out. It’s time to let go, Ethan.”

      “I can’t do that. I have to believe that there is another way to turn this around. Help him to see reason.”

      I stepped closer to him. “Trust me. Men like Sebastian don’t listen to reason. They never will. They only understand one thing — a bullet in the skull. And hell, I would like nothing more than to be the one who pulls the trigger but we are outnumbered. There is nothing more we can do here.”

      I went to leave.

      “And the cure? What about that, Johnny?”

      I spun around. “What about it? I’ve given my DNA. They have more blood samples from me than they could ever use. I’ve done my part, now for the first time I’m thinking about us. Call it selfish, I don’t care. We have stuck our neck out enough times and look where it’s got us? My brother’s dead, trying to help. Izzy’s dead, trying to help. I won’t lose anyone else.”

      “But…”

      “No. No buts. They have five other immunes. That’s more than enough to continue research.”

      “Go then. I’m staying.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Under the cover of darkness, we shuffled away from our hellish prison towards what had to be better than this place. What we once thought was freedom was slowly becoming what I imagined life in North Korea was like — everyone under the rule of one insane lunatic.

      It took us just over forty minutes to get to Shelter Island. Rowan had a small fishing boat down on Sunset Beach. It would take us across the Peconic River to Conkling Point. From there we could take 25 over to 25A and that would take us to Throgs Neck Bridge and on to the mainland far out of the way of Manhattan.

      Right now it was all about survival and less about helping anyone else. We had spent our entire time since Castle Rock risking our necks for others. It was time to move on.

      A small rowboat tied to a mooring post bobbed gently. We moved fast not knowing if we had been followed. As we piled into it and it rocked from side to side, Rowan and Jess stood on the edge of the dock.

      “You’ll find some weapons wrapped up in that blanket.”

      “You’re not coming?” I asked. My eyes met Jess’s.

      He shook his head. “No, we’re going to stay.”

      I was in no mood for hearing some story about how the people needed them.

      “Why?”

      He held on tightly to Jess’s hand. She looked a shell of her former self. Once strong, and confident, now she didn’t protest.

      “There is nothing for us out there.”

      Wren got back out of the boat. “I’m not staying here, Rowan. Whatever you think this place is, it’s changed and I’m sure it’s going to change even more.”

      “That’s to be determined,” he replied.

      She looked at him despondent and unable to comprehend that he would let her go. She sighed and looked back at me. “I’m staying.”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake. Not you as well.”

      I pulled myself up out of the rickety old boat.

      “Please tell me you haven’t changed your mind?” Rowan asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “Trust me. I’m not staying.”

      I pulled Wren to one side. “Come with me.”

      She cast her eyes down. “He’s my brother. He’s all I’ve got.”

      “And what about us?”

      She looked back at Rowan as if contemplating the situation. There was no easy way through this. Both ways didn’t hold much hope. If they left, they would have to face whatever existed beyond the walls. The undead, the insane and whatever else had mutated.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t.”

      With that she walked over to her brother. He looked more than pleased. The guy was holding the winning lottery ticket. Not only did he have my ex, he now had both of them. Love was a strong motivator but after a year inside the wall I was ready to move on — with or without them.

      “So be it. Take care of yourselves.”

      I got in the boat, grabbed up one of the oars. Ben grabbed the other and we pushed out into the dark waters. I didn’t look back. So there we were, Ben, Elijah, Baja and myself rowing away from all we had known towards the unknown.

      When we finally made it to the other side, the sun was beginning to peek over the horizon. As a warm band of orange spread across the sky and birds were trilling in the treetops I finally felt free even if I didn’t have Wren or Jess.

      We were pretty certain that Sebastian would send men out to search for us so we used the morning to our advantage and got as many miles as possible between us and the eastern shore. We had made it to the town of Riverhead when we heard trucks. Exhausted and with my thighs screaming in protest we sought shelter inside an abandoned home and waited for them to go by before we decided to venture out.

      “What about the men in the city?”

      “What about them?”

      “Are we going after them?”

      I stared at Baja. I knew where he was going with this. He wanted revenge for what they did to Izzy. As much as I would have liked to see them all dead, it would have been suicide to attempt to take on such a large group. Besides, we had done our time. What could be gained by going after them? Izzy was gone. That would never change.

      “No.”

      Baja stopped in his tracks as we continued a few feet ahead of him.

      “No? That’s it? You are just going to let it slide. You lied to me.”

      I came back fast keeping my eyes the road behind him.

      “Look, things change, Baja. We need to think about ourselves for once.”

      “I’m not going, Johnny.”

      “Oh c’mon! I don’t think I can handle someone else bailing. What about you Ben, Elijah? Do you want to stay behind too?”

      They shook their heads. They weren’t suicidal.

      “Use your head, Baja. We are four people. And you want us to go up against, God knows how many of them? That is suicide.”

      “If it was Dax you would have done it.”

      I blew my cheeks out. “Well, it isn’t.”

      “Oh, so what you are saying is that Izzy’s life meant less than his?”

      “No.” I tossed my hands up in the air. “I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      With my rifle in my hand I slumped down on an old dilapidated couch. The undead could be heard outside groaning. For once it was actually good to know they were out there. At least some things didn’t change.

      As we sat there in the quiet of the home chewing over what direction to head in, a noise like a can being overturned was heard below us. My eyes darted between them.

      “You hear that?”

      I got up and started looking around for a door that led down to the basement. There wasn’t one. We ventured into another room and that’s when we saw a trap door on the ground. I yanked at the metal handle and lifted. It creaked, groaning for oil. Below, steps led down into darkness. Ben pulled out a flashlight and aimed it down.

      “Probably a Z.”

      None of us were in the mood for endangering our lives. We closed it and were about to leave the house when we heard it again. This time it sounded as though it had been done on purpose. Three times it occurred. I tossed them a look.

      “Okay, let’s go see.”

      We descended down into the musty basement that smelled like water had seeped in through cracks in the foundation. The flashlight beam swept over dusty shelving units. I kept my assault rifle on the ready, Elijah moved ahead. In the corner of the room huddled together were two small children. They couldn’t have been more than eight years of age.

      As they cowered in fear, the look on their faces was disturbing.

      “It’s okay, we aren’t going to hurt you.”

      I placed my weapon down and held out my hands. “Come here. It’s okay.”

      Then we heard the metallic noise we’d heard upstairs. It was coming from the next room over. Elijah cautiously moved towards the open doorway. As he turned the corner he unloaded his weapon twice. All of us rushed in to see what he had fired at. Attached to the wall by chains were two adults.

      “What the hell?”

      They had turned and were now out of their misery. Turning back to the kids Ben asked them if it was their parents. They nodded.

      “We can’t take them with us,” Elijah said.

      “We can’t leave them here,” I replied.

      “Shit!” Elijah stammered.

      “We’ll take them back,” I said.

      “We can’t do that. The moment they spot us we are screwed.”

      “If we leave them here, they are screwed. Now you decide what you want to do.”

      Elijah leaned against the wall with his rifle down by his side. He reached into his top pocket and pulled a packet of Marlboros out. He tapped one out and lit it. Blowing out a cloud of smoke he motioned to them. “So we put them on the boat and send them over.”

      “No, that water was rough enough with both of us rowing but two kids… It’s going to have to be the main gate.”

      “Or we could just wait until trucks are returning and leave them in the middle of the road,” Baja suggested.

      I moved towards the kids and they flinched. “It’s okay. You’re safe. What are your names?”

      “Lukas and Kiera.”

      I studied their faces. “Who did this?”

      The boy looked at the girl.

      “He doesn’t talk. He’s mute,” Kiera said. “They had pale faces. There were lots of them. Our parents told us to hide. They came in looking for food. After our parents gave them some…” she looked as if she couldn’t even bring herself to say what they did to them.

      Whatever they had been through, whatever they had witnessed, it would stick with them for the rest of their lives. How long that would be, was to be seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      We weren’t going anywhere. I knew that the moment we saw those kids. We remained in that house for another hour as we tried to determine the best course of action to take. At first I figured it would just be a matter of getting them to the community. Sure, Sebastian had gone off the rails but there were others there that could help. It wasn’t like there was anywhere else they could go. The chances of them surviving by themselves weren’t good and going with us wasn’t an option.

      What they told us next, changed everything.

      “They have our sister.”

      “There are more of you?”

      The girl walked over to a side table and picked up a photo frame. She handed it to me. It spoke of better times. The parents were smiling, behind them an ocean. The two youngest were out front and a dark-haired girl off to the right.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Jade.”

      “Didn’t she hide with you guys?”

      “She did, but when they began hurting our parents she tried to reason with them.”

      Why would anyone think they could reason with the insane?

      “When they left they took her.”

      Elijah looked at me. “Oh no, no, no. We are not getting involved. We are leaving right now. Like you said. We don’t want to place ourselves at risk any further. Remember?”

      When I didn’t respond he strolled off and kicked the back door open.

      “This is not a good idea, Johnny. The best we can do is get the kids into the community and then get the hell out of here,” Ben said.

      “And the girl?”

      “We can’t help everyone.”

      I looked down at the photo frame and removed the photo.

      How many others had they taken? On one hand we could leave and live. On the other, we could raise a little hell. If we died in the process, well so be it. We should have died long ago. The fact that we had got this far had to mean something.

      Baja got this smirk on his face. He knew me better than anyone else. I don’t even know why it riled me up but the thought of people being taken against their will brought back a flood of memories. Apocalypse or not, no one had the right to supersede another’s will.

      “So when are we going over there?” Baja said as if reading my mind.

      “As soon as we have dropped these kids off.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was still early morning when we rolled out. The idea was pretty simple, we would get them as close as we could to Sunrise Highway and the first access point. Before leaving I had written a small note to Wren and given it to Kiera.

      “Whatever you do, don’t let anyone else see this.”

      I gave her the address of where Wren would be and then we left. The journey took us another two hours to reach the highway by foot. It didn’t help that we encountered a fair number of Z’s along the way. I was starting to think that we had wiped them all out. But that couldn’t be done. They were everywhere, whether that was in homes, below the ground or navigating their way through the forest.

      With a machete in hand, I hacked the head off some old guy who looked as if he had worked as a mechanic in his previous life. His head rolled across the ground leaving a trail of blood behind.

      “I still think this is a big mistake. I’m all for helping people but we don’t know this girl. Does it really make sense to risk our lives for someone who may just die later from a bite? Heck, her sister could be dead for all we know.”

      I stopped in the middle of the road and twisted around to Elijah. “Does any of this make sense? You know, I have been asking myself that from the day we left our small town. What is the purpose of existence if the world we knew no longer exists? What’s the purpose of helping anyone?”

      He rolled his eyes and continued walking. I fell in step.

      “Believe me, Elijah, I’m tired of helping others only to have shit thrown back at us but I will be dammed if I am going to die without having helped somebody.”

      “You have, Johnny. We all have. We don’t need to help everybody.”

      “I hear you. I really do. The odds are stacked against us. No doubt there. But what would have Izzy done? Do you think she would have walked away?”

      “We’ll never know,” he replied.

      “That’s right, we won’t.” I paused. “Maybe we should put this to a vote.”

      “At least then we can all have a say.”

      “Really? We had our say back in the community and look where that got us.”

      “There’s too many of them, Johnny. You would need an army of people to go up against them.”

      “I’m not thinking about killing them. That’s insane. I’m talking about going into the city, observing them, finding out where the girl is and then seeing if we can get her out.”

      Elijah chuckled as we continued walking the deserted road cluttered with charred vehicles. “Okay, smart-ass. So we go in there and get her out. Let’s say two of us get killed in the process. Now what? What good have we done? In our attempts to save one life we have lost two. This isn’t rocket science. It’s common sense. Salt Lake City, that made sense. It wasn’t just about saving one life. It was all about getting the cure.” He let out a laugh. “And look at where that has got us. No further ahead. But let’s continue on. The Fortress. That made sense, there were a lot of people and far fewer that we were going up against. Hell, even the Hive, which was completely crazy, made sense but this… no, I’m sorry, Johnny, but I’m not down with this one. We drop the kids off and then we are on our way. If you want to go in, that’s on you. I’m not going.”

      “He’s right, Johnny. I’m not doing it either,” Ben said.

      “Well, I guess then it’s just you and I,” Baja said spinning two Glocks around his fingers as though he was John Wayne.

      I shook my head. “I hear you. Maybe it is time we hung up our guns and avoided danger for once instead of running into it.”

      Baja slapped me on the chest bringing me to a halt. “Hold on a minute. You said you were in. What? So now you’re not going to do it?”

      I shifted from one foot to the next before spotting a Z twenty yards away feeding on the remains of a human like a buzzard. I lifted my assault rifle and shot it in the head.

      “I don’t know, Baja. I’m back and forth on it.”

      “This isn’t about a stranger who has been taken. It’s about justice for fifteen who were burned in front of us. Or have you all forgot? Izzy was one of them,” Baja bellowed.

      Elijah walked up to Baja and pressed his finger into his chest pushing him back. “Listen up, dickhead. If you want to go up against those assholes, be my guest but don’t drag our ass into it. Johnny was thinking clearly until you fogged up his head with your demented idea to once again play the all-American hero. Well, fuck your heroics. You want to go do it, go ahead but you are not bringing us down with you.” He kept pressing Baja backwards with his finger; I could see Baja starting to clench his hand.

      “Elijah,” Ben tried to get him to rein it in but he wasn’t listening to him. He continued to push up against him and bring up all manner of things that annoyed and frustrated him about Baja.

      “Just let it go,” I said moving on hoping that he would stop but he didn’t.

      The next thing I heard was Elijah shout, “Oh, you want a piece of me.”

      Instantly he was on his ass, and Baja was on top. He got a few more jabs in before Ben and I dragged them away from each other. The two kids looked on as if we were all demented. They weren’t wrong.

      The rest of the journey was quiet. Baja on one side of the road, Elijah on the other. Both of them pouting like little kids. We came down Riverhead-Hampton Bays Road which crossed underneath Sunrise Highway.

      “I say we cut them loose here and let them walk the rest of the way.”

      “You would. You coward,” Baja replied.

      “I will fuck you up,” Elijah yelled, trying once again to get over to Baja and give him an ass whopping.

      “Will you two give it a rest, for god’s sake?”

      As we got closer to the turnpike, we heard the rumble of vehicles approaching. All of us crouched down and sought cover within the many trees that lined the side of the road. One jeep passed, another and then another. It was the pale ones, heading towards the community.

      “What the heck? Are they going to attack?”

      None of us knew what to make of it.

      “Now it’s not about one girl. How does the whole community being in danger sound to you? You still want to walk away?” Baja said to Elijah.

      “It’s their problem now.”

      Baja snorted. “Yeah, just as I thought.”

      Once again we found ourselves pushing them back to prevent them from getting at each other.

      “Look at you two. You think this is going to help?”

      “Why the hell did you even leave Salt Lake? You have been nothing but a pain in the ass,” Baja muttered.

      “The only reason I came along with you idiots is because I thought that maybe, just maybe it would lead to finding the cure and sorting this shit out.”

      “Bullshit. You had nothing left for you back in the city.”

      I was about to take my socks off and jam them down both of their throats. Lying down in the undergrowth, we watched as another sixteen jeeps passed us.

      “What do you want to do?” I asked the others.

      “I still think we send them in. No one is going to bat an eye to two kids,” Elijah said.

      “We aren’t sending anyone in there until we have figured out what is going on.”

      “This is unbelievable. A few hours ago we were free and now we are heading back in?”

      “Wren, Jess and Rowan are in there,” I said.

      “No, I’m sorry, I’m not doing this anymore. You guys can go by yourself.” Elijah jumped up from his position and began to walk away.

      Ben looked as if he was caught in the middle. Unsure of what was best to do. “Elijah.” He jumped up and rushed over to him. “Hold on, man, this is more than just an act of revenge.”

      “I don’t care anymore what it is. I’m not winding up dead trying to save people who don’t give a shit about each other anyway.”

      “What are you on about?”

      “Look at us. We just spent a year inside those walls separate from each other. You went about your own business, everyone did.”

      “You never complained.”

      “Why would I?”

      “I dunno, maybe because I’ve known you since you were a kid.”

      “Ben, you don’t get it, do you? We keep risking our lives for people we don’t know and the ones that we do, well, they just turn away the first chance they get. Everyone leaves. Everyone.”

      I could tell there was more to this.

      “You’re on about your father, aren’t you?” Ben asked.

      Elijah pulled out a cigarette and lit it.

      “You told me to see him the day he died but I didn’t, and you know why?”

      “Because you hated him?”

      “No, I loved that man. All I ever wanted was to make that guy proud and everything I did disappointed him.”

      I was glad to see I wasn’t the only one with father issues. All of us had such diverse backgrounds. And yet we all had one thing in common. Troubled upbringings. We were all as messed up as each other.

      “He was proud of you, Elijah. Believe me. I know that,” Ben said.

      Elijah blew out some smoke. “But that’s it, Ben. You knew it. I didn’t.”

      “He found it difficult to tell you.”

      “But it wasn’t hard to tell you,” Elijah replied.

      Baja groaned, rolled his eyes and buried his head in his hands. “How much longer are we going to have to endure his whining? Your father was a dick. We get it. Get over it,” Baja said.

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. But one thing was sure. We were falling apart at the seams. On the surface for so long we had held it together. On the road it was only ever us. Our group relied on each other. We didn’t have time for meltdowns. But safety had given each of us time to reflect.

      “No, I’m done.” With that Elijah turned and walked away.

      “Where are you going to go?” Ben shouted.

      “I don’t know but not here.”

      Ben looked back at us. It was clear he was conflicted, pulled between two hard spots.

      He shrugged. “I have to go with him.”

      Baja military saluted him like he didn’t care. “Whatever, buddy.”

      The tension between us was thick. Rowan, Jess and Wren had gone one way, Baja wanted to go another, Ben and Elijah had their own reasons. I sat there, a little back from the tree line, and ran a hand over my tired face. Baja was stupid enough that he would have gone in alone and probably got shot the moment they saw him. I understood where Ben and Elijah were coming from, I felt the same but here we were with two young lives in our hands, and no idea of what Sebastian or Steadman were up to. No matter what decision we made, it was liable to be the wrong one in someone’s eyes.

      We had been cornered into some tight spots in the past but nothing we couldn’t figure our way out of because there were more than a few of us to decide. Now that wasn’t the case. I thought about what Ethan had said a few months into our stay when I had doubts about what was being built.

      “United we stand, divided we fall.”

      He believed that together we could rebuild and grow but if everyone took offense at decisions made eventually we would come apart at the seams. He was right. In many ways that’s what was happening. If we returned to the community, we stood the chance of being detained and punished for whatever they thought was a just reason. If we walked away, I would always wonder if Wren and Jess were suffering.

      “Fuck it all. We are going to have to do this alone.”

      “Suits me fine,” Baja replied.

      “Yeah, it would, you’re a nutcase.”

      “Whoa! I’m not the one with the daddy issues.”

      “No, you’re the one with head issues,” I said.

      There was no way we were going to be able to just stroll up to the gate, we were going to have to return to the boat and enter that way. The thought of returning seemed so overwhelming. It had taken us the better part of the morning just to get here.

      “I say we just go back in.”

      “Oh my god, Baja, and get tossed back inside that steel cage?”

      “Think about it. We can say that we had a change of heart. That we wanted to get on board with Sebastian’s agenda.”

      “Right. Good luck getting them to believe that.”

      “Well, I’m not walking back the other way.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I said turning to leave.

      “No, I’m dead serious. We are ten minutes away from the access point. It’s going to take us until the evening to get back around to the other side, maybe longer.”

      He was right. A journey that would have only take about forty minutes by car had taken us the better part of nine hours by foot.

      My mind was processing what he was saying and looking for everything that was wrong about the idea, then it dawned on me. Maybe that was the way to do this.

      “You’re right. You head in through the front gate. Take the two kids.”

      “Glad you are coming around to my way of thinking.”

      “No. I’m still going around.”

      He blew out his cheeks exasperated.

      “Listen, it’s perfect. They are going to let you in. You can go in there and tell them that you had a change of heart. In the process you found these two and decided to return to the community. They are going to grill you over where we are. You tell them in the city. They will go looking. I just need to get in, and find out what’s going on.”

      “Well, then just let me do it.”

      “No. Chances are they aren’t going to buy your story and they will toss you in the can.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Hell, for all we know they might shoot you on the spot.”

      “Well if they do, fuck it. I was already close to doing myself in anyway.”

      There was no easy way to do this. We had to get in and find out what was going on or leave. Those were the two options. I glanced over my shoulder at Ben and Elijah who were quite a distance away. It was insane. There was no other way of looking at this.

      Baja smiled. “You still care for her, don’t you?”

      “Who, Wren?”

      “No, Jess.”

      “I always will. But I’m not kidding myself. What we had is gone. It’s over. It’s in the past but that doesn’t mean I want any harm to come to her. I just need to know they’re all safe. If I walk away now it will eat away at me.”

      Again I cast a sideways glance down the road and could see Elijah and Ben in the distance. I kind of hoped they would have a change of heart but they weren’t returning. Slowly they would become a dot on the horizon. I turned to leave when Baja grabbed my wrist.

      “If we don’t make it this time… it’s been one hell of a ride, Johnny. Dax would have been proud.”

      “That he would.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        BAJA

      

    
    
      With Lukas and Kiera either side of me, I trudged my way towards the access point. There were very few things I had done in my life that were stupid. Well, I’m sure Johnny or one of the other guys could have reeled off a long list but that’s all subjective. But this had to be right up there with the time I tried to get into the Guinness World Records for rolling the biggest blunt. Now as far as I know no one had managed to get in for anything more than a big cigar. And that was a sixty-two-foot, twenty-pound stogie. I had big plans to blow that out of the water with an eighty-foot blunt. Unfortunately, police raided my secret pot farm. They burned the whole lot. That’s what led to my infamous joyride in my parents’ 1979 Country Squire station wagon. For the life of me I thought that the police were chasing me. Truth be told, the boys in blue had just wanted to stop me for a taillight infraction. Once they caught sight of a twelve-year-old at the wheel, that’s when shit got real. I honestly thought I was going to escape, I mean, I had seen The Dukes of Hazzard many times and those guys made it look easy.

      No, it wasn’t easy.

      Man, the look on their faces when I flipped that car.

      Yep, that was a stupid idea but this was far worse. Here we were approaching the front gate like lambs being led to the slaughter. I mean, how would this look? It was like escaping Alcatraz only to come back and ask to be let back in.

      “Stop right there.”

      I looked up to four men in the watchtower.

      “Baja?” Ray Colt asked.

      “The one and only.”

      “Where the hell have you been? You are in a whole heap of trouble.”

      “You think? Open the gate.”

      The large gate groaned as the pulley system engaged. We were at the first of the three gates. Once inside Ray along with one of the pale ones came over and took the assault rifle. “Sorry, but we’ve been given strict orders.” He glanced at the kids. “Who are they?”

      “Came across them on the way back.”

      He frowned. “Why did you return?” he asked as he loaded us into a truck and drove us the rest of the way.

      “You mean, why did I leave? Ten minutes out there and I knew it was the wrong choice. Place is still swarming with the undead.”

      He gave me a skeptical eye. As the truck rumbled through the final access point I saw the men from the city.

      “Who are they?”

      “Seems James Fritz and Sebastian have been working together.”

      “And you let them in?”

      “I didn’t have much choice in the matter. Our weapons were taken this morning. I also don’t think everyone knows. We were told if we wanted to stay alive, to keep following orders. I have a family to think about.”

      “But you know what they did to the others?”

      He got this faraway look in his eye. “Yeah.” He didn’t say much more after that. I think the realization of the changing situation hadn’t fully dawned on him. It came down to what you wanted more. For some, that meant saying nothing. For others they didn’t care who was in charge as long as their needs were met. And that was before the apocalypse. How much more would people be willing to back down if it meant having a warm bed, food and protection for their loved ones?

      As we arrived in section A, Ray had already radioed ahead to let them know that he was bringing in two kids and myself. We rounded a bend and standing near a truck was Sebastian talking to none other than James Fritz. The very man the resistance had fought against.

      This was wrong on so many levels. What the hell was going on?

      I would have been lying to say that I didn’t feel a nervous twinge in my gut. There was no telling what he would do. Ray pulled up behind the truck and we got out.

      “Now isn’t this peculiar. I’m quite intrigued by your little escape. Even more so, by the fact that you chose to return. I’m not sure which one I find more stupid.”

      “Sebastian, leave him be. Come this way, Baja. I would like a few minutes of your time.”

      “What should I do with the kids?” Ray asked gesturing over his shoulder to the other two who looked fearful.

      “Take them over to Bernice’s, she’ll make sure they’ve got what they need.”

      I cast a glance over my shoulder to them. Kiera knew what she was getting into. On the way in I had brought her up to speed on how we came to be here. What the place was like and how things were changing. Even at a young age she seemed to grasp the gravity of the situation.

      “Where are your men?” I asked as he led me into a small building that was used for offices.

      “You’re looking at them.”

      I cast a glance outside at the hundred-odd pale faces.

      “Shouldn’t you be in some bunker somewhere working on the cure with the rest of your mad scientists?”

      “My daughter is here.”

      “Your daughter doesn’t want anything to do with you.”

      “Of course she doesn’t. She’ll soon come around to our way of thinking. By the way, where are Johnny and the others?”

      “They went their separate ways.”

      “And why did you come back?”

      “Have you seen the state of things out there? Listen, I might not like that prick Sebastian. But I know a good thing when I see it. At least here I get a house, food and protection.”

      “Seems you pissed him off.”

      “He was the cause of fifteen people dying.”

      “Yes, I heard about that. That was unfortunate.”

      Baja snorted. “Unfortunate is dropping my tea, or having someone eat the last piece of chocolate. Burning to death fifteen people in front of us. That is insane.”

      “What can I say? It’s not what I would have done but there is only so much I can control. Like you all, they have their moments.”

      My chin dropped as I stared at the ground.

      “Are you having second thoughts about having returned?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “What direction did Johnny and the other two head in?”

      “Why the interest in him?”

      “Um, let’s just say that what he has flowing through his veins is of dire need.”

      “You have five others.”

      He studied my face. “Let me ask you something. Have you ever made juice from fruit?”

      “Do I look like I own a juicer?”

      “Okay, maybe not. It takes a lot of apples to make the right amount of juice. We think we may have pinpointed the genetic makeup for a permanent cure but it’s a delicate procedure that involves operating on the brain. As you can appreciate, the brain is a delicate piece of technology. The pineal gland holds the key. Unfortunately, what we believe must be done places the subject at risk of death.”

      “I don’t follow you. In fact, I pretty much slept my way through biology.”

      He chuckled. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is we find Johnny and bring him back.”

      My pulse began to race at the thought of him arriving on the other side of the island and being brought in for another one of Frankenstein’s weird experiments.

      “Best of luck there. Even if you could find him, I’m pretty sure you are at the top of his shit list.”

      “Well, that’s where I thought you could help. I was going to send out a team. Maybe you can direct them to the area you last saw him. Perhaps the others told you where they were going?”

      “What makes you think I would want to help you?”

      James Fritz leaned back in his chair tapping the arm piece with his fingers. “I’m told you have friends here on the island. Should I go on?”

      I shook my head.

      “So. I can count on your help?”

      “Not much I can tell you. They went one way, I went the other.”

      “But you must know where they were heading.”

      “Fritz. You must be mistaken if you think that a year together on this island has strengthened our relationship with one another. It’s torn us apart. In many ways we are strangers to one another. But enough about us, I’m curious. Where have you been all this time? And where is the good doctor? What was her name? Brenton?”

      “She became a liability.”

      “Oh, the whole let’s probe the human brain didn’t go down too well with her? I thought she had quite a taste for blood?”

      “A lot has changed. Those who worked with me became opposed to what had to be done.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure the whole killing innocent people left a bad taste in their mouth.”

      He studied me intently. “Do you know what the virus was created for?”

      “A biological weapon.”

      “Right. But do you know what it was meant to do?”

      “Give everyone makeovers?”

      “Not exactly. It would have been the most painless and effective way of wiping out an entire army. Imagine war without having to fire one single bullet? Without having to send in troops and suffer loss of life?”

      “Sounds peachy.”

      He got this crazy, wild look in his eye as if he was envisioning it right before him. “No blood would have been shed on the battlefield. Under controlled conditions, it would have been as simple as flying over and unleashing it upon our enemies.”

      “All for the good of America.” I fist pumped the air sarcastically. “But you fucked it up.”

      He looked despondent.

      “It was meant to do good. It really was. That’s why I need you to understand that what I am doing here is for the good of everyone.”

      “You know, Fritz, I really would love nothing more than to fluff your ego and all that good stuff but let’s face the facts. You have done more harm to people than the virus itself.”

      “How so?”

      “At least with the virus it has no choice in who it infects but you… You do. You have a choice in who you harm. The amount of lives you have destroyed…”

      He slammed his fist down on the table in front of me and I felt my heart leap up into my throat.

      “One day, people will look back on this and they won’t remember the infected. All they will remember is who cured them.”

      “So it’s an ego trip for you?”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Have you ever thought about changing careers, Fritz? You know, spending the remainder of your days working on refinishing a boat or rebuilding a car engine? Doing all the things you never had time for before the apocalypse.”

      Fritz got up and took out a box of large cigars. “Care for one?”

      “Depends. Are you going to go all Bill Clinton on me? Cause if you are, I’m out. I run a tight ship down below.”

      “I know you think what I did at Rikers was wrong. But what I am trying to do is for humanity.”

      “Hey, once the world goes back to normal maybe you can become the next president as you have some great one-liners that I’m sure a lot of people would be more than happy to swallow. Me, I’m very particular about the Kool-Aid I drink.”

      I took one of his cigars and used the cigar cutter in front of me to clip the end off. I lit it and walked over to the door.

      “When are your men heading out?”

      “Immediately.”

      “It’s a waste of time. I could point in the direction from here, and that’s is going to be about the best I could do.”

      He eyed me as I stood at the door with my hand on the handle.

      “Which way?”

      “West.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No, they might go north, south, who knows. There’s no point you sending men out. They know how to avoid detection.”

      “I’m curious, what would your friends think about you giving up this kind of information?”

      “Trust me, it’s not exactly betrayal. You asked for directions, I’ve given them to you. By the way, am I going to have any problems with Sebastian? As I really could use a beer and some sleep.”

      I puffed on the cigar blowing smoke in front of me to hide his ugly mug. I was growing tired of looking at it.

      “You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      “I’m sure Sebastian would disagree.”

      “He’s not in charge anymore.”

      I put a fist up to my mouth and stifled a laugh. “I bet he took that well. That has got to be the shortest leadership over a district.”

      “Oh, he’s still overseeing what takes place but he answers to me now.”

      “Don’t you mean, he always answered to you?”

      Fritz smirked. “You are very acute.”

      “I’m just glad you didn’t say cute. Can I go now?”

      He nodded.

      I pulled the door behind me and blew out my cheeks. The tension in my body released as I walked away and hitched a ride with Ray back to my place. I wasn’t stupid, I knew that he wasn’t going to let me or any one of us just wander around without being watched. After being dropped off, I looked out of the window and saw a vehicle posted outside. No doubt they had been given instructions to keep an eye on my comings and goings.

      Inside I paced back and forth. It was still the afternoon. It would take Johnny at least a good nine hours to get back to where we had left the boat. Unless of course he managed to find a vehicle in which case he might be there within the hour.

      I pushed back a curtain and glanced out at the two men in the vehicle. Amateurs. Did they really think that two guys were going to being able to watch over my every movement? I ducked out the back and made my way over to a garage that stored an old 1977 Triumph Bonneville motorcycle. I donned the ludicrous-looking black German style helmet and rolled it out. I pushed it through woodland surrounding the house and then joined a road a little further down. It took a few tries to get it going. It popped and rumbled to life sending a whole whack of black smoke out the back. Not wasting a minute, I set off on the forty-minute drive from Southampton, Long Island, across to Montauk.
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      I hated walking. Hell, even back when I was in Castle Rock and high school was only ten minutes away. My thighs were protesting at the distance I knew I was going to have to walk to make it back to the boat. I still couldn’t believe that Ben and Elijah had left us. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand their reasoning. It made sense. For a brief few moments I had even considered going with them. But that didn’t last long.

      I was in the middle of siphoning out gas from several trucks in the hope that I could collect enough to start an old truck I’d seen two hundred yards away. Searching the back of abandoned vehicles by yourself wasn’t safe at all. I jammed a crowbar under the trunk of a Ford and put my whole weight on it to open it. The metal creaked and bent. No sooner had it popped open than a hand came out, but not just one — three. Someone had loaded up the dead into the back of a car and left them to bake. I stumbled back, my heart racing. Sliding out a bowie knife I jammed it into their fucked-up skulls and silenced their snarls.

      I must have spent over half an hour gathering enough fuel to power a banged-up Chevy. The beauty about the apocalypse was most vehicle owners left their keys behind. Either they were bitten while in their vehicle or they tried to make a run for it. Either way, they had no need for keys. So finding a working truck was as simple as hopping in and turning over the ignition. Fuel was another thing entirely. Once the Chevy had enough juice, I turned it over and felt a wave of relief wash over me as it rumbled to life.

      Jamming it in reverse I backed over three bodies and carefully navigated my way towards my destination. Silence filled the truck. I was so used to hearing the jabbering of Baja or one of the others. It felt odd to know that we had come apart at the seams. I don’t think I had ever felt as alone as I did in that hour. The radio wasn’t picking up any channels and with no one to talk to, I was left with my own thoughts. That wasn’t a good thing. At least when I was at the camp or on the road with the guys, I didn’t have to think.

      It was being alone with your thoughts that killed you. You didn’t need to have Z’s chasing after you, or the living insane threatening to take all you had, your mind could provide plenty of torture.

      As I rounded a bend that took me from 24 on to Route 25 I slammed the brakes on. Up ahead were twenty Z’s. Several of them were feasting on the ass cheek of some unlucky guy who had probably been obese in life. It was one hell of a sight to see a Z with its head jammed so far up someone’s ass, I thought it was mining for gold. Their milky eyes turned at the sound of the truck. I jammed it in reverse and backed up fast keeping my eyes on them. I couldn’t have plowed through them. There were too many. I had taken my eyes off what was behind me for only a few seconds when I found myself slamming into a flatbed trailer. The Chevy coughed and spluttered and the engine died.

      “Shit, c’mon.”

      I turned it over but it wouldn’t start. The undead started heading towards me. The fast ones bounced along like apes. I banged on the truck. “Come on you piece of shit, start.”

      It chugged a few times as if trying to catch its breath but the rust bucket wouldn’t come to life. My chest tightened at the thought of being trapped inside while surrounded by twenty skin eaters. I kept trying but it was useless. There must have been a part loose or something dropped off. Who the hell knows?

      Thud!

      The impact of the undead against the truck made the entire vehicle shudder. Two of them bounced up onto the hood and began smashing their meaty paws against the window. The thought of shooting them through the window had occurred to me, except the moment I did that, the window would weaken and the others would crawl in. At least right now it was holding, even if it was cracking.

      I turned over the ignition again, each time the Z’s got even more agitated. Their jaws snapped up and down. An eyeball hung from one man’s socket. A female was completely naked. What the heck? Was she having a bath when she was attacked? It was fucked up.

      The truck wasn’t going to start, no matter what I did. I pulled my Glock and kept it in front of me just waiting for the first one to break the glass. I didn’t have to wait long. Its head came through first, the edge of the glass pushed back the skin on its face leaving only bone exposed. It was inches from me, snapping up and down. I stabbed it in the temple and let it hang there. It smelled so bad but with it plugging up the window it meant the others couldn’t get in.

      They were all over the truck blocking out the sun, smashing up against the windows from the front, side and behind. I knew it was only a matter of time before they broke through and devoured my flesh. I slipped down to the floor and pressed myself as tight as I could against the dirt-ridden floor. With my assault rifle in one hand, the Glock in the other I waited for the inevitable. The noise they were making was so loud I just wanted to place my hands over my ears but if I was going out, I was taking some of them with me.

      My body jerked at the sound of gunfire. Two shots, then six and then a flurry. Slowly light seeped in through the mass of bodies pressed up against the truck as they collapsed. With blood covering the windows it was hard to tell what was going on outside but someone was shooting up a storm.

      I didn’t move a muscle. With my heart hammering in my chest, the door cracked open. I just assumed it was a Z that had managed to get its arm caught on the handle. Shouldering the assault rifle, my finger twitching on the trigger, I was about to unload when I heard a stranger’s voice.

      “You can come out now.”

      I would like to say I leapt out of there and high-fived them but I didn’t. Hesitant at first, I slowly unraveled myself from my pretzel position and clambered up onto the seats. I slipped across and peered out, expecting a bullet to the head. Instead I saw four people, each of them looked different but they all looked like they had stepped out of a steampunk film. Their clothing was leather with all manner of shit tied to it. One wore a brown top hat and full-length leather jacket. He was also sporting goggles as if he was anticipating a sandstorm. A girl with bright red flyaway hair wore a leather corset with tight pants and was grinning. A Chinese dude had a sword over his shoulder and a gas mask on the lower half of his face. Another one wore a bowler hat, a white shirt and ammo across his chest. Who the hell were they?

      Gingerly I stepped out of the vehicle. They looked amused.

      “At least he didn’t piss himself,” the guy in the bowler hat said.

      “Yeah, remember that fella who actually shit his pants?” the Chinese one replied.

      They both started laughing.

      “Who are you?”

      “Your worst nightmare,” the girl replied. They stared at me all serious then burst into laughter. “I’m just shitting you. I always wanted to say that. Uh, gets me every time.”

      I snorted wondering if they were in some way related to Baja.

      “Anyone else with you?” they asked.

      “Nope, just me.” I turned back to the vehicle to see if I could get it started.

      “Where are you heading?” the girl asked.

      “Conkling Point.”

      “You’re going our way. We’ll give you a ride.”

      I squinted and cupped a hand over my eyes to block the glare of the sun. I tried a few more times to get the truck started before I gave up. I looked at the miles of road ahead and then back at them.

      “We don’t bite. Well, Axel might.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “What? I’m just saying you swing that way. It’s all good.”

      The Chinese guy eyed me with a look of embarrassment on his face. I grabbed up my rifle and strode over to them. They were driving a truck with oversized wheels. There was only enough space in the front for two of them, the rest of us piled in the back. The truck bumped away down the road. My eyes drifted over them, still not convinced that they were safe

      “Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to take a ride with strangers?” the guy in the bowler hat said.

      The girl slapped him. “Brolin, shut the hell up.”

      “I’m just having a little fun. You are so uptight.”

      He stood up and grabbed a hold of the truck’s light bar. I glanced at the huge machete he had attached to the side of his leg.

      “So what’s your name?” the girl asked.

      “Johnny.”

      “Rayne. This is Brolin, guy driving is Lincoln and of course, Axel.”

      At the sound of his name he looked over at me.

      “So you’re from that community?”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “We saw you come over on the boat.”

      I nodded. “Where are you guys living?”

      “Orient Point at the far end.”

      “Is it safe?”

      “We’ve made it as safe as it can be. There is only one way in via the main road. The other is by using the beach around Dam Pond.”

      I wondered how many other towns were doing the same. Living in areas where there was only one road in and out. It certainly made it easier to protect.

      “How come you haven’t visited the community?”

      “And deal with all their rules? Screw that,” Brolin said looking down.

      “What about where you are? Don’t you have people ruling over what happens?”

      “Fuck no. Why would we need that headache?”

      “I dunno, to prevent people getting out of control?”

      Brolin burst out laughing. “I think you’ve spent far too long behind those walls.”

      Rayne continued staring at me. “Why are you going back by boat?”

      Brolin was intrigued by her question. He waited for me to reply. All of them did.

      “Let’s just say that things aren’t what they used to be. I need to check in on a friend. Discreetly.”

      She nodded.

      “You left the place, didn’t you? Where are the others?” she asked.

      “They went their separate ways. One of them went back into the camp through the main gate.”

      Brolin tapped out some tune on the top of the truck with his hands. “That’s why we stayed away from the place. Communities rarely bring people together; instead they tear people apart. Everyone is in everyone’s business. Everyone has his or her opinion on what everyone else should be doing. Screw that shit. We go where we want, when we want. None of us tell the other what to do. If it gets them killed, tough shit.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “You don’t care about surviving?”

      He looked back at me. “Of course we do, but not if it means giving up our personal freedom. I mean think about it. What is freedom? Abiding by a set of rules that some chump has thought up?”

      “There are seven that make decisions.”

      “Seven, one, who gives a rat’s ass? You still are going to end up being someone’s bitch.”

      I kind of liked his way of thinking. It was refreshing after spending the past year feeling confined. What was freedom? America was meant to be the land of the free, but was it really? Long before the apocalypse I had learned about people wanting to live off the grid. Good folks who just wanted to live a peaceful life unattached from city utilities. Could they do it? No! Some of them ended up being dragged through court. Of course there would always be those who would rant about how rules prevented anarchy. In many ways it was a two-edged sword. There wasn’t a right or wrong approach that suited everyone. But everyone should be given the right to determine that for themselves.

      “In all fairness the rules were created in response to what people were seeing not work in the community. It’s not all bad and believe me, I don’t like rules as much as you.”

      “I doubt that,” Brolin replied.

      We continued driving for another ten minutes before Lincoln slowed the truck down. He hopped out and instinctively they all knew what to do. A large number of Z’s were clogging up the road in front of them. All four of them dropped down to a knee and began picking them off one by one. It was quite something to see. No one told the other what to do. They just did their part. If only it could have been that way among our group. We were like a disjointed family that couldn’t agree on what TV show to watch.

      Axel looked back at me. “You gonna help or just sit there?”

      I shrugged, hopped up behind the light bar and rested the gun on the top. In two fast bursts, bullets tore through heads and like dominos they dropped in front of us.

      “Never gets old,” Brolin said hopping back in the truck with a bounce in his step.

      “So how many of you are there?”

      “About two hundred.”

      “I’m surprised we haven’t seen you in the city.”

      “We go in. Just under the cover of darkness.”

      “A little dangerous.”

      “Yeah, if you’re an idiot.”

      They peeled away. The rest of the journey was zombie free. When we arrived at Conkling Point I hopped out.

      “Heads up. You might want to keep your eyes open for a group of men who wear shemaghs. They killed fifteen of ours for nothing.”

      Lincoln nodded. “We’ve seen them. If they come, we’ll be ready.”

      I didn’t know if he was naive or dead serious. His face showed little emotion.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I said patting the side of the truck.

      “Tell me something,” Axel asked. “You hooked up with anyone?”

      They all burst out laughing, to which he responded, “Oh shut up.”

      “Yeah, actually I am. Good girl too. Well, I think I am.”

      It dawned on me that I wasn’t sure where I stood with Wren. A wave of guilt washed over me at the thought that I hadn’t answered her question about whether or not she was important to me. The truth was, I hadn’t spent a great deal of time thinking about it. I simply went with the flow.

      “Too bad,” Axel said. Lincoln patted him on the back as though soothing his wounded heart.

      “Anyway, thanks again.”

      They nodded and studied me as I made my way down to the boat. Not once had they asked if I wanted to head back to where they lived. They were cautious. That was smart. You couldn’t be too careful now. As I hopped into the boat that was tied to a mooring post, I glanced back at them. There was something about their group that I was drawn to. Maybe it was the sense of unity. The very thing that we once had.
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      The resistance hadn’t put up much of a resistance. At first I scoffed at the very thought of how quick they were to accept James Fritz and his psycho army. Then I realized that Ray was right, not everyone knew. Jess sat with both hands clasped together, it was almost like she couldn’t fathom that it had come to this.

      “Are you sure?” Rowan asked.

      “Go see for yourself.”

      “No, it’s impossible Ethan wouldn’t allow it. Neither would any of the leaders. They were the very ones that fought back against Fritz in the city.”

      “Listen, I’m just telling you what I saw and what he told me. Now I don’t know what has happened to the other six leaders but I’m pretty sure anyone who objected would have been dealt with in a swift manner.”

      “Leaders or not. The people wouldn’t allow it,” Rowan replied looking out the window as if Fritz’s men would be patrolling the streets.

      “All I know is that they have seized the armory. So whatever weapons the people had at their disposal they don’t have them now. Three thousand people or not, it doesn’t matter. They are seizing back weapons that anyone has. If anyone resists, they are shot immediately.”

      Rowan shook his head and paced back and forth. “It can’t be.”

      “I saw it with my own eyes on the way over here. Douglas Randall tried to put up a fight. He’s dead now.”

      “We need to fight.”

      I frowned. “Didn’t you just hear what I said?”

      “We need to get out of here,” Jess said, objecting to Rowan’s idea.

      I’d never seen her look so fearful. Losing Izzy had broken what little inner strength she had left. In times gone by she might have been ready to fight but not now.

      “That’s not the worst of it.”

      I brought them up to speed on what Fritz had said about the cure.

      “Johnny is on his way here.”

      “What?” Wren exclaimed

      “He wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “Why didn’t he just come in with you?”

      “And get thrown in the can?”

      “But that could have happened to you.”

      “Might still. But at least with one of us out, we stand a chance.”

      “Does he know about what Fritz needs?”

      “No.”

      Rowan looked as if he was contemplating what to say next. “If they see him, he’s screwed.”

      Wren immediately jumped up and headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Rowan asked.

      “To warn him.”

      “Might be too late for that.”

      “I’m not just going stay here and do nothing.”

      I looked at Jess, she was beside herself with worry. But I didn’t think it was for Johnny. Something had broken inside of her. We all had experienced so much on the road. Everyone was bound to reach their breaking point eventually. For her, it was now.

      Jess got up to leave and Rowan grabbed her arm. “It’s best if we stay, Jess.”

      “And let them kill us the way they killed Izzy?”

      “Then we fight.”

      “Fight? Are you out of your mind? There are hundreds of them. You saw yourself,” Wren said.

      The resistance was not comprised of three thousand people, it amounted to about three hundred who were initially part of the first thousand. So the idea that they could have immediately fought back wasn’t smart without access to the armory.

      “She’s right,” I said. “Whatever home you think you can have here, it’s gone. It’s over.”

      Wren was already out of the door. Rowan chased after her. She had jumped in a jeep and was about to leave when he stood in front with his hands out. “Just wait a minute.”

      “What is there to wait for? We should have left with them.”

      “And go where? Where is home? This is our home.”

      “Not anymore,” I said drawing closer.

      “Listen, just give me half an hour. Maybe I can work out some kind of deal with Fritz,” Rowan said.

      “I highly doubt it. If anyone is at the top of his shit list it’s you. You screwed him over at the Hive.”

      “He doesn’t know that. I’ll reason with him.”

      I shook my head and walked up to Rowan. “Just forget it, Rowan, we need to leave now.”

      Rowan’s head dropped. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he knew that if Fritz was now in control of the community, no one was safe.

      “Alright let’s go. Jess,” he shouted towards the house and then told Wren they would grab a few things before they left. When Jess didn’t reply, he frowned and called for her again.

      “I’ll go see,” I said. When I returned to the house, I called for her but there was no response. I entered the kitchen and noticed a note on the counter. It read: I’m not leaving until he’s dead.

      “Shit!”

      I charged out of the house. “She’s going to kill Fritz.”

      “Wh… What?” Rowan stammered.

      “Jess, she’s going to kill him.”

      I slapped the note against his chest and hopped in the vehicle.

      “I’m going with you,” Wren said.

      “No. You go meet with Johnny. Wait for us by the beach. If we don’t return by nightfall — leave.”

      “But…”

      “No buts, Wren. You have to promise me you will get the hell away from this place,” Rowan bellowed.

      She stared back at him with her mouth partly open.

      “Promise.”

      “I promise.”

      Rowan kissed her on the forehead before jumping in the other side. I gunned it out of there hoping to catch up with Jess before she reached section A.

      “She couldn’t have got far on foot.”

      “Not if she took the motorbike out back.”

      Rowan slammed his fist against the dashboard. “Shit, Jess.” His eyes were scanning the road ahead. A look of desperation masked his face. It was a good forty-minute drive, thirty if you really drove hard. We passed by several guards patrolling. No doubt they were keeping an eye out and making sure that no one decided to resist. One of them stared at us as we shot by. I looked in the rearview mirror and saw him dart out into the road. He was speaking on his radio, no doubt alerting section A to our arrival.

      “If I lose her…” Rowan trailed off.

      It had been strange to see the development of his relationship with Jess. I’d been so used to seeing her with Johnny. It just felt wrong, but it was clear he cared for her.
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      I hadn’t even made ground on the other side when I saw Wren standing by the beach. She kept shifting her position and looking around as if someone could be watching. Water lapped against the side of the boat as it crunched against the bottom of the beach. I hopped out feeling water soak into my boots.

      “I hope you haven’t been waiting there since we left,” I smirked.

      “You need to get out of here now.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Well, that wasn’t the response I was hoping for.”

      “Fritz is here.”

      My eyes scanned the beachfront and tree line.

      “They’re taken over the community.”

      I started walking towards the tree line and she kept getting in front of me.

      “Aren’t you listening? If he sees you, you will be pulled aside.”

      “Where are the others?”

      “Don’t you get it? You are going to die.”

      I was still trying to grasp the fact that he was back. I raised my hand. “Slow down.” Everything she was saying was coming out too fast. She was being carried away by her emotions. I motioned for us to get behind a small cluster of trees so that we’d be out of sight of prying eyes.

      “Start from the beginning.”

      “There is no time.”

      I shifted my weight on one foot. “I’ve just traveled a long distance to get here. I’m not going to just up and leave. Now settle the fuck down and tell me what’s going on?”

      “The pale ones are here.”

      “I already know that.”

      She brought me up to speed on what Baja had told them. When she was finished, I sat down on a stump.

      “Now you know why it’s important that you get out of here.”

      “Does he have the other five?”

      “I imagine so.”

      “But that’s not…” she trailed off and I caught an edge in her voice.

      “Not what?”

      “Jess went after him.”

      I stood up fast and felt the blood rush to my feet. I felt dizzy. Steadying myself against the side of a tree I breathed slowly.

      “Rowan and Baja went after her.”

      “Shit.”

      We stood there for a few minutes. The sound of waves lapping against the shore and wind blowing through the trees was the only thing that could be heard. A few starlings broke away from the trees. My immediate thought was to rush after Jess but if Wren was right, the chances of getting close without being seen were slim.

      “She’ll be stopped before she even gets close to him.”

      Wren looked lost as if for the first time in her life she didn’t know what to do. That was the thing about living in a community. Unless you had experienced life outside of the walls and been forced to fight your way out of situations, the natural instinct was to be compliant. Almost no one except those who were military was ready to fight. They were normal families, brothers, sisters, mothers, fathers, aunts and uncles. Most of them had to be taught how to fire a weapon, and while most had learned, they weren’t ready to go up against Fritz and his squad. Hell, even we weren’t. The logical thing was to flee. But that was no longer an option, not without the others. I groaned wishing Elijah and Ben were here. Ben would have known what to do.

      “I need to see what’s happening.”

      Wren let out a heavy sigh. She turned and started heading back to a lone car parked up near the beach. “Where are you going?”

      “If we are doing this, you are going to need to change out of those clothes. Leaving a wet puddle behind you is going to attract all the wrong attention.”

      I trudged behind her, my feet squelching in my boots. I cast a glance over my shoulder across the water. I wished I had asked the others to help, the ones I’d met along the way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It took us another thirty minutes to reach the house. Inside I stripped off and slipped on some of Rowan’s clothes. Even though they had been washed they still carried his stench. He was a little taller than I was, so I had to roll up the pant legs slightly. I threw on a hoodie and looked at myself in the mirror before joining Wren in the living room. She paced back and forth and then peered nervously out the window.

      “Wren. It’s going to be okay.” She didn’t buy it. “After we get the others, we’ll leave.”

      “And go where?”

      “This is not home,” I replied.

      “It’s all I’ve known. Being with Rowan.”

      I walked over to her and took a hold of her, she leaned into me, her body was warm. I could feel her chest rise and fall. She lingered there for a moment while I ran a hand through her hair. In many ways her relationship with Rowan was like Dax and me. All we had ever known was growing up together in a small town. Life without him felt empty.

      “Come on, let’s go.”

      She kept a firm grip on my hand as we returned to the car and drove out. She drove while I sat in the passenger side with a gun on my lap below a blanket. As we came along Route 27 heading for section A, we noticed up ahead there was a roadblock. Multiple vehicles were being inspected by Fritz’s men.

      “What now?” Wren looked panicked. I hadn’t ever seen her this way.

      “Just play it cool.”

      “And what if they ask for our ID cards?”

      Since living in the community required a certain amount of oversight, everyone was issued an ID card. It was nothing more than a snapshot, and a few details about who you were and what district you were a part of.

      “They are probably just doing routine checks.”

      “For what?”

      The car crawled ahead. “We’ll soon find out.”

      There were two cars ahead of us. The men went either side of the vehicle holding assault rifles in their hands. They were checking ID cards. As they waved on the car ahead of us, we moved up into place. Wren brought the window down.

      “ID’s.”

      “Right,” she said fumbling through her jacket. She produced it and handed it off to him. He glanced at her then brought the card up. He got on his radio for a few seconds. Meanwhile the other one was staring through the window at me. I wasn’t looking directly at him. My head was slightly dropped.

      “And yours?”

      “He doesn’t have one yet. He only arrived a day ago.”

      My hood was up partially hiding my face. My hand was on the trigger below the blanket. The guy on my side tapped on the window with the barrel of his gun. I brought it down.

      “Step out of the car.”

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Get out.”

      As I shifted in my seat, I brought the gun up with the blanket. The man stepped back slightly to allow me enough room to get out. That was all I needed. Straight through the open window I fired. A spray of red mist covered the car as it hit an artery. I turned the gun but didn’t even need to, Wren had already fired off a round. It all happened in a matter of two seconds. Both men dropped to the ground and began bleeding out.

      “Go, go,” I yelled. She gunned the accelerator and we powered out of there. Behind us I saw a few people get out of their cars to check the men.

      “We need to get off Route 27.”

      Wren yanked the wheel at the next turnoff and we disappeared down a back road. We figured they would probably have roadblocks every few miles to coincide with the different districts. Fritz was already on the search for me. I chewed over what Wren had told me about Fritz thinking they had found a way to create a permanent cure. Was that true? Annora had been working all year to try and find something that would last but the closest she had got was managing to keep the virus at bay for a month, then all signs of the infection would begin to show up.

      We continued following the winding roads around until we got closer. We abandoned the car in a cluster of trees a mile from section A. The remainder of the way we went by foot. Upon reaching the first line of houses we ducked through the backyard, down the side and came out in a small cul-de-sac. Just as we were about to step out of the brush, two military vehicles came rumbling in. We did the first thing we could think of and entered the nearest house whose door was open. Slamming the door behind us, we tried to catch our breath. It was only when we heard a noise that we saw the family. A man, a wife and two small children. They looked on wide-eyed and worried.

      “It’s okay, we’re…”  I didn’t even get the words out when Wren tapped me. I turned and saw the silhouette of several men coming towards the door through the glass. They were fanning out, going house to house. No doubt they were looking for me.

      We turned and our eyes started darting around the house looking for any place to hide. The man looked at us and then indicated a small closet below the stairs. The wife protested but he seemed to understand our predicament. We didn’t waste a second. We entered a small black hole beneath the stairs. I say hole as that was all it amounted to. It housed an old vacuum cleaner, a mop and a few boxes. There was zero room to move around.

      A loud knock at the house door startled me. It wasn’t a knock as much as a fist banging hard against it. They were coming in.
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      Jess hadn’t made it there. With all the roadblocks we had managed to catch up with her. Rowan jumped out of his vehicle and in true caveman style yanked her off the bike and carried her back to the jeep. She was cursing and smacking him all the way. I’m surprised she didn’t take an eye out with the way she was clawing at his hair and face. When he reached the jeep he tossed me the keys to the motorbike.

      “You drive it back.”

      “Rowan, put me down,” Jess was yelling

      “I’ve never driven one.”

      “Well, now’s your time to learn.”

      My eyes widened at the thought of it. All my life I had driven regular cars. Never once had I got on a motorbike. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the things, but after seeing someone have a gnarly accident, I just gave them a wide berth.

      “You know what, it’s probably best you drive it.” I tossed the keys back. He blew out his cheeks and tossed Jess in the rear seat. “Now behave. Holy crap, what the hell did you think you were doing?”

      “Izzy’s dead because of that bastard.”

      “And you think you are going to change matters by acting all suicidal? You wouldn’t have got within spitting distance of that guy.”

      “At least I would have tried.”

      “Listen, I’m not going to argue with you now, enough is enough.”

      I guessed all the yelling caught the attention of Fritz’s men as they were making their way down to us.

      “What is going on?”

      “It’s nothing,” Rowan said. “Just a family dispute.”

      “Show your ID’s.”

      One by one we pulled them out and handed them over. They radioed back in our details. We fully expected them to yank us over to a truck and haul us away but they didn’t.

      “Just get that heap of shit off the road.” The one guy gave a nod to the bike.

      “Will do.” Rowan tossed Jess a disapproving look before he went over and got on the bike. It rumbled to life, he turned it back around and shot by us without even a nod or glance.

      “Don’t say a word,” Jess said as I got into the jeep. “Just get me home.”

      I did a huey in the road and started heading back just grateful that none of us had ended up with a bullet in us. The journey back to Montauk was slow and for the most part Jess said nothing.

      “We all miss her, Jess.”

      “Don’t you even dare.”

      “I miss her more than anything. Hell, I loved Izzy but do you think she would have wanted you to do this?”

      “You sound like Johnny.”

      “Yeah, well maybe he talked some sense into me. Perhaps I can do the same for you.”

      The relationship between myself and Jess had always felt a little odd. If it wasn’t for Johnny dating her, I doubt we would have ever given each other a passing look in the hallways of our high school back in Castle Rock. When I’d learned that Johnny started seeing her I had to admit, I was kind of weirded out by it. Back then she was the new girl in town. Johnny had a thing for anyone that looked lost and new. It probably didn’t help that her father was a cop. I was pretty sure he had told her to stay away from our group.

      Our group were the oddballs, hers the influential, Izzy’s well… her father was in everyone’s business. Then of course there was Dax, he was just in a category of his own. So much had changed in the time we had been together. The year inside the community had drawn us back into our social cliques. Even in an apocalypse it could happen. People were people at the end of the day. Given enough peace, people soon gravitated back to who they were before the upheaval.

      “I kind of feel bad.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Well you know, the way things turned out for you and Johnny. I wished I hadn’t opened my mouth now.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I don’t know about that. Seems that way. Anyway, I just assumed you would give him another chance.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, everyone deserves another chance, don’t they? I mean hell, if this whole apocalypse has taught us anything it’s that humanity makes mistakes. Okay, admittedly this was one for the history books but I didn’t see what he did as anything anyone else wouldn’t have.”

      “What about sleeping with someone else?”

      “Oh come on, Jess. He had no way of knowing if he was going to live to see the next day. Everyone has been finding comfort in whatever they can. Whether that is at the bottom of a bottle or in the arms of someone else. Who knows when we are going to leave this mortal coil?”

      “So that makes it okay?”

      I glanced at her as we drove by a family that looked as if they were packing up their vehicle to leave. Good luck. The chances of them being let out alive were slim. Whatever Fritz had planned, I didn’t think it just involved the cure. His ego was too big for that. No doubt he would want to govern over everyone, and create his own version of the community. However screwed up that was.

      “I’m not saying it’s okay, Jess. I’m just thinking that the way you handled it was a little harsh.”

      “How I handled it?” She got all uppity and red-faced. I knew I was walking on dangerous ground but I thought it needed to be said. Johnny wouldn’t have said it. Or maybe he had but she didn’t listen.

      “He risked his ass back there at Rikers. He risked a lot trying to find you. Hell, Dax wouldn’t have died had it not been for the fact that we came looking for you.”

      “Oh, don’t you dare try and place Dax’s death on me.”

      There was a break in the conversation. I could see that I had stepped over the line and probably shouldn’t have said what I had. But I called it as I saw it. Facts were facts, he had risked his life trying to find her and after all that, she just decided she was going to hook up with someone else. Okay, maybe he didn’t deserve to have her. Maybe he shouldn’t have thought with his dick but it didn’t take away from the fact that everything he had done from the Fortress to here had been for her. At least that was the way I saw it.

      “You hurt the guy.”

      “Oh fuck off, Baja. What about how I felt?”

      “Point taken,” I said. “But couldn’t you have worked it out? I mean according to him you started seeing Rowan before you even found out if it was true. I mean, him and Danielle. It’s almost like you wanted out. Hell, maybe you were glad to know that he’d hooked up with someone else as it made it that much easier to hook up with Rowan.”

      She tossed me the bird. “Can you go a bit faster? I’m getting tired of listening to your shit.”

      “That’s your problem, you don’t listen to anyone. You are as bad as Johnny.”

      “People change, Baja. You wouldn’t know that, would you?”

      “Yeah, just toss it back at me. You probably did the same to Johnny?”

      She swiveled in her seat. Her eyes narrowing, her lips pursed. If I had hit a sore point before, I had just hit the jugular now.

      “What the hell has it got to do with you?”

      “Uh, maybe because I actually give a shit about you and Johnny. You guys had something. Call it what you will. But you had something that others don’t get. Some type of chemistry. But you passed it up at the first sign of someone else showing you attention.”

      “Bullshit. He cheated on me.”

      “Oh and you’re such an angel, Jess. What about at that party back in Castle Rock a year before the shit hit the fan?”

      She frowned, deep lines formed along the top of her brow.

      “What party?”

      “Rachael Weathers.”

      Then it dawned on her.

      “Oh yeah, I saw you and that guy. I never mentioned it to Johnny but I think he knew.”

      “And?”

      “You are the pot calling the kettle black.”

      “I still don’t see why this has anything to do with you?”

      “You don’t get it, do you?”

      “What?”

      “In those weeks after we arrived here, he watched you guys every day on that balcony. I saw him. Every day, like clockwork. But I have a feeling you knew that. I think you purposely flaunted yourself with Rowan in front of him just to get a reaction out of him. You fed off his misery.”

      She scoffed. “You are crazy.”

      “Am I?” I paused. We were getting close to the house. I could see she was getting more and more agitated by the direction of the conversation. “Yeah, I know you think I’m not all there, but I pay attention to the little things. There’s not much that slips by my eyes. I think you got bored with him, perhaps you get bored with everyone. Johnny. Rowan. I wouldn’t be surprised if you hooked up with someone new in a year or three years from now. I think it has less to do with Johnny and more to do with you.”

      She looked away. “I’m not listening to this shit.”

      “That’s right, you only tune in to your own radio station.”

      “Stop the jeep, I’ll walk the rest of the way.”

      I pulled up and she hopped out.

      “I don’t see why you feel the need to bring this up again.”

      “Because you tore him apart, and he’s my friend.”

      She scoffed. “I tore him apart? Let’s not forget you were the one who told me. You did it, not me.”

      “Let’s face the facts, Jess. You get scared and run when someone actually gives a shit about you. You don’t know how to handle it. So Johnny made a mistake. So what? You did too back in Castle Rock. But to turn your back on him the way you did, that’s not right.”

      She tossed up a finger and kept walking. The truth was hard to hear.

      I drove past her and saw her in my mirror looking back. I shook my head. In over a year she had barely spoken to him. She was too focused on herself. Too consumed with what she got versus what mattered to him.

      When I pulled up in front of the house, Rowan was scowling. “Where is she?”

      “She’s walking.”

      “What did you say to her?”

      “Something she should have heard a year ago.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    
    
      The men who’d knocked on the door were inside rooting around. Wren and I sat there quietly. There was a lock on the outside of the door. The owner of the house had locked it after we ducked inside. Why anyone would have placed a lock on a small room below the stairs led me to wonder who lived here before. I know it wasn’t that family. I’d seen photos on the walls of strangers. Either way it was odd. You never really knew some of the weird shit people were into when you met them out and about. People could genuinely look like nice folks then behind the curtains their lives could be screwed. All of society wore masks.

      We’d seen our fair share of homes along the way from Castle Rock to the eastern shore. The number of times we had rooted around searching for food and come across weird shit in people’s homes seemed countless.

      “Have you seen this guy?” a gruff voice asked. It dawned on me that they probably had a copy of my ID. ID’s were one of the first things that the community created as a means of keeping track of everyone. In an apocalypse it might seem strange that anything like that was important, but when you lived behind walls and they wanted to ensure that no one dangerous had slipped it, it was an easy way for the four officers to check. As helpful as it was, it was now being used against us to track me down.

      I shouldered my assault rifle before aiming it at the door. I fully expected them to search it.

      “No, I haven’t seen them.”

      “Are you sure?”

      We were worried that the wife, who didn’t seem keen on us being there, would say something but she didn’t. She remained quiet as the men went around. We heard one of them go upstairs and check the rooms.

      “Let’s go.”

      Then there was silence. For a second I thought they had left but then a shadow appeared from under the bottom of the door. The door was yanked a few times.

      “Open it up.”

      “I don’t have a key.”

      “What’s inside?”

      “I don’t know, we only moved in here a few days ago. We don’t have any belongings. I assumed it was a storage area.”

      They gave it a few more tugs and I assumed they would shoot the lock off, but then we heard someone call to them from outside. A few more tense seconds and they were gone.

      A door closed. More silence, then the door was unlocked. We came out from the stuffy dark room and thanked the man. Wren went to the door and peeked out from behind the curtain. We waited there until the trucks pulled away. They left in a hurry.

      “Thank you again, I realize the risk you took.” I looked at the wife and kids. We didn’t hang around any longer. We pressed on, threading through the side streets that would take us to a forest close to section A.

      “You still love her, don’t you?” Wren asked.

      I didn’t reply but continued to trudge through the thick undergrowth. It was dark in the forest. A canopy of dense branches above us blocked out what little light was coming through.

      “Well?”

      “Things have changed, Wren.”

      “But if you she came back to you, you would give her another chance, wouldn’t you?”

      Without replying, I was giving her a response.

      I’d known Jess for years. She was my first, real, steady girlfriend. The others before her had always had some issue with me, or with themselves. The longest had lasted a couple of months before she decided a sporty guy was more her thing. There were others, ones who strung me along. Played me like a fiddle. Those were the attention seekers. The kind of women that would never be satisfied with the love of one guy, they always had to have someone paying attention to them. They fed on drama and at times pulled me into theirs. They spoke behind people’s backs, thinking it was perfectly fine. Yeah, I didn’t have time for those drama queens even if they were nice girls at the start. They soon showed their true colors. The fact was I had grown up with a father who was loyal to my mother; despite all his flaws and ridiculous fascination with the army, he was the kind of man who worked through shit. My parents fought like cats and dogs before she passed away, but somehow they would always get through it and come out stronger. I snorted at the thought of it as we weaved our way through the trees.

      I knew what Wren was asking. Did I still have feelings for Jess? Of course I did. That would never change. It’s not like you could just cut someone out of your life. Some things lingered even if anger ruled most of your thoughts about them. Jess and I had been through some ups and downs. It wasn’t like this was the first time. Even though she had denied it, I knew she had cheated on me back in Castle Rock. I could have thrown that up in her face the day she asked me about Danielle and me but I didn’t. The fact was, I think she had always been on the fence about me. Unsure if I was the one for her. Regardless of the apocalypse, we probably would have broken up.

      Of course those who heard about my time with Danielle, might have thought I was the one being a jerk. You had someone, a few people said. But the reality was, I didn’t. Jess was never fully there. I mean, she was there but her heart was all over the place. Never satisfied. I was never enough. Certainly that didn’t justify the connection I made with Danielle but if people could have seen the complete picture they might not have rushed to judgment about me. But that’s the thing, folks were guided by their own views, moral high ground and sense of what should or shouldn’t be done, regardless of the circumstances that people found themselves in. In our case, Jess would have eventually moved on from me. The relationship would have dissolved — with or without Rowan.

      As we came close to the tree line, we crouched to stay out of view. There seemed to be a lot of activity going on. Men who usually guarded the wall were no longer there. Two helicopters were nearby. Where was Fritz?

      “Doesn’t look like Jess or the others are here.”

      Wren looked perplexed. “Maybe they reached her.”

      We waited there for five, maybe ten minutes observing the comings and goings of Fritz’s men. From the corner of my eye I could see Wren glancing at me.

      “What is it?” I asked while trying to make out why there was a sudden increase in trucks.

      She looked as if she was about to say something, then before she could, my eyes widened. Being dragged out of the back of a truck were Rowan, Jess and Baja.
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      “Get your fucking hands off me, man,” I said as one of them shoved me in the back, and another dragged me forward by the rope tied tight around my wrists.

      We hadn’t been back at the house more than ten minutes when the trucks rolled in. From there everything turned to chaos as Fritz’s men burst through the door with weapons aimed at us. We were thrown to the ground, our wrists were bound and then we were loaded into one of their trucks. All the while we were trying to get a clear word out of them as to what we had done. I figured Fritz had learned about Johnny being on the island and wanted to bring us in for questioning. The afternoon sun was bright as they brought us up in front of a large trailer. The door opened up and out came Fritz. He had this smug look on his face as if he had the whole world on a string.

      “Well done, Steadman.”

      We were tossed to the floor on our knees and told to keep our eyes downcast. Obviously I ignored the command only to feel the full force of a whack to the side of my head. My ear stung like crazy and I was sure it was bleeding.

      Fritz walked back and forth in front of us, not saying anything for a short while.

      “Rowan,” he pointed at him, tapping the air. “I had high hopes for you. My fault, really, I shouldn’t have trusted a member of the resistance.”

      Rowan spat near Fritz’s feet and Steadman swatted him with the back of his hand.  “Humanity. Crazy. One minute we are floating along down the river of ignorance and the next, scrambling to find a cure.”

      “By killing people? That’s not finding a cure,” Rowan said.

      “You are not seeing the full picture here. Every day you go out those gates and seek out food. There is a chance you aren’t going to come back. If you don’t, people get over it pretty quick. Take the fire for instance. Is anyone mourning the loss of the sixty-odd people who were burned alive? Or the fifteen that died the next day? No. Why? Because people understand that in this new world, one bad decision, one wrong turn can lead to death.” He paused. “You’re probably wondering what the purpose of those deaths were? Why did I ask my men to do that? Why not just sweep in and take this place the way we have now, without any casualties?”

      “Because you’re an asshole?” I asked. My reply garnered another sharp hit to my face. “Next time can you hit the other side? I have a bit of an itch.”

      “What do you want?” Rowan asked.

      “That’s the question. What do I want? What do any of us want?” he said sweeping his arms around at his men who were looking on.

      “We want the cure. That’s what we want and it’s pretty simple. We had five immunes but our track record for successful operations was kind of low. So it’s important that we find Johnny. Now I’m pretty sure he’s still around here.”

      “I told you he left.”

      “Ah, I know you did but that’s not what these two told me. Bring them out, Steadman.”

      A door opened on a trailer and two people were shoved to the ground. It was Elijah and Ben. Both of them were covered in blood.

      “You bastard,” I said hopping to my feet about to plow into him when I was knocked on my ass.

      “Now I know he came back here. So where is he?”

      “Fuck you,” Rowan said.

      Fritz shook his head and let out a heavy sigh. “I was really hoping we could have this sorted out fast. In my old age I just don’t have the patience for this crap.”

      He walked up to Steadman, removed his sidearm and in one fast sweeping motion he wheeled around and fired a bullet into Rowan’s skull. The sound of the gun going off echoed. Jess screamed and fell on top of Rowan. Blood gushed from the side of his head. With my hands bound, I looked on in complete horror. Fritz handed back the gun to Steadman and turned back to us.

      “I really didn’t want it to come to this but we don’t have a lot of time and my patience is running thin. So this is how it’s going to be.”

      He walked back to a trailer and returned with the megaphone that was usually used at the large meetings. He held it up to his mouth.

      “Johnny. I know you can hear me. I know you are out there. Every day I am going to kill one of your friends until you hand yourself in. Do you understand? This is not personal. All I want is you. This is about the cure. The future of humanity rests in the hands of the immune. You can bring an end to this virus.” He paused as if hoping to hear Johnny respond. My eyes scanned the tree line and road looking for him. Was he out there? Did Wren see her brother get killed?

      “You have until tomorrow to hand yourself in or I will kill another one.”

      I cast a glance over at Ben and Elijah. Their faces were badly beaten. We had been in some tough situations before but nothing like this.

      “You bastard,” Jess said getting to her feet and charging at Fritz. She didn’t make it even a foot from him when Steadman slammed the butt of his gun into the side of her head and knocked her out cold.

      “You have less than twenty-four hours. Do you hear me?” Fritz yelled at the top of his voice before returning to his trailer.

      “Put them in one of the trailers until tomorrow,” Steadman said.

      Several men came at us and grabbed us up. Jess was carried and tossed into an empty trailer. I say it was empty but there were two chairs with rope attached to them. Below on the floor was blood and several teeth. They had put us back in where they had tortured Ben and Elijah.

      As the door slammed closed I breathed out a heavy sigh. Wherever Johnny was, I hope he knew how to get us out of this.
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      I held my hand tight over her mouth.

      Wren struggled beneath it as warm tears rolled over my fingers. Between trying to keep her quiet and keep us out of sight, my mind was churning over what to do. Never had the odds been stacked this high against us. The thought of any one of them being harmed in my place was too much to dwell on.

      “Shh, you have to stay quiet, Wren.”

      She mumbled beneath my hand.

      Minutes earlier we had watched as a bullet exited Rowan’s skull. If Wren had been by herself, she would have joined her brother. I had to tackle her to the ground and force her to remain still. As much as I wanted to kill Fritz and his men, it would have been impossible to stop them.

      The sight of our group on their knees made my stomach sink. We were in way over our heads. Wren was sobbing uncontrollably as we went further back into the forest.

      “What are we going to do?”

      She looked at me as if I held answers. I had none.

      “We need help.”

      “H-help?” she stammered. “From who? Everyone that we know is either without a weapon or locked up.”

      “Not everyone.”

      The walk back to the truck was quiet. Occasionally I would hear Wren begin to sob again. Nothing could prepare you for the loss of family, especially your brother.

      “How did you do it?”

      “Do what?” My eyes drifted across the tree line looking for any sign of Fritz’s men.

      “Get up every day after you lost Dax.”

      I stopped for a few seconds. “I didn’t have a choice. We either moved on or we would die. As hard as it is… It—”

      She cut me off. “Don’t say it gets better or easier in time.”

      I allowed her to vent. The pain was fresh and no amount of words would bring her comfort.

      “I was going to say, it isn’t something that you get used to. I miss my brother every day. But what can I do? I can’t change what has happened.”

      She met my gaze. I marched on, leaving her to contemplate it for a few seconds before she caught up. The drive back to the beach seemed longer than it was. The thought of being captured was at the forefront of my mind.

      “You are just going to leave them?”

      “Of course not. But you and I can’t do this alone. We need help.”

      “We don’t have the time.”

      “We have twenty-four hours.”

      I got in the boat and extended my hand to her. She took it and stepped inside. Within minutes we were away and moving across the water. Whoever the people were that I’d met, I had to hope they would help. As I rowed across the water my mind drifted back to better days, before the infection had made its way to Castle Rock. To think that I wanted to get out of that small town seemed absurd now. It held everything that was important to me — family, familiarity and friendship.

      What I would have given to go back in time and appreciate those days leading up to the virus outbreak. Everything was always so much clearer in hindsight. Why was that? Why did we have to wait until we were stripped of all we had to appreciate life and those around us?

      In the face of death, all our bickering and problems seemed so trivial.

      When we arrived on the other side, we began the arduous task of walking to Orient. It would take us over two hours. The thought of Jess and the others troubled my mind. Wren stayed silent the whole way. I knew she was reflecting on Rowan. No matter how much of a dick he was, he was still her brother and that meant something, if only to her and Jess. Eventually we reached the breakwater that separated East Marion from Orient. It was a road that passed across the Peconic River. Up ahead a large wall had been created out of steel. Their access point was much like ours, a structure that was held up by large steel and wooden posts and a gate that could slide open.

      As we got closer a vehicle approached us. Two men were inside. They pulled up about sixty feet from where we were, got out of the truck and pointed assault rifles at us.

      “That’s as far as you come.”

      “We’re not here to make trouble.”

      “Then what do you want?” they shouted.

      “I need to speak to Rayne, or Brolin.”

      They looked at each other and one of them lifted a radio to his mouth. A sharp coastal wind whipped at our clothes and the harsh reality of what lay ahead of us sunk in.

      “What’s your name?”

      I gave it.

      A few more seconds of waiting and they waved us forward. When we reached the truck they took our weapons. I expected that. Both men were average-looking, non-military and suspicious of us. One of them zip tied us.

      “Precaution. I’m sure you understand.”

      I nodded.

      As we drove back through the gates, four more men on the other side took over their post. We traveled through two more gates before we made it into their community. All around us the land was flat. We could see the bay either side of us. Large posts that once were used for power and phone lines had been taken down and propped up against a steel wall that sealed them in. For the most part the land was expansive, with clapboard homes dotted around. We passed by a store called the Candyman.

      “Any undead still here?”

      “No, we cleared it all.”

      We stayed on 25 until we reached a business called the Orient by the Sea Restaurant and Marina. Unlike Paradise community it appeared as if most lived on boats.

      “Does everyone have a boat?”

      “No. But if push comes to shove we have a way out.”

      As the truck parked, the four people I had met along the way were already waiting. All of them were sprawled out in various positions on a large yacht. Brolin motioned with his head towards us.

      They cut our ties and told us we would receive our weapons on the way out.

      “Thanks,” I said before hopping out. Wren took a hold of my hand and I led her over to them.

      “Change your mind?” Axel said with a grin on his face. He was eating a piece of apple off the end of a knife while lying on his side. Lincoln stepped off the boat and made his way up. I could see Wren had the same expression on her face as I did when I first saw them. Brolin fell in step.

      “So what brings you back?”

      I cast a glance around. There were lots of people working on boats. Some were reeling in nets full of fish.

      “We need your help.”

      Brolin raised an eyebrow. “Doesn’t everyone.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant by that but if their community was anything like ours, they would have had their fair share of people showing up at the gate seeking shelter, food and safety. It was what drove everyone now. No one wanted to live alone. Human contact not only made you feel less alone, it kept you from losing your mind.

      “You hungry?” Lincoln asked.

      “What?”

      Hungry? I couldn’t think of food at a time like this.

      “You know, chow,” Brolin said with a smirk on his face.

      “No, we don’t have time for that.”

      Lincoln turned around and started walking away. Brolin joined him.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To eat. I don’t think well on an empty stomach. If you don’t want a plate of food, fine. But I am famished.”

      Wren and I shot each other a sideways glance. I shrugged. We had twenty-four hours. Lincoln cast a glance over his shoulder. “Well? Are you coming or not? I’m guessing whatever it is you need help with isn’t urgent or you wouldn’t have come all this way.”

      Urgent? Of course it was. I blew my cheeks out and followed after them.
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      Brolin pushed his empty plate away and leaned back in his chair with a satisfied grin on his face. “Gotta love fish. That’s one thing this apocalypse hasn’t fucked up. As long as there is fish in the ocean, we won’t go hungry.”

      Fishing had become a large part of our community. Besides food runs into Brooklyn for canned goods, most of what we ate came from the ocean. It was the reason why our community had grown so fast. Anyone living inland would have headed for the ocean, as most wildlife would have been attacked by Z’s.

      I sat thinking about what Specs said. I kind of wished I had asked him to join us here but with all this kicking off, I was glad I hadn’t. It would have just become another one of the many decisions I had made that had caused the death of others. No matter what anyone said, I still held myself responsible for Dax’s death. If we hadn’t gone looking for Jess, we would have never ended up at NORAD. If we hadn’t tried to help those guys back at the Fortress, perhaps Danielle would have lived. Then there was Izzy, and now Rowan. It just didn’t seem to end. No matter how good our intentions were, people died when we tried to help others. It was a catch twenty-two. We needed help to save the others but in asking for it, I knew we were going to place more lives in jeopardy. At what point did it just make sense to turn the other cheek? To look the other way? To move on? Or in this case… hand myself in so no one else got hurt?

      They stared at me as if I was an oddity.

      “So you are telling us, you are immune to bites?”

      I tilted my head from side to side. “I can still be ripped apart. But yeah, I won’t die from the infection.”

      Lincoln leaned back and rubbed the side of his chin. “Then wouldn’t it make sense to hand yourself in? This Fritz guy. By the sounds of it, he’s trying to do a solid thing and create a permanent cure.”

      “He has five immunes in the community. Think about it. Why does he need me?”

      “Maybe he has a sweet tooth for good-looking guys,” Axel said before taking a swig of his beer.

      I shifted in my seat starting to become a little uncomfortable. It wasn’t that I had any issue with folks who batted for the other team. Heck, a lot of them were cool folks but nevertheless it would take some getting used to. Castle Rock had a very small-town, closed-minded mentality. That only became smaller when you were raised by an army guy who believed men were men and women were women… and whatnot.

      “Give it a rest, Axel,” Rayne said. “So you are saying they have taken over the armory?”

      “It will be heavily guarded,” Wren answered.

      All four of them looked confused. “You confiscated everyone’s weapons?”

      “Kind of, sort of, well not exactly,” I muttered. “Up until the ninth month inside everyone carried. But some started to feel that maybe it was time to try and provide some sense of normality and not carry inside the walls, unless you were a guard.”

      “I bet that pissed off all the ex-NRA members.” Brolin chuckled to himself. “What is it with people and guns? They immediately associate guns as being harmful. It’s the idiots that use them, not the weapon.”

      I nodded. “Anyway, the founders decided to give people the option of relinquishing their weapons and housing them in an armory. Of course they could collect them at any time but unless they were on the wall, a police officer or going on a run, the guns would remain inside.”

      “I can’t imagine many would want to give up their gun. I sure as hell wouldn’t have. I would have told them where to go stick it.”

      Rayne rolled her eyes. “You have to forgive our demented friend here, he has a love affair with his rifle.”

      “No I don’t.”

      “Dude, you sleep with the bloody thing,” Axel said.

      “Yeah, I’m sure I caught him humping it a few times,” Lincoln chuckled before Brolin punched him on the shoulder.

      “How did you all end up here?” Wren asked.

      “Probably the same way you did. We assumed that people would take to the water. You went one way, we went the other.”

      Basically, Long Island split at the far end into a lizard tongue or jaw, whichever way you looked at it. The top half ended at Orient, the bottom at Montauk.

      “Seems we got the better deal by the looks of it,” Axel said, putting his feet up on the table and picking food from his teeth with the tip of his knife.

      “But where did you come from? Before this place?” I asked.

      “The city. New York.”

      “You all knew each other?”

      Lincoln thumbed to Rayne. “That’s my sister, and the other two are friends.”

      “I’ve gotta ask you. What’s the deal with the gear you wear?”

      They smirked. “We were at a steampunk convention when this whole thing started.”

      “I kind of figured.”

      I looked around at the full restaurant. For a second I almost forgot that the world had gone to hell. Everyone seemed to be relaxed, enjoying food, drinking and laughing. There was no sense of impending doom.

      “Anyone ever attacked here?”

      “A few groups have made their way here and tried their luck. They haven’t made it past the second gate,” Lincoln said. “The folks here are very protective of what they have. Unless something drastic happens, I can see this place existing for a long time. We have what we need here. Anything we don’t, we go and get from the city at night. We know the areas to avoid and so forth.”

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

      “Eight months.”

      “And you never once thought to head down to where we are?”

      “We saw the access point. We figured if you were anything like us, you would be protective and cautious with strangers. And anyway, have you ever thought of coming up here?”

      “I guess not.”

      “There is a lot of land and people are just content to find a piece that isn’t overrun by Z’s.”

      “Do you think you can help us?” I asked, switching the conversation back to the problem at hand.

      Brolin pulled out a small metal cigar box. It was thin and contained small Cohibas. He offered us one and I declined. “Suit yourself.”

      As he lit one he was the first to answer. “Us, sure, we’ll help but I can’t speak for the others here on the island.”

      I sighed. “It’s going to take more than six people.”

      Brolin blew out a puff of grey smoke. “I’m sure we can wrestle a few more Samaritans but don’t expect much.”

      Wren frowned.

      “Problem?” Rayne asked.

      “You seem a little keen to want to fight. Don’t you even want to think it over?”

      She was dead serious then started laughing. “Tell ’em.”

      “We are the only ones that do runs in the city.”

      My eyes darted between them.

      “You’re telling me out of the two hundred-odd people you have here, that you four are the only ones that venture out?”

      “Bingo!” Brolin said, gripping the cigar at the corner of his mouth and squinting.

      I shot Wren a look. “And I thought our group was mad.”

      She nodded in agreement. “What makes you qualified and not them?”

      “What makes us qualified?” Rayne repeated before swiveling in her seat towards the others. “She wants to know what makes us qualified.”

      They all let out a laugh.

      The whole conversation seemed like a big joke to them. They were very odd. The very mention of how many men Fritz had didn’t seem to trouble them in the least. Perhaps they were suicidal? It wouldn’t have been the first group of insane individuals we had met in our travels. Their clothing didn’t exactly do them any favors, and only made me think that they were two sheets to the wind.

      “I was a Navy Seal before this,” Lincoln said.

      “Green Beret,” Axel piped up.

      Brolin sniffed. “Delta Force,” he added with a complete straight face.

      We waited for Rayne to add that she was some CIA assassin. I leaned forward in my chair waiting for her to dazzle us with her confession.

      “FBI,” she said.

      “Really?” I said with a skeptical eye.

      They all burst out laughing. “Ah, I love this guy. You really bought that whole thing about the Delta Force, Navy Seal shit, didn’t you? No, I was a checkout girl at C-town and well, these guys were just college dropouts.”

      Yep, they had definitely lost it and by the sounds of it, so had we. These were no warriors. They were just losers from New York who played dress-up once a year at some convention for nerds. Shit! We were royally screwed.

      I got up from the table. “Fuck this. We are wasting our time.”

      “What?” Brolin said.

      I whirled around. “We just lost someone today and tomorrow we are going to lose another person and all you idiots can do is make a joke. Like you aren’t prepared to deal with these people. They will turn your skulls into ashtrays. This is serious shit, not just some convention where you run around and pretend you are some steampunk assholes with attitude.”

      Brolin stood up and walked over to me. He came in close, his eyes narrowed. “Let’s not forget, it was you who came to us for help. We said we would. If you don’t want it, there’s the door.”

      Rayne got up. “Look, excuse us but we tend to make light of a lot of things. It’s the way we cope with it all.”

      Brolin was giving me some serious fucking eyeballing. He wasn’t the only one. Lincoln got up and placed his hand on Rayne. “No. No. If they have a problem, let them deal with it themselves.”

      “Huh!” I scoffed and turned around to walk out. Wren stood her ground even as I left the restaurant. I didn’t know until I was a few feet outside that she was still in there. Through the window I saw her talking to them. I didn’t go back in. I was fuming. The last thing I wanted to deal with was assholes who couldn’t see the gravity of the situation. This wasn’t a joke. Lives were at stake. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a box of cigarettes. I tapped it and nothing came out. Fuck! I screwed it up and tossed it. Not even a cigarette left.

      When Wren came out I was curious. “What were you talking about?”

      “I ironed out the wrinkles you made. They are going to help us.”

      “What?”

      She didn’t reply but kept on walking past me. That girl continued to surprise me. Now more than ever. I looked back inside and the four of them were talking among themselves. Whatever she had done had worked. But how?
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      As night fell and we were enveloped in darkness, Lincoln had gathered together two hundred people who were willing to help. I say willing, by that I mean they were willing to show up and listen to what Lincoln had to say. Squeezed into a small church building, the atmosphere inside was tense. I wasn’t exactly sure how many of them truly knew what they were getting themselves into. It wasn’t like they were going to go up against three thousand people. Fritz couldn’t have had more than a hundred and fifty men. Murmurs spread throughout the room as Wren and I came in through a side door. We’d been told by Rayne to give them half an hour with the people beforehand. From outside we’d heard the arguing. People asking, why should we risk our lives for them? Lincoln had made it clear that if anyone didn’t wish to help they could leave. No one was going to be forced into this.

      “I hope you have a plan of action as right now we are walking on a tightrope with these folks.”

      I nodded and looked out at them. I didn’t have a plan. I hadn’t even begun to think about what we were going to do. I was stressed out and second-guessing everything.

      “Quiet down,” Brolin said.

      Most of them were men in their late thirties.

      “Why should we help you?”

      I paced up and down a few times trying to find the words that might convince them. But I realized it didn’t matter what I said, there would be those who would find problems. There were always those who saw the problems and didn’t hear the heart. Instead, I decided to be blunt with them, as honest as I could be.

      “You shouldn’t help. If I were in your position, I would be thinking the same. Why should I risk my life for a stranger?” I paused. “If you stay here, you will live. For how long, who knows? I will say this. It will only be a matter of time before Fritz and his men expand out to your region at which point you won’t have a choice. But right now, you do. I can’t convince you to come; neither can I guarantee that you won’t lose your life if you do. This is dangerous. There are no two ways about it. They will shoot to kill. So if you wish to stay, stay. But know this, you are living on borrowed time. All of us are. We don’t know what tomorrow will bring. But if you want to live in peace, then you have to believe that all those people that are in our community are no different than you. They deserve the right to live as much as you do. They deserve the right to not be governed by a dictator.”

      “Is it true? Are you one of them?” an older man in the back piped up.

      “One of who?”

      “Those who are immune?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Then why not just hand yourself in and be done with this?”

      “Because it won’t end with me. He has no guarantee that he can create a permanent cure from whatever testing he has been conducting, and even if he did create it — don’t think for a minute he’s going to hand it out freely. All I can tell you is that people’s lives are at stake here. The clock is ticking and with every passing hour, our window of opportunity is getting smaller and smaller. If ever there was a time to unite, a time to lay aside whatever perceived ideas you have about us, or the other community, now is the time.”

      “And what is your great plan?” a burly man asked with a grin on his face.

      “To avoid as many casualties as possible. We have to get to that armory. If we can take that back, we can distribute the weapons to the community.” I paused. “There are two access points by land into the community. These are heavily guarded but you don’t have to breach those points. You simply have to create a distraction. If we have fifty men at each of those access points, we’ll take the other hundred across the water and come around back. All you have to do is create enough distraction, keep them busy, apply pressure and we’ll do the rest.”

      “And if people die?”

      “Like I said, there is a lot of risk involved here. I’m not going to cherry coat this. Some of you may not return. So decide now what you will do. But again, know this. They will come for you eventually, or you can bring the fight to them before they do. That’s all.”

      I stepped back to allow Lincoln to continue. The men in the crowd mumbled among themselves.

      “Can you give us a few minutes?”

      I nodded and went back outside with Wren. The sound of waves crashed against the shore and crickets could be heard. Occasionally the ground would light up as fireflies flashed on and off.

      “So you think they’ll help?”

      “I hope so.”

      Ten minutes passed before the doors of the church opened and a steady stream of men came out. They glanced at us before Brolin came out and motioned for us to go back inside. When we entered all that remained were around seventy people.

      “These are the only ones that are willing to take the risk.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll work with what we have. Split them up between the two access points. That leaves just us six to cross the water. Not exactly ideal but what can be done?”

      “It’s dark. If they take ten trucks, there is a possibility they won’t know how many there are.”

      “Let’s get to it,” Wren said.

      It didn’t take long to load up the vans with ammo and weapons. It would take just under an hour for them to reach the first access point. We would be dropped off in ten minutes at the boat. The time was currently 9:48 p.m.

      “Well, I gotta tell you. This is the most action we have had in weeks,” Brolin said, sounding overly eager to start killing people. He adjusted his weapon on his lap and checked the ammo. No matter how we did this, there was a high chance that Jess and the others would be killed. Fritz wasn’t an idiot, he’d already played out a similar scenario before back at the Hive. No doubt he would be on the lookout for me.

      A few final checks and we rolled out.
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      I sat with my back to the wall of the trailer. Inside everything had been stripped out.

      A few hours after we had been locked inside, the door opened and they tossed Ethan Winthorpe in. Battered and bruised, he looked as if they had done a serious number on him. What had they hoped to gain from beating the crap out of him? I had to wonder if Sebastian had done it simply as a means to get back at him. He arrived unconscious. Jess had badgered one of the guys outside to give her a bottle of water and a rag so that she could tend to him. I was certain they only gave it to shut her up. When Ethan finally came around he glanced at us and drank down a whole bunch of water before speaking.

      “I hate the taste of blood.”

      “Seems Fritz loves it.”

      “How did you all end up back here?”

      “That awesome escape plan went south.”

      “Where’s Johnny?”

      “If I was him, I would be miles away from here.”

      I got up and went over to a small hole in the side of the trailer. I glanced out. Ten of Fritz’s men were sitting around a fire tossing back beers like they were on vacation. “I would kill for a beer about now.”

      “Really?” Elijah said. “I would just like to get the hell out of here.”

      “No chance of that. They have this place surrounded.”

      A few minutes later the door opened and they tossed the rest of the leadership inside. One after another they rolled across the floor bloodied and beaten.

      “Guessing you opted not to drink the Kool-Aid?” I asked.

      Ben who was looking a little worse for wear got up and went over to Annora.

      “Were you aware that your father thinks he can create a permanent cure for bites?”

      “He’s not my father. At least I don’t see him like that anymore. And as for the cure. Perhaps he has. Since the apocalypse kicked off he’s been obsessed with finding it.”

      “But will the immunes die?”

      Her eyes dropped. “The kind of surgery that he wants to do will kill them.”

      “But then he would have a permanent cure?”

      She chuckled to herself as she wiped blood from her mouth. “There’s no guarantee. It’s all hearsay. The only way he could know for sure is if he had performed the operation successfully. He hasn’t. All of the immunes are already dead from the surgery he’s attempted. That leaves just Johnny.”

      “He’s insane.”

      “As much as I agree, Ben, what he’s trying to do is end this. Even if he isn’t going to give it away.”

      “What’s the point?”

      “Control. Power. Having the cure would make him a god. A giver of life. You can’t put a price on that. Whether people love or hate him, they would flock in droves to be around the one who had the cure.”

      Ben nodded. “He wouldn’t have to threaten them. They would do whatever he said in order to prevent death.”

      “You got it.”

      I strolled over. “So how come you haven’t figured out a permanent cure? You’ve been at it a year and we are still no closer to it.”

      “It’s not for lack of trying. I could have performed surgeries like what my father wants to do but I would have never placed a person’s life in jeopardy.”

      “But daddy dearest would. I bet you must feel real proud.”

      She scoffed. “Yeah, he’s the real father of the year.”

      “What about your mother?”

      “Dead. Long before this all started. I’m glad she never got to see him this way.”

      I leaned up against the wall of the trailer. “We are screwed either way. In the slim chance Johnny kills your insane father, we end up no closer to discovering a permanent cure. If he hands himself over, we are in the same boat.”

      “Not exactly. There is a chance that my father is on to something. Though admittedly he might be going about it the wrong way.”

      “Has he shared it with you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And?”

      We all looked on, waiting to hear something that might give us some sense of hope.

      She shook her head and sighed. “Maybe it can work. I don’t know for sure without placing someone at risk and performing the surgery.”

      “You think what he’s suggesting is right?”

      “I think it is,” Imara from district six said. “Let’s face it. Without finding a permanent cure, how do we hope to get society back to the way it was?”

      “You would be willing to kill someone for it?”

      “We are talking about the cure for the human race. The reality is, we are all lucky to be alive. If I knew what humanity needed was contained inside my brain, I would willingly take the chance.”

      “Well, that’s you. Your decision. He shouldn’t be making a decision for others. That’s what makes this wrong,” I said.

      Elijah got up and started banging against the trailer wall. “Let us out.”

      “Calm down. You’re just going to piss them off.”

      “I don’t give a fuck. If I’m going to die, I’m not going to make it easy for them. Come on, you fuckers,” Elijah yelled.

      From outside you could hear the men laughing. They just thought it was one big joke. One of them fired off a few rounds at the trailer. The bullets snapped overheard and a couple ricocheted off the metal.

      I felt Elijah’s frustration, I was struggling to keep my cool. Waiting to be killed by a lunatic makes you think about your life. All the things you could have, should have or would have done differently. I wished I had told Izzy how I really felt. Sure there had been rumors of us screwing around on the beach, or hooking up in some car in the community but those were all false. The truth was, she had never really got over Dax. I would have always been compared to him. I thought about my parents, Castle Rock, Specs and all the good times we had before this. I thought about what I would have done with my life. None of it seemed to matter anymore. The safe zone was meant to be a good thing. And if a person measured what was good by being able to stay alive, then yes, it was good. We had managed to survive a year inside the walls. But it wasn’t home. Home was made up of family and they were all gone. Home was found in friendship and that had been torn apart.

      I sighed and slumped down to the floor. Where are you, Johnny?
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      Waves lapped against the boat as we made our way across to Shelter Island. I had a feeling the boat was going to sink. It was only meant to be a three-man boat, maybe four. There were six of us squeezed into the small space weighed down with assault rifles, vests and enough ammo to take out a small army.

      When we finally made it to the shore, we hopped out, stayed low and moved forward. My assault rifle was on the ready. We didn’t expect to see anyone patrolling Shelter Island. Those who had patrolled the beaches usually checked once an hour but with everyone’s weapons removed and all the focus placed on section A and the armory, we didn’t anticipate running into anyone for a good twenty minutes. The armory was located at the heart of the community just off Bridgehampton-Sag Harbor Turnpike. It was a small history museum that had been gutted and renovated with steel cages to house weapons. Along with rifles, handguns and grenades there was a bit of everything inside that building. Land mines, rocket launchers and every kind of machete, sword and knife you were liable to find in army surplus and gun shops. Some of it belonged to those who arrived, but most had been collected over a period of a year from homes and gun shops in the city.

      We stayed off the roads and worked our way across fields, through woodland until we reached it. There were ten people guarding the place. They weren’t taking any chances. A couple of trucks were positioned outside blocking off the road that led up to the building. Some of the men had lit campfires and surrounded the perimeter with wire. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they had hidden a few land mines in various places to ensure that no one got close. Then again with the way they were acting like idiots, I threw that idea out the window.

      In the brush we waited for what seemed like almost twenty minutes. It wasn’t a case that we couldn’t have moved in on them immediately but we were waiting for the other seventy guys to arrive at the access points. If this went wrong, the enemy would swarm us.

      Lincoln held up a radio. “Gary, are you in position?”

      “We are just coming up. Shit, dude, you didn’t tell us how many there were.”

      We had kind of been a little vague on the exact number. The truth was we really didn’t know. We knew it was above a hundred. Though in all honesty, it was more likely two hundred.

      “No going back now,” he said over the mic. “They’ve seen us.”

      “Get into position. Pull the trucks around and open fire on them.”

      There were a few minutes of silence. Then over the sound of the radio we heard gunfire. It was like an explosion of fireworks going off. I kind of wished I had been there to see the look on Fritz’s face.

      Lincoln handed me the night vision binoculars. I peered through.

      “You sure that’s the place?”

      “Yeah,” I said as I watched a couple of men walking around the perimeter holding fully automatic rifles.

      “So how do you want to do this?” Brolin asked.

      “As fast as possible. If they radio through before we take them out, we’ll be up shit creek without a paddle.”

      I screwed on a quick detach suppressor on the end of my AR-15 and moved out. Two of us were going to take the west side, two the north and two the east. The assault would be fast and unless anything went wrong, we would have six of them down within the next couple of minutes leaving only four of them remaining. No doubt they would panic.

      Shouldering the rifle, I crouched and moved forward in the darkness with my scope focused on one of the men. Wren was off to my right doing the same. When we got into position, we waited for the men to do their rounds. I used a small light that I flicked on and off to indicate to the other five to fire when ready.

      Now despite the fact we used suppressors, it still wasn’t silent. There’s always a pop and when fields surround you and there’s no sound except for crickets, it didn’t take long for the other four to realize what was happening. Two of them bolted upright from their seats and looked as if they were making a run for the radio in the truck when Brolin rushed in firing like a banshee. Fucking guy was nuts. He must have thought he was in some video game. Yet the way he handled himself, I had to wonder if he wasn’t telling the truth about having a military background. Shooting at the best of times required a steady hand but when you throw running into the mix it became a hell of lot harder. But he handled it like a boss.

      The others rushed into the building as we fired rounds at him. One of them was hit, the other got inside. By now he would have been shitting himself. Alone, inside an armory. It didn’t matter that he had the means to kill. One person up against six, those weren’t good odds.

      “You might as well come out.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Brolin looked at me and laughed. “Guy must fancy himself as Rambo.” He pulled out a grenade.

      Lincoln immediately grabbed his hand before he pulled the pin. “What the hell are you doing? We came to retrieve the weapons not blow the whole bloody place up.”

      “It’s a fake, asshole.”

      “What?”

      “Trust me.”

      Lincoln released his grip. Brolin yanked the pin as he ran at the door. He gave it a swift front kick and fell back on his ass. I burst out laughing. What a guy. The grenade rolled a short distance away from him. Now for someone who said it was a fake, he sure as hell jumped up fast and made a run for it. I looked at Wren and then grabbed her and we fell to the ground.

      There was a massive explosion.

      “Brolin!” Lincoln shouted.

      “Shit, sorry, I must have got it mixed up with the real ones.”

      “Oh my god, you amateurs,” I muttered to myself before recalling several times when we had screwed up. It was par for the course in a war that no one was trained for.

      “Listen, we don’t want to harm you. Come out and you’ll live.”

      Right, like that was going to work. These guys didn’t negotiate. I pulled up my gun and crouched towards the front door. I stepped to one side and reached over and tried the handle. It was locked. I looked back at Lincoln. He shook his head and came jogging over. He pulled a shotgun around and fired several times at the lock. Splinters of wood burst all over the place, and the handle buckled. A quick jab with the butt of my gun and it opened. We knew he was going to open fire and sure enough he did, but that wasn’t the worst of it. It was the grenade that rolled out that had us hightailing it. Another explosion and then it went silent.

      “There is always one. One asshole who has to hold down the fort.”

      “I have this!” Axel yanked out a flashbang. I took it from him and got in close to the building. I gave it a clockwise twist and pulled the pin. I tossed it inside and then it exploded. Now I knew he wasn’t just going to come out of there. I took the chance and slipped in just after it went off. When the smoke cleared, he came into view behind a stockpile of rifle containers. I don’t think he even heard me come in as he was coughing and trying to get his breath when I unloaded a bullet in his head.

      “All clear!” I yelled as I my eyes drifted over the arsenal of weapons. I pressed ahead and got close to the man on the floor. Beside him was a radio, it was crackling. On the other end was the voice of Steadman.

      “Come in, Markus?”
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      I ignored the radio and we began loading up the two trucks outside with as many weapons as we could.

      “Speed it up,” I said to Brolin who was dragging ass. “It won’t be long before they send men out to check on them.”

      “Let ’em and we’ll finish them off like we did these ones.”

      I stopped in front of him. “Just load up the truck.”

      “How do you want to do this?” Rayne asked.

      “Wren will go with you, I’ll take Brolin and Axel with me. She’ll show you who to distribute them out to.”

      “You think they are going to help?”

      “They will once they know that everyone is going to help.”

      I wasn’t sure, to be honest, that anyone was going to risk it, that’s why I planned on focusing on those who usually kept weapons at their homes. The ones who hadn’t relinquished their firearms. The last thing I needed to do was try to convince people to get on board. We ended up forming a line and passing crates of weapons between us until the trucks had more than enough to arm at least five hundred people. We couldn’t take it all. There was too much and not enough time.

      “Stay safe,” I said to Wren. I leaned in and kissed her. We gunned it out of there and began going from house to house in the immediate area. Wren and the others would head towards East Hampton and Montauk. When we arrived at homes, people didn’t need an explanation, they were just pleased to able to get a weapon and know that someone was doing something about our unwelcome visitors.

      Those who wanted to fight jumped in the back. We had visited fifteen homes by the time we encountered Fritz’s men. With the three of us up front and thirty men and women in the back fully armed we were fully ready for an assault.

      As we pulled out of a home and made our way up to Sag Harbor, we came around a bend and up ahead were two trucks blocking off the road. I hit the brake and our headlights lit up the faces of fifteen men.

      Brolin was about to get out and unload rounds but I started backing up.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Right now the best course of action is avoidance.”

      Problem was, the moment we started reversing they jumped in their trucks.

      “Fuck this shit.” Brolin pushed out of the vehicle while I was reversing and dropped down to one knee. He’d been the first to grab up a rocket launcher from the armory.

      “Do you even know how to use one of those?”

      “Point and shoot.”

      “Brolin, get back in,” Axel yelled.

      “Buckle up bitches, time to light up the night sky.”

      With the truck sideways, I pulled around and looked in my mirror. On one knee he waited until they were getting close before he hit the trigger. An explosion of smoke and fire as one of their trucks caught some air. The explosion echoed. If Fritz didn’t know they had trouble, he did now.

      “Holy crap. And that is how you do it, my friends, booyah!”

      Brolin gave a bow as if he had an audience before jumping back in. The moment his ass cheek hit the seat I slammed the accelerator down and tore out of there. From behind us we could hear gunfire.

      “Fuckers are shooting at us,” Axel said casting a glance in the mirror.

      “No. That’s our group.”

      As we peeled away, I watched as the second truck that hadn’t gone up in a ball of fire came to a grinding halt after our group unloaded a flurry of bullets that smashed up their windscreen and took out the driver, engine and front tires. Smoke poured out the front and those who had survived fell out the side doors.

      “Now the party has started,” Brolin started yelling like a banshee. This guy was going to get along with Baja. I was sure he was a long-lost cousin. He was certainly as crazy as Baja.

      We continued on our way going from house to house and distributing weapons even to those that chose to remain. Within another twenty minutes we had forty plus people in the back of the truck.

      “Johnny.”

      Then his voice came over the radio. Axel looked at me as I continued to drive. The truck bumped its way down a long driveway to the next house.

      “Seems I underestimated you.”

      “Yeah you did,” Brolin said tapping his hand against the door.

      “I have a friend of yours here who wants to speak to you.”

      Then her voice came over the speaker. “Johnny?”

      Jess? I slammed the brakes on and heard the load in the back slip forward. I grabbed up the handheld radio.

      “Jess.”

      Before she could say anything Fritz came back on the line.

      “Now I have tried to work with you but you continue to be a thorn in my side. Why would you withhold the cure from millions?”

      “You have no guarantee it will work.”

      “Listen, I’m going to give you one last chance to hand yourself in. If you continue to piss me off, I will have no other option than to kill the rest of your friends. Do I make myself clear?”

      I didn’t respond. My thoughts were all over the place. I was torn between handing myself in and what that might mean — death.  No matter what anyone would say, it wasn’t an easy choice. There was no right decision to be made. I had no way of knowing that he wouldn’t execute them the moment I handed myself in.

      “How do I know you won’t hurt them?”

      “You have my word.”

      “Your word means shit, Fritz.”

      “You are wearing my patience thin. Perhaps you need some incentive.” He muttered something to one of his men and the next thing I heard was the sound of Jess screaming. But it wasn’t anything I had heard before. Fear shot through me.

      “Okay, okay. Enough. Leave her,” I yelled.

      The screaming continued for another twenty seconds before they stopped doing whatever it was.

      “Have I made myself clear? Now this is not up for negotiation. You come in. You bring the weapons back and all this trouble goes away.”

      “Where do you want to meet?” I replied.

      I heard him scoff. “Section A.”
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      “You’re not going to do it, are you?” Brolin asked.

      “I don’t have a choice. I saw him kill Rowan without even flinching. He’ll kill them.”

      “You can’t,” Axel said. “I know you care about your friends but think about this. This isn’t just about you handing yourself in. It’s about the lives of thousands. Those who he will force his will upon.”

      “I didn’t say all of us were going to hand ourselves in. Brolin, get me Lincoln on the radio.”

      While he was pulling out the radio that he’d brought with him to communicate with the others outside the gate, some of the folks in the back had come around to find out what was going on. Axel hopped out to keep them calm.

      “Lincoln,” I spoke into the mic and waited for him to reply.

      The radio crackled. He came on the line.

      “Put Wren on please.”

      A few seconds later Wren got on the line.

      I brought her up to speed on what Fritz had said.

      “No, Johnny, he’ll kill you and probably everyone that assisted.”

      “I need you guys to meet up with us. Before I hand myself in. Fritz doesn’t know that we are handing out weapons to the community. We need to keep doing it. I’ll bring in one of the trucks with some of the weapons. The rest of you are going to have to rally up anyone and everyone that will help.”

      “But...”

      I cut her off before she could go any further. I gave her the location where we would meet and then turned off the radio. I sat there for a few minutes staring out into the darkness of the night. We were parked down some deserted road. The night was warm and the sound of the ocean brought little peace to the turmoil I was feeling inside.
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      My stomach was reeling with fear.

      “What the hell is going on?” I muttered to Elijah before we were dragged out.

      One moment we had been sitting quietly inside the trailer, the next all hell broke loose and we heard gunfire and explosions. Twenty minutes later Jess was dragged out of the trailer and then we heard her screaming. It was so bad I wanted to throw up. When they finally dragged us out I saw what they had done to her. They had sliced her with a knife down her back multiple times. She was laid on the floor sobbing and cowering below them. She looked as if she had pissed herself with fright.

      They tossed us to the ground like rag dolls. Our hands were still bound. Anyone who spoke up was immediately slammed in the face with the butt end of a rifle.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as we could hear the sound of gunfire erupting from behind the walls. One of Fritz’s men stepped forward and went to jam his gun in my face when he was stopped by Fritz.

      “Enough.” He stepped in front of us and walked up and down before being called back to his trailer. I had no idea what game he was playing. Was this some mental form of torture? Had Johnny managed to rally some people together to fight back?

      My knees were beginning to ache from kneeling on stone. Ten minutes must have passed before a light swept over us from an approaching truck. I squinted to shield my eyes from the glare. My eyes darted between the men who were holding their assault rifles at the vehicle. When it finally came into view, I saw who was inside.

      Johnny.
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      I let the truck idle there for a minute or two while I mustered up the courage to get out. My stomach churned inside of me, adrenaline kicked into overdrive.

      “Get out of the vehicle,” one of the men said.

      I saw several of the men go around the back of the truck and look inside. There was no one in there. They had all left with Wren and Lincoln. The risk factor just went up but I knew if we pulled this off we’d be able to regain control of the community.

      Finally, Fritz and Steadman came into view at the front, their faces lit up by the headlights.

      “Don’t do anything stupid. Come on now.”

      Maybe it was because I was hesitating too long but Fritz motioned to Steadman and he went over to Jess and picked her up by her hair. When I saw what they had done to her the world around me came caving in. My chest tightened and I clenched my hands.

      I pushed open the door and slowly slipped down.

      One of his men cautiously approached and began to pat me down; when he made it to my jacket he ripped it open and saw what I had done. Wrapped around my body was a belt of twenty grenades. I didn’t have wire going through the pins or any kind of device that would allow me to explode all of them. All I needed was one grenade and that one was in my right hand. The pin had already been pulled. If it went off, so would all the others. The men jumped back and started placing distance between us. I knew he wouldn’t shoot me. He needed me. I held up the grenade in my hand.

      “Now let her go.”

      Steadman raised his gun.

      “Don’t shoot, you idiot, we need him.”

      “That’s right. You need me. But I don’t need you.”

      “You wouldn’t dare. You’d be killing yourself and your friends.”

      I chuckled like a man drunk. “Fritz, the fact that any of us are still alive is a miracle. We should have died back in my old town but we didn’t. Now I for one have lost more than enough people to push me over the edge. And believe me. I am at the edge. I have been standing at the edge for over a year just waiting for the one moment to end it.” I turned around taking in the view of all his men. “And I can’t see a better time to end it, than here with you fuckers.”

      “You don’t want to do that.”

      “Don’t I?”

      Jess stared on with a blood-soaked shirt and jeans. Fritz studied my face as if trying to see if I was bluffing.

      “So this is how it’s going to go. You are going to let them go, and then you are going to turn around and head out the gate. Do you understand?”

      Baja broke into a grin that turned into laughter. He went to get up but Steadman smacked him back down.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “You do that again, and it will be the last thing you do.”

      “You’re bluffing,” Fritz said.

      “Are you willing to take that risk?” I began walking closer to him and he started backing up. I heard the sound of guns cocking.

      “Don’t shoot him.” The expression on his face was full of frustration. “You’re not helping anyone here, Johnny. What I’m trying to do…”

      “… is save humanity?” I finished off what he was about to say. “Yeah, yeah, we’ve heard that line countless times. If that’s the case, where are the other five immunes?”

      “They’re dead,” Annora said.

      “That was unavoidable.”

      “Really, five times?” Baja said. “I don’t call that unavoidable. I call that a fuckup. You might want to quit your job as a brain surgeon because you suck.”

      In the quiet tension, the truck with Wren and the others in pulled up near mine. Everyone in the back jumped out including the people they had collected. All of them were armed. They began fanning out with weapons aimed at Fritz’s men. Three more trucks arrived with even more of the community. Each of them were ready to fight.

      Fritz started nodding slowly. In his hand he held a Glock. He began walking around taking in the sight of everyone.

      “Are you going to allow one person to determine if humanity gets the cure or not?”

      “Don’t listen to him, the last five immunes he operated on died,” Annora said.

      “What happens if your son, daughter or spouse is bitten? What then? Are you going to keep getting injections that last a month or two at most? Are you going to have your loved one suffer? Are you ready to put a bullet in their head?”

      “Don’t listen to him,” I said.

      I motioned for our group to get up off their knees and come towards us. I kept a close eye on Steadman. He looked agitated and jumpy with his rifle aimed at me. One by one they got up cautiously looking at Steadman and those who had weapons on them. They moved forward to join the others. Just as Jess began to shuffle towards me, Fritz grabbed her by the back of the collar. He pushed a gun up against the side of her head.

      “I can’t let you do this. I won’t let you do this.”

      “It’s over, Fritz.” I paused. “You’re over.”

      “No. No.”

      I stepped forward. “Just put the gun down.”

      Jess was no longer sobbing. She stared intently at me as if coming to some realization.

      Fritz had this look in his eyes like a wild animal that had been cornered and knew it was only a matter of time before sedation. Keeping a firm grip on the back of her collar he leveled the gun out at me. Immediately everyone began to run back, expecting him to shoot.

      “I just needed to see. I just needed to see if I could do it.”

      Annora came up alongside me. “Dad, put it down. You can still be of use.”

      “How? Tell me how?”

      “Just let her go, Dad, she’s suffered enough,” she said.

      There was a long pause as if he was contemplating the situation.

      His eyes became downcast as Annora continued speaking to him. Telling him that she loved him. She was getting through to him. He wouldn’t listen to me but to his own daughter, his flesh and blood — that was working. Slowly but surely he began to release his grip on Jess. When his grip was released, Jess glanced at him before slowly moving away. I put my hand out to her and she was only a few steps away from me when I heard the gunshot. Jess’s hands started trembling. A look of shock spread across her face. Her eyes drifted downward then she collapsed.

      “No!”

      My eyes darted to Steadman who had taken the shot. I didn’t even think twice, I threw the grenade clutched in my hand towards him. A sudden explosion and all hell broke loose in the camp.

      I fell down by Jess and flipped her over.

      Bullets snapped in the air as rounds were being fired in every direction. Elijah and Ben dragged me back out of the line of fire along with Jess who wasn’t moving. Once behind a vehicle, I tried to get Jess to respond.

      “Come on, don’t you die on me.”

      My eyes welled up with tears as I removed the grenade belt and Elijah took it. I pushed up her eyelids and then lowered my ear to her mouth. I could hear breathing. Shallow. Faint.

      “That’s it. Stay with me. Stay with me.”

      I ripped open her shirt to get a better look at where the bullet had gone in. Blood was pouring fast from her chest. My pulse began racing even faster.

      “Annora!” I yelled. She came rushing over and started shouting to a couple of other people to grab a medic kit from the trailer. People raced around us firing rounds as Fritz’s men returned fire.

      Both my hands were gripped tightly over one of Jess’s. “You’re going to be okay. The doc, she’s going to…” I sniffed hard knowing full well that she wasn’t going to be okay. It was wishful thinking. Denial perhaps. Blood trickled out the corner of her mouth. Jess looked as if she was trying to say something but nothing came out. “Jess,” I gripped her hand hard. Then, Annora looked at me. Slowly her head shook. “No. No!” I looked down at Jess, she was gulping as if trying to get air in.

      Then, the life in her eyes vanished and her hand went limp. “No. No. NO!” I screamed. I pulled her up into my arms. Rocking back and forth, tears streaked my cheeks as I held her.

      Though the world around me had fallen into chaos, my mind became strangely still and quiet.
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      When dawn came, and a deep orange sun burned across the horizon, I was still holding Jess. The smell of gun smoke lingered in the air. I can’t say that I noticed what took place around me for the better part of the night. All I saw was Jess. She was gone, ripped from my world. My mind circled back and forth between what I could have done differently.

      Guilt, anguish and an utter emptiness washed over me. Like nails being raked down a blackboard they tortured my mind. Eventually Wren and Ben came over and tried to convince me to let go of her so that someone could finish what needed to be done before she turned.

      I refused. If anyone was going to do it, it was me. I wouldn’t let anyone carry that burden. It was mine. Ben placed a Glock in my free hand.

      Pale, drained, tired and still in shock I waited there until her eyelids fluttered and milky eyes stared back at me. She gurgled some inhuman sound. I hesitated for a moment then placed the gun to the side of her temple.

      Tears that streaked my face dripped down onto hers as I pulled the trigger.

      My body jerked as it went off. Ben waited for another hour before he came and convinced me to let her go. Covered in blood and grime I walked away completely numb and paying no attention to what was going on around me. Baja took me back home and waited downstairs while I stepped into a shower. I crouched on the floor with my arms wrapped tight around my knees. As warm water rushed over me, I became mesmerized by the black and red colors that twisted and turned before disappearing down the drain.

      In that shower, I broke down. All the pain I had carried for so long. All the loss. Everything that had been bottled up spilled out. When I stepped out on to the cold tiled floor and dried my body, my eyes were swollen and red.

      The sound of gunfire was still ringing in my ears. The image of Jess and the way she looked at me was forever burned in my memory.

      Later, I soon learned what had taken place in the hours that I sat with Jess. The community fought back, many died taking back control of what most had come to call home. Among the dead was Fritz. It was unknown who shot him. Though some believe it was Annora.

      Over the following week, Ben, Elijah, Baja and Wren moved into the same house that I was holed up in. I hadn’t been out except in the yard to get some fresh air. Despite me telling them I would be fine, they didn’t believe it. Even at night I found at least one of them awake. They said they couldn’t sleep but I knew that wasn’t true. They were concerned for Wren and me. Both of us had lost people close to us.

      Two weeks passed and I knew they wouldn’t leave if I didn’t get back to normal living. Whatever that was now.

      A few weeks later, Sebastian was found murdered in his bed. His throat slashed. No one knew who did it. And quite frankly, no one seemed to care that he was gone. Everyone had a reason to want him dead. How he had managed to survive for as long as he had was still a mystery but I think Ethan wasn’t done with him.

      Lukas and Kiera were eventually reunited with their sister, Jade. They had been through a lot for their young age, and as tough as it was to lose their parents, they now had a strong community of people around them to help.

      I sat outside in one of the deck chairs staring at the empty pool. As hard as I tried to block out the pain I felt, I couldn’t. How would anyone understand? I didn’t expect anyone to. I certainly didn’t want to become a burden to anyone.

      It was the same when anyone died. But the truth was, I wasn’t the only one who lost a loved one that night. We all did. Wren had lost her brother, the others a friend.

      “Are you going to be alright?” Wren asked. She was seated across from me.

      “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

      She nodded. In all honesty I wasn’t sure. What was she hoping to hear? It wasn’t like we were any different in our loss. Somehow she seemed to be coping better. How was that? How did she do it?

      Death was strange. It always would be. Everyone carried his or her own beliefs about it. Some could bounce back within a matter of days, others months, and some would never truly recover. They would become a shell of their former self. Of course they would get up and smile and do all the things that had to be done. Life would continue. You couldn’t wallow forever but when did the grief stop? When should a person reopen the curtains and smile again without guilt? No one could say when, it was different for each person.

      Nights were the hardest. In the silence of the evening, when I was alone with my thoughts, I struggled. I drank to block out the memory of Jess.

      Eventually no more tears fell; instead I was left feeling numb.

      As summer turned into fall, and the leaves began to change into a gold brown, the community slowly returned to normal. A stone was erected in section A in memory of the fallen. But I didn’t need to see it to remember. I still remained back there, lost in that moment. Of course I got up every day, I went through the motions and pulled my weight but a part of me had died that night.

      I was unsure if I would ever fully feel the way I had for Jess.

      As more immunes were discovered and Annora continued to run tests, the number of months that a person could live after a bite got longer and longer. Annora believed it was only a matter of time before she would successfully create the first antibody that would ensure people could survive.

      Lincoln’s crew never joined our camp but we saw them often. We would go up to Orient; they would come down to us. We combined our resources and expanded the walls together. It would be a slow process but humanity would eventually stand again, infection free.

      It was a hope we all shared.

      And one that we all believed we would see.

      A day when life would return to normal, if only through trial and error.

      But then again, had humanity ever survived any other way?
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        OUTSIDE THE WALLS, NEW YORK

        PRESENT DAY

      

      So there I was — hanging from a wall of some dilapidated building that once housed some of the finest alcohol in New York.

      We were out on a run and I had become separated from the others.

      How? Eh! Some Z, some asshole, the usual crap that happens.

      But nevertheless, there I was dangling over the undead.

      I was drunk out of my mind and reliving the past.

      It was a bad combination for sure.

      I wasn’t thinking right.

      Sober — I had lots of reasons to live.

      My relationship with Wren had become stronger.

      I had friends around me that actually gave a shit about each other’s well-being.

      I was part of a community that wasn’t perfect but was better and safer than anything I had been in prior to arriving on the east coast. Hell, even the future was beginning to look bright if measured by the advancements Annora had made with the new antibody.

      But in that moment, all that was good and light was overshadowed and blocked out by dark thoughts as my blood alcohol content went off the charts, and my mind focused in on what the apocalypse had stolen.

      Tears streaked my cheeks as I gave one final look at the dead waiting for me.

      I loosened my grip on the brick, one finger at a time.

      Closed my eyes.

      Then let go.

      In that moment two things happened.

      One, I felt a hand grasp my wrist.

      Two, I looked up and saw Specs.

      I blinked hard thinking I was dreaming.

      “Specs?”

      “Are you really going to make me pull you up with one arm?”

      “What the hell?” I said.

      “A little help!” he shouted over his shoulder.

      From behind him Baja came racing into view. He grinned and reached down to grab my other arm. “Like usual, Johnny, Specs here was meant to be a surprise and you royally fucked it up.”

      “Just help me pull him up.”

      A few strong pulls and they hoisted me up and over the edge.

      All three of us slumped down breathing hard, backs against a wall of brick, me in the middle and both of them on either side. We sat there for a moment, not saying a word to each other but just looking out over the city as the sun’s light waned.

      “Don’t ever do that again or I will kick your ass,” Specs said shooting me a sideways glance.

      “Yeah, you don’t get to end it,” Baja said. “If I have to stay, so do you.”

      I chuckled.

      Specs ferreted inside his jacket and retrieved some smokes. “Cigarette?”

      I took one out, still blitzed out of my head and thinking I was having some out-of-body experience, the kind that might have come from being torn alive by the Z’s. But it was real, Specs was here beside me, puffing away on a Marlboro Light.

      He lit mine then lifted an empty cardboard beer container.

      “I would offer you a beer but…” He tossed it.

      “How did…?” I asked.

      He breathed in deeply then blew out some smoke.

      “We thought it would make a good road trip.”

      Baja chuckled.

      “We?”

      “The family, and everyone who chose to come.”

      I nodded slowly in my drunken state. We sat there for several minutes looking out without saying a word to each other.

      “It’s a good view from here,” Specs said.

      “Yeah, you can see for miles,” Baja replied.

      “I think Matt would have liked it,” I added.

      So there we were, back together again.

      Old friends, brothers-in-arms, misfits to the end.

      We may not have been the fastest or strongest.

      We might not have had what it took to survive.

      But there’s no denying, we were full of heart, and that was enough.

      We were, the Renegades.
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      It really has been a real pleasure to write this series. When I set out to write The Renegades, I never imagined how many people would enjoy the characters. It’s hard to believe that this was the last one but I think it wraps it up nicely.

      For those of you who are curious, I wanted the final scene on the roof to act almost like a bookend to the first book. If you remember in the first book they used to go up on top of a roof, drink beer and look out over the town. I thought it would be good to end it there with the three original friends looking out across the city, and that no matter what, they would be there for each other through the highs and lows.

      Thanks to all of you who have come along for the ride, left reviews and emailed me. I hope to bring you many more, wild and crazy stories over the coming years.

      Please take a second to leave a review on Amazon and let others know what you thought of the entire series.

      Thank you — Jack Hunt

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A Plea

        

      

    
    
      Thank you for reading The Renegades 5: United. If you enjoyed the book, I would really appreciate it if you would consider leaving a review. Without reviews, an author’s books are virtually invisible on the retail sites. It also let’s me know what you liked. You can leave a review by visiting the book’s page. I would greatly appreciate it. It only takes a couple of seconds.

      

      Thank you — Jack Hunt

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Newsletter

        

      

    
    
      Thank you for buying The Renegades 5, published by Direct Response Publishing.

      

      Click here to receive special offers, bonus content, and news about new Jack Hunt’s books. Sign up for the newsletter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      Jack Hunt is the author of horror, sci-fi and post-apocalyptic novels. He currently has five books out in the Renegades series, and another called Mavericks: Hunters Moon. Jack lives on the East coast of North America. When he’s not writing, he’s engaged in dubious activities and general shenanigans. He invites you to contact him, send him lots of money and turn all his books into movies.

      If he doesn’t reply straight away, he’s probably running away from a Zombie, chatting with his drug dealer or having a dump. Either way, he will respond when he’s good and ready unless of course you are the FBI in which case you’ll never hear from him. ;)

    

    
      
        www.jackhuntbooks.com

        jhuntauthor@gmail.com
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