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   Winfield Junction was a town where nothing ever happened.
 
   It was a small isolated community out in the countryside northwest of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, a few miles off of Interstate Route 28. No one paid much attention to the small community and Winfield Junction paid little attention to what was going on in the outside world.
 
   When strange things started to occur around Winfield Junction, it took them all by surprise.
 
    
 
   The zombie apocalypse had begun, causing the power and all forms of communication to go out.
 
   The residents of Winfield Junction had no idea what was going on and they would never find out what had happened.
 
   A large horde of the dead hit the town in the middle of the night. By morning, except for two people, all the other residents of Winfield Junction were dead.
 
    
 
   Three days later, when the last two remaining Winfield Junction residents finally ventured out of their basement to look for help, they couldn’t believe what had happened to their town.
 
   They soon found themselves again running for their lives.
 
   A car load of survivors from the neighboring town of Freeport, fleeing the dead out on the interstate, arrived in Winfield Junction just in time to help them escape a gruesome fate.
 
   The Freeport survivors were on their way to Kittanning in a desperate attempt to find a safe haven from the dead. They took the Winfield Junction survivors with them.
 
   The last two Winfield Junction residents however had a secret, a secret that if the others found out, could make being with the Freeport survivors more dangerous than the zombies they had just escaped.
 
    
 
   Their lives had just been turned upside down, but that was only the start of what was to come.
 
    
 
   In Kittanning, Doctor Diane Wyatt struggled to make sense out of what had happened. She made a startling discovery that presented her with an opportunity that mankind might never see again.
 
   Diane’s father, former Navy Commander John Wyatt, was doing his best to keep their small group from being overrun by the dead.
 
   But against such overwhelming odds, one nagging question hung over their heads as they struggled against the dead. Was it even possible for anyone to survive?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “I think I hear something outside the house,” Dot whispered as she sat up in bed.
 
   She reached out her right arm to feel for Mike in the darkness, when her hand found his shoulder she began to shake him.
 
    
 
   She glanced towards the clock on her bed stand.
 
   She always did this out of habit when she got up in the middle of the night so she would know what time it was.
 
   She had been getting awake frequently throughout the night during the past week, since things started to feel creepy.
 
   Her glance towards the clock returned the same results as it had done all week, nothing.
 
   The power had gone out a week ago and the electric clock was dark and silent.
 
   The clock had a battery backup which would have enabled the small clock to at least show the time, but Dot hadn’t put any batteries in the clock for over two years.
 
   “The power never goes out around here and there isn’t anything that important that won’t wait,” she had always said. “It’s a waste of a good battery but one of these days when I think about it, I’ll put a battery in the clock, just in case.”
 
   But of course she had never gotten around to doing it.
 
   “Just like everything else in life, the power never goes off when you are prepared for it to go out,” she thought.
 
   Things only happen when you don’t expect it.
 
    
 
   As Dot stared into the darkness, in the direction where she knew the clock had to be, she again promised herself that tomorrow she would try to remember to put a battery in the clock, if she could find one.
 
    
 
   “Mike wake up,” Dot whispered as she shook his arm.
 
   She heard Mike groan as the battery powered wall clock out in the hall began to chime. Mike had put batteries in the hall clock.
 
   Mike said the wall clock in the hall across from the bathroom door came in handy while he had to wait for his turn to get in the bathroom when their teenage daughter, Kimberly, beat him to the bathroom in the morning to get ready for school.
 
   Mike swore that after she had been in the bathroom for an hour, she didn’t look any different when she came out than when she had gone in to do her hair and makeup, but Dot made him promise not to say that to Kimmy.
 
   “Teenage girls have so much pressure on them now days,” she told Mike. “She is so self-conscious about how she looks, telling her that would make her a nervous wreck. She is growing up Mike.”
 
   “I can see that,” Mike had replied with a worried look on his face.
 
   Dot knew that this was what was really bothering Mike, he wasn’t ready for his little girl to grow up. If Kimmy had looked a lot different when she came out of the bathroom, Mike would then have something to worry about.
 
    
 
   Mike had agreed but used the wall clock to time her and to keep reminding her how long she had been in the bathroom.
 
   Since the power had gone out, Kimmy spent less time in the bathroom now because school had been cancelled until the power problem could be resolved.
 
   They didn’t have this problem with their son Bobby, they weren’t sure if he even knew where the bathroom was.
 
   The way his room smelled only added to that thought, but neither Mike nor Dot had the courage to go into his room to investigate.
 
   Mike had always laughed, “In another year when Bobby discovers girls they would have to add a bathroom to the master bedroom. Bobby and Kimmy will be fighting like cats and dogs over the old bathroom and if we want to use a bathroom we will have to build our own.”
 
   Dot laughed because she knew he was right about that.
 
    
 
   Dot counted the melodic dings coming from the hall wall clock.
 
   “One, two, three……It’s three in the morning,” Dot thought.
 
    
 
   “Wake up Mike,” Dot whispered more loudly this time as what sounded like scraping came from out near the front of the house.
 
    
 
   It was the second time tonight that she had heard strange sounds. 
 
   A few nights ago, Dot had heard a similar sound. 
 
   The next day they had found what looked like painted red streaks on their front grass. It was a strange sight but they had more to worry about than petty vandalism.
 
   The next night she had heard those sounds again. The following day one of the neighbor’s cats had been found dead. 
 
   All that remained was a bloody pile of fur in their backyard. It was a grisly scene.
 
   Everyone wrote it off as some cruel kids from a neighboring town roaming around at night causing trouble since they didn’t have to go to school.
 
   Or maybe another animal had killed it.
 
   It had been bad, but quickly forgotten by everyone except the cat’s owners.
 
    
 
   Yesterday had been the worst thing to happen so far. 
 
   Dot had been awakened sometime in the middle of the night by sounds coming from over in the neighbor’s yard.
 
   She had laid awake the rest of the night and listened.
 
   Dot just felt something wasn’t right.
 
    
 
   When the power went off almost a week ago, everything had just stopped working.
 
   She and Mike tried to call the power company to report the outage, but neither their phone nor the neighbor’s phones worked.
 
   For some reason the cell phones didn’t work either.
 
   Mike started the car hoping to hear something on the radio but all he could get on the car radio was static.
 
   Mike drove down to the local gas station on Route 356 about five miles down the road but the guy told him without power he couldn’t sell him any gas.
 
   The guy also told Mike that traffic had come to a standstill since the power went out. 
 
   The station owner said that since the power went out, traffic on Route 356 had stopped completely. He said he even drove down to Route 28 and had barely seen more than four or five cars out on the interstate. He recommended that Mike just go back home and wait it out.
 
   “We’re all in the same boat,” the station owner said. “No one can go very far. It’s better to stay home and wait than go out and be stranded somewhere.  No one is driving around. You’re not the only one with this problem.”
 
    
 
   The station owner and the neighbors didn’t know any more than Dot and Mike about what had happened. They were all literally in the dark.
 
   No one in Winfield Junction ever paid much attention to the news, mostly because it never had anything to do with them. Even if there had been some kind of warning alert broadcast before the power went out, it was unlikely that anyone here would have heard it. So they all just waited for someone to fix the problem and turn their power back on.
 
    
 
   Mike and Dot had been just sitting around the house, the same as everyone else, waiting. Their little town of Winfield Junction, a quiet little town where nothing ever happened was now even quieter. It felt creepy to walk on the streets knowing that dozens of eyes were watching you from somewhere inside the buildings.
 
   So they did just like everyone else, stayed inside and watched the streets while they waited for the power to come back on. They played cards or Monopoly during the day and turned in early at night. It was sort of nice to have a break and just relax.
 
    
 
   But it was yesterday morning that had confirmed, at least for Dot, that the problem was more than just the power being out.
 
   She had a gnawing feeling that something wasn’t right but when the neighbor boy mysteriously disappeared, she knew what she was feeling was more than a hunch or a woman’s intuition.
 
   The neighbor boy had convinced his parents to let him camp out in the back yard.
 
   He had received a pup tent for his birthday and was anxious to try it out.
 
   Dot thought the kid’s parents were crazy to let him sleep outside at a time like this.
 
   Mike told her that other than her suspicion that something was wrong, there wasn’t anything to indicate it was too dangerous for the kid to sleep out in his own backyard.
 
    
 
   Mike’s opinion changed after they talked to the neighbors the next morning.
 
   Now he knew something was wrong too.
 
   The kid’s dad said that there appeared to be a set of bloody foot prints leading to their son’s tent.
 
   The tent was a bloody mess inside.
 
   What confused everyone was that there appeared to be two bloody sets of foot prints leading away from the tent.
 
   “With the amount of blood in the tent,” the father choked out the words, “it would have been impossible for the other set of bloody prints to be my son’s. Someone must have taken him!”
 
    
 
   They followed the bloody prints out to Route 356 where they lost the trail. The tracks from the tent were lost when they blended in with the other bloody tracks covering the highway.
 
   The sobbing couple came back to their house and drove their car back out to the highway to look for their son. They were convinced someone had taken him and he was still alive.
 
   Mike didn’t know what could have happened, but he was certain with the amount of blood he had seen in the tent, no one could survive that.
 
   That was the last anyone had seen of the couple.
 
   Someone said that the couple had followed the bloody trail out to Route 28 and then decided to follow Route 28 north in hopes of finding their son. 
 
    
 
   The neighbors all decided that after the cat incident and now the boy’s disappearance, the problem had to be some wild animal had come down from the mountains and was prowling around because there weren’t any lights to scare it away.  Everyone agreed the best thing to do was just stay inside at night until the power came back on and they would all be fine. They all lived out in the country and these sort of things just happened out in the country from time to time. No one needed to panic.
 
   Dot wanted to know why there were no animal tracks to be seen, but no one else thought that was important.
 
    
 
   Dot decided she needed to do more than just hide under her blanket tonight and hope the sounds would stop.
 
   She didn’t want the next unexplained incident to happen to any of her family members. Not if she had anything to say about it. She intended to keep her eyes open.
 
   “Mike, wake up,” Dot said louder this time. “Damn it Mike, I think you could sleep through a nuclear war!”
 
    
 
   Dot slid out from under her blanket and felt for the floor with her bare feet.
 
   The cold hardwood floor sent chills through her body but Dot knew the chills were caused by more than the cold wooden floor.
 
   Knowing that she intended to go look out the front door to see what was making that sound out front, when her feet touched the floor she would have felt the chills run through her even if the floor had been hot. She was scared.
 
    
 
   Dot stood and pulled the covers up over the bed to keep her spot warm for when she came back to bed.
 
   Then she felt around at the bottom of the bed to find her robe.
 
   It was bad enough that she was getting up in the middle of the night to investigate a noise.
 
   The only thing that Dot could think of that would be worse was investigating a noise in the middle of the night in her underwear.
 
   With or without her robe, at a hundred and four pounds she wasn’t going to intimidate anyone, even with how wild her hair looked whenever she got out of bed and she was sure she probably looked like a wild woman right now. But she would at least feel more confident in her red robe if she found herself confronted by someone than she would standing there in her little blue panties.
 
   She never even tried to give Kimmy a stern look unless she had her robe on or was fully dressed and Kimmy only weighed ninety-seven pounds.
 
    
 
   Dot pulled the strings together and tied her robe tight around herself.
 
   She moved slowly in her bare feet, careful not to ram her toes into one of the many things that either Mike or Bobby had left lying around on the floor.
 
   She moved out into the hall and passed the bathroom.
 
   The ticking of the wall clock was the only sound she could hear inside the house.
 
   The bathroom door was open. Kimmy’s door was shut tight as she was at the age where she wanted her privacy.
 
   With Bobby and his friends running in and out of his room, playing video games or whatever they did in Bobby’s room, Kimmy felt there were too many roaming eyes in the house to leave her door open for very long.
 
   “Teenage girls,” Dot smiled remembering way back when she had been a teenage girl.
 
   Of course teenage girls looked different now than when she was one. Maybe it was good that Kimmy kept her door closed. She and Mike were starting to worry about how to handle Kimmy with what was soon to happen, teenage boys.
 
   Kimmy had lost her tom boy appearance a year ago. If the boys hadn’t already noticed, it definitely wouldn’t be long.
 
   If Kimmy wasn’t so modest that problem would arrive before they were ready for it, that is if Mike would ever be ready to deal with boys and his little girl.
 
   Mike always complimented Kimmy when she came out of her room dressed like a nun for school. He hoped that would encourage her to keep dressing that way.
 
   Dot didn’t know what Mike would do if Kimmy ever started to dress like her friends.
 
   “The little hooker look,” Mike called it. “Don’t their parents see how they look before they leave to go to school? If I saw my daughter dressed like that, I’d…”
 
   Mike never finished that sentence because he really didn’t know what he would do.
 
    
 
   Dot sniffed the air in the hallway.
 
   “I must be near Bobby’s room,” Dot smiled. “Mike felt as long as Bobby’s room smelled like this they were safe. 
 
   Kimmy said that Bobby’s room was disgusting.
 
   Mike felt that was a good sign. When the room smelled like Old Spice then they would need to worry about what Bobby was up to.
 
    
 
   These things had never crossed hers and Mike’s mind when they first started talking about having kids.
 
   Then they just thought about having a couple little kids, daddy’s little girl and mommy’s little boy.
 
   Those days had come and then gone much too quickly.
 
   When the kids were born and even after they started to walk and talk, it felt like it would be that way forever.
 
   “But unfortunately, nothing lasts forever,” Dot thought and smiled sadly in the darkness.
 
   She knew that they were quickly approaching the point where everything would change.
 
   Soon their two little angels who felt that their parents couldn’t do any wrong would be replaced by two kids that couldn’t believe how stupid their parents were.
 
   “Maybe that time is now,” Dot thought, “or at least will be here by tomorrow or the day after. It won’t be long.”
 
    
 
   Dot tried to clear her thoughts. She was going to see what was causing the noise out in front of the house. Besides she had a bad feeling about things, thinking about losing her two little kids to the world was depressing. It would be here soon enough no matter how much she tried to stop it from happening. That was just how it was.
 
   Thinking about it wouldn’t do anything but make her miserable and depressed.
 
   The world had a way of constantly changing. Dot knew that change was not always for the better.
 
   Even tightening the straps on her red robe didn’t make her feel any better.
 
    
 
   Dot quickened her pace but slowed down again after stubbing her toe and thinking some four letter words as her foot banged into Mike’s tool box.
 
   It was sitting out in the middle of the living room floor, right where she should have expected it to be.
 
   No matter how much she complained, her guys always managed to leave things where they shouldn’t be.
 
   Unfortunately, as much as some things changed, other things never seemed to change.
 
    
 
   After the pain in her toes subsided, she shuffled over to the front door and pulled back the curtains.
 
   The scene out in front of the house made her quickly let the curtains fall back over the window.
 
   Dot took a deep breath and slowly pulled the curtain to the side of the window just enough to put her eye to the opening to get another look.
 
    
 
   Winfield Junction wasn’t really a town, it was more like the name for the area that consisted of about a half dozen houses scattered around in the countryside a mile or so north of Freeport Pennsylvania and interstate 28.
 
   On a good day the area population couldn’t be more than twenty-five people.
 
   There had to be at least that many people out in the yard now.
 
   “What the hell is everyone doing outside at this time of the morning?” Dot thought.
 
    
 
   It was then she noticed the smell.
 
   It smelled like Bobby had taken up residence in the living room, but she knew that couldn’t be the reason.
 
   She sniffed the air as she studied the people outside, “Even Bobby’s room doesn’t smell this bad.”
 
   Dot studied the crowd trying to decide if she should go outside to see why they were there.
 
   She felt for her robe to confirm that she was presentable but she hesitated.
 
   Dot tried to listen to make out what the crowd was talking about. If she could hear what they were saying she would feel more comfortable about going outside.
 
   If the neighbors were upset about something, even with her red robe on, she wouldn’t want to go out there without Mike to confront them.
 
   She strained to listen but couldn’t make out anything. It sounded like the droning sound the crowd at a baseball game makes when everyone is talking among themselves.
 
    
 
   Dot reached down in the darkness and found the knob on the front door.
 
   She turned the lock until she heard a low click.
 
   She turned the door knob and slowly pulled the door open about two inches, hoping this would help her hear what was going on.
 
   Dot started to gag when the foul odor hit her in the face.
 
   She quickly put her arm across her face, using the thick terrycloth sleeve of her robe to filter the gross smell from the air before it entered her nose.
 
   Dot tried to look out the small opening and past the door, but her eyes were burning and tears blurred her vision.
 
   “What the hell is that out there?” Dot asked herself.
 
   She wondered if it was a gas leak, but if it was it smelled more like a sewage problem, or worse.
 
   The gas company put an artificial odor in the gas line so they could detect any leaks, but this would be overkill. Why couldn’t they just add a nice sweet almond scent, that would be nice and it would still signal that there was a leak.
 
    
 
   Dot closed the door and waited for her vision to clear.
 
   In a moment her eyes began to clear up but her nose still felt weird, her sinuses were going crazy and now her nose had begun to run.
 
   For lack of anything better, Dot wiped her eyes and nose with the sleeve of her robe.
 
   “I used to scold Bobby for wiping his nose on his sleeve,” Dot thought as she wiped her nose. But she gave herself a break, it was dark and something weird was going on. She didn’t have time to go look for a handkerchief right now.
 
    
 
   Dot finally looked back out the window just as Tim Johnson, the guy that lived across the road, came out of his house holding up a lantern for light to see by.
 
   She could hear Tim yell something to the crowd. It sounded like he was asking what they were all doing out in front of his house.
 
   The droning from the crowd got louder, but Dot couldn’t make out any legible response.
 
   It now sounded like the crowd at the ballpark right after Josh Harrison hit a home run.
 
   Dot was going to open the door again but changed her mind as she stopped to wipe her runny nose again.
 
   She decided to watch for a few more minutes before subjecting herself to more of that horrible smell.
 
    
 
   Everyone in the crowd, as far as she could tell, turned towards Tim Johnson and started to move in his direction.
 
   The lantern Tim held high in the air helped, but still mostly all Dot could see was dark shapes moving, backlit by the lantern.
 
   The crowd moved strangely, Dot noticed.
 
   It looked like they were all drunk the way the shadowy shapes wobbled and staggered towards the Johnson house.
 
   “It could just be the light,” she thought.
 
   “Or could it be all the neighbors are drunk?” Dot questioned what she saw. “If so, I guess it wouldn’t be the first time,” she laughed to herself.
 
   Last summer the community got together and had a Fourth of July picnic. By the end of the evening just about everyone was a little tipsy.
 
   She decided to bring Mike and the kids home when the Carlson’s oldest daughter Jessica began to streak through the group.
 
   Someone had obviously been slipping her more than root beer and she had become more than festive to her parent’s horror.
 
   Mike didn’t protest, but Bobby wanted to stay longer.
 
   Dot smiled, she couldn’t blame him, Jessica had created quit a scene. It had to have been a teenage boy’s dream come true.
 
   When they returned home, Bobby went to his room saying he was turning in for the evening. She knew he was in his room sitting at the window hoping to see more of Jessica, but the show was over. Jessica’s mother quickly corralled her daughter and ushered her into the house.
 
   No one saw her for the next three weeks, apparently by morning when she had realized what she had done she was too embarrassed to even show her face around the neighborhood.
 
   Dot didn’t think she would ever come out again.
 
   When she did finally come out of the house, the area wives gave her some pretty harsh stares.
 
   Of course Bobby now had a permanent smile on his face.
 
    
 
   Dot watched the crowd, she couldn’t make out any individuals in the shadows but she was pretty sure Jessica would not be repeating her ill-advised performance again tonight.
 
   As the crowd got closer to Tim Johnson, Dot could see the look on his face change. The faint light from the lantern cast eerie shadows across Tim’s face making it look like a face from some horror movie.
 
   Dot didn’t think too much about that at first, but when Tim held the lantern high in the air and stared at the crowd, the shadows on his face disappeared, but not the look of horror.
 
   Tim suddenly lowered the lantern, turned and ran back inside his house. The door slammed loudly.
 
   The crowd continued until they reached his house, then they started to pound on his door. Others pounded against the side of the house, some even pounded against the windows.
 
    
 
   Dot could see the light from the lantern glowing against the windows from inside his house.
 
   She couldn’t hear it but she saw the large picture window to the right side of the door shatter. Sparkling shards of glass rained down over the people that had been pounding against the glass.
 
   When people began crawling in through the broken window, Dot’s jaw dropped.
 
   “What?” she started to say, but decided she had better go get Mike.
 
   If the crowd out there was drunk or high on whatever those strong fumes were outside, it didn’t look like anyone had any ideas of streaking. Tonight they looked more like a lynch mob.
 
   Dot turned and ran through the house.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Dot rushed back to the bedroom.
 
   “Mike,” Dot yelled, not concerned now about waking the kids, “wake up!”
 
   She reached down to shake Mike.
 
   “Ouch!” Mike responded angrily, apparently now awake. “You stuck your finger up my nose.”
 
   “Sorry,” Dot replied. “You have to get up. Something strange is going on out front.”
 
   “We live in Winfield Junction, something strange is always going on around here,” Mike answered still sounding groggy. “Go back to sleep, we’ll find out what it was tomorrow morning.”
 
   “It can’t wait,” Dot said urgently, “I’m afraid they are going to lynch Tim Johnson or something.”
 
    
 
   Mike sat up, “Lynch Tim Johnson?”
 
   “There is a large mob breaking into his house,” Dot replied, “and they look strange.”
 
   “Who is breaking into the Johnson house?” Mike asked.
 
   “I don’t know who they are,” Dot replied as she fumbled around in the dark looking for the matches so she could light the candle on the stand next to Mike’s side of the bed.
 
   Mike held his arm in front of his face to shield his eyes as the match flared up sending out a blinding flash of light as Dot pulled it across the match box.
 
   After her eyes adjusted, she lit the candle then looked at Mike.
 
   “I heard a noise and it woke me up. When I couldn’t get you up without doing anything drastic, I went out in the living room and looked out the door. There has to be forty or fifty people out in the front yard. That’s when I saw Tim Johnson come out of his house holding a lantern,” Dot said breathlessly then added. “When they saw Tim come out of the house, the entire mob started towards him. It was too dark to see who the people were, but I could see Tim’s face from the light given off by his lantern. He looked scared.”
 
    
 
   Mike sat up on the side of the bed and started to pull on his jeans.
 
   “You said they were breaking into his house?” Mike asked.
 
   “I saw him hold up his lantern to get a better look at the mob,” Dot replied, “then I saw the look on his face. He looked terrified. He turned and ran back into his house. The mob followed him and started pounding against the house. When the front window broke, the mob started crawling in through the window. That’s when I came back to get you.”
 
    
 
   Mike jumped up from the bed, put on his slippers, then ran over to the closet.
 
   “Did you hear what they were saying?” Mike asked as he pulled this pump action twelve-gauge shotgun from the closet.
 
   “No, it was loud but I couldn’t make out any words,” Dot answered. “It sounded like one big groan.”
 
   Mike pushed seven shells into the shotgun, the gun clicked after each shell was pushed into the chamber.
 
   “You’re sure they were going to attack Tim?” Mike asked, “I don’t want to run out there with a shotgun if all they are doing is complaining about not having any electricity. Maybe someone spotted the wild animal that has been coming around here at night.”
 
   “They smashed his windows and were crawling through the windows into his house,” Dot exclaimed. “I think they were all drunk or something.”
 
   Mike looked over at her with a puzzled expression.
 
   “Come on out front and see,” Dot pleaded, “This is scaring me.”
 
    
 
   Mike picked up his shotgun with one hand and grabbed the candle with the other hand.
 
   “Leave the candle here until you take a look,” Dot suggested. “I don’t want them to see us until you see what they are doing. I don’t want them running over here breaking into our house too.”
 
   Mike nodded and set the candle back on the night stand.
 
   He followed Dot out into the hall.
 
   Mike was tempted to stop and use the bathroom as they passed the open bathroom door, it was unusual to see the bathroom empty and it was an opportunity too good to pass up, but Dot tugged at his arm to keep him moving.
 
   Mike kept moving. He was now fully awake and knew that if Tim Johnson’s life was in danger, the bathroom break could wait. He knew if he needed help, he would appreciate it if whoever was coming to help him would help him first and use the can later.
 
    
 
   When they reached the end of the hall and walked through the living room, a flickering light danced across the front windows.
 
   Dot rushed over to the door and pulled back the curtain on the door.
 
   “The Johnson’s house is on fire,” she exclaimed.
 
   Mike moved in close behind Dot, pulled the curtain fully open as he stared at the flames shooting out of the open door and large window of the Johnson’s house.
 
   A large mob of people was still struggling against each other to get through the flames and into the house.
 
    
 
   “You better go wake up the kids,” Mike said, “I don’t know what they are doing but if this fire spreads, it would be better if the kids were up and ready to move. I’m going out to see what the hell is going on.”
 
   “Wait here Mike,” Dot said, “until I get the kids up. I don’t want you going out there until I can keep an eye on you.”
 
   “OK,” Mike replied, “just hurry.”
 
    
 
   Dot ran back down the hall. She stopped in her room first to get the candle. Going in the kid’s rooms without some kind of light, she could end up falling over something and breaking her neck in that obstacle course.
 
   She went into Kimmy’s room first.
 
   Kimmy’s room was neat and clean. Her closet door was open and her clothes hung neatly on their hangers.
 
   A can of Pepsi sat on her desk next to Kimmy’s diary. She must have been writing in her diary before she went to bed last night.
 
   Dot thought that it would be interesting to see what her daughter had been writing about, but she also knew she could never invade her daughter’s privacy by reading her diary. Beside she knew somehow, Kimmy would know.
 
   Dot rushed over to the bed and put her hand on Kimmy’s arm.
 
   “Kimmy, wake up,” Dot said loudly.
 
   Kimmy opened her eyes and looked up at her mother.
 
   “What’s up Mom,” Kimmy asked.
 
   “Something is going on over at the Johnson’s,” Dot answered. “Get up and get dressed and go out to the living room. Your dad is waiting out there for you.”
 
   Kimmy nodded.
 
   Dot leaned her candle into the candle on Kimmy’s desk, lighting her candle so she would have light in her room.
 
   “Hurry,” Dot said as she turned, left the room and closed the door.
 
   She could hear Kimmy’s mattress squeak as she left the room. Dot was sure Kimmy was getting up.
 
    
 
   Next she walked over to Bobby’s room.
 
   The smell hit her as she opened the door to the room.
 
   It wasn’t as bad as she feared. At least the smell didn’t burn her eyes and nose.
 
   Bobby’s room looked like a bomb had gone off. Cloths and other unrecognizable items were scattered across the room.
 
   Dot picked her way carefully across the room on her way to Bobby’s bed. The shadows from the candle made the room look a lot worse than it really was, at least that was what Dot told herself.
 
   Besides, she could address this problem tomorrow.
 
   Dot made her way to Bobby’s bed.
 
   Bobby was lying face down on his bed.
 
   The blankets were lying on the floor next to the bed. Bobby was lying on the sheets in his boxers.
 
   Dot put her hand on the middle of Bobby’s back and started to shake him.
 
   “Bobby, wake up,” Dot shouted.
 
   Bobby groaned but didn’t move.
 
   “Robert, get your ass up, now!” Dot shouted, worried Mike would go outside before she made it back out to the living room.
 
   “What?” Bobby asked as he rolled over on his back.
 
   “Something is going on outside,” Dot said as she lit the candle on Bobby’s dresser. She hoped she wouldn’t set the room on fire as she pushed clothes off the dresser to get them away from the candle. “Your dad needs you out in the living room. Get up and get dressed and get out there with your dad.”
 
   “OK,” Bobby replied, but Dot didn’t feel confident.
 
    
 
   Before going back to the living room, she stuck her head back in Kimmy’s room.
 
   “I’m almost ready Mom,” Kimmy said when she saw her mother’s face look in around the door.
 
   “Good,” Dot said, “Make sure your brother is up on your way out.”
 
   “Do I have to go in there?” Kimmy protested, “His room is gross.”
 
   “Please,” Dot replied.
 
   “OK,” Kimmy relented but sounded unhappy about it.
 
   “Hurry,” Dot added before disappearing back out into the hall.
 
    
 
   Dot ran back down the hall.
 
   She set her candle down at the end of the hallway before going back out into the living room.
 
   She could see Mike standing in front of the door as the light from the fire at the Johnson’s lit up the living room with a soft glow.
 
   Mike turned to look in Dot’s direction as she came out of the hallway.
 
   “The kids are up,” Dot said, “they will be out in a minute.”
 
   “Good,” Mike replied. “You stay here with the kids. I’m going to go out to see what happened. Don’t come out unless I signal that it is OK.”
 
   Dot moved over next to Mike and looked out the window.
 
   “Be careful Mike,” Dot said. “Something weird is going on over there.”
 
   “I will,” Mike replied. “Just stay here with the kids and don’t let anyone in the house until I get back.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that,” Dot replied, “and Mike, prepare yourself, it stinks outside.”
 
   “It what?” Mike started to ask as he pulled the door open. Mike stopped midsentence as the odor hit him causing his eyes to burn.
 
   He fought off the vile taste rising into the back of his throat.
 
   “It smells like Bobby’s room, sort of,” Mike said as he stepped outside and pulled the door closed behind him.
 
   Dot watched him move slowly down the steps and start out into the front yard.
 
    
 
   Dot jumped, startled by the feel of something rubbing against her back as she watched Mike.
 
   “How did the fire start?” Kimmy asked.
 
   Dot turned to see Kimmy looking over her shoulder.
 
   Kimmy was wearing jeans and a sweater. Her hair neatly combed. The only thing out of place was that Kimmy was in her bare feet.
 
   “I don’t know. Your dad just went over to find out what is going on,” Dot replied.
 
   “What’s wrong with those people over there?” Kimmy asked as she stared past Dot and out the window. “They are moving like there is something wrong with them.”
 
   “Did you check on your brother?” Dot asked as she turned back to look out the window.
 
   “The creep was trying to go back to sleep,” Kimmy replied, “So I poured a glass of water on him,” she chuckled, ”he’ll be out in a minute. His room stinks. I don’t know how he can stand it in there.”
 
    
 
   Dot watched as Mike crossed the yard and started out onto the road.
 
   “You’re gross,” Kimmy exclaimed.
 
   Dot turned to see Bobby standing next to them. He was standing in his boxers and water dripped down over his face from his wet hair.
 
   “Someone poured water over my head Mom,” Bobby said.
 
   “Go put on your pants,” Dot said, “If your dad needs your help, you can’t go out there in your underwear.”
 
   Bobby pushed in between Dot and Kimmy to look out the window.
 
   “What happened?” Bobby asked as he stared at the house across the road.
 
   “Don’t touch me creep,” Kimmy said and jumped back away from Bobby.
 
   “Pants, Now!” Dot said.
 
   “OK,” Bobby replied as he shuffled back to his room.
 
   “Why does he have to run around like that? It’s gross.” Kimmy complained. “How would he like it if I ran around in my underwear all the time?”
 
   “He’ll grow out of it,” Dot replied, smiling to herself. Maybe she and Mike wouldn’t have to worry about Kimmy for a while yet if she had to ask that question.
 
    
 
   Dot turned back to the window and worried about Mike as she watched him get closer to the crowd at the Johnson’s house.
 
   She stopped and watched cautiously as Mike stopped twenty feet from the crowd.
 
   The people in the crowd started to notice that Mike was there. They started to turn towards him.
 
   She could see the outline of Mike’s head turning as he studied the crowd in front of him.
 
   Kimmy shrieked as someone’s burning body, came crashing out through the front window of the Johnson’s house.
 
   The crowd turned and began to stagger towards the person that just came through the window and was now lying on the ground with their clothes in flames.
 
   “Hurry and help him,” Dot thought as she watched the crowd move unbearably slow towards the fallen burning body.
 
   When the crowd started to fall on the burning body, Dot at first thought they were trying to smother the flames.
 
   She screamed when she saw the people that had fallen on the burning body start to pull chunks of flesh from the body and thrust it into their mouths.
 
   Others soon joined in and fought with the others to get at the body.
 
    
 
   Mike couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
 
   This was too unbelievable for his mind to even register what was happening.
 
   Mike started to shout at the crowd.
 
   The mob once again began to turn back towards Mike.
 
   Mike’s courage began to fail him when the people tearing at the fallen body began to raise their heads to look his way.
 
   Some of them were on fire, but didn’t seem to notice or even care as their clothes burnt away.
 
   Then Mike began to get a look at their faces for the first time. They were horribly mangled, burnt, and they were his neighbors.
 
    
 
   It was then Mike raised his gun and began to back away.
 
   The mob of strangely moving deformed bodies began to circle around Mike. 
 
   More seemed to be coming from out of the dark shadows. 
 
   “Shit, they must be all around me in the darkness,” Mike thought. “What happened to them?”
 
   Mike turned his head to look back towards his house.
 
   The path back to his house was starting to close.
 
    
 
   Dot screamed as she saw Mike raise his gun and fire.
 
   A staggering body four feet away exploded.
 
   Mike moved backwards, keeping his face towards the mob coming at him.
 
   He turned and fired again, trying to open a path through the mob.
 
   Another body exploded into pieces as the twelve-gauge buckshot shredded it.
 
   Mike fired again.
 
   This time the body staggered, regained its balance and started for him again.
 
   Dot looked on in horror as Mike continued to fire the shotgun.
 
   Her fingers painfully clawed at the door when she realized that he was out of ammo.
 
   Mike began to swing the shotgun like a baseball bat, holding it by the barrel as he pounded at the mob with the stock of the gun.
 
   Finally, Mike threw down the gun and ran for the house.
 
   Dot watched anxiously as he broke through the last of the mob and ran towards the door where Dot stood frozen.
 
   Mike shook off bodies clinging to his arms that appeared to be trying to bite him.
 
   Dot was so scared that she didn’t even feel the pain caused by Kimmy’s hands as they dug into the flesh on her shoulders.
 
   Kimmy was trying to scream, but she was so terrified by what she saw that she couldn’t make a sound.
 
   She just stood frozen, her mouth was open as her eyes locked on to her dad as he fought for his life.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Mike ran up the steps and fell into the door, sliding to the floor of the porch.
 
   He reached up for the door knob, but the blood covering his hands made it impossible for him to turn the door knob.
 
   His hand kept slipping over the knob, unable to get any kind of grip on the handle.
 
    
 
   Dot struggled to get the door open. Her fingers didn’t want to work. She fumbled with the door knob. She began to feel helpless as she watched the mob approaching Mike on the other side of the door as she fumbled around unable to get the door open.
 
   Suddenly Kimmy reached past Dot and yanked the door open, knocking Dot away from the door.
 
   Kimmy reached out, grabbing her dad’s outstretched arms and pulled him inside as Dot fell against the door pushing it closed.
 
    
 
   “Daddy, you’re bleeding,” Kimmy said as she released her dad’s arms and felt the slippery sticky feeling on her hands.
 
   Mike struggled to get to his feet, shaky from his ordeal. “They bit the hell out of my arms, they’re insane,” Mike said as he quickly turned back to the door as something crashed into the outside of the door.
 
   “Quick, help me push the couch against the door,” Mike shouted as the sound of more bodies crashed against the door and the sounds grew louder.
 
    
 
   Dot and Kimmy helped Mike move the couch.
 
   “Who are those people, Mike?” Dot finally managed to ask.
 
   “Why were they trying to attack you?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “I didn’t recognize most of them, most of them are so mangled no one could recognize them,” Mike replied breathlessly, “But I did recognize some of them.”
 
   “Who were they?” Dot asked impatiently.
 
   “Tim Johnson, his wife, Tom Jensen, Oscar West, and hell, I don’t know about a dozen of our neighbors,” Mike replied nervously as he watched the door shake on its hinges.
 
   “I don’t know who the hell the others were,” Mike added.
 
   “Our neighbors,” Dot said sounding astonished. “Why? What did they want?”
 
   “Other than trying to tear me apart,” Mike said, “I don’t know what they wanted. What was even worse was what they looked like.”
 
   “Worse than wanting to tear you apart,” Kimmy exclaimed.
 
   “They all looked like they weren’t all there,” Mike started to say.
 
   “That much is obvious,” Dot said.
 
   “No, not that. Not mentally. They looked like someone or something had been eating them,” Mike said. “They were missing hands, arms, eyes, noses, large parts of their bodies were gone. They all looked like they should be dead, like they shouldn’t be able to move let alone be trying to attack me. Then there were their eyes. They were a lifeless milky white color. They were lifeless but yet somehow seemed to be radiating hate or desperation. I don’t know exactly what it was but I couldn’t stand to look at their eyes.”
 
   “My God,” Dot exclaimed.
 
   “I shot one of them and it didn’t seem to faze him,” Mike stared blankly, “he just kept coming. The ones coming out of the house were on fire, but they didn’t even seem to notice. All they saw was me and their eyes somehow told me that they wanted me. I felt that if I looked into their eyes for very long I wouldn’t be able to move.”
 
   “This is a nightmare,” Dot exclaimed.
 
    
 
   Mike stared at the door.
 
   “I’m afraid the nightmare is just about to start,” Mike said, “that door is not going to keep them out much longer.”
 
   Mike looked at Dot then at Kimmy, “Where is Bobby?”
 
   “He went to put on pants,” Kimmy replied, “He was being disgusting again.”
 
   “Go get your brother and hurry,” Dot said urgently.
 
   Kimmy ran back into the hallway.
 
    
 
   “What are we going to do?” Dot asked. “Do you think they can really get in here?”
 
   “Look at all the windows we have,” Mike answered as he studied the living room which was still glowing from the light of the fire at the Johnson’s house. “With how many of them that are out there, I don’t see how we can stop them.”
 
   “Maybe we can get out the back of the house while they are trying to get in the front door?” Dot asked.
 
   “Too risky,” Mike replied, “when I was over at the Johnson’s, they seemed to be coming out of the shadows everywhere. I have no idea how many more are out there. We can’t go running around blindly. We could be getting ourselves into a worse situation.”
 
   “What about the basement then,” Dot asked.
 
   “That’s what I was thinking,” Mike replied, “The door on the storage room should hold. The only problem is we would be trapped down there.”
 
   “Yeah,” Dot replied, “But I guess we can worry about that later if we have to. Let’s just hope they don’t get in.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy came running out of the hallway and ran behind her parents.
 
   “The creep went back to sleep again,” Kimmy said, “but I pulled him out of bed by his feet.”
 
   Bobby came running out a second later.
 
   “What’s the big idea…..” but he stopped midsentence when he heard the pounding against the doors and windows.
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Bobby moved past his parents to look out the window.
 
   Kimmy didn’t trust him, so she backed up to keep her distance.
 
   As she backed up two bodies came crashing through the living room window and tumbled on the floor by her feet.
 
   When the bodies started swinging their arms and legs, they hit Kimmy’s legs, causing her to fall on top of them.
 
   One of the bodies bit into Kimmy’s right arm while the other body sunk its teeth into her left leg.
 
   Kimmy screamed out in pain.
 
   Mike and Bobby ran over to help her.
 
   Mike grabbed the right arm of the creature biting into Kimmy’s arm and pulled it off of her.
 
   She screamed again in pain as a large chunk of flesh was pulled from her arm where the creature had latched on to her with its teeth.
 
   Bobby reached down to pull his sister up from the floor.
 
   When he almost had her to her feet, the creature let loose from Kimmy’s leg and wrapped it hands around Bobby’s leg.
 
   He watched in horror as the creature pulled its face over to his leg and sunk its teeth into the calf of his right leg.
 
    
 
   Bobby yelped in pain as the creature began to savagely shake its head, tearing at his leg.
 
   Dot ran over and started to kick at the creature’s head when she saw that Mike was busy fighting off the creature that he had pulled off of Kimmy’s arm.
 
   He had thrown it against the door. After it fell to the floor, the creature staggered back to its feet and attacked Mike again as he was trying to get back to Bobby and Kimmy.
 
   Dot had kicked the creature three times in the head before that and Bobby’s struggling managed to get Bobby free.
 
    
 
   By then three more bodies had managed to get in through the broken window and were making their way towards the chaos in the room.
 
   Two of the creatures attacked Dot from behind, one sinking its teeth into her shoulder as the other one grabbed her arm and pulled itself closer to Dot.
 
   The third creature threw itself at Bobby, crashing into Bobby’s chest, causing both of them to fall to the floor.
 
    
 
   Mike had just finished throwing the first creature back against the door when he saw what was happening to Dot.
 
   He looked at Kimmy.
 
   “Kimmy, go stand in the hallway,” Mike yelled as he picked up the lamp from the end table by his favorite stuffed chair. Even by the soft glow of the fire coming from the Johnson’s, he could see the spray of blood that now covered the chair and much of the room.
 
   As Kimmy limped painfully towards the hallway, Mike swung the lamp, making contact with the creature that was tearing at Dot’s shoulder.
 
   The lamp shattered as it crushed the creature’s skull. Both the creature and pieces of the lamp landed on the floor.
 
   Mike then grabbed another creature that had Dot’s arm.
 
   The creature had just bit into Dot’s arm below the elbow when Mike jerked it away from her arm. He swung it around, throwing it towards the window it had just came through into the house.
 
   It didn’t go back out the window, it glanced off the two bodies that were half way into the living room, causing all three bodies to crash down onto the floor inside the room below the window.
 
    
 
   Mike pulled Dot up off of the floor as the creature that had fallen on top of Bobby flew past them crashing into the wall. Bobby was now struggling to get to his feet after he managed to get his legs up under the creature and push it away using both of his legs.
 
    
 
   Mike ran over and pulled Bobby to his feet.
 
   They all turned as they heard the loud splintering sound coming from the front door.
 
   The top hinge had given way and the door was bending down into the room with the bottom hinge and the broken door frame loudly protesting as it was being twisted and torn away from the door.
 
   Two more windows shattered on the left side of the room.
 
   As Mike, Dot and Bobby’s necks twisted to survey the room, they could also see more of the creatures had managed to get into the room.
 
   This battle was just about over.
 
    
 
   “Get down in the basement now,” Mike shouted.
 
   Dot frantically looked around the room, “Where is Kimmy? I don’t see Kimmy.”
 
   “I told her to go stand in the hallway,” Mike shouted back as he pulled Dot towards the hallway.
 
   Mike grabbed Bobby by the arm to help him get into the hall.
 
   Once they were all moving down the hallway, they could see Kimmy huddled in front of the bathroom door holding the candle.
 
    
 
   Mike pulled Dot and Bobby along as quickly as he could. They had made their way to Kimmy and had just helped her to her feet as the sound of staggering bodies banged into walls at the beginning of the hallway behind them.
 
   The door to the basement was across from the bathroom door.
 
   Mike pulled open the door, gave Dot the candle and had her start down the steps first. Kimmy went second, then Bobby.
 
   Mike turned, raised his leg and kicked the first of the creatures to reach them, knocking it back into the bodies close behind it.
 
   Then Mike went through the door, closing it behind him before he followed his family down into the basement.
 
    
 
   Mike held onto the railing as he limped down the old open wooden steps.
 
   He could hear the bodies crashing into the door behind him. More of those mangled creatures had made their way inside the house and joined the mob to search for him and his family.
 
   He could hear the thuds coming from his bedroom as the creatures found their way into the room, knocking over lamps and tables.
 
   He could also hear things being smashed in the bathroom as the creatures staggered around, knocking bottles of shampoo and aftershave off the sink.
 
   It was a nightmare.
 
   Through all of the horror and destruction around him, one funny thought managed to find its way through to Mike.
 
   “It’s going to be a long wait to get into the bathroom,” Mike thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Mike finally made his way down to the last step and moved down to the concrete floor in the basement.
 
   Bobby and the girls were huddled together, sitting on some old boxes with the candle placed on another box next to them.
 
   It was now the first time Mike had an opportunity to look at his arms.
 
   He was horrified at what he saw. There were numerous bite marks up and down his arms. Blood flowed down both arms, casting a disheartening red glow in the candlelight.
 
   His heart sunk even further when he looked at Bobby and the girls.
 
   Dot’s arms were also both red with blood as was her shoulder.
 
   The right arm of Kimmy’s sweater and the left leg of her jeans were soaked with blood. Bobby’s arms and legs were both coated with blood and his stomach looked like raw hamburger. Wearing only his boxers, Bobby didn’t have much protection from the teeth of those mad creatures.
 
    
 
   Mike listened to the pounding against the basement door at the top of the steps then turned and began to look around.
 
   He picked up as many rags from his rag box as he could hold with one hand and then picked up his old green lantern. He hadn’t used the lantern since last summer when the family went camping at Twin Lakes.
 
   He hoped it still worked.
 
   He took the candle, raised the globe on the lamp and pushed the candle against the wick. The room quickly brightened as the lamp began to glow.
 
   Mike looked at his family that was sitting on the boxes in a stunned silence.
 
   They all looked much worse than what he had seen with just the light from the small candle.
 
    
 
   “We better go in the storage room,” he said.
 
   “I don’t know if I can move,” Dot groaned, “I haven’t been in this much pain since Bobby was born.”
 
   “If this is what giving birth feels like,” Kimmy chimed in, “then I’m never having kids.”
 
   As much as Mike normally would have liked Kimmy’s comment, the pain shooting through his body kept him from fully appreciating what she had said.
 
   “Me neither,” Bobby added.
 
   Kimmy rolled her eyes and Dot chuckled weakly.
 
   “It’s not the same creep,” Kimmy said.
 
   “I thought Mom just said it was,” Bobby replied.
 
   “Help your mother get into the storage room,” Mike said, interrupting the banter. “Kimmy, here you take these rags in the room too while I get a bucket of water.”
 
   “OK,” Kimmy said, pain shooting across her face as she forced herself to stand.
 
   Bobby groaned as he got up, reminding Mike of how his dad had sounded when he got up out of his rocking chair a few years back before he had died. He was eighty-four at the time.
 
   Dot didn’t say anything, but the look on her face, now ghostly white compared to her blood stained body said it all for her. She was in agony.
 
    
 
   Mike found the buckets he used to wash the car and filled them both with water. One would be used to clean their wounds while the other would be for drinking. He didn’t know how long they would be down in the basement, but at least they would have something to drink.
 
   He carried the buckets in the store room and sat them next to the door.
 
   He looked over the shelves in the store room. Dot had canned last fall, Mike’s garden of tomatoes and green beans had done well for a change. Dot had canned the extras so they could enjoy the fruits of his labor over the winter. Six jars of green beans still remained.
 
   “Water and green beans,” Mike thought, “at least we won’t starve for a few days.”
 
    
 
   Mike took one last look out in the basement before returning to the store room. He grabbed a hammer and a bag of six penny nails, a crowbar and a few boards from his work bench before returning to the others.
 
   He left the door to the store room open. If or when those things broke through the upstairs door and got down to the basement, he would close and nail boards over the door then. The store room was small, about ten-foot square, he didn’t want to be confined in such a small space until he had no other choice.
 
   Leaving the door open to the rest of the basement, giving them some room to move around didn’t make him feel like they were trapped. He knew they were trapped, but there was a difference between being trapped and being trapped like rats. With the door open he felt like they still had a chance. He sat the lantern by the doorway.
 
    
 
   Mike dipped a rag in the bucket and walked over to Dot. She was lying against the wall in the corner of the room.
 
   He bent down and started to wash off her arms.
 
   “How do you feel?” Mike asked quietly.
 
   “Not very good,” Dot whispered back.
 
   Mike wiped the blood off of his hand and felt her forehead.
 
   “You’re burning up,” he said as he took a clean rag, soaked it in the cold water and pressed it against her head.
 
   Dot looked up, “How do you feel? You look like you just got mauled by a bear.”
 
   “I feel like I just got mauled by a bear,” he smiled.
 
   Dot struggled to lift her hand to his face, “You feel hot too.”
 
   “We are probably going to be running a fever for a few days,” Mike replied, “They say the human mouth has more bacteria in it than the mouth of a wild animal. It looks like all of us have been exposed to a lot of bacteria.”
 
   “What happened to those people?” Dot asked, “Why were they acting like that? At my worst, I never even considered biting someone. This is crazy.”
 
   “I don’t know what happened to those people,” Mike replied as he dipped the rag back in the bucket to rinse the blood out of the rag. “I’m not sure those things were even people anymore.”
 
   “They were acting like animals,” Dot said weakly.
 
   “Their bodies were so badly mangled it was hard to believe that they could still be alive. Their eyes were so, I can’t explain it, but their eyes told me that there wasn’t anything left inside. You know, who they used to be. All I saw was pure hatred coming from their eyes,” Mike said, almost as much to himself as to Dot.
 
    
 
   Mike tied some clean rags over Dots wounds.
 
   “Clean yourself up now before you get an infection,” Dot whispered. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “OK,” Mike replied softly and began to wash the blood off of his arms and examine the savage wounds that covered him. As he studied his wounds, he knew it was too late to avoid an infection. He just hoped to avoid a bad infection.
 
    
 
   Bobby sat across the room, slowly cleaning the blood off of his stomach, wincing every time he touched himself with the wet rag.
 
   Kimmy had removed her sweater and was washing her arm, whimpering each time she pulled a strand of her wool sweater out of the bite marks on her arm.
 
   After wrapping a rag around her arm she pulled the sweater back on over her head.
 
   Next she removed her jeans and stared at the bloody gash on her leg.
 
   “I’m not going to be able to wear a dress all summer,” she complained.
 
   “Quit complaining,” Bobby said, “That’s not near as bad as mine, look at me. They weren’t able to bite through your jeans like they did to me.”
 
   “I’m trying not to look at you,” Kimmy shot back, “Maybe now you will stop being gross and wear pants around the house. You should also probably think twice before you go running around now, mouthing off to kids and telling them to bite you.”
 
   “Very funny,” Bobby said, then yelped as the wet rag made a sharp pain shoot up his arm.
 
   “I thought it was funny,” Kimmy smiled as she wrapped another clean rag around her leg and pulled on her jeans.
 
    
 
   Mike finished washing off his arms as he listened to the kids bickering.
 
   Despite the pain he felt, it somehow relaxed him to hear the kids going at each other like they always did. It somehow made him feel that at least some things were still normal around here.
 
   Even though Kimmy’s comments to Bobby were meant to be sarcastic, she did have a point. If Bobby would have been wearing his clothes, he might not have been so badly injured.  He and Dot had been on Bobby about the way he dressed around the house, but apparently the way it annoyed Kimmy, Bobby felt it was worth the grief he had to take from his parents.
 
   Mike listened to the banging at the basement door, then got up slowly and painfully and walked back out into the basement. If those insane things got down here and they had to go through what they had just gone through in the living room, Bobby needed some protection.
 
   “But if they get into the store room, with no way out, we won’t have enough protection in the entire basement to help us,” Mike thought but added as he picked up his old coveralls off the workbench, “but something is better than nothing.”
 
    
 
   Mike limped back into the store room and dropped the coveralls next to Bobby, “Here you should wear these, they might help a little.”
 
   “Thanks Dad,” Bobby replied between yelps.
 
   “Thank God,” Kimmy added.
 
   “Shut up dweeb,” Bobby said.
 
   “Dweeb, really, who calls anyone a dweeb anymore?” Kimmy groaned.
 
    
 
   Mike smiled weakly at the kids and looked over at Dot. She appeared to have gone to sleep.
 
   “It’s good that Dot can go to sleep,” he thought, “She needs the rest. We all need some rest to get through this.”
 
   He looked at Bobby, now in Mike’s oversized coveralls and Kimmy in her bloody clothes.
 
   “Why don’t you two try to get some rest like your mother,” Mike said, “I’ll stay awake and keep an eye on the door. Hopefully this will all go away soon and we can go find out what’s going on around here.”
 
   “I’ll try,” Bobby replied, “But I hurt like hell, oops, sorry Dad.”
 
   Mike smiled, “No it doesn’t hurt like hell, it just hurts for now. Trust me, in the morning is when it will hurt like hell.”
 
   Bobby grinned sheepishly.
 
   “Get some rest,” Mike smiled again.
 
    
 
   Kimmy got up and went over to curl up next to her mother. Bobby made himself as comfortable as he could on a cardboard box he had torn apart and flattened,
 
   Mike sat propped up against the door frame to the store room and listened to the pounding coming from the top of the stairs.
 
   His body ached and he was burning up.
 
   Sweat ran down the side of his face, stinging the wounds on his upper arms when it ran into and soaked the rags covering them.
 
   His vision was getting blurry.
 
   He hoped he could stay awake, the lives of his family could depend on it.
 
   Mike closed his eyes and thought, “If I think I can’t stay awake, I’ll get up and secure the door before I go to sleep so everyone will be safe.”
 
   Then Mike lost conciseness.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Bobby jumped, shocked out of his sleep by Kimmy screaming.
 
   He rolled over on his cardboard box and started to sit up but quickly stopped and fell back to the floor as the pain in his stomach took his breath away.
 
   Bobby fought through the pain when his sister screamed again.
 
   He heard some kind of commotion coming from the direction of the scream as he managed to sit up and turned towards the sounds.
 
   The first thing he noticed was his dad.
 
   Mike was no longer propped up against the door frame, he was now lying on the floor. His arms and legs were stretched out on the floor, his head was turned facing away from Bobby.
 
   For a moment he thought it looked like his dad’s clothes were wet and clinging to his body, but Kimmy’s next scream had him completely awake and focused on what was happening with his sister.
 
   For now, his thoughts about his dad were driven from his mind.
 
   Bobby now turned to face Kimmy.
 
    
 
   Kimmy was on the floor lying on her back staring up at her mother.
 
   She had a desperate grip on her mother’s shoulders and was struggling to keep her mother’s face away from hers.
 
   Dot was growling and snapping her teeth as she tried to push her face in at Kimmy’s face.
 
   Dot was frantically struggling to get at Kimmy.
 
   The front of Kimmy was covered with a dark red splatter coming from her mother’s mouth as Dot growled and snapped her teeth.
 
   After Dot tried to get at Kimmy’s face for a few minutes, she would change her focus and bite Kimmy on the arms, making Kimmy scream.
 
   When Kimmy screamed, Dot would once again try to get her teeth in for a bite to the face.
 
    
 
   “Mom? Kimmy?” Bobby asked, standing behind his mother looking confused.
 
   Kimmy glanced up with a look of desperation on her face. “Bobby,” Kimmy gasped, “Help me!”
 
   “Mom?” Bobby asked again, confused and not sure what to do. He couldn’t imagine what Kimmy had done that would make his mother try to beat her up.
 
   Sure Kimmy was a pain in the ass, but his mother had never resorted to violence before.
 
   “Help me,” Kimmy gasped again.
 
    
 
   “Mom, what are you doing?” Bobby asked.
 
   Dot suddenly stopped trying to attack Kimmy, she stopped and tilted her head, then slowly twisted her neck at a strange angle and looked back at Bobby.
 
   Bobby jumped back as he saw his mother.
 
   Dot’s eyes were a milky white, her face a pale gray color. Her teeth were bloody and her gums black. A dark red drool dripped from the corners of her mouth.
 
   Dark veins covered her face, they ran down her arms, passing through the wounds and holes where there were missing chunks of flesh on her arms.
 
    
 
   Dot sat up straight and began to get to her feet.
 
   Kimmy lay motionless, hoping if she didn’t move, her mother would forget about her for a minute and maybe she would have a chance to get out from under her.
 
   Dot’s eyes were now firmly focused on Bobby. He backed away from his mother.
 
   He had helped his dad throw the people that had attacked them into the wall after pulling them off of Kimmy.
 
   His mother now looked like what he had seen upstairs, but he couldn’t do that to his mother.
 
   “Mom?” Bobby asked again having a hard time accepting that this was his mother.
 
    
 
   Dot flew forward and landed on her face when Kimmy pushed her mother then rolled to her left side to get out from under her.
 
   Kimmy jumped to her feet.
 
   Bobby shifted his gaze to Kimmy who was now standing, her shoulders heaving as she struggled to catch her breath.
 
   Fresh blood was now coming from the upper part of both of her arms. The arms of her sweater were again saturated and were a bright red color.
 
   Bobby looked at Kimmy, their eyes locked, both pleading and confused.
 
   “She was trying to kill me,” Kimmy finally said. “Something is wrong with her.”
 
   “What do we do?” Bobby pleaded, “I can’t hit her or throw her into the wall, she’s our mom.”
 
    
 
   Dot was now on her feet and began to stagger towards Bobby.
 
   She threw her right leg forward, stiffened her body then threw her left leg forward. It was a vision out of a Frankenstein movie. It was worse than a Frankenstein movie, this was his mother.
 
   Dot staggered closer.
 
   Her eyes locked on Bobby. As she got closer, her mouth started to open and close, her teeth began to click as they snapped together. A bloody spray came out of her mouth with each growl.
 
   “Kimmy?” Bobby asked nervously.
 
   “I don’t know what to do,” Kimmy cried
 
   “Grab her arm,” Bobby finally said.
 
   “Grab her arm?” Kimmy repeated looking confused, “She will bite me again.”
 
   “You grab her right arm and I will grab her left arm,” Bobby said. “If we do that she can’t bite either one of us.”
 
   “Then what?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “We’ll guide her over to Dad,” Bobby said. “We can wake up Dad. He’ll know what to do.”
 
   “OK,” Kimmy said but she sounded unsure. She glanced over at her dad lying on the floor.
 
   “One three grab her, OK?” Bobby asked as he stepped backwards again to keep his distance from his mother.
 
   Kimmy nodded.
 
    
 
   “One, two, three.” Bobby said then he and Kimmy grabbed at Dot’s arms.
 
   They each grabbed an arm. “Pull your way,” Bobby shouted as his mother’s teeth barely missed his hands.
 
   They each pulled Dot’s arms outward.
 
   Dot struggled, first trying to attack Bobby, then trying to attack Kimmy, but she couldn’t get her mouth close enough to either of them to sink her teeth into their flesh.
 
   Suddenly she began to thrash around frantically, like a caged animal, trying to break free and get at one of them.
 
   “Hang on tight,” Bobby said as he looked over at his sister.
 
   Kimmy nodded her head as tears ran down her face.
 
   “Her arm is so cold,” Kimmy cried, “it feels like grandma’s arm when I was little and touched her arm in the coffin at the funeral home, trying to wake her up.”
 
   This time it was Bobby that just nodded, unable to speak.
 
    
 
    
 
   After a few minutes, Dot stopped her frantic struggles and began to stare at them, first at Bobby then at Kimmy,
 
   a low guttural sound coming from her throat as she turned her head to look at them.
 
   “Start moving over towards Dad,” Bobby said.
 
   Kimmy nodded.
 
   They moved slowly in Mike’s direction.
 
   Every few steps, Dot began her frantic struggles again, then went back to staring and growling.
 
   Kimmy began sobbing loudly each time her mother became frantic.
 
   It was less than ten feet, but it felt like it took forever to get Dot over next to Mike.
 
   “Dad,” Bobby shouted. “Dad, wake up.”
 
   When Dot stopped struggling again, Kimmy took a glance down at her dad.
 
   Kimmy gasped, “Bobby, look at Dad.”
 
   Bobby waited until his mother turned her head to look at Kimmy then took a quick glance down at his dad.
 
    
 
   Mike was lying on the floor, his breathing was shallow as Bobby could barely see his chest rising and falling.
 
   His dad’s color was gray, almost the same color as his mother’s. Dark veins covered his face and arms.
 
   “Is he?” Kimmy began to ask but couldn’t finish the questions as the tears began to flow down her cheeks again.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Bobby replied. “I can see him breathing a little.”
 
   “If we wake him up is he going to be like Mom?” Kimmy asked quietly.
 
   “I don’t know,” Bobby answered now worried as he thought it over. It was all he and his sister could do to keep their mother from attacking them, there was no way they could fend off both of their parents.
 
   “Fight off both of our parents,” Bobby thought as the implication of what this truly meant hit him, “Our parents are gone, turned into one of those savage things that had attacked them upstairs.”
 
   Tears now began to run down Bobby’s face.
 
   “What do we do?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Bobby replied. “I just don’t know.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked at her mother then down at her dad as she began to sob. It was heartbreaking to see her parents like this. She felt like everything she had ever believed in had been taken away from her. Her entire life had been destroyed, the worst nightmare she could ever have imagined was happening before her eyes.
 
   “Kimmy,” Bobby said. “Kimmy?”
 
   Kimmy looked at Bobby, her eyes red and watery, then she looked down at her dad and gasped.
 
   Bobby quickly looked down when he saw Kimmy’s face. His dad’s eyes were now open and staring at him.
 
   Then Mike began to growl.
 
    
 
   “We have to get out of this room fast,” Kimmy said softly.
 
   “How?” Bobby asked, his voice barely a whisper.
 
   “Let Mom’s arm go now.” Kimmy said and she pushed her mother towards the back of the room.
 
   “Run,” Kimmy yelled
 
   Bobby and Kimmy ran towards the door.
 
   Mike was now on his hands and knees, struggling to get to his feet.
 
   He growled as he lunged at Bobby as he ran by, tripping Bobby.
 
   Bobby fell as he went out the door.
 
   Kimmy ran behind her dad and slammed the door as she ran out of the room and dropped down to the floor next to Bobby.
 
    
 
   Kimmy lay on the floor next to her brother, staring at the rafters that ran across the unfinished ceiling of the basement.
 
   They could hear the moaning and pounding coming from the door at the top of the basement steps.
 
   That sound was now joined by pounding and moaning coming from the door that was only three feet away from where they were.
 
   Three feet away were their parents who were also trying to kill them.
 
   Only a two-inch thick metal door kept the mother and father that had raised them, loved them and cared for them, from tearing them to shreds.
 
    
 
   Kimmy stared at the ceiling and began to sob loudly.
 
   The last time a door separated her and her dad, he was yelling at her that he had to go to the bathroom.
 
   This time she couldn’t understand the sounds that her dad was making, but it was definitely not that he wanted to go to the bathroom.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked over at her brother.
 
   Bobby was now sitting up and staring down at her.
 
   “We better take a look at your arms,” he said. “Your sweater looks like it is soaked with fresh blood. I want to see how bad it is.”
 
   “What’s the use?” Kimmy said and looked away.
 
   “You’re bleeding,” Bobby said, “let me take a look.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy reluctantly sat up and pulled her sweater over her head.
 
   “Wow, she got you good,” Bobby said.
 
   “I thought she just wanted to give me a hug,” Kimmy sobbed. “I needed a hug.”
 
   “Sorry,” Bobby said, “but you can’t blame her for what she did, she isn’t herself. You can’t think of her like she was before.”
 
   “How else can I think about her?” Kimmy replied.
 
   “Something is seriously wrong with Mom and Dad. I don’t know what it is but I doubt they even know who they are right now,” Bobby said. “Mom and Dad wouldn’t do those things to us.”
 
   “Ouch,” Kimmy winched as Bobby wiped the blood from where their mother had bitten her arm.
 
   “Here hold this rag over that.” Bobby said.
 
   Kimmy grabbed the rag and pressed it to the bite. 
 
   Bobby got up and walked over to his dad’s work bench and picked up his dad’s red flannel shirt.
 
   “Here put this on, I think your sweater has had it,” Bobby said.
 
   Kimmy tied the rag around her arm, next to the others and put on the shirt as a worried look spread over her face.
 
    
 
   “It will be OK,” Bobby said noticing the questioning look on her face, “It’s really not any worse than any of the other bites you’ve received tonight.”
 
   “Bobby?” Kimmy asked, “Do you think what happened to Mom and Dad is going to happen to us?”
 
   “I don’t know Sis,” Bobby replied, “I guess I didn’t want to think about it.”
 
   “We were bitten by those people just like Mom and Dad,” Kimmy said. “What happened to them is no different than what happened to us. Are we going to get sick like they did? Are we going to become like that?”
 
   Bobby thought about it.
 
   “I hate to say it, but it makes sense that it could happen,” he replied.
 
   “I don’t want to be like that,” Kimmy said.
 
   “I don’t think that anyone would want to be like that,” Booby replied.
 
   “What if I turn into one of those things?” Kimmy said, “I would attack you and try to bite you. What would you do? You couldn’t just let me bite you.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Bobby replied thinking about the question. There were many times in the past, especially when he was younger, he thought about plowing into Kimmy when they were fighting about something, but that really wasn’t what he wanted to do, especially not now.
 
   When Kimmy came running over to his room and yelled at him and Billy to turn down his stereo and called him a creep in front of his friend, at the time he felt like shoving her out of his room, even though he knew his dad would have killed him if he had hurt her.
 
   He knew he would have never hit his sister or hurt her, at least not on purpose, she was his sister. As much as she annoyed him at times, he cared about her. To even think about doing anything that would hurt her just wouldn’t be right. 
 
   In fact, he had threatened to slug Billy when Billy made a comment about Kimmy. Yeah she was a pain at times, but he guessed sisters were supposed to be pains. Everyone he knew that had a sister always said their sister was a pain.
 
   It was sort of like the situation he had faced a short time ago with his mother, he knew it just wouldn’t have been right to do anything to hurt her.
 
   He knew he could never really hurt Kimmy, he couldn’t.
 
   Not even if Kimmy was trying to bite him.
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” Kimmy said. “I would want you to protect yourself.”
 
   “What if it happens to me?” Bobby said, “I don’t want to hurt you either. I’m sure Mom and Dad didn’t want to hurt us, but I don’t think they knew what they were doing. I don’t think we would know what we were doing.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked around the basement.
 
   “I have an idea,” she said as she slowly climbed to her feet.
 
   She walked over to her dad’s work bench and picked up a piece of rope. She looked over the work bench, then picked up a box cutter and cut the rope into two pieces.
 
   She looked back at Bobby, “I’ll tie myself to the workbench and you tie yourself to the steps, that way if we became like Mom and Dad, we won’t hurt each other.”
 
   “We could just untie ourselves,” Bobby replied.
 
   “You saw what Mom was like,” Kimmy said sadly, “I don’t think she could have untied a rope. I don’t think her mind was working right.”
 
   “You might be right,” Bobby answered, “It’s worth a try. What are you thinking? Should I tie my hands and feet together then tie the rope to the steps?”
 
   “We don’t have enough rope for that,” Kimmy replied, “I think if we just tie it around our waist that should work. Besides, if they get through the door upstairs, we have to be able to untie ourselves fast so we can get out of here.”
 
   “Good thinking,” Bobby said as he listened to the pounding against the walls and door coming from up in the hallway.
 
    
 
   “Here,” Kimmy said as she walked over and handed one of the two pieces of rope to her brother.
 
   Bobby just stared at the rope in his hands.
 
   “We should do it now,” Kimmy added. “I feel like I’m going to pass out. I just feel so tired.”
 
   Bobby tied the rope around his waist as he watched Kimmy tie her rope around herself.
 
   After she tied the rope around her waist, she slid the rope around so the knot was at her back.
 
   She looked at Bobby, “Maybe turn the rope so the knot is in the back. That way even if we could figure out how to untie it, maybe we wouldn’t be able to figure out where the knot is.”
 
    
 
   Bobby slid his rope around on his waist and tied the other end of the rope around the bottom step.
 
   Kimmy had her rope tied to the work bench by the time Bobby finished.
 
   He turned around and saw Kimmy lying on her back in front of the work bench.
 
   “Kimmy,” Bobby said.
 
   He waited a minute before calling out her name again, but again he didn’t get any response.
 
   Kimmy had passed out like she had feared she would.
 
    
 
   Bobby stared at his sister, her blood spattered face and blood soaked jeans, his dad’s big red flannel shirt many sizes too large for her and wondered if this was the last time he would see her as the sister he knew.
 
   Bobby felt exhausted too.
 
   He reached over and grabbed the lantern that had been sitting next to the doorway of the storeroom and pulled it over closer to him.
 
   He turned the knob and lowered the flame until it barely gave off any light.
 
   He set it so there would be just enough light so he would be able to see to turn the lantern back up later.
 
    
 
   Bobby closed his eyes and lowered his head down on the concrete floor.
 
   The pounding and groaning that surrounded him echoed in his ears.
 
   This was all so crazy and messed up, he normally would not have been able to sleep, but he was exhausted and knew he too would pass out very soon. His mind and his body had been pushed well past the limits of what he could deal with.
 
   In fact, what had happened tonight was simply overwhelming.
 
   He wondered what he would find when he woke up, then he thought maybe a better question was would he wake up at all or was this it.
 
   Would the next thing to happen be that he would find himself staggering around the basement, trying to attack Kimmy?
 
   Would he and his sister wake up or would they both, in their sleep, become what their parents were now, what those people upstairs had become?
 
   If he did, would he know it?
 
    
 
   At this point he was almost too tired to care.
 
   There was nothing he could do about it either way.
 
   He closed his eyes and thought about all the fun he and his dad had last summer when they went camping. He remembered the size of the fish he had caught at Twin Lakes. Then he saw in his mind the potato salad his mom had made to go along with the large trout he had caught.
 
   It had tasted so good.
 
   The last thing he remembered as he passed out was his mother smiling at him as she put a huge spoonful of potato salad on his plate next to the big fluffy white piece of fish she had just taken off the grill.
 
   She was telling him how impressed she was with him and the fish he had caught.
 
   Then everything went black and he wasn’t thinking about anything or anyone any longer.
 
   His mind had shut down completely.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Three days later
 
    
 
   Bobby’s eyes slowly opened.
 
   The first thing he saw was the lantern sitting on the concrete floor about three feet away.
 
   The flame had gone out, but he was still able to see, there was light coming in through the basement window.
 
   “It must be morning,” he thought. “The lantern must have run out of fuel sometime during the night.”
 
    
 
   His body ached all over. His dad had been right, yesterday everything hurt, this morning everything hurt like hell.
 
    
 
   What he had been thinking about when he passed out slowly came back into his mind.
 
   Bobby became very still, almost afraid to move.
 
   He wasn’t sure if he wanted to find out the answers to all the things that had just been running through his mind.
 
   Had Kimmy turned into one of those things? Was she standing there, watching for him to move so she could attack?  Did she manage to get loose from the rope?
 
    
 
   The first thing he did was to just lay motionless and listen.
 
   The people, or whatever they were, had been pounding against the basement door upstairs the last he remembered.
 
   It was quiet now.
 
   He also didn’t hear any movement coming from Kimmy’s direction. Was that good or bad? He wasn’t sure.
 
   It was eerily quiet now, except for the occasional scraping sound coming from the storage room where his parents were, it was quiet in there too.
 
   What were his parents doing in the storage room?
 
   Had they recovered or were they just waiting?
 
    
 
   Bobby slowly moved his hand until he was able to touch his other arm. It hurt like crazy where he touched, but he felt warm.
 
   He remembered that Kimmy said that their mother felt cold. It must be a good sign that he was warm, but was it really? Would he be able to feel whether he was warm or cold, it could just be his mind playing tricks on him because he expected that his arm should be warm and so that’s just what he thought he should feel.
 
    
 
   He realized he was thinking about things. His mother didn’t look like she was able to think about anything yesterday.
 
   “I know where the knot is on the rope tying me to the steps,” Bobby thought, “it’s in the back and I could just slide it around and untie it.”
 
   “I have to be OK,” Bobby thought. “At least I think I am.”
 
   The next big question was what about Kimmy?
 
   He could stay here and think all day but that wouldn’t answer that question.
 
   The only way he could find out about Kimmy was to take a look.
 
    
 
   Bobby realized that he would be in trouble if Kimmy had become like their parents and had somehow gotten herself loose.
 
   If she was standing there, just waiting to see if he would move, she would be on him before he could get away.
 
   He had enough of getting bitten and chewed on to last him a lifetime.
 
   Besides he didn’t think he could handle any more of that, he was in enough pain as it was.
 
   If he moved and got her attention, she would start after him. She would get to him before he could untie himself and get away from her. He had to think.
 
    
 
   Bobby knew he had to look, but first he needed to untie himself. He had to be able to move if Kimmy was there.
 
   He slowly began to slide the rope around his waist. He did it without moving his arms.
 
   Using only his hands he moved the rope inch by painful inch until the knot was between his fingers.
 
   He slowly undid the knot.
 
   He breathed a silent sigh of relief when the ends of the roped dropped to the floor.
 
   “Now should I jump up quickly or should I move real slow?” he thought as he weighed the advantages of each option.
 
    
 
   After reviewing his options, he decided on the slow approach, mainly because his body ached so bad he wasn’t sure if he would be able to move very fast.
 
   He hoped he wouldn’t have to move very fast.
 
    
 
   Bobby opened his eyes again and slowly turned his head.
 
   Nothing moved, at least nothing that he could hear.
 
   He turned his neck as far as he could but he still couldn’t see over where Kimmy should be, if everything worked as planned.
 
   In order to see where Kimmy should be lying, he had to roll over.
 
   “This is where it would happen,” he thought nervously. Once he started to move his entire body he knew if anyone was watching, he would know very quickly.
 
   He readied himself, his body protested as he began to move. His stomach especially was very painful.
 
   He knew it would feel much worse if he would have to suddenly jump up and run.
 
    
 
   Bobby slowly straightened his legs so he could roll over.
 
   As he moved his legs he heard something scrape against the floor across the room.
 
   Bobby stopped and held his breath.
 
   He had heard those scraping sounds too often, followed by a pain that shot through his body as one of those things sunk their teeth into him.
 
   “At least the sound seemed to be coming from the other side of the room,” he thought. “I better speed this up in case I have to move.”
 
   He began to roll to his right.
 
   He heard the sound again, this time it lasted longer than the last time.
 
   “My movements definitely have attracted attention,” he thought.
 
    
 
   Bobby decided he had no choice but to move quickly now if he wanted to avoid being attacked.
 
   Right before he started to move he heard a voice.
 
   “Bobby?” a whispered hesitant voice asked.
 
   “Kimmy?” he replied, finished rolling over and sat up.
 
    
 
   “Thank God you’re OK,” Kimmy whispered again.
 
   “I don’t know if you can say I’m OK,” he answered, “but I think I’m still me.”
 
   “I was worried,” Kimmy said.
 
   “How long have you been awake?” Bobby asked as he located his sister looking out from behind the work bench.
 
   “I guess about an hour,” she replied. “I untied myself when I woke up. I could see you lying on the floor but I was too afraid to come over to see if you were all right, so I crawled behind the work bench to watch you.”
 
   “Are you OK?” Bobby asked.
 
   “I hurt all over but other than that I think I’m OK,” Kimmy replied.
 
   “The lantern must have run out of fuel last night,” Bobby said. “I can barely see you.”
 
   “I think we have been out longer than one night,” Kimmy added. “I’m not sure, but I think I woke up and passed out a few times. I think I was delirious or something, but I think I remember seeing the lantern burning when there was light coming through the basement windows. Then I remember seeing it burning when it was dark outside. Now it’s light out again. I’m not sure but I’m guessing we’ve been old cold for at least two days.”
 
   “That could be why I’m so hungry?” Bobby replied. “Come on out where I can see you better.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy hesitated, “You first.”
 
   Bobby laughed softly, “OK, I guess I can’t blame you after what we’ve been through.”
 
   Bobby groaned as he forced himself to his feet.
 
   “Do you remember hearing noise coming from upstairs when you woke up before,” he asked.
 
   “I don’t remember,” Kimmy replied, “It must have been quiet for a while or I would have remembered if there was noise.”
 
    
 
   Bobby took a step towards Kimmy.
 
   A moment later she stood up and came out from behind the work bench.
 
   “It is quiet,” she whispered. “I was too busy watching you that I didn’t even notice. Do you think they are gone?”
 
   “I hope so,” Bobby answered. “I’d like to get out of this basement and see what it is like outside.”
 
   “Did you hear anything moving in the store room?” Kimmy asked. “I wonder if Mom and Dad are better now too?”
 
   “I heard some scraping noise coming from the room when I first woke up. I know they are still in there but I don’t know if they are any better.”
 
   “We have to check on them,” Kimmy said. 
 
   “I know,” Bobby replied, “but I want to eat something first. I feel so damn weak I don’t think I could hold the door closed if they’re not better and they try to come out after us.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll open the windows to get more light in here,” Kimmy said as she walked towards one of the small rectangular basement windows, “I know Mom kept her canning jars on a shelf down here.”
 
   “I think we should keep the windows closed until we know what it is like outside,” Bobby said. “There should be a can of fuel for the lantern on the shelf behind the work bench. I think that’s where Dad kept it. I like the quiet and not getting bit and would like to keep it that way a bit longer.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy turned and studied the items on the shelf.
 
   “I see a can that says Coleman Fuel,” Kimmy said.
 
   “That’s it,” Bobby said, “bring it over here and I’ll get the lantern.”
 
   Bobby picked up the lantern and took the lid off the tank. He opened the can of fuel and poured in the fuel until it sounded like the tank was full.
 
   “You have a match?” he asked.
 
   “Up in my room,” Kimmy replied. “You mean you don’t have a match on you. You know like the ones you use to light your cigarette when you go out to sneak a smoke.”
 
   “They are in my jeans,” Bobby said.
 
   “Well take them out,” Kimmy smiled, “That’s right, I forgot you don’t like to wear pants.”
 
   “I guess that answers whether or not you are yourself today,” Bobby smirked. “Go look on the work bench, Dad must have some matches over there that he used to light his soldering torch.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy returned a few minutes later with the matches.
 
   “Here,” she said holding out the box of matches. “Sorry I picked on you.”
 
   “I’m sure you couldn’t help yourself,” Bobby grinned as he lit the lantern. “Sorry, I guess I couldn’t help it either.”
 
   “It’s OK,” she grinned, “I guess it’s been a couple of days now since we’ve had a fight about anything.”
 
   “It must be a new record,” Bobby said as he turned up the light, “but what do you say we call a truce and find something to eat.”
 
   “After everything that’s happened, I can’t believe I’m picking on you about wearing pants,” Kimmy said quietly.
 
   “It could be worse,” Bobby grinned, “you could be trying to gnaw on my leg or something.”
 
   Kimmy lightly tapped his arm with the back of her hand.
 
   “Shit that hurt,” Bobby said grabbing his arm.
 
   Kimmy looked horrified, “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   Bobby grinned as he stood and moved over to take a jar of canned beans off the shelf, “That’s OK. That was my good arm, probably the only spot on me that doesn’t hurt.”
 
   He twisted at the lid of the jar until he was able to pry it open.
 
   He stuck his fingers in the jar and pulled out a hand full of long green beans. Water dripped from his hand.
 
   He slid the jar towards Kimmy as he started to eat the beans one at a time.
 
   Kimmy watched him use his fingers.
 
   She waited a few seconds and then stuck her hand in the jar and grabbed a handful of beans.
 
   She practically stuffed the entire handful in her mouth at once.
 
    
 
   “I’m glad we are both OK,” Bobby said as they finished the beans. “I honestly thought that we were going to become like Mom and Dad.”
 
   “I thought so too,” Kimmy replied. “That’s why I hid behind the workbench. I thought for sure at least one of us would end up like that.”
 
   Kimmy looked at Bobby, “Do you think that Mom and Dad will get better?”
 
   “You guess is as good as mine,” Bobby replied, “But you saw what they looked like, I don’t see how anyone could recover from that.”
 
   “Do you think we can look in on them and see how they are doing?” Kimmy looked at Bobby. “Maybe they’ve changed.”
 
    
 
   Bobby stood and looked down at his sister.
 
   “Let me try something first,” he said, “before we try to open the door.”
 
   Kimmy watched him curiously as Bobby walked over to the store room door.
 
   He stood in front of the door for a minute before raising his right hand, leaning in and placing his ear against the door and then he quietly knocked on the door.
 
   The response was immediate as a chorus of groaning began behind the door.
 
   Shuffling dragging sounds crept closer to the door and a banging noise echoed through the basement as their parents started to pound against the inside of the door.
 
    
 
   Bobby shook his head and walked over and sat down next to Kimmy.
 
   “When it gets quite again, we can try to go upstairs. 
 
   Maybe we can find someone to help us. Maybe we can get someone to contact an ambulance to take them to the hospital. 
 
   Kimmy nodded.
 
   But they both knew the chances of their parents once again becoming their old selves was a very long shot.
 
   With what had happened, what they had seen, they doubted that anything would ever be the same again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Bobby shook Kimmy’s shoulder gently.
 
   Kimmy was sitting with her back against the work bench as she napped. She opened her eyes and looked up at him.
 
   Bobby put his finger over his lips to signal her to stay quiet.
 
   It had been at least an hour before their parents had calmed down and stopped groaning and pounding against the store room door.
 
   Bobby and Kimmy could hear them shuffling around on the other side of the door.
 
   They knew their parents were listening, smelling and waiting for any sign that there was someone on this side of the door.
 
   They were too afraid to open the door, but Bobby and Kimmy could tell that there hadn’t been any improvement in their parent’s condition.
 
    
 
   “Let’s see if we can get into the upstairs,” Bobby whispered.
 
   Kimmy nodded and held out her arm.
 
   Bobby grabbed her wrist and gently pulled her to her feet.
 
   They both winced at the pain that ran through their bodies.
 
   “You know I used to laugh when Mom told me not to go in the Johnson’s yard when I delivered newspapers because they had that big German Shepard and she was afraid it would bite me,” Bobby grinned, “I would always run through the yard just to tease that dog. I knew it wouldn’t leave the yard, they had the dog well trained. Remind me to apologize to that dog if we ever get out of here.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy smiled, “You better hope the dog isn’t holding a grudge.”
 
   “I hope not,” Bobby said, “His mouth and teeth are twice the size of the people that have been biting me lately.”
 
    
 
   Bobby smiled, took Kimmy’s hand and led her towards the steps that would take them back upstairs.
 
   “Just stay quiet and listen,” he said.
 
   Bobby took the steps one at a time and listened carefully after each step.
 
   Especially after the third step, the wooden step cracked and groaned as they both tramped on the third step.
 
   They continued until they reached the basement door.
 
   Bobby looked at his sister for a moment to be sure she was ready for him to open the door.
 
    
 
   When he was ready, Bobby turned the handle and opened the door about an inch.
 
   The smell hit them both at the same time. 
 
   The ordeal they had gone through in the living room rushed back into their minds.
 
   The shadowy vision of staggering bodies in the living room, lit only by the light coming through the windows from the fire at the Johnson’s burning house danced in their minds.
 
   Bobby froze and wasn’t sure if he really wanted to go back up there, but he finally regained his courage and pushed the door open a few more inches.
 
   He slowly pushed his head around the corner of the door and first looked back towards his parent’s bedroom, then looked back towards the living room.
 
    
 
   When Kimmy was sure that there was no one outside the door, she moved up next to Bobby and surveyed the hallway.
 
   The first thing she noticed was the light blue carpet on the floor. The carpet was now a slimy looking reddish blue.
 
   The white walls in the hallway were covered with black and dark red streak marks.
 
   Kimmy looked across the hall. The door to Bobby’s room was open, but other than the reddish marks on the carpeting, his room didn’t look much different than it usually looked.
 
   The bathroom was a mess, besides the black and red streaks on the door, shower and bathroom sink, bottles of shampoo, shower gel and perfume were scattered everywhere.
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked down both directions in the hall.
 
   “Stay here,” she said to Bobby and walked across the hall and closed the bathroom door.
 
   Bobby just stared at the door and began to shake his head a moment later when he heard the toilet flush.
 
    
 
   The bathroom door opened a few inches and Kimmy’s head popped out of the room. She checked the hallway before coming out.
 
   Kimmy looked at the expression o Bobby’s face, “What? It’s been forever. I thought I was going to burst.”
 
   Bobby smiled and started for the bathroom door, “I thought you were going to be in there all day.”
 
   He went into the bathroom and as usual didn’t close the door.
 
   Kimmy stared down the hallway and waited until he came out.
 
   “You didn’t flush,” she said.
 
   “I think we’ve made enough noise,” Bobby whispered back, “I’ll flush later.”
 
    
 
   Bobby started down the hall towards the living room.
 
   Kimmy walked closely behind him, nervously looking back over her shoulder as they moved.
 
   They both stood and stared at the living room when they reached the end of the hall.
 
   It was now daylight and they could clearly see the room and all that they couldn’t see the other night in the soft glow from the fire.
 
   The door now lay in the middle of the floor. Both hinges were bent and twisted on the door. Wooden splinters lay on the floor and hung from the door frame where the hinges had been attached.
 
   Every window in the living room had been smashed and only one of the windows still had curtains hanging over the window and they were blowing into the room from the breeze that was blowing into the house.
 
   The couch had been pushed into the middle of the room from where it had originally been pushed up against the door as a barricade.
 
   All the pictures that were hanging on the walls were now lying smashed on the floor.
 
   The chairs and end tables were overturned.
 
   The new thirty-two inch flat screen TV that the family had saved up for over a year to buy, now only two months old, was on the floor. A large splinter of window glass stuck out the middle of the screen right next to a large bloody footprint.
 
   Blood was sprayed everywhere.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby felt their arms and legs ache. They were sure some of the blood was theirs, but with as much blood that covered everything, they were sure their blood would be a very small part of the blood spread around the room.
 
    
 
   “My God this place is a mess,” Kimmy said, “I don’t remember seeing all of this happening.”
 
   “It was dark and things were happening so fast I don’t remember any of this,” Bobby added.
 
   They walked carefully around the broken glass and pieces of furniture on the floor and moved over to look out the door.
 
   The yard was also a sickening mess.
 
   “It’s a wonder that any of those people or things have any blood left in them,” Bobby said as he looked across the yard.
 
   They looked across the road. A few charred black planks that reached skyward were all that remained of the Johnson’s house.
 
   The other houses that they could see without going out into the yard appeared to have suffered the same fate as their own.
 
    
 
   “Let’s go outside,” Kimmy said.
 
   Bobby nodded but didn’t go outside right away.
 
   He stuck his head out the door and took a quick glance in both directions.
 
   He looked back at Kimmy and nodded then they walked cautiously out onto the porch.
 
   Kimmy looked down the road.
 
   “Those deranged people were everywhere,” she sighed. “I don’t think they missed anyone’s house. I wonder if anyone else escaped?”
 
   Bobby pointed at the body parts lying in a number of the yards, Kimmy just stared.
 
   “Even if we can find anyone, I don’t know if they will want to help us get Mom and Dad to the hospital,” Kimmy said.
 
   “If there is anyone left around here, I doubt they are in any shape to help us,” Bobby added.
 
   “There has to be someone left,” Kimmy said, “Let’s go look in the houses and see if we can find anyone.”
 
   “OK,” Bobby said nervously, “but we better be careful, I don’t want to run into any of those crazies again.”
 
    
 
   They slowly walked down the porch steps and began to cross the yard.
 
   “This looks a lot worse than I expected,” Kimmy said. “The people that did all of this had to be more than just sick.”
 
   “Dad was giving some pretty gruesome descriptions the other night,” Bobby added. “But I just thought that he was imagining things or just thought he saw those things. It was dark and we could barely see those people.”
 
   “I don’t understand why all this blood is everywhere,” Kimmy said, “How could they lose this much blood and still be alive.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Bobby said. “I haven’t been able to make sense out of anything since it all started.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked around, “Let’s go over and look in the Carlson’s house, it doesn’t look too bad.”
 
   “That’s Jessica’s house,” Bobby replied.
 
   “Don’t get excited creep,” Kimmy smiled, “I doubt we’ll find her streaking around in the house.”
 
   “Maybe she was taking a shower when those people started to attack,” Bobby grinned, “Maybe she has been hiding in the shower ever since, afraid to come out.”
 
   “Right,” Kimmy grinned, “dream on.”
 
    
 
   They moved around the side of the house and hid behind the car. They studied the area before moving on.
 
   The houses and yards looked like a scene out of a horror movie.  The sight made their skin crawl.
 
   They got low and moved across the Carlson’s yard and stood with their back against the side of the house and again studied the houses as they listened.
 
   Bobby moved under a window and slowly stood to peek in through the corner of the window.
 
   “This is Jessica’s room,” he whispered.
 
   “I wonder how he knows that,” Kimmy’s thought then her eyes widened and it hit her that this was probably not the first time her brother stood in this same spot to look through this window.
 
   “You pervert,” she whispered.
 
   Bobby turned to look at her. He had a sheepish grin on his face.
 
   “Well is she in there?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “I didn’t see anyone,” Bobby replied. “The blinds were pulled down the whole way. She usually doesn’t pull her shades down this far.”
 
   “What’s in the next window?” Kimmy asked sounding disgusted with her brother.
 
   “That’s her parent’s room,” Bobby said as he moved along the wall to look in the next window.
 
   He rose up again on his toes and looked inside.
 
   “No one in here, let’s go around to the back,” Bobby said.
 
    
 
   Kimmy followed Bobby around the side of the house. She watched him as he moved as if he knew exactly where he was going. 
 
   They moved around the back corner of the house and stopped to study the back yard and the house.
 
   The back door was hanging open and most of the windows were broken.
 
   Bobby led her to the back porch.
 
   He signaled for her to stay quiet and they walked up the steps and leaned against the house to the right of the door.
 
   Bobby looked at her for a second before leaning around the door frame to take a quick look inside the house.
 
   Bobby quickly pulled his head back after a quick glance.
 
   “It looks empty,” he said. “Let’s go inside and look around.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy thought for a second. It felt weird to be thinking about going into some one’s house to snoop around. It didn’t seem right. It was almost as bad as peeking in someone’s window at night. Of course her brother didn’t have any problem doing that.
 
   She looked around the neighborhood and thought, “There isn’t much of anything that feels right around here.”
 
   She looked back at Bobby and nodded.
 
   She grabbed Bobby’s arm but quickly slid her hand down to grab his hand, she remembered all the wounds on his arms and didn’t want to make him yelp at the pain.
 
   They stepped inside the house and listened.
 
   The Carlson’s house was laid out much the same as her own house. This wasn’t much of a surprise since all the houses looked so much alike from the outside.
 
   What was surprising was the damage inside the house, it was very similar to the damage in their house.
 
   She could imagine that mob breaking into the Carlson’s house like they did at her house.
 
   “Were the Carlson’s awake and looking out their windows like her family or were they sleeping and completely unaware of what was happening?
 
    
 
   They listened for a minute before going further into the house.
 
   Just like their house, a hallway started through a doorway off the left side of the living room.
 
   Kimmy began to get nervous as they started down the hallway. Visions of the attack on her home flooded before her eyes.
 
   The first room they came to answered one of Kimmy’s questions.
 
   It was a large bedroom with a big king sized bed. It was the master bedroom, Jessica’s parent’s room.
 
   The bed was covered with dried blood.
 
   Apparently, they were sound asleep when the mob attacked their home. They must not have realized anything was wrong until it was too late.
 
   They must have been killed in their sleep.
 
   But where were the bodies?
 
   As bloody as the bed looked, there was no way the Carlson’s could have survived to run away, or could they?
 
    
 
   Bobby tugged on Kimmy’s arm, breaking her chain of thought. When she looked up at him, he signaled that they were going to go down the hall.
 
   Kimmy took one last confusing look before moving back out into the hall to follow Bobby.
 
    
 
   The door next to the bedroom was open. Bobby took a quick glance inside then pulled Kimmy along behind him as he moved further down the hallway.
 
   Kimmy looked in through the open door to see that this room was the bathroom.
 
   It was much larger than their bathroom.
 
   “It would have been nice to have a bathroom this big,” Kimmy thought as she studied the damage to the bathroom.
 
   An electric razor hung by its cord from the outlet next to the bathroom mirror.
 
   Shampoo, cologne and aftershave were lying on the floor.
 
   A bottle of after shave was lying on its side, the cap was nowhere to be seen. The contents had spilled out and formed a puddle around the bottle. It probably smelled good but it was overwhelmed by the smell in the bathroom now.
 
    
 
   They walked down the hall after leaving the bathroom, passing one more open door. This room had two twin beds inside. Like the master bedroom, both beds were covered in dried blood. The Carlson’s two younger girls must have been attacked in their sleep too.
 
   Kimmy scanned the room and was curious not to see the bodies of the girls. With this much blood she didn’t think they could have survived but where were they?
 
   They passed the room and continued down the hall to the last door.
 
   Kimmy knew this had to be Jessica’s room. It was the only other door in the hallway.
 
   This door unlike the other two doors was closed.
 
   They stopped outside the room.
 
   As Bobby turned to look at Kimmy she whispered, “I know, this is Jessica’s room.”
 
   Booby had a grin on his face as he turned and reached for the door knob.
 
   He hesitated slightly before turning the handle.
 
   Kimmy studied her brother. Besides Jessica’s streaking incident at the community picnic, which was all the boys at school had talked about for a month after it had happened, she had heard other rumors about Jessica. All the rumors had involved one or another of the boys at school.
 
   Mostly is had something to do with the older senior boys. Kimmy didn’t understand why Jessica would do the things she had heard about her. Kimmy thought it would be embarrassing to have the other kids talk about you like that. She had talked to Jessica a few times at the bus stop. She seemed like a nice girl and hadn’t done anything weird at the bus stop. Maybe the kids were just making things up about her, but again Kimmy saw Jessica streaking with her own eyes.
 
   Kimmy didn’t know what they were going to find when Bobby opened the door to Jessica’s room. Whatever they found she just hopped it wasn’t anything weird.
 
    
 
   Bobby pushed the door open slowly.
 
   It was dark in Jessica’s room. They couldn’t tell if it smelled any better or worse than the rest of the house.
 
   After the last few days, their noses were in shock and for all they knew were no longer capable of smelling anything.
 
    
 
   Bobby strained to see in the room. The only light in the room was the faint glow coming in around the blinds.
 
   Suddenly, as Bobby leaned into the room, a shape came out of the shadows and collided with Bobby.
 
   Bobby and the shape tumbled to the floor out in the hallway.
 
   Kimmy shrieked as Bobby and the attacker pushed past her and fell to the floor.
 
   Kimmy looked down and saw the body of a girl with long blonde hair on top of Bobby.
 
   The girl wore a pink nightgown. The nightgown had been torn around the girl’s neck and hung down over the side of her left shoulder.
 
   Bobby was holding the girls face away at arm’s length.
 
   After a brief struggle, Bobby rolled the girl over and sat on top of her, forcing her head to stay pinned against the carpeting.
 
   Now Kimmy could see that the front of the nightgown was covered with blood.
 
   It was Jessica, or what was left of Jessica.
 
   Jessica stared up at Bobby. Her eyes were clouded over and were a sickening white color. There was no sign of the bright blue color that her eyes normally were.
 
   Bobby’s hands were bloody as he held Jessica down by the neck. The front of her neck was raw and shredded.
 
    
 
   Kimmy didn’t know why, but she bent down and touched Jessica’s arms. They were cold.
 
   “What are you doing?” Bobby gasped as he struggled with the girl.
 
   Bobby had Jessica firmly pinned to the floor and Kimmy wasn’t worried about her breaking free and attacking.
 
   She was a small slight girl, not very physically threatening.
 
   “I wanted to see if she felt cold,” Kimmy replied.
 
   “Yes she is cold,” Bobby said.
 
   “Is she breathing?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “If you want to know that you can put your ear next to her mouth to find out if you want,” Bobby gasped again as he struggled to breathe, “I’m not.”
 
   “Bobby, I think she is dead,” Kimmy said as she stared at the girl.
 
   “If she is she doesn’t know about it,” Bobby replied.
 
   Kimmy felt horrified about what she was watching, but she continued to study the girl.
 
   “I’m serious Bobby,” Kimmy said, “I don’t think she is breathing.”
 
   “Grab her arm,” Bobby managed to say, “We have to get her back in that room and shut the door, “She is stronger than she looks and I’m getting tired. God, she just won’t stop fighting.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy grabbed Jessica’s right arm and held it tightly.
 
   Bobby removed his right hand from Jessica’s throat and grabbed at her left arm.
 
   After three failed attempts to corral her flailing arm, he grabbed it.
 
   He quickly stood and pulled her left arm in the opposite direction from Kimmy.
 
   “Pull her up and let’s push her back into her room and shut the door.” Bobby said, obvious pain showing on his face.
 
   Kimmy pulled along with Bobby and soon had the frantic struggling Jessica to her feet.
 
   “On three,” Bobby said.
 
   Kimmy nodded and on three they pushed her into her room.
 
   Bobby closed the door and sank down to the floor, holding his stomach.
 
   “Damn that hurt,” Bobby said.
 
    
 
   Jessica started to loudly pound on the door.
 
   She didn’t make any other sounds, apparently the damage to her neck had damaged her vocal cords.
 
   “Can you walk?” Jessica asked, “We better get out of here before someone comes around to see what all the noise is about.”
 
   Bobby stood and wiped his hands against the wall to scrape off the blood.
 
   “OK,” he forced out the answer between the painful contortions crossing his face.
 
    
 
   Kimmy helped her brother back down the hall and they went out into the living room.
 
   Bobby dropped down on the only chair that was still in an upright position.
 
   “I have to take a break,” he said.
 
   He looked up at Kimmy, “What was that is she breathing thing all about?”
 
   Kimmy didn’t answer, instead she moved over to the door and stuck her head out the door way.
 
   “We have to get out of here,” she said, “they’re coming.”
 
   “Who is coming?” Bobby asked looking concerned.
 
   “Come on,” Kimmy said as she ran back and grabbed Bobby’s hand and helped him get off the chair.
 
   She led him to the door.
 
   Bobby could now hear what his sister had heard.
 
   A loud groaning sound was coming from down by Route 356.
 
   The sound was moving this way and it was getting louder.
 
   Kimmy quickly led Bobby out of the house. Instead of going back to their house, she led him further back behind the Carlson house and into the woods, away from the sound.
 
    
 
   When they were twenty feet in to the woods, Kimmy stopped and pulled Bobby behind a large tree and leaned out to look back towards the house.
 
   Bobby looked at what she did and slowly leaned out to look past the tree from the other side.
 
   The groaning sounds were now much louder. In a few seconds the first one came into view, shortly followed by the others.
 
   Soon the yards began to fill with staggering bodies.
 
   They moved among the houses along the road. A large group moved into the yard at their house. 
 
   Bobby and Kimmy watched as many of the people swarmed into their house through the open front door.
 
   The mob continued to push by the other houses.
 
   Soon another portion of the mob began to go into the Carlson house.
 
   The groaning now drowned out any other sounds.
 
   If the birds were still chirping, they couldn’t hear them.
 
   Their formerly thought to be un-functioning noses began to work again. The smell was overwhelmingly noxious and Kimmy struggled to fight back the vile taste in her throat.
 
    
 
   In the bright sunshine, they could now clearly see the people that flooded the yards of all the houses.
 
   Bobby remembered his dad saying something about the people missing some body parts.
 
   That description didn’t begin to describe what he was now seeing.
 
   He thought his dad had been imagining things.
 
   It was dark and the fire from the Johnson house was casting eerie shadows over the mob the other night.
 
   There were no shadows obscuring their view of the crowd now.
 
   They were clearly seeing what these people, what these things really looked like.
 
   There was no denying what they were seeing.
 
    
 
   “They’re all dead,” Kimmy whispered. “They are zombies or something.”
 
   Even though Kimmy couldn’t see Bobby, he nodded.
 
   These people weren’t sick or merely injured, they were way beyond anything like that.
 
   They were mangled, disemboweled, broken, rotting dead bodies. It was if all the bodies from the local cemetery had somehow escaped from their coffins.  They were all out looking for something. They had little interest in the houses. From what Bobby had seen the other night, the only thing they wanted was the living people that were in the houses.
 
   He stared at the grotesque bodies, the staggering rotting corpses of the dead.
 
   He knew what they wanted, he could feel it in every aching wound on his body.
 
   Bobby also knew that this meant something else.
 
   “Mom and Dad aren’t sick, they’re dead,” he thought. “they are now one of the walking dead.”
 
    
 
   Bobby dropped back behind the tree and rested his back against the trunk of the tree.
 
   Kimmy fell back next to him.
 
   He looked at Kimmy, “They are all dead. How could something like this happen?”
 
   Kimmy looked at Bobby’s bandages then at her own. She felt the pain as it ran through her body.
 
   “Why are we still alive?” she looked terrified as everything began to sink in.
 
   She looked at Bobby, “Mom and Dad are dead. We should be dead too.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Bobby whispered, “I don’t know why we aren’t dead too but we aren’t. If we want to stay that way, we better get the hell out of here before they find us. Apparently getting bit doesn’t turn us into what they are, but they can still tear us apart. We won’t become one of them but we can still die.”
 
   Kimmy looked horrified at the thought. At what all of this meant.
 
   She just nodded her head.
 
    
 
   “Stay down and follow me,” Bobby whispered, “And for God’s sake don’t make any noise. Watch where you are going so you don’t break any twigs or rustle any leaves.”
 
   Bobby got on his stomach, despite the pain that shot through him and he began to crawl further back into the woods.
 
   Kimmy got down on her stomach and followed.
 
    
 
   They were both in pain, but they knew it could quickly become a lot worse.
 
   Even more than the pain, they were unable to believe what they had come to realize was happening and it sent chills through their bodies.
 
   The idea of lynch mobs was terrifying and scary, what they now faced was beyond anything they could have ever imagined in their worst nightmares.
 
    
 
   They crawled on, praying that the loud groaning mob would soon fade off into the distance.
 
   They prayed that the dead wouldn’t hear them as they tried to get away.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
    
 
   They had been crawling for what seemed like hours.
 
   The groaning sound could still be heard, it sounded like the entire mountain sides were echoing that sound all around them.
 
    
 
   “I have to stop and take a break,” Kimmy gasp. “This crawling is killing my leg.”
 
   They stopped and rolled on their backs and stared up at the sky between the branches of green leaves that swayed in the breeze.
 
   Kimmy had been thinking as she crawled.
 
   “What could cause something like this?” she asked. “The dead coming back to life and attacking the living. When the living get bitten by one of the dead, they become one of the walking dead and join the dead to hunt the living. This is crazy, it can’t be happening. It has to be something else.”
 
   “Don’t ask me,” Bobby replied, “I’m flunking science this period. All I know is what I’ve seen, I can’t explain it. The last time I saw anything like this was that one movie I watched. A meteorite entered the earth’s atmosphere and hit a cemetery. It made all the dead come back to life and they started to attack the living. The living had to run into this old farmhouse to hide from the dead.”
 
   “How did that one end?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “They all died,” Bobby replied.
 
   “That’s what I was afraid of,” Kimmy said and closed her eyes.
 
   “One the bright side,” Bobby started.
 
   “I’m glad there is a bright side,” Kimmy added.
 
   “On the bright side,” Bobby continued, “everyone that was bitten by the dead died, we were bitten but we lived. I think that is something good to think about.”
 
   “But why us?” Kimmy asked. “Mom and Dad are dead, as far as we know everyone we knew is dead.”
 
   “We must be immune,” Bobby replied. “If we weren’t immune, as many times as we have been bitten, we would have been dead days ago.”
 
   “With everyone else dead, I almost wish we weren’t immune,” Kimmy sighed. “What do we do now?”
 
   “We get out of here and go get help,” Bobby said.
 
   “What if there isn’t anyone left?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “There has to be people left,” Bobby answered, “This can’t be everywhere. That would be impossible.”
 
   “What we have seen happen is impossible, “Kimmy replied. 
 
   “I don’t think we can consider anything to be impossible anymore.”
 
   “I think if we go down to Freeport or Natrona Heights we would find lots of people to help us,” Bobby said.
 
   “Help us to do what?” Kimmy replied. “And how are we going to get down there. I hurt so much I doubt I could walk very far.”
 
    
 
   Bobby thought for a few minutes, “Can you drive?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Kimmy replied, “I never drove a car before but it doesn’t look too hard. Why?”
 
   “Dad keeps the keys to the car on a hook by the back door,” Bobby said. “We could go back and get the car and drive down to Freeport.”
 
   Kimmy’s eyes got big, “Go back down to the house with all those dead people?”
 
   “We wait until it gets quiet and maybe we can go back to the house,” Bobby continued, “I would rather do that than try to walk.” Besides, the dead don’t seem to stay in one place for very long. They attacked our house and then moved on. If we sat out at the edge of the clearing, we could see when they left and we could go get the car.”
 
   “I don’t want to go back there,” Kimmy said.
 
   “We have to do something,” Bobby replied, “If we got the car we could be away from all of this in an hour.”
 
   “With Mom and Dad dead I hope they don’t put us in an orphanage,” Kimmy said softly.
 
   “We can’t stay here,” Bobby responded, “I would rather take my chances and get somewhere safe.”
 
   “I guess you’re right,” Kimmy sighed, “We have to do something.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy finally sat up and began to brush the dirt, leaves and bugs off of her red flannel shirt.
 
   Bobby sat up next to her but showed little interest in brushing himself off.
 
   “We’re probably going to be out here for a while,” he said as he struggled to stand up.
 
   Bobby began to walk around the trees and pick up things from the ground and slip them in his pocket.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kimmy asked.
 
   Bobby turned and started to walk back towards Kimmy.
 
   She could see his pockets bulging. It looked like his pockets were filled with baseballs.
 
   “I thought we could use a snack,” he said as he sat down next to his sister.
 
   Bobby pulled five large walnuts and a penknife out of his pocket.
 
   Kimmy watched as he stuck his knife in a walnut and pried it open.
 
   “Hold out your hand,” Bobby said and scraped the edible part out of the shell into Kimmy’s hand.
 
   “Thanks,” Kimmy said as she tossed the nuts into her mouth.
 
    
 
   After they finished the walnuts Bobby had gathered, Kimmy laid her head back on a clump of moss.
 
   “You look like you could use some more rest,” Bobby said. “That moss looks comfortable. Why don’t you try to take a nap? We are going to be here for a while, I’ll keep watch.”
 
   “OK,” Kimmy replied, “But when you get tired, wake me up. I’ll take a turn then. Hopefully we can get out of here soon.”
 
    
 
   Bobby sat down at the base of a small tree and leaned back against the trunk.
 
   Kimmy closed her eyes and drifted off into an uneasy sleep.
 
   Bobby watched his sister sleeping.
 
   He remembered the last time he watched her go to sleep.
 
   He wondered if that was going to be the last time he would see her alive.
 
   He had wondered about his parents and what would happen to him.
 
   Unfortunately, some of his questions had been answered.
 
   Even worse he now had the answer to many questions he hadn’t even thought about before.
 
   But there were so many other questions running through his mind, it was maddening.
 
   “Was this problem just here? Would this condition go away soon? Can we get out of the woods? Could he and Kimmy survive on their own long enough to get through this mess? Where are we going to live now that Mom and Dad are gone?”  Bobby thought, feeling overwhelmed, “Do they still have orphanages?”
 
   The only thing Bobby knew about orphanages was that was where Tiny Tim lived in Mr. Magoo’s Christmas Carol.
 
   “That would be a miserable place to live, sharing a room with a dozen other kids,” Bobby grimaced. “And apparently you didn’t get much to eat in an orphanage.”
 
   He knew his family wasn’t rich, but he always got as much to eat as he wanted. He liked the macaroni and cheese his mother would always make for him whenever he was hungry.
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is getting crazy,” Bobby said to himself as he stood. “Settle down, there are enough crazies around here without you driving yourself insane. We have enough problems without making up problems to worry about.”
 
    
 
   Bobby paced around the tree that he had been leaning against.
 
   The groaning sound coming from down around the houses had started to ease up.
 
   That was good, maybe they would be able to get down to Freeport and civilization again later today.
 
   It would be nice to be around some normal people again, someone that didn’t want to bite him.
 
    
 
   Bobby realized with all this thinking and pacing, he now had to go to the bathroom.
 
   Bobby looked around and spotted a tree with a large trunk about thirty feet away. He started walking towards the tree. Kimmy would complain if she woke up and saw him going to the bathroom close to where they were sitting, she was funny about things like that.
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, Bobby came out from behind the tree and started back towards Kimmy.
 
   He had begun to calm down and all the panicked thoughts that had been running through his mind had faded.
 
   He was now focused on one thing at a time.
 
   He couldn’t worry about what hadn’t happened yet,
 
   at least not until they got away from Winfield Junction.
 
   If they couldn’t do that, nothing else would matter.
 
    
 
   He started back to Kimmy feeling like they had a goal to work towards. The rest of their problems would resolve themselves after they made it to safety.
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief and started walking a little faster.
 
   When he looked up he skidded to a stop.
 
   Two gray disgusting corpses were staggering towards Kimmy who was still asleep.
 
   They were focused on Kimmy and hadn’t seen him yet.
 
   Bobby froze.
 
   “Damn, two of them,” Bobby thought as he felt his body begin to ache at the thought of another struggle.
 
   His wrestling match with Jessica had left him exhausted and sore all over.
 
   He didn’t have to worry about being bitten and becoming one of the walking dead, but getting bitten by those things wasn’t fun and usually hurt like hell.
 
   As weak as he was, it might be possible that they could still actually kill him.
 
   If he didn’t think fast, they might kill Kimmy.
 
    
 
   Bobby looked around hoping for an idea.
 
   When he spotted the branch lying on the ground next to him, he decided to use the branch to club the bastards instead of trying to wrestle them away from his sister.
 
   Bobby slowly bent down and grabbed the branch.
 
   He stood slowly so as not to be noticed by the dead.
 
   He had to act fast, the two creatures were now only ten feet away from Kimmy.
 
   He stared moving towards the creatures.
 
   He felt a sharp pain shoot through his leg and stomach as he began to hobble as fast as he could move.
 
    
 
   The two creatures turned towards Bobby as he moved closer.
 
   He should have expected it, he sounded like a herd of buffalo moving across the dried leaves and sticks on the forest floor as he hobbled along dragging his injured leg.
 
   He brought the branch down over the head of the first creature.
 
   The creature’s skull split open and its body fell down on top of Kimmy.
 
   The second creature lunged at Bobby as Kimmy screamed.
 
   Bobby pushed the second creature away from him with the branch.
 
   As the creature began to let out a sickening howl, Bobby brought the branch down on its head.
 
   The creature’s arms and legs began swinging wildly as it struggled to right itself and get up off the ground.
 
   Bobby brought the branch down on its head a second then a third time.
 
   It finally stopped moving and rolled onto its back.
 
   Its milky white eyes stared into the sky, its jaw hung open to reveal bloody bits of flesh clinging between its teeth.
 
    
 
   Kimmy threw the body off of her and scrambled to her feet.
 
   Her eyes were wild with panic as she stumbled over the broken branches on the ground, frantically looking around trying to understand what had happened.
 
   “Sorry Sis,” Bobby said, “I know that is a hell of a way to be awakened, but I couldn’t help it. I had to take my shot at it while I could.”
 
   “What happened?” Kimmy asked looking confused.
 
   “I had to go to the bathroom,” Bobby replied, “When I came back, these two had snuck up on us.”
 
   “Shit, that scared the hell out of me,” Kimmy said sounding out of breath.
 
    
 
   The familiar sound of groaning began to come their way through the woods.
 
   “Damn it, that one started howling before I could club it,” Bobby said. “We better get out of here before their friends show up.”
 
   “OK,” was all Kimmy could say in her disoriented state.
 
   Bobby grabbed her hand and started pulling her to the right.
 
   “Where are we going?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “I’m going to try and circle around them,” Bobby replied. “We should end up near the end of the field. Hopefully those things will come in the woods to look for us and we will be able to make a run for the car.”
 
   “Sounds good,” Kimmy said as she hobbled along next to Bobby.
 
   They ran as quietly as they could through the woods as the groaning sounds converged on where they had been.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Bobby and Kimmy ran through the woods.
 
   “It sounds like this is working,” Kimmy said, now that she had regained her senses. “Are you sure you know where Dad kept his keys? I didn’t think he kept the keys on that peg by the back door any longer.”
 
   “I think I saw the keys hanging there the day everything went crazy,” Bobby replied.
 
   “If they aren’t there, then what?” Kimmy asked. “We might have to go back down in the basement again.”
 
   “They’ll be there,” Bobby replied. “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “I hope so,” Kimmy added, “It would be a real downer thinking I’m going to Freeport and safety only to end up trapped in the basement again.”
 
    
 
   Bobby started to doubt his memory as they ran.
 
   He didn’t want to end up back in the basement again either. Now that they knew their parents were really dead, sitting outside the store room door listening to them moving around on the other side of the door would be a horrible feeling.
 
   His big sister would never let him forget it either, forever.
 
    
 
   They finally came out of the trees and were now in the high weeds and brush at the edge of the field across the road from their house.
 
   They crawled through the weeds, working their way to the end of the high grass so they could look out over the field.
 
   Kimmy pointed up towards the woods.
 
   A dozen staggering bodies were disappearing into the trees, following the others that were going to the place where Bobby had clubbed the howling zombie.
 
    
 
   “We can run over to the house in a few minutes,” Kimmy said as she looked down the road past the house to see it was clear in the other direction.
 
   “This looks like it should be easy,” Bobby grinned.
 
   “Be quiet, you’re going to jinx us,” Kimmy said.
 
   Bobby smiled, but decided to stay quiet.
 
    
 
   They lay quiet in the weeds for ten minutes until the last of the dead had disappeared into the woods.
 
   “I think it’s clear now,” Bobby said, nudging Kimmy’s arm.
 
   Kimmy listened, “I can still hear that damn groaning. It sounds like it is coming from every direction. Even though it looks clear now, we should hurry. There could be more of them coming this way from the highway below us.
 
   I can’t tell where all the noise is coming from for sure.”
 
    
 
   Bobby nodded.
 
   “Stay low and run,” Bobby said.
 
   “Stay low I can do,” Kimmy said, “I don’t think I can run but I’ll try.”
 
   They both got up and made their way out of the field and crossed the road. Neither one of them managed more than a fast walk.
 
    
 
   Bobby pulled Kimmy towards the front porch.
 
   Kimmy stopped and refused to go up on the porch.
 
   “Let’s go around the house, I’m not going back in there,” she said.
 
   “I don’t know if the back door is locked or not,” Bobby protested.
 
   “We’ll find out when we get back there,” Kimmy replied, “I’m not going back in that house unless I have to.”
 
   Bobby nodded, “Come on.”
 
   They moved to the left and went around the side of the house.
 
   Kimmy looked at their dad’s old Ford Galaxy wagon as they moved past it along the side of the house. The damn thing was the size of a boat. Kimmy began to worry whether she would be able to drive it. Her parents wanted to buy a newer car, but they hadn’t been able to afford a new car. The old Ford had been dependable and with her dad driving the car, seemed to be the perfect size for what the family needed. But again that was with her dad driving the car.
 
   Her dad had made a lot of things seem easy. Despite harassing her each morning for the time she spent in the bathroom, he had done so many things to make her life so enjoyable. She never worried about anything when he was a round. 
 
   Now he was staggering around dead in the basement of their house. She wished there was something she could do to help him, to end what must be intolerable suffering.
 
   But she could barely get herself across the road right now.
 
   She tried to convince herself that her parents were safe locked up in the basement of the house for now.
 
   But deep down, she knew that couldn’t be true. But until she found herself in a position to help them, that thought would have to suffice.
 
    
 
   She and Bobby finally reached the back door. They walked slowly up the two steps and up to the small landing in front of the door.
 
   Bobby reached out his hand and took hold of the door knob. He turned the handle, the latch clicked and the door drifted open.
 
   He smiled at Kimmy then stuck his head in through the door.
 
   A moment later he pulled his head back out, a startled expression on his face.
 
   “It’s not there,” he said. “It should be there. Shit!”
 
   Kimmy sighed.
 
   “He must have the keys in his pants pocket,” Bobby said.
 
   “No!” Kimmy said looking horrified, “Don’t even think about it. I’ll walk first. Or we can find another car.”
 
    
 
   Bobby turned and listened, something had attracted his attention.
 
   “I can hear something,” he said looking at Kimmy, “Do we go in the house or back to the woods?”
 
   “Back to the woods,” Kimmy said.
 
    
 
   They started to retrace their steps to the front of the house.
 
   When they reached the front corner of the house, Kimmy stopped and listened.
 
   “It sounds different,” Kimmy said, “This sound isn’t a groan, it’s more like a purring sound.”
 
   “It sounds like a car,” Bobby smiled, “I think someone is coming this way.”
 
   Kimmy pushed her head around the corner of the house and looked down the road.
 
   Off in the distance were two cars driving up the road from Route 356 towards Winfield Junction.
 
   “There are two cars coming,” Kimmy said leaning back to look at Bobby.
 
   “Maybe we can get a ride,” Bobby said.
 
   “What if we don’t know them?” Kimmy asked, “Dad always told us never to get into a car with a stranger.”
 
   “I think if Dad was standing here right now he would say get in the car and get the hell out of here,” Bobby replied. “Choosing between the dead and a stranger, I’ll go with the strangers. I’m sure that’s what he would want us to do.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy thought for a second.
 
   They could hear the groaning that the creatures were making as they made their way through the woods.
 
   “It sounds like those things are coming back this way,” Kimmy said.
 
   “They must hear the car engines too,” Bobby replied.
 
   “I don’t think we have much of a choice, we’ll have to hitch a ride with whoever is driving those cars,” Kimmy sighed. “I hope they will take us with them.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t they?” Bobby asked.
 
   “They might be as afraid of what’s going on as we are,” Kimmy replied, “maybe they won’t want to pick up anyone that they don’t know.”
 
   “I didn’t think about that,” Bobby said.
 
    
 
   The cars slowly drove up the road and were getting closer, but the dead were now also coming back out of the woods and towards the house.
 
   “Let’s get out on the road so they will see us,” Kimmy said. “This is going to be close. If they won’t take us with them, we won’t have much time. That mob will be all over us.”
 
    
 
   Bobby and Kimmy began to hobble through the yard and out on the road.
 
   They both stood in the middle of the road and began waving their arms in the air.
 
   The dead saw them and the chorus of groans quickly became louder. The dead were coming.
 
   “Run towards the cars,” Kimmy said, pulling on Bobby’s hand. “It will keep the dead from getting any closer to us and buy us a little more time.”
 
    
 
   They hobbled another twenty feet before the cars reached them.
 
   The cars stopped in the middle of the road.
 
   Kimmy led Bobby to the driver’s window of the first car.
 
   It was a newer model black Dodge Charger. The side windows were tinted a dark gray and it was hard to see who was inside the car.
 
   The driver lowered the window a few inches and stared out at them.
 
   Kimmy could see through the crack and into the car.
 
   The front seats were occupied by two men, maybe about the age of her dad.
 
   The back seat was packed with three more men, but the men in the back seat looked younger, maybe twenty something.
 
   Kimmy wasn’t good judging guys ages. She categorized people’s ages as school age, her parents age or old people.
 
   The guys in the back seat were between school age and her parent’s age.
 
    
 
   The driver stared out through the partially open window, looking at them suspiciously.
 
   “What are you kids doing out here?” the man shouted.
 
   “Running for our lives,” Kimmy replied. “Could you please help us get out of here?”
 
   “We don’t have any room,” the man replied flatly.
 
   “She can sit on my lap,” one of the guys in the back seat chuckled.
 
   His comment was followed by all the guys in the back seat laughing.
 
   Kimmy started to feel chills run down her spine. She had heard the older boys on the bus say things like that to Jessica and some of the other girls. She was always thankful they never talked to her like that, they sounded creepy.
 
   “How old are you, girl?” the man asked.
 
   “I’m fifteen,” Kimmy replied, “My brother here is thirteen.”
 
   Kimmy could see the man looking out the windshield at the houses and yards around the cars.
 
   After quickly looking around he looked back at Kimmy.
 
   “Where are your parents?”
 
   “They’re dead,” Kimmy replied. “They are locked up in that blue house over there.”
 
   Kimmy pointed towards their house.
 
   “We hid in the basement until things quieted down,” she added, “now we are trying to go find help.”
 
    
 
   The man studied them a bit longer.
 
   “What’s that blood on you?” he asked, “You weren’t bitten and are going to turn into one of those zombie people are you?”
 
   “We’ve been running through broken glass, thorns, branches and just about everything else, trying to keep those things from getting us,” Bobby replied, speaking up for the first time.
 
   “And no we aren’t going to be turning into a zombie anytime soon,” Kimmy smiled at the man. They had been bitten, but she knew they wouldn’t become one of those things. They were immune. 
 
    
 
   Kimmy and Bobby turned their heads nervously as they watched the dead coming out of the woods and across the field, getting closer by the minute.,
 
   “Stick your heads over near the window so I can see your eyes,” the man instructed. “Hurry, we don’t have much time.”
 
   “Why?” Kimmy asked, now suspicious of the man’s intentions.
 
   “I’m not taking any chances,” he replied, “You can’t stay out there but you’re not getting in with us until I’m sure you are not infected.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy smiled when the man mentioned about them getting in the car. 
 
   She leaned her head forward and smiled at the man through the small opening.
 
   “Now you, son,” the man instructed after he was satisfied that Kimmy appeared to be OK.
 
   Bobby leaned in and looked at the man.
 
    
 
   “I think they look OK,” the man said to the guy in the passenger’s seat.
 
   “You better be sure this time,” the other man replied. “That last couple you picked up just about killed us all.”
 
    
 
   The man began to open the driver’s door.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby stepped back as it swung open.
 
   The man stood, looked down at Kimmy, then waved his hand at the car behind him.
 
   The driver wound down his window, stuck his head out and looked at them.
 
   “What is it George?”
 
   “You have room for one more, right Pete?” George yelled.
 
   “I guess so,” Pete replied. “It is going to be tight but I can get another one in here.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked startled by the men talking about only taking one more person.
 
   From the sound of the men’s laughter coming from the back seat, she had an idea who the one person would be.
 
   But if it meant leaving Bobby behind, she would rather stay and take her chances with her brother.
 
    
 
   “Maybe this was a bad idea,” Kimmy whispered to Bobby.
 
   Bobby nodded.
 
   “Mr. If you know how to hotwire a car, my Dad’s car is right over by the house,” Bobby said. “It is a station wagon and it has a lot of room. We were going to take it, but we couldn’t find the keys.”
 
   “No, We’ll be fine with what we have,” George replied, “You and your sister go back and get in the car with Pete’s group. We shouldn’t have to go much further. Get moving before our friends get here. You two mind your manners back there. Remember we are doing you a favor. I could just leave you here but I don’t think you would last very much longer. Understand me?”
 
    
 
   “Thank You,” Kimmy and Bobby said in unison.
 
   They turned and began to run back to the second car.
 
    
 
   The second car was a dark blue Ford Explorer.
 
   The back of the vehicle was packed to the ceiling with boxes.
 
   A man and a woman sat in the front seats. They were in the age category of Kimmy’s parents.
 
   The back had three older kids sitting next to each other. The kids looked older than Kimmy, maybe they were seniors in school, but if they were, they must have gone to some other school because Kimmy didn’t recognize them.
 
    
 
   Pete looked them over as they approached the car.
 
   “Did you check them out?” he yelled up to George.
 
   “They are OK,” George shouted back. “Get them inside and let’s move before we have to fight our way out of here.”
 
    
 
   Pete looked at the two.
 
   “Get in the back seat, you two will have to share one space on the seat. You two decide who sits on who,” Pete said, “Move it, we have to get out of here now!”
 
   Kimmy opened the back door and looked at the three faces staring out at them.
 
   “I’ll get in first,” Kimmy said to Bobby then whispered, “Just be careful of my leg.”
 
   Bobby nodded. He was grateful Kimmy volunteered to let him sit on her lap rather than the other way around. His leg and stomach were killing him. Having his older sister sit on his leg and grind into his stomach would have been agony.
 
    
 
   Kimmy slid in on the seat and Bobby sat gingerly on her knees.
 
   They had barely closed the door when the Explorer began to accelerate, following the black Charger.
 
   The sudden acceleration pushed Bobby back into Kimmy’s arms. She bit her lip to keep from crying out at the pain.
 
   The cars sped up the road past the houses as the dead began to walk out on the road.
 
   They had barely got past the outstretched arms of the dead as the creatures staggered onto the road behind the cars.
 
    
 
   “Thanks for the ride,” Kimmy said. “We’re glad to get away from there.”
 
   No one said anything.
 
   Kimmy glanced around at the others in the car.
 
   The three boys who sat on the seat next to her and Bobby were dirty. Their clothes, hair and faces were dirty.
 
   Kimmy glanced down at their hands. Their hands were scraped and scratched, dirt caked over the wounds.
 
   Kimmy looked at the two people in the front seat.
 
   Their clothes were ragged, their hair dirty and uncombed.
 
   The driver’s hands resting on the steering wheel had mud caked under his finger nails.
 
   These people didn’t look in much better condition than Kimmy and her brother.
 
   This surprised her. “Why would these people be riding around in this condition? It looks like they haven’t had a bath in weeks.”
 
    
 
   “We were hoping to go down to Freeport to get some help,” Kimmy said to break the ice, “Where are you guys going?”
 
   The driver gave a halfhearted sarcastic laugh, “There’s no help in Freeport.”
 
   “Have you been to Freeport?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “We live in Freeport,” Pete answered, “at least we used to. Freeport was overrun by those things four days ago. We have been fighting to find a way out of there for the last three days.”
 
   “It’s like this in Freeport too?” Bobby asked.
 
   “It’s worse,” the woman in the passenger’s seat replied as she turned to look back at Kimmy. “There were a lot more people living in Freeport than here.”
 
   “They are all zombies now,” the boy next to Kimmy added, “There are thousands of them.”
 
   “Those that couldn’t get away are zombies now too,” Pete said as he pushed down harder on the gas to keep the Explorer close to George and the Charger in front of him. “And there are thousands more showing up every day. We were lucky to get out.”
 
   “Wow,” Bobby said. “We thought these things were just here in Winfield Junction.”
 
   “They’re everywhere now,” the woman replied.
 
    
 
   “Where are they coming from?” Kimmy asked. “How did this start?  Was there anything on the news? Our folks didn’t listen to the news much so we if there was anything on the news, we missed it.”
 
   “There were a few reports about terrorists or something in New Jersey one day. The next day they said something about riots in Philadelphia, but not much really,” Pete said. “Then these things overran Freeport. From the few people we’ve talked to, they have overrun Pittsburgh and everywhere else. Of course the networks are all down, so who knows what else is going on.”
 
   “When is someone going to do something about those things?” Bobby asked. “Do they know what it is or what started it?”
 
   “The last we saw,” the woman replied, “the police, the army and just about everyone else was running for their lives just like us. There is nothing left that we know of. It seems to be every man for himself.”
 
   “As far as what it is or what started it,” Pete added, “No one has any idea. My guess is that it had something to do with the terrorists in New Jersey, but we will probably never know.”
 
    
 
   “Oh,” Kimmy said as she thought. “Where are you going now? We were hoping to just find some help and then go back home.”
 
   “You dumb bitch, didn’t you hear the man just tell you that there is no help out there. Everything is gone!” the boy sitting on the other side of the back seat yelled.
 
   Kimmy looked terrified as the boy glared over at her.
 
    
 
   “Timmy, you apologize to this girl for calling her that name,” the woman scolded, “then you just settle down. We have enough problems without you flying off the handle again. I know you have gone through some bad times but that is no reason to take it out on her. She didn’t do anything to you.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Tim said. “I shouldn’t have jumped on you like that.”
 
   “Timmy joined us right outside of Natrona Heights,” the woman said. “We were able to give him a ride before those things got him, but we were too late to help save his parents.”
 
   “I understand,” Kimmy said softly.
 
    
 
   “I don’t think you do,” Tim continued. “That George asshole shot my mother before we could get her in the car.”
 
   “George had to shoot her,” Pete said. “She had been bitten. He did her a favor. He did us all a favor. You know once someone is bitten they become one of those zombie things. She would have killed us all. Besides you wouldn’t want to have seen her like that would you?”
 
   “But she was still OK,” Tim sobbed. “She had been bitten over an hour before George shot her, maybe she wouldn’t have changed. He didn’t even give her a chance.”
 
    
 
   Pete looked sympathetically at Tim in the rearview mirror.
 
   “They all change,” Pete said softly, “We’ve seen it happen over and over again, there are no exceptions. Sooner or later she would have changed. We just couldn’t take a chance with every one’s life. She is in a better place now. Trust me, it was better this way. Just be grateful you didn’t have to watch her become one of those zombies.”
 
    
 
   Bobby looked down at Kimmy, their eyes met and they each had a worried expression on their faces.
 
   Bobby slowly reached down and pulled the sleeve on Kimmy’s red flannel shirt down over the bite mark on her wrist.
 
   Kimmy saw what Bobby did and held her breath. She glanced around to be sure no one had seen him do that.
 
   Then she quickly looked at her other arm and at Bobby.
 
    
 
   “We are heading up towards Kittanning,” the woman continued to answer the question Kimmy had asked before Timmy’s outburst. “We heard that there is a group of people that have been able to secure a two block area around the hospital there. If we can make it to the hospital, it should be safe there for a while. We understand that there are some doctors there that are trying to find a cure to whatever this is. They also have a small army unit with them to protect the area.”
 
   “I think it is just some damn desperate rumor,” Pete said, “The guy was dying and near out of his mind. Besides those things overran Pittsburgh and everywhere else we know of. What chance would a few soldiers have to keep those things from overrunning one little hospital?”
 
    
 
   “You could be right,” the woman replied, “but if we don’t go there, where else would we go? If there is a chance that there could be a cure for this infection, we have to take that chance. There are thousands of those things coming out this way from the city. There are too many to fight off. Our only chance is the doctors at that hospital finding a cure or a vaccine. Even if all these things die off in a few months, we need to be near a medical facility or a hospital if we want to live through this.”
 
   “There has to be other hospitals, other secure areas,” Pete said.
 
   “If there are, we don’t know about them,” the woman shot back in a nasty tone. “Even if there were, how would we get there? It has taken us three days to get this far. I believe George is right, Kittanning and that hospital is our only chance to get through this. You know that if we would have tried to stay in Freeport, we would all be dead by now.”
 
    
 
   Bobby looked down at Kimmy. “It sounds like the whole world is falling apart,” he whispered.
 
   “It’s all one big nightmare,” Kimmy whispered back.
 
    
 
   “George is an asshole.” Tim said under his breath. “He is going to get us all killed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
    
 
   They had been riding in the car for over an hour.
 
   Kimmy could feel the tension between Pete and his wife.
 
   The tension between Tim and everyone else was so thick you could cut it with a knife.
 
   She didn’t know what the other two boys were thinking or what their story was, other than catching them staring over at her, they had been quiet.
 
   Kimmy didn’t know if the two adults in the front seat were their parents or not. The couple had picked up Tim along the way, maybe they had picked up the other two boys too, but she wasn’t going to ask.
 
   All she and Bobby had wanted was a ride somewhere safe so they could find help.
 
   They weren’t sure what they had gotten themselves into.
 
    
 
   Then there were George and the men in the first car.
 
   With Pete’s approval, George apparently had shot Tim’s mother before she could get into the car.
 
   These people believed that everyone who was bitten would turn into one of those zombie things.
 
   Their solution was to kill them before that happened.
 
   Pete, his wife and apparently George felt there were no exceptions. 
 
   “They will all change sooner or later, there are no exceptions,” were Pete’s words.
 
   If Pete or George got a look at her or Bobby’s arms or legs, they would probably be shot numerous times. At least once for each bite to make sure the infection would be stopped.
 
    
 
   She and Bobby were immune, at least they have been so far. This all was new uncharted territory, who knew, maybe they would still turn into a zombie.
 
   But so far they had survived. Maybe there could be others that were immune too. People should be given a chance. Maybe Tim’s mother was immune, but after George shot her, no one would ever know now.
 
    
 
   After everything they had heard about Freeport, Natrona Heights and Pittsburgh, Kimmy felt that she and her brother had little choice but to go with these people.
 
   They were running out of options back at the house.
 
   Staying in Winfield Junction obviously would not have ended well for them.
 
   Hopefully the rumor about the hospital would be true.
 
   A secure area, with soldiers and doctors would be a welcome change.
 
   Maybe when they reached the hospital, she and Bobby could tell the doctors what they have been through, that they were immune.
 
   Maybe if the doctors examined what was in their systems, they could actually help or be a part of a cure or vaccine that could save a lot of lives since they were immune.
 
   That is if George didn’t find out that they had been bitten and shoot them first.
 
    
 
   Kimmy buttoned up her flannel shirt until the collar was snug around her neck. She made sure the cuffs were buttoned so they wouldn’t accidentally slide up her arms.
 
   Bobby noticed what Kimmy was doing and understood.
 
   He made sure he was buttoned up too.
 
    
 
   Kimmy rested her head against the back of the seat and closed her eyes.
 
   The first time she had tried that, Pete swerved the car to avoid hitting a zombie in the middle of the road. A box of toaster pastries tumbled down off the pile of boxes in the back of the Explorer and hit her on the head.
 
   Mildred apologized, Pete’s wife’s name was Mildred. Kimmy found that out by listening to her talk with Pete. When the box fell on Kimmy, Mildred apologized and told Kimmy and Bobby to help themselves to some pastries.
 
   Having only had a few handfuls of soggy green beans and some walnuts over the last three days, they each quickly wolfed down two pastries.
 
   It had been worth the rap on the head.
 
   This was another thing that made Kimmy think that she and Bobby would be better off with this group of people for a while.
 
   Food was going to be getting scarce.
 
   Her mother had two more jars of green beans in the basement and there were some canned soups and chips in the kitchen pantry. Anything in the refrigerator would be spoiled by now and too gross to eat. 
 
   After the beans and food in the pantry, that is if they would be able to get past the dead to get at the food, they would be forced to search for their next meal.
 
   Being with a group of people just felt more reassuring.
 
   The saying, “Safety in numbers,” passed through her mind.
 
    
 
   Getting shot for having bite marks on her arms and legs also flashed through her mind, that was a problem.
 
   Besides George, what were the others in the first car like?
 
   If their snickering was any sign, she and Bobby should watch their step around those guys.
 
    
 
   Kimmy opened her eyes. Things were happening too fast for her mind to relax.
 
    
 
   Pete jerked the steering wheel to the right, making the car run off the road and onto the berm to avoid hitting another zombie. He then jerked the wheel back to the left to get the car back on the pavement.
 
   So far since she and Bobby had been riding in the car, Pete had hit three of those things.
 
   The car was starting to look like it should be at a body shop for repairs. The hood and fenders were dented and bloody and the windshield now had a long crack that started on the driver’s side and ran most of the way across the window.
 
    
 
   “We must be getting close to Kittanning,” Pete said, “There are more and more of those things out on the road now.”
“Why didn’t we take Route 28 to Kittanning?” Bobby asked. “My dad always took Route 28. He always said that Route 28 is faster.”
 
   Pete looked at Bobby in the rearview mirror, “We tried to go on Route 28 before we picked up you and your sister. Route 28 was too dangerous and almost impassable.”
 
   “It was?” Bobby replied.
 
   “Yeah, there were cars abandoned all over the road blocking traffic in both directions. When the dead came out of the city they came out on the highways and brought traffic to a stop. When the cars stopped, the dead started breaking into the cars to get at the people inside. When they couldn’t drive any further, people started getting out of their cars to run for their life.
 
   Between the abandoned cars and the dead coming out on the interstate, it’s better to stick to the side roads,” Pete added. “Six or seven of those zombies are about the most you dare to take on at one time.”
 
   “Can’t you just run them over or knock them out of the way?” Bobby asked.
 
   “You would think you could do that, but it doesn’t quite work out,” Pete replied. “They are slippery as hell when you run them over. The next thing you know your wheels are spinning and your car can’t go anywhere. That’s when they start breaking the windows and get in at you. I saw about four hotshots with their four-wheel drive vehicles that were going to plow through a mob of those things back in Freeport. Not one of them made it. In fac,t I saw a school bus attacked and stopped by the dead the same way. The driver sped up and plowed into the mob. The larger bus made it into the mob a lot further than the SUVs, but it lost traction too before long. Believe me it wasn’t a pretty sight.”
 
   “That’s something,” Bobby said. “Those things don’t look that tough.”
 
   Pete laughed, “One on one, we don’t have much trouble dealing with them. You mainly just have to be careful you didn’t get bit.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” Bobby thought, “It hurts like hell.”
 
   But he knew he had better not say anything on that subject after what he had heard them saying about Tim’s mother.”
 
   “But you get a bunch of them together then you have a problem,” Pete continued, “The problem is they aren’t afraid of anything. They don’t have enough sense to be afraid. They’ll run right in front of a moving car without any concern about getting crushed by the car. They start swarming and you get overwhelmed. They can overwhelm anything. I saw them overwhelm an entire National Guard unit in Freeport. It was unbelievable.
 
   The damn things also won’t stop coming after you. I saw the National Guard blow off their arms, blow huge holes through their bodies and they still kept going after the soldiers.
 
   We saw we couldn’t fight them head on, so we just hid until we saw a chance to make a break for it. There were five car loads of us when we left Freeport. By the time we made it across Route 28, we were the only two cars left.”
 
    
 
   “Are the people in the first car friends or relatives of yours?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “No,” Pete answered, “They are just some people we ran into trying to get out of Freeport.”
 
   “I think they were connected with the National Guard somehow,” Mildred added, “but when the National Guard got overrun, they decided to get out of Freeport. It was George that found the man and his family that were trying to get to the hospital in Kittanning. He told George about the hospital.”
 
   “What happened to the man and his family?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “They were all bitten by the dead when they attacked his car,” Pete replied, “We ran into George and his friends as they were putting the people out of their misery before they turned into one of those zombies.”
 
    
 
   “It figures,” Tim mumbled.
 
   “You more than anyone else know that was necessary,” Pete said. “Unfortunate, but necessary.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy decided to find out a little more information and change the subject before Tim’s anger turned violent again.
 
   “Are all of you family?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Mildred answered. “Pete and I lived in Freeport, we didn’t have any children. We had tried for years but were never blessed with children. In a way, I’m thankful now that we didn’t. I would hate to see my children trying to survive in all of this. We saw Jeff and Dan walking along the road outside of Freeport. They looked like they could use some help and we had the room, so we gave them a ride too.”
 
   Kimmy looked over at the two boys.
 
   “I’m Jeff,” The boy pressed into Kimmy’s side said.
 
   “Are you and Dan brothers?” she asked.
 
   “No, we both lived in Freeport too, but we never knew each other until yesterday,” Jeff replied.
 
   “Jeff bashed in the head of some gross thing that was trying to rip my head off,” Dan grinned. “We decided to travel together and help each other.”
 
   “Did your family live in Freeport?” Kimmy asked.
 
   Both boys nodded, but Kimmy could tell by the looks on their faces what had happened.
 
   She met their eyes and nodded.
 
   It was something that they all had in common.
 
    
 
   Everyone’s attention shifted to the windshield as Pete hit the brakes and brought the car to a stop.
 
   The black Dodge Charger had stopped in the middle of the road in front of them.
 
   George opened the driver’s door and got out.
 
   Two other men got out of the back seat and started jogging down the road and soon disappeared around the bend.
 
   George stretched and looked over the area on both sides of the road before turning to walk back to the Explorer.
 
   George was a big man. He had a sidearm strapped to his belt.
 
   The manner in which he walked back towards the Explorer, Kimmy could imagine him wearing a uniform with bars on the shoulder. He gave the appearance of a man that was used to being in charge.
 
    
 
   They all watched George approach the car.
 
   Pete wound down his window and leaned out to look up at George.
 
   “How is everyone back here?” George asked.
 
   “We’re all doing fine,” Pete answered. “We’ve been using the time to get to get to know each other.”
 
   “That’s good,” George smiled.
 
   “Why are we stopping,” Pete asked. “Did you spot some trouble ahead?”
 
   “Not yet,” George replied. “I just wanted to let you know that we will be passing under Route 28 up ahead. Keep your eyes open. When Freeport road goes under 28, it might start raining bodies on us from up on the interstate.”
 
   “Thanks, I’ll keep my eyes open,” Pete replied, “Do you know how much further we have to go?”
 
   “No more than a mile,” George replied. “According to my map, once we go under Route 28, Freeport Road intersects with Westgate Drive. We turn right and it will take us to Butler Road. That will cross the river and take us right into downtown Kittanning. The hospital should be one block in after we cross the river.”
 
   “Only another mile? Not bad. I didn’t think the trip would be this easy,” Pete said.
 
   George grinned, “The next mile will be the hardest part. We have to go downtown. Remember downtown Freeport?”
 
   “Shit,” Pete swore, “Couldn’t they have found a hospital out on the edge of town instead of downtown?”
 
   “It is what it is,” George replied. “Hopefully it will be worth the trouble.”
 
   “I dread trying to fight our way into town,” Pete said. “Especially since it took us three days to get out of Freeport and you know we didn’t all make it out.”
 
   “That’s why I sent two men on foot to check things out before we go any further. It might work out better if we park the cars and try to go in quietly and don’t attract so much attention,” George said. “I told them to see if they could make contact with the hospital too. Maybe they could give us some help getting in.”
 
   “It would be good to know there is someone there before we get ourselves killed trying to get downtown and find everyone is dead,” Pete added.
 
   “I hear you,” George replied. “You guys can get out and stretch your legs if you want. Just watch that nothing sneaks up on you. We can’t afford to create a scene this close in. I’m going to go up and get a look at things at the Route 28 underpass. Just stay alert. I’ll return shortly. We should be able to leave within the hour.”
 
    
 
   George turned and walked back towards his car.
 
   “Anyone want to stretch your legs?” Pete asked.
 
   “Yes, please,” Kimmy moaned.
 
   Kimmy pulled on the handle and pushed the door open.
 
   “Slowly,” Kimmy said to Bobby.
 
   Bobby slid out then helped Kimmy get out.
 
   They both hobbled around and leaned against the back end of the car.
 
   Jeff got out next and chuckled, “You two look like you have leg cramps.”
 
   Kimmy grinned sheepishly but decided to not to say anything. If the others believed she had a leg cramp, she was happy to go along with it.
 
   She took a few more steps then decided it was better to just stay put and rest her aching body against the side of the car.
 
    
 
   Dan and Tim came out of the car next.
 
   They wandered off the side of the road and began to relieve themselves in the weeds.
 
   Kimmy turned her head away and looked at her brother.
 
   He was watching the other boys with an uncomfortable look on his face.
 
   When he saw her looking at him he said, “I need to go to the bathroom too, but I don’t want to unzip these coveralls and chance anyone seeing my stomach. I practically have to take this whole thing off to do anything.”
 
   Kimmy nodded sympathetically, “If you can’t wait, go further back in the weeds by yourself.”
 
   “Do you think they would really shoot us?” Bobby whispered. “It’s been days and we are still OK.”
 
   “Tim would understand, but I wouldn’t want to take the chance with the others,” Kimmy whispered back, “Especially Pete and that George.”
 
   “George is the only one I’ve seen with a gun,” Bobby replied.
 
   “Pete would probably club us to death with a stick,” Kimmy whispered. “Just be careful.”
 
    
 
   Mildred saw them talking and walked back to join them.
 
   “What are you two talking about?” she asked.
 
   “We were just hoping it would be safe at the hospital,” Kimmy replied, “It would even be better if we would just be able to wake up from this nightmare and be back with our mom and dad again, but I guess that isn’t going to happen.”
 
   “Did you see what happened to your parents?” Mildred asked.
 
   Kimmy nodded.
 
   “The zombies attacked our house in the middle of the night,” Kimmy replied, “The zombies broke in the house and they were bitten trying to fight them off. We all ran down in the basement to get away from the zombies. Our parents turned into zombies later that night. Bobby and I locked them in the basement and ran out into the woods.”
 
   “You poor dear,” Mildred said and moved in close to Kimmy and gave her a hug.
 
   It was all Kimmy could do not to cry out when Mildred squeezed her arms.
 
   Mildred looked at the tears in Kimmy’s eyes and hugged her tight again.
 
   “I’ll be OK,” Kimmy said and pushed Mildred away to get her to stop squeezing her. “It’s all been so terrifying I can’t believe it really happened.”
 
   “I know dear,” Mildred replied, “But don’t give up. I’m sure they would want to you to go on.”
 
   Kimmy just shook her head.
 
   After Mildred walked away, Bobby grinned.
 
   “I was hoping she wouldn’t hug me next, I think I would have wet myself,” he said.
 
   Kimmy smiled and wiped at her eyes, as much from the pain as thinking about her parents.
 
    
 
   They tried to relax and were sitting on the ground with their backs against the car when George and the two men that had set off earlier came around the bend in the road up ahead of the parked cars.
 
   Bobby got up and pulled Kimmy to her feet.
 
   They were all standing at the front of the car when the men made it back to the cars.
 
    
 
   “Good news,” George said. “We were able to make contact with the hospital. They are going to help us by creating a diversion to draw the dead away from the front of the hospital.”
 
   “That sounds good,” Pete sighed sounding relieved. “Hopefully with a diversion we won’t have to deal with too many of those things at one time. I was starting to worry about the Explorer finishing the trip and I only hit three zombies today. The temperature gauge is almost in the red zone. One of their bones must have punctured the radiator. I’ve been keeping an eye out in case we passed a creek so I could get some water for the radiator.”
 
   “With only a mile to go,” George smiled, “you don’t have to worry about that now. Once we get settled in at the hospital we can fix the car or find another one.”
 
   Pete nodded, “I hope we can fix it, I like this car.”
 
   George laughed, “Get your crew in the car, we leave in five minutes.”
 
   “Are we going to drive to the hospital?” Pete asked, “You mentioned something about going in on foot.”
 
   “I’m going to try to drive the whole way,” George replied, “but it depends on how well the diversion works. When we get on the bridge, if it looks like there are too many bodies to drive through near the hospital, we’ll leave the cars on the bridge and make a run for it.”
 
   “If we can’t drive through them, how the hell are we going to get through them on foot?” Pete asked.
 
   “There is a pumping station on shore under the bridge. From inside the pumping station there is access to the sewer lines that runs into Kittanning and the hospital. That’s how the people inside the hospital now got into the hospital. One of the men inside the hospital was working at the pumping station when Kittanning was overrun. He led a few people that were trapped by the river into the sewers and they found their way to the hospital,” George replied, “Our scouts spotted two guys by the pumping station getting water. They worked their way across the river and made contact. That’s when they agreed to create a diversion to help us get to the hospital.”
 
   “Sounds like we got a lucky break,” Pete smiled.
 
   George nodded as he looked at his watch, “We need to get moving, they are going to start the diversion in two minutes. Hopefully by the time we get to the bridge the area will be clear.”
 
   “What kind of diversion?” Pete asked.
 
   “I don’t know, I guess they are going to try and make the zombies follow them away from the hospital by having someone run down the street away from the hospital.”
 
   Pete shook his head, “I wouldn’t want that job.”
 
   “Neither would I,” George smiled, turned and walked back to the Charger.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Kimmy slid in the back seat of the Explorer and squeezed in next to Jeff.
 
   Jeff looked over at her and smiled as she leaned into him.
 
   Bobby crawled into the back seat and sat on Kimmy’s knees and pulled the door closed.
 
   She winced at the pain as Bobby twisted around on her legs.
 
   “You still have that leg cramp?” Jeff smiled.
 
   “Yeah, my legs have taken a beating the last few days,” Kimmy replied. She just hoped the bite mark on her leg wouldn’t start bleeding again. It would be difficult explaining the appearance of fresh blood on her jeans.
 
   She would hate to get shot or beat to death with a stick after making it this close to the hospital.
 
    
 
   Pete started the car and pulled out on the road behind George and the Charger.
 
   “OK, listen up,” Pete said. “In a few minutes we will reach the bridge that will take us over the river to the hospital.
 
   The people at the hospital are going to create a diversion so we can drive straight through to the hospital. If the diversion works, we should be at the hospital in a few minutes. But we need to be ready if that doesn’t work.”
 
   “What do we do if it doesn’t work,” Bobby asked.
 
   “George said we might have to leave the cars on the bridge and make a run for it,” Pete replied. “He said we might have to crawl down off the bridge where we can get into the hospital through a pumping station. I don’t know how we are going to do that, but just be prepared to get out of the car and follow George once we get to the bridge.”
 
    
 
   Bobby turned and looked down at Kimmy and groaned.
 
   Kimmy just sighed. She was in pain too and all this sitting in the car had made her muscles tighten up.
 
   But if a few day’s rest awaited them on the other side of the bridge, she would just have to suck it up and do what she had to do.
 
    
 
   Everyone stared out the windshield as the car drove down the road.
 
   The car passed under Route 28 without incident.
 
   The cars merged onto Wingate Drive, which turned onto Butler Road a moment later.
 
   After Butler Road looped around a small park, the river came into view.
 
   A few hundred feet later the road made a sharp right onto the bridge that crossed the river and led to the hospital on the other side.
 
   There were thousands of staggering gray deformed bodies on the bridge.
 
    
 
   George stopped the Charger and the men began to get out of the car.
 
   George waved for the people in Pete’s car to follow him, then the men began to run for the corner of the bridge.
 
   “Let’s go,” Pete shouted as he shoved the gear shift into park and turned off the engine. “Follow George.”
 
   All four doors on the Explorer opened at the same time as everyone piled out of the car.
 
   Jeff, Dan and Tim ran the fastest and pulled away from the rest of the group from the Explorer.
 
   Pete and Mildred were close behind.
 
   Bobby and Kimmy hobbled as fast as they could but were losing ground fast.
 
    
 
   George and his men reached the end of the bridge and disappeared down over the hillside next to the entrance to the bridge.
 
   “Where are we going?” Bobby asked when he saw the men go down over the hillside.
 
   “I guess the pumping station is below the entrance,” Kimmy panted, “just keep going.”
 
   The Boys, Pete and Mildred reached the spot where George had run and followed them down the steep hillside.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby ran past the road where it went up on the bridge.
 
   The groaning of the dead was now echoing off the buildings behind them. As they passed the entrance to the bridge, they could see the dead were coming across the bridge in their direction.
 
   The faster of the creatures were only a hundred feet from them and from reaching this side of the bridge.
 
   Kimmy reached out and grabbed Bobby’s arm as they looked down the steep hillside.
 
   “Just hold on to me and don’t fall,” Bobby said. “We can do this.”
 
   “I know we can do this,” Kimmy gasped, “I just want to get to the bottom of this hill on my feet and not on my ass.”
 
   They held on to each other tightly, ignoring the pain in their arms and legs as they moved down the hillside slowly.
 
    
 
   At the bottom of the hill under the bridge were two row boats.
 
   George and his men were already in the first boat. They pushed the boat out into the water and were starting to row, moving the overloaded row boat out into the river.
 
   Pete had pushed the second row boat out into the shallows and was now helping Mildred get into the boat.
 
   Jeff, Dan and Tim had already jumped in the boat and were sitting on the seat and floor in the back of the boat.
 
    
 
   Pete stood by the boat and looked up impatiently as he watched Kimmy and Bobby struggle to get down the hillside.
 
   “Hurry up,” Pete shouted in a loud whisper, “We have to get out of here.”
 
   “Take it easy Pete,” Kimmy could hear Jeff say to Pete, “She has been having leg cramps. Give her a minute, we are going to make it.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy and her brother were almost to the bottom of the hillside when they heard the groaning creatures begin to sound strange. Stranger sounding than usual.
 
   Kimmy took a quick glance over her shoulder to see dozens of the dead tumbling down over the hillside. The strange sound was the dead groaning as they bounced down over the hill.
 
   Rolling down over the hill, the zombies reached Bobby and Kimmy much faster than if they had stayed on their feet and staggered their way down the hillside.
 
   Bodies began rolling into each other less than ten feet from Kimmy and her brother.
 
   The zombies began swinging their arms and legs as they tried to get to their feet.
 
   Fortunately, the bodies bouncing down the hill behind them kept knocking the others back to the ground.
 
    
 
   Kimmy and Bobby waded out to the boat.
 
   “We have a problem,” Mildred said as they reached the boat.
 
   Kimmy looked at the boat and saw there was only room for one more person. The boat sat low in the water with only about four inches between the water and the top edge of the boat.
 
   “Get in the boat,” Bobby shouted.
 
   “I’m not leaving you here,” Kimmy shouted.
 
   “You’re not leaving me here,” Bobby said as he pushed Kimmy at the boat. “I’ll push the boat out in the water and then I’ll hang onto the back of the boat.  You guys can pull me across the river. I won’t melt.”
 
   Kimmy stumbled into the boat and dropped down on the floor in the final unoccupied space as she felt the boat moving out into the river.
 
   Bobby pushed as Jeff and Dan began to work the oars.
 
   They all turned and looked back at the shore line as the dead splashed into the water.
 
    
 
   As the boat moved out into the river, Kimmy looked back and called out, “Bobby?”
 
   “I’m still here,” came a voice from below the back of the boat.
 
   “Keep kicking kid,” Dan said, “with you pushing us we might beat the other boat across the river.”
 
   Jeff laughed as he pulled against his oar.
 
    
 
   “That was close,” Mildred said as she watched the dead trying to follow them into the river.
 
   “I think we are fine now,” Pete added, “I don’t think those things can swim.”
 
   They all turned again to look back as the dead made their way into the water, only to be swept downstream by the current.
 
    
 
   When they all turned to continue making their way across the river, Pete looked at the bridge above them.
 
   “Keep us under the bridge,” he said to Jeff. “I don’t want those zombies to see us and try to jump in the boat with us. Even if they didn’t bite us, we would probably sink to the bottom like a rock if they hit our boat.”
 
    
 
   The river wasn’t very wide. It was probably only about three hundred feet to the other side, but it took the boats ten minutes to fight the current and cross the river.
 
   George and his men reached the other side first.
 
   Pete and his boat reached the other side a few minutes later.
 
   As Pete’s boat drifted into the small dock outside the pumping station, a door on the side of the pumping station opened and a man stuck his head out through the opening and looked around.
 
   The pumping station was a twenty-foot square concrete windowless building that was built on the edge of the water. A small ten-foot dock was constructed from the side of the building and extended out into the river.
 
   Under the dock were two large six-foot high pipes that opened up into the river.
 
    
 
   The man looked around and his gaze finally settled on George.
 
   “Hey George,” the man said, “I see you made it.”
 
   “No thanks to you John,” George laughed, “What happened to the diversion you were going to create to help clear the way for us.”
 
   “The diversion worked,” John replied. “Unfortunately it worked too well.”
 
   “You call this working?” George laughed, “There were thousands of those things waiting to welcome us on the bridge when we drove in.”
 
   “I had a few guys try to lead the dead down Walker Street and away from the hospital,” John grinned. “You know how those things like to get in on the action when they think there is an easy meal to be had. It was working like we had hoped. They were all battling each other to follow the guys down the street. What we didn’t count on was when all the zombies across the river saw the mob going down the street and I guess they didn’t want to be left out. They started to swarm across the bridge and began to follow the others down Walker Street. If you would have arrived twenty minutes later you would have been able to drive right across the bridge.”
 
   “Lucky my guys tied up these two row boats under the other side of the bridge when they came back this afternoon,” George said.
 
   “You’re lucky those bastards can’t swim too,” John added. “What do you say we get inside before those things develop an interest in sewage?”
 
    
 
   George nodded, “Tie the boats to the dock and follow John.”
 
   Everyone began to climb out of the boats and climb up on the dock.
 
   Before getting out of the boat, Jeff pulled Bobby out of the water and into the back of the boat.
 
   Bobby stood shivering for a minute before he moved.
 
   “That water is cold,” he stammered as he stumbled to the side of the boat and tried to climb up on the dock.
 
   His arms and legs didn’t want to work and Jeff finally grabbed his hands and pulled Bobby up with the rest of the group.
 
   He stood on the dock as water continued to drip from his soaked coveralls.
 
    
 
   John walked to the back of the small dock and opened the door on the side of the building.
 
   “The last one in the building, pull the door shut behind you,” John said and then stepped inside.
 
   George and his men went inside next, followed by Pete and Mildred. Kimmy and her brother went in next, Tim and Dan followed. Jeff was the last one inside and he pulled the door shut and checked to be sure the lock had engaged.
 
   John led the group behind two machines that sat idle in the room. On the other side of the machines, John reached down and pulled up a manhole cover from the floor.
 
   “It’s not the front door, but it does the job,” John smiled. “We are going down into the sewers,” John said then counted the number of people in line. “You,” John said pointing to Pete, “Grab a flashlight from the floor here before you go down the ladder. The last guy down will take the last flashlight and pull the cover back over the entrance. With my light that should give us enough light to see below. The pipes are six feet high so you won’t have to crawl or anything like that. The pipes lead into the main part of the city, but about a hundred feet up the line, we will climb up into the utility room of the hospital. So far we haven’t run into any of those zombies in the sewer lines, but just keep your eyes open.”
 
    
 
   John then went down through the hole into the sewer line.
 
   Kimmy watched as the others disappeared one by one down into the hole.
 
   When it was her turn to go down, Bobby pulled her back.
 
   “Let me go next,” he grinned. “I’m going to drip on whoever goes in front of me.”
 
   Kimmy looked down through the manhole and saw Mildred climbing down the ladder and smiled.
 
   “After you,” she grinned.
 
    
 
   A moment later they were all down in the pipe and Jeff pulled the cover over the opening before he climbed to the bottom.
 
   Kimmy stood in the pipe and looked around. The first thing she noticed was she was standing ankle deep in water. At least she hoped that it was water and not raw sewage.
 
   That and it smelled down here in the pipe.
 
   The group followed John up the line into the darkness.
 
   Behind her, Kimmy could see the light coming into the pipe where it emptied out into the river.
 
   That end of the pipe was blocked by an iron screen that was fit into the end of the pipe to keep kids and animals from entering the pipe to explore the sewers. 
 
   “It should also keep out the zombies,” Kimmy thought.
 
    
 
   As the line of people moved into the darkness, Kimmy hung onto Bobby’s hand and followed up the pipe.
 
   They waded through the wet dark pipe for about five minutes before she heard voices talking up near the front of the line.
 
   Kimmy looked up at the sound of the voices and saw a light shining down from the top of the pipe up ahead.
 
   Then she saw the people at the front of the line climbing up the ladder on the side of the pipe.
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, Kimmy reached the top of the ladder. 
 
   A hand reached out to pull her out of the manhole and into a brightly lit room.
 
   There were three lanterns burning brightly that lit up the room. The walls of the room were lined with pipes that ran from the floor to the ceiling, wires and what looked to be numerous breaker boxes covered one of the walls. A large furnace or incinerator sat in the one corner next to a chute that dropped down out of the ceiling over a large dumpster.
 
    
 
   “Welcome to Kittanning Memorial, the last safe holdout of mankind,” John smiled at everyone.
 
   Kimmy leaned over to Jeff, “He’s joking right?”
 
   “Afraid not little lady,” George said from behind Kimmy, startling her. She wouldn’t have said anything if she knew he would be listening.
 
   “I was at the National Guard base in Freeport when this all started,” George said. “We lost all contact with the outside world by the third day. There might be a few others that survived, but I wouldn’t count on it. This thing hit hard and fast. I doubt more than a select few could survive what happened. You are lucky we stopped to pick you up.”
 
   Kimmy stood in silence. She didn’t trust this guy enough to want to carry on any kind of conversation with him.
 
    
 
   George moved away from Kimmy and walked to the front of the room as two people dressed in blue scrubs came into the room.
 
   Kimmy breathed a sigh of relief as George moved away, but her relief was short lived.
 
    
 
   “As John said, welcome to what may well be the last holdout of mankind. You may think I am exaggerating or being pessimistic, but I assure you I am not. There haven’t been any communications with anyone else in at least three days. Hopefully we will find others someday like ourselves that have managed to survive. But until then, we must operate as if we are one our own,” George smiled. “We appreciate John and his group giving us this opportunity to join them. We should also be able to appreciate that John and his group cannot allow just anyone to come here. You are expected to abide by the rules that John and his group have set up. Anyone that cannot abide by the rules here will be asked to leave. Life is hanging by a threat and people that can’t go along with that will be considered a threat to everyone.  If anyone has a problem with what I just said, tell me now.”
 
    
 
   John looked at the group.
 
   “Good,” he said. “I assured John there wouldn’t be any problems.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks George,” John said. “I’m sure we are all going to get along fine. Now the two people that just came in are Doctor Wyatt and Doctor Kendall.
 
   The doctors will take each one of you to the examination room to verify that you have not been infected. After your examination you will be taken upstairs to have a good meal and meet the others. This won’t take long. Just relax and enjoy the safety of the hospital and the doctors will meet with you very shortly.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked at Bobby.
 
   They both had a worried look on their faces.
 
   Bobby glanced back at the manhole then up at Kimmy.
 
   Kimmy shook her head “No”, slowly.
 
   She was tempted, but she also knew in their condition, they could never get far before they would be caught.
 
   They were going to be examined one way or another, whether they wanted to be or not.
 
   Their only chance was to plead their case with the doctors.
 
   Hopefully the doctors would be more interested in studying them than shooting them.
 
   Regardless of what the doctors were interested in doing, it was too late to run.
 
   Their fates were no longer in their own hands.
 
   In reality, their fates had not been under their control for the last few days. They had only managed to stay one step ahead of disaster.
 
   Now they found themselves with nowhere to run.
 
   Kimmy moved close to Bobby and reached for his hand.
 
   They both stood nervously, scared out of their wits.
 
    
 
   Kimmy began to ponder her decision not to run back into the house and hide in the basement.
 
   Even as zombies, she trusted her parents more than she did these people.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Kimmy froze when the person in the blue scrubs walked back into the utility room and began to look around at the people that still remained in the room.
 
   The last time he had come back into the room, she drifted behind Jeff and Dan so she wouldn’t be picked to go into the examination room next.
 
    
 
   This time she couldn’t stand the tension. They were going to find out about her soon anyhow.
 
   Now she just wanted to get it over with.
 
   She motioned for Bobby to stay behind the taller boys as she moved out in front of the group.
 
    
 
   The doctor pointed at Kimmy then went over and opened the door.
 
   Kimmy’s legs began to shake and her stomach churned. She fought back the urge to throw up as she followed the doctor through the door.
 
   Kimmy was sure anyone that was watching her walk was probably wondering what was wrong with her.
 
   She took short wobbly steps, reaching out to touch the door frame to keep her balance.
 
    
 
   Kimmy followed the doctor down a long dark hallway.
 
   “Watch your step,” the doctor said as they walked. “As you know we haven’t had electricity for a while and we don’t have enough lanterns to light the entire hospital, so some of the hallways are on the dark side. It wouldn’t be so bad but John’s men have a habit of leaving their tools lying around where you would least expect it. I almost tripped over a saw coming down here today. But I guess it is something we are going to have to deal with until we get the power back up and running again. We have a backup generator, but since we don’t know when we will be able to have power again, we are saving the generator fuel for important things like serious operations and for emergencies.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy could hear the doctor talking, but little of what the doctor said was registering. She was too afraid of what would come next.
 
   Kimmy followed the doctor but she felt like she was walking in quick sand. 
 
   Time seemed to have frozen around here. Whenever she glanced down the hall in front of the doctor, the hall seemed to go on forever with no end in sight.
 
   The light that entered the hall from the occasional doors that were open into the hall, cast long creepy shadows down the hall.
 
    
 
   Kimmy forced herself to breathe when she realized that she had been holding her breath since she passed the last open door, five doors back down the hallway.
 
   Her entire body felt tense as fear began to grip her body to the point she didn’t think she was going to be able to keep moving.
 
   She felt like she did when she woke up in the middle of the night, her body damp with a cold sweat as she found herself trying to scream or run, but nothing would happen.
 
   The walls in the hall seemed to be closing in around her.
 
   The air was becoming uncomfortably warm and it was getting harder to breathe.
 
   Kimmy didn’t know if she was imagining all of this or if it was really happening.
 
   All she knew was that she didn’t think she could go much further.
 
    
 
   The doctor stopped and pointed to an open door.
 
   With her mind in a panic, Kimmy didn’t realize they were now at the end of the hallway.
 
   Kimmy walked in through the door the doctor had pointed to.
 
   The room was better lit than the hallway.
 
   It had two large windows that were covered with bed sheets.
 
   The light was able to penetrate the white sheets and cast a soft glow over the room.
 
   Inside the room was a bed, a chair and an examination table. It was the kind of table that had a roll of paper attached at the top that the doctor could tear off fresh paper to cover the table with clean paper for each new patient.
 
   The garbage can next to the table was full of crinkled up balls of white paper.
 
   Kimmy guessed the paper in the trash had covered the table during the examinations of the first people from her group that had gone with the doctors before her.
 
   The other examinations must have all gone well, there was no blood on any of the paper and she hadn’t heard the sound of any gun shots.
 
    
 
   The doctor followed Kimmy into the room and closed the door.
 
   “If you would please undress we can get the formality of your examination out of the way,” the doctor said. “I’m sure you are anxious to go upstairs and have a good meal.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked back at the doctor. For the first time since they had left the utility room, she now realized the doctor was a woman.
 
   Kimmy guessed that a woman doctor could shoot her as easily as a man doctor.
 
   Kimmy just stood motionless, looking down at the floor.
 
    
 
   “My name is Doctor Diane Wyatt,” the doctor said. “Don’t be afraid, I’m not going to hurt you. I just need to look you over before you can go upstairs.”
 
   Kimmy started to shake and then she began to sob quietly.
 
    
 
   “Don’t be afraid,” Doctor Wyatt said. “Can you tell me your name?”
 
   “Kimberly,” Kimmy replied shakily.
 
   “You’re safe here Kimberly,” Doctor Wyatt continued, “What are you afraid of? I’m here to help you.”
 
   Kimmy raised her eyes and looked at the doctor.
 
   The doctor could see tears running down Kimmy’s cheeks so she removed her mask and smiled at Kimmy.
 
   “Are you afraid of doctors?” Doctor Wyatt smiled.
 
   Kimmy shook her head, “No.”
 
   “Then what’s the worst thing that could happen?” Doctor Wyatt asked then a little smile spread across her face. “Are you afraid to undress in front of me? Because if you are, you can stop worrying about that. I’ve seen more undressed people than I’ve seen people with their clothes on. I almost don’t notice the difference anymore.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy continued to sob as her body shook nervously.
 
   “If you want I can examine one part of you at a time so you don’t have to get undressed all at once. Would that make you feel better?” Doctor Wyatt smiled.
 
    
 
   Kimmy stood still in the middle of the floor, then the sobbing became louder as she slid to the floor.
 
   Kimmy looked up at the doctor and sobbed, “I don’t want to be shot.”
 
   Doctor Wyatt looked shocked, “Who is going to shoot you, certainly not me.”
 
   “George shot Tim’s mother because she got bit,” Kimmy sobbed.
 
   “I don’t know what happened with George and Tim’s mother, but I do know that no one is going to shoot you,” Doctor Wyatt replied.
 
   Kimmy looked up at the doctor, her eyes were pleading as tears ran down her face. 
 
   She had intended to be brave and discuss her situation with the doctor like an adult.
 
   But as they walked down the hall, fear pushed her courage aside, leaving her terrified. The emotions she had bottled up from all of the events of the last few days now came flooding out.
 
   “I got bit,” Kimmy sobbed.
 
    
 
   “When did you get bit?” the doctor asked calmly.
 
   “About a week ago,” Kimmy replied.
 
   “A week ago?” the doctor repeated. “Maybe you were just scratched. If you would have been bitten a week ago, I don’t think you would be here talking to me.”
 
   “I didn’t get scratched, I got bit,” Kimmy repeated, “I got bit five or six times.”
 
   “All of this was a week ago?” the doctor asked.
 
   Kimmy’s head bobbed up and down.
 
   “You must be mistaken,” Doctor Wyatt smiled. “Why don’t you show me where this mark is and we can clear this up quickly so you can go upstairs and get a nice cup of hot chocolate. Do you like hot chocolate?”
 
   “Yes,” Kimmy whimpered.
 
    
 
   “I’m here to help you,” the doctor said. “You can trust me. Just show me what happened. I promise no one is going to shoot you.”
 
   Kimmy’s eye grew large when the doctor said the word “shoot”, but she had cried herself out and now just wanted to get this over with.
 
   She got up from the floor and began to unbutton her shirt.
 
    
 
   “That shirt is a little too big for you,” Doctor Wyatt said trying to relax Kimmy. “I think we can find something more your size when we are done here.”
 
   “It was my Dad’s shirt,” Kimmy replied softly.
 
   “But if you want, you can keep wearing the shirt,” the doctor said, “If I had one of my dad’s shirts I would probably want to hang on to it too.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy unbuttoned the last button on the shirt and looked at the doctor for a second before she pushed the shirt back and let it slide down her arms and fall to the floor.
 
    
 
   The doctor’s eye grew large and she quickly got up off her chair as she ran her eyes up and down Kimmy’s arms.
 
    
 
   “I have two bite marks on my legs too,” Kimmy added.
 
    
 
   After staring at Kimmy’s arms, the doctor walked over and looked at each bite mark closely. She particularly noticed that some of the marks had begun to heal, a few others near the top of her arms looked more recent but also showed signs of starting to heal.
 
   “These can’t be zombie bites,” Doctor Wyatt thought, “maybe someone did this to her as a prank or to torture her. Maybe she was abused by some pervert.”
 
    
 
   The doctor looked at Kimmy and forced a smile, “Can you tell me how you got these marks?”
 
    
 
   Kimmy nodded, “Zombies broke into our house in the middle of the night. They bit me on the leg and here on my arms. My Mom got bit and she turned into a zombie and the next day she bit me here on the top of my arms.”
 
   “Can I see the bite on your leg?” the doctor asked.
 
   Kimmy undid her jeans and let them slide to the floor.
 
   She bent her leg forward and pointed at the marks on her leg.
 
    
 
   The doctor turned and walked over to the side of the table where she had her bag of medical equipment.
 
   She took out a thermometer, a stethoscope and a tongue depressor.
 
   She walked over to Kimmy, put the thermometer in her mouth then listened to her heart.
 
   After removing the thermometer from Kimmy’s mouth and studying the reading for a long time, the doctor had Kimmy open her mouth and inserted the tongue depressor.
 
    
 
   The doctor sat back down on her chair.
“Are you sure you were bitten by zombies?” the doctor asked, “Because you are displaying fewer symptoms than the people I examine after a dog bite.”
 
   “Definitely zombies,” Kimmy replied, “Bobby and I think we are immune. Everyone else that we saw get bit are now zombies, but not us. You’re not going to tell George are you? I think he will still shoot us. Pete said everyone that gets bitten turns into a zombie sooner or later. He said there are no exceptions, but Bobby and I are fine, honest.”
 
    
 
   The doctor sat back in her chair.
 
   “Who is Bobby?” she asked.
 
   “He’s my brother,” Kimmy replied.
 
   “Where is your brother now?” the doctor asked.
 
   “He is out in the room where we came into to the hospital,” Kimmy replied, “I told him to stay there and I would come in here first.”
 
   Doctor Wyatt’s eyes lit up. She hadn’t seen anyone that was immune to a zombie bite. Now she had two of them.
 
   “You wait here,” the doctor said as she stood and walked over to the door. “I am going to bring your brother down here with us so we can all talk together.”
 
   “If it is OK with you,” Kimmy said, “Could I go get him? He wanted for us to go back down the manhole and make a run for it. If you go to get him, he might get scared and he might try to run away. It would be better if I went so he would know everything was OK. Is everything OK? You’re not going to turn us over to George are you?”
 
    
 
   The doctor smiled, “There is no way I am going to turn you over to George.  Let’s go get your brother.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy pulled up her jeans and put on her shirt and buttoned it up to the neck again.
 
   When she was done, the doctor smiled and opened the door.
 
    They had walked half way down the hall where they ran into Doctor Kendall and a very nervous looking Bobby following him down the hall.
 
    
 
   “That’s Bobby,” Kimmy shouted when she saw her brother.
 
   She ran over and stood by her brother.
 
   Doctor Wyatt smiled and looked at Doctor Kendall, “Jim, if it is OK with you, that young man is Kimmy’s brother. I will handle both of them if you don’t mind.”
 
   Doctor Kendell smiled, “He is all yours Diane. I’ll take the last one that is still waiting in the utility room and we can get back to our work.”
 
   “Thanks,” Diane said as Jim turned and started back towards the other end of the hall.
 
    
 
   Bobby looked at Kimmy with a questioning look on his face.
 
   Kimmy smiled, “I think we are going to be OK.”
 
   Bobby looked relieved.
 
   The doctor turned and started back to her examination room.
 
   “Did you show her where you got bit?” Bobby asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Kimmy replied, “she wants to take a look where you were bitten now.”
 
    
 
   When they were back in the examination room, the doctor had Bobby remove his coveralls.
 
   She checked his heart and temperature and looked at his throat.
 
   “That’s a nasty bite you have on your stomach, but just like your sister, it has already started to heal,” the doctor said. “I haven’t seen anything like this.”
 
   “We’re immune,” Bobby spoke up.
 
   “Yes it appears that you are,” Diane smiled. “But before I can let you go up with the others, I have to put you under observation for a few days. I feel certain that you are immune,” she smiled at Bobby, “but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t keep you under observation to be sure before I let you get around the others.”
 
   “Does that mean we aren’t going to get to eat?” Bobby asked.
 
   “No, I’ll have someone bring you down dinner,” Diane laughed. “You will just have to eat down here for a couple of days until I can certify you as not going to be a danger to the others.”
 
   “OK,” Bobby replied. “That’s OK with me.”
 
    
 
   Doctor Wyatt watched Bobby putting the oversized coveralls back on.
 
   “Would you like something else to wear,” she asked. “Those coveralls look too big and uncomfortable for you.”
 
   “They make it hard to go to the bathroom too,” Bobby added.
 
    
 
   Diane laughed.
 
   You two relax. I’ll go get someone to bring you some dinner and I’ll be back with some better fitting clothes,” the doctor smiled.
 
   “Thank you,” Kimmy and Bobby said in unison.
 
   The doctor turned and left the room, closing the door behind her.
 
    
 
   “I’m glad they aren’t going to shoot us,” Bobby said. “I was really worried. You were gone a long time. I didn’t know what to do when that doctor came down and told me to follow him.”
 
    “I was scared at first too,” Kimmy said. “But this doctor seems nice. I don’t think she will shoot us, I hope.”
 
    
 
   Diane Wyatt walked down the hall.
 
   She turned at the stairwell and walked up two flights of steps.
 
   She entered the room where John and George were sitting, eating their dinner and talking.
 
   She walked up behind John, leaned down and whispered in his ear.
 
   “I need to talk with you out in the hall.”
 
    
 
   John looked up at Diane then over at George, “I’ll be back in a minute George.”
 
   “Take your time,” George smiled as he took another spoonful of soup.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Doctor Wyatt walked out in the hall.
 
   “What’s up Diane?” John asked.
 
   “I just finished the examinations and I found that the two kids, the girl and her brother, were bitten,” Diane said.
 
   “Everyone else was OK?” John asked.
 
   Diane nodded.
 
   “Where are the two kids now?” John asked again.
 
   “I have them down in the examination room.” Diane replied.
 
   “Thank God you discovered them before they got up here with the rest of us,” John said. “I’ll send someone down to dispose of them. Second thoughts, since John brought them in, he can do the job himself. I hate this part. It’s not their fault, but we can’t let them turn. It’s not safe for the rest of us.”
 
    
 
   “I think we have a special situation here John,” Diane said. “I would like to handle this case a little differently, at least for a few days.”
 
   “What do you mean?” John asked, “Why should we handle this any different than the others? You’re not getting soft on me are you because they are kids? Kids turn and are just as deadly as the adults when they are infected.”
 
   “That’s just it,” Diane continued, “they were bitten but I don’t believe they are infected.”
 
   “Not now they don’t appear to be infected,” John sighed. “But give them a few more hours or a day at most and they will be trying to bite your head off.”
 
   “The kids were bitten almost a week ago,” Diane replied, “The boy has a large mark across his stomach, and bites on his leg and arms. The girl has a bite on her leg and both arms have been bitten in at least five places. The thing is all of their wounds have begun to heal and neither one of them show any signs of being infected. They don’t even have a temperature.”
“How do you know they were bitten five days ago?” John said. “I’m sure that’s what they told you but you can’t take their word for it. They probably don’t know how long it’s been or they are not telling you the truth. Besides it doesn’t make any sense. No one could last five days. Maybe they were bitten a day ago, but even that would be a stretch. They probably got bit twenty minutes ago before they crossed the river. They are going to change and the sooner we take care of them the better.”
 
    
 
   “Normally I would agree with you, but there is just something about these two,” Diane continued. “I think we might have something here. I would like to put them under observation for a few days and run some tests on their blood. Imagine if they were really immune?  If we only had to worry about fighting off the dead instead of worrying about getting infected, we would be looking at a whole different problem than we have now. It would be a much simpler problem to handle, a problem that we could actually beat.”
 
   “Are you suggesting that you might actually be able to develop a vaccine to protect us from whatever these things have?” John asked. “Hell, we don’t even know what it is they have or how it spreads other than by the damn things biting us.”
 
   “I know it’s a long shot at best, but I think it’s worth looking into,” Diane said. “We don’t have a clue right now about what we are dealing with. Maybe nothing will come from it. Maybe the kids will turn by tomorrow morning, but if they don’t I might be able to learn something that could help us.”
 
   Diane looked at John and smiled.
 
   John smiled back, “OK, on one condition.”
 
   “And that condition is?” Diane asked.
 
   “You keep them restrained at all times, so when they turn they won’t bite half of the doctors we have left,” John replied, “And regardless of whether or not they are still alive after five days, we get rid of them. Take whatever blood samples that you want to analyze or use for experiments, but then we get rid of them. With all the zombies trying to get in at us, I don’t like the idea of having two of them inside here with us. What little we have left could be gone in an instant.”
 
   “What if they are as healthy as you and I after five days?” Diane asked. 
 
   “They were bitten, right?” John asked.
 
   “That’s been verified,” Diane replied.
 
   “End of conversation,” John replied, “You of all people know what can happen if they turned in here with us. We lost twenty of our group on the top floor when those people turned the first night we were here. We had to lock the doors and block off the top two floors to save the people we had left. There are only a few of us left now. It wouldn’t take much and it would be all over. Besides if you take enough samples of their blood, you really don’t need them anymore. I believe we have to err on the side of caution.”
 
    
 
   Dian thought for a moment then looked at John, “We’ll I better get to work before my five days are up.”
 
   “Just be careful Diane,” John smiled, “You are too important to our group to lose you over a couple of kids. I actually hope you’re right but the odds are against it. Hell the odds are against us ever getting out of this hospital alive and eventually we will have to leave the hospital when our food runs out or those bastards find a way inside and we have to run for our lives.”
 
   “This could be our last chance to find a cure,” Diane said. “This hospital and our small group could be mankind’s last chance period.” John said. “Don’t make me regret giving you five days. I’m a sucker for that smile of yours. It reminds me of your mother.”
 
   Diane smiled, “I love you too Dad.”
 
    
 
   John shook his head and walked back in to join George.
 
    
 
   “You have a problem?” George asked when John walked in the room.
 
   “Not really. At least I hope not,” John replied. “Diane just finished her examination of the people you brought in. Two of them had bite marks on their bodies.”
 
   “Damn it,” George said. “Was it that Pete and his wife?  I knew there was something off about those two.”
 
   “No, it was the two kids you had with you,” John replied. “That girl and her brother.”
 
   “That’s strange. I checked those two myself,” John said. “I was in the car and we had to keep moving so I didn’t make them get undressed, but I looked at their eyes. The eyes are a giveaway. I swear their eyes were clear as day. Shit, sorry John. If you haven’t already taken care of the problem, I’ll go handle it myself now.”
 
   “Not necessary,” John waved his hand, “Diane convinced me to give her a few days to run some tests on them. She says even though they were bitten, several times in fact, she says they aren’t infected. She thinks they might be immune and wants to see if she can find out why. She thinks she might have an opportunity to develop a vaccine or to at least learn something. I must be out of my mind letting her keep them around.”
“Where is she keeping them?” John asked.
 
   “She has them down in her examination room. I told her she had to keep them in restraints. I gave her five days to see what she can learn before we take care of them.”
 
   “There is no way they are going to last five days,” George said. “I’ll post one of my men down by the examination room to make sure nothing happens. If they are still alive after the time is up, I’ll have my man handle it so Diane doesn’t get pissed at her old man. We wouldn’t want that to happen.”
 
   John shook his head.
 
   George smiled, “She has grown up fast and now she is a doctor. You must be proud of her. I had always wondered why a hard core Navy man like you would take an assignment with a lowly National Guard unit in a dump like Freeport. Then I heard Diane had taken a residency at Kittanning Hospital. Then it made perfect sense. You wanted to be near you daughter.”
 
   “After twenty years running around the world and never being home to see her grow up, I wanted to spend some time with her before I lost her completely,” John smiled. “When my appendix burst and they rushed me to the hospital, I was shocked to see her smiling face looking down at me when I woke up in the recovery room.”
 
    
 
   George laughed, “Maybe your burst appendix was a lucky break for all of us. You got to spend some quality time with your daughter and we have a place to hold up while we figure out what the hell is going on. When the base in Freeport was overrun and I heard you were here at the hospital, I knew if there would be anyplace we might be able to go to hold up, it would be here with you at the hospital.”
 
   “When the power went out, they transferred out most of the high risk patients to more modern facilities at Allegheny General in Pittsburgh,” John smiled. “A lot of the other patients were sent home. So basically what remained was a skeleton crew of nurses and orderlies and the maintenance staff. When the hospital was attacked the staff didn’t know what to do and were more than willing to follow anyone’s instructions that seemed to know what they were doing.” John laughed, “And of course you know me, I was more than willing to start barking out orders.”
 
   George laughed.
 
   “It was touch and go at first. We lost half of our people the first day. But after I got one of the maintenance men to instruct me on the construction of this old building, they don’t take the time to build them like this old building any more, we were able to lock this place down tight. So far we have managed to keep the dead out, but I don’t know how long that will last,” John sighed. “As far as quality time with Diane, it depends on your definition of quality time.”
 
   John looked up at George, “But I’m glad you were able to get here. God knows we could use the help.”
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you show me around now that we’ve had something to eat?” George said. “Once I see how your system works, maybe I can help.”
 
   “Only if you promise not to pack up and leave after the tour,” John chuckled.
 
   “No promises,” George laughed.
 
    
 
    
 
   Diane walked down the hall returning to the examination room and the kids.
 
   When she walked into the room she saw Kimmy and Bobby, both dressed in blue scrubs that fit much better than the clothes they were wearing when they came in the room, sitting next to the exam table eating vegetable soup.
 
    
 
   “I see they brought you something to eat,” Diane said. “And I see you decided to change into something more comfortable.”
 
   “These are just like my PJ’s” Kimmy said.
 
   “Except they don’t have little pink bunnies all over them,” Bobby added.
 
   “Quiet creep,” Kimmy smiled. “Pink bunnies are better than ninja turtles.”
 
   “I haven’t worn ninja turtles for years, since I was little and didn’t know any better,” Bobby grinned as he took another spoonful of soup. “This soup is almost as good as the soup my mother used to make.”
 
    
 
   “I’m glad you like it, and both of you are in such a good mood,” Diane smiled. “Because I some good news and some bad news.”
 
   Kimmy and her brother both stopped eating their soup and looked at Diane.
 
   “First I am going to get each of you your own bed while you are here in the room being evaluated,” Diane said. “However, while you are here being evaluated, I’m afraid I have to put a security belt around your waist so you can’t get out of bed. I’m afraid you have to stay that way until I can certify that you haven’t been infected.”
 
   “What’s the bad news?” Bobby asked.
 
   “The bad news is I only have five days to discover something that will help us all or you will be eliminated,” Diane thought, but she didn’t have the heart to tell them that.
 
   Instead she said, “I thought that was the bad news.”
 
   “We can handle that,” Bobby smiled.
 
   “The first night after we were bitten, I tied myself to the workbench in our basement and Bobby tied himself to the basement steps. That way in case one of us became a zombie during the night, we couldn’t hurt each other.”
 
   “We don’t mind,” Kimmy added. “It will just be nice to sleep in a bed again.”
 
    
 
   John and George walked up the stairs.
 
   When they reached the fifth floor, John led the way out of the stairwell and into the hallway.
 
   The hallways on the fifth floor were better lit than the halls on the lower floor.
 
   “It’s easier to see up here,” John commented.
 
   “We hung sheets over all the windows on the lower floors so we could move around and not be seen by our friends out on the streets,” John replied. “After we did that, it became much quieter on the streets around the hospital. I’m hoping those things will eventually forget about us and go somewhere else.”
 
   “Who thought of that?” George asked.
 
   “Diane of course,” John smiled. “Besides, after some of the men got into the hospital through the sewers we found we would be able to use the sewers to get around town without being seen. Of course we haven’t had the time or the desire yet to go exploring.”
 
   “Once we determine what you need, I could send a couple of my men out to see what they can find,” George said.
 
    
 
   “Before you volunteer for that job, let me give you a bird’s eye view of our situation,” John said. “You didn’t get a very good look coming in across the river.”
 
   “We saw enough when we drove up to the other end of the bridge across the river,” George replied.
 
   “You just saw the tail end of them,” John smiled.
 
   John led George over to the windows at the end of the hall.
 
   “You will get a better view from here,” John said. “Just don’t get up next to the glass, they can still see you if you press up against the glass.”
 
    
 
   George looked out the windows at the streets below.
 
   The hospital was on Water Street.
 
   The street was packed with staggering bodies. They were shoulder to shoulder as the moved on the street below.
 
   Vine Street and Arch Street, the next two streets to the left of the hospital didn’t look any different.
 
   They moved down the next hallway that broke off form the main walkway and led them to the back windows of the hospital.
 
   Poplar Street and Indiana Avenue, the next two streets out behind the hospital, were not as bad as Vine or Arch Street, at least out this way George could see the streets and sidewalks in places between the bodies.
 
    
 
   “I think they know we are here,” John said. “Or at least they suspect we are here. The first one’s that came after us attracted the others to follow them. You know how they like to play follow the leader. Once they came, I think the river kept them from wandering off.  Now they just stagger up one street and back down the next street. I’ve sent a few men out through the sewers to try and get them started moving away from the hospital in the hopes they will all follow and go somewhere else, like the diversion we created when you came in. But I guess the way the streets are laid out around here, they end up coming right back to the hospital an hour later.”
 
   “So if we had to make a run for it,” George said, “It would be possible to create a temporary diversion to clear the way.”
 
   “It’s possible,” John replied, “But as you saw when we tried to create a diversion for you, those damn things are unpredictable. They are predictable in many ways, but they also have the attention span of a three year old, so they do what you expect for about five seconds and then they start doing something else that you didn’t expect.”
 
    
 
   George continued to look out the windows.
 
   “I didn’t think Kittanning had this many people,” George finally said.
 
   “From what I understand, they don’t,” John replied.
 
    
 
   “How did you manage to secure the hospital?” George asked. “Those things managed to break into just about every building in Freeport that had anyone inside.”
 
   “Just lucky,” John replied. “The hospital was built a long time ago. It was built long before modern day security systems. Back then their security system consisted of bars over the windows. All the windows on the first floor have bars on the windows. When we realized that we weren’t going to be able to get out of the hospital, we stacked heavy desks and couches in front of the doors. We don’t go down to the first floor any more, no need pushing our luck. 
 
   I’m sure if they saw or heard us on the first floor they would do their best to get inside. With us staying on the upper floors, so far at least they haven’t tried to get through our barricades.  We use the stairway to travel between the basement and the upper floors and try to stay invisible.”
 
   “That could change,” George said.
 
   “I agree, John replied, “There isn’t much we could do about it if they broke through the glass doors and barricades.”
 
   “How many people do you have?” George asked.
 
   “Now, less than ten,” John replied. “We started with around thirty-five, but one of them was infected and hid it from us. He was up on the top floor when he turned. He attacked and infected twenty people before we could contain it.”
 
   “How did you handle it?” George asked.
 
   “Since we don’t have any weapons here at the hospital, we basically barred the doors leading into the stairwell on the top two floors. They are still staggering around up there but it’s not worth the risk to send anyone up there to try and kill them. There isn’t anything on those floors besides beds and some equipment that is worthless without electricity.”
 
   “How did you set up your defensive perimeter?” George asked.
 
   “I have two men on duty at all times,” John replied. “I have one man guarding the manhole cover in the utility room and one man in the stairwell to listen for any unusual sounds. Basically that is our escape route. The stairwell is the only way anyone could get to us if they managed to get into the hospital. We don’t have the manpower to do much more.”
 
    
 
   “Are there any sporting goods stores in town?” George asked. “I could send out some men to get weapons.”
 
   “There is a Cabela’s over on Johnson Avenue. Weapons could help, but against this many of the dead, it would only delay the inevitable a few seconds.”
 
   “They couldn’t hurt. If nothing else, they could help your people get down to the utility room.” George replied, “I’m sure we could also find other useful items there.”
 
   “It might be worth looking into,” John said. “For now, let me show you where you and your people can settle for the night. Tomorrow we can discuss this a little more.”
 
   “I can assign two of my men to rotate with your men to stand guard to lighten the load,” George said.
 
    
 
   “That will certainly help,” John replied. “But let me get you and your people settled in. I’m sure you had a hard few days.”
 
   “No shit,” George laughed.
 
   John chuckled and slapped George on the back.
 
   “That’s no way for a Captain to talk.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Doctor Diane Wyatt walked into the examination room.
 
   It had been a long night. 
 
   She had dark circles under her eyes from the lack of sleep caused by her tossing and turning as she thought over the dilemma she faced.
 
   She couldn’t help feeling sorry for the two kids. They had apparently been through so much, losing both their parents, running for their lives from the dead and finally making their way to the hospital, to safety.
 
   “Safety,” Diane laughed to herself. “They are safe until George takes them outside and shoots them.
 
   Diane knew the reality of their situation, once someone was bitten by a zombie, they would change into a zombie and attack the living around them.
 
   Their group was small and their chances of living much longer were not good as it was.
 
   They could not allow the kids to become one of those monstrosities and attack their group.
 
   It was not fair to the others in the group and it would not be humane to allow the kids to suffer.
 
    
 
   But if what the kids had told her was correct, there was an opportunity here that she may never see again.
 
    
 
   “Diane, keep your emotions out of this,” she thought to herself, “Do what you can do and leave it at that.”
 
   She had seen so much death and cruelty over the last week, so much that had been unfair.
 
   So much had happened in such a short time.
 
   When she was little, her dad had told her life isn’t fair and there isn’t anything you can do about it. The game is rigged against you, so you have two choices. You can quit and go play another game, an easier game where you could win most of the time. Or, you can fight and even though the game is rigged, you might just find that you will win a few. 
 
   The point of her dad’s story was that it sure feels good to win and piss off everyone that didn’t think you could do it.
 
   There also wasn’t much of a reward or satisfaction in winning a game when there wasn’t much of a challenge.
 
   It was like beating a three year old child in a race.
 
   Anyone over three years old could do it.
 
   If you wanted to be special, you had to do something no one else can do. What no one else thought you could do.
 
    
 
   It was one of the few memories she had about her dad from when she was little.
 
   Her dad was never around much back then, but it was the one thing he had said that had stuck with her.
 
   It was the little voice in the back of her mind that made her push herself and never take the easy way out of anything.
 
   She graduated high school near the top of her class.
 
   Before graduating, all the seniors in her class were required to meet with the guidance counselor for advice to help them plan their future.
 
   After taking the aptitude test and answering a lot a questions about her likes and dislikes, the guidance counselor told her she was best suited to being a social worker or finding a nice guy and settling down to raise a few kids.
 
   Diane thanked the counselor for his advice then promptly went out and applied to the University of Pennsylvania in Pre-Med to become a doctor.
 
   She would have become a doctor too if the world hadn’t gone to hell. After another year in residency it would have been official.
 
   “That’s all water under the bridge now,” Diane thought, “It’s a new world.”
 
    
 
   But Diane, as she had always done, was not willing to accept that this was the way things were going to be.
 
   She was determined to take the five days her dad had given her with the kids and make the most of it.
 
   If she couldn’t find anything that could help the group, no one would be disappointed. No one expected her to accomplish anything.
 
   But after interviewing the kids, her gut told her there was something here. There was an opportunity to do something that no one else could do. If for no other reason than the fact that the way things were going, no one would probably ever have this opportunity again.
 
   This was possibly the once in a lifetime opportunity every doctor had dreamed about when they began their career.
 
    
 
   Diane closed the door to the examination room.
 
   The room was quiet. Kimmy and her brother were lying motionless on their beds.
 
   All her soul searching and planning would be for naught and would end here, if the kids had turned during the night as her dad had predicted they would.
 
   It would just be another case of zombie bites the living and the living then turns into a zombie.
 
    
 
   Dian crept slowly towards the two beds.
 
   She couldn’t verify that the restraints were still in place, the kids were covered with white blankets, but she felt sure they couldn’t have removed the restraints.
 
   She moved in between the beds, careful to keep her distance from the beds.
 
   The odds were that her dad was right, she had seen it happen over and over the past few days.
 
    
 
   She moved closer to the first bed and looked down at Kimmy.
 
   Kimmy’s eyes shot open, then a big smile spread over her face.
 
   “Good morning Doctor Wyatt,” Kimmy said happily.
 
   “Good morning Kimberly,” Diane said. “How do you feel this morning?”
 
   “I feel great,” Kimmy said still smiling, “and you can call me Kimmy. Only my teacher calls me Kimberly and I think she only calls me that because she doesn’t like me.”
 
    
 
   “Well I definitely like you so I’ll call you Kimmy,” Diane smiled. Diane was amazed that Kimmy looked like a little angel this morning with her white blanket pulled up under her chin and with that innocent look on her face.
 
   “Good morning Doc,” Bobby joined in the conversation, startling Diane.
 
   “That’s Doctor Wyatt to you creep,” Kimmy said then looked at Diane. “He’s a jerk sometimes. When he acts like a jerk my mom always called him Robert.”
 
   “Sorry Doctor Wyatt,” Bobby said.
 
   “How are you feeling this morning Bobby?” Diane smiled.
 
   “I feel good. Being able to sleep in a bed again makes me feel like I’m back in my own room again,” Bobby replied.
 
   “This is nothing like your room,” Kimmy said. “Your room is gross.”
 
   She looked at Diane, “His room is so gross even animals won’t stay in his room. He had a hamster but it escaped and ran away and committed suicide.”
 
   “It did not commit suicide,” Bobby protested, “I found it in the living room.”
 
   “It was probably on its way to the kitchen to find a knife to stab itself to death,” Kimmy grinned and looked at the doctor.
 
   “Do you two always wake up like this?” Diane laughed.
 
   “No, yuck,” Kimmy smirked, “No way would I ever wake up in the same room with him.”
 
    
 
   Diane laughed again.
 
   “When do we eat?” Bobby asked.
 
   Kimmy just rolled her eyes.
 
   “Well I’ll tell you what,” Diane said. “I need to run a few tests. If you are good and don’t squirm too much while I take samples of your blood, I’ll have someone bring you up a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for breakfast.”
 
   “Deal!” Bobby said excitedly.
 
    
 
   “Doctor Wyatt, I have a question,” Kimmy said.
 
   “What’s your question?” Diane replied.
 
   “You said we had to stay in bed with these belts on us until you knew we weren’t going to become zombies,” Kimmy said.
 
   “Yes, that’s right,” Diane replied.
 
   “Well how are we going to go to the bathroom?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “You will use a bed pan,” Diane replied again.
 
   “What’s a bed pan?” Bobby asked.
 
   “Well it’s a pan that I slide under your butt and you go to the bathroom in the pan,” Diane answered.
 
    
 
   Diane almost started laughing when she saw the horrified looks on Kimmy’s face.
 
   “I have to go to the bathroom in front of him?” Kimmy shrieked. “No Way!”
 
   “Hmmmm, I see your point,” Diane smiled.
 
   She looked at the kids for a few seconds as she thought.
 
   Kimmy continued to look horrified, but Bobby had an ornery look on his face.
 
    
 
   “If you don’t have a temperature, I guess I could let you use the bathroom here in the room, one at a time,” Diane smiled.
 
   She walked over and took Kimmy’s temperature.
 
   “Your temperature is fine.”
 
   “Good,” Kimmy said, “Because I would rather wet my pants than have the creep watching me.”
 
    
 
   Diane grinned as she unlocked Kimmy’s restraining belt.
 
   Kimmy hopped off the bed and ran into the bathroom. A few minutes later she came back out and got in bed and pulled the restraint around her waist and waited for Diane to lock it.
 
    
 
   Next Diane went over and took Bobby’s temperature.
 
   Then she unlocked his restraint.
 
   Bobby hopped out of bed, made a face at Kimmy and walked over to the bathroom.
 
   “And close the door creep,” Kimmy said then looked at Diane. “He never closes the door and he doesn’t flush either.”
 
   “I hear brothers are like that,” Diane smiled.
 
   “Did you have a brother?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “No, it was just me. I was an only child,” Diane replied as they waited for Bobby to come out of the bathroom.
 
   “You were lucky,” Kimmy said seriously.
 
    
 
   Bobby soon came back and got in bed.
 
   Diane secured Bobby’s restraints then walked over to her medical bag and removed two syringes and four small vials.
 
   She went over to Kimmy first and stuck the syringe in her arm. She pulled the top of the syringe until it was filled with blood. Next Diane injected the blood into the two vials and wrote Kimmy’s name on each one.
 
   Then she took a sample of Bobby’s blood.
 
   When she was done, Bobby smiled.
 
   “That wasn’t near as bad as getting bit,” he said.
 
   “I’d imagine it wasn’t,” Diane replied as she studied the bite wounds on his arms.
 
    
 
   “Just try and relax. Your breakfast will be here shortly.
 
   “Do you have any games?” Bobby asked.
 
   “I’ll see what I can find,” Diane smiled and left the room.
 
   She arranged for a deck of cards to be delivered with the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches before going to the lab.
 
    
 
   She spent the rest of the morning in the lab.
 
   Around noon John paid her a visit.
 
   “Good morning Dad,” Diane said looking up from the microscope when she heard her dad enter the room.
 
   “Good afternoon,” John replied. “It hasn’t been morning for a couple hours now.”
 
   “I didn’t notice,” Diane replied and began to write on her pad.
 
   “I wanted to stop down and see what you found when you went in with those two kids this morning,” John said. “I was beginning to worry when I hadn’t seen you yet today.”
 
    
 
   Diane sat her pen down and rubbed her eyes.
 
   “The kids were fine,” Diane replied. “In fact they put on a regular comedy routine for me when I went in to their room. Apparently I am lucky I never had a baby brother. I was told they’re gross.”
 
   John laughed.
 
   “Those two were better than good,” Diane smiled. “Their temperatures were normal, their wounds seem to be healing and they were at each other like dogs and cats.”
 
   John nodded but didn’t say anything.
 
   “I’ve spent the last few hours running tests on the samples of their blood I took after I let them go to the bathroom,” Diane said. “I think you should take a look.”
 
    
 
   John moved over behind her.
 
   “What do you have?” he asked.
 
   “Take a look in the first microscope,” she instructed.
 
   “What am I looking at?” John asked.
 
   “Just take a look and tell me what you see.” Diane said.
 
    
 
   John looked through the microscope for a minute before responding.
 
   “I don’t speak doctor, so excuse my uneducated description,” John said. “All I see is a dark blob.”
 
   “That will work,” Diane grinned, “Now look in the next three microscopes.”
 
   John moved to the next microscope and studied the slide for a few seconds.
 
   “This one has two blobs. A red blob on the right and a black blob on the left,” he said then moved to the next microscope.
 
   “This one looks like the other one I just looked at.” John added.
 
    
 
   “Now take a look at the last microscope,” Diane said.
 
    
 
   John moved to the last microscope and put his eye against the lens and studied what he saw for a moment.
 
   “This one has a big blob that is part black and part red. The colors are intermixed.” John said then stood.
 
   “So what was I looking at?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “On the first slide I put a drop of my blood. Then I put a drop of the blood sample I took from one of the people that were infected on the top floor,” Diane said. “My blood was bright red when I first put it on the slide. Then I put the infected blood on the slide with my blood. The infected blood started attacking my healthy blood cells. It took twenty minutes for the infected blood cells to destroy all of my healthy blood cells.”
 
   John nodded, “What was I looking at on the other slides?”
 
    
 
   “On the second slide I used a sample of the girl’s blood. On the third slide I used a sample of the boy’s blood,” Diane replied. “In both cases what you see is their healthy cells, the bright red blob you described, on one side of the slide and the infected cells on the other side of the slide.”
 
   “Why are the healthy cells on one side and the infected cells on the other side?” John asked.
 
   “I’m not entirely certain. It could be the infected cells have no interest in attacking the healthy cells or they can’t attack the healthy cells,” Diane replied, “In other words these healthy cells are immune to the toxins or whatever means the infected cells use to attack healthy blood cells.”
 
    
 
   “So the infected cells just stay dormant in healthy blood?” John asked. “They don’t have any effect on anyone with this type of blood.”
 
   “Correct,” Diane answered.
 
   “So if these kids are immune to the effects of a zombie bite,” John said, “They could still be a threat to us because they have infected cells lying dormant in their blood.”
 
   “Technically yes,” Diane replied. “I went back up to the kids after I observed these slides and took sampled of their urine. The first slides showed a small amount of infected cells in the urine. I believe their bodies have been filtering out the infected cells and eliminating them through their urine.”
“That still concerns me,” John said. “Maybe they won’t turn into zombies and attack us, but they could still infect those of us that aren’t immune. If we drank after them, or they sneezed on us, we could breathe in the infection.”
 
   “I took another urine sample a short time ago,” Diane said, “there were fewer infected cells in the last sample. It’s my opinion that their bodies will eventually filter out all of the infected cells and they will be totally clean.”
 
   “But how long will that take?” John asked.
 
   “I can’t say for sure,” Diane replied honestly. “I can only take new samples on regular intervals and then maybe I can make an estimate, but it will take time.”
 
   “We have too much to lose,” John added. “What would be the possible benefit for us to wait and take that risk?”
 
    
 
   “I can’t say yet,” Diane replied. “You saw the last slide. I mixed my healthy blood with the girl’s blood. Then I added a drop of the infected blood. What you saw was a blob with sections of red and sections of black. What happened here was the infected cells attacked and killed my cells but didn’t have any effect on the girl’s blood. I was trying to determine if we could save an infected person. I was hoping that if we gave a person a transfusion right after they were bitten by a zombie, that with new healthy blood, they would be able to recover.”
 
   “That sounds reasonable,” John replied, “What do you think?”
 
   “It has potential, but I don’t believe it would work,” Diane answered. “It could buy some time but I believe it would still end in the infected cells destroying the healthy cells.”
 
   “Why?” John asked. “If you replaced all the infected blood with healthy immune blood, I don’t understand why that wouldn’t be the end of the infection.”
 
   “Like we just talked about my samples of the kid’s urine,” Diane replied, “The body starts filtering infected cells from the blood. Even after we replaced all the blood in the victim’s body, there would still be infected cells in the kidneys and liver. Those cells would begin to attack all the healthy cells all over again. All we would have accomplished would be to buy a day or two.”
 
   “I see,” John replied. “One more question. Excuse my ignorance but I’m just trying to understand all the implications and possibilities of what you have told me. But if we were able to give someone a transfusion using the blood from one of those kids, wouldn’t that work. The blood would be immune to the infected cells and the infected cells would be eventually flushed form the victim’s body.”
 
    
 
   “The only problem with that idea is that the body is constantly producing new blood cells. The blood in your body is completely replaced every few weeks or so with new blood,” Diane replied.
 
   John shook his head, “So the new blood produced by the body would not be immune and would be destroyed.”
 
   “Right,” Diane replied, “As the blood was replaced by the body it would be destroyed. The victim would still turn into a zombie but it would take a little longer. The end result would be the same.”
 
    
 
   “So we are back to square one,” John sighed.
 
   “For now,” Diane said, “at least until I run a few more tests.  I have actual blood that is immune to work with. There has to be a reason their blood is not affected by the infected zombie cells. All I have to do is find out why. The answer is usually something simple and the last place you look.”
 
    
 
   “I still don’t know Diane,” John said looking worried, “those kids are a threat to us whether they turn into zombies or not. That infection may never leave their bodies. They could end up infecting everyone they come into contact with.”
 
    
 
   “I have to admit it may be a possibility,” Diane replied. “But I believe their blood holds the only chance we may ever have to developing a vaccine against this infection. It certainly wouldn’t solve this zombie problem but it would improve our odds at surviving.”
 
   “It would do that,” John smiled, “but we can’t let the idea of finding a cure destroy us.”
 
   “So far I’ve limited my tests to finding out if the kids were actually immune,” Diane said. “Now I need to find out what makes their blood different from our blood. The key to developing a vaccine should be in that difference. I should have probably started there first, but I had to know if those two were actually immune.”
 
    
 
   John smiled as he looked at Diane.
 
   She finally noticed him staring at her.
 
   “What are you looking at?” she grinned.
 
   “I was just remembering one time when I came home on leave. You didn’t know I was home yet and I was standing in the kitchen looking out the window at you playing in the back yard,” John grinned. “Eddy, the little boy from next door came over to you. I don’t remember what you two were fighting about, but I saw him push you. I was about to come out to protect you, when I saw you rear back and deck him.”
 
   “He never pushed me again,” Diane laughed.
 
   “It was then I realized you were a fighter and no one was going to push you around,” John smiled. “I suppose if I told you to stay away from those kids because it was too dangerous, you would probably try to slug your old man.”
 
   Diane laughed, “I would never slug you, but I am a big girl now. I know what I’m doing. Even though you are in charge of protecting our group, which I am very thankful for, these other jokers don’t have a clue about how to survive on their own.” Diane smiled, “Even though I will defer to your wisdom on what we have to do to survive against these things out there, I intend to do what I can in here to help us.”
 
   “Within reason,” John said.
 
   “Of course,” Diane agreed. “I am a Wyatt and I intend to proceed with all the determination and finesse that I learned from my father.”
 
   “Shit we’re in trouble,” John laughed. “I feel like I just turned a bull loose in a china shop.”
 
   “Trust me Dad,” Diane said. “I also inherited some of Mom’s traits too.”
 
   John laughed.
 
   “I’m going to go take some more blood samples from the girl and her brother,” Diane said. “I’ll let you know later what I find.”
 
   Diane looked at her dad’s face and she could read his mind, “I’ll be careful. You’re going to give me an inferiority complex. In my entire time in medical school, I’ve never heard anyone tell a doctor to be careful.”
 
    
 
   John smiled as he turned and left the room.
 
    
 
    
 
   John walked back up to the second floor.
 
   He walked into George’s room where George and two of his men were studying a hand drawn map of Kittanning.
 
   The men were dressed in the jeans and heavy shirts that they wore when they came to the hospital, except now they were wearing black ball caps and heavy work boots.
 
   The ball caps had two LED lights mounted in the bill of the hats.
 
   “It looks like you are about ready to go,” John said as he entered the room.
 
   “Yeah, we are getting bored sitting around and decided we could be of more help by going out and exploring,” George replied, “Any requests for anything you would like us to find for you?”
 
   “If you can make it to Cabela’s, you could pick me up a snow suit, size XXL,” John replied.
 
   “It’s eighty degrees out, what the hell you want with a snow suit?” George asked.
 
   “If we have to make a run for it or those things get in here, I’d like to have some body armor,” John replied.
 
   George looked at John, “Not a bad idea. Larry put that on the list to grab every snow suit we can find.”
 
   “You got it Cap,” Larry replied and scribbled something down on the paper he was holding.
 
    
 
   “If you can find any MREs (Meals Ready to Eat) in their camping section that could help too,” John added.
 
   “Already on the list,” George replied.
 
   “A couple hockey sticks could come in handy,” John said.
 
   “Are you thinking of starting a hockey team?” Larry chuckled.
 
   George nodded.
 
   “A good close combat weapon,” George said as he shot Larry a nasty look that quickly wiped the smile from Larry’s face.
 
   “Bows and arrows could also be useful,” John said.
 
   “I have that on the list already too,” George replied looking at Larry. “So Larry here can play zombies and Indians.”
 
   “They’re quiet weapons,” Larry grinned. “Cap already explained that one to me.”
 
    
 
   John grinned, “Sorry we don’t have a map of the sewer system. I’m not sure where it leads. It’s going to be trial and error out there.”
 
   “I had Jim go back out to the pumping station to look around,” George said. “They didn’t have anything we could take with us but they did have a diagram of the system on the wall by the door. I had Jim make a sketch of it. That should give us a general idea of where we are.”
 
   “Just don’t take any un-necessary chances. We have enough food to hold us a few weeks yet and so far the dead haven’t been able to get in at us,” John said. “The time to take chances will come soon enough.”
 
   “We just intend to have fun today,” George smiled. “It’s just a little scouting mission today.”
 
   “I almost wish I were going along with you,” John replied.
 
    
 
   “Did you talk with Diane?” George asked.
 
   “I just came from talking with her,” John replied.
 
   “Did those two kids turn over night?” George asked.
 
   “No, in fact Diane said they were fighting like cats and dogs,” John laughed. “She said their temperatures were normal and they were full of energy.”
 
   “That’s strange,” George responded.
 
   “Diane said she ran tests on the kid’s blood and she says they are really immune to whatever those zombies are spreading,” John said. “But she also said the infection is lying dormant in their system. She claims that eventually the body will filter it out.”
 
   “So it means the kids aren’t going to try to bite us but since they are carrying the infection they could still pose a danger to us,” George replied.
 
   “Basically yes,” John answered, “Diane is now trying to analyze what makes their blood different than our blood. She thinks that difference will be the key to developing some kind of vaccine.”
 
   “John, I think you are letting your emotions cloud your judgement here,” George said.
 
   “I don’t know,” John replied. “She could be on to something.”
 
   “Let me put it this way,” George said. “If you were back on a destroyer, and you had a doctor report to you that he had two men on board that were carrying a deadly disease. Those men couldn’t catch the disease but they could potentially spread the disease through the ship to all your other men, what would you have done?”
 
   “Probably put them in isolation,” John replied.
 
   “I know you John, you would have done what you felt was best for your ship and your men,” George said. “You would have tossed their asses overboard. In the language of your favorite movie, the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. I think the fact that the doctor is your daughter and the patients are kids have clouded your judgement.”
 
   “Thanks Mr. Spock,” John smiled, “I will take your opinion under advisement.”
 
   “I am just respectfully giving my opinion.” George smiled. “This is your show here. I’m just along for the ride. But if it were me, the danger to my men would have to go. We have enough to deal with.”
 
    
 
   John nodded. He knew George was right. But he also knew his daughter had a point.
 
   Their time was running out. They might never have an opportunity like this again.
 
   In the big picture, John also knew it may not even matter.
 
   They were probably all going to die. What difference did it make if they died from an attack from the dead outside or they died from an infection from the inside.
 
   They were all probably going to die one way or another.
 
   If he was going to die, he would prefer to go down fighting.
 
   Fighting back could take on many forms.
 
   Diane was a fighter.
 
   She might not be a soldier like him, but she was definitely a fighter.
 
   She deserved a chance.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Diane walked into the examination room.
 
   Bobby had built a large castle on the blanket in front of him with his deck of cards and was now trying to build a tall watch tower.
 
   Kimmy sat on her bed looking bored as she flipped over the cards, playing solitaire.
 
    
 
   “I’m almost out of cards.” Bobby said excitedly, “Could I have another deck so I can make my castle bigger.”
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked up at the doctor, “We wanted to play Go Fish but our beds are too far apart,” she said. “It was probably for the best. The little creep always cheats.”
 
   “I don’t cheat,” Bobby grinned. “She’s just a sore loser.”
 
    
 
   Diane grinned as she thought to herself. She had always thought she missed out on something because she had never had any brothers or sisters. After seeing these two, she would have to re-evaluate that opinion.
 
    
 
   “After I run a few more tests, maybe we can do away with those restraints,” Diane said. “I don’t think you are going to turn into a zombie.”
 
   “You might want to leave his on for a few more days,” Kimmy said. “So he doesn’t wreck the room.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Diane winked at Kimmy. “Right now I need to get a few more samples from you.”
 
   “Do you want me to pee in a cup again?” Bobby perked up.
 
   “What is it with you and peeing in a cup,” Kimmy said. “That was all he could talk about after you took the last sample and left the room.”
 
   “You’re just jealous because I can pee in a cup and you can’t,” Bobby smirked.
 
   “I can too pee in a cup,” Kimmy said then she looked horrified, “That’s so gross. I don’t believe I just said that. Doctor Wyatt, could we please have separate rooms?”
 
    
 
   Diane grinned, “I see I might have to consider that before much longer.”
 
   “Good,” Kimmy replied blushing with embarrassment.
 
   “But right now I just need to take a little more of your blood,” Diane smiled.
 
   “Do you think we have enough left?” Bobby asked. “I cut my foot once and I got blood all over my sock. My mom said we had to hurry and put a bandage on it because I was going to bleed to death.”
 
   “I’ll make sure I won’t take all your blood,” Diane smiled.
 
    
 
   She took out two more syringes and started to take more of their blood.
 
   She took Bobby’s blood first this time.
 
   When she was finished taking Kimmy’s blood, she winked at Kimmy and whispered, “I think I can arrange for you to have your own room.”
 
   Kimmy mouthed the words, “Thank You!”
 
    
 
   Diane left the room. She could hear the two of them start to bicker again as she left and closed the door.
 
   She smiled to herself as she started down the hallway.
 
   “Maybe Kimmy would have felt different about her brother if he were older than she was. He could have fixed her up with some of his friends.”
 
   “No,” she laughed, “Somehow with these two that would have never worked out.”
 
    
 
    
 
   George tilted the manhole cover open in the utility room as Larry and Jim crawled down into the sewers.
 
   After Larry reached the bottom, George started down the ladder and guided the cover back down into the groves at the top of the pipe.
 
   When he was sure it was tightly in place, he finished making his way down the ladder, taking his final step into the sewer. 
 
   He heard the water splash as he dropped his feet down to the bottom of the pipe.
 
   They reached up to their hats and clicked on the LED lights and began to look around as the light lit up the interior of the pipe.
 
    
 
   They started to move into the darkness ahead. The lights only lit up the inside of the massive pipe for about twenty feet in front of them. From there all they could see was darkness with an occasional flash as their lights reflected back at them as it glanced off of some shiny or wet objects in the vast expanse ahead.
 
   “John said they had only gone up this way as far as the next exit,” George said. “They just wanted to be sure the area around their entrance to the hospital was safe. So keep alert, you would think we would hear if any of those things were splashing around down here, but you can never tell. They could be down here just standing around in the dark.”
 
   “It reminds me of the Bat Cave,” Larry whispered. “You don’t think there are any bats down here do you?”
 
   “I’ve never heard anything about there being any bats in the sewers,” Jim replied, “Only alligators. I heard stories about kids flushing their pet alligators down the toilets. The alligators grow up and mate in the sewers. I heard one time they found a twenty foot alligator in the New York sewers.”
 
   “Alligators,” Larry said sounding alarmed.
 
   “There aren’t any alligators in Kittanning. The worst thing kids around here flush down the toilets are goldfish,” George said. “Even if there were, they would be the least of our worries.”
 
   “Goldfish aren’t bad,” Larry replied.
 
   “Forget alligators and goldfish and keep your eyes open for zombies,” George said.
 
   “We could eat goldfish,” Larry added.
 
   “Would you want to eat a fish that grew up in and ate shit all of its life?” Jim asked.
 
   Larry laughed.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Jim asked.
 
   “I was just thinking about how people complain about the smell of fish,” Larry replied. “I wonder if goldfish raised in the sewers would smell like shit when you cooked them?”
 
    
 
   George just smiled and shook his head and thought, “Weekend warriors. What depths had the National Guard sunk to?”
 
   “If we catch one you can take it back and cook it and let us know what is smells like,” George said, “Now keep your eyes and ears open for zombies.”
 
    
 
   They waded down the pipeline in the ankle deep water.
 
   A few minutes later they came to another ladder that led to the top of the pipe.
 
   George looked up the ladder and spotted another manhole cover above.
 
   “This should be Jefferson Street, assuming the pipeline follows Arch Street,” George whispered as they could hear the groaning and the sound of feet tramping on the lid above them.
 
   George signaled the others to keep moving.
 
    
 
   They walked as quietly as they could and tried to avoid splashing any more than they had to. As they moved away from the hospital, the sounds above them on the streets above became louder.
 
   At the next ladder, as George looked up at the bottom of another manhole cover, Jim glanced at the map and announced, “Patterson Way.”
 
   George nodded and motioned for them to keep moving.
 
    
 
   They moved down the pipe, passing another ladder.
 
   When they approached the next ladder, the inside of the pipe appeared much brighter.
 
   George looked at Jim, who returned the look but only shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “What street?” George asked in a low whisper.
 
   Jim glanced at the map then looked back at George and whispered, “Grant Street.”
 
   George led the men a few steps closer.
 
   Not only was there more light as they got closer, but the sounds of groaning and dragging feet also grew louder.
 
   George motioned for them to get as close to the side of the pipe as possible, which wasn’t that easy walking in a round pipe, and stay close to him.
 
    
 
   When they were almost under the manhole, light seemed to be shining brightly down into the pipe.
 
   George moved slowly until he was able to sneak a quick glance towards the top of the manhole.
 
   He quickly pulled his head back.
 
   “The damn cover is gone,” George whispered, “but I think there is a car parked over the opening.”
 
   George signaled the men again to stay there as he drifted under the opening and looked up.
 
   He waved the others over and they all stood and stared up at what looked like the underneath of a car and a muffler above them.
 
   “I’m going up for a look,” George said, “Keep your eyes open.”
 
   Jim and Larry nodded as they continued to strain their necks to make sense of what they were looking at.
 
    
 
   George moved over to the ladder and began to slowly climb to the top. The shuffling of feet and the eerie sounds of the dead were echoing down the pipe now.
 
   When he reached the top of the pipe, he studied the muffler that was about six inches above the opening.
 
   Then he pushed his eyes up over the rim of the opening, bringing the top of his head into contact with the muffler.
 
   He held his breath as he turned his head to look around out from under the car that was parked over the manhole.
 
   An endless sea of gray and bloody feet passed by within inches of where the bottom of the car ended and the open street began.
 
   George tried to see out on the street to identify any of the buildings or stores on the street, but he couldn’t see a thing beyond the end of the car for all the shuffling, dragging feet that went by.
 
   He could tell however that the manhole came up somewhere out in the middle of the street.
 
   The driver of the car probably found himself unable to go any further and had abandoned the car here and fled on foot, or was now in pieces in the car above George.
 
   “More likely he is out staggering around on the street,” George thought. “I don’t know what happened to the manhole cover, I doubt one of those things was able to pull it up and drag it away, but thank God this car happened to stop where it did. The entire sewer would be crawling with zombies.”
 
   George had seen enough and was about to start back down the ladder when he heard a sickening thud behind him.
 
   He quickly turned his head.
 
   Lying on the surface of the road where it had just fallen, three feet behind him at the back of the car, was little more than a gray skeleton covered by tightly stretched dark leathery looking dried skin.
 
   The skeleton like face didn’t have any lips and the bloody teeth were clearly visible against the dark skin and bone. The one eye the zombie had left was dancing wildly around in its boney eye socket, but came to a sudden stop as it locked onto George.
 
   The creature began howling as its body began to bang against the body of the car. The zombie’s arms and legs began to smack against the street in a frantic attempt to move towards George.
 
   Finally, the creature managed to get one of its arms under the body of the car and grabbed at George’s head, missing him by only inches.
 
    
 
   George quickly backed down the ladder.
 
   When his feet splashed down in the water, Larry moved in close and whispered, “What did you see?”
 
   Jim nudged Larry’s arm and pointed to the top of the ladder.
 
   A boney hand passed over the opening, disappeared and then passed over the opening over and over again.
 
   “There is a car parked over the manhole,” George whispered. “There are thousands of the dead up there. There were so many feet around the car I couldn’t see anything. I was trying to see if I could identify any of the buildings when one of the dead fell by the back of the car. He spotted me under the car and went wild trying to reach me. Let’s keep moving and maybe it will forget about me and leave.”
 
   “Do you think they can push the car away from the manhole?” Jim asked.
 
   “I hope not,” George said, “or we could be in deep shit.”
 
    
 
   They moved down the pipe and passed two more exits before George stopped them at the bottom of the next ladder that led to another cover above.
 
   “This should be Johnson Avenue,” George whispered.
 
   Jim looked at his map and nodded his agreement.
 
   “Wait here,” George whispered. “I’m going to take a look and see if we can get out of the sewer here.”
 
    
 
   Larry and Jim watched George climb the ladder.
 
   George climbed to the top and listened.
 
   The sounds from above didn’t sound as bad as they had sounded earlier down the line.
 
   George listened.
 
   If he didn’t hear any more noise than he could hear now, he was going to push up the cover and take a look.
 
   George was just about to push up the corner of the cover when he heard a dull scraping sound go across the cover.
 
   He could envision a bare bloody foot, worn to the bone, being dragged along by one of the dead as it struggled to move down the street.
 
   It was a sight that was easy to imagine. He had seen so many of those things dragging themselves around the past few days that the image was permanently burned into his memory.
 
    
 
   George waited a few more minutes, when nothing else seemed to pass over the cover, he pushed the corner of the cover up about two inches with the top of his head.
 
   The first thing he saw was stars.
 
   “Don’t try lifting another cover with your head, genius,” George thought as he cringed at the pain on the top of his head.
 
   George quickly let the lid fall back in place as he spotted hundreds of feet on the road next to the manhole.
 
   George turned on the ladder and pushed the other side of the lid up a few inches, this time with his hands.
 
   He took a fast look and let the lid fall back in place.
 
    
 
   When he reached the bottom of the ladder he looked at Jim.
 
   “We’re not going to be able to get out here,” George said. “There are hundreds of them up there. I was able to get a quick look at Cabela’s. It’s on that side of the street.”
 
   George pointed past Jim, “It’s over that way about twenty feet.”
 
   “How are we going to get into the store?” Larry asked.
 
   “Look along that side of the pipe and see if we can find an off shoot leading from the main line,” George replied. “Maybe we can find a direct line into the store.”
 
    
 
   The three men separated and began to examine the right side of the pipe they had just walked through.
 
   They were about to admit defeat when Larry started to call out in a loud whisper.
 
   “Over here,” Larry said.
 
   They walked over to Larry and saw him pointing at a two-foot wide pipe that led into the larger pipe where they were standing.
 
   Water slowly dripped from the pipe down to the bottom of the pipe next to their feet.
 
   “It’s not very big,” Jim said.
 
   “They don’t need a six-foot pipe to connect to the bathrooms at Cabela’s,” Larry said. “Unless their customers use the bathroom a lot more than normal people.”
 
   “Maybe it doesn’t even go into Cabela’s,” Jim added. “Maybe it’s just the pipe that runs up a side street that everyone on the street connects to.”
“There is only one way to find out,” George said. “Help me get into this hole.”
 
   Jim and Larry each grabbed a leg and hoisted George up to the opening.
 
   George thought about sliding up the pipe on his back, but he found it too difficult to move in that position.
 
   He rolled back over on his stomach and began to crawl.
 
   After he crawled a few feet, he tested his ability to crawl backwards.
 
   The last thing he wanted to do was crawl up this pipe and find out he couldn’t get back out.
 
   Chances were he was going to die an unpleasant death in the not too distant future, but to die stuck in a sewer pipe would be downright embarrassing.
 
   “It would be a shitty way to die,” George chuckled.
 
   George started to move forwards again.
 
   It was slow moving in the cramped, wet pipe.
 
   He crawled for about five minutes before taking a break.
 
    
 
   When George was about to use what energy he had left to crawl back out of the pipe, he saw up ahead what looked like the pipe had come to a dead end. 
 
   George crawled closer to take a look. His shoulders were getting sore from rubbing against the side of the pipe. He probably had three or four good sized lumps on the top of his head from banging his head into the top of the pipe, and he was miserable from crawling in this stinking water. 
 
   “What’s another five feet,” he sighed as he pushed ahead.
 
   He crawled the last few feet to the end of the passage and rolled on his back to examine the top of the pipe.
 
   Above him he could see a six inch opening.
 
   Around the opening was a wax ring pressed into the hole. Above that he could see white porcelain.
 
   “It looks like I found a damn toilet,” George swore. He had certainly never seen a toilet from this angle before and he knew he definitely never wanted to see one from this angle again.
 
    
 
   George composed himself.
 
   “This was certainly a waste of time,” George said as he pushed his body back down the tight pipe.
 
   He had only gone a few feet but had to stop to rest his aching muscles.
 
   Getting back out of the pipe was going to be a lot harder than it was getting in.
 
   George wasn’t claustrophobic, but between the smell and being cramped in this pipe, it was starting to get to him.
 
   The shadows in the pipe from the stark white light given off by the LED bulbs on his hat were eerie.
 
   It reminded him of the images he had seen on an episode of the Outer Limits of a guy buried alive in a coffin. The guy lit match after match as he panicked, scratching and pushing at the lid of the coffin trying to escape his tomb, only to burn off all of his oxygen and suffocate.
 
    
 
   George took a deep breath, “It’s time to get my ass out of here!”
 
   George took one last look around before working up the ambition to start moving again.
 
   He spotted a place on the top of the pipe that looked different than the rest of the pipe.
 
   George pushed on the top of the pipe and a three-foot section on the top off the pipe lifted into the air surprising George.
 
   He pushed until the large section of pipe fell away making a loud clanging noise when it fell.
 
   George found that he could now sit up.
 
   He turned his head and followed the light beam from his hat as it lit up the space around the pipe.
 
   George was in some kind of small room with a lot of pipes and wires.
 
   Next to the pipe where George was sitting were a set of plumber’s tools and a motorized roto rooter.
 
   Wherever he was, apparently they had called a plumber to fix a drain problem. The plumber must have been in the middle of the job when the power went out.
 
   “Whatever the reason, thank God the plumber was interrupted before he could finish the job and bolt this damn pipe closed again,” George thought.
 
    
 
   George crawled out of the pipe. He hobbled around the small room until he worked the kinks out of his muscles and he soon began to move around normally.
 
   Nothing in the room gave him a clue as to where he was.
 
   George moved over to the door and rested his ear against the cold metal door and listened.
 
   Finally, he reached down and turned the door knob.
 
   He slowly pulled the door open a few inches and pointed the light on his hat out through the opening.
 
   George smiled, “Cabela’s.”
 
   He studied the small room, the pipe and looked back out into the storeroom again. 
 
   An idea came into his mind.
 
   “It just might work,” George smiled, “As long as Larry doesn’t get his ass stuck so tight in this pipe that we can’t pull him out, it might just work.”
 
    
 
   George closed the door and locked it.
 
   He climbed back into the pipe, this time head first and began to crawl.
 
   “Maybe this trip will be productive after all,” George thought as he crawled through the water and slime.
 
    
 
   Diane sat in the lab with her eye glued to the microscope.
 
   She examined slides of her own blood and then compared them to slides of Kimmy’s then to Bobby’s blood.
 
   With just the microscope, if it weren’t for the labels, she wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference.
 
   The red cell count was the same, the white cell count was the same or at least close enough that it wouldn’t make a difference.
 
   There wasn’t any difference in the plasma count or how quickly the blood clotted when exposed to the air.
 
   Without power and the equipment she needed to separate the blood into its four main parts, red cells, white cells, platelets and plasma, she wasn’t able to run tests on the different parts of the blood. That would have determined which part was the reason the cells were able to resist the infected cells.
 
   But she doubted that would yield much more than she already knew.
 
   The kids still had infected cells in their system, but the white count, the part of the blood whose job it was to fight off infections, was as normal as those in her own blood cells.
 
    
 
   But since the levels for all parts of the blood were normal,
 
   it could mean that the infected cells had no effect on any part of the kid’s blood. But that would be unusual. 
 
   She wished she had a way to separate the blood cells.
 
   She would really like to see how the white cells reacted to contact with the infected cells on their own.
 
    
 
   For lack of being able to think of anything else to try, Diane smeared infected cells on a slide and put a drop of Kimmy’s blood in the middle of the infected cells.
 
   She put the slide on the microscope and held her eyes over the lens.
 
   The black infected cells moved away from Kimmy’s blood, leaving the girl’s blood alone in the middle of the slide.
 
   It was like the way oil and water separated.
 
    
 
   That gave Diane an idea.
 
   She prepared two more slides, one of Kimmy’s blood and another slide of her own blood.
 
   She put a drop of water on each slide and put them each under a microscope.
 
   She hoped to discover that Kimmy’s blood had a higher oil content than her blood, but again there was no difference between the samples.
 
   “It couldn’t be that simple,” Diane sighed.
 
    
 
   Again she prepared another slide of her own blood and put a drop of infected blood in the center of the slide.
 
   She sat for ten minutes and watched as the infected cells destroyed her healthy cells, hoping to see anything that would give her an idea of what to try next.
 
   But her mind was a blank.
 
   The only difference she could see between each sample of blood was the label that told her where the blood had come from.
 
    
 
   Diane stood and stretched.
 
   She turned and left the lab. She needed a break and she always thought much clearer when she went for a walk.
 
   Maybe she would go talk with her dad.
 
   She smiled at his descriptions of the slides she had showed him yesterday.
 
   “Blobs,” she laughed.
 
   But even though he wasn’t a doctor, he had a very logical mind. His grasp of cause and effect was better than anyone else she had ever known.
 
   That and he always knew the right thing to say.
 
   He definitely had a way of giving her something different to think about.
 
   She needed to look at this problem in a different way.
 
    
 
    
 
   George was the last man to crawl out of the pipe.
 
   He smiled at the pile of supplies they had brought from Cabela’s.
 
   After finding his way into Cabela’s by accident, George worked out his plan on his trek back to get Jim and Larry.
 
   If for any reason the plan didn’t work, it at least kept his mind occupied and off of where he was, making the trip back bearable.
 
   The first thing they did once they crawled back to Cabela’s was to haul as much rope as they could find back to the small utility room.
 
   George then sent Larry back out to the main sewer line with one end of the rope in tow.
 
   It had been a challenging task getting Larry up through the passage to Cabela’s.
 
   Larry really didn’t like tight closed in places.
 
   George decided it would be easier on all of them to give Larry the job back in the main sewer line.
 
   Larry happily crawled out to the main line a lot faster than he had crawled in to Cabela’s.
 
    
 
   As George and Jim brought items back to the utility room, they tied them to their end of the rope. After attaching another rope to the items, they gave a tug and Larry pulled them through the pipe and out to where he waited in the main line.
 
   George would then wait for Larry to tug on the rope to signal he had removed all the items from the rope and then he would pull it back into the utility room.
 
   They did this about a dozen times until they had moved all the items they had collected from the showroom out into the main sewer line.
 
   Between the three of them, they managed to make quit a haul.
 
    
 
   Back in the main sewer line, they used the rope to tie the clothes, guns, bows and small boxes into bundles that they could carry on their backs.
 
   After getting the bundles on their backs, they picked up the hockey sticks and started back.
 
   “John should be happy with our haul,” George said.
 
   “Now he can start his hockey team,” Larry chuckled.
 
   “I don’t know about that,” Jim grinned, “but I will feel a lot better knowing we have more than needles and tongue depressors to defend ourselves.”
 
   George smiled. He was just happy to be out of that damned, miserable, cramped pipe.
 
    
 
   “I need a shower,” Larry said. ”I smell like shit.”
 
   “I think it’s an improvement,” Jim joked.
 
   “I think we should try an experiment,” George said seriously.
 
   “I smell like shit,” Larry said. “Talk to me about experiments after I get a shower.”
 
   “What kind of experiment did you have in mind Cap,” Jim asked knowing George wasn’t serious.
 
   “I was thinking we could have Larry crawl out of one of these manholes and see if the dead run from the smell,” George smiled, “If it works we might have discovered a secret weapon to use against the dead.”
 
   “Maybe that could explain why there aren’t any zombies down here in the sewers,” Jim laughed, “But that could be considered cruelty to zombies.”
 
   “Real funny,” Larry said.
 
    
 
   They struggled down the main sewer line with the large bundles on their backs.
 
   The ropes were digging into their arms cutting off the circulation and making their arms get numb.
 
   “Mind if we take a break Cap?” Jim asked. “I can’t feel my damn arms anymore. I need to readjust these ropes.”
 
   “Same here, I could use a break too,” George said, “Take five.”
 
    
 
   They stopped and took the bundles off their backs and sat them as close as they could to the sides of the pipe to keep their bundles from getting soaked in the water that flowed down the center of the sewer.
 
   “A week ago I was down at PNC Park watching the Pirates get their asses handed to them by the Rockies,” Jim said, “I knew it was going to be a bad year, but who could have guessed it was going to be this bad.”
 
   “It could be a lot worse,” George said.
 
   “I don’t know how,” Larry said joining the conversation.
 
   “You could be out there staggering around on the streets in Freeport,” George replied as he adjusted the ropes on the bundle he had been carrying, “instead of being here in the sewer with us having fun.”
 
   “How long do you think those things are going to be out there?” Jim asked.
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine,” George replied. “Hopefully they will start to rot and fall apart. I don’t know what’s keeping them going now.”
 
   “That would be a real mess having all those dead rotting corpses lying everywhere,” Jim said.
 
   “That would be better than what they’re doing out there now,” George said. “Either way we have big problem on our hands.”
 
    
 
   A moment later Larry looked down the passage ahead of where they were sitting, “What’s that?”
 
   George and Jim looked down the passage way.
 
   They didn’t get too excited because Larry was always hearing things.
 
   “Did you hear something?” Jim asked expecting to hear Larry’s normal response of “I’m not sure.”
 
   “No, I didn’t hear anything but I see something,” Larry replied. “It looks like lightning bugs or something blinking way down there in the sewer.”
 
   “It’s probably just your light reflecting off of something,” Jim replied.
 
   “That’s what I thought,” Larry replied, “I saw a lot of things reflecting in my light when we came down this way, but they never moved. These things are dancing all over the place.”
 
    
 
   George looked up feeling a strange chill shooting up his spine. Due to Larry’s active imagination, George never assigned him the job of being a lookout. It wasn’t worth the aggravation.  He was a good kid, but he always tended to make a mountain out of a mole hill.
 
   George had always assigned him the little tedious jobs that had to be done, but no one else wanted to do.
 
   This was Larry’s specialty. He would work hard, it would keep him out of trouble and everyone was happy.
 
   But what Larry had just said, made George remember something he had seen on their last night in Freeport.
 
   George was staring out into the street during their last night in Freeport, keeping an eye on the area around the building where they were holding up for the night
 
   It was pitch black out on the street, except for a car that was burning out in the middle of the street.
 
   Before dark a large group of zombies had managed to stop a car, driven by some guy trying to get his family out of town.
 
   It was a scene he had seen dozens of times over the previous few days.
 
   The car plowed into the mob but was stopped after a few feet when the tires lost traction on the crushed bloody bodies the car had just run over.
 
   George could only watch helplessly as everything transpired. There were too many of the dead to fight through and trying to fight the dead was like trying to fight the waves at the beach.
 
   They would just keep coming until you were swept under.
 
   Besides he could have never reached the doomed family in time.
 
   Once they stopped the car, they broke through the windows and had the family in less time than it would have taken George to run out to the car.
 
   George had bought one of those tools to cut your seatbelt and smash the car windows so you could escape in the event of an emergency.
 
   He tried the tool one time. He took it to a junk yard and crawled into a junked car.
 
   He took out the tool and pretended he was in an accident and the car was on fire.
 
   Twenty-five minutes later, exhausted and soaked in sweat, he crawled out through the window.
 
   He was always amazed as he watched the dead, mangled, rotting corpses break into cars in a matter of seconds.
 
   Something the he, a healthy, trim, fit man in his thirties couldn’t do with a tool specifically designed to do that job.
 
    
 
   But what had George’s attention now, was the vision he saw that night as he watched out of that building.
 
   Before dark, there were still two creatures trapped inside the car with what remained of the family.
 
   The creatures were banging into the seats, steering wheel, head rests and just about every part of the interior.
 
   George didn’t know what they got themselves tangled up in, but smoke started to come out through the windows of the car.
 
   A short time later flames started to come through the smoke.
 
   The car burnt and the flames lasted well into the night.
 
   But later that evening, it was what George saw past the car in the darkness.
 
   An image so creepy that it had been burned into his mind,
 
   it was a scene he knew he would never forget.
 
   Thousands of twinkling eyes were reflecting back the light from the burning car.
 
    
 
    
 
   George dropped the bundle and the rope he was working on and turned to look into the darkness down the passage in front of them.
 
   “We have company.” George said urgently.
 
   “What is it Cap,” Larry asked.
 
   “That is our lights reflecting off the eyes of the dead,” George replied.
 
   Larry and Jim both stood and stared at the white flickering reflections that were getting closer.
 
   The dead had moved closer, and the men could now hear the water flowing down the center of the pipe splashing as the dead staggered and dragged their bodies towards them through the water.
 
    
 
   “Shit,” Jim said then asked, “How many of them do you think there are?”
 
   “Assuming that each of them have two eyes, which is a stretch, I’m guessing fifteen or twenty,” George replied.
 
   “Where the hell did they come from?” Larry asked as he backed up and now stood between Jim and George.
 
   “My guess is that they came down the manhole on Grant Street,” George replied, “If they did, they can’t be very big if they managed to squeeze under that car and fall down into the sewer.”
 
    
 
   “Are we going to use the riffles we got at Cabela’s?” Larry asked, “They should make quick work of them.”
 
   “It would make quick work of our ears too,” George answered. “It would also let every zombie in Kittanning know we are down in the sewer. It would probably rile up the dead enough up on Grant Street that they would swarm that car above the entrance and push it down the street. We’d have hundreds of them down here before we could get back to the hospital. We have to do this quietly.”
 
   “Whatever you say Cap,” Larry replied, “but how do we do that without getting our asses chewed on?”
 
   “Grab a hockey stick,” George ordered.
 
    
 
   They followed George towards the glowing eyes of the dead.
 
   They followed in single file. The pipe was large, but it was still only six feet wide and the round pipe was almost impossible for two people to walk side by side.
 
    
 
   “How are we going to do this?” Larry asked from the back of the group. “If I swing this stick the only thing I’m going to hit is the back of Jim’s head.”
 
   “Hold here,” George said. “Jim, get behind me and to the left. Larry, get behind me on the right. Look down the center of the pipe so your lights give me as much light as possible. I’ll club the first few that come at us. When I get tired I’ll yell ‘Shift’. When I yell, rotate clockwise. Jim, you’ll take point, Larry you move over and take Jim’s old spot and I’ll take your old spot.”
 
   “This is going to be tight Cap,” Jim said sounding worried.
 
   “We can use these tight quarters to our advantage,” George said. “After we knock the first few down, the rest of them should start falling over the zombies that are in the water,” George replied. “Then we just start to beat the hell out of them while they’re down.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound too hard,” Larry said.
 
   “Just watch the damn things don’t bite your legs,” George said, “OK Gentlemen, here we go.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Diane went looking for her dad.
 
   She was told he was up on the fifth floor, so she made her way up the stairwell until she came to the door that would take her into the fifth floor hallway.
 
    
 
   She opened the door and walked out into the hall.
 
   When Diane didn’t see her dad, she walked to the end of the hallway to where an adjoining hallway went off towards the front of the building.
 
   When she turned to go this direction, she saw her dad sitting on a chair at the end of the hall next to the front windows, staring out over the city.
 
    
 
   She walked down the hall and was almost to her dad when he turned and looked up at her.
 
   “You better stay alert Dad,” Diane said, “You are lucky I wasn’t a zombie.”
 
   “I would have definitely heard one of those things coming down the hall,” John smiled, “Their feet being dragged across the floor is a dead giveaway.”
 
   Diane looked at her dad, “Was that an attempt to be humorous?”
 
   “Only an attempt?” John smiled.
 
    
 
   Diane pulled a chair over next to her dad, sat down and looked out the window.
 
   “Looking for anything in particular?” Diane asked. “It doesn’t look like much has changed since the last time I was up here.”
 
   “And for the next hour or so I’m hoping it stays that way,” John replied.
 
   “That doesn’t sound like you,” Diane smiled. “What’s going on?”
 
   “John and two of his men left earlier to try to make it to Cabela’s through the sewers,” John replied. “If all of a sudden I see all the zombies heading towards Cabela’s, I have to assume Cabela’s is either having a going out of business sale or the dead discovered John over at the store.”
 
   “There wouldn’t be anything you could do,” Diane said.
 
   “No, but I still like to know what is happening,” John replied. “I couldn’t help him but it would alert me to a potential threat to our people here in the hospital.”
 
   “Like what?” Diane asked. “How would a problem over there be a threat to us here?”
 
   John smiled, “I guess it is just the military training that had been drummed into me over the years.”
 
   “You mean as commanding officer that you were responsible for everything that happens,” Diane replied. “You can’t be responsible if John screws up out there.”
 
   “It’s just not that, even thought that is part of it,” John replied. “What you see out there and also what we have here is one big battlefield. In a battlefield, everything is interconnected. A battlefield is a fluid event, it isn’t just a bunch of unconnected events all taking place at the same time. Every action in one area affects all of the other areas in one form or another. It’s like one long line of dominos. When you knock one over, sooner or later that one action will affect every other domino. That is unless you see it happen and take action to avoid how that earlier action will impact you.”
 
   “How could John running into problems at Cabela’s affect the hospital?” Diane asked.
 
    
 
   John looked out the window then back at Diane.
 
   “His group could get bitten and come back infected,” John replied. “That problem is obvious. If he doesn’t get bitten, he might lead the dead back to the hospital. Or he gets killed, but leads the dead into the sewers. That could cause many problems for us. John’s actions over at Cabela’s could draw all the dead over to that side of town. We would then have an opportunity to send people out into the shops around the hospital or even leave the hospital if we wanted. Those are only a few of the possible consequences. With as unpredictable as the dead are, the possibilities are endless. By observing the movements of the dead with John out there somewhere, I guess I am hoping to see something that would help determine what I should do to head off any potential problems that could be coming our way. It’s just a habit I guess.”
 
   Diane nodded.
 
   “What do you know about this George?” she asked. “Do you think you can trust him?”
 
   “I’ve known George now for about a year,” John replied. “He’s a good man. He is a little rough around the edges and a bit too blunt at times but I trust him.”
 
    
 
   They sat there quietly for a few minutes.
 
   “I was going to ask you if you made any progress this morning, but I guess the fact you are here talking to me means things aren’t going so well,” John said. “Can I do something to help you?”
 
   “I think you already have,” Diane smiled as she got up from her chair. “Keep watching and let me know if you need me.”
 
    
 
   Diane walked back the hall towards the stairwell.
 
   As he always did, whether he knew it or not, John had given her something different to think about.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Diane walked back into her lab and sat down.
 
   Talking with her dad had relaxed her as it always did.
 
   She wished he’d been around more when she was growing up, it might have spared her many nights agonizing needlessly over the little unimportant things that teenagers worried about.
 
   She felt she had managed pretty well on her own with her mother’s support.
 
   Her mother had always been there for her, but her mother just didn’t know how to help her.
 
   Her mother had tried, but her help consisted of telling Diane what she would have done.
 
   But Diane found that her approach to life and her mother’s approach seldom agreed. In most cases they weren’t even close.
 
   Her dad never told her what he would do, he would just explain what his take was on the problem. He made her focus on the consequences of the choices available to her.
 
   He never tried to tell her what to do, but somehow after talking with him, what she should do became amazingly a simple choice.
 
   He just had a way of helping her ignore the distracting aspects that clouded her judgement and kept her from focusing on the real problem.
 
   She learned from her dad that even the most complicated problems were really deciding how to handle a simple decision that was overshadowed and lost in the massive amount of information that had little to do with the real problem itself.
 
   Fortunately, her dad was home on leave when she was agonizing about her high school prom.
 
   She didn’t know what dress to wear and it was driving her crazy. She didn’t know what time to have her date pick her up for the prom or what food to select from the menu that had to be completed and returned to school with the form telling the school she would be attending the prom.
 
   Then there was what after prom party to attend. A few of her friends wanted her to double date for the prom.
 
   There were a number of other things she had to decide on for the prom and it was making her miserable.
 
    
 
   Her mom had suggested she wear the long flowing pink gown they had looked at down at Macys. Her mother also said when in doubt order the chicken. Her best friend, Marcy and her boyfriend would be a good choice to double date with to the prom and Diane’s date should pick her up twenty minutes before the start of the prom. That way they could make an entrance and impress the other prom goers.
 
   She had thanked her mother for her advice, but it really didn’t help her much, she was still miserable.
 
    
 
   She was sitting on the swing on the front porch when her dad pulled into the driveway.
 
   She wasn’t expecting him to come home but was thrilled to see him. He was seldom home in those days as he traveled the world with the Navy.
 
   When he walked up on the porch, he took one look at her and knew she had a problem. 
 
   His perception had always amazed her.
 
   He always seemed to know what was going on around him, even when he took his afternoon nap on the couch.
 
   That was probably why she never tried to get away with anything when he was home.
 
   He always knew what she was up to before she did.
 
    
 
   After tossing his duffle bag inside the door, he came over and sat down on the swing next to her.
 
   Over the next ten minutes he only said two short sentences, both questions.
 
   His first question was, “What’s bugging you?”
 
   He then sat and listened to her tell him all of her prom problems.
 
   After she was done, she waited for him to suggest what she should do.
 
   He didn’t make any suggestions.
 
   He looked her in the eyes and asked, “Do you like this boy?”
 
    
 
   She was dumb founded. For a second she didn’t know what to say. 
 
   She surprised even herself when she heard the answer come out of her mouth, “No! He’s a jerk.”
 
    
 
   Her dad looked at her and smiled.
 
   Suddenly she realized it wasn’t the dress, the food, the time or who to double date with, it was really all about who she was going to go to the prom with.
 
   Her eyes lit up and all the pressure she was under was lifted off of her shoulders.
 
    
 
   Her dad smiled again, “If you want me to call the jerk and tell him you decided not to go with him, say the word.”
 
   She knew he would have done it too.
 
   She laughed and thanked him but told him she could handle that part on her own.
 
    
 
   The next day, when the other guys found out she was available, a guy she had had a crush on for two years asked her to the prom.
 
   She had the greatest prom. She couldn’t remember now what dress she wore or what she had to eat. Those things weren’t really all that important.
 
   Once she was able to see through all the clutter, the unimportant stuff, the problem and the solution were right in front of her.
 
    
 
   She missed her mother. Cancer had taken her long before her time. Her mother had only been thirty-eight at the time she died.
 
   But her dad just had a way looking at the big picture and finding the one thing that made a difference.
 
    
 
   Before you could solve a problem, you had to know what the real problem was.
 
   Once you identified the real problem, she found that the answer was never all that complicated.
 
   All of the other problems in the picture seemed to resolve themselves, falling like a line of dominos.
 
    
 
   Diane looked down into her microscope, “Now what is the real problem here? Where is that first domino?”
 
   She should have seen it before.
 
   She had seen it every time she had looked at the blood samples before.
 
   She had even observed and commented on it before. But she had been too focused on the clutter around it to realize what she had seen.
 
    
 
    
 
   John rushed down to the utility room.
 
   He had been informed by Frank, that George and his men were back and they had run into some trouble in the sewers.
 
   John’s mind began to run through the possible problems that George could have run into.
 
   The hordes out on the street hadn’t made any major migrations from their usual patterns.
 
   John had watched the mobs for days, moving up one street and down another.
 
   There weren’t any movements towards any one particular area out of their normal pattern.
 
   He didn’t think George had done anything to get the dead’s attention or he would have seen a break in their normal behavior.
 
    
 
   “Maybe he ran into problems when he got to Cabela’s,” John thought. “But Frank had plainly said that they had run into a problem down in the sewers. That would mean that the problem wasn’t at Cabela’s. I don’t know for sure if they had even made it to the store.”
 
   Another thought entered his mind. There were a lot of areas in the city he wasn’t able to see from the top of the hospital. The sewer line ran all through the city. Maybe the dead had found their way into the sewers in some other part of the city and had made their way into the line below the hospital.
 
    
 
   John started to think of what they should do if the dead had found their way into the sewers in some other part of the system, but he stopped himself.
 
   “Any further thoughts along this line are a waste of time until I have some facts,” John said to himself.
 
   He ran down the final five steps and jumped down on the floor, moved out into the hallway and headed towards the utility room door.
 
    
 
   John entered the utility room as George pulled Larry up through the manhole.
 
   Three large piles of supplies sat on the floor next to Jim who was sitting on the floor leaning back against one of the piles.
 
   All three men were dripping went and covered with mud.
 
   “Maybe not mud,” John thought again.
 
    
 
   “What the hell happened?” John asked.
 
   “Where do you want us to start?” Larry said.
 
   “Well, first we made it to Cabela’s and picked up most of the things on our list,” George said as he took off his shirt and used the inside of the shirt to wipe the crap off his face.
 
   “But we found one of the manhole covers was missing at the exit down on Grant Street. We spotted it when we went down the line, but I didn’t think too much about it because there was a car parked over the opening. On the way back we discovered about a dozen zombies had managed to crawl under the car and fall down into the sewers. I’m afraid we got your hockey sticks a little bloody.”
 
   “I broke my stick,” Larry said. “That one little bastard had a hard head.”
 
   “We should have picked up a few hockey masks while we were at Cabela’s,” Jim complained as he wiped dried blood from his face. 
 
    
 
   “Are you guys OK?” John asked. “Anyone get bitten?”
 
   “We’re fine,” John replied, “After we knocked down the first few, the rest of them tripped over their buddies and fell on their asses. It was like shooting fish in a barrel after that.”
 
   “It was actually more like whack a mole,” Larry laughed, “until I broke my stick.”
 
   “Do you think any more of them got down in the sewer after you left the area?” John asked.
 
   “I heard a couple of splashes back down that way when we were on our way back,” George replied, “Instead of going back to check, I figured it was best to get back here and tell you what happened. We could have been down there all day. But I think we have to head back down there and clean things up before it becomes a bigger problem. We didn’t have any way to plug the hole. They’re not storming down the manhole, only the smaller ones can get under the car but if enough of them get down there it won’t matter how big they are.”
 
   “Frank,” John asked, “any ideas?”
 
   “The damn kids were always stealing the manhole covers,” Frank replied, “I don’t know what the hell they were doing with them? You can’t hang them on the wall like they do with stop signs, they are too damn heavy for anything like that. We used to replace the ones that weren’t in the middle of the streets with wooden covers that we made. The ones out in the streets where the cars would run over them, we would take another cover off a manhole that came up through a sidewalk then put a wooden one there until we could get a replacement cover. They were always on back order. It took months to get a replacement. I think there is only one place that still makes those covers. It was out in Chicago, I believe.”
 
   “Do you think you could make one?” John asked.
 
   “I don’t have to,” Frank replied, “We have ten of the wooden one’s down at the pumping station. We had to be prepared. We had to replace them as soon as possible before someone fell down an open manhole and broke a leg or something.”
 
    
 
   “Can you put one over the hole from down in the sewer?” John asked. “I would think they would be too wide to get up through the opening.”
 
   “We put all of the wooden covers on from below,” Frank smiled. “We tried just sitting them on top of the holes but as light as they were, the kids stole them faster than we could set them out. So we started putting them on from down below. We would push them up against the opening then push two planks through the slots on the top pipe to hold them in place. They couldn’t take them once we did that.”
 
    
 
   “George, do you mind going with Frank to get one of those wooden covers and some planks and then show him where that cover is missing?” John asked.
 
   “No problem,” George replied, “If we don’t get that location secured, the sewers could become too dangerous to use before long. That damn sewer line is like an underground highway. If we need to get out of here, that would be our best option.”
 
   John nodded, “I agree. It could be our only option. Let’s get moving.”
 
    
 
   “Frank,” George said, “Prepare to get your hands dirty.”
 
   Frank laughed, “Like you did? You look worse than I did after I worked in the sewers all day.”
 
   “How did you get so damned dirty?” John asked.
 
   “Cabela’s wasn’t located on the main line,” George smiled as he pulled his dirty shirt down over his head, “we had to improvise. We found a two-foot offshoot from the main sewer that went in to Cabela’s. It was a tight fit.”
 
   “Tighter for some of us than it was for the others,” Larry added.
 
   “A couple of times I thought we were going to have to leave his ass down there,” George smiled.
 
   “But that shit down there works better than grease,” Larry grinned, “of course grease smells a lot better.”
 
    
 
    
 
   George had just lifted the cover, so they could go back down into the sewer, when Patrick came running into the utility room.
 
   “John, you better come take a look,” Patrick said urgently.
 
   “There is something you need to see.”
 
   George stopped what he was doing, “Want us to come with you?”
 
   “No, go take care of that manhole,” John said. “I’ll handle whatever this is. If we have a problem, we might need to get down in the sewers. Just go do what you have to do so we have a clear line of retreat.”
 
   “I’ll see to it,” George replied and lifted the cover off the hole again.
 
   “Once more into the fray we go,” Larry said, “to fight the good fight!”
 
   “That sounds really deep,” Jim said, “where did you come up with that?”
 
   “I read it in a book somewhere,” Larry smiled.
 
   “Gee Larry,” Jim smiled, “I didn’t know you could read.”
 
   Jim them disappeared down the ladder into the sewer before Larry could come up with a response.
 
    
 
    
 
   John followed Patrick up the stairwell.
 
   “I think we can get a better look from the fifth floor,” Patrick said as he passed the door that entered the second floor.
 
   “What’s going on Pat?” John asked.
 
   “We don’t know. Something strange,” Patrick added. “We just thought you needed to see this.
 
   “They didn’t get into the hospital did they?” John asked.
 
   “No, it’s nothing like that,” Patrick replied, “but I think something is going on. It’s completely out of the normal pattern.”
 
    
 
   When they reached the fifth floor, instead of turning to go towards the front windows, Patrick went towards the back of the building.
 
   John thought this was odd. They had spent most of their time watching the procession of the dead from out in front of the hospital. From there they could see what the dead were up to all the way down into the center of the city.
 
   There wasn’t much behind the hospital to see but the river that flowed by the hospital.
 
   It was obvious after the first day that the dead couldn’t swim.
 
   When the dead were in pursuit of the group when they came to the hospital, the dead tried to follow them across the river, but were quickly swept away.
 
   When the dead weren’t after anyone, they seemed to avoid the river.
 
   The river acted as a natural barrier against the dead out in back of the hospital so the group spent little time watching out behind the building.
 
   John was curious what Patrick wanted to show him out in back.
 
    
 
   Patrick led John to the windows that over looked the river.
 
   Patrick just stood and looked out the windows.
 
   “They started to show up about ten minutes ago,” Patrick said. “We noticed the number of zombies out in front of the hospital was increasing rapidly, but we couldn’t see where they were coming from. The flow of the dead approaching the front of the hospital from town didn’t seem to account for all the dead bodies on the street in front of the building. So on a hunch, I came back here for a look.”
 
    
 
   John stared out the windows. Across the river were thousands of the dead, maybe tens of thousands.
 
   Many were pushed into the river by the thousands that followed.
 
   But many thousands more pushed their way across the bridge.
 
   The bridge crossed the river and emptied out onto Water Street and Jefferson Street next to the hospital.
 
   In the few minutes since John arrived at the windows, thousands of the dead had crossed the bridge.
 
    
 
   “There isn’t that much over on that side of the river,” Patrick said. “Where the hell are they coming from?”
 
   “It’s my guess they are coming in off the interstate,” John replied as he continued to watch them flood across the bridge and into town. “They are probably coming out from Pittsburgh. Why they are coming into Kittanning only God knows.”
 
   “Pittsburgh is a long ways off,” Patrick said then added. “And those things don’t move very fast.”
 
   “They have probably been coming out on Route 28 for a few days now,” John replied. “After Pittsburgh was overrun, they probably started moving out onto the interstate. Once they start going in one direction, they tend to just keep going in that direction until they run into an obstacle or something gets their attention.”
 
   “You don’t think George’s group led them here?” Patrick asked.
 
   “No,” John replied, “George and his group were here a couple of days ago. He was too far ahead of that mob for them to follow him into town. They might have started to follow him down near Freeport, but he moved too fast for them to follow him here to the hospital. There must have been something else that caught their attention and made them come this way. Regardless of what it was, they are here now.”
 
   “Do you think they will be a problem?” Patrick asked.
 
   “Those things are always a problem,” John replied. “Let’s go out front. I want to see what they are doing out there.”
 
    
 
   John led the way this time. He retraced his steps until they came to the main hallway, then followed the side hallway to the front windows.
 
   John looked down
 
   “Shit,” was all he could say.
 
    
 
   The dead packed the streets in front of the hospital.
 
   The number out on the street had doubled since John was here observing the streets thirty minutes ago.
 
   “Pat,” John said. “Go down to the stairwell to the first floor where we have the front entrance barricaded. Let me know if the dead are showing any interest in the hospital. Don’t let them see you. Just take a look and come right back.”
 
   Patrick nodded, turned and went back down the hallway.
 
    
 
    
 
   Diane studied the sample on the slide under her microscope.
 
   When she was studying the samples before, she was looking to see how the blood reacted.
 
   But before talking to her dad and letting her mind clear so she could get a fresh start, she had been focusing on what the blood samples did when she introduced the infected blood she had taken from one of the dead.
 
   But she now realized she had been looking at the problem from the wrong prospective.
 
   The key was not what the blood samples taken from her or the kids did, how the healthy blood reacted.
 
   The key was what did the infected blood sample do?
 
    
 
   When she had introduced the infected cells into the sample of her blood, the infected cells attacked her blood.
 
   Her white blood cells did what they were supposed to do, they attacked the infection.
 
   Her white blood cells attacked and literally began to devour the infected cells. But the infected cells overwhelmed her white blood cells. The infected cells began to multiply and infect her healthy blood cells until there were no cells left to infect.
 
   When she introduced the infected cells into Kimmy’s blood, Kimmy’s blood didn’t do anything because the infected cells didn’t attack her blood cells.
 
   The infected cells just passed through the vessels and arteries until they were filtered out and eliminated through the urine.
 
   Kimmy’s blood cells didn’t do anything. They didn’t have to do anything, because the infected cells didn’t attack her healthy cells.
 
   In the slides she had observed and the slides she had showed to her dad, the infected cells had seemed to move away from Kimmy’s and Bobby’s cells.
 
   She reflected back on the slides where she had described the separation of the cells, comparing them to how water and oil didn’t mix but moved away from each other.
 
    
 
   The key was not what the healthy blood cells did but what the infected cells did.
 
   It reminded Diane of the many nights that she and her mom would sit out on the swing and talk.
 
   The mosquitos would bite her something terrible. She would scratch her arms and legs for days, but they never seemed to bother her mom.
 
   Her dad said it was because her mother tasted terrible.  He said that her mother was an acquired taste that took some time to get used to and it wasn’t a taste that most guys could ever get used to.
 
   Diane remembered how she had responded to her dad’s answer.
 
   As she looked back on it now, she had reacted the way Kimmy reacted to her brother. She believed her response had been, “Oh that’s gross.”
 
    
 
   Diane smiled. This was a small difference in how she was looking at the problem. But this small difference made a huge difference in how she could solve this.
 
   The key wasn’t how the blood reacted because Kimmy’s blood didn’t react. Maybe if the infected cells had attacked her blood, it wouldn’t have been able to survive any better than Diane’s blood had survived.
 
   But the point was it didn’t have to try and defend itself because the infected cells never tried to attack it.
 
   She had been looking at how Kimmy’s apparently immune blood was able to defend itself.
 
   But that wasn’t what was happening.
 
   The key was to discover why the infected cells didn’t attack Kimmy’s blood.
 
    
 
   Maybe it was as simple as Kimmy’s blood didn’t appeal to the infected cells.
 
   Diane smiled, “It doesn’t taste good.”
 
   All the parts of Kimmy’s blood seemed to be identical to Diane’s own blood. But maybe there was something about Kimmy’s blood that confused the infected cells into not recognizing it.
 
   Diane had never seen infected cells attack other infected cells, just like she had never seen one zombie attack another zombie. They had no interest in their own kind. The only time she had ever seen a zombie get aggressive with another zombie was so it could get to living flesh before the other zombie could get there first.
 
   Beyond that circumstance, the zombies would just stagger around, paying no attention to the other zombies.
 
    
 
   Infected blood seemed to behave in a similar manner to the zombie’s themselves.
 
   Maybe the infected cells didn’t attack Kimmy’s and Bobby’s blood because it wrongly identified their blood as being infected blood.
 
    
 
   “What do Kimmy’s blood and the infected blood have in common?” Diane thought.
 
   Diane knew that she would have eventually got around to doing this, but that may not have happened for weeks or months.
 
   Her time was short.  Her time could be limited to only hours if the dead managed to get into the hospital.
 
   Her dad’s battle field analogy and how he would react to what the dead was doing had made her think.
 
   On the slides of her blood, her blood had reacted but was unable to survive the attack of the infected cells.
 
   When she had examined Kimmy’s samples, it hit her that her cells didn’t react because they didn’t have anything to react to.
 
   Her dad was like Kimmy’s blood. He was just observing what the dead did and waited.
 
   He wasn’t going to react until the dead did something he felt he needed to react to.
 
   On a battle field, everything was interconnected.
 
   When the first domino was tripped, everything would be affected.
 
   The key here was to determine why that first domino wasn’t tripped.
 
   If she was going to find a usable vaccine or a cure, this different approach to the problem could mean all the difference in the world with what little time Diane could have left.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Kimmy smiled as Doctor Wyatt undid her restraints.
 
   “Thank you,” Kimmy said. “It feels good to know I can get up and walk around again.”
 
   “Like I said, I can untie you but you still have to stay in the room for now,” Diane replied. “Hopefully you will be able to join your friends before much longer.”
 
   “They’re not really our friends,” Bobby added as he waited for Diane to come over and undo his restraints next.
 
   “Yeah, they just gave us a ride,” Kimmy said.
 
   “We were going to take our parent’s car and go look for help,” Bobby said. “Kimmy was going to drive, but we couldn’t find the keys. We saw these two cars coming down the road and we flagged them down and asked for a ride.”
 
   “We were happy to get a ride. Our car was so big I didn’t know if I could handle it. I never drove a car before,” Kimmy added, “but honestly those people that picked us up are all weird, especially that George guy. Did you know that he shot someone’s mother because she got bit by one of the zombies. He didn’t even wait to see if she was immune or not.”
 
   “He knows we are immune, right?” Bobby asked.
 
   “He knows,” Diane answered as she moved over to Bobby to remove his restraints. “But I know George has never run into anyone that was immune before. No one has until we met you. We didn’t know anyone could survive being bitten by a zombie.”
 
   “Have you figured out why we are immune?” Kimmy asked. “How come we are immune and our parents weren’t immune?” Bobby added. “Shouldn’t they have been immune too since they were our parents?”
 
    
 
   “I can’t answer your last question,” Diane replied as she removed the belt from around Bobby’s waist. “Since I wasn’t able to test their blood, I don’t have enough information to give you an answer. As far as to why you are immune, I’m really not sure that you are immune.”
 
   “What?” Kimmy asked sounding confused. “I thought you just said we were immune. The zombies bit us and we didn’t get sick.”
 
    
 
   Diane smiled, “Let me see how I can explain this. When a zombie bites someone, the zombie’s infection gets into a person’s blood stream and attacks and infects the living person’s blood. Then it destroys all of the living person’s tissue or flesh causing them to die and then for some reason that I don’t understand, they become a zombie too. When the zombies bit you, the infection didn’t try to attack your blood. I’m not sure what would have happened to you if it would have attacked your blood. The virus just passed harmlessly through your blood system and was filtered out and was expelled when you went to the bathroom.”
 
   Bobby grinned, “That’s why you had us pee in a cup.”
 
   “That’s right,” Diane replied. “I was checking to see if the infected cells were in your urine.”
 
   “Kimmy rolled her eyes.
 
   “Why didn’t it attack our blood?” Bobby asked.
 
   “It’s just a theory I’m testing,” Diane smiled, “but I guess the simplest way to answer that is to say it didn’t attack you because you don’t taste good.”
 
   Bobby laughed.
 
   “That explains why the creep didn’t get sick,” Kimmy grinned, “but what about me?”
 
   “I’m sure you taste a lot worse than I do,” Bobby chuckled. “I know I’d never want to bite you, that would be gross.”
 
    
 
   Diane smiled and thought, “I better get back to the lab before I get these two all riled up again,”
 
   “It’s just a theory I’m testing,” Diane smiled again, “It’s either that or the infection thinks you’re already dead and you obviously aren’t dead.”
 
   “Does brain dead count?” Kimmy asked looking at Bobby.
 
   Bobby stuck out his tongue and grinned.
 
   “Now that we don’t have to be tied down, can we have our own rooms yet?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Diane laughed. “But I haven’t forgotten about finding separate rooms for each of you. Now I have to get back to work. I just wanted to check on you. Remember you are not to leave the room until I give you the OK. I’ll have someone bring you something to eat in an hour or so.”
 
   “You don’t want any more samples?” Bobby asked.
 
   “No, at least not now,” Diane replied as a thought crossed her mind. “But I do have one more question. When the zombies bit you, did you get sick at all, maybe just a little bit sick?”
 
   “No,” Bobby replied, “but we slept a lot.”
 
   “After everything that had happened,” Kimmy added, “we were exhausted and slept for a couple of days. We weren’t sick, just really sore all over.”
 
   “Did anyone ever bite you Doctor Wyatt?” Bobby asked. “Not just a pretend bite but a real bite. It hurts like hell!”
 
   Diane nodded. Getting bitten in itself would have been enough to make them sleep while their bodies healed, but she would keep the fact that they did sleep for two days in mind as she did her analysis. It could mean something, but then again, maybe not.”
 
    
 
   Bobby interrupted her thoughts.
 
   “Can we go out in the hall and look out the windows if we promise to come right back?” Bobby asked. “I would like to look at something else other than her.”
 
   “Yeah,” Kimmy grinned, “can’t we let him go outside for the rest of the day? Maybe he will get lost.”
 
   “Do you two want me to put these restraints back on you?” Diane asked.
 
   “No thank you,” Kimmy replied.
 
   “Just stay here and behave yourselves,” Diane said sternly. “I’ll try to get you out of here as soon as I can. But that’s not going to happen if I have to spend all day in here keeping an eye on you. OK?”
 
   “I’ll make sure Kimmy behaves herself,” Bobby said.
 
   Diane smiled, turned and left the room.
 
   Kimmy wasn’t the one she was worried about behaving.
 
    
 
   Doctor Wyatt had only been gone for a few minutes when Bobby hopped out of bed and ran over to the door.
 
   “Hey creep,” Kimmy asked, “What are you doing? We are supposed to stay here.”
 
   “I just want to look out in the hall,” Bobby replied as he turned the door knob.
 
   “I’m going to tell Doctor Wyatt. You heard what she said,” Kimmy said sternly.
 
   “Looking out in the hall isn’t going to hurt anything,” Bobby replied and grinned. “Besides, I’ll keep both of my feet inside the door. So really I’ll still be in the room. Doctor Wyatt just said we couldn’t go out of the room, she didn’t say we couldn’t look out the door.”
 
   “You know what she meant,” Kimmy said.
 
   Bobby grinned and turned back to the door.
 
    
 
   Before Kimmy could do anything to stop him, Bobby opened the door and stuck his head out into the hall.
 
   Kimmy got off her bed and started to run towards Bobby intending to grab his arm and pull him back into the room before he got them both in trouble.
 
   Before she could reach him, Bobby pushed the door closed quickly and turned to face his sister.
 
   His face looked pale and confused.
 
   Kimmy stopped and stared at Bobby.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “There is a big guy standing right outside the door,” Bobby said now whispering, “and he has a gun.”
 
   “A gun!” Kimmy repeated. “It wasn’t George was it?”
 
   “No,” Bobby replied, “but I think it was one of the guys that was in the car with him.”
 
    
 
   Bobby walked slowly back over to his bed and hopped up on the mattress.
 
   “Why would there be a man with a gun outside our room?” Kimmy asked quietly. “They know we’re not going to turn into a zombie.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Bobby replied as he shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe he doesn’t believe the doctor. But I don’t think I want to find out.”
 
    
 
    
 
   George led Jim, Larry and Frank down the sewer line.
 
   Except for George, each of the men carried two wooden replacement manhole covers and an armful of two by fours, along with a hockey stick.
 
   “Why are we bringing all these covers?” Larry asked. “I thought we only needed one?”
 
   “Because we don’t need them down at the pumping station,” Jim replied. “But when we go exploring further down the line, we might find another manhole with a missing cover. This way we won’t have to walk all the way back to the pumping station to get one. Weren’t you listening when the Cap explained all of this?”
 
   “I thought I was,” Larry replied. “I guess my mind was wandering and I missed that part.”
 
    
 
   Frank moved up closer to George.
 
   “Your guys sound like the crew of college boys I had working with me for the summer,” Frank chuckled. “I just thought it was the sewer fumes getting to them.”
 
   “In this case the fumes could only help,” George laughed. “They are good men and they know their jobs. Sewer work though is a little out of their field. But they do have a tendency to talk too much.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that,” George replied, “since they are carrying loaded weapons.”
 
   “But if you see them pull their weapons,” George added, “it would probably be best if you hit the deck. They also have a tendency to get over excited and shoot anything that moves.”
 
   Frank chuckled, “As long as they know I’m on your side.”
 
   “Don’t count on that,” George replied.
 
    
 
   They walked past the manholes for Patterson Way and McKean Way.
 
   As they walked under McKean Way, George ordered them all to stop.
 
   “Grant Street is up ahead next,” George said. “We have to assume that a few more of the dead managed to fall down into the sewer since we were here. Set your loads down here and grab your hockey sticks.”
 
   “I can see the light coming down into the sewer from here,” Frank said. “And I thought it was starting to get noisy down here, even after Larry stopped talking.”
 
   “It will start to get even louder as we get closer,” George replied. “
 
   “Let’s hope that not too many of those zombies managed to get down in the sewer,” Jim added. “When they see you and start groaning. It echoes down the pipe and about drives you crazy.”
 
   “Believe it or not,” Larry said, “you’ll be able to smell them over all this shit down here.”
 
   “I believe that,” Frank replied. “After working down here for as long as I did, I hardly even notice the smell down here anymore.”
 
   “How long did you work down here?” Larry asked.
 
   “Enough talking,” George said. “Keep your ears open and listen. With their dark rotting skin, they are hard to see down here. The first thing you should see is our lights reflecting off of their eyes, but watch for any movement. Some of those bastards don’t have any eyes.”
 
    
 
   The men all put down the covers and planks they were carrying and stood silent for a minute and listened to the sounds coming down the pipe.
 
   “Frank, grab a plank but stay behind us,” George said. “We’ll take care of clearing the passage way. Jim, take up position on my left flank. Larry, take my right flank, just like we did before. Focus your lights down the center of the passage and let’s see if we can see anything. It doesn’t sound like too many more of them got down here but that doesn’t mean shit.”
 
    
 
   The men all shifted their heads so that the lights on their hats shined down the center of the large sewer pipe.
 
   They all started to move again very slowly. A moment later they could see six small white flickering reflections dancing in the distant darkness.
 
   “It looks like there are only three of them this time,” Jim spoke softly.
 
   “Or six zombie pirates,” Larry added. “Harr!”
 
   “Shut the hell up and focus,” George whispered.
 
   George could hear Frank chuckle nervously from behind the group.
 
   They continued down the passage way.
 
   “Let’s just get serious and take care of this so we can get that damn manhole plugged before any more of those things get down here,” George whispered.
 
    
 
   They walked slowly towards the reflections. When they were about thirty feet away, the bodies attached to the eyes slowly began to take shape in the light from the men’s hats.
 
   Soon they could make out the four staggering dark shapes coming up the sewer pipe towards them.
 
   “I can make out four targets,” George said.
 
   “They look creepy as hell down here,” Frank said.
 
   “They don’t look so good up top either,” Larry added.
 
   “Frank,” George said. “Keep an eye out behind us. It should be clear back that way but we can’t take the chance that one of them managed to get into one of the smaller pipes that come into the main passage and are now coming in behind us.”
 
   “OK,” Frank replied, shifting his gaze nervously from the creatures coming towards them to look back down the dark pipe behind them.
 
   “OK,” George instructed, “just like before.”
 
    
 
   Frank held his position, turning his head to look behind them and then back to the approaching creatures.
 
   George led the men as they began to move slowly forward.
 
   The groaning began to echo down the passage as did the sickening crunching sounds of George’s hockey stick splitting the skulls and leg bones of the dead in front of him.
 
   It was all over in a minute, except for the sound of Jim and Larry’s sticks making sure the dead were not going to be getting back up off the ground.
 
   When the men were sure the four zombies would not pose any further threats, George spoke.
 
   “Hold still and listen,” George ordered, “and focus your lights back down the passage.”
 
    
 
   A moment later George called out, “All clear.”
 
   “That wasn’t too difficult,” Frank said.
 
   “Let’s get moving,” George said. “Frank, watch where you step so you don’t end up falling on your ass.”
 
   “Yeah, these things make the bottom of the pipe as slippery as ice,” Larry added. “Before you know it you’re on your back covered in shit.”
 
   “I take it someone fell on their ass before?” Frank chuckled.
 
   “Yep,” George laughed. “I’ll give you three guesses who it was.”
 
    
 
   They picked up the wooden covers and planks and moved the last fifty feet until they were under Grant Street and the open manhole.
 
   “Jim you stand watch up ahead, Larry you cover our asses, I’ll help Frank barricade the manhole,” George ordered.
 
   Larry and Jim took up their positions.
 
   Frank moved up next to George and looked up the manhole.
 
   “Shit,” Frank said as he jumped back from under the opening. “There is another one trying to get down through the hole.”
 
   George edged over and took a quick glance up.
 
   A dark face was looking down into the sewer. The skin on the top of its head had been ripped away leaving blood covered bone showing on the top of its head. The nose had been flattened and half the teeth were gone, but the creature didn’t seem to care as it locked its eyes on George’s face.
 
   The zombie began to wail as its body began to bang into the underside of the car over the opening as it tried frantically to come after George.
 
   Soon the dead around the car began to groan and throw themselves at the car.
 
   George could see the undercarriage of the car rocking back and forth above the zombie’s head.
 
    
 
   “Get what you need to cover this hole,” George said as he grabbed a plank. “I’ll cave in this thing’s head so you can get to work but we better move fast. The others up there know we are here and they are pounding at the car. They only have to move it a few feet and we will have more bodies coming down through that hole than we can deal with.”
 
   “Do you think they can push a parked car that far?” Frank asked.
 
   “I’ve seen them push a damn bus half a city block,” George replied as he started up the ladder.
 
   When he was half way up the ladder, he rammed the end of his plank into the face of the zombie above him.
 
   The zombie’s head was pushed up against the muffler.
 
   George pushed until he heard a loud crunching sound as the plank broke through the grotesque face.
 
   A dark thick liquid began to run down the plank.
 
   George pulled the plank out of the creatures face and quickly backed down the ladder.
 
   Frank moved up the ladder, pulling himself up step by step with his left hand as he held the wooden cover under his right arm.
 
   He pushed the wooden replacement cover over the inside of the hole.
 
   The shaft leading down into the sewer became dark and the sounds from above were muffled as he held the cover against the inside rim of the opening.
 
   The wooden cover began to vibrate in Frank’s hands as the dead began pounding against the top of the cover.
 
    
 
   “Give me a plank,” Frank called out.
 
   George pushed a plank up at him.
 
   Frank grabbed the plank with his right arm as he struggled to keep the cover in place with his other arm.
 
   George watched as Frank slid the plank into the slots at the top of the pipe.
 
   Frank then quickly reached for the power drill in his tool belt and drove a screw through the plank and into the cover.
 
   “Another plank,” Frank called out.
 
   George pushed up another plank and watched as Frank, much easier this time, slid the plank into the other slots.
 
   He then took his drill and put four more screws through each plank, firmly holding the wooden manhole cover in place.
 
   Frank climbed back down next to George, “That should keep them out.”
 
   “I hope so,” George sighed.
 
   “They can’t get enough pressure on the three-foot wide surface to put any serious stress on it,” Frank replied. “But I wouldn’t stand down here and taunt them either if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Roger that,” George replied.
 
    
 
   George studied the barricade at the top of the manhole for a few seconds to make sure that it was going to hold.
 
   “Jim, Larry,” George called out, “Status?”
 
   “All clear,” Jim replied, followed by an all clear from Larry.
 
   “OK, back in formation,” George said, “Before we go back, let’s check out the next few blocks to make sure there aren’t any more of those things down here that could give us problems later.”
 
    
 
   They picked up the remaining wooden covers and planks and started moving down the passage again.
 
   When they reached Johnston Avenue, George stopped, “I think we should be OK. At the rate those things move, they couldn’t have come any further than this. Stack the covers and planks here. We can take them from here later.”
 
   “How far did you go down this way when you went to Cabela’s?” Frank asked.
 
   George turned his head so the light on his hat shined on the two foot opening near the top of the pipe to his right.
 
   “We came this far,” George replied as he pointed to the pipe where water dripped down into the main passage way. “That pipe is how we got into Cabela’s.”
 
   Frank walked over and examined the opening.
 
   “No wonder you guys were covered in shit when you came back,” Frank smiled. “How far did you have to crawl until you found Cabela’s?”
 
   “Ten miles,” Larry replied.
 
   “About a hundred feet,” George said. “It only felt like ten miles.”
 
   “How did you get into Cabela’s?” Frank asked again. “I wouldn’t think the opening where they tapped into the line would have been large enough for you to get through.”
 
   “The pipe ended at the bottom of a toilet,” George laughed. “I accidently knocked off the top of the pipe where a plumber had opened the line. He had the floor dug up in the bathroom in the back of the store. I think he had been trying to clear out the line when the power went off. If that wouldn’t have happened, we would have never made it into Cabela’s.”
 
   “I don’t think we will be that lucky again,” Frank said.
 
   “I don’t think so either,” George replied. “Hopefully we can come up through a manhole somewhere that isn’t swarming with zombies. There has to be somewhere in town we can get out.”
 
    
 
   Frank thought for a minute.
 
   “The main sewer line bends to the left about a hundred feet ahead,” Frank said. “If you follow the line down to Union Avenue, I believe there is an exit that comes up in the plaza at the Troy Hill shopping center. We should be able to get out there.”
 
   “What’s at the shopping center?” George asked.
 
   “McDonalds, Hallmark, Target, JoAnn’s Fabrics, a few restaurants, A Shop and Save, Burlington and Trader Joe’s,” Frank replied. “We should be able to find a few useful things there but mainly we might be able to make our way out to some of the places on the edge of town.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds good,” George smiled. “I wasn’t looking forward to coming up in the bottom of another toilet again.”
 
   “Now you know the last thing a goldfish sees before it dies,” Frank chuckled.
 
    
 
   George smiled and tuned to face Jim and Larry, “OK men, let’s go home. I think we’ve spent enough time down here for one day.”
 
   “I still need a shower,” Larry added.
 
   “Yes you do,” George laughed.
 
    
 
    
 
   John walked into the lab to check on Diane.
 
   “Hi Dad,” Diane said when she saw John walk into the room. “What’s happening on your end today?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” John replied, “something has the zombies all worked up out on the street outside the hospital. It looks like more of those things are coming into town from somewhere.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound good,” Diane said. “Do you think they are going to cause any problems for us?”
“The fact that the number of zombies around the hospital are growing at an alarming rate has me worried,” John replied. “Just the sheer numbers are disturbing.”
 
   “Any idea why they are all here?” Diane asked.
 
   “No idea,” John answered, “but I have people watching them so we can determine what this is going to mean for us here in the hospital.”
 
   “Have they shown any interest in the hospital?” Diane asked. 
 
   “Not yet,” John replied, “but if they do, with the number of them out on the streets now, I don’t think we could keep them out. At best we could slow them down.”
 
   “If they get in, what do you think?” Diane asked. “We could move up to one of the upper floors.”
 
   “That would be one option,” John replied. “But we could end up being trapped. The cafeteria only has enough food to last a few more weeks. The other option would be to go out through the sewers. George and Frank are down there now plugging the open manhole on Grant Street. As long as we could all get down into the sewers, we should be able to get out of the hospital. I don’t like the idea of being on the run out in all of this, but it could be better than being trapped in here.”
 
   “Hopefully we won’t have to make that choice,” Diane said.
 
   “I have Pete and Mildred packing a dozen of the backpacks George brought back from Cabela’s with food from our supply room. If we have to leave the hospital we should have enough supplies to hold us for a week until we can get situated somewhere else,” John smiled. “Better to be prepared, just in case.”
 
    
 
   Diane smiled and gave her dad a hug, “I wouldn’t have expected anything less from you.”
 
   John hugged Diane back then held her out at arm’s length.
 
   “Enough about what’s on my mind. Did you make any more progress finding out why our two young guests are immune to zombies?”
 
   “Well the first thing I’ve determined is that I don’t believe the kids are actually immune,” Diane replied.
 
   John looked at her curiously.
 
   “I feel they don’t become infected because the virus in the infected zombie blood isn’t attacking their healthy blood cells. Without power and with what equipment I have to work with, I can’t do the kind of analysis I need to positively confirm my theory. But with what I have done, it certainly points to that scenario,” Diane replied.
 
   “Layman’s terms,” John smiled.
 
   Diane smiled back, “The infected cells or virus is programmed to attack living tissue. The virus isn’t attacking the kid’s cells. I believe the virus doesn’t identify the kid’s blood cells as being normal living tissue.”
 
    
 
   John scratched his head, “You mean the virus thinks the kids are zombies already?”
 
   “Sort of,” Diane replied.
 
   “I guess that makes sense in a way,” John grinned. “We’ve never seen a zombie attack another zombie. In fact, zombies look like they try to avoid contact with other zombies. But didn’t the zombies attack and bite those two kids?”
 
   “They did,” Diane answered. “Zombies see the kids as living things, but the virus that the zombies carry apparently doesn’t identify their blood as living tissue.”
 
   “How could that be?” John asked.
 
   “If I had a year to do detailed research I might be able to answer that question,” Diane smiled. “But I don’t believe we will have the time or the equipment any time soon to do that kind of work. But I have been able to determine that the kids both have AB negative blood. This blood type is only found in six tenths of one percent of the human population. It is very rare. I have also been able to determine that AB negative blood has more in common with the virus than any of the other blood types. It is my opinion that these areas that AB negative has in common with the virus that the other blood types do not have, is enough to confuse the virus so that it doesn’t attack.”
 
   “So what does this all mean?” John asked. “Are you close to finding a vaccine or a cure?”
 
   Diane laughed, “Not even close, but let me show you what I was able to do.”
 
    
 
   Diane walked over to the table where two microscopes had been set up.
 
   “Look in the first microscope,” she instructed.
 
   John looked into the lens, “OK, it’s another black blob. What am I looking at?”
 
   “That’s a sample of my healthy blood. I added a drop of the virus or infected blood,” Diane replied. “It took ten minutes for the infection to destroy all of my healthy cells.
 
   “You showed me one like this before,” John said.
 
   “Now look under the second microscope,” Diane instructed.
 
    
 
   John walked over, bent down and looked into the second microscope.
 
   “This one is a bright red blob,” he said. “There are a few little dark spots but overall is mostly bright red. What’s under this one?”
 
   “Under that microscope is another sample of my healthy blood cells. But before I introduced the virus, I mixed in a few drops of Kimmy’s blood,” Diane replied.
 
   “So the virus isn’t attacking your blood when it’s mixed with the girl’s blood,” John stated.
 
   “That’s correct,” Diane replied.
 
   “How long ago did you make this sample?” John asked.
 
   “Two hours ago,” Diane smiled.
 
   “So you are saying that if you would inject someone with the girl’s blood, they would also be immune?” John asked.
 
   “Theoretically,” Diane smiled, “they would be temporally immune.”
 
   “Isn’t there a problem giving someone a different type of blood?” John asked. “I heard that could kill someone, make them have a stroke or a heart attack.”
 
   “AB negative is considered the universal donor blood,” Diane replied. “You can give it to anyone without any complications.”
 
   John smiled, “This sounds like a cure to me.”
 
   “So far it is only a theory,” Diane replied, “and it would only be temporary. I might be able to save someone who just got bit, if I was able to treat them in time. But it wouldn’t make them immune.”
 
   “Why not?” John asked.
 
   “Remember that the body replaces all the blood in the human body every few weeks,” Diane replied. “The old blood is filtered out and replaced with new healthy cells.”
 
   “I see,” John said. “The immune blood would be replaced with the persons own blood and that blood would be attacked by the virus.”
 
   Diane nodded, “If I did a blood marrow transplant, the recipient would then begin to produce their own immune cells. That could work, but since we only have two young kids as donors, it wouldn’t be practical to do on a large scale.”
 
    
 
   “But you feel you would be able to successfully treat someone who was bitten?” John asked.
 
   “It may be possible,” Diane replied, “but as of now I don’t know how much blood from the kids I would have to inject into the victim to save them. Also viruses have a way of mutating over time. In another month, the kids could be as vulnerable to the virus as we are. This potential way to defeat the virus may no longer be effective.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re smarter than your old man,” John said. “You must have inherited your brains from your mother.”
 
   “I think I got my brains from you, Dad,” Diane smiled. “Don’t sell yourself short. I’m just using mine in a different way than you use yours. Your thought process amazes me at times. It was after I talked to you upstairs that I got the idea of what to look for.”
 
   “Do you think it would be possible to make a vaccine?” John asked.
 
   “Someday,” Diane replied. “But probably not anytime soon with the conditions I have to work under. But I do know we have to keep those kids with us. Without the kids, the chances of us finding a way to defeat this virus will be next to none. You can’t let George, I guess the nice way of saying it is, you can’t let George dispose of them. They are too important. The danger they could pose for us is far outweighed by the possible benefits.”
 
   “I agree,” John replied. “I’ll talk to George.”
 
   “But will he listen?” Diane asked.
 
   John smiled.
 
   “Sorry Dad,” Diane grinned. “I forgot for a moment who I was talking to.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
    
 
   John opened his eyes, sat up slowly and swung his feet off the side of the bed.
 
   He sat quietly and rubbed his head.
 
   Patrick was yelling something out in the hall and John could hear what sounded like a lot of activity outside of his door, but he couldn’t make out any of the words. It just sounded like a lot of people talking at once.
 
    
 
   This had been the third time tonight he had been awakened during the night by Patrick or someone with updates on the zombie activity out in front of the hospital.
 
   The number of zombies in front of the hospital and on the streets had continued to grow during the night.
 
   John wasn’t overly concerned, yet. 
 
   The first time Patrick had come into his room, it was to tell him that the zombies had started to pound against the glass windows and doors outside the lobby.
 
    
 
   An hour later, Patrick was back to inform John that the glass was starting to crack.
 
   It was at this point John knew what he had feared, was probably going to happen. The dead had decided they wanted into the hospital and once they started, they would eventually get inside.
 
   John had anticipated this possibility when they first secured the hospital.
 
   They set up areas to live and work on the upper floors and in the basement. They stayed away from the first floor. The hospital was obviously more than large enough for their purposes without using the first and main floor.
 
   If the zombies broke inside, John and his people would not have to flee from the main floor.
 
   The main floor was intended to be their buffer zone between them and the zombies.
 
   The stairwell door would be harder to break through and that would give them time to decide what to do if the main floor was breached.
 
   That is if they wanted to do anything at all.
 
   If the door to the stairwell held, then nothing would really change for John’s group. They would still be able to safely move from the upper floors to the basement and back.
 
   Besides, if the dead did somehow manage to get into the stairwell from the first floor, there were still the steps and the fire doors that blocked off entry to each of the other floors.
 
   Worst case, they would still have a few barriers to protect them from the dead.
 
   The problem then would be, if the dead broke into the stairwell, where would you want to be?
 
   In the upper floors where the cafeteria was located, you would have enough food for a few weeks, but you could end up being trapped with nowhere to run.
 
   Of course maybe the zombies would leave the hospital before the food ran out and they would be able to regroup, re-secure the hospital and go one from there.
 
    
 
   On the other hand, if the group was in the basement, they could escape through the sewers.
 
   They could get away from the hospital but the problem then was, where would they go?
 
   But the key benefit was that they wouldn’t be trapped and would have a way to escape the zombies. They would have the opportunity to go somewhere else.
 
    
 
   John had been thinking over these options all during the night. But the thought that kept bothering him was why were there so many zombies coming into town?
 
   There was something going on that he didn’t know about that was causing this sudden influx of the dead into Kittanning. 
 
   Without knowing the answer to this nagging question, either choice he would make, to stay at the hospital or try to make a run for it if the zombies swarmed the hospital, could be a wrong decision. 
 
   John always believed that the answer to any problem was usually simple if you knew about all the factors that contributed to the problem. When you fully understood the problem, the answer was usually easy to see.
 
   The problem facing John was that without knowing what was causing all the recent zombie movement, it was impossible to fully understand their situation.
 
   As much as he racked his brain and watched the movements of the dead, all he knew was that there was something going on out in the city. He saw all the symptoms and clues, but the reason or cause of all the activity eluded him.
 
   He could guess, but if he was wrong, it could make things worse than doing nothing at all.
 
   Hopefully he could figure things out before he had to make a decision about what to do in the event the zombies broke into the hospital.
 
   Hopefully, with all the buffer zones they had in place, he would never have to make that decision.
 
    
 
   A loud crash sounded outside of his door.
 
   John stood up and pulled on his pants.
 
   He glanced across the room at the sheet hanging over the window in his room.
 
   There wasn’t any light coming in around the sides of the sheet and the sheet itself was dark.
 
   It still had to be late night or early morning.
 
   With the number of times he had been awakened and how difficult it was to sleep, it was turning out to be a long night. He had no idea what time it was now.
 
    
 
   John shuffled over to his door.
 
   First things first, he needed to find out what the hell all the commotion was about in the middle of the night.
 
   Most in his rag tag group were good people that accepted the reality of their situation and did what they had to do to survive.
 
   However, a few members of his group were a little too nervous and tended to panic over the least little thing.
 
   “They were probably used to five star hotels and being pampered,” John smiled to himself. “Some people are going to have a harder time adjusting to today’s world than others.”
 
   John had been in the Navy. 
 
   He wasn’t pampered, he didn’t bitch about things, he learned to improvise and just make the best he could out of any situation thrown at him.
 
   John slept on the basement level of the hospital on a cot.
 
   He didn’t need a fancy hospital bed or a big room.
 
   Besides he wanted to be close to Diane, who had a room set up near the lab, but he also felt more comfortable knowing he had an escape route if the worst were to happen. He guessed that was his military training that kept him thinking one step ahead. An exit route was always part of any military planning.
 
   He also enjoyed the quiet of the basement. The groaning sounds of the dead seldom reached the basement.
 
   The smell was another thing. The smell of the dead seemed to reach every part of the hospital. There was no escaping the smell. So he settled for the quiet.
 
    
 
   John opened the door and stepped out in the hallway.
 
   He hadn’t taken more than a few steps when everything happening around him began to sink in.
 
   Diane had a zombie pinned against the wall with a gurney.
 
   Her flashlight was on the gurney in front of her, causing eerie shadows to dance around the dark hallway.
 
   Frank had an IV stand and was trying to reach across the gurney to hit the creature over the head.
 
   The zombie was frantically clawing at the gurney, trying to get at Diane.
 
   Frank kept missing the moving zombie, landing empty blows on the mattress as Diane struggled to keep the creature pinned against the wall.
 
    
 
   Patrick was putting all of his weight against the door to the stairwell, trying to keep the door shut. He held a flashlight in his mouth, so he would have the use of both of his hands.
 
   Grasping pale gray hands reached around the door trying to grab Patrick. Numerous arms between the door and the frame kept the door from being closed.
 
   Hands, fingers and unidentifiable body parts were lying on the floor at Patrick’s feet.
 
   Dark red black thick liquid was running down the edge of the door and was starting to spread across the floor in front of Patrick.
 
   Bloody streak marks were forming as Patrick struggled to keep his footing on the slippery surface so he could keep the creatures from getting through the door.
 
   The man George had stationed outside the kid’s room had just run out into the hallway and rushed over to help Patrick keep the door closed. He was shining his light on the hands that were reaching into the room.
 
    
 
   “Frank, what the hell happened?” John shouted as he quickly assessed the situation.
 
   Frank managed to land a blow, breaking the zombie’s arm.
 
   He turned and looked at John. “They broke into the lobby,” Frank gasped. “Thousands of them came swarming into the hospital. I couldn’t believe how many of them there were.”
 
   “How did they get into the stairwell?” John asked as he rushed over and took the IV stand from Frank and rammed it into the chest of the zombie.
 
   This slowed down the creature and John then rammed the end of the IV stand through its right eye.
 
   The creature slumped down on top of the gurney and now lay motionless. Blood oozed from the creatures mangled skull and began to spread across the top of the gurney.
 
   “I don’t know John,” Frank replied. “Either Pete didn’t get the door latched properly or there were just too many of the dead pushing against the door. No sooner had the mob hit the door, the door gave way. Pete ran upstairs to get help to keep the dead out, but it didn’t help. The last I saw, Pete, his wife, the three boys that came in with him and about another half dozen people were dead. The few remaining from our group ran up the steps. Patrick and I came down here to warn you, but we didn’t quite make it.
 
   Those things were falling all around us in the stairwell.”
 
    
 
   “Help me wedge this gurney between the door and the wall,” John said. He pulled the gurney away from the wall. The dead creature fell to the floor giving off a sickening wet thump as its head struck the floor.
 
   As they moved the gurney, John said, “Hopefully those that made it up the stairway should be OK.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Frank replied. “There were so many of the dead rushing into the stairwell, they looked like a swarm of ants. They were crawling over each other, I’ve never seen them do that before, and I couldn’t believe how fast they were getting up the steps. I took one last look before coming down here. Those things were already up the stairwell as far as I could see.”
 
   “How many came down this way?” John asked.
 
   Frank gave a fake laugh, “I can’t count that high. It looked like a dam bursting. This gurney and that door aren’t going to keep them out longer than another few minutes.”
 
    
 
   John looked at Diane, “Who else is down here?”
 
   “The two kids in the exam room and of course George and two of his men who are staying in the utility room,” Diane replied as she nervously watched the door shake and begin to be pushed open. Even with the two men pushing against it, the door had moved inward another inch.
 
   More dark gray hands thrust in through the widening crack between the door and the frame.
 
   “Go get the kids,” John said. “Keep pressure against that door. When Diane gets back, we are going to the utility room. Frank, go wake up George and tell him to prepare for company.”
 
   Frank nodded and ran towards the utility room.
 
    
 
   Diane ran into the exam room.
 
   She shined her flashlight into the room and began to look for the kids.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby were cowering together on Kimmy’s bed.
 
   “Who’s there?” Kimmy stammered nervously.
 
   “It’s Doctor Wyatt,” Diane replied.
 
   “Thank God,” Kimmy replied. “What’s going on out there?”
 
   “We heard all the noise but we were afraid to look out the door,” Bobby added.
 
   “We have to leave,” Diane said urgently. “Get dressed.”
 
   “We are already dressed,” Kimmy answered.
 
   “Make sure you have shoes on and grab a blanket,” Diane said. “I have to get something from the lab. When I get back we are going down to the utility room.
 
   “What is going on?” Kimmy asked again.
 
    
 
   Diane didn’t answer, she turned, quickly left the room and ran down the hallway to her lab.
 
   She grabbed a piece of paper and scribbled down a few sentences. Then she picked up the four vials she had prepared earlier and two syringes. She put everything in a small pouch, turned and ran back out into the hallway.
 
   Breathing heavily from fear and exertion, Diane worked her way back towards the exam room.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby were waiting at the door and had it pushed open a few inches, watching for Diane to come back to get them. They ran out into the hall as Diane approached.
 
   “Follow me,” Diane said as she rushed by.
 
    
 
   As Diane and the kids came around the corner, John spotted them and turned back to Patrick.
 
   “OK, let the gurney go and run for the utility room,” John shouted as he ran towards Diane.
 
   They all heard the gurney being overturned and crash to the floor as they dead poured in through the door.
 
   The sound of the dead groaning echoed down the hallway behind John and the group as they ran.
 
    
 
   The door to the utility room was only fifty feet down the hallway after they rounded the corner where the hall connected with another passage that went towards the north end of the hospital.
 
   Frank was waiting by the door and pulled it open as John approached.
 
   He slammed the door shut as Patrick, the last member of the group ran into the utility room.
 
    
 
   “What the hell happened?” George asked.
 
   John turned to see George and his two men standing behind him with their guns in hand.
 
   The room was glowing in the soft light given off by the lantern sitting in the far corner of the room.
 
   “Our defenses were overwhelmed,” John replied.
 
   “Probably with a little help from Pete,” Frank added sarcastically.
 
   “Pete,” John repeated, “That asshole that came in with me? I told you not to trust that guy. He has the commonsense of a three-year old.”
 
   “We don’t know for sure that it was his fault,” John replied.
 
   “I saw your perimeter,” George said. “Only Pete could screw that up this fast.”
 
   “We can’t debate that now,” John said. “We have to get down in the sewer before the dead get in here too.”
 
    
 
   John had no sooner spoken than the door to the utility room began to shake from the dozens of hands that began to pound on the other side of the door.
 
   The dead had reached the utility room and knew what they wanted was just on the other side of the door.
 
   “What’s your plan?” George asked.
 
   “For now, we get down to the pumping station at the end of the sewer,” John answered, “the place where we came in off the river. When it gets light outside, we can assess our situation and decide what to do from there. The door to this room is solid, but after what has happened so far tonight, I think it’s better if we go below and regroup.”
 
    
 
   George nodded.
 
   “Larry, pull the manhole cover, take the lantern and go to the bottom of the ladder. Jim, you bring up the rear and cover the hole when everyone is down. Everyone else line up and be ready to move,” George ordered.
 
   Larry and Jim moved to carry out George’s instructions.
 
    
 
   As the group began to line up near the manhole, George looked at Kimmy and Bobby.
 
   Then he looked at John, “What are they doing here?”
 
   “They’re coming with us,” John replied. “Diane has uncovered a few things I would like to talk to you about. We need to bring them with us.”
 
   Diane moved between the Kids and George, “I’ll take care of the kids.”
 
   George looked annoyed, “Just keep them away from the others. John I don’t think this is a good idea. We appear to have enough problems without those two.”
 
   “They will be fine,” John replied. “Diane feels we need the kids and I agree with her. Besides, Diane tells me that their system is now almost entirely clear of any signs of the virus.”
 
   “If you say so,” George said, then he turned and went down into the sewer.
 
    
 
   “I thought you were going to explain things to George?” Diane said as she moved next to John. “And I never told you that the kid’s system was clear of any signs of the virus?”
 
   “I haven’t had time yet,” John replied. “I’ll talk to him later tonight. About the virus part, I decided to take a little creative liberty with the information you told me. George doesn’t know what the hell I’m talking about anyhow. Shit I don’t know what I’m talking about, but that has never stopped me before. All he needs to understand is that I believe the kids aren’t a threat and he’ll fall in line.”
 
   Diane looked doubtful.
 
    
 
   Diane felt a tug on her sleeve.
 
   She turned to see Kimmy looking at her.
 
   “I don’t think George likes us,” Bobby said.
 
   “We know what he does to people he doesn’t like,” Kimmy added then she whispered to Diane, “Does that guy like us or is he like George?”
 
   Diane smiled and looked at John, “Dad, I don’t think you’ve been officially introduced to Kimmy and Bobby.”
 
   “That’s your dad?” Kimmy asked sounding surprised.
 
   “I thought you were too old to……I mean I never knew a doctor that had a dad before.”
 
   Bobby looked at John and held out his hand, “I’m Bobby.”
 
   “I’m not a doctor but I sort of had that part figured out,” John replied as he looked first at Bobby then at Kimmy, “It’s nice to finally meet you but we need to move.”
 
    
 
   When the last person had climbed down into the sewer, Jim began to toss the backpacks loaded with supplies down to the men below.
 
   George, Larry, John, Frank, Joe (the fourth member of George’s group), Jim and Patrick each carried two packs over their shoulders.
 
    
 
   When the group neared the ladder for the pumping station building, George ordered Larry to turn the lantern down to its lowest setting.
 
   The exit to the pumping station was close to the end of the pipe that drained out into the river.
 
   George didn’t want the light to shine out on the river and give away their position.
 
   George took the lantern from Larry and handed it to Jim.
 
   With Larry’s reputation as a klutz, George didn’t want Larry to fall in the dark and smash the group’s only lantern.
 
   Jim then climbed the ladder, pushed open the manhole cover and went into the pumping station building.
 
   A moment later, Jim signaled that all was clear.
 
    
 
   When they were all in the station, Jim covered the manhole.
 
   Everyone removed their soggy shoes and socks and found a comfortable place to try to get some rest until morning.
 
   Kimmy gave her blanket to Diane and then crawled under the blanket with Bobby.
 
   Diane was surprised. Not by the fact that Kimmy gave Diane her blanket but that Kimmy had decided to crawl under the blanket with her brother.
 
   Ever since Diane had seen those two, they had done nothing but fight like cats and dogs.
 
    
 
   Diane shared her blanket with her dad.
 
   She leaned against her dad and closed her eyes.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby closed one eye but kept their other eye on George. It was hard to relax around someone that liked to shoot people.
 
    
 
   The group of ten, if they were lucky would now have little to do until morning but try to rest.
 
   It was difficult to rest when your world had been turned upside down for the second time in a week.
 
   They were safe for now, they hoped, not knowing what tomorrow would bring.
 
   All they knew was that the best they could hope for tomorrow was that they would be crawling around in a cold, wet smelly sewer. That wasn’t much to look forward to and it didn’t instill them with confidence.
 
    
 
   Most of them just closed their eyes and listened.
 
   Larry and Frank began to snore.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Diane woke up and noticed the light creeping into the damp concrete room from around the bottom of the door.
 
   The lantern was still burning, giving off a low soft glow.
 
   She realized that she was now alone under the blanket.
 
   Her dad and George were sitting across the room talking.
 
   They were talking in a low voice and she couldn’t make out what they were saying.
 
   She watched their body language to determine if that would give her any clues as to whether or not they were arguing about something.
 
   But by their body language, it appeared they were having a calm discussion. This made her begin to relax.
 
   She had never known her dad to raise his voice or get worked up about anything. He never had to because he always seemed to be in control.
 
   She just remained still and watched the two men talk.
 
    
 
   “Frank was telling me that the main sewer line turns left about a hundred feet past where we went into Cabela’s,” George said. “After the line turns, a few blocks up there is an exit that will bring us up in the plaza at the Troy Hill shopping center. I would suggest we go take a look and see if we can get out there. He said there are a number of stores there and he doesn’t feel we should run into much resistance at that location. We should be able to pick up supplies and maybe find a place to hold up.”
 
   “Did you see anything else at Cabela’s that we might want to pick up?” John asked, “Stoves, sleeping bags, a change of clothes, maybe more weapons?”
 
   “There are a number of things there I think we could use, but I suggest we check out Troy Hill first,” George replied. “Getting in and out of Cabela’s is a royal pain in the ass. If we can’t get out at Troy Hill or we can’t find what we need anywhere else, we can go into Cabela’s again. I honestly don’t think we can get everyone through that two-foot pipe that we would have to crawl in. Frank definitely won’t fit, Joe I’m not sure about,” George smiled, “hell it was all Jim and I could do to get Larry through that damn pipe.”
 
    
 
   John chuckled, “Thanks for not including me in with that group, but you and I both know if Frank’s ass won’t fit in that pipe, neither will mine. Age and too many years sitting on my ass behind a desk have had the expected results.”
 
   “That thought never crossed my mind,” George smiled. “Besides I know if you put your mind to it, you could crawl through a pipe half that size. I’ve never seen anything that could stop you when you set your mind to do it.”
 
    
 
   John smiled and thought for a second.
 
   “I’m glad you have such a high opinion of me.”
 
   “Well deserved, sir,” John replied.
 
   “Good, because while we are discussing how you respect my opinions, I want you to drop any thoughts about leaving those two kids behind,” John said as he looked at George. “You have expressed your opinion which I have duly noted. But it is my conviction that those two are of no danger to us. If anything they could be a major benefit to us.”
 
   George looked uncertain.
 
   “You and I don’t know shit about what happened,” John said. “We are both soldiers and damn good ones at that. I have the utmost confidence in your opinion and your abilities. But honestly, this thing that has happened is far and beyond our ability to understand it. I won’t lie to you, those kids could still pose a threat, but it is a very minute threat. Diane has made progress analyzing and understanding this virus and tells me having them around far outweighs any potential danger. Hell there is so much shit going on around us, the potential danger they might pose, and I stress might pose for us, when you add it to everything else, they don’t even come close to being our main problem.”
 
   George just studied John as he spoke.
 
   “As you know a good commander learns to value the opinions of those around him that he believes know what the hell they are talking about,” John said. “I trust Diane and believe she knows what she is doing. I know we no longer have any kind of command structure, but I would hope for old time’s sake that you would still value my opinion enough to consider those two kids as more of an asset than as a liability. That is until events would dictate otherwise.”
 
   “Sorry if the way I expressed my opinion made you feel I was being disrespectful,” George replied. “As always, your word is solid. However, I hope you will forgive me if I am still apprehensive about those two.”
 
   “I would expect nothing less,” John said. “A good soldier follows orders but he doesn’t stop thinking and using his head. I have been known to be wrong from time to time.”
 
   “This is your show sir,” George smiled, “I will do my best to abide by your decisions.”
 
    
 
   “I know you will,” John smiled. “Now let’s get back to more pressing matters. How about you and I take a look outside to see what’s out there?”
 
   “Should we use the door or go down and look out through the grate?” George asked.
 
   “I think we need to do both,” John replied. “We’ll get the best view from the door, but we need to check the screen too, to make sure it is still secure.”
 
    
 
   George nodded, then he stood and walked over to where Jim and Larry were sleeping.
 
   He bent down and shook Jim’s shoulder.
 
   Jim opened his eyes, “What’s up Cap?”
 
   “Get Larry up, John and I are going out on the dock for some recon and I need you men to guard the door and cover our ass,” George said.
 
   “Will do,” Jim said and rolled over and got to his feet.
 
   He woke up Larry and Joe and the three men staggered over to the door to wait for George and John.
 
    
 
   Diane smiled up at her Dad was he walked by her.
 
   “George and I are going to see if we can get out on the dock to assess our situation,” John said softly. “Just keep alert.”
 
   Diane nodded.
 
   John walked over and woke up Frank and Patrick.
 
   “Get ready in case we need you to help close the door after we open it,” John said. 
 
   “Are we going out over the docks?” Patrick asked.
 
   “No, George and I just want to take a look,” John replied. “We want to see what things look like on this side of the hospital. We plan on going down the line to see if we can get out at Troy Hill after we are done here.”
 
   “Good,” Frank replied, “I told George about Troy Hill yesterday. The manhole there comes up in the plaza at the shopping center. There shouldn’t be much activity in there. When the dead first started to invade town, most people ran back home to their families. Hopefully there won’t be much going on inside the center.”
 
   “I hope you’re right Frank,” John replied. “We don’t have enough people to fight our way through very many of those creatures. I want you and Patrick to go over to the door in case we need the extra muscle to get the door closed again if the docks are occupied.”
 
    
 
   John moved over to the door next to George.
 
   Jim, Larry and Joe stood to the right of the door and Frank and Patrick stood ready to the left of the door.
 
   George unlocked the door, looked at John and then slowly pushed the door open an inch.
 
   George looked out through the crack, “The dock looks clear.”
 
   John moved over closer to George and looked outside.
 
   He pushed the door open a few more inches so he could see more of the surroundings.
 
   John stopped pushing on the door when he was able to see past the end of the dock and see up on the bridge.
 
   “The dead are still pouring over the bridge,” John said.
 
   “Do you have any idea why they are coming into town?” George asked. “We’ve been here for a few days and they still can’t be trying to follow us could they?”
 
   “I doubt it,” John replied, “This influx just started. It has to be something else but I just don’t what it is yet.”
 
   John stuck his head out the door just far enough to get a quick glimpse of the side streets that dead ended at the entrance to the rear and side parking lots.
 
   He quickly pulled the door closed and locked it.
 
   “The side streets and parking lots are packed with those rotting bastards,” John said. “I haven’t seen that many back here since this all started. Let’s go down to the end of the pipe. How about sending two men down to set up a secure perimeter?”
 
   George nodded.
 
   “Larry, Jim, go down and secure the passage facing the town side,” George ordered.
 
    
 
   Larry and Jim put on their hats and switched on the lights.
 
   “No lights,” George said. “There should be enough light coming in from the end of the pipe. Keep a low profile.”
 
   The men switched off their lights.
 
   Jim pulled up the manhole cover and laid it to the side.
 
   Larry went down first, closely followed by Jim.
 
   When George heard two taps against the side of the metal pipe, he nodded to John.
 
   George went down through the hole next.
 
    
 
   When John and George were at the bottom of the ladder, they could see Jim and Larry hunched down on each side of the passage, facing into the sewer line.
 
   George and John slowly waded down the center of the pipe towards the metal screen covered end of the pipe.
 
   The smell and the brightness of the light increased as they approached the end of the line.
 
   “I think I have an idea what has the zombies all riled up,” John said as he looked at the screen in front of them where it was attached to the end of the pipe.
 
   The bottom half of the screen had been cut away and was now lying on the bottom of the pipe near where it entered into the river.
 
   George walked up to the screen and examined the jagged ends where the screen had been cut.
 
   “It looks like someone cut the screen with a hacksaw,” George said.
 
   “Did you check out the screen when you were on your way up to Cabela’s?” John asked.
 
   “No,” George replied, “we haven’t come down to this point since the day we came to the hospital.”
 
   “I think I know how they got here,” John added as he pointed to the end of the pipe.
 
   George looked out and saw at least three canoes tied to the dock post next to where the line drained into the river.
 
   “They must have come in while you were in Cabela’s,” John said. “I guess we weren’t the only ones that thought the sewers would be a good way to get around through town.”
 
   “They must have passed by where we went into that damn two-foot pipe while we were in the store,” George added. “We must have just missed each other. We didn’t hear a damn thing. I wonder where the hell they went?”
 
   “The way the dead are worked up, they must have tried to get out of the sewers somewhere and ran into a shit storm,” John replied.
 
   “The way the dead have massed around the hospital, they must have tried to get out close by,” George said. “Otherwise the dead would have been going away from the hospital.”
 
   “They could have done that as a diversion,” John replied. “Draw all the zombies to the area around the hospital so that they could get out further down the line.”
 
   “That could work to our advantage,” George said.
 
   “Their diversion, if that is what it was, hasn’t done us any favors to this point,” John replied. “We’ll have to be careful when we move down the line. They could still be in the line somewhere.”
 
   “A diversion could indicate that they intended to just pass through town,” George said. “This could also indicate a reasonably intelligent group that came through here. We could use a few more people in our group with these kind of skills.”
 
    
 
   John was quiet for a moment.
 
   “They could also be a problem,” John replied. “Civilization broke down in only two days after the zombie attacks started. I’m sure you saw it, people doing anything to survive, ignoring others in trouble just so they could save their own skins. It was becoming a free for all. It was every man for himself out there. I saw adults throwing kids to the zombies just so they could have a chance to escape. Instead of trying to help others, people just shut their doors and let the zombies take those that were trapped out on the streets.”
 
   “I see your point,” George said. “But this,” George pointed to the canoes and the cut away screen, “indicates people that were working together.”
 
   “Billy the Kid and his gang worked together like a well-oiled machine when they robbed banks,” John replied. “I’m just saying, if we run into anyone else down here, we need to consider them hostile until we have reason to believe otherwise.”
 
   “Agreed,” George replied. “I guess we can’t be too careful after everything that has happened. After all, we are fighting for our lives.”
 
    
 
   John nodded, “Let’s get the others and get over to Troy Hill before the dead find their way in here.”
 
   “I’ll have Jim fasten the bottom half of the screen back in place,” George said. “It won’t keep anyone out for long but at a glance it should discourage anyone from attempting to get through it.”
 
   “Unless they have a hacksaw,” John replied. “But you’re right, at least it will look secure. Do it.”
 
    
 
   While Jim was working on the screen, George climbed back up into the room.
 
   He motioned for the others to follow him back down into the sewer then disappeared out of sight.
 
    
 
   Kimmy looked at Diane, “Where are we going now?”
 
   “Are we going back across the river?” Bobby asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Diane replied. “I guess we will find out when we get below. Just stay close to me.”
 
   Diane went down first. Kimmy and Bobby came down next, staying close to Diane.  Patrick followed and Frank was the last one down, pulling the manhole cover back in place.
 
    
 
   When everyone was down in the sewer pipe, George spoke, “Listen up. We are going to follow the sewer line through town. Our objective is to exit the line at the Troy Hill shopping center.”
 
   “We also need for everyone to be quiet,” John added. “We have found evidence that there may be other people down in the sewers with us. We don’t know if they are friendly or not. Until we know, I need everyone to stay quiet and stay together.”
 
   “My men and I will take the point,” George said. “John will follow us. Diane, you and the two kids will follow next. Frank and Patrick will bring up the rear. It isn’t likely that anyone will come in behind us, but I need you to consider that a possibility and stay alert.”
 
   Try not to slosh around too much in the water,” John added. “That sound will carry a long way down here.”
 
    
 
   George turned on the light on his hat.
 
   Jim, Larry and Joe turned their lights on when they saw George turn on his light.
 
   “The first sign of any activity in front of us,” George said, “Turn off you lights, move as close to the side of the pipe as you can and get down.”
 
    
 
   Everyone took their positions and began to move slowly and quietly down the passage, following Larry who had the point.
 
    
 
   When they reached Grant Street, George turned back to face the group.
 
   Diane and the others held their hands up to shade their eyes from the light coming from George’s hat.
 
   It wasn’t a bright light, but in the total darkness of the passage, it felt like they had just come out of a tunnel into the blinding sun light.
 
   The light was painful to look at.
 
   “Watch where you walk up ahead,” George said. “There are about fifteen bodies lying in the middle of the pipe from our trip down to Cabela’s the other day.”
 
   Bobby looked out from behind Diane.
 
   “Did you shoot someone?” Bobby asked.
 
   Kimmy elbowed Bobby in the side and motioned for him to be quiet.
 
   “No,” George replied, “Someone had taken the cover off of the manhole at Grant Street and some zombies came down into the sewer. We hit them over the head with hockey sticks. We pushed them off to the side of the pipe as much as we could.”
 
   “Are you sure they are all dead?” Patrick asked.
 
   “Since they were dead before we clubbed them,” George replied sounding sarcastic, “I’m sure they are all dead.”
 
   “I know that much,” Patrick chuckled, “I just didn’t want one of those things to bite me in the ankle.”
 
   “Just watch where you step,” John added, “and don’t stick your foot in their mouth. That would be as bad as if they bit you. Right Diane?”
 
   “Probably,” Diane replied. “If you broke the skin on your foot or ankle with their teeth, the virus they carry could still infect you.”
 
   “If you fell and landed on your ass on top of one of them,” Larry chuckled, “It would be like getting bitten in the ass.”
 
   “No one asked you Larry,” George said. Everyone could hear the amusement in George’s voice. “Just pay attention and watch what the hell is going on in front of you.”
 
    
 
   When they reached the first body, George and Jim hung back and shined their lights over the bodies so the others could see enough to get by them and avoid tripping over or stepping on the bodies.
 
   When the group was past the last of the bodies, George and Jim moved through the group to take their places near the front of the line.
 
    
 
   They all continued to move along slowly, until five minutes later when George stopped and looked at the small pipe near the top of the main line.
 
   He shined his light on the spot where the smaller pipe came into the main line.
 
   “That’s how we got into Cabela’s,” George said softly to John.
 
   “I see what you meant about all of us not being able to get through there,” John replied. “My ass would definitely not get through that pipe.”
 
   George chuckled and moved on.
 
   Five minutes later, Larry stopped and held up his hand.
 
   “We’re at the spot where the main line comes to an intersection,” he informed George. “The other line looks to run east and west. It smells like hell up here too.”
 
   “The whole sewer smells like hell,” Jim laughed quietly. “It all smells the same to me.”
 
   “This is different,” Larry replied. “I can’t put my finger on it, but the shit here smells different than it did before.”
 
    
 
   George turned back and quietly called out to Frank. 
 
   “Frank, if we were to turn right, where would this lead us?” George asked.
 
   “To the right would take us into the main part of town,” Frank replied, “I would strongly advise against going in that direction. The sewer runs down the middle of Main Street. From what we could see from the top of the hospital, there would be no way we would want to get out there.”
 
    
 
   George nodded and turned back to face the men in the front of the line. “Lights off,” he ordered quietly.
 
   When all the lights had been turned off, George said, “Larry, walk out into the intersection and see if you can see any light out in the passage before we start down that way.”
 
   “OK Cap,” Larry replied.
 
   They all stood motionless and listened.
 
   They could all hear Larry wading through the ankle deep water.
 
   The next thing they heard was Larry walking into the side of the pipe and then they heard a loud splash as Larry landed on his ass in the middle of the water.
 
   “Ah shit,” Larry exclaimed.
 
   Jim and George chuckled as George turned his light on to reveal Larry sitting in the middle of the pipe with water covering his legs.
 
   “I guess you didn’t see any light out in the other line,” George said.
 
   “I couldn’t see shit,” Larry griped. 
 
   Larry got back to his feet. Water ran from his soaked clothes and dripped down into the water in the bottom of the sewer pipe.
 
   The water dripping from Larry’s clothes splashed into the shallow stream running down the center of the pipe and echoed in the passage around the group.
 
   “You sound like a leaky faucet,” Jim chuckled. “You want me to call a plumber for you?”
 
   “Kiss my soggy ass,” Larry replied.
 
   George grinned, “Jim, take the point and give Larry a break. Let’s keep moving, the shopping center shouldn’t be far from here.”
 
    
 
   They moved out into the other line and went down the left passage. They walked for another ten minutes.
 
   When they came to where the line turned to the right, Jim studied the layout of the pipe.
 
   He then turned off his light and walked carefully out into the bend.
 
   Jim slowly backed up and moved back to where George and Larry waited.
 
   “I can see light up that way. It looks like the light is shining down into the sewer from above,” Jim said. “It reminds me of how the light came down into the sewer back at Grant Street when the manhole cover was missing. It looks brighter down this way. I guess there isn’t a car parked over the hole like before.”
 
    
 
   George turned and called back to Frank.
 
   “Frank, where exactly does that manhole come up?” George asked.
 
   “If I remember correctly, it’s been a while since I was down that way,” Frank replied. “But I believe it comes up in the middle of the plaza.”
 
   “Where is the plaza?” George asked. “Is it in the shopping center, in front of the center or behind the shopping center?”
 
   “There is an entrance to Troy Hill from Johnston Avenue. The entrance road goes through about two hundred feet of parking lot,” Frank replied. “At the end of the parking lot there is a street that separates the parking lot from the shopping center.
 
   The shopping center is built in a U shape. The open end of the U faces the parking lots. In that U is a one-hundred foot square plaza. The doors from all the shops open up into the plaza. The plaza has clumps of trees and shrubs. There are about ten park type benches in the plaza for the shoppers to sit and relax. The manhole comes up behind a clump of shrubs in the center of the plaza where the benches are.”
 
   “So we should have some cover when we go up through the opening?” George asked.
 
   “We should have enough cover for two or three guys to stay out of sight after they climb out,” Frank replied.
 
   “Did you ever have any trouble with the kids stealing that cover?” John asked.
 
   “Not that one,” Frank replied. “There were always too many people around that area and the area was always well lighted. That was one of the few manhole covers the kids didn’t mess with.”
 
    
 
   “It’s my guess this is where those people must have gone out of the sewer line,” John said. “For some reason they didn’t think it was necessary to re-cover the hole.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense,” George said, “unless they didn’t have any intention of coming back this way. I would want to be sure I had a safe route to fall back to if I wasn’t able to get out of the shopping center.”
 
   “I would want that too,” John replied. “Maybe we overestimated the skills or intelligence of that group?”
 
   “Or maybe they weren’t able to cover the manhole,” George added. “Maybe they had to make a run for it and didn’t have time to re-cover the manhole.”
 
   “If they ran into trouble,” John said, “Why didn’t they just come back down in the sewer, cover the hole and go look for another place to get out. They had come this far in the sewer, why get out now if there were problems above?”
 
   “They either didn’t realize there were problems up top,” George said, “or they didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t they have a choice?” Larry asked.
 
   “Unknown,” George replied.
 
   “Maybe they didn’t even come this way,” Larry added. “Maybe they turned right where we turned left.”
 
   “He could be right,” John said. “Maybe we are just over thinking this. I say we go up for a look. If we see anything suspicious, we move on. Frank what is further down the line?”
 
   “Not much,” Frank replied. “This is near the edge of town and past this point the line forms a big Y shape. Both parts of the Y dead end in another two blocks or so.”
 
   “Are there anymore exits in those directions?” George asked.
 
   “Two in each direction,” Frank replied, “but they come up in the middle of the street. That’s why I suggested the Troy Hill exit, it’s the only exit that has some cover, is back in off the streets and is out of sight. If you try to get out one of the other places, you will be coming up in plain sight of whoever is out there.”
 
    
 
   George walked over to John, “I think we have to at least go up for a look. Even if we decide not to get out here, we need to know what we will be exposing our back side to if we continue down the line.”
 
   “I agree,” John replied. “Send a couple of men up and see if we want to get out here. If not, we can always go back to the hospital and use those canoes and go down the river. That wouldn’t be my first choice, at least not yet.”
 
   “Mine either,” George said. “The sewer smells like hell but it is at least somewhere the dead haven’t overrun yet. It’s a damn zoo out there. I would rather take my chances down here.”
 
    
 
   John and George’s conversation was interrupted when Frank and Patrick came running over.
 
   “John, we hear noise coming in behind us,” Frank said nervously.
 
   “What kind of noise?” John asked.
 
   “It sounded like voices and water splashing,” Frank replied. “It seems to be getting closer.”
 
    
 
   George turned and quickly shouted out, “Jim, go up top and take a look. Just stick your head up and whatever you do, don’t let anything see you. Larry, cover his ass. Joe, you’re with me.”
 
   George turned off the light on his hat and began to follow John, Frank and Patrick back towards where the sewer line turned to the left.
 
   Frank and Patrick stopped before the passage turned.
 
   “Listen,” Frank said. “Can you hear it?”
 
    
 
   The men listened.
 
   They could hear what sounded like someone running and splashing in the stream of water that ran through the middle of the sewer.
 
   There could tell there was more than one person in the line as the unintelligible sounds of shouting echoed down the pipeline.
 
   The sounds were way off down the line but they were coming this way.
 
   “I’ll take a look,” George said.
 
   He got down on his hands and knees as close to the side of the pipe as he could to avoid the water and sludge in the sewer. It helped a little but not much.
 
   George was a wet muddy mess after crawling the few feet needed to reach the bend in the pipe, but he ignored the filth and discomfort. His mind was too occupied with the idea of being trapped down in the sewer to worry about being knee deep in shit.
 
   George pushed his head around the corner and looked down the pipeline.
 
   He stared into the darkness for a minute then called back to John.
 
   “John, come look at this,” George whispered loudly.
 
   John moved up next to George, then pushed out into the bend of the pipe.
 
   About three hundred feet down the line, they could see what appeared to be three flashlight beams dancing wildly over the inside of the pipeline.
 
   The three individuals with the flashlights were running in single file through the distant passage.
 
   As the flashlight beams swung wildly, dark silhouettes of men running moved in and out of the beams of light.
 
   Suddenly the last man tripped and fell. The flashlight he had been carrying bounced off the side of the pipe and rolled down into the center of the pipe, where it sank down into the water.
 
   The water glowed for a second before the light went out.
 
   The man called out to his friends for help.
 
   The other two men turned and shined their lights back towards their fallen friend.
 
   George could see the man lying on his stomach in the water and sludge. His head was turned and he was staring back, looking down the passage where the men had just come.
 
    
 
   It was then George began to see hundreds of twinkling reflections dancing behind the fallen man.
 
   The dark passage way behind the man looked like a clear night sky, dotted with countless stars.
 
   The two men that had stopped to look back began to run towards their friend.
 
   They had just reached their friend when he began to scream.
 
   In the beams of light, George imagined he was seeing falling stars streaking towards the earth.
 
   When the dark deformed bodies of the dead began to take shape as they swarmed over the fallen man, George whispered to John.
 
   “Keep an eye on this,” George said. “I’m going back and see what Jim found up top. Whether we want to or not, we are going to have to get out of the sewers here. I don’t think the people that left their canoes back at the hospital went out at the shopping center.”
 
   “Yeah,” John replied. “They must have turned right and went up the line into the center of town and came up into a hornet’s nest.”
 
   George got up and ran back towards the manhole.
 
    
 
   Jim reached the top of the ladder.
 
   He stopped and listened.
 
   The only sounds he could hear were coming from below.
 
   The sounds below were getting louder and more intense. 
 
   Jim knew the sounds meant trouble was coming.
 
   One of two things would happen next.
 
   They would either have to go into the shopping center or they would have to make a stand down in the sewer.
 
   Jim was hoping for the shopping center.
 
   He took another step up the ladder, high enough to push his head up out of the manhole so he could survey the area around the hole.
 
    
 
   George ran past Diane and the two kids.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby were standing behind Diane, watching all the activity around them.
 
   George didn’t pay them much attention as he ran by, but he did notice that the kids didn’t appear to be terrorized by what was going on. They seemed concerned but composed.
 
   He had expected to see them trembling with fear. He wondered if it had anything to do with the virus that was still in their system. Could it be that they weren’t afraid because they identified more with the dead than they did with the living?
 
    
 
   George ran over to Larry, who was staring up the ladder.
 
   “What do we have Larry?” George asked.
 
   “I don’t know yet,” Larry replied. “All I know is Jim has been standing up near the top for a long time and he hasn’t moved.”
 
   George climbed the ladder until he could reach Jim’s legs. He rapped twice on Jim’s leg. Jim started to climb back down.
 
   George moved to the bottom of the ladder to give Jim room to get back down into the sewer.
 
   When Jim’s feet splashed down into the sewer, George asked, “What do we have?”
 
   “It’s not good, but it’s not that bad either,” Jim replied.
 
   “What the hell does that mean,” George asked.
 
   “The plaza isn’t swamped,” Jim said. “There are about twenty of those things staggering around in the plaza. The parking lot and the streets are a different story. If we hurry, we could fight our way into one of the buildings, but we would have to hurry. Once the ones out on the street see what is going on, we will have only a few minutes at most to get inside somewhere.”
 
   “What is the closest building?” George asked.
 
   “The Hallmark card store,” Jim replied.
 
   “Great,” George replied, “but it will have to do.”
 
   “Maybe we could find a ‘Sorry to hear you’re screwed’ card,” Jim said.
 
   “Larry chuckled, “I like that one.”
 
    
 
   George looked at Larry but didn’t have a chance to say anything.
 
   John, Frank and Patrick came running down the passage and stopped next to George.
 
   “We have to get out of here now,” John said. 
 
   “Did any of those guys make it?” George asked.
 
   “No, they all went down fast. They didn’t have a chance,” John replied. “The pipe is swarming with the dead. They will be here in a few minutes. How are things up top?”
 
   “The streets are packed and there are twenty of them in the plaza,” George replied. “We will have to fight our way into the Hallmark store. It’s the closest building.”
 
   “We better get moving,” John said as the dead began to come around the bend behind the group. The sound of the groaning dead was now echoing all around the group, making it hard to hear.
 
    
 
   George looked over the group.
 
   “My men and I will go up first. We’ll clear a path to the Hallmark store. John you, Diane and the two kids come up come next and run to the Hallmark store and get the door open. Bust the damn window if you have to, but you have to get us in that building. Frank, you and Patrick guard the rear, then follow Diane and help John get into that store.”
 
   Frank and Patrick nodded nervously.
 
   George looked at his men, “No guns unless it is absolutely necessary. The more noise we make the more shit we will have to deal with. Let’s move.”
 
    
 
   George started up the ladder closely followed by Jim.
 
   When he reached the top, he crawled out and knelt down behind a shrub and waited for Jim.
 
   Jim, Larry and Joe crawled up out of the manhole next.
 
   George and Jim were behind the shrubs and out of sight, but when Larry and Joe came up, the dead began to notice and a few started towards the shrubs.
 
   Soon, all the zombies on the plaza were heading towards the shrubs.
 
   When George saw John’s head come up through the manhole, he said, “OK, let’s clear a path through these things.”
 
   “What do we use as weapons if we can’t shoot them?” Larry asked.
 
   “Swing your backpacks or grab a trash can,” George said. “We don’t have to kill them, we just have to knock them down and buy some time. Improvise Larry.”
 
    
 
   George stood and raced over to the trash can by the closest bench. He grabbed the can and started to swing it, knocking down the first two zombies he came to.
 
   Larry, Jim and Joe swung their backpacks at the approaching crowd.
 
    
 
   John shouted down to Diane, “Now Diane!”
 
   John climbed out of the manhole and stared to look around for the Hallmark store. After spotting the store he began to run, dodging the dead that were easily getting around George and his men.
 
   George tried to get back near John to clear the way for him and buy him some time, but there were just too many bodies to clear out of the way.
 
    
 
   “Hurry up,” Frank said nervously as he and Patrick could now clearly see the gruesome bodies coming out of the darkness. They were now only fifty feet away.
 
    
 
   “Kimmy, go up the ladder, Bobby follow your sister,” Diane said urgently. “Wait for me at the top and we will run to the store together.”
 
   Kimmy and Bobby quickly scampered up the ladder.
 
   Diane started up next.
 
   She could hear Frank and Patrick swinging their backpacks into the mob that was now only a few feet from the bottom of the ladder.
 
   As she reached the top of the ladder, she heard Frank and Patrick begin to cry out in pain, she knew she would be the last person to get out of the sewer.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby were huddled behind a shrub, staring out at the men struggling with the zombies on the other side of the shrubs when Diane came out of the manhole.
 
   She quickly tried to locate her dad.
 
   Her dad had made it to the Hallmark store, but he was too busy fighting off the dead to be able to get the door to the store open.
 
   George was to her dad’s left, swing a trash can. A large pile of zombies struggled to get up off the concrete where he had knocked them down.
 
   A group of zombies were down on top of someone to Diane’s right. Diane couldn’t tell who it was, all she could see were two kicking feet sticking out from under the pile of frantic creatures.
 
   Ten feet away, Jim was being dragged to the ground by three zombies that had just sunk their teeth into his right arm and back.
 
   Diane quickly turned back to her left side when she heard Larry yelling.
 
   He had just knocked down two more zombies that moved in to try and bite him. He had avoided those two but the mob closing in around him had him pinned in a corner next to the Shop and Save and GNC store.
 
   Diane knew Larry didn’t have long, which meant that she didn’t have long either.
 
    
 
   “Look,” Diane said, “We have to run towards George and my dad now. Stay close and if anything gets near you, kick their legs.”
 
   “That will make them fall down,” Kimmy said. “We know how to do that.”
 
   “Follow me,” Diane said, grabbed their hands and began to run towards her dad and the Hallmark store.
 
    
 
   The dead around the plaza saw Diane and the kids get up and start to run.
 
   They began to drag their broken bodies towards the corner of the plaza where she and the kids were heading.
 
   Diane gasped as she ran past George.
 
   His arms were bleeding and blood covered the sleeves of his shirt from his shoulders down to his hands.
 
   Her heart really sank when she reached her dad.
 
   John had just knocked a zombie to the ground next to the door of the Hallmark store.
 
   When he turned towards Diane, she saw that the shoulder had been torn out of his shirt and blood was running down his arm.
 
   Their eyes met for only a moment before he had to fight off another zombie that lunged at him.
 
   “Get the door,” John shouted desperately as he began to swing his backpack again.
 
    
 
   Diane knew that her time had just about run out.
 
   For most of the others, it was already over.
 
   There wasn’t anything she could do to help them. All she could do now was get to the door.
 
   If anyone was going to survive, their only chance was to get into the building.
 
   From the looks of George and her dad, it appeared that it was already too late.
 
    
 
   Diane ran to the door and began to tug on the handle, but the door didn’t budge.
 
   Bobby ran up next to her and grabbed the ashtray stand that stood by the door for customers to throw away their cigarettes before entering the store.
 
   He hefted the stand over his shoulder like a baseball bat and swung it against the door.
 
   A long crack spread across the window in the door but Bobby wasn’t strong enough to do much damage.
 
   Diane ran over to Bobby and grabbed the stand.
 
   She reared back and rammed the end of the stand against the large main window to the store.
 
   The window shattered. Glass few across the inside of the store, knocking over racks of cards and a table of musical chipmunks. The chipmunks began to sing some song that sounded familiar to Diane, but she didn’t have time to listen and figure out what is was.
 
   “Dad,” Diane shouted, “Get in the store.”
 
    
 
   Diane pulled the kids in through the open window space as the last of the singing chipmunks yelled, “Alvin!”
 
   John and George ran into the store behind Diane.
 
   “Find the store room,” George shouted as the dead began to walk into the door and windows at the front of the store.
 
   Soon the others began to find their way in through the broken window.
 
    
 
   John reached the back of the store first as he ran past the last few rows of birthday and anniversary cards.
 
   “Over here,” John called out as he pushed open the storeroom door.
 
   He held the door open as Diane and the two kids ran into the dark room.
 
   George ran past John, turning on the light on his hat as he entered the room.
 
   He and John pushed a desk over in front of the door.
 
   George then pulled out his pocket knife, ran across the room and began to dig at the plasterboard on the opposing wall.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” Diane asked as she bent over gasping for air as she tried to catch her breath.
 
   “We can’t stay here,” George replied. “These walls should be easy to get through. We need to get into the store on the other side of this wall before the dead get through that flimsy door. If we can get into the storeroom at Target next door, maybe the dead will lose track of us.”
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long for George to dig through the hollow wall that separated the insides of the adjoining store. He climbed through the hole he had made and went into Target.
 
   John and Diane waited in the dark room as the light from George’s hat sent shadows flickering across the opening and into the Hallmark store room.
 
   A moment later, George’s head came through the hole.
 
   “Come on, it’s clear over here,” George said before pulling his head back into Target.
 
   Diane followed the light and crawled through the hole.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby went next, with John being the last one through.
 
    
 
   “When John was through and into Target, George laid a large exercise mat across the opening. Then he pushed an exercise bike against the mat to hold it in place.
 
   “We’re in the sporting goods department,” George said, then handed everyone a baseball bat. “Don’t let these out of your sight.”
 
    
 
   They walked through the back of the store.
 
   Bobby eyed up the video games as they walked through the electronics department, but knew it was useless to think about grabbing one. 
 
   They finally came to the door to the Target storeroom.
 
   George stopped and handed Diane his knife. He then took off his hat with the light on it and handed it to Diane too.
 
   “Take the kids and go in the store room and block the door. For the next hour you should try to get through the back wall and go down another store or two. We’ll stay here and handle any of the dead that manage to get this far,” George said.
 
   “We’re near the edge of town,” John added. “When things die down, try to get out of this shopping center and get as far away from town as you can. Maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll find some people to join up with. Just be careful.”
 
   “I’m not leaving you here,” Diane said when the meaning of what the guys were saying began to sink in.
 
   They intended to stay behind and die to buy her time to escape. To escape from the dead, and from them.
 
   “I don’t think you have a choice Diane,” John said sadly. “We both know what comes next,” John said as he looked at his shoulder.
 
   He looked back at Diane. “I’m glad I had the opportunity to see you again before,” John didn’t finish and let his voice fade out. “I’m sorry I wasn’t around so much when you were growing up. I’ve always regretted missing seeing you change from that cute little wildcat you were as a kid to the woman you’ve become. I only hope there was something good during those times that you can remember about me. I wish now that things could have been different.”
 
   Diane looked at her dad as a tear ran down her right cheek. “There were plenty of good things for me to remember. You were always with me, in spirit if not in person,” Diane said. “I would never do anything if I thought you would ever find out about it. I didn’t want to disappoint you.”
 
   “You could never disappoint me,” John replied as he broke eye contact with Diane. “But you need to go now. I want you to remember how I was. I don’t want you to see what I’m going to become.”
 
   “You should go,” George added. “It’s not going to be safe for you to be here much longer.”
 
   George looked at his arms and then at John’s shoulder.
 
   “I would estimate we have maybe another half hour at most.”
 
    
 
   Diane looked at George then at her dad.
 
   A look of determination came over her face.
 
   “Take off your shirts,” Diane ordered.
 
   “Diane,” John started but was interrupted by Diane’s firm voice.
 
   “Shut up and do it,” she said.
 
   John looked at George and began to take off his shirt.
 
   “I don’t know if this will work,” Diane said as she began to clean the wound on her dad’s shoulder, “but I’m not giving up until I have at least tried it.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” George asked.
 
   “You don’t think?” John asked as he smiled at Diane.
 
   “It’s worth a try,” Diane smiled at her dad, “what do we have to lose?”
 
   “John?” George asked.
 
   “Listen to the doctor,” John said.
 
   George shrugged and removed his shirt.
 
    
 
   After Diane cleaned the wounds on her dad’s shoulder and the wounds on both of Georges arms, she turned and pulled out the pack that she had wrapped the four vials and two syringes in before they left the hospital.
 
   She pushed the needle from the syringe into one of the vials and pulled the reddish liquid into the syringe.
 
   After tapping the air to the top of the syringe and pushing the bottom of the syringe until the liquid squirted into the air, she looked at her dad.
 
   “This is a shot in the dark,” Diane said, “and as you know I haven’t had a chance to try it on anything but a slide under the microscope.”
 
   Diane took the syringe and pushed it into her father’s shoulder, “So I hope you don’t mind being a Guinea Pig.”
 
   “What’s this about?” George asked.
 
   “Don’t mind him,” John smiled. “He is afraid of needles.”
 
    
 
   Diane pushed the syringe into another vial. After clearing the air out of the syringe, she plunged it into Georges arm.
 
   “This is a little something I was working on back at the hospital before we were overrun.”
 
   “Isn’t it a little late for a vaccine?” George asked.
 
   “It’s not a vaccine,” Diane replied, “I don’t even know if a vaccine is possible. Really I’m not even sure if I know what this is, but I hope it is something that will help if we are lucky.”
 
   “It sure as hell couldn’t hurt,” John added.
 
   Then he looked at Diane, “But you are still going into that store room and you will barricade yourself and the kids in there and George and I are staying out here.”
 
   “But I’m not leaving until I know what happens,” Diane replied.
 
   “OK, but on one condition and this is not negotiable,” John replied. “If by some miracle we are still here by nightfall, in the morning if I don’t answer you through the door, or if you hear strange sounds out here, you get out of here right away. I don’t want you coming back out here. The last thing I want you to remember about me is how I looked as a zombie.”
 
   Diane didn’t answer.
 
   “I mean it Diane,” John added. “I don’t want you to see me like that. If you don’t do as I ask, I’ll leave now.”
 
   “OK, deal,” Diane answered reluctantly. She didn’t see that she had much of a choice.
 
    
 
   They sat outside the storeroom door until the light outside began to fade. They talked about John’s years in the Navy and about Diane’s mom.
 
   Diane took their temperature every ten minutes and was constantly asking them how they felt.
 
   “I feel like shit,” George replied, “but other than that I’m great.”
 
   “You smell like shit too,” John joked as he tried not to let Diane see how much pain he was feeling.
 
   He knew Diane had tried her best to understand this virus or infection, but he was a realist. He knew she only had a few days to study this thing.
 
   His time in the Navy had taught him that the good guys didn’t always win.
 
   He didn’t believe he would see the sun rise again, at least not as a living human being.
 
   It would probably be better if he and George just took George’s gun and blew their brains out.
 
   He knew how much that would hurt Diane. He had disappointed her enough over the years, so he would let her try to help him. He knew it was probably the last thing he could do for his daughter.
 
    
 
   He intended to talk to George after Diane and the kids barricaded themselves in the storeroom.
 
   George was a realist too. 
 
   As a soldier, he knew the possibility of dying was something you had to accept and live with.
 
   George would understand and do what had to be done.
 
   When they were alone, John would suggest that they put George’s gun on the floor between them.
 
   As soon as one of them turned, the other would take the gun and put an end to it.
 
   Then the one remaining would put the gun to their head and again, do what had to be done.
 
   Knowing her dad was a zombie running around Kittanning would cause Diane a lot more pain than knowing her dad had shot himself in the head after being bitten by a zombie.
 
   Diane was a big girl now, and he was proud of what she had become, but he knew she would eventually get over it and forgive him.
 
    
 
   When the light was almost completely gone, John gave Diane a kiss on the forehead.
 
   “See you in the morning,” John smiled.
 
   Diane took her dad’s temperature, gave him a hug and went into the store room.
 
   John did his best to smile each time Diane looked his way, but knowing that watching Diane go into the store room would probably be the last look at her he would ever have, was even more painful than knowing he would be dead shortly.
 
   But he did his best to give her one last smile.
 
    
 
   After John heard Diane slide something heavy against the door, he moved over closer to George.
 
   “George, we have to talk,” John whispered.
 
   “I was expecting we would need to talk,” George replied. “Diane will understand. If not now, later after she has had time to think it all over, she will understand.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” John replied. “I hope you’re right.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Diane woke up again from another short spell of light restless sleep.
 
   She didn’t know how many times she had been awakened tonight by nightmares. Nightmares of being attacked by zombies in the hospital, in the sewer, in the plaza and worst of all, being attacked by what her dad had become when in her nightmare, she opened the door to check on him and George.
 
   Her dad had been away more than he was ever home during her life, but this feeling was different.
 
   Even when he was away on assignment, she always knew he would come home again.
 
   She didn’t always know when he would come home, but she knew he would come home.
 
   Now, even though he was just on the other side of that door, she didn’t know if she would ever see him again.
 
   At least she may never see him again, as he was.
 
    
 
   In a way, this not knowing, this uncertainty was way worse than knowing.
 
   It would be easier, if she knew for sure that her dad was going to turn into one of the walking dead, to get up and walk away than it would be to open the door and see him staggering around out of control and not knowing who or what he was anymore.
 
   She had often dreaded the thought of her dad getting old and watching as his mind began to fail him.
 
   The day that her dad would no longer be the man she knew.
 
   Tomorrow morning, when she opened the door, what she might find could be worse than anything she had ever imagined.
 
    
 
   Diane listened, except for the long even breathing of Kimmy and Bobby, the sound that told her they were both in a deep sleep, she could not make out any other sounds.
 
   She supposed the silence was a good sign.
 
   Diane rolled over and tried to make herself more comfortable so she could try to get some rest before morning. She knew she would need it.
 
   But getting comfortable on the Target store room floor was not an easy task.
 
   At least the store room floor had been carpeted.
 
   The cardboard box of envelopes under her head was a poor substitute for the pillow she had back at the hospital.
 
   But Diane knew even if she was in a comfortable bed with a fluffy pillow, she wouldn’t be able to get comfortable.
 
   The nagging feeling of dread that had her stomach tied up in knots would not let her sleep.
 
   The last time she had this feeling in the pit of her stomach was when her mother had died.
 
   It was that feeling of total helplessness when your world was falling down all around you. A feeling of fear so terrifying that she felt almost paralyzed.
 
   She wasn’t used to feeling helpless, but after what had happened over the last week, if she survived she knew she had better get used to it.
 
    
 
   Diane closed her eyes in the hopes of getting some rest, but she could feel her body trembling.
 
   Images of her and her dad at her sixth birthday party flooded her mind this time.
 
   In her vision, her dad was kneeling down on the ground behind her at the old red picnic table in their back yard.
 
   His head moved over her right shoulder as he helped her blow out the candles on her birthday cake.
 
   After the candles were all out, her dad gave her a big hug and wished her happy birthday.
 
   She remembered how she had giggled when he tickled her, after he had his arms wrapped around her so she couldn’t get away.
 
    
 
   A tear ran down Diane’s cheek. She normally wasn’t this emotional, like the way she thought of her dad, she always prided herself in being in control.
 
   But unlike her dad who always seemed to be in control of everything around him, she usually was happy to just be in control of herself.
 
   But just knowing that the man who had always been the one solid stabilizing rock in her life could soon be gone, that was hard to accept.
 
   It was inconceivable to think of a time when her dad would no longer to there for her. Just knowing that time would one day come and may actually be here now, left her with a lonely empty feeling.
 
   Diane tried to make herself relax, but her entire body froze when she heard the sound of a gunshot coming from the room next door where her dad and George were.
 
   Diane sat up and turned her head towards the sound.
 
   Before she could move, another shot rang out.
 
    
 
   “What was that?” Kimmy asked now fully awake. She had been startled out of her deep sleep by the sound of the gun shot.
 
   “Stay quiet,” Diane whispered.
 
   “Was that a gun shot?” Bobby whispered.
 
   “I think so,” Diane replied in a low whisper.
 
   “Did George shoot someone?” Kimmy asked.
 
   Kimmy’s question ran through Diane’s mind. “Did George shoot someone?”
 
   Then it hit Diane and took her breath away.
 
   Her dad and George, both being in the military, would not hesitate to do what they felt needed to be done.
 
   She could only imagine what kind of pact the two of them had made after she had come into the store room.
 
   Her heart sank. She should have known her dad would never have let himself become one of those creatures.
 
   Diane also knew that her dad would have done this as much if not more for her, than for himself.
 
    
 
   “Kimmy,” Diane said.
 
   “Yes,” Kimmy whispered.
 
   “I’m going out to see what happened,” Diane said. “I want you to push the table back in front of the door when I go out.”
 
   “OK,” Kimmy replied.
 
   “Come over towards the sound of my voice,” Diane instructed. “I’ll take you over to the door.”
 
    
 
   Diane could hear Kimmy’s jeans dragging over the carpeting as she crawled across the room.
 
   A moment later Kimmy bumped in to Diane.
 
   “Sorry,” Kimmy said.
 
   “Follow me,” Diane said as she took hold of Kimmy’s arm and stood up.
 
   “Why don’t you turn the hat light on?” Bobby asked from across the room.
 
   “Good idea,” Diane said, having completely forgotten about the hat as her mind raced imagining what had happened with her dad.
 
   Diane got down on her knees and felt around where she had been laying until she touched the hat.
 
   She flipped the switch under the bill of the hat, turning on the light and temporarily blinding everyone in the room.
 
    
 
   After the pain in her eyes subsided, she put the hat on top of her head.
 
   “Are you OK?” Diane asked Kimmy.
 
   Diane could now see Kimmy holding her hands over her eyes and squinting as she tried to adjust to the light.
 
   “I’m fine,” Kimmy finally replied, dropping her hands away from her face.
 
    
 
   Diane walked over to the door and slid the table to the side.
 
   “I’m going to open the door now,” Diane said. “As soon as I go out, slide the table back in front of the door. If you hear me asking you to let me back in the room, move the table and let me back in. OK?”
 
   Kimmy nodded.
 
    
 
   Diane slowly turned the door knob.
 
   She winched when the latch clicked.
 
   She pushed the door open a crack to see if she would hear anything moving before she opened the door any further.
 
   The bright light that shined into the store room took her by surprise.
 
   She didn’t expect it to be light out.
 
   “How long had it been?” Diane wondered. “Maybe I slept longer than I thought.”
 
    
 
   Diane listened again. 
 
   When she still didn’t hear any movement, she pushed the door open a little further.
 
   She started to push her head out into the store, but stopped when she saw the bloody spot where her dad and George had been when she left them last night.
 
   This further confused her. This also was not what she had expected to find.
 
   Kimmy pushed closer to the door and tried to see out into the store.
 
   “Where are they?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Diane replied.
 
   Diane took off the hat and put it on Kimmy’s head.
 
   “I’m going out and find out,” Diane whispered.
 
   “Doctor Wyatt,” Kimmy said softly.
 
   “Yes Kimmy,” Diane replied.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” Kimmy asked. “He won’t know you. He will try to hurt you, but he won’t really mean it. He won’t know who he is anymore.”
 
   Diane squeezed Kimmy’s arm gently. She could see the pain in her eyes. Diane realized Kimmy must have been speaking from experience.
 
   Diane had an idea of how horrible she would feel when she saw her dad. She couldn’t imagine how Kimmy, a young girl, felt when she saw her parents after they had turned into zombies.
 
   Diane knew what to expect but Kimmy wouldn’t have had any idea what had happened. Horrible was a word that Diane knew wouldn’t have come close to describing how Kimmy had felt and must feel now.
 
   “I need to see,” Diane replied softly. “For a number of reasons, I need to see.”
 
   Kimmy shook her head and Diane could see the tears running down the girl’s face.
 
   “I saw my Mom and Dad,” Kimmy whispered, “I wish I wouldn’t have now.”
 
   Diane put her arm around Kimmy’s shoulders and gave her a light squeeze.
 
   “Shut the door and remember to listen and let me back in the room when I call out,” Diane smiled sadly.
 
    
 
   Diane took a step out into the store and pushed the door closed behind her.
 
   She could feel her knees shaking, but forced her legs to move. The daughter in Diane was questioning her decision to come out here, but the doctor in her needed to know, needed to see.
 
   She slowly walked around the shelves in the electronics department and listened.
 
   She could now hear what sounded like a muffled pounding sound further up ahead.
 
   She moved further through the shelves as the items being displayed on the shelves began to change from video games to exercise equipment.
 
   Diane realized that she was moving closer to where George had cut a hole in the wall between the Hallmark store and Target.
 
    
 
   Diane took another step but stopped when she heard papers rustling or tearing.
 
   She glanced back the way she had come to be sure she still had a clear path back to the store room.
 
   Diane quietly approached the end of a shelf now containing barbells, nutritional supplements and energy bars.
 
    
 
   Diane slowly moved her head around the end of the shelf and froze at what she saw.
 
   Tears began to run down her cheeks.
 
   In front of her was the exercise mat that George had used to cover the hole in the wall from the Hallmark store.
 
   An exercise bike was pushed against the exercise mat to keep it in place.
 
   Her dad was on the mat to the left of the exercise bike. George was on the right side of the mat.
 
   The gun sat on the mat in between them.
 
   Shreds of paper were scattered around the mat.
 
   She watched another wrapper land on top of the other crinkled up wrappers.
 
   She raised her eyes and stared at John and George as they sat there, eating energy bars.
 
    
 
   John noticed Diane looking around the side of the shelf containing the energy bars. He smiled and put his finger to his lips to signal Diane to be quiet.
 
   “Bring another box of those Zone Bars,” John whispered.
 
   Diane grabbed a box of Zone Bars and moved over to her dad and George.
 
   “What were those gun shots I heard out here?” Diane asked as a large smile spread across her face.
 
   “Two of those dead bastards were trying to get through our barricade,” John replied as he opened another energy bar.
 
   “We had to shoot the bastards,” George added in a whisper. “We didn’t want to use the gun but we were too damn weak to beat them to death with one of those barbells. Your dad was telling me about the red and black blobs. I don’t know what you did but I can’t believe we are still alive.”
 
    
 
   Diane handed her dad the box of Zone Bars, then began to do a fast examination of her dad and George.
 
   She looked in their eyes, which were still clear.
 
   She touched their foreheads to check their temperature, they both were running a fever. Perspiration was beaded up on their skin and running down the sides of their faces.
 
    
 
   “So those two are really immune,” George said as Diane finished checking his temperature and looking in his mouth.
 
   “No they aren’t immune,” Diane replied.
 
   “Then how are we still alive?” George asked. “What did you give us?”
 
   “There is something about their blood that keeps the virus from attacking them,” Diane replied. “I’m not sure but I believe if the virus would actually attack the kid’s systems, they wouldn’t last any longer than anyone else.”
 
   John looked at George, “Diane explained it to me in terms that even I could understand. The virus thinks the kids are already dead. Since those things don’t attack their own kind, the virus leaves the kids alone.”
 
   George thought for a second, “So whatever you gave us is making the virus think we are dead too?”
 
   “That’s basically right,” Diane smiled but she was looking worried. “I believe I was able to determine what part of their blood was able to confuse the virus and had prepared the vials that I used on you last night. I was hoping to do more testing before trying them on a living person but obviously never had the chance.”
 
   “Well, you did good Diane,” John smiled.
 
    
 
   “So we are cured now, right?” George asked. “Or at least the virus won’t bother us because it thinks we’re dead?”
 
   “No, you’re not cured,” Diane replied. “The virus shouldn’t bother you as long as the injection I gave you is in your blood system.”
 
   “How long will that injection stay in our system?” John asked.
 
   “Something like this will usually stay in your system about twenty-four hours,” Diane replied.
 
   “How long will the virus stay in our system?” George asked.
 
   “Assuming Kimmy and Bobby were infected about three days before you brought them to the hospital,” Diane answered, “The last test I ran on their urine was three days after they were in my examination room and there were still trace elements of the virus in their system. My guess would be a week to ten days. Since I no longer have a way to test their urine, I can’t be sure the virus is totally out of their systems yet.”
 
   “Diane,” John asked. “How many more vials of that stuff do you have?”
 
   “Two,” Diane replied.
 
    
 
   “I was never very good in math, but I believe we have a problem,” John said.
 
   “Then we better help you and those kids get out of here while we can,” George added.
 
   “We aren’t leaving unless we have to,” Diane said. “You two need to rest until we can get the virus out of your system.”
 
   “I’m not a doctor or even very smart,” George said, “but I don’t see how that is going to happen.”
 
   “You have the first part right,” John smiled.
 
   “You let me worry about the virus,” Diane replied, “and you two just worry about doing what I tell you.”
 
    
 
   Diane made her dad and George walk back to the storeroom door.
 
   She dragged two more exercise mats over to the door for them to lie on.
 
   “Using what Bobby had told me about what happened to him after he was bitten and from what I understand about how the body repairs itself,” Diane said, “I believe you will probably sleep most of the time over the next few days. If I can get you through the next few days, then we will think about getting out of here.”
 
   “But,” John started.
 
   “If I remember some of your stories about the Navy,” Diane smiled, “I believe that the ship’s doctor out ranks even the captain.”
 
   “She has us there, John,” George smiled. “Besides, what choice do we have? I also remember a speech you gave me recently about how a good commander learns to trust the people around him that seem to know what the hell they are talking about. I don’t have to tell you which of us three that would apply to.”
 
   John laughed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   Four days later.
 
    
 
   “It’s back here,” Bobby said as he led George and John through the bathroom in the back of Target.
 
   Diane and Kimmy tagged along to see what all the fuss was about.
 
   He led them to the sinks in the girl’s room and then got down on his hands and knees and removed the access panel on the wall under one of the sinks.
 
   “How did you find this?” George asked as he got down on his hands and knees next to Bobby and looked through the opening.
 
   “While you guys were sleeping, I decided to go exploring,” Bobby replied. “I just wanted to see what was in here.”
 
   “In the girl’s room?” Kimmy asked sarcastically.
 
   Bobby smiled sheepishly.
 
   “Whatever gave you this idea?” John asked as he also got down on the floor and looked through the open panel. From the opening he could see into the loading dock for the store and the sliding doors that would lead out behind the building.
 
   “It’s sort of how the plumbing was hooked up in our bathroom back home,” Bobby replied. “Dad had a crawl space in the wall so he could fix the pipes if they sprung a leak.”
 
   “Like our bathroom at home!” Kimmy said as her eyes grew wide, “You perv!”
 
   Diane turned her head to hide the smile that spread across her face.
 
   She had come to like Bobby over the last few days, but now she was sure she was lucky to have been an only child.
 
   “Did you know he used to sneak out at night and look in the window of the girl that lived behind our house,” Kimmy said as she eyed her brother.
 
   “I did not,” Bobby protested.
 
   “Then how come you knew which window was her bedroom window when we went over to see if there was anyone in their house?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “I saw her at the window a couple of times,” Bobby answered as he blushed and turned a bright red color. “That’s how I knew.”
 
   “I’m sure you did see her at that window,” Kimmy smirked. “And that’s probably not all you saw.”
 
    
 
   “Stop picking on my buddy,” George laughed. “His curiosity may have found us an easy way out of here.”
 
   George squeezed his shoulders through the opening and into the crawl space between the girl’s room and the loading bays. He could see the pipes running along between the walls and into the bathroom for the sinks and toilets.
 
   On the other side of the wall in the crawl space was another identical sized access panel that led into the crawl space from the loading dock.
 
   It had already been removed.
 
   “Did you take this other panel off?” George asked.
 
   “No, it was already off,” Bobby replied.
 
   George shook his head. Apparently Bobby wasn’t the only one that had been curious what was going on in the girl’s room.
 
    
 
   George crawled out the other panel and into the loading bay.
 
   John followed close behind.
 
   John was going to tell Bobby to stay in the girl’s room until he and George returned because it might not be safe, but then decided to let him tag along.
 
   Bobby had probably been out here a dozen times by himself already. Besides, he saw the look that Kimmy was giving to her brother. He actually felt sorry for the kid and decided to give him a break.
 
    
 
   John followed George over to the roll up doors where the trucks would back up to unload.
 
   George climbed the side of the door and looked out the window on the wall between the doors.
 
   Outside the window was a large paved lot that led up to the doors on the back of the building.
 
   On the other side of the paved area were trees scattered through a field that led to another wooded area.
 
   The shopping center was on the edge of town.
 
   Better yet was that the dead didn’t appear to have any interest in the trees on this side of town.
 
    
 
   George climbed back down next to John.
 
   “I think we can get out this way,” George said. “There isn’t anything out there but trees. Once we get across the parking lot, we should have plenty of cover.”
 
   “That beats the hell out of trying to dig through anymore walls,” John smiled. “What do you say we pack up and get the hell out of Dodge tomorrow morning?”
 
   “That sounds good to me,” George replied, “as long as it is OK with the Doc.”
 
   John looked up at the light coming in through the bay windows.
 
   “Speaking of the Doc,” John smiled, “I think it is about time for our next injection.”
 
   “Yeah, we better get back, you know how she gets,” George smiled. “She’s just like her old man.”
 
    
 
    
 
   John and George sat next to each other on chairs outside the store room in Target.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby sat on chairs across from them.
 
   Bobby was eating a Reese’s peanut butter cup.
 
   The candy bar was his condition to cooperate.
 
   Kimmy’s condition was that George had to promise never to shoot her or Bobby.
 
   George of course agreed, even though he could come up with a number of scenarios where he would still consider shooting them, mainly for humanitarian reasons.
 
   But he knew Kimmy was too young to understand what he would be talking about, so he just agreed and left it at that.
 
   If one of those situations ever presented itself, George would do what he felt had to be done, but he wasn’t going to tell her that now.
 
    
 
   Diane walked up to Bobby and he held out his left arm while he continued to use his right hand to eat his candy bar.
 
   Diane tapped the crook on Bobby’s arm, then inserted the syringe and filled the syringe with his blood.
 
   She then moved over to George and injected the blood into his forearm.
 
   “I feel like a damn vampire,” George smiled.
 
   “Doctor Wyatt said it’s lucky we are universal donors,” Kimmy said. “I’m still not sure what that means.”
 
   “It means I get a candy bar every day,” Bobby said.
 
    
 
   Diane laughed and walked over to Kimmy.
 
   Kimmy held out her arm.
 
   After drawing blood from Kimmy, she injected it into her dad’s arm.
 
    
 
   “We have to do this for what?” John asked, “Another four or five days?”
 
   “I plan on another four days,” Diane replied. “Then we’ll see how it goes. If you start to develop a fever again, we’ll have to start the injections again. I wish I had access to the lab again so I could monitor the virus level in your system. Otherwise I’m just guessing.”
 
   “I don’t think we will be able to get anywhere near the hospital again for some time,” George said. “However I believe there is a medical supply store at the Pittsburgh Mills Mall on the other side of Worthington. We might be able to find you some lab equipment there.”
 
   “The sooner the better,” Diane replied, “I can’t help but feel we have a limited window of opportunity here. If something happens we might lose the opportunity to ever find a way to beat this virus.”
 
   “Even if you could find a vaccine,” John said, “it’s probably already too late to make a difference.”
 
   “You may be right,” Diane replied. “But all we can do is try.”
 
    
 
   “At least you have found a way to keep us alive,” George added.
 
   “For now,” Diane replied. “Like I explained to Dad, viruses have a way of mutating. We might have just been lucky this time. If we have to try this again some time, it may not work. Our only long term solution is to find out what this virus is so we can develop something to stop it.”
 
   “Yeah,” Bobby added, “I think I am going to run out of blood pretty soon too.”
 
   “I’m surprised anyone even wants your blood,” Kimmy smirked.
 
    
 
   George laughed, “I’m not complaining. By the way Doc, your dad and I think it might be a good idea if we got out of Kittanning tomorrow morning while the getting looks good. What do you say?”
 
   “If you are feeling OK in the morning and your temperature is still down,” Diane replied, “I don’t see why not. There isn’t anything left for us around here. Besides if there is going to be any possibility of beating this thing, we need to go where we have the equipment to work with.”
 
    
 
   “Then it’s settled,” John smiled, “we’ll pack as many of those Zone Bars as we can carry and leave first thing tomorrow. That should give us time to find a place to hold up before tomorrow night.”
 
   “Don’t forget my candy bars,” Bobby chimed in.
 
   “I’ll see to it myself,” George smiled.
 
    
 
   “Where are we going to go?” Kimmy asked.
 
   “For now,” John replied, “anywhere we can.”
 
   “If we go by my house,” Bobby said, “I’d like to get my baseball glove.”
 
   Kimmy rolled her eyes.
 
   George smiled.
 
    “I hope we can do that,” he smiled then thought to himself. “I really do.”
 
    
 
   Diane looked over the small group.
 
   They were all lucky to still be alive.
 
   In fact, it had been a miracle or a whole string of miracles that had occurred for all of them to be together at this one single point in time.
 
   The world had gone to hell and most everything she had known or called her life had been destroyed.
 
   Some had lost more than others.
 
   Kimmy and Bobby had lost their parents, their home and everything that had been a part of their lives.
 
   She didn’t know what George had lost, like her father he was tight lipped and just continued on without showing much emotion. But she was sure, if nothing else, he had also lost his friends and family, even if what he considered to be his family was his National Guard unit back at Freeport.
 
    
 
   Perhaps she had lost the least of those remaining in the group. She still had her dad. After how close she had come to losing him, she really appreciated how much he meant to her now and how much he had always meant to her.
 
   She also knew that he could be taken from her at any time. It could be by another zombie attack or it could be by the virus in his system that she had been able to hold at bay, but how long that would last, she didn’t know.
 
   As far as friends, she had few people that she had considered to be friends. She had buried herself in her studies the last few years to the exclusion of almost everything else.
 
    
 
   No, if anything, out of the remaining five people, she considered herself to be the lucky one.
 
   Her dad had moved close by to try to spend time with her before it was too late and he would lose her.
 
   But it was Diane that needed him more than he needed to be close to her. She knew that now.
 
   Out of all of them, she had lost the least.
 
   In fact, she had gained a new understanding of her dad and the part he had always played in her life.
 
   She had also gained a new purpose in life, a purpose she had been striving for all of her life.
 
   As a doctor she hoped to help people and maybe one day do something meaningful for mankind.
 
   The last few days had given her a glimpse at what she was meant to do.
 
   She hadn’t found a cure to the virus that had devastated mankind. She hadn’t even identified what the damn virus was or how it worked. She didn’t defeat the virus but she had managed to fight it to a draw.
 
   She didn’t even know if she was on to something or if she had just been lucky.
 
   But after everything that had happened the last two weeks, after how many people had died after being exposed to the virus, it felt like a victory.
 
   The war was far from over, but she felt like she had at least won the first battle.
 
   Unlike just about everyone else they had seen they had lived to fight another day.
 
    
 
   Diane again looked over the group, no not the group but her new family.
 
   They all had a long way to go and the odds were definitely stacked against them even making it through another day.
 
   But Diane knew now that there was at least a chance.
 
    
 
   Diane watched Kimmy and Bobby, they were back at each other again. That made her smile.
 
   “Maybe it would have been nice to have had a kid brother,” she thought then laughed to herself. “No definitely not.”
 
   If there was a cure, if that was even possible, she knew she was looking at it.
 
   That is if they didn’t end up killing each other.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thank You for reading The Cure.
 
   I hope you enjoyed the story.
 
    
 
   If you would like to be informed about future releases and have not already signed up to be on my email list, please email me at: theexchangepost@comcast.net
 
    
 
   Until then, I hope you will have the opportunity to read some of my other books.
 
   Your interest and support will be greatly appreciated.
 
    
 
   Thanks and you will be hearing from me again, soon.
 
    
 
   Gary Chesla
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