Swamp Fanfiction:

The Rule of Three

Chapter 1: Lei-Hao

Gently, I laid my old master's body down on the tatami mat of his dojo. The old man's normally peaceful countenance was marred and marked with the passage of time in the last few days. His cheeks, which had been aglow with life, were hollow now, his chest which had been well-defined, even at the age of seventy-seven, was sunken and hollow.

I had watched as my old master, my teacher, my best friend, succumbed to the fever and died. I had fought him the one last time, a sparring session which he had requested. He had stood tall, a mighty red oak, an upright citizen.

I winced, remembering. His hand came up in what I thought was a block across his body, a parry of the incoming straight punch to his chest. The hand came up, INSTEAD, in a salute, and he smiled as I made contact.

I felt the pain as though I was the one who had been punched. I felt the pain as he fell, smiling, his eyes seeking mine, then closing forever. I wept for my master, then phoned the police. They came in their shiny cars with their shiny badges, and they said that I was not a murderer. Perhaps my master would agree.

Chapter 2: Liberty

The contract was standard fair for Slade and I. The client was a veiled beauty of the fairer sex, her hands delicate, her voice enchanting. I thought that nothing would be finer than to perform the simple service and earn her favor.

The intended was a burly, middle-aged man, dark of skin, black of hair, and with an ego sized for two men of his stature. I looked down at the photograph, a high quality one, and smiled. Obviously, the man was a husband or father, abusive and arrogant, or perhaps he was a pervert, stalking the poor maiden. The crime he had committed was unclear, but the reason wasn't necessary. More than that, the man looked somehow familiar, like a distant memory of something bad.

I extended my hand toward the lovely woman, preparing to seal our deal, but Slade's hand got their first, returning the photo to our guest. Needless to say, I was confused and not pleased.

Chapter 3: Slade

The moment she walked through the door, I knew we were screwed. Liberty loves mysteries. I think he thinks he's some sort of private detective, running around with a 38 special. He's not, and neither am I.

I looked at the chick, so obviously ugly. Why else would she hide behind some veil? The last thing I wanted was to be responsible for the death of some ugly chick's hubbie, and I would be. That's what me and my friend Liberty do.

I'd call us partners, but we aren't. We're friends. We've been friends so long it's hard to remember a time we weren't. But we're not partners. We're not associates. We're not lovers. Jesus Christ, I think if we get asked about that again, I'll just shoot the top off the offending face who bothered me. That's another thing we do.

Long story short, we off people. We give them a new permanent address. We lessen the population of this crummy planet, one contract at a time.

But this woman, she just screamed angry vulture, right from the first. I didn't want her problems. I didn't want her gratitude. I did want her money, but not that bad.

Chapter 4: A New Life

The jetliner sliced through the sky. It was powerful, but undisciplined, the strokes of the woodsman's axe. I woke from my gentle doze as we dove, like an eagle, toward the land I had chosen. The gentle murmur of the engines rose to a crescendo and then a roar as the plane touched the earth and became a part of it once more.

I hurried from the vessel into the crowded airport. I had what clothes I wanted in my small travel bag, but I hastened to the baggage retrievel center. My most prized possessions were there, and I wanted no interference or delay in reclaiming them.

Gently, I wove through the crowd, neither impatient nor impaired from reaching my case. I lifted the long, slender box from the belt and turned to go.

I wondered at the brilliant variety of people walking around me, my eyes widening as I realized how truly lucky and intelligent I had been to come here. In America, I could proudly proclaim and practice my fighting art. In America, I could wear my sword. In America, perhaps I could find a new life, a life in which I did not wake screaming from the dream of my master's death.

Chapter 5: A New angle

"Why in the hell won't you help me!" Those words, a shriek more than a question, came from the beauty across from Slade and I. I jumped,, startled. Slade's reaction, as always, was both more practical and more foolish.

"Why don't you calm down or get the hell out of our office," he said as his combat knife cleared its sheath and came to rest pointing at the woman's nose from our side of the desk.

"I really must agree, miss," I said. "Certainly it isn't necessary to become so upset." Slade gave me one of those 'you missed the point' looks.

"Matter of fact," he said. "Why are you so upset? There's plenty of people in this country, hell, plenty of people in this city who're more than willing to make money off someone else's misfortune. Why do you want me and my pal Liberty here so bad?"

The woman peered out through her veil, visibly calming herself. When she spoke, it was gentle and controlled, a voice at peace once again.

"I came to you because I found your names among my husband's papers. It seems as though he was going to contact you himself, quite probably about me. I figured that money was money, and you'd be just as happy to make it from me as him. I don't want to die. I don't want him to die either, but I'd really rather it was him than me."

Chapter 6: A New Mission

I stared into the woman's face, trying to see past her veil, trying to get a read on her. Why did her husband want her dead? If she was ugly, there were ways to deal with that in a doctor's office, or he could just dump her? Was he one of those guys who believed in eternal marriage? Whatever, the real question was even more important. How'd this chick's husband get ahold of our names? Her having it was so strange it had slipped past us, not a good sign. Him having it, now that was interesting.

Plenty of people know who we are. We have friends. We have a good number of professional and unprofessional contacts. A good chunk of the people who know us know what we do, but the guy in the picture wasn't one of those people. At least, I was pretty sure he wasn't.

"What was your name again," I asked, putting my knife away.

"Eva Stanovich," she replied. "My husband's name is Ivan. Why?

Suddenly, it clicked. I made a subtle signal to Liberty, who was having his own reaction, which he hid fairly well.

"We don't deal with people who don't show us their faces. If you want our help, you show us your face," I said. The woman lifted back her veil, and I knew I was wrong. She wasn't ugly. She wasn't even pretty. She was gorgeous. Her eyes focused on me and I swear I could feel them reading me like a book. Then, the light in them went out as Liberty's suppressed pistol coughed a round into the side of her head. As her body hit the floor, I turned on him.

"Why'd you shoot the girl? Sure, the guy had to go, but the girl?"

She was not Eva Stanovich," responded my partner, his face set in a solemn frown. "And you know it, too."

"Sure," I said. "Eva's not that good-looking, and she's been dead for eight months. But we could've just told her no and left this crap-hole of an office."

"And how did a strange woman, calling herself by the name of our last client's wife, just so happen to find our contact information? Why did that client, who wanted us to do little more than simple surveilance, get plastic surgery?"

I thought about it for a while, and it hit me. "They're cops, international ones, or maybe CIA," I said. Liberty nodded slightly, his eyes returning to their normal expressive nature, the pain obvious as he looked at the woman's body on the floor.

"I'd guess they're not cops. I think they were agents, but it doesn't matter. They wanted us for something, and that is bad enough."

"So what do we do now," I asked.

"We move again, but first, we accept her contract. We kill Ivan Stanovich."

Chapter 7: Cold Truth

I was as furious as, perhaps, I had ever been. I tried to be calm, tried to control the rage burning through me, but I was failing. I turned to the master of this supposed dojo.

"I outrank you in all of the ways important to our art," I said. "I am your master. I have come to you because the schools to which I have applied for entrance and employment have not had a place for me. Their instructors are competent and their classes are full of hopeful students. This school is not so well rated. The instructors are barely qualified, and you, the master, are not even my equal. I offer myself as a simple teacher, asking for only bare minimum wages, and you still have no place. You should dismiss one of your overpaid overweight teachers and hire me for less pay and more service."

The man looked at me, his eyes seeming to focus on me for the first time. He opened his mouth, closed it again, then finally seemed to decide his course.

"You want a job?" he asked. I admit freely that I stared for at least thirty seconds.

"No," I replied, and walked out of the office. I passed through a class of slovenly students.

"Leave this dojo," I said. "Leave this school before you are unalterably poluted." Their mumbles followed me out the door. I could not understand the words, but I did not need to understand.

As the sounds of the so-called school faded, the unconfident words returned to echo in my head. Who was I to claim superiority? I had no place. I had no employment. I was sad, in mourning over the death of my master. Where should I go?

Chapter 8: Cold Blood

I took position on the roof of the building across the street from the large, imposing house. I was on my stomach behind the high-powered scope of my sniper's rifle. the long barrel was painted in a camoflaging grey, which blended into the roofscape seemlessly.

I swept my gaze across the face of the house, down to the yard, and to the first-floor window, into which Slade was crawling. Everything seemed to be going according to plan. Hopefully, I would be backup, lying in weight should Slade run into difficulty.

Never is it good to make a plan depending on only one solution. We always tried to make our attempts such that we both were involved yet not both required. To make too long of a chain creates more opportunity for breakage.

I forced my mind back onto my work and pressed my eye to the eyepiece of the optics on my rifle. The window I was watching was curtained, but the shadow of a man was moving beyond. The light outside was too bright to allow me to see more detail, but the man appeared to be watching his television while working.

Suddenly, I saw the door of the room open. The man looked up and raised an object, which looked to me like a gun. My finger tightened on the trigger, but Slade was faster. A sudden burst of light and imagined noise, and the object went spinning from the man's grasp.

Then, something strange happened. The man opened the curtain, letting himself be seen clearly. Behind him stood Slade, grasping a submachinegun and watching him like a hawk. Slade lifted his off hand briefly from his gun and made a signal to me to come down and enter the house. Why could he be doing this? What was going on?

Chapter 9: Cold Graves

I was armed to the teeth. I never like a situation where I can't grab a weapon easily, and this was definitely not one of those situations. I had a heavy 45-caliber pistol, a submachinegun, and an M-4, the short-barreled version of the M-16. The Submachinegun and the M-4 both took the same ammunition, meaning I could keep up a pretty constant rate of fire without carrying three different ammo types.

I snuck across the lawn of the house. I could feel Liberty watching over me from the building across the street. I was happy, because even if some jerk got me, they wouldn't do anything else, ever again. I made it to the window and quietly cut out the screen. Then, I checked it for alarms. Nothing was on, so I pushed up on the window until it opened.

I got quickly into the downstairs part of the house. At this point, I was on my own, because Liberty had to watch our target upstairs. If anyone else was around, it would be up to me to take care of them. I stepped through the house, not as quietly as I could but close.

I was surprised to find every light on. The house had looked bright from the outside, but the fact that every light was on seemed strange. The light around me made me nervous. I would be a perfect target, and if I stepped into darkness or the lights went out, my eyes may not adjust in time.

After a little while, I found the door to the upstairs office, where Liberty said the guy was working. I hoped Liberty's information, fifteen minutes old, was still good. I snuck close to the door, listening hard. I heard what sounded like a news program on the TV inside, but otherwise the room was quiet. Just as I was about to check another room, I heard a small noise. It was the squeak of a chair.

I kicked the door open and swept my submachinegun across the room. There was one man in a chair, facing the door. He had a high-class suit. He had a pistol at his waste, and he reached for it. I let him get it clear of the holster before I fired, knocking it from his hand. Rather than looking afraid or angry, he looked relieved.

"You're alive," he said, getting a good look at me.

"Yeah," I said. "And so are you, for now, Ivan. So who was the chick you sent to scope us out?" He stood and turned sideways to me, to get a look at the TV screen, which, when I glanced at it, appeared to be showing some military operation. He opened the curtain, framed in the window, as clear a target as you could wish for.

"Where's your partner, Slade?" he asked. "I know you never travel alone."

"He's outside, watching you. I'm not gonna tell you where. Plus, I asked a question, and I'd rather know the answer. Who did you send after us, and why?"

Ivan turned a little to look at me, and he seemed so serious that what he said next took me off guard.

"Listen. None of that matters now. The zombies are coming." I had no choice. I laughed.

"Zombies?" I asked. "Are you serious?"

"I wish that I was joking. I'd love to tell you all about the woman. I'd love to have competed with you a little and then wowed you with my brilliant plan to get you to work for me, but none of that matters. I want you and your partner to watch this with me, and then I want you to get out of here. I want you to protect my daughter."

I signaled Liberty to show up. Maybe I was going crazy, but there was something in his eyes that convinced me he was telling the truth. Even if the zombies were the delusions of some crazy bastard, something was up.

After only a few moments, Liberty ran into the room, his silenced submachinegun at the ready. He looked at the man, then glanced at me.

"This is the fellow, Slade," he said. "But then why am I here? Why didn't you just take care of him? Is there something else?"

The man Ivan chuckled, a dry sound without humor and Liberty tensed.

"The thing is, there's more going on. The zombies are coming, and I want you two to protect my daughter."

Liberty glanced between Ivan and me, then he laughed, too.

"What? Are you serious? Zombies? This is America. This isn't news," he said, glancing at the TV. "This is some silly movie."

"No," replied Ivan. "It isn't. Look at it. The title is clear. It's a genuine news program. It's no fake. It's not a hoax or a joke."

I took the oppertunity to look closer at the screen. Ivan slowly reached for the remote but Liberty warned him away with a glance. I got it instead and turned up the volume. What greeted my ears made me wish I hadn't.

Chapter 10: Something Old

I thought, at first, that a riot had started. Perhaps the Americans had finally gotten the idea that they could unite their voices and change things. Perhaps some sports team had won their big game, and the fans were happy. For whatever reason, there were screams.

Then, I saw the people coming. They were running, flat out. There were men, women, children, the old, the young, the rich, and the poor. They ran heedless along the street, running not for fun but for their lives. The fear was so plain on their faces that it made my heart race in sympathy, just to look at them. From what were they running?

As soon as the question entered my mind, the reason entered my sight. A small group of people dressed in ragged clothes were ambling after the fleeing mob. They seemed uncoordinated, and there was definitely something odd about them.

They approached the place where I was standing, the running people and the amblers. A woman fell and grasped her leg. Then, she crawled away, facing pain like few I'd ever seen, to get away as best as she could. The amblers walked faster than the woman could go.

I thought that they would either ignore her and pass by or stop to help her up. They didn't ignore her, but when they stopped, they didn't help her up. Her screams will, perhaps, remain as indelible in my mind as the death of my master. She was the first I ever saw, the first victim. I will certainly never know her name, but I will never forget her face. I will never forget the shock, as she was torn apart. I ran and did not look back.

Chapter 11: Something New

Watching the television in the office of our victim's house, sharing horror with our would-be target, I felt the grip of reality loosening. We watched as the military won an engagement against strange, unarmed civilians. We watched as those civilians kept crawling forward, some missing arms, some missing legs. We watched as the firing line broke. We watched as well-trained soldiers, faced with the horror of the advancing hoard, turned and ran at full speed away. Finally, we watched as the slower reporters broke and ran.

I watched as the slowest of the lot, a camera man who was rampently overweight, was caught by the creatures. Gobbets of gelid flesh were distributed among the feculent mass, and I saw his camera fall. What were those people watching as the camera man was consumed? What horror was on other television screens around the world? Was Ivan right? Were these zombies? If so, they looked unstoppable.

Chapter 12: Something Borrowed

As the soldiers broke and ran, I knew that hope was lost for that city. Maybe hope was lost everywhere. I switched the channel and saw similar scenes of distruction on all of them.

I saw the freaks eating people. I saw a soldier, somehow hurt, stare down one of the monsters. I saw his rifle buck, and the creature flopped to the ground, its head blown in. At least seeing that gave me hope. They could be killed.

Ivan turned to Liberty and me and shook his head. He stood slowly and turned off the TV.

"It's probably hopeless," he said. "It looks like a classic horror out there. Still, because I love my girl, please go find her. She lives in a town fifty miles northwest of here. Since I was going to have you do a pretty big job for me, there's a pretty good supply of equipment here. Take what you need. If they come here, I'll leave. Take my truck."

I held up my hand to stop him. I stared into his face in disbelief.

"You trust us with your daughter? You trust the people who were gonna kill you dead to keep your baby safe?"

He nodded, looking right back at me.

"I trust you to do what's right. I trust you because I did my research on you. I trust you, at least, more than I trust those whatever they are out there. Now go. Get out of here."

Liberty looked at me, and I looked back, but then we both broke and ran. He yelled after us to go to the basement and get what we wanted. The basement was a storehouse of stuff that this guy shouldn't have had. There were pistols, shotguns, rifles, and even a couple machineguns. I started grabbing guns and ammo and headed for a nearby truck. I wanted to take more, but Liberty stopped me after only a couple trips..

"How can we carry all that if the truck breaks down? Plus, Ivan might need some of it on his journey."

"Whatever," I said. "If he wants us to have the stuff, we should take it." But in the end, I shut up, we loaded up, and then we got the hell out of Dodge.

Chapter 13: Bloody Minded

My sword, hand-made by the best of smiths, cut through the neck of another zombie, a dog this time. The head rolled free, and the body dropped. My arms uttered a dull protest as I flicked the blood free from the beautiful blade.

I lunged forward, catching what once had been a woman under the chin. As her head rocked back with my sword point embedded in her brain, I spotted a once-beautiful crucifix necklace, now covered in the ooze that is what the zombies have for blood, and I frowned at what monster might lurk, hidden, within us all. I twisted my blade and jerked it free. As she fell toward me, I jumped aside. I whirled, delivering a heavy blow to the torsoe of a new kind of zombie, a hulking form with fists that hit like the paws of some great bear.

Then, just as I thought the enormous thing might strike me a grave blow, the explosive report of a firearm rang out. Whoever fired must have had fair aim. The enormous monstrosity reeled backward and collapsed to the ground. A truck pulled to a stop next to me.

I moved to sheath my sword, but I decided against it as I spotted the two men in the cab. Both looked physically fit, and both watched their environs with sharp alertness. One man had a slim build and was sharply dressed, in a rough-and-tumble sort of way. He wore a white polo shirt and black jeans. He had a large rifle across his lap, pointed out the window of the truck. The other man was larger of build. He wore a leather jacket over, perhaps, a t-shirt and similar-looking jeans. One of his hands gripped the stearing wheel. The other rested on the foregrip of an odd-looking gun which was settled next to him. The slimmer man spoke to me, smiling.

"Excuse me, sir. Have you ever met, or do you know of, a young lady by the name of Kristina Stanovich?"

"No," I replied. "Why do you ask?" The other man glanced at me, and his lip curled.

"We're looking for a hooker, and we figured that you were a pimp. We have specific tastes."

I frowned at the man, wishing he would drive his truck away, but then I reconsidered, and my temper cooled.

"We are all people," I said. "I have been fighting these creatures for hours now. I feel as though my bones might snap from the effort. If you allow me to ride with you, I will be another set of eyes in the search for this woman you seek."

"Yeah," replied the driver. "Well we don't need anyone else. The two of us have been fine for a long time without the help of some spaz with a sword."

The other man laid his hand on the arm of his friend. The two seemed to communicate by glances for a moment, then the slimmer man looked over at me.

"Sir, there is little room in our vehicle. If we find the girl, we will have none left in the cab. The bed of the truck is loaded with supplies."

"I will wait there, if you wish. I do not require comforts."

"Well, neither do we," sneered the large man. "We're just a little nervous about you sitting at our backs with easy access to machineguns."

I considered for a moment. How could I convince these people that I was to be trusted? For that matter, how was I so certain that they could be trusted? What horrible things could they do to me? Looters had stricken the local businesses quickly, some meeting the monstrosities inside too late to turn back and joining the ranks of the zombies. I considered the men, comparing their purposeful search to the lawlessness and aimlessness of the looters.

Chapter 14: Bloody Brilliant

I looked frankly at the Asian man who was standing nearby our borrowed truck. He was skilled with his blade. There was no doubt of that. He was dressed in tight-fitting clothes, I supposed, so that the zombies couldn't grab and catch him. Or maybe it was his preferred style of dress. After all, the zombies were a fresh force in our lives, no matter how easy it was to forget that fact.

The man looked back at me. His gaze was open and unchallenging. He wiped the blade of his sword on the ragged shirt of one of the zombies lying around him. Then, he sheathed the sword in one smooth motion.

"Whether you two armed men trust an unarmed man or not, I would like a ride, and I might be of help," he said. "I know this area, as I have walked its streets for the last couple of months. You can help me by fighting at a greater range than I. If there is a chance, you could teach me to operate a gun, and I could teach you to operate your bodies more effectively than you can already."

Then, he clambered over the side of the truck bed and found a place to make himself comfortable. Slade and I shared another glance, then he put the truck into gear and drove on.

"What do we know about this Kristina chick," he asked me.

"I don't really know more than you do, my friend," I replied. "I've seen the same documents you have. I know that she is a fairly attractive young woman, age twenty-two, who has recently graduated from a four-year nursing program. I know that she is the biological daughter of Eva and Ivan Stanovich. Other than that, I don't know anything."

Slade considered this information for a moment, then he opened the back window of the cab and glanced at our passenger in the mirror. The man sat meditating against the tailgate of the truck. His chin rested in his hand. Slade let go of the automatic shotgun at his knee long enough to snap his fingers in the open window. The man looked up, and Slade caught his eye.

"Hey. The chick we're looking for is named Kristina Stanovich. She's a hot-looking young nurse, but she doesn't have a permanent address. Any thoughts?"

The man considered the question put to him, then he nodded slowly.

"I suggest we check the local colleges," he said. "Their records may contain information on her."

Chapter 15: Bloody Bodies

We pulled slowly into the college, and I turned off the truck's motor. As soon as the truck stopped, Liberty got out and climbed onto the roof of a nearby delivery van, the tallest vehicle in the lot. He looked around for a minute, then signaled me to hand him his rifle. I did, and he used the scope to peer around. He nodded, and I grabbed up a shotgun, an assault rifle, and a submachinegun from the truck.

The Asian man jumped out of the bed and walked over to me and Liberty.

"We should know each other," he said. "I'm Chi Lei-Hao. Lei-Hao is my name you call me, and Chi is my family name."

"I'm James Slade," I said. "But people usually call me Slade."

"And I'm Kenneth Liberty," said my friend from his place atop the van.

The man nodded, then waved to Liberty and began to walk off. I shrugged and followed him.

"Where're we going, Lei-Hao?"

"The student records department here is the best place to find information. If we move quickly, we can check another school before dark." I nodded and we walked on, looking around for potential trouble.

I saw several zombies in the distance, but none seemed to be moving toward us. As we moved toward the door of the building Lei-Hao thought was the right one, I checked my weapons. That was fortunate, because when Lei-Hao opened the door, a giant zombie came strolling out at him. His sword came clear of its scabbard, and the zombie's head flopped backward, hanging on by only a string of rotten-looking meat. The whole mass hit the ground with a loud wump, and I winced as I saw the doorway, behind the big zombie.

The building was full of freaks, and they were all moving toward us. There were zombies everywhere, and there were also bodies of the dead on the floors and on tables and counters. Obviously, someone let a zombie in, and everyone paid for it.

I took a step back, and then I saw Lei-Hao sprint past me. I turned and followed him, and Liberty jumped down as he saw us coming.

He opened up with his suppressed submachinegun, and the bullets ripped into the zombie flesh with dull, wet smacking sounds. Zombies fell left and right, but then there was a clack as the bolt of Liberty's gun went back and stayed. He reloaded, saving the magazine, and opened up again, but we were getting crowded.

I glanced around nervously. If I fired off my shotgun, zombies would here and come ambling. If I didn't, then I'd probably get bitten or worse. Still, I shouldered the shotgun and prepared to take out a couple zombies with a cone of buckshot.

I heard a nearly silent swoosh, then I heard a zombie body hit the ground. Lei-Hao was at work again. I suppose he really was coming in handy. Between he and Liberty, I may not need to fire after all.

Then, I heard a different sound, a worse sound. I heard a human sound of pain. I turned to see a zombie grabbing at Lei-Hao, holding him with its hands and gnawing at him with its teeth. I swung my shotgun and bashed the zombie across the face, trying to make it let go. Lei-Hao winced and shook his head, and the zombie hung on. Then I put my shotgun against the zombie's forehead and fired.

The shot blew through the zombie's head, spattering Lei-Hao and I with nasty stuff. the zombie advancing behind that one was caught full in the face. It toppled to the ground too, just as dead, again.

Meanwhile, Liberty had taken care of the other zombies. He was looking around the area, and he seemed pretty pissed off.

"What the hell happened?" asked Liberty.

"We opened the door, and the zombies came out," replied Lei-hao, and I nodded.

"Yeah," I added. "We didn't have a chance to close the door. I know it's bad, but I think we'll be all right."

Lei-hao nodded, and we all glanced at his bite wound. It looked gross to see a person chewed up like a steak. I guess that we're just steak to the zombies though.

Lei-Hao winced as Liberty sprayed disinfectant over the bites. Then he held Lei-Hao's arm still as I sewed it up. When I was done, I glanced around.

"Look," I said. "There's no zombies around right now. Let's check records and get the hell out of here."

Since Liberty and Lei-Hao agreed, I headed out.

I walked quietly to the building and went in. No zombies met me, and I took a look around. Then, I waved Lei-Hao in to help me.

We looked for half an hour. We found plenty of Stanoviches. We found plenty of Kristinas, but we never found any Kristina Stanoviches. We left, feeling down. Maybe the next school would be the one.

Chapter 16: The Girl is Found

I was riding in the back of the truck, bouncing around as Slade drove around abandoned vehicles. I watched the cars and trucks as we passed them. Some still had occupants inside.

Some of the people were obviously dead. Some were still alive but trapped in their metal prisons by injury or fear. Others moaned and futilely plucked at the doors keeping them from escaping to feed. I found it ironic that the living, the dead, and the undead were all so closely packed, even in this middling city.

Then, a face caught my eye. I gasped, then launched myself forward to rap on the truck's metal body.

"Mr. Slade. Mr. Liberty. I saw the girl from the photograph! She's in the blue Volkswagen we just passed."

The truck came to a hault so abruptly that I nearly bashed into the cab. I leaned back, striving for balance, and my head hit the barrel of the biggest gun in the truck. Wincing, I frowned through the window at Slade, who was still driving. I opened my mouth to speak in anger, but he cut me off.

"Two things," he said, pointing his finger at me. "First, there's no Mister here, unless you suddenly find yourself with a lot of money and a job for us to do. Second, stop fucking yelling! You'll bring down every zombie for miles like that."

After a moment of silence, Liberty started laughing. Soon enough, I joined in. Perhaps it was hysteria. Perhaps it was comradeship with these two unlikeliest men. Perhaps I just needed to laugh, but I couldn't stop myself. Slade's face grew dark with anger, and I thought he might try to strike one of us, but Liberty patted his shoulder and tried to stop laughing so he could speak.

"You foolish man," he said. "You are by far the loudest individual I've ever met. Your quietest voice is probably nearly as loud as this poor fellow's greatest yell."

After a few moments of pondering this, the frown faded from Slades face to be replaced by a small smile, and he even made some small noise that could've passed for laughter.

"Yeah. Whatever," Slade said. "Let's get to the important part. The girl?"

"Yes," I said, whispering. This set Liberty off again, and Slade's smile turned into a smirk.

"All right, smartass, how did she look? Was she alive?"

"Let's just go see, Slade," said Liberty, and so the truck turned to drive back to the car.

Chapter 17: The Girl is Rescued

As Slade pulled up to the wreck of the little Volkswagen, still steaming from under its hood, I watched him inconspicuously. People who first meet him are put off by his gruffness in pretty much every situation, but especially after so long, I can see through that to the rather funny fellow within. That spark of humor is a strong one, existing beyond the reach of pain and injury. Why then was he being so closed?

I hopped from the truck, still pondering what to do about Slade, and Lei-Hao joined me.

I forgot my concern for Slade's jocularity, however, as soon as I saw the girl. She was definitely the girl from the photograph, with dark skin and white-blonde hair. However, her face was slack and her body lay limply in the seat.

"Is she dead?" came Lei-Hao's whispered question.

"I don't think so," I said, peering closely through the glass.

Then, she sat bolt upright and peered back at me. The movement was so sudden that I had my pistol in hand before I realized it.

"Don't shoot!" she cried. "I'm no zombie! Please, help me."

"All right, Kristina," I said as calmly as I could. "We will. Just tell us what you need."

The girl, far from looking relieved, burst into tears, her chest shaking with sobs.

"Am I dead?" she asked.

I stared in openmouthed astonishment at this odd question and her mood shift, until Lei-Hao spoke.

"You called her by name, Liberty. How could you know that, if she was alive?"

"Listen, Kristina," I said. "We were sent here by your father, Ivan. He wants us to protect you, to look after you. He gave us a photograph of you, and we spotted you while we were driving to look for your records at a college."

Hearing my words, Kristina's sobs eased and she lifted her left hand to brush the tears from her eyes. I noticed that the motion was awkward, as though she was right-handed but couldn't use that arm.

"Are you hurt, Kristina?" I asked.

"Yes," she replied. "My right arm is broken, and I'm not sure about my legs. I can't move to get out."

I looked carefully over the crumpled wreck of Kristina's car. The frame was bent and twisted, as she had crashed into the back of a rather heavy-looking pickup which had come to a sudden and devastating stop against a jack-knifed Tractor Trailor. I pulled on the door handle, but no matter how I pulled, I couldn't get the door open.

"Lei-Hao, please give this door your best try," I said, and he did, but still the door remained stubbornly shut.

"All right, please go get Slade while I guard our ward," I said, and Lei-Hao ran back to the truck.

In only a moment, Slade was at my side, looking over the car and the girl inside. He cocked his head, as if to ask what our problem was.

"The door won't open, and she's trapped in there," I explained. "Could you please make an attempt at ..."

"Sure," he said, Interrupting me.

He tried pulling on the handle, as we had done, but he too failed to open her jammed door. Lei-Hao, meanwhile, had gone around to the passenger side, but he shortly returned.

"That one is worse," he said. "The frame is so bent, it's pressing against the door on that side."

"Okay," said Slade. "Then it's this door or she dies."

"Please don't leave me here," said Kristina, trying valliantly not to cry.

"We won't," I said.

"Shut up and let me think," said Slade, carefully examining the car.

Then, he brought the butt of his assault rifle down on the miraculously unshattered driver's door window. It was no longer unshattered. He swept the remaining glass out of the panel and put his booted foot up on the side of the car, behind the door.

Bracing his arm in the door, he pulled. His muscles bulged and the metal creeked. He then lifted his other foot and gave the other end of the door a solid kick, which rang out like a shot. Apparently, it worked better than he had expected, as he flopped onto his back, clutching a car door to his chest.

Chapter 18: The Girl is Safe

I picked myself up and started to laugh. I wasn't laughing because of the girl. She was still stuck in her car, pinned there by a big pile of metal and plastic. I wasn't laughing because I fell on my back, even though that was actually pretty funny. I was laughing because it was all such a joke. I had just flew off the handle at the new guy for yelling, and here I was booting a door off a crashed car. The girl, Lei-Hao, and Liberty all stared at me, and that was just fine.

"Holy crap," said the girl. "You're pretty strong, aren't you?"

"It's what comes of carrying around weaponry," Liberty said as he offered me a hand up.

"Weaponry? Are you guys from the army? There was a lot of fighting on the news."

Me and Libderty exchanged a look.

"No, Kristina," he said. "We're not from the army."

"The marines?" asked Lei-Hao.

We shook our heads, and I tried to hold back my grin.

"What's so funny," said Kristina.

"We are mercinaries, my dear," liberty said, and I would have loved to get a picture of her face.

Kristina sat there, trapped in her car, and I'd just gotten her one step closer to freedom, and the faces she was making were making it hard to concentrate.

"You guys are paid killers," she asked, her voice going up that extra notch.

"Yeah," I said. "We'll pretty much off anybody for the right price."

"Well, I suppose since the economy will be greatly altered," Lei-Hao said. "Your skills will be put to a different use now."

Liberty nodded and I chuckled.

"Nah," I said. "There are still people who'll pay us whatever they have if they want someone else gone bad enough."

"That's just sick," said Kristina. "I don't want you guys helping me out."

Liberty looked hurt, his eyes going all puppy-dog.

"Miss, we are not quite as indiscriminate as Slade would have you believe.."

"We're not?" I asked him. He tried to kick me, but I stepped out of range and he didn't bother following me.

"We're not," he continued. "We take clients with reasonable motivation, because death is serious business."

"Yeah," I said. "The kind of business that's good business when the living are generally such pains in the ass."

"Well, since the living are so few in this area at least, you won't have much business, but you also won't be bothered by them," said Lei-Hao. The mood was gone.

The truth is, I didn't like the living terribly much, but that's just because, in my perfect world, we wouldn't have a job and people would handle their own shit. Instead, they made other people deal with their problems. People had lawyers so they wouldn't have to talk, they had soldiers so they wouldn't have to fight, even athletes existed pretty much because people wouldn't get up and play a sport. I didn't mind the kinds of people who get out in the world and try, but those few are really about all I can stand. At least the zombies did me that favor. The slackers would get eaten.

"Listen," I said. "We were sent here to protect you. Your dad sent us, and he paid us. We don't leave anythign unfinished, and you're one of those unfinished things we gotta take care of. Now, I'm gonna jack open your car. I'm gonna get you out, and I have to, I'm gonna protect your whiny ass until you don't need me anymore. Because me and Liberty here work together, he's gonna help. This guy's just along for the ride, pretty much pro bono. If you have any problems with this arrangement, stuff 'em, because I don't really care."

Pretty much everybody stared at me for a minute, then Lei-Hao nodded and Liberty went to fetch the jack out of the truck.

"Ok," said Kristina. "I suppose it was dumb to criticize my rescuers, but I'm in healthcare. We work to save the people you guys go for."

I laughed again. This girl was funny.

"Listen. If we go for 'em, you don't work on 'em. If we're involved, it's too late for that."

She frowned at me, then continued. "My point is, I realize that things are different now, and I'll go where you guys want me to go. I'll help however I can, but since that's not going to be with fighting, it's probably going to be patching you up from fighting."

"Well," said Liberty, bringing the jack over. "If you can patch us up well, that's more than enough."

"If you do exactly what we tell you, that'll be just fine," I said. "You're already paid for. Your dad gave us that truck and the guns in it."

This news seemed to shut her up, which was good because I had to concentrate on where to put the jack's hardpoints. The frame was bent all to hell, and it was plastic besides, so getting her out would take extra special steps.

"Okay," I said. "Liberty, we're going to need the plasma torch from the truck to get some of this metal off her." He nodded and set off to fetch that and some gloves for the occasion.

"So, what's your name," asked Kristina as I was getting the jack into position. I know your buddy's name is Liberty, or is that a code name, like Double O Seven?"

"I'm Slade," I said. "Slade's my last name, just like Liberty's his last name. My first name's James, and his is Kenneth, but don't call us those. It isn't friendly."

"And my name is Chi Lei-Hao, but you may refer to me as Lei-Hao" he said, offering a slight bow which seemed silly under the circumstances.

"I know a little something about Asian names," said Kristina. "How come you don't want me to be called Chi or something equally professional or impersonal or whatever?"

"It's because calling em Chi makes me sound overly fiminine in this country, and I'd prefer to seem to be what I am, a martial man in full possession of what virtue I have."

"Are you a killer for hire too, with that sword," she asked. He stiffened his back and squared his shoulders.

"I am officially a master of my fighting art. I have not killed for money, nor do I plan to begin now."

Liberty returned in time to hear this and smiled.

"You may not plan to kill for money, my Chinese friend, but you may kill to earn your daily bread now."

Lei-Hao shrugged, seeming unconvinced.

"Anyway, save this chatter for the truck," I said, priming the torch.

Lei-Hao and Liberty used the jack to open up the frame and pry the dashboard back off Kristina's legs, which would've looked pretty good except they were all cut up and who knows what else. She didn't like it much, and we ended up having to give her a rag to bite so her screams would be quiet.

"I know it hurts," said Liberty. "It probably hurts about as much as anything you've ever have had to go through, but you have to try to keep quiet. We are making enough noise as it is that I'm worried about the zombies showing up, and you're not in position to run quite yet."

Kristina nodded, and she did a decent job of stifling the racket, for an untrained and untested nurse. That was good, because Liberty was right. The zombies were getting closer. We hadn't heard or seen them for a little while, but now I could hear their moans, even over the dull whoosh of the cutting torch as it bit through the metal frame of Kristina's car.

The trouble I was having was that the frame had crimped close, not cutting into her leg, but it wasn't far from it. I couldn't heat that metal too much, or her leg might get metal on it, which would be really bad. So instead of jacking the frame open and cutting the annoying parts free, I had to get them to jack it open a little and hold it steady so I could cut a little here and there to get the piece holding her leg to come free from the frame. That way we could get her into the truck at least.

Finally, after fifteen minutes of hot, close work, I got the dashboard out of her lap and her leg was free of the car. Sure, it was still wrapped in jagged metal, but she wasn't stuck to a ton of metal and plastic.

We hauled her up and out, her moans turning into shrieks again. She was banged up and bloody, but it seemed like nothing was broken, or not badly, at least. We carried her to the truck, but we had to jog, because we could se bullet-ridden zombies shambling toward us from across the highway.

"We're putting you in the back with Lei-Hao," I said. "Leihao, hold that metal still so it doesn't cut her up worse. You're gonna have to find something to brace against, because we might have to run over some freaks."

"Run over?" Liberty shouted. "We can't just hit people with a truck."

"They are not people," Lei-Hao said. "Not anymore."

"He's right," I said, lifting Kristina over the side of the truck bed as Lei-Hao jumped in. "And listen. If it comes to it, don't hold her still. If they grab the truck, get 'em off. At that point, some extra cuts and bruises are the least of her worries."

Chapter 19: Lost Sheep

I was amazed as I saw the value of teamwork exemplified beofre me. These two mercenaries had something that I, a martial arts master, did not. They worked well together. They watched one another, looking for ways to improve their small team. They defended each other. They even joked with one another, keeping each others' spirits up.

As we all dove into position to flee the oncoming zombies, their preparations likely saved our lives. At first I was confused when I heard a popcorn popping sound from the cab of the truck. I soon remembered that sound as the fire of Liberty's gun. I did my best to hold the metal still as we sped away from Kristina's useless vehicle, but fresh blood welled out of the deep gash on her leg. If I hadn't been warned, I might not have thought to keep it still.

Then, a dog, obviously dead but equally obviously moving, jumped up at the back of the truck. Kristina let out a whimper as I dropped the metal, came to a crouch, and wielded my sword against the monster. My cut injured the dog, but it managed to haul its bulk up onto the back of the truck, clinging to the tailgate and growling.

I came to my feet, spun, and delivered a solid slash to its neck. THe body fell from the truck to slide along the road, and the head fell into the bed, coming to rest against the tailgate.

I bent to sweep it up and out, but just then there was a tremendous crunchy bump. Apparently, a zombie had gotten in our way. That in itself was not so terrible, but the effect it had on me was. I lost my footing and tumbled out of the truck bed to slide along the road.

Fortunately, we were not going quite as fast as we had been, because of the recent collision. However, a tumble from a truck was bad enough on its own. Trying to protect my drawn sword while also trying to protect my flesh was even worse.

"Stop," shrieked Kristina. "Lei-Hao fell off!"

Someone swore, and the truck came to a jerking hault. I got up and ran toward the truck as Liberty dove backwards through the little window between the cab and the bed. He landed on Kristina who let out another moan, but he had no time to appologize or even to move.

He raised the large barrel of a machinegun over the edge of the truck bed and began to fire.

Chapter 20: Faithful Shepherds

I saw a proverbial river of zombies flowing toward us from all behind. I fired past Lei-Hao as close as I dared, but I couldn't afford to waste ammunition in a foolish fucellade. Also, though I could use this kind of weapon, I didn't like the loud reports or the feeling of riding on top of an angry jackhammer.

Still, Lei-Hao kept running, and the zombies kept shuffling after him. Slade turned briefly to look through the window.

"If we don't move now, we may not get out of this," he yelled.

"Just wait a couple more seconds," Kristina yelled back. I couldn't help but to agree with her. The man had already proven his worth to us, and he had saved Kristina, too.

She tapped my leg and I thought I might jump out of my skin.

"I'm sorry," she said. "It's just that there's a zombie head in here, and it's not quite dead yet."

"We'll just have to hope it doesn't bite anyone," I said, as Lei-Hao jumped into the truck.

"I hope that was him," Slade said, as he gunned the engine and plowed ahead through a small knot of the undead.

Lei-Hao ruefully bent and picked up the head of the zombie dog that had started this mess. He knelt in the bed and tossed it straight into the path of a zombie trying to catch us up. The head hit with such force that it knocked the zombie onto his back. As Slade ran over yet one more zombie and gained speed, I couldn't help but laugh at the foolishly waving limbs of the fallen zombie. Lei-Hao started to grip the metal on Kristina's leg, but I stopped him.

"Listen. You've been back here for a while. Go sit up front with Slade and rest. We'll tend to your wounds after we're done with Kristina's."

Nodding, he shimmied through the window and curled around to land neatly in the seat beside Slade. That left me alone with Kristina. I gently took hold of the remaining metal and fished around for a diamond-toothed saw.

"Listen," i said. "I know that I might hurt you a little because Slade doesn't care about hitting bumps or zombies or what have you, but this metal has to come off."

She nodded at me in silent agreement, but she still winced with every bump in the road. Still, the job was eventually complete, and I threw the metallic piece far away from our vehicle, casting with it the wish that all would be safe and happy from now on.

Kristina, meanwhile, was competently bandaging her own leg, using the medical supplies we had stored in the truck. An empty hypodermic, labeled as a painkiller, was set next to her and the drug appeared to be taking effect. She was removing splinters of glass and plastic from her skin as carefully as she could, what with the bumpy weaving route Slade was taking.

"May I talk to you?" she asked. "I'm hurting a lot, and it would help me concentrate if I could tell you about what I'm doing."

"Of course you may," I said. "You do whatever is needed to make yourself comfortable. I'll help, if I can." She smiled at me then, a gentler smile than I'd seen, and began.

"I'm removing the shards and fragments from my skin. I want to get them out before I bandage the wounds, otherwise they would remain embedded and would likely cause or contribute to infection. I have injected myself with a mild enough pain killer that I can continue to work relatively unimpaired by either the pain or the drugs. I hope to get my left calf bandaged first, as it is actively bleeding. Still, I need to make sure I haven't missed anything worse. To do that, I will have to strip, and you'll either have to look away or ignore it, because you're a strange man who I hope is decent."

She continued in that fashion, speaking on her condition for about twenty minutes, during which she cleaned, disinfected, and bandaged all of her wounds as well as possible given our circumstances. She did, indeed, have to strip, and I am both saddened and gladdened to say that I didn't once take a glance. When she was done, she didn't bother putting back on her clothes, as they were badly torn and rather bloody. Instead, she curled up under an emergency blanket and slept.

Chapter 21: Wolves in Sheeps' Clothing

I looked at Lei-Hao as he came tumbling in through the window behind my head. Somehow, he didn't kick me or bump the stearing wheel.

"Glad you didn't get left behind," I said.

"Me too," he replied, laughing a little.

"But since we waited for you, you watch out on the right for zombies coming that way. There's more of them now, and we gotta get moving if we're going anywhere."

I put the hammer down and pressed onward. There weren't any in front of us, but there were plenty enough on each side. One big looking one struck at the door and it dented inward. I was thankful it hadn't hit the window.

Eventually, though, we got out of the crush of monsters and sped down the highway.

"Where are we going now, SLade?" asked Lei-Hao.

"I don't really know," I answered. "I suppose we should head to Canada. It's cold there and the zombies might freeze in the cold. Plus, there's a hell of a lot of guns up there, so there'll be bullets at least."

Lei-Hao nodded, and then just sat. The only sounds were the engine of the truck and the wind going by. We rode that way for maybe an hour, and then I came to a slow stop.

"Liberty, get out your scope. It's either dawn coming up, or there's lights in the distance. I want to know which."

"I'm not sure that people would be much better than zombies right now," said Lei-Hao over the sounds of Liberty climbing onto the roof of the truck.

"How's that," I asked.

"People go crazy whenever bad things occur," he said. "They rob and kill and pillage and rape. The woman isn't the only possible victim of that last, and we're all potential victims of the other things."

"I take your point," I said. I chewed my lip, thinking.

"Still," I said. "There's at least a chance, and the more people there are, the more people don't have to keep watch twenty-four hours a day."

"Well," said Liberty. "The question becomes one of avoidance or acceptance now, because the light is both dawn and people."

"It's hard to believe that this shit just started," I said.

Lei-Hao nodded. "How easily do our patterns shift. We go from living in a peacefully running nation to living in one torn by horror, war, and death, and we fit in like pieces of a puzzle."

"I think that our places on the edge of society probably are helping us cope," Liberty added. "But the question before us now is a pressing one. They are probably going to notice our passage, so do we go to them or do we find another path north?"

"First, how's the girl?"

"She's all right, I think. I don't really know, Slade. I couldn't do much to help her that she wasn't already doing. I basically sat back there and listened to her talk herself through it all. I suppose I might have learned a couple of things, but nothing that would give me a line on her condition. She's asleep and bandaged. That's all I know."

I took a look at Lei-Hao. He was scraped and bruised, not to mention the bite from a zombie he got. All of us were tired. I frowned thoughtfully.

"If that's a group of people," I said. "Then they'll be out looking for supplies, or looting, whatever you call it. There's nobody left to pay. Either way, they'll probably see our truck. They'll also probably know, once they get a good look at it, that it's not abandoned. I think I'd rather surprise them than have them surprise us. Plus, if they've got a bed to spare, one of us at least can get some real rest. It might be a long time before we have that chance again."

"I suppose you have a point," Liberty said, climbing back into the bed of the truck. "But I think that we shouldn't all just walk in and expect a warm welcome. I'd prefer it if you stayed at the truck, Slade, and watched our backs."

"Yeah," I said, as I put the truck into gear and headed toward the manmade light.

When we arrived, I saw that the place was a library. There were a few military vehicles parked outside, so I didn't want to announce just how much hardware we had in the back of our truck. I parked a ways away, and then I got out.

When I got to the back ot the truck, I saw Liberty waking Kristina up.

"Where are we," she asked sleepily. "What's going on?"

"We've found what we think is a military safehouse," said Liberty. "Maybe they will give us temporary shelter."

"Either way," Lei-Hao said. "We are going in with Slade watching over us fro this truck. I suggest he gets in the back of it, and then we drive it a little closer, so that if anything unfortunate should occur, he is in a position to help."

"That's the plan," I said, hopping into the bed and laying down.

The others climbed into the cab and started off toward the library. I hoped it was a good place, but if it wasn't good, at least it wouldn't be a bad one for long. With that thought in mind, I began the process of reloading the light machinegun Liberty had used an hour ago. I gathered the brass casings up for future use and fed fresh ammunition into the weapon. Then, the truck came to a stop.

"Hault," yelled a booming voice. "State your business."

"We are simple travelers looking for shelter," said Liberty. "Do you have a place for us?"

"Of course we do," replied the voice. "Just come right in and everything will be fine."

Was this guy crazy? Why should anyone leave their perfectly working truck and waltz into a place filled with people they don't know. That would just be dumb.

"All right," said Liberty. "But we're worried about our truck. We'd rather retain ownership of it, at least for now."

"I gotcha," said the voice. "That's fine. Just leave it in that parking space. I give my word we won't touch it."

They were actually going for it, and I was stuck out here. Oh well, at least according to this guy, I'd be safe. Still, Liberty didn't call for me, so the place wasn't a hundred percent in his eyes.

"I'm looking forward to a place with walls and a roof after last night," Kristina said.

The last thing I heard as they left was a list of openings for those with marksmanship skills and medical training.

"Sorry, Lei-Hao," I said. "They just don't need any ninjas right now, I guess."

Chapter 22: Dead to Rights

They took us in with smiling faces and open arms. The population was largely military and largely male, and Liberty seemed at his ease with them. Kristina stayed close by at least one of us, seeming to stay closer to me than to Liberty. I wondered at that, for we had talked far less completely than had they, but I had no answers, so I dismissed the thought from my mind.

All the people there wore pistols at their waste, and most of them also wore sheathed knives. Liberty was allowed to keep his own knife and pistol, which he had brought with him from the truck. I was allowed my sword, though it caused nearly as much curiosity here as it had elsewhere. Kristina had a field medical kit with her, which caused nearly as much interest as my sword.

We were guided to the man who seemed to be in charge. He wore a star upon his uniform, and the others showed him great respect. I thought the star seemed familiar somehow, as though I had seen it somewhere, but it was not something I could place. Still, I showed just as much respect, in my own way, bowing low to this stranger. Liberty offered the same salute as did the soldiery there, and Kristina looked on, impressed and shy.

"Welcome," said the man, returning Liberty's salute and my bow, though not at the same time. "I'm General Abram Johnson. This is Last Stand, a safe haven for now, at least. We're all very glad to see you."

"Thank you, Sir," Liberty said, smiling. "We also are pleased to see you. We saw quite a few walking, but very few of them were friendly, and most of them seemed rather more interested in us as prey. It's good to see friendly faces."

Kristina took a single timid step forward. "I'm more than grateful to these guys, because they rescued me, but I'm really happy to see you all. I know you all can handle yourselves in a crisis."

the General smiled warmly, but his eyes betrayed his true feelings at this undeserved praise. I had watched as soldiers ran away from New York. I got free of that crush of people only by mixing in with the line of running men. This soldier, too, was not out fighting the masses of monsters. He was here, in this defensible library, biding his time.

"Well," he said. "We're glad you feel safe here. I know how important that is, especially now."

"So do you have a place we can stay for the night, or I suppose, the day?" asked Liberty.

"Oh yeah. We have plenty of room yet. And the only payment we ask, for one day's stay, is that you listen to us for a few minutes."

The General smiled, and I wondered at his words. We were to stay here in safety, guarded by trained men, and we were to pay by listening to a speech? Truly, these Americans were strange.

"I'll listen," said Kristina.

"I can think of nothing better than to hear you out," Liberty said.

When I nodded, General Johnson clapped his hands briskly and smiled.

"Good. Then how about we start."

Chapter 23: Dead reckoning

I tried to get a read on General Johnson as he began to speak. I could tell that Lei-Hao was nervous about him. I understood that feeling all too well. Why would a General of any type be in a library in a little town, a hundred miles from the city? Certainly the man was military. Most or all of the people we had encountered in the library were military, but with everything in a great mess, what did that mean? Still, I listened attentively as he began to speak.

"Our great nation is in peril. We've lost so many people. D.C. is pretty much wasted. If the Commander in Chief is there, he can't leave his secured bunker. By the time he can, he'll be in the middle of a devastated wasteland. If he ever reestablished the chain of command, it won't be soon. We are going to have to rebuild. Every virus has a period of life. After that period, it burns out. Every virus works that way. Once it's burnt out, we go through and mop up the dead. We hose down the cities. We rebuild. The thing is, we're going to need good people. It's going to be a lot of hard work to rebuild, and without good people, that work won't get done. Now, I need to know about you all, what your skills really are so we can place you."

I looked questioningly at the man. He was serious. One day had not passed, and he was ready to craft a new nation.

"Well," said Kristina. "I'm a registered nurse. I haven't found a job yet, but I just graduated. If you need a nurse, I can be that."

"Good," said the General. "And you two?"

"Well," I said. "I'm a trained soldier. I can use most firearms and am quite capable of working under different environmental conditions and under several mission parameters."

"You're a soldier? What unit are you with?"

I pondered his question. The truth, perhaps, would not be the best alternative just now. "I was once a part of a recon team for the British Army. I received a goodly amount of training there, which has been augmented by my voluntary cooperation with United States equivalents."

The General pondered this for a moment. He looked at me with a piercing gaze.

"To whom does your allegiance belong? he asked.

"I am a loyal royal subject. I swore allegiance to the queen, and that oath must stand above my others."

He nodded, seeming satisfied. "I like your sense of duty, son. If you stay, you'll be a great asset. And you, my fine fellow? What's your story?"

Lei-Hao met the General's questioning gaze. "I am skilled at close-range combat. I can fight unarmed or with a variety of weapons. I can not at present make use of a firearm, but it may be that I can learn the method. I can work silently and stealthily, but I am not used to functioning as a team."

General Johnson pondered this for a while, contemplating Lei-Hao carefully. After the moment had passed, he smiled.

"Well, we're going to get all types here, and at least you'll pull your weight in the fighting forces."

"And all of that," I said. "Is dependent on whether or not we choose to stay."

"Oh yes. The decision is yours, although I can't see much out there that really recommends itself. We've got food, water, fuel, weapons, ammo, and a hell of a lot of entertainment. Since the library has its own generator and we can supplement it with spares, we'll even have power, quite a luxury, all things considered. But don't just sit here listening to me. Talk to my men. If they can't convince you to stay, nobody can."

I smiled and nodded, grateful for the chance to walk about. As I left, I saw Kristina smiling at the General. It seemed as though she had found a hero to believe in. Lei-Hao, however, wore a different expression. He looked thoughtful, but was otherwise unconvinced. As for me, I wasn't sure. All I knew was that we had a job to do, to protect the young lady. If she stayed here, would our job be over? That kind of question was usually talked about between Slade and I, but that was obviously out of the question.

And what of Slade? Should I call him in? The men were, as their leader had said, rather well-supplied. There were plenty of carbines and rifles to go around, plenty of magazines of ammunition, boxes stacked in easy reach. There were pallets and pallets of food, crates of bottled water, even field cots on which to rest. What use could our truck with its relatively meager supplies be to these well-provisioned fellows? Still, my instincts prompted me toward caution. Anyway, the weather was pleasant enough, and there were rations in the truck. Slade would be fine.

I did sit with the men. I ate with them, and they seemed welcoming. They did, of course, seem to direct most of that at Kristina, but what may I say? It's to be expected. Perhaps she was wounded and uncertain at that time, but such would not always be the case.

I could tell, too, that she enjoyed the attention. I certainly knew that medical professionals had little enough time to socialize. What young woman would deny experiencing pleasure at so many attentive fellows, and they were gentlemen all. They did not seem to lust after her, only to appreciate her beauty, which was obvious even while she was wrapped up snugly in her blanket. They did not speak to her alone but included Lei-Hao and I into their conversation. I was easy enough as a conversationalist, having had plenty of time to get acquainted with American ways. Lei-Hao was less easy, but the men were patient, and he was eventually to be found laughing with the rest of us. This too made me feel a twinge of guilt at Slade, alone in the truck. I couldn't help but wonder how he was getting along.

Chapter 24: Dead Man Walking

I waited in the truck. I watched the sky turn pink, and then I watched as the sun came up. I heard spiratic small-arms fire a long way off. I wondered if that was a party from this library or if it was some poor sap who was about to run out of ammo. I checked and rechecked the weapons at hand, and weirdly enough, they were all fine.

I rolled over, trying to get comfortable. I knew I could sleep pretty safely here. My biggest concern was having someone find me in the truck and blow me away without thinking. I knew they'd never let a zombie on the property. Still, I just couldn't seem to find it in myself to drop off.

Frustrated, I dug out a ration pack and munched it down. Nothing said I was bored like enjoying the taste of whatever the hell was in that pack. I guess, though, that it was better to eat than to be eaten. With that cheerful thought, I managed to drop off to sleep.

I woke only an hour later, and it took me a minute to figure out what woke me up. then I heard it. Someone was opening the truck door. I readied my pistol and jumped out of the bed. Quick as a flash, I was face to face with a black girl holding a crowbar.

She didn't look crazy, just determined. In her right hand she held the crowbar. In her other hand was the half-empty bottle of water I had left on the seat when I was driving. I was so surprised to see a civilian girl rather than a military man that I nearly missed the fact she was attacking me.

She swung the hooked end of the crowbar down at me, right at my head. I dodged to the side, waited for the bar to fall low enough, grabbed it with my free hand, and gave it a sturdy pull. I was even more surprised when, instead of getting the bar away from the girl, she came crashing into me, a short length of rope tying the bar to her wrist. She hit me so hard, or maybe I hit me so hard with her, that I was knocked to the ground, with her on top of me.

She hit me in the face with the water bottle, not really very effectively. When she realized it wasn't working, she dropped that and made a grab for my pistol. I dropped the gun, grabbed her wrist, and twisted it until her eyes watered. She smashed her head into my nose, and I only just managed to turn my face away in time to keep her from breaking it.

At that point, I decided it was time for the fight to be over. I rolled over, pinning her to the ground. I pulled the crowbar across her neck, trapping her right arm up in the air. She couldn't really kick or squirm without hurting herself, and this seemed to take the fight out of her.

During the whole exchange, she hadn't said a word or made a noise, even when she was hurting. I had to admit, to myself, that I was impressed. Here was this girl, probably at most eighteen, and she was ready to fight like she had to. My thoughts were cut short by the same guy with the booming voice.

"Hey! You there! No fratternizing with the civilians!"

"Oh great," I said. "It's the bellowing bull, come to wake the dead." TO my surprise, the girl grinned up at me.

"Yeah," she said. "I guess you're kinda screwed. Oh well, too bad."

Booted feet came into view around the truck, and then they stopped. I got up from the ground, releasing the girl, but I still had a grip on the crowbar. After all, I didn't want to be attacked again.

"What's this?" said the booming voice. "You're not one of ours? Who the hell are you!" THen he looked over at the girl. "And what the hell are you doing," he bellowed at her. "That crowbar is a tool we gave you to pry open crates and such. It's not to be carried around like your own personal woop-ass stick. Give it here."

The girl, seeming to be more afraid of the soldier than of me, untied the crowbar from her bruised wrist. As she handed it to the soldier, I crouched calmly and picked up my pistol. The idiot was so distracted that he didn't notice as I put it back in its holster. Then I saw why. He was raising the crowbar to strike the girl.

I reacted without thinking. I kicked out with my right foot, catching the man in the ribs. He oomphed and dropped the crowbar to clatter on the ground. Then he glared at me through his streaming eyes.

"I don't know who you are," he spat. "But you're going inside to talk to the general. You have no right to strike an officer." He stepped forward, preparing to escort me somewhere.

"I think you should give some thought to what you're about to do," I said. "I came here with this truck, and I was watching it until this hellion of a girl here tried to break in and take stuff."

"The door wasn't locked," said the girl, but she fell silent as I glared at her.

"And then," I continued. "You get ready to beat her with her own weapon. She gave it to you when you asked. Be happy with that and let somebody in charge take care of her punishment."

"Don't tell me what to do, civilian," barked the man, who by the look of his uniform was a sergeant. "I fight the good fight for freedom. You crawled here with your friends to take advantage of our hospitality."

"Listen here, jack-off," I said, my own temper really heating up. "I don't give a fuck whether you got to be a sergeant by single-handedly blowing away a hundred dudes or by riding the paperwork train to the top. I don't care who you are, and I don't care who this chick is. What I do care about is that you're being an asshole, and it's gonna stop. And, if you can handle this much at once, I'm about as civilian as they come, because you fuckers weren't hardcore enough for me."

At that point, the guy made his worst mistake. He drew on me. There's a lot of shit I can take, and a lot of shit I can't. I'd already had a gun pulled on me once in the last twenty-four hours, and the guy holding it wasn't pissed off and dumb as a brick.

"You will leave the matter of this girl to me, and you will march your happy ass in that door there and ask to speak to someone in charge. If you do not comply, I will personally blow a hole through the middle of your head. Do you get me, Mr. Hardcore?"

I nodded, biding my time. "I get you," I said, and started to walk by him to get to the door of the building.

"I didn't say walk, Hardcore. I said march," he yelled, poking me in the back with his pistol.

I guess, looking back on it, that was actually his worst mistake. I get pretty mad sometimes. I spun around, my right fist connecting with his wrist, breaking it and throwing his gun into the air. My left fist connected with the back of his clean-shaven head, knocking it forward into my right foot, which was ready to meet it. His nose crunched against my boot, and he dropped to the pavement, howling, blood streaming from his nose. I reached up and caught his falling pistol.

I turned back around and marched toward the door. I went in and spotted Liberty and the others at a table with some guys. Everyone got sort of quiet as I came in.

"Slade," said Liberty. "What's going on, and who's the girl?"

"I got in a fight," I said. "And what girl?"

"The girl following you inside," Kristina said. A few people started chuckling.

"Go the hell back outside," I said over my shoulder to the girl. "You're already in trouble, for whatever reason. DOn't make it worse."

"Trouble?" asked Liberty. "What sort of trouble? What happened?"

"I walked over, plunked the pistol I was carrying onto the table, and sat down. "Listen," I said. "I just got in a fight with some asshole outside because I was fratternizing with the enemy, who in this case, was that girl, trying to take shit from our truck. She and I got into it, then he comes over and is yelling, getting ready to beat her up with her own fucking weapon, so I told him off for it."

"Wait. Wait," Liberty said, holding up his hand. "He was going to pistol whip this girl with that gun?"

"No. He was gonna hit her with the crowbar."

"What crowbar," asked Kristina.

"The crowbar tied to her fucking wrist," I snapped. The hurt look on her face made me take a deep breath and try to calm down.

"Listen. I was asleep. This chick comes up to the truck, tries to take stuff, and when I catch her, she goes at me with a crowbar tied to her wrist. We have it out, sort of, until this other guy comes up."

At that point, my story was interrupted by the guy himself, walking in through the door. His nose was bloody, and his shirt was worse.

"That's him," I said. "That's the guy."

Liberty looked at me and groaned. "That's the door guard," he said.

"I don't care if he's the fairy queen's biggest floating turd," I said. "He ordered the girl to give up her weapon to him, which she did, and then he was gonna bust her up with it. that's really fucked up, Liberty."

Lei-Hao looked at me for a moment, holding up his hand for silence. He got to his feet, and faced the bleeding man directly.

"Sir," he began. "What is this girl's crime?"

"Who the hell are you," barked the Sergeant.

"My name is Chi Lei-Hao, but that is unimportant. What are the charges against the girl?"

"She was caught stealing," replied the soldier.

"And the punishment for that?" asked Lei-Hao.

"Is not yet set," replied the soldier.

"And what are the charges against Mister... aagainst Slade here?"

"He is charged with fratternizing with the laborers, with striking an officer, with resisting punishment, and with confiscating of the said officer's weapon."

"Well," said Lei-Hao. "How do you plead, Slade?"

"Plead? What the hell. You're not a lawyer and this isn't a courtroom."

"Please, Slade. Answer the question," Lei-Hao said calmly, looking at me directly. I shrugged and answered.

"I plead guilty to everything but the first, since fratternizing doesn't usually mean a fight with a crazy chick."

The guys around laughed, but neither Lei-Hao nor the sergeant did. Liberty looked grim-faced.

"And since that is what started all of this," I said. "I say that the whole thing is pretty much bullshit on both sides."

At that point, a General came in. All the men rose to their feet and stood at attention. Even Liberty snapped to.

"Who is this man," barked the general, looking at me. "What the hell happened, and why are you bloody, Sergeant?"

"This man, sir," began Lei-Hao, but the he was cut off by the Sergeant.

"He attacked me, sir," the Sergeant said. "He was hiding in their truck outside, and apparently that girl there tried to steal stuff from it. He heard her, and when he went to investigate, the two fought. I found them fighting and ordered them to disengage, thinking that he was one of ours because of his sidearm and fighting technique. When I ordered them apart, they separated. Then I ordered the girl to give up her weapon, which was this crowbar." At that point, he handed over the weapon to the general who examined it.

"Go on," said the General.

"Yes, sir," said the Sergeant, and continued. "I was preparing to discipline the girl, which is a harsh but necessary part of my job, by administering one strike with her own weapon to discourage her from behaving like this in the future. He attacked me, so I ordered him to come in here. When he refused to comply, I drew my sidearm as you instructed. He knocked it from my hand and gave me these injuries. There is my pistol on the table, and here he is."

The General looked me over. He stepped close and inspected me carefully. I stood still, looking back at him, not angry or defiant. I wanted him to see the gaps in the other guy's story. Whatever hope I had for that was shattered.

"All right, Sergeant. He'll be dealt with."

"Wait a minute," I said. "Dealt with With all due respect, General, what the hell does that mean?"

"You will be given thirty lashes of the whip for concealing yourself from us under suspicious circumstances. You will be given thirty lashes for fighting. You will be given thirty lashes for resisting punishment. You will be given fifty lashes for striking an officer, and then you will have those lashes again, as you struck twice."

I stood there amazed. He was talking about giving me close to two hundred lashes with the whip. With the whip! That kind of medieval bullshit was still on the books, but really, what was he thinking.

"Sir," said Liberty, and the General turned to look at him. "That many lashes are not only impractical, they are brutal enough to render a competent fighter, as you can see by your man's injuries, useless for quite some time. It is possible that he would be killed by the punishment."

"Well, either he can take the punishment I've assigned or he can be shot by firing squad. It's a choice between maybe dead and definitely dead."

"Listen," I blurted out. "Your guy is right. I hit him, but he deserved it."

Suddenly, the girl spoke. Her voice was loud and clear, heard easily over the din. She stared at the General as she spoke, her eyes boring into his.

"Please, listen to me," she said. "I wish to speak."

"What do you have to say," barked the bloody Sergeant, but the General raised his hand and the room grew silent.

"You may speak, although you need to know that we can use what you say against you if you incriminate yourself."

The girl nodded and began. "It is true that I went to look in the newcomers' truck. I was curious, and even more, I was nervous. I thought to myself, 'Who could they be? Will they hurt us?' I snuck over and opened the truck door. I fought him when he caught me. I fought hard, too. He won, and he could've hurt me bad, but he didn't. He could've done awful things to me, but he didn't. Then, this man comes upon us. He orders us apart, and orders me to give up my weapon. It was a weapon, you see. I do not deny it. I gave my weapon to the man there, thinking I was to be punished. I was surprised, though, when I saw my own weapon being lifted against me. This other man, the one who you condemn, he challenged the soldier. He asked that you, sir, or someone else in charge decide my punishment. He did kick this soldier. That was wrong, but it was not very hard, at least from ym perspective. The soldier here was justifiably angry, and so was this other man. They yelled at each other for a while, each getting more and more worked up. Then, the soldier drew his pistol. This angered the first man, I suppose, as it would make anyone angry to be threatened." Here she paused to look between the Sergeant and the General.

"The man was complying with the soldier's request to go inside when he was poked from behind with a gun. At that point, further violence occurred, resulting in the soldier's bloody nose and the man's condemnation." The girl paused, looking at the General.

"And what is your point?" he asked.

"My first point is that there was provocation on both sides, which could mitigate the circumstances of the punishment somewhat. My second point is harder to accept for you, I think." The soldier tensed a little and watched the girl carefully.

"The truth is," she continued. "That the soldier here ordered my to search their truck. He gave me the crowbar, taught me to tie it to my wrist, and told me not to tell nayone, not even you, Sir."

The General looked over at his man. "Is this true, Sergeant?"

"Of course it isn't, Sir. I don't know why she is making up stories, but it's not true, what she's saying."

Liberty and Lei-Hao passed a glance back and forth between them.

"May I ask a question," said Liberty, and the general nodded his consent.

"Where are the lborer's housed?"

"In a group of storage buildings off the back of the main building," answered the General.

"And are they given the same comforts of food and clothing as are available here?"

"Yes, they are. Why are you asking all of this?"

"Please, Sir, bare with me," Liberty said patiently. "My point is this. Why would a girl, who is recognized as a laborer, risk punishment, just to obtain comforts she could have just by asking?"

The General opened his mouth to answer, but he couldn't. The Sergeant, meanwhile, looked like Liberty had punched him, rather than asking a question.

"I submit, sir," Liberty said. "That the story the girl tells is truthful. The Sergeant here would have broken your word to us by proxy. Therefore, Slade was doing everyone a favor by keeping your good word intact and exposing this breach of honor and protocol."

I had to admit, I was impressed with Liberty's speech. It seemed as though the general was impressed, too. He turned to the soldier. "You are relieved of duty and will take this girl's place in the labor pool."

To the girl, he said, "And you, Miss, may have this man's position, if you wish, with the soul difference that you would be my personal assistent."

The girl was as taken aback as I was. She smiled with surprise. "I would be honored, Sir," she said. The room erupted. Some people groaned. Others cheered. Some were angry, and others were content. then, after allowing the men their small freedom, he spoke.

"As for you, stranger, I assume by the loyalty of your comrades that you are with them on their journey."

I nodded at him, and he continued. "They have defended you, and I agree with their defense. You are still to be punished, but that punishment will involve performing inventory over every one of our supply crates, rather than being lashed, as the man you struck is not an officer. However, I strongly suggest that you get your temper under control, before you get into trouble. We're professionals, but some of these little penny operations that are setting up here and there won't be the same. They might control your temper for good."

I nodded, taking his words to heart.

"I want to reassure all of you that we won't touch your truck or whatever supplies might be inside, though we would happily accept donations, should you be in the mood. Rest easy here until night, at least, and if you decide to stay, you'll all have a purpose and place and are welcome."

With that, the General left the room, and the Sergeant sulked out to join the laborers in their barracks. To say the room returned to its previous buzz of conversation would be an understatement. The men were angry that I had attacked their friend. They were angry that the general had promoted this girl to non-commissioned officer's status. She now outranked several of them. At least it wasn't all bad, though. A lot of the guys, instead of being pissed off, decided to flirt with Kristina.

"You look pretty snuggly in that blanket of yours," said one guy.

"I am," she said, smiling. "It's surprisingly warm for being as thin as it is."

He gave her a once-over, and it hit me all of a sudden. "Kristina," I said. "We need to go for a minute to take care of something."

"What's up, Slade?" she asked.

"Is he with you," asked the flirty soldier.

"He and his friends protect me, but he's not with me in any other way," she said.

"Yeah," I said. "And it's time to do some protecting."

"I'm confused," said Liberty. "What is it?"

I bent down to him and whispered as quietly as I could. "You dumbass. You forgot to requisition her some clothes. She's naked under that blanket!"

Liberty's face turned bright red. He glanced at her, then quickly looked away. She looked over at him, then at me.

"What is it?" she asked. "I'm not going anywhere until I know what's going on."

"You tell 'em," said her not-so-secret admirer, and I considered the consequences for decking him.

"Fine," I said. "You want to know what's up, even if it's a little bit secret, right here?"

"Yeah!" she said. "I don't feel that there needs to be secrets here. Openness and honesty are always best."

"Slade, don't," said Liberty. Lei-Hao looked on curiously, but I was pretty sure he had figured out what we forgot to take care of. He had this little quirk of a smile.

"She wants to know, right here, right now, open and honest. I'm gonna tell her," I said. Liberty's face turned even redder, and he looked down at his plate, shaking his head.

"At least he is telling her and not showing her," offered Lei-Hao. It didn't seem to help.

"Oh just get it over with," said Kristina. "I'm sure that whatever it is, it isn't that scary."

"You're naked," I said.

She looked at me blankly for a minute, then she caught on. She held up her hand, looking at me all wide-eyed.

"You forgot, or they forgot, to ask someone for clothes. Yours are all torn up and bloody, and that blanket is what you chose as your fashion statement."

The room had gone silent as people realized what we were talking about. Liberty looked ashamed, Lei-Hao looked amused, and Kristina looked like she wished the zombies would attack and distract everyone.

"Oh," she said quietly. "I ... uh ... I remember now. Let's go take care of that."

Liberty stood up and helped Kristina to her feet. She gripped the blanket tightly, even though it hadn't fallen off so far. I walked out the door and went to someone who looked like they knew what was going on.

"listen. I have two things to take care of," I said. "I have to inventory everything you guys have, and this girl needs clothes. She's naked under that blanket."

"Slade," she said. "Please. I take your point. I'm sorry."

"We'll get her some clothes," said the man. "And I guess you'd better get started with that inventory."

I turned my back to Kristina and began prying the lids off of some crates to see what was inside. I felt my point was made, and she would let me tell her quietly next time something like this came up, although, I guess, there may not be a next time. She might have learned caution. That was fine by me.

As for the crates, there were a crap load of them. I'd pry off the lid of one, check what was inside, which usually meant taking it all out to count it, then I'd put it back in the way it was, take a marker, and write on the side what was in it and how much.

The thing that made it so difficult was that some of the supplies had come from surrounding communities. The military stuff was fine, but the other stuff was a mess. There was plenty of food and water, but most of it was thrown in in a hurry, probably confiscated when people realized how bad stuff had gotten. Or maybe it was taken afterwards by the soldiers, running through and getting what they could in a hurry. Those took the longest to count out.

When I was done, it was almost night time again, and I hadn't slept at all. Still, it was better than being whipped.

Chapter 25: On the Move

I truly enjoyed my time in the safe house, as run by General Abram Johnson. The people were kind, as I measure kindness, virtuous, as I measure virtuousness. They acted with honor, justice, and compassion. But I knew, even before the day was out, that it was not to be my safe haven.

I was not wanted for my fighting arts or for my scouting abilities. I was respected for these things, but they would not be used. Instead, I would at best be a labor foreman, ensuring that the projects which needed to be done were taken care of in a timely manner.

I had learned all of this from conversing with several members of the safe house's force, including the General himself. The conversations had been amiable, and I had witnessed the diligence and fairness of the General in training his assistant. I learned also that her name was Rosalie, and that she had studied Mandarin Chinese. I amused myself for a while by speaking with her in that tongue, but soon my mind returned to the troubles at hand.

I knew I would be leaving, but I hoped that I would not be leaving alone, as I had no right to the truck or any of the other vehicles to be found in the area. Beyond the library's parking lot were cars, broken and twisted wrecks, but I could not make use of these. I would travel on foot until I either found a place to rest, I was killed by walking corpses, I was killed by other people, or I starved. Since only one of those four was promising, I hoped to have associates who would continue my journey with me. It was on this note of comradeship that I approached Liberty, sitting in one of the reading rooms, absorbed in the library's small section of overseas newsprint.

"Excuse me, Liberty," I said quietly. "I want to know if I might speak with you for a moment."

He looked up from his paper and smiled.

"Of course you may, Lei-Hao. Come. Pull up a chair and sit with me."

He folded his newspaper carefully and placed it on the table before him. I sat down across from him and wondered how to begin. After a moment of thought, I spoke.

"I have not long been acquainted with either Slade or yourself. I am new to this land. I have little to recommend myself as an employee, but perhaps you value what I have done and what I can do. Still, I know that this is not a place where others will value me for my skills. I will not do well here, I think, and I intend to move on when night falls. I want to know what you intend, so I can plan my course."

Liberty steepled his fingers thoughtfully, his eyes half closing in thought. He opened his eyes and put his palms on the table, looking at me directly.

"I can not offer any guarantees on what we will do," he said. "I have not discussed plans with Slade. I did, however, speak with Kristina after she was properly dressed. I wanted to know whether she had an interest in remaining. She told me that she wanted to stay, but that she would feel more secure if we all stayed with her. We aren't exactly all friends, but we've spent some time together. I told her that I would be sad to part company with her, but that I had no intention of remaining here. It isn't that I object to the men or to their leader. Far from it. But I do object to the glorified dream of nation-building that the General seems to have constructed for everyone here. England ruled militarily for a long time, and I know that a country without a military is a flawed one, but I do not believe that the military powers should control a nation, any more than a sword should control the arm which wields it. When Slade's punishment is complete, I intend to inform him of my feelings on this and, hopefully, to depart. You are welcome to accompany us, as is Kristina, though I think she will not."

I nodded and rose to my feet. "Thank you," I said. "You have eased my mind."

I left, then, to have my abrasions treated, while I had the chance. Since it was Kristina herself who treated me, I asked her to begin training me in administering first aid. I knew something about medicine, but it was largely based in herb lore, which was not adequate in this land of different plants and abundant chemicals. I learned from her for several hours, practicing the disciplines until she said I could perform them flawlessly. I hoped it would be enough, when combined with whatever similar training which Liberty and Slade had received, to keep us alive.

As I rose to depart, she stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. I flinched from this unfamiliar contact from her, but I stopped and turned to face her.

"Lei-hao?" she said. "Are you leaving?"

I nodded at her, and I watched as her face fell.

"I hoped that you would stay. I hoped that all of you wuold stay. I guess none of you are going to, though," she said. "You all helped me, and I wanted to thank you each for it, so thank you for helping me, Lei-Hao. If I stay here, I'll miss you," and she kissed my cheek.

I smiled at her and she let her hand drop from my arm. "Do not be afraid," I said to her. "These men will protect you, I think, because you are a medical worker, because you are female, and because you are pretty. Learn more skills, and they will treat you as a prescious jewel, maybe even too well." Then, I departed from the room which had already been set aside for her.

Chapter 26: On the Wind

When Lei-Hao left me, I began again to read the news of my home. I had lost touch for a few months, and I had no way of knowing when I would have the opportunity to find out how life had gone on in that time, now that life here had changed so dramatically. I also pondered how I was so certain of the fact that life had changed. It was something of a gift of mine. I had hunches that I could almost always analyze logically later. I seemed to know things, but really it was just my subconscious or unconscious mind putting pieces gogether.

I realized that it had been twenty-four hours since the attacks became newsworthy, twenty-four hours since we had began this journey. If this had all only taken twenty-four hours, what would a week be like? A month? I could not go down that path. It was just too depressing. Instead, I refocused my mind, following the path of reason once more.

If it had been twenty-four hours since the attack began, surely some international power would have either stepped in to assist America or to take it over. If such a power had constructed or delivered this disease, they would surely be here to reap the rewards. If they had not, then there still would be word.

I knew that word hadn't come, because it would probably come by radio. One of the first priorities, or so the staff had informed me, was to erect an antenna mast atop the library. That mast was connected to a powerful radio tranceiver which had been scanning the frequencies in its considerable range for any broadcasts.

There had been a spate of unofficial broadcasts on the civilian bands for assistance. Most of those had ended in screams or static. The radio was manned in shifts of no more than an hour, just to give the people listening a break. I volunteered for one of those shifts myself, yet more fuel for nightmares. During that time, I heard all sorts of dialects of many languages, but I heard no voice which even made a claim to officialdom, so I knew that no word had come.

Then, a new thought hit me. Not only had our own government not sent word, and not only had no foreign power come to aid or to conquer. The satellite feeds were down. Nothing was being broadcast. the uplink station near the radio was quite powerful. This thought had me chilled to the bone, because it meant that the entire world might be changing, as we in America had changed.

The newspaper fell, forgotten, from my nerveless fingers. I imagined Tokyo, with its millions and millions, all feeding on one another. I imagined Rome's beautiful buildings broken and smoldering, like the ones in New York. I imagined London, and there my imaginings ceased.

"What good is imagining such a fate without proof," I said. "I'm just working myself up into a tizzy for no reason."

Still, my fear-sparked adrenaline gave me resolve to go see Slade now. I would neither interrupt his punishment nor help him along. I would talk to him, however, and determine what we would be doing. I got up, put the newspaper carefully away, and proceeded to the makeshift storage room where Slade was working.

Chapter 27: On the Way

I was staggering toward the door, dog tired, when Liberty came busting in. He damn near caught me in the face with the door.

"Hey!" I said. "Watch it with that fuckin' door!"

"Oh," he said, stopped in his tracks. "I'm frightfully sorry, Slade. I figured you'd still be at work. Are you finished then, or have you decided it's time for a break?"

"I'm finished, and if I never have to do this kind of shit again, I'll be happy."

"Well, since you're finished, let me walk with you and talk, on your way to give your report to the General."

We headed out, and Liberty told me about his theories on the world at large. I listened, trying to decide if he was paranoid and wrong or paranoid and right. Before we reached the General's office, he stopped me. He turned to me and lowered his voice to nearly a whisper.

"Listen, my friend. I know that he's going to ask you what you want to do. He's banking on us staying, but I don't really want to. I'd rather move on. Our charge is convinced to stay, and that's fine for her. I just don't think it's wise."

"Why not?" I asked. "This place has a shit load of ammo. I should know. It's got stuff we can use. They need us, and frankly we humans gotta stick together."

"I truly understand your position," he replied. "But the thing is, the United States, as you should know better than I, was won by military might, but it wasn't founded on it. Your nation stands apart as one capable of martial action without being martially based. My dear home isn't precisely a military powerhouse, but we have that history. No British citizen can forget, nor should we, that we were once rulers of a vast empire of colonies."

I interrupted him by tapping on his chest. "Get to the point, Liberty."

"I'm coming to it. I am. Listen, Slade, and you'll see. If this General is to be believed, the chain of command is snapped. For all he knows, he's in charge, the highest ranking officer. If so, it is his responsibility to clear the government areas, once this has all blown over. Once he does that, who but his military will be in a position to facilitate the rebuilding of the nation. If the military of a nation seeks to control it, no matter the reason, that nation is in grave danger of becoming militarily reformed. What I mean is that the United States may not be what it was, if the General rebuilds her."

'So basically, you want us to leave, because without the help of us two mercenaries, this whole place'll just collapse, and he'll be just one moer pile of zombie food?"

"I wouldn't put it quite like that, but basically. I don't want to be part of this."

"Well I think it's fine. This country is filled with a bunch of whiny-ass punks who can't be bothered to lift more than a finger, and usually that's just to pick there noses with. If we get military stuff going, maybe those people, if there are any left by that point, will learn the manly art of not being wasted space."

I turned to go, my mind made up to stay. I justified it by thinking about Kristina. Liberty put his hand on my shoulder, and I stopped. I turned, ready to mouth off at him, but then I thought about all the times he was right. I shut up and listened.

"Slade, they don't care about Lei-Hao's skills. If you don't use a gun, you aren't capable. He's told thim about his art. I told them he was an asset, but it doesn't matter to them. That's the kind of thing I'm talking about, Slade. If it isn't by the book, they don't seem to be interested. Are you a by the book kind of fellow? We both know better." I thought about it, and he was right. I liked the idea of a country of go-getters, but not like that.

"You're right, Liberty," I said. "We got enought of a zombie problem out there without starting a different one in here. You go get the truck ready. Make whatever trades you think are good."

"Well, the first one will require your pistol. They carry some here rather like mine. They use the same ammunition and magazine. Your forty-five will run out pretty soon, and we can trade yours for theres."

"Damn it. I hate that. I love this gun. I really don't want to give it up, but how about I just give them all the ammo for it that I have. They use forty-fives also. We'll trade that for rounds for the machine gun. I want to get that set up permanently in the truck bed, the big one mind, not the little one."

Liberty nodded, so I pulled the five or so mags of forty-five caliber ammo I had stashed away out and handed them over. I kept the one in my gun. Then we both walked into the office.

General Johnson looked up as we came in, and it was hard, really hard, not to snap to attention. He just had that look about him, but then again, I never had been one for the rulebooks.

"I see you're finished with your work," he said to me. "Otherwise, I'm sure you'd still be at it."

"I'm finished," I said. "Here's your report."

I handed over the papers I'd written on and he smiled a little. He skimmed them over, then filed them away.

"Now, have you all decided whether you're going or staying? I know Kristina has decided to join us. Your other companion, the Asian, he's figured on leaving. I hope you two will do the sensible thing and stay."

"First," Liberty said. "I'd like to offer you these five clips of ammunition in trade for an equivalent amount of link-fed rounds for our machinegun. It rather chews through the bullets, as you no doubt are aware."

"That's fine," said Johnson, scribbling on a paper, signing it, and handing it to Liberty. "Now, what about that answer?"

I looked at the General, thought about it for a couple more seconds, and shook my head. "I can't stay, Sir," I said. "I've never been the sitting still type."

"I see," he said, frowning slightly. "Well, you have your life to live. And you, Son?"

"i'm afraid I can't either. We're rather a team," Liberty replied.

"Well, to each his own," said the General. "Now if you two will excuse me, I have to organize more details of this fine community." And with that, he turned back to his papers.

It wasn't long before we had our machinegun as stocked as we could make it. We were all getting into the truck as Kristina came running out.

"I had hoped you would stay," she said, looking sadly up at us.

"I know," said Liberty. "But we just can't. It's a matter of principle, but I think you'll be fine."

I nodded, thinking. "Listen," I said. "Before we go, I want to know something." She nodded, so I went on. "Your dad sent this chick claiming to be your dead mom to us. She didn't look like Eva, and we want to know if you know anything about it."

"Well, there's two things," Kristina said. "First, Eva's not my mother. My mother was Eva's sister. Dad married Eva after my real mother was killed in a burglary when I was a baby. The other thing is, what did she look like?"

"A rather fetching woman," said Liberty. "She seemed to have a certain poise."

"Basically," I interrupted. "She was dead sexy, but she had these eyes that just looked into your soul."

"That sounds like my father's lawyer, Lucy Principa. And why are you saying 'was"?"

Liberty and I shared a glance. "Because she stepped out of line," I said. "Liberty took away her sexy."

Liberty shot me a dirty look, Lei-Hao nodded, and Kristina looked confused.

"I don't understand," she said.

"Think about these two for a moment," said Lei-Hao. "What do they do? She came in, made a mistake, and Liberty killed her."

Kristina glanced at us, horrified. "You... You did?"

"Yep. Liberty caught her right in the side of the..."

"Listen," Liberty said, interrupting me. "We are leaving, but we have a radio in the truck. If you need us, for any reason, give us a call on civilian channel 10."

Kristina turned away and walked back inside. "I don't think that will be happening. Goodbye, you three. I'm sure you'll find plenty to enjoy out there."

I jumped into the truck, started it up, and pulled out, the other two in place. The whole time, I was laughing, a good, long laugh. There's just something about the looks on there faces.

Chapter 28: Ice Sculptures

We drove for a long time, several days. That is to say, Slade and Liberty took turns driving. I was familiar, but I hadn't had the driving training or experience that they had. We drove until the zombies were mostly far behind us. We had made it to Canada.

We drove through streets that looked relatively untouched by the devastation we had seen on our journey. There were towns, complete with people going about their business, but whenever we stopped, we were told to move on. Since those telling us to continue were usually well-armed and in high numbers, we generally obeyed, although Slade could rarely help making a rude comment or gesture.

Sometimes, we would ask to be allowed to trade for goods or services. On those rare occasions, the townspeople were hostile and we left as soon as our business was done.

We avoided the cities as the ruinous environments they were. The towns of Canada remained largely untouched, but the cities of Canada were a different story. the zombies stood around, as in America, some gnawing bones of the deceased, some simply gazing off into the distance, as though communing with some inner spirit of malevolence. Most, however, did nothing. the cold had come, freezing them in place. That, more than anything, was the reason for the townspeoples' zombie-free lives.

After a lot of driving, we finally made it to a town which needed us. We were hired on, for room and board, to patrol the perimeter of the town, looking for the undead. If we saw any, we were to either dispatch them silently or report them to the towns one and only policeman, an overweight, underworked man whose hair was more than a little silvered.

We stayed there for the winter, several months of cold living, cheered by occasional hunting expeditions for deer or hare. I learned the basics of pistol and rifle use, though I was limited to practicing in a specially soundproofed range in the police station. I never got very good, but I could at least hit a target before it could come close to me.

As Slade and Liberty had taught me their fighting art, so to did I teach them mine. They were apt pupils who had obviously had some training in hand-to-hand fighting, which is what they dubbed my fighting style.

Eventually, spring came. New flowers bloomed, and birdsong filled the air, but underneath the cheerful melodies came the droning moans of the walking corpses. They had unfrozen. Liberty, Slade, and I all bade farewell to the generous townspeople who had all come to know us by sight, at least. With a full tank of fuel, we pulled away from there, our last words a warning to them to move out or stay silent.

Chapter 29: Ice King

We left General Johnson's safe house and drove in a generally northward direction. We passed over the borders of several states, seeing plenty of zombies along the way. As time passed, there seemed to be more forms. To call many of them grotesque would insult the art form. Needless to say, the virus was more than a reanimation plague.

Having seen so many of the effects of the virus, we were all concerned over Lei-Hao's bite, which he had received at about the time of our meeting. Amazingly, luckily, or fatefully, it did not swell putrify, atrophy, or offer anything but the obvious pain which would come naturally from being bitten into like a roast pig. Instead, it faded, leaving only a scar. This relieved us, but it also caused some concern. What had he managed to accomplish by fighting off the zombie infection? What made him all right?

As we drove, we encountered few people. The ones we saw were largely hostile. I grew sick with worry that there would be no chance for civilization to continue. I saw primitive ambushes to capture unwary travelers. Most of these were disuaded when they saw our truck's weaponry. I saw camps of people, living in tents with no protection from the zombies but numbers. Many of these camps had already been torn apart by the walking dead. Bodies and possessions were scattered about. Sometimes, when the coast was clear, we looted the rotting, pulled-apart corpses for supplies. Sickening as it was, the dead had no use for their things, and we did.

I also saw desperate looking women, and men too, standing on the side of the highroad. Some wore clothes and some didn't. All of them promised us obedience if we'd just stop. I was tempted to help these souls, and Slade was tempted to have a couple of willing females, but we simply couldn't afford to fee and protect many people on our own. Since we couldn't choose, we didn't.

Eventually, we crossed the unguarded Canadian border. Zombies had overrun the United States and had proceeded into Canada, and the signs were plentiful. A few police and soldiers had tried to offer resistance. We looted them, too. Slade's favorite pistol had plenty of ammunition, and our own zombie encounters were few and far between. Usually, we just hit them with the truck and moved on.

I wasn't sleeping very well, partially because of the bouncing movements of the truck as we proceeded, on and off the roads, deeper into the Canadian countryside. The more pertinent reason was also the obvious one. I spent my days either driving through ruins of a country, cleaning zombie ichor from the front of our truck, or removing the needed personal items from the dead.

I thought I had a strong stomach, but I didn't really. i had made my living from the deaths of others, but that didn't require a strong stomach, just a hard heart. Making my living by looting their deceased, often mangled corpses was a different story, and it began to take its toll.

I began returning the strangers' hostile glances in equal measure. THe friendly ones were also usually those who were destined to die and hadn't gotten round to it yet. I spent most of my days as quietly as possible, not speaking, not laughing, not even reading the few magazines we'd procured. All the world, I felt, was dead. I too would meet my end, either in the maw of a monster or at the muzzle of a gun. The most troubling thought was that I wasn't sure if the gun was mine, and I didn't know if the monster was once my friend.

Most of my inner turmoil came to an end a few days later. We drove into a town that seemed less dangerous, less unfriendly to us. A local officer of the peace came out to meet us, his gun holstered. He was a distinguished looking gentleman, if a bit heavy in the middle, but he walked with natural authority.

"You people are now in the township of New hope," he said. "We spotted you coming in, and we welcome you if you're peaceful. If you're not, you should turn your truck around and head back where you were."

I opened my mouth, but Slade, who was driving, shushed me. "You can back up your authority?" he asked the officer.

"Yes, sir. We can. We've got two of our residents, good shots both, with a bead on the head of you and your Asian friend in back."

Slade smiled, relatively impressed. He put his hands up on the top of the stearing wheel and invited the policeman to open his door. He stepped out, and I slid through to join him. Lei-Hao hopped down from the back of the truck and approached. The officer eyed us all suspiciously, but he didn't back off. I was impressed, too.

"You've offered us your welcome," I said. "What, exactly, does that mean?"

"It means that we have a place for you, if you are truly as capable as you seem, but before that, let's have introductions."

I nodded and began. "My name is Kenneth Liberty, Liberty to my friends. This man is James Slade, although Slade will do, and this is Chi Lei-Hao. So far, he's wanted to be called Lei-Hao."

Lei-Hao bowed as I spoke his name and nodded as I gave my oppinion on it. Slade was motionless, watching the officer.

"Well, my name is Luke Dorcet, and I'm the policeman around here." Slade's jaw clenched.

"You're the only policeman?" he said, the sneer in his voice obvious.

"I'm the only policeman in the town, because we've never needed more. We look after our own and have done since even before this whole zombie thing started. All of the residents are familiar with guns because most of us do our share of hunting, and those who don't still want to know which end's the business end of a gun. We figured out that shots attracted the zombies, so those who had bow-hunting experience have been running patrols, killing the dead." He laughed, and I couldn't help joining in. I liked this man and his town.

"So you are offering us a place because... because why?" Slade asked.

"Because you all look capable of walking a perimeter, because you all look capable of sending a zombie packing or dropping it in its tracks. Because we have to stick together, now that we're not the dominant predator. Finally, because unless you want to try your luck with penguins, you won't like going too much farther north. Winter's coming, and the northerly lands aren't exactly kind to the uninitiated."

Lei-Hao nodded. "I want a rest from riding," he said. "However, until I learn guns, my primary skills of value will be stealth and tactics. Also, I can teach the use of fists and feet."

"I too want a rest. My legs are tired of being still and cramped," I said. "What about you, Slade?"

He pondered for a moment, then nodded, stepping back into the truck. "Our supplies are ours," he said. "If you want them, you trade. We are not good old boys with scoped out deer rifles and shotguns loaded with birdshot. Liberty and me, we're trained to kill. Lei-Hao, too. I want to warn you who you're welcoming. We were hirable before this shit all went down. Lei-Hao was his own man, but I know he's capable. For your own sakes, keep your men under control. I have a quick temper, and I don't like offing people I have respect for."

"That's fine, Mister Slade," replied the policeman. "But you need to know that we've got soldiers here, too. We won't take your stuff, and we won't start trouble. However, if you start trouble, we'll do our best to finish it. Keep your temper under control and keep your firearms pointed at zombies and we won't have any trouble at all."

"Fine," said Slade, starting the truck. "Tell me where to go."

"Down this road, fifth house on the right. You three will be sharing a room."

As Slade started off, leaving us to walk, he looked over his shoulder at the officer. "I'm not a mister," he said. We walked off afterward, chuckling.

Our duties were fairly light. We walked around with suppressed pistols and toured the town's borders, looking for zombies. When we saw them, we either called for backup, or took care of the problem. The bodies were checked then buried in concrete-lined pits. All in all, it was a good job, as such things went.

The real bonus was officer Dorcet himself. He and I would sit up nights, talking, after the others had gone to sleep. It was because of him that I came to understand that I couldn't save everyone, that I had to take care of myself first, and that standard notions of guilt and innocence died with most of the population of the continent.

When Spring came, Slade's wonderlust took over. I wanted to stay, but then I heard the distant sounds of thawing zombies. I tried to convince the townfolk to come with me, but they didn't want to leave their homes. They hadn't seen what a zombie could do, not really. They certainly hadn't seen a hoard. With no luck there, I turned to Officer Dorcet, or Luke, as he had come to be called.

"Luke," I said. "The undead are coming. They aren't coming in ones and twos. The frozen ones are unfreezing, and the few rifle shots that you'll have to fire to defend yourselves will attract more. I'm concerned, and I think you understand where I fear it will end."

"Liberty, we love our town, and we're good people, but more important than that, we need each other. If one person leaves, we're weaker. If three leave, we're really worried. I can't leave, because I don't have anywhere else I'd rather go. We're all pretty much the same. So are you. I know Slade wants to leave, but you don't have to, if you don't want to."

"We're a team," I said. "We stick together. We have for a long time, and I don't think I would stay here, even if I could. I like those of you I've come to know, but I don't feel that this place is the kind of safe that's needed."

He looked at me for a long time, his eyes sad. "I wish you luck in your travels," he said.

"And I wish you luck in your defense," I replied.

With that, the truck pulled out of New Hope, Canada, and our journey continued.

Chapter 30: Ice Flows

the hum of the road, the wump of another zombie getting creamed against the brush guard of the pickup, the hiss of our little radio set scanning through the channels, and the groans of the distant dead. These sounds were all around, whether I was awake or asleep, whether I was driving or playing lookout, eating, shitting, whatever. It didn't matter. the truck was pretty much our litle world. Sometimes we would stop. Sometimes our little world would get just that much bigger as we passed some camp, saw the torn-up bodies, put on the brakes, and went shopping.

We didn't always stop for the dead. When I was driving, we'd occasionally stop for the living, too. The funny thing was that the living looked pretty dead, just the same. Most of the living we stopped for were female. Liberty offered them food, but I got the better end of the deal. They were actually lined up in some places, like a market or a parade. Some were naked, stroking themselves to prove they were ready. Others had clothes on, of one kind or another. All of them saw our truck and came forward, like zombies, moaning to be taken, to be allowed to travel with us.

Liberty's eyes filled with compassion. Mine filled with something like that, compassion without the com. He wanted to offer them some food and rest, to pack as many into the truck as he could. I just wanted them in the bed, screw the food and shelter stuff. Since we usually couldn't agree on whether food was enough, we didn't stop. During all of this, Lei-Hao just looked on. Either he didn't like Americans, didn't like girls, or didn't like competition for the space in the truck. Either way, he never bothered voicing any oppinion at all. Neither Liberty nor Lei-Hao ever wanted a turn with any of the girls, and I just figured it was more fun for me.

Some of the girls got violent when I told them we weren't taking them with us. that was dumb enough to piss me off, as when we stopped, we told whoever we stopped for that we weren't taking them along. One girl tried to stab me, but that was cut short by Lei-Hao's sword. He didn't kill her. He made the shallowest of cuts on the back of her knife hand, hanging halfway out of the cab of the truck, where he and Liberty went to grumble while I was having fun. It was enough to send her off without anyone getting hurt worse.

Things got pretty routine, except the spaces between zombies, camps, and occasional girls got longer and longer. We stopped to loot a barricaded border-guard checkpoint where Canadians and Americans had worked together to stop the zombies. They didn't succeed, but I got some ammo for my pistol for their trouble. We also got a third machinegun, a light one, and a butt load of ammo for what we had. What we couldn't use, we left for someone else.

After a couple of days with no break at all from driving, even Lei-Hao took a turn, we pulled into this little crap hole of a town. It had neatly painted houses, set up in neatly spaced rows, with neatly kept lawns. It looked like the kind of place that a fifties TV show might have been filmed. The only weird part was all the trucks and such with gun wracks parked in the driveways.

We figured that we'd either have to deal with scared people and their bullshit or bragadocious people with their bullshit. Instead, this cop came out to meet us. He had a gun at his hip, and he had the look of someone who knew how to use it, but he didn't swagger or strut. I actually felt hopeful.

It turned out that he had needs, and we just happened to fit them pretty well. In exchange for a little light guard duty, we got food and a place to stay. True, it was one room of one house, but it was a damn sight better than one seat in one truck.

Also, the girls were pretty nice, at least the French ones out of Quebec were, and I had a pretty comfortable life. The guys didn't like it much, but they all pretty much knew that seconds was better than nothing, and I left the married girls alone, at least the ones that wore rings. I had to respect my standards.

Still, by springtime, the one room got pretty small. The women wised up that I wasn't going to marry them, no matter what they gave me. I was tired of walking the same circle I'd walked so much my feet found their old footprints. Also, the frozen undead were unstiffening and walking again.

Eventually, I told Liberty I was ready to go. He tried to argue, to say that we should stay to help in the defense, and even Lei-Hao seemed more ready to stay than to leave, although that could've just been me trying to read a closed book. After a few tactical discussions, though, Liberty saw that the town would be overrun. I made sure the truck was fine and made a couple of trades for supplies. Liberty and Lei-Hao loaded up as I said my goodbyes to a few of the girls in private. As we pulled out of the town, I glanced in my mirror. I saw an undead dog sneaking up on one of those lovely females, but I kept my mouth shut. Liberty did tell me he tried to warn them. We turned a corner just as the dog attacked and an arrow thudded into its head. Still, maybe the town's name would prove out. Maybe there was some hope left there.

chapter 31: Reap

When we left New Hope, we headed south and west, traveling the back roads where there were fewer broken down vehicles. We encountered a few zombies, but most of them were still slow, iced over from an unsheltered winter in the woods of Canada. The few that we found that were too frozen to move would never move again, no matter how hot they got. My blade made sure of that. We either hit the moving ones with our truck or avoided them. By that point, I preferred to kill as many as possible.

We entered the Canadian grasslands as Spring came into her own. I could almost hear the rice farmers' voices from my home as we drove past grains and grasses. We saw run-down houses, abandoned cars, and the undead more frequently as we went along.

I thought of stopping to harvest some grain. The more I considered it, the more it became an appealing concept. Eventually, one night, over a meal of pork and beans, I spoke.

"We are passing food."

Slade looked at me from under raised brows. "The hell you asy," he said.

"I don't know what you mean," I replied. "What I mean is that we are passing through arable land which is still somewhat well-provided, due to the actions of wild animals."

Liberty appeared to consider. Slade threw his emptied bean container into the ditch at the side of the road and shrugged.

"We don't have room for a bakery in our truck," he said.

"No," I replied. "But if we harvest some seed, we can plant it elsewhere, when we find a place to stop."

"Lei-Hao, that is truly a brilliant idea," Liberty said. "The next time we see a decent-sized patch of wheat, let's stop there and do just that."

"We don't need to get any seed," Slade said. "If we stop somewhere that can grow it, it'll be in stores. If we don't, there's no point in having it. We need space for shit we can use, like cans of food and ammo for the guns. Wheat'll be around a hell of a lot longer than we will, and if for some reason the stores don't have it, we can just get some from farther away when we get wherever we're going, which by the way, we have no clue about."

"Listen," said Liberty. "If we take some along, we'll have more to offer that we can trade, so we don't have to continually deplete our ammunition or rations to obtain necessary supplies. Settlements will want seed grain, and we will have it."

Slade nodded. "Fine, but I'm playing guard while you guys farm around."

I agreed, as did Liberty, so later, as Liberty was driving, I pointed out what appeared to be a disorganized but relatively intact wheatfield.

As Slade pulled to a stop on the side of the road, Liberty and I got out of the truck. I had my sword, which I was planning to use to harvest grain, and Liberty had a pair of bolt cutters, which we would use to open a gap in the fencing and unlock any locks we needed open. He planned to help me harvest with his knife or with a farm tool, if one was available.

As Liberty lifted the bolt cutters to the fence, they flew from his hand and landed on the ground a short distance away. Liberty dove to the ground and I followed suit. Slade jumped out of the truck's door and scrambled over the side into the bed. A loud crack, obviously from a gun, echoed around the area, followed shortly by the whirring sound of the heavy machinegun's barrels as they were given a quick test spin by Slade.

Liberty lay on the ground, examining his hand. I crawled over to him on my belly to see if anything was wrong. Liberty's hand appeared to be undamaged, but he was shaking it furiously.

"Is all well," I asked him.

"Yes, but my hand is numb from that foolish shot someone took."

Just then another shot rang out, and I heard the musical sound of shattering glass. The truck's right window blew out in a shower of sglass.

Chapter 32: Rope

Whoever the individual was, they were shooting at us with an antipersonell sniper's rifle using ammunition that was slightly larger than that which I carried. They fired thrice more, blowing out the windshield, left window, and back glass of the truck.

"Be grateful they're not up high," I yelled.

"How do you know that," Slade shouted back.

"They haven't shot you yet!"

"And they won't, I think," said Lei-Hao.

"Why not," I asked.

"If they wanted us dead," he said. "They'd have shot you in the head rather than in the bolt cutter."

I nodded, mulling this over. They didn't want us dead, but they equally didn't want us leaving. Our truck was now much more open to the air than it had been. Also, it was filled with splintered glass. But if they didn't want us dead and they didn't want us to leave, what did they want?

No sooner had I thought the question than an answer came puttering down the road. A group of men on motorbikes sped toward us. There were five of them in all, as far as I could tell. Two of them had cheap antiquated submachineguns, one had a badly-maintained assault rifle, the other had a police-issue riot shotgun, and the last was holding and wearing what appeared to be a home-built flamethrower. All of them had grenades clipped to the bandoliers they wore.

I smiled to myself and whispered to Lei-Hao to keep down and put his arms over his head.

The motorcycles roared to a stop. The men with the submachineguns got off and approached the truck. They didn't bother weaving or ducking or doing anything but tromping up.

Chapter 33: rip

I saw the two stupid looking ones jump off there bikes and walk over towards me. I grinned, gripping a suppressed pistol in my hand. I was about to have some fun.

The guys looked like something out of a cheesy eighties movie, all dressed in black with big noisy boots. they wore big puffy coats which did very little to absorb the punishment of the two rounds each they took to the chest. They fell back, clutching their wounds, and died as the rest of their friends jumped off their bikes and came running.

"What the hell killed them," barked the man with the assault rifle.

The guy with the shotgun knelt down and looked at their chests. "I'm pretty sure it was bullets," he said, standing up.

"From where," shouted rifle guy.

"Probably the truck," said his buddy with the fhome job flamer. "If it is, I'll show 'em what hell's gonna be like when they get there."

I enjoy fun, but being coated in liquid fire and having ammo explode all around me isn't my idea. Fortunately, the unfamiliar sound of a heavy machinegun's barrel ramping up to speed distracted the guys.

"What the hell is that sound," said the guy with the shotgun.

"It's me," I shouted.

"Who're you," said the flamer.

"I'm Puff the Magic Fucking Dragon," I said. Then I opened up with the absolute fury of the hand of God.

That hand slapped the guy with the shotgun in the face, tearing his head from his shoulders. I knew it wouldn't be missed. Then it swept across to hit the guy with the assault rifle. His gun fell to the ground, followed shortly thereafter by his arms. The guy with the flamethrower was the best. He learned very quickly why it was bad to play with fire.

His flamer gave a whoosh and burst apart. I guess one or three of my bullets hit the fuel tank, because the whole mess of blood and stupidity went up in a ball of fire. This triggered his grenades, which triggered the ones his friends were wearing. That blast flung shrapnel in every direction, which pinged off the sides and tailgate of the truck like the little missiles they were.

In the end, the whole scene had taken less than a minute. I had fired for less than four seconds of that minute, but five guys, their sub-standard weapons, and a good fifteen feet of their fence were nothing but smoking slag.

"Liberty, Lei-Hao, you guys okay?" I asked. Two responding voices let me know they were fine, which was actually pretty good, since nothing else in the area was.

"I'm glad you guys are fine. Get your asses over here, right now!" I shouted. "I hear something coming."

What I heard soon pulled into view. It was a pickup, bigger and heavier than the one we were using. The bed was covered over with boards, and on the platform lay a man with a sniper rifle. Next to him was what appeared to be a recoilless rifle, a reusable rocket launcher.

"I want that truck, and they owe us, so I intend to have it," said Liberty as he pulled himself over the tailgate. Lei-Hao was nowhere to be found. I opened my mouth, but Liberty put his finger to his lips so I'd shut up.

"He's hiding," Liberty said. "He might come in handy."

"Where?" I asked. Liberty shrugged, and that was all we had time for as the truck pulled to a stop.

Chapter 34: Drive

I pressed myself tightly against the sweet-smelling grass at the edge of the blast zone where the fence still stood. I was clutching my sword in one hand, and in the other, I held one of my three small throwing knives.

I watched the opponents' truck as it came to a skidding stop, slewing its back end toward our own damaged vehicle. I could clearly see a man with two large guns lying on the platform. One was in front of his face, it had a large long barrel and reminded me of Liberty's. The other had an even bigger barrel and seemed like even more overkill than usual. He was watching the truck, watching my traveling companions.

Two men jumped from the running boards of the truck. These men were armed more meticulously than their comrades had been.

"You two in the truck," yelled the first man as he advanced. "Stand up. Keep your hands where we can see them. If you do not obey, you will be shot."

Fortunately, Slade and Liberty both stood up, their hands over their heads. The first man gestured the second one forward. He stepped up to the truck and pointed his short-barreled rifle at Slade's face, which was set in a frown.

"Jump down from your truck," said the first man. The second gestured with his weapon, and Slade and Liberty stepped over to the edge of the bed.

"They have a lot of good stuff in there," said the second man.

Slade and Liberty jumped down from the truck. Liberty landed strangely and his leg gave out. He rolled over onto his back, looking up at the second man who was pointing his weapon at Liberty's face. The first stepped a little closer to the pair.

"Get up," ordered the first man.

"I can't," said Liberty. "My ankle seems to be responding badly."

"We'll see about that," said the first man, stepping closer. Both men were now focused on Liberty, and Slade acted, drawing his pistol from its holster.

Chapter 35: Hard

The two men pointed their automatic carbines at me, something which made me distinctly uncomfortable. The rifles were C8, which was the British and Canadian redesign of the basic model which, in America, was known as the M4. I didn't want to be shot by either man, so I remained still.

The first combatants had been poorly armed and easily killed. These men hat the weapons, at least, of soldiers. If the men were soldiers, we were in real trouble, especially as the one on the truck was very well-armed. I wanted their truck, but I wanted to live quite a bit more.

I heard the sound of Slade's pistol coming out of its holster. Then I saw two things which, at first, quite confused me. The man on the truck moved to point his rifle at Slade, but a glittering something whizzed through the air and embedded itself in the man's unoccupied eye. With no more than a quiet thump, the sniper's head fell to the platform. The two men aiming at me certainly didn't notice.

"Now," said one of the men, who had a scar on his cheek. "You get up, or you won't ever have the chance again."

"Listen," I replied. "I am not touching my weapon. I am sitting on the ground, in pain from an ankle that was likely injured in the explosion, which was caused, by the way, due to the incompetence of your men."

"What?" said the other man, his rifle wavering slightly.

I grabbed onto the frame of our truck and made a valliant attempt to heave myself to my feet. I fell back to ghe ground, of course, just that much farther away from Slade, who's pistol was resting quietly in his lap.

"Yes," I continued. "Your men started firing, and then there was this huge explosion."

"That's not what our spotter told us," said the smooth-faced one.

"Well then," I replied. "Ask him."

The man turned to speak to his comrade on the truck but stopped and stared.

"What the hell," he said.

The other man turned to see what was the matter. Suddenly, both men fell backward toward us. I knew what had killed the sniper. Two identical objects were embedded in the left eyes of both assailents.

Chapter 36: Bargain

The two guys fell backwards, and I jumped up. I shoved my pistol into my holster and ran off toward their truck. Liberty was right behind me, covering me with his pistol.

There was a lot of yelling from inside the truck, then both doors opened and two dudes jumped out. One raised up this crazy looking shotgun and pointed it right at my face. The other one had a light machinegun cradled in his arms. I thought we were toast. Then I heard a familiar sound from our truck.

The two men suddenly froze. They looked past us, and there, poking out of the bed of our truck, were the barrels of our minigun, rotating at full speed. I wondered, for a moment, who was behind the weapon. I didn't wonder long.

"Listen to me," said Chi Lei-Hao. "If you men should choose to fire, I will visit such vengenace on you as has never been seen in these parts. You may proceed to use your weapons. You may even kill my traveling companions, if you wish, but I will not allow you to perform many actions afterwards. I will allow you to scream as I pick my bullets from your body. I will then allow you to lie here and die, as the zombies we will have attracted come to feast upon your living flesh. Perhaps I will await your own reanimation, so I can look into your eyes and watch you creep toward your dead friends there on the ground, your other lifeless friend on the back of your truck. Finally, I will end your afterlives as they begin, cutting off your heads with my sword." He paused, staring into the haunted eyes of the men. I had been so distracted by Lei-Hao's speech that I'd missed Liberty's subtle signal. I slowly drew my combat knife from its sheath. I smiled at the fear in my enemies' eyes.

"Please, my dear enemies," Lei-Hao kept on. "Please use your weapons. Perhaps I will kill you quickly by accident. However, if you do not wish to fire your guns, you may drop them to the ground. The choice is yours, I assure you. However, I can assure you of one thing. Should you disarm, I will not fire at you."

The two men glanced at one another. They then looked back at Lei-Hao. Slowly, they lowered their guns to the ground, their eyes locked on those spinning barrels.

"You have saved your own lives," Lei-Hao said. "And you have saved the lives of those left in your truck."

"There... there aren't..." stammered the man who had had the machine-gun.

"There aren't any people in the truck," his friend finished.

"Slade. Liberty. Please make sure of that. Meanwhile, you two can step forward eight paces. Please begin now."

The guys stepped forward like zombies as we looked in their truck. We saw several boxes of ammunition and ready-to-eat meals, but no people.

"I really do rather like this truck," said Liberty.

"Me too," I said back. "Let's check what's under that platform."

We went to the back of the truck, barely listening as Lei-Hao had the men lie down not far from their comrades. We opened the tailgate and saw stacks of C8 rifles, boxes and boxes of magazines, a whole stash of grenades, and plenty of spare ammo for the recoilless rifle.

Then, Lei-Hao shouted and we turned to see the men grabbing up the rifles their comrades had carried. I grabbed the recoilless as Liberty picked up the sniper rifle.

"You guys just don't give a fuck about living, do you," I asked.

"We're offering you a chance to continue," Liberty said.

The two men swung their rifles to point at Liberty and me, but then they froze again.

"That's right. You are royally screwed," I told them. "Which death do you like more? A sniper's bullet anywhere on your body, or maybe being splattered all over by this launcher? Possibly you forgot about the minigun behind you?"

Liberty looked at the men, and they saw in his eyes that weird mix of pity and certainty that makes Liberty so scary. "You two have this chance, right now, to put down the guns, yet again, and allow us to do what we will. What we will is that we will put our supplies in this truck. Then, we will drive away with it. We will leave you the one you so kindly redecorated. It will serve you well, so long as you like fresh air and open spaces."

The two men wavered, then dropped their guns for the second time in two minutes. They then walked toward the truck and leaned across the hood, their hands far above their heads. They had no pistols on their belts, and we were better knife fighters than they were, I was pretty sure. Still I was cautious.

"Liberty, keep your gun on them. If they twitch, you shoot them. Lei-Hao, you can spin down the minigun so I can carry it to our new truck."

The men were still, so they were alive when we finished emptying our crap out of the old truck. I had to admit that I'd miss the thing a little. It was good.

Lei-Hao wouldn't miss it at all. He took one look into the new truck and smiled that little smile. "This truck has a back seat," he said. Then, he walked back toward the old one, stooped down, and jerked what appeared to be little spikes out of the eyes of the dead guys. He went to the back of the new truck and took the spike out of that guy's eye, too. When he was done, he walked to the door of the new truck and climbed in.

Liberty walked over to the two men. He handed each of them one of our spare pistols. Then he tossed four clips of ammunition into the floor of their truck. He tossed a box of meals on top of the ammo, and then he backed away toward our new acquisition.

"You two can find lots of supplies on the road. You can earn them by being good workers. You do not have to rob from others. That is not how we will survive. Try to continue living and being decent." Finished with his speech, he grabbed up the two C8 carbines from the ground, unloaded them, and threw them into their truck's bed. He then tossed the two clips in, a little gentler. The shotgun and machinegun he put in the back. Then he shut the tailgate. He shoved the dead sniper off the back platform, climbed in, and we drove away. I looked for pursuit for a while, but I guess the goons had had enough. My spirits stayed high for a good couple of hours. Then, it hit me.

"Shit," I said.

"What is it," Liberty asked.

"Did you forget something?" asked Lei-Hao.

"Damn right," I said. "Something important, too. I forgot my magazines!"

"Really," Liberty said, smirking. "That is rather bad, especially as we can't stop for girls anymore, even if there were girls to be had."

"The hell you say," I said.

"I do," said Liberty. "There's no room in the bed. You'd have to throw out ammunition and weapons. You'd have to choose a girl over a gun."

"I... I could probably find room in the back."

"No," said Lei-Hao. "Now that I have part ownership of the vehicle, I will be using it. This back may be small, and it may be filled with meals, but it is mine."

"Fuck that shit," I said. "What partial ownership?"

Liberty raised his hand and I stopped to listen and think.

"Lei-Hao stopped the men from killing us. We didn't really do anything. He spiked the eyes of the first three, then he scared the other two away from the truck. It was brave and well-planned. He has certainly the right to claim this truck, and he is being generous by not claiming it all."

"Yeah," I said. "I guess you're right. Still, no girls. And no dirty magazines. What the hell am I going to do for fun."

"Listen to music," said Lei-Hao, handing something forward. I grinned and stuck the CD in the player. I really got to smiling when heavy electric guitar came blaring from the speakers.

"You're all right," I said over my shoulder to Lei-Hao.

"So are you," he said back.

"We all do seem to make a pretty good team," Liberty said.

As we rode along, I thought about it. I had no way to know if Liberty was right, but he felt right. Who'd've thought it. Liberty, a hired gun with a professor's voice and a hero complex, Lei-Hao, a chinese guy with a sword and a shit ton of mystery, and me, the fuckin'est fucker of all.

"Yeah," I said. "You're right. We do make a pretty good team."

Chapter 37: Wright

We drove south through the Canadian Praries. We did, in fact, stop for a time to harvest wheat. I did that work while Slade reorganized the supplies and Liberty guarded the area from atop the truck's platform.

We added a modest but useable portion of grain seed to our supply of guns, ammunition, and non-parishable food. I did not know when we would be in a position to plant it, but I would rather be prepared, just in case. The food from the tins, bags, and boxes was palateable and it seemed to contain the necessary nutrition, but it did not seem to be truly healthful. After eating, I often remembered my simple meals of rice and fish back at my master's school with much more fondness than I had shown then.

Still, eating any food was better than eating no food. All of us were subdued somewhat at mealtimes. Liberty made it a point that, unless we were in heavily dangerous areas, we would stop to enjoy our meals in as peaceful a setting as we could. As the truck's engine fell silent and we climbed onto the platform over the bed, we heard sounds which belied the peaceful surroundings. Sometimes, we heard the rumbling sound of a large fire in the distance. Sometimes it was the popping and cracking of gunfire or other small explosions. Sometimes we heard the larger booms of destruction on a grander scale, brought about by unknown hands. However, even when we saw none, we heard the awful moans and shrieks of the walking dead. Maybe the wind made the sounds sometimes, but it was hard to believe that the wind could sound so cold and hungry.

When we were not stopped for a meal, we drove. I spent most of my time sleeping. When I was awake, I either organized the food into meals, did light exercise, or meditated. I did not often drive.

My meditations were not always as calm and centered as I wish they were. The trouble was two-fold. On the one hand, I still found it hard to have peace concerning the death of my master. On the other hand, I had no desire to become a zombie. Nor had I any wish to become a zombie's meal. All of this darkened my mood and lowered my spirits, besides distracting me from meditation. The only cure, as I well knew, was time.

As we drove along, about two days after we got the truck, we spotted a towering plume of fire. It blossomed from the roadway, off to our left.

"Whoah!" Slade said. "What the hell was that?"

"I don't know," Liberty answered. "It's been far too long for it to be an exploding fuel pipe. If fire had been here, the pipe would have already exploded, and surely the line would have been drained of combustables by now."

As he spoke, another fireball blossomed from the roadway, closer this time. I watched closely, straining my eyes.

"I just saw a little flash," I said. "It was far off, but it looked different from these firebombs."

Then a third ball of fire erupted, the sound more of a wash than a rumble. Slade looked at Liberty, then he swerved the truck off the road and into the sparse trees that were all the shelter to be had. He turned off the engine, and they both jumped out, scrambling quickly up onto the platform. I joined them there, and we looked around.

Instead of the moans of the undead, I heard a droning sound, like the engine of a large vehicle. Then I heard a loud thunk, a much larger sound than the rifle fire I had heard so far but somehow similar. There was a loud hiss, then the world seemed to thrash about as something struck the highway almost directly ahead of us.

"What is that," I asked, as the sound lessened.

"It's a tank," said Liberty. "An armored mobile weapons platform on caterpillar treads."

"Are they shooting at us, I asked.

"No," Slade replied.

"How do you know that," I shot back.

"Because if they were, we wouldn't be wondering what they were shooting at," he said.

"As it stands," said Liberty. "We are wondering what the crew is aiming to hit. The bombardment seems to be following a rather straight pattern along the road bed. I see no purpose to such a tactic, especially as it will only serve to attract zombies."

We watched the road crumble as explosion after explosion crashed through it. Eventually, I saw the tank motor into view. I had seen one before, in a picture. That is why I was so unprepared for the mechanical fury that I saw.

Its treads were thick and taller than a man. its shape was squat and somehow reminded me of a crouching bug. The long cannon-like barrel seemed, under that impression, to be a questing tail or a poisonous tongue, spitting destruction at whatever it passed.

I did not know where its journey had begun. I did not know the destination of that monstrous vehicle. All I knew was that I had no wish to step into its path. I got down off of the platform and got into the truck.

"We must leave, now," I said.

"We can't," said Liberty.

"WHy not?"

"Because the zombies will be coming from all directions to find the flesh making all that noise.

"So we're screwed," said Slade.

"Well, yes," replied Liberty.

"We're especially screwed if I'm right about what I see tied onto that thing," said Slade.

Chapter 38: Rite

I stared at the tank, firing shells into its own path. I couldn't spot anything tied onto it, but maybe SLade saw something I didn't.

"What did you see," I asked.

"I think I see a nuke," he said. "A warhead."

"A nuclear device?" Lei-Hao asked. "I certainly hope you are wrong."

I jumped down from the platform and walked back around to the truck's passenger side. I grabbed my sniper's rifle from in between the seats and ran back to the platform. I knelt down, resting the barrel of the weapon on the roof.

"What the hell are you doing," shouted Slade.

"Peering around," I said.

"Please, Liberty," said Lei-Hao, coming back over. "Please don't shoot the bomb. It will explode, and we'll all be destroyed."

I shushed them, staring through the powerful optics of the weapon. Slade was correct. I saw the nuclear device attached just behind the mount for the barrel of the main gun. It was clearly a nuclear device, marked with the appropriate symbology and sized and shaped just so. It was not an entire missile, just the explosive components, so it was really not very large.

"What do you see," Slade asked, crouching next to me.

"It's nuclear, all right," I said. "It's one of the smaller ones, but it's still a good bit of boom. If it went off right now, we'd certainly never know it, as we would be very quickly vaporized."

During all this time, the tank kept traveling forward, firing shell after shell. I just couldn't understand what they were doing. Why would they be making such a mess of the road? Why would they be making so much noise?

"Shit!" Slade shouted. There was a quick Ratta-tat from his submachinegun and a thud as of something falling to the ground. Slade turned to me, and I winced.

His shoulder was bleeding from three deep scratches. Two of them were close together, the third spaced a little away.

"Are you all right?" I asked.

"Yeah. I just got cut open by a crazy zombie bitch," he said. "And that's why I never got married."

I raised my eyebrows at him.

"Look down at her," he said, grunting as Lei-Hao cleaned and bandaged his shoulder wound.

When I did, I couldn't help but laugh. The zombie was barely recognizable as a thing that had once been female. Apart from the gaping hole where its face had once been, it was missing a finger from its left hand, the left ring finger. The cut was clean, a great indication that someone had deliberately taken the finger, probably for the ring it once wore.

"Beware cheap jewelry," I said. "Wearing may cause zombification." Then I looked around. My laughter died rather quickly.

"We need to get into the truck. Now," I said.

"Why?" Lei-Hao asked.

"Because we're about to be swarmed," I replied. Then I jumped from the platform and ran for the passenger door.

Slade took one look off to his left, swore, and jumped off the platform just in time to avoid the giant fist of yet another mutated corpse. Lei-Hao was right behind him.

Both men jumped into the truck, Lei-Hao holding his sword out of the way of the door, which Slade slammed shut. Then he threw the truck into reverse gear and plowed over the freak as he regained the road.

"Where, precisely, are we going," I asked.

"Anywhere but nowhere," Slade said, shifting into Drive and roaring forward. "I think behind that tank would be nice."

"Behind what," Lei-Hao asked.

"Yeah. There's a clear spot behind them, like the wake of a boat," Slade said. "I want to go zombie skiing. How about you?"

Without waiting for an answer, Slade never waits, he broke through the edge of the straggling line of zombies following the noise and smoke of the tank. The tank was not moving rapidly, and I thought we would catch up in no time, but between the craters from the tank's shells and the bumps of errant zombies, it was all we could do to keep pace.

"That tank has a nuclear device strapped onto it, right?" asked Lei-Hao.

"That's correct," I said.

"So why, by all wisdom, are we following it?"

Slade looked at Lei-Hao in the mirror.

"First, because we don't know why it has a nuke on it. Maybe it's just taking it somewhere. Maybe they just like the sound of a rad counter. Second, because even if they blow the shit up right now, it beats the hell out of getting eaten alive by some rotten son of a bitch, wouldn't you say?"

I'd like to say that silence reigned, but I'd be lying. From this vantage, the report of the tank's massive gun was almost as loud as the reverberating boom of the projectile striking ground. The bumping and crunching of the truck's tires was also quite loud. To top it off, the noise of the hungry undead, when it reached us, was getting louder too.

"I wonder if it is being guided remotely," I asked.

"Nah," said Slade. "They can't do that."

"Necessity," I replied. "Is the mother of invention. And since when did you serve in the Armoured Infantry?"

"Okay," Slade said. "Then why don't you go check it out?"

"Because I don't want to be eaten by ... what was it? Ah yes, some rotten son of a bitch."

Then, I heard a strange sound behind us. I looked back to see Lei-Hao opening the back window. He stabbed outwards, knocking a zombified dog from the platform of the truck, then began to climb out.

"What are you doing," I yelled over the noise.

"I am going to see if there are people in the tank. Please pull close to it so I can jump aboard."

"Hell no," Slade shouted. "That's damn stupid!"

"Yes," I agreed. "Let's at least attempt radio contact first."

Lei-Hao closed the window, turned and regained his seat.

"That is certainly preferable," he said.

I picked up the radio, wondering at the men I called friends. Activating the set, I first began to scan through the various frequencies, attempting to pick up local broadcasts. I spent about two minutes doing that, then Slade turned to me, his eyebrows raised.

"What the hell do they have to talk about, Liberty," he asked. "I guess they could go 'We're still shooting deadheads. These fuckers are basically walking up to us and getting creamed. By the way, to any trucks following us, we don't like tailgaters."

I nodded, taking his point. "They may not even know we're here," I said. "Especially if they are concentrating their energies forward."

I began to go through frequencies, repeating myself as clearly as I could. "To the tank currently heading west and firing, we request mission profile."

Slade gave me a look, but I shushed him and pointed to the devastated roadway ahead. Fortunately, he was shushed and returned his focus to his task, that of keeping us out of the shell holes.

Chapter 39: Wright

