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    A quick note from the author— Ezekiel Cross: 
 
      
 
    The role of biographer is far more expansive than most people believe. To the great majority, a biographer is just a fancy word for a well-paid stenographer. It’s thought that they do little more than write down someone else’s life story, with maybe a few minor splashes of poetic flourish thrown in to spice up the more mundane aspects of their subject’s life. 
 
    Ah, if it was only so easy. The true biographer, of which I count myself among a very short list, has to be a great deal more multifaceted than a parrot with a typewriter. They have to play the role of confidant, archeologist, detective, world traveler, psychoanalyst, treasure hunter, confessor, and above all they must be a human lie detector. 
 
    The sad truth is that most people lie, and the number one subject of their lies is themselves. When it comes to the weather or sports or draperies, people almost never lie. They are veritable saints when it comes to these subjects. But ask a person about themselves and they become just shy of being pathological in their avoidance of the truth.  
 
    And that is your average person, whose lies are like glass: transparent and brittle. 
 
    Now picture the herculean task of trying to decipher the words of perhaps the greatest propagandist in history. Queen Jillian’s talent for self-promotion invariably spills into self-aggrandizement on an unheard of scale. What’s worse is that weeding fact from fiction is nearly impossible since so many of the people in her stories have a tendency to die, and those who are still with us are understandably reluctant to pit their memories of events against her completely unequaled ability to level revenge against those she perceives to have wronged her. 
 
    What may be more difficult than unravelling the truth from the lies wound throughout such subjects as the War with the Azael or the slaying of the Black Captain is the excavation of Jillian’s hidden memories. These buried memories are not just of specific events, which can be understandable because of her violent nature, but also of entire blocks of time that, on occasion, encompass months. 
 
    The story that I will relate comes from one those hidden times in the Queen’s life. I first noticed the blank in her memory after I had painstakingly researched and constructed a comprehensive timeline of her life and discovered that very little is known concerning her whereabouts during the months following the war with Azael. 
 
    After she escaped her imprisonment in Estes and killed Augustus, King of the Azael, we know she faced the Witch of Rippling and her infamous “thinking” zombies. From there, she seemed to disappear from history until she had her first encounter with Grannie Annie in the vast emptiness that is Oklahoma.  
 
    It was nearly four months of her life that seemed to have been erased from history. 
 
    To unearth those four months of missing time took me two years, in which I traveled over three thousand very dangerous miles to hunt down clues to what was easily the strangest secret from her past. Strange and infuriating. Had I known what I was getting into when I interviewed her during her second incarceration among the Guardians, I wouldn’t have climbed those many steps to the top of their prison tower. 
 
    Her cell had a single barred window that faced the Pacific. It was mid-afternoon and there was just a narrow rectangle of pure sunlight beaming brilliantly onto the floor. Like a cat, she sat directly in that rectangle of light, her eyes closed. I got the feeling that if she could purr, she’d be doing so. 
 
    “And after the Witch?” I prodded gently. “You were reunited with Ipes and…” I flipped through my notes. “You let yourself be a kid again. That’s what you told me. So, this begs the question: why is it such a blank in your mind? You told me that you named a fish ‘Shedrick’ and that…” 
 
    She interrupted without opening her eyes. “Chedrick.” 
 
    “Okay, Chedrick. That was one fish that you kept in a bucket for an hour, thirty-five years ago. How do remember that but not this great block of time?” 
 
    “Like some people, some fish are simply memorable, Emmanuel.” 
 
    “It’s Ezekiel, your Highness. Ezekiel Cross. But I think you know that.” She smiled up into the light and then finally deigned to look my way. Since our first interview, she had undergone a dramatic change in both her looks and her accommodations. Then she had been queen for the third time and at the height of her powers; now she was locked away, a prisoner of the Guardians. Her signature wild locks had been shaven down to her scalp. Without hair, her eyes looked even larger than ever. They had even stripped her of her usual long black coat and knee-high leather boots. Her current attire was a pink, crushed velvet warm-up suit. 
 
    She looked small, soft and weak. This apparent change was a mistake on the Guardian’s part. She had always been small, soft and weak. Her power had never come from her physicality, and to think they had diminished her in some way with a haircut and a change of wardrobe was laughable. 
 
    The Queen ignored my name but not the question. “Ah, yes, the witch. The Witch of Rippling. Nice hook. I bet you sell a lot of books with that title.” 
 
    “Some,” I allowed. “But people know that story. What they are dying for is something new. Something no one’s ever heard before. Like what happened during that summer.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she answered, gently running her hand along the bars, sensuously. “That was a long, long time ago. You know, I think it’s somewhat unsettling that you are constantly asking about my childhood. Do you like little girls, Zeke? Do you like to picture them? Maybe in their underwear?” 
 
    Yes, this is the sort of abuse I have to put up with on occasion…but not from Jillian. She would never stoop to such tactics. This was Eve. I had been talking with her for fifteen minutes and only just caught on. “Since this predates you, Eve, will you let me talk to the Queen, please.” 
 
    Eve gave me a slow smile. “I am the Queen. You know that. You know I proclaimed myself Queen long before Jillybean ever considered it.” 
 
    “That is still in dispute.” 
 
    “By whom?” she seethed. “You? Pssh. Please. Look at you, brave now that there are bars between us. We’ll see how insolent you are when I’m free.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to be insolent. I was just stating a fact. May I please speak with Jillian?” 
 
    “Jillybean,” she insisted. 
 
    Eve made me jump through many hoops before I was allowed to speak to Queen Jillian. As always, the transformation from one to the other was so subtle that even with me watching for it, I didn’t see any betraying tic or even a different cadence in her breathing. The Queen stroked the bars and looked around the room as if she were still Eve.  
 
    This was how the Queen worked. She was always cautious. “Ezekiel,” she eventually said and put her hand through the bars. For the first time I didn’t kiss it. The guard was only a few cells down, watching me closely. 
 
    I asked her the same questions that I had asked Eve and Jillian was understandably reluctant to try to fill in the blanks in her memories. “There’s usually a good reason why I don’t remember everything that has happened to me. Conversely, there’s rarely a good enough reason to uncover those things that my psyche wants to keep hidden. The risk to reward ratio suggests that we let sleeping dogs lie.” 
 
    “Are you afraid?” I asked her, attempting to use the question of courage to goad her. 
 
    “No, I’m not afraid. It’s very unlikely that we will excavate some nugget that’ll be worse than anything else that is a matter of public record.” 
 
    She was always so exact that when she strayed from her imprecision even a little, bells went off in my head. “Unlikely? I’m sorry, your Highness, but when someone says the word impossible in conjunction with your name, I have to laugh. To me ‘unlikely’ is almost a sure thing.” 
 
    This made her grin. “I suppose I can take a break from my work.” She gestured at the thirty or so uneven piles of papers littering her cell. “They allow me to do research but no pen to write with. I organize my thoughts better when I can condense them and write them down. As it is I have to memorize an overwhelming amount of what may be useless knowledge.” 
 
    “What are you working on?” I asked, sitting down opposite from her and pulling out a single pen and one pad of paper, which was all I was allowed to bring into the cellblock. 
 
    “The only thing that will keep me alive.”  
 
    I was sure that it was some sort of weapon or device which she could use to disintegrate the bars, and I leaned forward, eagerly. But not too far forward. Neither Eve nor Jillybean could be trusted and if she escaped because of me, I would be held liable. 
 
    “A vaccination for the zombie virus. People will pay out the nose for it. It’ll make me indispensable. Right now, I’m familiarizing myself with Cyrllic script; which is what the Russian alphabet uses. Our good friend Yuri Petrovich not only wrote all his notes in Russian, he also encrypted them in it.” 
 
    She wanted to change my focus. She wanted this to be what I took away that day. Like I said, she understood the value of propaganda better than anyone. “We’ll talk about that when you’ve made progress. Right now…” 
 
    “And how does someone make progress without the simplest of tools? All I’m asking for is a pen. You’ll send along my request?” It wasn’t really a question, it was a threat. She would clamp her mouth shut and not say another word if I didn’t agree. When I finally nodded, her smile returned. “So, you would like to delve into my mind and rummage around a little?” 
 
    This surprised me because it was exactly what I was hoping to do. “In a manner of speaking, yes. What I want you to do is lie down and assume a comfortable position. Yes, just like that. Now close your eyes and take a few deep breaths. Progressively relax all your muscles, from head to toe, or toe to head. Try not to smile. Try to relax the muscles of your face…” 
 
    She snorted laughter. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude, but do you really think you can hypnotize me? Because of my issues, I have firewalls on top of firewalls. Nothing can get out and nothing can get in, especially not a stranger.” 
 
    I was prepared for this. “What about you? Can you get in and out with the information? Sort of like an old-time bank heist?” 
 
    “A bank heist? I’m going to take that as a joke. Why don’t you just say what you really want? You’d like me to attempt self-hypnosis.” I shrugged and jerked out a brief nod; I’d been caught a second time trying to fool the Queen. Instead of being angry, she said: “It’s not a farfetched idea. In truth, all hypnosis is self-hypnosis. Even the weakest-minded person has to allow the hypnosis to take place.” 
 
    She stared up at the ceiling from her cot for a minute and I actually thought she was making the attempt, however she was only thinking, perhaps still going through the ramifications of what may come out of her mind. Finally, she agreed, saying: “You will not print anything unless I approve it first.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    Her eyes, still on the ceiling, went hard. “The answer is yes or no. And if you cross me and try to print something that I have not given permission for, there will be repercussions. I hope you know that this cage will not hold me forever.” 
 
    I agreed, knowing she was right; the cell was temporary. No one could hold the Queen captive for long and when she got out, there’d be hell to pay. 
 
    Ezekiel Cross 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    1- 
 
      
 
    The Queen remembered the witch of Rippling, Missouri with a shudder, and she remembered the children and the handful of adults she had rescued from her dungeon-like basement with just a touch of contempt, although they undoubtedly deserved more. The fuzzy filter of time shaded their cowardliness and the meek, craven manner in which they had accepted their horrible deaths in a somewhat nostalgic light. 
 
    She remembered freeing them before going out into the chilly wet night and searching for Ipes, and finding him sitting on a chair in a clearing. She remembered hugging him and crying. Then came an odd jump: the tail end of a fine summer with the two of them sitting in a strange house chatting over freshly brewed pine needle tea; the two of them at a playground, squealing with laughter, as they spun on a tire swing. 
 
    She saw them roasting marshmallows, playing tag, and hide and go seek. They put on a play about King Arthur and rode bikes. They explored cool forests and pulled up logs to find salamanders. 
 
    These wonderful memories played through her mind like a movie she had starred in, and it was fantastic right up until the last memory: her and Ipes having a “who can make the biggest splash” contest in a clear blue pool. The pleasant memories ended with a strange flash of brilliant but terrible light. It was an explosion, a massive one, and she saw herself lolling listlessly in a river of black water that was filled with dead bodies. 
 
    “The River King’s barge,” she said in a whisper as a cold tingle ran up her spine, causing her skin to tent with a million goosebumps. “But that was earlier. That happened before the Witch. Where was I after that?”  
 
    The splash again. She remembered the splash and laughing and falling, no, jumping. It was the late summer of Jillybean’s seventh year. The world was full of monsters and death and evil, and the skinny little girl felt that the best way to deal with it all was to jump from a bridge. With a wild laugh, she tucked into ball and flew like a… 
 
    “Cannibal!” she screamed, in a high-piping voice. Below her was a rain-swollen steam where minnows shot away in mindless confusion. Above and behind her was a two-lane bridge set just high enough over the water to make the jump scary, but not too scary. She struck the clear water with a great throom! and sunk to the sandy bottom, where she kicked off and broke the surface a second later. 
 
    “How big was that one?” she asked her friend. He was still on the bridge and had no intention whatsoever of jumping in. 
 
    Ugh! First off, it’s cannon-ball and second it was too big. Look at me. Look at my shirt! He furiously held out the edges of the blue shirt he always wore. There were a few drops of water on it. Do I look like an otter to you? Ugh. I feel like one, all slimy and wet. Ugh. 
 
    “I coulda put you up on the railing, you know. You wouldn’t fall in and even if you did, it wouldn’t be like the last time.” The last time they’d been on a bridge like this, a horribly evil bounty hunter had thrown him into water. Although Ipes was just a stuffed animal, Jillybean had killed the man for it. She had shot him without blinking. 
 
    The bullet from her .38 had punched through his chest. It wasn’t a neat little hole and there wasn’t a long teary good bye from the bounty hunter as he slowly slipped into death. No, it was violent and bloody. A huge chunk of flesh and bone had blasted out the back of his shirt. Rib-shrapnel punctured his heart in three places and burst his lungs like two balloons. He was down on his back before he could comprehend what was happening. 
 
    “I bet you didn’t see that coming,” she had said to the bounty hunter, just a hint of a smile turning up the corner of her mouth. He grunted and coughed up blood. And that was good. She appreciated the way his face turned red and how his throat worked up and down as he struggled to find his last breath… 
 
    “No,” she hissed. She shook her head sharply, whipping her wet hair around, trying to strike the image from her mind. That hadn’t even been her, not for reals, and she had promised herself that she was done thinking about it. She was starting a new life and a new life didn’t come with old memories, at least as far as she understood things. 
 
    “Y-You won’t fall,” she said again. 
 
    Could you put me on the bike? Maybe in the basket? He asked this in the most innocent way he could, complete with giant eyes and hooves clasped together. It is awful hot out. Half of me might get sunburned and red and black really isn’t a good look for a zebra. Before she could answer, he added a long Pleeeeease at the end. 
 
    “Fat chance of that,” she said, frog-kicking to the reedy shore. “If you’re worried about getting a sunburn, I can put you in the shade but you aren’t going anywhere near those cookies, mister. Those are both of ours.” Only that morning, while poking through a cabin in the Missouri woods, they had come across a find of monumental proportions. Not one, but two packages of Girl Scout cookies. Yes, one had been Samoas and that was unfortunate since neither Ipes or Jillybean really cared for coconut even when lightly mixed with chocolate, however the other package had been S’mores which made up for everything.  
 
    The cookies had been guarded over by a squadron of voraciously hungry mosquitos and a skeleton in a moldy green coat lying cuddled in on itself. It was really and truly dead, something that was never a certainty anymore, but Jillybean still hadn’t been able to simply snatch its pack away. She could see through its cave-like eye sockets and into its head where an ugly brown soup of unspeakable stuff had congealed. 
 
    When she had finally summoned the courage to grab the pack and run, they discovered water bottles, canned soup and even bullets. These were huge fat slugs as big as her thumb. She took it all, but the only things that the pair really cared about were the cookies. Until they had found the pool of water beneath the bridge, it was all either of them could think about. 
 
    Ipes went back to grousing, while Jillybean climbed out of the water for the third time. She wore only a pair of white panties and a green shirt with a cartoon kitten on the front. It really made no sense even to wear this much since she hadn’t seen another human in the last six days. There were tons of monsters about, sure, but no people. Still, she had been raised—up until the ripe old age of six and a quarter-years old—to be a proper lady, and proper ladies did not cavort about in their “altogether.” 
 
    That had been her mommy’s way of saying naked. 
 
    Jillybean left tiny elf prints as she went back to the bridge where she hesitated for a few seconds. Don’t do it, Ipes warned. The rail and all its dangers beckoned. Your mommy wouldn’t care for you doing that, Ipes chastised, invoking her mom’s name in the hope of keeping her sane.  
 
    She was well beyond sane and besides, she couldn’t help it. Mountains were made to be climbed and kids were made to jump from the highest perch they could dare; she climbed up on the rail. You should get down before you fall off there and break your neck, or worse: do a bellyflop. 
 
    The idea of a bellyflop made her hesitate. There was little in life more terrible than a bellyflop. That was perhaps the most common of all knowledge. Everyone, even people living in deserts, knew that. On its own her right foot started searching for the lower wrung to climb back down. She stopped herself, hissing, “No. We gotsta face our fears, amember? That’s how we beat them up.” 
 
    Conquer them, Ipes suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, that too,” Jillybean said, through lips that were pressed tight to her teeth. It was not logical or based in anything even remotely mathmatical, but being up on the four-foot high railing made her feel as though she were suddenly six stories in the air, teetering on a tightrope with an invisible tornado doing a foxtrot of a wind dance all around her. 
 
    What was that about conquering your fears? 
 
    “Shut up,” she whispered, afraid that even speaking normally would tip her one way or the other. She had been in higher spots than this, but that was always out of necessity and usually there was something to hold onto. Now, all she had to grip with were her toes, and they had as monkey-like of a grip as a human could manage. 
 
    Jump or climb down, Ipes said. You’re making yourself a target. What if there’s a zombie way down in that copse of trees? 
 
    Far down the intricate, headlong rushing brook, a small squadron of nodding, sleepy willows kept an uncertain watch over that section of the river. Their whip-like branches hung down, creating a screen, keeping from sight whatever might be within them. 
 
    “If there are monsters in there, they woulda came out by now. And you know there ain’t no bad guys down in there.” 
 
    Isn’t any, he corrected. And you don’t know that. 
 
    “Sure I do. It’s all scrubby ol’ farmland from here to eternities. If somebody took a truck or something in there, where are all the tire marks? Why isn’t the bushes all knocked about or bent over? ‘Sides that’s a good place to hole up in at night, but why would anyone still be there now?” 
 
    It’s not like people have jobs anymore. Maybe they’re sleeping in. 
 
    “It’s the middle of the day, for all gosh darn it.” Jillybean rarely slept more than five hours and couldn’t understand how people could lay about any longer than that. To her, minutes were precious. There was always so much to do, to learn, to discover! 
 
    All I’m saying is you can’t stand up there forever. Jump or get down.  
 
    “I’m gonna jump.” 
 
    Then jump. 
 
    “I am. Don’t rush me. Jeeze.” 
 
    I’m not rushing anyone. I just don’t think you got the guts. 
 
    “What? I got the guts.” 
 
    Then jump. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Okay. What are you waiting for? 
 
    She didn’t have an answer to that. She stood on the railing with her arms out for balance, looking down past her newly painted toes—pink on the right foot and purple on the left. She was all ready to procrastinate even longer—the brook really did seem a long way down, and she was pretty sure that half of it had drained away while she had been conversing with Ipes—when she heard a rumble that was somewhere on the scale between thunder and the roar of an extremely large monster. 
 
    Looking around caused her to lose her balance slightly and she pinwheeled her arms until she was able to stand straight again. As she was without shoes, even the four-foot drop onto the rock-strewn cement wasn’t exactly inviting. When she regained her balance, she looked around for the growing rumble and nearly lost her balance a second time when she saw an approaching cloud of dust coming up the road. 
 
    It was coming faster than any hurricane; faster than anything she could ever remember seeing in her life. “Jeeze!” she whispered. The thing was a black blur and the only reason she didn’t think it was a rocket ship was that it was clearly following the road. It had been about a mile away when she first saw it and as her eyes turned to round blue circles, it flew at her so quickly that she could barely run the simple calculation for assessing an object’s speed in her head. 
 
     It tore up half a mile in nine seconds which, if her mental math was correct, roughly equated to 225 feet per second or a jaw dropping 150 miles-per-hour!  
 
    The numbers were not just staggering, they were stunning as well. So stunning in fact that it took her three precious seconds to realize that she had left Betty Lou square in the middle of the low bridge. 
 
    Don’t! Ipes screamed as Jillybean bent slightly to hop down. You’ll never make it! 
 
    The decision to try to get Betty Lou out of the road in the eight seconds left to her was taken out of her hands as she over-balanced forward and then over-balanced backwards, way backwards, way, way backwards. A high, shrieking scream filled the air as she started falling, bottom first, towards the swollen brook. 
 
    It took her only a second to hit the water, another for her to sink so that her bare feet crunched softly into the sand at the bottom of the brook, and a third to shoot back up, just in time to hear the end of that scream and see Betty Lou, for that was what she had named her trusty her three-speed Schwinn, go flying.  
 
    Betty Lou had been a magnificent bike: a sparkly, purple body, white streamers jutting from either end of gleaming chrome handlebars, and a large white basket in front. Now, she sailed ass over teacups across the bridge, as an explosion of papers billowed and swirled in the air behind her. “My books,” Jillybean whispered. 
 
    My cookies! Ipes cried as though mourning a death in the family.  
 
      
 
    2- 
 
      
 
    Even as the bike and the papers sailed through the sky, there were three secondary bangs one after the other, as the car bounced from rail to rail, went sideways off the road on the other side of the bridge and struck a faded yellow Slow sign and bent it at a forty-five degree angle. 
 
    The car’s engine died with a rumbling choke. Jillybean’s first impulse was to slip down low in the water. She wasn’t just unarmed; she was mostly undressed. With the world filled with monsters and perverts, she was in precarious position. The brook was not wide or deep, and as she had mentioned to Ipes, the land around it was wide open. She was in a worse position than a sitting duck; they at least could fly. 
 
    Maybe the driver died in the crash, Ipes said, trying to be helpful. He wasn’t. If he had died, she would be mostly to blame for leaving her bike where she had, and her conscience couldn’t afford too many more innocent deaths piling up on it. The ones that were there: Baby Eve, General Johnston, a hundred or so people on board the two ferryboats that she had set on fire in New York, and at least twice that many witless Believers in Georgia, were already straining the band-aids and duct-tape keeping her mind together.  
 
    It turned out that the driver was far from dead. Just as Jillybean swam under the bridge, there was a thud and a creaking sound. This was followed by a low curse, a light thunk—metal on metal—another curse and the distinctive click of an M16’s safety being flicked off.  
 
    As distressing as the sound would have been to most people, it added little to the girl’s fear. On her hierarchy of preferred deaths, being shot was number seven, behind: old age, any death while asleep or unconscious, catastrophic stroke, sudden massive heart attack brought on by years of overeating, suicide by lethal injection, strangulation and then being shot. 
 
    Ipes preferred “death by chocolate” though what that exactly entailed, beside massive amounts of chocolate, he could never articulate. 
 
    One of the reasons guns failed to throw that much fear into her was due to the fact that she was so small that using a gun on her made little sense. They were loud and would be a waste of ammo, when every grown man alive could crush her throat with just a squeeze of his hand. 
 
    And the man who came softly stalking up to the bridge, walking not on the sandy cement, but in the high grass so that his steps were barely audible, could have crushed her throat with just two of his fingers without any effort whatsoever. He was long and tall, wearing blue jeans, black biker boots and a sharp, white V-neck t-shirt that still had the creases in it.  
 
    He went into a wary crouch at the far edge of the bridge, holding an M16A4 up to his shoulder, but not quite to his eye. He was searching the reeds and the shallows.  
 
    Looking for an ambush, Ipes told her. 
 
    She wanted to say: No duh, only she had to remain perfectly still and absolutely quiet. Her green shirt was a match in color for the reeds and her dark brown hair could be mistaken for shadowed dirt. Her giant blue eyes, however could not be mistaken for anything else. The man stiffened as he saw them and the gun jerked up, quickly, but he didn’t shoot—this was the other reason Jillybean didn’t fear guns: since her true, inner villainy was hidden away, people had a tendency to see her “cute” exterior and dismiss her as just a kid. 
 
    This man was not so quick to dismiss anything. He gave her a nod and then scanned past her.  
 
    He’s looking to see who you’re with, Ipes noted, displaying a keen grasp for the blatantly obvious. Even if there hadn’t been zombies making a mess of the world, children Jillybean’s age never traveled alone.  
 
    The man stared into the reeds and along the banks of the brook and while he did, Jillybean stared at him. He was very tall and up on the embankment as he was, he seemed to tower over her like some primitive beast. His hair was deep and dark, almost black, and it was as wild as a lion’s mane and just as long. His eyes were the color of the forest; a beguiling mixture of green and brown. 
 
    He said, “Hmmm,” a lot, letting one slip when he had examined both sides of the bridge, and again as he spied up the brook as far as he could see, and a third as he turned and gazed far behind him across the fields. Oddly enough, he even said, “Hmmm,” as he gazed up at the sky.  
 
    “Who you with?” he asked when his eyes came back to earth. 
 
    Don’t bring me into this, Ipes whispered. The zebra was still right out on the bridge, doing his best to blend in with the background by acting the part of a tiny white and black shrub in a light blue shirt and darker blue shorts. 
 
    “No one,” Jillybean lied. “It’s just me and I don’t have a gun or nothing.” This was only technically the truth. Hung on the belt of her pants was a bowie knife, while sewn in to the back of the belt itself was a razor blade—but those were up on the bridge and she was down in the water. 
 
    “It’s just you.” He didn’t ask this, he said it, incredulously. He looked around a second time in visibly growing ire. “It’s just you in this great big world and you choose to park your mother-fu…your stupid bike right in the middle of the road? What the hell is wrong with you? You could’ve killed me!” 
 
    Tell him he was driving too fast for the condition, Ipes whispered, out of the corner of his non-existent mouth. We saw the speed limit sign. It said 40MPH. Not a bazillion miles a second. 
 
    There was firm logic to this, however when one was a mostly naked girl and there was a big, angry man with a gun yelling at you, it’s hard to deliver the most cogent arguments. “Sorry,” she said, dropping her chin. “I-I didn’t know anyone lived around here.” 
 
    “Who said anything about living around here? And you’re really all by yourself? Hmmm.” Once more he glanced around, even squatting low to see if anyone was clinging like a spider to the underside of the bridge. His lips were puckered as if he were just about to kiss his grandmother. When he looked at Jillybean again, and said, “Hmmm,” those puckered lips cut to one side of his face, giving his straight nose a slight bend. “You’re really all alone?” 
 
    The idea seemed to disgust him.  
 
    She nodded and shrugged. “Yeah, can I get my pants on, please.” He grunted but didn’t turn around; she swam backwards to the far bank, and after tugging down her shirt to mid-thigh, she started edging up the bank. He rolled his eyes at her and turned to the side with a sigh. 
 
    “It’s really too bad about being alone and all,” he said, speaking loudly, as if he were speaking through an invisible bathroom door. “But that’s the nature of fate, you know? Maybe you were just meant to be alone. Then again, maybe not. We never know what will be, so why worry about it. Right?” 
 
    He glanced over and caught her trying to get one wet leg into her jeans. “Sorry, sorry,” he said, again staring out over the fields. “You just have to learn to let all of life’s miseries go. That’s what I do. I roll with the punches and there have been a lot of them in my past. You got any parents?” There was a note of hopefulness in his voice. 
 
    “They’re both dead,” Jillybean told him. 
 
    “Oh.” Now he sounded disappointed. He rallied, however. “At least you had parents. I was given up ages ago even before the apocalypse. Can you believe that noise? Your own parents saying they don’t want you? I used to say that if I ever found my father I’d tune him up good, but now, I’d just laugh in his face and let it go.” 
 
    A second glance caught her trying to hide the bowie knife behind her back. “Keep it,” he said, all smiles. “A girl all alone should carry a knife or a gun. And if I had one, an extra I mean, I’d let you borrow it. Who’s your friend?” 
 
    He had an easy smile to go along with his tanned, handsome face. Ipes didn’t like him one bit. Don’t tell him my name! I’m a wanted zebra in seven states for crying out loud.  
 
    “Just a, you know, a run-of-the-mill stuffed animal.” Jillybean tried to slip the zebra behind her back along with the knife. 
 
    Run-of-the-mill? You make me sound like some dusty, old, left on the shelf, Walmart teddybear. Sheesh. You could have just said I was your friend, or maybe your confidant. That would have been better. And it probably wouldn’t hurt to mention that I am something of a genius. It impresses the little people. 
 
    Jillybean cleared her throat to shut him up and stuck out a hand. “My name is Jilly…ah, I mean it’s Jill. My name is Jill.” At the last moment she had realized that she too was wanted in seven states. 
 
    His lips pursed again and she could almost hear his mental Hmmm as he took in the extended hand. He scratched the underside of his chin before he decided it was safe to shake the seven-year-old’s hand. “Mine’s Christian Niederer.” 
 
    “Need what?” 
 
    “Niederer.” 
 
    Shouldn’t it ‘Niederest? Ipes asked with a little snort. 
 
    “Behave,” she hissed, giving the hand a shake. “That sounds like a great name. So, do you live around here? Was your wife about to have a baby or something? You were driving awful fast and whoa! What kind of car is that?” 
 
    She had just got to the crest of the bridge and saw, resting against the canted Slow sign, a yellow and black racing car. It was beautiful and sleek. It hugged the ground with only inches to spare. Its body was like an arrow, swooping back to what looked like a sideways fin. She had never seen anything like it. 
 
    “That is a McLaren P1,” Christian stated proudly. “It has a top speed of 217 mph, with a 0–60 miles acceleration time of 2.7 seconds. Under the hood is a 3.8-litre twin-turbo V8 engine that harnesses over nine-hundred horse power. Huh? That’s not too shabby if you ask me. But what’s even better…hey, hold on.” 
 
    She had been drawn to it and was now close enough to touch the fancy car; he seemed to think her tiny fingers would do more damage than the sign had. 
 
    “Okay little girl, we are in what’s called a looky-no-touchy situation here. Kids and cars don’t mix. Sorry, but that’s the law.” 
 
    “Hold on, yourself, Mister Christian, sir that’s not a real law. And I droveded before. It was a truck and I did just fine.” She had ended up crashing the truck through the front doors of a PigglyWiggly, but as that had been her aim, she figured it shouldn’t count against her driving ability. 
 
    Christian shook his head. “Sorry. This isn’t just some truck. This is a perfectly designed piece of engineering art. Do you know how much this baby cost? 1.6 million dollars! It’s bad enough you and your bike put some dings init…but like I said, we take the good with the bad. Right? How about we go take a look at that bike of yours. That’s more your speed.” He put a hand on her back and, with a gentle push, started leading her away from the car. 
 
    A litter of paper ran from the car to the bike and Jillybean insisted on picking it all up. Wearing a worried look, she darted here and there after each piece. She had written copious notes on a variety of subjects and didn’t want to have to re-write them all. 
 
    “Who’s this for?” He had a hold of her biology book. There was a tragic gash on the cover and the spine was sadly broken. “I thought you said you were alone?” 
 
    He was about to snatch up another book: her 9th grade algebra book, which had, for reasons that were never explained within its pages, a cover photo depicting a person just about to snowboard off a cliff of ice. She got to the book first. “These are mine. I-I like the pictures.” As the algebra book was thick and heavy and she was tiny and very young, this lie seemed like something that was more believable than the truth. 
 
    “The pictures? What the hell are you talking about?” Christian looked as though he wanted to grab the book out of her arms. Quickly, she stepped back, which earned her a suspicious eye. He thumbed through the biology book, saying, “Hmmm,” to himself. When he had gone through it, fanning the last three-quarters in a blur, he gave her another sharp look. “The truth, now. Whose are these?” 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    “You know I really don’t care one way or the other, but I just don’t like being lied to. These aren’t the kind of books kids read. And no kid your age is…well, is alive, but if they were, they wouldn’t be alone. The reason I ask either way is that I need some gas and I’m looking to make some trades. That P1 is a beauty, but she’s a thirsty machine.” 
 
    Don’t even think about trading any of my cookies, Ipes hissed. 
 
    Jillybean turned slightly away, muttering, “We could use a gun, you know. And you’re already too fat anyways.” 
 
    Christian had heard her. “I told you I just have the one gun and it’s not for trade. I do have some extra bullets and some canned food. How about you tell me about who you’re with. Let’s start there. How many are with you?” 
 
    Counting Ipes, there were two of them, but since big people never counted Ipes as a real and true person, she said, “It’s just me. I sorta kinda ran away. My people are really far away.” 
 
    His lips pursed again. “Hmmm. You ran away. Hmmm. I take it they were mean?” That was a loaded question. They were angrier than me. It was a true fact that her people had sentenced her to death for assassinating their leader, which was understandable, she supposed. But on the plus side of things, she had given them the key to destroying a zombie army that had been besieging them, and she had practically killed the entire Azael ruling family by herself, thus ending a war her people had no chance of winning. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call them mean. Really, only some of them. My family wasn’t mean at all. They mostly love me, I think. You see, I can be sorta a problem child sometimes. That’s what means bad things just sorta happen around me, but I don’t mean it. I’m being good now.” 
 
    “Do you call almost killing me, being good?” 
 
    “Almost? That’s not fair. I wasn’t even trying.” If she had been trying, she could have killed him with ease. Traps were a specialty of hers. If she had known he was coming and she was in a killing mood, she could have turned that million-dollar racer into something that resembled a crushed beer can. Images of it came to her: the car tumbling end over end, tires flying, glass shattering, a body half in and half out being turned to bloody mulch with each revolution of the disintegrating car. 
 
    It would’ve been easy: a simple log dragged to the far side of the bridge and laid across the road would have done the trick. At the speeds Christian was traveling, he wouldn’t have been able to see until he hit the crest—too late to stop and nowhere to turn. 
 
    She saw this in an instant. Killing came easily to her broken mind. And it was no wonder. She hadn’t finished constructing herself the way everyone else had. Normal people got to practice being human before anyone ever expected to actually be one. It’s what childhood is all about. Children teach themselves how to be human through play in which they mimic what they see around them. 
 
    Pretty much all Jillybean ever saw was killing and pain. She was baptized in a fountain of blood and her lullabies were the shrieks of her neighbors being eaten alive. Yes, it was no wonder that she had already devised three different ways to kill Christian, and that was without trying. 
 
    His brows came down and he seemed a slight bit unsettled by what she had said. Quickly she gave him a nervous smile. “I-I mean, all I did was park my bike on the bridge. I didn’t do it on purpose. And asides, you were the one who was speeding.”  
 
    “I guess I was. Karma, right? We both got a dish of it.” 
 
    He gestured to where Betty Lou lay in a mangled heap in the high grass. The once magnificent purple frame was twisted, one of the tires was popped and the basket was hanging from a single strap like the last relentless tendon holding an executed man’s head to his body. 
 
    But where are the cookies, Ipes whispered, his voice shaking with emotion.  
 
    “They’re with the backpack,” she told him. “We left it on the bridge, remember?” 
 
    “What’s with the backpack?” Christian asked. 
 
    She shrugged indifferently, her eyes never leaving the bike. “Just some cookies for Ipes. Gosh, I don’t think I can fix her.” The tires could be replaced and the straps of the basket could be melted together and then repainted, but the frame would be a job she couldn’t handle. 
 
    “Lucky for you bikes are pretty much everywhere,” he said, dismissing her anguish. “I’d try that little town.” The world on that beautiful was split into two halves: above, everything was the purest blue and below it was a mottled green as far as the eye could see, except for a grey smudge to the southwest. 
 
    Is he going to leave us here? 
 
    “I think so,” Jillybean answered. “Hey, Mister Christian, sir, are you going to leave us here? That doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “Us?” he asked, with an eyebrow raised. “I knew you weren’t alone.” He raised the gun and his voice. “Alright, come on out. I don’t want to hurt you or take your stuff, okay? I just want to know who I’m dealing with.” 
 
    Jillybean sighed and held up her stuffed zebra. “His name is Ipes and he doesn’t like guns all that much, ‘specially when they’re pointed at him.” Christian’s pursed lips swung to the corner of his mouth again. He didn’t look like he believed her. “It’s true,” she insisted. “It’s just us two. I was having a splash contest when you came along and smashed poor Betty Lou there. And ain’t she…isn’t she proof that I’m alone? Wouldn’t there be a second bike if I was with someone?” 
 
    “I guess.” The gun lowered. He shrugged, looking a trifle confused. “It still doesn’t change anything. You must follow your path and I must follow mine. There is a reason fate had you set your bike there and I have a feeling you’ll find it in that town. Good luck.” 
 
    He’s really going to leave us, Ipes said in amazement. I think we might be better off without him. He is not a good guy. Not that I ever wanted to go with him, but a good guy doesn’t leave a little girl and a starving zebra out in the middle of nowhere, bikeless. 
 
    “I think you’re right, Ipes, he’s not a good guy at all.” Her hair was plastered to her head, her shirt was like a second skin, and she was shoeless—in other words, she looked the human version of a sewer rat, and yet she was able to muster a condescending look that had Christian’s forest-colored eyes growing angry. 
 
    “Don’t try to play the guilt game with me, little sister. When you park your bike in the middle of the fuc…the middle of the road, things are going to happen. Not bad things or good things, just things. It’s the same with people. There are no bad people or good people, there are only people. Good and bad are a fiction.” 
 
    Jillybean scratched her bottom. “Huh?” Fiction meant story books. 
 
    “It means we have made up the ideas of good and bad. There is no evil and no Satan and no God and no heaven either. The world is just this.” He waved his arms around, gesturing broadly at Missouri. “So just enjoy it. If your joy is a splash contests and zebras and text books, thats all-good. My joy is experiencing everything that I couldn’t before, and I can’t do that with a tag-along.” 
 
    She started to open her mouth to protest, but he held up a hand. “There’s no use pleading or batting those big blue eyes. You had people and you ran away. That’s on you. You parked your bike in the middle of the street and that’s also on you. If it was cold or rainy, or if there were zombies about, I would consider giving you a ride, but this just might be the nicest day I’ve ever seen for a walk. I say you make the most of it.” 
 
    With a wink and a look of immense self-assuredness, he turned and walked over to his 1.6 million-dollar McLaren P1. Just as he reached for the handle of the door he stopped with a jerk. “What. The. Hell?” he demanded with his chin raised, his voice raised, his whole physical being raised as if he could lift off from the ground by the ardor of his anger. 
 
    The two tires closest to the Slow sign were flat.  
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    “You don’t have no spares?” 
 
    Any spares, Ipes corrected. She glared at Ipes with her lips pursed very much how Christian pursed his. She then hid the zebra behind her back. 
 
    Christian didn’t answer right away. He continued to swell, seeming to expand and expand, looking as though he just might pop. Of course he didn’t and Jillybean knew he wouldn’t, still she let out her own pent-up breath when he suddenly laughed. 
 
    “Just when you think you know what’s what, fate give you a kick in the nards.” He smiled down at Jillybean. “I guess I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Ipes snorted and Jillybean said, “I know, right? Maybe you should be more politer about it Mister Christian, sir. That’s what means you were just telling me that I couldn’t come with you! Who says I want you to tag-along with me?” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to head on over to that town and hope to…hope to heck that they have a tire store. We can either go together or separately. Your choice.” 
 
    “I’d like to think it over some,” she said and turned away, whispering to Ipes, “What do you think?” 
 
    I don’t know, Ipes answered. There’s something weird about him. His name is supposedly ‘Christian’ but he doesn’t believe in God? That’s whats called a big red flag. And look at his hair. How do you have perfect hair after crashing a race car? You know what I think? I think he could be a child molester. Sure, he doesn’t look like one, but he could be in disguise. This could all be a set-up! He probably popped those tires when we weren’t looking. Aghh! Run, Jillybean! 
 
    Although she dismissed the talk of him being a child molester, she kept a close eye on him after she agreed to walk with him to the town.  
 
    “I’m not carrying any text books by the way,” he told her as she eyed the remains of her gear. “Take only what you need to.” 
 
    Should I tell him or are you going to? Ipes asked. He was talking about the full five-gallon fuel tank Christian was planning to haul all the way into town. He had heaved it out of the passenger seat of the P1 and had tested its weight on his broad shoulder. 
 
    “Adults don’t like to be told when they’re being stupid,” Jillybean whispered. 
“They get cranky. Still, if there’s any monsters down there, and there always are, it would be better if he wasn’t carrying so much.” She cleared her throat. “I take it you’re getting a car down there?” 
 
    He smiled showing off white teeth in a tan face. “Why else bring the gas? Cars aren’t much use without it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It’s just that really looks heavy and if there’s any monsters about, well I was just thinking that maybe you didn’t have to bring all of it. Gas weighs 6.3 pounds per gallon. That’s 31.5 pounds and with…” 
 
    “Let me just stop you right there. Thanks for the concern and the math lesson, but I got this. Besides, this is my only container, so I’m stuck. Okay? I’m not going to pour it on the ground.” 
 
    Here was where things got delicate with adults. “You actually have another container,” she told him. He had a half-empty water bottle which he started to lift. She shook her head and pointed to the McLaren. “You can empty all but a gallon or so into the car and then pump it back out if you can’t find the right tires.” 
 
    He said, “Hmmm,” to this as if Jillybean hadn’t already thought through every other course of action. Normally when Jillybean thought of something, she covered all her bases. “I guess that might work,” he said, eventually. 
 
    After emptying most of the gas into the car, the two set off cross country toward the town, each carrying very little. Jillybean had Ipes, her backpack, the algebra book, three cans of food, nine cookies—three for each of them, something that had Ipes giving her the silent treatment—a few odds and ends to guarantee her survival and her homemade ghillie suit. This last had Christian chuckling again. 
 
    She looked at the cloak-like outfit she had put on over her backpack. “What’s so funny? It’s called a ghillie suit and all the best soldier men have them.” Hers was made up of strips of green and brown cloth she had layered over each other so that she appeared like some sort of forest shag monster, except for when she remained perfectly still. Then she seemed to fade into most backgrounds. “I don’t know why you’re laughing. They really do come in handy. The monsters don’t even notice you at all. They think you’re just some sort of walking bush. You know, like a tumble weed, ‘cept a walking weed would be more like it. I could make you one if you want.” 
 
    “I’m good, don’t worry about me. There isn’t a zombie alive that can catch me. I hate to brag, but I’m awful fast.” 
 
    He sighed and stared off into nothing as they tromped through high grass. Jillybean was feeling itchy as her shirt dried. She twitched, making her ghillie suit rustle. Christian looked at her and she smiled up at him. He found the smile disconcerting and looked quickly away. 
 
    I must have been batting my big blue eyes at him, she thought. A mile went by in silence and the entire time, she did her level best not to blink in his direction. When she grew bored, she began skipping which was cool because of the way the suit swished and because she needed to keep up with Christian who wouldn’t slow. Normally, she would never skip in a ghillie suit but he was striding along as big as a billboard. Besides, she liked to skip. It seemed to her the most natural form of ambulation and it was a wonder more people didn’t do it. 
 
    She began to sing a song about a very small spider and a very tall spout. After the third time through, Christian gave her a look, which she interpreted as please stop. Shutting up was difficult for her after being alone for so long and she couldn’t help asking the question that had been eating at her. “What’s a nard? Is that what means your family jewels? I knew a boy named Ricky back in the before. He said he got kicked in his family jewels and said it was worserer than getting kicked in the shin. I don’t know if I believe that at all. Especially when I asked to see those so-called jewels. I guess I was expecting something more, I don’t know, something nicer since he did call them jewels. Jewels are supposed to be pretty, right?” 
 
    “Um,” Christian answered. 
 
    “But what he showed me weren’t pretty at all, no sir. Jewels are supposed to sparkle, you know? These were like skin-colored raisins. I asked Mister Neil about them; he’s my adopted dad, and he…” She paused, noting that Christian was wearing the exact same expression that Neil had. “And he didn’t know what to say,” she finished up, lamely. 
 
    Christian was clearly uncomfortable with the nard talk. He changed the subject quickly. “You gonna do something about that hair of yours? It’s starting to go crazy.” 
 
    “Oh, it just does that.” 
 
    As expected, he said, “Hmmm,” and then was quiet for a few minutes. As he walked, he snatched glimpses of her. “Maybe you should try braiding it. You’d look a lot prettier.” 
 
    For an hour, she thought to herself. She had braided her hair once before. It had taken the better part of an evening to grimace and wince her head into respectability. Sometime during the night, her hair had passed into open rebellion and by morning her hair resembled the Gordian Knot with the tips of a couple of red bows just visible, drowning in a brown sea. 
 
    Remember how after a week you had to cut them out with scissors? Ipes asked, laughing behind a flat hoof. 
 
    “I thought you were giving me the silent treatment,” she reminded the zebra. Christian looked uncomfortable again. “He was saying mean things,” she explained. “Never mind, okay? So, you were going to do stuff that you couldn’t before? Like what? What did you do before?” 
 
    “I was a pro ball player. A little second base, a little shortstop, but mostly centerfield, you know. I bounced around the minors for the last ten years and ended up in Triple A with the Brave’s farm team in Richmond.” He paused perhaps to let her ask more questions, but all this was Greek to her. Mining and farming she understood and being brave was a good thing, but the rest was all babble and what any of it had to do with a game she couldn’t fathom. He went on, “I wonder sometimes if I made the right choice. I had a free ride to Florida State, and what did…” 
 
    “A free ride? Like on a bus or something?” 
 
    He laughed, relaxed now that he wasn’t talking nards with a little girl. “No, it meant they would let me go to school for free if I played ball for them.” 
 
    Now it was her turn to say, “Hmmm.” Hadn’t she played with balls back at her old school? Maybe that’s why she hadn’t had to pay for anything except for milk at lunch. It seemed like a very strange compensation system, but many things that happened in the before were strange to her. 
 
    “I played a little kickball and some tetherball. You know.”  
 
    “I bet you were one of the best,” he told her. It was nice, but untrue. She had never been particularly big, strong or fast, and, unlike the boys who reveled in dirt and enjoyed a good sweat, she preferred games where her innate talents could shine. Few could rival her in hide-and-seek, for instance. 
 
    She shrugged off the compliment. He didn’t notice; his eyes were set faraway, dream-like. “It may sound terrible, but the apocalypse has been somewhat freeing for me. I got no more money issues, no more people telling me what to do, no more responsibility. For most people it’s all about death and pain, but that’s life anyway. We all die. We all get hurt. We all feel sadness.” 
 
    “You don’t look too sad,” Jillybean noted. She didn’t hear even a hint of sadness in his voice. “Because you really aren’t. You said you didn’t have parents, which means you didn’t have to watch them die. You also didn’t have brothers or sisters. And since you bounced around mining and farming and playing ball, you didn’t have a wife or kids. You didn’t really lose anyone, did you?” 
 
    He lifted one arm in a what-can-you-do half-shrug. “Nope. I’ve been lucky and smart. I don’t stick with groups because they all get ripped apart one way or another. And I don’t make any long-term attachments, you know, girlfriends, that sort of thing, because someone always ends up hurt. And I definitely don’t take in strays.” He shot her a look just in case she missed his meaning. 
 
    “I’m not a stray. I have a home.” Possibly, she didn’t add. All she had to do to fit in back in Estes was prove that she wasn’t a crazy murdering sociopath. 
 
    I could be a character witness for you, Ipes said. I could tell them that you haven’t killed anyone for almost two weeks. That’s practically a record for you. 
 
    She was about to agree that her self-restraint had become nearly superhuman, but Christian had begun speaking again: “I keep to myself except for the occasional trade or the quick roll in the hay here or there when the opportunity presents itself. It’s all for the best. I get to roam around doing my thing.” 
 
    “And what’s your thing?” Jillybean asked with a hint of nervousness. Her friend Ricky hadn’t just shown her his family jewels, he had shown her his “thing” which had been just as weird. 
 
    “Living the high life,” he said, with a grin. “You saw that McLaren. Back before the apocalypse, that baby was just a dream. Only mega-rich dudes could afford those babies. Same’s true for this scope.” He held out his rifle to show her the fancy scope attached to it. “State of the art thermal scope. Guess how much it was?” 
 
    She couldn’t even begin to shrug before he answered his own question. “Almost eight thousand dollars. Look at it. It’s a freaking thing of beauty.” 
 
    It looks like a gizmo to me, Ipes said. Like one of them video game toy thingies. 
 
    Jillybean was equally unimpressed, and the more she thought about the race car of his, the more she thought it really wasn’t a practical car. She didn’t bother telling Christian this, partially because he seemed to love it so very much and partially because he hadn’t stopped talking about this fancy type of whiskey that was a hundred dollars a sip or the priceless sword he had carried at the beginning of the apocalypse that had once belong to some famous revolutionary general. 
 
    “And look at these.” He fished in his backpack for an eight-inch white tube. She was surprised when he let her touch it. “Go on, open it.” Inside was what looked and smelled like a very large, brown cigarette. “That is a Gurkha Black Dragon. A thousand dollars a piece.” 
 
    “It smells icky.” 
 
    He chortled over this observation as he cut off one end of the cigar and lit the other with a gold lighter, puffing at it like an asthmatic dragon for a few seconds. The smell of smoke wasn’t altogether bad, in fact she found it intriguing. 
 
    A sigh escaped him. “I know. It’s captivating, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe a little. So, that’s what you do? You go around in your fancy car picking up fancy stuff?” 
 
    “That’s not all I do, but it’s what I like to do. Just like jumping off bridges is what you like. To each their own is what I say.” It seemed like a very shallow sort of existence in Jillybean’s mind and she was about to say so, however just then Christian added, “As long as you’re not hurting anyone, I say do what you want.” 
 
    This shut Jillybean up. She had hurt thousands of people, which meant she was the last person to comment on someone’s life choices. “I guess that’s smart. Maybe I’ll start doing that sort of thing, too.” In a way, she already was. She had cast herself loose from her family to find her best friend and since then she really hadn’t been in a rush to get back. To put it bluntly, she had dillydallied for the last two weeks, moving somewhat westward in fits and starts, without ever committing to actually traveling. 
 
    “Sure,” Christian told her. “It’s a great life. Just remember, don’t start batting those baby blues my way. This is a one-man traveling show. Now if you have an older sister, maybe our paths might intertwine a bit longer.” 
 
    “I do, but she’s all the way in Colorado.” 
 
    He paused with his cigar clamped between his lips. It kept them from puckering as he said, “Colorado, hmmm. There’s a lot of rumors out of Colorado lately.” 
 
    Jillybean felt a little tremor start on the edge of one shoulder and track across her back to the other. She remained perfectly still, except to raise her downy eyebrows. “Oh really? It’s been months since I was there. Did something happen?” Like did the largest bandit kingdom in America drive ten-thousand zombies against a small outpost in the Rockies, only to be defeated by tremendous courage and the terrible genius of a seven-year-old? She didn’t dare ask this. 
 
    “Just that there’s been trouble,” he answered. “Probably nothing to worry about. From what I hear, it ended well. I might even take a trip up there…in a few years.” He added this last part quickly, even though Jillybean hadn’t reacted. “Right now, I’m on a baseball stadium tour. It’s pretty boring stuff; you wouldn’t like it. St. Louis is next on my list. Busch Stadium is supposed to be pretty with the Gateway Arch visible over the centerfield wall.” 
 
    He wore a peculiar dreamy look as his hands came together like he was holding an imaginary bat. 
 
    “Man, I would’ve given anything to play in the bigs. Fifty thousand people going crazy, cheering, screaming your name. Girls throwing their…” He stopped suddenly seeing Jillybean eye him curiously. 
 
    “Throwing their what? Did girls play baseball, too?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. They’d just throw things to you if they liked you. But that was in the bigs. The girls in some of those little crap-hole towns I played in, eeesh! Ten years in the minors and I’ve seen my share of girls that make some of the zombies look good. And on dollar beer night, it would get downright ugly.” 
 
    “I think I’d want to see other places than just empty baseball stadiums,” Jillybean said. “I don’t really know what, though. Everyone talks about seeing New York but it was really scary.” 
 
    “Oh, I have a full list.” He had it out in a second. “The Eiffel Tower. The Empire State Building. The Sahara Desert. Kodiak Bears on whatever river they fish at. The sunset from the Golden Gate Bridge. The Pyramids.” 
 
    Other than bears, the only thing she had ever heard of were the pyramids. She’d had a geometry book that had a picture of them in it with an accompanying caption: The Pyramids of Gaza, Egypt. Of all the mathematical sciences she had explored, she had found geometry, with its simple formulas, the easiest subject she had ever studied. Strangely, geography was one of the more difficult. 
 
    At a certain size, maps existed in the abstract. Borders were invisible lines that no one cared about anymore, oceans were vast, impassable barriers, and distance had regained a sixteenth century perspective. A trip to Egypt was something to dream about, not something a person would ever undertake. 
 
    “I know the way to St. Louis,” she told him and pointed north. “I can take you there if you want. It’s kinda dangerous if you’re not careful.” 
 
    He threw his head back and laughed a great belly laugh. She understood perfectly that it must be a little weird to be given advice about danger from a little girl. She was used to it; she had to put up with it from a stuffed zebra who had never been to preschool. Still the advice was clearly needed. His bright shirt, his way of walking, tall and direct, and his booming laughter had already caught the attention of some of the monsters in the town. 
 
    She saw three of them lurching their way.  
 
    Without a word, she slunk down and to the left next to a row of strange, frantic plants growing in chaotic confusion. They were in a farmer’s field where a twenty-acre crop of overgrown soybean plants had mingled with shoots of corn, high, thrusting sunflowers and cottonwood saplings. Added to all of this were old dead branches and viney weeds. The long orderly lines of plants were now unrecognizable. They had become ugly, melded, greenish walls that marched on further than she could see.  
 
    Christian and Jillybean were somewhere in the middle of these rows, but with the plants growing so high, it was hard to tell exactly where. “What are you doing? Do you have to go to the…” Christian started to ask. Then he saw the danger coming. He wasn’t exactly overcome with fright. Casually, he lifted the rifle to his shoulder. 
 
    “We could hide you know,” Jillybean said. “It’s almost always the safest thing to do.”  
 
    He flicked off the safety and said, “Here’s a little something you should learn. Always kill them when you can.” 
 
    She was just about to reply when he fired the gun and blasted a fist-sized chunk from the head of the first of them. It collapsed, its legs and one arm spazzing in a sickening manner. The two others were shaggy and disgusting female monsters which came on even faster, excited by the gunshot which echoed in the still air. 
 
    The air was not still for long. It was soon rumbly and growly. Jillybean lifted slightly so she could see beyond them and over a little swell in the field. 
 
    “I agree,” Jillybean said. “You should, but only when it’s safe. Look.” She pointed past the two closer monsters at the mob of ragged undead coming behind them. Even more suddenly began to crash through the wall of shrubs across from them. They were filthy, more brown than grey as if they had just risen up out of the earth. 
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    “Ahh, son of a bitch!” Christian growled, giving a long look around. “This is why I don’t pick up strays. If you weren’t here, I’d just run away. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    “Please run away,” Jillybean urged as the two female monsters drew closer. Somehow, they had both retained their bras and no other stitch of clothing. “I’m not in any danger.” 
 
    Unless he keeps shooting and you keep talking, Ipes reminded her.  
 
    Much to Jillybean’s disappointment, Christian wouldn’t leave her. “No. It wouldn’t be right. I told you about karma. I’m pretty sure that if I let you die, it’ll be bad ju-ju for me. Just sit there and try not to be a problem.” 
 
    You heard the man, Ipes said. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    So why aren’t you sitting there not being a problem? What you’re doing looks a lot like a problem to me. 
 
    As Christian stood, firing his rifle and knocking down zombie after zombie in a wonderful display of marksmanship, Jillybean had grabbed the gas can and was dousing the wall of shrubs just behind them. 
 
    If you use up all his gas, he’s gonna be pissed off, Jilly. Jilly? Jilly! She used up all the gas.  
 
    “I had to,” she told him, pulling out her own lighter—a battered Zippo she had painted flat black. She lit the bushes. Christian turned to stare as twenty linear feet of shrubbery went up in a roar of flames. He choked when he saw the empty gas container tossed to the side. “I had to,” she explained. “You don’t have enough bullets.” By doing a quick, five-second analysis using two random subsections of the attacking monsters, she had calculated that there were at least a hundred and six coming at them, and she knew Christian had only brought along three magazines. Even if he killed one with each shot, there would still be at least sixteen to deal with, though she figured it would be closer to double that number because no one was that good of a shot. 
 
    “And now I don’t have enough gas!” 
 
    “I had to use it to save you.” 
 
    “I don’t need saving. I’m the grown-up!” 
 
    In her experience, grown-ups needed saving all the time. She ran and grabbed his hand, thinking she would pull him to a four-foot section within the flaming wall of fire where she had not poured any gas. There was a gap near the ground to crawl through. She yanked on his hand and he yanked back. She strained even harder; it was like trying to pull an oak tree through a door and she almost pulled her own arm out of its socket. 
 
    “We have to go!” she shouted. The summer had been a dry one and the plants might have gone up even without the gas. She could see his pursed lips and knew he was saying, Hmmm though she couldn’t hear it. “What’s there to think about?” she demanded. “The smoke will hide us. We can escape.” 
 
    “I know, which is why I was thinking that this might be a good time to take off. Most of them would come after me and you could go do what you like to do on your own.” 
 
    He wants to leave me in the middle of all this? Her eyes went to slits as her mind turned to a dark place where there was nothing but screams of rage and howls of pain. It was in this dark place where she kept the murderer. She tried to tell herself that she had expelled the beast, but that was just a lie that allowed her to sleep at night. The murderer was still there, eager to get out, eager to kill. In fact, she was eager to kill Christian. She would use the bowie knife, cutting the tendons behind his knee when he turned to run away. He would fall and the monsters would be on him in…  
 
    Jillybean! Ipes yelled. He was loud and his voice was very daddy-like. It brought her back, but it did so with a touch of reluctance. 
 
    Ashamed of herself, she couldn’t look at Christian as she said, “You can still run. I won’t hold it against you. But you better hurry.” Every second drew the undead noose around them ever tighter.  
 
    Indecision gripped him until he finally groaned, “We’ll talk about it later, but I wasn’t going to ‘run.’ I was going to draw them away. There’s a difference, you know.” 
 
    He’s talking now, Ipes hissed, frantically. He said later, so why is he talking now of all times? 
 
    “I don’t know. Through there, Christian and shut up for all darn it!” She pushed him towards the gap. Instead of crawling through the gap, he charged through the whole shrub, more like a football player than a baseball player. Jillybean leapt through behind him, and behind her came a raging wave of undead, howling and spitting.  
 
    On the other side of the flaming wall, the two of them found the exact same thing, more monsters crashing through the lines of shrubbery in a long wave. Jillybean and Christian were caught in the middle. 
 
    The smoke from the fire was like a low mist that cast the entire battlefield in a grey pall. It threw the undead beasts into such a state of confusion that the two waves collided and monster attacked monster with such savagery that the two humans were almost lost in the chaos. 
 
    If she had wanted to, Jillybean could have slunk away, hidden from the world by her ghillie suit. For his part, Christian could have raced through the crowd untouched. Neither gave in to the temptation. 
 
    “Follow me,” Christian hissed. He stooped and picked up a rock. With it, he smashed in the head of the first zombie that noticed them. The bloody rock bounced away. He then used the butt of his rifle on the next creature, smashing it square in the face and knocking it down. Although it fountained black blood all over Christian, it didn’t die and nearly tripped him up as he ran past. Stumbling, he fell into the next row of shrubs but bounced off the thickest part of it.  
 
    “Through here,” Jillybean whispered and shot through a narrow gap. 
 
    The gap was kid-sized and when Christian tried to get through, he lost half of his white t-shirt. The sharp branches tore it open in three spots and one particularly grasping branch refused to let go and had to be broken off by hand. It was just as well in Jillybean’s opinion; a white shirt had no place in a world full of monsters. It was just silly. 
 
    This new lane between the shrubs was populated only by a handful of zombies, most of whom were so lame that they were having trouble getting through the plants. Jillybean had little to fear from them. Still, there was no time to rest. The battle between the two zombie waves had ended as quickly as it had begun and now monsters were going in every direction, their nearly useless brains bewildered by the smoke and the fire, which was burning merrily, and would likely eat up the entire length of the twenty-acre long lane. 
 
    “This way,” both Christian and Jillybean said at exactly the same time, both heading for different holes in the next line of plants. They grinned at each other before each took their own route to the next lane. There were more zombies here, faster ones.  
 
    “Put that zebra away and find a rock,” Christian ordered.  
 
    What’s he think you’re going to do with a rock? Ipes asked as she stuck him in his usual spot on the side of her ghillie-hidden pack. You can’t run around lugging about a big rock. And what good would one rock do against them? 
 
    Six shuffling, groaning monsters were heading their way; two to the right and four from the left. Beyond the next line of shrubs, there were probably dozens more more and behind them were the hundred they had just escaped.  
 
    Fighting could not be the answer. 
 
    Jillybean reached into a side pocket of her backpack and pulled out a strange-looking black square that was slightly larger than the palm of her hand. Flicking it on, she gave it a squeeze. “OOH, Elmo loves to be tickled,” the box announced, loudly. 
 
    Christian had been stooped over, picking up a rock. At the sound of the voice, he jumped and spun in surprise. He stared with a slack jaw at the box. Jillybean pointed through the next line of shrubs. “Get us through there.” She then tossed the black box into the air and began to push Christian. 
 
    The box landed behind them and immediately began to vibrate and bounce around, making a crazy laughing noise that went on for ten seconds before it began to speak again: “OOH. Elmo loves to be tickled there most of all. Hee-hee! He-ha!” It carried on, laughing and jitterbugging all over the ground. 
 
    Fascinated by it, the zombies forgot about the man who had disappeared through the bushes and the small green and brown plant that had gone with him. 
 
    The two went through a couple more lines of shrubs before racing north towards the town. Christian, his head on a swivel, looking left and right, a brick-sized rock in his right hand and his M16 in his left, began to grin as they got close to the small blip of a town. Soon laughter began chortling out of him. 
 
    “W-Was that from a Tickle-me Elmo? Did you really open one up and pull out its mechanical guts?” 
 
    “Guts? No, there wasn’t any blood or icky parts if that’s what you mean. It was just fluff mostly and that thingamajiggy. I needed something that would last a while but not use up too much in the way of batteries. It only uses two double AAs. I also got a Leaping Joggle Hopper, which goes a lot longer but it uses three of ‘em. And I got…have, sheesh Ipes. I have a few wind-up toys that’ll do the trick in a pinch.” 
 
    He began to nod appreciatively. “That’s some smart thinking. I might have to pick up a couple of those.” 
 
    “And you need a ghillie suit.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Hiding isn’t my style. I’ll fight or clear out. Trust me, I’ve been around long enough to know that hiding just gets you trapped and that’s the last thing anyone wants.” 
 
    “No, uh-uh. That’s the cool thing about the ghillie suit. It can also get you untrapped. It can let you walk right past a whole buncha monsters. Really, it’s true. I can walk right down the middle of that town and be perfectly fine. Wanna see?” 
 
    She yanked her hood back over her head so that only the tip of her nose was visible beneath all the strips of cloth. She started to break from the lines of shrubbery, but he pulled her back. “No, don’t do anything stupid. There sure do seem to be a lot of zombies for such a dinky-ass town. They’re crawling all over the place.” 
 
    “A-S-S is a bad word,” she said, giving him a hard look, “and that’s what means you’re not aposed to say it in front of children. Especially when you didn’t need to say it. If you had just banged your thumb with a hammer, that’s one thing but to just curse? Mister Neil would’ve called that crass and that’s what means…” 
 
    “Mister Neil can kiss my A-S-S,” Christian said. “Tell him I said that next time you see him. And tell him he needs to keep better track of his rag-a-muffins. They shouldn’t be roaming around getting in trouble and telling adults how to speak. If I want to say ass, then I’ll say ass all the ass-long day. Got it?” 
 
    We could kill him, a voice behind her whispered. She stole a quick look over her shoulder and saw only another of the long line of overgrown soy plants. The voice hadn’t really come from behind her and she knew it. 
 
    “No,” she said, under her breath before tilting her head way back and glaring up at Christian. “You know what I think? I think you need to apologize and that’s what means saying you’re sorry.” He snorted, rolled his hazel eyes and shook his head in amazement all at once. “Does that mean you’re not going to say you’re sorry?” 
 
    “Not to a kid who thinks she can tell me what to do. That’s not how the adult-child relationship works. The adult tells the kid what to do, where to go, and how to act, and you do it or you can leave. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over the kitten printed on her green t-shirt. “Wanna know what’s even more simple? When you’re bad, you apologize. That’s what both my mommy and daddy said. And my old teacher Miss Monfit said that, too.” She assumed that ascribing the quote to an actual teacher would end the argument but Christian had the audacity to laugh.  
 
    It wasn’t a belly laugh or a snide laugh, but it was enough to turn Jillybean cold and again she heard the voice inside her head: When he’s sleeping. Do it then. Use the knife. Nice and quick like you know how. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut as hard as she could. She squeezed until her eyeballs hurt around the edges. This quieted the voice. But it would be back. It shouldn’t have been there in the first place. Stress was bringing it out of its hiding place. The fact was that Christian was a poor choice as a first companion. He was too bull-headed and too much her complete opposite. Jillybean thought it was a good idea if they went their separate ways. 
 
    At the unspoken decision Ipes’ beady eyes flew wide.  
 
    Are you sure? Just because he doesn’t have the best manners doesn’t mean he can’t be useful. He’s pretty handy with that gun. And you saw that car of his. He must be the best driver in the world. Think of all the cool places we could go. We could go to Disneyland, huh? I bet that’s on the way to the Pyramids. We could stop by and see the sights and ride the rides. What do you say? 
 
    “And be treated this way the whole time? I don’t think so, Ipes. Sorry, Mister. Christian, sir, but I think it’s time for me and Ipes to leave. Good luck with the car an’ all.” She stuck out a hand with stiff formality.  
 
    Once again, he performed the scoff, eye roll, and head shake. “Fine by me. Try not to get yourself killed.” 
 
    “You try not to get yourself killed,” she muttered after she had hidden herself beneath her ghillie suit, slipped through two more rows of shrubbery and was slinking away along a different lane. A part of her really was worried for him. He still wore the remains of the shredded white shirt, which was a beacon that she could see easily through the thicket ahead of her. 
 
    While she was creeping along with her usual patience, he had darted forward and was practically at the end of the fields. Speed, strength and stamina were his strong suits, but just then he faced open ground dotted with milling zombies. She figured that he would have no choice but to adopt her style. She was wrong. Christian darted out from the fields, heading toward the town as if on a line. He went straight down a dirt road, running easily, even as he came up to the first of the dead. Her next assumption, that he would kill the monster, was also wrong. At the last moment, he juked to the side, leaving the creature sprawled, face-first in the dirt. 
 
    This occurred once more to a second zombie and the rest were simply left in his wake as he added a touch of speed. Then he was gone, hidden by the buildings and the crammed together one-story houses. 
 
    I can’t believe he really left us, Ipes said, in shock. He is an adult for goodness sakes! 
 
    “We both know that doesn’t make you a good person. And he did make it super clear he didn’t want children around.” Jillybean sighed, feeling an unexpected ache of loneliness. 
 
    You still have me, Ipes said. What more does a person need than her very own zebra? And I’m a talking zebra to boot. 
 
    Jillybean agreed with more conviction than she felt. She was out in the wilderness of America for a reason, and it wasn’t to make friends. She was out there so she wouldn’t be a danger to anyone ever again. So far, she’d been able to deal with the solitude because she had Ipes and, up until she had seen Christian, she had thought he was enough. 
 
    “I’ll get used to being alone again,” she told herself as she tromped through the weeds, approaching the small town. It was so small that she could see right down the little two-lane road that cut the town squarely in half to where the fields started up again. “Hmmm,” she said, with pursed lips. It wasn’t much of a town and would likely be a bust as far as scavenging went. Christian wasn’t going to be able to get his tires here. “But I don’t care about that,” she told herself. 
 
    With her uncaring attitude forcibly in place, she moved to the southern half of the town. Christian was stirring up trouble in the northern part, however she pretended she chose the southern part because of its lack of monsters. “Even monsters become curious when they hear people snooping about,” she explained to Ipes. 
 
    Sure, that’s the reason, he said, which earned him a glare. I’m just saying there’s not much here to snoop over. This is all industry and manufacturing. Look. Where are we going to get a new bike around here? 
 
    From the fading signs, it was obvious that the town supported two main businesses: a furniture manufacturing factory, which took up a fifth of the town all by itself, and a tremendous grain and feed concern with towering silos that could hold an ocean worth of grain. 
 
    Everything else surrounding these two businesses went towards assisting one or the other. Transportation franchises, a pallet depot, a lumber yard, machine shops and more. Everything was tiny compared to the two big companies. The houses were especially so. They were squat little buildings with tin siding and hollow aluminum doors. In most respects, they were not much than glorified shacks, sandwiched between businesses, which must have a dismal way to live. 
 
    The houses were certainly not kid-friendly and of the first six houses she poked her head into, not one sported a single family picture. The seventh, sitting in the very shadow of one of the mega silos, had a few battered toys in the yards and a rusted bike cast down in the weeds. She stood over it with a thoroughly dissatisfied look on her face. The tires, having peeled away from spotted rims, sagged lifeless as well as airless. 
 
     “It’s too big for me, either way.” It was a big kid’s bike. It had ten speeds and funky handle bars shaped like a ram’s horn. What she needed was a bike with a basket in front, a banana seat and tassels. “Let’s go on to the next house, for all darn…” 
 
    The end of her sentence lodged square in her throat as the air shook from an enormous sound. It had been a monster’s moan, only the monster would’ve had to be epic in size to make that noise. Instinctively, Jillybean sank down on her haunches and peered through the strips of cloth dangling in front of her eyes. The moan repeated and it was followed by a hollow, booming crash. Both sounds were like nothing she had ever heard before. 
 
    Was that a monster? Ipes asked. He was shaking as badly as she was. If so, it’s a monster the size of a blue whale. 
 
    “It’s coming from in there.” She pointed at one of the mega silos and then bent well back so she could see the top of the hundred and ten foot building. She had been in a silo before and hundreds of people had died as a result. The memory of that terrible night made her hesitate. 
 
    Why hesitate at all? You heard a noise. So what? There are lots of noises. We don’t have to investigate them all. And do you expect to find a bike in there? No, of course not. The only thing you’re going to find is something bad. 
 
    He was probably right about that. Still, she was drawn to the noise, her curiosity pulling her little feet forward, her common sense, keeping her huddled within her ghillie suit. There were three of the skyscraper sized silos and each of these had smaller, barn-sized attendant silos that surrounded it like little moons. The smell emanating from the closest was physically repelling. 
 
    It was so bad that it acted like an invisible buffer, gently urging her away, somewhat like the wrong end of a magnet would. Pulling her shirt up over her face helped a little, just enough for her to wobble dizzily forward, her teeth clenched and her throat locked tight against the vomit that threatened to come up. In a way it was an unnecessary torture that she was compelled to endure. The mystery was too much for her. 
 
    Each of the silos had doors of steel that seemed small compared to the enormity of the buildings. She went to the closest of the mega structures and although its door was thrown open, it was the least inviting place she had ever seen. In front of the door were piles of bones and half-rotted corpses. The flies lifted off them as she approached and formed a shadowy cloud that buzzed, alive and angry. 
 
    She couldn’t look at the piles. The millions of maggots writhing over them gave the illusion that the corpses were still moving and that one might just reach out and grab the little shrub-looking girl. Instead, she kept her eyes on the door, where a sound rumbled on the very lowest range of human hearing. She could feel the sound in her chest. 
 
    The source of both the sound and the horrific smell was a perversion of humanity that was beyond anything Jillybean had ever experienced before. An infinite number of flies filled the silo and their ceaseless hum drilled deep into Jillybean’s insane mind. They covered every inch of the interior in a black carpet and that included the zombie. She knew there would be one, but she was not prepared for the size of it. It was enormous, a mountain of a beast, at least eight feet in height, which was shocking enough, but it was its girth that was beyond Jillybean’s comprehension.  
 
    Jillybean had seen a hippopotamus once and as fat as it was, it was dwarfed by this zombie. Obese was not a word that could describe a belly that was twelve feet in circumference. It had rolls of fat undulating over more rolls of fat. Its arms were long, but so big around that they seemed stunted, and its head, although the size of a beachball, looked like little more than a button atop its gigantic torso. 
 
    In spite of its great size, Jillybean didn’t see it at first. Beneath the layer of flies everything was a uniform brown: the zombie, the walls, even the hill that the zombie lay on. The hill, which took up a quarter of the silo, sloped up and away. It consisted of equal parts feed grain, maggots and feces, and the zombie didn’t care which it shoveled endlessly into its gaping maw. 
 
    Are you seeing this? Ipes asked in a hollow voice. It’s eating a mountain of poop. P-double O-poop. And maggots. I’d puke but it would eat that, too. I know it. It would be like dessert for it. Like the cherry…urp…here it comes… 
 
    Jillybean stared upwards trying to ignore Ipes as he retched. High above her, she saw a brown line like a stain. It was where the grain had been. Unbidden, the formula to find the volume of a cylinder came to her: V =  π r2 h. Simple. So simple that the numbers filled themselves into her head. Rounded down, she estimated that the beast had eaten 17,000 cubic feet of seed and who knew how much poop. 
 
     The girl and her zebra stared for nearly a minute in complete revulsion and were only jolted from the sight by the sound of a gunshot. “Christian,” Jillybean whispered. The name was swallowed up by the sudden explosion of sound and fury coming from the creature. She expected it to move with something of a sloth-like lethargy, however the opposite proved true. It was deadly fast. 
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    It roared so loudly that Jillybean was both partially deafened and stunned. She was still cringing when she saw the thing charging headlong for the door. A light, unheard shriek escaped her as she ducked away and ran leaping over the smaller piles of corpses before hiding behind one of the larger ones.  
 
    She tucked into a little ball and watched from beneath her drawn hood as the titanic creature plowed into the door.  
 
    The door was larger than an average door, but the beast was so huge that it got stuck, but it wasn’t for long. Greased as it was in its own filth, it slowly squeezed through the door and, as it did, great gouts of feces and grain spewed from its mouth in a fountain. 
 
    “Oh, by golly,” Jillybean whispered in complete revulsion. She began gagging, loudly. Its eyes were tiny in its huge head; like pig eyes, she thought as it turned and looked right at her. It had heard her! 
 
    Don’t move, Ipes whispered. It can’t see you. Just remain still and it will think you’re a bush. Just a tiny bush. This was a lie that was proven seconds later when one of its huge arms suddenly “popped” out of the layers of fat. It reached a huge hand towards her. 
 
    She was ready to bolt but Ipes forced her to be still, but she couldn’t, not entirely. Her muscles quivered and her heart raced so fast she thought her flesh was pulsing with the beat. Thinking that her hair was giving her away, she slowly ducked further into a ball until she was completely hidden beneath her hood. Still, the thing reached and slowly squirmed its great bulk through the door. Ten seconds before it finally spilled out of the silo, her nerves shattered. She leapt up and ran for the house with the rusting bike and the scattered toys. 
 
    Along with toys there were chuck-holes in the yard and she tripped in one, going end over end as the beast let out a roar. It was so loud that it felt to her as though it was yelling right over her shoulder, but when she turned it had just slipped from the silo and was now charging her way, its layers of fat flapping up and down. It was immeasurably faster than she was prepared for. 
 
    Fear surged through her, turning her numb. Running on wooden feet, she pelted for the door, betting her life that it would be open—it wasn’t. The knob held firm as if it had been welded in place. There was no actual porch, only three cement steps and a black wrought-iron railing, which she leapt over and sprinted for the side of the house, dodging between an old Camaro sitting on flats and a pokey juniper bush. The frothing, horrible beast was right behind her. 
 
    Small and quick as she was, she was able to take that corner with ease. The beast could not control its momentum and plowed into the Camaro full force. Twelve hundred pounds of fat and muscle smashed in the driver’s side door and shattered every window and knocked the car back four feet with a grinding metallic squeal. The monster didn’t even seem to notice the car. Its piggy eyes were filled with a fire of hate. All it cared about was eating her in one gulp. 
 
    The thought turned her numbed muscles limp. She ran, but it felt like she was going slower and slower, as if she were running in mud or sand. Somehow, she made it to the backyard before the monster ate her. There was a tall wooden gate that was partially opened; she darted through it with the monster so close that when it slammed its full weight into the door, it sent planks and shards of wood flying.  
 
    She was hit by a chunk of two-by-four and sent sprawling. Going with her momentum, she rolled and was up again, her size eight Keds kicking up dirt as she ran, looking back over her shoulder. The monster had fallen among the debris of its own making, but was already getting to its feet.  
 
    The door! Ipes cried. Unlike many homes, this one did not have a sliding glass door leading to the backyard. The door was wood with a square window taking up most of the top half. It would take the monster all of a second to destroy it completely and yet Jillybean felt relief flood through her: the door sat miraculously canted open a few inches.  
 
    Yes, the old house was a dubious shelter, but just then anything was better than being out in the open with the monster. And the very small size of the door was an asset: the monster would take forever to get through it and by the time it did, Jillybean figured she would be a block away and counting her blessing. 
 
    She raced inside and was immediately confronted by a choice: up three steps to the main floor or down an unknown number to a pitch-black basement where she’d be trapped and eaten in the dark, her stick-like bones later used as toothpicks. Not down there! wailed Ipes when she hesitated. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, breathlessly and ran upward. She made it to a little square landing that was somewhat like a foyer to a small kitchen, when the monster hit the door with such force that the entire house shook. The door disintegrated and the light from outside was completely cutoff as the beast entirely filled the opening. Once more, Jillybean was confronted by a giant arm and a reaching, grasping hand. The craggy nails, alive with maggots, was shockingly close. She was only three stairs up and the thing’s arm was twice as long as a normal man’s and its hand was bigger than a catcher’s mitt. 
 
    The diseased nails were inches away from her pert little nose. 
 
    Jillybean had her back pressed to the wall as the fingers slowly got closer and closer. Once more, the beast was pushing through a narrow opening and once more gouts of vomit came pouring out of its mouth. Horrifically, it began grunting and chewing on the foul stew it had puked up. 
 
    It was such a sickening sight that her coltish legs gave out on her. She dropped and crawled into one of the strangest kitchens she had been in since the apocalypse had begun a year before. Other than a bowl, a spoon and two coffee mugs parked next to the sink, the counters were clean. The floor was dusty but free of shards of glass or broken plates. Strangest of all, the cupboards were all closed. It was almost as if the dozens of starving refugees who had ransacked the place had cleaned up after themselves. 
 
    Feeling as though she had crawled into a different time or a different world, Jillybean crouched even lower. In her mind, different did not mean safer and, after a brief hesitation, she scurried into a dining room which was nearly filled by a single long wood table and eight high-backed chairs. In front of one of the chairs was another bowl, spoon and mug combo, an open laptop and—Jillybean’s mind boggled at the sight of it—a box of Fruit Loops. 
 
    With the house shaking all around her and the beast roaring as it struggled to get in, she should have been racing out of there, however, the box of cereal held her in place. There was a yellow sticky note still stuck to it. 
 
    Eric, 
 
    It’s thursday so I’ll be home late. I hope you have a good day and don’t forget to tell Mr Reynolds about your appointment for monday. And for the millionth time we have the g-kids this weekend so don’t make plans. See you later. 
 
    Love-Alicia 
 
      
 
     The note made no sense at all. How was it still stuck to the box and how was the box still on the table? Here in the middle of the country, there had to have been at least a week of rumors and rumblings about zombies before anyone ever saw one. But somehow Eric had gone from eating Fruit Loops and worrying about the g-kids at breakfast to disappearing completely, possibly before the end of the day. 
 
     We don’t have time for this, Ipes urged. Grab the cereal and let’s go! 
 
    He was both right and wrong. He was right about the cereal, but wrong about not having time. She had stumbled into someone’s life, a life that had been interrupted, seemingly in the blink of an eye. It didn’t seem right to just step out again so easily.  
 
    “Lives are aposed to have meaning,” she told the zebra. This was a fundamental truth that felt like it had been slipping away from her more and more over the past year. Every adventure, every narrow escape, every death, every murder, every time she gave in to the immediate need of the moment seemed to have cheapened the idea that every life was precious. Not just hers. 
 
    Okay, yes, and right now it’s not just your life I’m worried about. There’s also Christian’s life. So, please grab the cereal and let’s get out of here.  
 
    She did, making sure to set the note on the keyboard of the laptop, thinking that if Eric ever came back home it would be something he would cherish. The note had ended with love, and that was something important to a girl who was starved for any affection. 
 
    As she stuffed the half-filled box into her backpack and the monster continued to strain the timbers of the house to get in, she wandered into the living room/ family room. Here was evidence of the g-kids. A colorful pile of toddler toys, looking as though they had been bulldozed into place, sat in a heap in the corner. Resting on the tv set were pictures of the g-kids: two blonde little angels that looked as though they had been carved from… 
 
    No more, please, Ipes begged. Did you hear that? It was a pan falling. You know that means, the monster is almost in the kitchen. Forget these Mayberry Von Traps and let’s go. 
 
    Even though she was no longer in much danger, it was sound advice. With a sigh, Jillybean went to the front door, turned the lock and pulled. The door didn’t budge. She threw her measly forty-six pounds against it only to bruise her shoulder. “What the hay?” She wiggled the lock back and forth in a growing panic when she saw there was a second lock below the first—it had no knob. There was only a brass circle and a keyhole. 
 
    A door that locked from the inside made as little sense as finding an untouched box of Fruit Loops sitting out in the open. Once more, she had that sensation of being out of sync with the world. In frustration, she yanked again on the doorknob before turning to her left. If there had been a garage, the door to it would’ve been right there fifteen feet away—but there was no garage. The Camaro had been sitting smack dab in the middle of the driveway, which had ended at the now destroyed gate. 
 
    “Out the window then.” This seemed like an obvious choice, however, Jillybean knew from experience that windows could be harder to work than they appeared. Many only opened partially or opened in a canted manner, making it very difficult to get through. With time crunching in, the obvious solution was to break the front window. It sat, larger than life, across from a dusty flower-print couch. 
 
    Jillybean turned in a quick circle, hoping to find a hammer sitting out with perfect convenience. The world didn’t work that way. The only hammer was plastic and bright red. Ignoring the toy, she chose a pot that had once held a living plant but which now held dirt, a foot-tall stick and a few curled leaves. It was about the size and heft of her head. She hurled it two-handed at the glass. There was an explosion of dirt, a donk noise and then the pot fell to the floor, where it broke in two. 
 
    The window remained perfectly intact. “Oh, for all darn it!” She turned to find something else to break the window with and found herself staring at the monster. It was stuck in the doorway that led from the kitchen to the dining room, its glaring piggy eyes full on her. The demonic hatred in them smote Jillybean. Panic began to fill her, only just then the beast withdrew from the doorway. 
 
    A moment of pure joy was followed by another of terror as the monster changed tactics. Instead of trying to push through the doorway, it hurled itself straight at the wall next to it. The house shuddered under the blow and a floor-to-ceiling crack erupted in the wall.  
 
    Do something, Jillybean! 
 
    Her mind had turned to mush and the only thing she could think to do was pick up the ottoman that sat in front of a rocker and charge at the window. At the last moment, she closed her eyes, thinking there would be an explosion of glass that could blind her. DONK! She hit the glass and bounced right off of it. Her momentum was backwards; she hit the side of the couch and fell over with the ottoman resting on her chest, still clutched in her hands. 
 
    She was in a perfect position to watch as the beast hit the wall a second time. Timbers blasted out of the drywall. This time the house did more than just shake. More cracks appeared: in the ceiling and along the hallway wall. The structure let out a deep, melancholy groan as if it were dying.  
 
    The groan was swallowed up as the monster tore apart the remains of the wall and lurched through. Jillybean had already tossed aside the ottoman and was tearing down the hall to a terribly uncertain future. So many “what ifs” crowded her mind: What if the windows here were barred? What if they were painted shut? Or nailed shut? What if they were the canted sort? What if another monster had heard the commotion and was outside waiting to eat her? 
 
    What if she didn’t have time to even get to the window? This was the most pressing question. 
 
    Behind her, the wall crumbled to nothing and then came the Boom! Boom! Boom! of the monster’s giant feet charging after her. She knew it would hit the door and that it wouldn’t hold. The question now became: would the frame around it, the studs and the header hold long enough to give her a chance to escape? 
 
    No. 
 
    Emphatically, no. She knew it as she slammed the door shut and caught sight of the monster heading at her, filling the entire hallway with its bulk. It was terrifying beyond belief. 
 
    Hold it together, Ipes said in a calm Daddy voice. You know what to do. 
 
    Her hand was already in the side pocket of her backpack where she kept one of her Joggle Hoppers. There was no time for a real plan, there was only time for a split-second decision. The hopper had to distract the beast long enough for her to slip past it without being seen, so she couldn’t just throw it anywhere in the room. A closet would’ve been good; however, Alicia’s was so full of clothes that it was busting at the seams, and Eric’s was mostly closed. 
 
    There was also throwing it on the other side of the queen bed and “hiding” against the wall next to the door. It was fifty-fifty she would be seen. Her life would be decided by a coin toss. That wasn’t good enough. Which left tossing the hopper into the bathroom and hoping she wouldn’t be seen as she ducked behind the bed. 
 
    Having a small person’s mindset was the deciding factor as she threw the Leaping Joggle Hopper at the partially open bathroom door. It banged off it with a musical note that was torn asunder as the bedroom door exploded. The frame, the header, both the king and Jack studs, as well as three other studs were blasted in splinters.  
 
    The door held like tissue paper and the monster piled into the room along with a plume of dust, plaster and broken lengths of wood. Jillybean dove for the side of the bed. Despite being a master bedroom, there wasn’t much space for both a queen-sized bed and an eight-foot tall monster. It hit the bed with so much force that it slammed into Jillybean mid-jump and pinned her to the wall with her Keds poking out. 
 
    Don’t move! Ipes cried as the monster got to its feet, hitting its enormous head on the light fixture. “Don’t move” was great, but useless advice. The monster was so hellish that it drew Jillybean’s attention. She twisted around and watched as it charged at the very narrow bathroom door. 
 
    Again, the house shook and this time she felt its dying groan come up through the floor. And now there was definitely a lean.  
 
    The monster, black blood pouring from its head and with glass and wood in its eyes and face, had misjudged the exact location of the door and had smashed the wall right next to it, tearing through the drywall and blasting the tile on the other side. It swung huge haymakers, knocking down studs with every swing until it could march into the bathroom where the Joggle Hopper was bipping and bopping all over the broken tiles on the floor. 
 
    It lifted a tremendous foot and crushed the hopper. 
 
    It all happened so fast that Jillybean had only just begun to get her feet unstuck. She froze, her breath pent up in her chest. If the monster turned around, she’d be dead—it didn’t. With an echoing cry, it launched itself at the shower curtain and then, when that went down, it proceeded to pummel the wall around the tub. Jillybean could only guess that perhaps it was because it was used to the action by then. 
 
    As it destroyed the bathroom, she worked her feet free, climbed silently to a standing position and tiptoed through the mess the monster had made. She was just about to take off running when part of the hallway wall came down in front of her and there, once more, was the monster with it ugly piggy eyes. The two stared at each other for a moment before Jillybean sprinted forward. The beast punched a hand through the wall and managed to catch the side of her ghillie suit with a pinky. That smallest part of him was enough to spin her around and dump her on her bottom. 
 
    In a flash, she was up again, racing for the kitchen. She tripped and stumbled through the mess in the dining room, crawled through the kitchen and staggered down the stairs. Once outside, instincts kicked in and she went to one knee, pulling her ghillie suit around her. Behind her, the beast was tearing down more walls and roaring in fury; she had a few seconds to make sure she was alone, and to try to regain her strength. The little adventure had turned her knees wobbly.  
 
    Only when she had recovered somewhat did she begin to creep away, checking behind her every other step. The house was tilting back and forth, like a cardboard box as the beast went from room to room searching for her. The whole structure finally came down just as reached the chainlink fence that formed the boundary of the backyard. 
 
    “Oh my,” she whispered. The house folded in on itself, starting with the back end. In the still afternoon air, it was a loud implosion and she lost no time going up and over the fence to hide in the high grass beyond. 
 
    That’s one way to kill a giant zombie, Ipes said. Just drop a house on it like in the Wizard of Oz. Do you think it was wearing ruby slippers? 
 
    “I’m not going to go find out. They’d be all gross and…” She choked off her sentence as the house began to shift and move. She slunk low and watched in amazement as the zombie, bleeding in great torrents, fought its way free of the rubble. 
 
    Looking as dazed as Jillybean felt, it stumbled through the backyard almost directly at her. She froze, becoming Jilly-rabbit, hoping that her camouflage would render her invisible to the zombie. It wasn’t easy to hold her ground as it lumbered with blank eyes towards her. When it came to the fence, it ripped it up with barely a grunt. It then marched on, heading straight for a dark, reedy pond that sat across a dirt road. 
 
    When it got there, it plunged right into the murky depths until the water was up to its neck, whereupon it began to drink, slurping and slurping. It also fouled the water, first with its black blood and then with something that had Ipes regretting his lunch. 
 
    Everything it does is completely gross, Ipes groaned. I mean look at it. You can see it’s pooping at the same time it’s drinking. Remember the perpetual motion machine we were talking about? I think that thing is it. It could do this forever. Drinking its own poop and well, you know. 
 
    She knew. Jillybean was a light shade of green. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. Okay? Let’s just make sure we fill our water bottles somewhere else.” 
 
    How about Kansas? 
 
    “That may be too close. What’s the state that has all the polar bears and the penguins?”  
 
    East Dakota. Ipes was in mid-chuckle when another gunshot rang out.  
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    In a snap, the zombie surged out of the water, bringing half of the pond with it as it went charging toward the sound. It jiggled and wiggled in a sickening manner that wasn’t any better seen from behind than from the front. 
 
    Jillybean followed after it at a discreet distance. It wasn’t the only one of its kind; there were six other colossal creatures. As they all had huge, drooping breasts, hairy chests and tremendous rolls of layered fat that hung almost to mid-thigh, it was impossible for Jillybean to tell their sexes. It really didn’t matter whether they were boys or girls, their rage was equal to their size and they killed anything that got in their way and that included other zombies. 
 
    After passing a fifth body, Jillybean decided to get out of sight and she slipped into the furniture factory. It was a low brooding building made of dark brick. Other than a few offices that faced the main street, it was a windowless structure that ran the length of two blocks.  
 
    She expected it be hot and stuffy inside, however it was cool and dry. A heavy pine scent filled the air and she greedily drank in the aroma before she took off running along the factory floor, passing strange toothy machines. They lurked in a semi-dark. The only light filtering into the building was murky and grey, having strained through filthy skylights set every thirty feet in the ceiling. 
 
    It was dark and grim inside and yet Jillybean wasn’t afraid. The pine-smelling air was utterly still, holding motes of dust perfectly suspended as if they were frozen in time. More ageless dust coated everything in a uniform layer. It was unmarred by a single track. Not even a mouse had passed through the building in all the time since the apocalypse. She was alone, and as long as she didn’t impale herself on one of the machines she would be safe.  
 
    But being safe wasn’t really on her mind. Christian was in more trouble than he realized. He might be tough and brave against the normal monsters but the big ones were a whole other story. They were scary fast and immensely strong. Christian needed her whether he liked it or not. 
 
    Tucked into his place on her backpack, Ipes didn’t think so. He tried his best to talk some sense into her. This was his choice, remember? He is also a grown-up and he’s a big grown-up. He should be fine. No, better than fine. He’ll probably kill them all, no problem. We shouldn’t get in the way. 
 
    She wouldn’t listen. She ran with abandon, her ghillie suit streaming out behind her. More gun shots spurred her on past long, neat shelves of lumber, bins of scrap, bags of sawdust, crates of wood nails and screws, jugs of industrial strength glue and barrels of stain and varnish. 
 
    Where all the finished pieces were she neither knew nor cared. Her mind was completely on Christian…all except the part that was thinking of a way to rescue him. 
 
    First, she had to find him, which didn’t take a detective. A hundred converging zombies were her first hint to his whereabouts. Rushing out of a loading bay door in the back of the building, she saw the beasts lurching toward a white church. A gunshot from the church was her next clue.  
 
    “He’s trapped! We need a distraction.” It would have to be the fastest distraction of her life. The big monsters could tear down the church in minutes. 
 
    He is the distraction, Ipes said. We can get a bike and zip out of Dodge before one of those really big ones sees us. 
 
    “Don’t be like that, Ipes. We’re the good guys…”  
 
    Since when? the dark voice asked. 
 
    Jillybean paused, remembering how Baby Eve looked after she died, pale and beautiful, but floppy. And how General Johnston looked at the bottom of the stairs sprawled in a contorted jumble of arms and legs, pink foam coming from his mouth. Jillybean could picture him perfectly, right down to his shining brass belt buckle. She had stood there in shock as he started to twitch; first just a foot and then his entire body. He spazzed for a few seconds, his head making hollow noises as it knocked against the concrete wall. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, blinking away the image. “Okay, we’re trying to be the good guys and the good guys don’t run away. Now hush!” The zebra took on a completely lifeless state. His black eyes became nothing but beads of plastic, while hers turned feverishly bright. 
 
    Vague plans came and went, each needing too much time or supplies that weren’t available. Explosions were out because she didn’t have explosives. A fire would have to be set so close that she would likely become the focus of the attack. Sound would only work if Christian would go into hiding but that just wasn’t him. 
 
    In desperation, she stared around until something clicked. It wasn’t a very good something. “Too many possibilities for something to go wrong.”  
 
    Her mind let a thousand things go and concentrated on the very specific problems to the very general plan building inside of her. She had to figure out angles vs momentum, gravity over friction divided by distance, fuel consumption rates and minimum combustion temperatures. There were other variables that went into her simple plan to roll a barrel of flaming varnish towards the church, but they were beyond her ability to manipulate. At a certain point, she could only pray. 
 
    Turning, she raced back into the factory to where she had passed the barrels of varnish, each of which were constructed of blue plastic, stood at about eye level and were almost ten times her weight. Pushing one over should have been nearly impossible for a child her size. Her arms were puny after all. Where she lacked in strength, she made up for in brain power, and if she’d had the time she could have winched the barrel into place so softly that the dust covering it would have gone undisturbed. 
 
    Unfortunately, she had to get it out the back of the factory as fast as possible, which meant there was no time to hunt for ropes and pulleys or to create either from the materials in the building. She had to use what was available: scrap-wood, nails and basic hand-tools. The building was full of all of these. 
 
    In no time, she came back dragging a tarp, on which was a pile of wood, two hammers and a handful of nails.  
 
    Is all of that even necessary? Ipes demanded. 
 
    “Good question.” There were twenty barrels set in five neat rows of four. Each was marked with the distinctive “FLAMABLE” warning. She put the zebra on one of these, then heaved her shoulder into it. “Grrr!” she growled through her small, gritted teeth, as her arms shook with the strain. Using all her strength, she was able to rock one side of it a fraction of an inch off the cement floor.  
 
    That’s enough! I want off, please. Ipes had thrown himself flat; his round, cookie-filled belly pointed at the ceiling. 
 
    “Yes, it’s all necessary,” she told him and put him in his place on her pack. When the zebra was safely out of the way, she grabbed the smallest piece of wood and the steel claw hammer. The three-foot long piece of scrap-wood had been tossed aside because it was cracked and split on one end. This made it useless in the furniture making world, but it was ideal as a wedge. 
 
    Jillybean shoved the broken, angled side as far as she could under the barrel, which was only an inch or so; then took a three-pound sledgehammer in both hands and started beating the back end of the board. Each hit drove the tip of the wedge further under the barrel, lifting it slightly. After five hits, the wedge had lifted one side of the barrel to its maximum: one inch. 
 
    Um, Jilly? I don’t think that’s gonna do it, Ipes said.  
 
    “No duh.” She was already running for the next piece of wood. This too had an angled crack. She stuck it under the first board and hammered it until it lifted the barrel another inch. A third hunk lifted it one more inch. She worked as quickly as possible, hitting each board just enough to lift the barrel. When one side was canted six inches in the air, she heaved up on the uppermost board. 
 
    Once more she growled her little kid growl and her arms shook. This time, the barrel began to tip further and further until it fell over with hearty thump! 
 
    “Perfect,” she whispered. Quickly, she ran to the tarp, grabbed a well-worn claw hammer and some nails, shoved them into her backpack and ran back to the barrel. The easy part was over. Now she would have to roll the barrel forty yards through the factory to the back ramp and no amount of brain power would help. 
 
    It wasn’t easy for such a small child. There were electrical cords running here and there, and chunks of old wood to dodge, and the layout wasn’t arrow straight. Then there was a problem with the barrel itself. It kept wanting to heel over to the right. It was just another variable that she would have to account for.  
 
    By the time she got the barrel to the loading ramp behind the factory, she was breathing in gasps and sweating freely beneath her ghillie suit.  
 
    There was no time to rest. She yanked out the hammer and three of the nails. Two nails went between her lips and the other she hammered into the barrel. She went to hammer the next in when Ipes said, One’s enough! We have to hurry. 
 
    He was right about the need to hurry. Great thundering bangs and explosive crashes were coming from the church. If Christian thought he’d be safe by locking himself in, he was about to get a rude shock. She had already seen evidence that the giant monsters could turn the doors and perhaps even the entire building into kindling. 
 
    She swung the hammer and partially missed, sending the nail bouncing away. Reaching for the next, she explained around the last nail in her mouth, “The second hole counteracts the partial…” She swung the hammer and the nail punched halfway through the thick plastic. “… the partial vacuum created as the varnish comes outta the first one. It’s sorta like science.” She hit it again and it popped through. 
 
    Now, she pulled out both nails and the rich, pleasant smell of varnish filled the air.  
 
    There was no time to enjoy it. The ramp itself posed a new problem, one of control. The ramp led to a parking lot, which led to a road, which ran past the back of the church. It was, more or less, a straight shot. But it wasn’t a perfect route by any means. There was a good chance the barrel would roll to the right and get lodged between the cars parked along the side of the road, or it could roll left and shoot off the uncurbed street and into the drainage ditch that ran parallel to it, or it could simply get stuck somewhere a child couldn’t get it unstuck. 
 
    Or she could play every angle exactly right and save Christian. 
 
    With the righthand turn tendency of the barrel partially counteracting a tilt in the parking lot, she aimed it on a gentle S trajectory, lit the tacky varnish that was leaking from the holes, and gave it a gentle push. Just as she had predicted, the tilt of the road made up for its righthand spin. The barrel, a bright yellow ball of flame, started right, then came left after the ramp as it bounced and spun through the parking lot. 
 
    “Come on, come on, come on,” Jillybean urged as the barrel made it through the lot and ran straight and true along the road, speeding faster and faster, leaving a trail of rich, black smoke as it sped for the church. 
 
    Then a stick lying far down the road ruined her well-laid plan. “No!” she cried, contorting her body, much like a poor bowler might, as the barrel suddenly went counter to its spin and its course. It turned directly for the drainage ditch that ran along the far side of the road. 
 
    “For all darn it,” she griped, knowing that nothing could right the barrel now. The smart thing to do was to run and get another barrel, however there was something innately and absurdly gripping about a flaming barrel of varnish speeding out of control and Jillybean did not have the self-control to turn away. She had to see what was going to happen. It was not an everyday occurrence, even for her. 
 
    The barrel turned out to be surprising spry and nimble. It clicked off another unforeseen obstacle, which turned in at a diagonal angle toward the ditch and instead of plopping straight into it, the barrel bounced and flew over the ditch where upon it rolled down a long gentle slope that was filled with high grass and weeds. Although it went slower and slower and slower, it still kept going until it finally stopped in the middle of the field. 
 
    Ipes squinted his beady eyes. He made a humph sound—it looked as though the thick grass had smothered the fire. Oh great. It’s not even still on fi…Flames suddenly engulfed the barrel. They became so brilliant that it was hard to look at the barrel even though it was the sunniest of days. The blaze was so fierce that it eclipsed the fact a smaller fire ran in a line all the way back to the ditch. In seconds, flames had cut the field in half and were spreading, going in every direction, filling the sky with a huge plume of smoke. Once more, Jillybean found herself staring instead of acting. 
 
    Do you think that’ll burn down the town? Ipes asked. No great loss, but that Christian guy is still in the church. 
 
    “No. It won’t burn much other than the field. Unless the wind picks up, the roads will act like fire breaks.” The real question was would the fire eating up the field be enough of a distraction to save Christian. Jillybean’s gut told her it wouldn’t. The fire was going like mad, roiling and spinning little tornadoes of smoke. It was baking hot from even a hundred yards away, but it was that very heat that would make it less of a distraction than she had hoped.  
 
    The fire was consuming what fuel there was in the barrel and the field at a fantastic rate and already there were wide swathes that had been charred down to the dirt. Soon it would be just a black field of ash and when it was, the zombies would still be gathered fifteen deep around the church. 
 
    “We’ll need another barrel,” she said, turning to go back in. 
 
    “Another barrel? For what?” 
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    Jillybean let out a little shriek and jumped. It was Christian. He had come creeping up behind her sometime in the last five minutes. Although his cocksure smile had not changed, the rest of him had gone through a bit of a transformation. His torn-up white shirt was no longer white. It was black and damp with more zombie blood. In the few places it was still dry, it was grey with dirt. His blue jeans were torn and filthy, and on his head, somewhat like a tea cozy, was a thick mat of cobwebs. 
 
    The simple act of taking all of this in provided the little girl with enough time to get over her fright. “I was just going to get another barrel in case you needed an extra helping of rescuing.”  
 
    “I didn’t need help to begin with,” he told her. “As you can see, I got out of the situation on my own.” 
 
    Did you see that? Ipes asked, speaking out of the side of his mouth. A spider just went into his shirt. I swear I saw it. It just crawled in and now there’s no way of knowing where it is. It could be in his bellybutton or his… 
 
    “Hush Ipes.” 
 
    Or his armpits. I bet they’re hairy and I bet the spider is all nestled and invisible, just hiding in there making babies. I think I might be sick. Jillybean, we need to check each other head to toe. Start with me. Look for egg sacks. Oh sweet Lord! I felt something on my back! 
 
    Christian scratched himself, making Ipes gag. Jillybean whispered, “That’s enough, Ipes. Do you want to go to timeout?” 
 
    “Something wrong with your friend?” 
 
    “Nothing a ziplock bag won’t cure.” She had meant it to be a threat, but Ipes was all for it. In his mind, suffocating was a better way to go out than having spiders burrowing into his brain. 
 
    This brought out a grunting laugh from Christian. He came to stand next to the little girl. “Man, did you see those things? The big zombies I mean. They were like…” He could only blink dazedly. “I don’t know what they were like. They had to be over a thousand pounds and they were unstoppable. How on earth did they get so big?” 
 
    “They eated a lot. You know, a lot, a lot. See those silos? They came from there and all they do is eat and eat. It’s horrible.” 
 
    “Who votes that we get the hell out of here?” He had his hand raised. “There’s no way we’ll get any gas with those…those creatures around. This place is a death trap.” Jillybean was slow to say anything. She was watching the monsters watch the fire while his words: This place is a death trap swirled in her mind. 
 
    Christian took her silence to mean she was still mad at him. “Hey, look. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so blunt back there. You know, about the cursing and me telling you what to do. So, I guess what I’m saying is that even though you didn’t save me, I appreciate the effort, and maybe you can tag along with me for a little longer.” 
 
    Ipes was fully in agreement. I’m with Christian. He’s clearly seen the errors of his ways. I think we can trust him. Let’s get gone! 
 
    Still she didn’t say anything. She stood there, her huge blue eyes wide and unblinking as she pictured those giant monsters. They made everything seem insignificant and that included her need to replace Betty Lou. What was a bicycle compared to a monster that could tear a house down? 
 
    She pictured the Red Gate barring the way into Estes Park. Could one of those monsters destroy it? Maybe not, but seven of them certainly could. She was sure that seven of them could take it apart with their bare hands. But we’re so far away, she thought, and they would never leave their silos…as long as there was “food” in them. But what would happen when the food ran out? The answer was obvious: the monsters would come out. Now she thought of the Azael. What would happen if the remnants of the Azael could figure out how to harness them? The walls guarding Estes didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Forget the Azael, Ipes hissed. They’ve gone back to being skulking bandits. What we have to worry about is the here and now. You heard Christian; this place is a death trap. And what is the smartest thing to do when you come to a trap? Avoid it at all costs. 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s really the smartest thing,” she said. Christian thought she was talking to him and his dark brows came down. She didn’t notice. Her eyes were still staring blankly as her belly began to get that achy, airy feeling it sometimes got before she was forced to do something frightfully scary and dangerous. 
 
    Some people said it was like butterflies in their stomachs; she thought it felt like she needed to puke. 
 
    “The smart thing would be to kill them,” she said, again speaking to Ipes. 
 
    Christian’s jaw dropped open. He started to laugh, then he saw how Jillybean’s jaw was set. “You have got to be kidding me. I’m not getting anywhere near those things. In fact, I’m leaving. Come on. I saw a farm that’s kinda a distance away. We might get lucky with some gas or a vehicle.” 
 
    Jillybean sighed. So few people had the guts to do the right thing. Those giant monsters were a horror that had to be stopped. Many, many people would die if no one did anything now before they got any bigger. “I can’t leave. Not yet. What will they be like when they’re ten-feet tall? Will bullets even stop them?” 
 
    “I don’t know if bullets will be able to stop them now and I’m not about to try to find out. If you want to kill them, you can do it on your own.” 
 
    And you know we can’t be on our own, Ipes said. We’ve gotten lucky so far, but it can’t last.  
 
    Their responses sent a flash of anger through her. She balled her fists and planted them on her hips. “Okay, if you’re too chicken to do the right thing then get gone and take Ipes with you. Just amember, if I kill them all I get everything in this town.” 
 
    Christian snorted. “Fine. Take ‘it’ all. This place isn’t even a blip on the map. What could they possibly have that I would want?” 
 
    “Almost everything,” she answered, pulling her ghillie suit off and taking the box of Fruit Loops from her bag. She handed it to him, saying, “Guess where I found that?” He seemed uncertain as he looked inside the box. “It was in the one house I went into. It was sitting right out on the table.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” he said, taking a glance at that part of the town that was visible. For the most part, doors were closed and windows were intact. The streets were clear of debris; no bones, no burned-out cars, no cast-off belongings. It was as if the town had been abandoned all at once in a single, unrushed afternoon.  
 
    Christian rattled the half-filled cereal box. “This doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Wanna know what it is?” Jillybean asked. “This place is untouched. There could be anything out there. Guns, food, gas. Probably enough gas even for your race car. You’ll probably have to get a tower-thing for all the gas you’ll get.” 
 
    She could see him thinking it over and it stopped the ache in her belly. Doing stupid, dangerous things was always so much better when there was another person around, especially such a big, strong person like Christian. He had an easy, commanding way about him that wasn’t an act like she had seen so many times before. As proof, he had gotten away from a hundred monsters, which couldn’t have been easy. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said with lips pursed. “First off, we don’t even know if those big ones can be killed. Their heads are huge and I only have so many bullets. And second, there are a freakin’ gob of the normal-sized zombies running around. I mean a lot. More than you’d expect for such a dinky town. Maybe I should try taking one of the big ones down with a long-range shot. You know, like a hundred yards or so, then maybe I’ll think about taking on the rest. Maybe.” 
 
    He’s talking himself out of this, Ipes noted. It’s smart. Let’s do the same thing. Those are big monsters and you are just a little girl.  
 
    “Hold on, buster. Who are you calling little? You are definitely going in a bag because I don’t want to hear another word out of you.” 
 
    “Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” Christian said with that look adults frequently give her when they thought she was being extra crazy.  
 
    This was just everyday crazy and the fact he couldn’t understand that made her cross. “Don’t listen to him, Mister Christian, sir. I swear, he’s just a striped chicken with fur.” 
 
    “Sure, sure, that makes sense. But, maybe you let me take care of things. You don’t need to get worked up. You just sit in the shade and relax.” 
 
    Ooh, I like this idea. It’s downright chivalrous. He’s like Captain Grey, you know. All tough and manly, and chivalrous. If it wasn’t for that spider laying eggs in his armpit, I’d say you should give him a hug. 
 
    “That does sound nice,” Jillybean said, warily. Too many bad guys masquerading as good guys had made her suspicious of kind strangers. “What’s your plan?” 
 
    He shrugged—a move that had warning bells going off in her head. Who starts a plan off with a shrug? Someone who doesn’t know what he’s doing, she thought to herself. 
 
    “I’ll just do my thing. You know, stick and move. Use my speed and endurance. Trust me, they won’t be able to lay a finger on me.” 
 
    Jillybean looked confused. “That’s not a plan at all. That’s just you running around stirring them up.” 
 
    “Well I was going to suggest that we repel down from a helicopter, but my ninja suit is at the dry cleaners.” He was making fun of her. She glared, scratching her bottom because her panties had not yet dried completely from when she’d been jumping off the bridge. He rolled his eyes. “Okay, do you want me to draw a map before we synchronize our watches?” 
 
    “I don’t even know what any of that means. But I know a bad idea when I hear it and that’s what means what you just said.”  
 
    Christian growled from behind his pursed lips. “Until you can come up with a better plan, I think you should give your lips a rest.” He shrugged off his pack and dropped some items from his pockets: a bulky set of keys, a flashlight, the gold lighter, a slim switchblade knife. “Just keep out of sight while I’m gone. I can’t keep an eye on you and the zombies at the same…” 
 
    Jillybean wasn’t listening. She was already walking away, heading down the ramp, staring down at the field that was covered in a grey haze through which flickers of red-gold flames could be seen. Off to the right of the field were a sting of undead spectators, gazing dully at the fire. Further off to the right, the church was still being ravaged. 
 
    As she stared, a familiar darkness began to form deep in her mind. The town is a trap. We can lure who we want here, the usual hissing voice whispered. We can start rumors. Think about it. The River King might come in person if we start rumors of a dozen gas trucks parked side by side. His greed would be the end of him. He’d come and those beasts would destroy him for us. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Jillybean said, unconsciously imitating Christian. It wasn’t entirely a bad idea and the more she thought about it, the more the darkness grew. 
 
    Jillybean! Ipes said in that daddy voice of his, again. Don’t you listen to her! The daddy voice immediately shamed her. She knew why. More death was not the answer when it could be avoided. 
 
    “We can still kill the monsters, though.” She was sure about that. But how? She turned back to look at Christian, but he was lost in the shadows of the low building. To her the open bay door looked like a huge black mouth and the ramp was its tongue. She shivered as she pictured it closing on them. They’d be trapped in that low brick building with only one another… 
 
    She drew in a sharp breath as the plan opened up before her. It didn’t spring to life fully formed like some did. This one took a moment to perfect, but when it did it was almost flawless.  
 
    “We need a manikin,” she declared. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “And we need rope and batteries. The big sort. Double Ds.” For some reason that she couldn’t figure out he smirked at this. It was one of those smirks she felt best not to ask about. “And we could use a disco ball. Do you know what one of them is?” 
 
    Judging by the eyebrow in the shape of a fishhook, the addition of a disco ball to the already odd shopping list confused Christian. “Yeah. How do you know what one is? And how on earth would it help in anyway?” She told him her plan and he listened, his mouth no longer pursed. His jaw hung open and when she finished, he began to shake his head at her. “You must have seen this before,” he concluded. “Well, it’s a hell of a plan and whoever thought it up should be given a medal.” 
 
    “I thought it up. I don’t like to brag or nothing, but I’m kinda a genius.” She didn’t think bragging about being a genius made any sense. It wasn’t something she had any control over. It wasn’t something she had achieved. That was the thing about being a genius. It wasn’t something that could be trained or exercised into existence. Professional athletes had to train constantly and musicians had to practice, endlessly. Even physicists, as smart as they were, had to build a body of knowledge up, very much like a mountain, before they could excel in any single field. 
 
    She didn’t like to brag about this one aspect of herself because it was no more her doing than the color of her eyes—and yet, it had come right out, both surprising and embarrassing her. A flush of pink lit up her cheeks. “Genius is what means I’m really smart, only it doesn’t feel that way to me. I just feel like me, you know? It’s everyone else that’s, you know.” 
 
    “Stupid? 
 
    Automatically, she nodded until, too late, she realized that Christian fell into the subset of “everyone else.” 
 
    “Um, not necessarily stupid. Maybe not everyone is as…” Not everyone is what? she wondered. Not as quick-witted? Not as cognitively efficient? Not as mentally agile? Not able to reason cogently or make logical choices given the circumstances or data presented? Her smile faltered. Everything she had thought of was synonymous with being stupid. 
 
    She ended up finishing in a weak manner, “Not everyone is as smart as they could be.” He was staring at her with those intense hazel eyes and she began to stammer, “And, and, and I shouldn’t have included everyone. Not you, especially.” It was strange to her that she wanted him to like her. Then she found it strange that she should find it strange. Wasn’t being liked a perfectly rational desire? 
 
    Or you maybe you want him to like you-like you, if you know what I mean, Ipes said, then winked one of his beady eyes. 
 
    At first, she really didn’t know what he meant. When understanding finally kicked in, she froze, her big eyes as wide as they could get. She wanted to refute Ipes’ statement with a great deal of fiery temper but, Christian was pretty in that inexplicable way certain people were. More than once, she had found herself studying him as if trying to discover what elusive element he possessed that ordinary people found so magnetic. 
 
    She was doing it again, staring openly, however he didn’t notice. He was staring right back. “Remember those rumors I heard coming from Colorado? One had to do with a little girl genius.” 
 
    “Girl genius?” Her mouth had gone dry as dirt. “You mean there are two of us? Ha-ha?”  
 
    Her skills at lying were at a seven-year-old’s level and he wasn’t fooled. She could see the truth begin to dawn on his face. 
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    “You are her? No way!” He turned to look at the factory as if he really didn’t believe it and figured the real genius might be lurking somewhere nearby. When he turned back, his eyes bored into her. “I heard the rumors and I thought they were just about the tallest tales ever told. But they’re true? All of them?” 
 
    “I don’t know what rumors you’ve heard,” she answered, stiffly. Her whole body was stiff. She was afraid to move. “But either way, they’re probably just, you know, rumors and tales, like you said.” She couldn’t help wondering whether he had heard about what she had done to baby Eve. And had he heard about the ferry boats she had sunk or the cult of Believers she had wiped out? Had he heard that she had helped turn the artillery guns of the Azael on her own people? Hot tears rushed to her eyes and she turned away. 
 
    Doubt crept into his voice. “Yeah, some of them have to be just stories. They were so far-fetched that they couldn’t have happened. That’s what I always thought, but then you came up with this plan like it was nothing.” A troubled look turned to a suspicious one. “Tell me, did you really…” 
 
    She immediately started shaking her head as she interrupted him. “I only did what I had to. That’s all I’m gonna say about any of that. Okay? Now, if you’ll get a move on with them barrels and such, I’ll be back in half an hour or so.” 
 
    In essence she had dismissed him. She was just pulling the hood of her ghillie suit back up when he grabbed her arm. A brief flare of hate burned inside her. It was so hot and intense that if she’d been holding a knife, she would have gutted him…and enjoyed it. Along with the hate and the terrible thought, she could swear she could almost feel his hot blood wash down her hand. A gasp escaped her and she jerked as though she had been burned.  
 
    “You okay?” he asked, kindly. He tried to get her to look up into his face. She firmly kept her chin pressed to her chest, afraid that he might see the hatred and evil lingering in her eyes. “Hey, look, don’t be mad, Jill. I won’t tell anyone. You’re safe with me, okay? It’s a weird, weird world now and I know we sometimes have to do stuff that we wouldn’t normally do. If you ask me, you’re a victim. You should have, like a support group or something.” 
 
    A support group for mass murderers? Jillybean didn’t think there was such a thing and if there were, she didn’t think she wanted to be anywhere near it. In her mind, mass murderers only deserved death.  
 
    Killing them would be a challenge at least, the dark voice whispered. And it would be fun. 
 
    The voice was wrong on both accounts. It wouldn’t be fun, it would be horrible, and it wouldn’t be much of a challenge. Jillybean was just too good. She was the best killer and she felt no pride in the fact. In truth, it diminished her. Being a murderer was an eternal point of shame. 
 
    She tried to shrug off the voice and the memories of corpses and body parts left in her wake. “Thanks for trying to be nice,” she said giving him a blink of a smile, “but I don’t think I’m anyone’s victim. I’m the bad guy…sometimes.” She turned to go once more and again he took her arm. 
 
    “No. You’re not. A bad guy wouldn’t risk their lives for a stranger the way you did. Sure, I wasn’t in any real danger, but you didn’t know that. And would a bad guy try to kill those giant zombies for nothing? And we both know there isn’t much in this town. What do you think we’ll get? A million bullets? I doubt there’s a gun left within miles. Yeah, we might get some food and a few odds and ends but compare that to the risk.” 
 
    What risk? she wanted to ask. She had already assessed her enemies’ strengths, which were few but impressive and their weaknesses which were glaring. In relation to her plan, the risk in trying to kill them was actually slightly less than not trying to kill them. At least in the attempt she was being proactive. She was setting the terms of the encounter and as she knew monsters better than they knew themselves, she felt she could guess with some accuracy what they were going to do. 
 
    There was no way to be a hundred percent sure of anything with the monsters. At times, they were like the Leaping Joggle Hopper, a pebble or a stray butterfly could change their course, and with the size and strength of the giants, that tiny bit of unpredictability could make them more dangerous than anything she’d ever faced. 
 
    And that’s why you need him, Ipes said, patting her on the shoulder from his spot in the backpack. He’ll give you that little bit of security you need. And so what if he knows your secret? He’s already basically said that it’s okay with him. 
 
    “Maybe that means he’s done something even worser,” she said under her breath. The idea stuck with her. It was strangely appealing. Maybe he had been bad as well but was now trying to be good, like her. She was suddenly shy, but she had to know. “You said we all done things that were bad. You know stuff we weren’t proud of. What did you do?” 
 
    He had been looking at her with his handsome face set in a look of rugged moral superiority. He was the adult. He was the alpha male and she was just the fifty-pound weakling. He was the priest and she the sinner. But her question turned that around. 
 
    Christian lips pursed tightly until there were a dozen little lines in them. “I’ll tell you if you tell me whether you blew up the River King’s bridge.”  
 
    She nodded, her own lips pursed. “I used about a whole lotta C4. There was this army man who made a bomb and I saw what he did and just copied it. It really isn’t that hard.” She ended with a shrug. 
 
    He believed her. “Oh, wow. So, it really is you.” She nodded again. “Okay, my turn.” He looked away for a moment, his eyes at squints, peering at a puffy cloud that had been parked in the sky for the last hour or so. “I used to play the field a lot. You know, a girl in every port, and like a week before we started hearing about the zombies this one girl tells me she’s pregnant.” 
 
    “With a baby?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I was all like, it’s not mine. But it was and I knew it. She was really into me. I know when a girl is falling for me and I usually make tracks before anything like this could happen.” 
 
    “So what did you do?” 
 
    The lips went tight again and he started shaking his head with a look of disgust. “Nothing. I was in Virginia and she was in Kentucky and I…and I didn’t do anything. The zombies came and I didn’t do a thing. She could still be alive and I could be a dad. That’s what I tell myself, but it’s a lie. She died like everyone else and I didn’t do a thing to try to save her. Pretty crappy, right?” 
 
    Jillybean nodded, which he found funny. He then let out a long sighing breath, saying, “Ain’t we a pair?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed, but quickly changed her mind. “Maybe we really aren’t. You don’t like tag-alongs, amember?” 
 
    “Normally I don’t. Kids are…hard. They whine; they do stupid things; people are always making excuses for them. You seem different. Like you’re independent. It’s funny. You kicked me to curb back there and, I don’t mean to sound conceited, but no woman has ever done that, ever. You stuck out your hand and said I’m outta here. At first I was like, good riddance, but you stuck in my head. Who knows, maybe if I can put up with you, I can figure out how to put up with any kid. Sorry if that came out weird. I know the problem is with me, not with you.” 
 
    He sighed again and so did she in unconscious imitation. “I’m sorta in the same boat as you are,” she told him. “That’s what means I’m out here because I don’t know if I can be around people no more. Things always just happen. Bad things, I mean. And it’s almost always not my fault. Almost.” 
 
    “Maybe we should stick together then. I can learn to like a kid and you can learn…whatever you need to learn. What do you say?” He stuck his big paw out and after a moment, she shook it. She couldn’t help the big smile on her face when she shook it. She felt strangely giddy inside. 
 
    The two beamed at each other as the last of the field burned and the clouds of smoke slowly dissipated and the zombies tore down the church. When it came down, its big bell clanged, the sound hanging in the air for a strangely long time. Christian raised an eyebrow, which she read correctly. 
 
    “That was a wooden church. It’s like the Three Little Pigs.” She knocked on the wall of the factory with her tiny fist. “This one is made of brick. It’ll hold long enough to do the job.” She didn’t add: I hope, although she felt it in her heart. The big monsters were an unpredictable variable. Partially unpredictable, she told herself. 
 
    She left him then and with her usual efficiency, Jillybean gathered her supplies. There were no disco balls to be had, so she hastily made one from a broken mirror and a volleyball. The town was awash in batteries and a shocking amount of untouched food. Of course the perishables had long ago perished so most houses had a lingering sour smell to them. Still she and Ipes were able to nibble their way through an entire box of Pop-tarts as they slowly made their way through the small town. 
 
    Her pace slowed even more after she filled her backpack and had to drag along a rusting red wagon. The wagon was an utter necessity once she found the manikins. They were at a combination dog-sitters/beauty parlor/tailor/apparel shop. The shop was also someone’s house, someone with a passion for jelly beans. 
 
    Jillybean’s pockets were full as she made her way back to the factory with a blanket covering the wagon. 
 
    She found Christian waiting for her just up the ramp. Sweat glistened on his forehead and tiny rivers of it streaked through the dust that covered him. Because of the shadows, his eyes looked dark, and with his filthy torn up shirt and the dust that had turned him grey, Jillybean initially thought he was a monster.  
 
    The resemblance was so off-putting that Ipes whispered, Don’t let him touch you. He’s one of them now. 
 
    It was somewhat of a relief when he asked, “Did you get everything?” Before she could answer, he went on, “I knew you’d never find a disco ball so, I made one. Come take a look.” He hurried forward and grabbed the handle of the wagon and pulled it into the dim interior of the factory. Hanging from the ceiling just inside the loading bay doors were planks of woods slowly swaying. On the wood were strips of mirror. 
 
    “It was nothing,” he told her. “I used the mirrors in the bathroom and glued them on. Then I cut some cords from some of the machines. What do you think?” 
 
    She thought that because they were essentially two dimensional, the light from the flames from behind would actually draw the monsters away from the center of the building, which was the exact opposite of what they needed. 
 
    “Welllll,” she said, hoping not to offend him. “Maybe it would be betterer if we hung them inside, like more in the middle of the building?” When she explained her thinking, he didn’t get mad. He only laughed, which was a great relief. She pulled away the blanket, reached into the wagon and pulled out a cd player the size of a piece of carryon luggage. “This will be what attracts them. That and the manikins. After that, the fire will do the rest.” 
 
    The factory all by itself was perhaps the finest, semi-naturally occurring monster-killing trap she had ever seen. There were only four exits, huge piles of lumber, thousands of gallons of flammable varnish and walls of made of brick. Her plan was to lure the beasts in and cook them in a giant oven. 
 
    Setting the plan in motion was nearly as easy as coming up with it in the first place. While she had been gone, Christian had blocked two of the exits—a precaution that was barely necessary since the dead could lock themselves in a bathroom or a car and never figure out how to get back out again. He had also piled long pine boards near the offices, as well as all around the sides of the building. 
 
    Soon the manikins and the homemade disco balls were strung up in the center of the building. Then the varnish was poured in a long winding river—and they were done. 
 
    “Now we find out if this will work,” Christian said. 
 
    Jillybean thought it would at least mostly work, especially on the small ones. They were the most like real people and she had seen them die in all sorts of ways before. The question was once again with the big ones. Jillybean had only just begun basic biology and knew close to nothing concerning human anatomy and physiology yet. And nor did she know if the big ones had undergone any other physical changes beyond their immensity. 
 
    She assumed they had. Normal human bones and joints could not have withstood the terrible pressures of so much weight without adapting in some way. Had they changed enough to withstand fire? Jillybean pondered this as she climbed to the roof of the factory.  
 
    Christian used the butt of his rifle to knock out a pane of glass in the center-most glass skylight. “You can do the honors.” Below the opening was a small stack of wood that had been doused with varnish. It was to be their initial fire. Jillybean counted on the monster’s fascination with flame to draw them to the center of the building, where the manikins and the disco lights would them either beguile them or enrage. It didn’t matter which, as long as they remained in the building. 
 
    Jillybean dropped a small torch down the hole and, quick enough, the fire leapt into existence. The smell was wonderful and nostalgic. It reminded her of Christmas though she didn’t know why. They didn’t have a fireplace in their house when she was “growing up.” At seven she had a lot more growing up to do, but to her, the home in Philadelphia would always be the house she grew up in. 
 
    For a few moments, the two stared down at the fire, lost in their own thoughts. Jillybean was thinking of the last Christmas she had shared with her family before the monsters came. It was a beautiful memory spoiled by the memory of the Christmas that had just passed. She had spent it trapped in a bitterly cold house with the frozen corpse of her mother shut up in the master bedroom. Candles had helped keep Jillybean alive, as did the fact she wore three sets of clothes and two coats day in and day out. 
 
    “I think we should turn on the music,” Christian said, breaking in on her ghoulish thoughts. 
 
    She hit the “Play” button— EVERYBODY DANCE NOW! the machine screeched, causing Jillybean to back away. The beat that went with the music thrummed throughout her body and was very nearly compulsive. Christian couldn’t resist. Laughing, he started shimmying his shoulders, swinging his hips and shooting out elbows. 
 
    “Man, I haven’t heard this song since forever! Come on, Jill, show me some moves. Do the Funky Chicken with me.” 
 
    Let me be the first to tell you, Jillybean, that’s not how chicken’s dance, Ipes remarked, looking askance at Christian the way most people looked at Jillybean. There’s a lot more head bobbing for one and they do like their chest-thrusts. 
 
    It did look funky as far as she understood the word. Still, she wasn’t an expert on chickens and their dances, which she assumed they did. She knew that bees danced to talk to each other about honey and bears and other things that bees cared about, so it made sense that chickens would as well. 
 
    “I’ll have to take your word for it,” she told the zebra. With the music so loud, she didn’t have to whisper. In answer to Christian, she shook her head at the idea of dancing over the sight of what she hoped would be the world’s largest crematorium. 
 
    Christian chicken danced in a circle around her. When she didn’t move, he cried out, “How ‘bout the Running Man!” He began to jerk and contort in what was a strange combination of running in place and dancing with neither really being fulfilled. When that didn’t get her to move, he asked, “Ok, how ‘bout the Moon Walk?” He started moving backwards in an oddly ungraceful manner across the rock-strewn roof. It wasn’t long before he tripped over a stunted little vent, made a valiant but doomed attempt to stay on his feet and was laughing before he hit the ground. 
 
     Despite the zombies flocking in, and the rather disgusting thing they were planning to do to them, Jillybean could help grinning. Christian had such an infectious personality and bright-eyed smile that it would have been impossible not to do so. 
 
    “I don’t know much about dancing just yet, except tap dance,” she told him as he stared up at her from his back. “I did that for a while, but I think I forgot most of it. Maybe even all of it except for jazz hands.” With her elbows tucked in tight, she stuck her hands out and gave them an extended wiggle and shake. “Maybe you can teach me some of the other dances when we’re not on a roof or nothing.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, getting to his feet. He stretched his back and let out a little groan and for once his eyes were dim. “I must be getting old. My back didn’t like that. My neck, either. Let’s go see if the dead like our choice of music.”  
 
    Jillybean wasn’t sure whether she liked their choice of music. It had an abrasive, demanding quality to it—and it was repetitive. Since Christian liked it so much, she kept her views to herself and followed after him as he went to the rear of the building, rubbing his neck. They snuck up on the edge of the roof, crawling the last ten feet or so until they could see the town and the burned-out field, and the hundreds of zombies. The music, whatever its good or bad qualities, was loud and carried for miles on the quiet still Missouri air. 
 
    “Wow, that’s a lot of ‘em,” Christian said in awe.  
 
    Taking a random sampling, Jillybean concluded, “There’s five-hundred and twelve of them, plus or minus fourteen. Which is a lot if you ask me since the population of the town started off as only two-hundred and forty.” Christian raised an eyebrow and she explained. “I saw a sign that said how many people lived here back before. I thought it was kinda weird. They seemed to be proud that so few people wanted to live here.” 
 
    “People are crazy like that,” he agreed. “Here comes our first test.” A trio of grey beasts had come up the ramp, paused for a moment then headed inside. Christian held up a hand. “High five.” She slapped it and gave him a smile, however her mind was on another problem. Hanging on the wall near the front door had been a sign that had read: Maximum Occupancy: 351. 
 
    By her calculations, the building could hold three times that many. Yes, they would have to be squinched in, shoulder to shoulder, but they would fit. And yet, the sign had been put in place by the fire marshal. She did not know exactly what a fire marshal did, still, she drew up a composite of one in her mind: male, white—the word Caucasian made her think of Asians and if asked she would have guessed that it was the root word from which Asia stemmed—mid-forties, balding, uniformed, experienced and finally educated in all sorts of fire related duties as well as advanced mathematics, because how else did they come by their numbers? 
 
    She decided to run her numbers again; they were all rough estimates since the volume of the building, with its machines and lumbar and barrels and such, had not been measured by her. And nor had the length and width of the building been… 
 
    “Here comes a big one,” Christian said, interrupting her train of thought.  
 
    The creature was so awful that both of them slunk just a little lower. It dwarfed the other monsters around it, making them look sickly and weak. It was also extra aggressive and would smash any of them which got in range of its fists. When it got to the top of the ramp, it didn’t even pause. With a roar, it lurched inside followed by a steady stream of the smaller dead, interspersed by the other giants. 
 
    “So far so good,” Christian said. “Let’s go check the other side.” The pair went to the far side of the building, where the zombies from the fields were hurrying to a chance to kill and feast on man meat. They battled themselves to get inside first. 
 
    From there, Jillybean’s plan went like clockwork. Once the majority of the monsters were inside, Christian opened up a new hole in another of the skylights and dropped a torch down on a pool of varnish that led along the winding stream to every part of the factory. Within minutes fire ringed the hundreds of zombies, half of whom were doing everything they could to get to the manikins swaying from the ceiling. The other half had become fascinated by the flames and stood entranced as the factory filled with smoke. 
 
    Eventually the zombies pyramided high enough to reach the manikins and the plastic bodies were torn to pieces. By then the roof had become too hot for Jillybean. The soles of her Keds started to feel gummy. She and Christian went to the side of the building and found it zombie-free and the two were able to scamper to the safety of a house across the street.  
 
    Soon the heat baking from the factory was so fierce that even that was too close. They retreated down the block to a water tower and from there they watched the smoke build into a pillar that rose hundreds of feet straight up before it gently bent over and streamed east. It wasn’t long before the boom box died. 
 
    The two humans relaxed as if enjoying a show. Jillybean had found three cans of Coke that afternoon and, along with the Girl Scout cookies, they made a fine meal. Much to Ipes’ delight, Christian turned down the cookies, and only drank two of the cokes in quick succession.  
 
    “None of them came out. I think it’s safe to say that the giants have died,” Christian said after half an hour. “Nothing could have lived through that. Here’s to you, Giant Slayer.” He held out a hand to hive-five her. Grinning, she slapped it and then shook out her hand. His was so hard it was like slapping a piece of granite. 
 
    “I could use a beer,” Christian said, putting his foot up on the rail and tucking his hands behind his head. Although he looked tired, his smile hadn’t dimmed a bit. 
 
    “I could use a bath,” Jillybean said, sniffing herself. The smoke, which had started favorably enough with its Christmas scent, had become overpowering and hideous when it had been mixed with the stench of burnt flesh. “I wonder if there’s water in this?” 
 
    Christian gestured to a small pipe that ran down the side of the tower. It ended at the base with a spigot that poked out. “Let’s see if you’re in luck. I think you might since this town was deserted so quickly.” The two climbed down and found that there was water in the tank. It came out of the spigot brown with flecks of rust, but only for the first few seconds. 
 
    Jillybean sniffed it, sipped at it and then splashed her face with it. “It’s good,” she said, beaming. She laughed as Christian hunkered down and drank and drank until his belly bulged. 
 
    “I hate the mugginess,” he exclaimed when he came up to breathe. “When I wore the uniform and played under that damned sun, it never bothered me but today, it’s just so oppressive. I think maybe we should head north for the summer. Or out to San Francisco. I hear they have wonderfully cool summers.” 
 
    Pretty much the only thing that Jillybean knew about San Francisco was that it was across the wide prairie, over the endless Rocky Mountains, past a high desert, and then past more mountains. It would be an arduous, dangerous journey of weeks or months where anything could happen, especially in the mountain passes where bandits were known to skulk. A person, even one as smart as Jillybean could be trapped with relative ease and either killed or taken captive.  
 
    She didn’t hesitate. “Yeah, let’s do that. Let’s go. Is the Golden Gate Bridge really made out of gold? I think that would be neat.” 
 
    “I think that should be a surprise,” he said, tipping her a wink. “It’ll make the trip more exciting. We should leave tomorrow. Right now, I’m beat and hot. All that running around didn’t sit well with me.” He looked down at himself and snorted at the filth and old blood covering his body. “Could I be more disgusting? This shirt has got to go.” 
 
    That was all the warning she had before he tore off the shirt, showing the world a lean, hard body that was nearly as torn and bloody as the shirt had been. 
 
    With a light gasp, Jillybean turned away, which had him chuckling. “Don’t worry, I’m keeping it PG. What do you say after we hit Bush Stadium, we go north to Minnesota to see where the Twins played? I forget the name of the stadium. Either way it’ll be the cooler, safer route across the country.” 
 
    Jillybean said, “That sounds great.” He took it as sarcasm, which was the exact opposite of what she had meant. Although the destination didn’t sound all that exciting, the idea of just traveling, of taking their time, of seeing sights that would one day be lost forever, sounded interesting and relaxing. For so long she had either been fleeing some terrible danger or desperately trying to find somewhere “safe” that she actually was enthusiastic about the idea. 
 
    “If you give me attitude, what’s in Darwin, Minnesota will forever remain a mystery to you.” 
 
    “What’s in Darwin, Minnesota?” She was suddenly brimming with curiosity. “It’s not another baseball place, is it? Because if it is, that would be okay with…” He had been rummaging in his pack for a green bottle and as he straightened, she saw three long scratches on him. They were bright red and puffy. 
 
      
 
    9- 
 
      
 
    She knew a fair share about scratches and although she hadn’t yet examined the healing cycle as it related to minor lacerations and abrasions, she knew scratches became red like this for one of two reasons: they were infected or… 
 
    The monsters got him! Ipes cried in anguish. It was her first thought as well.  
 
    Christian caught her staring and twisted his torso around. At first he looked concerned, then he waved a hand, dismissing the fear playing in her eyes. “It’s alright. You can relax. Remember those shrubs on the other side of town? I got these when we raced through them. It wasn’t the zombies, so chill.”  
 
    She remembered the incident with perfect clarity; it wasn’t alright and she couldn’t relax or chill. Within a minute of being drenching in black, diseased monster blood, he had scratched himself bad enough to bleed. 
 
    Now, given the state of the scratches and his slowly deteriorating mood, it was almost a certainty that he was infected and that in five or six hours he would become a zombie. 
 
    The terrible realization must have shown on her face because he started shaking his head. “No. I am perfectly fine!” His voice was as high and shrill as a teapot on the fire…for all of a second. Then he rubbed his temples with his eyes closed. Having calmed himself, he said, “No. This sort of thing happens and people don’t always die. I’ve seen it.” 
 
    “Have you seen it go the other way?” Jillybean asked. Even a self-described loner must have. She had known seven people who had died from the virus without being scratched or bit by a monster. With five of them it had been utterly mysteries as to how they had become infected; the other two had been scratched or cut running from monsters, exactly like what had happened to Christian. 
 
    He didn’t answer. He stared down at the ground as the truth slowly solidified in his head. In a minute, the idea that he was dying slowly evolved, going from impossible, to possible, then to fact, and as it did the weight of the truth bowed his head. He was devastated. His eyes were blank and staring and suddenly he seemed half the man he had been. 
 
    Jillybean felt gutted as well. She had found a friend and lost him in the course of the same day. She wanted to cry, however Ipes scolded her, You’re not the one who’s dying. Cry tomorrow if you have to, but don’t ruin his last bit of time left. 
 
    She tried to smile, however her eyes sparkled with tears. “So, what’s in Darwin, Minnesota?” He didn’t answer. Instead he touched his temples with the tips of his fingers, pressing softly as if exploring for the source of his growing headache. She tried again: “Is it close?” 
 
    “Is Minnesota close?” he snapped, his forest-colored eyes blazing out of his face. “Is that what you’re asking? You act like you’ve never seen a freaking map. The answer is no. It’s not at all.” 
 
    “Oh.” The tears demanded to come back and there was no stopping them. She lifted the collar of her green kitten shirt up over her nose and wiped at them. The urge to bury her face in shirt and never look out again was strong enough to have Ipes scolding her again. 
 
    After a long breath, she tried a second time. “Maybe we can drive there. I saw all sorts of cars in this town. Sorry, they were mostly trucks and stuff like that, nothing as fancy as your race car. I did see a truck with purple flames on the side. It was real cool.” 
 
    “Purple flames,” he said, flatly. “Purple flames on a truck.” 
 
    Jillybean nodded emphatically and spoke quickly before her emotions could take over again. “Yeah, they were real cool. It’s probably a fast truck because who would put them on a slow one, right? I betcha it could get us up to Darwin in a super hurry.” 
 
    He sighed as if the very act of sighing was exhausting. “No. We’re not going to Minnesota. I was wrong about that. Just forget about all this.” He waved an apathetic hand that indicated both everything in the world and nothing particular. “You should go away.” 
 
    That wasn’t going to happen. She had seen too many people go through this to leave. She wouldn’t want to be alone. Even the toughest men sometimes cried when they became monsters. 
 
    “I-I won’t go away and I don’t think I can forget anything. I’ve got a real good memory. It’s not really eidetic; that’s what sorta means photogenic…oh, right Ipes. Photographic. I don’t have that except a little. Either way, I won’t forget you or the big monsters or Darwin or none of it. And we shouldn’t sit here and wait…” For you to die—she bit that off, quickly and choked as she did.  
 
    She attempted a second smile, this time through pursed lips so the quiver in them wouldn’t show. “We don’t have to go to Minnesota. Ipes just thinks we should do something, you know, something nice. For you. Oh! I know what we can do. It’s something you’ve always wanted to do.” 
 
    “Busch Stadium,” he said, with just the tiniest grunt of laughter. A shade of his old smile crept back, only to slip away. “It’s probably too far. If I got infected four hours ago, I only have a few hours left.” 
 
    “It hasn’t even been four hours and I know how far it is to St. Louis. I saw a sign! It’s only 134 miles. If we hurry, we can make it.” 
 
    The smile grew brighter until it was at full force. “Okay, let’s do it. Maybe this will turn out to be nothing and if so, we can always come back and loot the town. And I know we can get some racing slicks for the P1 in St. Louis. We’ll be the baddest duo on the road.”  
 
    His excitement and energy lasted only an hour. This was long enough to jumpstart the truck with the purple flames, fill it with gas and get twenty miles up the road. As the minutes ticked away, he grew tense and angry. Sweat ran from his thick hair and built up in the hollows of his eyes. 
 
    Jillybean dosed him with enough Oxycontin and Tylenol to put a normal man in a coma, however Christian seemed barely affected. For the next hour, she plied him with more pills and quarts of water. Nothing helped, except talking about baseball. Despite her ignorance of the game and the lack of any desire to ever learn anything about it, she encouraged him to talk as he weaved the truck up Highway 67.  
 
    He rambled on and on as they dodged traffic jams and monsters and piles of trash that made little sense being on the highway. He talked about players he had been fans of, which was boring to the little girl, and he talked about the myriad of rules, which had her fighting to keep her eyes open. It was only when he started to explain about batting averages and slugging percentages and ERAs, and splits and ratios and all the other numbers that made up the game that he piqued her attention. 
 
    Math always excited her. “But if a batter gets on because of a fielder’s choice, that still counts against his average?”  
 
    “Yep. It sucks.” 
 
    Her many questions and growing enthusiasm kept him semi-lucid until just after they passed a sign that read St. Louis 21 MILES. “What did that say?” he slurred, looking back. A second later, the truck crashed into a guard rail. “What was that?” he cried, glaring around. Sadly, his hazel eyes were almost black now. “Who hit us, damn it?”  
 
    Jillybean tried to tell him that they had run into a metal rail, however he was borderline delirious at that point and growing more and more dangerous with every passing second. He even pulled out a long-bladed knife and held it as if ready to attack the windshield. 
 
    “I was wrong, Jill,” he told Jillybean. She had to drag her eyes from the knife. 
 
    “A-a-about what?” she stammered. Ipes had fallen to the floorboard during the crash and she was all alone. Christian looked as though he could change over at any second.  
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut as hard as he could and his teeth made an awful grinding noise as they clenched together. “Darwin,” he growled, surprising her with the answer. She had expected more baseball talk. “You should go to Darwin. Yes.” He smiled, suddenly. It was a maniac’s grin. “You can learn a lot there. You can learn how to live. I wish I had gone. I wouldn’t be here now if I had. I would be with my kid. I’d be dead for sure, but I would be with my kid and that would be okay. It would be an okay way to die. Instead I have this.” 
 
    For a second, Jillybean thought he was going to slash his own throat with the knife. Instead, he fumbled with shaking hands at the door latch, pushed his way out into the evening and dug in the bed of the truck for his M16. “Don’t watch,” he warned in a hoarse whisper. “The pain’s getting bad. Really bad. And it’s not going to get any better.” 
 
    He didn’t shoot himself there on the ground. The city was twenty-one miles away, so he climbed up into the bed to catch just a grey glimpse of it on the horizon. “Remember Darwin,” he told Jillybean. 
 
    She was choking on tears and sniffling back boogers by then and couldn’t speak over a squeak. She nodded and he said, “Alright then.” Although he had long arms, he was shaking with the disease and he couldn’t get the barrel aimed right and pull the trigger at the same time. The bullet that exploded out of the gun took out his cheek and right rear. It knocked him flat on his back, where he moaned and dribbled a puddle of dark, dark blood. 
 
    The sound of the gun shot echoed for miles and rang in her head threatening to tear her mind apart. 
 
    But she couldn’t give in to the desire to slip away and let whatever dark thing inside her take over. She had a job to do first. Christian wasn’t dead. Seven-year-old Jillybean had to kill him, and she did it properly, her eyes wet, but blank and her hands steady. She was somewhere else when she pulled the trigger. She was imagining a magnificently green baseball field in Darwin, Minnesota. The bases were snowy white and the air smelled like brats and hotdogs sizzling on the grill. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    The Queen told this tale in a flat monotone voice. It came out quickly, without emotion or even inflection. It was almost as if she were speed-reading a story of someone else’s life. I tried to ask her questions however she only blazed right through and I had to struggle to catch up. The only time she allowed the least bit of emotion was when she was repeating, verbatim, the rookie batting stats of Christian’s favorite players. 
 
    She wore a smile for a few moments after she’d stopped speaking, perhaps remembering the taste of ballpark grilled brats. She then stood up and walked to the far end of her cell and faced the wall. After a minute, I assumed she was reflecting. After five, I thought she was rudely dismissing me. I stayed of course, saying nothing, not making a sound. 
 
    We were an odd pair. I, the esteemed writer, she, the imprisoned sociopathic queen. I both loathed and admired her. It was the little girl she had once been whom I loved. She was the reason I came back every few months and risked my life to talk to her. 
 
    When the Queen finally turned, she surveyed me, taking my measure as she always did, making me feel transparent and utterly worthless. 
 
    “That was unexpected,” she said. To a woman who could foresee a person’s thoughts and actions five minutes before they actually thought or acted, this was a compliment. 
 
    “Indeed,” I replied. “Chris Turner wasn’t nearly as imaginary as I thought. He was Christian, wasn’t he? He was Christian to a T. Athletic, brave, carefree, handsome.” My eyebrow raised slightly at the last word. She saw it of course and knew exactly what I was implying. 
 
    As she made no move for a few seconds, I had to wonder if I had carried my familiarity a touch too far. Her smile told me I had not. “Yes, he was all that, and more. He was perfect in every facet, except one. He was unlucky. He had the misfortune to have met me.” Her chin dropped and for a moment, I caught the sparkle of a tear. 
 
    They had known each other less than a day, and that was thirty-five years before, and still she had feelings for him. It was strange to me to see even a single tear from the woman who was secretly called the Ice Queen. 
 
    “What did you do after he died?” My question concerned Darwin, Minnesota, however her mind was still taken up with Christian. 
 
    “I buried him in Busch Stadium. He played centerfield so I figured I would bury him there, only when I arrived I discovered there was a mounded hump already right in the middle of the bases. Naturally, I assumed someone had beaten me to the spot and that there was someone buried there. So, I picked a spot out in the grass, which, coincidentally enough is where the position of centerfielder is actually played.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, not knowing what else to say. As far as I could tell, the game of baseball had died and had been buried along with Christian Niederer; I knew next to nothing of the sport.  
 
    “There wasn’t anyone buried in that mound, either,” she added, speaking softly, almost to herself. Her blue eyes had taken on a dreamy state. “I realize only now that the mound was just the pitcher’s mound.” 
 
    I said, “Hmmm,” in answer to this bit of trivia, paused for just a moment and then began to ask, “After that, did you…” 
 
    “Did I go to Darwin, Minnesota?” The Queen was back. She smiled without warmth. “If you had asked me that question yesterday, Ezekiel, I would have laughed and asked Darwin where? Today I will tell you that yes, I have been to Darwin and Christian was right. I learned a great deal. Even though it only played through my subconscious, what I learned changed how and why I lived.” 
 
    I pressed her for what she meant, I cajoled, kissed up, and begged, but she only smiled enigmatically. I knew her. She was going to make me travel all the way out to Minnesota to find out what made Darwin special. Naturally, I exhausted every piece of reference material available to me before I even considered going. Nothing mentioned the town which was not even a dot on most maps. 
 
    I went to her cell twice more before she escaped, and during both interviews she mentioned Darwin; each time with that infuriating twinkle in her eyes. The town grew in my mind until I realized that I would have to go. I had to find out what could change a person’s life so completely. 
 
    During the early spring following her escape, I set off with a trading caravan that wound through the High Sierras and then through the Rockies to Denver. Once on the plains, I found another caravan that was on a trading mission through the Azaels and out to the Missouri River crossing at what had once been the Colonel’s Island. Only the rusting barbed wire remained. Even the scorch marks had been buried by nature.  
 
    Going north from there, I was on my own. Three weeks later I found myself sitting in Darwin, picking fishbones from my teeth and contemplating the thing that had filled my head with such wonder and had magnetically drawn me across the country.  
 
    Before reading the faded sign, I didn’t know what I was looking at. It was an immense brown ball sitting in the deteriorating remains of a gazebo. The sign read: Largest Ball of Sisal Twine Built by a Single Person. Official World Record. 
 
    “What the hell,” I whispered and flicked a fishbone off my tongue. I couldn’t understand why I was there. For the tenth time, I went to the ball and ran my fingers over the ridged exterior. “What the ever-loving hell?” I yelled and thumped the meaty part of my fist into the ball. Once again, I walked in a circle around the ball. It looked the same coming or going. 
 
    I stayed in Darwin for three days and left without a clue as to why the Queen had sent me on the longest wild goose-chase in the history of wild goose-chases. I had to assume that I had either angered the Queen or I had been talking to Eve. Either way, I was in a fury for days, months even. 
 
    I was still angry when I came across the Queen a little over a year later. She was a guest of a bandit king, while I had taken a wrong turn, a very wrong turn. This time it was I who was behind bars. It was a decidedly unpleasant experience. It made sense to swallow my anger. 
 
    “Ezekiel,” she said, holding out her hand. I didn’t hesitate to kiss it as I desperately needed her on my side; the word “spy” was being used in conjunction with my name.  
 
    Her appearance had changed since I last saw her, shaven and clad in soft, pink velvet. Her hair was shoulder length and growing wilder by the day. From head to toe, she was dressed in black; it made the alabaster of her skin almost glow. Her hand was softer than I remembered and I had to force myself not to cling. 
 
    “I’ve seen your pages concerning Christian. They were good, but I noticed you left out everything concerning Darwin.”  
 
    Since the work hadn’t been published, this meant she had gone through my belongings; a gross violation of my personal privacy. “Well…” I said, struggling for an answer that wouldn’t alienate the one person who could help me.  
 
    While her smile remained friendly, her eyes blazed into me with such intensity that I withered and dropped my gaze. She said, “Hmmm,” and turned slightly, touching the bars of my cage. “You didn’t understand.” It was a statement—not a question or a guess, but a statement. Although I had kept my destination secret, both before and after, she knew I had gone simply by looking at me. 
 
    The statement had been oddly touched by sadness, which only made me feel worse. Truly stupid people made the Queen sad. 
 
    “No, I did not understand and I still don’t understand. Why would Christian want you to go to see a ball of twine? And why did you want me to go? The only thing I can guess is that maybe it was some sort of running gag, or that I had angered you in some way, or that…” 
 
    She was shaking her head. “What did you see there?” 
 
    Suddenly I was worried that I had made a three thousand mile trip and had missed something glaringly obvious. “I saw the ball.” She nodded for me to go on. “That was it. There was nothing else in Darwin. The only thing that makes that town different from a thousand others just like it is a useless ball of twine 12 feet in diameter.”  
 
    “Exactly,” she said, with that same sad smile. “It’s a ball that weighs 17,400 pounds. The man who built it went round and round that ball, wrapping it for four hours a day, every day for twenty-nine years. Twenty-nine years. It was his sole achievement. His entire life’s work.” 
 
    None of this was news to me. I had seen the damned ball with my own eyes. “It doesn’t seem like much of a life to me.” 
 
    “Exactly!” she cried. “That was exactly the point of the journey. That man literally went in circles every day of his life, building a monument to the tenacity of mediocrity. It practically screams: Average! With the technology available, he could have built his own pyramid. In twenty-nine years, he could have built twenty-nine houses for the poor. He could have done almost anything to inspire greatness, instead, with the freedom given to him, he wrapped twine around more twine.” 
 
    I felt her meaning slowly dawning over me. “Christian didn’t want you to be average? Is that why he sent you on this…quest?” Wild goose chase would have been a poor choice of words just then. 
 
    “That’s right. He saw something in me. He wanted me to be great and I’ve tried to live up to that expectation. The question Ezekiel, is can you be great? You’ve been given the unique opportunity to see the extremes: on one hand, perhaps the most wasted life imaginable, and on the other you’ve seen my life. Which would you choose?” 
 
    I answered honestly, “Neither. I think a happy medium would be best.” 
 
    She grinned and there was a touch of Eve in it. “And yet you find yourself here.” She tapped the bars. “It’ll take more than someone existing somewhere in the complacent middle to get out of here alive. If you don’t find a spark of greatness inside you, I’m afraid you won’t last a month. I’m sorry to say that Mago is reopening his arena.” 
 
    A cold shiver swept me. I wasn’t cut out for the arena. It would chew me up and spit me out. “Will you help me?” I asked her. Begged was closer to the mark. 
 
    “Mago has been kind enough to offer me shelter. Do you really expect me to throw his hospitality in his face?” With half the country hot for the Queen’s blood, I knew she would never consider it. My chin dropped. “Ah, don’t be like that. You’ve been studying for years. If I could get out of here with ease, I know you can too.” 
 
    She left me with the warmest smile she had ever given me. Mine in return was weak and brief. I had no idea how to get out of this prison or any prison for that matter. 
 
      
 
    Ezekiel Cross 
 
    The Prison of Mago The Mad 
 
    April 29th 2050 
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    The story of Jillybean can be found in the 10 book series: The Undead World as well as its spin off series: Generation Z. If you enjoyed this story, please take the time to leave a positive review on Amazon and maybe your Facebook page. If you didn’t like it there may be no helping you. Please call your mom and tell her you love her. 
 
    Now that you’ve read this and have caught up on all my other zombie books, maybe I can suggest The Sacrificial Daughter.  
 
    Jesse Clark is about to find out there is something worse than being hated and friendless in a new school: the murderer living next door. Having just moved to Ashton, Michigan she’s shocked to discover that it’s home to its very own un-convicted serial killer. Flaunting the police, the killer roams the forests in search of his next victim, looking for that 'special someone'. This year that someone is Jesse Clarke.  
 
    Stalked by a ferocious murderer and set against an entire town, Jesse's life becomes a torturous hell that only grows worse when she falls for the one boy who can't possibly love her without killing her.  
 
      
 
    What the readers say about The Sacrificial Daughter:  
 
      
 
    "If you want a fantastic story about a girl with guts, this is it."  
 
    "A powerful, emotional book. The story builds along with Jesse's suffering until I just wanted to chuck the book at the wall and punch the first human I come across..."  
 
    "Emotionally, it's a study in loneliness executed with power I haven't seen since Ender's Game (and maybe not even then).” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    There was something behind her.  
 
    In the forest. 
 
    A sound came out of the black shadows of the pines. A small sound, a human sound. It was the sound of a branch running along nylon. It was an accidental sound and it stopped quickly. Whoever had made it hadn't meant to. They wanted to be quiet instead. They wanted to be sly and slick. 
 
    It brought her up short. Jesse spun around, peering into the dark, holding her breath, trying to listen with every part of her. Even her skin seemed sensitive to the least vibration of the still air. Nothing stirred.  
 
    Early winter in a night forest can be a silent place. Yet this was too much so. This length of the woods seemed eerily hushed as if nature itself was afraid to make noise; afraid to call attention to itself; afraid of what would happen. 
 
    She had been walking along, quiet in her own right, the pine needles barely crunching beneath her white Nikes when...zzzwip. That sound stopped her feet, cold. 
 
    Had her mother been right? The warning about going out alone had been shrugged off easily enough in the light of the Clarke's living room. After all, as a senior in high school, Jesse was practically an adult and hadn't been prone to childish fears for some time. Yet now peering into the underbrush, the warning certainly seemed to have some validity. There was a shadow that didn't fit with the tall slim pines surrounding it. Its outline, though black against black, stood out. It was different. It didn't belong. 
 
    Involuntarily, Jesse took a step back. It was one thing to hear a quick noise, which in truth could have been anything—a plastic bag caught in a tree or two branches swaying against each other—it was quite another to see that shadow. It couldn't be explained away as anything but what it was, the outline of a man. 
 
    A freaking huge man. 
 
    He lurked in the scrub just off the trail perhaps thirty yards away. 
 
    With her heart in her throat, Jesse turned, wanting to put some distance between her and this stranger, only her feet felt weighted down and they were slow to respond. She almost tripped. It was a very near thing. Her sneakers clicked together and she lurched into the rough-edged bark of a pine tree. It was tacky with new resin, something that she absolutely hated but now barely noticed. That minor thing, the little trip, suddenly made her feel weak and frail. She felt girlish, which was rare for her. It ramped up her fear, revving it up until she felt possessed by a strange rabbit-like panic. It made her want to up and run, wild-eyed and dead-brained toward the distant lights of the town.  
 
    But that wouldn't do. 
 
    Partially giving in to the rabbity feeling, Jesse took off in a very fast walk. She was both afraid to run and afraid not to. The civilized part of her was barely holding on and she feared that if she began to run, she would end up shrieking her head off and dashing off into the forest. A forest which, as far as she knew, went on for miles and miles.  
 
    At the same time, not to run could mean...what? She didn't know that either, except that it would entail something very bad. 
 
    A part of Jesse was astonished at her behavior. Thirty seconds earlier, she had been tromping along, feeling somewhat eager to see the town at night for the first time but now her breath seemed to be stuck in her throat. It was nearly perfectly lodged there and she began to think that if she had to scream, she wouldn't be able to.  
 
    Logically, there was no reason for this. 
 
    It was prudent to be wary of strangers in the forest at night, but prudence had never entered the picture. She was straight-up freaking out. From the second she had heard that noise, she had begun a freak-out that was incomparable to anything she had ever experienced in her seventeen years.  
 
    Jesse fast-walked, with her head cranked around, watching with a growing pain in her chest, as the shadow, muted and monstrous, swept along keeping pace. The unthinking rabbity part of her mind grew and began to eclipse all reason. Her feet felt light and full of energy; they wanted to run, and unknowingly she picked up speed. She raced along, keeping to the trail only with the use of her peripheral vision and a whole lot of luck.  
 
    However, the trail was rugged and her luck only held for so long.  
 
    Her right foot snagged on an exposed root and she went down, aware of a distant pain in both her knees and her palms where rocks had bitten into them. She was full out, splayed on the frozen dirt of the path, exposed and vulnerable. Her fright became a bomb, exploding out from her chest, blotting out rational thought and suddenly, the rabbit in her took command of her mind completely.  
 
    She had a vague realization that, although she didn't want to, she was going to run. This was an odd and frightening sensation. No longer was she in control of her body. It was as if she was only along for the ride. She pictured herself running blindly off the path, getting lost in the woods, hearing the Shadow-man's heavy breath as he drew closer and closer.  
 
    This image was too much for the rabbit, and that crazed part of her scrambled and clawed Jesse back to her feet and, as she had imagined, her panicked body fled. Unthinking it tore directly away from the shadow, sending her feet racing down a small slope. At first she stayed to the path, but it quickly curved to the right and Jesse left it behind, heading straight down the hill. She didn’t care where she was going, just as long as it was away from danger. The concept of "lost" was too great for her at that point. The only concept she understood was "death".  
 
    By a small miracle, she ran over two hundred yards without breaking a leg or running a tree branch through her eye. And, by a larger miracle, she stumbled again upon the path, which had meandered back to the left. Seeing the path going off in two directions forced her mind to reassert itself. A choice had to be made. Only she was clueless as to which way would lead to town and which way would send her back towards...it. 
 
    Feeling like a rudderless boat at the mercy of tide and wind, the girl swung her head back and forth at the two options, her blonde hair flying. With her panic and the dark, Jesse had no idea which way was right. She was completely turned around, so that both directions looked the same to her. Painfully, it felt as though her life hinged upon the flip of a coin. Left or right? 
 
    She had to choose before the Shadow-man came and took even that from her. While she debated, a sudden rushing noise swept down on her and she cringed with her hands coming up protectively to her face.  
 
    It was only a charging gust of new wind. It dashed merrily about the forest and as it did, the trees swayed in gentle appreciation. As if to music, they gently danced together and between their boughs Jesse saw the golden warmth of the town's lights. An explosion of stupid relief burst within her; she knew where she was. She was closer to safety than she had realized. From where she stood, she was practically at the two ponds and the town was only a few hundred yards beyond them. 
 
    She could make it. As long as the Shadow-man wasn't too close, she could be at the ponds in a minute. With a last look back before she took off, Jesse stumbled to a halt. 
 
    "What the hell?" This came tumbling from her numb lips as she slowly spun in place staring all about. Her eyes searched the dark forest. The evil shadow was nowhere to be seen. The woods were empty. Her eyes darted to each bush, each little outcropping of rocks, carefully examining everything. She peered all the way up the hill that she had just run down—it was empty. 
 
    Just then the stupid relief that she had felt at seeing the lights doubled, and a giddy smile cracked her lips. 
 
    Had she just imagined the shadow? Had there actually been anything lurking in the woods at all, or had it been just some guy taking a shortcut on his way home; one of her new neighbors perhaps? Had she just made a great big fool of herself? That was certainly a possibility but, Jesse reasoned, if were so then it had been her mother's fault.  
 
    Just before Jesse had left the light and warmth of her new house, Cynthia Clarke had dropped this little bomb on her daughter: "Don't go on the trail, dear. I heard a rumor that a boy was murdered down by the ponds. It's not safe at night."  
 
    That was practically a challenge to Jesse's imagination and was also a guarantee that she would take the trail. Rebellion was Jesse's hallmark. Something her church-going mom knew perfectly well. It would have been smarter for her to have warned Jesse about the dangers of the well-lit streets if she had wanted her to go in that direction. 
 
    With a shrug and a snort of derisive laughter at her own foolishness, Jesse once again began walking down the trail toward town. Though she was almost certain that the shadow had just been her imagination gone wild, she kept her eyes out, scanning the forest all the same. Shadow or no shadow, the woods were very spooky. 
 
    The opposite of how they looked earlier that morning when she had made her first trip into town. The sun had been shining, and the birds chirping. It was just gorgeous. Now it was cold and bleak. The snow clashed with the shadows; harsh white against the black. 
 
    Even though her fright was fading, Jesse noticed her hands were shaking. She stuffed them deep in the pockets of her black coat, only to pull them out again quickly. Her right hand had come up against the frozen weight of the chain she carried. She gave the night another little laugh, again feeling foolish. What was the use of carrying a weapon and then not pulling it out when danger arose? It was stupid. 
 
    A weapon was a necessity for a girl like Jesse. Despite the fact that she had been living in sleepy little burgs for most of her life, she always carried a weapon of some sort. Actually, it was especially since she had been living in sleepy little burgs that she carried one. Had she been raised in a big town or even a city, she could have blended in, disappeared. But there would be no disappearing in Ashton, population six thousand and twenty three. For Jesse, Ashton would be just like Copper Ridge, which had been just like Crisfield, which had been just like Denton.  
 
    In each of those towns, Jesse Clarke had been hated with a venom usually reserved for child-molesters.  
 
    A sigh escaped her as she ran her hands along the outline of the thick links. The chain, which had been pulled in self-defense only twice before, was like a security blanket to her. She considered tugging it out right there, but it had felt like ice and her hands were already almost numb from the cold. Besides, she thought, what was the point? What good would the chain do against a Shadow-man? 
 
    Shivering, Jesse suddenly realized that the Shadow-man could, even now, be darting through the trees. She could imagine him looping around on the other side of the hill, looking to cut her off where the trail split the ponds, and she could imagine herself taking the chain out only to swing it ineffectually through the black nothingness of the creature. And she could imagine the cold of the thing as it swept over her.  
 
    The very notion that the thing could be moving to cut her off raised an army of goosebumps on her flesh. 
 
    Ahead of her lay two long fingerlike ponds. They were separated by a low berm over which the trail ran. If the man could get between her and the ponds, she would be in huge trouble; the path back to her house was a half-mile or more. A long way to run, and worse it was too far for her screams to be heard by anyone. 
 
    "Damn!" The word was a hissed whisper and like a starting gun, it spurred her into a sprint. Although she was slim and athletic, the dash was terribly difficult for the already tired girl. The trail went up small steep hills and down into gullies filled with frosted-over mud. A low hung branch slashed a thin cut across her cheek and then a jutting rock sent her sprawling and, finally, a slip on a patch of snow turned her ankle.  
 
    Nevertheless, she made it to the berm unmolested. It stretched long and thin, the length of a football field or more. With the last of her strength, she turned and walked backwards on it, sucking wind, gasping. The Shadow-man was nowhere to be seen...at first. When she was half-way across, she saw him moving along the edge of the pond to her left. This was not her imagination run wild. There was definitely a man there scrambling along the lee side of the hill toward the berm and it was clear that had she not sprinted, he would have surely cut her off. 
 
    Once again, the rabbit-like panic took her in its mindless clutches. After sprinting for nearly five hundred yards in the last few minutes, there was no more racing, or dashing left to Jesse. All that she was capable of was a lurching, stumbling half jog and she only managed to keep this up until she had crossed the berm. After that, her stride became a drunk's stagger, as she moved from the support of one tree to the next, using her relatively fresh arms to push her onwards. 
 
    Her entire focus was on reaching the lights of the town. They were her salvation. Those low-hung golden stars were everything to her and nothing else mattered, not even the shadow that loomed up from the other side of the trail. She barely saw it in time. 
 
    It was a man coming at her. His eyes were sinister black and filled with explosive rage. Jesse screeched and dodged around the trunk of a large fat pine, putting it between them, while her hand dug at the cold lump of chain in her pocket. 
 
    "Hey, it's ok," the man said, and just like that he transformed from an evil, hate-filled person to something else entirely. He exuded nice like a friendly neighbor or a favorite uncle. "It's ok, I won't hurt you." His hands were up and empty. 
 
    Jesse felt tears of relief coming before she knew it. "Th-th-th...huh-huh." Her oxygen-starved lungs weren't close to being able to form words just yet. It was all she could do to just breathe. The man came closer and despite the fact that he was obviously someone to be trusted, Jesse stepped behind another tree.  
 
    "Look, I'm not going to hurt you... It's me, Jerry Mendel, Kyle's father?" 
 
    There was something in the way he said this that struck an odd chord in Jesse. It sounded to her like a rehearsed line, one that he had used many times before, and it was spoken in such a way that it was clear that Mr. Mendel was expecting a rote response. 
 
    Jesse had no idea what she was supposed to say in answer. First, she had literally just moved into town the previous day and knew absolutely no one, and second, at the moment, she didn't really care who Kyle or Jerry Mendel were. She only cared about getting away from the Shadow-man and getting into town. 
 
    "Suh-suh..." Her breath was still coming so raggedly that all she could do was point down at the berm, fifty yards away. 
 
    The man's demeanor changed, turning cautious. He squinted down toward the berm, which was almost completely hidden by the intervening trees. 
 
    "Someone!" Jesse was finally able to gasp out. "Down..." 
 
    A charge seemed to go through Jerry. "Someone's down there? Who is it, do you know?" 
 
    Jesse didn't have a clue and thought the explanation of an evil shadow was too childish to bother with, so she only shook her head. Jerry eyed her for a few moments and then looked back to the berm for two more before he reached out and grabbed her arm. Jesse flinched back and tried to pull away, but he held her with an iron grip. 
 
    "It's not safe here," he said in the tiniest of whispers. "Come on." He gave her a firm tug and had it been in any other direction but toward the town, she would have screamed and fought him. Thankfully, however, he propelled them up the trail in the direction of the lights and she was so spent that she soon began leaning on him for support. 
 
    Jerry kept quiet until they had cleared the last of the trees and then he too seemed to sag from their little mini-adventure. "Have you seen Kyle, anywhere?" he asked, eyeing Jesse closely. 
 
    At first she resented the look, until she remembered she was too new to be hated just yet. That probably wouldn't occur until the next day. 
 
    "I don't know who Kyle is. I just moved to town." 
 
    “Oh...well, Kyle is..." The man seemed suddenly at a loss, as if it was unheard of for someone not to know his son. "He's..." 
 
    "Your son," Jesse tried. 
 
    Jerry nodded but acted like there was more to it than just that; yet he didn't elaborate. He only glanced back the way they had come, before turning again to her. "Miss..." 
 
    "My name is Jesse." Purposefully she left off her last name. 
 
    "Jesse, it's nice to meet you. I'm Jerry Mendel." His hand was a block of ice, even colder than hers was. "Sorry," he said rubbing his hands together. "I've been out all night looking for Kyle." 
 
    "I haven't seen anyone but you and..." Perhaps this Kyle was the person who had chased her. "Is your son really big?" 
 
    "Not especially. Wait, was the person you saw in the woods a really big guy?" Jerry put his arms out tall and wide. She nodded and he continued. "That's not Kyle, that's a man that you want to steer clear of. Look, I gotta go. Do you need a ride?" 
 
    Jesse figured she would call her mom from the library. Cynthia was home and didn't have the luxury of an excuse not to come get her. "No, thank you. I have a ride. But, can you tell me about the..." 
 
    Suddenly agitated, Mr. Mendel cut across her, shaking his head, "I don't have time, sorry." He started walking away, but he turned and spoke over his shoulder, "Don't go out alone at night anymore. At least not until the next body shows up." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The next body? Jesse opened her mouth to ask about it, but Mr. Mendel had continued to walk away from her and, in moments, she was all alone and freaking out, once again. 
 
    The next body? The question kept running through her mind, at least until she made it to the library, whereupon a new confusion kicked out any thought of bodies. 
 
    For a late Sunday evening, the library was strangely jam-packed. Kids talked and tittered everywhere; they overflowed the private study rooms, and lounged down every aisle. There were a dozen make-out sessions going on in every corner and a hackysack circle had formed in the large open foyer. There were kids of all types there: Jocks and cheerleaders, punks and emos; there even appeared to be a gang in long black trench coats sitting against the emergency door in the very back of the building. This they had propped open with a brick, while they sat about smoking cigarettes and trying to look tough. 
 
    None of this made sense to Jesse, who walked about with what must have been a shocked expression on her face. In every other town she had lived in, the library had been the preserve of nerds and outcasts like her. It wasn't for regular kids.  
 
    Her purpose for coming out as she had that night was in the vain hope of finding a friend…or at least an acquaintance. Someone she could sit next to at lunch the next day or at least smile at in the hallways. Her one chance at this was to find a person who looked lonely and strike up a conversation. Sadly, if she didn't get a friend that night, she would never get one. It was just the way it was for her. 
 
    Though she looked everywhere, strangely no one was sitting alone. Even stranger, dweebs sat with preps, and nerds sat with hot chicks. Jesse found herself in Bizarro world. 
 
    She made a full circuit of the building without finding what she had come for. Only then did she head to the front desk where an elderly woman in a grey cardigan sat. 
 
    "Hi, can I get a library card, please?" Jesse asked as she eased around some milling middle-schoolers were loitering near the front desk.  
 
    "Sure thing, dear." Despite appearing frazzled by the commotion going on about her, the librarian, who was sitting on a tall stool, and looking more like a lifeguard than anything else, had a pleasant air about her. But also a curious air; a new person in a tiny town like Ashton was a rare thing indeed and sure to be a seven-day wonder. She stayed very close as Jesse filled out the form and the girl could feel the older lady's eyes hot all over the little paper.  
 
    When Jesse had entered all the information that she could, she slid the card over to the lady and it was then she felt the first chill.  
 
    The librarian glared down at the card, then slid it back and said icily, "We don't accept incomplete applications." 
 
    "I don't know the zip code here. I forgot it. Could you just tell it to me?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, but I'm not an almanac. Go look it up." The tone was as snotty as an adult could go without sounding like a teenager. Not only did this cause a stir among the middle-schoolers, it made Jesse's cheeks go red and her ears feel hot. 
 
    There was no use arguing with her; the librarian could rule supreme as a tyrant in her little kingdom. Jesse was just about to turn away and look for someone, other than one of the middle-schoolers; to ask when she saw that the librarian had a little stack of business cards sitting right in front of her. The library's address sat only inches away. Jesse snatched one up and jotted the zip code onto her form.  
 
    The librarian took the application, glanced at it and said in a loud voice, "That'll be twenty dollars,"  
 
    "Twenty dollars! That's ridiculous," Jesse exclaimed. She had never paid for a library card in her life. 
 
    "Yes, it is terribly ridiculous," the lady replied in a nasty manner. "It's the new town manager's fault. He thinks the library should be self-supporting; as if a price could ever be placed on access to this much knowledge." She waved her arm to the hundreds of shelves laden with books. 
 
    This was a new low for Jesse's father. He had done some unconscionable things before, but never something as stupid as this. Scowling, Jesse dug out what was supposed to be her lunch money for the coming week and slid the twenty dollar bill across to the grey-haired biddy behind the desk. 
 
    "If you don't like it, Miss Clarke, why don't you bring it up with the new manager? I can give you his address." The librarian held up the application and pointed at the address that Jesse had just filled in. 
 
    "Maybe, I will," Jesse replied, coolly. She then looked at the librarian, who only smiled at her in a nasty way. This went on for a few seconds until Jesse blurted out, "My library card? Could you get it, please?" 
 
    "Sure thing. It'll be ten-to-fourteen business days." Saying this seemed to make the librarian very happy. Jesse could only shake her head in bewilderment, so the older lady explained in an over-loud voice, "Sorry, Miss Clarke, but the new town manager, James Clarke, slashed our budget and we had to let three of our part-time employees go. And right before Christmas, too! What a shame." Here she put on a sad face and clicked her tongue. 
 
    The younger children behind her commenced a low whispering behind Jesse's back. This was just the beginning, Jesse thought. She knew from past, painful experience that over the next few days the whispers would grow like a storm. Everywhere she'd go, the soft murmuring would tag along in her wake, but that would seem like a treat compared to what will invariably follow. 
 
    The whispering would turn into catcalls and insults; and then would come cruel mocking laughter. After that she would have to endure threats...and then violence. 
 
    Jesse felt the heat of shame at being the daughter of a bastard who could fire people right before Christmas. She wanted to denounce him right there in front of everyone as being a son of a bitch, a jerk and every other name she could think of only, again, she knew it wouldn't save her. She had tried it before. 
 
    Like no other, she felt she had been born to be hated. 
 
    Not even her father, the bastard himself, was so despised. Certainly there were some that hated him, but mostly he was feared and his butt was kissed by everyone. He was referred to as decisive, while she was called a slut. He was described as a leader in difficult times, she was labeled a bitch. He stood defiant against political opponents; she ate her lunch alone. 
 
    And there was no one she could turn to. 
 
    Her father worked sixty-hour weeks, but that was nothing compared to Jesse's mother. Cynthia Clarke worked from sunup to long past sundown, and she had the much harder job of the two. Her sole occupation was to try to convince everyone, including herself, that she was truly a good person, despite her husband. To that end she volunteered her time to a dozen charities at once. She was always baking cookies that Jesse couldn't eat. She was always donating clothes that Jesse still wore. She was always out mentoring “at risk” children, while Jesse was left to fend for herself. 
 
    And the worst of all, the very worst, was that once James Clarke's stringent budget-cutting and Scrooge-like streamlining began to take effect, people who had once hated him would clap him on the back and thank him for his hard work. Whenever they would move on to the next bankrupt town, Jesse's mother would be gifted with going away presents and told with all honesty how much she would be missed. 
 
    But Jesse would remain hated.  
 
    No child, or adult for that matter, had ever come up to her and apologized for their mistreatment of her. Not once, and she no longer bothered to hope that it would ever happen. In fact, she really didn't care. If someone was going to be mean to her because of what her father did, then screw ‘em. Even if they did apologize, she would simply spit in their face. 
 
    She was an angry girl. A desperately lonely, angry girl and just then, with the librarian sneering the way she was, Jesse had never felt angrier. 
 
    "Was it really a shame that they were fired?" Jesse asked the librarian. Despite being pissed off, she tried to keep her tone calm to show that she was a cool customer, but her voice rose nonetheless. "If they were as lazy as you are, then I say good riddance." 
 
    "How dare you call me lazy!" The librarian came off her lifeguard chair and, as she did so, Jesse stepped forward aggressively. This was something the old lady wasn't expecting and she flinched back. 
 
    "You are lazy. You've done nothing since I walked in here but sit in that chair like you're a queen. And now you tell me that typing a library card will take you two weeks? It's a wonder that you weren't fired as well." 
 
    Now the lady's face went as grey as her hair. "Get out. Right now! I never want to see you in here again." 
 
    Jesse smirked at this. There wasn't a ghost of humor in it—instead it was an angry, hard smirk. She loved the library. It was her refuge from the world. It was her refuge from the hate and the insults and the cruel laughter that came after the stupid, stupid jokes at her expense. However, this library was clearly infested with the very roaches she looked to avoid. Just then an image of herself holding a flaming torch popped into her head. Her lips were twisted in a smirk as she turned the torch on the building and it went up in flames. The fire ate up the books and the children with equal delight and the smirk grew into a wicked smile. 
 
    She was a desperately lonely girl who had been hated for so long that the hate had baked down deep into her soul where it roiled and burned. For some time, the hate had begun to radiate back up, coming out in little ways: the hard uncaring looks, the cutting insults, but mostly the hate came out in her imagination.  
 
    "I said get out!" The librarian rose to the challenge behind Jesse's eyes. 
 
    "This is a public library, ma'am, and as a member of the public I have every right to be here. But..." Jesse let that hang in the air for affect. "...I think I will take you up on your offer to speak to the City Manager. He and I have a surprisingly close relationship. He buys me ice cream and frequently listens to my recommendations. Maybe I'll suggest he hires back one those part-time workers you mentioned and get rid of some of the dead weight around here instead." 
 
    "I have a contract with the town. It's..." the librarian's words were hollow and Jesse spoke over her with ease. 
 
    "So did a lot of people. In every contract, there are always loopholes. A lawyer's whole job is either to discover loop-holes or to create them." Jesse had overheard her father say those exact same words only that morning at breakfast. As was usual, when he was at home, he had been on the phone with someone from work.  
 
    The librarian went greyer still, but rallied for one last effort. "My contract is ironclad. It was written..." 
 
    Again, Jesse spoke over her, "Nothing is ironclad in this economy." It was another little gem of her father's and, because he had said it with such self-assurance, Jesse believed him unreservedly. She employed the same tone and it shut the librarian down completely.  
 
    The librarian looked as though she had been punched in the head and Jesse began to feel a touch of remorse. The hate within her, what she thought of as “rebound hate” wasn't all-encompassing; there was still plenty of room for guilt. But she didn't apologize to the librarian or try in any way to calm the fears that she had stoked. Her anger over how the old lady had treated her was too fresh, instead she raised an eyebrow by way of saying good-bye and walked to the exit. As she did the whispering behind her back increased, just as she had known it would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3  
 
      
 
    Stepping from the light and warmth of the library to the lonely streets of Ashton made Jesse feel like a switch had been thrown within her.  
 
    Her blood had been boiling with anger only seconds before, but the cold night, which had turned bitter in the half an hour that she had spent in the library, doused the feeling quickly. The air was sharp and it ran up her sleeves and down the neck of her coat. It searched out the spots where she had begun to sweat and froze the damp uncomfortably against her skin.  
 
    Remember the body, a voice inside her spoke up. 
 
    "How can I forget it," Jesse replied. She pulled her coat more tightly around her and strained to see into the shadows. 
 
    The dark and the quiet of the night, like the cold, had also changed; they had grown. The air of the town was thick with silence, the buildings deep in gloom. Nothing stirred on the streets, no people, no cars, not even a forgotten stray making its rounds.  
 
    Most of the towns that she had lived in rolled up their sidewalks at six and shut down for the evening, but this was much more than that. This was weird and quite a bit scary. Apart from the library, the town looked altogether dead. Not a single light could be seen in any of the nearby buildings and they appeared abandoned. It was as if she had wandered into a ghost town. 
 
    That thought made her realize just how alone she was. Normally that wasn't an issue; she was used to it. For the last ten years, she had been the most hated and lonely girl wherever she went, but again, this was more than that. This wasn't just being apart from people as they went merrily about their lives. This was being so alone that her screams would go wasted on the empty buildings. So alone that her body would decay right there, untouched and un-mourned until the... 
 
    Stop it! the voice commanded. 
 
    Jesse's was surprised at how quickly her imagination had turned sinister. It ran wild with images of her running in a panic from empty building to empty building, each of which was chained with her own lock. This flashed through her mind, but then that same mind recalled her earlier fear: the brain-dead panic she had felt at seeing the Shadow-man down the length of the berm. That's what this sudden fear was really all about. The Shadow-man. 
 
    It had been real.  
 
    There was no denying it, though desperately she wanted to. Jerry Mendel's reaction had cemented that fact within her. His look of shock over her announcement that someone else was in the forest with them hadn't been faked. He believed her, and he had been…what? Afraid? Probably, or at the very least unnerved. 
 
    And now she was very much alone and the thought of the Shadow-man kept her feet from venturing off the steps of the library. Beneath her heavy coat, her skin rippled with goose bumps and she began shivering. He could be out there snugged down in the dark watching her; either that or waiting in the forest that ran right up to the edge of the town, waiting for her to come back. 
 
    Like that was going to happen. No way she was going down that path again, at least not in the dark. She would call her mom first... 
 
    "Damn it!" She remembered that she hadn't yet memorized her new home phone number, and she couldn't call her mom's cell. The cell coverage out here in No-wheres-ville, USA was spotty in town and non-existent ten feet outside of it.  
 
    It would have to be a ride home with dear old dad then.  
 
    The thought of her father went a long way to calming her fears. He was such a rational man that the irrational idea of the Shadow-man's frightfulness wilted in comparison. But still she hesitated on the steps, wishing for another option. 
 
    The Shadow-man, in her mind, represented a swift, horrible, painful death, while her father represented a long, horrible, pain-filled life. 
 
    It was a testament to how much she loathed him that she actually cast a look at the forest rising up behind a darkened laundromat across the street. The trees were nightmare dark. 
 
    A sigh marking defeat escaped her. She hated to turn to her father for anything; even the least favor had strings attached. Yet her harsh feelings stemmed from more than just that. Being in his presence was another chance to be ignored by him, or worse, lectured to. He certainly would never take the opportunity to mention that he was proud of her, or God forbid, for him to ever tell her that he loved her. 
 
    No, the only emotion that he ever seemed to demonstrate was disappointment. 
 
    Jesse took a peek at her watch, 7:46 p.m. This early on a Sunday night meant that he would still be at work and it also meant a long wait for her ride home. He probably wouldn't be finished until close on a half past nine.  
 
    Heartily, she wished that she had a third option. Being kidnapped by a Jehovah's Witness with a latex fetish might have been preferable. 
 
    With a final piercing glance into the nearby shadows, Jesse hurried down the steps of the library. This time if there was going to be trouble she'd be ready. Her right hand found the chain in her pocket and she curled its cooling links around her knuckles. Had she been in the forest, the chain would've been out and ready to plow a deep notch in someone's forehead. However on the town's streets it was wiser to be more circumspect.  
 
    With the parking lot full of cars and possible ambush sites, Jesse sped along over the building's snow-covered lawn and then out onto what passed, in that dinky little burg, for a main street. Although compared to say Lansing, or even Flint, it wasn't much more that a wide spot in the road. 
 
    At breakfast that morning, upon seeing the glum look on Jesse's face— she hated moving nearly as much as not moving—her father had tried to cheer her up by expounding on the wonders of Ashton. This was nothing new. He was always the head cheerleader for whatever town was crazy enough to imbue him with dictatorial powers. Another thing that wasn't new was that he would always over-sell. 
 
    The people of Ashton were the friendliest he had ever met—he had said the same thing about Chrisfield. The school is the one of the highest ranked in the state—he had said the same thing about Copper Ridge. On and on until his breakfast was plunked down in front of him. The town had formed a hundred and thirty years earlier at the junction of two of Michigan's most unimportant highways...though in Jesse's eyes the definition of the word highway had been dreadfully abused to make that statement. 
 
    With big eyes that darted up and down the street, Jesse crossed one of these "highways", jaywalking in a diagonal, going at her fastest pace that was still technically walking. Her father's office was in the town hall that was a block past the next intersection and though she was loath to see him, she was even more loath to be out there like she was. It bothered her the way she was so exposed. If there were eyes in the dark watching her, they had a perfect view of her slim form. The thought was unsettling.  
 
    When she got to the other side of the street, straight away she hopped up onto the sidewalk, like she had done a thousand times before, but this time the tall heel of her right boot hit an odd crack. Her ankle buckled beneath her and she went down clutching her lower leg. 
 
    "Ow! Crap!" The pain was sharp, but not debilitating. The cold fear coursing through her was enough to get her up again in a second, cursing her bad luck. "What a damned night," she hissed between sharp intakes of breath. After testing her weight on her gimpy leg and finding that it would support her, she began to hobble on again. She went for half a block, hoping that she would be able to walk off the pain, but it only started to stiffen up all the more. 
 
    "Damn," she groaned again in dismay.  
 
    The sprain was worse than she had thought. She reasoned that it was probably only so bad since it was the second time in an hour that she had turned that particular ankle. The first time, running in the woods, she had barely felt even a twinge.  
 
    Just thinking of that first time made her want to look back the way she had come. The trail and the pond were back in that direction, and so was the berm and of course what had been on the berm. It was a strangely powerful and terribly fearful desire to look. It was as if she knew, perhaps psychically, that if she turned she would see the Shadow-man bearing down on her. 
 
    She fought the need to look, at least that is until she heard a soft noise coming from behind. With her heart blocking her throat, she wheeled and her eyes ran up and down the sidewalk and then the street. There was no Shadow-man. 
 
    It was perplexing; she could have sworn she heard something behind her. Jesse stared for a second and was just about to turn away when she saw the cause of the sound. 
 
    A car as black as the night and nearly as quiet was creeping along behind her with its lights off. When she had looked back for the Shadow-man, it had been moving so slowly that she had thought it to be only parked and empty. But it wasn't and now that she had noticed it, the car came on faster. 
 
    Jesse turned to run, but it was no use. The building she stood in front of was boarded up and ran the length of the block, which was too far. There was no way she could out-run the car even if her ankle had been fine. Instead of running, she dug for her chain with its attached lock, however it snagged on something in her pocket and before she could get it all the way out, the car was upon her. 
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