
Five

Lewis and the girl had been playing cat and mouse in the six hundred block for more than an hour, but now the game was up. True to its name, Peter Street petered out south of Gates, cut off from the rest of town beyond the I-90 by the steep embankment of the highway on two sides and by a 10-foot chain link fence surrounding a power plant on a third. There was nowhere left to go—just an office building sitting beneath the embankment; a concrete box two-stories tall with a whitewashed exterior and flat roof. It might have looked promising to the girl, but Lewis had been there before. The door hanging from its hinges was it; there were no others, only windows, four on the top floor, and just one on the ground floor—a big picture window which once upon a time had had a business name scrolled across it but now lay shattered in the road.

Once upon a time.
That's what it seemed like, now. Like a fairy tale. Fake as dragons and princesses and the white knights that rescued them in the Disney films his mother used to put on for his sister. She was gone, now, his sister; mother, too. But, then, so were the cartoons, the DVD players, the electricity that made them work. It was getting dark. Lewis had a flashlight in his bag but the batteries were low. He was pretty sure she didn't have a weapon, but a piece of glass could do you if you didn't see it coming for the dark. Better to do it now, go in quick, hard. He shifted the bag to his back and freed his carbine--and froze. Something was moving. But not the girl. Lewis thought he could count three swaying back and forth beyond the window, shifting their weight from foot to foot.

Doin' the shuffle.

Lewis had worked in a restaurant with a chick that had MD. It was the damnedest thing, watching her: she would shuffle from foot to foot, building up steam to move. Lewis thought it must be the same with the zombies. The fucks were trying to keep themselves wound up so that they'd have enough spring in their step to make a play.

Three; maybe four.

Lewis thumbed the mag release and pulled the clip out of the carbine. Five bullets. Four were the real deal--9mm, printed right on the bottom. The fifth said .380. It was shorter than the other four but the same diameter and it fit in the barrel perfectly. But he couldn't count on it. And there wouldn't be any way of knowing until he pulled the trigger. Then there would either be a "pop" and a head would explode—or there wouldn't. And there'd be nothing between him and it but the carbine and its flimsy-ass stock that'd probably break in half the first time he laid it against one of their heads. He needed more bullets—maybe a new gun, something with a solid wood stock. And for that—among other things—he needed the girl.

"Legal tender," is what Wegman called 'em. He'd take her off his hands. Girls were always good for trade. A man could be starving, out of bullets, sick and no meds, but show him some pussy and he'd scrape together a trade. And from what Lewis had seen of her, this one was something special; twenty, maybe, and built. Not a bad face, either. He'd be able to get more for her than just ammo. He'd tell Wegman he wanted the Mini-14 he'd been parading around for the past three weeks since its previous owner—a drifter—“no longer needed it." He’d have to throw in the carbine but it'd be worth it to have a little more reach and a bigger magazine.

Lewis circled to the door. The girl had made it to the top floor; he would too. He’d be in and out; grab the girl without firing a shot. Shit, she'd probably be thankful to see him.

Shouldering his rifle Lewis crossed the threshold. Straight, a flight of cramped, carpeted stairs led up to the second floor. Right lay a large office space that occupied the ground floor. He could hear them moving back there, shuffling. Smell ‘em, too—that mix of rot and huskiness of an animal hole.

Or was it his own stink? He was sweating—heart pounding, too. Didn’t matter how badass you are. No one wants to go toe-to-toe with one. He’d offed a couple, early on, from a distance; seen a few more up close. But only after they’d been plugged, stopped moving. Nothing he’d want to see again—and not up close and personal. It’d been months since it all went down; they were all messed up now. He pumped up the stairs quickly but quietly, wondering how well a shuffle’d do—if it even could anymore. 

She was in the Northeast corner huddled beneath one of the windows, hugging her knees, head down.

“Get up.”

It was no more than a whisper but in the heavy silence it seemed to carry. And damn if he didn’t hear footsteps below.

“C’mon,” he growled, “There’s four!”


She lifted her head. It seemed to take her forever to focus, to see him. She stood up. But instead of stepping forward to take his hand she lifted herself onto the pane of the blown-out window. The footsteps were on the stairs. The landing. Lewis put his back to a wall.

“Five,” she said.


“What?”


But she was gone. Lewis was still parsing it all—‘five,’ the girl letting herself free-fall two-stories to her death—when the four reached the room. He had four pounds on the five-pound trigger and the head of the nearest in his peep sight but not a one of the four came closer. Instead they began to shuffle, storing up energy to make a play for a living soul.

