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Chapter 1: RABBIT

Jerry is the kind of person who names every animal he works with, which when you're doing trap-neuter-return for feral cats takes a certain level of commitment. Not generic names either. Real names that fit personalities he's observed through trail camera footage and late-night stakeouts. Mr. Whiskers earned his title through particularly impressive facial hair. Tabitha had attitude from day one. Good Boy—well, Good Boy came later, but the name fit perfectly when it mattered.

Right now though, Jerry was focused on a rabbit.

The drop trap sat in Mrs. Chen's backyard, carefully positioned under the orange tree where the rabbit had been spotted three times in the past week. Jerry crouched behind the Chen's pool equipment, phone in hand, finger hovering over the remote trigger app. Jane was twenty feet to his left, behind an ornamental fountain that probably cost more than their car, watching the gaps in the fence line.

They'd been here forty minutes. In wealthy neighborhoods like this one, patience was easier when you could admire the landscaping.

"Movement," Jane whispered into her radio. They'd switched to radios six months ago after Jane's phone died during a three-hour stakeout and she'd missed the perfect moment to spring a trap.

Jerry looked up from his phone. The rabbit—white with brown patches, probably someone's Easter impulse purchase from three years ago—hopped into view. It paused near the trap, nose twitching at the pile of fresh greens Jerry had arranged inside.

The rabbit took two hops forward. Then stopped. Turned. Bolted back toward the fence.

"Dammit," Jerry muttered. He stood, knees popping. Forty-two was too old to crouch behind pool equipment for extended periods.

Jane emerged from behind the fountain, stretching. "The greens are too fresh. I told you we should have let them wilt a little. Make them seem like they've been there longer."

"You were right," Jerry said. It was easier to just admit it up front. Saved time.

"I usually am," Jane said, but she was smiling. She pulled out her notebook—actual paper, not phone—and made a note. They kept detailed records of every rescue attempt. What worked, what didn't, what almost worked. After ten years of doing this, their notebooks read like field guides to animal behavior.

"Net trap?" Jerry suggested.

"Net trap," Jane agreed.

They spent the next twenty minutes repositioning. The net trap was trickier—required the rabbit to trigger it by walking through a specific path. But it also didn't look like a trap, which helped with smarter animals. Jane positioned the trigger while Jerry scattered greens along the approach path. Not too obvious. Just enough to suggest a natural food source.

Then they waited again.

Jerry checked his watch. They'd been at this for over an hour. Still had to get to the pet store before it closed, and evening feeding was in three hours. The mental checklist ran automatically now: medications for Mr. Whiskers and Tabitha, special food for the seniors, check water bowls, scoop boxes, verify everyone was accounted for.

Thirty cats made for a full schedule.

"There," Jane said quietly.

The rabbit was back. This time approaching from a different angle, where the fence had a gap near the ground. Smart animal. It had circled around, checking for threats. Jerry had to respect that.

The rabbit hopped along the path. Paused at a wilted lettuce leaf. Ate it. Hopped forward. Another leaf. It was working.

Jerry held his breath. Jane had her hand on the backup trigger—manual pull if the automatic failed. They'd learned that lesson the hard way with a particularly clever raccoon.

The rabbit crossed the threshold. The net deployed. Smooth, practiced, perfect. The rabbit thrashed for three seconds, then went still, waiting to see what happened next. Smart animal, Jerry thought again. No point in wasting energy until you know the threat.

"Got it," Jane said into the radio, unnecessary since Jerry was fifteen feet away, but it felt official.

They approached carefully. Even a domestic rabbit could scratch or bite when frightened. Jerry grabbed the thick gloves from his backpack while Jane spoke in low, soothing tones. "Hey there, buddy. You're okay. We're not going to hurt you. Just going to get you home."

Jerry carefully extracted the rabbit from the net. White with brown patches, just like the photo Mrs. Chen had provided. Male, maybe three years old, healthy weight. Someone had taken decent care of this rabbit once upon a time. Then probably realized rabbits weren't as easy as they looked and "set it free" in a neighborhood where hawks and coyotes would've made short work of it.

People, Jerry had learned, were idiots about animals.

They placed the rabbit in the carrier Jane had prepared—soft towel, water bottle, some of the greens. The rabbit settled immediately. Exhausted from its week of outdoor living, probably.

"Want me to call Mrs. Chen?" Jane asked.

"Yeah. Let her know we're bringing him by."

Twenty minutes later they were standing in Mrs. Chen's living room—travertine floors, probably Italian, definitely expensive—while Mrs. Chen's daughter clutched the rabbit carrier and cried with relief. The rabbit, for its part, seemed content to be back indoors.

"How much do we owe you?" Mrs. Chen asked, reaching for her purse.

Jerry held up a hand. "Nothing. Just maybe make a donation to the county animal shelter if you're feeling generous. They do good work."

"But you spent hours—"

"We're happy to help," Jane said. She had the kind voice down to an art. The one that said 'we're not going to argue about this, and you're going to feel good about it either way.'

Mrs. Chen nodded, still looking like she wanted to insist, but settled for thanking them repeatedly as they left.

In the car, Jane pulled out her phone and added to their notes: Drop trap failure—fresh greens too obvious. Net trap success—wilted greens along natural path. Rabbit domestic, healthy, approx 3 years old. Returned to Chen family, 142 Sycamore Drive.

"Good work," Jerry said, starting the car.

"We're getting better at this," Jane said.

"We've been doing this for ten years."

"Yeah, but we're still getting better."

Jerry couldn't argue with that either.

They stopped at the pet supply store on the way home. The industrial-sized bags of cat food took up most of a shopping cart. Jerry had done the math once: thirty cats eating twice daily, averaging four ounces per feeding, came to 240 ounces per day, which was fifteen pounds, which was 450 pounds per month. The math was depressing, so he tried not to think about it. He just bought food.

Jane grabbed the medications from the pharmacy section—Mr. Whiskers' thyroid pills, Tabitha's pain management, three others with various special needs. The cashier, Ramon, knew them by now and didn't even comment on the quantity anymore. He just scanned and bagged, asking how the rescues were going.

"Got a rabbit today," Jane said.

"No kidding. You do rabbits now?"

"We do whatever needs doing," Jerry said, loading bags into the cart. His back was already protesting. Tomorrow was going to hurt.

"You're good people," Ramon said, and meant it.

In the car, surrounded by bags of cat food and supplies, Jane said, "We should probably mention the rabbit thing on the website. Let people know we're not just cats."

"We're barely managing cats," Jerry pointed out.

"True. But we managed a rabbit today."

"One rabbit."

"Still counts."

Jerry pulled into their neighborhood—Oakwood Estates, with its wrought iron gate and perfectly manicured common areas—and felt the usual disconnect. They lived here because Jane's aunt had left her the house three years ago, not because they could afford it otherwise. Jane worked from home doing web design. Jerry did night inventory at a warehouse. Between them they made enough to feed thirty cats and keep the lights on, but they definitely weren't Oakwood Estates people.

The HOA had opinions about that. Specifically, they had opinions about the number of cats Jerry and Jane kept. The HOA bylaws said "reasonable number of domestic pets," which the HOA president interpreted as "two, maybe three maximum." Jerry and Jane interpreted it as "none of your business as long as they're all indoors and not bothering anyone."

So far they'd managed to keep the real number quiet. It helped that most of their neighbors barely acknowledged their existence. Rich people problems didn't usually include caring about the couple who'd inherited a house and clearly didn't belong.

Jerry pulled into their driveway and immediately saw Tammy.

Tammy Rodriguez lived two doors down and had the particular nosiness of someone with too much time and too few hobbies. She was heading toward them now, walking briskly, probably having watched them pull in from her front window.

"Jerry," Jane said quietly. "Incoming."

"I see her."

Jerry popped the trunk and started pulling out bags. Heavy bags. Very obviously pet-supply-store bags with cat food brand names printed on the sides.

"Jerry! Jane!" Tammy called, waving like they might not have seen her approaching.

"Tammy," Jane said, stepping between Tammy and the open trunk. "How are you?"

"Oh, you know, keeping busy. I saw you pull in and thought I'd say hello." Tammy's eyes were already trying to look past Jane into the trunk. "Looks like you've been shopping."

"Just the usual," Jerry said, hefting two bags at once. His back immediately regretted the decision, but commitment was important in these situations.

"That's a lot of cat food," Tammy observed. She said it innocently, but there was weight behind it. Question weight.

"You know how it is," Jane said breezily. "We like to stock up. Sales and everything."

"Smart," Tammy said. "So how many cats is it now? Eight?"

Jerry nearly dropped the bags. Eight was the number they'd mentioned once, carefully, when Tammy had asked directly. Eight was defensible. Eight was "a lot but not completely insane." Eight was not thirty.

"Eight," Jane confirmed, laughing like it was a perfectly reasonable number. "They keep us busy."

"I can imagine!" Tammy said. "You know, I'd love to see them sometime. I'm a cat person myself. Had three before Mr. Buttons passed last year."

"I'm so sorry to hear that," Jane said, and genuinely meant it. Whatever else Tammy was, she did love her cats.

"Oh, it's alright. He had a good long life. But anyway, I'd love to meet yours! Maybe I could help you bring some of these bags in?" Tammy was already moving toward the trunk.

Jane smoothly stepped into her path. "That's so sweet of you, but these are really heavy. I usually let the men handle it." She gestured at Jerry, who was currently struggling with two bags and trying not to show it.

Jerry appreciated the sacrifice of feminist principles for the greater good.

"Well, if you're sure," Tammy said, disappointed but accepting. "I should let you get to it then. But really, I'd love to meet them sometime!"

"Absolutely," Jane said. "We'll have to set something up."

They both knew they would never set something up.

Tammy headed back to her house, glancing back once. Jerry waited until she was inside before grabbing three more bags.

"That was close," he muttered.

"Too close," Jane agreed. "We're going to have to be more careful about unloading."

They made quick work of the rest, Jerry carrying bags to the garage entrance at the back of the house while Jane kept watch from the front. Once the trunk was empty and the garage door was closed, they both breathed a little easier.

Inside the garage, Jerry looked at the monitoring station he'd set up two years ago. Eight screens showing live feeds from eight trail cameras positioned around their neighborhood. The cameras were technically for tracking feral cat colonies—knowing where cats congregated helped with TNR planning—but they also served as a general neighborhood watch system. Jerry liked knowing what was happening in his area.

Right now, the screens showed mostly empty streets and the occasional car. Camera four had caught a raccoon investigating a trash can. Camera seven showed nothing but the oak tree where Jerry had mounted it. Normal evening in Oakwood Estates.

Jerry noticed a motion alert notification from earlier—camera three, Maple Street, about two hours ago. He pulled up the footage. Just a stray dog, moving through the frame. Jerry made a mental note to check if anyone had reported a missing dog on the neighborhood forum.

"Jerry?" Jane called from inside the house.

"Coming."

He opened the door from the garage into the house proper and immediately heard it. Thirty cats in various states of anticipation, knowing by sound and routine that feeding time was approaching. The meowing started as a low rumble and built to a symphony of demand.

Jerry started singing.

"Mr. Whiskers, Mr. Whiskers, time for dinner, time for dinner," he sang tunelessly, carrying the first bag of food through the living room. Mr. Whiskers, a gray tabby with truly impressive facial hair, trotted alongside him, meowing agreement.

"Tabitha, sweet Tabitha, yes I see you, yes I see you," Jerry continued, as Tabitha—a calico with one eye and an attitude problem—followed the parade. By the time he reached the back room where they kept the feeding stations, he had a following of fifteen cats, all meowing, all knowing their names were coming up in the song eventually.

Jane was already in the back room, laying out bowls. They had a system: Jerry did the singing and basic food distribution, Jane handled the medications and special diets. It was choreographed from years of practice.

"That was close with Tammy," Jane said, crushing pills for Mr. Whiskers.

"Yeah," Jerry agreed, opening cans. The sound brought more cats running. "We're going to have to figure something out eventually. We can't keep hiding thirty cats forever."

"We've done it for three years."

"Doesn't mean we can do it forever."

Jane looked at him. "You want to rehome some of them?"

"No," Jerry said immediately. Then, quieter: "No. But I don't know what the alternative is either."

The cats didn't care about their housing dilemma. They cared about food, which Jerry was now distributing in careful portions. Mr. Whiskers got his medicated food in the blue bowl. Tabitha got hers in the green bowl, away from the others because she liked to eat in peace. The seniors got their soft food. The younger ones got their kibble. Everyone had a spot, a bowl, a routine.

Jerry sang through all thirty names. It took a few minutes. Some people might have found it ridiculous, but Jerry figured the cats deserved the dignity of being recognized as individuals. They weren't just "the cats." They were Mr. Whiskers and Tabitha and Patches and Socks and on and on, each one with a story of how they'd come to be here.

Most were fosters that became permanent residents. Some were seniors no one else wanted. A few were medical cases that needed ongoing care. All of them had been unwanted by someone else. All of them had found a home here.

"You know what I love about this?" Jane said, watching thirty cats eat in relative harmony.

"What?"

"This." She gestured at the room. "We did this. We made this space where they're safe and fed and cared for. That's not nothing."

"It's definitely something," Jerry agreed. "An expensive, time-consuming, possibly insane something."

"The best kind of something."

Jerry couldn't argue with that.

They stood together in the doorway, watching their thirty cats eat dinner. Outside, somewhere, Tammy was probably wondering about their lives. Tomorrow there would be another rescue, another need, another animal requiring help. There always was. But right now, in this moment, thirty bowls were being emptied by thirty cats who knew they were home.

Jerry checked his watch. Evening feeding, complete. Twelve hours until the next one.

The routine continued.



Chapter 2: ALERT

The news was on when it happened, but neither Jerry nor Jane were really watching. Background noise mostly, something to fill the silence while Jerry reviewed trail camera footage from the afternoon and Jane sorted through emails for her web design clients.

Mr. Whiskers was sprawled across Jerry's lap, making it difficult to reach his laptop keyboard. This was typical. Tabitha occupied the back of the couch behind Jane's head, purring loud enough to be disruptive. Also typical. Seventeen other cats were distributed throughout the living room in various states of rest, and the remaining eleven were probably in bedrooms or the cat room or wherever cats went when they wanted privacy.

The house was never quiet. Between thirty cats and two humans, there was always some sound—purring, meowing, footsteps, Jerry's off-key humming, Jane's typing. Jerry had grown to like it. The noise meant life. Meant home.

His phone buzzed first. Then Jane's. Then both simultaneously.

Jerry looked at his screen. Amber Alert. He frowned. Amber Alerts were for missing children, and those usually came with descriptions, locations, vehicle information. This one just said: EMERGENCY ALERT - SEEK SHELTER IMMEDIATELY.

"You get that?" he asked Jane.

"Yeah. Weird. No details."

The TV changed. The background noise became foreground. Both their heads turned.

A map filled the screen, red zones spreading across multiple cities. The news anchor's voice had shifted from casual evening update to something tighter, more controlled. The kind of voice that said 'I'm professional but also very concerned.'

"—reports are still coming in, but authorities are urging residents in affected areas to seek shelter immediately. What's being described as a coordinated biological attack has been reported in Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, and as of ten minutes ago, Santa Barbara. If you have the means to evacuate to designated safe zones, officials are recommending you do so now. Do not wait. The situation is evolving rapidly—"

Jane sat up straighter, dislodging Tabitha, who meowed protest. "Biological attack? What does that mean?"

"I don't know," Jerry said, already reaching for his laptop. Mr. Whiskers, disturbed from his nap, jumped down with an annoyed chirp.

The news showed footage now—shaky phone camera video from what looked like downtown Los Angeles. People running. Someone being tackled by another person, violently, in a way that made Jerry's stomach turn. The camera jerked away before showing more.

"—extreme violence being reported. Police are responding but are asking civilians to stay indoors, lock doors, and await further instruction. Again, if you have the ability to evacuate safely, proceed to the following designated locations—"

A list scrolled across the screen. Stadiums. Convention centers. Military bases. The nearest one to them was two hours south.

Jerry pulled up local news on his laptop. The same map, the same red zones. Santa Barbara was closest to them—thirty miles away. The red was spreading.

Jane's phone rang. She grabbed it. "Hello?" Pause. "Mom. Yeah, we're watching. Are you—okay. Okay. Yeah. No, we're—we're fine here. Camarillo's not on the map yet. Listen, I'll call you back. Love you."

She hung up. "My mom's freaking out. My sister already left San Luis Obispo, heading inland."

"Should we—" Jerry started, but was interrupted by the sound of engines outside.

They both went to the window. Through the gauzy curtains they could see cars. Multiple cars. Neighbors loading vehicles in their driveways, moving fast. The Hendersons two houses down were throwing suitcases into their SUV. Across the street, the Petersons were already pulling out, trunk still open, someone running after them with a forgotten bag.

"They're leaving," Jane said quietly.

More cars appeared. The street filled with the sound of engines, shouted instructions, car doors slamming. Jerry counted six vehicles in motion just in their immediate view. The whole neighborhood was mobilizing.

A knock at the door made them both jump.

Jerry opened it. Tammy stood there, purse over her shoulder, car keys in hand, eyes wide.

"Jerry! Thank god. Are you two watching the news?"

"Yeah, we're—"

"I'm leaving. Heading to my daughter's in Bakersfield, getting out of the coastal area. I've got room in my car if you need it. Both of you. We should leave now though, before traffic gets worse."

Jerry looked back into his house. Three cats visible from the doorway—Mr. Whiskers on the arm of the couch, Tabitha returned to her spot, Patches investigating whether dinner might be happening early. Through the doorway to the cat room, he could see more shapes, more movement.

"Tammy, that's really kind, but—"

"I know you've got your cats, but Jerry, this is serious. They're saying biological attack. That's—I don't even know what that means, but it's not good. You can come back for them later, or—"

"We have thirty cats," Jane said from behind Jerry.

Tammy blinked. "I'm sorry, what?"

"Thirty," Jane repeated. "Not eight. Thirty."

There was a moment where Tammy processed this information, her expression cycling through confusion, disbelief, and then something like understanding.

"Thirty cats," she said slowly. "You've been hiding thirty cats?"

"Yeah," Jerry said. "Look, Tammy, I appreciate the offer, I really do, but—"

"You can't transport thirty cats," Tammy finished. "Oh my god. Jerry, Jane, you have to—you can't stay here for cats."

"They're not just cats," Jane said, and her voice had an edge to it that Jerry recognized. The edge that said this conversation was over. "They depend on us. We're staying."

Tammy looked between them, seemed to want to argue, but more cars were moving outside, and her daughter was probably calling, and there was only so much you could do for neighbors who were, apparently, insane.

"Okay," Tammy said finally. "Okay. But please, be safe. Lock your doors. If it gets bad—"

"We'll be fine," Jerry said, not at all sure that was true.

Tammy nodded, squeezed Jane's hand briefly, and hurried back to her car. They watched her load one more bag, start the engine, and pull out into the growing line of vehicles headed for the neighborhood exit.

Jane closed the door. Locked it. They stood there for a moment, listening to the exodus outside.

"Did we just make a terrible decision?" Jane asked.

"Probably," Jerry said. "But what else could we do?"

On the couch, Mr. Whiskers yawned, showing impressive fangs, completely unconcerned with biological attacks or evacuation orders. He settled back into his nap spot, the same warm divot in the cushion he'd occupied for three years.

Jerry envied his ignorance.

They spent the next hour glued to the news. The red zones expanded. More cities. More footage of violence that the news kept cutting away from but couldn't entirely hide. The term "terrorist cells" kept being used. The anchors kept saying authorities were responding, but Jerry noticed they never showed authorities actually responding successfully.

Phone networks were getting jammed. Jane tried calling her mom back twice, couldn't get through. Jerry texted his brother on the east coast—John was a worrier, would definitely be trying to reach them. The text showed as sent but not delivered.

"We should get supplies," Jane said during a commercial break. "From the empty houses. People left in a hurry. Might have left things."

It felt wrong, but she was right. It was practical. And if their neighbors were gone, weren't coming back soon...

"Johnsons first," Jerry decided. "They're closest, and I saw them leave. Know for sure the house is empty."

They left a few lights on in their own house, made sure the cats had water, and slipped out the back door. Better not to be seen, just in case anyone was watching. The Johnsons' house was dark, as expected. Jane tried the front door—locked. Back door—unlocked. People never remembered to lock back doors.

Inside, the house had the strange stillness of interrupted life. Coffee mugs on the counter, still half-full. TV on in the living room, volume low. Mail on the table, unopened. The Johnsons had left fast.

"Dog food," Jane said, opening their pantry. "They had a dog, right?"

"Golden retriever. Good Boy." Jerry had met him during neighborhood walks. Friendly dog. He hoped the Johnsons had taken him, but the presence of dog food suggested maybe not.

They loaded what they could carry—canned goods, water bottles, the dog food, some first aid supplies from a bathroom cabinet. It felt like theft, but Jerry kept reminding himself: emergency. Survival. The Johnsons would understand.

Back home, they stored everything in the garage, then checked the news again. Worse. The red zones had merged, creating a solid band along the coast. New reports from the east coast now. Washington D.C. New York. This wasn't just California.

"It's everywhere," Jane whispered.

They went to bed around midnight, but neither slept. Jerry lay there listening to Jane breathe, listening to cats moving through the house, listening to the television still on downstairs because neither of them could bring themselves to turn it off, listening to the silence outside where normally there would be at least a few cars, a few signs of life.

At 3 AM, Jerry gave up and went to check the trail cameras. He pulled up the feeds on his laptop, cycling through all eight. Empty streets. Every house dark. No movement except wind in trees and one raccoon doing its nightly rounds.

Camera four caught something though. He backed it up, watched again. Two people walking down Maple Street, moving strangely. One was stumbling, the other was... Jerry couldn't tell what they were doing. The camera angle was bad, and night vision made everything grainy.

He saved the footage to review later and returned to bed. Jane was awake now too.

"Anything?" she asked.

"Quiet. Whole neighborhood's empty."

"Except us."

"Except us."

She found his hand in the dark, held it. They lay there, not sleeping, waiting for morning.

Dawn came slowly, like it always did, but the light revealed a different world. Jerry made coffee while Jane checked the news. The anchors looked exhausted now, barely maintaining composure. The red zones covered half the country. The word "terrorist" was being used less frequently. Now they were just saying "attacks." "Extreme violence." "Avoid contact with affected individuals."

Affected individuals. Clinical language for something Jerry suspected was much worse than anyone was saying.

He carried two coffee mugs to the living room. Through the front window, the view was surreal. Empty driveways. No cars. No people. No dogs being walked. No gardeners working. Nothing.

Oakwood Estates had always been quiet, but this was different. This was abandoned.

"We should feed them," Jane said, checking her watch. "It's past time."

She was right. Morning feeding was supposed to be at 7 AM. It was now 7:45. The cats were getting restless, starting to vocalize their displeasure.

Jerry welcomed the routine. The familiarity of opening cans, distributing food, singing names. Mr. Whiskers and Tabitha and Patches and Socks and all the others, completely unconcerned with the outside world as long as their bowls were full.

Jane crushed medications and mixed special diets. They worked in tandem, practiced and efficient. Thirty cats fed in under twenty minutes.

After, they stood at the back window with fresh coffee, looking out at their yard. The fence line. The empty houses beyond.

"What do we do now?" Jane asked.

Jerry didn't have an answer. They'd made their choice. They'd stayed. Now they just had to figure out what staying meant.

On the counter, Jerry's phone buzzed. A text from John, finally delivered: You ok? Call when you can. Things bad here too.

Jerry typed back: We're fine. Staying put. Call when lines clear.

The text sat there, sending, sending, sending. Finally: Failed to send.

"Lines are dying," he said to Jane.

She nodded, unsurprised. "Power'll go next. Then water, maybe."

"Maybe."

They were quiet for a while, drinking coffee that might become a luxury soon, standing in their house that might become their prison, listening to thirty cats who expected to be fed again in twelve hours regardless of what the world was doing outside.

"At least we're together," Jane said finally.

Jerry took her hand. "At least we're together."

Outside, Oakwood Estates stood empty and silent, all its wealthy residents fled to somewhere they believed was safer. Inside, two people and thirty cats settled into a new reality neither entirely understood yet.

The first day of the end of the world was beginning.

Morning feeding, complete. Twelve hours until the next one.



Chapter 3: FOOTAGE

Jane had always been the catastrophizer in the relationship. Jerry said this with affection, but it was still true. When they bought life insurance, Jane had read the entire policy, including footnotes. When they planned vacations, Jane researched hospitals near their destinations. When they adopted their first cat, Jane had compiled a three-page document on potential medical emergencies.

Jerry called it catastrophizing. Jane called it being prepared.

Right now, watching Jerry review trail camera footage from the night before, Jane's catastrophizing instinct was working overtime.

"There," Jerry said, pausing the feed. Camera four, Maple Street, timestamp 2:47 AM. Two figures moving through frame. The night vision made them look ghostly, all washed-out green and black shadows.

Jane leaned closer to the laptop screen. The figures were walking, but something about their movement was wrong. Stiff. Uncoordinated. One stumbled, caught themselves, kept going. The other moved in a straight line like they were locked onto a destination and nothing else mattered.

"Could be drunk," Jerry offered. "People getting drunk, wandering around. Makes sense with everything happening."

"At 2 AM? In an evacuated neighborhood?"

"Maybe they didn't evacuate. Maybe they're like us, stayed behind."

Jane watched the footage again. The way the first figure stumbled wasn't drunk-stumbling. It was... mechanical. Like their body wasn't quite responding to normal signals anymore.

"Play the next camera," she said.

Jerry switched to camera seven, covering the intersection where Maple met Oak. Timestamp 3:15 AM. The same two figures appeared from the left side of frame, still moving in that strange stiff-legged way. But now there was a third person with them, and this one was definitely not walking normally. They were hunched forward, arms hanging loose, head tilted at an angle that made Jane's neck hurt just looking at it.

"Okay, that's weird," Jerry admitted.

The three figures moved out of frame. Jerry cycled through the other cameras but didn't catch them again.

"Should we check it out?" he asked.

Jane's catastrophizing instinct said absolutely not, don't go near whatever that was. But her practical instinct said they needed to know what was happening in their neighborhood. Information was survival.

"Someone should," she said carefully. "Maybe just one of us though. The other stays with the cats."

"I'll go," Jerry said immediately.

"No." Jane surprised herself with the firmness. "I'll go. You're better with the cameras, with monitoring. I'll do a supply run, check things out, come right back."

Jerry looked like he wanted to argue, but he'd learned over fifteen years of marriage that when Jane used that tone, arguing was pointless. "Petersons' house then. You said they had a big pantry."

"Petersons'," Jane agreed. It was four houses away, two streets over. Close enough to get back quickly if needed. Far enough to actually see some of the neighborhood.

She dressed practically—jeans, running shoes, hoodie with pockets. Grabbed a baseball bat from the garage, the aluminum one Jerry had bought for a company softball league he'd attended exactly once. It felt ridiculous carrying a bat through her own neighborhood, but it also felt necessary.

Jerry walked her to the back door. "Phone on, ringer loud. Anything weird, you call."

"I will."

"And Jane? Don't be a hero."

She kissed him quickly. "Not in my nature."

Outside, the neighborhood was even eerier than viewing it through windows. The silence was complete. No birds. No wind. Just Jane's footsteps on pavement and her own breathing.

She cut through backyards where she could, staying off streets. Felt safer somehow, less exposed. The Hendersons' yard, empty. The Westfields' property, massive and abandoned. Someone had left their pool cleaner running, the hose snaking across the water's surface like it was searching for something.

The Petersons' back door was locked, but a side window was open—probably forgot to close it in their rush. Jane climbed through, feeling every bit like a burglar, which technically she was. Emergency didn't change facts.

Inside, the house smelled stale already. Just one day empty and it already had that unlived-in quality. The pantry was indeed well-stocked—the Petersons had been preppers before it was trendy. Canned goods lined three shelves. Rice and pasta in sealed containers. Water bottles stacked in a corner.

Jane filled her backpack methodically. Protein-rich cans. Lightweight items. Things that wouldn't spoil. She was reaching for a box of granola bars when she heard it.

A sound outside. Movement. Not wind. Footsteps.

Jane froze, hand still extended toward the granola bars. The footsteps were slow, deliberate. Coming closer. She could see the back door from where she stood. Through the window in the door, a shadow passed.

Her heart hammered. She gripped the bat, knuckles white. The footsteps paused at the door. A hand appeared in the window, palm pressing against glass. Then a face.

Jane nearly screamed before recognizing it was human. A person. Alive. Looking in, just like she'd looked in at the Johnsons' house last night.

The person moved on. Jane waited five minutes, breathing slowly, before continuing. She grabbed the granola bars, added them to her pack, and decided that was enough for today.

Getting out the window was harder with the full backpack, but she managed. She landed in the side yard and froze again.

Two houses down, in the street, movement. Multiple people. Jane ducked behind a bush, peering through branches.

Four people in the street. No, five. They were moving in that same strange way from the camera footage—stiff, mechanical, purposeless except forward motion. One was definitely the hunched-forward person from the video, still moving with that unnatural tilt.

Jane's catastrophizing instinct was screaming now. Something was very wrong with those people.

She waited until they passed, counted to one hundred, then took a different route home. Through yards, over fences, moving fast but quiet. Her thighs burned from running in a crouch position, and the bat kept catching on branches, but she made it to her street without seeing anyone else.

Almost home. Three houses away. She could see her back door from here.

Then she heard an engine. A car. The first motor vehicle she'd heard since yesterday.

A police cruiser turned onto her street, moving slowly. Jane stepped out from between houses, waving. The cruiser stopped.

Officer Reynolds got out. Jane recognized him—he'd spoken at a neighborhood watch meeting once. He looked exhausted, uniform rumpled, eyes red-rimmed.

"Ma'am, you need to get inside," he said. No preamble, no greeting.

"I was just—what's happening? What are those people—"

"Inside. Now." His hand was on his weapon, not drawing it, just resting there. The gesture made Jane's stomach drop.

More movement. From behind the cruiser, someone emerged into the street. Walking stiff-legged. Head tilted wrong. Same as the others Jane had seen.

"Get back!" Reynolds shouted, but not at Jane. At the person.

The person didn't stop. Didn't slow. Just kept walking toward them with mechanical determination.

Reynolds drew his weapon. "Sir, stop right now!"

The person didn't stop.

Jane saw it happen. Saw the person lunge forward suddenly, that stiff walk breaking into a horrifying sprint, arms reaching. Saw Reynolds fire once, twice, center mass. Saw the person stumble but not fall. Saw Reynolds adjust his aim higher and fire again.

The person dropped. Head shot.

Jane stood there, bat gripped in both hands, not breathing.

Another car appeared—a civilian vehicle. Two people inside, stopped at the intersection, staring. Reynolds waved them over urgently. The car pulled up. A couple in their forties climbed out, both looking terrified.

"You saw that," Reynolds said. Not a question.

The couple nodded. The woman was crying.

"Okay. Listen carefully, all of you." Reynolds looked at Jane, at the couple, making eye contact with each in turn. "These aren't terrorists. I don't know what they are, but they're not... people anymore. Not really."

"What do you mean?" the man asked.

"I mean they're infected with something. They're violent, they don't respond to commands, and they don't stop unless you stop them. Head shots only. Body shots don't work. Don't let them bite you. Don't let them scratch you. And don't hesitate. If you see one coming at you, don't try to talk to it, don't try to help it. Defend yourself."

"Are you saying—" the woman started.

"I'm saying survive. However you can. Lock your doors. Board your windows if you can. Stay quiet. They seem to respond to sound." Reynolds looked down at the body on the ground, his expression unreadable. "I've got four more streets to check. You all get inside. Now."

He climbed back in his cruiser and drove away, leaving the three of them standing there with a body in the street.

The couple introduced themselves—Mark and Lisa Chen. They lived on Willow Drive, just outside Oakwood Estates. Mark pulled out his phone, typed in his number, and texted it to Jane. "In case. If you need anything."

"Same," Jane said, sending hers back.

They looked at the body one more time, then scattered in different directions. Jane ran the last three houses to her back door, fumbled with the lock, got inside, and locked it behind her.

Jerry was in the living room before she'd even set the bat down. "I heard shots. Are you—"

"I'm fine." Jane shed the backpack, her hands shaking now that the adrenaline was fading. "Jerry, we need to talk."

She told him everything. The people in the street. Officer Reynolds. The shooting. What Reynolds had said about head shots and not hesitating and something being very wrong with the infected people.

Jerry listened, his expression cycling through disbelief and concern and something like denial.

"Infected," he repeated. "Like... what? A disease?"

"I don't know. Reynolds didn't know. But Jerry, they're not acting human. They're acting like—"

She didn't want to say it. It sounded insane. But Jerry said it for her.

"Zombies? You think they're zombies?"

"I think they're something. Something that makes people violent and removes their... I don't know, their humanity? Their reasoning?"

Jerry shook his head. "Jane, come on. Zombies aren't real. This has to be some kind of rabies outbreak, or maybe the biological attack actually happened and it's messing with people's brains, but—"

"But what? You saw the footage. You saw how they were moving."

"I saw drunk people stumbling around in the dark."

"That wasn't drunk, Jerry."

"You're catastrophizing. You always do this. You take the worst-case scenario and—"

"Don't." Jane's voice was sharp. "Don't do that. I saw someone get shot in the head today. I saw how they were moving before that. This isn't catastrophizing. This is reality."

Jerry's face softened. "I'm sorry. I just—zombies, Jane. You're talking about zombies."

"I'm talking about people who aren't people anymore. Call them whatever you want. Infected. Violent. Dangerous. Reynolds said head shots only. He said don't hesitate. I'm telling you what I saw."

They stood there in the living room, thirty cats around them in various states of rest or activity, the television still showing news coverage of red zones and violence and carefully vague language about affected individuals.

"Okay," Jerry said finally. "Okay. Let's say you're right. Let's say something's making people violent and... zombie-like. What do we do?"

"We survive. Like Reynolds said. We lock doors, we stay quiet, we defend ourselves if we have to."

"And we feed the cats."

Despite everything, Jane smiled. "And we feed the cats."

The rest of the afternoon passed in a strange fugue state. They watched the news, which was getting less informative and more repetitive. They checked trail cameras obsessively, seeing more of those stiff-walking figures appear throughout the neighborhood. They organized their supplies, making lists of what they had and what they might need.

And they avoided talking about the fact that Jane had watched someone die today. That the world was apparently ending. That they were alone in an empty neighborhood with thirty cats and diminishing resources and no real plan beyond the next twelve hours.

Evening feeding time came. Jerry sang the names. Jane crushed the pills. The cats ate without concern for global catastrophes. Mr. Whiskers purred in Jane's lap afterward, and she held him perhaps tighter than necessary, grateful for the simple warmth of a living thing that loved her unconditionally.

"I'm sorry I didn't believe you," Jerry said later, both of them on the couch, cats distributed across and around them. "About the zombie thing."

"You still don't believe me."

"I'm... open to the possibility."

Jane would take it. "Thank you."

"Tomorrow I'll do the supply run. You stay here."

"We'll see."

They wouldn't. They'd both go, or neither would. Jane was already certain of that. But it was nice of Jerry to offer.

On the television, more red zones. More affected individuals. More careful language dancing around something no one wanted to name.

Jane closed her eyes and tried not to think about the person Reynolds had shot. Tried not to think about how they'd moved, how they'd lunged. Tried not to think about whether that person had been someone's father or daughter or spouse, whether they'd had cats or dogs or children, whether they'd chosen to stay behind like Jerry and Jane or had been infected while trying to evacuate.

Tried not to think about how Officer Reynolds' hand had been shaking when he'd holstered his weapon after.

The evening passed. Night came. Jane and Jerry took shifts sleeping, though neither slept well. And through it all, thirty cats maintained their routines, unconcerned with the end of the world, concerned only with food and comfort and the next twelve hours.

Morning feeding would come, as it always did. And they would face whatever came with it.

Together.



Chapter 4: POKER

Jerry had always been the optimist in the relationship. Jane said this with a mixture of affection and exasperation, but it was true. When their first cat, Patches, got sick, Jerry had believed he'd pull through even when the vet was preparing them for the worst. When Jerry's warehouse job had cut hours, he'd believed something better would come along. When they'd inherited Jane's aunt's house in a neighborhood they couldn't afford, Jerry had believed they'd figure it out.

Jane called it optimism. Jerry called it faith in good outcomes.

Right now, filling bowls for the neighborhood ferals on their back patio, Jerry was trying very hard to maintain that faith.

It was just past midnight. Jane was asleep on the couch, surrounded by cats, exhausted from her supply run and the day's stress. Jerry had taken the night shift, monitoring cameras and doing the outdoor feeding he'd maintained for three years. The neighborhood cats and strays had learned to expect food at midnight and noon, and Jerry wasn't about to let the end of the world interrupt their schedule.

He'd filled six bowls and was heading back inside for more food when he noticed Good Boy.

The Johnsons' golden retriever was in their backyard, visible through the gap in the fence line. The dog looked thin, stressed, but alert. His tail wagged tentatively when he saw Jerry.

"Hey buddy," Jerry called softly. "Where's your family?"

The Johnsons wouldn't have left Good Boy behind. Jerry was certain of that. They loved that dog. Which meant either they'd forgotten him in the chaos—unlikely—or something had prevented them from taking him.

Neither option was good.

Good Boy approached the fence, whining. Jerry made a decision. He'd check the Johnsons' house, see if they'd left food out for the dog, maybe bring Good Boy back here for the night. The dog could stay in their garage. One more mouth to feed wasn't going to break them.

Jerry climbed the fence—easier than going around through the gate—and dropped into the Johnsons' yard. Good Boy immediately pressed against his legs, desperate for contact. Jerry scratched behind his ears, feeling the dog's ribs through his fur.

"Okay, boy. Let's get you some food."

He was heading toward the Johnsons' back door when he saw it.

On the sidewalk, visible through another gap in the fence, a person stood under a streetlight. Completely still. Not moving. Just standing there, staring at the light above them.

Jerry froze. The person's posture was wrong. Too stiff. Arms hanging at odd angles. Head tilted back at an angle that should have hurt their neck.

It was one of them. The infected people. The zombies, though Jerry still struggled with that word.

The streetlight was flickering. The bulb was dying, creating a strobe effect—light, dark, light, dark. The person stood directly under it, transfixed.

A cat—one of the neighborhood ferals, a black tom Jerry called Midnight—walked past the person's legs. No reaction from the standing figure. Then Good Boy, emboldened by Jerry's presence or maybe just desperate, trotted toward the fence opening, getting within five feet of the person.

Still no reaction. The person just stared at the flickering light.

Jerry's mind catalogued the information automatically. They respond to sound, Jane had said, repeating Officer Reynolds' words. But apparently not to animals. Not to movement unless it came with sound.

"Good Boy," Jerry called quietly. "Here, buddy."

The dog's ears perked. He turned toward Jerry's voice.

The person's head snapped toward the sound. Locked onto Jerry's location. And moved.

Not the stiff shuffle from the camera footage. Fast. Purposeful. Coming right at Jerry with horrifying speed and focus.

"Shit!" Jerry ran for his fence, Good Boy running with him. Jerry could hear the footsteps behind him, gaining. He hit the fence, pulled himself up and over in one motion fueled by pure adrenaline. Good Boy squeezed through the gap at the bottom.

Jerry landed hard in his yard, pain shooting through his ankle. No time to care. The person was at the fence now, grabbing it, trying to climb. Failing. Grabbing again. No coordination, but plenty of determination.

Jerry ran for his back door. Good Boy was already there, scratching to get in. Jerry fumbled with the lock, got it open, both of them tumbled inside. He slammed the door, locked it, engaged the deadbolt.

The pounding started immediately. Fist against wood. Relentless. Mechanical. The rhythm never varied—pound, pound, pound, pound.

Jane appeared from the living room, hair messed from sleep, cats scattering. "Jerry? What—"

"One of them. Outside. At the back door."

The pounding continued. Pound, pound, pound, pound.

Jane's face went pale. "Are you hurt?"

"No. Scared shitless, but not hurt."

Good Boy pressed against Jerry's legs, shaking. Jerry bent down, checked the dog over. Seemed fine. Terrified, but physically fine.

The pounding didn't stop.

"It's not going to give up," Jane said, moving to the window. She peeked through the curtain. "It's right there. Just... pounding."

"We can't leave it there. What if more come? What if it breaks through?"

"It's a solid door. It'll hold."

"For how long?"

They stood there in their kitchen, listening to pound, pound, pound, pound, while thirty cats and one dog wondered why the humans were being so dramatic about a noise at the door.

"We have to..." Jerry trailed off. Have to what? Kill it? Kill them? Because that's what they were talking about. Not subduing. Not restraining. Killing.

"Reynolds said don't hesitate," Jane reminded him.

"Reynolds isn't standing here listening to something that used to be a person try to break down his door."

"I know."

Pound, pound, pound, pound.

"The fire poker," Jane said suddenly. "From the living room."

Jerry remembered. Decorative iron poker from the fireplace set they'd inherited with the house. Heavy. Sharp point. He'd never imagined using it as a weapon.

He got it. Held it. The weight was substantial. It could definitely... do what needed doing.

"I'll open the door," Jane said.

"Jane, no—"

"You'll need both hands. I'll open it, you... do what needs doing."

Jerry wanted to argue, wanted to insist she stay back, stay safe. But she was already moving to hold back two of the cats—Tabitha and Mr. Whiskers, both curious about the pounding, both approaching to investigate.

"On three?" Jane asked.

"On three," Jerry agreed, though every instinct screamed to not open that door.

Jane counted. "One. Two. Three."

She flung the door open and jumped back.

The zombie—Jerry couldn't avoid the word now, not after seeing it—fell forward, its momentum from pounding carrying it across the threshold. It hit the kitchen floor, started scrambling to get up.

Jerry moved. Not thinking. Not planning. Just acting.

He remembered what Jane had said Officer Reynolds had said. Head shots. Don't hesitate.

The poker came down. Once. Twice. The zombie stopped moving.

Jerry stood there, poker still raised, breathing hard. Blood on the floor. Blood on the poker. A thing that had been a person now still on his kitchen tile.

Jane closed the door quietly. Locked it. She looked at Jerry, at the body, at the poker in his shaking hands.

"Don't hesitate," she said quietly. "Because they won't."

Officer Reynolds' words. Coming from Jane's mouth. Jerry lowered the poker slowly.

Good Boy whined. Several cats had retreated to safer rooms. A few braver ones—Mr. Whiskers among them—were investigating the smell of blood with professional feline interest.

"We need to move it," Jerry said. His voice sounded strange. Distant.

They dragged the body outside to the curb. Not far. Just out of the house. They'd deal with disposal at sunrise. Right now Jerry just needed it away from their kitchen, away from the cats.

Back inside, Jane got cleaning supplies. Jerry just stood there, still holding the poker.

"You okay?" Jane asked.

"No. You?"

"No."

"But we did it."

"Yeah. We did."

They cleaned the blood in silence. Good Boy had claimed a spot near the back door, guarding it or maybe just needing to be near humans. Mr. Whiskers supervised the cleaning with typical cat judgment.

When the floor was clean enough—it would never be clean, not really, not in Jerry's mind—they sat at the kitchen table with cups of tea neither of them wanted.

"It was standing under a streetlight," Jerry said. "A flickering one. Just staring at it. Didn't react to a cat or a dog. But when I called Good Boy..." He didn't finish. Didn't need to.

"They're attracted to light," Jane said. "Especially changing light. And to human sounds."

"Not smell though. And not animals."

"No."

They were cataloguing zombie behavior like they'd catalogue feral cat behavior. Jerry almost laughed at the absurdity. Almost.

"We should check on the Johnsons," Jane said. "Good Boy was in their yard. Alone."

Jerry nodded. "Yeah. We should."

They waited until dawn. Neither slept. They took turns watching the cameras, watching the body at their curb, watching each other. Good Boy dozed fitfully. The cats, unconcerned with human drama, slept soundly.

When the sun finally rose, they geared up. Jerry took the poker—might as well, it had already proven itself. Jane took the bat. They brought Good Boy with them, figuring he deserved to know either way.

The Johnsons' house was unlocked. They'd left through here, Jerry realized. Back door wide open. In a hurry.

Inside, the story wrote itself. Overturned furniture in the living room. Signs of struggle. Blood on the walls. And in the bedroom, what was left of Jim and Martha Johnson.

Jane pulled Jerry out before he could process the details. Good Boy was already at the door, whining to leave.

They made it back to their yard before Jerry bent over and vomited. Jane held his shoulders, not saying anything. What was there to say?

"They didn't abandon him," Jerry managed finally. "They tried to get out. Didn't make it."

"I know."

"Good Boy's ours now."

"Yeah. He is."

They brought the dog inside. Fed him some of the dog food they'd scavenged. He ate like he hadn't seen food in days, which he probably hadn't. Then he collapsed on the living room rug and slept.

The cats investigated this new addition with varying degrees of interest. Tabitha hissed once, then ignored him. Mr. Whiskers approached cautiously, sniffed Good Boy's head, and seemed to decide the dog was acceptable.

It was morning feeding time. Jerry started singing names, his voice rougher than usual but steady enough. Mr. Whiskers, Tabitha, Patches, Socks, and on through all thirty. Then, at the end: "Good Boy, sweet Good Boy, welcome home now, welcome home now."

The dog's tail thumped once against the floor.

Jane was preparing medications when she said it. "Told you they were zombies."

Jerry looked at her. She wasn't smiling, but there was something in her eyes. Relief maybe. Or vindication. Or just exhaustion manifesting as humor.

"Yeah," Jerry said. "You did."

"Sorry I didn't believe you."

"You believe me now though."

"Yeah. I do."

They finished feeding in silence. Thirty-one mouths now. Thirty cats and one dog. All depending on two humans who'd just killed their first zombie and seen what happened when you weren't fast enough or lucky enough or careful enough.

Jerry looked at his watch. 7:15 AM. He reset the twelve-hour timer. In twelve hours they'd do this again. Feed everyone. Try to keep everyone alive. Try to stay alive themselves.

"We can do this," Jane said, reading his mind.

"We don't really have a choice, do we?" Jerry replied.

"No. I guess we don't."

Outside, the body still lay at the curb. They'd deal with that later. Right now, thirty cats and one dog were fed, safe, and content. That was enough.

That had to be enough.

Jerry picked up Good Boy's collar tag—he'd removed it during feeding. Solid brass, engraved: GOOD BOY. No other name. Just that.

"Good Boy," Jerry read aloud. "Well, that's convenient."

Jane almost smiled. "Very."

Jerry attached the tag to one of their spare collars. Made it official. Good Boy was theirs now. They were his. In the end, that's what this whole mess was about—who you chose to take care of, who chose you back.

The morning passed. They dealt with the body at the curb, dragging it to the Petersons' backyard, adding it to what Jerry was already thinking of as their cremation site. They'd burn it later, when they had the energy and the stomach for it.

They checked cameras. More zombies moving through the neighborhood. Small clusters. Always toward something—sound, light, movement. Never aimless. Always hunting.

They watched the news, which was getting worse. The red zones had merged. The term "terrorist" had been dropped entirely. Now they just said "infected individuals" or "affected persons" or, increasingly, nothing at all. Just showed footage and let viewers draw their own conclusions.

Jane's phone buzzed. A text from Mark Chen: You guys ok? Saw activity in your area on our cameras.

She texted back: Fine. One came to our door. We handled it.

Mark: Jesus. You need anything?

Jane: Not right now. You?

Mark: We're good. Stay safe.

Jane: You too.

It was a small thing, that text exchange. But it felt important. Proof that other people were still out there, still alive, still trying.

Evening feeding came. Jerry sang the names again, including Good Boy at the end. The routine was comforting even when everything else was chaos.

After, they sat on the couch with Jane's laptop, reviewing the day's camera footage. More zombies. Different ones. The infection was spreading, or more people were turning, or both.

"We need to start thinking of this systematically," Jane said. "Like we do with TNR. Track patterns. Understand behavior. Work smarter, not harder."

Jerry nodded. She was right. They were animal behavior specialists, in their way. Zombies were just another species to understand and manage.

"Tomorrow," he said. "Tonight, we rest."

"Tomorrow," Jane agreed.

They fell asleep on the couch, cats piled around and on them, Good Boy on the floor beside them. Outside, the neighborhood continued its transformation into something new and terrible. Inside, for tonight, there was still safety. Still warmth. Still home.

Still feeding time in twelve hours.

Still a reason to survive.



Chapter 5: TAMMY

The trail camera alert came at 2:47 PM on Day Two. Jerry was in the garage, updating their zombie movement map—because that was apparently a thing they did now—when his phone buzzed with the notification. Camera three, near the neighborhood perimeter where Oakwood Estates met the main road.

"Jane," he called. "Got movement."

She appeared from the kitchen, drying her hands. Good Boy followed, the dog having attached himself to Jane with impressive speed. He'd been following her around the house all morning like he was afraid she'd disappear.

Jerry pulled up the feed on the laptop. A single figure, shambling into frame. Walking with that distinctive stiff-legged gait they'd learned to recognize. Heading toward the camera, attracted to the small LED status light that blinked every few seconds.

"Just one," Jane observed. "We can handle one."

They'd talked about this after Jerry's encounter with the zombie at their door. Couldn't just hide forever. Had to manage the situation. Clear zombies from their immediate area. Make their neighborhood safer.

Population control. Just like with feral cats.

"Gear up?" Jerry suggested.

"Gear up," Jane agreed.

They'd improvised better weapons over the past day. Jerry had taken two mop handles, broken them to manageable length, and duct-taped kitchen knives to the ends. Makeshift spears. Not elegant, but functional. Jane kept the bat. They'd also found a shovel in the garage, which had decent reach and a blade edge that could do damage.

"Good Boy stays here," Jane said, seeing the dog preparing to follow. "Guard the cats."

Good Boy whined but settled near the door to the cat room, taking his new job seriously.

They moved out together. No more splitting up. That was the rule now. What happened to the Johnsons wouldn't happen to them.

The camera was three houses away, mounted on a fence post near where their street intersected with the perimeter road. Easy walk. Minimal exposure. They'd scouted the route on the cameras first—looked clear except for the single zombie.

Jerry carried his spear and the shovel. Jane had her spear and bat. Both wore thick jackets despite the heat, figuring layers might provide some protection against bites or scratches. Both had work gloves. Both had their phones with the camera app pulled up, able to check feeds while moving.

The neighborhood remained eerily quiet. No birds. No wind. Just their footsteps and breathing. The silence made Jerry nervous in a way zombie moaning probably wouldn't have. At least moaning gave you warning.

They approached the camera location carefully, using parked cars and landscaping for cover. Jerry spotted the zombie first—standing about fifteen feet from the camera, staring at the blinking LED. Male, middle-aged, wearing what had probably been business casual before the blood and decay.

"Just one," Jerry whispered. "We've got this."

They approached from behind, weapons ready. The zombie didn't react until they were within ten feet. Then its head snapped around, locked onto them, and it moved.

Not fast. Not like the one that chased Jerry. This one was slower, stiffer. Older infection, maybe? Or just different? Jerry filed the observation away while raising his spear.

Jane moved to the left, Jerry to the right, flanking it. The zombie turned toward Jane—she'd made a sound, scraped her shoe against pavement. Jerry took the opening, thrust the spear forward, caught it in the side of the head.

It dropped. Clean. Efficient. Over in seconds.

"Good," Jane said, breathing a bit hard. "That was—"

She stopped. Jerry heard it too. Footsteps. Multiple footsteps. From behind the camera.

The camera only showed forward. It had a blind spot behind it. And something was in that blind spot.

They came around the fence line—six more zombies. Different states of decay. Different ages. Moving together in a loose cluster like Jane had described from her supply run. One was hunched forward, arms hanging. Two were fresh, barely showing signs of infection. Three were somewhere in between.

And one of them was Tammy Rodriguez.

Jerry recognized her cardigan first—the pink one with flowers she'd been wearing when she offered them a ride. Then her face, grayer now, eyes empty, mouth slack.

"Oh god," Jane whispered. "Jerry, that's—"

"I know."

The seven zombies—six now, plus Tammy—registered Jerry and Jane's presence and moved. All at once. Coordinated in that terrifying accidental way of predators responding to prey.

"Back to back!" Jerry shouted, and they moved without thinking, years of partnership making the coordination automatic.

Jerry faced four zombies. Jane faced three. No time to think about Tammy. No time to process. Just survival.

The first zombie reached Jerry—fresh one, fast. Jerry thrust with the spear, caught it in the chest. Wrong target. It kept coming. He pulled the spear back, tried again, higher. This time he connected with the jaw. The zombie stumbled. Jerry grabbed the shovel, swung hard. The blade edge caught the zombie's temple. It went down.

Behind him, he heard Jane fighting. Grunting. The bat connecting with something solid. No time to check on her. The other three were closing in.

He used the spear's reach, keeping them at distance. Thrust, retreat, thrust, retreat. His arms burned. One zombie got close, grabbed the spear shaft. Jerry let go, grabbed the shovel with both hands, swung like he was aiming for a home run.

The zombie dropped. Two left in front of him. 

Then pain—sharp, burning—across his forearm. One of the zombies had gotten close while he was focused on the others. Fingernails raked his skin through the jacket, caught the gap where sleeve met glove.

"Shit!" Jerry kicked it away, brought the shovel down hard. It stopped moving.

One more in front of him. This one was slower, older infection. Jerry thrust the shovel blade forward, caught it in the forehead. It fell.

He turned to help Jane. She was fighting the last two—one of them was Tammy. Jane had a cut on her shoulder, visible through her torn jacket. Blood staining the fabric.

The zombie between Jane and Tammy lunged. Jane sidestepped, brought the bat down on its head. Once. Twice. It fell.

Tammy was crawling now. Had been knocked down at some point. Pulling herself forward with her hands, mouth open, reaching for Jane.

Jane looked at Jerry. Her eyes asking a question. Jerry nodded.

Jane brought the bat down. Clean. Quick. Merciful, if mercy meant anything anymore.

Then it was quiet. Just Jerry and Jane, standing among seven bodies, breathing hard, bleeding.

"Are you hurt?" Jerry asked first.

"Scratched. Shoulder. You?"

"Arm. Scratches, not bites."

They stood there for a moment, the adrenaline starting to fade, the reality setting in. They'd just killed seven zombies. One of them was their neighbor. Both of them were bleeding.

"Did any blood get in your mouth?" Jerry asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

"I don't think so." Jane's voice shook. "Did yours?"

"I don't think so."

"You don't think so?" Panic edging into her voice.

Jerry looked at his arm. Three parallel scratches, shallow but bleeding. "They're surface level. Just scratches. I don't think their blood got in them. I think—" He stopped. Realized. "I don't know."

Jane examined her shoulder, pulling the torn jacket aside. Similar scratches. Superficial. But bleeding. "We don't know how it spreads. Reynolds said don't let them bite you. Don't let them scratch you. But these are just scratches. Maybe—"

"Maybe we're fine."

"Maybe we're infected."

They stood there, bleeding, surrounded by bodies, facing a possibility neither wanted to name.

"Most diseases that spread this fast," Jerry said slowly, working through it aloud, "aren't airborne. Right? Airborne spreads slower, generally. This is fast. Really fast. Tammy was infected in—what? Two days max?"

"So bloodborne," Jane said, following his logic. "Like rabies. Direct fluid contact."

"Rabies takes weeks though. Months sometimes. This is faster."

"So we don't know."

"No. We don't know."

Jane pulled out her phone, checked the time. "It's been maybe five minutes since we got scratched. If it's fast-acting, bloodborne... how long until symptoms show?"

"Rabies is weeks. But this isn't rabies. This is something else. Something faster." Jerry's mind raced through everything he knew about animal diseases. "Five days? Maybe? Best guess?"

"Five days."

"If we're not showing symptoms by then, we're probably clear."

"Probably."

"It's not much, but it's something."

Jane nodded, then pulled off her glove, set a timer on her phone. Five days. 120 hours. "If we're going down, at least we'll know when."

Jerry did the same. "What do we do until then?"

"We act like we're fine. Feed the cats. Stay alive. Hope for the best."

"And if we're not fine?"

Jane looked at him. "Then we deal with that when it happens."

They stood among seven bodies in the afternoon sun, both bleeding, both possibly infected, both trying not to think about what five days might mean.

"We can't just leave them here," Jane said finally, looking at the bodies. Looking at Tammy.

"No. We can't."

But seven bodies. That was different from one. That was a lot of weight to move. A lot of... evidence of what they'd done. What they'd had to do.

"We need to do something," Jane insisted. "They were people. They deserve—" She stopped. Struggled with words. "They deserve something."

Jerry looked at Tammy's body. Pink cardigan with flowers. Terrible cookies at Christmas. Nosy but kind. A person who'd lived in this neighborhood longer than Jerry and Jane had. A person who'd loved cats, who'd lost Mr. Buttons, who'd worried about her neighbors enough to offer them a ride during an evacuation.

A person who didn't exist anymore.

"Cremation," Jerry said. "Like we did with Mr. Whiskers. Give them dignity. Send them off properly."

"The Petersons' backyard?" Jane suggested. "Big fire pit. Open space. You mentioned it yesterday."

"Yeah. It's not much, but it's something."

They made multiple trips. Dragging bodies through backyards, trying not to think about the weight or the smell or what these people had been before. Jerry's scratched arm burned. Jane's shoulder bled through her jacket. Neither said anything.

The Petersons had left behind firewood, thank god. Fence planks could be broken down. Furniture from evacuated houses could be repurposed. Building the pyre took an hour.

"We should say something," Jane said when it was ready. "Before."

Jerry nodded. They'd done this for Mr. Whiskers. For every cat they'd had to let go. It felt important. Necessary.

"Tammy Rodriguez," Jerry started. "Maple Street. Terrible baker." He smiled despite everything. "Good neighbor."

"Bob Henderson," Jane continued, recognizing another body. "Oak Drive. Had a golden retriever. Loved his garden."

They went through all seven. Some they didn't recognize, had to guess at based on clothing or features. But they said something for each. Acknowledged they'd been people. That they'd mattered.

Jerry lit the fire. They stood and watched, not speaking. The smoke rose straight up in the still air. Jerry hoped it wouldn't attract attention. Too late now.

"Do you think the ashes spread infection?" Jane asked quietly.

"I don't know. I hope not."

"We could be making this worse."

"We could be. But what else do we do? Leave bodies to rot? That seems worse."

Jane nodded. Leaned against him. They stood together, watching seven people become ash and smoke. The fire was hot even from where they stood. Jerry's face burned. Or maybe that was just emotion.

When the fire was finally burning low, they returned home. Cleaned their wounds carefully. Antiseptic. Bandages. Both checking for signs of infection—not zombie infection, just regular infection. Scratches could get infected. That was normal. That they could handle.

"Five days," Jane said, checking her timer. "Four days, twenty-three hours now."

"We'll make it."

"You don't know that."

"No. But I choose to believe it."

Jane looked at him. "Okay. Me too."

Good Boy greeted them at the door, tail wagging, relieved they'd returned. The cats were scattered throughout the house in various states of rest. Evening feeding was in three hours.

They had three hours to process what they'd done. What might be happening inside their bodies. What the next five days might bring.

Instead, they made a list. Practical. Focused. If they only had five days, they needed to prepare. Food stores. Water. Secure the house better. Make sure the cats would be okay if Jerry and Jane... weren't.

"We should set up a failsafe," Jerry said suddenly. "For the cats. If something happens to us."

"Like what?"

"I don't know. Something that lets them out after a certain time. So they're not trapped if we don't come back."

Jane considered this. "That's... actually a good idea. But how?"

"I'll figure something out. Give me something to do besides worry."

"Okay. You work on that. I'll organize supplies. Make everything clearly labeled. In case someone else has to—" She stopped. Didn't finish. Someone else taking care of the cats. It was too much to think about.

They worked in silence. Jerry sketched designs for a timed door release. Jane sorted medications and made detailed feeding instructions. Good Boy moved between them, sensing their stress, offering comfort the only way he knew how.

Evening feeding came. Jerry sang the names, voice rougher than usual. Thirty cats and one dog, all depending on two humans who might have five days left, might have five hours, might have five years. No way to know.

After feeding, they sat at the kitchen table with tea neither of them wanted.

"Five days," Jane said again.

"Five days."

"What do we do until then?"

"We survive. We hope. We keep feeding them."

"And if we're infected?"

Jerry reached across the table, took her hand. Her bandaged hand. "Then we deal with that when it happens. Together."

Jane's eyes were wet. "I'm scared."

"Me too."

"I don't want to become one of them."

"You won't. We won't."

"You don't know that."

"No. But I believe it."

They sat in silence, holding hands across the kitchen table, while thirty cats settled into their evening routines and one dog kept watch and two humans tried not to think about countdown timers and scratches and what five days might bring.

Outside, smoke still rose from the Petersons' backyard. Seven people reduced to ash. Seven former neighbors. Seven reminders of what could happen when you weren't fast enough or careful enough or lucky enough.

Tomorrow they'd check their wounds. Watch for symptoms. Start the countdown in earnest.

Tonight, they'd rest. Or try to.

Together.



Chapter 6: FRAMEWORK

Neither of them slept that night.

Jerry tried. Lay on the couch with his eyes closed, Mr. Whiskers sprawled across his chest, listening to Jane move around the house. She was organizing something—medicine cabinet from the sound of it. Bottles clinking. Drawers opening and closing. Her way of processing stress.

At 3 AM, Jerry gave up and joined her in the garage. She was sitting at the monitoring station, watching all eight camera feeds at once. Good Boy at her feet, head on his paws but eyes open.

"Anything?" Jerry asked.

Jane shook her head. "Quiet. Few zombies moving through, but they're sticking to the main roads mostly. Following streetlights, I think. The ones that are still working."

Jerry pulled up a chair. Brought two cups of coffee even though neither of them needed more caffeine. They sat in silence for a while, watching empty streets fill with occasional shambling figures.

"Your arm," Jane said finally, not looking at him. "How's it feel?"

Jerry flexed his bandaged forearm. "Fine. Sore. Normal sore, not infected sore."

"How do you know the difference?"

"I don't."

"Right."

More silence. On screen four, a zombie stumbled into frame, stopped under a streetlight, stood there. Just stood. Waiting for something or attracted to nothing. Hard to tell.

"We need to talk about this," Jerry said. "About what we're doing."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean..." He gestured at the screens. At the house around them. At the scratches on both their arms. "We can't just react anymore. Every zombie we see, we can't just fight it and hope we survive. We need a system. A plan."

"We have a plan. Stay alive. Feed the cats."

"That's not a plan. That's just existing."

Jane looked at him then. "What are you proposing?"

Jerry pulled up their zombie movement map on the laptop. He'd been updating it religiously, marking every sighting, every trail cam alert, trying to find patterns. "Look at this. They move in predictable ways. Follow lights. Follow sounds. Cluster together in groups. They're not random. They're following behaviors."

"Okay."

"So we treat them like we treat feral cat colonies."

Jane blinked. "What?"

"Think about it." Jerry was warming to the idea now, months of TNR work crystallizing into something useful. "Why do we do trap-neuter-return? Why do we spend all that time and money managing feral populations?"

"Population control," Jane said slowly. "Disease prevention."

"Right. We do it because leaving feral colonies unmanaged makes things worse. Overpopulation. Disease spread. Suffering. But we also do it because—"

"Because they didn't ask to be feral," Jane finished. "They're just animals living the only way they know how."

"Exactly." Jerry pointed at the zombie on camera four, still standing motionless under the streetlight. "These things. They didn't ask to be this way. They're not evil. They're just... infected. Operating on new instincts. Like a rabid animal."

"So we're supposed to feel sorry for them?"

"I'm saying we need to stop thinking of them as monsters and start thinking of them as a population management problem."

Jane was quiet, considering. "Keep going."

"With feral cats, we trap them. We track their territories. We understand their behavior patterns. We manage the population humanely because it's better than the alternative—letting them starve or spread disease or breed out of control."

"And with zombies?"

Jerry met her eyes. "We do the same thing. We track their movements. We understand their behaviors. We clear them from our area systematically, not randomly. We manage the population."

"Manage," Jane repeated. "That's a nice word for killing them."

"Is it different from euthanizing a feral cat with late-stage FIV? Or one with rabies? We make hard choices for the betterment of the whole. That's what we do."

Jane looked at her bandaged shoulder. "These things were people, Jerry."

"I know. And that's the hardest part. But they're not people anymore." He pulled up footage from their fight with Tammy. Froze it on Tammy's face—empty eyes, slack jaw, no recognition. "That's not Tammy. Tammy died when she got infected. What's left is just... a body following new programming."

"That sounds like we're trying to make ourselves feel better about killing them."

"Maybe. Or maybe it's the truth." Jerry closed the laptop. "I'm not saying this is easy. I'm not saying it doesn't hurt. But we need a framework to operate in, or we're going to lose our minds. Every zombie we see, we can't have a moral crisis. We need to know what we're doing and why."

Jane was quiet for a long time. Then: "Okay. Say I agree with you. Say we treat this like feral colony management. What does that actually look like?"

Jerry pulled out his notebook—actual paper, like Jane used for rescue work. He'd been making notes. "First, we map territories. Where are they congregating? What routes do they use? We're already doing this with the cameras."

"Okay."

"Second, we identify patterns. What attracts them? Lights—especially flickering ones. Human sounds. What doesn't attract them? Animal sounds. Smells, apparently. What time are they most active? Nighttime, seems like. They're slower during the day."

Jane nodded. "That matches what I've seen."

"Third, we clear systematically. Not random encounters. We pick areas to clear, plan our approach, use what we know about their behavior to control the situation. Trap them, lure them, dispatch them safely."

"Using lights," Jane said. "Like we use food to lure cats."

"Exactly. The trail cams have lights we can control remotely. We've never used that feature, but it's there. We could use it to draw zombies away from survivors. Or toward traps."

"Traps?"

"Drop traps. Spike pits. I don't know yet. But we have options." Jerry flipped to a new page. "Fourth, we dispose of them properly. Cremation seems to work. We set up designated sites, keep them maintained. It's not perfect, but it's something."

"And fifth?" Jane asked.

"Fifth, we prevent spread. We keep our area clear. We help other survivors do the same. We share what we learn. Build a network. Because we can't do this alone forever."

Jane stared at the notebook. At Jerry's neat handwriting listing zombie management strategies like they were planning a TNR operation. Which, in a way, they were.

"This is insane," she said.

"Yeah."

"But it makes sense."

"Yeah."

"We're going to manage zombies like feral cats."

"We're going to try."

Jane laughed. It came out harsh, a little hysterical. "Okay. Okay. What the hell else are we going to do?"

"Die, probably. But at least we'll die with a plan."

"Jesus, Jerry."

"Too dark?"

"Way too dark." But she was smiling. Just a little. "Alright. We try your framework. Population management. Systematic clearing. Understanding behavior patterns."

"It's not murder if it's pest control," Jerry said, then immediately regretted it. "That sounded better in my head."

"It really didn't." Jane touched her shoulder again. Checking. Always checking. "What about these? The scratches. If we're infected—"

"Then we have five days to do as much good as we can. Set things up so the cats are taken care of. Maybe help a few more people. Leave things better than we found them."

"That's optimistic."

"I'm an optimist. You know this about me."

Jane reached over, took his hand. "We're really doing this. Managing zombies."

"We're really doing this."

They sat in the garage, holding hands, watching cameras show them a neighborhood slowly filling with the undead. It should have been terrifying. It was terrifying. But it was also a problem, and problems could be solved, and Jerry had always been good at solving problems.

"I have an idea," he said after a while. "For the cats. The failsafe."

"Yeah?"

"A timed door mechanism. Spring-loaded. If we don't reset it every twenty-four hours, it releases. Opens the cat door. Lets them out."

Jane frowned. "They'll scatter. Some of them can't survive outside. Mr. Whiskers can barely walk."

"I know. But it's better than them starving if we don't come back." Jerry stood, moved to his workbench. "I can build it today. Test it. Make sure it works."

"Jerry—"

"I need to do this, Jane. I need to know they'll be okay if we're not."

Jane understood. She nodded. "Okay. Build your failsafe. I'll... I'll do something productive too. Organize supplies better. Make instructions. In case someone else has to take over."

They worked separately for the next few hours. Jerry in the garage, taking apart spring mechanisms from garage door openers and screen doors, building something that would save their cats if the worst happened. Jane in the house, creating detailed feeding schedules, medication lists, behavioral notes for each cat. Neither talked about the fact that they were both preparing for their own deaths.

The sun rose. Morning feeding time arrived. They came together in the cat room, going through their practiced routine. Jerry sang names—all thirty cats plus Good Boy. Jane crushed pills and mixed medications. The cats ate without concern for frameworks or failsafes or five-day countdowns.

After feeding, Jerry installed the mechanism on one of the cat doors—the one in the laundry room that led to the side yard. Simple design: spring-loaded arm holding the door closed, attached to a wind-up timer. Every time you pulled the reset lever, it wound the spring tighter and set the timer for twenty-four hours. If the timer ran out, the spring released, the door opened.

"Watch," Jerry said, demonstrating. He set the timer for thirty seconds instead of twenty-four hours. They waited. When the timer dinged, the mechanism released, and the cat door swung open. Mr. Whiskers, who'd been investigating, immediately stuck his head through to see what was outside.

"Not yet, buddy," Jerry said, pulling him back and resetting the door. "Hopefully never."

Jane tested the reset lever. Easy. Just pull it down, hear the spring wind up, know you had another twenty-four hours. "This is good, Jerry. This is really good."

"If we don't come back from a supply run. If we're too sick to move. If anything happens—they can get out. Find food. Find help. It's not perfect, but—"

"It's better than nothing," Jane finished. "Yeah. It is."

They stood there, looking at the cat door with its new mechanism. Mr. Whiskers had lost interest and was now grooming himself on the washing machine. Tabitha was supervising from the doorway, as she supervised everything. Good Boy sat patiently nearby, having learned that wherever Jerry and Jane were, that's where he needed to be.

"We should probably talk about the other thing," Jane said quietly.

"What other thing?"

"If one of us gets infected. Shows symptoms. Turns." She looked at him. "We need a plan."

Jerry had been avoiding thinking about this. "I don't—"

"We need to talk about it. If you turn, I need to know what you want me to do. And vice versa."

Jerry's throat tightened. "I don't want to become one of them."

"I know. Me neither."

"So if I show symptoms—"

"I'll do what needs doing. Fast. Before you lose yourself completely." Jane's voice shook but stayed steady. "And you'll do the same for me."

"Jane—"

"Promise me, Jerry. Don't let me become one of them. Don't let me hurt anyone. Don't let me suffer."

He pulled her close. "I promise. But it's not going to happen. We're going to be fine."

"You don't know that."

"I choose to believe it."

They held each other in the laundry room, surrounded by thirty cats who'd never understand how close their humans were to disappearing. Good Boy whined softly, pushed between them, demanding inclusion in the hug. They let him in.

"Four days left," Jane said. "Four days, fourteen hours."

"We'll make it."

"And if we do?"

"Then we start managing this zombie problem like the professionals we are." Jerry smiled despite everything. "Population control. Territory mapping. Systematic clearing. Just like TNR, but with more head trauma."

Jane laughed. "Jesus Christ, Jerry."

"Too dark again?"

"So dark. But also... yeah. Let's do it. Let's manage some zombies."

They spent the rest of the morning refining their plan. Marking priority areas on the map. Identifying which cameras had the remote light function. Making a list of supplies they'd need—longer weapons, protective gear, anything that could work as a trap.

By afternoon, they had a framework. Not perfect. Not foolproof. But something to work within. A structure to make sense of chaos.

Jerry reset the failsafe lever. Twenty-four hours. If they didn't come back, the cats could escape.

Jane checked their countdown timer. Four days, nine hours.

They had time. Maybe. Probably. They chose to believe it.

And in the meantime, they had work to do.

Population management didn't do itself.



Chapter 7: ALARM

Day Three started with a list.

Jerry had always been a list person. Jane made fun of him for it—said he'd make a list for making lists if she let him. But lists helped. Gave structure. Made overwhelming tasks feel manageable.

This morning's list read:

Supply Run - Grocery Store
- Cat food (priority)
- Human food
- Medical supplies
- Batteries
- Any pet meds

Simple. Straightforward. Didn't mention the part where they'd be driving through a zombie-infested town to get to a store that might already be picked clean or might contain something worse than zombies.

"You sure about this?" Jane asked, loading their makeshift spears into the trunk.

Jerry checked his watch. They'd set the 12-hour alarm the first night—a reminder for feeding times. It had gone off twice without incident. Now it felt less like a helpful tool and more like a liability. Every sound attracted zombies. But they needed the alarm. Too easy to lose track of time otherwise.

"We're low on wet food," Jerry said. "Mr. Whiskers and the other seniors need it. We've got maybe three days left, and that's stretching it."

"We could ration—"

"We're not starving the cats, Jane."

She didn't argue. They both knew the cats came first. That had always been the deal.

They'd geared up better this time. Thicker jackets despite the heat. Work gloves. Jerry had found a leather jacket in the Westfields' closet that was probably worth more than his car but would stop fingernails. Jane wore a motorcycle helmet she'd found in the Petersons' garage—looked ridiculous but would protect against bites.

Good Boy whined at the door as they prepared to leave.

"Guard the cats," Jane told him. "We'll be back."

Jerry reset the failsafe. Twenty-four hours. The spring wound tight, the timer started counting down. If they weren't back by tomorrow...

He didn't finish the thought.

The drive into town was surreal. Empty streets. Abandoned cars. A few zombies shambling along the roadway, but they moved past them easily enough in the car. Jerry noticed they seemed slower during daylight. More sluggish. Like nocturnal animals forced into daytime activity.

"We should note that," Jane said, apparently thinking the same thing. "Daytime raids are safer."

"Noted."

The grocery store parking lot had maybe a dozen cars, some crashed into each other, some just parked wrong. No people visible. No zombies either, which felt like a good sign or a terrible trap.

They parked near the entrance, left the engine running just in case they needed to escape fast. Both grabbed weapons—Jerry took a spear and the bat, Jane took the other spear and a tire iron they'd found.

The store's automatic doors had been forced open. Glass crunched underfoot. Inside was dim—power still working but barely. Emergency lighting gave everything a greenish cast.

"Stay close," Jerry whispered.

They moved through the entrance area. Shopping carts scattered everywhere. Some tipped over, contents spilled. The floor was sticky in places—Jerry tried not to think about why.

The produce section was a disaster. Rotting vegetables. Fruit covered in flies. The smell made Jerry's eyes water.

"This way," Jane said, pointing toward the pet supplies aisle.

They moved carefully, checking corners, listening for movement. Jerry's heart hammered. Every shadow could hide a zombie. Every sound could be—

A crash from the back of the store. Both froze.

"Could be nothing," Jane whispered.

"Could be something."

They waited. Listened. No follow-up sounds. After a minute, they continued.

The pet supplies aisle was mostly intact. Cat food lined three shelves—brands Jerry recognized, brands he trusted. Someone had started to take some but had apparently abandoned the effort. Cans scattered on the floor.

"Jackpot," Jerry breathed.

They started loading. Jerry pulled a shopping cart over, started filling it systematically. Wet food for the seniors. Dry food for the others. Treats. Litter. They took everything they could fit.

Jane was in the next aisle getting human food when Jerry heard voices.

Male voices. Multiple. Coming closer.

Jerry abandoned the cart, grabbed his spear, moved to where he could see Jane. She'd heard them too. She pointed toward the back exit. They could leave their cart, go out the rear, get to the car.

But the voices were getting closer. Three men appeared at the end of the aisle. Late twenties, rough-looking. One carried a crowbar. Another had a baseball bat. The third had what looked like a pipe.

Jerry and Jane stood perfectly still. Maybe the men wouldn't see them. Maybe they'd just pass by.

The man with the crowbar spotted them. "Well, well. What do we have here?"

Jerry raised his hands slowly, keeping the spear pointed down. Non-threatening. "Store's big enough for everyone. We're just getting supplies."

"Yeah?" The man looked at Jerry's cart. Walked closer. "That's a lot of cat food."

"We have cats," Jane said from behind Jerry.

"How many?"

Jerry hesitated. "Enough."

The man laughed. Not friendly. "Look at this haul. You could feed a shelter with all this." He looked at his companions. "We should take it. We need supplies too."

"Take what you want from the rest of the store," Jerry said carefully. "There's plenty. We'll just take this and go."

"Or," the man said, reaching for the cart, "we take it all. Including your fancy car out front."

Jerry stepped between the man and the cart. "We're not looking for trouble."

"Should've thought of that before hoarding supplies." The man moved to push past Jerry.

Jane's voice, cold: "Touch that cart and we'll have a problem."

The man stopped. Looked at Jane with her spear and ridiculous motorcycle helmet. Laughed again. "You're joking. You're going to fight us over cat food?"

"We have thirty cats depending on us," Jane said. "They didn't ask to be in this situation. We're not letting them starve."

"Thirty cats?" The man shook his head. "You're insane. Both of you."

"Probably," Jerry agreed. "But that's our cat food."

The standoff lasted maybe five seconds. Then the man reached for the cart.

Jerry moved without thinking. Spear up, blocking. The man grabbed it, tried to wrench it away. Jerry held on, pulled back. Jane moved to help, her spear coming up.

Jerry's watch chose that moment to beep.

BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.

The 12-hour alarm. Feeding time. The sound echoed through the empty store like a siren.

Everyone froze. The beeping continued for five seconds before Jerry could reach his wrist and silence it.

In the silence after, they heard it. Footsteps. Running. Coming from multiple directions.

"What did you do?" the man with the crowbar hissed.

"We need to go," Jerry said. "Now. All of us."

More footsteps. Closer. Then the zombies appeared—four of them, drawn by the alarm sound, converging on their location from different aisles.

The three men ran. Just bolted for the rear exit without looking back. Jerry didn't blame them.

"Cart!" Jane shouted.

Jerry grabbed it, started pushing. Jane covered him, spear ready. The first zombie reached them—fresh one, fast. Jane thrust the spear, caught it in the eye. It dropped.

The second zombie was slower. Jerry left the cart, helped Jane dispatch it with the bat. Quick. Efficient.

The third and fourth came together. Jerry and Jane worked in sync now, days of fighting making them coordinated. Thrust, swing, retreat. Clear the path.

The zombies dropped. The aisle was clear. For now.

"Go!" Jane said.

Jerry pushed the cart toward the front entrance—rear was too far, too exposed. The cart's wheels caught on debris, almost tipped. He steadied it, kept moving.

More zombies appeared. Drawn by the noise of the fight. Maybe six more. Too many.

"Leave it!" Jane shouted.

"No!" Jerry kept pushing. These were their cats' supplies. Their survival. He wasn't leaving it.

A zombie grabbed his shoulder. Jerry spun, bat up, knocked it away. Jane speared another. They were surrounded now. Eight, maybe nine zombies closing in.

Then voices. "Hey! Over here!"

Jerry looked. Two people—a couple, mid-forties—standing by the pharmacy section. The woman held up a lighter. "We'll distract them!"

She sparked the lighter, waved it. The zombies' heads turned. Attracted to the movement, the light. The couple ran toward the back, zombies following.

"Now!" the man shouted.

Jerry pushed the cart. Jane covered him. They made it to the entrance, through the broken doors, into sunlight. Loaded the cart's contents into their trunk as fast as they could. Cans rolling, boxes crushed, didn't matter. Just get it in the car.

The couple appeared from around the building, running. Jerry held the back door open. "Get in!"

They piled into the back seat. Jerry and Jane jumped in front. Jerry started the car, reversed hard, clipped a shopping cart, didn't care. Just drove.

In the rearview mirror, zombies poured out of the store entrance. Maybe twenty. But they were too slow, and Jerry's car was already pulling away.

They drove for three blocks before anyone spoke.

"Thank you," Jerry said, checking the mirror. No pursuit. "You didn't have to help."

"Yeah, we did," the man said. He was breathing hard. "I'm David. This is Sarah. Kim. We live—lived—in the hills. Saw you two loading up, figured you had a plan."

"Not much of a plan," Jane admitted. "But we've got supplies now."

"All that cat food," Sarah said. "You weren't kidding about the thirty cats?"

"Thirty-one," Jerry corrected. "We got a dog too."

David laughed. It sounded slightly hysterical. "You risked your lives for cat food."

"Would you rather we let them starve?"

"No. No, actually..." David trailed off. "That's the most human thing I've seen in days. Caring about something other than yourself."

They drove back toward Oakwood Estates, taking side roads, avoiding zombie clusters. Jerry filled them in on their situation—gated community, mostly empty, they'd been managing so far.

"We're in the hills," Sarah said. "Got David's father with us. Stroke last year, can't move him easily. We've been holding on but supplies are running low."

"You have a phone?" Jane asked. "Working landline?"

"Sometimes. Power's spotty."

Jane pulled out her phone, typed her number, texted it to Sarah's number. "If you need help. Or if you have information. There's a text network—neighborhood emergency thing. I can add you."

"That would be..." Sarah's voice cracked. "That would be good. Nice to know we're not alone."

They dropped David and Sarah at the edge of their neighborhood—gated, different from Oakwood but similar defensive position. Exchanged more information. Promised to stay in touch.

Driving home, Jane was quiet.

"You okay?" Jerry asked.

"Those men. In the store. They were going to take everything."

"I know."

"If your alarm hadn't gone off..."

"But it did. And we got out. And we helped Sarah and David."

"Your alarm also almost got us killed."

Jerry looked at his watch. The alarm that had marked every feeding time for three days. "We might need a new system."

"Yeah. We might."

Back home, Good Boy greeted them at the door like they'd been gone for years instead of hours. The cats were restless—past feeding time by almost an hour. Jerry and Jane unpacked quickly, getting food distributed.

While Jerry sang names and filled bowls, he thought about the men in the store. About how fast things had deteriorated. About how a simple alarm had betrayed their location.

"We need to be smarter," Jane said, echoing his thoughts. "Those men weren't zombies. They were just people. Desperate people."

"People can be worse than zombies sometimes."

"Yeah. They can."

Evening feeding finished. All thirty-one fed. Jerry reset the failsafe—they'd made it back. Twenty-four more hours.

He checked his countdown timer. Three days, eight hours left until they'd know about the scratches. He checked his arm—healing well. No signs of infection. Normal or otherwise.

"We did good today," Jane said, collapsing on the couch. Cats immediately piled on. "Scared shitless, but good."

"Sarah and David seemed okay."

"Yeah. It's good to know there are still decent people out there." She paused. "Also people who'll try to rob us over cat food. So that's something to remember."

Jerry sat beside her. Good Boy claimed the floor space at their feet. Mr. Whiskers climbed onto Jerry's lap, purring like a motor. Normal cat behavior. Comforting.

"Three days left," Jane said quietly.

"Three days."

"Then we'll know."

"Then we'll know."

They sat in silence. The house settled around them. Thirty cats in various states of contentment. One dog snoring softly. Two humans trying not to think about countdown timers and infection and the way Jerry's hand had shaken when that zombie grabbed him.

Tomorrow they'd add Sarah and David to the network. Tomorrow they'd figure out a better system than watch alarms. Tomorrow they'd keep managing.

Tonight, they'd rest. And try not to remember the look on those men's faces when they'd decided cat food was worth fighting over.

People could be worse than zombies.

That was the lesson of Day Three.



Chapter 8: NETWORK

Jane had always been better at organizing things than people. Things had rules. Systems. Predictable patterns. People were messy, emotional, unpredictable. Jerry was the people person in their relationship—could chat with Ramon at the pet store, could small-talk with neighbors at HOA meetings (back when they attended those). Jane preferred spreadsheets and databases and knowing exactly where everything was.

But tonight, sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop while Jerry checked cameras in the garage, Jane was doing people work.

The text network had been Sarah's idea, really. Mentioned it casually while they were dropping her and David off: "There's this neighborhood text chain. Emergency contact thing from before. Couple people still use it."

Jane had gotten the information. Had added Sarah's number to her contacts. Now she was staring at her phone, trying to decide if calling was the right move or an intrusion.

Outside, sunset was turning everything orange and gold. Beautiful, in the way the end of the world was still capable of being beautiful. Inside, thirty cats were finishing their dinner, and Good Boy was sprawled under the table, his head resting on Jane's foot.

She called.

Sarah answered on the second ring. "Hello?"

"Sarah, hi. It's Jane. From earlier. The cat people."

Sarah laughed. "The cat people. That's going to stick, isn't it?"

"Probably." Jane found herself smiling despite everything. "How are you? You and David make it home okay?"

"Yeah. David's father was worried, but we're fine. You?"

"Fine. Still processing. Those men in the store..."

"I know." Sarah's voice got quieter. "We've seen more of that. People getting desperate. Getting mean. Sometimes worse than the... what do we call them? Infected? Zombies?"

"We just call them zombies," Jane admitted. "Easier than dancing around it."

"Zombies then. Yeah. People can be worse."

Jane heard David in the background saying something. Sarah: "David says thank you again. For not leaving us."

"You helped us first. With the distraction."

"Still. You could've just run. A lot of people would've."

Jane thought about that. Would they have? A week ago, maybe. But now, after everything, leaving people behind felt wrong in a way she couldn't articulate. "You said something about a text network?"

"Right. Neighborhood emergency thing. The Johnsons set it up last year after that fire. Just local people, sharing information, watching out for each other." Sarah paused. "There's maybe fifteen people still active on it. Most evacuated. But some stayed, like us. Like you."

"Could you add me? And Jerry?"

"Already did. Hope that's okay. Figured you'd want in."

Jane's phone buzzed. New group text. 15 members. She scrolled through—names she didn't recognize, a few she did. Mark Chen's name caught her eye.

"Mark Chen?" Jane asked. "I met him. With Officer Reynolds."

"Oh god, you were there for that?" Sarah's voice got tighter. "Mark and Lisa are good people. They're holed up on Willow Drive. Lisa's mother passed—not zombie-related, just age—but they buried her in their backyard and are staying put."

Jane added that to her mental map. Survivors. Locations. Resources. She was already thinking systematically. Couldn't help it.

"What about the others?" Jane asked. "On the network?"

"Let's see..." Sarah was reading the list. "There's Keisha Williams—single mom, has a toddler, lives in the apartments near the high school. She's running low on formula. Marcus Thompson, older guy, staying in his house off Main Street. The Henderson relatives—Carl and Rosa—they're in their eighties, moved into Bob Henderson's house after he... after. Eric somebody, I don't know his last name, he's diabetic, was asking about insulin a few days ago."

Jane was taking notes. Names. Situations. Needs. This was what she was good at—organizing information, finding patterns, connecting resources to problems.

"We should do a check-in," Jane said. "On the network. See who needs what. What they have. Share what we know."

"About the zombies?"

"Everything. Behaviors. Patterns. How to stay safe. What attracts them."

Sarah was quiet for a moment. "You're treating this like... like a project."

"Is that bad?"

"No. No, actually, it's exactly what we need. Someone thinking clearly." Sarah's voice got firmer. "Okay. Let's do it. You post first? People are more likely to respond if someone else starts."

Jane opened the group text. Stared at the blank message field. Fifteen people out there, scared, alone, trying to survive. What did you say?

She typed: Jane & Jerry, Oakwood Estates. Have supplies, safe location. Willing to share information. Anyone need help?

Sent it before she could second-guess herself.

For thirty seconds, nothing. Then the responses started.

Mark Chen: Good to hear from you. We're managing. Supplies okay for now.

Keisha Williams: I'm down to 3 days formula. After that I don't know what I do.

Eric (no last name): insulin almost gone. anyone know where to get more?

Carl Henderson: Rosa and I are okay. House is secure. Thank you for asking.

More responses. Some just checking in. Some desperate. Jane read through them all, her mind already sorting, categorizing, planning.

Jerry appeared from the garage, Good Boy immediately transferring his attention. "What's that?"

"Text network. Sarah added us. There's fifteen people locally, all still here." Jane showed him the screen. "Look. Keisha needs formula. Eric needs insulin."

"We don't have either."

"No. But we know where to look. Abandoned houses. The pharmacy at the grocery store—we didn't check it today."

Jerry sat down beside her, reading over her shoulder. "You're going to try to help them."

"Aren't you?"

"Yeah. Yeah, of course." He rubbed his face. "Just trying to figure out how. We're barely managing ourselves."

"So we get better at managing." Jane pulled up their zombie tracking map on her laptop. "Look. We know patterns now. We know behaviors. We can plan safer routes. Time our runs better. And if we're helping people, they'll help us back. Information. Resources. Safety in numbers eventually."

Jerry pointed at the screen. "Keisha's in the apartments near the high school. That's four miles from here. Eric's off Main Street—even farther."

"So we can't get to everyone. But maybe we can get to some." Jane typed another message to the group: Share camera footage if you have it. Trail cams, doorbell cams, anything showing zombie movements. We're tracking patterns.

More responses:

Sarah Kim: We've got doorbell cam footage. Lots of it. Can share.

Mark Chen: Have trail cams. Three of them. For home security.

Marcus Thompson: my ring camera still works if the power does

"They have footage," Jane said, excitement building. "Jerry, if we pool all this—all the cameras, all the observations—we could map the whole area. See where the zombie clusters are. Where it's safe to move."

Jerry was nodding now, catching her energy. "Create actual safe routes. Not just guessing."

"Exactly."

They worked for the next two hours. Jane coordinating through the text network, Jerry downloading and processing camera footage from people who could share it. Slowly, their neighborhood map filled in. Zombie movements. Safe zones. High-risk areas.

Mark Chen posted: Henderson house has medications. Bob kept a well-stocked medicine cabinet. Carl and Rosa might not need all of it.

Jane messaged back: Carl, Rosa—is there anything in Bob's medicine cabinet that you don't need? Anything we could use to help others?

Carl's response: Plenty. We're old but not that sick yet. Take what helps.

Connections forming. Resources being shared. It wasn't much, but it was something. Community building in small, practical ways.

Sarah posted: How are we on power? Anyone else losing electricity at night?

Multiple responses. Power was spotty. Flickering. Going out for hours at a time in some areas. In others, still stable.

Jerry added to the conversation: Zombies are attracted to changing light. Flickering. If your power's unstable, keep curtains closed at night. Use flashlights sparingly.

Marcus: good to know. been wondering why they cluster near my house some nights.

Jane posted: They're also attracted to human sounds. Not animal sounds. If you have pets, that's actually good—they help detect zombies but don't attract them.

Keisha: so my kid screaming is basically a dinner bell?

Jane winced. Keep noise contained when possible. But kids are kids. Do your best. We're not judging.

More information shared. More patterns observed. Someone noted that zombies seemed slower during the day. Someone else confirmed they moved in groups, following each other. Jane added it all to their notes.

Around 10 PM, the conversation slowed. People needing sleep. Needing to conserve phone batteries. Needing a break from the constant fear.

Sarah's final message: Thank you Jane and Jerry. This helps. Knowing we're not alone. Stay safe.

Multiple people echoed it. Stay safe. Stay alive. We're here.

Jane set her phone down. Her hands were shaking slightly—not infection, just exhaustion and emotion. "We did something tonight."

"Yeah," Jerry agreed. "We did."

"It's not enough. Keisha still needs formula. Eric still needs insulin. But it's something."

"It's a start."

They checked on the cats before bed—everyone accounted for, everyone fed. Good Boy doing his rounds, checking each room like he was taking inventory. Jerry reset the failsafe. Jane checked her timer.

Three days, two hours left until they'd know about the scratches.

She examined her shoulder in the bathroom mirror. The scratches were healing. Looked normal. Felt normal. But normal didn't mean safe.

"Stop checking," Jerry said from the doorway. "It's not going to change anything."

"I know."

"We're going to be fine."

"You keep saying that."

"Because I choose to believe it." He moved behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, careful of her shoulder. "We're going to be fine. We're going to help people. We're going to manage this zombie problem like the professionals we are."

Jane leaned back against him. "Professionals. Right. Because zombie management was definitely in our job description."

"It is now."

They stood like that for a moment. Two people in a bathroom mirror, both bandaged, both exhausted, both possibly infected, both choosing to believe they'd survive this.

Jane's phone buzzed. She checked it. New message from Sarah: One more thing. There's talk on other networks—ham radio people. They're saying military response is basically nonexistent. Local emergency services still functioning where they can, but military's just... gone.

Jane showed Jerry. "That's weird, right?"

"Yeah. Very weird."

"Why would military be gone but cops and EMTs still working?"

Jerry was quiet, thinking. "If the military was hit first. Somehow. If whatever this is targeted them specifically..."

"That's conspiracy theory territory."

"Everything's conspiracy theory territory now." Jerry took the phone, typed back: Any theories on why?

Sarah's response came a minute later: Some people think it was in vaccines. Military-specific immunizations. Something that got tainted or changed. Just a theory. No proof.

"Jesus," Jane whispered.

"It's just a theory," Jerry reminded her. "Could be anything. Could be nothing."

"But it explains the pattern. Why it spread so fast in some places. Why authorities are being so vague."

"Maybe. Or maybe the military's just overwhelmed like everyone else." Jerry handed back the phone. "We don't know. Can't know. All we can do is deal with what's in front of us."

"Which is?"

"Thirty cats, one dog, fifteen survivors who need help, and a very messy zombie problem." He smiled. "One thing at a time. Tomorrow we figure out how to get Keisha her formula. How to find Eric his insulin."

"And tonight?"

"Tonight we sleep. Or try to."

They did try. Took shifts like they'd been doing. Jane took first watch, monitoring cameras, checking the text network for updates. Jerry slept on the couch with half the cats piled on him. Good Boy split the difference, lying between the couch and Jane's chair.

Around 2 AM, Jane checked the text network again. One new message from Marcus Thompson: zombies moving in big group past my house. headed east toward downtown. must be 40 or 50 of them.

Jane marked it on the map. A herd. Moving in predictable patterns, like they'd theorized. She added a note: Day 3 night - large herd east of Main St, moving toward downtown.

Information. Data. Patterns. This is what she was good at. This is how they'd survive.

When Jerry woke to take over at 4 AM, Jane showed him Marcus's message and the updated map.

"Herds are getting bigger," Jerry observed.

"Yeah. More people turning, or zombies clustering together as time passes?"

"Both, probably."

They were quiet for a moment, looking at the map with its red zones and movement patterns and safe corridors.

"We should tell the network," Jane said. "About the herds. How to avoid them. How to predict movements."

"Tomorrow," Jerry agreed. "Tonight you sleep."

Jane did sleep. Fitfully. Dreaming of herds of zombies and empty formula containers and a child's cry that wouldn't stop. Woke up at 6 AM with Good Boy licking her face, which was his new way of saying it was almost feeding time and everyone needed to get moving.

Morning feeding. Jerry sang the names. Jane crushed the pills. All thirty cats ate without concern for networks or herds or countdown timers.

After, while Jerry cleaned bowls, Jane checked the text network. Multiple messages from overnight:

Mark Chen: saw the herd Marcus mentioned. its moving slow but steady. estimate its downtown now.

Keisha: cant sleep. kid wont stop crying. im trying to keep her quiet but shes hungry and scared

Sarah: anyone have good news? I could use some good news

Jane typed: Good news: we're all still here. Still alive. Still helping each other. That counts for something.

Responses trickled in. Agreement. Gratitude. Small affirmations that yes, being alive still counted.

Sarah: thanks Jane. needed that.

Jane looked at Jerry. He was drying bowls, Good Boy supervising. Mr. Whiskers was grooming himself on the counter, breaking about five house rules but looking majestic doing it. Tabitha was glaring at nothing, as was her way. The other cats were scattered throughout, doing cat things.

"Three days left," Jane said.

"Three days," Jerry confirmed.

"Then we'll know."

"Then we'll know."

"And if we're okay?"

Jerry smiled. "Then we've got work to do. Fifteen people counting on us now. Can't let them down."

"No," Jane agreed. "We can't."

She looked at her phone. At the text network. At fifteen names representing fifteen people still fighting, still surviving, still hoping.

Community. Connection. Purpose.

Maybe that was how you survived the end of the world. Not alone. Not isolated. But together, sharing what you knew, helping where you could, building something larger than yourself.

One text message at a time.

One day at a time.

One feeding at a time.



Chapter 9: BROTHER

Jane woke to afternoon light slanting through the bedroom window. For a moment she was disoriented—what time was it? Had she missed feeding? Then she saw the note on Jerry's pillow: On cameras. Good Boy fed. You needed sleep. -J

She checked her phone. 2:47 PM. She'd slept six hours. The most consecutive sleep she'd had since the outbreak started.

Her body felt heavy, reluctant to move. Every muscle ached. Her shoulder where the zombie had scratched her throbbed dully. She touched it through her shirt, checking. Still healing. Still normal. Still three days left until they'd know for sure.

Downstairs, she found Jerry in the garage. He looked like he hadn't moved from the monitoring station. Coffee cup empty beside him. Multiple notebooks open. The map covered in new marks.

"How long have you been up?" Jane asked.

Jerry startled, hadn't heard her approach. "Doesn't matter. Look at this."

He showed her the map. Red lines tracking zombie movements over the past three days. Clusters marked with timestamps. Patterns emerging like he was tracking migration routes.

"They follow streets," Jerry said, voice rough from exhaustion. "Paths of least resistance. And they're clustering into bigger groups over time. Three main herds now, moving in semi-predictable patterns."

Jane studied the map. He was right. The data was clear. "Our neighborhood's been mostly clear."

"Hills. Single entrance. Locked gate." Jerry pointed to the perimeter. "We're already fortified. We just haven't been thinking big enough."

"You want to bring people here," Jane said slowly. "The network survivors."

"Eventually. Maybe. If we can coordinate it safely." Jerry rubbed his eyes. "I've been thinking about it all night. This place—47 empty houses, defensive position, our camera network covering approaches. We're sitting in a fortress and treating it like a bunker."

Jane pulled up a chair, processing. "That's... actually a good idea. But Jerry, you look exhausted. When's the last time you slept?"

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine. You've been up for—" She checked her watch. "—at least eighteen hours."

Jerry reached for his coffee cup, hand shaking slightly. The cup slipped, coffee spilling across the desk.

They both froze.

"Shit," Jerry muttered, grabbing napkins. But his hands were still shaking. "It's fine. Just tired."

Jane's heart started pounding. "Jerry..."

"I'm just tired, Jane. That's all. Just tired."

But the seed was planted. She looked at his hands. Trembling. Noticeable trembling. "How long have they been shaking?"

"They're not—" He stopped. Looked at his hands. The tremor was visible. "I don't know. A while? Maybe since yesterday?"

"Why didn't you say anything?"

"Because I'm exhausted, Jane. Because I've had four hours of sleep in three days!" His voice was rising, defensive. "It doesn't mean anything."

"It might mean everything." Jane felt heat rising to her face. She touched her forehead. "Do I feel hot? I feel hot."

"We're in a garage. It's summer. Of course you're hot."

"No, like fever hot. Infection hot." She touched her forehead again, then Jerry's. "You feel hot too."

"Because it's warm in here!"

They stared at each other. Fear reflected in both their eyes.

"We don't know what the signs are," Jane said, voice shaking. "What infection looks like before... before."

"It doesn't look like anything. We're fine." But Jerry was checking his hands again. Again. Like if he looked enough times, the trembling would stop.

Jane stood up, pacing. "Shaky hands. Headaches. Fatigue. Difficulty focusing. Are those symptoms or just sleep deprivation?"

"Sleep deprivation. Obviously."

"You don't know that!"

"And you don't know they're not!" Jerry stood too, knocking his chair back. "Jane, we can't do this. We can't spiral every time something seems off."

"Your hand just shook. You spilled coffee."

"Because I'm tired!"

"What if you're not? What if this is the beginning and we don't even know it?"

Jerry's face was pale now. "What if I turn first? What if you have to—" He couldn't finish. Just stood there, breathing hard, staring at his trembling hands.

Jane felt her own panic rising. "I can't do that. Jerry, I can't—"

"You promised."

"I know what I promised, but—"

"But nothing. You said you'd do it fast. Before I lose myself."

"Stop. Just stop." Jane was crying now. When had she started crying? "We don't know anything. We're just guessing. We might be fine. We might have another three days or we might be infected right now and too far gone to notice."

Jerry sank back into his chair. "How would we even know? If we're too infected to recognize we're infected?"

"We wouldn't. We'd just... be them. And not know we'd changed."

They sat in terrible silence. The monitors showed empty streets. Occasional zombies passing through frame. Life continuing outside their garage while inside, two people convinced themselves they were dying.

"Maybe we should separate," Jerry said quietly. "Just in case. If one of us turns—"

"No." Jane's voice was sharp. "Absolutely not."

"Jane, if I'm infected—"

"Then I'm infected too! We got scratched at the same time! Same zombies!" She was shouting now. "If one of us is dying, we're both dying, so there's no point in separating!"

"But the cats—"

"The cats have the failsafe. If we both turn, the door opens. They get out. We planned for this."

"They'll starve."

"Some of them. Maybe. But it's better than staying trapped inside with—" She stopped. The image was too horrible. Thirty cats locked in a house with two zombies who used to be their caretakers.

Jerry made a sound. Half laugh, half sob. "This is really it, isn't it? We're dying. We're infected. It's over."

Jane couldn't argue. Couldn't find the optimism. Couldn't find anything except fear and the certainty that they'd made the wrong choice staying here, that the scratches meant death, that in three days or three hours they'd lose themselves completely.

They'd already lost themselves. They just didn't know it yet.

"The cats," Jane whispered. "Who'll feed them? When we're gone? The failsafe just opens the door. It doesn't feed them."

"I don't know."

"We should write instructions. Leave them somewhere obvious. In case someone comes."

"Okay."

They sat there in despair. In certainty of death. In the terrible knowledge that everything they'd done—the fighting, the planning, the network building—was for nothing because they were already dead, just didn't know it yet.

From the doorway: Meow.

Loud. Insistent. Demanding.

Tabitha stood there, staring at them with her one good eye. She meowed again, somehow managing to convey deep disappointment in these two humans having feelings when there were more important matters to attend to.

Like dinner.

It was almost feeding time. Tabitha knew this. Tabitha always knew. And these two idiots were sitting in the garage spiraling about their mortality instead of opening cans.

Get it together, her meow said. Priorities, humans.

Jane stared at the cat. Then started laughing. Couldn't help it. Hysterical, exhausted, terrified laughter. Jerry looked at her like she'd lost her mind. Maybe she had.

"She's judging us," Jane managed between laughs.

Jerry looked at Tabitha. Tabitha meowed again, still disapproving. He started laughing too. Relief and absurdity and the sheer ridiculousness of falling apart while a one-eyed calico waited for dinner.

"Okay," Jane said, wiping her eyes. "Okay. As long as we're normal, we act normal."

"As long as we can feed them, we feed them," Jerry agreed.

"We're not infected."

"How do you know?"

Jane stood, moved to Jerry, took his shaking hands in hers. "Because we're worried about it. Zombies don't worry. They just are. We're still us. Scared. Exhausted. But us."

Jerry looked down at their joined hands. Both trembling now. From fear or exhaustion or infection. No way to know. "We're still us," he repeated. Trying to believe it.

"We're still us." Jane pulled him to his feet. "And Tabitha's right. It's almost feeding time. So we feed them. Stay in the moment. For them if not for ourselves."

"For them," Jerry agreed.

They walked to the cat room together. Tabitha leading the way, tail up, confident that order had been restored. Mr. Whiskers appeared from somewhere, joining the procession. Then Patches. Then Socks. Cats emerging from various corners, knowing the routine, knowing what came next.

Jerry started singing. Voice rougher than usual, shaking like his hands, but singing. All thirty names. Tabitha's came early—she always ate first, a privilege of seniority and attitude. Mr. Whiskers got his medicated food. The others got their portions.

Good Boy waited patiently for his bowl, tail wagging, the only dog in a house of cats and managing it with grace.

Jane crushed pills and mixed medications. Her hands were steadier now. Purpose helping. Routine helping. Tabitha's judgment helping most of all.

When the last bowl was filled and the last cat was eating, Jerry and Jane stood in the doorway. Thirty-one animals, all fed, all safe, all dependent on two humans who might be dying but weren't dead yet.

"Three days," Jerry said. "Two days, eighteen hours now."

"We'll make it."

"You don't know that."

"No. But I choose to believe it."

Before Jane could respond, the landline rang.

They both stared at it. The kitchen phone, mounted on the wall, ancient technology that somehow still worked when cell towers were failing. It rang again.

Jerry moved first. Picked it up. "Hello?" His face changed. "John?"

His brother. East coast. Jane hadn't even thought about John since the outbreak started. Too much happening here. Too focused on immediate survival.

"Jane, it's John," Jerry said, holding out the phone. His eyes were wet. "He wants to talk to you. I'm gonna—" He gestured vaguely toward the Johnsons' house. "Check on something. Good Boy, come."

The dog followed him out the back door. Jerry needed air, needed space, needed to process that his brother was alive and also that he might not survive to see him again.

Jane took the phone. "John?"

"Jane. Thank god." John's voice was rough, exhausted, but alive. "Is Jerry okay?"

"He's... managing. We both are. You?"

"Alive. Alone. But alive." A pause. "I wanted to call earlier. Lines have been down. Power's spotty. This might be our only chance to talk for a while."

"We're glad you're okay."

"Yeah. You too." Another pause. "Jane, I need to say something."

"Okay."

"I'm sorry. For offering Jerry that job. For making you feel like you had to choose between him and your life here."

Jane sat down heavily. "John, that's—"

"Let me finish. Please." He took a breath. "You didn't trap Jerry in California. You didn't force him to stay. Jerry doesn't do anything he doesn't want to do. He's stubborn that way. You know that."

"I kept him here for the cats."

"He kept himself here for you. And for them. Because what you do is good work. It's the Lord's work. It needs doing." John's voice got quieter. "Someone has to be the person who cares. Who helps. Jerry chose to be that person. You didn't make him."

Jane's throat was tight. "We're trying to help people now. Fifteen survivors in our area. We're coordinating, sharing information—"

"That's what I mean. Of course you are. Of course you're helping. That's who you two are." John paused. "I've heard things. On the ham radios. Infrastructure's still holding in places but it's degrading fast. Power's going in waves. Lines are dying. This call might be the last one for a while."

"How bad is it there?"

"Bad. Not as bad as some places, but bad. Zombies moving in groups. Big groups. Dozens, sometimes hundreds. They stick to streets mostly. Looking for the path of least resistance."

"We've seen the same thing. Herds."

"Yeah. Herds." John was quiet for a moment. "It's interesting though. Emergency services are still running where they can. Police, fire, ambulances. They're overwhelmed but functioning. But military? Nothing. No response. No organization. Like they were hit first and never recovered."

"Someone on our network mentioned that. Thought maybe it was something in military-specific immunizations. Vaccines that got tainted or changed."

"I've heard the same theory. Multiple sources." John sounded tired. "Don't know if it's true. Probably never will. But it tracks. Explains why this spread so fast, why military response never materialized. If it hit them first, took out their numbers before anyone knew what was happening..."

"That's terrifying."

"Yeah. It is." John coughed. "Listen, Jane. I'm up in my attic. Cut a hole in the roof, use a rope to get in and out. It's safe for now but I'll need to move eventually. If the lines go down, if we can't talk—tell Jerry I'm proud of him. What you two are doing. It matters."

Jane's vision blurred. "You should tell him yourself."

"He's not here."

"He's at the Johnsons' house. Just next door. I can get him—"

"No. Don't. Let him have his space. I know my brother. He needs to process this alone first." John's voice got rougher. "Jane, I don't know if my family—if Sarah and the kids—I haven't heard from them. Haven't been able to reach them."

Jane understood what he wasn't saying. The silence where his wife and children should be. The empty background of his attic refuge.

"I'm so sorry," she whispered.

"Yeah. Me too." He took a shaking breath. "You two take care of each other. Keep doing what you're doing. And Jane?"

"Yeah?"

"You didn't trap him. You gave him purpose. Don't ever forget that."

The line crackled. Power fluctuating.

"John, I—"

"I know. Me too. Stay safe, Jane. Tell Jerry—" The line crackled again. "—love you both."

"We love you too."

More static. Then: "Goodbye, Jane."

"Goodbye, John."

The line went dead. Jane stood there holding the phone, listening to nothing, trying not to cry. John was alone in an attic. His family gone. Maybe dead. Probably dead. And he'd used his maybe-last phone call to tell her she didn't trap Jerry in California.

Jerry came back ten minutes later, Good Boy at his side. His eyes were red. He'd been crying.

"Did you hear?" Jane asked.

"Some. Through the door. Not all." He sat at the kitchen table. "Is he okay?"

"No. But he's alive. For now." Jane told him the rest. The attic. The infrastructure failing. The conspiracy about military vaccines. The empty background where Sarah and the kids should have been.

Jerry's face crumpled. "They're gone. They have to be. He would've mentioned them otherwise."

"Yeah."

They sat in silence. John's last phone call. Maybe his last communication ever. The lines were dying. The power was failing. Everyone was running out of time.

"He said he's proud of you," Jane said. "Said what we're doing matters."

"He said that?"

"Yeah."

Jerry nodded. Couldn't speak. Just nodded.

Evening feeding had passed—the cats had eaten hours ago. But the weight of the phone call sat between them. John alone in an attic on the other side of the country. His family gone. Him telling them to keep helping people, to keep doing good work, to keep being who they were.

As if they had any choice.

"Two days left," Jane said, checking her timer. "Two days, fifteen hours."

"We'll make it," Jerry said.

"You don't know that."

"No. But I choose to believe it." He looked at her. "For John. For the fifteen people counting on us. For thirty cats and one dog who need us. We make it."

"Okay," Jane agreed. "We make it."

They checked the cameras. Updated the map. Zombie movements continuing in predictable patterns. The three herds still moving, still growing. The neighborhood still mostly clear.

Tomorrow they'd help Keisha get formula. Figure out Eric's insulin situation. Keep building the network. Keep managing.

Tonight, they'd rest. Or try to. And think about John in his attic, using his maybe-last phone call to tell them he was proud.

That he understood why they stayed.

That what they did mattered.

Even at the end of the world, especially at the end of the world, someone had to care.

Someone had to help.

That was who they were.

That was who they'd always been.



Chapter 10: ASHES

Jerry's shift started at midnight. Jane had been asleep for two hours, curled on the couch with half the cats piled around her. She'd finally crashed after John's phone call, emotional exhaustion overriding physical. Jerry had covered her with a blanket, moved Mr. Whiskers from her face to her lap (Mr. Whiskers had opinions about breathing space), and settled into the monitoring chair.

Good Boy lay at his feet, a warm weight against his ankle. Comforting.

The cameras showed the usual nighttime activity. Zombies moving in ones and twos, following streetlights, clustering near sources of sound or flickering illumination. Jerry updated his map, marking movements, noting patterns. The three main herds were still out there, slowly migrating through the area like weather systems.

At 2:17 AM, camera five pinged. Motion at the cremation site.

Jerry pulled up the feed. The Petersons' backyard, where they'd burned Tammy and the other six. The ash pile was visible even in night vision—a pale mound in the center of their fire pit.

Two zombies stood at the edge of the pit. Just standing. Staring down at the ashes like they were trying to remember something they'd forgotten.

"Shit," Jerry muttered.

They were attracted to it. To the site itself. The smell maybe. Or some instinct leftover from their human lives, drawn to the place where their kind had died.

He should wake Jane. That was the rule—no one goes out alone. But she'd finally gotten real sleep. First time in days. And this was just two zombies. He'd handled worse.

Jerry grabbed his spear and the bat. Checked that his phone was in his pocket. Looked down at Good Boy. "Stay. Guard Jane."

Good Boy whined but obeyed. Good dog.

Outside, the night air was cool, carrying that strange empty-neighborhood silence Jerry still hadn't gotten used to. No cars. No distant TVs. No life sounds at all except insects and his own footsteps.

He moved carefully, staying low, using landscaping for cover. The Petersons' backyard was four houses away. Close enough to make him nervous. They'd been lucky so far—most zombies had stayed on the main roads, following the path of least resistance like water flowing downhill. But if they started being attracted to the cremation site...

The two zombies were still there when Jerry arrived. One was older—advanced decay, probably a week old or more. The other was fresher, maybe a day or two. Neither reacted to Jerry's approach until he was within ten feet.

The fresh one turned first. Locked onto him. Moved.

Jerry thrust with the spear, caught it in the throat. Not fatal. It kept coming. He adjusted, struck higher. The zombie dropped.

The older one was slower. Jerry dispatched it quickly, efficiently. Head trauma. Clean. He was getting good at this. The thought made him queasy.

Two more bodies. That made nine total at this site. Nine people who'd lived here, worked here, had families and friends and favorite foods and inside jokes. Now just ash and fresh corpses.

Jerry dragged the bodies to the edge of the fire pit. He'd burn them later, when he had time and energy and stomach for it. Right now he just needed them moved, needed the site cleared.

He stood there looking at the ash pile. It had grown. Significantly. Nine bodies worth of ash took up more space than he'd expected. The Petersons' fire pit was maybe six feet across. The ash pile filled half of it already.

Jerry did the math in his head. Nine bodies in four days. Just over two per day. If that rate continued... he'd need a second cremation site in a week. Maybe less if the zombie encounters increased. A third site after that. A fourth.

The neighborhood had forty-seven empty houses. How many fire pits? How many backyards? How much ash could one community contain?

The math was depressing.

He heard a sound behind him. Spun, spear ready. A cat—one of the neighborhood ferals, a black tom he'd never gotten close enough to trap. It was investigating the fire pit, drawn by the smell or just normal cat curiosity.

The cat glanced at Jerry, unconcerned with his presence, and moved on. Looking for food. Always looking for food.

"I know, buddy," Jerry said quietly. "Me too."

He checked the time. 3:42 AM. Jane would wake at 4:00 for her shift. He should head back. But he was already here. Might as well add the two new bodies to the fire. Get it done.

Building the fire took twenty minutes. Wood from the Petersons' fence. Kindling from their yard. He'd gotten efficient at this too. Another skill he'd never wanted.

The bodies burned. Jerry watched, not letting himself think about who they might have been. Just managing a problem. Just doing what needed doing. Population control. Like they'd decided.

The smoke rose straight up, pale against the dark sky. Jerry hoped it wouldn't attract more zombies. Hoped it wouldn't make things worse. Hope was about all he had left.

He made it back to his house as Jane was waking up. Good Boy had apparently decided that 3:57 AM was close enough to 4:00 AM and had started licking Jane's face.

"Jerry?" She blinked sleep away, saw him. "Where were you?"

"Cremation site. Two more zombies attracted to it."

Jane sat up, displacing cats. "You went alone?"

"You needed sleep."

"That's not the rule. We go together."

"I know. I'm sorry. But Jane, you were finally sleeping, and it was just two—"

"I don't care if it was just one." Her voice was sharp, fear underneath. "We agreed. Together. Always together."

"You're right. I'm sorry."

They were both quiet. Too tired to argue. Too scared to push it.

"Did you burn them?" Jane asked.

"Yeah."

"How bad is the pile?"

Jerry told her. Nine bodies. Half the fire pit full. The math of unsustainability.

Jane rubbed her face. "We'll need another site soon."

"Yeah."

"And after that?"

"I don't know."

They sat in the predawn darkness. The cats were stirring now, sensing morning feeding time approaching. Good Boy had returned to Jerry's feet, forgiving the abandonment.

"Two days left," Jane said. "One day, twenty hours."

Jerry checked his arm. The scratches were almost invisible now. Just faint lines. His shoulder where he'd bumped a zombie—that had healed too. Everything looked normal.

Everything felt wrong.

"I almost forgot to check the cameras last night," Jerry admitted. "Just for a few minutes. Was updating the map and completely forgot I was supposed to be monitoring."

"Jerry—"

"And I left my phone in the house when I went to the cremation site. Realized halfway there. Didn't go back for it." He looked at her. "I'm making mistakes. Small ones. But mistakes."

"We're both exhausted."

"What if it's not exhaustion?"

Jane didn't answer. Couldn't answer. The question sat between them.

Morning feeding time arrived. Jerry sang the names. His voice cracked on Mr. Whiskers. He had to start over, couldn't remember if he'd already sung Patches or not. Jane took over, finishing the song while Jerry just stood there, mind blank.

"You need sleep," Jane said. "Real sleep. Not two-hour shifts."

"So do you."

"We can't keep doing this. The rotation isn't working."

"What choice do we have?"

Jane was crushing pills for Mr. Whiskers, hands moving automatically. "We need help. We can't monitor everything, manage everything, do everything alone anymore."

"The network—"

"Isn't enough. We're barely managing ourselves. How are we supposed to help fifteen other people?"

Jerry didn't have an answer. He watched thirty cats eat their breakfast, watched Good Boy wait patiently for his bowl, watched the morning light creep through the windows of a house they might not survive to see next week.

"I forgot Tabitha's medication last night," Jane said quietly. "Didn't realize until this morning when I went to give her the next dose. Saw yesterday's pill still in the container."

"Did she seem—"

"She was fine. But Jerry, I forgot. I never forget. That's my job. That's the one thing I'm supposed to remember."

They stood there among thirty cats and one dog, both making mistakes now, both forgetting things that couldn't be forgotten. Sleep deprivation or infection or just the slow erosion of competence under constant stress.

"Something has to change," Jane said.

"Yeah."

"I don't know what. But something."

Jerry moved to the window, looked out at their empty neighborhood. Forty-seven houses. Most with fire pits or chimneys or places that could become cremation sites. Most with supplies still inside. Most empty except for memories and furniture and lives interrupted.

"We're thinking too small," he said.

"What?"

"This whole time. We've been thinking about survival. About managing. About just getting through the next twelve hours." He turned to face her. "But John was right. What we're doing matters. And we can't do it alone anymore."

"What are you proposing?"

"I don't know yet. But we have resources here. Space. Defenses. Knowledge. We've been treating this like our problem to solve. But it's everyone's problem."

Jane was listening now. "The network."

"More than the network. Active coordination. Bringing people here if we can. Using what we have. Making this place what it could be—not just a fortress for us, but a sanctuary for anyone who needs it."

"That's a big change."

"Something has to change," Jerry echoed her words back. "We're not sustainable like this. We're making mistakes. We're exhausted. We're running out of space to burn bodies and time to manage everything." He looked at the cats. At Good Boy. At Jane. "We need help. And we have the ability to offer it. We should do both."

Jane considered this. "We'd be taking on responsibility for more than just ourselves."

"We already are. The network. The people counting on us for information."

"This would be different. This would be real."

"Yeah. It would."

They were quiet. Outside, the sun was fully up now. Day Four. One day, nineteen hours until they'd know about the scratches. Until they'd know if all this planning meant anything.

"Okay," Jane said. "Okay. Let's figure it out. How to scale this up. How to actually help people instead of just barely managing." She smiled tiredly. "What else are we going to do?"

"Die, probably."

"Jesus, Jerry."

"Too dark?"

"Way too dark." But she was smiling. "Alright. After we sleep—both of us, real sleep—we figure this out. We map it. We plan it. We make it work."

"Deal."

They tried to sleep in shifts. Four hours each. Jerry took first shift, barely made it two hours before Jane woke him, said he was grinding his teeth so loud she couldn't sleep through it. She took over. Made it three hours before she gave up.

At noon they gave up entirely. Made coffee. Sat at the kitchen table with their notebooks and maps and tried to figure out how two exhausted people with thirty-one animals could save anyone else.

The problem felt overwhelming. The solution felt impossible.

But doing nothing felt worse.

Jerry marked cremation sites on the map. Current one. Potential new ones. Made notes about capacity, about fuel sources, about the grim logistics of body disposal.

Jane opened the text network, scrolled through messages. Keisha still needed formula. Eric's insulin was critical now. Carl and Rosa were okay but worried about winter—how would they heat the house when power finally failed? Marcus reported another herd moving through, this one bigger. Maybe seventy zombies.

So many problems. So few solutions.

"We can't fix everything," Jane said.

"No. But we can fix some things."

"Where do we start?"

Jerry looked at the map. At their neighborhood, elevated and defensible. At the camera coverage. At the empty houses. At what they had versus what everyone needed.

"We start with what we know," he said. "Behavior patterns. Safe routes. We share that information better. More actively. Then we identify who needs help most urgently. Keisha's formula. Eric's insulin. We make targeted runs."

"Just us?"

"For now. Until we can coordinate better. Until we know who we can trust."

Jane was adding to her notes. Making lists. Organizing information. This was what she was good at. "And longer term?"

"Longer term we bring people here. If they want to come. If we can do it safely." Jerry pointed to the houses. "We have space. We have defenses. We have knowledge. We use it."

"Become what? A refugee camp?"

"A community. Like we're already building. Just... bigger. More organized."

Jane looked at him. At Jerry with his red-rimmed eyes and healing scratches and map covered in zombie movements and cremation sites. "You really think we can do this?"

"I think we have to try."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only answer I have."

They worked until evening feeding. Made plans that felt both grandiose and inadequate. Identified priorities. Listed resources. Tried to organize chaos into something manageable.

And tried not to think about how they were planning futures they might not live to see.

One day, fourteen hours left.

Then they'd know.

Then everything would either be possible or pointless.

They chose to plan for possible.

What else was there?



Chapter 11: BREAKING

The trail camera alert came at 2:47 PM. Jerry was updating the zombie movement map—he'd done this every few hours for four days now, the routine automatic. Jane was making detailed feeding instructions, preparing for worst-case scenarios they still didn't want to name.

Camera six. Western perimeter where their neighborhood met the main road.

Jerry pulled up the feed. Froze.

"Jane."

Something in his voice made her drop her pen and move to the screen immediately.

The horde filled the entire camera frame. Not the small clusters they'd been tracking. Not the groups of ten or twenty. This was dozens. Maybe a hundred. Moving together in a dense mass, shambling down the road toward their neighborhood with the inevitability of a weather system.

"Oh god," Jane whispered.

Jerry was already pulling up other cameras, tracking the horde's path. It was moving slowly but steadily. Following the road. The path of least resistance. Headed straight for downtown—where most of their network survivors were.

Where Mark and Lisa were. Where Keisha and her toddler were. Where Eric was running out of insulin.

"How long?" Jane asked.

Jerry checked the distance, estimated speed. "Six hours. Maybe eight. They'll be downtown by dark."

"We have to warn them."

Jane grabbed her phone, opened the group text. Typed quickly: Large horde moving toward downtown. Estimate arrival this evening. 70-100 zombies. Stay inside. Stay quiet. Board windows if you can.

Responses came immediately:

Mark Chen: how long do we have?

Keisha: I cant keep maya quiet for hours shes a baby

Eric: my windows dont have boards

Sarah: can you send footage? David wants to see the route

Jerry sent the camera footage to the group. Let them see what was coming. Better to know than to guess.

More responses. Fear. Questions. Some people asking if they should evacuate. Where would they even go? The horde was between them and any escape route.

Then a new message: unknown number: this is Amanda Rodriguez. Tammys daughter. Im trapped at her house. Been here since outbreak trying to find her. Now I see why. Can anyone help?

Jerry and Jane looked at each other. Tammy's daughter. They'd burned Tammy four days ago. And now her daughter was asking for help.

Jane: Where exactly are you?

Amanda: 142 Maple Street. Tammys house. 3 blocks from you?

Jerry checked the map. Three blocks. Between them and the approaching horde. Not much time to get there and back before the horde arrived.

"We can't," Jerry said. "It's too risky."

"She's Tammy's daughter."

"I know. But if we get caught out there when the horde arrives—"

"Then we don't get caught." Jane was already gearing up. Thick jacket. Helmet. Weapons. "We go now. We move fast. We get her and come straight back."

Jerry wanted to argue. Wanted to say it was too dangerous, too stupid, they had their own survival to think about. But he was already grabbing his own gear.

They left Good Boy guarding the cats. Reset the failsafe—twenty-four hours. If they didn't come back...

They didn't finish the thought.

The drive to Tammy's house took three minutes. Abandoned cars made them take a detour, but they made it. Amanda was waiting by the front door—mid-thirties, looked like Tammy, same pink cardigan actually. She was crying when she saw them.

"Thank you. Thank you. I've been here four days. Ran out of food. Saw your message on the network. Saw the horde—" She couldn't finish.

"Get in," Jerry said.

They were loading Amanda into the back seat when they heard it. A sound like wind, but not wind. A collective moan. The horde, closer than Jerry had calculated. He could see them now, turning onto Maple Street. Two blocks away.

"Go!" Jane shouted.

Jerry drove. Fast. Too fast. Clipped a mailbox, didn't care. The horde was behind them but moving slow. They had time. Probably.

Back at the house, they got Amanda inside. She collapsed on the living room floor, exhausted, traumatized, staring at thirty cats like she was hallucinating.

"You really do have thirty cats," she managed.

"Thirty-one if you count the dog," Jerry said. "You're safe now. We have supplies. You can—"

"The horde," Jane interrupted, checking cameras. "It's still coming. It's going to pass right by us."

Jerry pulled up the western perimeter camera. The horde was visible now, a dark mass moving down the main road. In maybe an hour, they'd be passing directly by the neighborhood entrance. And sound attracted them. Light attracted them. Any sign of life would pull them in.

"We need to go dark," Jerry said. "Complete darkness. No sounds. Nothing that could attract attention."

They worked quickly. Closed all curtains and blinds. Covered windows with blankets. Turned off every light. Every electronic device. Even the refrigerator—Jerry unplugged it. The house went silent and dark.

The cats sensed the tension. Started meowing. Restless.

"We need to feed them early," Jane said. "Keep them quiet when the horde passes."

They did evening feeding at 4 PM instead of 7 PM. All thirty cats fed, plus Good Boy. Amanda helped, moving mechanically, still processing. Mr. Whiskers investigated her, decided she was acceptable, claimed her lap.

"He likes you," Jane said.

"My mom loved cats," Amanda replied. Her voice broke. "I came here looking for her. Found signs of struggle. Blood. I knew she was probably—but I kept hoping." She looked at Jerry and Jane. "Was it quick? When she—"

"Yes," Jerry lied. It had been quick. That part was true. The rest—that it had been them, that they'd fought her and six others, that they'd burned her body—that could wait. Or never be said at all.

"Thank you," Amanda whispered. "For telling me. For coming to get me. For—" She gestured at the cats, the house, the absurdity of everything. "—all of this."

The afternoon passed. They sat in darkness, waiting. Jerry checked cameras on his phone, volume off, screen brightness lowest setting. The horde was visible now on multiple feeds. Massive. Dense. Moving with horrible purpose.

At 6:23 PM, it reached their street. Jerry could hear it through the walls. The collective moaning. The shuffling footsteps. The sound of a hundred dead things moving past their house.

He looked at Jane in the dim light from his phone screen. She was pale, clutching a baseball bat even though they were inside, even though they were safe. Probably safe.

The cats had finished eating but were stirring again. Sensing the wrongness outside. Starting to vocalize.

"We're going to die," Jane said suddenly. Quietly but with absolute certainty.

Jerry looked at her. "Jane—"

"There's a hundred zombies outside our door. We're down to one day on the countdown. The cremation site is full. We can't sleep. We can't think straight. We're making mistakes." Her voice was shaking. "This is it. This is how it ends."

Amanda was staring at them, frightened by Jane's breakdown.

But Jerry felt it too. The certainty of death. They'd been living on borrowed time and the bill was coming due. A hundred zombies outside. Maybe more. And they were just two exhausted people with scratches that might be killing them and cats that needed feeding every twelve hours and a dog that depended on them and a stranger they'd rescued because it seemed like the right thing to do.

It was all too much.

"We should just open the door," Jerry heard himself say. "Let them in. It'll be faster than waiting."

Jane nodded. Actually nodded. "At least we'd know. At least it would be over."

They sat there in darkness, listening to zombies shuffle past their house, discussing surrender with the calm that comes from absolute despair.

Amanda made a sound. Protest or agreement, Jerry couldn't tell.

Then: Meow.

Loud. Insistent. Right at Jerry's feet.

He looked down. Patches was there, staring up at him. Waiting. Expectant.

Another meow. Mr. Whiskers, from Amanda's lap. Then Tabitha from somewhere in the darkness. Then Socks. Then more. A chorus of meows building, cats realizing that while the humans were having an existential crisis, there were important matters being neglected.

Like the fact that it was almost dark and in the dark you could barely see to do anything and there were frightening sounds outside and everything was wrong and the only thing that would make it better was if the humans stopped being dramatic and turned on ONE LIGHT so at least everyone could see where they were going.

Jerry started laughing. Couldn't help it. Hysterical, exhausted laughter. The world was ending. They were probably dying. A hundred zombies were walking past their house. And the cats were complaining about the lighting situation.

Jane started laughing too. Gasping laughter that might have been sobs but came out as giggles. Amanda looked at them like they'd lost their minds. They probably had.

"We can't open the door," Jerry managed between laughs. "The cats would get out."

"Good Boy would bark," Jane added. "He always barks when we open the door."

"Mr. Whiskers needs his medication in"—Jerry checked his watch—"eight hours."

"Tabitha would be so disappointed in us."

They laughed until they couldn't breathe. Until the absurdity of it broke through the despair. Until Patches meowed again, still waiting for that light, still expecting these humans to get their act together.

"Okay," Jane said, wiping her eyes. "Okay. We're not dead yet."

"Not yet," Jerry agreed.

"So we act like we're not dead."

"We stay dark. We stay quiet. We let the horde pass."

"And tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow we're either infected or we're not. Either way, we have thirty cats to feed."

"Thirty-one with Good Boy."

"Thirty-one."

Amanda was still staring at them. "You two are insane."

"Probably," Jane admitted. "You're welcome to leave whenever you want."

"Are you kidding? This is the first place I've felt safe in days. Even with the hundred zombies outside." Amanda looked down at Mr. Whiskers, who was purring like a motor. "Plus, I like the cats."

"Everyone likes the cats eventually," Jerry said.

They sat in darkness, listening to zombies pass, waiting for death or survival or whatever came next. The cats settled, seemingly satisfied that the humans had remembered their priorities. Good Boy positioned himself by the door, guarding without barking, good boy indeed.

At 8:15 PM, Jerry checked the cameras. The horde was still passing. Still hundreds of them, maybe more now. All heading downtown toward where their network survivors were hiding.

Jane typed in the dark: Horde passing our location now. Massive. Stay dark. Stay quiet. We'll check in when it's clear.

No responses. Everyone hunkering down. Everyone waiting.

The moaning continued. The shuffling. The sound of the world ending one footstep at a time.

Around 9 PM, the sounds started to fade. The tail end of the horde passing. Jerry checked cameras. The street was clearing. Most had moved past. A few stragglers but nothing like the mass.

"It's passing," he whispered.

They waited another hour. Just to be sure. Just to be safe. The cats got restless again—past normal bedtime routine. Some needed to use litter boxes. Some wanted fresh water. The house needed to return to normal even if the world outside didn't.

Jane stood first. "I'm turning on one light. Kitchen. Curtains are covered. Just so we can see."

The kitchen light came on. Felt like a spotlight after hours of darkness. Thirty cats immediately looked relieved. Finally. Reasonable humans again.

Good Boy's tail wagged. He'd been good. He'd been so good.

"We should feed them again," Jerry said. "Kept them quiet during the pass. They earned it."

"It's not time yet."

"I know. But we fed them early to keep them quiet. Now we feed them again to thank them."

Jane smiled tiredly. "That's the worst feeding schedule justification I've ever heard."

"And yet."

"And yet."

They fed the cats at 10 PM. Three hours after normal evening feeding. The cats didn't complain—food was food. Jerry sang all thirty names. His voice was hoarse but steady. Jane crushed pills and mixed medications. Amanda helped distribute bowls, learning names, fitting into the routine.

When the last bowl was filled, when thirty-one animals were fed and content, Jerry, Jane, and Amanda collapsed in the living room. Good Boy took his place guarding the door. The cats distributed themselves across furniture and laps and floor space.

"We made it," Jane said.

"Yeah. We did."

"One day left. Twenty hours."

Jerry checked his scratches. Almost invisible now. Jane checked hers. Same. They looked at each other, both thinking the same thing: if they were infected, wouldn't they know by now? Wouldn't there be symptoms?

"I think we're okay," Jerry said quietly.

"You don't know that."

"No. But I think it."

Amanda watched this exchange, puzzled. "What happens in twenty hours?"

They told her. About the scratches. The countdown. The five days they'd given themselves to show symptoms.

"That's tomorrow," Amanda said. "Tomorrow you'll know."

"Yeah."

"And if you're not infected?"

"Then we have work to do." Jerry looked at the map on the table, still visible in the kitchen light. "The horde is downtown now. Our people are there. Keisha, Eric, Mark and Lisa, all of them. We need to help them."

"How?"

"I don't know yet. But we'll figure it out." He looked at Jane. "Together."

"Together," Jane agreed.

They sat in the aftermath of survival. The horde had passed. They'd survived another night. Tomorrow would bring answers or more questions. Either way, they'd face it.

Together.

With thirty cats and one dog and now one more survivor who needed help.

It was a start.



Chapter 12: MAP

Morning came with the sound of Jane checking her phone. Jerry heard her typing before he was fully awake. They'd all slept in the living room—safer, they'd decided, to stay together. Easier to respond if something went wrong.

Amanda was still asleep on the couch, Mr. Whiskers sprawled across her chest. Good Boy was at the door, as always. The other cats were distributed throughout in various states of morning laziness.

"Anything?" Jerry asked, his voice rough.

"Keisha's okay. Baby made it through the night. Mark and Lisa are fine. Eric—" Jane paused, reading. "Eric says he's out of insulin. Complete. He's got maybe two days before he's in serious trouble."

Jerry sat up, immediately regretting it as his back protested. Sleeping on the floor at forty-two was different from sleeping on the floor at twenty-two. "What about the others?"

"Most checking in. A few not responding. Marcus Thompson posted around 3 AM that the horde was passing his house. Hasn't posted since."

"Could be sleeping."

"Could be."

They sat in the gray morning light, both thinking the same thing. The horde had passed through downtown. Through where their people were. Some had survived. Some might not have.

Jerry checked his watch. Eighteen hours left on the countdown. Less than a day now until they'd know if the scratches meant anything.

He examined his arm. The scratches were barely visible. Just faint white lines. No redness. No swelling. No pain. He felt... fine. Tired, but fine.

"Jane," he said carefully. "I think we're okay."

She looked at her shoulder. Same thing. Healing cleanly. "It's not time yet."

"I know. But if we were infected—if it was fast-acting bloodborne like we thought—wouldn't we be showing symptoms by now? Fever, confusion, something?"

"Maybe. Or maybe incubation is longer than we guessed."

"Or maybe we're fine."

Jane wanted to believe it. He could see it in her face. The hope fighting with caution. "Eighteen more hours."

"Eighteen more hours," he agreed.

Amanda stirred, dislodging Mr. Whiskers, who expressed his displeasure with a loud meow. Morning feeding was approaching. The cats knew. The cats always knew.

"I'll do it," Amanda said, sitting up. "You two look exhausted. Tell me what to do."

Jerry walked her through it. Which bowls, which cats, who needed medications. Amanda absorbed it quickly, took notes on her phone. Within twenty minutes, she was distributing food under Jane's supervision while Jerry sang the names.

It felt strange. Good strange. Having another person help. Sharing the load even in this small way.

When feeding was done, they gathered in the kitchen with coffee and the remains of a box of granola bars. Breakfast of champions.

"We need to talk about Eric," Jane said. "He needs insulin. We need to find it."

"The pharmacy at the grocery store," Jerry suggested. "We didn't check it last time."

"That's four miles. Through territory where the horde was last night."

"So we wait a day. Let things settle. Then we go."

Amanda was looking at the map on the table. The zombie movements. The marked territories. The cremation sites. "You've been tracking all of this?"

"For five days now," Jerry said. "Learning patterns. Behaviors. How they move."

"This is..." Amanda shook her head. "This is incredible. You're treating it like a science project."

"Feral cat colony management," Jane corrected. "But yeah. Track the patterns, understand the behaviors, manage the population."

"By killing them."

"By surviving them," Jerry said. "There's a difference."

Amanda studied the map. "You have cameras everywhere. You know the safe routes. You have supplies, defenses." She looked up at them. "Why are you still just the two of you? Why haven't you brought people here?"

Jerry and Jane looked at each other. The question they'd been circling for days.

"We've been focused on survival," Jane said finally. "On just getting through each day."

"But you have all this." Amanda gestured at the house, the cameras, the map. "You could help people. Really help them. Not just sharing information. Actually bring them somewhere safe."

"It's not that simple," Jerry started.

"Why not?"

"Because—" He stopped. Thought about it. "Because we've been thinking too small."

Jane was nodding now. "We've been acting like this is just our problem. Our house. Our survival."

"But it's not," Amanda said. "There's forty-seven houses here, you said? All empty?"

"Forty-seven. Most evacuated on Day Zero. Never came back."

"So you have space. You have defenses—that gate, the hills, the location. You have knowledge about zombie behavior. You have a camera network. You have supplies." Amanda leaned forward. "You have everything you need to actually help people. To create something safe. Not just for you. For everyone."

The words hung in the air. Everything they'd been thinking. Everything they'd been too exhausted or too scared to say out loud.

"We can't save everyone," Jerry said quietly.

"No one's asking you to save everyone. But you could save some people. The network survivors. The ones who are counting on you already." Amanda's voice got softer. "You saved me. When you didn't have to. When it was dangerous. You did it anyway."

Jerry looked at Jane. "The sustainability problem."

"We can't keep doing this alone," Jane agreed. "We're making mistakes. We're exhausted. We're barely managing."

"But if we had help—"

"If we coordinated better—"

"If we actually used what we have—"

They were both talking now, ideas building on each other, the exhaustion giving way to something else. Purpose. Direction. Plan.

Amanda watched them, smiling slightly. "You're doing it again. That thing where you finish each other's sentences."

"Fifteen years of marriage," Jane said. "It happens."

"It's cute. Weird, but cute."

Jerry was already marking the map. "Okay. Let's think this through. We have forty-seven houses. Let's say we can realistically house... what? Fifty people? More if we double up?"

"Start smaller," Jane cautioned. "The network. Fifteen people. We know they're out there. We know they need help."

"Eric first. The insulin is critical."

"Then Keisha. The formula situation."

"Carl and Rosa. They're elderly. Vulnerable."

"Mark and Lisa. They're closest. Easiest to coordinate."

They were making a list. Priorities. Logistics. Who needed help most urgently. Who could get here safest. How to coordinate multiple evacuations without getting anyone killed.

Amanda interrupted. "How do you move people? Cars make noise. Attract attention."

Jerry had been thinking about this. "We need something quieter. Bikes maybe. Or—" He stopped. Remembered something. "The Westfield estate. They had horses. Stables out back."

"Horses?" Jane looked skeptical.

"Think about it. They don't need gas. They can carry supplies. They can navigate terrain cars can't. And zombies don't react to animals. We've seen it."

"You want to evacuate people on horses."

"I want to scout the Westfield place and see if the horses are still there." Jerry checked his watch. "We've got sixteen hours until we know about the scratches. We should use them."

"Should we be making long-term plans if we don't know—"

"If we're infected, we're infected. Sitting around worrying won't change it. At least this way we're doing something useful."

Jane considered. "Okay. We check the Westfield estate. See what's there. Come back. Plan the next steps."

"I'll watch the cameras," Amanda offered. "Keep an eye on the cats. I can handle it."

"You sure?"

"You saved my life yesterday. Least I can do is cat-sit."

They geared up. Standard equipment now—thick jackets, helmets, weapons. Jane left detailed instructions for Amanda about feeding schedules and medications, just in case. Just in case they didn't come back. Just in case the scratches meant something after all.

They reset the failsafe. Twenty-four hours. Good Boy whined when they left but stayed with Amanda. Guard duty.

The drive to the Westfield estate took ten minutes. The streets were quieter today—the horde had moved through, leaving a wake of emptiness. A few lone zombies shambling along, but nothing they couldn't avoid.

The Westfield place was the largest property in the area. Eight acres, most of it behind iron gates that matched Oakwood Estates' aesthetic. The main house was a mansion. Actual mansion. Jerry had done TNR work here once, catching ferals in their expansive gardens. The family had been kind, grateful, generous with donations.

Now it stood empty.

Jerry picked the gate lock—another skill from years of TNR work. They drove through, up the long driveway lined with oak trees. The house looked untouched. Like the family had just stepped out for the day.

"Spooky," Jane muttered.

"Rich people spooky," Jerry agreed.

They found the stables behind the house. Three stalls. And in those stalls, miraculously, three horses. Neglected, clearly—water troughs nearly empty, hay low—but alive.

"They left them," Jane said, horrified.

"Maybe they meant to come back. Maybe they couldn't transport them." Jerry was already getting water, filling troughs. The horses drank desperately. "Either way, they're here now."

One was a large bay gelding, calm temperament. One was a smaller mare, skittish but gentle. The third was a pony, possibly for a child who'd never come back for it.

Jerry knew nothing about horses beyond basic observation. But Amanda had mentioned she could ride. And between the three of them, they could probably figure out the basics.

"We take them back?" Jane asked.

"We take them back. They need care. And we need transportation."

Loading three horses into a truck was harder than Jerry had anticipated. The pony was easy—small enough to encourage into the bed. The mare took time but managed. The gelding absolutely refused until Jerry found some carrots in the house kitchen and bribed him.

They made it back to Oakwood Estates with three horses, various tack they'd found in the stable, and several bags of horse feed. The Petersons' garage was large enough to stable them temporarily. Not ideal, but it would work.

Amanda came out when she heard them arrive. Stared at the horses. "You got horses."

"We got horses," Jerry confirmed.

"I mentioned riding once. One time. And you went and got horses."

"You said you could ride. We need transportation. Problem solving." Jerry was already unloading. "Can you actually ride?"

"Yeah. Took lessons for years. My mom—" Amanda stopped. Tammy. Who'd loved her daughter enough to pay for riding lessons. Who'd died four days ago. Who'd been reduced to ash in a backyard fire pit.

"Your mom would be glad you have the skill now," Jane said gently.

Amanda nodded, unable to speak. She moved to the mare, running hands over her neck. The horse leaned into the touch, desperate for attention after days alone.

They spent the rest of the afternoon settling the horses. Water, food, space to move. The Petersons' backyard was fenced—barely adequate but better than nothing. Jerry made notes: need more feed, need better shelter, need to figure out actual horse care beyond "give them food and water."

Evening feeding came. Thirty cats plus Good Boy plus now three horses. Their menagerie was growing.

"We're a farm now," Jane observed, watching Jerry distribute horse feed while she handled cat medication.

"Weird farm. More cats than anything else."

"Still counts."

Amanda helped with the cats, knew most of their names now. Mr. Whiskers had claimed her completely. Tabitha tolerated her with typical Tabitha disdain. The others were varying degrees of interested or indifferent.

After feeding, they sat in the living room with the map. Planning. Strategizing.

"Tomorrow we know about the scratches," Jerry said. "If we're clear—"

"When we're clear," Jane interrupted.

"When we're clear, we start moving people. Eric first. He's critical. Then Keisha. Then the others as we can coordinate."

"Using horses?"

"Using whatever works. Horses, cars, walking if we have to." Jerry marked routes on the map. "We use the cameras to track zombie movements. We plan safe corridors. We move people during daylight when zombies are slower."

"And we bring them here," Amanda said. "To Oakwood Estates. To the fortress you've been sitting in."

"To the community we're building," Jane corrected.

"Same thing."

"No. Not the same. A fortress keeps people out. A community brings people in." Jane looked at Jerry. "That's what we're doing, right? Building community?"

"Yeah. That's exactly what we're doing."

They worked until they couldn't keep their eyes open anymore. Made lists. Drew routes. Identified priorities. Planned for a future they'd know in less than twelve hours if they'd live to see.

Jerry checked his arm one more time. Nothing. Jane checked her shoulder. Same.

"I think we're okay," Jerry said again.

"Tomorrow," Jane replied. "Tomorrow we'll know."

"Tomorrow we'll know," he agreed.

They slept that night with thirty cats and one dog and one new survivor and three horses outside and a plan that felt both impossible and necessary.

Tomorrow would bring answers.

Tomorrow would bring work.

Tomorrow they'd start building something bigger than survival.

Something like hope.



Chapter 13: SANCTUARY

The watch alarm went off at 8:47 AM.

Jerry was in the garage, reviewing camera feeds and planning the day's rescue routes. Jane was in the kitchen, organizing supplies they'd distribute to incoming survivors. Amanda was with the horses, already proving herself invaluable.

The beep made them both freeze.

Five days. 120 hours. The countdown was done.

Jerry looked at his arm. Scratches fully healed. Faint white lines, nothing more. No fever. No confusion. No symptoms at all except exhaustion from five days of waiting.

Jane appeared in the garage doorway. "Your alarm just—"

"I know."

They stared at each other. Five days of wondering. Five days of countdown timers and checking scratches and preparing for death. And here they were. Still alive. Still human. Still themselves.

"We made it," Jane said.

Jerry's throat was tight. "Yeah. We did."

Jane crossed to him. They held each other in the garage, surrounded by camera monitors and zombie tracking maps and the accumulated evidence of five days of survival. Good Boy appeared, sensing the emotion, pushing between them for inclusion.

"We made it," Jerry repeated into Jane's hair. "We're okay. We're not infected. We're okay."

"We have work to do," Jane said, but her voice was shaking.

"Yeah. We do."

They held each other for another minute. Just one minute to acknowledge what they'd survived. What they'd feared. What they'd overcome. Then they pulled apart, both wiping eyes, both smiling despite everything.

"Okay," Jerry said. "Eric first. Then Keisha. Then the others."

"Amanda knows the route?"

"She knows. And she can ride. We're as ready as we're going to be."

They gathered in the living room with the map spread on the coffee table. Three routes marked in different colors. Eric in red—most critical. Keisha in blue—second priority. Carl and Rosa in green—less urgent but still important.

"I'll take Eric," Amanda said. "I know where he is, and the mare is fast. I can be there and back in under an hour if the route's clear."

"Too dangerous alone," Jerry said.

"Then you come with me. Jane coordinates from here with the cameras. We do this smart."

Jane nodded. "I can guide you around zombie clusters in real time. Phone connection is still working. I'll be your eyes."

Jerry didn't love it. Too many variables. Too much that could go wrong. But Amanda was right—they needed to move fast, and splitting up doubled their effectiveness.

"Okay. But we're careful. Any sign of trouble, we retreat. Eric's important but not worth dying for."

"Agreed."

They geared up. Jerry on the bay gelding—larger, more stable. Amanda on the mare—faster, more maneuverable. The pony they left behind, just in case they needed to bring multiple people back and needed a third horse.

Jane would drive to Keisha's apartment complex separately, using a car with cameras on the phone to navigate. Different timing, different route. Divide and conquer.

"Radio check," Jane said, testing the walkie-talkies they'd found in the Hendersons' house. Their phones worked but radios were backup. Always have backup.

"Check," Jerry confirmed.

"Check," Amanda echoed.

They moved out at 10:00 AM sharp. Jerry and Amanda on horseback, heading toward Eric's location off Main Street. Jane in the car, heading toward the apartment complex where Keisha was running out of formula and patience with a screaming toddler.

Jerry had been right about the horses. They moved quietly, didn't attract zombie attention the way engines did. The few zombies they passed barely reacted—registered the movement but showed no interest. Animals weren't prey.

Jane's voice crackled over the radio. "Jerry, cluster of five zombies two blocks ahead on Main. Take Elm Street instead."

"Copy," Jerry replied. They diverted, adding three minutes but avoiding the encounter.

The cameras were working. Jane was their eyes. And the horses made them mobile in ways cars couldn't match.

Eric's house appeared fifteen minutes later. Small, single-story, windows boarded but clearly occupied. Jerry knocked—three sharp raps, the pattern they'd agreed on so Eric would know it was help and not zombies.

Eric opened the door. Mid-forties, pale, shaking. Definitely low on insulin. "You actually came."

"Told you we would. Can you ride?"

"Ride what?"

Jerry gestured at the horses. Eric stared. "You're joking."

"Does it look like I'm joking?" Amanda said. "I've got a mare that can carry two. You're coming with me. Jerry's got supplies."

Jerry had brought insulin from the Johnsons' house—diabetic supplies they'd found during their first scavenging run. Not a permanent solution but enough to keep Eric stable for now. Eric nearly cried when he saw it.

"Thank you. God, thank you."

"Save it. Get your essentials. Two minutes. We need to move."

Eric packed fast—survival had made everyone efficient. A backpack, a photo album, a cat carrier with an orange tabby inside. "Can't leave Pumpkin."

"Pumpkin comes," Jerry confirmed. "Everyone comes."

Getting Eric and a cat carrier onto a horse was awkward but manageable. Amanda handled it with the ease of someone who'd actually trained for this, unlike Jerry who was making it up as he went.

Jane's voice: "Jerry, you're clear back to Oakwood. Main route. Go now while it's open."

They went. Eric clinging to Amanda, cat yowling in the carrier, Jerry leading on the gelding. Moving fast but steady. Avoiding zombie clusters Jane called out. Making it back in eighteen minutes.

Amanda stayed with Eric, getting him settled in house seven—close to the main house, easily monitored. Jerry turned around immediately. Two more people to get.

Jane had reached Keisha's apartment. Her voice on the radio: "I've got Keisha and Maya. Heading back now. No issues."

"Copy. I'm heading to Carl and Rosa."

Carl and Rosa were the tricky ones. Elderly, not mobile, two stories up in Bob Henderson's old house. Jerry had brought a rope and pulley system—same one they'd improvised during the Tammy fight, improved with better anchors.

Carl met him at the door. "You're actually here. Rosa didn't believe you'd come."

"I'm here. Let's get you both out."

Carl was mobile enough to climb down on his own with Jerry spotting. Rosa needed the pulley system—they lowered her in a harness Jerry had rigged from climbing equipment found in the Westfield garage. Undignified but effective.

"I feel like a sack of potatoes," Rosa said from the harness.

"You look like one too," Carl replied. "Beautiful potato though. Love of my life potato."

Even lowering his wife in a makeshift harness during a zombie apocalypse, Carl was flirting. Jerry respected that.

Getting two elderly people onto horses proved impossible. Carl couldn't mount. Rosa definitely couldn't. Jerry radioed Jane: "Need the car for Carl and Rosa. Can't ride."

"Copy. I'm back at base. Coming to you now with the car."

They waited. Ten minutes. Jerry kept watch, spear ready. Zombies in the distance but none approaching. Carl and Rosa sat on the porch of their son's house, holding hands, bags packed with essentials.

"You know he died," Carl said suddenly. "Bob. Our son. That's why we're in his house."

"I know. I'm sorry."

"He was a good boy. Loved that dog of his." Rosa's voice wavered. "Golden retriever. Named Good Boy."

Jerry's heart stopped. "We have him. The dog. He's with us. He's safe."

Rosa started crying. Carl held her. "You saved our son's dog."

"He saved us first," Jerry said honestly. "He's been guarding the cats. Helping where he can. He's a good dog."

"He is," Carl agreed. "Thank you. For saving him. For coming for us."

Jane arrived with the car. Carl and Rosa loaded in with their bags. Good Boy's things too—toys and bowls they'd left behind. Jerry tied the horses to the car's roof rack—not ideal but it worked. They made it back to Oakwood Estates together.

The day continued. More runs. More people.

Mark and Lisa Chen arrived by 2 PM, having driven themselves once Jerry confirmed the route was clear. They brought Lisa's mother's ashes—had buried her but wanted something to remember her by.

Sarah and David Kim came at 3 PM, with David's father in a wheelchair. They'd rigged a way to transport him in their van, taken back roads, made it through.

Keisha and Maya were settled in house five. Maya was screaming but Keisha was crying with relief. Formula found in three different houses, pooled together. Enough for two weeks. They'd find more.

Marcus Thompson arrived at 4 PM, apologetic for not responding to texts. His phone had died. No power to charge it. But he'd heard the radio chatter, followed the coordinates. Brought his ham radio equipment. Could coordinate better now.

By 6 PM, they had eleven survivors at Oakwood Estates. Eleven people who'd been alone or scared or running out of supplies or time. Eleven people who were now here. Safe. Together.

Not everyone made it. Some didn't respond to messages. Some couldn't be reached. Some had probably died days ago. Jerry tried not to think about the empty names on the network list.

Focus on who you saved, not who you couldn't.

Jane was coordinating housing. Eric in seven. Carl and Rosa in nine. Keisha and Maya in five. The Chens in three. The Kims in eight. Marcus in eleven. Amanda in the main house with Jerry and Jane—she'd become essential to operations.

Supply distribution happened in the garage. Jerry and Amanda had pooled food from multiple houses. Water. Medical supplies. Batteries. Everything organized, everything catalogued. People took what they needed. Some offered what they had. Resources pooling naturally.

"This is really happening," Jane said, watching people settle into houses, watching lights come on in windows that had been dark for days, watching life return to a neighborhood that had been abandoned.

"Yeah," Jerry agreed. "It's really happening."

Good Boy found Carl and Rosa at 6:30 PM. Rosa dropped to her knees when she saw him, crying, hugging him. Good Boy wiggled with joy, tail wagging so hard his whole body shook. Carl joined the hug, the three of them reunited.

Jerry watched from a distance, eyes wet. They'd saved Good Boy first. The dog had saved them in return. And now he was home with the people who'd loved him first.

Circle complete.

Evening feeding at 7 PM was different. Jerry started singing names but Mark Chen joined in. Then Sarah. Then Amanda. Thirty cats, one dog, three horses, eleven people. Everyone helping. Some knew the routine now. Some were learning. But everyone contributed.

Jane crushed pills for Mr. Whiskers with Eric's help—turned out Eric had pharmacy experience, knew medications, could be their medical coordinator. Keisha helped distribute bowls despite Maya on her hip. Rosa directed traffic from a chair, telling people where things went.

Community forming naturally. People finding their roles. Helping where they could.

When the last bowl was filled and the last animal was fed, they gathered in the main house living room. Couldn't fit everyone but they tried. Some stood in doorways. Some sat on the floor. Cats everywhere, investigating new people, claiming new laps.

"Thank you," Carl said. Speaking for everyone. "For coming for us. For bringing us here. For—" He gestured at everything. The house. The cats. The safety. "—all of this."

"We're glad you're here," Jerry said. "All of you. This is—" He looked at Jane. At Amanda. At thirty cats and Good Boy and eleven survivors who'd become their responsibility. "—this is what we're supposed to be doing."

"What's the plan?" Marcus asked. "Long term. Are we staying? Are we—"

"We're building something," Jane interrupted. "Not just surviving. Building. A community. A place where people are safe. Where we help each other. Where we figure this out together."

"For how long?" Sarah asked.

"For as long as it takes," Jerry said.

They talked for another hour. Made plans. Assigned roles. Marcus would handle communications—ham radio, whatever networks were still functioning. Eric would manage medical supplies. Sarah and David offered their organizational skills. Mark was good with repairs. Everyone had something to contribute.

They set up a watch rotation. Four-hour shifts, two people at a time, monitoring cameras, checking perimeter. Jerry showed them his zombie tracking system. Shared everything they'd learned. Patterns. Behaviors. Safe times. Dangerous areas.

Information was survival. They'd learned that. Now they shared it.

At 10 PM, people drifted to their assigned houses. Exhausted but relieved. Safe for the first time in days. Jerry and Jane and Amanda stayed in the main house, too tired to process everything that had happened.

"We did it," Amanda said. "You actually did it."

"We did it," Jane corrected. "All of us."

Jerry checked the cameras one more time. The neighborhood looked different now. Lights in multiple houses. Movement—friendly movement—in yards and streets. The gated community was no longer empty. No longer a fortress.

It was a sanctuary.

He reset the failsafe out of habit. Then stopped. With eleven people here, with community forming, the failsafe seemed less necessary. If something happened to him and Jane, the cats wouldn't be alone. Others would care for them.

Others would carry on.

He left it anyway. Just in case. Always have a backup plan.

Sleep came easier that night. Not because the danger was gone—zombies were still out there, still a threat, still the reality they lived in. But because they weren't alone anymore.

Thirty cats, three horses, twelve humans, one dog.

A weird farm. An accidental sanctuary. A community built from desperation and determination and thirty cats who needed feeding every twelve hours no matter what the world was doing outside.

Morning came. Day Eight. The week marker.

Jerry woke to sounds in the kitchen. People talking. Coffee brewing. Multiple voices. He'd gotten used to silence or just Jane's voice. This was different.

Good. But different.

He found Sarah making breakfast for her family. Eric helping. Keisha feeding Maya. Amanda coordinating. Jane directing traffic. Cats everywhere, investigating the activity with professional feline interest.

"Morning," Sarah said. "Hope you don't mind. We raided the pantry."

"It's everyone's pantry now," Jerry replied.

Morning feeding happened with eight people helping. Jerry sang names but others joined in, learning the song, making it theirs. The cats adjusted to new voices, new hands, new routines. Cats were adaptable when properly motivated by food.

After feeding, Jerry and Jane stood on the porch of their house—technically everyone's house now but still theirs in the way that mattered—and looked out at Oakwood Estates.

Lights on. People moving. Children's voices—Maya laughing at something. Adults planning the day. A community forming from the ashes of the old world.

"We're not done," Jane said. "There's still people out there. Still problems to solve."

"I know."

"Eric's insulin is temporary. Power will fail eventually. Winter's coming. We'll need more supplies, more solutions, more—"

"I know," Jerry repeated. He took her hand. "But we're not alone anymore. We've got help. We've got people. We'll figure it out."

"Together."

"Together."

On the cameras, Jerry could see the three main zombie herds still moving through the area. Threats still present. Danger still real. The end of the world was still happening. But here, in this gated community in the hills, life was adapting. Continuing. Building something new.

One person at a time. One rescue at a time. One feeding at a time.

Jerry's watch said 7:00 AM. Twelve hours until next feeding. They'd make it. They always made it.

And now they had help making it.

"What's first?" Jane asked.

Jerry looked at the map, at the notes, at the endless list of problems and solutions and questions and plans. "First we check on everyone. Make sure they're settled. Then we figure out a more permanent insulin source for Eric. Then we coordinate with the ham radio network Marcus is setting up. Then—"

"Then we keep going," Jane finished.

"Then we keep going."

Behind them, through the open door, they heard it. The sound of their new world. Cats meowing. Good Boy barking at something. Maya giggling. Adults talking. Coffee brewing. Breakfast being made.

Community. Connection. Life.

Not the end of the world.

Just the end of the world as they'd known it.

And the beginning of something else.

Something like hope.

Something like home.





EPILOGUE

Two weeks later, Jerry was resetting the failsafe more out of habit than necessity. Twenty-three people lived in Oakwood Estates now. The sanctuary had grown. Word had spread—through ham radio networks, through survivors finding survivors, through the simple fact that lights in windows meant life.

The cats still needed feeding every twelve hours. That hadn't changed. But now there were five people who knew the routine, who knew the medications, who could sing the names if Jerry and Jane weren't available.

Mr. Whiskers had claimed three different laps. Tabitha had grudgingly accepted the new normal. Good Boy split his time between Carl and Rosa and his patrol duties. The horses were properly stabled now—Marcus knew carpentry, had built actual stalls.

The zombie herds still moved through the area. They'd tracked patterns, mapped territories, learned to predict and avoid. Not perfect. But better. Always improving.

Jane ran the community coordination. Eric managed medical. Sarah handled housing assignments. David organized supply runs. Mark maintained defenses. Marcus ran communications. Amanda trained new people on horseback rescue operations.

Everyone contributed. Everyone had a role.

Jerry managed the cats. And the zombie tracking. And the occasional rescue that needed his specific skill set. But mostly the cats.

Some things didn't change.

Jane found him in the cat room one evening, going through feeding routine that had become as much ritual as necessity.

"Twenty-three people," she said. "Plus animals. We're running a small village now."

"Weird village."

"Very weird village." She moved beside him, taking over medication distribution. Their practiced choreography unchanged by the expansion around them. "We did this, you know. We built this."

"We survived. The rest just happened."

"That's not true and you know it." Jane handed him Mr. Whiskers' medication bowl. "We chose to help. We chose to bring people here. We chose to build something instead of just existing."

Jerry couldn't argue. She was right. She usually was.

"John would be proud," she said quietly.

They hadn't heard from John. No calls since that last one. Power had failed on the east coast according to radio reports. Ham radio operators said it was bad there. Really bad. Jerry hoped his brother was still in that attic. Still surviving. Still being John.

"Yeah," Jerry agreed. "He would."

Evening feeding finished. Thirty cats, three horses, one dog, twenty-three humans. All fed. All safe. All managing.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges. More survivors maybe. More zombies definitely. More problems that needed solving. More hard choices.

But tonight, standing in a house full of cats and people and life, Jerry felt something he hadn't felt since the alerts went off eight days ago.

Peace. Not safety—that was an illusion. Not certainty—that was impossible. But peace with what they'd built. With what they'd chosen. With who they'd become.

They'd been two people with thirty cats and no plan beyond the next twelve hours.

Now they were two people with thirty cats and twenty-one other humans and a community and a purpose and a future that might actually exist.

Just the beginning.

But it was their beginning. Hard-earned. Carefully built. Worth fighting for.

Jerry reset the failsafe one more time. Twenty-four hours. Just in case.

Always have a backup plan.

Always take care of those who can't take care of themselves.

Always feed the cats.

Everything else, they'd figure out as they went.

Together.
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