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      The life of the dead is placed in the memory of the living.

      - Cicero
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        I will knock down the Gates of the Netherworld, I will smash the doorposts, and leave the doors flat down, and will let the dead go up to eat the living! And the dead will outnumber the living!

        — The Epic of Gilgamesh - 2100 BC
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      The setting sun provided just enough of an orange glow for Wim to see the streets were clear of zombies. Well, ones up and walking anyway. The bodies of over four dozen men and women littered the small grid of streets which made up his hometown. He’d killed them all.

      After the first few, much of the shock wore off and it was little different than plowing the fields or harvesting the crops. Just another job, albeit a bloody one.

      It was time to return to the farm. He could finish this messy work tomorrow or the day after that. He had a feeling time didn’t matter much anymore. Still, the day had been long and hot, and he’d worked up quite a thirst. All he had at the farm was prune juice, spoiled milk, and whatever water still remained in the holding tank.

      Wim felt it best to gather a few supplies before heading home, and Bender's store was the only choice in town. He knew Old Man Bender wouldn’t mind if he raided his little market. He knew Old Man Bender wouldn’t mind because he’d put a bullet through his liver-spotted bald head three hours ago. Or was it four? The events of the day had blended together in a bloody, traumatic blur that he didn't care to recollect upon.

      When Wim opened the door to the quaint country store — the kind that only still existed in little villages such as this — the first thing he smelled was the rotten meat. Best to avoid the deli and meat counter, he thought.

      He grabbed a wobbly shopping card and filled it with cookies and chips and other junk food that would survive a thousand years without perishing. He then took a few jugs of water and added two cases of soda. Not the diet kind, either.

      His cart was on the verge of overflowing and he was ready to turn back toward the exit when thoughts about ice cream overwhelmed him. His brain informed him that if this really was the end of the world and the power was out everywhere, that would also mean the end of ice cream. That was a damned shame as far as he was concerned.

      Wim knew the store had a big walk-in freezer in the back. Even though the power had been down for days, the notion that a few tubs of half-frozen ice cream might remain inside — his for the taking and eating — proved too tempting to resist.

      Wim strolled to the rear of the store, where he ended up walking by the deli and meat counter after all. He did his best to ignore the flies and maggots, which covered the lunch meats, steaks, pork chops, and other food that would have made his mouth water just days earlier, but he couldn't block out the awful odor.

      He found the freezer door closed. That was a good thing, he assumed, because it might have kept most of the cold inside. And preserved the ice cream, of course. He grabbed the silver handle of the freezer, gave it a hard jerk to the right, then pulled. The suction gave way with an audible pop as the door opened. A wave of cool-ish air washed over him and his stomach rumbled with hunger. Gosh, he hoped there was chocolate.

      He stepped into the freezer, careful to prop the door open with his cart. Four rows of shelving units were stocked full with boxes and goods. On the other side of the room, a few sides of beef hung from a row of meat hooks which dangled from the ceiling.

      It seemed, to Wim, an extraordinary amount of merchandise for a small shop in a blink and you’d miss it town and it would make locating the ice cream more complicated than he’d expected. He considered turning back, but the chill in the air and growling in his belly proved irresistible.

      Wim checked the first row and came up empty. Row two was a repeat but in the third he struck gold. Case after case of ice cream. The good stuff, too, not the generic Tastee! kind he always bought because it was half the price. He pulled down a case of chocolate, and when the box came free, it revealed a zombie on the other side of the shelf.

      Wim instantly recognized her as Old Man Bender’s wife, a woman he never knew by name, even though he’d seen her at least once a month since he was old enough to stand on his own. Her skin had taken on a blue, almost translucent color and a thin veneer of ice cloaked her eyeballs. Despite her frozen eyes, she saw Wim, and when she did, her arm shot through the opening in the shelf where the box had been. Her cold, hard hand caught Wim’s chin and her fingers scratched and dug into his flesh.

      He pushed against the shelf, felt it teeter, then shoved again. It toppled over, raining boxes and cans and buckets down onto the dead woman. She struggled to free herself and Wim spun away from her. The ice cream was forgotten. All he wanted was to get out.

      When he turned, he saw Old Man Bender’s two adult sons, their wives, and their three combined children standing between him and the freezer door. All were zombies and all shared the matriarch’s cold, blue pallor. They appeared otherwise uninjured except for the oldest man, Doug Bender, who had several bite wounds of various sizes all over his face and arms. Wim could even see his tobacco-stained teeth through a ragged hole in his cheek.

      To Wim, it seemed clear what must have happened. The family got sick, then sicker, then started dying. With the town in chaos and no one to help, Old Man Bender must have locked them away in the deep freeze. Only they came back, just like everyone else. Poor Doug must have been the last one alive and his reward was being the first to feed his newly undead kin. Wim’s ponderings about the Bender’s demise came to a quick halt when the clan staggered toward him.

      Wim backed away and tripped over a fallen box. He landed hard, cracking his elbow on the floor, and felt a flash of pain pulse through his arm. He pushed away the hurt and reached for the pistol holstered at his side, all the while trying to remember how many rounds he’d fired from it and how many he had left. His most optimistic guess was that four bullets remained in the magazine. He found that a disappointingly small number, especially with eight zombies in the freezer with him.

      Doug, with his collection of gaping bite wounds, was the closest to him. Wim fired at an upward angle and the bullet zipped through the man’s top lip and exploded out the back of his head, painting the ceiling with brains, bone, and coagulated black blood.

      Doug collapsed and Wim aimed the gun at one of the children. The girl was maybe six years old and had her red tresses pulled back in pigtails. She snarled at Wim, baring her bloody teeth and revealing a gap in the front where she’d lost a baby tooth. Wim looked into her dull, milky eyes and shot her in the forehead.

      As he prepared to execute one of the Bender wives, cold hands grabbed him from behind, catching handfuls of his hair and jerking him backward. He fell on top of the old matriarch and could feel and smell her chilly, rotten breath on the nape of his neck. Her jaws clicked together, and the sound got closer and closer with every attempted bite. Wim pointed the gun over his shoulder, hoped for the best, and pulled the trigger.

      In the initial roar of the gunshot, he thought he might have gone deaf, but soon enough, sound came back into the world in the form of an incessant ringing bell. He felt cold wetness slithering down his neck and when he reached back he came away with a handful of ripped flesh, pieces of shattered teeth, and clumps of gray hair. Wim dropped the gore and rolled off the now motionless body beneath him.

      He got to his feet just in time for another of the children to grab onto his leg. The boy was no more than four or five years old, and Wim kicked out, trying to shake him off. The undead toddler held on like he was going for eight seconds on a bucking bronco. Rather than break loose, the boy darted his head like a snake, striking at Wim's leg. At his crotch. That was too close for comfort, and Wim pressed the barrel of the pistol against the boy's head. When he squeezed the trigger, the gun responded with nothing but a hollow click.

      “Well, damn,” Wim said, even though no one alive was listening to what he had to say. He wished he would have reloaded the pistol before coming into the store. He looked from the undead tot to the other four zombies making their way toward him. “I should have passed on the ice cream.”
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        * * *

      

      One Week Earlier

      

      Wim lost track of how long he’d been trying to get an accurate count on the rats, but he supposed it was at least half an hour. On farms, rats were ordinarily little more than an annoyance. He didn’t even bother putting out traps unless they got into the eggs or started nipping at the cow’s teats. But this wasn’t an ordinary rat or two in the grain or swimming in the shit-filled troughs that funneled the manure out of the barn. This was an abomination.

      He saw the thing as soon as he stepped into the barn. The setting sunlight dribbled through the gaps in the wood siding and painted warm, yellow streaks on the dusty floor. At first, he thought it was a pile of rotting, moldy straw. Until it moved.

      From where he stood in the bright expanse of the open barn door, the mass of rodents looked to be tied together at their tails. He wondered if some crazy person could have made this thing. Maybe a Boy Scout gone mad after trying too long to master sheepshanks and bowlines.

      As Wim inched closer, it became clear that some tails were indeed knotted, but others were bound by matted hair woven together into some obscene breathing tapestry. Other rats had physically grown together, the way a tree limb will envelop a power line if they neighbor too close for too long. It made Wim wonder how long this thing had been becoming.

      A mischief of rats, Wim thought. He seemed to remember his Pa telling him that’s what a group of rats was called. It wasn’t as dramatic as a murder of crows, but it somehow felt right.

      The heap of filthy gray and brown fur stretched more than three feet across and once he counted all the way up to thirty-seven before they moved and he lost track again. The way they moved bothered him the most.

      Much of the time they struggled against each other, squealing and shrieking in ratty frustration. But now and again, the whole of the group snapped into a singular mind-set and moved as one, skittering about on scores of tiny feet until it stumbled upon some old corn or spilled feed or anything it could gorge on.

      As they ate, they fought amongst themselves, biting and chewing on each other. Then he realized some of them weren’t moving at all. Several were nothing more than lifeless husks, bound to the others, to be dragged endlessly to and fro.

      One rat sunk its yellow incisors into the face of its nearest neighbor and Wim saw the flesh peel away to reveal crisp, white bone underneath. The maimed rat squealed and pulled to escape, but its tail was an anchor it was unable to escape.

      Other rats, sensing weakness or smelling blood or both, lunged onto their wounded companion and ate it alive. Bright red blood spurted and covered the vermin closest to it. That seemed to enrage them even more and soon the entire writhing mass was on the move again.

      Wim tried to remember if he’d ever seen anything on the farm more horrible than this. All that came to mind was a calf that was born when he was six or seven.

      Its body was normal and so was one head. Yet, jutting from the side of its neck like a goiter grew a second malformed skull, which hung lazily to the side like it was always half asleep. A thick gray tongue lolled from its mouth and slimy drool leaked out near constant, like water from a worn out faucet.

      The eyes on that second head were closed most of the time, but now and again the lids would flutter and open part way and underneath they looked alert. The head would raise up a little bit and the eyes would lock on you and you could almost see it thinking and that made it all the worse. Wim had asked his Pa why they couldn’t cut off that second head and the old man only shook his.

      “Got to put ‘em down,” Pa said as he looked in the general direction of the freakish calf, but not at it. “It’s a portent.”

      Wim didn’t know what a portent was then, and he wasn’t entirely sure now, but that night he heard a gunshot and he never saw the calf and a half again. Later that summer, the crops failed and they had to sell over eighty head of cattle to keep the mortgage current. The farm never recovered. Neither did Pa.

      The old man was pushing seventy and at six and a half feet tall, and looked like a skinny giant. Even the smallest clothes hung off his frame like from a scarecrow. He’d had another family when he was young, but that broke apart after his first wife died and Wim only heard about his half-siblings in occasional dribs and drabs. Mama once told Wim that she was halfway to becoming an old maid when his Pa found her. She had long given up notions of being a mother, but God was a trickster and, at the age of fifty-four, Wim happened.

      They were as happy as any given family until that summer when things got dark. Suppers, which had previously been the highlight of their work-filled days, were now eaten in silence. Pa kept his face, with all its harsh angles, turned down toward his food as he shoveled it into his mouth. Wim saw more of the top of his bald head than his eyes and Mama bustled about the kitchen to avoid the quiet.

      When the food was all, Pa would disappear back into the barn. Mama washed the dishes and sometimes remembered to read Wim a story before bed, but most often, she sat by the window and looked to the barn and waited. Wim never worked up the courage to ask her what she was waiting for.

      The rats neared the barn door and for a moment, Wim was tempted to let them flee. He could let them skedaddle into the field and disappear into the fading light of day and on to another farm where they’d become someone else’s problem. But his parents raised him to be responsible and he couldn’t let them down, even years after their deaths.

      Instead, he crossed to the wall where shovels and pitchforks and scythes hung unused and reached for his Pa’s old shotgun, which guarded nothing but rusty junk. He couldn’t remember the last time the gun had been touched and when he took it down, he destroyed a heavy canopy of spiderwebs.

      Wim pumped a round of buckshot into the chamber and turned back to the mischief of rats which had stopped moving toward the open door, toward freedom, and stared at him.

      Do they know what’s coming?

      An army of black and red eyes watched him as he raised the gun. They didn’t make any attempt to flee. Didn’t react in any way at all. They only waited. Wim pondered that they had accepted their coming fate, but doubted rats could think about anything beyond their next meal, let alone their mortality. He thought again of the two-headed calf and wondered if they had stared at Pa the same way before he put it down.

      Then, Wim squeezed the trigger.
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      Over eight thousand people crowded the streets around City Hall, but all Doc could concentrate on was the overwhelming smell of hot urine that filled the air. He’d been to Philadelphia countless times in his life, but that olfactory assault never ceased to disgust him and each time he swore he’d never return. At least, now he had a good reason.

      The President of the United States stood before the crowd and blathered on with his typical re-election nonsense. Build this. Change that. Blah, blah, blah. He mustered up an appropriate amount of zeal and faux sincerity and the onlookers ate it up like the sheep they were.

      Doc harbored no specific grudge against the President. He was another stuffed suit bought and paid for by the banks and corporations — the ones that controlled the country and its leaders. The President was a marionette, contorting when they pulled the strings and speaking canned lines fed to him by his owners. Doc didn’t blame the puppet for the puppeteer’s manipulations, but he had no respect for the man, either.

      His disdain for politics was trumped only by his contempt for the worthless dregs that allowed themselves to be manipulated and misled. Those idiots thought they actually mattered. And thousands upon thousands of the fools stood there in almost hundred degree heat and gobbled up the President's rhetoric with near frenzied glee.

      Doc tuned out the President, ignored the eau de piss, and turned his attention to those nearest to him. A lesbian couple, locked in an embrace, had scrawled the words “Love is” and “never wrong” in black marker on their foreheads. A cadre of senior citizens each held signs reading, “We are the greatest generation!” Some college students sang America the Beautiful and got most of the words wrong. Doc wished that he could call Guinness to see if this was a record-setting gathering of idiots.

      For the past few days, he’d been sick with worry that something could go wrong. That he’d get stopped by the police for something foolish like jaywalking or forgetting to use a turn signal and his false ID would fail a close inspection. Or that he’d somehow ended up on a watch list and the large, boot-shaped birthmark on his left cheek would make it all too easy for some overeager Secret Service agent to spot him in the crowd.

      He’d spent the entire night prior vomiting into a bucket in the back of his van, and when he looked at himself in the mirror that morning, he saw a man who could pass for a wino or drug addict. Fortunately, that wasn’t an unusual sight in the City of Brotherly Love. Two full bottles of Pepto Bismol and a one-dollar razor from the nearby WaWa helped clean up his insides and outsides. When he put on his suit, which was professional-looking but not designer (Do nothing to stand out) the transformation was complete.

      He looked toward the roof of City Hall and was pleased to see a collection of flags swaying in the wind. It’s time, he thought with relief as his patience was exhausted.

      Doc reached into the pocket of his pants with his right hand and caressed the cool, smooth glass vials with his fingertips. He rolled them back and forth, enjoying the tinkling sounds they made as they danced together. All of the surrounding nonsense faded away as he popped off the corks with a thumbnail and emptied the contents into his palm.

      The President must have said something particularly inspiring because the crowd burst into cheer and threw their hands in the air in celebration. Doc followed their lead and, in doing so, opened his fist and released the almost invisible dust. He felt the gentle breeze caress his cheeks and blow his thin, gray hair askew and he knew it was done. Sorry, Mr. Eliot, but the world doesn’t end with a bang or with a whimper. It ends with the flick of the wrist.

      Doc turned his back on the President and worked his way through the army of admirers. Because they were packed together so tight; his retreat took nearly half an hour. That was okay. The pungent smells, the stupidity of the masses, the fear of being caught, it had all ceased to bother him. When he reached the end of the crowd on Broad Street, he glanced back and imagined what was to come and felt gooseflesh pop on his forearms.

      “Together we shall overcome those who stand against us!” the President’s voice boomed out over strategically placed loudspeakers. “Together we will not only survive, but thrive, and make America great again!”

      “Isn’t this... wonderful?”

      Doc turned to the source of the labored voice and saw a woman in a wheelchair staring up at him. Her too small body and the tube running from her throat were telltale signs of muscular dystrophy. She smiled with the kind of dopey optimism and happiness known to children who don’t understand the truth or feeble-minded adults who can't think for themselves.

      Doc nodded. “Indeed it is.”

      He saw tears leaking from her eyes as she looked toward the President who, at this distance, was little more than an ant.

      “I don’t think... I’ve ever felt...” She took another gasping breath. “So hopeful.”

      She reached out to Doc, a gesture which required considerable effort. He knelt down beside her so they were on the same level. Then he took her limp, useless fingers in his death covered hand and gave them a gentle squeeze.

      “Everything is going to be better now,” he said.

      She smiled again. As she looked from the spec of the President to the man in front of her, her dull, pea soup green eyes found his birthmark. He’d grown used to the stares at the fist sized, wine-colored blemish, but was taken aback when the crippled woman reached out and caressed it.

      “God bless you.”

      “He has. He most certainly has.”

      Doc left her and continued down the street until he came to the white panel van in which he’d been sleeping for the past three days. “AAA Construction” was stenciled on the side along with a cartoon gorilla smoking a cigar and wielding a hammer. He unlocked the van, climbed inside, and drove away, leaving the end of the world behind him.
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      The chickens died first.

      As usual, Wim woke early. Almost an hour before sunrise. He enjoyed the quiet of the predawn when he felt like the only living creature on the farm. It was a special sort of peace.

      He had an easy, if numbing, morning routine. He dragged the bedsheets back into place, then covered them with a blue and white log cabin quilt his Mama had sewn by hand. He dressed without giving it much thought as his entire wardrobe consisted of blue jeans and plaid shirts.

      With the bed made, he moved on to the bathroom where he sat on the toilet and gave a small shiver when his bare ass cheeks kissed the cold porcelain. It took considerable effort and a full eight minutes to go and he wondered if timing his bowel movements was a sign he was growing old.

      As he brushed his teeth, he caught himself staring at his twin in the mirror and tried to see his parents again. He recognized Mama’s pitch black hair in the mop atop his head and his Pa’s robin’s egg blue eyes staring back at him, but the resemblances ended there. Wim had grown used to the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, but the longer he looked, he thought he saw the start of jowls, a sight which distressed him so much he pretended it was only a trick of the light from the bare bulb that hung from the ceiling. He jerked the cord and the room turned gray.

      After his bathroom duties, Wim put a pot of steel cut oats on the stove. As it cooked, he sorted through the fridge and passed by the milk and lemonade and chose a bottle of prune juice instead. He took a few awful swigs and shoved it back inside.

      He stirred the oats as he watched the sun climb over the horizon and turn the barn into a silhouette. It was a clear morning and the orange star chased away the night. As Wim ate the oats straight from the pot, only pausing a moment to blow cool air on each spoonful, he realized the silence had dragged on a bit too long.

      He had four roosters to accompany almost two dozen hens and one thing he could always count on from the males, aside from being nasty as sin, was their raspy cock-a-doodle-doos welcoming the daylight. This morning, there were no cocks or doodles or doos. Wim returned the oats to the stove and turned the burner down to warm.

      Although the barnyard was bright, the sun had done nothing to heat the air and Wim regretted not grabbing a jacket. Still due a hard frost, he thought. At least, the cold kept the mud hard.

      He circled around the barn to where a thigh-high chicken-wire fence formed the boundaries of the poultry playground. Not a single chicken occupied the fenced in area. Another bad sign. He lifted away the two by four that held the side door shut, set it aside, then pulled the faded red door open.

      When he entered the barn, the first sight he saw was forty dead chickens. Scattered about haphazard, the birds’ bodies were clean, not mutilated in any way. That ruled out a stray dog or coyote. Either would have eaten at least a few of them, not simply killed them for fun or sport. Wim crossed to the feathered corpses and knelt down.

      He expected to find small, bloody wounds which would have meant a weasel had gotten inside, killed them, and sucked out the blood. Only there were no wounds on the first bird he checked. Or the second or the third. Wim didn’t bother examining a fourth.

      He grabbed a wheelbarrow and filled it with the dead chickens. The mound of carcasses heaped so high he thought it might be top heavy and tip as he maneuvered it out of the barn, but he made it. He pushed them to the far end of the barnyard where he burned his garbage and added them to the ash pile. After retrieving a red jug of gasoline from the barn, he poured a bit onto the mound and set them ablaze. Black smoke filled the air and the acrid smell made his eyes water. At least, he told himself, it was the smell.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon as wisps of sour smoke still danced up from the burn pile, Wim saw the big sow he unoriginally referred to as Miss Piggy had collapsed on her side near the feed trough. Her breathing was shallow and her eyes closed. He rubbed his palm over her bristly skin.

      “What happened to you, old girl?”

      Miss Piggy didn’t stir. Wim gently pushed up her eyelid and revealed an orb marred by a crisscrosses of blood red veins. Her iris had rolled too far back to be visible. He then pinched her lip between his thumb and forefinger and lifted. The sow’s skin peeled loose from her teeth like Velcro and inside her mouth was no saliva, only dried blood.

      Her skin was heavy and malleable like clay and stayed pushed up even when he pulled his hand away. Wim took care to mold her mouth back into shape, then stroked her ear. She remained unresponsive, so he left her to check on the other three swine. Wim found them dead in the pigpen. He didn’t know what had brought this horror to his little farm, but dread filled him up inside like an overfull water pitcher.

      Wim rang for the veterinarian on the rotary phone which hung on the kitchen wall. Each return of the wheel seemed an eternity and the line rang eight times before a harried answer came.

      “Yes!” It was more an exclamation than a greeting.

      “Doctor Allen? This is Wim Wagner.”

      “Oh. Hello, Wim.”

      “Something’s wrong here. This morning, my entire flock of chickens was dead. I just added three more pigs to the list and the fourth don’t look far behind.”

      “You’re a latecomer to that party, Wim.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t intend to be short with you, but it’s the same all over the county. I returned from the McAndrews’ farm no more than ten minutes ago. They lost over ninety head of cattle just like that.”

      Wim heard the doc’s fingers snap through the ear piece. “What’s going on?”

      “If I knew, I’d be in a hell of a lot better frame of mind.”

      Wim paused, unsure what, if anything, to say.

      “Listen. I’ll try to stop over this evening, and if not then, tomorrow morning. What do you have left over there?” Doctor Allen asked.

      Wim tallied his stock in his head. “Five goats. Three cows. And Miss— One pig.”

      “Mmm hmm. Well, try to segregate the animals from each other. Do that and hold down the fort until I get there. All right?”

      “Yessir, I will”

      “And Wim?”

      “Yes?”

      “You’ve got to put that sick pig down. I don’t know if it’s possible to stay ahead of this mess, but that’s the only chance.”

      The call clicked off without a goodbye from the good doctor. Wim held onto the phone for a few long moments before he accepted the fact that better news wasn’t coming.

      He moved to a place in the house he seldom visited, his Pa’s old workroom. The first thing he noticed when he turned on the light were the tools the old man had used to tie flies. Small vises and hooks and bobbins with brightly colored threads. Pliers so small Wim doubted they’d be usable in his own meaty paws.

      He didn’t know if it was his imagination, but he thought he could still smell the Beech Nut tobacco Pa chewed almost nonstop. That, mixed with the aroma of Hoppes gun oil, was the old man’s cologne. Hung on the back wall of the room were a variety of rifles and revolvers. On the sprawling oak desk his Pa had built all on his own were box upon box of ammunition. Wim ignored all the firearms and reached into a drawer to grab a different type of gun.

      The captive bolt pistol had been used only twice before. It was quick and efficient, like it was designed to be, but Wim thought it made doling out death obscenely easy. And as he shuffled across the barnyard toward his dying pig, he worried that she deserved a less mechanical ending.

      She hadn’t moved since he last saw her and her breaths came in shallow, hitching wheezes. He knelt before her and traced his fingers over her belly, gently scratching like she’d so enjoyed before this whole mess. She remained unresponsive. Wim leaned into her and whispered in her ear.

      “I’m real sorry about this, Miss. You were a good mama and a good pig.”

      He pressed the barrel of the gun against the center of her forehead. When he pulled the trigger, a stainless steel bolt shot out with a boom, broke through her skull, destroyed her brain, then retreated back into the pistol with a swish. The entire process took a fraction of a second.

      Wim followed the vet’s instructions and quarantined the rest of the animals from one another.

      It didn’t help. By sunset the doctor had failed to show and every animal on the farm was dead.
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      In May of her eighteenth year, Ramey Younkin lost her virginity, failed her senior year of high school, and watched the world as she knew it come to an end. In many ways, the awkward and painful two minutes in the back of Bobby Mack’s Ford Tempo was the worst part. God, he was such a white trash loser.

      Life had been a consistent downward spiral since her father left them two years earlier. Not that she blamed him. Loretta, his wife and Ramey’s mother, was almost a decade into a drug addiction, which started with pain pills after a minor back injury. When the local pain clinics caught on to her game, she moved on to trading prescription narcotics with her minivan mom friends the same way little boys swap baseball cards.

      When her father left, he asked — more like begged — Ramey to join him. But she was one of the cool girls in her sophomore high school class and actually enjoyed living in the town she now realized to be nothing more than a dead-end wasteland of unemployment and welfare. The sort of place people only lived because they had young children to raise or old parents to look after. Or because they were too stupid to realize how awful it was. She also knew, if left all alone, her mother would be dead in no short order. So, Ramey stayed.

      A year ago, Ramey woke to a 4 a.m. phone call. After taking twenty dollars for a happy ending at the truck stop by the turnpike, Loretta's would-be John turned out to be an undercover cop who arrested her for prostitution.

      Rather than go down quietly, she fought with the officer, scratching his eye so bad he needed surgery. Loretta was also high as a kite on oxy, a drug for which she had no prescription. That hat trick earned her three months in the county jail and a fine so hefty they had to sell the house Ramey grew up in.

      That’s how they ended up in a thirty-five-year-old double-wide in the Happy Acres Mobile Home Park. And that’s how Ramey went from being elected to the homecoming court to daily catcalls and insults every time she strolled down the school hallway.

      At first, she thought the taunting would end if she ignored it. It didn’t. She skipped a day here or there when she didn’t feel up to the harassment, then skipped entire weeks. When May rolled around, a letter came in the mail stating that she had missed forty-five days and had been expelled. Apparently, the maximum number of days you could miss and still graduate was forty. If she’d known that fact, she would have kept count.

      The day she received the letter was the day Bobby Mack told her she looked beautiful in green when she passed him at the community mailboxes. He probably meant her tits looked good in the tight, “Kiss Me I’m Irish” (she was not) t-shirt she was wearing, but at her lowest of lows she took the bait. Ten minutes later, they were sharing a joint in his car. Fifteen minutes after that, he had her jean shorts off. Two minutes later, she realized flunking out of high school a month before graduation wasn’t the worst part of her day after all.

      Bobby kept sniffing around like a randy dog, but one mistake was enough for Ramey, and every time she saw him around the trailer court, she spun and raced the other way. She vowed to get back on track and enrolled in cyber schooling. It was all going according to plan for about a week.

      Loretta threw open the metal screen door of the trailer. Because the hydraulic stopper was missing, it swung all the way out and crashed into the cheap, aluminum siding. Ramey, in the middle of a calc test on her laptop, barely looked up. Nothing about her mother was subtle, not even her entrances.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Morning, Babe.”

      “It’s almost three in the afternoon.”

      “Thaswha Imeant.”

      Her eyelids drooped and she looked two decades older than her forty years. She was pretty once, in a small town trashy sort of way with her permed dishwater blonde hair and curvy figure. With a little maintenance, she could have been beautiful. But drugs had taken away her looks, just like they took her husband, her home, her job, and her future. Her eyes sat deep in skeletal sockets, and when she opened her mouth, she revealed a set of teeth that would scare away small children. Ramey still hadn’t grown accustomed to her mother’s new look.

      “Sure you did,” Ramey said without looking up from the computer.

      “Don’t sass me, smarmouth.”

      Loretta stumbled into the cabinet holding their mismatched yard sale dishes. After paying her fines and buying this rundown trailer, almost all the money from the sale of the house evaporated. Aside from a few thousand dollars that Ramey hid for a rainy day (she had a feeling a monsoon was coming), Loretta burned through the rest in months.

      With the stigma of her arrest, Loretta’s minivan mom friends turned their backs on her. After all, they only popped pills recreationally, they weren’t dirty whores. With her oxy supply cut off, Loretta turned to heroin. The sores and track marks on her arms gave that away and Ramey wasn’t believing her affirmations that they were mosquito bites or poison ivy, depending on which lie her mother felt like telling that particular day. She’d given up on trying to save her mom. It was hard enough trying to save herself.

      Loretta took an Old Milwaukee from the fridge and collapsed onto their stained floral print couch. She turned on the old tube TV, possibly the only such television remaining in America, Ramey thought, and flipped through the channels.

      Ramey heard a reporter say, “Vice President has been sworn,” before the station changed. Loretta settled on a faux reality show where camo clad hillbillies discussed the merits of jerky made from venison versus jerky made from beef. In the midst of their argument, the oldest of the men broke wind and Loretta laughed so hard she too farted one so loud and wet that if she’d been sober, she might have checked her underwear just to be on the safe side. But sober she was not, so her own fart only made her cackle even more. The laughter quickly dissolved into a violent coughing fit, which she drowned out with the beer.

      Ramey tried to tune it all out and concentrate on antiderivatives and integrals. By the time she finished her test, Loretta was passed out on the couch and snoring like a buzz saw. Ramey realized the television had gone silent and, at first, assumed their service had been shut off due to an unpaid bill. When she looked to the screen, she saw a generic announcement reading, “This is a Test of the Emergency Broadcasting System. This is only a Test.” Ramey scrolled through the channels and saw they all had the same white text on the same blue background.

      She shut off the TV and returned her attention to the laptop. A quick trip to Twitter seemed normal enough at first. #EastWestKardashianBaby was the top hashtag, but second on the list was #deadpresident. Further down, after #beiberpenis and #beyonceshair was even stranger.

      #zombiepresident

      Ramey clicked away from Twitter for an actual news site, but before one could load, the Internet went down.
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      As he snorted a thin line of coke off the fifteen year old girl’s perky C cup breast, Mitch realized his life was damned near perfect. Months ago, if you'd have told him he would love private school, he'd have said you were a stupid son of a bitch. He’d assumed the kids would all be nerdy little rich fuckers who wanted to be surgeons or physicists or, like his own father, politicians.

      The rich fuckers part was right, of course. Only God and his father knew how much tuition here was, but that was his only correct assumption. For the most part, his fellow classmates were just like him. Kids with too much money, too little responsibility, and parents who were too busy to supervise. Or care, for that matter. Mitch was days away from finishing his junior year at The Marsten Academy and never wanted it to end. Especially with Rochelle’s perfect, bouncy tits to play with.

      “Save some for me, Mitchy,” she said as he made another line disappear up his nose. “Don’t hog it.”

      He grabbed a glass vial and considered pouring the cocaine on his cock, but settled on the back of his hand. Rochelle quickly sniffed it away. Mitch watched as her pupils contracted and her IQ dropped to double digits and grinned. A hyena’s grin. He poured more coke on the tip of his tongue, then took her perfect, pencil eraser sized nipple into his mouth and rolled his drug laced tongue around it. She moaned so loud and long he thought he might cum just listening to her.

      They fucked like rabbits. When she was high, she’d do anything Mitch could imagine and some things he’d never even seen on the internet. God, he'd been so very wrong about private school.

      Rochelle passed out after almost an hour of screwing, but Mitch was flying high and sleep was nowhere on his horizon. He grabbed his cell phone and saw he had eight missed calls, all from the same caller — Senator SOB according to his caller ID — otherwise known as his father. He thought about listening to the eight subsequent voicemails, then decided against it. The day was going great, why ruin it?

      Instead, Mitch took a bottle of Valium (prescribed to one Rosalita Guiterrez) from the nightstand and popped two in his mouth. He was halfway through dry swallowing them when the phone rang again.

      “Son of a bitch!” As the words came out his mouth a pill snagged in his throat. He coughed and gagged as the bitter taste filled his mouth. When the pill finally slid down his gullet, he swiped the phone to answer. When he tried to speak, his raw throat spasmed and another coughing fit overcame him.

      “Mitchell? Are you sick? What’s wrong?”

      Mitch found an almost empty can of Red Bull on the floor and downed the few remaining sips of liquid. “I’m fine. What do you want?”

      “Didn’t you get my messages?”

      “I was studying,” Mitch said as he looked at the beautiful, naked girl on his bed. “Anatomy.” He had to cover the phone as he laughed at his own joke.

      “Forget about that.”

      That was new. Senator SOB was all about studying. Mitch realized something must be seriously wrong and wondered if he'd done something worthy of expulsion. Maybe his side business dealing drugs had been exposed. As he thought about round two with Rochelle, he hoped that wasn’t the case.

      “You’re being evacuated.”

      “What?"

      “I’ve sent a helicopter for you. It will arrive within the hour.”

      “What?”

      “You’re a spoiled asshole, Mitchell, but you’re not stupid so open your ears and close your mouth. There is a viral outbreak and Congress and their families are being moved to a safe zone. Go to the football field and wait. Don't take anything with you. And speak of this to no one.”

      Mitch wanted to say ‘what’ again but stopped himself. He hated his father, but what he heard in the man’s voice differed from the anger and rage he often aimed in Mitch’s direction. What he was hearing was fear.

      “Yes, Sir.” He hadn’t called his father sir in years, if ever.

      The line went dead.
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        * * *

      

      Mitch stood on the 50-yard line when he heard the helicopter approaching from the south. He’d left Rochelle asleep in the bed. That was easier than trying to explain away a last minute chopper ride to who the fuck knows where, especially when he was forbidden to give out any details.

      A viral outbreak, his father had said. What did that even mean? Zika? Ebola? It must be pretty fucking serious to round up everyone in congress and their dipshit families. He wondered if that was just a cover story and if the truth was an impending terrorist attack. Maybe ISIS bought a fleet of nukes and planned to make every major U.S. city glow.

      When he saw the chopper dropping from the sky was of the military variety, his terrorist theory gained even more strength. A door swung open and a soldier carrying one of the biggest rifles Mitch had ever seen pointed at him.

      “Mitchell Frederick Chapman?”

      Mitch nodded. His mouth had gone too dry to speak.

      “Show me your ID.”

      Not even a 'please'. Mitch flashed the Student ID on his lanyard. The soldier examined it, looked at Mitch’s face, then turned his attention to a clipboard. He saw what he wanted and waved Mitch forward. When he was close enough, the man grabbed Mitch by the back of the jacket and hoisted him aboard. Mitch fell into the dusty canvas seat and rolled into a sitting position.

      “Buckle up.”

      Mitch saw the soldier’s nameplate read Miller and did as ordered. “Where are we going?”

      Miller didn’t respond to Mitch. Instead, he hammered the cockpit door and the helicopter began a rapid ascension. Mitch looked down at the campus where a few of his classmates were looking skyward toward the spectacle.

      “Hey, where are you taking me?”

      The soldier looked at Mitch through his black sunglasses. “That’s classified. Speaking of which, let me see your phone.”

      It took Mitch two tries to pull it from his pocket because his hands had gone cold and sweaty. He handed it over to Miller who immediately powered the unit down. Mitch held out his hand for its return, but instead Miller tossed it out of the chopper, where it plummeted into the abyss.

      “Nice,” Mitch said. “Thanks for that. You know who my father is, right?” Ugh, the ‘you know who my dad is’ card. That was low, even for him.

      “I do. Now why don’t you shut your ratty little face—” Miller sneezed twice, then resumed, “And be thankful you’re one of the few people who get to live through this.”

      He turned his back to Mitch, who felt like he’d just been punched in the gut. It wasn’t the insult. he’d heard worse, even from his own parents.

      One of the few people who get to live… What the fuck was happening?
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      The cold steel of the crescent wrench felt good in his hand. He liked the weight of it. That the bolt holding on the broken wheel bearing refused to budge hadn’t even annoyed him. Yet. Solomon Baldwin was a patient man. Patience was, he thought, one of his best qualities. The ability to remain calm when a lesser man would lose his temper or dissolve into a blubbering mess had risen him far beyond his expected station in life.

      He clenched his jaw and used almost all of his considerable strength against the bolt. Just as it gave way, he heard two bints chattering away from the sidewalk. One power walked and held small weights in each hand. The other pushed a baby buggy.

      Solomon didn’t know their names, but their plain homely faces were familiar enough. He remembered them from the neighborhood picnics his wife, Wendy, forced him to attend, even though he’d have rather spent his time crushing his own balls in a vice than socialize. Their voices were murmurs, but he knew they were talking about him.

      “Last week, LuAnn saw the guy from the gas company, the one with the beard who reads the meters--”

      “He looks like the guy from the Dos Equis commercials.”

      “I guess, kinda. But she saw him walking out of their house,” she nodded toward the Baldwin homestead, “zipping up his pants and grinning like a tomcat.”

      “God, I hope that’s true. Maybe I have a chance.”

      “But your husband’s sorta handsome. Not like him.” She glanced toward Solomon's driveway, but couldn’t see him peering back from the cover of darkness beneath the car. “Could you blame her? He reminds me of a wild dog. About as charming as one, too.”

      “Ever get a good look at his teeth? They look like rotten kernels of corn.”

      Solomon clenched his fists and, in doing so, the wrench slipped and he slammed his knuckles into the undercarriage, ripping the flesh away from the bone. He stayed quiet though. He wouldn't let those cows know they’d got under his skin.

      The blood dripped off his hand and splashed against his face in fat, ruby-colored raindrops. The metallic flavor of it lit up his taste buds as it streamed into his mouth and across his teeth, which were not unlike rotten corn at all, truth be told.

      Solomon Baldwin wasn’t big on mottos or slogans or sayings, but if he had to choose a few words to live by, “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you,” would have been a good start. That was especially true the last few months.

      He’d long suspected his wife was cheating on him again. She dyed her hair bleach blonde and lost half a stone or more. But it was more than that. It was her demeanor. The bird glowed, and she hadn’t glowed like that in years.

      Proving it was another matter. He’d hired on extra employees at his construction firm, only going out when he needed to bid jobs or meet with clients, all so he could spend more time at home. Only that didn't work. She went out more.

      He offered to tag along on her little errands. “It’ll be like we’re dating again,” he assured her, but she wouldn’t hear it. “I’m going tanning,” was the common excuse. The bird should well be the color of a Hershey bar for as much time as she professed to spend in tanning beds. But he’d never let on that he suspected anything. He wanted proof before he acted.

      Now, it seemed he’d got his proof from two busybody neighbors, and there’d be hell to pay. Growing up in Birmingham, the other lads called him Sol. At least, that’s what most people assumed. Sol, short for Solomon. Only they weren’t really calling him Sol. His nickname was Saw. And he wasn’t afraid to use his teeth.

      He wiped the blood away from his mouth with the back of his uninjured hand and in the process, smeared red across the bottom half of his face. He could feel the hot wetness of it against his skin and slid on his back across the rough pavement and into the light of day. As he rolled onto his belly, then raised up on his knees. The gossipy bitches couldn’t help but look.

      Solomon never lost eye contact with them as he rose to his feet. “Wotcha.”

      The women looked at each other, eyes narrowed, and Solomon thought they looked like rabbits ready to run from a hungry fox.

      “Excuse me?” the uglier of the two asked.

      “I’m sorry ladies. It’s the Brummie slipping out of me.” He strolled toward them, every step full of purpose. “Just a way of saying ‘howdy’ back home.”

      When he reached them, he had to battle back a grin when each took a step away. Solomon was as wide as the two of them put together, but only an inch or two taller. What he lacked in height, he made up in power.

      “Oh. Well, hello to you, too, Mr. Baldwin.”

      He gave a broad smile that showed almost all of his remaining teeth. “Fine day out, is it not?”

      The less ugly of the two nodded and gave a nervous titter. “It sure is. A good day to do some repairs. And cheaper than going to a mechanic, right,” she said with a motion toward his car.

      Solomon looked from the women to the car, then back again. “If I do the work, I know it’s done right. Don’t have nothing to do with money at all. I got plenty o dat. Or have you heard otherwise?”

      She lost her fake smile and glanced at her friend (help me!) who remained closed mouthed. “No, I… I didn’t mean that at all. I just meant that garages are so overpriced. You know?”

      “I know. Course, I know. Be a fool not to. Do you think I’m a fool?” He could almost feel the fear coming off their bodies like electricity from power lines and it made him happier than he’d been in weeks.

      He knew they were ready to flee, but he wanted to draw the fun out a bit longer, so he looked at the cooing brat buckled into the buggy. The boy was about a year old with a fat face and pallid skin. Drool dribbled from his mouth and Solomon saw white bits poking from his pink gums.

      “Looks like he’s gettin his tuttie pegs already.”

      The women exchanged another confused and fearful glance. “His what?” the mother asked.

      He reached down with his blood and grease stained hand and pushed the toddler’s upper lip to show the teeth. “Tuttie pegs. Baby teeth, I guess you birds call them.”

      “Oh, yes. He’s teething almost nonstop lately.”

      Solomon drew back his hand and left behind a smear of black and red on the boy’s small, pinched face. The mother looked down with dismay and extracted a wet nap from her pocket. When she went to use it, Solomon grabbed her wrist.

      “He’ll be aw right. Little blood and grease is just what a boy needs.” He increased the pressure of his grip, but exerted far less than force than he was capable of producing. "Makes a man out of im.”

      He released her hand. A white outline remained behind as she drew back, dropping the wet nap to the sidewalk.

      “I’ll get that for you. Wouldn’t want to leave trash lyin around in this fine neighborhood.”

      As he bent at the waist to pick up the napkin, the two women jumped forward like someone had shot off a starter’s pistol. “Thank you, Mr. Baldwin.”

      “Don’t mention it. And call me Saw. All my friends do.”

      He watched them scurry down the street like the scared rabbits they were. As they disappeared around the corner, he thought to check his watch. His wife should have been home an hour ago. But that was okay. He’d be waiting for her.
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      Almost everyone thought it was the cities that were cesspools overflowing with assholes with no morals or human decency, but wanna be Mayberrys like the pissant town in which Aben currently found himself were much worse.

      Growing up, he’d always heard about small-town values, but in real life, when you were an outsider passing through their borders, their arms were never open and their welcome was never warm. That’s why he found himself handcuffed to a lead pipe inside what was possibly the smallest police station in the U.S.

      He’d arrived in town the night before. A long-haul trucker on route to Kansas City picked him up in Boston where he’d been panhandling outside a Whole Foods. Aben wasn’t looking for a ride, but he’d been rambling around Massachusetts for seven or ten days and was short on cash. New England was pretty, but so damned expensive.

      The trucker, Jay or Ray, Aben couldn’t remember which, was a talker, and during the eight or so hours they spent rolling along the East Coast highways, Aben heard the man’s life story backward and forward. Jay or Ray didn’t listen much, but that suited Aben fine as he didn’t care to be heard.

      Crudely cut out pictures from skin magazines filled the cab. Jay or Ray seemed to have a particular fetish for assholes and several perversely close-up clippings decorated the dash. During the long ride, Aben came to view them as an obscene version of connect the dots. One time, he made a spaceship.

      Jay or Ray was a gargantuan man who wore a button-down shirt which was at least two sizes too small. Aben kept waiting for the buttons, which were under constant duress, to pop off like tiny round missiles. He was afraid one might put his eye out. The worry kept him awake the entire trip.

      Three fourths of the way through Pennsylvania, an accident forced them off the turnpike and onto narrow two-lane roads. Jay or Ray, who had been perfectly pleasant until that point, grew increasingly sullen with each laborious mile.

      His mood turned even darker when he almost steamrolled a whitetail deer that bounced in front of the truck as the eighteen wheeler rolled down a steep hill, forcing Jay or Ray to slam on the brakes and come to a squealing stop, which sent the trailer skidding dangerously to the side before the trucker got it back under control.

      “Cocksuckersonofabitchfuck!” Jay or Ray blurted out with enough vehemence to send spittle flying into the windshield.

      Aben laughed. That was a poor decision, and as soon as they hit the next town, Jay or Ray said it was best to part ways. His cab was a dictatorship, and it was not up for debate.

      As far as Aben could tell, the town where the trucker abandoned him consisted of one gas station, a blinking yellow light, and a pizza shop, which sat between a few shuttered storefronts. He decided he was in the mood for Italian and ventured inside.

      A purple-haired teenage girl with so much acne on her face she could have been the before picture in a Proactiv ad, leaned on the counter. She half glanced up from her cell phone, then took a better look when she realized the customer was a stranger.

      In fairness, Aben understood he didn’t make the best first impression. His clothes had gone unwashed for several weeks and his body in almost as long. He had a wild, patchy beard that stretched high onto his cheekbones and made him look more like a werewolf with mange than Grizzly Adams.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      Aben scanned the menu above her head. “I’ll take two slices of pie and a Dr. Pepper.”

      She chewed the inside of her lip, her eyes turned down to the counter to avoid his face. “Umm… We don’t got no pie.”

      Aben examined her. Her vacant, bovine expression confirmed she wasn’t cracking wise.

      “Pizza will be fine. Two slices, please.”

      She punched the cash register. “$5.30.”

      Aben reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of ones. He peeled off six and extended them to her. She took them with her fingertips and deposited them into the register. She dropped his change on the counter rather than put it in his open palm.

      “Be a couple a minutes.”

      Aben turned toward the seating area which was free of other patrons. He slid into a grimy booth and stared out at the empty street while he waited. In the time that passed, not a single car drove by. Happening town, that was for certain.

      Aben looked around for a jukebox. It seemed like the type of place that would have one, but it did not. The overhead fluorescent lights did little to brighten the restaurant. If the sticky laminate table was any indication, that was for the best. Numerous chips and deep gouges marred the linoleum tile on the floor and the floor itself was long overdue for mopping. Heck, forget mopping, it needed a hazmat team.

      Pizza-face brought his slices and soda, then waited until he looked up at her.

      “We’re gettin’ ready to close.”

      “It’s not even seven o’clock. What time do you close?”

      “Soon.”

      “Can I at least eat first?”

      She spun on her heels and stomped away. Good old small town hospitality.

      The slices of pizza were big and greasy, but bland. Not enough sauce and too much generic mozzarella. Aben had to wash down the thick, under-cooked crust with his Dr. Pepper, which itself was watery and flat.

      He’d barely choked down the first piece when the girl called out from the counter. “Can you go, now?”

      Aben ignored her and chomped on piece number two. Before he could finish it, flashing blue lights appeared in the plate-glass window. Of all the shitty towns to get dropped in.

      The door opened and a stout, mustachioed cop wearing a generic police uniform and a hat two sizes too large for his tiny head strolled in. Pizza-face pointed at Aben and the cop walked over and sat down across from him.

      “Mind if I have a seat?”

      “You already did, Chief,” Aben said. Once upon a time he’d had better control of his mouth, especially around authority figures, but that skill had long since dissipated.

      “Suppose that’s true.”

      The cop flashed a toothy grin revealing teeth so white and perfect they could only be dentures. He didn’t look to be out of his forties, and Aben wondered if his tooth loss was due to poor dental health or if someone had knocked the real ones out. Please be the latter, he thought.

      “I’m Officer Dolan. And we’ve got a complaint against you for loitering.”

      “Not loitering. Eating,” Aben said and took another bite of the crappy pizza to prove his point. “And this is a restaurant. Albeit a sad excuse for one.”

      “I’m going to need to see some I.D.”

      “Don’t have any.”

      “You don’t have I.D.?”

      “I do not.”

      “No driver’s license?”

      “Don’t drive.”

      “What about a picture I.D. to do your banking? I mean, how do you cash checks?”

      Aben looked at the Podunk piece of shit and thought he might be one of the stupidest men he’d ever met. “Do I look like I get a lot of checks, Chief?”

      Dolan’s fake smile vanished. “Stand up.”

      “I’m just trying to eat the food I paid for. I’m not breaking any damned laws.”

      Dolan shoved the paper plate containing the remnants of the cardboard pizza onto the grimy floor.

      “Up. Now, Asshole.”

      Aben sighed and stood.

      “Put your hands behind your back.”

      Again, he obliged. Officer Dolan slapped a pair of metal handcuffs onto him as tight as they would go. How bush league. They don’t even use zip ties.

      Dolan steered Aben past the counter where Pizza-face watched smug and satisfied. “Thank you so much! I’ve never been so scared of no one before.”

      “Nothing to worry your pretty, little head over, Susie. I’ve got this under control.”

      She smiled for the first time all evening and batted her glued on, fake eyelashes at the officer like he was some kind of matinee idol.

      Aben knew better, but he couldn’t help himself. He looked her right in the eyes. “Miss, I highly recommend you take that six dollars I gave you and buy yourself some Noxzema.”

      Then Aben laughed and laughed. Until Dolan slammed his face into the metal door frame.
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        * * *

      

      When Aben came to, he was sitting on the toilet and the first site he saw was the top of Officer Asshole’s balding head as he sat behind an industrial green metal desk and filled out paperwork. When Aben attempted to stand, his left hand caught on the water pipe going into the bottom of the holding tank and the unexpected snag jerked him back onto the seat.

      Dolan looked up with a sneer. “Have yourself a nice nap?”

      With his free right hand Aben rubbed the goose-egg on his forehead.

      “Got some aspirin if you want some.”

      “I’m good,” Aben said as he glanced around the small room and saw it was just the two of them. The cop was shorter than him and much thicker around the middle, but he must be a strong prick if he dragged him around solo.

      Dolan tapped his paperwork with his index finger. “You’d be even better if you’d cooperate with me.”

      Aben examined Dolan up and down and determined he was most likely a local high school hero twenty years removed and gone to seed. He stayed silent.

      “Just tell me your damned name. I’ll run you through the system and so long as you don’t have any warrants we’ll get you out of here with nothing but a fine,” Dolan said.

      Aben tilted his head back and stared at the drop tile ceiling. “I have done nothing wrong.”

      “That’s what you keep saying, but if that’s so, tell me--” He coughed so hard his torso seemed to spasm. He got out, “Who the fuck,” before hacking away again.

      Dolan bent at the waist and coughed a good half a minute, his face turning scarlet. Maybe he’ll stroke out, Aben thought and his lips turned up in a small smile. But it passed and Dolan caught his breath. He pulled out a handkerchief and hocked a thick wad of mucous into the white folds. He examined the goo for a moment, then returned the cloth to his pocket.

      “Whew. That one was intense,” Dolan said.

      Aben recalled a truck stop diner he’d stopped at with Jay or Ray earlier that day. Seemed like everyone was coughing or sneezing, even the waitress who served him his turkey on rye. She’d hacked all over his sandwich, but at least she didn’t call the cops on him.

      Dolan took a few moments to catch his breath. Then he grabbed his keys and flicked off the lamp on his desk.

      “Enough of this shit. If you aren’t going to cooperate, you and your smelly ass can sit here alone til the morning.” He stood and headed to the door. “The relief officer comes on at seven. After that, one of us’ll take you to the county lockup.”

      Aben noticed the clock on the wall showed only a few minutes past eight.

      “You can’t leave me handcuffed to the damned toilet for eleven hours.”

      “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want as long as you want to remain the man with no name.”

      “What if I need a drink?”

      Dolan laughed and coughed at the same time. “Toilet’s right under you. Don’t know how clean it is. I’ve never been much for housekeeping, but it’s wet.”

      He flicked off the overhead light when he left. Aben waited for his eyes to adjust to the few remnants of daylight that drifted through the room’s only window. He licked his lips and thought they seemed dry all of a sudden. It was going to be a long night.
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      It all happened too fast. We never had a chance, Jorge Bolivar thought as he surveyed the pandemonium on the streets.

      It had been only three days since his unit had received reports of the outbreak. The army trucked them from North Carolina to Philadelphia, which everyone was referring to as “the hot zone.” Their orders were to quarantine the city to control an outbreak of a new strain of the flu, and maybe that was true in the beginning. When their boots hit the pavement though, it was clear this wasn’t the flu, at least not flu like he, or anyone else, had seen before.

      They collected truckloads of dead animals — rats and birds and cats and dogs — and hauled them away to be incinerated. It hit the people soon after. It started with typical cold symptoms, a wet cough and runny nose, then progressed to some type of fever induced delirium.

      The docs said it was a form of encephalitis that fried the brain and none of the normal drugs had any effect. Once someone was sick, they kept getting worse for a day or two and then they died.

      They didn’t stay dead, either. Jorge discovered that morbid fact first-hand when, just minutes after praying with a dying woman in the makeshift field hospital that now occupied the Eagles’ football stadium, she awoke from her eternal slumber and tried to bite a nurse who was removing the oxygen mask from her face.

      The dead woman’s jaws snapped so hard that her dentures shattered. Soldiers quickly strapped her to the bed and the docs in charge examined her, but she gave off no vitals. They muzzled her like a vicious dog and shipped her away to God knows where.

      When the sick died of the disease, they came back like slow and clumsy cannibals. That was bad enough, but Jorge also saw what happened when they managed to bite someone. The first time he saw it happen was when a private, fresh out of high school, got chomped by one of the zombies.

      They had orders not to call them that — zombies — but that’s what they were. Calling them infected or diseased or whatever other words the brass deemed media friendly and less likely to cause a panic didn’t change anything.

      The private, his name was Keller, Bolivar thought he recalled, was dragging a lifeless body off the street when out of nowhere it reanimated. It bit down on the boy’s forearm and ripped right through his US flag tattoo. Bright red arterial blood sprayed from the wound and the private moved to cover it and stop the bleeding. Within minutes the life left his eyes. He scrambled about like a crazed animal, every bit as quick as he’d been in life.

      The boy made a mad dash toward his fellow soldiers, who gunned him down before he could reach them. The first shots in his chest seemed to have little effect, but the bullet that took off the top of his skull sent him to the ground. He didn’t get up.

      Complicating matters was that it wasn’t always the same. Sometimes a person turned within seconds of being bitten. Sometimes they lasted a few minutes, long enough to build up a false sense of hope. The docs speculated that it depended on a person’s immune system, or perhaps the location of the bite itself. Either way, the unpredictability made the fight even harder.

      They stayed ahead of it, for about a day and the outlook was cautiously optimistic. And then it turned. It seemed like all the soldiers got sick at once. Don Rando, a beefy master sergeant with a southern accent and a talent for downing liters of beer without getting even a bit drunk, was the first to die.

      Rando keeled over in the midst of clearing out a government housing complex. He came back in short order and bit two of the people he’d been sent there to try to save. They turned, attacked, and created others. It spread like a grass fire on a dry afternoon.

      That was the morning of the third day. The last twenty-four hours had been a nightmare of sickness and attacks and running and hiding. Bolivar had spent two years in Iraq and witnessed battles and attacks and bombings, but nothing compared to this. This was Hell on Earth.

      He became separated from the other two remaining soldiers in his squad just before dawn when a pack of eight or so of the slow zombies shambled out of a shattered storefront window. Corporal Gwen Peduto and First Sergeant Clint Sawyer zigged while Bolivar zagged, and by the time he realized they’d gone a different direction, more zombies were in the middle. Reconnecting was not an option. He pulled his pistol, shot at and missed a zombie. The gunshots drew a crowd of twenty more. As he ran, he stumbled over a dead body and his pistol skittered down a sewage grate.

      Bolivar sprinted into an alley where he found a rusted, green dumpster and climbed inside. His feet sunk into hot, rotting filth and the wet muck seeped into his boots and filled the crevices between his toes, but at least he felt safe, or as safe as possible under the circumstances.

      As he settled into a sitting position on some trash, a gray rat the size of a small dog scurried out and ran across his legs. He went to knock it away, then realized it was the first live rat he’d seen since arriving in the city. The first living animal of any kind, actually. I won’t hurt you, Mr. Rat. Just keep a healthy distance.

      He cohabitated with the rat for at least two hours, looking out through one of the rust holes to the street beyond. He saw thousands of zombies in that time, but after a while, they slowed and it reached a point where he had seen no one, living or dead, for the better part of forty minutes. The morning was already scorching and conditions in the dumpster were stifling. Sweat poured off his brow and the aroma of hot trash nauseated him.

      Bolivar eased the lid of the dumpster open. He grabbed hold of the metal and pulled himself up from the pile of garbage he’d settled into. His feet pulled loose from the grime with a wet smacking sound that for some reason reminded him of a late spring night when he was a horny, inexperienced teenager kissing Lisa Weiss in the back of his dad’s hatchback. He swung his long legs over the edge of the dumpster and dropped to the pavement.

      The dead-end alley was vacant and he hugged the wall as he approached the street. To the right, a group of slow moving zombies staggered up the road. To the left was emptiness, at least that’s what he first thought. But then he spotted a wheelchair rocking forward and back, forward and back, a few inches at a time as its occupant tried to maneuver out of a jumble of bicycles, overturned trash cans and the curb of the sidewalk.

      Bolivar jogged toward the wheelchair and grabbed the handlebars. From the back, all he could see of the person was a mop of white hair.

      “I’ve got you,” he said as he pulled the chair from the debris as gently as possible.

      Once it was clear of the rubble, he turned the chair around so he could face its fair-haired rider. What he saw was a dead man with his legs amputated at the knees. His head bobbed atop his neck. When his dead eyes caught Bolivar, they locked on him.

      Bolivar stood motionless until the zombie dove out of the wheelchair and tumbled on top of him. It clawed at him with its ragged nails and Bolivar stiff-armed it to hold it back. The zombie snapped its jaws, biting at air. The stumps of its thighs kicked up and down in a swimming motion.

      As Bolivar held the zombie up and away from him, yellow saliva seeped from its lips and he had to turn his face sideways to keep the slimy drool from landing in his mouth. It hit his cheek instead and dribbled down his skin like warm honey.

      He tried to hold the zombie off with one arm and reach for the knife he carried on his belt with the other, but the legless man was too heavy and Bolivar could feel his grip slipping.

      The zombie was top heavy and tilted downward, its face coming nearer and nearer to Bolivar’s own. The sour smell of rot emanated from the creature’s mouth, which was perilously close his own.

      Just as Bolivar’s fingers wrapped around the shaft of his knife, the right side of the zombie’s head blew out in an burst of brains and bone. He pushed the zombie away and looked to his left and saw Gwen Peduto running to him, her pistol still raised.

      “That was a close one!” she said.

      Bolivar climbed to his feet as she reached him. She was in her late twenties, over a decade younger than himself. Her brunette hair was pulled back in a bun that bulged from the bottom of her cap and he noticed a fair amount of blood spattered on her uniform.

      “I was pretty sure you bit it,” she said and tittered. “Bad choice of words. Sorry.”

      Bolivar couldn’t manage a laugh but offered a weak smile. “I thought the same for you. What about Sawyer?”

      She glanced back in the direction from which she came. Clay Sawyer hauled ass up the street and a few dozen quick zombies weren’t far behind. Sawyer was about the same age as Jorge. He was tall and wide with a shaved head and a bushy red beard that Jorge thought made him look like a lumberjack.

      “Move! Move!” Sawyer screamed as he ran.

      He was still a hundred yards from them and Peduto handed Bolivar a pistol.

      “Take this. It’s only a nine but there are six rounds left in the mag.”

      Bolivar chambered a round and flicked on the safety.

      “I’d let the safety off if I were you.”

      Peduto was one of the soldiers that had requested he accompany them on the apartment building debacle, even though he should have been tending to casualties in the field hospital. Some of the younger soldiers thought it was good luck to have a medic along because they believed bad shit only happened when no one was around to fix it. He’d been happy to humor them, but that superstition had been disproved once and for all.

      “What the fuck are you yahoo’s waiting on?” Sawyer said. He was less than twenty-five yards away now. “Head due south!”

      They did as told. Sawyer caught up to them and the horde of zombies wasn’t far behind.

      “Where are we going?” Peduto asked.

      “Wells Fargo. Orders came over the radio a couple minutes ago. All personnel are to report for immediate evac.”

      “And then what?” Bolivar asked.

      “Operation Liberty Bell. At twelve hundred Juliet, they’re firebombing the city. Everything from Roosevelt Cemetery to the airport.”

      At hearing that news, Bolivar slowed a step. “What about all the people? How do they get out?”

      Sawyer didn’t look back. “They don’t. That’s the point.”

      Peduto slowed to let Bolivar catch up to her. “Come on. Let’s just get there first, then we’ll figure it out.”

      The zombies were close enough to hear their throaty gasps and growls and Bolivar picked up the pace.
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      It had been three days since Wim had burned his animals. His phone was out, as was the power, and he was cut off from the world. The cut off part didn’t particularly bother him, but he found himself with what his mother would have called ‘a bad case of the sulks’ over the animals. That and doubts about what, if any, future remained for the farm.

      The farm had been in his family for three generations, counting Wim. His grandfather on his mother’s side was the first to break ground. He died when Wim was only four and Wim didn’t remember much about the man; couldn’t even recall his actual first name for certain. The male influence in Wim’s life had always been his Pa, and even though they butted heads here and there, his respect long outlasted his life.

      The old man was a firm believer that if you worked hard enough and prayed long enough, anything was possible. When the farm failed after that bad summer when all the crops died, Pa could still work men one third his age into the ground. He seemed capable of living forever, but less than two years later he was the one in the ground. It wasn’t sickness that put him there, at least not the physical kind, but in the end it didn’t matter. Dead was dead regardless of the cause.

      Wim was thirteen when Pa passed, and soon after he informed his mother he was dropping out of school to take care of the farm. She gave him a little slap on the mouth and that was the end of that.

      So, the two of them, a teenage boy and his almost seventy-year-old mother did the best they could to keep the family farm afloat. All things considered, they did an admirable job. The bills all got paid and the animals were always well tended, too. They made enough money to survive, and that was all they needed.

      Four years later, when Wim was a junior in high school, Mama’s sugar got out of control and she ended up in the hospital where they first cut off her toe, then her foot, then the bottom part of her leg. When they said there was a wound that wouldn’t heal on her other leg, she told them to pack their knives away for good. She never made it home.

      Wim finished high school because he knew that’s what Mama would have wanted, but he turned down offers from three different colleges. For the last seventeen years, he hadn’t been away from the farm, or his animals, for more than a few hours at a time.

      In the absence of his parents, the pigs and chickens and cows had become his family. As much as he told himself they were all he needed, the loneliness wore on him. He’d go weeks at a time without talking to anyone but the livestock, and now they were dead, too, and he was all alone.

      The reminiscing wasn’t getting him anywhere, though, and Wim decided three days was long enough to sulk.
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        * * *

      

      The bland gray sky mirrored Wim’s mood. He hadn’t bothered to collect his mail in days. So, when he made the long walk up the dirt lane that connected his farm to the county road and found the mailbox empty, he was more than a little perturbed. He slammed the mailbox closed and turned back to face the farm when a scraping sound drew his attention.

      The noise came from around the blind tree-lined curve up the road and Wim could see nothing. Whatever was making all the racket was getting closer, so Wim crossed his arms and decided to wait and see.

      It was only a few moments until the source revealed itself. The blue uniform would have been a dead giveaway, but Wim didn’t need it to know the person staggering down the road was Hoyt Mabrey, the man who had been delivering mail to the farm for close to thirty years.

      Hoyt dragged the large mail sack behind him and the canvas scraping against the rough pavement was the object causing so much noise. It was an odd sight and Wim couldn’t quite understand it.

      “Hoyt? Where’s your mail truck?”

      Hoyt didn’t respond, he just kept walking down the road.

      “Are you all right?”

      Hoyt turned his head toward Wim and staggered toward him. As he came closer Wim saw that the man’s skin had taken on a sickly gray pallor. His mouth hung open like a door with a broken hinge and thick saliva, opaque with mucous, dribbled out.

      When he was only a few yards away, Wim noticed the man’s eyes were as dull and as gray as his skin, but they were still seeing. He looked at Wim and a pained moan worked its way up his throat and fell out his mouth.

      “Hoyt?”

      The mailman was almost within arm’s length now, and he reached out and swiped at Wim, who felt the displaced air rush by his face. Wim also caught a whiff of Hoyt’s aroma and it was a scent that was common in the country: the smell of death.

      “Oh, my God.”

      Wim took a step backwards, then another. The zombie kept coming.

      Wim turned and ran down the dirt road to the farm. He outpaced Hoyt, who progressed slowly but steadily, still dragging the mail sack behind him like an anchor.

      When he reached the barn, Wim grabbed the double-barrel shotgun he’d earlier used to destroy the rats. He’d reloaded it after disposing of them and, at that time, wondered why he even bothered. He flicked off the safety, then stood by the barn doors and watched the mailman trudge down the path.

      Wim waited until Hoyt was about ten yards away and within range, then fired a round of buckshot into the zombie’s chest.

      The mailman staggered back a step as his blue uniform shirt disintegrated and a gaping wound appeared beside the “Hoyt” name tag.

      With little hesitation, Hoyt lurched forward again. It was like something out of a movie or a nightmare. Wim could see bits of shattered ribs through the tattered ribbons of flesh on the zombie’s chest.

      Wim had one more round left, and he allowed the mailman to get good and close. Hoyt was only a few feet away as Wim leveled off the barrel and aimed it at his head. Wim looked away as he squeezed the trigger, but still caught the right side of the zombie’s head shearing off in his peripheral vision.

      A splash of dark, coagulated blood and light gray brains shot out of the gap where Hoyt’s skull had gone missing. He toppled backward and landed on top of his mail sack.

      Wim set the shotgun against the barn door and looked down at the dead mailman and wondered what to do next.
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      Grady O’Baker chewed his thin bottom lip as he stood outside his boss’s closed office door. Ollie's voice had summoned him over the showroom intercom a few minutes earlier. As always when he heard his name boom over the loudspeakers, his stomach turned sour. He raised his hand to knock, lowered it, then made a second attempt.

      Please, Father in Heaven, don’t let this be anything bad. I’m trying so hard.

      He gave a tepid rap just beside the nameplate declaring the space behind the door belonged to Oliver Benedict, CEO.

      “It’s open!” Ollie barked.

      Grady eased the steel door open and leaned inside. “You wanted to see me, Mr. Benedict?”

      Ollie glanced up from a mountain of manila folders and waved him in. He was barely into his thirties, but his ruddy red face carried the stress and blood pressure of someone twenty years older.

      “Don’t stand there like you got your thumb stuck up your goddamn ass.”

      Grady cringed at the blaspheme, but tried not to show it as he stepped into the office. He started toward Ollie’s desk, but Ollie pointed to the doorway. “Close the goddamn door!”

      Grady did as told, then tiptoed across the room. He hesitated when he reached the chair. Ollie scowled and Grady took a seat. They sat there in silence for a moment while Ollie sorted through the stack of folders. Grady, all five feet two inches of him, felt like a boy waiting to be scolded by the principal.

      Please give me strength, Father. I can withstand all adversity with your guidance.

      Eventually, Ollie extracted a folder from the pile and waved it in Grady’s pale, worried face.

      “You know what this is?” Ollie asked and didn’t wait for an answer. “Your personnel folder.”

      Grady thought it was quite thick considering he’d only been working at Benedict Electronics for four months.

      Ollie pulled out a fistful of yellow slips. “And these are customer complaints against you.”

      Grady sucked in a mouthful of stale office air and the sour sickness in his belly turned into a molten lake of pain as one or more of his ulcers sent up a geyser of acid. “I’m sorry, Mr. Benedict. I always try to do my best and treat the customers in a Godly manner.”

      Ollie flipped through the complaints. “That’s the problem. ‘Salesman kept talking about God.’ ‘Asked where we went to church.’ ‘Asked us if we wanted to pray with him.’ ‘Invited us to his church.’” He looked at Grady with visible disgust.

      To Grady, these seemed the exact opposite of complaints. “I don’t understand, Sir.”

      “With you, it’s always this holy roller Jesus Christ Almighty bullshit. People don’t want to be preached to. They just want to buy a goddamn TV and your job is to sell it to them. Nothing more.”

      Why is he saying this? It’s like the world’s gone upside down. “But I… That’s my nature.”

      “You’re fired, Grady.”

      He thought he must have heard wrong. Fired? For being kind? For trying to share God’s love? “Sir? There must be a mistake.”

      “Turn in your uniform shirts by the end of the week or they’ll be deducted from your final pay.” Ollie closed Grady’s folder and added it to a new, smaller pile. “It’s a goddamn shame you couldn’t fit in here. All you had to do was keep your mouth shut.”

      Grady stared into Ollie’s tired, hazel eyes so long and intense the big man looked away. “The Devil has hold of you, Sir,” Grady said. “Avarice has turned your soul black and rotten but no one is beyond salvation. And I forgive you.”

      “Fuck off.” Ollie took another folder, and that was Grady’s cue to go. As he fled the office, his former boss sneezed twice in rapid succession.

      Grady turned around and said, without the slightest hint of sarcasm, “God bless you.”
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        * * *

      

      The day-care smelled like poop and Grady said a silent prayer that the source was not his son. When Tara Charles, the iron-haired owner of Tender Tots, stepped into the room and met him with a scowl on her face, he suspected the worst. When he then saw that Josiah, his ten-year-old boy, was wearing lime green sweatpants two sizes too big rather than the khaki trousers he’d begun the day in, those suspicions were confirmed.

      A dozen or so children, most under the age of five, played with a variety of toys, games, and each other. Only Josiah sat alone. He faced into the corner of the playroom and stacked wooden blocks with big, primary colored letters. His wood tower spelled out SVAEKC.

      “I wasn’t expecting you until six,” Tara said.

      Grady had rehearsed what to say about that during his half-hour bus ride. “I was laid off today,” was the most diplomatic and least emasculating response he’d been able to summon.

      Tara’s icy stare thawed slightly. “I’m sorry to hear that. The job market is… challenging, right now.”

      Grady knew this all too well. Before being hired to sell appliances and electronics, he’d been unemployed for fourteen months. “Yes, it is. But God will provide. He always does.”

      Tara snorted and the look on her face said a sarcastic comment was about to come, but Grady looked past her to his son. A long, yellow string of snot hung from the boy’s right nostril. Tara followed Grady’s gaze.

      “Joe had an accident no more than an hour ago. His pants are still in the laundry. You can wait if you like.”

      It annoyed Grady that she called him Joe. He’d asked her several times not to, and he sometimes wondered if she did it to irritate him. “No, I’ll get them another time.”

      She nodded. “I’d appreciate it if you could bring more diapers. Good ones from here on. Those generic ones aren’t adequate at all.”

      “I will. I’m sorry.” He chewed his lip before continuing, “But I must take Josiah out of day-care. Until I find a new job.”

      Tara’s frost returned. “He’ll have to go back on the waiting list.”

      “I understand. God willing, the wait won’t be long.”

      “And you’ll be billed for this entire week per your contract.”

      “Yes, Ma’am. Charge it to my card.”

      Tara turned away and moved to a group of toddlers, never even casting a glance toward Josiah. Grady crossed to his son and drummed his fingers on the top of Josiah’s thin, blond hair which was a perfect match for Grady’s own. The boy’s attention didn’t leave the blocks, not even when Grady wiped the snot streamer from his face.

      “Hey now, Josiah. It’s time to go home.”

      Josiah ignored or didn’t hear him — Grady was never sure which — and stacked another block. Q.

      Grady had to reach under his armpits and lift him off the floor. The sweatpants threatened to fall, but the bulky diaper the boy wore, which Grady noticed was adorned with pink cartoon unicorns, gave enough resistance to hold them up.

      Grady led his son toward the exit and opened the door. Tara didn’t respond as they left and Grady said a silent prayer that God would teach her compassion. She certainly lacked it at the present.
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        * * *

      

      Home was a three-room apartment of approximately two hundred square feet. Josiah’s toys — puzzles mostly, the boy had a real talent for them — cluttered the living room-slash-kitchenette. Grady and Josiah shared the lone bedroom.

      All together, it was about the size of a cheap motel room and it cost Grady almost eight hundred dollars a month. He didn’t know how they’d be able to afford even that much if he didn’t get another job in short order, but God always provided.

      They’d had a real home once, in a time Grady wistfully thought of as “before.” In that home, there’d been a wife and a mother. Her name was Ruth, which she always said was a plain name for a plain Jane, but to Grady she was anything but plain.

      She’d been the girl of his dreams when he met her at church camp when he was seventeen and she was fifteen. It took until the next summer before he could convince her to give him a chance, but once she agreed, Grady never looked back.

      They married the summer after Ruth graduated high school and for a few years everything was as close to perfect as he could have imagined. Yes, the baby they both longed for wasn’t quick to come, but all in due time. God had a plan.

      Six years and no babies later, Ruth had fallen into a deep abyss. They tried fertility treatments and medicines, but nothing seemed to matter. When Grady insisted they keep praying, Ruth admitted that she had lost faith. Her words shook Grady, but he rebounded. After that, he prayed not only for a child, but for God to come back into Ruth’s life.

      On one of the darkest nights, when Ruth was away with friends leaving Grady all alone and everything was silent, he begged God to hear him. For God to answer his prayers. And God did answer.

      Grady never told anyone this — he knew what they’d say — but he was certain the voice inside his head was that of God our Father as sure as he knew his own name and date of birth. God promised Grady that His plan was going as needed, that all would be well and that, in time, Grady would understand. The comfort Grady received from that voice was all he needed to get him through, even when Ruth grew cold and distant.

      Three years after that, God graced them with Josiah. He was a perfect eight pounds, two-ounce baby boy and Grady swore he came out of the womb smiling. His cherubic grin lifted Ruth out of her depression and their family was whole.

      When Josiah was two years old and still hadn’t spoken, not even mama or dada, or taken to potty training, Ruth insisted they take him to a specialist. Grady thought it an overreaction, but after countless appointments with experts, tests, and scans, Josiah was diagnosed as autistic.

      The following three years were hard, even Grady would have admitted that. As time passed, he accepted that Josiah wasn’t going to get better. Ruth took it worse.

      One day, Grady came home to find Josiah locked in his room and Ruth nowhere to be found. He filed a missing person’s report and for almost four months he devoted every moment of his life to finding his missing wife. He gave interviews to reporters, appeared on local television, and even paid for five huge billboards and a 1-800 number people could call with tips. No calls came, but a letter did. It was short but got the point across.

      “I’m not missing. Stop looking for me. I’m not coming back. Everything is yours.”

      Even though she hadn’t bothered to sign it, Grady knew his wife’s handwriting. He told the police, and the search was called off and that was the end of it. His sole income as a church bookkeeper was far from enough to pay the mortgage and they lost their nice home in the suburbs. That’s how they ended up in a rundown row house apartment in Baltimore.

      Ruth wasn’t all that had left him. God too had gone silent. It had been almost five years since Grady had heard that warm, loving voice telling him it was all going to be okay and he longed for its return.

      Grady fried a pan of hamburger helper while Josiah stared blankly at Mister Rogers on the TV. He stirred in the fake cheese sauce and thought he heard a gunshot outside as Fred sang about it being a beautiful day in the neighborhood. No, it’s not, Grady thought. We haven’t had a beautiful day for a long, long time.

      At the other side of the apartment, Josiah broke out in a fit of wet, thick coughs, which lasted a full half a minute. Grady looked above his son where a painting of Jesus in the garden at Gethsemane hung on the wall.

      I beg of you, God, please embrace us and watch over us. We need you now maybe more than ever. Please make our lives better.

      His faith was so strong that he actually believed God would.
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      The hard vinyl made a gross farting noise as Mina Costell shifted side to side in her chair and tried to get comfortable. Hospitals were already such horrible places with the beeping machines, the overwhelming smell of antiseptic, the barely controlled chaos, and of course, the sickness. You’d think the least they could do is provide comfortable and quiet seating.

      She folded and unfolded her hands, smoothed the wrinkles in her skirt and, with nothing else to distract herself, looked at the bed beside her where her father tossed and turned. His labored breaths were thick and full of phlegm. Every once in a while his breathing would stop all together, and each time Mina held hers.

      As she stared at his leathery face, its left side pulled down into an obscene grimace, Mina wished, no, she prayed, that the old bastard would just die already.

      Instead, he woke up.

      Vernon Costell looked around the room with confused eyes and for a fleeting moment, Mina pitied him. But when he saw his daughter anger replaced the confusion and his beady, black eyes zeroed in on her like missiles. “What am I doing in the goddamn hospital?”

      Mina melted into the chair and she looked at her hands in her lap rather than her father. “You went unconscious, Daddy. I couldn’t wake you up.”

      Vernon squirmed into a sitting position, and in doing so, caused the nasal cannula feeding oxygen into his nose to pull askew and yank his nostrils upward like a pig snout. “You know I don’t want nothing to do with hospitals, you little bitch. Don’t you got any brains left in that thick skull of yours, Birdie.”

      The instant he used that name, Mina was twelve years old again. That was the first time he had called her Birdie. She was standing in the hot, cramped kitchen of their section eight apartment, her wiry hair pulled back in pigtails, and she wore the bright yellow dress she bought all on her own. It didn’t matter that it came from the thrift store or that it only cost a quarter. She picked it out and, for the very first time in her life, she felt pretty.

      “Do you like my new dress, Daddy?” she’d asked him.

      Vernon glanced up at her as he gobbled up his food like he was afraid someone would beat him to it. “Look like one of those birdies to me. Ones that peck the nigger seed off the flowers in the fall.”

      Layla, her younger sister by less than a year, burst out laughing, spraying a mouthful of mashed potatoes in the process. That made Vernon cackle. He pointed at Mina. “Don’t she look like a birdie? Skinny little legs? Big beaky nose?”

      Layla flapped her arms. “Mina’s a birdie! Tweet, tweet!”

      Seeking an ally, Mina turned to her mother, who washed dishes by hand at the sink. But her mother kept her head down and her mouth shut. Something Mina learned to do all too well in time.

      Even though Mina never wore the yellow dress again, Vernon called her Birdie often after that day, especially when he wanted to hurt her. Through the years, he hurt her a lot. Sometimes with his hands, like when he slapped her so hard that his wedding band broke her front tooth in half. Sometimes with his feet, like the time she missed her curfew by six minutes and he told her she was a cock-sucking whore who needed to mind her place. That night he shoved her onto the floor then kicked her over and over again with his heavy work boot clad feet until she managed to crawl under the kitchen table. She passed blood for almost a week after. But, for a girl with a name as beautiful as Wilhelmina, all the beatings put together didn’t cause her as much pain as being called Birdie.

      Layla got pregnant when she was thirteen, knocked up by the maintenance man who spent too much time making repairs in their apartment. He married her, but they both died in a car wreck before the baby could even be born. A couple years later, their mother died of a brain bleed supposedly caused by falling down the steps, but more likely caused by Vernon’s fists. Mina envied both of them because they got out.

      When Vernon was forty-nine and digging out a drainage ditch for the city, he suffered a major stroke. His left side was useless, but he still had his right to keep her in line. His disability insurance barely made ends meet, so Mina, who was then seventeen and had dreams of being a nurse or a teacher, got hired on as a chambermaid for a local hotel and spent the best years of her life cleaning up other people’s messes.

      If anything, the stroke made her daddy meaner. It was easier to slip out of the way of his fists, but he had other ways of punishing her. His favorite trick was soiling his pants on purpose, even though he was perfectly capable of using the walker and going to the bathroom on his own.

      “Birdie! Get in here and clean my ass!” he’d holler.

      The first time Mina had to wash the putrid shit out of his crack and off his shriveled balls she threw up. Vernon heard her retching and cackled like a hyena. That wasn’t the last time he’d made her puke, but it was the last time she let him hear her.

      All told, it had been thirty-nine years of cruelty and on more days than not, Mina just hoped that one of them would wake up dead. She didn’t even care much which one, she just wanted it to end.

      Vernon reached over with his hand and slapped her thigh hard.

      “Quit your wool gatherin’ and fix this fucking tube--”

      Mina glanced at him, saw his piggish nostrils flared and his eyes wide. His entire body tensed and then went into a violent spasm that seemed like it would never end. But it did and then he collapsed backward. It took her a moment to react; she just stared into his eyes. When his pupils dilated, she snapped out of her daze. She rushed to the door and leaned into the hospital hallway. “I think my daddy just died!”
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      Bundy owned what he considered to be, an admirable collection of firearms. From rare long guns like an 1892 Winchester Saddle Ring Carbine 25-20 Caliber Rifle and a Springfield Model 1842 Percussion Musket to small arms such as a U.S. Simeon North Flintlock Pistol Model 1816 and a Colt Model 1860 Army Revolver.

      He’d fired all of them at least once. Guns were more than his hobby. Guns were his way of life. So when a friend of a friend of a shooting buddy offered him a chance to buy a genuine, fully automatic Hellpup AK-47, he wasn’t about to let the opportunity pass him by. The fact that buying said gun was illegal didn’t bother him that much. Bundy had no plans to rob a bank or shoot up a school. He wanted to own it just because.

      He met with Jim, the seller, outside what Jim said was his favorite bar, a street-side dive named Mel’s which promised Good Eats, Good Company, and Unlimited Wings every Friday. Bunny liked wings and thought he might take them up on the offer after their transaction was complete.

      Jim was an intense, bearded fellow who looked like he’d seen some time in combat. Bundy handed him five hundred dollars in twenties, but Jim didn’t hand him the Hellpup. Instead, he arrested him. Bundy never even got to touch the gun. Or try the wings.

      His real name was Rudolph Polakowski, but ever since Hulk Hogan squared off against King Kong Bundy in Wrestlemania 2, everyone had called him Bundy. And that was fine. It certainly beat Lardass or Wide Load or Porkbeast or any of the other taunts that had been hurled his way since the first grade. He was a large boy who grew into a mountain of a man.

      Bundy stood six feet seven inches tall. He was far too large for regular scales, and once he thought it would be amusing to step onto one of the truck weighing stations they had out front of the scrap yard. He was about four hundred and forty pounds then, but that was thirty years ago when he was still growing. He now considered his weight to be indeterminate. After the arrest and conviction, Rudolph Polakowski became Inmate 2089349. He still preferred Bundy.

      He’d been a guest at SCI Pittsburgh for about two months when the prison physician discovered the lump on his testicle during an otherwise routine physical. Bundy had wondered why the nervous little man was spending so much time fondling his junk, and after the doc finally told him to pull up his pants, he broke the news.

      Bundy wasn’t too worried. After all, he had two balls, so losing one wasn’t anything to lose sleep over. Normally, a van would have taken Bundy and the other seven prisoners needing medical care to the hospital, but due to his extra-extra-extra-large frame, a bus was procured instead.

      Around noon, they traded their cells for the police blue prison bus. Just in case anyone might confuse it with a school or public transit bus. “Department of Corrections” was stenciled on the front, back, and both sides in bold white lettering.

      The day was already hot and the heat bounced off the pavement in shimmery, rainbow-colored waves. Bundy was sweating through his orange prison jumpsuit before he even stepped onto the bus. His uniform was the biggest size they made, but the zippered front still threatened to burst.

      He and the other inmates were handcuffed, and the cuffs attached to belly chains. Bundy required two chains to be locked together to fit around his waist. The restraints gave his hands about five inches of movement in any given direction.

      Bundy only recognized one of the other inmates, a beanpole everyone called Cob because he didn’t just eat the corn, he chewed on the cob until it disappeared. Probably why he’s going to the hospital, Bundy thought. That can’t be healthy.

      The rest of the group was hacking like they had whooping cough. It seemed like almost everyone in the prison was sick. According to the lifers that was normal. “One gets sick; we all get sick,” they said. But these six were particularly ill.

      Two guards chaperoned the inmates. Errickson, the younger of the two, suffered from little man syndrome with bodybuilder arms and no visible fat. He sported a high and tight, nerd glasses, and a bad attitude. He stood beside the bus door and was all too eager to herd them on. “Squeeze your fat ass in there, Bundy,” Errickson ordered. “If it’ll fit through the door, that is.”

      Bundy ambled along in no particular hurry. “I’m coming, Boss. Don’t work yourself up.”

      Errickson scowled and rested his hand on his utility belt, which contained his collapsible baton, taser, and pepper spray. Bundy held his handcuffed hands up before him to mime surrender. “Don’t taze me, bro.”

      Bundy chuckled. Errickson didn’t.

      The bus sagged down when Bundy stepped aboard and the old metal creaked as he climbed the two steps and moved toward the seats. The other guard, Allebach, was pushing fifty and much more relaxed than his young partner.

      “You good?” Allebach asked as Bundy moved sideways through the narrow aisle.

      “Sure thing, Boss.”

      Bundy was the last prisoner on. The rest sat side by side, cuffed together in pairs. Bundy got his own seat. Being huge had its advantages.

      Allebach took a seat at the back of the bus while Errickson stood watch at the front. The driver, a wheezy old fart, who looked like he should have retired a decade ago, looked over his shoulder to his passengers. “That everyone?”

      Errickson nodded. “Hit the road, Pop.”

      Bundy couldn’t see the driver, but he suspected the man sneered. He certainly would have.
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      Juli Villareal chain-smoked Camels as she sat in front of the gigantic LCD screen and watched Donald in the Kitchen on the Home Shopping Channel. She didn’t care if Donald was going gray, getting soft around the middle and queerer than Elton John. On days like today, he was her whole world.

      “And if six inches isn’t enough, we also have an eight for those of you who appreciate a few extra inches,” Donald said with a smile and a wink. “And don’t even get me started on the ten inch! Oh, lordy!”

      Juli laughed out loud. LOLed, as she thought her kids would say, only they wouldn’t actually say that of course. Oh, that Donald was so naughty sometimes. She grabbed the phone and punched in the HSC number without even looking. It rang twice.

      “Thank you for calling the Home Shopping Channel. How may we brighten your day?”

      “I was calling about the Venice Cookware Donald’s selling.”

      “Oh, yes, Ma’am. Would you like to place an order?”

      “Actually, I already own a set. I thought maybe I could give a testimonial on the air.”

      Juli had given two live testimonials in the past and both times she got so excited that she thought she might pee her pants. Donald talked to her on the air and thanked her for her call. It was heavenly.

      “I’m sorry, Ma’am, but we already have two other callers waiting to share their experiences with the product. Are you sure you don’t need another set? These just became available in McIntosh red.”

      Juli’s eyes widened. Her pans were boring silver. McIntosh red? That was too good to pass up.

      “Yes, I would!”

      She rattled off her name and the salesman pulled up her account. Juli Villareal was a superb customer at HSC and they had all her info on file.

      She hadn’t always been a shopaholic. From ages twenty-two to thirty-six she was a blissfully happy stay at home mother and a darned good one. Everyone said so.

      Her twins, Matt and Marcy, were everything she could have ever wanted. And her husband, Mark, was the type of man every girl grew up wanting to marry. He was handsome and kind and a good provider. He’d been the top salesman at Evergreen Insurance for twelve years running. It was the perfect upper middle class life. Until it wasn’t.

      Four years ago she was trying to find a video of Marcy’s dance solo on Mark’s iPhone when she uncovered a clip of a young blonde woman with enormous breasts treating a penis like it was a lollipop. There was a perfect, round mole at the base of the penis. A mole that was much too familiar for Juli to mistake.

      When Juli confronted him with the video, Mark admitted the affair. The blonde with the big boobs was his colleague. He promised to end it and Juli believed he had. He even transferred to another office to ease Juli’s mind.

      It helped to some extent, but their marriage was like a piece of china that someone dropped and glued back together. It seemed fine from a distance, but if examined up close, you could see the cracks that would never go away.

      Juli kept herself busy being the best mother she could be. She never missed a soccer match, dance recital, awards ceremony, or little league game. She chaperoned school trips and volunteered for the PTA. She took the twins to the mall and the movies and amusement parks.

      They were best friends — the three musketeers. Until they weren’t.

      About the time the twins started their journey through puberty, their desire to hang out with their mother faded like a bright cloth left out too long in the sun. Marcy broke off first.

      She needed a new dress for the Christmas Pageant and Juli was excited to take her shopping, but Marcy said she’d rather have her friends go with her to pick it out. It was a throwaway remark and the girl didn’t mean to hurt her mother’s feelings, but to Juli, it was like someone had chopped off her left arm.

      About a year later, she surprised Matt with tickets to see the new Transformers movie in Imax on opening night. She’d bought them weeks in advance and she wasn’t even sure what Imax was, but it sounded exciting. Only when she handed the tickets to Matt, he said he was too old to go to the movies with his mom. He must have seen the pain wash over her and quickly said they could still go this time, but the damage was done.

      Her family didn’t need her any more, but at least she had Donald in the Kitchen. Her brand new set of McIntosh red cookware only cost her $139.99 and they even split it into four easy payments. Life wasn’t so bad after all.

      The front door banged open. Matt walked in, talking into his cell phone, “I can’t tonight. I have practice at six.”

      Juli looked toward him, hoping for a ‘Hi, Mom,’ but didn’t even garner a nod.

      “Yeah. Okay. Yeah, we’ll go this weekend. I promise. Uh huh. Love you, too.” He tossed down his book bag beside the door and kicked off his Nikes.

      “Hello, Matt.”

      He glanced at his mother. “Oh. Hi.”

      The boy was tall like his father and even more handsome. His blue eyes stood out against his olive skin and patches of black stubble grew on his cleft chin, making him look more like a twenty-year-old than his true age of fifteen.

      “Was that Laura?”

      His brow furrowed. “No. Elise. I broke up with Laura a month ago. Jesus!”

      “Sorry. Sorry. Don’t bite my head off.”

      He looked to the kitchen. “What’s for dinner?”

      Despite a kitchen filled with high quality cookware and gadgets, Juli hadn’t given it much thought. She considered the options. “There’s some lasagna in the freezer. I’ll heat it up.”

      “We had lasagna last week!”

      “That’s why they’re called leftovers, my son. They won’t kill you.”

      “Whatever.”

      He sneezed twice without covering his mouth, spraying spittle over the granite countertops.

      “Bless you.”

      Matt stomped up the stairs to his room and Juli heard the door slam shut. She climbed off the couch, grabbed a paper towel and wiped off the counter.

      I wonder if he’s got that bug that Marcy has, she thought. Marcy had woken up that morning coughing and sneezing almost non-stop. Juli offered to take her to the doctor, but Marcy only glared, took a Sudafed, and said, ‘I’m fine!’ before fleeing the house like she was making a jailbreak.

      There was so much love in the Villareal household, Juli almost couldn’t bear it.
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      It was a quarter of one in the afternoon and the boy who cut Emory Prescott’s lawn should have been there by noon. Emory paced back and forth on the porch, casting frequent, furtive glances toward the long bricked driveway. He kept expecting to discover him, but kept ending up disappointed.

      Christopher, the boy, was ordinarily quite timely and had not been late once in the two summers he’d been under Emory’s employ. The old man was getting anxious.

      He wasn’t worried about the lawn. Spring had been dry and the grass had grown less than an inch from the week prior. Emory was upset because he’d become fond of the boy and his visits. Sometimes he didn’t even bother Christopher to take the mower out of the garage, they would simply sit on the big porch and sip sun tea and chat.

      It was an odd pair; that was for certain. Emory was seventy-eight years old, but his trim build and good health made him appear at least a decade younger. Christopher was more than sixty years his junior. He wore his pants so low that his boxer shorts showed and Emory took more than a little enjoyment watching his nebby neighbors stare as the boy strutted about.

      Emory had always hated Fox Chapel, with all its bankers and lawyers and local pseudo celebrities. He only moved there at the demand of Grant, his partner of almost thirty years, who pleaded that he wanted to live in a “good section of the city” after growing up poor and scared in the Hill District. Emory obliged, but always resented him for it.

      Grant was twelve years his junior. When they met, he was a dance major at the city’s premier arts school. Emory saw him for the first time when he was at the school to give away some of his family’s money. As the superintendent gushed over his generous donation, Emory's attention wandered and he caught sight of the nineteen-year-old beauty as he twirled and floated across the stage during rehearsal.

      Emory stayed until the class ended and waited for Grant to exit the changing room. When he did, he saw the young man was stunning up close, too. He asked Grant if he’d ever been to New York City and, when he said no, Emory offered to take him. Within a year, they were living together and would have married if such a thing were possible.

      The first few years of their coupling were full of love and passion, but as that wore off, the differences in their personalities took a toll. Grant loved the money. Emory did, too, mainly for the freedom it provided, but Grant became addicted to it. Shopping trips to London and Paris. Vacations in Tahiti and Tuscany. The winter home he had to have in Key West.

      Emory loved making his beautiful beau happy, but sometimes happiness seemed as elusive to Grant as a trip to Jupiter. He acted the part, went to all the galas, sat on numerous charity boards, dined with the city’s elite; the things rich people do, but Emory often thought his lover never looked as happy as he had that first time he saw him, jumping into the air under the purple and pink stage lights.

      As they grew older, it was clear their love story wasn’t the storybook romance Emory always longed for. Neither broached the subject of separating and, as far as Emory knew, there had been no trysts or affairs, but they felt more like roommates living under one huge roof. Ships meeting only occasionally at port. Emory sometimes felt his greatest failure in life was that he could never give his one, true love the happiness he deserved.

      Their glorious mansion on the hill felt more like a prison than home for the past fourteen months. That was after a three pack a day smoking habit and lung cancer put Grant in the ground and ever after became never was.

      Emory kept meaning to find a realtor and list the house. He wanted rid of it and fancied he might buy one of those obnoxious motor coaches with names like Born Free or Renegade and drive it around the country while there was still a country worth seeing. Maybe it would even inspire him to write the book he’d always talked about writing, and which Grant had so encouraged, but never got around to doing.

      Just as he began to think he must have mixed up his days — something that happened more often than he cared to think about lately — the whiny drone of Christopher’s moped came within earshot. A grin which deepened the road map of wrinkles that etched Emory’s face appeared, and he skipped down the porch steps to meet the boy in the driveway.

      Christopher’s moped skidded to a stop and he jumped off without bothering to drop the kickstand. It crashed onto its side as the boy yanked off his helmet. He was tall and built like an athlete, which he was. Emory had gone to every one of his football games and cheered him on like he was his own son.

      The boy’s actual father had never been around and his mother died in a traffic accident a few years earlier. He lived with an aunt who worked too much just to stay ahead of the bill collectors and Emory knew much of the money he paid Christopher also went toward those bills.

      Emory had given him generous Christmas bonuses and raises at every opportunity, but was wary of appearing as if he was trying to buy the boy’s affection. He was enamored with Christopher and didn’t want it to show. Nothing sexual — Emory’s sail hadn’t flown past half mast in over a decade and that didn’t bother him in the least — but the boy's very presence was intoxicating.

      Emory lusted after Christopher's youth because, even if he was less than two full calendars away from becoming an octogenarian, he still felt like he was Christopher’s age in his mind. He would have eagerly traded everything he owned for that youth, for the chance to live life all over again. Impossible, of course, but the daydreams alone could brighten his mood on even the darkest day.

      “I was worried you weren’t—” Emory stopped when he saw Christopher’s panicked, wide-eyed expression. “What’s the matter?”

      “It’s my aunt. I think she’s dying.”

      “Oh, my. I’m so sorry, Christopher. You certainly didn’t have to come here today if she--”

      “I need you to help her. You have to. Right now!”

      “I—” Emory paused, confused. “Why didn’t you call for an ambulance?”

      The boy pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “The phones are all out. Nine-one-one doesn't answer. I tried the hospital, too, and it won’t go through, either.”

      Emory tried his own cell, a Nokia so old it was practically an antique. He attempted to make a call and in his ear heard only the dull, continuous tone signaling a line out of order.

      “Please, Mr. Prescott, I didn’t know where else to go.”

      The boy, all six feet and sixteen years of him, was on the verge of tears

      “Of course. Of course, I’ll help, Christopher. Get in the Mercedes.”
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      Eight months in culinary school and this was the result. Slicing off fatty roast beef and gristly ham and shoving it onto plates at the Hearty Buffet.

      Mead hadn’t graduated from the culinary academy, of course. He rarely finished anything. He dropped out of high school junior year. He had a nine month marriage when he was twenty-three. He had a kid that he hadn’t seen in three years. No “Father of the Year” or “World’s Greatest Dad” t-shirts coming in his future, that was for sure.

      Being a chef would be different, though. He’d wanted to be a chef since he was seven years old and always knew it was his destiny. But culinary school wasn’t any different than high school. Asshole know-it-all-teachers that treated him like shit. Uppity classmates who refused to talk to him after realizing he was white trash. He wanted to cook but he couldn’t deal with that bullshit. Life was too short.

      He was twenty-nine and thought he’d have accomplished something meaningful by now, but hadn’t. This job would turn things around, though.

      It was close to his shitty apartment, which was good because his rusted out Cavalier knocked like the engine would blow any day now. The nine dollars an hour pay wasn’t great, but wasn’t terrible for the area. And best of all, he’d finally get to do something he loved.

      That’s what he thought when he landed the job. Reality was less romantic. The most cooking he’d done in three months was frying omelettes every Sunday morning, but even those eggs came pre-scrambled and poured out of a box.

      Every disgusting piece of food on the buffet, except the salad, came in frozen. Occasionally, they’d fire up an oven, but most of it got nuked in the industrial microwaves they kept out of sight in the back. Yet the poor, fat clientele that voted the buffet “Johnstown’s Best Value Eatery” three years running ate the shit up like it was farm fresh and made of gold.

      A wheezy, old woman with blue hair sidled up beside Mead’s station and looked at the two hunks of grayish meat. “Is there MSG in this?” she asked.

      “Probably.”

      “I can’t eat MSG. Gives me the trots.” She rubbed her ample belly as she said that.

      “That’s why we have plenty of bathrooms, Ma’am.”

      She examined him for a moment, trying to decide whether he was being rude or funny, decided on the latter, then chuckled.

      “Give me a slice of each. You only live once. Isn’t that what you kids say?”

      It flattered Mead to be referred to as a kid, even if she was old enough to be his grandmother, and gave her two extra large portions. She grinned at her haul, but before she could walk off she was surprised by an almost violent sneeze. Ropes of green snot hit the plexiglass covering the meat with a wet thwack. Mead was never so happy for the sneeze guard in his life.

      “Scuse me,” she said and didn't bother to clean up her expelled fluids before walking away.

      Mead tried to ignore the ooze but, as it precariously neared the edge and risked dripping onto the ham, he gave up, pulled a food-stained rag from his apron and wiped it away. A foggy haze remained behind, but he pretended not to see it as he deposited the rag straight into the trash bin.

      He noticed that there was a lot of sneezing going on around him. Coughing, too. The Hearty Buffet was hardly the pinnacle of health, but the amount of audible sickness unnerved him. Wasn’t cold and flu season supposed to be in the fall?

      A middle aged man topped with a ten-gallon cowboy hat on a twelve-gallon head was next in line. He was about as wide as he was tall and his plate was already overflowing with food. “I’ll take the beef. Slice her thick.”

      Mead did as told and, after he moved one slice to the plate, the Cowboy tipped his head. “One more.”

      “Sure thing, Partner.”

      Cowboy’s grin faded and he stomped away after getting his second helping.

      A six-year-old that Mead could tell was a brat just by looking at his carrot red hair and pointed, squirrelly face sprinted toward his station, almost crashing into it. He stared up at Mead quizzically. “You look funny.”

      So do you, twerp, Mead thought but didn’t say. He was aware that he looked different. The hairnet containing his thick, drab brown locks bulged out at the sides like Princess Leia’s buns. Add in a pencil-thin mustache and a head shaped like a Lego character and he got his share of curious looks

      Before Mead could put on his fake smile and ask the brat what he wanted, a scream drew everyone’s attention.

      “My Henry!”

      The voice was shrill and old. Mead looked for the source and saw it was Blue Hair. In the booth across from her a man, presumably the aforementioned Henry, had slumped face first into his instant mashed potatoes.

      Even though Mead had only been there a few months, this was not the first person he’d seen die at the buffet. If Henry was indeed dearly departed, he’d be the third fatality on Mead’s shifts alone. Says a lot about our clientele.

      Cindy, a chestnut haired waitress who put both the big and beautiful in BBW, and an Asian busboy named Pan, rushed to Henry’s side. Pan pulled Henry’s face free from the potatoes. White starch and brown gravy filled in his wrinkles like spackle. Pan held his ear close to Henry’s mouth.

      “Call an ambulance!” Cindy shouted and Mead couldn’t help but notice her tits jiggled like jello as she yelled.

      Pan’s face shriveled up as he tried to listen for breathing sounds over the growing commotion around him. Then, his squinted eyes grew wide, and he shoved Henry backward in the booth.

      Mead saw a spurt of red and noticed that Pan’s ear, or at least the bottom half of it anyway, was missing. Pan clasped his hand over his ear and screamed something in Chinese or Korean, Meade wasn’t sure which. Maybe even Thai, for all he knew.

      Cindy grabbed on to Pan, pressing her ample bosom against him, and tried to lead him away, but by that point pretty much everyone in the restaurant had crowded around to gawk at what had happened.

      Everyone but Mead, who was content to take in the events from afar. While all the lookie loos focused on Pan with his one and a half ears, Mead watched Henry. What he saw was the elderly man slumped back into the booth and chewing on the hard cartilage of Pan’s ear like it was a piece of saltwater taffy.

      “Henry! What are you doing?” his blue-haired wife shrieked. She reached across the table and toward Henry’s mouth where a piece of Pan’s ear extruded and tried to pull it free.

      “Bad idea, lady,” Mead muttered to himself.

      Bad idea, indeed. Henry snarled like a dog and snapped at her. He caught the first knuckles of her middle and index fingers between his yellow choppers and bit them clean off.

      She screamed again, but that faded away when she fainted and sprawled across the table.

      Someone else shrieked and Mead found himself longing for a return to the coughs and sneezes. This time he saw Wendy, Cindy with the huge, jiggly titties he so longed to bury his face in, squealing in agony as Pan took a massive bite out of the side of her neck.

      Everything shifted into fast-forward after that. Mead saw Blue Hair rise from her faint, grab the arm of a teen with one of those out of fashion Justin Bieber haircuts and devour it.

      Cindy pounced on a woman in a motorized scooter. Pan moved on to a waiter. Then the Bieber wannabe had his teeth buried in the plus-sized stomach of the cowboy. It seemed like everyone at the buffet was eating someone or being eaten.

      It spread at lightning speed, one after another after another. And through it all, Mead watched Henry casually gnaw away at his wife’s fingertips.

      His attention was diverted when he caught the little ginger who had earlier almost taken out the meat station staring at him. The brat’s left eye hung from its socket and dangled back and forth like a yoyo at the end of its string. He had a gaping wound in his neck that gushed blood by the pint, turning his lower body crimson.

      The brat sprinted toward his station for the second time, only this time Mead wasn’t afraid he’d upset the cart, he feared for his life. Mead shoved the wheeled cart toward him, knocking the boy onto his back.

      The cart tipped over and fell onto the brat, but he squirmed out from beneath it with little effort. Then he jumped on top of it and leaped into the air, diving straight for Mead.

      The kid hit him in the chest and wrapped his skinny legs around Mead’s waist to hold on. He clawed and scratched at Mead, who desperately held him back. The brat’s jaws snapped together so hard Mead thought his teeth would break.

      With his free hand, Mead grabbed the large serving fork. He looked into the brat’s eyes, or eye, as it was. The pupil was fully dilated and he couldn’t see but a hint of the iris. It looked dead, like a shark’s eyes.

      The little fucker’s a zombie.

      Mead plunged the two prongs of the fork into the brat’s good eye. He felt it pop like a water balloon and bloody, vitreous gel splashed out. He kept pushing the fork into the cavity until he buried it up to the handle. It was only then he noticed the brat had ceased moving.

      Mead shoved him away and the lifeless body hit the carpeted floor with a muffled thud.

      “Take that you little ginger zombie fuck!”

      Mead looked up and saw everyone in the restaurant staring back at him.

      They ran all at once. Mead spun on his heels and sprinted in the opposite direction. He dashed through the kitchen, slowing only to pull down a few food carts to throw obstacles into the course behind him.

      The zombies scrambled after him. Some fell over the metal shelves and the ones on their heels crawled over them with ease. They closed in on Mead as he neared the rear exit.

      He hit the metal door and slammed down the handle but the door wouldn’t open. He tried again with the same result.

      “Shit!” He remembered the door needed to be unlocked and searched his pockets for his card.

      Mead risked a glance back. The closest zombie was only yards away.

      He found his key card and swiped it. The door unlocked. Mead thrust it open and fell out into the parking lot. He spun on his knees and shoved the door closed. He could hear the zombies hit the other side, pounding against it, but the heavy steel door held them back.

      Just as he tried to catch his breath, he thought about the front entrance. With what little energy he had left he ran around the building, grabbing his keys from his pocket and thanking God because the only reason he had them was because he was scheduled to close that night.

      The front of the restaurant was clear. Mead slid his key into the lock and sealed the door tight. The creatures inside heard the click and the few zombies which hadn’t chased him all the way through the kitchen ran toward the door.

      The first one there was Cindy, and Mead couldn’t help but take a longing look as her breasts pressed against the smoked glass.

      “What a waste.”

      The zombies beat their fists against the door, but they were trapped.

      Mead backed away from the restaurant, toward employee parking. He pulled off his hair net and his greasy hair tumbled to his shoulders. He threw the net onto the pavement and climbed into his Cavalier. It started with a bang and as he drove away, he couldn’t resist a glance at the huge “All You Can Eat” sign perched atop the roof.

      “You’re not eating me. Not today, anyway.”
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      Wim’s farm stood about twelve miles from the nearest town and he only made the trip once or twice a month when he needed groceries or had to pick up parts for something that had broken down.

      Calling it a town was a stretch. There was one stop light which marked the intersection of Elm and Main Street and it turned into a blinker after 5 pm. Along those roads were two bars, a gas station and sub shop, a market, and three churches along with rows of old, residential homes.

      After killing Hoyt the mailman, Wim had decided that his only option was to go to town. The way he figured, there were two possible outcomes. Either everyone would be normal and he’d be arrested for murder, or maybe lynched on the spot if he dared share his crazy story. Or, there would be more zombies. If the latter were to occur, he decided it was best to be prepared, so he loaded up his old Ford Bronco with every gun he had on the farm.

      His father had been a collector, and all together Wim found fourteen firearms. There were six rifles, two shotguns, four revolvers and two pistols. He had ammunition for each and Wim loaded them all to capacity, then put the remaining ammunition in the truck, just in case.

      Wim didn’t pass a living, or dead, soul on his way to town. The first building he came across was the post office. The small red brick structure stood a quarter mile outside of town and when Wim turned into the parking lot, all the spaces were empty. In a village of less than a thousand that wasn’t an unusual site. Since the man he’d earlier murdered was employed there, he figured it was as good a place to start as any.

      Although he knew that it was a crime to take a firearm into a federal building, Wim grabbed a snub-nosed revolver that was small enough to fit into his pocket before he headed inside. Under the circumstances, he wasn’t too worried about being a scofflaw.

      Brass bells above the door jingled as he walked inside. All the lights were off and the lobby was empty.

      “Hello?”

      He walked to the counter and peered into the mail sorting area where he saw no one. Large bags of undelivered mail were strewn about the floor.

      “Hello? Anyone here?”

      Silence.

      As he looked around, Wim noticed the cash register drawer was hanging open and filled with undisturbed money.

      The eeriness of the situation was getting to him and when a thunderous crash exploded outside he jumped a good three inches in the air.

      The sound had come from the rear of the building, so Wim hopped the counter, rushed through the mail room, and out the back door. As soon as he stepped into the daylight, he saw a pickup truck crashed into the back wall, its front end crumpled like an accordion. White smoke billowed from the crushed engine compartment.

      Wim approached the driver’s side and saw the door open, but the cab was empty. He wondered if everyone in the world had up and disappeared like in one of those Twilight Zone episodes his mother had always watched.

      He moved around the truck and looked past it and it was only then he saw Nate Bauer, one of three brothers who owned a local contracting company. Nate was a loud, boisterous man who always had a juicy bit of gossip or an off-color joke to share, but today he wasn’t laughing.

      Nate sat on the road and gripped what looked like a red, wet rope. A few yards away from him was another man, an Amish pumpkin farmer who Wim recognized from the produce auctions, but whose name he didn’t know. That man clutched the other end of the rope.

      “Mr. Bauer?” Wim called out.

      Neither of the men reacted and Wim approached them with caution. When he got within a few feet, he could see they weren’t holding a rope. They were holding Nate Bauer’s intestines.

      Nate’s plain, white button down was scarlet with blood and his guts protruded from a fist size gash in his belly. Nate held onto his intestines with both hands while the Amishman pulled in the other direction with all his strength. It was like they were in a life and death game of tug of war.

      “Christ on the cross,” Wim said. Despite what had happened on the farm, he still struggled to believe this was real.

      Nate looked to him, his face pained and pale. “He’s stealing my guts, Wim! Help me!”

      Wim was frozen in place. He looked to the Amishman and saw his scraggly, gray beard was stained red.

      “Kill him! Kill him or I’m gonna die,” Nate said.

      Wim broke out of his daze. He ran toward the Amishman.

      “Let him go!” Wim said, trying to sound forceful, but he could hear the fear in his own voice even as he took out the pistol.

      The Amishman ignored him and ripped a few more feet of Nate’s insides to the outside. Nate bellowed in pain. Wim raised the revolver, aimed, and fired. The bullet zipped through the air and part of the Amishman’s right ear hopped off his head like a jumping bean.

      The man tumbled over sideways and dropped the intestines. Nate pulled them back in, like he was collecting an unraveled extension cord.

      The Amishman dove for the guts but missed. Then he turned toward Wim. His eyes were blank and dead and he was missing a chunk of flesh on his cheek.

      The man grabbed hold of Wim’s left leg and chomped down on his calf. Even through the heavy denim of his jeans Wim could feel the power of the bite.

      Wim kicked out and his heavy boot caught the Amishman in the midsection and knocked him onto his back.

      “Kill him!” Nate screamed.

      Wim glanced toward Nate and saw that he was trying to push his intestines, which were covered with dirt and shale and grass, back through the hole in his belly.

      As he looked away, the Amishman grabbed Wim from behind. He caught his fingers in Wim’s belt and pulled him down. Wim fell on top of him, his back against the zombie’s front.

      He heard the dead man’s jaws snapping and tried to keep his head raised up. With every attempted bite, the zombie was closer to getting him and Wim could feel spittle hitting the exposed nape of his neck.

      Wim threw his elbow back once and then again, both times catching the zombie in the stomach. He did it a third time, heard a rib break, and the zombie released him.

      He rolled free of it and onto his knees. As the zombie sat up, Wim was ready and he shot it in the face. A dime-sized hole appeared under his left eye and he fell backward.

      Wim quickly crawled away from it, horrified by the situation. He caught his breath, then checked his leg where he’d been bitten. There was a white outline in his skin, but the zombie’s teeth hadn’t penetrated his jeans or his flesh. Then Wim looked to Nate Bauer who was lying motionless on his side. He’d managed to get about half his guts back into his stomach, but nonetheless, Nate was dead.

      Wim sat down in the street and ran his fingers through his black hair and wondered again how this could be real. There were no such things as zombies. That’s just made up movie nonsense meant to scare kids and sell popcorn. But if it was made up, then what in the world had just happened?

      And then Nate Bauer groaned.

      Wim looked and saw the man’s eyes were open, but like the Amishman and the mailman before him, they were blank. Slowly, Nate’s head turned, first looking left and then to the right where Wim sat.

      When he saw Wim, the zombie rolled onto his stomach and crawled to his knees. His guts fell back out the gash and when he made it to his feet and staggered toward Wim, his intestines dragged on the ground behind him.

      Wim jumped to his feet and backed away. Nate kept coming toward him. He growled and bared his teeth like a rabid animal.

      Wim raised the gun, but just as he pulled the trigger, the zombie stepped on his own intestines and fell forward. His face hit the pavement with a crunching thud. Before it could get up, Wim put a round in the back of its skull.

      When Wim looked up from the lifeless body, he saw that the gunfire had drawn a small crowd. Seven zombies, all people he knew, staggered toward him. He retraced his path through the post office and returned to his truck. More zombies had arrived on Main Street, too.

      The world is cursed, Wim thought. He couldn’t understand why this had happened and, even more confusingly, why he was left alive. Maybe he was the cursed one. Why was he more worthy of life than all of these good people? Why was he spared? Why was he the one left to clean up? He almost wished he would have just died right along with his pigs and chickens.

      He removed the guns from the Bronco and lined them up on the hood. Once he'd laid them all out for easy access, he took the Marlin 336 that he used for hunting deer and leaned against the side of the Bronco for stability.

      One of the zombies was Dale Yoder, who owned the greenhouse where Wim bought his tomato plants every spring. Wim lined up the peep sights of the Marlin with Dale’s head and pulled the trigger. This was going to be a long day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Ramey’s texts and calls to Loretta had gone unanswered for almost five hours. Most days, that wouldn’t be enough to garner a raised eyebrow, but the world had gone to hell and that changed everything.

      It seemed like the entire town was sick. Well, almost everyone. Ramey was fine, but the way Loretta was hacking and coughing around, never bothering to cover her mouth or wash her hands, the girl knew it was only a matter of time before she caught whatever germs had taken up residence in their crummy trailer.

      Since the power went out, most of the trailer park residents had moved outside where they grilled whatever meat they had before it could spoil. Through the thin walls of the mobile home, Ramey could hear the steady drone of country music accompanied by a chorus of coughing and sneezing. It was like the Fourth of July in a tuberculosis hospital.

      While the rest of the park celebrated, Ramey retreated to her room and tried to ignore everything. Today, she sat on her bed and unfolded the last letter her father had sent. It had arrived in the mail over a year ago. His words, in his neat, blocky print, were few.

      Ramey,

      Please join me.

      It’s safe here.

      I promise.

      Dad

      He included a map and a phone number. Ramey never called the number or responded to the letter. Now, the phones were all out of service and it was too late. Not that it mattered. Whatever was happening here in northern New York was probably happening wherever he was, too.

      She heard the trailer door bang open.

      “Ramey!” Loretta called out in a gravely rumble.

      Ramey absent-mindedly shoved the letter into her pocket as she left her bedroom. By the time she got to the living room (and in a forty-foot-long trailer, that was a short trip) Loretta had already crashed on the couch.

      Loretta’s eyes were sleepy and so bloodshot they looked like she'd been crying blood. She turned her head when she heard Ramey’s footsteps.

      “Isss terrible ou’ there.”

      Ramey sat down at the computer desk and stared at her mother. “I know. And you disappear for half a day. Thanks, Mom.”

      “Had to get something.”

      Loretta squeezed a plastic baggie she held in her hand. Ramey noticed. She wanted to scream, to tell her mother she was a waste of a life. To tell her she was an awful mother. To tell her she should have left with her dad. But she didn’t. She’d yelled and cried and tried to reason with Loretta thousands of times, but the way the drugs made her feel was more important than anything Ramey had to say, so she said nothing.

      “This is for us.” Loretta held out the bag, which included crystal meth and a chunk of black tar heroin.

      Ramey stared in disbelief. “Have you lost your mind?”

      Loretta tried to sit up, but only managed to half slump against the armrest. “You don’t understand. Isss the end of the world.”

      Loretta coughed up a mouthful of blood. She looked at the red spittle in her palm, then to her daughter. “I’m dying, Ramey. Everyone out there’s dying, but they don’t stay dead.”

      Ramey wondered what hallucinogens her mother had ingested prior to returning home with this buffet of dope. Loretta was at the stage in her addiction where she would take anything if it was cheap or free.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You remember Henry Geary?”

      Ramey did. Mr. Geary owned Hank’s, a local pizza joint which everyone in town knew was a front for his real business of selling drugs. It was the same restaurant where Bobby Mack bought the marijuana they smoked before their two minutes of passion.

      “He died last night. Everyone knows it. But this morning, I seen him walking around inside the restaurant so I went up to that big glass window and looked inside and, Ramey, he was eating his wife. Eating her!”

      Loretta went through another painful coughing fit and Ramey thought she might pass out. She moved to get up, but Loretta recovered and waved at her to stay seated.

      “He snot the only one, either. I saw it happening in the alley behind the drug store, too. I tried to tell people, but no one believed me. Isss like it says in the bible. ‘When Hell’s full, the dead will walk the Earth'.”

      “That’s not from the bible, Mom.”

      Loretta ignored her and opened her bag o’ drugs. “I got this so we can just go to sleep. We can go to sleep and not have to hurt no more. There’s been too mush hurtin' a'ready.”

      Ramey saw the sincerity in Loretta’s eyes. This might have been the first honest thing her mother had said to her in years. The irony that Loretta’s best mothering came in suggesting they commit double suicide wasn’t lost on her. She moved to her mother and laid her hand over Loretta’s drug filled fist.

      “You don’t have to do this. I’ll throw this out. Then, I’ll go to the hospital and get you actual medicine and you’ll be okay.”

      Loretta’s eyes blazed fierce and she jerked her hand free of Ramey’s. She clutched the drugs against her deflated bosom like they were the golden ring and she was Gollum.

      “You ain’t taking 'em from me! Don’t you dare!”

      Ramey’s temporary compassion vanished. This cold, shrewish woman huddled on the couch wasn’t a mother. She was barely a human being.

      “Okay. Do what you want, but leave me alone.”

      Ramey retreated to her room and locked the door behind her. She didn’t know if Loretta would actually overdose and, much to her own relief, she no longer cared.
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      The chopper soared through the air for over an hour, and the whole time Miller hadn’t spoken another word. Mitch stared out the window as they flew. They passed over cities and suburbs, but for the most recent leg of the voyage, he’d seen nothing but trees and mountains. He’d never had much of a sense of direction and could get disoriented in shopping malls, so he didn’t know if they were heading north, south, east, or west. He wondered if they might have flown to Canada. Wasn’t Canada just a bunch of trees and nothingness?

      As the helicopter dropped in elevation, Mitch noticed a small town coming in to view below them. Town wasn’t even the right word for it. Maybe village would do. It looked to consist of a single street and some buildings.

      “Where are we?" he dared ask.

      Miller looked back at him for the first time since they departed the Marsten Academy. He removed his sunglasses and yellow-green pus seeped from the corners of the soldier's eyes. It reminded Mitch of the time he had pinkeye in third grade, but about a thousand times worse.

      “The Greenbriar,” Miller said.

      “What’s that?”

      Miller coughed into his elbow and smiled. It was the most horrible smile Mitch had ever seen in his life. He imagined that’s how the Grim Reaper would look when he came time to collect your soul and snuff out your candle.

      “That’s your safe zone, kid. Where all the little rich pricks like you get to hide out until hell blows over.”

      Mitch couldn’t look at him anymore and returned his attention to the ground below. A sprawling white building came into view. A bizarre marriage of limousines and Humvees filled the parking lot. He noticed more helicopters, both coming in for landings and taking off.

      The chopper touched down on the roof. Mitch unbuckled and waited for Miller to give him the go ahead. When the copter settled, the soldier cocked his thumb toward the exit.

      Mitch moved to the door. The step down was a big one and Miller emoted something that sounded like a wet, thick laugh. “Need a hand?”

      He extended his palm, but Mitch shook his head and jumped out.

      The whirling propeller turned his long, brown hair into a bird’s nest. He took a step away, but a hot hand caught the back of his jacket.

      Miller hissed into his ear. “I hope every one of you rot.”

      Mitch pulled himself free and the chopper flew up and away. He thought he could still feel Miller’s sticky breath on his neck and was desperate for a shower. As he tried to shake off the willies, a fit man in a black suit and sunglasses jogged toward him. Secret Service; Mitch could tell with barely a glance.

      “Chapman?” His voice was tight and controlled. Mitch nodded. “Come with me. And welcome to the Greenbrier.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They took an elevator ride down from the roof and Mitch thought the plunge would last forever. The agent never tendered his name and made no attempt at small talk. When the elevator stopped, the doors opened to reveal a long corridor, which looked straight out of the seventies with bright, orange and red seizure-inducing wallpaper.

      “This way.” The Agent led him down the hall, the walk so long and brisk that Mitch struggled to catch his breath. He wished he hadn’t taken the Valium. Or that he had more coke. Or, better yet, both.

      At the end of the corridor, it seemed they’d reached a dead end, but the agent grabbed onto the wall and the next thing Mitch knew, it unfolded like an accordion and behind it stood a massive stainless steel door. The man then tapped a series of numbers into a keypad. Unseen gears whirled and rotated and the silver door popped open.

      The agent swung it outward and Mitch saw the reverse side had a round handle that you could turn to open and close it from the inside, the kind of mechanisms they had on submarines or bank vaults. Inside was a second, identical door. The agent repeated his keypad trick and opened it. This one was even thicker, two feet deep and even the fit agent seemed to struggle against the weight of it.

      Once opened, it revealed a room decorated with red checked wallpaper and black and white floor tiles. Dozens of people in suits and dresses filled the space. To Mitch, it looked like something out of the party scene in The Shining, but he had no time to take in the surroundings before his mother burst from the crowd and wrapped him up in a stifling embrace. Mitch couldn’t remember for sure the last time she’d hugged him like that, but was certain he could still count out his age on one hand when it happened.

      “Mitchell, thank God. Thank God you made it.” A statuesque, lithe woman, Margaret Chapmen was taller than Mitch and her breasts pressed awkwardly into his face as she held him. He didn’t pull away. He found comfort in her grip and felt much younger than his sixteen years.

      “You’re smothering the boy, Margaret.” It was his father’s curt voice, and at the sound of it his mother let loose. Mitchell looked over to see his father, clad in his trademark navy blue suit, examining him. The man was pushing sixty now, but his hair was still black with only hints of gray speckled throughout. His emotionless face was mostly void of wrinkles — certainly no laugh lines — with only a deep cut between his brows to make him look more like a man than a mannequin.

      “You look well, Mitchell.”

      They hadn’t seen each other in several months and Mitch knew his haircut would have garnered a lecture under normal circumstances, but this was not normal. “So do you.”

      His father put his hand on his shoulder. “We need to take you to admissions.”

      “What’s that?”

      His father didn’t answer.
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        * * *

      

      The first stop was an examination by a team of doctors. They took his temperature (98.1 degrees) and blood pressure (115 over 74). They shined lights into his eyes, ears, and up his nose. And at the end, a beefy male nurse with a rose tattoo on his forearm stuck a fat, gloved index finger up Mitch’s narrow asshole without bothering to lube up first. Even Rochelle had never gone there. Afterward, someone took his photo and a few moments later he had a new ID badge.

      Soldiers led Mitch to a room that was mercifully void of wallpaper. Double-decker bunk beds filled the cavernous space.

      A soldier posted at the door pointed at one of the bunks. “That’s yours.”

      “What about my parents?”

      “You’ll receive nightly briefings.”

      The soldier turned away from him and Mitch surveyed the room. A few men occupied bunks, but it was more empty than full. Mitch sat on the edge of his bed and a guy in his twenties with spiked blonde hair nodded at him. He looked somewhat familiar.

      “I’m Thad Winebruner. You’re Chapman’s kid, right?”

      Mitch vaguely remembered that Winebruner had been in trouble a few months earlier. Drinking and driving, or maybe it was public intoxication. Mitch’s father had informed him of the situation and  had added, “His father probably won’t win his next election because of him,” and gave Mitch a look that said, ‘Don’t you dare ruin my career, boy.’

      “Mitch,” he said and extended his hand and Winebruner shook it. The blond’s palm was moist and his grip weak. “Is your dad here?” Mitch asked.

      “Yeah. They have a huge room where they can hold a joint session of Congress. The show must go on and all that shit.”

      “Do you know what’s going on?”

      Winebruner shook his head. “Not really. I’ve heard rumors. Mostly about some crazy bad flu that’s killing everybody who gets it. But some other shit, too.”

      “Like what?”

      Winebruner motioned Mitch toward him. Mitch stepped to his bunk and Winebruner glanced around the room to make sure they weren’t being watched. He leaned in close to Mitch and spoke in a hissing whisper.

      “Zombie shit!”

      Mitch flinched backward. “You’re screwing with me.”

      Winebruner shrugged his shoulders. “Believe me or don’t. No skin off my nose.”

      The young man flopped back on his mattress and thumbed through a seventies edition of Hustler, leaving Mitch alone with his thoughts.

      He’d always hated being a senator’s son, but apparently it had benefits after all. It didn't seem fair they got to hole up in some mega complex, safe from whatever bug was killing people, but there was an old saying about gift horses and Mitch wasn’t about to turn down a safe haven.

      He heard someone a few bunks down sneeze. Has to be a coincidence, that’s all. Nevertheless, when he looked down at his arms he saw the fine, dark hairs all standing at attention.
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      Blood leaked from the ear canal, trickled over the tragus, and down the earlobe where it formed fat, wet drops that plunged onto the white floor. The way the puddle grew reminded Solomon of that old monster movie, The Blob, and he half thought it might rise off the floor and attack him. Wendy’s vengeance, come to life.

      He knew as long as his wife kept bleeding; she was alive, but it had been almost four hours since he welcomed her home by slamming the crescent wrench into the back of her head. He dragged her limp body from the foyer to the kitchen, then sat her upright in a chair and waited for her to come to. Doubts about whether that was going to happen filled his mind with worry. Not because he was afraid she would die. She had that coming. But first Wendy needed to know what she’d done to him.

      He’d loved the bitch since he was seventeen-years-old and she was fourteen. She was the daughter of a local barrister and he a street thug more likely to end up in prison than attend university. It took him a good four months to convince her to go out with him, but when she did, he refused to let go.

      Despite what many would have thought from looking at him, Solomon could be a charmer when he wanted. Sometimes it was that charm that kept Wendy at his side. Other times, she stayed out of fear. He didn’t care why she stayed as long as she did.

      He knew she’d whored around on him in the past. Once, he caught her drawers down in their Birmingham loft, riding a university lad like he was a polo pony. After he beat the boy into a coma in front of her, he packed her a bag and they were on a jet to the U.S. She promised to never do it again. He believed her. And if there was one thing Solomon Baldwin hated more than a lying slag, it was being wrong.

      Remembering her lies and whoring brought the anger flooding through him like water through a broken dam. He grabbed a fistful of her bloody hair and jerked her head up. Her eyes remained closed and her mouth fell ajar, allowing pink-tinged drool to dribble out in a slimy rope. He recalled that she’d had a cold the last few days, blowing her nose nonstop and sounding like a goose with the plague.

      “Wakey wakey, love. Time to come around and take your medicine.”

      She didn’t react. He released her head and let it drop down. Her chin hit her chest and her mouth snapped shut so hard the sound of it made Solomon’s teeth hurt. The sound also gave him an idea.

      He leaned in close to her ear, his lips drawn back in a skeletal grin. “If you’re faking, love, best to stop right quick.”

      Solomon waited a moment and got no reaction. Then, he pressed his face against the side of her head and took her earlobe between his teeth. He bit down fast and hard. Her blood gushed into his mouth. Hot, wet pennies.

      He swallowed a mouthful of it, then clenched his jaws tight as a vise and felt her skin give away as the bottom part of her ear separated from her body. The nickle-sized lump of flesh fell into his mouth and laid on his tongue like a wad of used up chewing gum. He spit it free and it bounced twice when it hit the tile.

      Through it all, Wendy didn’t move.

      Christ, I must have really scrambled her eggs.

      He took his thumb and forefinger and opened her right eyelid. The white sclera had gone red. Not the roadmap of red veins like he’d seen in his drunk of a father’s eyes growing up, either — completely crimson, like her entire eyeball was filled with blood instead of whatever goo was supposed to be inside. Solomon screwed up his mouth in shock and disgust, then checked her other eye and found the same.

      Solomon crossed to the cabinet under the sink, opened it and removed a bottle of ammonia. He wished he had smelling salts, but if there was any chance coming back around, this would do just as well. He popped off the plastic cap and stepped back to his wife.

      Solomon held the bottle a few inches away from her face and waited. Nothing. He raised it up, so it touched her nose. She groaned.

      This was what he’d been waiting for. “There we go, love. Come back now to the land of the living.”

      Wendy groaned again. It didn’t sound like pain. The sound came from deeper inside, from somewhere far down in her diaphragm. It sounded almost inhuman. Solomon didn’t realize it, but he took a step back.

      Wendy raised her head up and as she did more of the pink ooze dripped from her mouth. Her eyelids fluttered. Solomon could see her eyeballs darting back and forth beneath the thin layer of tissue. Another groan reverberated from her mouth and when it faded to an end, her eyes opened.

      Solomon studied her as she looked around the room. Confused? No, vacant. He took a step toward her, back in arm’s reach and when he did so, her eyes locked on him. You see me now, don’t you?

      Almost as if she’d read his thoughts, Wendy unleashed a pained cough that sent red spittle flying from her mouth. It splashed against his face, and for a moment, he stood there, too surprised to react. And in that half-second pause, Wendy was on her feet.

      Solomon snapped out of his momentary daze when he saw her diving at him, her crazed face closing in on his own. He realized he still clutched the ammonia bottle, and he smashed the jug across her face. She stumbled backward and he squeezed the plastic, sending a geyser of ammonia into her face.

      The momentarily blinded Wendy clawed at her sightless eyes. Her perfectly manicured nails ripped streaks of flesh from her cheeks. Solomon thought they looked like unrolled streamers dangling from her face. Solomon knew she was no longer his wife, she was a monster.

      Bugger me.

      She sprinted at him, crossing the kitchen in an instant. Solomon threw the empty jug and it bounced off her head harmlessly. She dove at him, growling as she did, and hit him in the chest. He stumbled back, tripping over a chair and crashing to the floor.

      His head smacked off the tile and everything went black for a moment. When his vision returned, he saw a galaxy of stars, but amid the constellations was Wendy’s snarling, crazed face.

      She was on all fours, crouching on top of him like a wild dog. When he saw the bloody saliva frothing from her lips, he realized she was not a pissed off housewife.

      The bird’s gone rabid.

      Almost on cue, she tried to bite him. Her mouth was on a collision course with his nose, but he swung his right fist upward and nailed her square in the throat. He felt something crunch as his hand connected with her flesh and drove deep into her neck.

      The Wendy-thing coughed — shrill, whiny whistling noises that puffed out small mists of blood. Solomon rolled onto his side and sent her toppling off of him. He punched her again, this time smashing her nose flat and knocking her onto her back

      Solomon jumped up and ran out of the kitchen, dashing through the dining room and into the foyer where an antique buffet stood against the wall. He heard Wendy’s footsteps thundering behind him as he fumbled with the drawer, yanking it sideways and jamming it. Open up, you bastard!

      She was close enough he could hear her choking, wheezing coughs. He guessed he had five seconds at the most and jerked the drawer with all his strength. Wood cracked and splintered as the drawer gave way and revealed the object he’d been looking for: a generic black pistol. One thing Solomon loved about America was how damned easy it was to buy guns.

      He snatched the pistol and spun on his heels. Wendy was almost on top of him. He raised the gun and fired off a round. It slammed into the center of her chest, just above where the deep gash of her ample cleavage began. A black dot appeared and his wife, or whatever she'd become, stumbled backward a step.

      But she didn’t go down.

      The gunshot only seemed to enrage her more. She snapped her jaws and moved toward him again.

      She’s a fucking zombie!

      He aimed the gun at her again and shot a second round. That one punched a hole high on her forehead at her hairline. The bullet tore a channel through the top of her skull, sending bone and hair and blood flying. Wendy crumpled to the ground, the top of her head cleaved in two. Motionless at last.

      Solomon took a step toward her and straddled her lifeless body as he stared down on her. He felt energized, almost high. Then he aimed the pistol and fired another bullet through her face.

      “Not so pretty anymore, are ya, love?”

      Wendy didn’t answer.

      He could hear a siren in the far distance, but that didn’t alarm him. If his wife had indeed turned into a zombie, the police had much bigger issues to worry about than his dead whore of a wife. So did he.

      Solomon returned to the broken buffet, grabbed a handful of bullets and reloaded the pistol. He deposited the remaining ammunition into his pocket. He didn’t bother to take in his reflection in the mirror on the wall. If he had, the fact that he was covered in blood wouldn’t have stopped him from going outside. There was work to be done, and he was more than willing to get his hands dirty.
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      Aben's lips stuck to his teeth, his tongue to the roof of his mouth. It was like he'd dined on a seven course meal of cotton. A few hours earlier he checked the toilet. Old pubic hair and calcified piss decorated the rim. The bowl was stained brown, and the water carried a strong aroma of iron mixed with stale puke. He decided he’d rather be thirsty.

      The beginnings of sunlight brightened the room and Aben could see the clock on the wall showed ten minutes after six when he heard the door to the building bang open, then close. He assumed it was the relief officer, but when the source of the pounding footsteps appeared in the office, he saw it was Dolan.

      The officer's eyes were feverish and bloodshot, but also appeared hyper alert. He wore gray sweatpants and a white thermal shirt which had ridden up over his bulbous, vein-streaked belly. A beer drinker’s gut, Aben thought. It was hard to tell for sure in the dim light of dawn, but Aben thought he saw specks of red against the white cotton material. Dolan also held his pistol.

      “Is Ken here yet?”

      “Who?” Aben asked.

      “Ken Irwin. The other officer.”

      Aben waved his hand as if displaying the empty room. “No one here but me. And you, now.”

      Dolan flopped into the chair behind the desk and grabbed the phone. He listened, tapped the receiver then tossed down the handset. He stood and paced back and forth, still clutching the gun. Aben could see there were in fact red specks on Dolan’s shirt and as he tried to discern whether or not they were blood, Dolan stopped pacing and looked straight at him.

      “I just killed my wife.” His voice was flat and matter of fact, like he was describing taking out the garbage. Aben thought he must have heard wrong.

      “You what?”

      “She was sick. Like everyone else.”

      As if on cue, Dolan sneezed. Aben could see the small droplets of spittle propel through the air. The sun back lit them and it looked like a storm of millions of dust particles raining down.

      “When I got home last night, she was sick, but okay. We ate leftovers and went to bed. Then I woke up because she was having some kind of fit, shaking all over and foaming at the mouth and her skin was hot as a hot water bottle. And then she just died.”

      “I thought you said you killed her.”

      Dolan paced again. His voice became more anxious as he continued on. “She died. I tried to call for an ambulance but the phone was dead, so I went next door to the neighbor's for help, but no one came to the door.”

      Dolan looked out the office’s only window and gazed onto the empty street. “I went back home and sat down on the bed beside her and I held her hand because I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Aben looked again to the red on Dolan’s shirt and he knew the story wasn’t over. Soon enough, the telling of it recommenced.

      “I was still holding her hand when...” He paused, opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again.

      Aben had seen the haunted, self-loathing look on Dolan’s face before. After an exceptionally dirty battle or a raid in which women or children were killed. He even wore it himself a time or two.

      “Then she came back.”

      “She woke up?”

      “No. She wasn’t asleep. She was dead. She was dead and then she came back. She turned over in bed and looked at me and… and she grabbed my arm and tried to bite me. I screamed, ‘Helen! What are you doing?’ but it was like she didn’t hear me at all. She just kept trying to bite me.”

      Aben saw the horrified sincerity in Dolan’s eyes and it almost convinced him to believe the insane story the cop was telling.

      “I pushed her off me and she fell off the bed, but right away she got back up and came after me again. I kept screaming, ‘Stop! Stop! Stop!’ but she didn’t stop.”

      “I had my service pistol on the nightstand.” He held up the gun and talked to it instead of Aben. “I told her to stop one more time, but she wouldn’t. So, I shot her. I shot her right in the chest. But that didn’t stop her, either. So, I shot her again. And again. And she just kept coming after me. So I shot her in the head.”

      He looked back to Aben. “And then she died again.”

      Dolan raised the gun and for a split second, Aben thought the cop would shoot him, too. Instead, Dolan pressed the silver barrel into the soft, pale flesh under his jaw.

      “No! Don’t!” Aben shouted, but it was too late.

      Dolan squeezed the trigger and the top part of his head blew off like a party popper on New Year’s Eve. Only instead of expelling miniature confetti, this one unleashed blood and brains and bone. The wet mess hit the low ceiling with an audible thwack. Most fell back to the floor, but a few bits remained behind, clinging to the white tile like gory graffiti.

      Dolan crumpled to his knees, then fell backwards in a lifeless heap. From his viewpoint on the toilet, Aben could see the gaping hole in the top of his skull. Pints of blood gushed from the wound and from Dolan's mouth and it formed abstract patterns over the concrete floor.

      Aben had seen men die before. He'd seen the aftermath, too. So the gruesomeness of the situation wasn’t shocking. What bothered him far more than the gore, was what Dolan said before he cashed in his chips.

      Did his wife come back from the dead, then try to attack him? To eat him? The idea was so insane that Aben half believed it. He looked again to the clock on the wall and counted down the minutes until the relief officer was due to arrive.
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      After running for several miles, Bolivar’s lungs were on fire and he struggled to keep up with his younger and fitter colleagues. Sawyer was far ahead, shooting every zombie that got too close. The most recent was a city police officer who still wore his navy blue service cap even though his nose had been bitten clean off his face. Sawyer put a bullet in his forehead.

      Peduto noticed Jorge falling behind. “Come on. Almost there.”

      They had picked up two new arrivals as they weaved around and between buildings. The first was a man who looked about fifty and wore a faded Lenny Dykstra Phillies' jersey decorated with twenty-five years’ worth of beer, nacho, and relish stains. The second was a boy who appeared to be no more than thirteen, yet kept a hand cannon tucked into the waistband of his baggy jeans. In the rush, no one had bothered to get their names.

      The five of them were now only a few blocks from the Wells Fargo Center, the former home of the Flyers and 76ers. The military commandeered the arena at the beginning of the outbreak and turned it into their headquarters and residence for more than fifteen thousand personnel.

      Everything was clear as they ran down tree-lined Broad Street, but when they came to the intersection of Zinkoff Boulevard, they ran into more than twenty zombies, which feasted on six dead soldiers. When the zombies saw the quintet, half broke off and gave chase.

      Fresh fear gave Bolivar a second wind and he caught up to the others. As the arena came into view, he saw hundreds of military vehicles filling the acres of parking lot. As far as Bolivar could see, all were empty. They sprinted across the concrete until they reached the entrance at the front of the Center.

      The boy was at the head of the pack, ten yards ahead of Sawyer who was shockingly fast for a man of his size. The kid bounced off the smoked glass doors when they didn’t open.

      “What the fuck, man? They’re locked!” the kid yelled. He looked back to the others and to the zombies behind them. “You said we’d be safe here!”

      Sawyer closed the gap. Peduto wasn't far behind and Bolivar was on his heels. He could see chains and a padlock holding the doors shut. What none of them saw, until it was too late, was the kid draw the cannon from his waistband. He pressed the muzzle against the lock.

      “Don’t!” Sawyer screamed. He was only a few feet away now, but that was still too far to intervene.

      The kid was either pulling the trigger already or didn’t care to listen. The gun thundered and the padlock blew into pieces, which clattered to the cement walkway. After pulling away the now loose chains, the kid yanked open the double doors.

      “Mother of God.” The words came out of Sawyer’s mouth at an abnormally low volume. Maybe he didn’t even realize he’d said them aloud. All of his attention was focused on the area behind the now open doors.

      The kid turned back to Sawyer and didn’t see what was coming. He picked the wrong time to listen.

      “What?” he asked, and with his attention diverted, he was clueless to the sea of zombies ebbing toward him until they grabbed him and dragged him into the building.

      The zombies packed the arena in standing room only fashion. It was impossible to see anything but the living dead inside.

      Several of them clawed at the kid’s head while others pulled at his arms, legs, and torso. Some bit and ate and swallowed as others fought for their piece of the pie. The kid screamed and when he opened his mouth zombie fingers filled the cavity. They tugged and strained until the flesh and tendons gave way.

      His right cheek went first, tearing like papier-mâché all the way to his ear. Next, his entire lower jaw ripped free from his skull. The zombie that secured that prize was an Army nurse, her uniform ripped and bloody. She raised the jawbone to her mouth and chewed off the boy's skin like she was eating a rack of ribs.

      Somehow the kid kept screaming. With nothing to hold it in place, his tongue swung back and forth like a pendulum on a clock. At least, it did until a zombie soldier leaned in and bit it clean off.

      Sawyer leveled his M4 carbine and put the kid out of his misery. “Back! Go back!” Sawyer ordered.

      The zombies poured out of the arena as fast as they could funnel through the open doors. Dozens turned into scores which became hundreds and then thousands all in less than a minute.
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      Traffic crept along at fifteen miles an hour as they approached the tunnel. Emory steered into the passing lane, but it did little good. He glanced over at Christopher, who slumped to the side, his sweaty forehead making a hazy oil slick against the passenger side window.

      Within minutes at hitting the road, Emory realized that Christopher, the boy so concerned about his aunt, was in fact very sick himself. His breaths came slow and shallow and it sounded as if his lungs were full of mucous. He couldn’t last more than a few minutes in between coughing spells and his skin felt like hot embers. Emory guessed his temp to be well over a hundred and climbing.

      Overhead an LED traffic alert sign flashed “Backups expected at the tunnel. Drive Carefully,” and as they passed underneath it, a bright yellow motorcycle zipped between both lanes and came within inches of clipping cars on each side. That only slowed traffic down even more.

      It took another five minutes to go the last mile, but once they reached the tunnel, traffic opened up and speeds quadrupled.

      Emory had driven the Mercedes a hundred yards into the tunnel when Christopher broke out in uncontrollable coughs. The boy gasped for air, choking. He searched for the seatbelt release, desperate.

      “Can’t… breathe…” He unbuckled the belt and leaned into the dash, holding his chest as thick, tight coughs racked his body.

      “Hold on, Christopher. We’re getting there.”

      The boy's coughing ceased, but Emory’s relief was short lived as Christopher fell back into the seat in convulsions. Bloody foam oozed from his mouth and his head snapped back and forth so violently Emory thought the boy would give himself whiplash.

      He looked away from Christopher just in time to see the yellow motorcycle discarded in the road in front of him. It was too late to hit the brakes and the Mercedes hit the bike at almost seventy miles an hour.

      The car careened sideways and the front left wheel caught the narrow raised walkway at the edge of the tunnel. It climbed the concrete, the driver’s side now two feet off the road and then it rolled.

      Emory had felt nothing so forceful in his entire life. He thought every joint in his body was tearing apart. The roar of the crash deafened his ears. The airbag burst in his face, knocking away his glasses and blinding him in a cloud of white powder.

      The Mercedes crashed down onto its roof and slid twenty yards, sparks arcing as the metal scraped the pavement. The windows imploded and sent safety glass raining through the interior.

      In a confused blur, Emory saw Christopher fly out the open cavity where the windshield had been. The boy disappeared as the car skidded away.

      The momentum slowed and Emory thought the crash might be over, but squealing brakes screamed behind him. He couldn’t turn to look and that was just as well because all he'd have seen was the huge blue bus barreling down on him.

      The bus slammed into the Mercedes’ back end and sent the car spinning like a top. Emory closed his eyes and waited to die.

      But he didn’t. The car stopped moving and, this time, nothing else hit it. He looked around and saw smoke, which had taken on the puke green color of the fluorescent lights that illuminated the abyss of the two-mile-long tunnel.

      Between the crash and being suspended upside down from the seatbelt, Emory struggled to get his bearings. He heard people screaming in the near distance and remembered Christopher.

      Emory fumbled with the belt release, found the button and braced himself with his other hand as he unlocked the belt. He half fell, half eased himself onto the roof of the car and then crawled on his belly out the void left behind in the windshield.

      Emory felt like his head was underwater and found it hard to think. He extended his arms which seemed to work as expected, then climbed onto his knees, then to his feet.

      He ached. Every inch of his body felt battered and bruised, but nothing serious was broken. When he’d bought the Mercedes, at his dearly departed Grant's insistence, the cost seemed downright obscene. Now, he realized its tank-like build had saved his life.

      Pieces of broken vehicles littered the roadway. The acrid smoke burned his nose and made his eyes water, clouding his vision as he tiptoed around the wreckage and searched for Christopher.

      Emory spotted the biker’s bright yellow jacket first. He stumbled along the road toward Emory, but the closer he got, the odder he appeared. Emory saw the legs, the torso, and the arms, but nothing above the shoulders. It looked like a beheaded Frankenstein lurching at him.

      As it got closer, Emory moved to the side and then saw the biker did have a head, one that still wore a helmet. The head bent backward so far that it hung down between his shoulder blades.

      “Oh, God in Heaven,” Emory said as he took in that impossible sight.

      He stepped toward the biker as it stumbled around blindly. He reached out and touched the helmet which was painted to look like Pac Man. At the touch, the biker lurched toward him.

      “I’ll help you. Just stay still.” Dear, God, how is this man alive, he wondered.

      Emory reached out and lifted the smoked glass face shield, careful to not twist or turn what must be a broken neck. What he discovered was the face of a dead man. The biker’s lifeless eyes rolled in their sockets to see Emory. A muffled growl escaped its mouth and Emory could hear the teeth clicking together.

      The biker reached toward Emory in a wide, uncoordinated swing. Emory shoved it backwards and the zombie tripped over a piece of a bumper and fell onto the road.

      When it hit, its head snapped up into a somewhat normal position. Then it climbed back to its feet and the zombie’s detached cranium wobbled on the neck in a way that reminded Emory of the way the old magicians would spin bowls and plates on sticks on the Ed Sullivan show.

      Emory ran from the biker and into the putrid, green smoke that had filled the tunnel like a heavy fog.

      “Christopher!” he called out, dashing around the fog in a fruitless search. “Christopher, where are you?”

      He paused, listened for a vocal response. Instead, what he heard were the soles of shoes scraping against the pavement. That, and a cacophony of low groans.

      Emory looked into the smoke, straining to see more than a few feet beyond his nose. He moved forward. Stopped. Then took a step backward.

      Through the green haze he could see movement. Human shapes walking, no, lurching toward him. Their awkward locomotion not unlike that of the bobble-headed biker he’d just encountered. As they pushed through the smoke, Emory saw them in more detail.

      Leading the way was a woman in a blue pantsuit with a jagged shard of metal sticking out of her left breast. A young boy who was missing an arm followed. Next, came a beefy man in a trucker hat whose intestines sagged from a gash in his gut. Other zombies joined the parade.

      Amongst then, he saw Christopher. The teen dragged himself along the road with his hands. His spine was twisted horribly askew and his legs turned one hundred eighty degrees in the opposite direction.

      “Oh, Christopher. I’m so sorry.”

      Emory wasn’t even aware he’d said the words aloud, but the zombies heard him and turned almost in unison toward him and shuffled forward in their slow, but unrelenting gait.

      He took one more look into Christopher’s dead eyes. The boy opened his mouth in a raspy growl and swatted at the air between them. Then he continued his soldier-styled belly crawl as fast as his dead arms could drag him.

      Emory turned and ran and didn’t stop. He hadn’t run in years, but adrenaline carried him through the one plus mile of darkness until he could see the pinprick of light at the other end.

      The brightness increased as he neared the exit and Emory risked a glance behind him. He’d gained ground on the zombies, but they were still coming. He recalled the fable of the tortoise and the hare and realized they might never stop. That he’d have to keep running for the rest of his life.

      As he closed in on the exit, the brilliant white light of day pained his eyes, which had become accustomed to the dark, but he didn’t slow down. Another fifty feet and he burst into the daylight and into the city.

      A labyrinth of highways and bridges stretched out ahead of him and it took him a moment to understand why it seemed so foreign. Pittsburgh was almost empty. A handful of cars and trucks drove about, and a few dozen people walked to and fro, but it was a far cry from the bustling city he’d expect on a normal weekday afternoon.

      “What the hell happened to you, Mister?”

      Emory turned to look at a young man, maybe twenty, sucking on one of those electronic cigarettes that everyone seemed to use now. His curly blond hair blew into his eyes and he pushed it away as he stared at Emory.

      Emory looked down at himself and saw a bloody and bruised body. The young man tapped his own temple and Emory examined his. He discovered a four-inch gash and felt sticky, gritty blood on the side of his face.

      “There was… a wreck.”

      The young man pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, then opened his bottle of water and wetted the cloth. He handed it to Emory and looked toward the tunnel.

      “A wreck? Anyone else hurt?”

      Emory nodded as he used the handkerchief to wipe his face clean, then his forearms and hands.

      The man looked into the tunnel. As he did, Emory noticed a silver bicycle laying on the sidewalk.

      “Is that your bike?” Emory asked.

      The man kept his eyes on the tunnel and strolled toward it. “Nope. Was here when I got here.” He paused. “Hey, is anyone else hurt?”

      Emory moved to the bike and stood it up. “They’re dead,” he said as he swung his leg over the bike and sat down.

      His bony knees barely cleared the space between the pedals and handlebars, but it would have to do. He hadn’t ridden a bicycle since, well, he couldn’t even recall. He hoped it was true that you never forgot how to do it.

      The young man turned back at Emory. “Who’s dead?”

      Emory pointed the bicycle toward the city and glanced over his shoulder at the man.

      “Everyone.”

      He pushed on the pedals. The bike wobbled at first and he thought he might crash into the railing, but soon enough, it steadied out. He peddled faster and didn’t look back.
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      Mina stayed in the hallway while the nurses and doctor rushed into the room and conversed in their alien medical jargon. The commotion lasted about five minutes and when they fell silent, Mina knew what was up. She’d had plenty of experience with bad news in her life and it got to be that you could see it coming.

      The doctor, a Middle-Eastern man with shoe-leather brown skin, stepped out of the room first. He rested his palm on Mina’s shoulder. “I’m very sorry. We did all we could,” he said.

      Mina nodded. “It’s all right.”

      He moved on with a brief, consoling smile. The nurses shuffled out in a row after him and reminded Mina of ants. The last nurse in line paused.

      “You can go in with him now,” the nurse said.

      “Do I have to?”

      “Excuse me?”

      Mina shook her head. “Nothing. Sorry.”

      The nurse looked at her quizzically before following her co-workers down the hospital hallway.

      Mina hesitated, then re-entered the room. Sprawled on the bed was the body of her dead father, a blue sheet pulled up to just under his chin.

      She reclaimed her seat beside the bed and wondered what happened next. Were there papers that needed signing? Was she supposed to call a funeral home? She needed an instructional pamphlet or maybe a book. What to Do After Your Daddy Dies for Dummies.

      Mina thought Google might provide some answers and took her cell phone from her pocket. Upon turning it on, she saw there was no signal, so she moved to the window to try there. She stared out onto the soulless, industrial city as she waited to see if the phone might decide to work.

      With her back turned, she didn’t see Vernon sit up in the bed. The sheet slid off him to reveal the wiry white hair that dotted his bony torso in random patches. As he swung his legs over the side of the bed, the sheet fell to the floor.

      Vernon stood up, his tighty whities, which had long ago stopped being tight or white, stood out in stark contrast against his dark exposed skin. He meandered toward his daughter, who still stared down at her phone.

      Reflected movement in the glass caught her attention. She assumed — hoped — it was someone coming to tell her they needed to take the body to the morgue and she could go home. When she turned and saw her dead father looking straight at her, surprise was an understatement.

      Vernon’s gray eyes had lost the rage that filled them in life. A vacant, yet desperate stare had replaced his hate. He took a step toward Mina, then reached for her. Mina stepped back and hit the window, her bony elbow made a tiny tinking noise against the glass.

      “Daddy?”

      Vernon’s mouth fell open, but instead of words, he exhaled a ragged gasp and drool spilled out of his mouth in thick opaque strings.

      He reached again for Mina, and this time, his clumsy hands caught the neckline of her blouse. His fingers clawed at the fabric and the top button popped off. Mina swatted at his hand and he growled at her and tried to drag her to him.

      The other buttons gave way and her shirt fell open to reveal her practical, and largely unnecessary, white bra. Mina’s initial surprised faded and she pushed him away. Vernon stumbled back two steps, but recovered and moved toward her again. He fell against her this time, his flesh pressed against hers, and he tried to bite her face, but Mina tilted her head back as far as possible and avoided his snapping jaws.

      Mina kicked out and her knee connected with his groin. He didn’t go down like she’d hoped he would, but the momentary distraction allowed her to spin away and dash past him. Vernon turned, his movements slow and jerky, and came for her again.

      Mina knew there was enough space that she could run past him and briefly considered it. But she was sick of running. Instead, she grabbed the metal bed pan from the small, particle board nightstand beside the bed and waited until he was close enough.

      Vernon took three more lumbering steps in Mina’s direction, and when he was within arm’s length, she swung the bedpan with every bit of force her tiny body could summon.

      The metal slammed into the side of Vernon’s head with a hollow thud. She reared back and swung again. That blow sent him to his knees and split the top of his head open. Blood ran down his face in red rivulets. His mouth gaped open and shut, open and shut, and he reminded Mina of a fish gasping for air.

      Mina stood before him and raised the bedpan over her head. She swung it one last time, heard a crunch as it hit, and Vernon collapsed to the floor motionless.

      Mina dropped the bedpan and the sound as it banged against the tile made her jump. She realized she was shaking all over and sat on the edge of the bed to steady herself. She looked down at her twice dead father.

      I should have done that a long time ago, she thought.
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      It was over ninety degrees in the bus and Bundy had worked up a bad case of swamp ass. He sat near the back, taking up one of the green vinyl seats all by himself. Allebach had the seat across the aisle from him.

      Bundy had grown fond of Allebach during his short stay at the prison. He reminded him a lot of the fellows Bundy would meet at the shooting range or butcher shops. Allebach was what Bundy’s father would have called ‘a good egg,’ and the two men were in the middle of a deep conversation about nothing at all.

      Bundy noticed Errickson glaring at them from the front of the bus. He kept his eyes on Allebach, but tilted his head toward the younger guard.

      “I don’t believe he approves of you treating me like a genuine human being.”

      Allebach wasted no energy looking toward his colleague. “Kids come into the system thinking it’s their job to punish people. That isn’t what we’re here for. You’re already doing your time. We’re supposed to make that go as smooth as possible. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      Bundy grinned. “Might want to tell him that.”

      “Some of them wise up. Ones that don’t, well, they end up as bitter and angry as the men they spent their whole careers hating.”

      The bus had been moving in slow motion for the last half hour, but Bundy noticed that it picked up pace as it rolled into a tunnel. The warm light of day disappeared in an instant, plunging the bus into darkness.

      “What’s going on?” One of the sick prisoners asked. “Where are we?” His voice was slow and delirious.

      Bundy heard the sound of shackles clanging against metal. That was followed by coughing, then more movement.

      “Back in your fucking seats!” Errickson yelled and Bundy could hear the fear he was trying to cover with rage.

      The putrid green light of dim fluorescents chased away most of the darkness and revealed two of the sick prisoners up and moving. It also showed Errickson was holding a small pistol.

      “Sit down, now!”

      Bundy watched the reckless little asshole sweep the gun back and forth, his finger on the trigger and one panicked moment away from pulling it and shooting God knows what or who.

      “Put that away, Errickson!” Allebach ordered, but the kid kept waving it around like he was ready to waste the entire bus.

      The bus driver also watched the chaos unfolding behind him, ignoring the road ahead. Bundy, much to his dismay, did catch what was happening through the windshield.

      “Boss, you better tell that driver to stop.”

      “What?” Allebach asked, but it was already too late.
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        * * *

      

      Bundy never lost consciousness, but his bell was ringing by the time the momentum of the crash had ceased. He ended up wedged between two vinyl seats.

      The bus itself had toppled onto the passenger side. Noxious smoke rolled in through the broken windows. Bundy gagged and coughed as it burned his nasal passages. Then he realized, for the first time since they left the prison, no one else was coughing.

      Bundy grabbed the edges of the seats that had him pinned and pulled himself up. It took all his strength and the exertion, coupled with the effects of the crash, made his head spin. Fortunately, the copious amount of sweat that covered his body acted as a lubricant and he managed to squeeze free.

      None of his fellow passengers were moving. Two of the prisoners laid limp over seats, but everyone else was unseen. With the bus on its side, Bundy had to crawl over the windows to move. He felt the broken glass dig into his knees and shins, but pushed aside the pain. He needed to find Allebach.

      Bundy found him four rows up. The man was head down, ass up, and motionless. Bundy gave his legs a shove, and he somersaulted backwards. His head slumped sideways atop a swollen, purple neck. Bundy knew that was game over. He grabbed the chain around Allebach’s waist and retrieved the keys for his cuffs.

      As Bundy freed himself from the manacles, he looked down at the man and felt his chest tighten. Allebach was indeed a good egg, one who reminded Bundy of his own dad who’d died of heart failure a decade ago. They even had the same wispy, gray comb over.

      “Shitty way to go out, Boss. You deserved better.”

      Bundy didn’t realize he was crying until he felt a tear run down his nose and tickle his nostril. He rolled the old guard into a laying down position and folded his hands over his belly. Next, he wiped the glass off the man’s face. He then set to fixing Allebach’s hair, but as he tried to get it right, the dead man opened his eyes.

      Bundy fell backwards and cracked his already foggy head against the metal interior.

      “Boss?”

      Allebach sat up, and when Bundy leaned toward him, the guard swatted at him and caught the upper part of his ear.

      Bundy felt the cartilage bend and flesh tear. How could the old guy be so damned strong? Bundy swung out with his meaty right arm and connected with Allebach’s face. He tumbled backwards again and Bundy got on his knees.

      He saw the old guard get up again, unfazed by the blow, and then he noticed more movement out of the corner of his eye.

      The two prisoners he’d seen strewn over the seats were now up and moving. Past them, another prisoner was chewing on a severed head that Bundy recognized as belonging to Cob. No more corn for you, Amigo.

      Zombies. They’re zombies. He never believed in that kind of thing, but unless he’d hit his head hard enough to scatter all his marbles, there was no other way around it.

      As the realization settled in, he felt Allebach grab his leg. Bundy kicked back with his size fourteen foot and smashed it into his mouth. He heard teeth snap like dry wood.

      With most of the zombies ahead, fleeing via the front was a no go. Bundy turned back and crawled toward the emergency exit. Along the way he found Errickson’s pistol. It was a tiny .22 Magnum pocket revolver, which was woefully inaccurate unless you wanted to shoot someone in the gut from two feet away.

      It looked and felt like a cap gun in Bundy’s monstrous hand. Little prick probably thought it was an Al Capone gangster gun. Bet he paid twice what it was worth, too. He must have kept it in an ankle holster so he could smuggle it into the prison even though doing so was a felony. Talk about the inmates running the asylum.

      Still, it was better than nothing, so Bundy took it as he crawled toward the door at the rear of the bus. When he got there, he half expected it to be jammed, but when he pulled the latch release it flopped out and open where it hit the exterior of the bus with a bang that echoed through the confines of the tunnel.

      Bundy threw one leg through the door, then the other as he managed his girth through the opening. He barely fit when it was right side up, let alone sideways. He dropped down to the pavement and felt the impact of his five hundred pounds in all his joints when he landed.

      All he could see ahead of the bus was smoke, crashed vehicles, and zombies. Behind it, the smoke was less dense, the totaled cars fewer. Only a few zombies, all of them preoccupied with eating the victims of the crash, were behind him. He went with that option.

      A hundred yards away, a vintage Firebird sat pinned nose to nose with a Lincoln Navigator, and together they blocked his escape route. As Bundy hauled himself onto the hood of the Pontiac, a hand grabbed the waistband of his standard-issue orange jumpsuit.

      He turned, looked over his shoulder, and saw Errickson. His glasses sat askew on his face. One lens had shattered and a large sliver punctured his eyeball. The remaining eye was lifeless and blank but somehow still seeing, and when Bundy’s face fell into view, the short man gasped and screwed up his face like a fellow who’d just smelled a particularly sour fart.

      “Still an asshole, even when you’re dead,” Bundy said.

      Bundy reached back and tried to grab the man’s hair, but it was slick with blood and too short for him to get a grip. Errickson’s head darted forward and Bundy pulled back his hand just in time to avoid losing a finger or two.

      Beyond them, Bundy could see more of the undead drifting through the haze toward them. Errickson lunged at him again, and this time, Bundy struck back with his over-sized hand and punched him in his good eye.

      The force of the blow sent the guard to his knees and Bundy used that opportunity to extract the gun from his pocket. As Errickson struggled back to his feet, Bundy aimed the small barrel of the Magnum at his face.

      “Wish I could say I’m sorry about this, but.”

      He pulled the trigger and the .22 punched a hole in the space just below the dead guard’s nose. His teeth folded inward in a spray of blood and white shrapnel. The bullet didn’t have enough force to vacate his skull, but it got the job done just as well and Errickson tumbled to the pavement.

      By this time, the approaching zombies were close enough that Bundy could make out their physical features. That was too close, and he climbed over the hood of a Pontiac. As he did, he spotted two bloody toddlers clawing at the windows of the crashed Lincoln. They fought to get out, or get to him. Either way, he ignored them. He wasn’t fond of children, especially undead ones.

      Past that obstacle, he had a somewhat clear path. He ran or, more accurately, strolled briskly away from the crashed vehicles, keeping a good distance between himself and the occasional zombies he passed along the way. They ignored him, too, busy feasting on other casualties or the pileup.

      As he came toward the tail end of the pileup, he found a VW Beetle with the driver’s door ajar and the engine still running. A few yards away a zombie in a pinstripe suit was eating the shapely thigh of a girl who looked about college age. Bundy imagined that the Bug was hers and that she’d had the bad luck of being a Good Samaritan at the wrong time.

      Her loss was his gain, though, and he pushed the seat back as far as it would go and squeezed himself into the car. He turned it around in the tunnel and weaved his way through the remaining vehicles until he reached daylight.

      Dozens of cars inbound for the tunnel had stopped at the entrance. The smoke that drifted out of the tube must have given them second thoughts about entering. Bundy steered by them, aiming the Bug toward the outbound lanes. The metal underbelly of the car scraped as he crested the concrete median.

      A middle-aged man in a Honda yelled out to him. “Hey, buddy! What happened in there?”

      Bundy looked at the driver and his wife, then glanced back toward the tunnel. “Take my advice and head for the hills.”

      “Should we call the cops?”

      “The cops? You better call the damned Marines.”

      The man gawked at him, confused.

      “Is that man a convict?” the wife asked.

      Bundy floored it, continued over the median, and bounced down into the outbound lane. Why, yes, Ma’am, I’m Inmate 2089349. Pleased to meet you. Yinz have a good day. Oh, and watch out for the zombies.
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      Everything was going as well as possible under the circumstances until the slob in the Dykstra jersey fell. While running north, the group had put fifty yards between themselves and the zombie horde, thanks to zigzagging through alleyways and between buildings. It was almost 11 a.m. and they had no real destination aside from getting as far as possible from the city before the bombs rained down.

      Peduto saw the Smart Car first. The tiny, black and white convertible looked like a toy, but it sat undamaged in the middle of the road and the driver was nowhere to be seen. She jumped inside and found they key in the ignition. One turn and it fired right up.

      “Get in!” she called. The ridiculousness of the order was obvious and she knew that. The car had no rear seat and room for only two up front.

      “Peduto, drive. Bolivar, you get in the passenger seat. Me and him will hold on,” Sawyer said, jerking a thumb at Dykstra Jersey.

      “No, I’ll ride on the outside,” Bolivar said, but Sawyer’s ‘Shut up and do what I tell you to do’ look settled that matter and he climbed in beside Gwen.

      The top was down and Sawyer grabbed hold of the roll bar in the back.

      “Giddy up,” he said to Dykstra Jersey, and the man wrapped his forearms around the bar. “Now roll!”

      Peduto did. The car was slow under normal circumstances and, with four people on board, it felt like the engine was powered by a hamster wheel. It was still quicker than zombies.

      They made it a few miles before Dykstra Jersey's grip became weak and he almost fell.

      Sawyer saw his distress. “Don’t you let go.”

      The man nodded but couldn’t mask the pain in his face.

      When they rounded a corner, a group of more than forty zombies blocked their path. Peduto hit the brakes, and that’s when the man lost his grip. Sawyer reached out with his right arm and caught him by the sleeve of his jersey, but the man was beyond his tipping point and there was no pulling him back.

      As he fell, Sawyer went down too and his M4 slammed to the pavement underneath him. Dykstra Jersey shrieked. It was the high-pitched sound of a wounded animal. Peduto had stopped the car and when Bolivar looked back he saw the Phillies fan’s leg was twisted outward at an angle human legs aren’t meant to bend.

      Sawyer hopped up and ran to him. He lifted the man, who screamed again, and his broken leg swayed back and forth like a metronome.

      The zombies marched toward them from the front and closed the gap to a few yards. Peduto threw open her door and got one step out before Sawyer screamed at her.

      “Get back in that car!”

      She paused and Sawyer’s face flamed red. “That’s an order, Corporal!”

      Peduto pulled her leg back into the car and closed the door.

      “God, Jesus! Put me down!” Dykstra Jersey wailed.

      “What do I do?” Peduto shouted to Sawyer, Bolivar, and herself.

      Through the windshield, Bolivar could see the closest zombie was less than twenty feet away. The others weren’t far behind.

      Sawyer saw them, too. “Oh, fuck it all to hell.”

      He dropped Dykstra Fan, who hit the ground with another anguished cry. Sawyer left him there and dashed to the Smart Car, only pausing a moment to look at Peduto.

      “I’ll clear the middle. You keep driving. Stay on Penrose until you find a ramp for 95 South.” Peduto reached for his hand and Sawyer jerked it away. “I don’t know if there’s going to be anyone left, but try for the Air Force base in Dover.”

      He looked to the zombies, which were now within what Bolivar’s grandfather would have called spitting distance. “Go there. Or don’t. I got a feeling it don’t matter anymore.”

      With that, he rushed ahead of the car and opened fire on the crowd of zombies. To Bolivar, they looked like the metal ducks at carnival shooting booths as they fell under the fire of Sawyer’s M4. All that was missing was the plinking sound.

      As promised, Sawyer created a lane through the center of the horde large enough for the Smart Car and Peduto floored it. As she steered the car through the mass of them, the zombies clawed and swiped at the vehicle. One caught Bolivar’s cap and whisked it clean off.

      The convertible clipped a few of them, pushing them aside like bumper cars. They snarled and growled and tried to regroup, but the car was almost through them. Just before they got to the end of the pack, a zombie in a suit jumped onto the hood.

      It peered in through the glass and Bolivar thought the man looked to have been in his thirties. Gel held his hair in a perfect pompadour. He looked almost normal, except for the dead, gray eyes and the bloody drool that seeped from his mouth.

      The zombie grabbed hold of the top of the windshield and dragged himself up onto it. His face pressed against the glass and flattened all his features. He kept pulling himself upward. Another two feet and he’d be able to reach inside the convertible.

      Before it could do that, Bolivar pulled out the pistol Peduto had given him a few hours earlier. He pressed it against the windshield. Only the quarter inch pane of glass separated the barrel from the zombie’s face.

      “Do it,” Peduto said.

      Bolivar didn’t wait. He squeezed the trigger and spider webs burst across the windshield. A small hole appeared in the center of them as the bullet penetrated the glass, then slammed into the zombie’s face. It tumbled off the car and rolled a few times when it hit the ground.
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      Wim stared at Old Man Bender’s undead family and pondered what to do. He felt like kicking himself for not bringing a second firearm and even more so for putting his life at risk over chocolate ice cream. He hoped there would be time for scolding himself later on. Right now, he needed to focus on surviving.

      The tot that clung to his leg was also biting him and the only thing saving his flesh from the boy’s sharp, little teeth was the denim of his blue jeans. Wim took the empty pistol and grabbed it by the barrel. He brought it down on the zombie’s head as hard as he could. The boy dropped to his knees but wasn’t dead.

      That bought Wim a few seconds of time and he scanned the freezer, looking for anything he could use for a weapon. In the near dark, it was almost impossible to see. One of the fathers was only a few feet away and closing in fast. Wim grabbed the feet of the boy he’d knocked down and hoisted him into the air.

      The boy weighed no more than forty pounds, far less than a bag of feed, and Wim had no trouble swinging him by his feet and using him like a club. The tot’s head connected with the skull of the man which resulted in a sharp crack and hollow thud, like knocking together two pieces of dead wood. Wim supposed that, in a way, that’s all they were.

      The adult zombie wobbled on his feet, took half a step forward, then two back, then collapsed. The boy had also gone limp and Wim launched him at the others like he was throwing a shot put.

      The pint-sized zombie crashed into the others, knocking down two of the children and pushing back the remaining adults. Wim ran a detour around them, and as he did, he almost ran into one of the meat hooks hanging from the ceiling. That gave him an idea.

      Wim snatched a hook from the line and gripped it by the wooden handle. He turned back to the zombies and saw the younger brother was within arm’s reach. He swung the hook and the pointed end punched through the man’s temple. The brother fell so quick that it pulled the hook loose from Wim’s grip.

      Wim jerked it free and saw one of the children blocking his path to the freezer door. In two long strides he reached the girl and slammed the meat hook upward, catching her under the chin. It poked out through her eye socket and her cloudy, blue orb popped free and then dangled from the gaping hole like a spent parachute.

      She kept moving, so Wim gave the handle a hard yank and threw her across the room, where she crashed into a pile of boxes. Wim now had a clear path and he took it.

      He shoved his shopping cart through the opening, grabbed the door, and slammed it shut, knocking over one of the wife zombies in the process. He latched the door from the outside and leaned back against it as he caught his breath.

      Wim couldn’t believe how close he’d come to dying and was surprised at how much the prospect of death had frightened him. Maybe he had something to live for after all.

      It was almost pitch black outside now, and he checked each direction multiple times, like a little boy crossing the street, as he exited the store. Much to his relief, the streets were still empty. He transferred his groceries from the cart to the Bronco, then reloaded his pistol, just in case.

      Even though life was lonely on the farm with no one and nothing around, he couldn’t wait to go back. He’d deal with everything else tomorrow. If there was a tomorrow. Any more, he couldn’t be sure.
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      Ramey laid on her back, her eyes closed and earbuds blocking out the sounds of the dying world. She knew when she left her bedroom she might find her mother dead on the couch. Or maybe she’d be unconscious with puke all over herself, the furniture, and floor. Or maybe she’d be high as hell, trying to make mac and cheese in the microwave, even though the electricity was out. She was in no rush to see which scenario was true.

      She didn’t hear the first soft thud at her bedroom door. Or the second. The third was louder. Loud enough to draw her attention through the white noise of her earbuds. She pulled out one of them and listened. Soon enough, a fourth came.

      The next thud was louder and harder and followed by what sounded like a pencil breaking.

      “Mom?”

      Ramey removed the other earbud and dropped them to the bed. She stood and crossed the small room, but when she reached the door, she held the knob in her hand, but didn’t open it.

      “Mom?” she asked again.

      There came another thud, and this time Ramey thought she heard a soft moan. She turned the doorknob, and as soon as the latch cleared the strike plate the door pushed inward. Ramey stumbled as the door knocked her backward and she landed on her butt.

      When she looked up, she saw Loretta shuffling into the room. Her nose was smashed to the side and laid flat against her cheek like a chunk of raw chicken. So that’s what I heard snap, Ramey thought. A syringe hung from Loretta’s arm, the needle still embedded in her skin and a small trail of dried, brown blood traversed the leathery skin of her forearm.

      She’s dead.

      No, that couldn’t be true. Dead people don’t walk around. This was just some terrible reaction to the drugs. That’s what it had to be.

      Loretta lunged, or more precisely, fell toward her with a gurgling growl. When Ramey rolled out of the way, Loretta face planted on the shag carpet without making the slightest attempt to catch herself.

      Nope. Definitely dead.

      Loretta clawed at Ramey’s bare leg and her fingernails scraped off the top layer of skin but didn’t draw blood. Ramey reared back and kicked her mother in the face, her Sketchers connecting with Loretta’s jaw and resulting in a crack that Ramey both heard and felt. Loretta’s head snapped backward, then flopped forward again into the carpet.

      Ramey ran past her mother, out of the bedroom and to the kitchen. She jerked open the junk drawer and dug through the tools and bottle openers and hot pads and toothpicks as she searched for the keys to Loretta’s car but came up empty.

      “Shit!” Ramey said as she slammed the drawer closed. She checked the countertops, but there were no keys to be found.

      Ramey looked up to see Loretta back on her feet and shambling into the living room. Her dislocated jaw jutted to the right, the opposite direction her nose faced and Ramey had a second to think that her dead mother looked like something out of a Picasso painting.

      Loretta was now between Ramey and the trailer door. Ramey returned to the junk drawer and looked for anything she could use. She shoved aside the pliers and cookie cutters and bolts and found something worthwhile: the meat tenderizer. She grabbed the rubber handle and turned back toward her mother.

      “Get out of my way, Mom!”

      Loretta kept shuffling at her, oblivious to her daughter’s demands.

      Ramey tried to go around her, but Loretta caught her shirt sleeve. She leaned into Ramey and tried to bite, but her jaw couldn’t close and she only drooled all over her.

      Ramey swung the silver tenderizer and it smashed into Loretta’s forehead, leaving a waffle pattern in her dead flesh. Ramey swung again, this time bringing the tool down on the top of her head.

      The skin split open to reveal gleaming, white bone underneath. Ramey hit her a third time and this time the tool caught her in the temple and Loretta crashed to the floor in an unmoving heap. Ramey jumped over her body and ran out of the trailer.

      Outside, the park was in chaos. It seemed as if all of her neighbors were either chasing someone or being chased.

      Ramey stood on the porch and watched the eight-year-old Sutton twins run down Mr. Reese, the retiree who lived three trailers down. They pounced on him as he fell and started eating him. He kept screaming until one of the twins chewed his throat out.

      Joan Saylor, who sometimes cut Ramey’s hair for free when she couldn’t afford to go to the Walmart salon, sat in her front yard and munched on the arm of a man Ramey assumed to be Mr. Saylor. She couldn’t tell because his face was gone.

      Drea, a butch biker chick who was always tinkering with her vintage Harley Davidson trike used her wrench to knock out the teeth of Louie Fritz, a creeper who Loretta fancied and once invited in for lunch, only he spent most of the time trying to look down Ramey’s shirt or up her shorts instead of paying attention to Loretta.

      Ramey rather enjoyed watching his teeth go flying through the air like a handful of chiclets, but as soon as he was incapacitated, another zombie grabbed Drea from behind and chomped into her shoulder. The biker was big, over six feet — Ramey had always suspected she was a man in drag — and she hurled the zombie over her broad shoulders and onto the gravel driveway.

      Drea raised the wrench to hit Louie again, but before she could act her body spasmed and she collapsed to her knees. She dropped her weapon, and when the convulsions stopped, she stood back up and chased after a girl Ramey used to go to school with, but who had dropped out after getting pregnant at fourteen.

      Ramey stepped off the porch and rushed to Loretta’s old Dodge. She opened the door as quietly as possible and dropped into the driver’s seat, where she checked the ignition for keys that weren’t there.

      When Ramey looked back up, she saw Louie the Creeper looking through the windshield at her. His comb-over was pushed askew from his earlier tumble and it stuck almost straight up in a thinning, gray mohawk.

      Ramey scrambled out of the car and waited for him to make the first move. When he ran at her, she swung the meat tenderizer and it hit the bridge of his nose with a pleasant crunch that reminded her of cracking open a fortune cookie.

      Confucius say zombie no match for girl with hammer.

      She could hear the sound of an engine running and sprinted around the trailer to the opposite lane, where a jacked up pick up painted primer gray and with as much putty as metal idled in the middle of the road. The driver’s side door hung ajar, but the cab was empty.

      Ramey ran to it, passing by Adele Miller, the park’s office manager, who lumbered along dragging a dog leash with no dog at the other end. Ramey jumped into the truck and pulled the door shut.

      She threw the truck into gear, thankful that they were too poor for an automatic and she’d learned to drive a stick, and gunned the engine. As she did, a burly man with an American flag bandanna tied around his forehead and carrying a flat screen TV ran out of the closest trailer.

      “That’s my truck!”

      Ramey slammed the gas and the almost bald tires squealed as the truck took off.

      “You bitch, bring back my truck!”

      Ramey checked the rear-view mirror and saw him toss down the TV. He chased after for a few paces, but gave up as she gained ground.

      She was almost to the exit when she saw Bobby Mack, the de-virginizer, stumble into her path. Bobby’s white wife beater tank top was red with blood and his right arm looked like half-eaten hamburger.

      Ramey didn’t slow down and the chrome bumper hit Bobby at thirty miles an hour. He bounced a few feet into the air, allowing her one last look at his dim face before he crashed back down. She heard bones break as the truck rolled over him. She may have even smiled a little.
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      Mead never made it back to his apartment. As he drove away from the buffet, it became clear the world had turned to shit over the last few hours. He saw zombies in the streets, zombies trapped inside cars, and zombies eating humans.

      The few live and uninjured people he saw were running for their lives. He saw no first responders or anyone interested in coming to the rescue, a fact that did not surprise him. There wasn’t anyone in Johnstown worth saving, anyway.

      As he drove, he passed a small sporting goods store, saw the plate-glass window shattered and stopped. He crawled through the opening and was careful to not impale himself on any of the larger shards, which clung to the frame like jagged teeth.

      He kept his eyes forward as he dropped into the building, watching for both zombies and looters. He came down on a chunk of concrete, the source of the destroyed window, and went sprawling into the broken glass.

      “Fuck!” He climbed to his knees and wiped bits of glass from his arms and legs. Aside from a few minor scrapes, he was fine. Be more careful, dumbass, he thought as he stood. His ankle was sore but not sprained.

      A torn ligament or broken leg in a situation like this would be the end of him. He knew that. Mead wasn’t stupid, even if most of his teachers and his parents would have said otherwise. He knew he could survive this.

      He had always been a zombie fanatic, whether they were piece of shit Italian gore-fests by guys like Fulci, Lenzi, and Mattei or the more cerebral Romero movies. Mead watched them all and, sadly, he now thought, he always rooted for the zombies.

      It wasn’t that he hated everyone, although in real life he loathed his fair share. No, in the movies the heroes were always idiots. They deserved to die because they did stupid things like try to save babies or old people. Or they didn’t look where they were going and stumbled right into the zombies. Or they holed up inside a building where they ended up surrounded and trapped. He'd be smart.

      A large display case by the cash register was also smashed open and emptied. Mead had never been in that store in his life, but he could tell by the price tags that it had housed the firearms once upon a time.

      That was okay, he didn’t want a gun. The closest he’d ever come to firing a pistol was playing Duck Hunt on his old school Nintendo, and more often than not he missed the ducks and the damned dog laughed at him. Besides, guns jammed. Or you ran out of bullets and had to go hunting for more ammo. He wouldn't fall into that trap. That was just another easy way to die.

      Mead examined the store and found it empty of anything currently or formerly human. As he searched, he grabbed a few buck knives, but he wanted something he could use without getting so up close and personal. He sorted through a rack of wooden and aluminum baseball bats. He considered one, but they also seemed too short. The bows and arrows he came across next were even more useless to him than guns.

      He’d almost given up hope and decided to make his stand with one of the bats when a rack of hockey sticks caught his eye. A sign above them read “The first truly unbreakable sticks” and beneath that, a price sign listed them as “Starting at only $149.”

      “Jesus. Who has that kind of money for a stick?” he said to himself. When he picked up one of the sticks, he was amazed at how light it was. Maybe a pound, if that. The shaft and blade were metal. It seemed impossible that something that felt so inconsequential in hand could be unbreakable. It must be some sort of modern day alchemy.

      To test this out, Mead stepped to the cash register, the drawer of which hung open and empty. Idiots, Mead thought. Money was worthless now.

      He raised the stick above his head and swung down as hard as he could manage. The metal whistled through the air like a sword before crashing into the plastic machine. Mead felt electric shockwaves fire through his arms. The plastic frame of the cash register shattered into large chunks and the hockey stick remained in one piece without so much as a dent.

      “Well, holy shit!” Screw the Ark of the Covenant, Mead had just found something much more practical. The stick was five feet long, well beyond arm’s reach and would be exactly what he needed, with a little customization.

      Mead scavenged the store. When he finished, he felt he was more than adequately suited for going to war against some zombie bastards. He taped large knives to the butt ends of two hockey sticks, then followed that up with taping two ice skate blades around the blade of the stick. He checked their sharpness by lightly touching the blade against his forearm and opened an inch-long gash. Perfect.

      He used heavy duty backpack straps to fasten the double bladed hockey sticks crisscross over his back. He wrapped his arms and legs in duct tape, only allowing enough empty space for his joints to bend.

      He found a lacrosse helmet which even had a cage to protect his face. He slid a variety of knives into a utility belt, then finished off the outfit with a pair of heavy duty steel-toed boots and thick leather gloves. He’d gained about thirty pounds’ worth of armor, but had a feeling it would be more than worth its weight.

      Mead crawled back out the window and hopped down to the street. A dilapidated duplex further up the block was ablaze and orange-yellow flames clawed out open windows. A woman, half her skin charred black, wandered down the street. An elderly man, so stooped over he looked like a hunchback, loped toward her.

      “Oh, God, miss! We need to get you help!” the man said.

      What a fool, Mead thought. When the old fart grabbed hold of the burned woman’s uninjured side and she responded by jumping on him and tearing open his throat, his skepticism was proved correct. The geezer didn’t even have time to scream.

      Mead ignored them both and retreated to his Cavalier. He deposited one of the hockey sticks in the back seat and went to follow up with the second, but paused. Mead glanced back at the burned zombie who had moved on from the geezer’s neck and was now dining on his face like it was an Easter ham.

      He moved up the sidewalk, walking at first, then changing gears to a quick jog as he got closer. He was in a full sprint by the time he reached them.

      “Head’s up, bitch!”

      She looked up, a ragged piece of flesh dangling from her mouth. Mead swung the end of the hockey stick with the skate blade attached.

      The blade hit her in the temple and tore through the front of her face, slicing through her right eye, the bridge of her nose, then the left eye before ripping free at the opposite end of her head. She tumbled backward and remained motionless on the sidewalk.

      Who needs Sidney Crosby? Mead thought, and he fought hard to suppress a primal scream of victory. Got to be careful, you don’t know how many zombies are out there.

      The hunchback on the ground had stopped bleeding and when Mead looked down at him, he saw his dead eyes open. The lifeless thing tried to growl, but with most of the bottom half of its face missing, it came out in more of a gurgle. It reached up, swatting at Mead but only caught air.

      Mead straddled the zombie and spun the hockey stick around (like a ninja, he thought with glee). Now, the knife end faced downward. He clenched the shaft with both hands and guided the knife into the zombie’s eye.

      He stopped pushing when he felt resistance from hitting the back of the monster’s skull. Mead gave the stick a quick jerk from side to side to make sure the creature’s brains were scrambled. The zombie went limp.

      Mead stepped off it and jogged back to his car. He set the now bloody stick in the passenger seat for easy access. The Cavalier started with a loud backfire, and as Mead drove away, several zombies, drawn to the sound, followed.
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      The relief officer never arrived and three days later Aben was still handcuffed to the toilet. He gave up and drank from the bowl halfway through day two. Even for a man who had slept in gutters and eaten from restaurant dumpsters, he felt that was a new low point.

      Dolan’s decomposing body laid where it fell in the center of the room. The smell of his rotting corpse filled the hot, cramped office. His exposed belly had swelled to three times its normal size and Aben half expected it to burst like an overfilled water balloon.

      The officer’s skin had first gone pale white and more recently turned a putrid gray-green. His eyes bulged like they would pop from their sockets and his black tongue jutted from his mouth like he was giving an undead raspberry.

      Watching the decomposition process up close and personal was a fascinating, if revolting, way to pass the time, but what really bothered Aben were the flies. Thousands of them.

      They invaded the room about ten minutes after Dolan died, like they had some sort of death sonar. Maybe they did. They landed on the body and the splattered blood and brains to eat and lay their eggs.

      The next day he saw the first maggots. He tried to tell himself his eyes were playing tricks on him. That it was hunger and dehydration and he wasn’t seeing what he thought he was. But toward the afternoon they were large enough he couldn’t deny it any longer.

      The tiny, writhing worms crawled over the body, eating and burrowing into the dead flesh. He could see Dolan’s skin pulsing and rippling as the worms ate him from the inside out.

      Forget ashes to ashes, dust to dust, this was what happens when you die. You get eaten up and shit out by maggots, then more flies show up to eat their shit and lay more eggs and round and round she goes. This was the circle of life. Hakuna matata.

      Aben tried off and on to slip the cuff, but all he ended up with was a bloody and sore wrist. He’d seen prisoners break their thumbs to get out of handcuffs in the movies, but his were squeezed on so tight he doubted that would do any good.

      Sooner or later someone had to show up, and when they did, at least he’d have ten working fingers. There were two in particular he looked forward to showing them.

      One thing he was not was hungry, and that surprised him as the last thing he’d eaten was the shitty pizza. Of course, it was hard to work up much of an appetite with a festering corpse twelve feet away.

      Aben had almost resigned himself to the fact that the third day would come and go with no relief when he heard a thud and footsteps outside the office.

      “Get in here! Officer Dolan shot himself!” Aben waited. The footsteps came closer but slow, so damn slow. Why the hell were they taking their time?

      “Hey! Hurry up!”

      The same plodding steps followed his plea.

      Aben banged his handcuff chain against the pipe, which didn’t do anything to speed up the footsteps and only made his raw wrist sore all over again.

      Finally, a shape appeared near the doorway but the hall outside the office was dark and Aben couldn’t make out any features.

      “What the fuck are you waiting for?”

      The figure stepped into the room and Aben saw that the man who had just strolled into the office was only marginally better off than the dead policeman on the floor.

      The man wore blue mechanic’s overalls with a tag that read, “My name’s Steve. What’s yours?” but Steve didn’t look like he was interested in small talk.

      His flesh was lifeless and gray and he had matching eyes. Dried blood covered the lower part of his face and Aben swore he saw a hunk of skin — skin with human hair still attached to it — stuck between Steve’s buck teeth.

      She came back. That’s what Dolan had said about his wife. She died, but came back. Was that actually true? How the hell could that be?

      Steve staggered into the room, his arms dangling limp at his sides. He saw Dolan’s body on the floor, walked to it, and crumpled to his knees. He leaned over Dolan’s lifeless corpse, grabbed an arm, and started eating.

      Son of a bitch, he was right. Steve’s a zombie and now he’s in here eating this rotten bastard right in front of me.

      Now, the broken thumb trick sounded not only plausible but damned appealing. Aben grabbed the thumb on his cuffed left hand and tried squeezing it inward. He could feel the tendon stretch and the knuckle gave a resounding pop, which sounded like a corkscrew blowing out of a champagne bottle in the small, quiet room.

      Zombie Steve looked up at the sound of the knuckle cracking and he lost interest in the dead flesh before him. He rose to his feet and started toward fresh meat.

      Aben’s thumb hadn’t broken and, as Steve got closer, he tried again. He gritted his teeth and jerked his thumb outward and again the finger cracked, but this time it was the joint separating. Hot pain shot up Aben’s arm and he pushed the dislocated thumb into his palm and pulled like hell against the cuffs.

      His hand still refused to come free. He jerked hard and the metal cuffs sliced further into his wrist. He could see the flesh gaping and blood ran steadily from the red bracelet he’d carved.

      The zombie took another step, but this time his foot came down on a chunk of Dolan’s maggot infested brains and Steve’s leg shot out from under him.

      Aben watched the zombie pratfall with a mixture of amazement and horror. Steve flailed sideways but his slow, awkward movements gave him no chance at stopping the plunge. The zombie fell through the air and landed on Dolan’s distended midsection.

      When the zombie fell on it, the skin covering Dolan’s guts exploded. Aben had earlier thought of it like a water balloon, but when it burst, it became the most vile, revolting piñata in the history of the world.

      Rotting intestines and tissue and black coagulated blood and maggots, my God, so many maggots, blew out like gory shrapnel. Aben only had a moment to take in the visual carnage before the smell hit him.

      The aroma of the rotting corpse was fresh apple pie compared to the abomination that came from Dolan’s insides. Aben gagged and retched, but after three days had no food to come up.

      Another wave of the stench hit him and this time when he gagged yellow bile rocketed up his throat and burst out his mouth and nose. The bile ran down his chin and seeped through his beard, which only made him gag again.

      His retching refocused the attention of Zombie Steve, who flailed atop Dolan’s body like he was swimming in mid-air. His arms and legs smacked into the piles of rotten organs and maggots.

      Steve grabbed a handful of something black and full of worms and shoved it into his mouth. After he swallowed it down, the zombie escaped his sandbar and was back on the hunt.

      Aben pulled again, and again his hand would not come free. He saw the top of his wrist was cut to the bone. Blood didn’t simply running from the wound, it gushed.

      The zombie was closing in and Aben could see that his observation about the skin stuck on Steve’s mouth was indeed correct. Apparently Steve had recently dined on flesh a la blonde.

      Aben could feel the zombie’s rancid breath on his face. He knew he was about to die but decided to give it one more try.

      Aben threw himself sideways with his much force as possible so that all of his body weight would be acting against the cuffs. He expected to end up hanging from them like a side of beef on a hook, dangling there for the zombie to feast upon, but to his amazement, he fell the whole way to the floor.

      He was free.

      Despite being loosed from the cuffs, Steve was almost on top of him. Aben belly crawled through the gore that had been Dolan’s stomach, toward the cop’s right hand which still held his pistol. He could feel things squishing under his elbows and knees and didn’t know whether it was intestines or maggots and he didn’t want to find out.

      Aben pulled the gun free from the dead man's hand, rolled onto his back and looked up at Zombie Steve.

      “My name’s Aben. And it definitely was not a pleasure meeting you.”

      Aben squeezed the trigger and shot Steve in the face. The zombie fell first to his knees, then forward where he landed across Dolan’s legs.

      They all laid there for a moment, Aben and the two dead men. Then Aben looked at his left hand which, only seconds earlier, had been cuffed.

      What he saw first were the bones. He wasn’t quite sure what he was seeing and when he closed his hand, it was like looking at one of the skeletons in those Ray Harryhausen movies with stop motion animation. Only this was his hand.

      The skin had been peeled away from his wrist all the way to his fingertips. He could see the tendons still attached to the white bone, but the flesh was gone. The pain was exquisite.

      “Oh, shit,” he said and his head felt like it would float away. As fast as he could manage, he used his right hand to pull off his belt, then looped it around his left forearm and pulled it as tight as possible.

      He was still holding on to the leather when he passed out.
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      The muscles in Emory’s legs burned like they were aflame. He’d been peddling the bike for miles with intentions of going to the police station, but the further he rode into the city, the pointlessness of that plan became obvious. The horror he’d seen up close and personal inside the tunnel was not an isolated incident.

      The first zombies he saw out here, in the light of day, were lone monsters staggering hither and yon like children lost in a foreign world. They wandered down the streets and sidewalks, bouncing off lampposts or street signs, then turned around to return in the direction from which they’d came. The ghouls would give a weak swipe as he rode by them but gave no chase.

      They changed when he got further into the city where the population was denser. Here, the zombies also increased in number, and rather than the lone wolves he saw on the outskirts, these zombies hunted in packs.

      Emory was closing in on a discount electronics outlet when he saw three men with bandannas covering the lower halves of their faces rush toward the store. One of them carried a cinder block, which he hoisted over his head and pitched through the huge plate-glass window. It exploded in a thunderclap and the trio jumped through the void.

      Two of them reemerged moments later. The first carried an armload of laptops and tablets. The second had claimed a variety of cell phones. Their block tossing companion remained inside.

      “Hurry up, Rog!” one of the thieves yelled.

      A few seconds later, the other man hopped through the broken window carrying a flat screen TV with each arm and the men took off with their haul. They didn’t make it to the end of the block before a group of eight zombies emerged from an alleyway and blocked their path.

      Emory slowed the bike and considered another route, but his curiosity got the best of him and he watched as the thief with the cell phones tossed them aside and pulled a pistol from the front of his jeans.

      Without warning the man fired four shots and every round connected with the torso of a middle-aged zombie in a tank top. The four bullet holes stood out dramatically against the pale fabric and bits of blood seeped out. The zombie looked down at the holes in its chest and stomach, curious. Then, its gaze turned to the shooter.

      “What the fuck?” the thief who held the flat screens said.

      And then the zombies attacked like a pack of hyenas. They got the shooter first, and as he fell, he squeezed off another round that went whizzing down the street a few feet away from Emory.

      The man screamed as the zombies ate him, taking ragged bites out of his arms, face, and neck. There were too many zombies to all get in on the meal, so the others moved on to the two remaining thieves.

      The man who had the computers dropped them and abandoned his friends, sprinting in the opposite direction. He was fast, and within seconds, he was closing in on Emory. Up close, Emory could see this was no teenage thug. This man was in his forties and old acne scars gave a lunar feel to his complexion.

      “Can you believe this shit?” he asked Emory. “This is end of the world shit.”

      Emory watched the action ahead where the other thief now held up a TV like a shield, which he used to block and batter the zombies that were attacking him. One zombie got behind him and sunk its teeth into the man’s shoulder.

      He spun free and slammed the flat screen over the zombie’s head. The plastic frame hung around the monster’s throat like a necklace, but it didn’t go down. Two more zombies grabbed the thief from behind, and soon enough, he was on the ground and being eaten alive.

      “Hey! Gramps!” the last thief said to Emory and the man's words drew his attention away from the carnage. He turned just in time to see a blurry fist flying at his face. He heard his nose break and the momentum of the blow carried his slender frame backwards. He tumbled off the bicycle and smacked into the pavement. Then the bike fell on top of him.

      Through the stars that had sprung up before his eyes, he saw the man who just assaulted him grab the bike and climb aboard. Emory reached out and grabbed the rear tire, but as the thief jumped down on the pedal, the spokes whirled around and spun free of his weak grip.

      Gramps, Emory thought as he laid on the hard macadam and stared up at the featureless gray sky above him. Did that bastard have the audacity to call me Gramps?

      As the stars faded and his senses returned, Emory realized the screaming had stopped. He rolled onto his side, then his knees, and as he knelt there on all fours like a dog in the street, he saw the zombies had finished dining on the electronics thieves and were coming for him.

      His body still ached from the wreck and his legs were weak from riding the bike. Getting to his feet seemed as impossible as climbing Mount Everest, an adventure he’d often daydreamed about tackling when he was a young man and read Sir Edmund Hillary’s biography. But, like so many things, it had remained nothing more than a dream, one more unchecked box on his wish list of life.

      Now, the only wish he had left was escaping the creatures which he could hear getting nearer, their lifeless feet scraping along the rough pavement.

      He got one foot under him and used all his strength to stand. When he did, the stars returned, but now they were black pocks against the streetscape. A shrill bell went off inside his head and it squealed so loud that he couldn’t hear the zombies anymore.

      A vise embraced his chest and he struggled to suck in breath. He knew he was on the verge of losing consciousness and tried to blink away the coming darkness as his knees gave way.

      That was when they grabbed him.
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      The woman crouched on all fours and knelt over something, her head thrashing wildly back and forth. Solomon recognized her as one of the bints he’d heard gossiping about his wife. God rest her whoring soul. As he stepped closer, he saw exactly what was going on: she was chowing down on her own son. She had her head buried in the child’s stomach, her face obscured in the tot's guts.

      It reminded Solomon of a rabbit he’d had growing up — Daphne. She got pregnant, and he’d waited impatiently as her furry belly grew fatter, eager to see the coming kits. She went into early labor one morning and his mum allowed him to miss school so he could stay home for the event.

      Daphne gave birth to five of the ugliest things he’d ever seen, but the experience amazed him nonetheless. He was even more amazed late that night when he poked his head into the hutch and saw mum rabbit eating her young.

      Daphne’s tan fur was stained red with blood. Two of the kits were back in her belly, albeit in a wholly different way than they’d been the day prior. She'd devoured a third from the hindquarters up and its lifeless torso shimmied back and forth as its own mother dined on its organs.

      An eight-year-old Solomon puked his supper onto his shoes and ran back into the house, crying as he told his mother of the horror. She looked at him blankly and replied only, “It happens, love. Part of nature.”

      After that, he’d had frequent nightmares in which his mum was eating him. He’d wake up in a cold sweat, crying and squalling, and she’d rush in to the room to console him, but with those visions so fresh in his mind he couldn't stand to look at her.

      He pushed the thoughts of the rabbit and his mother from his mind and returned his focus to the zombie on the lawn before him. She was oblivious to his presence as he strolled up to her, held the pistol a few inches from the back of her skull and squeezed the trigger. Her head snapped forward and she fell on top of the tot.

      Solomon used his foot to push her off the lad, and when she toppled away, he saw the boy’s stomach was a gaping cavern filled with half eaten organs and ropes of chewed on intestines. The aroma was nauseating and Solomon used his free hand to cover his mouth and try to block out the stench.

      The tot squirmed to and fro on its back, a whiny squeal coming from its mouth. Solomon wasn’t sure if it was alive or undead, but what he needed to do was the same either way. He aimed the gun at the tiny body below him and —

      “Put down the gun!”

      He glanced to his side and saw two police officers standing in front of a police cruiser.

      That’s about right. Always get here after the fact. Solomon turned toward them. “Don’t you coppers know what’s going on here?”

      The half-eaten tot rolled onto his stomach and Solomon heard the guts slithering out of the gash in his belly as it moved toward him. Solomon moved his hand, the hand that held the gun, an inch, if that.

      “Drop it, now!”

      Solomon looked toward the cops, fury clouding his face. How stupid could these arses be?

      He felt the tot’s little hand press against his foot and looked down on it. He raised the pistol.

      “No!”

      When the cop screamed Solomon turned his head toward the voice and the next thing he felt was a firecracker of pain explode in his head. Then everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      I’m moving. My body isn’t, but I am.

      He couldn’t see anything. Couldn’t feel anything except an inferno in his head. He tried to move but couldn’t. But he was moving.

      “Get him in the ambulance!”

      “Fuck him. He can rot.”

      “Jesus, Shawn, the guy got shot in the head.”

      “He’s a fucking murderer. You see what he did to that woman and her kid?”

      Between their voices came a metallic clang and a heavy bump that shook his body. Solomon realized he was on a stretcher. He tried to move again. Couldn’t. Tied down to a stretcher. Balls, did his head ache.

      “We don’t know what happened. Guy had a gun and that kid… That didn’t happen with a gun.”

      “I ain’t no detective, but you got a bloody guy standing over a dead woman and a half dead kid and I know a duck when I see one.”

      Christ, these morons are my saviors?

      The movement stopped. He heard a metal door opening. Felt the gurney bump against what he assumed was the ambulance, but he still couldn’t see anything but black.

      “What the?”

      Someone screamed. A gunshot. Another.

      “Hurry!”

      He and the stretcher were thrown into the ambulance. He heard no one follow him into the back. Another door closed and the tires squealed as the vehicle sped away. The stretcher bounced back and forth as the ambulance rounded corners at wildly unsafe speeds.

      Muffled voices — Angry? Scared? — came from the front, but between the pain in his head and the shrieking of the siren, he couldn’t make out any words. Soon enough, he lost consciousness anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Light seeped in through the darkness. Not much, but enough to turn his world from a black hole into a dark room. A chorus of voices, some male, some female, shared this space with him.

      “Where’s Micklson?”

      “He was supposed to be in the OR when we got here.”

      “Page him, now!”

      “Yes, Doctor.”

      “Jesus, look at that hole. Is that his brain leaking out?”

      “Where the fuck is Micklson? I’m not a god damned neurosurgeon.”

      A muffled scream rang out. Then another. Then several more.

      “What now?”

      “See what’s going on out there. And tell someone to fucking get Micklson!”

      A door opened, closed.

      Solomon tried to open his eyes and a flat plane of white appeared. Dark blobs moved through it. He made an attempt at speaking but nothing came out.

      More screams. His thoughts were cloudy and scattered, but he had an idea what was happening even if these fools were clueless. He forgot about trying to speak and focused on opening his eyes the rest of the way.

      Something crashed. Glass broke.

      His eyes came open and he saw he was in an operating suite. Five other people stood around. He may as well have been invisible for all the attention they paid him. They stared at the double doors at the edge of the room. Doors which were at the very edge of his peripheral vision.

      Yet another scream, this one high pitched and filled with pain.

      “Christ…”

      All of them watched the doors, transfixed. Solomon saw a middle-aged man in dark blue scrubs grab a scalpel.

      I’d go for something larger, Doc.

      The doors burst open and a woman in Winnie the Pooh scrubs fell through them. Doused in blood, she had a ragged hole where her right cheek had once resided. She ran into a wheeled table, knocking a tray of instruments to the floor where they clattered and scattered.

      A woman and a man rushed to her side, kneeling out of Solomon’s view. He saw a jowly cop stagger through the doors, the bottom half of his face covered in blood. Not his own blood.

      Solomon tried to move and still couldn’t. All he could do was lay there and watch as the cop grabbed an anesthesiologist by the front of her uniform and pulled her into him. He was much taller than her, and when he bit down, his teeth caught beneath her eye and above her eyebrow. There was a grating, scraping sound as his jaws closed.

      The woman squealed and flailed at the cop with her arms. One of the nurses slammed a metal clipboard over the cop’s head, and when he pulled back to look at his assailant, the anesthetist's eye came with.

      The room became chaos. Running and fighting and crying and screaming and bleeding. So much bleeding. Solomon saw a slender, dark haired man with jet black hair come through the doors. He was missing his nose and upper lip. That didn’t stop him from tearing out the throat of one of the surgical techs. In the struggle, Solomon saw a blood speckled name tag and was positive it read, “Micklson.”

      Well, that’s just fantastic.

      He suspected there was no need to see what came next and let his eyes go shut.
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      Mina sat on the bed for a good, long while and waited. She was certain that, any minute now, the police would show up. Killing her father had caused a heck of a racket and some nurse or orderly must have called the cops to report the crazy black woman who had just committed homicide.

      And when they showed up, what was she going to say? The truth? That her dead father came back to life and tried to kill her, only she bashed in his skull with the bedpan before he could eat her hardly seemed plausible. She was free of her father, only to end up in prison or, at best, a lunatic asylum. Either way, it would be bye, bye Birdie.

      Only, no one showed up. No police. No security guards. Not even a nosy candy striper or janitor. She realized that all she had to do was walk away, and after cinching together her ripped blouse and trying her best to look like someone who hadn’t just committed murder; she did just that.

      Mina peeked out of the doorway and checked up and down the long corridor. All was clear, but not in the way she’d hoped. It wasn’t that everyone was preoccupied. Everyone was gone.

      Earlier, when she’d waited outside the room for the doctor and nurses to attempt their best heroic measures, the hall was bustling with hospital employees fluttering about like worker bees. Now, there was no one, as if everyone in the hospital had gone on a cigarette break at the exact same time.

      Who cares where they all went, Mina thought. Just go. So, she did. She was halfway to the elevator when she heard someone moaning a few rooms down. As she got closer, she heard the steady tone of a hospital machine. Mina didn’t know what the machine was or its purpose, but she knew from the movies the sound was bad news.

      She again checked the hallway, but no one was rushing to the rescue. And when the person in the room moaned again, Mina decided it was up to her to see if they needed help.

      As she stepped into the room, a baby blue privacy curtain blocked her view. Mina reached up, started to pull it back, then paused.

      “Hello?” She waited. Another moan. “I don’t work here. I was here with—” She stopped herself. What did it matter to the person behind the curtain why she was here and why volunteer unnecessary information? Instead, she went with, “Do you need help?”

      What a stupid question, she thought even before the words stopped spilling from her mouth. The machine doesn’t make that sound if things are okay. And people don’t moan like that unless they’re in trouble.

      Mina pulled back the curtain and the first thing she saw was the nurse who’d instructed her to wait with her dead father. The beautiful woman was sprawled on the floor beside the empty hospital bed.

      Her once pristine pink scrubs now shredded and stained with blood. Most of her flesh was missing. Even the bones showed through in places. To Mina, the nurse looked like she’d taken a dip in a pool filled with piranhas.

      A wet, gasping noise from the bathroom at the other end of the room drew Mina’s attention away from the dead nurse. Mina approached the half-closed door.

      What are you doing, you ding dong? It was her father’s voice she heard echoing through her head. You ain’t got many brains, but it’s time you used ‘em. Get your ass out of here before it’s too late.

      “Shut up!” she hissed, and didn’t realize she’d said it aloud until a gagging, gurgle answered from the bathroom.

      “Hey,” she said to the half-closed door. “Do you want me to get someone?”

      When she didn’t get an answer, Mina gritted her teeth and pushed open the door. What she saw was even more of a shock than her dead father attacking her.

      The small, Indian doctor who had pronounced her father dead sat upright, his back against the blue tiled bathroom wall. His head hung limp and his chin rested on his chest. At the doctor’s midsection, Mina saw an old woman in a hospital gown on her hands and knees. The gown had ridden up and the split flapped open to reveal her saggy, wrinkled ass. The old woman’s face was buried in the doctor’s stomach, her head twisting back and forth as she burrowed into his bowels.

      The sour aroma of shit hit Mina as violently as her father’s fist and she couldn’t hold back a dry retch. That drew the attention of the old woman who pulled back and her face came free of the doctor’s innards with a sloppy sucking sound. Schwock!

      Blood and bits of intestines covered the woman, and when she saw Mina, the woman scrambled to her feet and loped toward her.

      Mina slammed the door into the woman. It bounced off her and the old zombie stumbled backwards and tripped over the doctor’s body. Mina dashed away from the bathroom, but footsteps resumed behind her and they were coming faster than Mina could run.

      She spotted an aluminum cane propped against the nightstand by the bed and grabbed it. She spun around. The old woman was just a step away, blood and feces seeping from her open jaws as she growled.

      Mina’s instincts took over and when the old woman got within arm’s reach, she slammed the butt end of the cane into the zombie’s face. She felt teeth break as the shaft smashed through them, and for a brief moment, the zombie stood there with the gray metal jutting from her mouth like the world’s biggest straw.

      Then, she snapped her head back and gave no indication that the shattered remains of her front teeth affected her in the slightest. She yanked the cane free of her mouth, tossed it aside, and dove toward Mina. The two collapsed in a heap and the thing that had once been human was on top.

      It growled and bared what remained of its teeth and red saliva hung in thick ropes, which dripped onto Mina’s face. Mina turned her head just in time to prevent them from landing in her mouth.

      She’s like a rabid dog, Mina thought and then, as if to prove the point, the old woman snapped at her and came within half an inch of biting her face. So close Mina could smell the fetid aroma of intestines on the zombie’s breath.

      Mina pushed against the old woman’s throat, held her at bay, and reached for the fallen cane with her free hand. The zombie kept biting and clawing at her until a shriek pierced the air and stole the monster’s attention.

      Mina wanted to look away, to look for the source of the scream, but the thing atop her was distracted and she knew this was her best chance. Maybe her only chance.

      Mina grabbed the cane. Pinned against the floor, she knew she wouldn’t be able to build enough momentum to get any force behind a swing, but she had another idea, and as soon as the old woman looked back down at her, Mina rammed the bottom of the cane up and into the woman’s left eye. It gave a muffled pop and then the shaft sunk deeper into the zombie’s skull. There was a small crunch as the eye socket broke and soon the old woman went limp.

      Mina squirmed out from underneath the dead weight, trying to avoid the muck and carnage, but only half succeeding. Once she worked herself free, she fled the room.

      The hallway, which had been empty just a few minutes earlier — minutes that felt like hours — now contained a dozen zombies, all fighting to get a bite out of a chubby janitor. He tried to fight them off with his mop, but they overwhelmed him. His wash bucket fell over in the struggle and soon his spilled blood mixed with the soapy water and pink foam ebbed out in shallow waves.

      Mina raced in the opposite direction, toward the elevator doors. As she ran, she passed the nurse’s station where two zombie RN’s were fighting a young male orderly. One of the women pulled the man’s face toward her own and their mouths met. The nurse bit down on his lips and, in one hard bite, tore them clean off. Mina kept running, and the nurse who wasn’t eating the man’s face gave chase.

      Mina couldn’t stop fast enough to avoid hitting the closed elevator doors and knocked the wind out of herself. The number 4 glowed above the elevator. Just one floor away. She smashed the down arrow, which flickered yellow. She pressed it again and again, as if that would make any difference.

      Footsteps, several sets of footsteps closed in on her. Mina refused to look back, even when they were so near that she could feel the floor vibrating under her feet. They growled and snarled and gasped and still she wouldn’t look.

      Then, with a cheerful ding, the elevator doors opened. Mina dove through as soon as the gap was wide enough to accept her slender frame. Her foot caught in the space between the hallway and the elevator floor and she tumbled to her knees.

      She turned around, fumbling to hit the “Door close” button. She missed on the first try, but connected with the second and again, she waited. Only this time, she looked at what was coming. More than twenty zombies now dashed down the hallway. Amongst them was the little Indian doctor who she’d seen being eaten a short time ago. His open gut spilled intestines, which trailed behind him like streamers on a “Just married” limo.

      The zombies were fifteen feet away. Eight. Five.

      The doors groaned and started to close, but slowly.

      Three feet.

      The zombies were almost within arm’s reach. She could hear their wet, hungry vocalizations. The horrible sounds drowned out everything else. They strained for the gap between the elevator doors.

      And the doors closed.

      Muzak played over the elevator speakers and Mina collapsed into the corner and tried to keep her composure. She recognized the tune as an off-key version of Blue Bayou.
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      After a day of killing, almost being killed, and a restless night’s sleep during which he suffered through nightmares of both, Wim woke up lacking any motivation. He considered abandoning his plan to exterminate the zombies which had replaced his onetime neighbors.

      Truth be told, he didn’t know any of them all that well when he was alive, and he wondered why it was now his duty to clean up the mess.

      That internal debate lasted the better part of an hour before he accepted the fact that destroying the monsters wasn’t simply the moral thing to do, but the humane thing. Letting them go on would be no different than allowing a lame animal to suffer. And as hard as he liked to believe he could be when the situation necessitated it, one thing he was not was cruel.

      In the kitchen, he grabbed a loaf of bread he'd been working on since before the zombies and found it covered with a light dusting of mold. He scraped off as much as he could, then slathered it in strawberry jam. He only got down two mouthfuls before he realized he had no appetite. After reloading all of his firearms, he was on the road.

      When he reached town, another two dozen or so zombies had made it into the streets. He killed them all, then dragged their bodies into the empty corner lot where the funeral home used to stand before a tornado knocked it down in the 90s.

      Once the streets were again clear, Wim moved from house to house. Like many small towns, most people left their doors unlocked and he was free to enter without much fuss. Each time he prayed he’d find someone alive, but those prayers went unanswered. A few homes were empty, but most housed zombies.

      The worst was the Lohr residence. It was a pretty yellow Victorian with a white picket fence in front, and Wim always thought it looked like it belonged on a postcard.

      When he entered, he found Cathy and Stu Lohr roaming the downstairs. Stu looked normal enough for a zombie, but Cathy had several small chunks of flesh taken out of her arms and face, which looked a little like over-sized chicken pox.

      When they saw him, they lurched in his direction, grumbling or growling or whatever the heck sounds these things made. Wim put them both down, and when his ears stopped ringing after the gunshots, he heard more movement upstairs. He climbed the carpeted stairs, and when he got to the landing what he found horrified him.

      The Lohr’s were a fertile family and they had five children, four girls and one boy, all under the age of ten. The youngest was under a year old and wasn’t walking yet. He was the first one Wim saw.

      The baby was at the top of the steps, crawling on his hands and knees. He wore nothing but a saggy, stained cloth diaper. Blood was smeared all over his little face and mouth.

      He saw Wim and tried to maneuver down the stairs, but when his torso dropped over the top step, he somersaulted forward and momentum carried him down to the landing. The baby landed on its back and it looked up and backwards at Wim and clawed at the air with its tiny hands. Wim couldn’t look as he raised his heavy, steel toed boot, the kind his Mama always called ‘shit stompers’, and brought it down on the tot’s skull. It crumpled like an empty soda can.

      He continued up the stairs and reached the second floor. There were four rooms. The first he checked was the parents’ bedroom and found it empty. The second was the nursery. It too was empty, but something had upended the crib.

      Wim was halfway down the hall and there was a doorway on each side of him. He checked the room to his right first, and inside he discovered two of the girls sitting on the floor. It looked like there was a doll in front of them, but as Wim moved closer, he saw it was one of their sisters, or rather, what remained of her.

      They had eaten the little girl’s arms and legs down to the bone. A cavernous hole where the organs had once been marred her torso. All the skin on her face was gone, revealing a jigsaw of muscle and tendon underneath. Her lidless eyes held nothing but empty black sockets. It reminded Wim of a video cover he’d seen in the rental store once for The Incredible Melting Man.

      Wim shot the first girl in the back of the head. As she tumbled forward like a rag doll, her sister lunged at Wim and caught hold of his right arm. He tried to shake her off, but the girl had a firm grip on his shirtsleeve.

      When he grabbed a fistful of her blonde hair with his left hand, she glared at him and snarled. He could see bits of flesh stuck between her baby teeth and she bit at him like a snapping turtle.

      Wim whipped her head back and forth until she let loose of his shirt, then threw her down on the floor. She tried to get up, but he held her down with his foot. She looked up at him as the bullet blew through her forehead.

      He didn’t have time to turn around before the last of the Lohr children was on him. The little monster jumped onto his back and scratched at his head and neck.

      Wim threw himself backwards into the wall and the girl lost her grip and fell off. As he turned to her, she ran at him and he saw small bites on her face and neck. He had no time to aim the pistol as she dashed toward him, so much quicker and more agile than the others, and his first shot caught her in the throat. Blood beaded up in the hollow between her collarbones. She stumbled backward a step then rushed toward him again.

      He fired again, and this time, the bullet collided with the space between her nose and her left eye and blood exploded out the back of her skull and splattered against the wall behind her. She dropped in a heap. It was done.

      Wim took their bodies to the empty lot. The little ones were so small he could carry three on one trip and two on the other.

      He continued on until he’d checked every house in town. He found no one alive, but plenty of the undead, and by the time he’d dragged all the bodies to the pile it was nearly three feet high and forty feet from end to end. He hadn’t kept an accurate count, but knew he’d killed over two hundred zombies.

      At the only gas station in town, the pumps were useless due to the electricity being out, so Wim took a big fifty-five gallon drum of used motor oil and rolled it up the street. Once he got it to the edge of the pile, he stood the barrel upright, then rocked it until it fell onto the bodies.

      He pushed it as close to the center as he could, crawling over the men and women he’d killed, then popped the top. Thick, black muck seeped out and Wim grabbed some old rags he’d taken from the garage and plugged the opening before too much could escape.

      He then lit the clothing of some of the bodies nearest the drum on fire and scrambled off the pile as the flames caught hold. Wim trudged back to his truck, which he’d parked a hundred yards away, and grabbed his Marlin. He waited until the flames had spread out, their yellow tips licking the air, then aimed the rifle at the barrel.

      The first shot sent a wave of fire to the right. The second splashed burning oil into the air and it rained down over the zombies like hail in a spring storm. Wim figured that was enough to do the job, and by the time he’d finished loading the guns back into his truck, the entire mound was aflame.

      Black smoke billowed into the air as the pyre burned higher and hotter. Wim sat in his truck and stared at the flames through the windshield. It occurred to him that he’d killed just about everyone he’d ever known. He still had to check the homes and farms outside of town, and there he’d most likely have to kill the rest.

      It was all too much. He couldn’t do any more killing today. He leaned against the steering wheel, the orange light of the fire turning his face into a Jack-o'-lantern, and sobbed.
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      Bundy had ditched the car half an hour earlier. He needed something with more room, both for his body and for what he hoped to find. He wanted an SUV, the bigger the better, but when he came across a bright blue Caravan, he figured it would do.

      The driver’s side door hung ajar and the engine idled smoothly. An arc of red blood decorated the interior of the windshield and it was easy to infer that nothing good had happened here. When he climbed inside, he spotted a rear facing child’s car seat in the back. He checked and was relieved it was empty and undisturbed.

      Bundy tossed the car seat into the grassy median. The highway was all but abandoned. The few vehicles that traveled the road were forced to go slow to avoid the abandoned cars and the zombies which roamed about seeking a fresh meal.

      There weren’t many. In the hour Bundy had been driving, he’d only seen fifteen or twenty, but the general emptiness of the interstate made it clear enough that things had gone sour and it happened fast.

      Bundy left the keys in the VW but shut off the engine so that there’d be gas for whoever might come along next. He considered writing a note to tell them where he was heading, but decided against it. Bundy possessed a trusting disposition, one which landed him in prison, and he figured it might be time to be more cautious.

      He drove almost ninety miles toward his pre-prison hometown. He had no interest in going home. His parents were dead and there was no sentimentality when it came to his four room apartment. But there was one important stop to make.

      Uneeda Storage Unit stood a few miles outside of town. The squat white garages filled an otherwise vacant industrial desert, their metal roofs were blinding in the sunlight. Bundy steered the van into the lot which, as expected, was unlocked (Open 24/7/365!) and didn’t stop until he was in front of unit 317.

      When he confirmed the padlock he’d used to protect his storage unit was undisturbed, Bundy gave a low whistle. He’d rented the unit under the name “Colt Springfield,” which he found amusing at the time, but after his arrest, he thought it might have been a little too clever for his own good. But with the lock still in place, it seemed his subterfuge had been a success.

      The facility was empty of people, which was a relief because Bundy had no key to his locker. He used a four-way lug wrench from the van’s trunk to beat the padlock into submission. The lock itself held, but the surrounding metal of the door gave way and it clattered to the ground with a satisfying clack.

      Bundy took a moment to catch his breath. He never minded being fat, but it made any kind of physical exertion much more tiring than necessary. After a brief period of recuperation, he bent at the waist, grabbed the handle and raised the garage door. Daylight spilled inside and revealed a cube of neatly stacked cardboard boxes, each labeled things like “Kitchen,” “Clothes,” and “Misc.” in Bundy’s simple printing.

      Fortunately, some of the boxes marked as clothes actually did contain clothing because Bundy was eager to shed his fluorescent orange jumpsuit. His days of being Inmate 2089349 were over and besides, that jumpsuit was too damned hot.

      He stripped off everything but his socks, then opened a box. He took out a pair of boxer shorts, a plain black tank top, and a pair of jeans so large he could only order them online. Before he could redress, he heard the scraping of feet against the macadam outside.

      “Son of a bitch,” Bundy said as he let the clothing fall to the cement floor of the storage unit.

      He pulled open a cardboard box upon which “Photo albums” was written. Inside, buried amongst a sea of white Styrofoam peanuts was an admirable cache of handguns. He grabbed a pearl handled Colt pistol, then moved to a box labeled “knick knacks.” Ammunition packed that box. As he searched for .380 ammo, the scraping sound outside the unit grew louder and nearer.

      Bundy found box after box of bullets for .44s, .357s and 9mm, but .380s eluded him.

      “Screw it,” he said as he traded the pistol for a box of .44s. As he returned to the box of guns, he realized the footsteps had stopped. Bundy stood there, naked as a newborn baby, but about sixty times larger, and listened.

      Maybe it’s a person, he thought, although he doubted that. A person would have said something. Bundy could feel a presence behind him. He didn't hear breathing or feel any body heat, but something was there. Something was close.

      He felt like his balls had been sucked up into his gut and it took every bit of mental fortitude he possessed to turn around.

      The zombie that stood before him appeared to have been an old woman. Her face had been eaten away but wild clumps of bloodied gray hair jutted from her head. She stood no more than five feet tall, well under a foot and a half shorter than Bundy. When she lunged at him, she bounced off his amply padded chest.

      Before he could react, he felt her biting him, the slimy wetness of her mouth against his flesh. He grabbed on to her hair and jerked her head back. He held her at arm’s length as he looked down at his skin where he saw blood smeared against his nipple, but he couldn’t see a wound.

      He examined the zombie, gazed at her mouth and saw that its withered old gums held no teeth.

      A relieved, almost giddy smile broke out on his broad face. An eternity wandering around as a fat, naked zombie would have been a horrible, final joke in a life where he’d all too frequently been the punch-line.

      “Guess you picked the wrong time to run out of Polident, you old hag.”

      She hissed and clawed at him, but her frail dead body was easy to hold back. Bundy shoved her away from him and the zombie tumbled over a few of the boxes. While she climbed back to her feet, Bundy moved to the edge of the storage unit and grabbed the lug wrench. No use wasting a bullet. He had a feeling he'd need every last one.

      The old woman was up again and coming at him when Bundy swung the lug wrench and connected with her forehead. The metal broke an almost perfect hole in her skull, and when she fell to the floor, bits of black blood and gray brain matter trickled from the wound.

      Bundy looked outside again, scanning the area for zombies. Once convinced he was alone, he dressed. Then he loaded all the handguns to capacity and placed them in the van. He added two large and heavy boxes labeled “4th of July decorations.” He didn’t know if he’d need the contents, but it couldn’t hurt. Well, it could hurt. Quite a bit if he wasn’t careful.

      He longed for the rest of his collection which he kept locked away in heavy duty gun safes at his apartment, but the feds confiscated all of them after his conviction. No guns for felons, after all. They were dangerous. He found himself longing for the Hellpup that got him sent away. Whoever said the average American had no need for automatic weapons never had to deal with zombies.
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      After her mother’s police blotter fame had turned them both into local pariahs, Ramey grew to hate the town in which she’d grown up. The town in which she'd elected to stay rather than run away to greener pastures with her father. Still, as she drove the pickup down the streets and saw the destruction taking place, she couldn’t help but feel nostalgic.

      The Glow n Bowl bowling alley where she’d had her thirteenth birthday party was on fire and sent dirty gray clouds into the sky like smoke signals calling for help that wouldn’t come. Several figures, which from their size Ramey judged to be preteens, stumbled about the parking lot. Despite their charred black skin, they seemed beyond pain.

      When a woman in a housecoat with cartoon kitten print came running down the sidewalk, the burned zombies caught on to her presence and moved in her direction. Ramey drove toward her and as she got closer, she saw the woman was Mrs. Kraft, her third grade teacher.

      “Get in!” Ramey yelled.

      The teacher glanced at Ramey with feverish, bloodshot eyes and showed no sign of recognizing her former student.

      “Mrs. Kraft, get in the truck!”

      The woman looked away from Ramey and toward the burned child zombies.

      “Zeke?” she called out. “Zeke? It’s Mommy.”

      Shit, her son must be one of those charbroiled ghouls, Ramey thought. The zombies were now only a few yards away. She shouted again at her teacher. “They’re dead! Can’t you see that? Come with me!”

      Mrs. Kraft didn’t move to the truck or flee from the zombies. Instead, she ran toward them. How she could tell which of the crispy critters was her Zeke was a mystery to Ramey, but the woman picked out one in red Pumas and embraced it.

      The boy took a heaping mouthful of tit, like a baby well past its feeding time, and bit right through the kitten housecoat. He pulled away a bloody chunk of flesh as Mrs. Kraft screamed and cried. Then the other deep fried zombies joined the party. Ramey didn’t wait, she’d seen enough, and the tires squealed as she sped away.

      She tried to focus only on the road as she drove off, but her peripheral vision revealed the descent into chaos. When the “Thanks for visiting. Come back real soon!” sign appeared at the border, she felt a mixture of relief and regret, and she knew without a doubt she’d never see her hometown again. No great loss.

      The dilapidated storefronts and warehouses disappeared from her rear-view mirror and the landscape switched to fields and forests. After a few miles of seeing no zombies (no humans either) she began to relax.

      For the past year, a part of Ramey thought her dreams of running away were only that, dreams. And the voice inside her head said she would end up pregnant to some dimwit like Bobby Mack, waiting tables at the truck stop and spending her tips on scratch off tickets because they’d be her only chance of escape.

      Even worse, the voice told her she would end up like her mother. Just another former pretty face wasting her life and a sore back away from a pill addiction. But now she was out, even if the circumstances were unexpected and undesirable.

      Ramey did know where to go and her mind flitted between thoughts of the past and thoughts of the future. If there would even be a future. The #zombiepresident trending topic she saw just before the internet evaporated kept coming to mind. If that was true, the entire country was in trouble. The whole world. And if the world was screwed, where did that leave that was safe?

      Safe… The word made her think of her father’s letter.

      It’s safe here.

      Was it? She had her doubts. She loved her father, but he was a hopeless dreamer, always prattling about what a great world was out there if people could stop chasing money and focus on each other. Peace and love and all that hippy dippy bullshit. The kind of things that sounded great but ignored the fact that deep down most people suck. But still she wondered, could he be somewhere safe?

      Her hand went to her pocket, and she felt the folds of the letter through the denim of her jeans. She reached to grab the paper and looked away from the road. In doing so, she didn’t see the jack-knifed big rig ahead of her. And she didn’t see the three zombies milling around the cab.

      Ramey extracted the letter and map from her too-skinny skinny jeans then looked up and saw the tractor trailer blocking both lanes of the country road. She was only yards away, and it took a few seconds for the shock to pass before she hit her brakes.

      That wasn’t enough time to stop. In the blurry confusion of surprise Ramey couldn’t even tell that the two men and one woman in the roadway were already quite dead, so she jerked the wheel hard to the left.

      The lifted pick up swayed and felt almost like it was floating. The feeling you have on a roller coaster when you crest the peak and plunge down the opposite side.

      She realized the truck was on the verge of flipping over and she eased the wheel out of the too sharp turn. The pickup stabilized, but in the process, she slammed into one of the men standing in the road, hitting him in the back. He flipped in mid-air before flopping onto the pavement.

      The woman closest to him was next in Ramey’s path. That one turned toward the truck at the last second and Ramey saw the zombie was missing an eye and half its cheek, so she didn’t feel bad when she hit it straight on. That creature performed no gymnastics. It fell straight back and Ramey heard it crunch under the passenger side tires.

      The resistance coupled with Ramey braking brought the truck to a halt a few feet before it could smash into the eighteen wheeler.

      “Jesus christ!” Ramey said to herself.

      She backed up and felt more bones snap under the weight of the beefy mud tires, then surveyed the scene. One zombie remained standing. It had been an elderly, balding man with shocks of white hair popping out from the sides of its head like a geriatric circus clown.

      Ramey considered running it over, but she didn’t know how much more the old pickup could take. As she prepared to drive off and let it be, a noise caught her attention. Was that a voice?

      She rolled down her window, leaned out, and listened.

      “I’m stuck in here!”

      Yep, it was a voice and Ramey wasn’t the only one who heard it. Zombie Bozo had too, and the monster staggered toward the cab of the trailer, which laid toppled on its side.

      “Damn it.” Ramey exited the safety of her own ride, but not before grabbing the lug wrench which laid on the seat.

      The old zombie focused only on the voice in the big rig and missed Ramey coming up from behind. She swung the metal rod and the fat end connected with the creature’s skull. There was a light cracking sound like Ramey had stepped on a potato chip. The zombie stopped walking and did a slow motion fall to the roadway. It stayed down.

      “You’re a pistol!” the voice inside the big rig called out.

      Ramey stepped to the truck and looked through the windshield. Daylight reflected off the glass and made it hard to see inside, but when she leaned in close, she could make out the silhouette of a man behind the wheel.

      “How are you stuck?” Ramey asked.

      “Damn seatbelt’s all twisted around me and jammed. Been in here for over four hours!”

      Ramey returned to the pickup and grabbed a pocket knife that had been laying in a cubby on the dash. She went back to the tractor trailer.

      The cab was driver’s side down and stood a few feet taller than Ramey. She didn’t relish the thought of trying to climb on top to reach the passenger side door.

      “I’ve got a knife. Now, how do I get it to you?”

      “Bust out the windshield,” the man said.

      Ramey paused. “Are you sure?”

      “Hell yes, I’m sure. This big ol’ bitch ain’t going anywhere anytime soon, anyway.”

      Ramey got close to the front windshield. She raised the lug wrench, reared back then hesitated.

      “Cover your eyes.” She watched the driver hold his hands over his face. Satisfied, she swung. A small divot appeared in the bug splattered glass, but that was all.

      “Again!” he said.

      She swung again, this time using even more force than she’d used on the zombie. She connected at about the same spot and a dozen thin lines spider-webbed out from the point of impact.

      “One more oughta do it!” he said.

      Ramey sighed. Each blow sent painful shocks up her arms and her hands felt numb and shaky. She swung again, and this time the spider-webs turned into mosaic with a fat hole in the middle. It was big enough to fit her arm through and the safety glass posed little harm as she passed the knife through to the driver.

      He cut the seatbelt and Ramey heard a thud as he fell a few inches into the door below him. He grunted and swore, then asked for the lug wrench, which she was glad to hand over. From the inside, he broke apart the windshield until there was a man-sized opening. He slithered through it head first and Ramey had to fight away a smile when she thought it looked like the cab was giving birth to him.

      The man was around forty-five or fifty, Ramey guessed, and skinny. He wasn’t much taller than she was, and she didn't break five feet three inches unless she wore boots. He had a Patriots cap parked atop his head and a tag on his shirt declared his name to be Stan.

      “I’m Stan,” he confirmed.

      “I gathered as much,” Ramey said, pointing to his shirt.

      “Oh. Yeah.” He handed her the knife and the lug wrench. “Thanks for the help, Miss. I was up shit creek, that’s for sure.”

      “I think we all are.”

      He thought about that for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah. Before the C.B. went off, it sure sounded that way.” Stan looked to the dead things on the ground. “They’re zombies, aren’t they?”

      Ramey shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know what else you’d call them.”

      Stan looked up the road toward town then down the road in the direction Ramey had been going before they met.

      “Where are you headed?”

      She thought about that, about her father and his letter and map. She knew the odds were slim, but what else was out there?

      “I was thinking about here.” She handed Stan the map.

      He examined it for a moment, then nodded. “What’s there?”

      “My dad. Maybe.”

      “I’ve been in that general vicinity a few times. It’s a few hundred miles from here. Not the best roads, though. Want me to come along with?”

      Ramey looked at the wiry little man with his craggy face and wide eyes. He looked harmless, but then again, most people do during the day when the light casts shadows that hide all of their secrets.

      “Don’t you have anyone you want to check on?” she asked.

      Stan shook his head. “Been divorced going on ten years. No kiddos. My parents are long gone.” He gave a bashful grin. “There’s a girl I see when I’m in Memphis, but that’s only a couple times a year. Besides, I suspect she’s got some other fella friends, if you catch my drift.”

      His cheeks turned bright pink and his eyes darted to the ground and she knew then she could trust him. Besides, Stan traveled for a living and she’d never been more than fifty miles away from home and it seemed they’d make a good team.

      “Well then, let’s do it.”

      He looked up and his grin turned into a full smile which, although it revealed a few holes where teeth should have been, was downright charming.

      “Great! Let me just get something from my rig.”

      He climbed back into the cab and emerged a few moments later with the prize. A silver Ruger revolver which possessed, what looked to Ramey, an obnoxiously long barrel.

      “Figure this might come in handy,” he said as he looked down at the zombies.

      “Good call, Stan.”

      She started for her truck. Even if she had stolen it, it was hers now.

      “What’s your name?” Stan asked as he jogged to catch up.

      “Ramey,” she said as she climbed into the driver’s seat. “Now, I’ll drive and you navigate.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      She drove into the grass, which licked at the tires as she steered around Stan’s wrecked rig, then pulled back onto the rural road. Ahead, the coast was clear.
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      A high-pitched whistling sound woke Grady from a deep sleep. The shrill noise filled his bedroom. Is that a fire whistle? It sounds so close.

      He fumbled for the lamp on the nightstand, and after a few moments of searching, found the switch. The 40-watt bulb cast dim light into the dreary room and Grady looked toward the window, expecting to see the flashing signs of fire trucks. He saw nothing, but the whistle continued. What is that?

      He sat up and the worn out quilt he’d received from his grandmother as a wedding present slid down his torso. He swung his legs off the bed and wiped the last vestiges of sleep from his eyes as he approached the window.

      Before he reached it, he realized the sound was not coming from outside. It was coming from his living room/kitchen. That’s when he realized Josiah wasn’t in the single bed that set tight against his own double.

      Grady rushed out of the bedroom and found his son sprawled on his back on the living room floor. He dropped to his knees, skinning them on the carpet and ignored the burning pain from the exposed nerves. Josiah’s hands were at his throat and his tiny fingers had scratched long gashes down his neck. Air struggled its way in and out of his mouth.

      Oh, God, no. Please, God, I can’t lose him. Anything but that.

      Grady tilted the boy’s head back then pulled open his mouth and tried to look inside for something blocking his airway. He saw nothing. Josiah’s eyes had rolled so far back that almost nothing but white showed.

      “Josiah? Can you hear me? Can you hear Daddy?”

      The boy had never spoken a word in his short life. Grady knew that, but it was all he could think to say. Josiah only kept wheezing.

      Grady grabbed the telephone off the wall and punched nine and one before he realized there was no dial tone. He hung it up, took it again. The line was dead. He tapped the switch hook, not knowing why, but people always did it in the movies, so there must be a reason. It made no difference.

      Please, Jesus Christ in Heaven, protect my boy. Embrace him in your healing arms.

      Grady dropped the phone and rushed back to his son. He scooped the boy up in his arms and ran to the apartment door. After unlocking it, he raced out of the apartment and into the black, night air. He didn’t even realize he’d forgotten to put on shoes until he felt the wet grass under his feet, but that was okay, he didn’t need shoes. He needed to save his son.

      Grady sprinted down the sidewalk. The streets were empty of everything except litter. He had no idea what time it was. It could be 11pm or 5am and, as he headed for the bus stop, he realized the next bus could be hours away.

      Three blocks later, he discovered the bus stop vacant. The glass cubicle that had once provided shelter from bad weather was shattered. That wasn’t too unusual, but Grady could also see dark, wet blood smeared against the green bench that sat amongst the destruction. He couldn’t allow himself to think about what might have happened there. He needed help. His son needed help.

      Please, Jesus, protect him.

      Josiah’s whistling wheezes had decreased in frequency as Grady ran. They now came only once every five or six seconds. Sometimes half a minute passed in between them. And as they waited for a bus that might never come, his breathing stopped altogether.

      It took Grady a moment to realize Josiah wasn’t going to breathe again on his own, and when he did, his mind exploded in confused, distraught thoughts. Why is this happening? What’s wrong with him? How can I get him help? What should I do? Why is this happening to us, God?

      That last thought snapped him out of his panic. God helps those who help themselves.

      He released Josiah from his tight embrace and laid the boy out on the safety glass covered sidewalk. He again used his fingers to open Josiah’s mouth, but this time he didn’t look inside. This time, he pressed his own mouth over his son’s and breathed. He sent five big breaths into the boy’s lungs, then waited.

      Nothing.

      He gave five more breaths. Then ten. Still, the boy refused to breathe on his own.

      “You can’t take my boy!” Grady screamed, and the sound of his own voice startled him. He hadn’t spoken above a whisper in years and he couldn’t remember shouting since he was a boy, and that was playing games and in fun. This was pain and anger and it felt like something had burst open inside him.

      “God, don’t do this! Don’t take him from me!”

      Tears streamed from Grady’s eyes and rained down onto Josiah’s small, vacant face.

      “What you going on about?” a man’s voice said.

      Grady spun around and saw a black man in a Ravens skullcap. He seemed vaguely familiar and Grady remembered seeing him in the shadows of the street and under stoops trading baggies for cash.

      Before, Grady had tried not to notice him, to ignore the gangster dealing drugs, but in the ghastly glow of the arc sodium streetlight he could see the man was younger than he’d earlier thought. He might not even be twenty. Heavy gold chains sagged down from his neck and more gold adorned his ears and lip. The grip of a pistol jutted out above the crotch of his jeans.

      “You speak English or what?” the man asked Grady.

      “It’s my son.” Grady looked down to Josiah, then back to the gangster. “He’s sick. He’s having trouble breathing.”

      “So, call an ambulance, man.”

      “My phone was out. And I don’t have a car.”

      The man grabbed a cell phone from his pocket, dialed, listened and frowned, staring at the phone.

      “All circuits are busy. What the fuck that mean?”

      Grady reached out and grabbed hold of the man’s baggy jeans. “Please. Please, help us. My son’s going to die without help.”

      The man looked down at Josiah as he pocketed his phone. He then stared up and down the empty street. “All right, man. All right. You wait here.”

      He jogged away. Grady watched him disappear behind a row house, then resumed breathing into his son’s mouth. Less than two minutes later, a black seventies Lincoln Continental with obnoxiously large chrome rims roared to a stop in front of them.

      The passenger side window rolled down and the gangster banged his hand against the door. “Yo, man! What you waitin' for?”

      Grady grabbed Josiah under his knees and shoulders and lifted him into the backseat of the Lincoln, then climbed in beside his son.

      A different man was driving. He too was black and about the same age, but much larger. Long coarse dreadlocks tumbled down his plus-sized head. He didn’t say a word as Grady sat down. He only stared.

      “That’s O’Dell. He don’t say much. But this is his ride.”

      “Thank you so much. You’re a Godsend.”

      O’Dell only nodded. As soon as Grady pulled the door shut, Odell hit the gas and the Lincoln sped away.
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        * * *

      

      A wreck on 40 blocked the entire street. Grady could see a Cadillac Escalade flipped on its roof and a smoking Dodge pickup with a crushed hood only a few feet away. Despite the crashed vehicles, he saw no one.

      He gave it little thought as he clutched Josiah tight. He felt the coldness taking over the boy's body, but refused to admit it to himself. He continued giving breath after breath. Soon he’ll breathe again. I believe it. I have faith. God won’t take my boy.

      O’Dell made a hard left onto a side street, almost throwing Grady and his son off the seat. The original gangster, who had identified himself as LaRon, glanced into the backseat.

      “Hold tight back there. How’s he doing?”

      Grady didn’t meet his eyes. “He’ll be okay. Just please get us to the hospital.”

      LaRon looked down at Josiah. “We’re getting there, little man. You hang on.”

      After a few more turns, LaRon called out, “Almost there,” and just as he did, Josiah opened his eyes.

      Grady gasped. He put his hands on Josiah’s chest — So cold — and tried to feel it rise and fall. He couldn’t feel anything, but the boy’s eyes were open and they looked at him. Grady raised his son up and embraced him so hard he worried he’d injure the boy, but he couldn’t stop himself.

      Thank, God. Thank you, God!

      Josiah squirmed and struggled against Grady’s grasp and, now afraid that he had hurt his son, Grady let him loose. The boy looked around the car, then caught site of the driver.

      Before Grady knew what was happening, Josiah lunged forward, tumbling off Grady’s lap. He caught hold of one of O’Dell’s dreads on the way down and yanked the man’s head sideways

      The car swerved to the right, then O’Dell pulled the wheel to the left to regain control. Grady tried to pull Josiah’s hand free of the gangster’s hair but couldn’t break his grip. The boy used his other hand to claw at O’Dell’s face. He pulled himself toward the driver, their faces just inches apart, then bit the side of the man’s ear off.

      “Motherfuck!” O’Dell yelled.

      Grady didn’t have time to process what just happened before the front wheels bounced over a curb. There was a loud crash as the grill of the Lincoln slammed into a row of steel newspaper machines on the sidewalk. The sudden halt threw them all forward. At last, Josiah let go of the dreadlock.

      O’Dell threw open his door and jumped out of the car. He then threw open the back door, grabbed Grady and dragged him out of the Continental. Grady slammed into the sidewalk and felt a rib break.

      LaRon exited the car from the passenger seat. He was so worked up he bounced on his feet like a jumping bean.

      “Your fucking kid bit him!” LaRon said.

      O’Dell held his hand against his bleeding ear.

      “He’s sick.” Grady said.

      “No shit he’s sick! What the fuck he got? Rabies?” LaRon said.

      O’Dell dove into the car after the boy. Grady tried to jump up, but a jolt in his ribcage dropped him back to his knees. He watched the gangster grab his son by his frog pajamas and pull him from the car. He tossed Josiah like a rag doll and the child slammed into the ground in front of his father.

      Grady tried to grab Josiah, to hold him close and protect him, but the second the boy hit the ground he was back on his feet and moving toward O’Dell.

      “You best control that bitch!” O’Dell yelled. It was only the second time he’d spoken since Grady and Josiah got in the car and rage filled his voice.

      Grady again reached for Josiah, but he was just out of reach. Grady struggled to his feet and stumbled toward Josiah, who was still heading for the big gangster.

      O’Dell held out his arm to block the boy, but Josiah dove for his hand and caught the fatty hunk of flesh between his thumb and forefinger in his teeth. The gangster’s eyes grew wide and Grady saw blood.

      The gangster screamed and jerked his hand free. He ignored the blood and pulled the pistol from his jeans and aimed it at Josiah’s head.

      “No!” Grady screamed. “Don’t. Don’t shoot him!” He grabbed his son and tried to shield him. Why is this happening? God had just given him back his son, he couldn’t take him away again. It wasn’t fair.

      O’Dell pulled back the slide to chamber a round and Grady sobbed. The boy struggled against him, but this time Grady held on.

      LaRon grabbed on to O’Dell’s meaty, tattooed arm, the one holding the gun, and pulled it down. “It’s just a kid, man.”

      O’Dell glared at him, then returned the pistol to his jeans. He jumped back into his wrecked Lincoln and threw it in reverse. The tires squealed as it pulled loose from the newspaper boxes and bounced back onto the street. Then he drove away.

      LaRon watched him go, then turned back to the crying father and his biting son.

      Grady loosened his grip on Josiah. He saw the boy was eating the flesh he’d bitten off O’Dell. Grady’s stomach did a cartwheel and a second later, the remains of his hamburger helper dinner landed on the sidewalk.

      Josiah swallowed the skin, then tried to pull free of Grady, who held on.

      “No!” Grady ordered.

      Before that moment, Josiah never seemed to hear a word he said, but now he looked up at his father and stopped squirming. The boy held out his hand and Grady took it in his own.

      “Crazy fuckin’ white people,” LaRon said, then turned away from them and jogged up the street.

      Grady ignored his exit. He was entranced by the way his son looked at him. Josiah was seeing him, for the first time ever.

      “Josiah? Are you okay?”

      The boy gave a wet, gasp that came out like “Ah-bah,” but Grady heard “Da da.” He embraced his son and the boy didn’t pull away. Grady kissed his cold cheek and tears streamed from his eyes. He couldn’t remember being that happy in years. God hadn't just answered his prayers, he'd performed a miracle.

      They walked down the sidewalk, hand in hand, both still in their nightclothes and shoeless. Grady thought gripping Josiah’s hand was like holding a piece of raw chicken that had been recently removed from the refrigerator. Somewhere inside, he knew the boy was dead. But that didn’t matter.

      This was the miracle he’d been praying for. God had saved Josiah and now Grady was prepared to do whatever God asked of him.
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      Mitch darted his tongue in and out of Rochelle’s beautiful pussy which, as far as he believed, was more perfect than anything David himself could have sculpted. It tasted like strawberries and he could have stayed between her toned legs forever. Then she coughed. Her body convulsed and her thighs bucked, pushing his mouth away from her groin. When he looked up, he saw her face had gone blue, starved of oxygen. Her eyes bulged, blood red. She’s choking, he thought.

      Mitch scrambled up her naked body. He grabbed her lower jaw in his right hand and with his left pressed against her forehead. Her skin felt molten hot. He pulled her mouth open and when he did a thick, black tongue fell out.

      ”Oh, fuck!” he screamed. She was dying. She couldn’t breathe and she would die if he didn’t help her.

      He leaned in toward her, their faces inches apart. He closed his eyes and pressed his mouth against hers, the only bit of CPR he could remember.

      When her black tongue entered his mouth, the taste of rotten meat was overwhelming. He felt his stomach flip and fought not to puke, but it was a losing battle and he could feel the vomit rushing up his throat.

      He went to pull back, to separate his mouth from hers, but before he could she sank her teeth into his lips. The pain was worse than anything he’d ever felt. Even worse than when he jumped off a swing in third grade and tried to fly, breaking his left arm in the process.

      Mitch shrieked in agony, but the rotting mouth pressed against his own muffled screams. He felt the puke gush from his own mouth and into hers, then splash back against his bleeding lips, and tried again to scream. That was when he woke up.

      His heart beat so hard in his chest he could have seen it if the room was illuminated, but it wasn’t. He sat up fast and smacked his forehead against the bunk above him. Although it hurt like hell, it helped push away sleep and that horrible, revolting, dream.

      That’s when he realized he could still hear screaming. He brought his hand to his mouth, thinking it was himself, but as he covered his own lips, the screams continued.

      A red light flickered and danced on and off like a strobe in a nightclub. In the crimson flashes he could see the chaos in the room.

      Two men held down a guard and ate intestines from an open wound in his midsection.

      Dark.

      A nurse chewed on the arm of a boy who Mitch had earlier seen crying about not getting lime Jello.

      Dark.

      A bearded man dragged another man from the top bunk and chomped into his throat.

      Dark.

      A naked woman with blood covering the entire front of her body sprinted a collision course toward Mitch.

      Dark.

      Mitch jumped out of his bed and backed away. The light came back on and she was only feet away from him. He tripped over something and fell backward, landing hard on his bony ass and the light went off again.

      Someone grabbed him from behind and dragged him. Mitch flailed and struggled and his fist connected with something hard.

      “Stop fighting, you shit!”

      The voice was familiar. The light blinked back on and Mitch saw it was Winebruner. He pulled Mitch toward the exit as the light went off again.

      “What’s going on?” Mitch asked.

      “Shut the fuck up!”

      The red light went off as they reached the glowing exit sign and Winebruner swiped a card through the slot by the door. Mitch saw the bloody woman still running at them, but Winebruner kicked the door open and dragged Mitch through it.

      The steel door slammed shut behind them and they were in a puke green hallway. The woman hit the other side of the door and they watched through the narrow slit of a glass window as she clawed and scratched. When that failed, she started smashing her head against it.

      Mitch jumped to his feet. “Holy shit! They’re zombies, aren’t they? They’re fucking zombies!”

      Winebruner nodded. “I really thought those rumors were bullshit. But there’s no denying it now.”

      The woman on the other side of the door had split her forehead open and bone showed through under the mangled skin.

      Mitch looked back to Winebruner, who wasn’t looking too hot himself. Even under the dim fluorescent lights, the young man looked haggard and his eyes had sunk deep into the sockets. Snot oozed from both nostrils and, when he saw Mitch looking, he hurriedly wiped it away.

      “Do you know where our parents are?

      “Supposed to be in E wing. But who knows now?”

      After being shown to his bunk, Mitch was left with nothing to do but study an informational booklet on the bunker in which they were now housed. Built in the 1950s at the height of the Cold War, the bunker sat a few hundred yards under the Greenbriar Hotel. It could hold over two thousand people and survive a nuclear holocaust.

      But what about zombies? That’s the real test, Mitch thought. The book had included a map, which he’d reviewed over and over again in the intervening hours and had almost memorized. E Wing, if Mitch’s memory was correct, was two lefts and four hallways from their current location.

      “I think we should go there.”

      Winebruner looked skeptical. “What if there’s more of them?”

      The zombie at the door had now obliterated its entire face and nothing remained but bits of bone and sinew and two droopy eyes that dangled loose from what had been their sockets.

      “Well, we can’t go back in there. What else should we do?”

      “Wait. Or look for booze?”

      “Yeah, let’s not do that.”

      Mitch started up the hallway. When he got ten steps ahead, Winebruner followed.

      They navigated the labyrinth of halls without making a single wrong turn. When they reached the steel door labeled simply “E,” Mitch tried the door and found it locked.

      “You need these to get anywhere.”

      Winebruner held up his key card.

      “Where’d you get that, anyway?”

      Winebruner flashed a shit-eating grin. “Lifted it from one of the guards. Being a delinquent brings with it a certain skill set.”

      Mitch nodded. He knew that all too well. “Well, do your thing, man.”

      Winebruner swiped the card, and for a moment, the pinpoint LED light above the pad remained red. Then it flipped green and Mitch pushed the door. It opened. He turned back and held the door for Winebruner, but when he did, he saw a zombie racing toward them.

      Winebruner’s back was to the creature and he didn’t see the soldier, all six and a half feet and two hundred and fifty pounds of it, approaching. He didn’t see that the soldier’s nose was gone, creating a black abyss in the middle of his bloody face. And he didn’t see the soldier’s throat was ripped out and blood from the gaping wound had turned his green uniform a dark, muddy brown.

      But Mitch saw all of it. When Winebruner realized the boy was looking past him and not at him, he started to turn, to see what Mitch was staring at. When he did, Mitch’s hand darted out, and he snatched the key card away.

      Winebruner looked down at his empty hand, like the straight half of a magic act trying to figure out what was going on, but he was too slow. Mitch gave him a hard shove in the center of his chest and Winebruner stumbled backward.

      He tried to regain his balance, but before he could, the soldier zombie was on him and snatched a handful of the delinquent’s perfectly messy blond hair. Mitch hopped through the open door and swung it shut. As it closed, he saw Winebruner’s eyes grow as big as ping-pong balls, staring at him as the zombie clawed at his cheeks.

      Its fingers caught inside Winebruner’s mouth, and in one swift jerk, it ripped away half of the man’s face. The zombie shoved the handful of shredded flesh into its greedy mouth and chewed it like it was prime rib. Even through the heavy metal door, Mitch could hear Winebruner’s shrieking. He watched until the screams, and his pointless struggles, ceased.

      “Nice knowing you, friend-o,” Mitch said as he slid the key card into his pocket.
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      Juli woke disoriented and groggy. She looked to the nightstand but the alarm clock was blank. The power had gone out around nine, she remembered. The night was black as molasses outside her bedroom window.

      She was a sound sleeper and wasn’t sure why she’d woken. She reached out and felt the other side of the bed with her fingertips. It was empty. Not just empty, but cool. Mark had gone to bed with her, but apparently he’d been away long enough for his side of the bed to return to room temperature.

      Her eyelids were getting heavy again and Juli let them fall shut, but a crashing noise erased her sleep. She knew the sound the way a mother can recognize the crying of her own child in a sea of toddlers. It was the sound made by a dropped pan. Not just any pan. Venice Cookware. Juli squirmed out from under the sheets and fled the room.

      She used the flashlight app on her cell phone to illuminate the way. The mahogany floor was cold under her bare feet and sent a little shiver up her back as she proceeded down the hall. She stepped in something moist and reached down to wipe the wetness from her foot. She held her fingers up and saw the tips were dark red.

      Now she ran down the hall and into the kitchen where she saw her husband leaning over the sink, cradling his head.

      “Mark? What’s going on?”

      He spun around and wiped something from his mouth. What was that smell? Vomit? Was Mark sick?

      “Juli. Don’t.”

      She didn’t listen and kept coming toward him.

      “Don’t! Don’t come over here!”

      Juli slowed her pace, but continued on. “What happened? Tell me right now, Mark!”

      She approached the granite topped island, above which her treasured cookware hung and noticed an empty spot where her eight inch omelet pan should have been.

      “Mark?” She was panicked now. Why wasn’t he answering her?

      “Oh, God, Juli. I… I can’t… Just don’t.”

      Juli rounded the island, still watching Mark. She noticed a racquetball sized wound on his naked shoulder. Before she could again ask what happened, she followed his gaze which he directed at the floor. There was something there.

      No. There was someone there.

      Juli aimed her phone at the shape on the floor and saw their daughter. Marcy laid motionless. Her caramel colored hair was turning black and a growing puddle of blood spread out around her head. The omelet pan laid on the floor a few feet away.

      “Marcy!” Juli screamed.

      She rushed to the girl, and in the process, stepped in the blood. Her feet flew out from under her and she fell hard, catching her sternum on the island. There was a crackling sound like a wood knot popping in a campfire. Then she fell onto the slate floor.

      “Don’t,” Mark said yet again.

      “Stop saying that! Stop saying ‘don’t’ and tell me what happened to our daughter!”

      Juli crawled to Marcy on her knees, making trails through the blood. She rolled her daughter onto her back and saw the girl’s temple was dented in like a discounted can of corn. She shook the girl, who remained motionless.

      “Marcy, it’s Mom! Wake up, Marcy! Marcy, wake up!”

      She shook her harder and the girl’s head lolled back and forth. “Wake up! Just wake up!”

      “She’s dead,” Mark said, his voice flat.

      Juli’s head snapped back as she glared at him. “What did you do!” It was an accusation, not a question.

      Mark looked away at first, down at his feet. Then he glanced to his dead daughter. Then to his wife.

      “She attacked me.”

      He didn't seem to realize, but his fingers went to the red gash on his shoulder. “I came out for a pop and I heard her in her bedroom coughing, but not really coughing. It sounded more like choking. So, I went to her room and she was in the bed having a seizure.”

      He looked again to the body on the floor. Juli held her daughter’s deformed head in her lap and stroked her wet, sticky hair.

      “I ran to the bed and tried to hold her down so she wouldn’t hurt herself, but almost right away, she stopped moving and stopped breathing. I tried to do CPR, but it didn’t work.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. Why is she in the kitchen? What happened to her head?”

      Mark coughed and gagged. He turned back toward the sink, but didn’t make it quite in time and puke splashed over the counters. He retched a second time, then tried to compose himself.

      “I left her room. I was going to get you. To call nine one one and tell you what happened, but when I started down the hall I heard footsteps behind me. I thought it was Matt, but when I turned around it was Marcy.

      He turned back to Juli, and she’d never seen a look like that on his face before. It was fear and confusion and emptiness all wrapped together and she shivered again.

      “I grabbed her and hugged her and told her I was so happy because I thought she was dead, but then she bit me.”

      His hand again went to his shoulder and Juli saw the wound looked like it might have been caused by teeth. But that couldn’t be true. Marcy wouldn’t bite someone. Who does that?

      “I shoved her away, but she came right back, biting at me like an animal. So I pushed her away again and ran out here.”

      His eyes seemed to glaze over and Juli thought he might cry. She’d only ever seen him cry once before, and that was when she told him she was going to leave him after she found the BJ video on his phone. He cried like a baby then. But he didn’t cry now. He just stared off into space.

      “Mark? Tell me what happened.”

      “What?” He looked around the room, lost for a moment, then caught sight of his wife and dead daughter. “Oh. She got me again in the kitchen. She grabbed me and kept… biting…”

      He stopped again. Sweat covered his forehead. “Biting…” he repeated as he scratched at the wound. His fingers dug into the red matter up to his knuckles.

      “What are you doing? Stop it!”

      Mark pulled at his skin and the wound grew and ripped all the way to his nipple. “Bite.”

      His hand dropped away from the gash and blood dripped onto the floor. He took a step toward his wife.

      “Mark?”

      He stopped walking and started running at her.

      Juli screamed, and when he was less than a yard away, she pushed Marcy’s corpse at him. His feet tripped over the body and he did something akin to a pirouette before crashing into the counters and falling to the floor.

      As he fell, Juli made it back to her feet, but they were still slick with Marcy’s blood, and she slid on the slate floor like she was trying to walk on ice. She steadied herself against the island, and as she did, her hand brushed the cool grip of the butcher’s knife. She’d asked Matt to put away the dishes, but he ignored her as usual. As her fingers closed around the handle, she was grateful for his carelessness.

      Mark was back on his feet, snarling like a wild animal. Their daughter’s blood was smeared across his face, which made his angry eyes seem downright insane, but Juli had no time to take it all in because he dove into her.

      The force of his hundred and ninety pounds pinned her against the island and her broken collarbone gave a sharp yelp for mercy. Spittle ran from his lips — he’s foaming at the mouth! She thought — and his head struck at her like a snake. She pulled back and avoided his bite.

      Juli held the knife in front of her like Mark was a vampire she was trying to ward off and the knife was a crucifix. Mark dove at her again, and this time, when he did, Juli aimed the blade and plunged it straight into his hungry, gaping mouth.

      She felt his teeth shatter and break, and then the perfectly sharpened steel blade sliced through tissue and flesh. Mark’s weight pushed the knife further into his skull and when he landed atop of her, he was motionless. As his body slithered down her own and toward the floor, Juli gave the knife a hard twist, for Marcy.

      She ran from the bodies of her dead husband and daughter and her fleeting moment of composure vanished as she remembered her only remaining family member. How was she going to explain this to Matt?

      Juli sprinted up the steps toward the second floor, but halfway up the staircase she heard a footfall. She couldn’t let her son see his father and sister bloody and dead on the kitchen floor.

      “Matt! Wait there, I’m coming.”

      But Matt’s footsteps didn’t stop. All Juli could think to say was ‘Don’t,’ that stupid, meaningless word her husband had repeated, and she didn’t want to say that so she kept running until she hit the top step.

      There she saw Matt. He was halfway up the long hall, which ended in his bedroom, but also contained doors to the game room, half bath, and a linen closet. Matt fumbled with the knob to the closet like he’d never opened a door before.

      “Matt?” He kept rattling the chrome handle. “Matthew?”

      Juli had lost her phone somewhere in the kitchen and the only light in the hall was moonlight spilling through the overhead skylight. Matt was behind the light, immersed in the darkness.

      “Matthew!” she yelled louder and shriller than she intended. That got Matt’s attention. He dropped his hand from the doorknob and came to her.

      It took three slow steps until he stepped into the light of the moon. As soon as that blue glow lit up his face, Juli saw the same blank nothingness that had overtaken her husband’s once friendly gaze just before he attacked her. Her breath caught in her throat and she felt so lightheaded she might faint.

      She wanted to faint. She wanted this to be a dream. And if it wasn’t, she wanted to die. She’d thought losing her family’s love was the worst thing to happen to her, but tonight was exponentially worse.

      Matt passed through the moonlight and faded back into the abyss as he came toward Juli. Part of her, a large part, thought she should just let whatever was going to happen, happen. The only thing that snapped her out of that mind-set was remembering Mark rip his own skin off his chest and lose his humanity right before her eyes.

      She didn’t want to live. She wanted everything to be over so she never had to think about this unimaginably awful night again. But she didn’t want to be one of these monsters, either.

      Matt was only a step away and she could hear a deep, rattling groan spill from his slack jawed mouth. He clumsily swung at her, and Juli took a step back to avoid his hand. She turned and fled down the stairs, and as she neared the front door, she heard Matt topple down them. She didn’t look back.

      Juli grabbed the keys to Marcy’s Audi SUV off the stand in the foyer. Her own minivan would be locked in the garage, but Marcy always parked in the drive. She ran into the night and it was only when she felt the dewy grass under her feet that she realized she was still barefoot. Barefoot and wearing only a cream, silk nightgown that just happened to be covered in blood.

      Juli Villareal had a walk-in closet larger than most people’s bedrooms and bursting with designer clothes, but she couldn’t bear thinking about going back inside to get them. That life was over and, as she remembered some old book title proclaiming, she could never go home again.
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      Wim sat atop the gentle hillside that overlooked the farm when he heard the gunshots. From that vantage point, it all looked small and unimportant. He ran his fingers through the lush, green clover that covered the ground and which grew right up against the granite gravestones. One was for his parents, the other for his maternal grandparents. Both were simple, containing only their names, dates of birth and death, and “Beloved Mother” and “Beloved Father.”

      Wim always thought he’d be buried on that hill, too, presumably with a marker reading, “Beloved Son,” but now he doubted that was true. He didn’t even know if there was anyone left to bury him when his end came.

      In the days after he cleaned out the town, he ventured into the surrounding farmland. He destroyed more than three additional zombies and hadn’t found a single living person. He remembered an old movie with Vincent Price where he played a scientist left alone in a world overrun with vampires, and that’s how he was feeling. Only the vampires were zombies, and he wasn’t a doctor. And he knew he couldn’t do this for years on end.

      Wim pulled a handful of clover from the ground, spread them out in his palm and sorted through them.

      “I wish you were here to tell me what to do. I never did like making decisions on my own.”

      All the clovers were of the three leaf variety, and he dropped them back onto the ground. As he squeezed together another fistful, gunshots echoed in the distance. There were four in all and they came from the north.
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        * * *

      

      Ramey and Stan barreled down a two lane highway, which was void of moving vehicles. Every few miles they came across an abandoned car or truck, but they were easy to avoid. Stan had proved to be an excellent navigator as he kept them away from the cities, but still moving toward the West Virginia star on Ramey’s father’s map.

      They’d been on the road about five hours when Ramey noticed Stan squirming in his seat and chewing his bottom lip like it was beef jerky. When he started squeezing his thighs together, her suspicions were confirmed.

      “Need a bathroom break?”

      Stan flashed a shy grin. “I’ve gotta piss like a racehorse.”

      Ramey pulled onto the curb. Trees lined the road on both sides. “The world is your toilet, Stan.”

      Stan hopped out of the truck and made a beeline for the cover of the woods. Ramey decided it was a good time to exercise her cramping calves. The truck was a beast, capable of going almost anywhere, but she had to stretch to reach the pedals and she was feeling it.

      She bounced up and down on the pavement, shaking out the stiffness from her muscles and joints. Her stomach rumbled, and she realized she hadn’t eaten all day. She also felt a tingling pressure in her own bladder and thought she may as well make full use of the stop.

      “Hey, Stan, I’m gonna pop a squat, too!”

      She headed to the trees on the opposite side of the road. There, she ducked behind a good-sized oak, dropped her pants, and did her business.

      As Ramey zipped up, she heard the first gunshot. She didn’t even button her jeans before running out of the woods. Two more shots thundered before she reached the road. When she broke clear of the trees, she saw two dead zombies lying across the dotted white line that divided the lanes. Then she saw Stan sprawled out on the pavement a few yards away.

      A bearded zombie in a blue plaid shirt knelt over him and dined on his neck. Arterial blood spurted from the wound and dyed the zombie’s gray beard scarlet.

      Ramey passed the two fallen zombies. One had a hole in its cheek. The other a bullet wound in its chest and another through its left eye. Stan’s silver pistol glinted in the sunlight a yard from where the lumberjack zombie was making him its lunch. Ramey had lost her appetite.

      “Oh, Stan,” she said as the zombie took an extra-large bite that ripped out the trucker’s Adam’s apple.

      The zombie glanced back at her but didn’t leave his meal. Ramey knelt down and picked up the gun. She could still feel Stan’s warmth on the grip.

      She’d never fired a revolver before, but she’d seen it happen often enough on TV and she pulled back the hammer. She was only four yards from the zombie, but took her time and aimed for the back of its head. She shot the gun, and the recoil was so strong and unexpected that the revolver flew out of her hands and clattered to the ground behind her. In front of her, the zombie dropped on top of Stan and didn’t move.

      She picked up the gun again and started for the truck when the world went out of focus and she lost all the strength in her legs. She fell straight down on her behind and sat there in a fog.
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        * * *

      

      Wim had the windows rolled down as he drove, so the fifth shot came through loud and clear. That one was close. He estimated within a mile and sure enough, he soon came upon carnage on the roadway.

      Four dead bodies laid on the gray asphalt. Nearby sat what his Mama had always called a redneck pickup truck. Not far away a girl, who looked to be around twenty, sat Indian-style in the road.

      When Wim stopped the Bronco and climbed out, he saw she was holding a revolver in her lap with the barrel aimed at her face. She stared at the gun like a snake that had been hypnotized by a flute and she didn’t react to Wim’s presence until he spoke.

      “You all right, Miss?”

      Ramey snapped out of her daze and looked toward him. Wim saw she wasn’t twenty-something. She might be close, but she still had the look of a high school girl, not a college adult. Not that he’d ever been to college himself. Her alabaster skin was almost void of color, which made her deep, chocolate-colored eyes stand out. Her pale, pink lips had a perfect Cupid’s bow and she opened her mouth, but didn’t say anything.

      “Are you okay?”

      Ramey blinked a few times, then looked back down at the gun.

      “Why don’t you give me that, Miss?”

      Ramey's pretty eyes darkened with mistrust. “I think I’ll hold on to it.”

      Wim took a step toward her. She pulled the gun closer to herself, but the barrel was still pointed in, not out, so he wasn’t overly concerned.

      “An empty revolver isn’t of much use, but you do whatever you please.”

      Ramey looked into the barrel, squinted. “How do you know it’s empty?”

      “I heard four gunshots back at my farm. Heard another while driving.” He pointed toward the gun. “My eyes aren’t quite what they used to be, but that there looks like a Ruger Blackhawk, and they only hold five rounds.”

      She looked again at the gun. “Maybe I reloaded. Maybe I put in another bullet for myself.”

      Wim saw her eyes were ringed red. “Maybe you did. That would be a shame, though.” He took slow, small steps toward her as he talked.

      “Why?”

      “‘Cause up until ten minutes ago, I was thinking I was the only person left alive in the world. Now I know there’s two of us. I’d hate to see that go back to one again.”

      Ramey wiped her eyes. “I killed my mom yesterday.” Her face looked more alert than he’d seen so far. “Well, she killed herself. Then I killed her again.”

      Wim, who had loved his mother more than himself, more than anyone, couldn’t imagine anything so horrible. He squatted down in front of the girl and saw she was on the verge of being beautiful. Probably would be already if the shell shock was gone.

      “I’m real sorry to hear that.”

      Ramey nodded. “Thanks. Have you killed anyone?”

      Wim’s eyes broke free from her questioning gaze. “Yep.” He didn’t elaborate and she didn’t ask. “I have plenty of ammunition if you want.”

      Ramey handed over the revolver. “Okay.”

      Behind her, Wim spied a dead man in the road push another dead man off itself. The one moving had its throat ripped out and Wim could see the exposed and partially eaten trachea. Its mouth gaped open.

      Her back turned, Ramey saw none of this. That’s for the best, Wim thought.

      The zombie noticed them and shambled toward them.

      “Why don’t you go over to my Bronco and get a box of .45 shells. They’re in the back seat. It’ll be a yellow box and they’re marked.”

      Wim reached out and she took his hand and let him help her to her feet. She was light as a feather and bounced a little when he pulled her up, and that made her smirk. He didn’t see that because he looked past her, to the zombie who used to be Stan the truck driver.

      Ramey moved by Wim on her way to his Bronco, and as soon as she was one step past him, he raised the Ruger and fired a round into the zombie’s head. The bullet caught him on the right side of his forehead and a small burst of blood shot out like water from a drinking fountain.

      Ramey spun around in time to see Stan hit the ground. She looked from her former companion to Wim. “I thought you said it was empty.”

      Wim half-smiled. It felt good to smile. He couldn’t remember the last time he had done so. “That might have been a fib.”

      “I’m gonna have to keep my eye on you.” Ramey, to his surprise, smiled back. Fire had returned to her eyes and along with it, some color to her face. “What’s your name, anyway?”

      “My name’s Wim.”

      “What kind of name’s ‘Wim’?”

      “Actually, it’s William. But when I was little, I tended to mumble.”

      “You still do.”

      Wim could feel his cheeks heat up as a blush spread across them. “Anyway, when I told people my name, it came out more like ‘Wim’. It stuck.”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Wim. I’m Ramey. Do you live around here?”

      Wim nodded. “About eight miles back that way.”

      “I’ll follow you?”

      “I like that plan.”
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      It was dark when Aben came to, and he was pleased to discover that he hadn’t bled to death during his unintentional siesta. Part of him wondered if maybe he had died and didn’t realize it. Do zombies know they’re dead?

      He looked at what used to be Dolan and his stomach flip flopped. He had no desire to take a bite and that convinced him he wasn’t a zombie. He climbed to his feet, careful not to disturb his destroyed hand and tucked the dead policeman’s pistol into the waistband of his pants.

      Aben vacated the police station and as he stepped out into the night, the first thing he saw was a zombie stumbling up the street. It was an older woman, clad in a floral print housecoat that hung halfway between her knees and ankles. Her hair was rolled up in blue curlers.

      More zombies filled the town. Some of them grouped together like packs of feral dogs while others went the lone wolf route. Aben was careful to avoid all of them, but he took out the pistol just to be safe.

      The more he moved, the more his hand ached. It was a throbbing fire that burned the whole way up his arm. He risked a glance at the bloody, mangled mess and knew it was only a matter of time before infection set in. If the situation in this town was an indication, a trip to the hospital was not an option.

      Aben never believed much in fate, but when he saw a faded awning reading, “Clark’s Hardware, Tools & More,” he took it as an omen.

      He used the grip of the pistol to knock out a pane of glass on the door to the shop. He scanned his surroundings to make sure none of the zombies heard, then reached through and opened the door and moved inside.

      After browsing the store for a few minutes, Aben had gathered together a series of items he thought might be of use. A first aid kit, a table vice, a Bernzomatic gas torch and a reciprocating saw. Thank God for battery powered tools. Tinkering with the equipment kept his mind off what he was about to do, at least to some extent, but before long, everything was ready to go and it was time to focus.

      Aben started off by using the vice to secure his ruined hand to the checkout counter. He tightened it down as hard as he could stand, then tried moving his arm. It didn’t budge and he was content that it would stay in place.

      He loaded the reciprocating saw with a dual purpose blade, one suited for cutting both wood and metal. They didn’t make blades meant for cutting through bone, at least, not ones you could buy in the corner tool shop, but if this six-inch yellow blade could cut through steel, he didn’t think his ulna and radius would put up too much of a fight. He had the torch close by and could only hope he didn’t pass out before he could use it.

      Aben squeezed down the trigger of the saw with his right hand, just to get a feel of it. It jerked like a son of a bitch, but it had enough weight that he felt gravity would work in his favor. He rested the blade about an inch above the cut on his wrist. He wondered if he should count to three, got to one, then went to town.

      The pain as the saw cut through the layer of skin coating his arm wasn’t as bad as he’d expected. It was fast and reminded him a little of a time he’d skinned his knee down to the bone playing wiffle ball in a church parking lot. But that only lasted two seconds. Then he was on to the hard part.

      When the blade hit the white bone his entire body shook. He worried that his arm would be jerked free from the vice and pressed down even harder. He felt the scorching heat as the friction turned the blade red hot. The pain he’d felt when his hand was degloved was a pinprick compared to the saw ripping through his radius. There was a moment of relief as the bone gave way, but the radius was next. Why didn’t I get drunk?

      He felt himself slipping away. Maybe it was the blood loss – it was coming out so fast – or maybe it was the pain. Either way, he tried to focus on the pain which was worse than he ever could have imagined but he latched onto it to kept himself conscious.

      About half way through the smell hit him. It was like burning hair combined with a sirloin steak cooked too long on a charcoal grill. He held his breath as he kept cutting. His good hand had gone numb from holding onto the vibrating saw and he needed to finish while he could still hang on to it.

      After what seemed like an eternity, he felt the radius bone splinter and break, and with the hard material out of the way the blade ripped and tore through the remaining flesh in seconds. The saw tumbled from Aben’s hand and crashed against the floor where it petered out in a few dying chugs.

      Even though he’d kept the belt tourniquet in place, blood still rushed from the site of the amputation. He grabbed the Bernzomatic. What an appropriate name. It sounded like something Ron Popeil would sell in a late night infomercial.

      “Buy the Bernzomatic and you can do your own at home amputations!”

      He pressed the button and blue flamed roared from the nozzle. Aben gritted his teeth so hard he thought they might shatter as he held the fire to the bloody stump of his wrist and cauterized the wound. After ten seconds of fire, he turned it off and set the torch on the counter.

      Aben was proud of himself for not passing out again. He expected to lose consciousness half way through the cutting part and then bleed to death with his arm trapped in a vise. Then he’d come back as a zombie and spend eternity stuck to the table and unable to move more than a foot in either direction. That would suck even if he was dead.

      He looked down at the black flesh of his arm, pleased with the results. He’d seen field amputations in Iraq that weren’t much better. Aben dumped an entire bottle of peroxide over the wound, then wrapped it in gauze. He finished it up by securing the white gauze to his arm with duct tape. He was a man, after all.

      Aben deposited various first aid supplies into a canvas bag which he then slung over his shoulder. He took an eight-pound hammer maul in his remaining hand and headed into the night.
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      Bolivar and Peduto fled south, out of the city. They caught I-95, but by the time they got to Crum Lynne, a multi-vehicle pileup blocked the road, making it impassible. They abandoned the Smart Car and made their way on foot.

      Peduto made several attempts to contact Sawyer via the radio to no avail. Neither of them said anything about that. Peduto then tried other bands, but the radios had gone silent. They were unsure whether that was intentional or a sign that things had taken a terrible turn.

      Outside the Chester Prison they ran up on a group of zombies eating a policeman, and when the zombies saw them, three of the creatures ditched the cop buffet and gave chase. Peduto shot two of them and they lost the third after cutting through a park.

      By this point, Peduto wheezed and struggled to keep up. They came across an abandoned Saab with the engine still running. A severed and chewed upon arm rested on the seat, but the car had over half a tank of gas and the situation didn't allow them to be choosy.

      They caught Highway 13, where they drove as fast as they could. Only a handful of cars moved on the road, but plenty of abandoned vehicles littered the highway. Jorge noticed some of them contained undead passengers fighting to get out. Apparently, in death, fine motor skills like the type needed to open car door handles disappeared.

      Random zombies roamed about and a few of the fast ones gave chase to them as they passed by, but they soon lost interest when the Saab sped away. Jorge drove while Peduto rested. Her breaths were thick, and she kept clearing her throat of phlegm. Neither of them acknowledged that either.

      Just before noon, they hit the section of 13 where it aligned with Interstate 495 and ran parallel to the Delaware River. South of Philly, there were a few more cars in motion and when they got to 495, it had an almost normal amount of traffic moving in both directions. They hadn’t seen any zombies in miles.

      “Pull over for a few minutes,” Peduto said and Bolivar eased the car onto the berm.

      She stepped out of the vehicle and stretched out the aches. She walked around the rear and took a seat atop the gray trunk as she looked north toward the city in the distance. Bolivar joined her.

      At 11:58 jets roared overhead, and they weren’t the kind carrying passengers into Philadelphia International. They were warplanes: A-10 Thunderbolts, and they were headed to the city.

      Precisely at noon, the smoke came into view. Black masses of it billowed into the air in a way that reminded Bolivar of the footage of wildfires in California he saw on the news almost every year. Only there was nothing natural about this. The city of Philadelphia was burning and whoever had still been alive when the fire rained down was incinerated.

      He felt empty inside as the realization swept over him. He’d seen horrible, unbelievable things the last few days, but part of him still believed it could be reversed. But there was no coming back from this. Nothing could ever be the same again. He felt like he had a front row seat to the end of the world.

      “I’m sorry,” Peduto said.

      Bolivar noticed she was staring at him, not at the city. It was only then he realized his cheeks were wet with tears. He wiped them away with the back of his hand.

      “It doesn’t seem real, does it? None of this,” he said.

      She didn’t respond. Instead, she slid off the trunk and got back into the car. Bolivar followed, and they drove on.
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      Wim built a fire in the stone pit outside his home and cooked them supper. Canned meat and veggies combined into a makeshift stew. The flames and the smell reminded him more than a little of burning the bodies of his acquaintances and neighbors in town, but constant chatter from Ramey helped take his mind off that part.

      The girl was a talker, that was for sure. He thought it seemed her natural demeanor, but her rapid pace and sky high inflection made him believe at least some of it was nerves.

      She had an edge to her; one he suspected hadn’t built up over just one day. But there were fleeting moments, like when she told him about getting an uncontrollable fit of laughter during her junior high Christmas pageant and her father laughing along in the audience, where he could see the shell wasn’t too thick.

      He got most of her life story over the course of an afternoon and evening. She left out the part about Bobby Mack, but didn’t hold back on the rest. Ramey was candid about her mother’s life and death and had just started on the subject of her father.

      The wistfulness she used when speaking about him made the man seem almost heroic. Wim wondered how a man who could walk out on his family during a crisis was worthy of such admiration, but he listened and didn't judge, at least not out loud.

      “He always thought I’d grow up to be a scientist like him, or maybe even a doctor. But even when he was around, I didn’t want that life. Cooped up in a lab all the time, surrounded by all that sickness."

      She shivered. The sun had set and only the orange embers of the fire illuminated them. “Your log is closer to the fire than mine,” Ramey said and she used that as an excuse to sidle up next to him.

      Her thigh brushed against his and he almost scooted away. She was eighteen and an adult, or so she said, but all her talk of high school drama had made the years between them feel like a chasm. Nevertheless, as she leaned into him and rubbed her hands over her upper arms for warmth, he decided that sharing body heat was normal enough.

      “I think it broke his heart when I wouldn’t go with him. And I probably wanted to hurt him, at least a little, because I thought if he saw I wasn’t leaving, maybe he’d stay, too. Stay for me. But he didn’t.” She fell silent for a little while, but that was okay. Wim didn’t mind and she never stayed quiet for long.

      “I have to try to find my dad. I know it’s ridiculous. And I know he’s probably as dead as everyone else, but I need to know for sure.”

      Wim stared into the rust-colored coals and pondered this. He did think it was ridiculous. Ridiculous and needlessly dangerous, but who was he to crush whatever little hope she still had left?

      “I understand. I do believe it’s safer here, though. I’ve pretty near cleared the area of zombies. It wouldn’t be a bad place to wait things out for a while. At least, until we see what happens."

      “I know.” She reached over and placed her small, soft hand atop his thick, calloused palm. “And I won’t ask you to leave here. But I have to know. I have to go on.”

      Wim slid his hand free and took a hickory stick he’d been using as a poker and stirred the coals. They blazed crimson momentarily before fading back down. “All right. But stay in Mama’s room tonight. The linens might be a little musty, but the bed’s soft and I suspect you need your rest.”

      She looked up at him and smiled. He felt gooseflesh prickle his forearms and it wasn’t because of the cool, May air.

      “I’ll do that.” Ramey stared at him so long he broke eye contact and looked away.

      “Are you happy here, Wim?”

      He didn’t meet her gaze as he tried to answer the question, both to himself and aloud to her. “I was. I won’t lie, it got lonesome at times, but that never bothered me all that much. Now…” His eyes drifted up and he saw she still examined him. “I guess I’m not sure about a lot of things anymore. What made you ask?”

      “I couldn’t understand why someone like you is all alone in the world. I figured it must be by choice.”

      She covered her mouth to hide a yawn. “I think you’re right about needing rest.” Ramey stood and stretched and he couldn’t help but notice how the remaining light of the fire silhouetted her figure.

      “Thank you, Wim, for saving my life and for bringing me in to your home.” She bent at the waist and gave him a soft kiss on his cheekbone, just below his right eye. “And for not letting me be all alone tonight.”

      He opened his mouth to say, ‘You’re welcome,’ but before he could work out the words, she skipped toward the house.

      He sat there for a long while and watched the fire wither, then die out completely. It occurred to him he’d spent more time talking to this girl he’d known for only a few hours than he’d spent talking to his neighbors in several years. It surprised him how much he enjoyed it.

      Wim retreated to the house and checked the bedroom. The door hung half open and he saw Ramey sprawled on the bed. She looked to have fallen asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow and hadn’t even covered herself. Her breaths came out in soft puffs. Wim tiptoed into the room and took a blanket from the cedar chest. She didn’t wake when he cloaked her in it.

      In the morning, she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Even without the roosters around to cock-a-doodle-do, Wim woke before sunrise. Long habits were hard to break. He hadn’t undressed the night before and didn’t bother changing clothes. After he made his bed, he eased out of the room and into the hall.

      The bedroom door hung ajar and when he peeked inside the bed was empty. The blanket he’d covered Ramey with the night before was folded neatly at the foot of the bed. It surprised him that the girl was up so early. He was also disappointed as he’d hoped to fix something passing for breakfast for her before she awoke.

      He found the kitchen as empty as the bedroom, and when he looked out the window he saw that his Bronco sat alone at the end of the dirt driveway. The only sign of her truck were some fresh tracks in the soft earth.

      “Well. Damn.”

      He liked the girl. He enjoyed her silly stories and her sense of humor. But more than that, he liked her company, even if he’d only shared it for half a day. He also felt sick with worry. It was one thing being alone on the farm. It was another altogether being alone out there, on the road where any number of awful things could happen.

      His appetite had disappeared, but he sat at the kitchen table until the sky transitioned from navy to robin’s egg blue. Then he moved outside where he saw a note tucked under the windshield wiper of his Bronco. There were only four lines of pretty, loopy script.

      “Thank you again for everything and for understanding why I have to leave. I took a box of bullets. Now I know the gun can fit six.”

      She signed off with a lopsided heart and the letter ‘R’.

      Wim folded the note into fourths and slid it into his back pocket.
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        * * *

      

      “I never expected this would happen, but I’m leaving the farm.”

      Wim sat facing his parents’ tombstone. He’d gathered a clump of yellow tulips and held them in his hand. He looked from the silky petals to the grave, then back and forth again.

      All morning long doubt and worry filled him to the brim. He knew the opportunity to find Ramey had likely vanished. She’d shown him the map to her father’s supposed residence, and he remembered the general location in southern West Virginia, but there were a dozen or more possible routes to get there.

      At the same time, he knew nothing remained for him here. No farm. No animals. No town. And even though he frequently talked to his parents’ headstones, they were long gone, too. Staying on the farm might be the safe choice, but it was a pointless one. A choice with no future. He was tired of simply existing. He needed to know what was happening in the world around him and if there was any point in going on.

      Wim set the tulips in front of the marker and traced his fingers over the “Mother” engraving. “I’ll miss you so much, but this is something I have to do. I know you’d understand, but that doesn’t make it much easier.”

      Wim leaned in and kissed the tombstone. “I love you, Mama.”

      He left the only home he’d ever known and took nothing more than the guns, ammunition, and a small family photo album. He realized, with everyone dead, the album contained not only his memories, but the only proof he and his family had ever existed.

      Wim locked the front door behind him and resisted the urge to look back as he climbed into the Bronco and drove away. He turned left at the end of the driveway and headed down the empty, two lane road.

      “Goodbye,” he said to himself because he had no one else to talk to. He hoped his days of being alone were nearing an end.
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      Between the zombies and the wrecked cars, Wim had no way around the roadblock. He examined the map he'd earlier grabbed from a gas station, and which now laid unfolded on the seat beside him. He knew there were other means of going south, but near as he could tell from the labyrinth of lines, retreating from his current location, then taking a new route, would take well over an hour.

      Wim wasn't worried about the time. He was in no great hurry, but he preferred to stick to the main roads. Because, even though he was less than a hundred miles from his farm, he was already further away from home than he'd ever been, or ever intended to be. He liked it that way, in the time before the plague. Before the zombies. Now, however, his isolation had become a terrible hindrance.

      He recalled a farm he passed two miles back. Farms tended to catch his eye, and this one in particular made him more than a little sick inside. More specifically, he was jealous of the John Deere S690 Combine that stood in front of the freshly painted crimson barn.

      He didn't have any combines at his farm; there had never been money for one. The Deere would have cost over four hundred thousand dollars new for the base model, and now it would do nothing but sit there, exposed to the elements and rust away. Maybe he could get a little more use out of it, if luck was on his side. The way Wim figured, he was due.

      He did a u-turn in the middle of the road and retreated to the sprawling farm where the combine waited. He shut off the Bronco and exited it. Wim's pulse quickened as he approached the combine and he imagined non-farming men would react similarly at a chance to drive a Lamborghini or Porsche. He hoped the keys would still be in the compartment and, when he climbed into the cab, that little prayer was answered.

      The combine fired up right away. It operated along the same lines as regular tractors, but with a sixteen-row corn head attached, maneuvering it around proved more of a challenge than he'd expected. When he steered it onto the road, he gritted his teeth every time it crept over five miles an hour. Wim breathed a little easier when the clearing on each side of the road grew wider. Once he got rolling, he had a clear path back to the horde.

      Any thoughts that might have flitted through his mind about the zombies possibly dispersing vanished when he reached the roadblock. They remained in the general vicinity of where he'd left them, with only a variance of a few feet in any given direction. The combine was anything but discreet and the sound drew their attention well before the machine came close enough to do any damage.

      Wim expected them to scatter out of the way, but instead, they came toward the sound of the tractor. Toward death, he thought, then reminded himself that they were already dead. Still, he assumed they'd move to avoid the coming fate. He thought that right up until the pointed green fangs of the corn head hit the first wave of zombies.

      The machine pushed a few aside, where they stumbled and dropped off the roadway. Others became ensnared in the teeth of the combine like gristle from a steak. Wim opened up the throttle as far as it would go and the teeth yanked the zombies further inward with violent force. There, the cutter bar began chopping away at them.

      The day's peaceful, golden glow turned pink as a fine mist of blood filled the air. It splattered against the windshield of the combine and Wim hit the wipers, which swished back and forth, back and forth in a crimson haze. He motored forward and felt bodies break, then explode under the twenty ton weight of the combine. Wim's meager breakfast rose up his throat, but he fought it back down.

      They're nothing but husks, he told himself. No different from cutting down the dead crops at the end of the season. Think of this as an extermination.

      But he saw their faces as they fell before him. They might be zombies. They might be monsters. But they were people once. When the next wave of blood turned his windshield red, he left it that way. It was easier.

      Within a few minutes, he realized the big machine marched forward with ease. He'd finally mowed down the last of the zombies in the road. He hit the wipers again to verify that and saw nothing ahead of him but open road. He checked the rear mirrors and saw the river of crimson gore that flowed down the two lane road behind him. Blood and chunks of mangled body parts blew out the unloader pipe like gory rain.

      "Grain tank must be full," he muttered. He made a wide, arcing pivot in order to return to his truck.

      When back at the farm from which he'd borrowed the combine, Wim hopped down from the cab. He noticed that the John Deere green paint had become camouflaged in red and he regretted returning it in such unsatisfactory condition, even though the rightful owners were almost certainly dead. Heck, they might have even been amongst the group of zombies he'd run down.

      When he returned to his Bronco and drove back toward town, the truck slipped and slid as he hit the gore. He slowed the vehicle down to a crawl and the tires gained traction. Wim didn't know if it was possible to hydroplane on minced up human beings, but he decided not to take any chances.
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      It was obvious Peduto was sick. Her throat clearing had progressed to a persistent cough and sweat dripped from her forehead. When they crossed into Delaware, Bolivar headed toward Dover, but Peduto asked if he would take her to the beach instead. He pushed aside his concerns over going AWOL, which were minor considering that Uncle Sam tried to turn them into crispy critters back in Philadelphia, and did as she wished.

      They bypassed the bay where a handful of tourists and fishermen were apparently somehow unaware or unconcerned with what was happening to the north. They eventually came upon Cape Henlopen, which was deserted aside from a lone van in the lot. Instead of parking, Bolivar drove the car onto the sand, an act which drew a raised eyebrow from Peduto.

      "What's the worst that could happen? They arrest us?"

      She laughed. It was the first real laughter he'd heard in days and the sound was so sweet he thought he might start crying all over again. He only stopped the car when the front tires were in the ocean. Gentle waves licked at the rubber.

      They both exited the Saab and Bolivar watched her as he breathed in the damp, salty air. It was the longest she'd gone without coughing in some time. Peduto took off her cap and tossed it onto the wet sand. She then pulled out the bobby pins which held her bun in place and let her hair fall free. It surprised Bolivar to see a fair amount of gray intermixed with the black. Her loose curls hung halfway down her back and danced lazily in the ocean breeze.

      "Will you sit with me, Bolivar?"

      He nodded. "On one condition."

      "What's that?"

      "You call me Jorge."

      She smiled, but it didn't quite reach her red, feverish eyes. "I'll try."

      "Then we'll sit."

      And they did. The silence was broken only by gentle crashing of the waves and neither of them minded.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun fell below the horizon, a cold breeze coming off the ocean replaced the warmth of the sun's golden rays. Bolivar saw Peduto shivering, and even though he suspected it was more her fever than the actual temperature, he gathered together small bits of driftwood and random debris and used a road flare to start a small bonfire.

      As it crackled and popped to life, he watched Peduto as she endured another horrible coughing fit. It ended with her spitting two mouthfuls of mucous into the sand.

      "Sorry. I've never been much of a lady."

      Bolivar pretended not to notice as she used the back of her hand to wipe some bloody drool from the corner of her mouth. "No need to apologize."

      "I wish we had some marshmallows," she said as she stared into the fire.

      And he so wished he could do that for her. "That, I can't help you with. Sorry."

      She shrugged her shoulders in an 'it's not important' gesture. "My parents used to take us to the beach every fall after tourist season died down. That was Myrtle Beach, though. And when my sister and I were still young, we'd all camp out on the sand most of the nights and make s'mores and tell ghost stories like the legend of Blackbeard and the ghost ships like the Mary Celeste. We did that every year until I was in high school and got the idea that spending time with my family was lame. Stupidity of youth, and all that."

      "I actually never even saw the ocean in person until I joined the Army."

      "Really?"

      "Yeah. I grew up in Illinois. We went to Lake Michigan once, but it rained the whole time. I don't think we even left the hotel."

      "I haven't even seen my sister in four years. My mom in almost two. We keep meaning to get together but, you know."

      Bolivar nodded. He knew all too well the havoc military life played on family dynamics.

      Peduto looked away. "Can I ask you a question? Are you religious?"

      Bolivar thought about it, then nodded. "I was raised Catholic. I kept up with it pretty regularly until I was stationed in Iraq. But I still believe." Do I? he thought, remembering all the horror he'd seen the last few days.

      "I've never read the bible. I mean, I know about most of the main events, the cliff notes, I guess you could say, but I don't know how it all works with the dying and how it's determined whether you're going north or south."

      She hesitated and almost didn't go on, but eventually did. "What I'm wondering now is, are you judged by the worst thing you've ever done? Like, even if you've led a mostly moral life - not perfect, that's for sure - but you were a decent person most of the time, but if you did something really, really awful, does it cancel out all the good?"

      "I wouldn't think it does. The New Testament and Christ preached forgiveness. They say anything can be forgiven if you repent. And personally, I can't imagine that good people would be denied Heaven because of one bad act. Or even a handful of bad acts. That's not what I want to believe, anyway."

      Peduto stared into the fire for a long while, so long that Bolivar thought the subject was closed. When she did speak again, she kept her eyes cast toward the flames.

      "I was sent to Afghanistan after the Towers came down. Just south of Kandahar. We all went in there thinking we were going to find bin Laden and stop the terrorists and all that happy horse shit. But when we got there, it didn't take long to realize that was so far removed from reality that it wasn't funny.

      "The Taliban was just a bunch of pissed off dirt farmers. They weren't bombing cities or plotting attacks in America. They couldn't even read a map. There were small groups here and there that actually wanted to fight or plant IEDs, but most of them just wanted to be left alone. Our job was basically to train the Afghan security forces about how to be soldiers, but it was babysitting more than anything else. Most of the days we just sat around and played Xbox.

      "What was really weird to me was that there were always boys around. Street kids, probably ten to fifteen or sixteen years old. And they were constantly hanging around the older Afghan men who had money. At first, I thought they were just beggars, but they never hit us up for anything, so I started to pay more attention.

      “One guy in particular, we all called him 'Sultan' because he acted like he was so much better than everyone else, always had a kid with him and the boy was usually wearing make-up. I asked one of the brass about it and he said they were 'bacha bazi' and that it was tradition. Told me to forget about it, but I'm a woman, and you know it's next to impossible for us to forget anything.

      "So, one night, I saw the two of them walking down the street and I followed. They went into some sort of club or lounge, and I snooped around the outside until I found a window that was open wide enough to spy in. I saw the boy dancing for a group of men, dancing like a woman dances, and they were all throwing money at him. And then after that..."

      She stopped again and Bolivar saw the flames reflected in her wet, teary eyes.

      "After that, the other men left. The Sultan said something to the boy, and the boy got undressed. I couldn't watch once I realized what was going on, but I waited outside, and when they left, I followed them down an alley. There was no one else around, and I took out my service pistol and I shot that son of a bitch in the back. He was dead before he hit the ground."

      She looked at Bolivar, sobbing. "But then the kid, the boy, he was probably twelve, he ran straight at me and jumped on me. He started punching me and hitting me and trying to grab my gun. He bit my hand."

      Peduto extended her hand where a white, crescent-shaped scar dotted and dashed across the fatty flesh between her thumb and index finger like Morse code.

      "And when he bit me, I jerked back and when I did, I must've squeezed the trigger again and the pistol went off. I shot him right in the neck and he fell backward and the blood was running out like someone had just turned on the faucet.

      “The bullet must have hit that big artery in his throat, the one vampires always drink from in the movies, and it was over before I could even move. All I could see were his big dark eyes with that perverted mascara painted around them, staring up at me as he died."

      "I ran back to the base and never told anyone. The police wrote it off as a mugging gone bad or something. But, my God, I can still see his face every time I close my eyes."

      Her hitching sobs led to another violent coughing spell. She gasped for air and Bolivar rushed to her side and wrapped his arm around her. Peduto eventually stopped coughing, but when she did, she vomited up a mass of red tissue mixed with yellow phlegm. She spat several times to clear her mouth of it.

      "I'm going to die. I know that and I'm okay with it, especially considering all the shit that's going down. But please tell me I'm not gonna go to Hell for that. I was only trying to do the right thing."

      He pulled her close to him. "It was an accident, Gwen. A terrible one, I'll give you that, but how many lives did you save in Afghanistan? How many times did you risk your own life these last few days to save other people? To save me, even?" He wiped the tears from her face. "If anything I was taught in church was true, God has already forgiven you. All you need to do is forgive yourself and trust him to do the rest."

      She composed herself as much as possible. "Why do you think this is happening?"

      Jorge waited a long while, trying to come up with an answer to the same question he'd been asking himself for days. "I don't know. I'm not sure I want to."

      Gwen squeezed his hand. "Don't let me turn into one of those monsters."

      "I won't. I promise."
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        * * *

      

      Sometime through the night they both fell asleep, and by the time the sun peeked above the horizon the fire had burned itself out. Bolivar could feel Peduto's body heat through her clothes and couldn't even hazard a guess at how high a fever she must be running. Her black and gray hair was soaking wet and slicked against her head. Her eyelids were swollen and inflamed. A trickle of blood ran out of the corner of her mouth and he wiped it away with his fingertips.

      She woke an hour later, and it almost seemed like she was making a turn for the better. She sat up and noticed their Saab had sunken into the sand up to its bumper.

      "I hope he had flood insurance," she said and laughed. But now her weak laugh completely lacked the joy he'd heard yesterday. Her end was close now. It was evident in her voice and eyes and even the way she held herself.

      "I want to feel the ocean on my feet one more time. Can you grab me a water?"

      Bolivar watched her step to the ocean where the white foamy waves washed over her feet, then her ankles, then her knees.

      His own bare toes sunk into the damp brown sand as he moved to the open trunk and took out the last water bottle. Tucked in the mesh netting at the side of the trunk he spotted a construction paper art pad. He grabbed it and paged through the pastel colored pages where he saw a stick figure dogs, horses, and families. One drawing was labeled "Mommy, Daddy, Eli, Me." Underneath Me was a small girl with sun-yellow hair.

      Bolivar wondered if the girl was still alive or if she and her family were victims of the plague or the zombies. If she was alive, how long would that last? How long was anything going to last now?

      The beach was empty that morning and he knew somewhere inside that the bombings hadn't limited the chaos to Philadelphia. It couldn't be that easy. He was always skeptical about apocalyptic predictions, even the ones in the bible, but his thoughts on that were evolving. Bol thought the end was near, but he tried to push that aside as he closed the trunk and turned back to the ocean.

      He saw that Peduto had collapsed into the water. He dropped the bottle and ran into the waves, his long strides kicking up liquid, but by the time he got there she was dead.

      Bolivar stood in the gray, waist deep murkiness of the Atlantic and raised her face above the water. He reached into the holster of her waistband and took out her M1911 pistol. He wasn't even sure if it would fire after taking a swim in the ocean. He shook it out as best he could and saw there was already a round chambered and the safety was, of course, off.

      Bol pressed the barrel tight to the skin between her eyebrows and pulled the trigger. The surrounding water turned crimson.

      He let the tide take her.
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      After almost ten hours of driving, Wim spotted Ramey on the road. At first, he wasn't sure. A good quarter of a mile stood between them, but the road was straight and his eyesight above average. Three vehicles had collided in the middle of the street and she stood there amidst them.

      He stopped the Bronco less than ten feet from the scene. Her back was turned toward him and as her body flailed, her struggle became obvious. Someone, or something, in one of the crashed cars had ahold of her arm.

      "Ramey!" he yelled.

      She half-turned, and when that happened, Wim realized the thing holding her arm was a zombie. As soon as her attention became diverted, it bit down on her forearm and took away a mouthful of flesh.

      Wim's temporary joy disappeared in a flash. He grabbed a .38 from a holster on his belt and in one swift move raised and fired. The zombie that chewed on Ramey crumpled sideways, a black dot on its forehead and brains leaking from the back of its skull.

      With the zombie dispatched, he ran toward the cars. Toward Ramey. She'd fallen to her knees and clutched the wound on her arm. Blood seeped through her fingers.

      "Oh, heck. You got bit." This is all my fault, he thought. I distracted her when I hollered and that thing bit her. It was just like he thought when this mess started, he was cursed. And now he was cursing everyone around him. Why did I ever leave the farm?

      She looked up at him. Her turquoise blue eyes pained and terrified.

      And that's when he finally got a good look at her face. This wasn't Ramey.

      The eyes were wrong, the lips, the skin, the age. He'd been so eager to find the girl that he assumed the first female he saw was her. But that didn't change the fact that this woman was in trouble.

      "You've got to help me," she said. Her words came out rapid fire, frantic. Her eyes spilled tears. "Please, man."

      Wim collected himself. This was still his fault, and he wanted to do whatever he could. But what was there to be done? "What can I do?"

      "Cut it off!"

      "What?"

      "My arm! Cut it off!"

      He thought he'd heard wrong. "What did you say?"

      "Cut my fucking arm off, man! Before it's too late!"

      No, he heard right the first time. "I have a machete in the truck."

      "Get it!"

      Wim sprinted to the Bronco and dug through the guns and ammunition in the backseat until he came across the old machete. He'd included it on a whim. He assumed he might need it to chop at a fallen tree branch or some random menial task. Not amputate a stranger's arm. But he grabbed it nonetheless.

      The woman had collapsed on the pavement by the time he got back to the wreckage. Pain riddled her face and she rocked back and forth.

      "Hurry, you asshole!"

      The bite seeped blood about halfway between her wrist and elbow. He held her hand against the road and raised the machete overhead. She watched him.

      "You might ought to close your eyes."

      Rage filled the look she shot his way, but she did as told.

      Wim swung the machete down. It sliced into her flesh two inches below the elbow. The woman shrieked. But the limb was still attached. Blood shot out from the fresh cut, and within seconds, the pavement looked like someone had dropped a gallon of red paint on the road.

      He swung again and the bone broke. A third swing finally finished it off.

      Wim pulled off his flannel shirt and tore off the sleeve. He tied it off at her elbow and the gushing blood slowed to a weak trickle. That's when he realized she'd gone unconscious.

      He knelt at her side to wait and see what, if anything, would happen. As soon as he did, he heard scraping sounds against the hot asphalt.

      He jumped up and found two zombies behind the wrecked cars. One, a woman in her thirties, the other a little girl with a chestnut colored ponytail. They looked like mother and daughter. Cuts and scrapes covered their exposed skin. Wim noticed one of the vehicles, a Hyundai sedan, was missing its windshield and guessed they'd been thrown out in the wreck.

      With his .38, he first shot the mother in the head. She crumpled to the ground and the daughter looked down at the dead woman. She almost looked confused. Wim was thankful she wasn't looking at him because he shot her, too. She fell atop her mother and both stayed down.

      A few yards beyond them, a man with a crew cut crawled on his hands and knees. He came from the general direction of a black Wrangler, the third vehicle in the crash. When he caught site of Wim, he reached out with a bloodied arm and growled. Several of his teeth had been snapped off, leaving jagged shards that looked like fangs inside his mouth. Wim shot that zombie, too.

      His ears rang from all the gunshots and he couldn't hear something move behind him. Didn't hear the dragging of feet across pavement. Didn't hear the throaty gasps that came inches from his head.

      If the zombie had gone in head first and bit him, he'd have been a goner, but it grabbed him by the shoulder instead, and tried to pull him close. In his shock, he stumbled a step backward and his back pressed against a woman's soft chest. Only one hand held him and it didn't take much of a guess to deduce the identity of his attacker.

      The zombie lunged for the side of his face but, Wim turned his head just in time. The zombie hit the back of his head, jaws snapping. He felt pain as something pulled his hair and Wim jerked himself forward. A clump of hair came out by the roots and as he turned, he found a shock of his black locks in the woman's mouth.

      She opened her jaws and her tongue pushed out as if trying to expel the hair. Wim took a few steps back. Her arm had quit bleeding entirely now that she was dead and her eyes had taken on that too familiar dull gaze. They turned to him and, for a moment, he thought he saw anger flash.

      Wim imagined he deserved her rage. Maybe she'd have been able to get away from the first zombie if he hadn't opened his big trap. Maybe she could have saved herself, but instead, he came along and sealed her fate.

      Wim had no idea how many zombies he'd killed so far, but this was the first person whose actual death he caused. He wanted to forget it. To push this incident somewhere deep inside where it could only leak out in nightmares. Perhaps, the ability to do that would come in time, but for now, the only thing he could do was kill her again. So, that's what he did.
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      The light burned so bright that Emory could see it with his eyes closed. So bright he wondered if it was the light. Before his eyes could adjust, he heard coughing and he doubted there was coughing in Heaven.

      His eyelids fluttered, then opened, and he saw he was in the backseat of a car or perhaps a van. He tried to sit up, but a deep ache in his chest put an end to that. He groaned from the pain.

      "Oh, shit! Oh, shit, bro! He's a zombie!"

      "Shoot him! Quick! Do it!"

      The vehicle in which he was riding swerved back and forth across the road. Emory heard rummaging from the front seat and fought to catch his breath long enough to speak. The distinctive sound of a round of ammunition being chambered in a pistol was the encouragement he needed.

      "I'd prefer you don't shoot me. I promise I'm harmless." He rushed the words out via a mouthful of air. Emory tried to raise his hands in surrender, only to realize he couldn't move them. He tried his legs with the same lack of results.

      "You think he's okay, bro?"

      "I never heard one of them talk."

      "Good point."

      The vehicle slowed and the tires crunched against gravel before coming to a stop. The men who occupied the front seats turned and stared at him. They wore handkerchiefs over their mouths like Wild West outlaws. The one in the passenger seat held a pistol. He looked to his friend. Both were no more than twenty years old.

      "How do we know he's still human?" the one with the gun asked.

      "I don't know. We have to ask him something only a real person could know. Like what's the square root of four hundred?"

      "Twenty," Emory said.

      "Is that right, bro?"

      "I don't know."

      "It's correct. I assure you." Emory glanced downward and discovered jumper cabled binding his hands and feet together. "Would you gentlemen please untie me?"

      The duo exchanged glances, then nodded at each other.

      As they freed him, they explained to Emory how they had rescued him from the zombies near the electronics store. That had been three days ago and Emory'd been unconscious ever since.

      They told him he grabbed his chest before he passed out. After hearing that, Emory took a deep breath and felt like he'd been kicked in the sternum by a horse. He'd suffered a minor heart attack more than a decade earlier and normally carried nitroglycerin pills, but had neglected to bring them along when Christopher showed up, frantic over his aunt. Remembering Christopher caused a different ache in his chest.

      The bros' names were Andy and Vince, and they weren't brothers in the way Emory was familiar. They were Rho Iota Pi fraternity brothers who attended the Pitt main campus in Oakland. There was a third with them when they rescued Emory. They didn't go into much detail aside from sharing that his name was Bill and that he didn't make it.

      For them, the chaos started when another fraternity brother suddenly attacked people inside the frat house.

      "Everyone he bit turned into a fucking zombie, bro!" was how it was described. Emory wasn't sure if they were calling him bro if they were calling the zombies bros. The men escaped in the fraternity's transport van. They were fleeing the city when they saw Emory collapse in the street.

      "Even though you're old, we couldn't just let you get eaten," Vince said.

      "I very much appreciate that."

      They'd been driving aimlessly for three days, hoping to find a place that wasn't filled with zombies, but their efforts were fruitless. Along with Pittsburgh, the cities of Cleveland, Columbus, and Harrisburg were overrun. They were debating whether to check Philadelphia or Baltimore next.

      "Philly was busted even before zombies," Andy said with a laugh and he looked to Emory. "Am I right?"

      Emory didn't have a chance to answer, not that he knew the proper response, before Andy started coughing. He pulled off the handkerchief covering his mouth and spit a wad of red tinged mucous into the grass.

      "This cold sucks, bro," Andy said as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      He died later that day.
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        * * *

      

      They were heading south and had just crossed the border between Maryland and West Virginia. Andy rode shotgun and Vince was so busy focusing on the road ahead that he didn't realize his fraternity brother was dead, until he came back.

      Emory saw Zombie Andy reach for Vince.

      "Vincent, watch out!" Emory yelled.

      Vince glanced over just in time to see Andy snarling and leaning in for a bite. He hit the brakes and the van threatened to careen out of control as it swayed back and forth. Somehow, he kept it on the road.

      Emory leaned forward and reached between Andy and the passenger side door. He grabbed the handle and shoved it open.

      "Push him out!"

      Vince gave Andy a hard shove and the zombie toppled backward, tumbling head over feet out of the van. Emory watched him bounce and roll. When the momentum of the fall expended itself, Andy stood up. The fall had skinned his face to the bone, but he ambled along nevertheless.

      Vince stopped the van just a few miles up the road at the outskirts of Berkeley Springs. No one living or dead was in sight. Vince shut off the engine and looked at Emory in the backseat. Emory noticed the boy's eyes were blood red.

      "That will happen to me, too, won't it?" Vince asked.

      Emory swallowed hard. He knew the answer. "I believe nothing is a certainty."

      Vince pulled the handkerchief over his head, revealing thick, green snot that ran from his nostrils. His lips were chapped and raw. He used the rag to blow his nose.

      "That's nice of you to say." Vince handed Emory the keys. "You take these."

      He opened the door and hopped out.

      "What are you doing, Vince?"

      Vince flashed a goofy smile which made him look five years younger. "You try to find somewhere safe. I'm going back to find Andy. Bros for life, right?"

      He extended his fist. Emory was familiar with fist bumping thanks to Christopher, and he obliged. That made Vince's smile even bigger.

      "I'm glad we saved you from the zombies."

      Vince turned away and jogged along the highway.

      "I am, too, Vince. I am, too."

      Emory exited the backseat and climbed behind the wheel. He restarted the engine, but took another look at Vince in the rear view before pulling back on the road and leaving him behind.
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      Almost immediately, Ramey regretted leaving the farm and Wim. Not because she was scared. She was, of course. It would be insane to not be scared in what the world had become. And not because she felt helpless.

      She was no fighter, but she'd handled herself pretty well, all things considered. But she was lonely, and the quiet was wearing her down. The radio recited nothing but static and the old pickup didn't even have a cassette player.

      The steady rumble of the mud tires against the asphalt was anything but soothing. Every time she rounded a curve, she expected to drive into a crowd of zombies, or slam into an abandoned car, or maybe drive off a cliff. If someone else was along, she'd have a second set of eyes and someone to talk to, or to listen.

      The thought of turning around and driving back to the farm sounded better with each passing mile, and it was only her pride that kept her from doing just that. Well, pride and the fact that she doubted she'd be able to return to the farm without getting lost along the way.

      She'd been using Stan, the now dead trucker's, map to navigate, but she'd already made her share of wrong turns. She knew she needed to go south and kept finding roads that sent her in that direction. Without the route markers, she was liable to end up back in New York if she wasn't careful. The further she drove, the more she realized finding that X on her father's map was nothing but a fool's errand.

      She was tired, hungry, and felt close to breaking. And while she couldn't do anything about the latter, she hoped taking care of the first two issues might get her back on track. About twenty miles later, she spotted a roadside convenience store and pulled in.

      Millions of chunks of safety glass littered the macadam in front of the shattered double doors of the entryway. Ramey felt them dig into her shoes as she walked over them. Inside, someone had dislodged and upended many of the shelves. She noticed some merchandise was missing entirely - like cigarettes and snuff - but most of the items were still in stock if you didn't mind picking it off the floor.

      Ramey grabbed an assortment of candy bars from the piles and shoved a few into her pockets. She tore the wrapper off a Snickers and took a bite, then moved on for something more nutritious.

      "Jackpot," she said as she spied a jumble of beef jerky under an overturned rack of magazines.

      Her hands were full, though, and she moved toward the counter in search of some bags. Before she could get them, a voice from behind stopped her.

      "You planning to steal all that?"

      The voice was a man's and carried no humor, but she attempted a charming smile as she turned around. When she saw him, she was relieved to see he looked about her age. Three or four years older at the most.

      He was scrawny, but tall and she imagined he could have been a basketball player on just about any high school team around so long as he could walk without tripping over his own feet. But he also had long, greasy hair, rings through both eyebrows and earlobes stretched to the size of fifty cent pieces.

      "Left my wallet in the truck." She kept the smile, hoping to get one in return. She did not.

      "This is my store."

      She thought the man looked nervous. Maybe even a little scared. Ramey was always confident in her ability to talk her way out of trouble and decided to give it a shot.

      "Then shouldn't you be wearing one of those shirts that says, 'My name's Bill'?"

      "It's in the laundry."

      Was that a hint of a smile? She thought so. "Is it now?"

      He nodded. "And it's Danny. My name, I mean."

      "I'm Ramey."

      Danny moved behind the counter. He pointed to a picture on the wall showing a middle-aged man holding up a plaque that read, ‘Region's #1 Franchise.’

      "That was my dad. Owned this place for almost twenty years. I've been working here since I was this high." He tucked his thumb into his waistband. "Even though he's gone now, I hate to see people like you tearing it apart."

      She'd been wrong about the smile. If anything, the look on his face was a grimace. The skin around his eyes was a mosaic of red-purple bruises and his irises were the color of old coffee stains.

      "I didn't do any damage. Just grabbed a couple candy bars. And I'll give them back if that's what you want."

      She emptied the contents of her pockets onto the counter. Danny looked from them up to her face.

      "Can't give back that Snickers now, can you?"

      He had a point there. "I'll pay you for it, then." She rummaged through her pockets and came out with a dollar bill and some change, which she set on the counter.

      Danny sneered, and when he did, his lip pulled up to reveal gray gums that leaked pus, which filled in the cracks between his teeth like grout. "Pay? With cash. You think money's worth anything now?"

      While she tried to work out an answer, Danny changed the course of the discussion by extracting a shotgun from behind the counter. He held it in his hands, cradling it like a baby.

      "Listen, Danny, I'm sorry. I—"

      "You listen, bitch."

      He tilted the barrel in her direction, racked the shotgun, and pointed it at her face. "Drop your pants. Now!"
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      The world was quiet when Solomon regained consciousness. He thought he remembered it sounding quite different before, but his memory was only half working. He tried to sit up and couldn't.

      He felt restraints holding his arms and that brought part of the last few hours rushing back. He was in a hospital. He'd been taken there by ambulance for some reason. But he couldn't recall why.

      When he attempted to move his head, it met with the same resistance as his arms. Bastards have me trussed up like a Christmas goose, he thought.

      "'ello. I've come to and would appreciate a hand."

      He waited but received no response. His patience was running thin.

      "Are any of you wankers out there? I want loose of this fucking table." Another twenty seconds of silence passed and Solomon was done waiting.

      He jerked his right arm with as much force as he could muster. The strap holding his arm gave way with a tearing sound, but the movement sent a fire-poker of pain searing through his skull. What the holy hell?

      He reached up with his free hand and undid the strap holding his head still. That allowed him to sit up, but the motion of doing so made his stomach do somersaults and again made his head feel on the verge of implosion. Everything went blindingly white and he squeezed his eyes closed to stop the brightness.

      Then it all came rushing back to him. His whoring wife becoming a zombie. Killing the bint. Taking the gun into the neighborhood and seeing his ugly bird of a neighbor eating her tot. Getting ready to shoot her. And—

      The gunshot.

      He remembered a sudden halt after that. Some bastard shot him. Bollocks.

      Solomon unfastened the strap at his left hand and climbed down from the operating table, careful to move his head as little as possible because every time he moved it, the pain multiplied. He looked around the room.

      Rust-colored blood covered the floor and his feet stuck to it like he was walking on ticky tape. Mixed in with the spilled blood were a variety of surgical instruments. That brought the rest of it back. The screams, the struggle. Zombies had overtaken the room, but they were gone now, leaving destruction in their wake.

      He spied the sleeve of a surgical scrub and, when he looked closer, he realized an arm was still inside it. He kicked it out of his way and it slithered across the floor and into an overturned bin. Goal!

      Solomon spotted a mirror mounted on the wall above a small sink and stepped to it. He saw his reflection and his eyes went to a half inch wound in his forehead. He leaned in closer for a better look and realized it wasn't just a wound, it was an egg-shaped hole. The edges were charred black and a nub of pinkish-gray tissue poked out.

      "Is that my fookin' brain?"

      He reached up with his forefinger and pressed on the tissue. It felt dense and malleable like gelatin, which was still a few minutes away from being set. He kept pushing until the bit of brain tissue disappeared into the hole in his skull, but as soon as he removed his finger it popped back out again. It reminded him of the Whack-A-Mole game he played at the arcade when he was a lad.

      Saw poked it again, this time pushing until his finger was buried to the first knuckle. That made him feel so horny he would have shagged his dead wife if she'd been in the room, but he also forgot where he was. His name, too, for that matter.

      His finger came out of his head with a popping noise and he quickly recalled what was happening. He noticed another hole above his left temple. That one was larger and the surrounding skin had splayed out in a small x. Marks the spot, he thought. No brains extruded from that hole, but clear fluid seeped out.

      "Better patch myself up. Don't need me brains falling out of my noggin."

      He found bandages and a roll of gauze on the floor. Both were stained with the blood of the dead, but they would have to do. He covered both wounds, then wrapped the gauze around his head a few times and tied it off in a knot.

      As he looked at himself again in the mirror, he thought it looked like he was wearing a ninja headband of sorts. For some reason the made him giggle like a schoolboy.

      After the laughter stopped, he pushed open the swinging door to the room, expecting to see the hallway full of zombies, but it was as empty as the operating suite. There was plenty of blood and wreckage, but no bodies, living or dead.

      His head still throbbed and his priority was to find something for the pain. After some searching, he discovered a medicine cart. The damned thing was locked up tight, so he needed to find a way inside.

      He slammed it against the wall several times. That added a few dings but didn't spring the drawers. He searched the hallway until he saw an ax mounted on the wall. He chuckled as he read the instructions aloud. "In case of emergency, break glass. If this ain't a fookin' emergency, I don't know what is."

      He used his elbow to shatter the glass and pulled out the chunks with his hand, ignoring the multiple cuts he sustained. They were pinpricks compared with the bomb inside his head.

      Saw removed the ax and returned to the cart. After five good blows he thought he'd be better off using the rotten thing to cut off his head instead. But eventually, the locks gave way. He sifted through the bottles, trying to find names that meant something to him. He found and pocketed an antibiotic. That might come in handy considering the holes in his head. But he wanted more, and soon enough he found it. Oxycodone.

      "Jackpot, mate."

      He grabbed every bottle available and deposited them into his pockets, saving one for the present. He unscrewed the lid, dropped two pills into his palm and dry swallowed them. He was ready to move on when he noticed something else in the cart. He pulled out what looked like a medical swab and read the label.

      "Fentynl." He recalled that drug was sometimes mixed with heroin. He removed the paper packaging and saw it was a lozenge on a stick. "Looks like a lolli..."

      Saw inserted it into his mouth and sucked on it. It tasted sweet as candy, and within a few moments he felt some of the pain fade. He grabbed a few more then decided it best to be on his way.

      He followed the red arrows painted on the walls, above which "Exit" was stenciled, and soon enough he spied daylight ahead. Before he reached the doorway, he heard a crash inside a nearby room. He approached, cautious, and found an employee's lounge filled with couches, chairs, and vending machines. It was at the snack machine where he saw the zombie.

      It knelt on the floor in front of the unit like a man praying to a false idol. When Solomon stepped into the room, it heard him and turned in his direction, revealing other zombies had eaten it to the bone in many places. No skin remained on its head. All of its ribs were visible and its belly was just a hollow cavern. Then Solomon realized why it wasn't coming for him. It was trapped.

      The zombie had its right arm inserted all the way into the snack return. A small bag of Cool Ranch Doritos hung precariously, a few inches out of reach. The creature attempted to move toward Saw, but made no progress. Its skeletal jaws clicked together like the wind up teeth they sell in novelty stores. Solomon grinned at the sight.

      "Talk about getting your hand caught in the cookie jar. Bad day to be you, mate."

      Solomon strode toward the half-eaten zombie, raised the ax overhead, and brought it down in a swift motion that separated the monster's head from his neck. The skull rolled across the floor before getting lost under a jumble of chairs. The body sagged to the ground, except for the arm, which remained trapped inside the machine.

      Satisfied, Solomon left the room, then exited the hospital. Several zombies roamed the streets, but he saw no one who was actually alive. He slithered along the sidewalk, keeping close to the buildings and careful to not catch the attention of the undead. He needed a car. A car could take him to his shop and there he could get prepared. Prepared for the fight he knew was coming.
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      After three solid days of killing zombies, some of the fun had started to wear off. Meade had lost count at fifty-seven. He'd come upon a scattered group of the monsters outside a K-Mart and dispatched them with his hockey stick. In the melee, he couldn't remember whether there were fourteen or fifteen. That was day two and he didn't bother keeping track afterward.

      His mind was a fog where everything seemed to move in fast forward and slow motion at the same time. Existing on nothing but pre-packaged convenience store junk food wasn't helping.

      Mead had raided a Sheetz and filled the trunk of his Cavalier with chips, powdered mini donuts, candy bars, and caffeine loaded liquids. He felt high, even more than the few times he'd tried cocaine years earlier, but the crash was terrible.

      To stave it off, he chugged even more energy drinks (the berry flavored five-hour energy shots were his favorite) and went back to work. His heart felt as if it might beat out of his chest, but the diet also gave him insatiable fortitude for slicing and dicing the undead bastards.

      Even through the excitement and rush, he knew the battle was one he couldn't win. For every zombie he killed, three more showed up. Unless he stumbled upon a tank or an A bomb, he had no chance of killing all of them.

      As he strolled back to his car, he heard a metallic thud in an alleyway to his right. His sugar high was fading and he almost ignored it. Instead, he wiped remnants of some intestines off his hockey stick and moved between the buildings.

      Mead made it five yards into the alley when a small man skittered out from between a row of trash cans. Mead reared back with the stick, but stopped when he saw the man hunker down and hold his hands over his head.

      "No hurt! No hurt!" the man shouted.

      Mead lowered the stick. "What the hell are you doing in the garbage? Do you think you're Oscar the grouch?"

      The man peeked up, tentative, but remained silent.

      "Stand up."

      The man stood, keeping his hands skyward.

      "Put your hands down. I'm not gonna hurt you."

      He was barely five feet tall and so thin Mead could see his bones under his parchment paper-colored skin. He reminded Mead of a much older, thinner version of Pan, the busboy whose ear he'd seen eaten away a few days ago.

      "Thanks you."

      "Yeah," Mead said. "You're welcome. Better watch your back out here."

      Mead spun and exited the alley. As he reached for the door handle, he heard the footsteps behind him. He looked back and saw the Asian man waiting a few feet away.

      "What?" Mead asked.

      "Me go you."

      "What?"

      "Me go you." The man lifted his hand and mimed holding a steering wheel.

      "You want me to take you?"

      The man nodded.

      "Why?"

      The man paused and considered that. Then he shrugged his shoulders. He didn't have an answer. Mead looked from him to the car and tilted his head toward it.

      "Well, get in."

      The man clapped his hands together three times in rapid succession, then skipped to the Cavalier. He climbed in without giving Mead a chance to change his mind. Mead noticed a few zombies had been drawn to the scene, but they were far enough away to not be a bother. He took a seat behind the wheel, started the engine, then looked over at the little man beside him.

      "What's your name?"

      "Wang Jie."

      Mead grinned. "Wang? Like..." He grabbed his crotch.

      Wang nodded. "Wang Jie."

      "I can't, man. I just can't." Mead shifted the car into first and eased down the street.

      A slow moving zombie in a paramedic's uniform stumbled toward them, dragging its right leg which was doused with dried blood. Mead aimed the Cavalier in the zombie's general direction and, when he got up beside it, swung the bladed end of one of his homemade hockey stick weapons and sliced the monster's head clean off.

      Mead tossed the stick into the back seat and glanced a his passenger.

      "I'm calling you Jie."

      They spent the afternoon driving around Johnstown and killing zombies. Around the time it got dark, Mead told Wang Jie they should find a place to sleep. He had no desire to drive all night long, especially with no streetlights to illuminate the way.

      As they passed a squat, vinyl sided building with a sign out front reading, "Pit Stop Beverages", Wang Jie pointed and gesticulated so frantically that Mead thought the old dude might be stroking out.

      "Stop here. Stop here!"

      "Here?"

      Wang Jie nodded and Mead eased the Cavalier into the empty lot. He parked in front of a hand painted sign reading "Beer Is Good!" and as soon as the car stopped, the man exited stage right and bounced toward the door.

      Mead watched as he pulled a set of keys from his pocket, inserted one into the lock and swung the steel door open. Then, Wang Jie looked back to Mead and waved for him to come as he disappeared inside.

      "I'll be damned," Mead said and followed.

      When he got inside, Wang Jie was grabbing liquor bottles off the shelves. The room was on the small side, maybe 20 by 20, but every inch of it was filled with alcohol of various types.

      Mead had never been a big drinker, but knew how most American's behaved and was surprised there hadn't been a run on booze in the last days. Or that the store hadn't been looted.

      "Take you like," Wang Jie said as he sat his bottles on the counter.

      "Is this your store?"

      Wang Jie twirled the keys back and forth on his finger. "Wang work here. Two year now. Pay bad. Could no afford good stuff." He unscrewed the top to a bottle of vodka then took a swig straight from it. Then he tilted the bottle to Mead. "You try."

      Mead shook his head. "You go ahead. I'm fine."

      Wang shrugged his shoulders and took another long drink. "You loss."

      "Is there anything to eat here?"

      Wang pointed across the room. "Peanuts. Crackers. That about all."

      Mead sighed. "You know what I could really eat? Oranges. Or grapes. Anything but junk food. Hell, I could eat a head of lettuce right about now."

      Wang seemed to consider this. "No here. Sorry."

      "No worries, buddy."
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later Wang Jie sang an off-key, and mostly incorrect version of "Highway to Hell" while Mead did his best Angus Young impression and played air guitar.

      Mead had downed two strawberry flavored wine coolers and was feeling fine, but he still knew the little Asian man was getting most of the words wrong and he didn't care. Wang Jie had proved to be quite the lively drunk and hadn't shut his mouth since he'd passed the halfway point on the bottle of Grey Goose.

      Eventually, Jie finished his serenade and attempted to take a seat on a folding chair he'd procured from the storage room. He missed and ended up with his ass on the floor.

      "Ass hurt!" he said and giggled uncontrollably.

      Mead smiled, but felt a yawn coming on. He tried to fight it off, but only half succeeded.

      "Mead seepy?" Wang asked.

      "Very. The last few days have been..."

      He didn't finish and Wang Jie nodded.

      "There cot in backroom. You seep there."

      "You take the cot, Jie. I can sleep on the floor. After all, this is your place. Kinda."

      Wang Jie shook his head almost violently. "You guest. You offend me you no take cot."

      "Are you sure?"

      "You seep good. Rest well so you drive tomorrow."

      Mead did need a good night's sleep. He hadn't had one since this mess started. "Okay, then. You sleep, too, Jie. Maybe I'll let you drive a while tomorrow, too."

      Wang Jie giggled again and mimicked holding a steering wheel for the second time in the few hours Mead had known him. He added "Vroom vroom" sounds for effect.

      "And maybe not," Mead said, mostly to himself.

      He trudged into the backroom, fell onto the cot, and was asleep in seconds.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of smashing glass woke Mead and the sudden interruption of his sleep left him startled and disoriented. It took him a moment to remember where he was, but once he did, the sounds made a little more sense. Wang Jie must have knocked over a display case. Maybe even an entire row of shelves.

      Mead jumped up, worried his new friend might shred himself on broken glass. He rushed to the main room.

      Sunlight flooded in through the door which hung ajar. Mead couldn't believe it was daytime already. He looked around the room, but saw no one.

      "Jie?"

      More glass broke. The sound came from a far corner, an area Mead couldn't see due to the numerous rows of beer and liquor. He started toward the noise, then stopped himself long enough to grab one of his hockey sticks from the counter. Can never be too careful.

      He approached. Slow. Cautious. There were eight aisles between him and the wall. Number one was empty. So were two, three, and four. In five, he saw a few cases of beer knocked to the floor. In six, a display rack of various spiced peanuts was toppled over. As he neared row seven, he heard glass crunching underfoot. And then a moan.

      Please, let the little bastard be shit-faced, Mead thought. Nothing worse than that.

      He liked Jie. Even if they could barely understand each other much of the time, his company was nice. Every time Mead killed a zombie, Wang Jie gave his little clap of approval and that made Mead feel about as happy as winning a blue ribbon at the county fair.

      He stood on the precipice of aisle seven and took a deep breath. After steeling himself, he continued past the shelves toward aisle eight.

      Mead didn't find Wang Jie. Instead, he found a middle-aged zombie in a torn housecoat. One of her droopy breasts sagged out from amongst the floral print. Her gray nipple stood erect and swayed back and forth in Mead's direction as if it were shouting, 'Hey there, big fella!'

      "What the fuck?"

      Mead knew they'd locked the door - locked it and blocked it with a few kegs of beer - to prevent something just like this from happening. But it happened anyway, and now there was a zombie inside.

      Mead strode toward the dead woman, who seemed more interested in reaching for, and knocking down, every bottle of wine on the shelf. As they exploded at her feet, Mead took the knife end of the stick and rammed it through her temple. She fell into the shelf, destroying the remaining bottles of chardonnay.

      He pulled his stick free of her skull and again scanned the store. "Jie? Where are you?"

      He explored every inch of the building, expecting to find Jie passed out or dead, or undead. His search came up empty. That left only one option. The open door. He noticed the kegs had been pushed to the side, but in an orderly manner. This was done on purpose and gave Mead some hope. The zombie hadn't broken in. Wang Jie had gone out.

      Mead stepped into the daylight. The Cavalier sat undisturbed, and he didn't see any zombies in the immediate area. He knew making a spectacle of himself was foolish, but he wanted to find his friend.

      "Wang Jie!" He shouted the words and his call sounded like a thunderclap against the utter silence of the town. "Where the hell did you go?"

      He walked up and down the nearest streets, but Jie was nowhere to be found. Mead did see zombies, though, and that reminded him that wandering about was a stupid idea. He returned to the car and recommenced his search on four wheels instead of two feet.

      He was passing Ripple Avenue when he spotted a small man at the end of the street. He slammed on the brakes, backed up five feet and turned up the street. As he did, the man rounded the corner onto Garfield Street. Mead followed.

      As the Cavalier breached Garfield, Mead saw the man was only five yards away. He couldn't hold back a relieved smile when he recognized the clothes as Jie's and saw he was carrying a canvas shopping bag.

      Mead remembered the man had said something the night before about living a few streets away and suddenly this made sense. Jie must have gone back to his apartment for something. A dumb, reckless move, but he was alive, and that was what mattered.

      Mead pulled up beside Jie and leaned out the window. "I thought you were zombie chow, buddy."

      The Cavalier was moving faster than Wang Jie and Mead moved from seeing his pal from behind, to looking him straight in the face. That was when he realized Jie was dead.

      The little man's lifeless eyes stared straight ahead. Dried, brown blood covered his left arm and Mead saw several bite-sized chunks taken out of his bicep area. Mead could see the bone through the wounds.

      "You fuckers. There was hardly any meat on him to eat."

      He slowed the car and Wang Jie outpaced him by a few feet. Mead considered driving away, taking the easy way out. But he wouldn't want to go one as one of those revolting, dead fucks and he couldn't condemn Jie to that fate, either.

      He put the car in park and opened the door. He didn't bother with one of the sticks. Instead, he took a buck knife from his belt as he approached his temporary friend. Mead didn't say anything as he shoved the blade of the knife into the base of Jie's skull. It sank in easily, and when it was buried to the hilt, Mead quickly jerked it from side to side. Jie went limp and collapsed to the ground and the knife pulled free of his head in the process.

      It took him a moment to understand why everything looked so blurry. He wiped tears from his eyes and snot from his nose and tried to compose himself.

      When he could see clearly, he saw the bag Jie had been carrying. Inside it was an assortment of oranges, apples, and a head of iceberg lettuce which was more brown than green.

      "You dumbass. Why'd you go out to get me food? I didn't ask you to do that." His eyes felt like they were on fire and the knife fell from his grip as he brought both of his hands to his face to cover them, to rub them, anything to stop the pain as saltwater poured out and he sobbed.

      He stayed beside Wang Jie's body until he'd composed himself, but even then, his eyes, his whole head, throbbed. He grabbed the knife, then took the bag of food from Jie's dead hand and returned to the Cavalier. It was time to get the hell out of Johnstown once and for all.
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      After stealing Winebruner's key card and leaving him to die, Mitch continued through the maze until he reached E Wing. There, he found chaos similar to what he'd seen play out in his own bunker. Living people dying, dead people coming back to life, undead people eating the living. Lather, rinse, repeat.

      He discovered his mother tucked away in a corner where she huddled over his father. Dear old dad had several ragged bite wounds on his bare shoulders and upper arms. When Mitch looked at him, the only thought that came to mind was, Where's your suit?

      His father caught him staring and looked up with fevered, yellow eyes. "Mitchell. You're alive. Thank God."

      Mitch's mother turned, and when she saw him, she gave him a crushing embrace like the one he received upon arriving at the Greenbrier. This time, Mitch pulled away immediately. The two of them looked so pathetic as they sulked, helpless and passive on the floor. These were the people who'd kept him under their thumbs his entire life. Now, they looked like cowed dogs.

      "It's falling apart," his father hissed and bloody spittle leaked out from between his colorless lips.

      Mitch nodded. "It's over. Your money. Your power. Those things you spent your life chasing, they're all worthless now. Now, all that matters is how fast you can run."

      He saw sheer terror in his father's eyes, a look Mitch found both unnerving and satisfying at the same time. Everyone gets theirs in the end, he thought.

      Just then, Mitch spotted a drop dead gorgeous woman. He immediately recognized her as the wife of Senator Fitzpatrick from NY.

      Normally, Mitch couldn't be bothered to give a shit about his father's colleagues or their spouses, but this woman stuck in his mind because she was a Czech fashion model before tying the knot. When her countless nude photos leaked, it became a modest scandal. Now, Magda, or Marta or whatever her name was, dashed around the bunker in a silk nightgown that did little to conceal her ample tits or perfectly round ass.

      As Mitch admired the woman, a zombie dove at her and bit a mouthful of flesh out of a juicy butt cheek. What a waste. It made him think of Rochelle and he wondered if she'd become zombie chow as well. That too would be a waste.

      The woman screamed and struggled and her tits popped free, but zombies descended upon her and tore away her flesh in heaping mouthfuls. That ruined Mitch's cheap thrill.

      He pulled his mother close to him. Her confused gaze drifted around the room, taking in random bits of chaos. Mitch pitied her, but that pity turned to annoyance when she refused to meet his gaze. He grabbed her chin and forced her to make eye contact with him.

      "He's going to die. Not just die, but turn into one of them." Mitch cocked a thumb toward the zombies roaming about, eating people.

      Tears burst from Margaret's eyes. "No. That won't happen. Not to your father. It can't."

      Mitch shook her, hard. Even though she was taller, he was stronger, and she snapped out of her hysterics. "Are you going to die with him or are you going to try to live?"

      She looked back to her husband, who picked at one of the larger wounds with his fingertips. He peeled back a thick strip of flesh and stared at it, curious.

      "I... We can't leave him, Mitch. What would people think?"

      It took every bit of restraint Mitch had to resist slapping her hard across the face. He almost did anyway, just to see how it felt. He stopped himself, though, because the scales were tipping fast inside E Wing. The zombies nearly outnumbered the people, and he didn't want to call any attention to them. To himself.

      "Decide now, Mother. We're almost out of time."

      She looked to her husband, to the chaos overrunning the room, and then back to Mitch. Margaret grabbed his hand. "Go."

      They took off in a quick jog as Mitch led her away from the carnage.

      His father didn't protest; he was too busy digging his fingers into his own arm, at least he did until the Speaker of the House dove on top of him and gnawed away at the soft, exposed flesh on his belly. Senator SOB died with his eyes open as he watched his own shit filled intestines being devoured.
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      Wim sat in the Bronco and watched the man for almost thirty minutes and he still wasn't sure if he was alive, dead, or undead. The man was old and black. He sat still as a statue on a park bench overlooking the river. Wim eventually decided that sitting and staring wasn't doing either of them any good, so he grabbed one of his pistols and exited the truck.

      When he was ten feet away, the man turned and glanced in his direction. His movements were slow and stiff. For a moment, Wim thought he was a zombie after all.

      When he saw the man's face, he saw life. He noticed the man's cheeks were shiny and tear-streaked and regretted bringing the gun. Wim tried to hide it in his pocket, but the grip still poked out notoriously.

      "Are you friend or foe?" Emory asked as he wiped the wetness from his cheeks with the back of a gnarled, arthritis swollen hand.

      "A friend, I promise."

      "And I accept your promise. I, myself, am unarmed. And a friend would be most welcome."

      They sat in the shade cast by a grove of silver maples, which had recently broken out in foliage. There, they shared their stories of how they survived the outbreak and subsequent chaos. Wim didn't go into great detail over exterminating his hometown, but he did tell Emory about the mailman and his chance encounter with Ramey.

      Emory broke down when he spoke of Christopher, and again as he described the fraternity brothers who had saved his life. Wim thought him somewhat weepy in general, but the old man's kindness was clear. Emory was a good four inches taller than Wim, but skinny as a rail. He reminded Wim of his father in that regard. His short hair had gone snow white but hadn't receded and he seemed sharp as a tack mentally.

      They shared a can of ravioli Emory had scavenged, eating it with their bare hands.

      "Grant would be absolutely distraught to see me right now," Emory said and chuckled. He popped another bite into his mouth. "Eating like a toddler."

      "I suspect we'll be eating out of a lot of cans from here on out."

      "Why is that?"

      "I haven't seen any animals since the flu took out my stock. Not even a crow flying overhead or a squirrel running across the road."

      Emory's peaceful expression faded as he considered that. "Now that you mention it, neither have I."

      "Our country took food for granted. Took a lot of things for granted. But if all the animals died, that means no fresh meat, no dairy products. And I reckon no one's going to plant and harvest fields for a while. All that leaves is packaged food."

      "So, why did you leave your farm? I hope you don't find that question improper; I'm genuinely curious."

      Wim looked to the river where the clean, clear waters trickled along lazily and ran his hand through his shoe polish black hair. "My pa was German, but I guess my surname tipped you to that. He was born there and came over as a teenager.

      "He didn't speak much Dutch, but he had a couple sayings. One of them was, 'Einer all in ist nict enmal im paradise,' or something along those lines. He said it meant being alone is not good, even in paradise. I've been alone a long time, and it never bothered me much. But now that almost everything else is gone, well, I suppose I thought it was time to quit taking other people for granted because you never know when they'll be gone for good."

      "That's quite wise, my new, young friend."

      Wim felt his cheeks get hot. "That might have been the most words I've ever said all at one time."

      Emory gave him a pat on the thigh. "You've been saving them up."

      "Maybe."

      "Do you have a particular itinerary or destination in mind?"

      "The girl I mentioned, she was going to West Virginia to look for her father."

      Wim glanced at Emory to see what reaction that stirred. Emory gave a warm, comforting smile. "And you hope to stumble upon her trail?"

      Wim shrugged. He checked the can and saw Chef Boyardee's kitchen was closed. He stood and carried the can to a wastebasket, then dropped it in. When he turned back to Emory, the man had also risen and was stretching out a body full of aches.

      "I'd like to join you, if you're amenable to some company."

      "Company would be nice."

      "Good. I have a few more cans of food and some soda pop in the van. Let me gather that together. The least this old hitchhiker can do is supply some nourishment."

      As they progressed deeper into West Virginia, the roads became narrower and the population even more sparse. That was a turn for the positive as it meant fewer zombies and the few they did spot, they didn't bother killing.

      While Emory napped on and off, Wim had driven a few hundred miles. The setting sun fell below the mountains and plunged the valley they were traveling through into darkness. As they rounded a sharp curve, the headlights of the Bronco didn't illuminate the horde of zombies until it crashed into them at thirty miles an hour.
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      The need to evacuate his bowels had been building for half an hour. Bundy knew he should pull the van to the side of the road, drop trou, and do his business, but after months in prison where he had to shit on open air toilets where anyone could and did walk by whenever they wanted, he had grown to appreciate bathrooms with doors.

      Every rumble in his belly was louder and more dangerous than the last, so, when he saw the sign reading, "Rest Stop - 2 mi," he breathed a heavy sigh of relief.

      The parking lot was empty save for an old Chevy pickup towing a pop up Coleman camper. As he parked as close as he could get to the plain, concrete building, he saw no one. He switched off the engine and climbed free of the van, then duck-walked toward the entrance while clenching his ample ass cheeks together at the same time.

      He shoved the steel entry door open, slamming it against the wall. Inside, the men's room appeared empty. The gross, sweet smell of urinal cakes burned his nose, but he ignored it as he scurried to the nearest stall.

      It was a regular unit and he barely fit through the doorway. The handicap john at the other end of the room would have been more comfortable, but the rumbles in his belly had turned to quakes that could be measured on the Richter scale, and he wasn't about to push his luck.

      Bundy unbuckled his belt, pushed down his pants and underwear, and felt the shit start gushing out of his asshole like hot pudding as he was still dropping onto the seat. Fortunately, he had solid aim and breathed a sigh of relief as he heard his droppings plunge into the toilet water.

      "Bullseye," he said with a contented smile. He sat there for several minutes as the raging river slowed to a trickle. He suspected round two might be coming, so he waited.

      A few minutes later, and around the time he thought he might be finished defecating, he heard the restroom door open.

      I just wanted to shit in peace, he thought. He considered calling out, "Occupied," but decided to wait in silence.

      Footsteps of the slow, dragging variety moved into the room, and with every step, they grew closer to Bundy's stall. He realized he was holding his breath and exhaled slowly, soundlessly.

      Whatever or whoever it was crept toward Bundy's stall, stopped in front and stood there. Bundy attempted to peer under the small gap at the bottom of the door, but he was squeezed into the small stall and had no room to maneuver.

      Ten seconds passed. Twenty. Then the footsteps moved on. They continued to the end of the row of stalls, then returned. They paused again at Bundy's stall. He heard a noise. Sniffling? No, sniffing. Well, that's pretty disgusting, he thought. The sniffer took a few more whiffs, then vacated the room.

      Bundy waited long enough to deem the coast clear, wiped several times and tried to flush. The toilet gave a weak gurgle but did nothing to make the mess he'd left behind vanish. He closed the lid and hoped the next person to come along didn't have the misfortune of checking stall number one.

      He opened the stall door and double checked to make sure the room was empty. After verifying it was, he continued to the exit. The space outside the men's room also appeared vacant. He was unsure to where the sniffer had disappeared, but he was fine with letting the mystery of the bathroom interloper remain unsolved. Let the Hardy Boys tackle that caper.

      Bundy made it halfway to the van when he heard the voice.

      "Mister?"

      The voice was weak and inconsequential and almost got lost in the wind.

      "Hey, Mister?"

      Bundy turned and scanned the area. Soon enough, he saw someone. He thought it was a boy, but it could have been a girl with short hair. He'd rarely been around children, and guessed this one to be five or six years old.

      He noticed it wore a medical boot on its left leg and the dragging footsteps made more sense.

      "Mister, my daddy's stuck."

      "Stuck?"

      "I can't get him out. I'm not big enough. Come help him!"

      With that, the kid took off in an awkward, loping run. It disappeared around the block building. Bundy, refreshed after his recent bathroom adventures, followed.

      The boy, and it was a boy he realized when he saw him closer up, stood in front of what looked like a hole in the ground. When Bundy reached the scene, he saw it was a hole of sorts, but a man-made one of the concrete variety.

      It was a small chute, about seven feet deep. At the bottom was a doorway one third the normal size, and Bundy assumed it was an access door to a crawlspace or service area.

      Also occupying the small space was a man slumped against the wall. Bundy could only see the top of his head, which revealed a half-bald pate that had sustained several cuts and gashes. The man sat motionless.

      "Daddy! I brought help!" The boy peered into the pit, eagerly waiting for his father's reaction. Bundy did the same and, soon enough, the trapped man moved.

      First, he slumped forward, putting his hands on the ground and crawling onto all fours like a dog. Then, he pushed himself upward where he swayed precariously on his feet.

      "Help him out, Mister. Please, help my daddy."

      Bundy glanced at the kid and saw his rust-colored hair flip up as a gust of wind caught it, then settle back down when it passed. A constellation of freckles spread across his cheeks and nose and Bundy thought he looked a bit like he'd always imagined Huckleberry Finn.

      "Come on, Mister."

      Bundy leaned over the hole. The man rocked back and forth on his feet. He still hadn't looked up.

      "Hey, buddy. Hell of a spot you got yourself in down there."

      The man groaned in response.

      "He hurt himself when he fell," the boy said.

      Bundy glanced at the boy and felt sick when he saw the eagerness plastered on his face. "He did, huh?"

      The boy nodded. "That's why you've gotta help him."

      Bundy turned back to the man. He'd stopped his marching in place and now looked upward, toward their voices. The right side of the man's face was smashed in like a partially crushed can of soda. His mouth hung ajar, allowing pink drool to dribble out. And when he saw the two humans above him, he unleashed another groan.

      "What are you waiting for? Help him!"

      The boy gave Bundy a shove in the ribs. Bundy sat on his rump and stared the boy in the eyes.

      "Listen, buddy. Your dad's not hurt."

      "Yes, he is!"

      "No, he might have been hurt before. But he's more than hurt now. He's dead."

      "No, he ain't. He's moving. Dead people don't move."

      He had a point there and Bundy wasn't exactly sure how to respond. Instead, he stood up and grabbed the kid's tiny hand which was swallowed up in his catcher's mitt of a paw.

      "You have to listen to me. He's dead. There was a sickness. It made people die, but left 'em able to move around. All clumsy-like." God, that sounded ridiculous. No wonder the kid wasn't buying it.

      "You're crazy! You're a crazy man! Let me go!"

      Jesus, why did I pick this place to shit, Bundy thought. "Come with me. I'll show you there are others like him. There's no saving them."

      Bundy walked and pulled the kid along. He squirmed and struggled, but he was little more than a rag doll compared to the big man. They made it all the way to the van and Bundy slid open the rear door. He turned to the kid, ready to lift him into the ride when the boy uncorked a perfectly aimed punch to his nuts.

      The breath rushed out of him in a pained, "Oooooof," and he grabbed his balls with both hands. With that, the kid bolted toward the rest stop. Toward his dead father.

      "Wait, kid!" Bundy trudged after him, but between his mammoth size and the throbbing agony between his legs, he was very slow going. "Stay away from your dad! He's a zombie!" When Bundy rounded the corner, the boy was nowhere to be seen. "Kid? Hey? Where are you?"

      Bundy continued on, toward the pit at the side of the building. When he reached it, he paused.

      "Don't do this. Not this time." He took a deep breath and looked into the pit.

      The first thing he saw was the boy's bright blue medical boot. Then he saw the rest of the boy sprawled across his father's lap. It appeared as if he was cradling his son. Maybe rocking him to sleep or singing him a lullaby like he'd done before the world turned to shit. It could have been saccharine sweet.

      But it wasn't. Because the father wasn't holding his son. He was eating him.

      When the father looked up at Bundy, his cheeks bulged out like a chipmunk, which had been gathering acorns for winter. A stringy strip of flesh hung out from between his teeth and his jaws chomped up and down, up and down until it disappeared into his mouth.

      "You prick.”

      The zombie dad growled at him, then leaned in to the kid and bit off his bottom lip. Bundy had seen enough. He headed back to the van and tried to put what he saw out of his mind.
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      The tide had swamped the Saab on the beach, but Bolivar didn't care. The three mile walk in the cool, damp ocean breeze gave him time to clear his head. When he arrived at the village of Lewes and found it overrun with zombies — just like Philadelphia, but on a smaller scale — any optimism he'd built up on his morning stroll vanished.

      It really is over, he thought. His medic training hadn't included courses on virology, but he knew anything which could spread that fast was beyond control. The world as he'd known it was gone. Accepting that proved freeing in some regards.

      He gave little thought to trekking to Illinois to track down his father and brother, or to California where his sister had moved the week after she graduated high school. He hoped they had survived, but trying to reconnect was pointless. That life was over.

      He suspected the government was over, too, but he decided that as soon as he secured a vehicle, he'd take Sawyer's advice and continue to Dover Air Force Base, mostly because he didn't know where else to go.

      He'd enlisted in the Army when he was still a junior in high school. His father had fought in the first Iraq war and Bolivar, who was a mediocre student with little athletic prowess, was expected to follow in his footsteps and become a soldier.

      The problem was that he couldn't fathom killing people. He appreciated the structure of the military, the camaraderie, and especially the unknown – in the U.S. one day and halfway around the globe the next – but he thought himself incapable of shooting another human being.

      One of his instructors in boot camp, a bespectacled Yankee with a thick Maine accent, picked up on Bolivar's hesitance during firearms training drills. He pulled him aside one day and confronted him.

      "You got good eyes on you, but every time you pull the trigga, you close 'em."

      Bolivar hemmed and hawed and tried to say he didn't have experience with firearms and that part was true, but the Yankee saw through it.

      "Not everyone's meant to be down in the dirt fightin and scrapin and killin. Some folk's got to hang back a bit and clean up the mess. I reckon that might suit you betta."

      He was the one who told Bolivar to consider becoming a combat medic, and as soon as the words were out of his pinched mouth, Bolivar knew it was his future. He finished basic, then was shipped off to Fort Sam Houston in Texas where he spent over a year learning the skills of the job.

      He'd found his calling, and in more than a decade of service, he'd managed not to kill anyone. The zombie he shot through the windshield of the smart car was the only thing he'd ever shot and he hardly thought that counted.

      Lewes was a small town with a canal running through the middle of it. As he approached the village, a squat lighthouse greeted him. Painted on the side was "Welcome to Historic Lewes, Delaware. The first town in the first state" and below the writing an old pickup had smashed through the fake, brown lighthouse. Bolivar checked the ignition and the keys were gone.

      The zombies grew thicker the further he got into town, and dozens of them filled the once quaint main streets. The buildings were vintage and brick and had carefully painted wood accents. It was the type of place you'd see on a postcard. 'Wish you were here.' Wish I wasn't.

      He came upon a Chevy Cruze and a Ford Escape that had tapped together in a minor fender bender and were now abandoned. The Escape was keyless, but he had better luck with the Cruze. Bolivar turned the key and the car started. He'd avoided the zombies until that point, but the sound of the engine drew their attention.

      As he backed away from the Ford and made a U-turn in the middle of the street, a few dozen of them came running after him. Another five approached from the front. Bolivar saw one of them was a young girl with yellow hair and it made him remember the drawings he'd found in the Saab's trunk.

      This girl was dead and, when he drove toward her, she jumped onto the hood and snarled at him through the windshield. Bolivar gunned the engine and the Chevy jumped forward, smashing into two grown up zombies, who happened to be in his path.

      They toppled in opposite directions and the girl lost her grip, rolling sideways off the hood. Bol glanced in the rearview mirror as he drove away, and saw all three of them back on their feet and stumbling after him, no worse for the wear.

      He took Highway 1 North toward Dover and made good time because there wasn't a single other moving vehicle on the entire forty-mile drive. He saw a few abandoned cars and several of the crashed variety, but he had the road to himself aside from a few zombies that wandered around appearing lost and alone.

      Dover Air Force Base was off Exit 35, and Bolivar steered the Cruze down the ramp. When he turned right at the light, the sign out front signaled he had arrived. No soldiers manned the gates, which stood wide open.

      A dirty, camo colored Humvee blocked the road, and on it someone had spray painted, "This is the END. Repent!" Inside the vehicle, a zombie soldier saw Bolivar and desperately clawed at the window. His fingers left red streaks against the glass. Behind the gates, a handful of dead soldiers were scattered about like roadkill.

      Bolivar didn't bother to check the base. It was obvious there was nothing left to find. He threw the car into reverse and spun the car a hundred eighty degrees. As he faced back at the highway, he looked down the barrel of an AK-47.
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      Someone had been following Aben for the last couple of days. He'd never seen them, but heard enough branches breaking and leaves rustling to play Sherlock Holmes and deduce the obvious. It wasn't a zombie, that much was certain. Those clumsy oafs could barely walk a straight line down the highway, let alone partake in a rousing game of cat and mouse, so that meant it had to be someone else who had survived the plague.

      Aben hadn't seen a single living person since escaping jail. The idea that someone else was out there and close by gave him more anxiety than comfort, especially if it was the type of person who preferred to stay unseen.

      He'd walked about forty miles since leaving the town, sticking mostly to the highways, which were refreshingly free of zombies. He passed dozens of abandoned cars with keys still in the ignition, but hadn't bothered jacking a ride. He had nowhere to go and wasn't in a hurry to get there.

      Instead, he raided the vehicles for food and supplies. He lucked into four pistols. Gotta love rural America, he thought, and added them to his rucksack. He still kept Dolan's gun tucked into his belt and beside it was the hammer sledge.

      Aben had used the sledge seventeen times so far, and it had proved its value over and over again. It was heavy and awkward, but one good blow to the head dropped the zombies each and every time. It didn't matter if he hit them in the top, front, back, or sides of their skulls. The hammer produced a satisfying crunch and a dead, or deader, zombie. He hadn't needed the guns at all.

      The western sky was a watercolor painting of pink and purple clouds, and the light had faded to the point where he couldn't see fifty feet ahead. When he came to a rusty Jeep Cherokee, he decided to make it camp for the night.

      The truck, like most of the vehicles he came across, had its fair share of trash inside, and Aben constructed a rough circle of garbage around it. His sleep had been restless, and he was certain to hear anything that stepped on the litter during the night.

      Aben sat behind the wheel of the Jeep and ate half a can of beans (maple cured bacon flavor) and an entire bag of barbecue chips. He was uncomfortable being in the driver's seat, even in a vehicle that wasn't moving. He hadn't driven a vehicle in over twenty-five years, not since the war.

      The last time he'd driven, he steered a Humvee carrying himself and four of his fellow marines into an IED. Aben survived with a windshield worth of glass to the face, two ruptured ear drums, and a concussion that had him seeing stars and hearing bells for months. Three of the others didn't survive, so, all things considered, he was lucky.

      He was lucky now, too, and he was thinking about how many times he'd escaped death when he dozed off. It was full dark when the scratching of a soda can against the pavement roused him. He came awake quickly, but couldn't see anything in the black void of night. A flick of the headlight lever illuminated the road ahead, and that's when he saw it run.

      The dog was medium-sized and either muddy brown or dirty yellow in color. It was skinny and its ribs stood out against its short-haired coat. He only saw its ass end and couldn't guess at the breed as it dashed away from the light and into the trees that guarded the highway like rows of infantry.

      Something else survived, he thought. The dog was the first living creature he'd seen since this mess began. He eased open the Jeep door and dropped down from the vehicle.

      He gave a low whistle and waited. He heard nothing. Probably gone for good. Nonetheless, he took the remnants of the beans and knocked them onto the roadway a few yards ahead of the Jeep, then he crawled back inside and eventually drifted back to sleep.

      Just before dawn, he woke again. The beans were gone and so was the dog. Aben repacked his bag and hit the road. Around noon, he stopped to rest by a Tastycake Delivery truck that had rolled down the embankment and onto its side.

      He gorged on banana pudding cupcakes and powdered mini donuts until his stomach bulged and made him look a few months pregnant. He saw movement in his peripheral vision and reached for the hammer, but as his eyes focused, he saw the dog.

      It was twenty yards away, but he could see it better in the daylight. It looked like a yellow lab, but smaller in stature and with big, triangle ears that stood straight up. A mutt for sure. He saw the dog had a dark brown spot on its left hindquarter that looked like dried blood.

      Aben grabbed a vanilla cupcake, removed it from the wrapper and chucked it at the dog like he was lobbing a grenade.

      The dog hopped up and backed away. When it did, Aben could see it was limping. The cupcake bounced and rolled along the grass. The dog looked at it, then to Aben, then back to the food. It approached it, cautious, taking two steps back for every three forward, but it got there eventually.

      The dog sniffed the cupcake, then gave it an exploratory lick. It looked again to Aben before snatching the food up in its jaws and running for cover in the forest.

      That's okay, Aben thought. There's no hurry.
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        * * *

      

      He stayed on the highway and had reached a blink and you miss it town in Maryland when he came upon the most zombies he'd found clustered together since escaping the prison. He knew the hammer alone wouldn't be sufficient. He wasn't fond of guns. They were loud and made a spectacle, but sometimes they were necessary. Like now.

      Aiming the pistol was a challenge with one hand and his first shot went high. As the roar of the report echoed through the valley, the zombies turned in his direction and came for him.

      The next four rounds connected. Good, clean head shots. A few of the zombies further back in the pack stumbled over their fallen comrades and he quickly put three more down.

      Dolan's pistol was empty, so Aben dropped it and dug through the sack for another. The first he found was a cheap Hi-Point 9mm. Earlier, he'd chambered a round, a task which took several minutes and the use of his feet, but now he was glad he'd made the effort.

      He shot the closest zombie and went to fire again, but the gun jammed.

      "Son of a bitch!" he muttered and dropped the pistol. He reached for another, but the zombies were within ten feet of him and closing in quickly. He grabbed the hammer instead and marched toward them.

      A raven-haired boy in a Little League uniform was the first to fall under the maul. Then Aben dropped an elderly woman wearing nothing but a pale, blue housecoat. Next was a middle-aged man in coke-bottle glasses and Aben smashed the hammer into the bridge of his nose. His face crumpled inward, and it fell in a heap at Aben's feet.

      Three zombies remained, and they'd surrounded him. A zombie in bib overalls and a teen in a Maroon 5 tee shirt were at his right, and a woman in a UPS uniform was to his left. He hit the farmer first and raised the hammer again to take out the Adam Levin fan boy. As he reared back, the delivery girl grabbed his arm. He shook free and gave a glancing blow to the teen, but only caught it in the jaw.

      Bits of teeth fell from its mouth and clattered against the street like tic tacs. Its jaw hung open and crooked and it groaned but kept coming at him.

      The UPS driver grabbed him again and Aben could feel its moist breath against the back of his neck. Its wet growls were so close. Close enough to bite.

      He swung his left elbow back and connected with the woman's chest, which pushed her back a step, but she didn't let go. The toothless zombie in front pushed against him. It was a full foot shorter than Aben and its face was only inches from his chest. It pressed its broken mouth against Aben's beard, but its destroyed jaw kept it from biting.

      Thank God for small favors.

      The zombie at his back closed in again and the guttural sounds of her growls filled his ears. He dropped the hammer and reached back with his right hand, his remaining hand, and grabbed a fistful of her curly brunette hair. She growled again, louder, closer.

      He tried to hold her off while the teen in front of him crowded in and pushed against him and grabbed him by the shoulders. They both reeked of death. Not to the extent of Dolan's rotting body in that hot, small room, but like three-day-old road kill. The up close and personal assault on his nostrils made a bad situation even worse. Aben was the meat in a zombie bread sandwich.

      If only I had two hands, he thought. I could get out of this if I still had two damned hands.

      But he didn't. His stump had stopped oozing and copious amounts of ibuprofen held the pain at bay, but his left arm was little more than a club, especially in situations like this, when it mattered. Nearly two decades in the Marines and another twenty plus years hitching around the country at the mercy of truckers and potential serial killers, and here he was, ready to get taken out by a Brown Santa and a pop music groupie. It was almost funny.

      The tension in his arm from holding her hair suddenly vanished and Aben's hand came free with a clump of her brunette curls and a hunk of skin from her scalp. She dove onto him and he fell back against the teen.

      The three of them went down in a pile of flailing limbs. The UPS driver's face was against his own cheek when a blur of yellow flew by Aben's eyes and the female zombie toppled off him.

      Aben heard the snarling and gasping and rolled free of the pile. He found the hammer sledge under the Maroon 5 fan and yanked it free. The boy tried to get up, but before he could, Aben brought the angled end of the hammer down on his head. It sunk into the skull and the resulting sound reminded Aben of cracking a hard-boiled egg. It felt good.

      He spun sideways and scrambled to his knees with the hammer ready to strike whatever was within reach. That was when he saw the dog. The mongrel tore at the throat of the UPS zombie, which swung its arms, trying to get free. Aben watched for a moment. Long tendrils of shredded flesh stretched from the zombie's mangled throat to the dogs snarling jaws.

      When the zombie grabbed on to the dog's floppy ear, it yelped in pain and Aben quickly raised the hammer and smashed it into the dead woman's forehead. Her previously pretty face collapsed inward in a black pit of coagulated blood, bone, and cartilage. The monster stopped moving, and the dog released the torn, rotting skin.

      Aben reached for the animal, moving too fast despite knowing better, and the dog bolted away from him. It ran ten yards before pausing and looking back.

      "You're okay. I won't hurt you. I promise."

      It hunkered coiled like a spring, every muscle in its body tensed and ready to flee.

      Aben backed away slowly, retreating to his bag. He ruffled through the contents and came out with half a package of beef jerky. He threw one piece to the dog and watched as it first jumped back, then inched forward and took it in its mouth.

      The dog chewed it up in three quick bites, then looked up to Aben. He thought it looked wary and expectant at the same time. He threw another piece, but made sure that one landed a few yards short. The dog belly crawled to it, then ate it.

      They repeated that toss and eat game four more rounds and soon the dog was within five feet. That time Aben didn't throw the jerky. Instead he held it in his extended palm and waited for the dog to come to him.

      After about a minute, it did just that. It backed away after taking it, out of reach, but didn't run. After it swallowed, Aben set the last piece on the ground at his feet.

      "You don't have to be scared of me. Come on and get it."

      The dog did, and when it finished eating, it sat at Aben's feet and looked up at his bearded and scarred face. Its tail flopped back and forth, thudding against the pavement, and Aben smiled.

      He extended his arm and scratched the dog behind the ear. He could feel its fur was dirty and matted and the pungent odor wasn't as bad as the zombies, but it was close. That was okay. Aben knew he didn't smell like rosewater either. The more he scratched, the faster the dog's tail wagged.

      He saw the brown spot on the dog's hindquarter was dried blood. When he pushed apart the fur to get a better look, the dog tensed but didn't run. Aben found a wound the size of a half dollar which was bright red and festering pus. A handful of maggots writhed in the gash. Again with the maggots, he thought. If he never saw maggots again as long as he lived, it would be too soon.

      "You'll be okay. You saved me. Now, I'll return the favor."

      The dog crawled on to his lap and licked his face. It felt good to not be alone.
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      Juli thought what happened in her picture perfect suburban home was Hell, but that opinion changed when she reached the city. She'd planned to go to the police station and turn herself in. What exactly she would say was still something of a mystery, even though she'd been rehearsing it as she drove.

      "Well, you see, officer, my husband murdered our daughter. Then he tried to murder me, but I killed him first. Then I went to check on my son and he was a zombie. No, officer, I'm not psychotic. No, I'm not taking hallucinogens. That's really what happened."

      No one would believe that, of course. Juli herself barely believed it and she lived through it. Maybe she had lost her mind. In some ways, that might be for the best because she didn't know how she could live through what happened.

      The night sky brightened as she neared the city, but it wasn't just the sea of streetlights that lit up the skyline as usual. Orange, shimmery smoke danced through the air like Baryshnikov, and the closer she came to the city, the brighter the night grew.

      Even for a city, the streets seemed unusually occupied considering the time of night. People dashed aimlessly in every direction, carrying everything from TVs and stereos to toilet paper and jugs of water.

      I'm driving straight into a riot, Juli thought. That there might be a correlation between the carnage in her home and the chaos in the city didn't even cross her mind.

      A small teenage Asian boy ran past the front of her SUV, and if she'd have been going five MPH faster, she'd have hit him. She slammed on her brakes and he glanced back over his shoulder and mimed slitting his throat.

      "Watch where you going, whore!"

      You little punk she thought, but didn't say, not even behind the safety of her locked doors and windows. The teen ran off and she kept driving.

      She saw a few people staggering about in a manner that reminded her of Mark, but tried to ignore them. That's not possible. They're old or hurt. That's all.

      The smoke grew thicker as she closed in on a block of Government housing units. She saw smoke leaking from the windows in the upper floors, but there weren't any fire trucks on the scene. Instead, there stood a row of military vehicles. A few soldiers brandished big black guns as they stood guard outside the entryways. They stared at Juli as she passed by, but didn't move to stop her.

      When she reached the next brick complex, she saw more soldiers, only instead of guns, they had tanks strapped to their backs. Juli thought they must be some sort of firefighters. When two black men ran out of the building, she quickly realized the soldiers weren't fighting the fires, they were starting them.

      The soldiers spun toward the fleeing black men and aimed their nozzles. What came next was something Juli knew she'd never forget as long as she lived. From the nozzles gushed long sprays of fire, and the fire rained down on the two black men and coated their bodies in flames.

      They ran another ten feet, staggered and stumbled for five more, then fell to the ground, arms and legs flailing. Juli could hear their screams, which were high and strangely feminine, even with the windows up. The soldiers turned to her and waved her by. Nothing to see here. She drove on.

      A few streets down, she reached a roadblock. A Dodge Charger police cruiser sat upside down on its roof. The siren blared. Dozens of people rocked it back and forth. Some had climbed onto the upside down undercarriage and jumped up and down, gleeful. Juli watched as several men dragged two police officers through the car's shattered windshield and into the streets where the crowd pummeled them.

      Juli made a hard right into an alley. As her headlights lit up the narrow tunnel, she saw another police officer kneeling over a homeless man.

      When she neared them, she saw the officer's face buried in the man's belly. When the noise of the SUV got the cop's attention, it looked up and Juli saw blood and flesh dripping from its mouth.

      She screamed and hit the gas. The SUV vaulted forward and bounced over the cop's legs. Juli checked the rear view mirror and saw it had returned to eating the bum. She was still looking behind her when she exited the alley and it was only the chorus of screams that drew her attention forward.

      To her left, she saw row after row of police SWAT officers clad head to toe in black uniforms and body armor. Most held Plexiglas shields in front of them. As chunks of bricks, glass bottles, and assorted debris soared through the air, the need for them became clear.

      To Juli's right were hundreds of residents of the city. Most were young and black, but several whites, Latinos, and Asians were mixed in. They held weapons of all kinds: guns, rifles, bats, shovels. They shouted at the police, and through the cacophony of voices, Juli heard their demands.

      "Let us out! Let us out!"

      "We have rights! You can't keep us here!"

      "Fuck the pigs!"

      Ragged coughs and sneezes rang out from both sides of the impasse.

      The crowd of city dwellers moved forward. There were only twenty feet separating them from the police. Juli shut off the lights of the SUV and put it in reverse, letting it drift silently back into the cover of the alleyway. She stayed close enough to watch.

      A teen ran to the front of the crowd and launched a forty-ounce beer bottle at the police. It somersaulted through the air and smashed into the face of a beefy cop who had picked the wrong time to look sideways instead of straight ahead. He collapsed as if he'd been shot and two officers beside him raised their rifles, ready to shoot.

      "Hold your fire! That's an order!" a blond-haired cop who tried to keep control screamed into a bullhorn. Then he turned toward the crowd. "There is a curfew in effect! Go back to your homes! You're safe there!"

      "The fuck we are! Fucking pigs just want to make it easier to butcher us!" That came from a giant black man with a shaved head and bushy gray beard. He held a shotgun and he had it leveled at the rows of police. "We ain't stupid!"

      The giant cocked the shotgun and held his finger to the trigger.

      "Put down the weapon!" the cop in charge shouted.

      The stand-off lasted maybe three seconds, but felt like a minute. Then the giant fired.

      Birdshot slammed into police officers. Most received minor wounds, if injured at all, but one officer caught a BB in the eye and went to his knees holding his face. Blood seeped out from his fingers.

      "Don't shoot! Hold your fire!"

      One officer threw a can of tear gas into the rioters. Two more followed. Any chance of the stalemate ending peacefully went up in thick, yellow smoke.

      Someone new shot. Juli couldn't tell which group fired first, but it didn't matter because more shots rang out in both directions. Bodies hit the ground on each side. Then the two groups raced toward each other. The battle was on.

      Two teens beat a cop to death with baseball bats.

      An officer with a rifle fired again and again and again, dropping half a dozen people in mere seconds.

      Someone tossed Molotov cocktails and a trio of cops went up in flames.

      A cop shot a boy in the throat. Then, as the boy lay dying in front of him, the cop put his pistol to his own temple and blew off the top half of his head.

      After that, Juli saw a rioter who was sprawled prone on the ground as it was being chomped on by another protestor jump to its feet and run at the cops. It tackled an officer to the ground, then leaned in and ate away the cop's ear.

      "Oh, dear God," Juli said to herself. She couldn't believe it was happening. She wished she'd have stayed in her house and died with her family. That would have been better than being out here with these monsters, with nowhere to go. Just waiting to be killed. Out here she was going to die alone.

      The blond cop who'd been in charge tried to fight off another officer who had a knife sticking out of its throat. The blond cop beat it with the bullhorn, but two other zombies joined in. Juli could hear him shrieking as he was eaten alive.

      Within minutes, at least half the crowd were members of the undead, and this new faction fought together to destroy the living. Cops attacked fellow cops. Rioters ate other rioters. So much blood flowed that Juli saw it gushing down the gutter and into the sewer grates.

      She stared out at the carnage unfolding before her, frozen until a zombie slammed into the grill of her SUV. It was a female police officer, her ginger ponytail twisted askew under her riot helmet. Her throat was torn out and Juli could see gristly tendons and veins exposed. The zombie pulled itself up the hood and grabbed onto the windshield wiper. Its face pressed against the glass, smearing red splotches.

      "Get off!" Juli yelled. She hit the wipers, which swished to and fro and dragged the zombie's arm back and forth in an undead wave. Juli smacked her hand against the inside of the windshield. "Get off!" she tried again, not sure why she was even saying the pointless, useless words out loud.

      The zombie's face was even with hers and she looked into its dull, gray eyes. There was nothing alive left inside those eyes. It made her think of the eyes of a swordfish Mark had caught on one of their vacations to Key West and later had mounted to hang on the wall of his man cave.

      As Juli stared into the dead woman's eyes, the zombie's head bounced off the windshield. The skin on its forehead split and blood poured out. Then it smashed into the windshield again and its eyes closed.

      Juli looked past it to see a black woman in her sixties holding a baseball bat. A bloody baseball bat. She wore her hair in tight cornrows and had thick, horn-rimmed glasses. Behind her was a boy in an Orioles t-shirt. He held a rag against his head and had blood running down his face.

      The woman scurried to the passenger side door and leaned close to the glass barrier.

      "Let us in. Please."

      Beyond them, Juli saw the street was overrun by zombies. They descended upon the few living people, who were attacked, eaten, and reanimated.

      "I'm begging you! Please!"

      Juli hit the unlock button and the woman jerked open the rear passenger door. She pushed the boy in first, then climbed in behind him.

      "I'm Juli."

      The woman peered at her through the gaps in the front seats.

      "That's nice. Now, how about you get us the hell out of here."

      Juli put the vehicle in reverse and backed up as quickly as she felt comfortable going between the narrow walls. In her mirror she saw the cop she'd earlier ran over. He crawled toward them, dragging himself along the pavement with his hands. The bum was now on his feet and sprinting toward them.

      Juli hit the cop first. The bumper connected with his face with a hard smack. Then she hit the bum, who careened off the SUV, hit the wall, and bounced back into the path of the vehicle. The Audi bounced up and down, up and down, as the front and rear wheels rolled over him.

      Juli glanced at the woman. "Sorry about that."

      The woman shook her head. "Honey, you ain't got to apologize for nothing if you can get us out of the city."

      "I'll do my best."

      They exited the alley and Juli turned back in the direction from which she'd entered town. They passed by the same buildings, which were now fully engulfed in flames. Several burning zombies shambled along the streets. Two zombies, charred black like chicken after a grilling mishap, ate a soldier who still had a flame thrower strapped to his back.

      "It's the end of days..." the woman whispered.

      "What?"

      She looked away from the death, to Juli. "Nothing. Don't mind me, Miss. I'm Helen." She patted the boy on his thigh. "And this is Jeremy. My grandson."

      Jeremy didn't look up.

      "What happened to him?"

      Helen pulled Jeremy's hand off the rag on his cheek but the rag stuck fast. She peeled it away and it ripped like Velcro.

      "Police whooped him a good one." She gently pressed down on a bloody wound on the boy's cheek. Juli thought she could see bone underneath it. He let his head rest against the window and took shallow, ragged breaths.

      "Should we go to a hospital? For help?"

      Helen stared out the window to the city that was falling around them. "No... No, honey. I do believe we're on our own, now."

      As Juli drove on, she realized the old woman was correct.
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      "I said drop your pants, bitch!"

      Ramey stared down the black barrel of the shotgun, then allowed her eyes to refocus beyond it and on the face of the man who wanted to rape and kill her, not necessarily in that order.

      She considered pleading, begging, trying to reason with him: the things she always saw people do on TV shows, but that seemed as pointless as her half eaten Snickers. Instead, she unbuckled her belt.

      Danny watched with fevered, glassy eyes. Yellow pus oozed from his tear ducts.

      Ramey pulled the belt free of the denim loops and let it drop to the floor.

      "That's a good start. Now, keep going."

      Ramey took her time as she unzipped her jeans. While his eyes were locked on her crotch, she watched Danny. His lips quivered and his mouth twisted into a sneer.

      "Hurry it up."

      The zipper reached the end of the line. Her jeans sagged open in a yawning V that revealed her light pink panties.

      Danny scurried out from behind the glass counter. He was three feet away from her and Ramey felt heat coming off him like a radiator.

      He got closer, a foot away, and now Ramey could smell the air being expelled from his gaping mouth. It smelled sour, like spoiled hamburger. When he pushed himself against her, she had to fight off the urge to puke all over him. Maybe I should, she thought. But he still wielded the shotgun and angering him seemed unwise.

      Danny took his left hand and reached under her shirt. His hot, moist flesh groped the skin on her belly, then continued up as he squeezed her breast through her bra so hard she groaned.

      The sick man mistook the sound for pleasure and he grunted, expelling another mouthful of fetid air into her nostrils. He leaned into her and pushed his face against hers. Ramey felt drool seeping from his mouth and onto her cheeks where it slithered down her face like molasses.

      I'm gonna barf. It's gonna happen.

      But she stopped herself through sheer willpower. Mind over matter, Ramey. If you don't mind, it don't matter.

      She felt his hardness as he pressed his crotch against her naval and his breaths came faster. He removed his left hand from her chest and took it on a detour to the southern border where his fingers slid into the waistline of her panties and fumbled around in clumsy exploration.

      Ramey gritted her teeth as he poked and prodded with his fingers, but then he changed course. He took the elastic of her underwear and yanked them halfway down her thighs. He dropped the shotgun, which clattered against the tile floor as he lowered his sweatpants. In her peripheral vision, she saw his dick spring free and bob up and down like a buoy on rough seas.

      He's going to fuck you if you don't do something, she told herself. Are you going to stand there like some helpless damsel in distress and let him?

      He pressed against her, his hips thrusting as he attempted to enter her. He bounced off her left hip, then her abdomen, then the crease where her crotch met her thigh. Ramey noticed he was staring at their genitals, trying to aim. This was her chance to escape this mess. She had to take it.

      She swung her arms and clawed at his face. Fortunately, her aim was better than Danny's. Much better. She looped fingers through each of his stretched earlobes, balled her hands into fists and jerked her arms downward.

      Ramey felt the skin stretch in her hands and it reminded her of pulling on rubber bands. The heavy duty, extra wide ones though, not the standard issue type you shot like little bullets. This took effort.

      Danny screamed. His right fist connected with her upper lip and she felt the skin break and hot blood flood her mouth. But she refused to let go. She pulled harder. Violent. Triumphant.

      The flesh of his earlobes stretched further, then snapped and ripped away. Ramey's hands came free with two silver rings and two long tendrils of bloody flesh that snaked and curled around her fingers.

      Danny stumbled backward and crashed against the display case, grabbing the sides of his head. Blood gushed through his fingers. "You bitch! I'm gonna get you now, you bitch!"

      But he didn't move his hands away from his shredded ears. Ramey realized he was crying, but the tears were an obscene mix of pus and blood that decorated his cheeks like war paint.

      Ramey dove sideways, toward the shotgun, and grabbed it. When she climbed to her knees and spun to Danny he was coming at her, his dick now flaccid and dangling.

      Guess I killed the mood.

      She didn't stop to think because, if she did, she might have stopped herself. Instead, Ramey pulled the trigger.

      She wasn't prepared for the force of the 10 gauge. Neither was Danny. The recoil blew the gun out of her hands and threw Ramey backward. She fell over upended display racks, and a mound of snack bags broke her fall. If her ears hadn't been ringing like a school bell, she would have heard them pop under her weight.

      Danny wasn't as lucky. He was less than five feet away from the end of the barrel when the slug caught him in the upper chest. The shot sent him flying into the glass counter behind him. It shattered on impact, raining glass down like confetti.

      Ramey watched, mouth agape, as pints of blood poured from a one inch hole between the knobs of Danny's collar bones. His eyes remained open in a perpetual state of shock.

      Her shoulder was a ball of misery where the shotgun had collided with it and the pain radiated across her chest. She climbed onto her knees, careful not to push up with her right arm.

      She made it to her feet and approached Danny who sat there, motionless. She pushed against his stomach with her foot to see if there was any reaction. Danny responded by folding over at the waist and the change of position revealed a ragged hole in his back large enough to fit a gallon jug.

      She was pissed off and scared and felt sick to her stomach. She didn't mind dispatching the zombies, but this was a person. A living person. And even if he was an aspiring rapist, now she was a killer and she hated him for that. For turning her into that.

      "Damn you. Why were you such an asshole?"

      She wiped tears from her eyes and, in doing so, felt her swollen upper lip. She checked her reflection in a sunglasses display rack and saw a half inch gash to the left of the center. Blood still oozed from the wound. Her reflection helped disperse her inner turmoil, at least a bit.

      Ramey grabbed a handful of plastic shopping bags and recommenced gathering food and supplies. She couldn't care less about stealing any more. She'd earned this bounty.

      With three bags full, she moved toward the doorway, stopping when she heard glass crunch behind her.

      "I'm not going to look. Nope, not gonna do it."

      But the sound grew closer and soon a serenade of low groans joined it.

      "Damn it."

      Ramey turned around and discovered Danny lurching toward her. Light peeked through the ragged hole in his chest. When he groaned, blood bubbled from the wound.

      "You've got to be shitting me," Ramey said. She had seen people bit by zombies turn into the creatures, but Danny the rapist had died from natural causes. Well, as natural as a shotgun blast to the chest can be. She'd expected him to stay dead and had no interest in round two.

      As Danny stumbled over spilled groceries and tumbled to his knees, Ramey took her bags and scooted out of the store. When she reached the truck, she considered taking Stan's pistol and finishing him off, but her body ached and she decided to get back on the road instead.
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      The morning sun sliced through the clear sky and heated up the day fast. Grady wasn't certain when the night had succumbed to day. He and Josiah had been walking nonstop.

      He wasn't even aware that his bare feet were bleeding and leaving a trail of red footsteps behind him as he traveled. They'd escaped the city, passing by zombies and rioters, police and military. In the chaos, Grady and his dead son were invisible.

      He only realized it was daylight after being blinded by a gleaming, white mirage ahead of him. This is the light, he thought. We're walking into the light. Into salvation. He picked up the pace, moving at a trot now, and Josiah toddled along beside, still holding Grady's hand.

      They were ten feet from the light when Grady's eyes adjusted and he realized he was actually looking at a silver tractor trailer parked haphazardly across the roadway. Painted on the side was "East Coast Grocers." Grady shielded his eyes so the light reflecting off the rig stopped blinding him. When he did, he saw the tall man standing in front of the tractor.

      He was a beanpole with white hair pulled back in a long pony tail. He held a cigarette in one hand and his dick in the other as he pissed in the middle of the street. He was in mid-stream when he saw Grady and the boy.

      "Oh, fuckeroo." He tried to shove his manhood back into his pants, urinating all over his hand and jeans in the process. He wiped his hand on his shirt. "I'm sorry, buddy. Thought I had the world to myself out here."

      He extended the hand he'd just pissed on and Grady shook it anyway. "Ross Hillstrom." He peered into the rising sun and was unable to see the man and boy in detail.

      "I'm Grady. This is my son, Josiah." Grady patted the boy on the shoulder and could feel him straining to get at Ross. He struggled to hold him back, trying to appear normal and relaxed.

      Ross didn't notice anything amiss. If Grady had been the type to dabble in drugs, he'd have known the cigarette in Ross's hand didn't contain tobacco. The man was high as the proverbial kite.

      "Where you coming from and where you going?"

      "We lived in Baltimore. As for where we're going... Wherever the good Lord takes us, I suppose."

      "Well, call me Jesus Christ Almighty then. I've got plenty of room and hate riding solo."

      The blaspheme cut Grady's heart like a blade, but he didn't address it. Now that he'd emerged from his stupor, he felt the searing pain in his feet.

      Worried and scared, he checked Josiah's and saw the skin around the perimeters was torn and ragged, but not bleeding yet. Maybe God had sent this man to rescue them.

      "Is that yours?" he asked, motioning to the tractor trailer.

      Ross shrugged. "Sorta kinda. I was following it down 70 outta Hagerstown. All a sudden it stopped right there in the middle of the interstate. I walked up to the cab to check on the driver and when I opened the door he jumped out and attacked me.

      “I had a hell of a time getting him off me, but after fighting a while, I shoved him over the guardrails and down an embankment. The sucker was trying to bite me!"

      He gave a low, slow whistle out the gap between his front teeth. "Bout that same time, all a Hell was breaking loose. Cars crashing. People fighting. People turning into zombies. Someone rear-ended my pick up and smashed it all to shit and I figured the fella who'd been driving this wouldn't be needing it anymore, so I hopped in and skidooted out of there. Figured, if nothing else, I'll be able to drive a hell of a long time without running out of food."

      Ross turned toward the truck and waved the others forward. "There's a nice sleeper in the back of the cab. Your boy can crash back there. Looks sorta tired."

      Grady looked down at Josiah, whose head lolled back and forth. "I appreciate that. I'm sure he could use a nap."

      Josiah didn't want to nap. He squirmed and writhed when Grady carried him into the sleeper and kept trying to get at Ross, who was completely clueless to the goings on.

      Grady didn't want a repeat of the incident with O'Dell and LaRon, so he used bungee cords he found in the cab to tie Josiah fast to the bed. The boy fought against the restraints and Grady leaned down and kissed his cold forehead.

      "Hush now. Be calm." Josiah listened. For a while.
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        * * *

      

      Less than an hour passed before Ross had to make another stop. "Why don't you and your boy stretch your legs and give the weasel a good shake, too."

      Grady didn't need to stretch his legs or shake his weasel, but he didn't want to do anything to raise suspicions. Not that Ross was overly perceptive. Earlier, when he heard Josiah growling in the backseat, Grady used asthma as the excuse. The older man bought it without question.

      While Ross left to relieve himself, Grady climbed in the sleeper with Josiah, who was more agitated than ever. He snapped at Grady's hands as he loosened the cords and nearly bit him twice. When the boy was free, Grady held him firmly by his neck to control him.

      He saw Ross a dozen yards up the empty highway, smoking and pissing simultaneously. When Ross saw them, he gave a wide, jovial wave. Grady waved back with one hand and held Josiah with the other.

      Grady moved so the truck blocked Ross's view, then knelt on the road and looked into Josiah's face. All the color had left it and his skin had taken on an almost transparent quality. He could see the criss-crossed jumble of veins under his flesh. They were black. Josiah lunged for him and came within less than an inch of taking off the tip of Grady's nose.

      "Josiah, that's bad. Very bad!" he scolded and Josiah's head drooped like a whipped mule.

      A ragged growl fell out of the boy's open mouth. "Hrar graah."

      Hungry? Did he just say he's hungry?

      Grady looked at his son as drool ran from the boy's gaping mouth. He touched his fingertips to Josiah's chin and lifted it so the boy's face tilted upward, parallel to his own.

      "Are you hungry, Josiah?"

      Grady got his answer when Josiah growled again. The poor boy was probably starving. He had eaten little of his hamburger helper the day prior and had nothing since then. But he was beyond hamburger helper now. Grady knew what Josiah wanted. What Josiah needed. God had given him back his son and now it was his duty to fulfill his needs.

      He rolled up his shirt sleeve to reveal the soft, fatty skin under his upper arm. He'd seen what happened when these dead souls ate from the still living, but Christ himself told his disciples to partake of his flesh. Now, Grady believed it was his turn.

      "Eat, my son."

      Josiah lunged for his arm and buried his teeth into his father's skin. Grady let his eyes fall shut and tried to stay still as Josiah ate.
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      Mead planned to head West. He had no particular destination in mind, but he knew the population grew sparser once you passed Missouri. He thought he might eventually aim for Wyoming or Idaho or any of those states no one visited unless they were born there.

      He'd made it forty miles when the Cavalier's engine blew. A bang loud enough to make his body vibrate exploded and all forward motion suddenly ceased. Blue smoke seeped out from the gaps around the hood.

      "Aw, fuck!" Mead knew the Cav was nearing the end of its life, but he hadn't seen a car on the road for fifteen miles. Walking a marathon hoping to find a new ride was low on his priority list.

      He sat in the car until the smoke became heavy enough to burn his lungs. He grabbed the hockey sticks and started emptying the food from the trunk when the front of the car burst into flames. My shitty assed luck, he thought.

      He grabbed an armload of junk food before the heat became too much to bear. Then he walked half a football field up the road, sat on the berm, and ate chips while he watched it burn.
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        * * *

      

      Bundy saw the smoke billowing above the tree line in the distance. He assumed a house or small town might be burning, but when he got closer, he saw the coupe consumed in flames.

      He drove around it and tried to see if anyone was inside, but it appeared empty. Just as well as orange flames filled the interior. Anyone inside would be charbroiled and well done.

      That thought made him hungry. Before this plague and before prison, he'd been something of a grill aficionado. He owned several varieties and had been a blue ribbon winner at the county fair four years running for his pulled pork.

      Aside from weekend barbecuing adventures, Bundy had spent much of his life managing a warehouse that sold parts for things like weed eaters and lawn mowers. His job was monotonous, but easy enough as far as nine-to-fives go. He got along well with his co-workers and bosses, but never considered them friends. Bundy didn't really have friends, but he had plenty of acquaintances and that sufficed.

      I had a good life, he thought. He hoped he could build another one in this new wasteland.

      After he passed the car, he saw a person sitting further up the road. He thought it was a woman with long brown hair, but soon he realized his mistake. This was a man, albeit a homely one.

      Bundy flicked off the safety on the pistol he had holstered at his side and stepped out of the van.
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        * * *

      

      That's the biggest motherfucker I've ever seen, Mead thought as Bundy strolled toward him. He wondered if sitting on the ground had skewed his perception, so he jumped to his feet. Nope, still fucking huge.

      The giant had a large, open face that seemed as easy to read as a grade school primer. That coupled with his straw blond hair made him look like an over-sized toddler. Mead considered brandishing one of his double-bladed sticks, but decided against it, hoping to make a better first impression.

      "I'm Mead." He extended his hand, not because he was ever big on handshakes, but because it seemed the polite thing to do.

      "Bundy." The giant's hand swallowed up Mead's own.

      "That your first name or your last?"

      "Neither. But that's what everyone calls me."

      "Then I will, too."

      Bundy motioned to the fireball that used to be a car. "That your ride?"

      "It was. Still is, I guess. Not that it'll do me any good now."

      Bundy nodded. "No. I'd say its usefulness has been fully expended." He eyed Mead's customized weapons. "You make those?"

      Mead squatted and grabbed one. He held it up for display but didn't hand it over. "Yeah. The stick is supposed to be unbreakable. So far that's held up."

      "Nice." Bundy tapped the firearm at his side. "I'm not too quick, so I prefer something I can use at a distance."

      "I've never even shot a gun. Besides, I don't really trust them in an emergency."

      "Understandable. Firearms are best left out of the hands of the inexperienced."

      Bundy's gigantic upper arms hung loose from his sleeveless shirt. They were the size of country hams and perfect for eating if you were a zombie. Mead didn't know if the man would appreciate unsolicited advice, but tendered it anyway.

      "I hope I'm not overstepping my bounds, but you might want to put on a shirt with sleeves. Denim if you have it."

      Bundy looked from his arms to Mead. "Why's that?"

      Mead was excited to share his knowledge. His voice quickened. "You've seen the zombies eating people?"

      Bundy nodded.

      "They tear through bare skin like it's raw burger. Cotton and poly isn't much better. But denim or leather, they're going to have to gnaw away for a hell of a long time to get through that and bite you."

      "Okay..."

      "And you need gloves. If you get into a hand to hand kind of situation, all it takes is a half second where you're pushing them away or fighting them off and they chomp down on your finger and—" He smacked his hands together.

      "Bang! You're a ticking zombie time bomb!" Mead ran his own gloved hands over his body, displaying the heavy material and the duct tape he'd supplemented it with. "See what I mean? Everything covered. You've got to protect yourself, man."

      Bundy raised an eyebrow, but didn't respond further.

      They waited through an uncomfortable silence that was broken only when Bundy noticed Mead staring longingly at his van.

      "Where are you heading?" Bundy asked.

      "How about wherever you're going?"

      Bundy nodded again. "Get in. Only rule I got is don't be annoying."

      "That I can do," Mead assured him. It ended up being a false promise.
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        * * *

      

      Shortly after they fled Pennsylvania, boredom overcame them and they stopped in a small Maryland border town where they held a contest to see who could kill the most zombies in sixty seconds. The center of town seemed a suitable site as several dozen creatures roamed freely.

      Mead, armed with his hockey stick went first as Bundy checked his watch. Mead strolled toward the zombies, stuck his index and middle fingers into his mouth, and let out a shrill whistle. "Time to die, motherfuckers!"

      All the zombies were of the slower variety. That's something Mead had noticed over the last few days. Almost all of them seemed to have slowed down. He only witnessed one runner after day three, and that was a man Mead saw get attacked and turn.

      When Mead whistled, the zombies headed in his direction. The leader of the pack was a beefy senior citizen, and with one swing of the stick, Mead sliced his head open diagonally from his jowls to his eyebrows.

      Next up was a teenage girl in a Catholic school uniform. Mead took a moment to admire how the swells of her breasts pushed against the white material of her shirt, then remembered this was a race. He used the knife end of the stick to pierce her eye socket.

      He felled another eighteen zombies in the minute. The last one was a police officer, and after Mead brought the bladed end of the stick down squarely on the top of his head, opening a crevice through which the man's dead brains were visible, Buddy yelled, "Time!"

      "I was hoping I'd get that one," Bundy added.

      Mead dropped back to the van. He felt good about his performance and hoped he'd impressed the big man. He wanted his respect. He felt he'd earned it.

      The zombies were thicker now, drawn by the commotion. Bundy took his spot at the front of the vehicle and leaned back against the hood. Mead felt the front end sag.

      "Ready?" Bundy asked.

      "Whenever you are."

      "Go."

      Bundy drew his pistol, raised it and aimed. He plinked a woman in a "World's Greatest Mom!" shirt first. Then a boy in a soccer uniform, then a middle-aged man who had much of his face eaten away. He hit three more, all head shots, before firing a round that went through the cheek of a woman in a lime green pantsuit and flew out the other side.

      "Almost got a hole in one!" Mead called out.

      Bundy aimed again and that time the bullet stuck beside her eye and the left side of her face blew out. He killed two more and his magazine was empty. No problem though as he smoothly expelled it and replaced it with another from his pocket.

      He was hurrying, though, and his first shot went wide. Bundy got back on his game and shot and killed seven in a row. He hit the eighth in the throat, but it kept coming. He used another round to kill it. He offed a woman in yoga pants with his last round. Bundy had a few seconds left, but needed to reload magazines, so he was done.

      "Seventeen." Bundy said. "You got me."

      "Not by much. You're a hell of a shot."

      "You should see me with a rifle. Used to do thousand yard shooting for fun."

      "A thousand yards? Holy shit. You could stand here and kill zombies back in Pennsylvania."

      Bundy chuckled and climbed back into the van. "Want to finish them off?"

      Another dozen zombies remained in the road ahead of them.

      "With pleasure."

      Mead dispatched them with ease, but in the process, he completely decapitated one of the creatures. As the severed head tumbled through the air like a wobbly football, black blood flew into Mead's ridiculously long hair.

      When he finished, he joined Bundy in the van and grabbed some partially used napkins from the floor. He used them to wring the gore from his locks, then tossed the bloodied paper onto the floor. Bundy looked at him and shook his head. More zombies wandered toward them, but the road was clear and the men let them be.
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      When the hospital elevator reached the ground floor, the doors opened to chaos in the lobby. Nurses were eating patients. Patients were eating visitors. A janitor munched on the meaty arm of a man who could only be a high ranking hospital executive, judging by his expensive suit.

      Mina couldn't count the number of zombies, but by some miracle, all of them were too busy devouring other people to notice her. She kept tight against the walls and made it to the exit before being spotted.

      She might have made a clean break if the automatic sliding glass doors hadn't created a ruckus by slamming into a dying paramedic. The paramedic screamed and every zombie in the lobby looked in his direction.

      Mina was less than five feet away and directly in their line of sight. She sprinted for the open doors, almost tripping over a patient on a stretcher. When she stumbled into it, she saw the patient strapped to it was dead. Even though a neck brace held its head in place, its jaws snapped at her.

      The other zombies were coming for her. She shoved the stretcher at them, then sprinted into the warm daylight. Despite her father coming back to life, despite the bloodbath in the hospital, Mina expected to find safety outside. It was similar to how she always expected her father to wake up and be kind. Somehow, despite a life filled with pain and disappointment, Mina remained an optimist.

      The zombies on the street raced for her as soon as her feet struck the sidewalk. I'm going to die, she thought. She was finally free of her father's torture only to die a few hours later. That must be her punishment for wishing him dead. Her life would end before she had time to enjoy herself.

      She glanced back at the hospital where the automatic doors had opened again and zombies rushed out. The zombies on the street also moved in her direction. She considered closing her eyes and waiting for death when she heard an engine running. She turned toward the sound and saw an ambulance idling underneath a sign labeled "Admissions."

      The ambulance was ten yards away, but it looked like a mile as Mina rushed toward it. The growls of the chasing zombies drowned out her pounding footsteps. She could smell the sickness on them, like fever sweats and rotten potatoes mixed. The odor became overwhelming the closer they got to her.

      As she grabbed the handle and pulled the ambulance door open, she felt a zombie at her back. It grabbed on to her hair and her head snapped. She yanked her head forward and felt her hair slip free from its bloody hands as she dove into the ambulance head first.

      Mina quickly grabbed the door to pull it closed, but as she did, a zombie got its arm in between the door and the frame. The metal squashed the appendage with a crunch that made Mina think of stepping on a potato chip. She opened and closed the door again and that time a squishing sound accompanied the crunch. One more try and the door tore through the zombie's forearm. Its hand fell inside the ambulance, and outside, the zombie battered the window with its stump.

      Mina grabbed the shifter and was ready to throw the van into drive when a symphony of tinkling glass and clanging metal in the back stole her attention. She spun in the seat and looked behind her and that's when she saw the zombie in a paramedic's uniform. He'd pulled a drawer of medicines and medical instruments onto himself and was covered in them as he sprawled on the floor.

      Glass vials broke underneath the zombie as it rolled aimlessly and tried to get off its back and to its feet. The pile of fallen debris complicated that task. To Mina, it looked like a turtle someone had sat upside down on its shell.

      Through the windshield, Mina saw dozens of zombies swarming toward her. She searched the dash and the storage compartments for anything she could use as a weapon. In the glove box, she found a box of insulin syringes. She ripped open the box and tore the packaging off one of them. After removing the cover, she saw the needle was less than half an inch long and about as thick as a strand of hair.

      "Oh, damn. Damn it all!"

      "It's gonna get ya, Birdie," she heard her father's voice shout inside her head. "You ain't getting out of this alive."

      While she looked for a better option, the paramedic zombie heard her. More glass broke and more equipment went flying as it flailed. Soon, it had cleared enough space that it could roll onto its belly. Then it climbed to its knees and crawled toward the front of the bus.

      When it growled, it got Mina's attention. She looked back. The paramedic was two feet away.  The man had several large bite marks on his arms and still wore its blue, protective latex gloves. It growled again and Mina could smell the death coming from its mouth.

      The zombie swatted at her and caught Mina's bare arm in its hand. Mina felt the coldness coming through the glove. The zombie squeezed hard, putting deep divots in her skin, but the glove prevented his nails from breaking Mina's skin.

      Mina tried to pull away but couldn't, and she settled on holding it back instead. "You're gonna die, Birdie. Deserve it too after what you did to me. Kill your own daddy with a piss pot of all things. Dirty Birdie."

      "Screw you, Daddy!" Mina said to the voice in her head. It had renewed her strength, and with her free hand, she reached for the syringe she'd set aside. As she felt for it, she looked up at the zombie, its dead eyes stared back. They looked like they'd been blue once. She found the syringe and gripped it in her fist.

      Mina knew she had one chance, and she aimed carefully. The needle slid into the zombie's right eye. Nothing happened initially, then fluid oozed out.

      Mina kept pushing until she felt the needle hit resistance and break. She left the syringe jutting from the monster's eye and felt for another. She found the box but couldn't free the syringe from its paper wrapper with one hand. Mina put it to her mouth and ripped the packaging off with her teeth.

      Pink vitreous fluid from the zombie's right eye dripped down the syringe and onto Mina's cheek. She spat out the syringe's packaging, then used her mouth to pull off the cap.

      With a quick jab, Mina pierced the zombie's left eye with the new needle. With both eyes blinded the paramedic released Mina and flailed wildly. Mina shoved it backward where it landed in a heap of supplies and equipment. Both syringes jutted from its eye sockets and it fell over and over again each time it tried to rise.

      Ahead, zombies had clogged the street from one side to the other. She checked her mirrors and only a dozen or so looked to be behind her. When she shifted into reverse and hit the gas, she heard the big, boxy vehicle slam into the creatures. One went under the tires and she felt them spin. She hit the gas but didn't move.

      "No you don't. Not now." She grabbed the four-wheel-drive stick and engaged it. When she hit the gas, the ambulance lurched, then rolled over the zombies on the ground. She kept backing up until she'd cleared a fifteen-foot-long path, then did a three point turn in the street and headed in the opposite direction of the main horde.

      She ran over a few more zombies, but was soon clear of them. Mina didn't know where to go. Escaping the hospital seemed like accomplishment enough. As her daddy said, everything else was gravy.
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      Emory's second crash was, thankfully, less violent than the first. When the Bronco hit the zombies, the soft mass of them absorbed the momentum. Bodies bounced and crunched, but the Bronco itself came to a slow stop and was unscathed aside from a few fresh dents and a crinkled hood.

      He felt his heart racing and worried for a moment he might be on the precipice of another coronary event. Wim reached over and rested his strong hand on his shoulder.

      "Are you all right?"

      Emory nodded and deliberately slowed his breathing. "I am. Thank you for asking."

      "It was my own fault for driving too fast. I'm sorry."

      "No apologies necessary, Wim." Emory stared through the windshield where a dozen or so zombies remained. "Do you think we can drive through them?"

      Wim followed his gaze. "Maybe."

      Emory felt the Bronco creep forward. It only made it a few inches before stopping. Wim pushed the gas pedal to the floor and the engine roared, but the vehicle didn't move.

      "I do believe we are trapped," Emory said.

      Wim nodded. "Mmm hmm." He rummaged through the backseat.

      While he did that, Emory watched the zombies press against the truck. They had them surrounded now. Emory flicked on the dome light and could see their faces squashed against the windows. Their hands clawed desperately at the glass.

      A young woman stared at him. Half her head was shaved and the word "Faithful" was tattooed on her neck. Emory tried to look past her death and into the person she had been.

      No humanity remained in her eyes, but that didn't change the fact that she'd been as alive as Wim and himself recently. He imagined her standing in a mosh pit in a concert, banging her head or crowd-surfing or whatever the punk crowd was into these days.

      To her right was an older man, but one still younger than Emory himself. He wore glasses with lenses so thick they magnified his eyes and turned him into something of a caricature. He wore a suit, but one straight off the rack. Emory thought he could be an accountant or, perhaps, an actuary. Something boring, but important.

      Further back a priest, whose white collar was stained red by blood, tried to fight his way through the crowd. He still clutched rosary beads in one hand, but the other was a wild claw, slashing and lashing out at everything around him.

      If you allowed yourself, it was easy to forget these were people. Too easy. Emory supposed it a necessary coping mechanism. One vital to surviving their plight and not dissolving into a puddle of anxiety and distress.

      If you thought of them as monsters, it was easier to fight them. To kill them. Although, that was something he had yet to do, and hoped to avoid as long as possible.

      He'd left all the killing to poor Wim and, while he admired the farmer's capabilities, he wondered what would happen if Wim allowed himself to stop and think. Emory almost hoped that never happened. That Wim might never look at them and see the life of the dead.

      Wim emerged with a pistol that had a long, skinny barrel. "You might want to cover your ears. This is apt to be loud."

      Emory plugged his ear canals with his fingers and watched Wim roll down the driver's side window just enough to push out the barrel. Then, he started shooting.

      I'm sorry, Emory thought as they fell under the hail of gunfire. I know this must be done, but I'm sorry for what you've become.

      He realized he wasn't certain which you he meant. The zombies, or Wim and himself. There were no heroes in this violent, dangerous world. No victors in the battle between the living and the dead.
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      He said his name was Ted Dash and declared himself a retired Navy SEAL, but the more he talked, the less Jorge was inclined to believe anything he said. Still, his assault rifle ("Converted it to full auto myself") complete with a seventy round drum magazine ("Bought it on the dark web from a little Chinaman") meant when Dash spoke, Bolivar listened.

      Dash said he'd come to Dover AFB to "Volunteer to kill the zombie motherfuckers." He'd arrived a few hours before Bolivar and, as he told the story, "Found the gates locked tighter than a nun's snatch. Didn't see no one left alive. Really alive, I mean, of course. Just those zombie fuckers." He pointed to the dead soldiers.

      “So I kilt em. Didn't feel right, exactly, shooting fellow soldiers, but I figured I was doin’ ‘em a favor. I wouldn't want to be walking around like that, killing people and eatin’ their skin for all of eternity. Nope, not me. So I figured it was a mercy killin’."

      Dash said he ran out of gas three miles from the base and jogged the rest of the way. Bolivar half expected him to steal his car, not that it was actually his, but instead, Dash asked for a ride.

      "Where you headin’?" Dash asked.

      Bolivar struggled for an answer and came up blank. "I'm not sure."

      "Way I see it, D.C.'s the best option."

      "Why do you think that?"

      "Cause of the President and shit. They got to be evacuating everyone."

      Bolivar considered telling him what happened to Philadelphia, but decided to keep that bit of information to himself.
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        * * *

      

      Dash was pushing fifty and his high and tight had gone gray. He was tall and fit with only the slightest beginnings of a gut. His tanned skin was so brown it looked like shoe leather. He was full of tales of covert missions in exotic Latin American locations and heroic escapades overthrowing dictators, pairing up with drug cartels, and bedding native women. Jorge doubted all of it, but the chatter helped pass the time as the situation outside the car deteriorated.

      Zombies had overrun the nation's capital. Many wore suits — former lobbyists, aides, or maybe even members of congress. Others had been tourists, complete with novelty tee-shirts and cameras that still hung from straps around their necks. Together, they formed enormous crowds — a zombie version of a march on the city — and filled the streets from side to side. Jorge was forced to make detours through alleyways and side streets to avoid the masses of them.

      "It's gone," Bol said. "We have to get out of here."

      Dash stared out the windows of the car and clenched his AK so tight his knuckles went snow white. "Keep drivin’, brother. Get us to the White House, then we'll decide."

      When they rolled on to Pennsylvania Avenue, Bolivar parked the car at the cylindrical barriers that blocked motor vehicles from driving past the White House. Zombies shuffled around the two blocks in front of the iconic building.

      "Satisfied?" Bol asked.

      Instead of answering, Dash opened his car door and stepped into the diminishing orange light of the afternoon.

      "Come on! Don't go out there!" Bolivar yelled.

      Dash marched away from the car, raising the AK to his shoulder. "I gotta see it for myself."

      Against all his instincts, Bolivar exited the car and followed. There were a few dozen zombies in the street, but they wandered aimlessly and weren't packed together like they had been in other parts of the city.

      As they stumbled about, they careened off of fences and discarded bicycles and kiosks that had once sold cheap trinkets. Bol realized the reason there were fewer monsters here was because they couldn't easily maneuver through the vehicle barriers.

      When Dash was within ten yards of them, he started shooting. Despite his supposed SEAL prowess, his ability to connect with head shots was lacking and with the rifle on full automatic, he blew through half his magazine and had dropped only fourteen. The relative failure only enraged him and he sprinted at the creatures, gripping the gun at his waist and firing as he ran.

      Bullets whistled through the air. A few connected, mostly with torsos and limbs, but there weren't many lethal hits to the brain. My God, Jorge thought, this guy's not only a blowhard, he's insane.

      As if to prove the point, Dash screamed. "Die you zombie motherfuckers!"

      Within seconds, his rifle was empty. He tossed it to the side and pulled a Bowie knife from his belt. Bolivar watched in a mixture of awe and horror as Dash leapt into the air and pounced on the nearest zombie.

      He plunged the knife into its face, jerked it free, then stabbed it again. Three more zombies moved toward him and one of them grabbed Dash's arm.

      Bolivar drew his pistol and shot. The bullet hit the zombie in the back of its head and exploded out its eye socket. He shot the second in its mouth and it crumpled to the ground.

      The third zombie left Dash and came at Bol, but before he could fire, Dash climbed to his feet and jumped onto its back, screaming like a howler monkey. He rammed the blade of the knife into the zombie's eye then gave the handle an extra twist for good measure. They fell in a heap, and a moment later, Dash slithered out from underneath the dead zombie.

      "Good fuckin’ shootin’, brother!" He wiped zombie blood off his knife and onto the leg of his jeans.

      "You're crazy."

      "As a shit house rat, brother! As a shit house rat!" He grinned a madman's grin.

      He clapped Jorge on the back hard enough to take his breath away, then gazed toward the White House. "Would ya look at that..."

      Jorge did. He saw zombies littering the North Lawn. Women in smart business attire. Secret Service agents in jet black suits. Groundskeepers, police, security guards. All of them were dead. All of them were zombies. Several lumbered across the steps of the White House — undead tourists.

      "Hey, you think the President got out before he turned into one of those motherfuckers?" Dash asked, snapping Bolivar out of his daze.

      Dash's eyes were crazed, but gleaming, and Bolivar realized the man was crying.

      "I don't know. I'd say the odds are pretty slim."

      Dash nodded. Zombies from further up the path were heading toward them.

      "We better scoot," Dash said.

      The men jogged to the car.

      "Hey, when I was enlisted, we used to hear about a thing in West Virginia called Project Greek Island. Ever hear of it?"

      Bolivar shook his head as he turned around.

      "Yeah. It was some underground bunker big enough to house all the government big wigs in case Khrushchev decided to drop A bombs."

      After Philadelphia, Bolivar thought civilization was over. But now? If what Dash said was true, there might be a chance.

      "Do you know where it's supposed to be?"

      "Sulfur Spring or something like that. Middle of fucking nowhere."

      "White Sulphur Springs? There's a huge hotel down there. My C.O. went one summer with his wife's family. Ritzy place from what he said."

      "That's the one!" Dash was beaming. Some of the crazy had fled his eyes. "That's the place, brother. The bunker's under the hotel. Carved right into the motherfucking mountain, from what I heard."

      "You know how to get there?"

      "West?"

      Dash's goofy, gap-toothed smile brightened Bolivar's mood and made him forget, momentarily, that the man was a lunatic.
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      Solomon discovered an old K car sitting outside a gas station with the hose to the pump still inserted into the gas tank. He pulled the nozzle free and cast it aside, where petrol dribbled onto the pavement.

      The keys weren't in the ignition, but that didn't matter. One of the many skills he'd picked up over the years was hot-wiring and, less than twenty seconds after plopping into the driver's seat, the engine was running and he was on the road.

      The fentanyl lolly had turned the pain in his head into an annoying, reverberating drumbeat. Between crashed and abandoned cars and the undead bastards, driving to his shop took three times as long as it should have, but he made it.

      He didn't bother stopping to kill any zombies along the way. Even with the ax, he didn't feel comfortable being out in the midst of them. He had other plans for that.

      When he pulled in front of the large warehouse, which the sign atop declared "Baldwin Residential & Commercial Construction," it annoyed him to see the bay door to the garage standing half open.

      He hadn't visited the shop in nearly a week. He'd been too busy worrying about his whore of a wife (God rest her soul) to stay atop the business. Now, it seemed the canaries had decided to play while the cat was away.

      He exited the car and moved to the open door where he saw nothing amiss. The colossal Kenworth W900 tri-axel dump truck that had set him back over two hundred thousand dollars filled most of the cavity, but an assortment of other machines and equipment was scattered about. There were no obvious signs of looting, but the open garage door meant someone had been here. He raised the ax, poised to attack.

      Saw found no one in the garage. He let his guard down slightly as he moved into the customer service area. It too appeared undisturbed and unoccupied.

      He'd almost given up on finding anyone in the building when he heard a thudding noise coming from behind a door labeled “Private”. Behind that door was Solomon's office, and, apparently, it was occupied.

      The thought enraged him. "You'd be wise to get your thievin' ass out here right now!"

      His voice drew another thud, but the door remained closed.

      "Sneaky bastard!"

      Saw, by nature, was an angry man, but he could usually hold it at bay, at least, for a while. His patience seemed to have vanished.

      He stomped across the room, giving no thought to the possibility that whoever was inside might be armed and waiting to punch another hole in his noggin. He was hungry to kill and nothing else mattered.

      As soon as he threw open the door and stepped inside, his feet flew out from under him and he crashed backward onto the floor. The ax skidded across the room and ended up under an industrial couch, but Solomon didn't notice.

      His head cracked against the linoleum and fresh waves of nauseating pain assailed him. He pushed it aside — as much as possible — and crawled to his knees. He felt slippery wetness under him. It was all over the floor and he slowed his movement to keep his balance as he climbed to his feet.

      Saw half walked, half scooted further into the room. His eyes darted to and fro as he scanned the office, and soon enough he saw the man behind his desk. He was face down on the floor, and ahead of him was an overturned mop bucket. That's when it all made sense.

      "Hector?" The fucking janitor. Still coming to work in the midst of this mess. I really should bump up his pay.

      Hector was older than Solomon and spoke almost no English. He was also as illegal as butt-fucking in Iran, but Solomon didn't mind. Half his crew was paid under the table and had questionable backgrounds. Considering his own past, he felt it his duty to give the boys a second chance.

      Saw moved closer to the man who tried to rise to his knees, but his hands slipped in the spilled soapy liquid and he face-planted onto the floor.

      "Hold up, mate."

      Solomon grabbed him by the back of his chambray work shirt and lifted. When Hector's face came into view, Solomon saw it was broken and bloody. The eyes were closed at first, but they snapped open and Solomon saw the dead eyes of a zombie.

      At the same time Hector opened his eyes, his arm lashed out, catching Solomon's jaw. His cool, clumsy fingers scratched at Saw's tongue and fished around inside his mouth.

      He thought it felt almost obscene, like he had a mouthful of small writhing cocks. Saw bit down and felt Hector's skin tear. His teeth met phalanges. He kept biting.

      Dead Hector tried to pull his hand free and that repositioned his middle finger so the joint sat between Solomon's teeth. He chomped harder and felt it give way. He allowed Hector to fall and the man took another nosedive. Saw spit the janitor's finger to the floor, where it seemed to point at him accusingly.

      "Fuck you, too, pal."

      Solomon slid backward, soaking the seat of his pants. The cold water helped clear his head. When he saw Hector crawling toward him, he knew it was time to finish him once and for all. Saw scanned the room for the ax, but didn't see it anywhere. He considered smashing the janitor's head in with his foot, but didn't trust that on the water-slick linoleum. He needed a weapon and he found one.

      Saw grabbed the mop and put the wood handle to his knee. When he pressed his weight against it, it responded with a satisfying crack. He tossed the mop head aside.

      Hector was only a few feet away now and Saw aimed the broken, jagged end in his direction. He let the janitor get another foot closer. As Hector growled at him, Solomon thrust the mop handle at his face. The wood sunk deep into Hector's nasal cavity.

      Hector's body went limp, his head suspended by the stick. Solomon almost dropped the handle, but then decided to bounce it back and forth, laughing as the dead man moved like a puppet in a Punch and Judy show. That lasted a full minute before he lost interest.

      Afterward, Solomon returned to the garage where he closed and locked the bay door. He had a plan, but it would take time to do it up right. He gathered together several long poles of rebar and a welding torch. Time to go to work.
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      The van ran out of gas soon after they crossed into West Virginia. Mead and Bundy had been heading south with intentions of venturing into the mountains, which Bundy assured Mead were sparsely populated. Bundy also assured him they had another thirty miles worth of gas in the tank when the engine sputtered, then stopped in the middle of a generic small town.

      "It's nothing to get your panties bunched up over," Bundy said with the sort of casual indifference that got Mead's heart beating so hard he could hear it in his ears. The big man was a crack shot, that was for sure, but he was so... relaxed. Mead couldn't help but get pissed off. This is the end of the fucking world, start acting like it.

      Bundy fished a garden hose out of the back of the van and held it up like he'd just won 1st place in the Pinewood Derby. Mead knew the look because he watched the other kids get their trophies while he sat on the sidelines with his shitty eighth place car in his lap.

      Bundy added a five-gallon gas can. "Problem solved."

      Mead looked up and down the street. Two zombies, both twenty yards away, seemed to ignore them. Bundy handed Mead the hose and the red plastic container.

      "Why do I have to get the gas?"

      "It's my van. You've been freeloading thus far. Time to earn your keep."

      He looked dead serious, which pissed Mead off even more. Then Bundy laughed and clapped him on the shoulder so hard Mead thought he might topple over like a Weeble.

      "I'm just joshing ya. You get the gas and I'll cover your ass. Sound fair?" He took out a rifle to demonstrate his end of the deal. Mead had no idea what kind of gun it was, but the barrel was long and it had a scope big enough you could probably see alien turds on the moon through it.

      "Okay," Mead said as he headed up the road to the nearest car – a bright yellow Pontiac Sunfire. He flipped open the gas cover, then unscrewed the cap, which he dropped to the pavement. He kicked it down the street, past Bundy.

      The plastic bounced and hopped before coming to a stop outside a flower kiosk that was too far away for the men to hear the groan that followed.

      Gas fumes assaulted his nostrils as Mead inserted the hose into the gas tank. He held the hose to his lips and sucked cautiously. Nothing happened. He tried again with the same result.

      "Must be empty!" he called out to Bundy, who had rested the rifle across the hood of the van in a sniper's position.

      "You ain't sipping soda. You gotta suck on it. Pretend you're back at summer camp playing doctor with your boyfriend!"

      Bundy laughed. Mead did not. Fuck you, jerk. You're the one that was probably gobbling cock in prison a week ago, not me.

      Mead sucked like he was trying to drink the thickest milkshake of all time and was rewarded with a mouthful of gasoline. He coughed and sucked it down his throat and into his nasal passages where it burned like liquid fire.

      He puked it onto the pavement, his eyes were watering. And all he could hear was Bundy chortling so hard that Mead thought the fat bastard might have the big one right there. He almost hoped he would.

      "Hurry up," Bundy said between guffaws. "You're losing it!"

      Mead looked down to find gas gushing from the hose and all over his shoes. He quickly stuck the hose in the gas can and waited for it to fill.

      Inside the clapboard flower booth, a zombie crawled out from under a pile of dead roses and lilies. She had been pushing retirement age and wore a green apron and visor cap with "MeeMaw's Meadow" embroidered in white thread. Her glasses sat askew on her face, but she was past needing them anymore.

      Gas bubbled from the can and Mead pulled the hose free from the Pontiac. Bundy moved to the van's gas tank and inserted a funnel. Neither of them saw six zombies stumble out of a diner on the side of the street opposite their position at the van.

      "May as well fill it up while we're here," Bundy said.

      Mead didn't relish the thought of another drink of fuel, but he knew Bundy was right. Five gallons would take them another hundred or hundred fifty miles, and then they'd have to do this all over again.

      While they waited for the gas to empty into the tank, they both missed a preteen zombie exit the broken glass doors of a red brick middle school further up the street. The young girl wore a Frozen t-shirt and most of the skin from her eyes up was missing. More zombies followed her out of the building — single file like an undead fire drill.

      Bundy was almost finished transferring the gas when the florist zombie moved into view. She grabbed Bundy's arm and he dropped the can. The remaining gasoline splashed over his feet.

      "Why, you old hag," he said in the same matter-of-fact tone that frustrated Mead to no end.

      Bundy pulled his arm free and grabbed a handful of her gray hair. He slammed her face into the side of the van and the men could hear bones breaking. He smashed her another time for good measure and she went limp.

      He dropped her to the ground where she fell on top of the gas can. Bundy bent down and rolled her off, then grabbed the container. When he stood up, he stared past Mead and realized the two zombies that had been roaming harmlessly upon their arrival were now within a few yards. He shoved the can at Mead and moved toward the front of the van where the rifle was still propped on the hood.

      Mead turned to follow the action and saw the zombies. He grabbed one of his sticks from the van. "I got thi—" He stopped when he saw the two zombies closing in from the front were now flanked by six zombies from the diner. "Fuck."

      Bundy waved at him to circle around. "I'll get the two up front. You take the ones coming from the side."

      Mead raised his stick, ready to dish out death, but before that happened, he saw the zombies from the school ambling up the street. There were too many to count. Over seventy. Maybe more than a hundred.

      "Fuck," he said again. It was the only word that came to mind. It was all that needed said.

      Bundy followed his gaze and saw the dozens of zombies marching toward them. Most looked to be young teens, many already sporting braces or marred by garish, purple pimples decorating their faces. Several adults, who had likely been teachers or administrators, mixed into the crowd. Some had obviously been attacked, with gaping, bloody wounds that had long since stopped bleeding as evidence.

      Bundy fired a bullet through the head of one of the zombies approaching from the front. Mead used his stick to impale one of his group through the ear, then swung around and chopped off the head of another. The school of zombies was within ten yards.

      "We have to go! Get in the van!" Mead yelled.

      Bundy saw more zombies coming in from the front. Three dozen, maybe four. "There's too many to drive through. We need to wait it out somewhere."

      Mead dropped three more zombies with the stick then searched around for an escape route. Zombies surrounded them and they moved closer with every second that passed. I'm not going to die this soon, he thought. No way. It's not fair.

      When he'd expressed that sentiment growing up, Mead's dad had always told him (usually along with a slap upside his head) that life wasn't fair and it certainly wasn't. If it was, he wouldn't have been fathered by an illiterate, alcoholic dipshit who couldn't even hold onto his job burning up trash at the local dump. And his mother wouldn't have been a fifteen-year-old bimbo whose number one goal in life was getting social security disability. Life wasn't fair, but Mead wasn't ready for his to end yet.

      He spotted a narrow fire escape staircase leading to the roof of a building across from the van.

      "Over there!" Mead said as he ran for the stairs. He sliced open the stomach of a zombie he passed along the way and its rotten guts fell out in one big clump.

      "They'll follow us!" Bundy yelled, but he chased Mead anyway. Running was not one of his regular pastimes and he was out of breath within five thundering steps.

      "Zombies can't climb steps."

      Bundy struggled to keep up. He could hear the creatures closing in. "Are you sure?"

      "Ninety-nine percent."

      Mead hit the first step and looked back to see Bundy trailing by several yards. A dozen zombies were on his heels and his inner monologue told Mead to leave the fat man behind and climb. Instead, he ran back to Bundy. "Hustle, you fucker!"

      Mead dropped the three zombies that were closest to the big man, then grabbed Bundy's arm and dragged him toward the staircase. When they got there, Mead pushed him forward and the fat giant trudged up the steps as fast as possible, which was not fast at all.

      Mead went up backwards. He killed five more zombies that crowded the base of the steps. More were coming, but they were several yards away, so he turned forward. Bundy had only ascended eight steps. Mead shoved his hands into the man's ample soft ass and pushed him forward.

      They made it to the top, both of them panting and exhausted.

      "Thanks," was all Bundy could get out.

      "Don't mention it."

      They gazed over the rooftop. Hundreds of zombies filled the streets and the area around the van. Many of them moved toward the fire escape. Several were already there.

      "If we stay up here and stay quiet, I think they'll forget about us pretty quick," Bundy said.

      Mead was about to agree when a zombie climbed the first step. Then the second.

      "Fuck." That perfect word again.

      The zombie moved awkwardly, like a man with two new prosthetic legs, but it continued its upward trek.

      Bundy looked at Mead, his face red with exhaustion or anger or both. "I thought you said they couldn't climb stairs."

      Mead watched the zombie continue toward them, his lips turned downward in a petulant scowl. A second zombie started up the stairs, then a third. "I didn't think they could."

      Bundy checked the access door on the roof and found it locked. He stared down at the street where the zombies teemed like ants at the base of their hill. Then he looked to the van and sighed heavily. "This really grinds my gears."

      Mead turned to him. "What?"

      Bundy shrugged the rifle strap off his shoulder and got into a shooter's stance. He aimed the barrel at the rear side window of the van. "Do you know what tannerite is?"

      Mead shook his head. "No."

      "Then duck down and cover your head."

      Mead didn't understand what was happening, but he did as told. He stared at his feet and heard Bundy mutter, "Damned waste, this is."

      As soon as those words were spoken, an explosion louder than anything Mead had ever heard shook the building they were standing atop. Bundy fell on him, covering Mead with a quarter ton of sweaty flesh.

      All he could hear was a constant ringing in his ears. He spotted something that looked like a burning black comet crash on the far side of the building and smash through the rooftop. Smaller objects followed. After ten seconds, the rain of fire ceased. After thirty, he could hear other sounds mixed in with the ringing.

      "Are you all right?" Bundy asked as he crawled off him.

      Mead was plastered flat against the roof. Bundy grabbed onto him with his oven mitt hand and roughly hoisted him to his feet.

      "What? What the fuck happened?"

      Bundy was looking over the edge of the roof and Mead followed his gaze. The van was gone. The zombies were gone. All the buildings around them were charred and several were on fire.

      "What the fuck?" Mead asked again.

      Bundy sat on the squat, upraised barrier that framed in the roof. "Tannerite. About fifty pounds of it." That meant nothing to Mead and Bundy, who was visibly annoyed, continued on.

      "It's a powder that's used to make exploding shooting targets so you don't have to walk all the way down the range to see if you hit the bull's eye. I premixed all I had before I hit the road. Thought it might come in handy, but not like this."

      Mead stared at the scorched wasteland below them. "Where's the van?"

      Bundy pointed away from the road, toward the roof where a chunk of metal smoked. "That looks like a quarter panel to me."

      "You blew up the van?"

      Bundy sneered and Mead thought he might hit him, but he composed himself. "You didn't offer any better suggestions, asshole."

      Mead remained quiet. That seemed the wisest choice.

      "Now, we're minus one van plus all of my ammunition and guns, except this one." Bundy looked at the rifle, then to Mead as if he might use it on him. Instead, he walked to a dark hunk of debris, which had landed on the roof, picked it up, and examined it. "Huh. A foot." He tossed it over the edge, where it bounced against the blackened sidewalk.

      "Ladders," Mead said.

      Bundy looked to him, curious. "What?"

      "It's ladders that zombies can't climb. Not stairs."

      "Oh. Well, I suppose that's good to know."
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      It had been two days since the zombies overtook the bunker. Mitch had eaten nothing since the day he arrived and his stomach felt like a balled up fist inside his abdomen. A hungry fist. He wanted to search for food, but abandoning the safety of the control room was a fool's errand and Mitch was no fool.

      He stared at the wall of closed circuit TVs, which still had power thanks to the emergency generator. He was sure everyone out there was dead, or undead, depending on your point of view, and that didn't bother him half as much as the hunger pain gnawing away at his insides.

      After abandoning his father, they fled E Wing and avoided the zombies, which were too busy eating fat cat Senators and Representatives. They're too lazy to run for anything other than office, Mitch thought.

      Once free from the wing, they reached a long corridor, which Mitch knew from his studies, would led them toward the front point of the triangular shaped bunker. There, they'd come to the blast doors that opened to the hotel and, presumably, safety.

      Before they reached the front of the bunker, they stumbled on a group of soldiers who had turned. There were eight of them. Three looked intact, but the other five had various bites and chunks taken out of them, probably from each other.

      Now, they were a unified squad, and when they saw Mitch and Margaret, they took off like hounds after foxes. Son and mother zigged and zagged through the mazes of hallways and rooms and Mitch lost his bearings.

      As they rounded a corner, Mitch hit a wet spot on the floor and went flying. He came to rest against the wall and Margaret dashed to his side. As he crawled onto his knees, he saw what had caused him to fall. A pile of guts the size of a bushel basket sat on the tile floor like a jellyfish bobbing on the ocean.

      "Are you hurt?" Margaret asked.

      As Mitch climbed to his feet, his gore soaked sneakers made it feel like he was standing on an oil slick. "I'm fine. We have to keep going."

      He led her forward, but less than a dozen yards later they came across an old man who lurched toward them like Frankenstein.

      "Oh, my God. That's Frank Sandoval," Margaret said.

      Mitch never shared his father's interest in politics, but the name rang a bell and he thought Sandoval was either Secretary of State or Defense. He never quite understood the difference anyway.

      He saw the Secretary's white dress shirt had turned red at the bottom, and when he walked, it floated back and forth, revealing a hollow cavern where his insides had been. So, you're the son of a bitch who left his guts all over the floor, Mitch thought.

      Mitch saw a fire ax framed on the wall like a shadowbox. He smacked his elbow against the pane. It shattered, dropping shards of glass to the floor. The sound made the Secretary pick up his pace and Mitch could hear him growling. Actually growling, like a fucking dog.

      Mitch grabbed the ax from its perch and turned back to Sandoval. "I really liked these shoes."

      The Secretary growled again and Mitch ran at him. They met like jousters, but Mitch was the only one with a weapon and he slammed the ax into Sandoval's face.

      It hit just below his nose and the blade chopped through the zombie's upper jaw with a heavy crunch that Mitch felt reverberate all the way down to his feet. It didn't cut the whole way through, but it did the job and the zombie collapsed in a heap on the floor.

      Behind them, Margaret wailed like a siren. Mitch let go of the ax handle and ran to her. "Quiet!" She kept screaming. "Shut up or you'll draw all of them to us!"

      She was too wound up to stop all at once, and the shriek tapered off like someone slowly turning down the volume on the stereo. It was too late.

      The eight soldier zombies rushed onto the scene. They were quickly joined by more than a dozen others. Then several dozen more. Mitch grabbed Margaret's wrist and pulled her in the opposite direction. They ran as fast as they could for as long as they could, and when Margaret tired, Mitch dragged her.

      They came upon the control room by accident. Through large glass windows, Mitch spotted a man wearing over-sized headphones that looked like earmuffs. His back was turned toward them.

      Margaret bent at the waist, coughing and wheezing. Mitch wanted to tell her again to shut up, but he knew it would be a waste. Instead, he rapped his knuckles against the glass to get the man's attention.

      "Hey! Let us in!"

      He didn't react at first, so Mitch hit the glass again, harder this time. The man swiveled the chair around. By the time it made it ninety degrees, Mitch was pretty sure he was dead. At a hundred twenty, he was positive.

      The zombie's lifeless eyes stared ahead, blank and seeing at the same time. When he saw Mitch and his mother, his lips peeled back in a sneer, revealing brown, coffee stained teeth.

      Mitch heard Margaret start to cry again, but over her soft whimpers, he heard footsteps. It sounded like hundreds of them, all moving in their direction. Fast. He looked to his mother and her blank, shell shocked expression revealed she was of no help.

      The footsteps closed in. There were so many Mitch thought he could feel the concrete floor vibrating through the soles of his bloodied sneakers. He looked toward the green light spilling from the corridor. It was only seconds before black shadows invaded that glow. And behind the shadows were a legion of zombies.

      Mitch grabbed his mother's limp wrist and pulled her toward the control room. She followed behind, lost in a fog. Mitch took the key card from his pocket. He had no idea whether or not it would work, but as he glanced back and saw hundreds of zombies pouring out of the hall and racing at them, he knew it was their only chance.

      He swiped the card. The light flipped green and the door clicked. Mitch threw it open and dashed inside. He jerked Margaret in with him and she tumbled to the floor in a daze. Mitch grabbed hold of the door and pushed to close it. Before it could latch, a woman in a power suit who was missing all the flesh on her neck, shoved her arm through the opening.

      Mitch slammed the door, pinning her arm. She didn't even flinch when her skin tore. Mitch opened it a few inches and slammed it again. That time her flesh split to the bone, but she insisted on pressing forward and Mitch could feel his strength fading.

      He grabbed her forearm and jerked it backward, using the door as a fulcrum. He heard it snap and the sound gave him another burst of adrenaline. He launched his shoulder against the door. It closed. Her severed arm flopped onto the floor at Mitch's feet and he watched the hand contract and twitch once, then twice, before stopping.

      As soon as the door closed, more zombies pounded against it, but the heavy steel held tough. Mitch turned his back to it and realized he was completely out of breath. He steadied himself, but as soon as he thought it was time for a break, he saw that his mother was going to die.

      Margaret stared out the reinforced glass windows, mesmerized by the hundreds of zombies trying desperately to get in. She was unaware of the one which was already amongst them. The man who had once manned the control center staggered toward her and was only two awkward steps away.

      Mitch ran across the room as fast as his exhausted legs could carry him.

      "Watch out!" He screamed the words but Margaret barely reacted. She was neck deep in shock and clueless.

      Mitch was a yard away, but the zombie was closer. It leaned in, bared its baby shit brown teeth and bit into Margaret's lily white shoulder. Her eyes flared, suddenly alert, and that made it worse.

      The zombie ripped back its head and took with it a mouthful of Margaret's flesh. Mitch pushed his mother aside and rammed his shoulder into the chest of the much taller ghoul.

      The zombie stumbled backward and tripped over its own swivel chair before hitting the floor. Mitch looked around the room. Why hadn't he dug the ax out of the Secretary's head?

      On a cluttered desk, his eyes fell upon a fancy letter opener designed to look like a miniature sword. He grabbed it. The blade was six inches long.

      The zombie was on its knees and working its way back to its feet. When Mitch stepped in front of it, the zombie stared forward and growled. Mitch gripped the letter opener in his fist and stabbed.

      The tip of the blade struck the zombie in the temple and Mitch was surprised when he felt a brief pop, like cracking a peanut shell, and the blade continued inward until it was buried to the quillon. The monster tumbled face first onto the concrete floor. Mitch pulled out the letter opener and gave the zombie a kick, just to make sure it was dead. It was.

      Mitch turned away from it and looked to his mother, who stood in the exact same spot, holding her shoulder. Blood gushed from the shredded wound and the left side of her body had gone red. She looked at her son, her eyes full of tears and pain and fear.

      "He bit me, Mitch. He got me good. What do you think's going to happen?"

      Mitch stepped to her. She looked so pitiful standing there, her sanity on a precipice and covered in her own blood. He reached out and held her hand.

      "You'll be okay, Mom."

      "Are you sure? There's a lot of blood."

      "Let me see."

      She turned robotically away from him. He saw the wound was deep, but the blood flow had slowed to a bare trickle. And it was crazy, but he thought the flesh around the bite already looked dark and decayed. He put his hand on her shoulder, reassuring.

      "The bleeding's already stopped."

      "So, I'll be all right?" The hopefulness in her voice made Mitch want to puke.

      "You'll be fine."

      "That's good. Because I'm not ready to leave you, Mitch. I love you too much."

      "I love you, too, Mom."

      Mitch slid the blade into the small indentation where the base of the skull met the top of her neck. She inhaled sharply, it sounded like a whistle. There was a soft, "Uh" and she went limp. Mitch caught her under the arms before she fell, then eased her to the floor.
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      Aben had been walking along an oak tree-lined two-lane road when he heard the car approaching from the east. He estimated it to be a mile away. Maybe two. Noise traveled far in this quiet, dead world.

      He had enough time to drag a medium-sized tree branch across the road, move into the cover of the trees, and wait. The dog had been trailing behind him all morning and he saw it watching from about ten yards away.

      "Get back. Just until we see who's coming."

      As if understanding Aben's words, the dog crawled under a tangle of mountain laurel and laid down. They waited.

      The car came into view and slowed as it approached the branch. Aben watched as the passenger side door opened and a man sporting a military hair cut stepped out. Aben noticed the man had an AK rifle slung over his shoulder.

      "Hell, we could've drove right over this!" the man hollered to the driver as he dragged the branch off the road and tossed it into the vegetation.

      Aben tried to see the driver, but couldn't make him out through the sunlight reflecting off the windows. He did, however, hear his voice. "It's not worth risking a flat."

      The gray-haired man started back to the car and Aben knew he had only seconds to decide whether to make his presence known or not. As the man reclaimed his position in the shotgun seat, Aben rolled the proverbial dice.

      "Hey, there."

      The older man's head snapped around and his hands went quickly and instinctively toward his rifle. In one smooth move, it was raised and ready to fire. He was former military, that was certain, and Aben hoped Father Time had slowed his trigger finger.

      "I'm coming out and I'd appreciate it if you don't shoot me."

      As Aben moved clear of the tree line, he heard a second set of footsteps on the pavement. And hushed voices.

      "I've got us covered, Bol," the same gruff voice of the man who'd moved the branch said.

      "God, just don't shoot anyone."

      "Can never be too careful."

      Aben liked the second voice better. There was a calmness in the words and the tone. It lacked the anxious and eager timbre of the rifle-holder.

      When Aben stepped into the clear, he was shocked to discover the driver was the younger of the two. He was dark haired and square-jawed and stood with the kind of posture that gets beaten into you during boot camp. The kind you never lose.

      Aben held his hand and stump up as he approached them. "I don't mean any harm. I can promise you that."

      The older man still had him lined up, even though he was less than ten yards away. The younger placed his hand on the rifle barrel and forced it down.

      "Enough, Dash. We've been hoping to find someone who was still alive. Now that we found one, let's not kill him."

      Dash returned the rifle to its previous resting place on his shoulder, but still appeared wary.

      "I'm Jorge Bolivar. That's Ted Dash."

      "Aben." He extended his hand and Bolivar shook it. When he did, Bolivar's attention was on Aben's stump.

      "You all right there?"

      Aben glanced at it. The bandage was the shit brown color of dried blood. He'd been meaning to change it, but hadn't gotten around to it. "Oh, it hasn't rotted off yet, so I suppose it's just fine."

      "I'm a medic. I'm happy to take a look, just in case."

      Aben nodded. "I'd appreciate that."

      They sat at the side of the road while Bolivar examined Aben's stump.

      "It sure won't be pretty, but there's no infection. Keep it clean and you should be fine."

      While Bolivar cleaned the wound, Aben shared bits of how he lost his appendage and the other men told him of the downfall of D.C. and their journeys thus far.

      Aben thought Dash might be crazy, but he'd met plenty of crazy men during his years in the Marines and wasn't put off by that. The older man seemed to accept him into their small cadre and Aben felt comfortable enough to whistle for the dog. It came without hesitation.

      "I'll be," Bolivar said. "I thought that plague took out all the dogs, too."

      "This is the only one I've seen. Don't think they fared much better than us."

      The mutt crawled onto Bol's lap and licked his face. The man laughed and scratched its ears.

      "Mind his leg."

      "Have you seen anyone else alive?" Bolivar asked Aben.

      Aben shook his head. "No. You boys are the first, I'm afraid. But I haven't put on nearly as many miles as you."

      "Why didn't you boost a ride?" Dash asked.

      "I prefer to walk." He left it at that. Even though these other men were both soldiers and likely had similar tales of their own, his story was one he didn't care to reminisce upon, let alone share out loud.

      Bolivar examined the dog's leg and gave it the all clear. They would both live. For now.

      "There's room in the car for you and the pooch, if you're interested," Bol said.

      "I might be. What do you have planned?"

      As Bolivar and Dash told Aben about the plan to seek out the bunker, Aben thought the idea to be one of the stupidest he'd ever heard, but he managed to keep his opinion to himself. He was proud of that. Maybe he wasn't hopeless after all. When the car hit the road, both he and the dog were along for the ride.
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      Juli was doing fifty miles per hour when Jeremy turned. He'd been silent as night turned to morning and Helen had even taken a break from worrying about him to fall asleep.

      The old woman's head was careened back against the seat and her mouth hung agape as deep, raspy snores rumbled from her throat. Juli smiled a little, remembering how Mark used to snore when he slept, but the smile faded when that memory was swiftly replaced with the one of killing him.

      They'd cleared the city some time ago, but Juli could still see hints of smoke in the sky behind her as she drove. It was a nice enough day otherwise. The weather was warm and spring-like. If she hadn't been running for her life, she might be outside planting petunias and impatiens, digging her hands through the soft potting soil as the chickadees serenaded her.

      The realization that she'd probably never do any of those things again made the beautiful, blue sky seem pointless. What had Helen said? The end of days?

      Maybe she was right. Maybe the world wasn't going to end in an ice age or fireballs from the sky after all. Maybe this was it. She'd never been a philosopher, and she had little time to ponder the end of the world because Helen's snores were replaced with screams.

      Juli checked the rearview mirror and saw Jeremy gnawing away at his grandmother's bony shoulder.

      "Stop it, Jeremy! Stop!" Helen flailed with her stick thin arms, pounding her fists into the boy, but he wouldn't stop eating.

      "Get off her!" Julie screamed as she slammed on the brakes. The duo in the back vaulted forward, crashing into the front seats. That broke them apart and Helen scrambled across the seat and away from the boy.

      His mouth was stained with his grandmother's blood and he struggled to climb free from the footwell. Juli realized she had to stop that and jumped out of the car.

      "Stay away from him, Helen!" Juli threw open the rear passenger side door and grabbed the boy by his hair.

      Jeremy snarled and swung at her, but Juli refused to let go as she dragged him out of the vehicle. Still holding two fistfuls of hair, she slammed his face against the ground once, then a second time.

      The boy's movements slowed but didn't stop. Juli smashed his face against the roadway a third time and felt a crunch. He went limp.

      Juli knelt over his lifeless body, catching her breath. She realized she was still holding onto him and quickly let go. A few wiry, black hairs remained stuck to her sweaty hands.

      I just killed him, she thought. I killed this boy right in front of his grandmother. She wiped her hands on her nightgown to free herself of his hair. As she was doing so, ninety pounds of force landed on her back and she crumpled forward against Jeremy's body.

      Helen was atop her. The newly undead woman felt like fire on Juli's back. He clawed and scratched and only Juli's nightgown prevented her skin from being shredded.

      The dead woman grabbed Juli's arm. She was so strong it felt like she could tear it right off her body. I'm going to die, Juli thought.

      The realization didn't upset her. She'd been in a fog since seeing her dead daughter, killing her husband, and discovering her son had become a zombie. That was a three course meal from which she'd never recover. Her life was already over. This was just paying the check.

      Pinned between the two people she'd tried to save the night before, Juli waited to die. As Helen's thick saliva dripped onto the nape of her neck, it dawned on her that she didn't want to die after all.

      Juli threw her head backward and felt a jarring collision as her skull collided with Helen's face. Tiny stars appeared before her eyes.

      Helen's frantic clawing and scratching stopped for a moment and Juli she felt the weight atop her shift. The reprieve was only long enough for Juli to roll onto her side. When she looked up, she saw blood running out of Helen's broken nose.

      When Juli moved, Helen's focus returned to her. Juli grabbed Helen's shirt and pushed the zombie backward. Helen swung and flailed at her, her brittle nails drawing blood.

      Juli caught Helen's arm and pulled her in close. They were face to face. When Juli stared into Helen's red, crazed eyes, she knew it was now or never.

      Juli twisted her head and lunged for the old woman's neck. She bit down on Helen's throat and felt the flesh give way.

      Hot blood gushed into Juli's mouth, but she kept biting until her teeth caught what felt like a thick string of gristle. She bit harder and that too gave way. Now the blood was spraying, pumping out of the zombie and into Juli's face.

      Helen grabbed for her throat and Juli rolled, which knocked Helen off her and onto the road. Juli darted back to the Audi and dove into the driver's seat.

      She'd left the engine running and she threw the SUV into reverse, cranked the wheel hard to the right and watched in the mirror as the rear end of the car slammed into Helen. The back end bucked and bounced as it rolled over her, then the front wheels did a repeat.

      Through the windshield, Juli could now see the zombie's twisted, mangled corpse sprawled on the highway. Then, Helen tried to get up. Juli waited until the zombie was on its knees, which put its head right at bumper level. She shifted into drive and slammed the gas.

      Juli felt a heavy thud as the vehicle plowed into the woman. She kept driving and didn't look back.

      Juli's mouth was filled with the taste of blood and she spit twice into the passenger seat to rid herself of the flavor. That only half worked.

      She caught her reflection in the mirror and saw that Helen's blood drenched her upper body. She felt nauseous, but that was mostly the lingering flavor of the blood in her mouth.

      She wasn't horrified at what she'd just done, she felt accomplished. Before this, Juli assumed her life was over. Now, she thought she might have some living to do after all. But first, she wanted some new clothing. And a cigarette.
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      Mead saw the ambulance first. He drove a BMW SUV they'd found shortly after blowing up half the town. Bundy's explosion trick was a good one and had killed every single zombie that had them trapped. But, as the big man had lamented, it also wiped out their weaponry.

      All they'd escaped with was Mead's trusty hockey stick and Bundy's rifle. That didn't bother Mead tremendously because he knew he could fend for himself. Bundy, on the other hand, was fucked without his guns. More proof guns are a bad option in a zombie apocalypse, Mead thought.

      The big red bus sat in the middle of the interstate and Mead wasn't sure it was real at first. It could’ve been a hazy mirage in the heat brought on by tired eyes and the hypnosis that goes along with highway driving. But as they neared it, it became clear the ambulance was very real.

      The front end faced away from them, which prevented Mead from seeing inside, but he assumed that if there were any occupants, they were dead.

      A line from an old zombie movie about sending more paramedics came to mind and Mead started laughing and couldn't stop.

      His shrill giggles woke Bundy, who hadn't stopped being butt hurt over the stairs fiasco. Mead liked him better when he was sleeping.

      "What's so damn funny?" Bundy asked.

      Bundy had been irritated since the rooftop incident and it was wearing on Mead's psyche. He kept trying to impress the man, to keep the mood upbeat, but it was growing harder by the hour.

      "Nothing. There's an ambulance ahead," Mead said.

      Bundy sat forward in his seat and rubbed his sleepy eyes. "Pull over."

      Mead did, slowing the BMW to a stop at the back corner of the ambulance. He left the engine running as he jumped out and grabbed his hockey stick. Bundy followed, slowly.

      When Mead moved beside the ambulance, he heard something thump against the side wall. He jumped back a step, then hopped onto the side rail and got eye level with the driver's side window. From there he saw the woman.

      She was bone skinny and motionless. He thought she might be dead, but he couldn't see any wounds on her and, so far, he hadn't seen zombies sleep. It was a quandary.

      He glanced back at Bundy. "There's a woman inside."

      "Dead?"

      Mead shrugged his shoulders. "Can't tell." He pulled up on the door handle and found it locked. "It's locked."

      "I assumed as much when it didn't open."

      That rotten attitude again. Mead didn't bother responding. He rapped the end of the hockey stick against the window and waited. She gave no response. "Pretty sure she's dead."

      Another loud thud rocked the ambulance.

      "Whatever's back here sure isn't," Bundy said.

      "Try the back door."
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        * * *

      

      Bundy moved to the rear doors. He'd grown to highly dislike the little man who now watched him with the hungry, excited eyes of an animal. Part of it, a big part, was because he blamed Mead for losing his collection of firearms. But it was more than that. The dude annoyed him on general principle. He was anxious and shifty. Mead was exhausting to be around.

      Bundy would have dropped him a few hundred miles ago if the kid hadn't been such a good fighter. In Bundy's thick, bear paw hands, that goofy-looking hockey stick was useless, but Mead handled it like an actual ninja and he'd destroyed a shocking number of zombies without so much as firing a single bullet.

      The kid was wired on energy drinks and Bundy slept while Mead drove straight through the night. Bundy had woken up when the morning light penetrated his still closed eyelids and he faked it for a while, hoping to avoid Mead's incessant chatter. He'd have continued to feign sleep if it hadn't been for the ambulance.

      This is where we'll split up, Bundy thought. I'll take the bus; he can have the Beemer. Sayonara, you odd, little man. He kept his finger on the trigger of his sole remaining rifle as he reached for the door handle and eased it open.

      The first thing he saw was chaos. It looked as if the entire contents of the ambulance had been knocked to the floor and repeatedly beaten and smashed.

      Amidst the destruction, he saw the zombie. Bits of glass and shards of debris covered its dark blue paramedic uniform. As his gaze carried up to its face, Bundy saw two syringes jutting from its eye sockets. Red gore had trickled down its cheeks and dried; bloody tears leaking from the black holes where its eyes had once been.

      "Son of a bitch." The words came out in an exhale and when they did, the zombie turned toward him like a weather vane in a strong wind. It stumbled at him, tripping over the wreckage under its feet, which suddenly made more sense to Bundy.

      He took a few steps back from the ambulance and watched as the zombie climbed back to its feet, fell again, then resorted to crawling on all fours toward him.

      When it reached the back of the bus, its feeling hands hit the open air and it fell ass over head out the doorway and landed face first on the road. Bundy winced as the fall drove the syringes deeper into its eye sockets.

      "What's going on?" Mead called out.

      Bundy didn't answer. He was enjoying the show. The zombie pushed itself back onto its knees, then got to its feet. Its arms flailed wildly, desperate for a target. Bundy kept backing away, staying just out of reach.

      He didn't see Mead jogging onto the scene until he was just a few feet away with the stick raised. Not this time, slick. This one's mine.

      Bundy hurriedly shouldered the rifle, aimed and fired. The bullet ripped through the blind zombie's face, smashing out its front teeth then exploding the back of its skull in a spray of red. The spent bullet whizzed just a few feet by Mead and embedded itself in the side of the ambulance.

      Mead jumped back and dropped his stick which clattered against the concrete. "What the fuck!"

      Bundy lowered the rifle slowly, deliberately. "Didn't see you." His voice was not apologetic.

      Mead's eyes blazed, but he didn't respond. He pushed his greasy hair out of his face and bent to pick up the stick. When he stood, the woman spoke.

      "Who are you?"

      Both men looked to Mina, who stood beside the driver's door of the ambulance. She stared at them, curious and wary.

      "I thought you were dead. You looked it," Mead said.

      "You were wrong. And you didn't answer me."

      Bundy strode toward her, grinning over her thinly veiled annoyance with Mead. "I'm Bundy."

      "Like the wrestler or the serial killer?"

      "Like neither. It's just a name."

      Mina extended her bony hand, and when Bundy took it on his own, he thought it looked like a bird's foot laying in a catcher's mitt. "Mina Costell. Is your friend incapable of answering a simple question?"

      Mead didn't bother with a handshake. "Mead."

      Mina looked past them, toward the dead zombie in the road. "I was calling him Ray. As in Charles."

      "Were you the one that blinded it?" Bundy asked.

      She nodded. "He's been with me for a few hundred miles."

      "Why didn't you kill it?" Mead's voice was an amalgamation of contempt and confusion.

      "He was company, of sorts."

      As Mead stomped back to the BMW, Bundy and Mina exchanged a grin. "He's an intense one."

      "You don't know the half of it," Bundy said. "But he's alive, and that seems pretty rare now."

      He looked her up and down. She looked like a twig he could break in two, but he saw dried blood all over her. It was obvious she was no helpless waif. "Want to make our duo a trio?"

      Mina looked to Mead, who sulked behind the wheel of the Beemer, then back to the mountain that was Bundy. "I won't ride with two men I only just met, but I'll follow along a while."

      Bundy liked the sound of that. "Get back in the ambulance and we'll lead the way."

      Mina nodded and gave his bicep, which was bigger than her waist, a short caress. "Good."
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      “It’s called a Rattenkönig. I saw a mummified version in a German science museum," Emory said.

      "There were upwards of two dozen rats knotted together. It was rather horrifying. If memory serves, they were first was discovered just before the bubonic plague in the 1300's wiped out a third of the world's population."

      Wim thought about that for a good while.

      After the incident on the highway, the two men agreed to pack it in for the day. A roadside motel which the sign out front declared, "Yellow Hat Motor Court," seemed empty enough. Neither had any qualms about taking a key from the pegboard behind the desk without paying.

      "Let's go with three. It's my lucky number," Emory had said. The motel was free of travelers and zombies and that, coupled with twin beds, was all they needed.

      Wim had told Emory about the abomination of rats he'd found in the barn in the days preceding the outbreak, and as he told the tale, the old man's eyes brightened. "They called it a Rat King."

      That seemed fitting to Wim. But having a name to put with the thing he'd seen and destroyed did little to allay the unease of Emory's comments about the plague's effect on the population. "What percentage of people would you suppose have been killed by this?"

      Emory mulled it over. "I've been thinking about that a lot the last few days. You're the only other non-infected person I've met and — Now, I don't mean to alarm you..."

      "Be candid. The time for coddling is long past."

      "Well, there is simply no way to know if we are immune or if there's the equivalent of a ticking time bomb inside us. There's a real possibility that this disease has simply decided to take a few days or weeks longer than the typical incubation period before it explodes."

      Wim watched him a moment, then smirked. "That's interesting, but you didn't answer my question."

      "Oh, yes. About the mortality rate. Well..." He broke eye contact with Wim and Wim noticed. He also noticed the deep wrinkles that etched the old man's face were even darker than normal — black gashes across his forehead and under his eyes. "It's impossible to say. There are too many uncertainties."

      "But you have an idea."

      Emory looked back to him and nodded. "I do. If what I've seen, and what you've told me, holds true elsewhere... It's considerably higher than ninety-nine percent."

      He folded his hands, his fingers stiff and the knuckles fat with rheumatism. "Frankly, I'd be shocked if more than one person in ten thousand survived the virus, or whatever it was.

      “And when you factor in the people who were killed by the... zombies, I guess we're calling them that. Or the people who perished from heart attacks due to the stress like I almost did, or had an asthma attack and couldn't go to the pharmacy for a new inhaler or small children who have no one to care for them..."

      His shoulders sagged. "It could very easily be one in a hundred thousand. Maybe even one in a million, Wim."

      Wim sighed heavily. He appreciated Emory's candor and deep down, he'd had the same thoughts, but hearing it said aloud carried a gravitas that felt uncomfortably real. "Like hitting the lottery."

      Emory smiled a bit when Wim said that and some of the darkness and worry fled his face. "I suppose so. That would make us winners, would it not?"

      Wim didn't feel like a winner, but he liked seeing the old man smile. Emory had told him bits of his life's story since they met, and although the two couldn't be more opposite, Wim felt an admiration so strong that it bordered on infatuation.

      He loved listening as Emory discussed backpacking through Europe or driving a Land Rover across the Australian Outback. And even though Emory was the first gay man Wim had met in his entire life, when he talked about his early years with his partner, the age melted off him like snow on a tin roof. Wim found himself so envious to experience that kind of love that he felt a physical ache deep inside himself.

      "Have you ever loved someone, Wim? Someone other than family?"

      "No, Sir." It seemed like there should be more to add. An excuse as to why a thirty-two-year-old man was so inexperienced in many ways, but he couldn't find the words. Probably because there weren't any to find.

      "I view love as life's greatest blessing, and its most devious curse. The person you love occupies your thoughts every waking moment. They're with you all day long, whether in physical form or not. You fall asleep thinking about them and then you dream about them. In the morning, the whole show starts over again."

      "So, why's that bad?"

      "Because love isn't always reciprocated. Actually, I'd say it seldom is, at least in equal parts. One person always loves a little harder. Needs a little more. It's like an old fashioned money scale." Emory held his hands up at an even level, then lowered one while raising the other. "And when that happens, the balance gets lost. One side keeps falling further and further behind the other and, eventually, it's passed the tipping point and it bottoms out."

      "Which one were you?"

      Emory flashed a smirk that could have been rueful, but light flickered in his eyes. "Grant wanted to love me. In fact, he did at first, I'm certain of it. Maybe even up until the bitter end. But Grant had a veneer that I never managed to penetrate. Perhaps it was there to protect himself, but it was always a barrier between us."

      "Did you ever think about divorce? Or, I guess it would have been a separation."

      "Not for a nanosecond. He was the love of my life, even if he couldn't reciprocate in the way I would have wished. And I loved him for his so called faults, not in spite of them. He challenged me in a way no one else ever did." His eyes drifted away from Wim's gaze.

      "Even in the later years, when it seemed like we were virtual strangers in that big house, I'd still wake eager to see him. I'd go to Grant's quarters. We had separate bedrooms for decades. I'd stand in the doorway and watch him. Sometimes, only for a few seconds. Sometimes, so long my knees would get sore and my back stiff.

      “And his face, so peaceful and soft as he slept, was the face of the man I saw dancing across that stage decades earlier. It didn't matter that his hair had gone gray or his skin was as wrinkled as a newspaper that had been crumpled into a ball and flattened back out again."

      "I always fled before he woke, but even during the darkest years, I gazed at him on those mornings and found peace. And in many ways, that's even better than love."

      It was so dark inside the room the two could barely see each other, but when Wim felt a yawn coming on, he covered his mouth to hide it.

      "I'm tired, too," Emory said.

      "It's been a long day."

      "Indeed it has. And we've earned a good night's sleep."

      Emory was asleep when his head hit the pillow. Wim lasted slightly longer. He watched the stars outside the motel room window. Billions of stars.

      There used to be billions of us, too. He tried to imagine the sky if 99.9999% of the stars winked out. The idea that there might only be a few thousand people left alive in the whole, entire world dominated his thoughts until he drifted off.

      When he woke the next morning and found the motel surrounded by zombies, he realized he'd left all the guns in the Bronco. It was a stupid mistake, and in this new world, stupid mistakes got you killed.

      He felt bad that Emory was going to die for his carelessness. And he regretted that he'd never get to see Ramey again. But most of all, he wished God would have spared someone smarter and more deserving of that one in a million winning lottery ticket that he'd just wasted.
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      Ramey neared a school bus that sat disabled at the side of the road, felled by a flat tire. She slowed the truck as she passed and peered into the windows. Most were blood-stained and some cracked.

      She caught motion inside, figures roaming through the confines of the bus. When she got to the front, she saw eight dead children pawing at the windshield trying to escape. Their small, undead faces gave her goosebumps, and the site had her on edge for the next half hour.

      As she rounded a sharp, downward sloping curve, she saw two figures on the road ahead. She thought they were corpses, but when she got within twenty yards, she saw movement. Not just moving, fighting. Ramey closed the gap to ten yards. She rested her hand on top of the cold gun on the seat beside her and watched.

      The two were almost perfect opposites. The one on top was young, tall, thin, and male. The woman on the bottom was older, short, and round. They made Ramey think of that old comedy act she sometimes saw on TV. Laurel and something. Harvey?

      At first, she thought they were both alive, but she soon realized the boy's movements had the herky jerky zombie mannerisms she'd seen so often. The woman was alive, and she was losing the fight.

      Ramey opened her door and jumped down from the truck. She tried to line the sights up with the zombie's head, but it looked like a pinpoint. Every time she breathed it dipped out of alignment.

      You can do this, she thought. Just focus and aim. Focus and aim. She held her breath and pulled the trigger.

      Ramey saw a spray of blood and the zombie boy flinched backward and grabbed at his throat. A second later, he dove at the woman, who struggled to hold him back.

      "Damn it!" Ramey aimed again. Fired. This time, the round slammed into the boy's shoulder and sent him teetering off-balance.

      The woman pushed him the rest of the way over and he hit the ground with a thud. She rolled out from under him and looked to Ramey as she staggered to her feet. She didn't see the boy stand up and run, but Ramey did.

      Ramey leveled off the gun. The woman's eyes grew so wide Ramey could see white all around the iris.

      "Don't! I'm normal!"

      Ramey shot again and saw a red mist burst from the side of the zombie's head. He dropped in a heap. She hated that it had taken three bullets to get the job done, but better late than never. The woman whose life Ramey saved looked behind her and saw the dead boy in the road.

      "Holy shit! I thought you were gonna kill me! But thanks."

      Ramey flicked the gun's safety on and tucked it into the side of her belt. "Of course."

      "I'm Peggy Benoit."

      Peggy extended a hand and they shook. The woman's grip was strong as a man's and Ramey was relieved when she let go.

      Ramey guessed the woman to be in her mid fifties. She had a bowl cut of black hair that had gone at least half gray. She wore no makeup, black trousers, and a blue work shirt. Ramey didn't know if she was a lesbian, but thought she looked the part.

      "Ramey." Ramey motioned to the dead boy on the ground. "Did you know him?"

      Peggy nodded. "Teddy Stader. He's been riding my bus since kindergarten. A little weird, but a good kid."

      "I passed a school bus a little while ago. That was yours?"

      Peggy's eyes clouded over with tears, but she fought them back before they could take an escape route down her cheeks. "Yeah. It was..." She didn't finish. Instead, she looked to Ramey's truck, which still idled in the roadway. "Where are you going?"

      "To West Virginia. To look for my father."

      "You don't think he's alive, do you?"

      Her bluntness didn't bother Ramey. It was a question she asked herself a hundred times and hour. "Not really. But I have to know for sure."

      "Oh." Peggy's eyes narrowed, and it was clear she thought the idea stupid.

      Ramey knew she was being judged and wasn't a fan of it. She had just saved the woman's life, after all. "Do you have anyone?"

      "No." Peggy tapped her foot in a rapid, nervous tic.

      Ramey tried to think of something to say, but Peggy beat her to it.

      "Could I go with you? If you don't mind." Her voice broke and she looked at the ground. "I'd really like to go."

      Ramey hadn't had the best luck with companions, but she couldn't leave anyone alone with no vehicle, no protection.

      "Of course. We can even take turns driving, if you're up for it."

      Peggy glanced up and half-smiled. "Been doing it for a living for thirty-four years. Think I could manage."

      "Good." Ramey moved toward the truck, but Peggy lagged behind.

      "Ramey?"

      She looked back.

      "Could we move him off the road first? We don't have to bury him or anything, but it don't feel right just letting him lay there like roadkill. And he saved my ass earlier. Kinda feel like I owe him."

      Ramey looked to the dead boy and nodded. "Yeah. I'll help."

      Together they dragged the boy into a field of Kentucky bluegrass and clover. Peggy knelt down at his side and folded his hands over his chest, then tousled his hair, which had been cut into a mohawk and dyed green.

      "I'm sorry, bud." Peggy stood up and nodded her head. "Let's go."

      So they did.
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      Mead spied the warehouse first. Bundy was too busy staring out the window with stars in his eyes over the broad they'd met in the ambulance.

      The steel sided building was at least three hundred feet long and even wider. A large electronic billboard out front was blank, but a faded placard on the front wall read, 'Gilbert Paving & Heavy Construction.'

      No cars occupied the parking lot, which Mead felt lowered the likelihood of zombies inside. He also saw plenty of doors, from regular entryways to huge garage bays. Another plus.

      Mead wasn't a fan of taking shelter indoors because it was easy to become surrounded and trapped. This warehouse, however, seemed mostly immune from those issues.

      "Check that out," he said to Bundy.

      Bundy came out of his daydream and looked ahead. "What about it?"

      "Might be a good place to rest and regroup."

      Bundy shrugged his shoulders. "Maybe."

      When they reached the long driveway heading to the warehouse, he turned in. The ambulance followed. After stopping at the entrance, Mead bounced out of the BMW, grabbing his stick on the way. Bundy also got out of the SUV, but didn't follow. Mina strolled toward the big man.

      "What are we doing here?"

      Mead ignored them as he bounded to the front doors.

      "Mead thought it would be a good place to rest up."

      "He never heard of a hotel?"

      Bitch. Mead pretended not to hear.

      "His idea, not mine," Bundy said.

      The door opened to reveal an industrial waiting area filled with metal and vinyl furniture, tables littered with magazines like Popular Mechanics and Field & Stream, and a healthy layer of dust on the tile floor.

      It looked completely undisturbed, and while Mead knew that wasn't a guarantee, it was another good omen. He glanced toward the lot where Bundy and Mina mulled.

      "Looks empty," he called to them.

      Mina huffed. "Is there a reason you want us to hole up inside some factory and not a house or a hotel?"

      Mead wanted to respond sarcastically but stopped himself. He took a breath, then spoke. "Houses and hotels are more likely to have people. Dead people. And it's too easy to get trapped. This is safer. Besides, there might be cool shit inside."

      Mina and Bundy exchanged a glance. Mead could tell they realized his points were valid. Why didn't people just trust him? He knew his shit. "I'll do a run through and make sure it's clear if you want to bring whatever supplies we have left."

      With that, he disappeared into the building.

      "Doesn't he ever get tired?" Mina asked.

      "Not to my knowledge. He's like that Energizer bunny. He just keeps going and going and going and—"

      "I get it."

      Mina took two small plastic bags of groceries she'd gathered during an earlier stop. Bundy took his rifle and a few more bags of food. Then they headed into the warehouse.
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        * * *

      

      While Mead explored every nook and cranny of the warehouse, Mina followed Bundy through a few of the cavernous garage bays, which were filled with heavy equipment. Bundy pointed to a gigantic steam roller.

      "What do you think? If we had that we wouldn't need to drive around zombies, we could roll right over 'em."

      Mina raised an eyebrow. Was he serious? "How fast does one of those go?"

      "I don't know. Four miles an hour, maybe. Five."

      "Oh, so we could make it to Florida in about two years."

      He looked to her. "Is that where you're heading? Florida?"

      Mina shrugged her shoulders. She hadn't given it much thought. "It's warm. And I've never seen the ocean."

      "You're serious?"

      "As a heart attack."

      "Well, we'll have to remedy that."

      She liked Bundy. She didn't trust him entirely just yet, but she was seventy-five percent of the way there.

      They moved into another bay which was filled with supplies such as concrete and tar. Bundy examined the various boxes and bags. "Can I ask you something?"

      "Depends what you're asking. But go ahead."

      "You don't seem fond of Mead, but you tolerate me. Why is that?"

      It was a good question. "You want an honest answer?"

      "Of course."

      "Because I know I can outrun you."

      Bundy stared for a moment, then burst out laughing. His deep, jovial chortles made Mina smile and laugh a little, too. It had been a good, long while since she laughed. That bumped him up to eighty percent trustworthy. Maybe even eighty-five.

      "Well ho-leeee shit," Bundy muttered.

      He stared at something behind her and her first instinct was to think it was a zombie and panic. As she started to run, Bundy caught her arm and held her gently.

      "It's okay. Nothing for you to be scared of."

      He took her by the shoulders and turned her toward what held his fascination.

      "Is that..."

      "It sure is. Let's keep this between us for a little while, all right."

      She thought that was a good idea. "I'm okay with that. Anyway, I'm hungry. How about you?"

      Bundy gave another wide grin. "Look at me, Mina. I'm always hungry."
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      By the time Ross returned to the truck and found Josiah eating away at his father's arm, the boy had devoured a wad of flesh the size of a racquetball.

      Ross only stared at first, and when he got words out, they came out in screechy whistles through his gapped teeth, "Whaaaat the heeeeeell?"

      Grady's eyes fluttered and opened. The pain was exquisite, and he walked a tightrope between consciousness and darkness.

      He felt Josiah's teeth pull loose of his arm. Then he saw the boy stand and move away from him.

      In his delirium, it looked like Josiah was skipping. Just an average, healthy American boy enjoying the sunny weather on a spring day. Maybe he was off to play a game of hopscotch or red rover with the friends he never had.

      Then Grady saw Ross running. And then he saw Josiah catch him. The boy grabbed onto the older man's spare tire. His tiny fingers sunk into the fat and held tight.

      Grady's head drifted backwards and came to rest on the concrete where he stared up at the perfect blue sky.

      What a beautiful world God has given them, he thought as Ross squealed like a pig being slaughtered outside of Grady's new field of vision. We won't foul it up this time, Lord. We'll make everything right again.

      Another, weaker squeal came from Ross. It sounded wet, like he might be choking. Grady barely noticed. He saw a wispy "t" of clouds high above him and thought it looked like a cross. Another sign.

      After a few minutes, Ross stopped squealing and sometime after that, Josiah returned to his side. Blood had painted his face red and only his perfect, white teeth stood out amongst the crimson mask. Even his eyes were bloody.

      The boy stared down at his father, his mouth twisted into a grotesque grimace, which Grady took for a smile.

      "All is well, my son. God is protecting us."

      Grady sat up and Josiah took a seat in his lap. Grady held his son in his arms and paid no attention to the mangled corpse eight yards away.

      He glanced at his arm. Blood oozed from the wound and he noticed a small puddle had formed beside him.

      Grady assumed he would soon transform into a zombie like his beautiful boy. He welcomed this first death because this death was necessary. It was only after the first death that he could be saved and welcomed into God's new kingdom.

      Josiah had already been saved. The peace he displayed as Grady held him was proof of that. Before this, the boy would never allow even the briefest of embraces, let alone being cradled in his father's arms. God had cured the boy from the demons of autism that had tormented his short life and he was now one of God's chosen ones.

      Away from them, Ross rose to his feet and stumbled about, trying to get his legs under him. He turned toward Grady and Josiah, then did a one-eighty and shambled away in the other direction.

      Grady laid in the street, holding his son and waited for death. But death wasn't coming for him.
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        * * *

      

      "They're zombies!" Dash said as he peered through the 4x scope attached the hunting rifle he'd found in an abandoned pickup earlier that morning.

      Bolivar had stopped the car a hundred yards from the tractor trailer that blocked the road. He saw the two figures in the street and planned to find a way around them, but Dash was a full steam ahead kind of guy and insisted they clear the path. Aben considered himself simply along for the ride and didn't offer an opinion either way.

      "Let me look." Bolivar took the rifle from Dash and held the scope to his eye.

      In the distance, he could see a man and boy on the road, the boy cradled in his arms. Neither moved. "I think they're dead."

      Dash reclaimed the gun. "They aren't. Hell, you can see the kid's eyes are open. There's blood all over his face. Little fucker's a zombie!"

      "No shooting until we're certain," Bolivar said in a tone of voice that made it clear this wasn't up for debate.

      Dash removed his finger from the trigger and screwed his face up like a toddler who’d just been told he wasn’t getting dessert. "Well then, how abouts you walk up there and ask 'em what the hell's going on?"

      "I have an idea," Aben said from behind them.

      The men looked to him, shocked. Aben hadn't been much of a talker thus far. Aben leaned into the car where the dog was sprawled across the backseat.

      "You know how to speak, buddy? Can you bark for me?" The dog climbed into a sitting position and wagged its tail. "Give us a bark. Speak!"

      The dog threw back its head and gave two shrill yips. Aben scratched its head. "Good boy."

      Bolivar and Dash watched the man and child. At first, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the boy stood up.

      His body moved stiffly, like an old man waking up from a long nap. He caught sight of the men watching from afar and staggered toward them.

      The man sat up next. He looked around aimlessly, his head rocking to and fro.

      "Told you. Zombies!" Dash said.

      Bolivar couldn't take his eyes off the boy. He was so small, almost frail. But he knew from the boy's horrible robotic walk that he was dead. He nodded. “Go ahead.”

      Dash licked his lips and lined up the cross hairs over the boy's face.
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      Grady couldn't understand why he was still alive. He was certain he was going to die. Maybe he was dead and just hadn't realized it yet.

      He looked around, his tired eyes struggling to adjust to the bright light of day. He thought he'd heard something. A dog?

      He still felt like himself. Is that how this worked? He was so confused.

      Grady noticed Josiah wandering away from him and tried to reach for him, but the boy was beyond his grasp. He tried to speak, to call his son back to him, but his lips were dry, his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.

      He attempted to summon up spit so he'd be able to make words. Come to Daddy, he wanted to say. Come back to me.

      And then Josiah's head exploded.

      It seemed to happen in slow motion. A spray of black liquid. White shards of skull soaring like pieces of a shattered dinner plate. Clumps of dull, gray brain raining down.

      The little boy's body stood there for a moment, his tiny fists opened and closed. Opened and closed. Grasping at nothingness. And then it collapsed.

      Grady suddenly had spit in his mouth and all he could do was scream. "No!"
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      "Oh, Christ on a pony, what the fuck is going on?" Dash said as he watched the man he'd thought was a zombie run to the dead boy. The man scooped up pieces of his brain and shoved it into what remained of his head.

      "My God..." was all Bolivar could get out.

      The man gathered together bits of bone and hair and tried to sculpt it into some semblance of a head, but everything from the boy's nose up was gone.

      "Oh, fuck." Dash ran his hands through his buzz cut and rocked back and forth on his feet. "Oh, fuck; oh, fuck. Make him stop that, Bol. He's gotta stop doing that."

      The man unleashed a scream so mournful that it sent goosebumps racing across Bolivar's flesh. "No!"

      "Should I shoot him?" Dash asked.

      Bolivar turned to him, angry at first, but when he saw Dash's face had lost all its color and that his eyes were brimming with tears, the anger vanished. "No. Just sit down and wait."

      Dash did so without another word. Bolivar and Aben exchanged a pained look.

      "You saw him, right?" Bolivar asked.

      Aben nodded. "The kid was dead. Had to be."

      They looked back to the carnage and saw the man clutching the headless boy in his arms, his entire body convulsing in sobs.

      "Will you come with me? I don't think I can do this alone?"

      Aben nodded again. "Of course."

      The two of them went to Grady, who had yet to see them. Bolivar knelt at his side. "Sir. Sir, can you look at me?"

      Grady stared at his twice dead son until Bolivar put his hand on his shoulder. When he met his gaze, Bolivar immediately regretted that. The man's eyes were bulging and full of pain. His face was contorted into a mask of agony.

      "Josiah." He didn't say anything else, but his arms squeezed the boy's body even harder than before and Bolivar realized that was the boy's name.

      "Was he your son?"

      Grady gave one small nod and fell silent, aside from the weeping.

      Bolivar couldn't stand looking at him or the dead boy any longer. He turned to Aben. "What are we going to do with him?"

      Aben too looked away from the broken man. "What a mess."

      Bolivar didn't say anything. That summed it up perfectly.

      After several minutes, Grady had either exhausted himself from crying or gone catatonic. The men couldn't determine which.

      Aben pried him away from Josiah's corpse and led him to the car. Along the way, he noticed the bite on Grady's arm and pointed it out to Bolivar.

      "You think his kid did that?"

      Bolivar saw the wound was large, but dotted around the edges with small teeth marks. He nodded. "I'd say so."

      "Then why hasn't he turned?"

      It was a good question, but Bolivar couldn't answer it. Everyone he'd seen bitten thus far became a zombie in short order. He wished he could talk to the man, but his eyes were as vacant as a zombie. Maybe it was a delayed reaction.

      "It would probably be wise to bind his hands and feet. Just in case."

      Aben nodded in agreement. After doing that, they deposited Grady into the back-seat of the car. Dash turned his head so he didn't need to look at the man whose son he'd just murdered.

      They headed south.
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      Ungrateful assholes, Mead thought as he sped along the road. He was tempted to keep driving and never return. Just let that bastard and his new girlfriend fend for themselves. Bundy was probably down to a handful of bullets. When he ran out, where would they be without Mead to save the day? Fucked, that's where.

      As tempted as he was to drive solo into the sunset, the warehouse was a good location. One he found. Why should they get to reap the benefits of his hard work? After he'd spent an hour checking every square inch of the warehouse, he returned to the lobby to see Bundy and Mina practically making out on the couch.

      In the morning, they were both still asleep when Mead woke, ready to hit the road and scavenge. He was fine with his hockey stick, but they needed weapons. He also knew they needed more food since the night prior, Bundy and Mina treated their meager supplies like a smorgasbord. Mead felt like he was back at the restaurant.

      That morning, he'd given Bundy a hard poke in the chest and the big man's eyes fluttered. Mead asked him if he wanted to come along, but Bund only grunted and said, "Maybe later." Mead didn't bother talking to the woman as she'd looked at him like he had a full body herpes outbreak the whole night prior.

      Mead was fine being on his own. At least, that's what he told himself. As the speedometer crept over a hundred miles-per-hour, he saw the zombies.

      There were dozens of them all crowded around a dinky, six-room roadside motel with a blindingly bright yellow roof. He didn't know why they were all so eager to chill at the yellow roof inn, but that didn't matter. He needed to take out his frustration on something.

      The Pirelli tires shrieked as Mead skidded to the stop at the outer edges of the pothole ridden parking lot. He was out of the vehicle and armed with his stick before the engine could stop purring.

      The zombies hadn't missed his grand entrance and the mass of them shuffled in his direction. Bring it, fuckers.

      The leader of the pack was a bald man in mechanic's overalls. Mead trotted toward him, twirling the stick end for end like a cheerleader in a halftime show, and as soon as it was close enough, he sliced the zombie's head off.

      Next up was a woman with a yellow name tag reading, "Beth - Asst. Manager," and with the knife end of the stick he punched a ticket through her forehead. After that, he did a sweet spinning move and killed two zombies, one on each end of his weapon.

      After Mead mowed through twenty of the creatures, he saw two men vacate a motel room. They ran toward an old Bronco and the younger of the two dove into the cab.

      They're going to run off after I did all the hard work? Is everyone who survived this plague an asshole? He was starting to believe so.

      Another zombie moved close enough to kill. This one was a teenage boy with a messy quiff of hair and ridiculously good looks. The kind of guy who made Mead's life miserable in school. Probably rich, too. The prick.

      Mead slammed the shaft of the stick into the zombie's face and took great pleasure in feeling the reverberations of the breaking bones. It felt so damned good.

      He stood over the teenage zombie, raised the stick above his head like a spear and slammed the knife end through the kid's nose. Not such a pretty boy any more.

      Mead glanced up and saw seven more zombies moving toward him but, just as he moved in to keep fighting, a gunshot rang out and one fell. Then another. And another. And another. In less than ten seconds, they were all dead.

      Mead saw the younger of the two men leaning against the Bronco. He set aside his rifle and gave Mead a big smile and wave as he jogged toward him.

      The other man, who Mead thought looked almost old enough to get a "Happy Birthday" on the Today Show, followed, albeit much more slowly.

      The white man looked like a country bumpkin, with his flannel shirt and generic blue jeans, but when he reached Mead, he gave him an embrace strong enough to make his ribs hurt.

      "We thought it was time to say our goodbyes!" the man he would come to know as Wim said. "You saved our lives. No fooling."

      When he released Mead, the other man had joined them. He didn't hug Mead, and for that Mead was grateful. They did shake hands. "I'm Emory, and this is Wim. Thank you."

      "Mead. And you're welcome." Their gratitude was obvious. It felt good. And deserved. "How'd you get trapped in there?"

      Wim shook his head, a sheepish look clouding his otherwise happy face. "My stupidity. We holed up for the night and I let all the guns in the truck. We didn't see any zombies when we got here. I don't know where they all came from."

      Mead thought back to the fiasco at the town where he almost cashed in his own chips. "They have a way of doing that."

      Wim looked at Mead's weapon with admiration. "That's pretty incredible. I never would have thought of that."

      I should be with men like this, Mead thought. Smart people. Not thankless shitheads. "I've got a lot of mileage out of it."

      "I bet," Wim said. "You were downright amazing."

      Amazing was an adjective which wasn't typically associated with Mead unless it was followed up with something like "failure" or "fuck up" or "loser." He grinned like the Cheshire Cat.

      That smile faltered when the old man spoke up.

      "Are you alone or have you met others?"

      Lie. Tell them you haven't seen anyone else. Say you've been on your own. The others don't want you anyway. You know it's true.

      But as angry as he felt over their treatment of him, he couldn't bring himself to abandon them. "I met a guy a few days ago. Bundy. And then we came across a woman in an ambulance. They're a little helpless, though."

      Wim's eyes grew wide as saucers. "The woman, is she about eighteen?"

      That's a weird question, Mead thought, but didn't say. "No. She's older. Around forty, I'd guess."

      "Oh."

      Mead thought the man looked disappointed, but he recovered quickly.

      "Well, it's great there are more people out there. Me and Emory were starting to wonder."

      "Yeah, they're the only two people I've found alive since this shit started." Aside from Wang Jie, of course, but he preferred not to think about him. "They're holed up in a warehouse maybe twenty miles from here. I've been out scouting the area, gathering food and supplies."

      "You're a good man," Emory said.

      Don't I know it. "Thanks, but I'm just doing what needs done. Do you guys have a plan? A place to go? Anything like that?"

      Wim gazed down the road and Mead could tell he had a mission of some sort. "We're heading further south. Down through central West Virginia. After that, we'll see."

      Mead thought he was holding back, but that was okay. It was smart. They'd just met and didn't know if they could fully trust each other yet. But Mead's gut told him to give them a chance. Shit, they were better than the two buffoons he was stuck with, that was for damn sure.

      "Why don't you follow me back to the warehouse. It's a good place to get prepared and rest up."

      Wim and Emory exchanged a look and nod.

      "We'll take you up on that, Mead. Thank you," Wim said.

      "Anytime. People need to watch out for each other."

      The men climbed into the Bronco and fired it up while Mead returned to the BMW. He did a u-turn and lead the way.
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      "Stop the car, Bol. I'm so damn hungry I could eat a horse and chase the jockey," Dash said from the passenger seat.

      The sign ahead read, "Save-A-Bunch Grocery," and it appeared abandoned.

      "Can't you wait a while? At least, until we need gas?" The tank was three quarters full and Bolivar thought they had a good chance of reaching the Greenbrier without needing a refill. The longer they drove, the more anxious he became to discover what or who they might uncover there.

      "I'll be quick. But I gotta get something in my gut."

      Bolivar was still angry at him for shooting the boy. He knew the anger was irrational. The boy was already dead. But the aftermath made it all so terrible. He blamed it on Dash for being trigger-happy. That was easier than blaming himself.

      Aben leaned forward, poking his head between the seats.

      "Go ahead and stop, Bol. All I've been able to feed this mutt for the last couple days is junk. It could use some actual dog food."

      When Bolivar stopped the car, Dash bounded out and found the door unlocked.

      "It's open, boys!"

      "Obviously," Bol said.

      Dash disappeared inside and Bol looked to Aben in the back-seat.

      "You go on. I'll wait here and keep watch."

      While they disappeared into the store, Bol checked on Grady. The little man sat still as a scarecrow. They'd removed the ties that bound him a few hours ago, content in the belief that his window for turning into a zombie had closed.

      The man allowed his limbs to be manipulated like a doll and didn't respond in any way. He only stared ahead, vacant. The man had carried no wallet or identification, so Bol had no way of knowing his name was Grady O'Baker. All he knew was that the man's catatonic state was both tragic and unnerving.

      Bol had little in the way of mental health training. All of his education was of the 'patch up their body so they can get back to fighting' variety. He wondered if it was possible for a person to become so distraught in grief and shock they simply went blank or whether that was a fabrication of the movies. He leaned toward the latter, but this man was changing his opinion.

      While the others shopped, Jorge flopped into the backseat. The dog laid between them, its head on Grady's lap. Bol reached down and petted it. It looked up at him with big, worried eyes.

      "Looks like you've got a buddy here."

      Grady remained silent and motionless.

      "Are you thirsty?"

      No response.

      Bol held the bottle to Grady's lips and tilted it slightly. Water leaked into his open mouth. He instinctively swallowed, but more fluid dribbled out his mouth than went down his throat. Bol gently wiped away what spilled.

      "Sorry about that."

      He noticed there were still smears of blood on Grady, so he took a cloth from his pocket, whetted it and cleaned him up. As he did, he rambled.

      "I can't imagine the pain you're feeling. That was the most horrible thing a parent could see happen. I don't know if there's a way to recover from that, but if there is, we'll be here for you. We won't let anything happen to you. I promise you that."

      He checked the bite wound on Grady's arm. It had stopped bleeding and a dark clot filled the ragged crevasse. He wrapped it back up.

      "I'd say you're going to be just fine," he said. "Physically, anyway." The last part rushed out in a whisper.

      He stared into those blank eyes. They weren't the dead eyes of a zombie — the pupils dilated and constricted — but they were every bit as blank. Bol waved his hand in front of Grady's face. Nothing. He snapped his fingers. Nada. He sighed and patted the man on the shoulder.

      "If you're still in there, then I want to ask you to hang on. Things will get better."

      Bolivar left the back-seat, closing the door behind him. He looked into the market and saw Dash and Aben through the big floor to ceiling glass windows that lined the storefront.

      Dash had a shopping cart filled to the brim and he was still browsing. Aben had a fifty pound bag of dog food slung over his shoulder, and in his remaining hand, he carried an extra large dog bowl with rainbow colored paw prints all over it.

      Bol popped the trunk of the car and took the bag from Aben when he exited the store. He slit the top open with his knife, then held his hand out for the bowl with a raised eyebrow.

      Aben smirked. "Don't judge me. It was this or pink."

      "If you say so."

      Bol poured some food into the bowl and the noise of it drew the dog's attention. It popped its head out the window and both men heard its tail thumping against the seats. Bol handed the half full bowl to Aben.

      "It's your dog. You do the honors."

      Aben did and the dog gobbled it up. "Guess he likes this more than snack cakes."

      Aben leaned his back against the car while the dog ate. Bol joined him and both waited for Dash.

      "He say anything?" Aben asked with a slight nod toward the backseat.

      Bolivar shook his head. "I think he might be gone."

      Aben remained silent for a while, then spoke again. "It surprises you sometimes what people can come back from. Don't write him off just yet."

      "I hope you're right."

      "I don't know," Aben said as he stared toward the clouds in the sky. "Hell of a thing to live with. Don't know if I'd want to."

      He had a point, but being a breathing shell was pretty awful, too.

      "Your buddy there," Aben nodded toward the market, "This is gonna be real bad for him."

      "I know."

      Aben looked at him and Bolivar felt he was being examined. Because he was. "No, you don't."

      Aben turned his body so he could look at Bolivar without having to strain his neck. "I know that makes me sound like an asshole, and I might be. Hell, almost certainly am. But you don't know. And I don't want you to take it like I'm judging you because I'd give my right hand to have been a medic like you and keep my gun in its holster all the time. Unless you're some fuckwit like Charlie Manson or John Wayne Gacy, killing is almost as hard on you as it is on the person you killed."

      Bolivar thought of poor tormented Gwen Peduto who went to her grave distraught over a good deed gone horribly wrong.

      "I'm just saying, Dash is a kooky son of a bitch and I know he can get on your last nerve because he gets on mine, too, but we need to cut him some slack."

      "Okay. I will."

      "Good." Aben suddenly grinned and the expression completely transformed his face. "You didn't even crack a smile when I said I'd give my right hand. That's a pretty big deal, considering it's the only one I got." He tapped Bolivar's shoulder with his stump.

      Just as Bolivar smiled back, Dash vacated the store, pushing his overloaded shopping cart like it was a racecar. He almost crashed into them before pulling it back under control.

      "I stocked us up good, boys!" He started tossing food into the open trunk. Canned goods mostly, but also cereals, various drinks and a box of something in small jars.

      "What's that?" Bol asked.

      "Oh." Dash popped open the box and pulled out a jar. "Baby food."

      Bolivar looked at him like he was crazy and even Aben had trouble masking his confusion.

      "It's for him." Dash pointed to Grady inside the car. "I know it sounds goofy, but I don't want him to go hungry, so I thought this might work. Least until he gets better."

      Dash's eyes were brighter than they'd been since the shooting and he made Bolivar think of a little boy waiting expectantly for his teacher's approval.

      "Did I do good, boys?"

      Bolivar felt a pang of regret for being so short with him, for blaming him. None of this was Dash's fault.

      "Yeah, Dash. You did real good."

      Dash's crazy grin made a triumphant return. "Hot damn!"

      He tossed the remaining groceries into the trunk. They almost filled it to the brim. "Let's blow this joint, brother!"

      They did just that.
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      Mead didn't believe in love at first sight. He didn't believe in love at all, truth be told. It was for fools. Nevertheless, as he watched the girl beat in a zombie's head with a cinder block, he felt his heart swell up just like the Grinch.

      His luck with cars was the worst and when the BMW he'd been driving shit the bed a few hours earlier, he wasn't even surprised. The rest of the group had gone a different direction earlier that morning. So far, their scavenger hunts hadn't bore much fruit. Canned goods and a few old guns was the extent of it.

      Mead headed into a valley that he'd previously passed by. He had a good feeling about it. But soon something in the wheel well started thudding so hard he could feel the vibrations in the steering column. Eventually, the thud turned into a metallic screech as the wheel locked up.

      He found he didn't really care about being stranded there all alone. He had his blade, and he needed that more than other people. Maybe he'd catch up with them again and maybe not. No great loss.

      He had wandered a few miles when he saw the old Indian cruiser motorcycle leaning against a rundown mobile home. The bike's worth more than the entire house, he thought. As someone who grew up as trailer trash himself, he was confident in his judgment and wondered how they'd afforded such a nice ride. Probably has a seized engine. Not that Mead knew what that even meant.

      There was no key in the motorcycle's ignition and he thought about continuing down the road for an easier ride to grab, but he liked the look of the bike and it was all too easy to picture himself riding down the highway, the wind whipping through his long hair. Maybe he'd become skilled enough that he could swing and decapitate zombies without even slowing down. The fact that he'd never ridden more than a dirt bike — and that was over ten years ago — didn't deter him in the slightest.

      The rickety steps groaned underneath him as he climbed to the trailer door. Before opening it, he grabbed his stick and held it ready at his side. When he pulled the thin, metal screen door open, the hinges squealed and shattered his attempt at stealth.

      The mobile home was old and rundown, but relatively neat. The only items out of place were a smattering of baby toys scattered across the floor. It felt empty, but Mead stayed alert as he sifted through the kitchen drawers, hoping to find the keys to the Indian.

      After digging through silverware, screwdrivers, and miscellaneous junk, he came up empty handed. On to Plan B.

      When he stepped into what passed for the master bedroom, his attention drifted to a poorly posed family photo hanging askew on the wall. In it, a man and woman, both in their early twenties (younger than me, he thought) sat in front of a fake flower backdrop. In the woman's arms was a baby.

      They might have made it, he thought, even though he knew it wasn't true. Mead hadn't seen his own kid in years and rarely gave the boy any thought, but looking at that crappy picture made him wonder what might have happened. He pushed the thought aside, not because it was too hard, but because it was pointless, and continued his search.

      He hit pay dirt in the underwear drawer where a skull key chain holding two keys rested underneath some worn out boxers. After dropping the keys into his pocket, he moved into the hall where he paused outside a closed door.

      When he pushed the door open, he found what he expected - a nursery. The daffodil yellow walls were cut in half by a clown border, which was glued to form a makeshift chair rail.

      Tucked into the back corner, just below the window, was a wooden crib. Mead considered turning back several times, but his curiosity got the best of him. It was a bad idea.

      When Mead reached the crib and looked down at the white satin lined bedding, he saw a scrawny, gray and very zombified baby staring up with dead eyes. When the baby saw Mead, it let loose something between a growl and a goo goo. Thick, yellow drool drained from its toothless mouth and it waved its tiny limbs at him in awkward, circular swipes.

      He stared at it for a long moment before trying to raise the hockey stick. The blade hit the low ceiling and he realized he didn't have enough room to maneuver it. Instead, he set the stick aside and pulled a Bowie knife from his belt.

      The dead baby kept swinging its hands at Mead's descending arms and the blade of the knife nicked its tiny pinky finger. Black blood oozed from the wound like tar. Mead pushed its little arm aside, and the baby hissed as it raised its head off the bedding and tried to bite him.

      Mead pushed its head back against a blanket, which was covered with ducks and chicks, and held it firm. Its jaws kept biting as Mead touched the tip of the knife against the center of the baby's forehead.

      He pressed down and was surprised when its thin, still malleable skull popped like an egg shell and the blade sunk into the baby's head up to the hilt.

      The baby stopped moving and Mead pulled the knife free. He used the bedding to wipe the black gore clean from the blade, then returned it to his belt.

      Movement outside the narrow bedroom window caught his attention just before he could leave the room. A woman lumbered across the lawn in that awkward, staggering gate of the undead. He grabbed the hockey stick.

      As Mead hit the front door, the zombie reached the steps. She looked up at him and he recognized her from the family photo on the trailer wall. Vacant, hopeless death had replaced the glow of motherhood and her over-sized maternity shirt still pouched outward with baby weight she'd never lose.

      He swung the stick, and it arced through the air in line to take off her head, but before the blade could connect; the woman stumbled forward and smashed face first into the metal steps.

      Mead had been expecting his blade to meet resistance, and when it caught nothing but air, it became embedded in the metal siding of the trailer. He tried to jerk it free but the damned thing was stuck.

      As he worked to extract the stick, the zombie grabbed hold of his ass and caught her hand in his back pocket. Her weight pulled him down and he did a back flip over her before crashing onto the hard ground.

      While Mead rolled onto his belly and scrambled to his knees, the zombie came for him. He brandished the same knife he'd just used to exterminate her baby and lunged at her.

      The blade of the knife entered her face just to the right of her nose and the handle stuck out like a pin in a voodoo doll. It hadn't penetrated deep enough to destroy her brain, and she flailed with her arms, smacking him in the face and digging at his head.

      "Damn it, bitch!" he said with a grunt as he tried to catch the knife's handle. "Hold still!"

      She thrashed beneath him and he was running out of energy to hold her at bay. Multiple days with nothing to eat but gas station junk food and energy drinks had kept him awake but left him ill-prepared for prolonged physical altercations.

      He lucked out when the dead woman also ran out of steam. Her thrashing head slowed enough for him to catch the handle of the knife and, with his remaining strength, he pulled it loose.

      Mead took his time and slid the blade into her eye. He kept pushing even after the eyeball popped and sent a warm spray of fluid the color and consistency of curdled milk back into his face.

      He pushed until the handle disappeared into the socket and only stopped when the blade met resistance at the back of her skull. Mead wasn't sure when she'd stopped moving, but the woman was dead. Again.

      He laid on top of her and tried to catch his breath, but just seconds later a long shadow fell over him and he heard a raspy groan.

      "Motherfucker."

      He rolled off the dead woman, catching his cheek on the ragged edge of a metal step and slicing his face open in the process. When he looked up, he saw the hayseed father from the family picture coming at him.

      Dad hadn't fared as well as his family and he had two big bites taken out of his neck. Hickey's from hell. His wounds didn't slow him down, though, and in seconds, he was at Mead's feet.

      Mead pushed himself backward until he hit the skirting of the trailer. His stick was buried in the wall. His knife in the woman's face. He was helpless.

      He pushed against the skirting, hoping to get it loose enough to crawl under the mobile home, but it was tight and held firm.

      With the zombie in striking distance, he kicked out with his right foot and connected with its knee, which buckled backward with a crunch. It teetered for a moment, then lost its balance and started falling right at Mead.

      Mead didn't have time to think of his never-ending shitty luck before the zombie landed on top of him. Pinned between the metal skirting and the zombie, Mead was spent. There was no strength remaining with which to free himself from this latest jam.

      The zombie snarled, and when it opened its mouth, Mead could smell rot and death spilling from deep inside it. The smell sent his stomach into spasms and he felt puke rushing up his throat. He didn't bother turning away, and the hot vomit burst from his mouth and sprayed the zombie in the face projectile-style.

      The monster growled and hissed as Mead's stomach acid and chunks of half dissolved Twinkies and Ho-Hos slid down its face. The sight was enough to make Mead smile. He never imagined death would look so horrible and amusing at once.

      The creature leaned in toward him, their faces just inches apart and Mead was finished. He had no energy to fight. He waited to get eaten.

      That changed when the zombie's lower jaw disappeared in an explosion of black blood and shattered teeth.

      Mead and the zombie looked sideways in unison like synchronized swimmers. They saw a girl, who looked no more than twenty holding a pistol. She shot again and the bullet hit the zombie in the ribs and sent it careening sideways, off of Mead.

      "Damn it!" She sprinted toward Mead and the monster. When she reached them, she aimed the gun at the back of the zombie's head and pulled the trigger. And nothing happened. She tried again. Nothing.

      Mead was so shocked by these developments he didn't even have time to think a derisive thought about why guns made such poor weapons.

      Instead, he watched as the girl grabbed a broken cinder block from beside the trailer, raised it above her head, and brought it down on the zombie's skull. It crumpled inward with a crunch that sounded like a hundred eggs being cracked at once.

      She wasn't done, though. She raised the concrete block again and swung it for round two. Most of the zombie's head was in pieces on the ground, and when Mead looked from the destroyed zombie to the girl's beautiful, pixie face, he realized he was in love.
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      Solomon flipped up the smoked glass shield of the welder's mask. He'd worked up quite a sweat underneath it and the drops had painted pinstripes on his blood covered face so that it alternated back and forth. Blood, flesh. Blood, flesh.

      His headache had mostly gone away. He'd always found work to be a calming force. Focusing on a singular task made his other problems go away. Apparently, that worked even when you had two holes in your noggin.

      Saw looked at his creation, proud as a new papa. The Kenworth dump truck, the pride of his operation, had been transformed into a killing machine. He'd welded twelve feet lengths of rebar to the front, where they jutted out to form long spears. On the sides, he welded fast row upon row of razor wire left over from an old construction job in a high crime area.

      He filled the sleeper cab with sledgehammers, demo bars, and various shears and cutting tools. He'd even added a few chainsaws for good measure. It was ten tons of rolling death and he couldn't wait to put it to use.

      He watched his reflection in a shop mirror as he unwrapped the bandage from his head. The holes in his skull had stopped leaking blood, but he knew they still had the potential to become infected.

      He lit a road flare and watched his face turn candy apple red in the glow. Saw held the flare against the bullet wound in his forehead and counted to five. When it pulled it away, he revealed a charred hole. He thought he looked like he had a third eye. A pitch black cyclops.

      "Let's see now. I spy with my little eye... destruction." He grinned, revealing nearly all of his rotten teeth.

      Solomon Baldwin felt like he'd been waiting his whole life for a scenario such as this. A time when he could let his true self show.

      Fuck all of society's niceties and rules. Man was meant to fight. Laws: morals those only stopped the strong from reaching their true potential and protected the weak. The sheep. Now there was no one to hide behind. Now, the world would belong to those were willing to fight for it. Now, he could fully become Saw.
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        * * *

      

      Saw wanted to test his dump truck turned weapon. He headed toward a shopping mall parking lot where zombies staggered across the acres of asphalt.

      He cackled as he drove toward them, hitting the first few at twenty miles an hour. The zombies that didn't end up skewered on rebar spears fell under the dump truck's heavy wheels where their bodies broke and burst. The creatures which collided with the sides of the truck became swept up into the coils of razor wire where they were dragged along.

      He kept it up for fifteen minutes, never losing his horrible smile. He noticed that the zombies at the front of the truck were piled in deep, packed onto the rebar like beef and peppers on shish kabobs. He grabbed a sledge hammer from the passenger seat and hopped out of the cab.

      Eight zombies were caught up in the wire on the driver's side. When they saw Solomon, they growled and stretched in an attempt to grab him. The razor wire cut deep into their flesh and black blood oozed out.

      "Hold tight, mates. I've got plans for you, but I want to take care of the chaps up front first."

      He strolled to the cab where around thirty zombies had been impaled through their chests and torsos. They hung off the metal rods like ventriloquists dummies, their arms and legs flailing.

      "Looks like you folks got yourselves in a sticky wicket."

      He moved within a yard of them. The creatures desperately tried to snatch him, grabbing at the air, clawing at the other zombies trapped with them. To Saw, their guttural gasps and hisses sounded better than the Mormon Tabernacle Choir.

      Solomon lifted the hammer end of the sledge from his shoulder, looked at the nearest zombie, and swung. Its head imploded, splashing out clods of brains. Some ricocheted into Saw's face. That made the whole ordeal even more exciting.

      One by one, he beat in the heads of the creatures stuck to his dump truck, and when he was done, they hung there like slabs of meat. He took his time removing them and when finished, he'd produced a sizable pile of destroyed zombies. It had all worked just as planned. The apocalypse was proving to be buckets of fun.
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      The town had no stoplights, just two streets that intersected in a roundabout with a picturesque white gazebo in the center. It seemed empty, save for two zombies that wandered about and a third which sprawled across the steps of the library. He looked like a wino missing his paper bag cloaked bottle. As the rumble of an engine approached, the zombies turned in the direction of the sound and waited.

      Against his best instincts, Bol allowed Dash to drive when he became road weary and Aben refused. As they rolled into town, Dash slammed on the brakes, almost launching Bolivar into the windshield. In the back, the dog tumbled off the seat, but bounced up, wagging its tail like it was enjoying the experience. Aben gave it a rough scratch on the head.

      "What the hell, Dash?"

      Dash pointed to a nearby storefront. Bolivar followed his gesture and saw a sign reading, "Barrow Bros. Sporting Goods."

      "Figured we should stock up," Dash said and jogged toward the door.

      Bolivar looked to Aben. "It's probably not a bad idea."

      Aben nodded and motioned to the three zombies, which moved toward them from across the circle. "You go ahead. I'll take care of them."

      Bolivar moved toward Dash, who had reached the door while Aben exited the vehicle. Aben glanced at Grady through the half-open window. The little man stared straight ahead but saw nothing.

      "You hold tight now."

      Grady didn't respond, not that Aben expected him to. He hadn't said a word since they picked him up and, deep down inside, Aben believed all three of them preferred it that way.

      Aben looked at the dog. "You, too." The dog wagged its tail even faster. At least, it listened to him.

      At the shop, Dash tried the door and found it locked.

      "Aw, hell," Dash said and gave the door a hard shove, rattling it in the frame.

      Bolivar reached above the door jamb, feeling for a key, and came up empty-handed. He bent to check under the mat, but Dash pushed him back. "I got this."

      Dash raised his booted foot and planted it firmly under the doorknob. The wood door screeched and cracked, but didn't give way. A second kick did the job. He looked to Bolivar with that goofy grin. "Who needs a ke--"

      His words were cut off when an alarm sounded. It was a sharp, high-pitched shriek that pierced the air so violently the men had to cover their ears.

      "What the hell?" Dash said. "There's no power!"

      "Must be on a battery backup."

      They could barely hear each other through the screaming alarm, but what was done was done, and they entered the store.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aben had reached the first zombie, a middle-aged woman in cut off denim short shorts and an American flag tank top. Her blonde hair spilled down over her shoulders and hung half way down her back.

      She was the type of woman he would have looked at twice, maybe even three times when she was alive. But now there was a gaping hole in her bare midriff and that pretty much ruined the effect.

      He glanced toward the sporting goods store where the alarm was making his head hurt. When he turned back to the sexy, undead patriot, she was only a few feet away.

      He let her come to him before bringing the hammer down on her skull. She grunted and stumbled sideways, tripping over an upraised section of the sidewalk and then fell to the road.

      A young man in a pizza delivery boy uniform wasn't far behind. He made Aben remember, not fondly, of pizza face: the girl who got him thrown in jail and nearly killed. He strode toward the teen and slammed the hammer into the zombie's forehead. He felt the concussion through the handle as the skull broke. Pizza boy went down in a heap.

      Aben looked to the third zombie, which stumbled toward him from across the street. It was an eighty-something year old man, bent at the waist by age, but dried blood around his mouth showed he was far from harmless. Aben clutched the hammer in his hand and walked toward him. Time to put the old timer out of his misery.

      What Aben didn't see were the arched double doors of the church beside which they had parked, swing open and the zombies come pouring out.
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      Ramey didn't know what to think of the greasy man she'd saved outside the mobile home. He said all the right things and appeared genuinely grateful, but something in his face made her wonder. It was the way he looked at her. Not like she was a fellow human being, but more like a dog looks at a discarded bone that it wants all for itself.

      Stop it, she told herself. You're being weird. He's only scared like everyone else. And maybe he was, but she was glad she had Peggy and wasn't alone with him, just in case.

      It had taken Mead several attempts to start the old motorcycle, and once the engine was running, he almost toppled over twice as he tried to roll forward. He kept glancing back at her and Peggy, an awkward and probably fake smile plastered to his face.

      "Just a little rusty." He got going eventually and they followed behind in the pickup.

      "He's a squirrelly one," Peggy said and Ramey thought that was an accurate summary.

      "Yeah. But he's alive."

      "I suppose that counts for something."

      Mead told them he'd been traveling with others, but had broken off on his own to go scouting when his car died. Something about the way he told the story made both women uneasy. His eyes would meet Ramey's own, then dart away as if he was stealing glances at an eclipse.

      She thought maybe it was her own fault, that she might be staring at the swollen, pus tinged zits that dotted his forehead or the gash on his face, and knew it wasn't fair to judge him based on a few minutes of interaction. Maybe once they caught up to the other people he'd been with, he'd be more relaxed.

      As they neared a stretch of road, off which a sprawling farmhouse and barn stood, Mead hit the brakes on the motorcycle and did a little shimmy in the middle of the road. The bike hopped sideways before slowing to a ragged stop. Ramey saw a vehicle on the road and, past it, twenty plus zombies.

      Ramey watched through the windshield as Mead eased the bike onto its kickstand and stepped off. He pulled his strange hockey stick weapon off his shoulder and walked.

      "If nothing else, he's brave," Ramey said.

      Peggy watched, her fingers digging into the armrests. "Stupid people usually are."
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        * * *

      

      It had been Wim's idea to check the farmhouse. It reminded him of his own abode, although this house was much larger, easily two, maybe three times as big as his now abandoned home sweet home.

      Bundy and Mina went to check the barn and outbuildings for supplies. Wim turned to Emory, who was busy eating a black banana he'd pilfered from a house earlier that morning. He extended it to Wim, who shook his head.

      "Might be your last chance at fresh produce."

      Wim looked at the banana. "Fresh?"

      "Perhaps fresh was an improper adjective, but still... beggars and choosers and all that."

      "I'm fine. Thank you." Wim shut off the truck and grabbed his rifle. "You wait here until I make sure the coast is clear."

      "I'll do no such thing, William. I'm old but not entirely feeble." Emory grabbed one of the revolvers and was out of the Bronco before Wim could object.

      They climbed onto the porch and Wim pushed open the front door. It swung inward, unimpeded. That opened into the kitchen, and Wim hoped they'd find some jarred meat.

      He'd already grown tired of canned tuna and chicken and just the thought of beef or venison got his mouth watering fierce. But they needed to make sure the house was empty before snooping could commence.

      All the rooms on the ground floor were empty. The upstairs was a repeat. Emory discovered an old Flintlock muzzle loader mounted on the wall and pointed it out to Wim.

      "Should we take this?"

      "Oh, geez, I haven't shot one of those in twenty years. That's one step up from what they used in the Revolutionary War. If we're that desperate, I'd say we might as well curl up and die."

      Emory grinned. "I defer to your knowledge."

      They returned to the first floor and rummaged for food. They found some, but nothing great. And certainly no meat. Wim noticed a door in the corner. He'd been in enough farmhouses to know it led to the root cellar.

      Wim reckoned there was a good chance for fruit and vegetables down there. And maybe... no, he was finished getting his hopes up.

      As he turned the porcelain doorknob, a gunshot came from outside.

      Emory looked out the kitchen window. "This looks like a pickle."

      Wim joined him at the window, and when he looked toward the barn, he saw a dozen or so zombies shuffling out the barn doors and into daylight. Before he could react, the cellar door opened.

      When Wim and Emory turned, they saw a group of Amish zombies filing into the kitchen.

      "This is like the ice cream all over again," Wim said.

      "Pardon?"

      "Never mind."

      Wim shouldered the rifle and started shooting. He took out three of the zombies, but the rest closed in too quick. The creatures were going to overrun them fast if they lingered.

      "Get out!" he shouted to Emory, who obeyed, scurrying out the door.

      Wim backed out of the kitchen. He shot one more and dropped it. He saw at least six more coming and slammed the door closed, but it only bounced in the frame. As the two men fled across the lawn, the zombies followed.
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        * * *

      

      Bundy had fallen in a mud pit and was sunk to his knees. Two zombies which had wandered out of the barn approached. Their feet also plunged into the muck, but they managed to trudge ahead.

      Mina remembered the little pistol she had tucked in her pocket. Bundy had been giving her shooting lessons and said she was a quick learner. But there was a difference between shooting oil cans and moving targets. And it was especially different when you could stand there and be calm about it versus when it mattered in a life and death situation.

      She fired her pistol and hit a zombie, but only connected with its chest. The monster didn't flinch. A second shot went wide and splinters of wood exploded from the barn wall.

      Shit, she thought, this is so hard. "Why even bother? You can't do nothin’ right, Birdie," her daddy's voice echoed through her head. Maybe he was right, but she didn't want to hear it.

      She steadied her shaking hands, aimed again, and fired. The third shot pierced the zombie's head and, as her daddy often said, it dropped like a whore's drawers. "What do you think of me now, Daddy?" she muttered.

      Bundy dug through the mud, trying to find a gun he dropped when he fell, but had no luck. The second zombie was two big steps away from him. Mina shot again and missed again.

      "He's gonna die, Birdie. This is all your fault," her daddy cackled. "You got him killed. Hope you're happy with yo'self."

      Mina aimed the pistol, steadying herself. She aimed it at the zombie's head, held her breath, and pulled the trigger.

      The gun only clicked.

      In her head, her daddy laughed and laughed.
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      As Aben swung the hammer at the old man, a gunshot rang out and startled him so badly that he flinched in mid-swing. The hammer only caught the zombie's nose. It folded over sideways like a piece of putty.

      He turned toward the sound of the shot, but forgot about looking for the source when he saw dozens of zombies shuffling out of the church, down the steps and into the road by their vehicles.

      The old zombie took advantage of Aben's attention being diverted and grabbed a handful of his long, stringy hair. It pulled his head back, toward its gaping mouth. Aben could hear its jaws snapping together and thought it an odd, plastic sound. Dentures, he assumed.

      Aben spun around and lost a clump of hair in the process. It ripped free from his skull and he saw a chunk of bloody skin hanging from the root end, but he paid it little attention.

      He smashed the hammer into the zombie's mouth and his suspicions were confirmed when big chunks of fake teeth and pink plate fell free from its broken jaw.

      He reared back with the maul, this time slamming the pointed end into the zombie's temple. Its head burst open and black brains fell out as it hit the ground.

      Aben turned back toward the horde of zombies, toward his companions. He saw Dash fire three more rounds. Bolivar raised his pistol, fired two quick shots, and Aben saw a zombie's head explode. He ran toward his new friends.
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        * * *

      

      Bolivar and Dash found plenty of guns in the sporting goods store, but all were locked in display cases with glass that looked thick enough to support the weight of an elephant.

      "We need that damned maul of Aben's," Dash said and moved toward the exit.

      Bolivar doubted that the hammer would break the glass. He suspected it was bulletproofed. Looking for a key was a better plan. He did just that until he heard Dash mutter something unintelligible through the shrieking of the alarm. That was followed by a gunshot.

      Bolivar ran to the exit and saw Dash standing just outside the doorway, rifle pressed against his shoulder and aiming it in the direction of over forty zombies. They filed out of a gray, stone church which, if the ornate stained glass windows were any sign, was Catholic.

      They must have gone to church when they got sick, Bolivar thought. Went there to pray for forgiveness and salvation, but died there instead. It gave him a pang in his heart as he thought about all the Sunday mornings he'd spent at Mass, somewhat bored, but also in awe of the spectacle of it. He'd even considered becoming a Priest at one time, but never felt the calling was strong enough to commit.

      When Dash killed three more zombies, Bolivar snapped out of his introspection and used his pistol to kill two others. They'd made a small clearing and Dash took the opportunity to make his move.

      "We'll flank 'em!" he said as he ran toward the gazebo. He bounded up the steps in two large gallops and steadied the rifle against the railing. Dash picked off zombies one by one, never missing a head shot, and Bolivar had to admire his aim, if not his sense.

      Bolivar saw Aben loping toward him, the hammer clutched in his hand in a death grip.

      "My pistols are in the car!" Aben said as he joined Bolivar outside of the shop. The path to the car was blocked by zombies. "Did you get anything inside?"

      Bolivar shook his head. "Everything's locked tight. Try to break the locks."

      Aben ran into the shop and Bolivar covered the door. He shot a girl that couldn't have even made it to her teens and watched her pigtails whip black blood through the air as she spun in a circle and fell to the ground. He heard a crash inside the shop and looked back to see Aben standing at a gun case where the lock was damaged but holding.

      "Not gonna keep me out, you bastard," Aben said and raised the maul high over his head. He brought it down with all the strength he possessed.

      As Bolivar watched his wild hair fly from the effort, he thought Aben looked every bit the part of a deranged Viking. Or a Norse God. The hammer connected with the lock, which fell to the floor in pieces.

      Bolivar rushed back into the shop and loaded a pistol for Aben. His hands quivered as he shoved ammunition into magazines. He realized he was absolutely terrified.
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      Mead wasn't scared as he approached the zombies. This was his chance to prove himself with Ramey watching. She'd saved him from one zombie, but now it was his turn to save her from dozens.

      Doubt didn't even lurk at the deep recesses of his consciousness; he knew he could do it. He'd kill the fuckers and win her heart. It would happen. He was sure of it.

      He noticed all the zombies were dressed alike. The males wore plain black trousers and white shirts. The women ankle-length dresses. Amish zombies, I'll be shit, Mead thought.

      He spotted Wim's truck ahead, as well as the ambulance, but saw none of the people he'd left behind earlier that morning.

      He wondered if they were all dead. He'd miss Wim and Emory, but at the same time, being the sole hero - the savior - had a certain appeal. That daydream dissipated when he heard a gunshot crack. Zombies don't shoot guns, so at least one of them was still alive.

      Four children and two adults shuffled toward him. He noticed two of the kids were girls who looked like twins. They had long blonde hair pulled up in buns and covered with a bit of white cloth. When he chopped off the top of the head of the first girl, that covering when soaring through the air along with a large chunk of skull and hair.

      He swung the stick like a sword and lopped off the entire head of one of the adults, an Amish woman. Her skull rolled across the street, where it got caught up in the feet of other incoming monsters, whose shuffling legs kicked it to and fro like a soccer ball.

      Mead then impaled a zombie through the eye, jerked the stick free, swung around and spilled the intestines of another. It fell onto its knees and he shoved the knife end of the stick straight through its nose and deep into its skull.

      Three more zombies were close by and they walked in a single file line toward him. Mead ran at them, holding his stick at waist level like a jousting lance.

      It pierced the stomach of the first, then the second, and finally the third, forming a zombie kabob. He took a moment to snicker at the absurdity of it as they attempted to walk. They reminded him of foosmen, and he thought he should retrieve the severed head for them to punt.

      He grabbed a knife from his belt and stabbed the first through the eye. It dropped and pulled the other two with it, making them easy pickings.

      He stabbed both of the others in their temples, then pulled his stick loose. It was covered in putrid, black zombie innards and his gloved hands became coated and slippery with them.

      When he swung at the next zombie in line, the stick slid free from his grip and went skittering across the road. The zombie was within arm's reach and Mead grabbed for a knife, but before he could get it, a gunshot rang out so loudly that he thought he might go deaf. The zombie's face collapsed inward at the bridge of its nose and it fell.

      Mead looked and saw Ramey a few feet behind him, her pistol raised. Peggy was a yard or so back holding a shotgun they'd found earlier in the day. Mead had no time to thank the girl because more zombies were on the move.
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        * * *

      

      Mina jumped into the mud pit, or maybe it was manure. It certainly stank. Her small, light body didn't sink as deep as Bundy's or the zombie's. She worked her way to the creature and grabbed its coarse gray beard.

      "Get away from it, Mina!" Bundy shouted.

      But she wouldn't do that. If she chickened out her daddy would win and she was tired of that bastard winning. Mina pulled the zombie forward, and because it was in the mud up to its calves, she had the advantage.

      The zombie fell face first into the mud and Mina dove onto its back. She forced its face into the foul, brown filth and didn't stop until its entire head was buried. Then she took the pistol, raised it high over her head and swung it down.

      The grip connected with the zombie's skull. She hit it again. And again. And again. After another blow she realized the pistol had broken a hole in the back of the monster's skull.

      She sat back, catching her breath. Bundy crawled toward her, each move a heavy, sucking thwack as his limbs broke free of the mud. He sat beside her, atop the zombie. She realized he was staring at her.

      "What?"

      "You've got a little something." He tapped his face.

      Mina felt hers and realized she was covered with mud, blood, and brains. She tried to wipe it away, but the same mess was all over her hands and she only made it worse.

      Bundy laughed. "Never mind." He leaned over, took her chin in his huge hand and pulled her face close to his. "I think it's pretty damned sexy myself."

      He kissed her and she let him. Take that, Daddy.
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        * * *

      

      Wim watched as Mead slaughtered three more zombies. The man was merciless. When he finished, he was covered in black, rotting gore. Mead turned to make sure the area was clear and saw Wim looking down on him.

      "Good work, buddy."

      Mead nodded. "Thanks."

      Wim handed Meade a handkerchief, which the younger man used to wipe the blood from his weapons. "Good to see you again. We have to stop splitting up."

      Mead nodded. "Yeah. That would be wise."

      They surveyed the grounds of the farmhouse, which appeared free of zombies. Wim saw Bundy and Mina approaching from near the barn. Emory waited by the Bronco and Wim thought his hands were shaking.

      Wim noticed that Mead appeared almost frantic as he looked for someone or something.

      "What's the matter?" Wim asked.

      "I found two women." Mead said, ignoring the fact that they had actually found, and saved, him. "A girl and a woman. But I don't see them now. Where the hell did they go?"

      The explosion of a gunshot answered the question. Wim and Mead ran toward the sound of gunfire.

      When they reached it, they saw Peggy standing and two bodies on the ground. Mead let out a low, pained groan.

      Peggy turned when she heard him. She had the shotgun at her hip and her finger on the trigger.

      "Whoa!" Wim called out. "It's okay."

      Peggy lowered the gun. "Scared the shit out of me!"

      Mead ran toward her. No, he ran past her. To the two bodies on the ground. A zombie, missing its head from the jaw up, was on top of a woman. Wim watched as Mead grabbed the dead creature's shirt and ripped the corpse away from her.

      The woman coughed, her breath hitching. She was covered in gore and Wim couldn’t make out any of her features.

      "Jesus! Jesus, I thought you were dead." Mead wiped some of the remnants of the zombie's head off her, his hands clumsily rubbing across her chest. She swatted him away.

      "I'm fine. Thanks to Peggy."

      That voice. Wim was certain he knew whose voice that was. He told himself it was his imagination playing tricks again. Not to get his hopes up.

      Mead grabbed her hands and pulled her to her feet. She grabbed her midsection, cringing.

      "I think that bastard broke a couple ribs when he landed on me."

      Wim swallowed hard. He couldn't believe it. He half wondered if he was asleep and this was a dream. Then Ramey saw him.

      "Well, looky there, it's Wim Wagner. Of all the people to find in West Virginia."

      There was still a heavy spatter of blood on her forehead and her top lip was split, but she looked good. Better than good. She ran to Wim and threw her arms around him, hitting him so hard he stumbled backward a step.

      "I feel like my damn chest is gonna split in two, but I don't even care," she said.

      Wim remembered her comment about the ribs and quickly let go, but she held on to him. "I owe you a box of bullets."

      "Aw, don't worry about that."

      She squeezed his hands as she looked into his eyes. "I never thought I'd see you again, Wim. I'm so glad I was wrong."

      Wim couldn't hold back a grin and felt his cheeks heat up as a blush spread across them. "I'm glad you were wrong, too."

      They'd both forgotten Mead existed and neither of them noticed him watching with a look on his face like his world had just imploded.
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      Juli stood in front of a floor to ceiling mirror and looked at her reflection. The outfit she modeled, khaki trousers and an emerald-colored button-down blouse, looked good on her. She no longer cared that her figure had changed dramatically over the last decade. She was blissful to finally be free of the blood-soaked nightgown.

      She'd come upon the little town by accident. A big truck had rolled on its side on the freeway and she took a detour of random back roads. As her Audi rolled into town, she was surprised to see the streets lined with upscale boutiques. Everything from clothing to jewelry stores to craft shops.

      It was the kind of town she used to visit with Mark on the weekends when he was off work and the kids were off doing whatever they did with their friends. And now, she didn't even need her gold card.

      Juli window shopped until she saw the lovely clothing store. The entry door featured teal paint that had a perfect patina. She walked back to the Audi, took the tire iron, and returned to the shop. She felt rather guilty as she pried open the door, but it was easier than expected.

      You did it now, Juli Villarreal. Breaking and entering to add to your laundry list of recent crimes. You're quite the master criminal.

      She smiled a little and smiling felt nice. She felt even better when she stepped inside and saw rack after rack of women's clothing.

      Over the next hour, she shoplifted a new wardrobe. She had six outfits picked out when the alarm went off. It startled her so bad she felt a hot squirt of pee come out before she could stop it. Now I'll have to find another pair of pants, she thought.

      But she was scared. Had she set off the alarm? Why was it only coming on now? She wanted to hide and wait for it to stop, but a part of her expected the police to arrive and arrest her.

      They'd tell her everything she thought she'd experienced the last few days was a mental breakdown or a fugue state; that zombies weren't real, and she was an insane woman on a murder spree. The jig was up. To the slammer she would go.

      Juli grabbed the tire iron and held it tight as she stepped to the door. She didn't realize she was holding her breath until it all came out in a gush when she saw the postcard pretty town square, which had been empty an hour ago, was full of zombies.

      She stood in the open doorway, white-knuckling the tire iron and praying she didn't have to use it. Then she saw the car. She was sure it hadn't been there when she arrived. And zombies don't drive, so that must mean there was a person - or maybe persons, plural - in town, too. Gosh, how she wanted to see another living person. The thought of it forced her from the shop and onto the sidewalk.

      Juli saw the dog first. It reminded her of a terrier/lab mix she'd had growing up. Cinnamon. That dog was her best friend and she desperately missed having a four-legged companion.

      Mark was allergic, an ailment he passed on to their kids. He wouldn't even allow a hypoallergenic dog. Pets were out of the question, and she obeyed. Maybe she could have a dog now that her family was dead. As far as silver linings went, that was rather poor, but she clung to it nonetheless.

      Juli watched as the dog snarled and snapped at zombies that reached into the partially open windows. It chomped on the hand of a dead man in a baseball cap who pulled back three fingers instead of five. Good for you, pup. I always enjoyed finger sandwiches, too.

      As she moved closer to the car, and the dog, she saw the man in the backseat. From behind, he appeared motionless, maybe even dead. He reacted not at all as the zombies clawed and grabbed at him.

      Juli saw one of the zombie's grab the dog's ear and it let loose a short, pained yip as the monster pulled on it. The man didn't try to help, but she did. Juli ran to the vehicle, swung the tire iron back like a tennis racket, and treated the zombie's head like she was serving. The sound as the metal connected with the zombie's skull both sickened and excited her.

      It fell against the car, then slithered down the side until it hit the ground and remained motionless. She rammed the pry end of the iron through the eye socket of another zombie and it too dropped.

      The next one in line was a teenage boy, and as soon as she saw him, she thought he looked like a less handsome version of her Matt. That made her wonder if Matt had ever escaped the house and, if he did, whether someone had killed him.

      She couldn't fight this Matt-lite zombie. She couldn't bring herself to do it. Instead, she opened the car door and dove inside. The dog jumped into her lap and licked her face and Juli didn't even care that its muzzle was covered in black zombie blood.

      The man didn't react. She thought he might be dead, but his chest rose and fell in steady, peaceful breaths.

      "Is someone else here with you?"

      Nothing. It was a stupid question anyway. Of course, someone else was with him. He didn't drive here while sitting in the backseat. He still hadn't acknowledged her presence in any way.

      "Hey, are you okay?" She sat her hand atop his. It was like touching a mannequin.

      Her mind reeled with questions about this shell of a human being, but she became preoccupied with the zombies that surrounded the car, pressing against it, clawing at the windows. As far as hiding places go, this one sucks, she thought.
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        * * *

      

      Dash ran out of ammo with nine zombies still surrounding the gazebo. There was a gap wide enough he thought he could fit through it if he timed it right.

      "Now or never," he muttered, mostly to himself.

      He hopped over the wooden railing. The eight foot drop knocked some of the wind out of him and he landed with an "Oof" and stumbled to one knee.

      He got back up and ran, passing by a zombie he'd shot earlier. As he stepped over it, the zombie reached up and caught hold of his pant leg. Dash stumbled and fell on top of it. His now useless rifle went flying.

      A small hole dotted the zombie's left cheek. A much larger hole opened up on the right side of its face where the cheekbone and eye socket were gone. The wound was grotesque, but the brain was unharmed.

      The zombie clawed at Dash. One hand caught his shirt collar. The other his ear. It dragged him downward, toward its destroyed face. Its jaws snapped and bit air.

      Bolivar realized the shots from the gazebo had ceased. When he looked, he saw Dash was missing from his sniper's perch. He found him a few yards away, just in time to see the zombie underneath pulling their faces together.

      "No. Damn it, no," Bol said. He raised his pistol and tried to aim, but they were so close, their heads only inches apart, that he didn't trust himself to take a shot.

      Dash used his left arm to try to hold the zombie at bay, and with his right, he fished for a knife in his belt. His hand brushed the hilt. His fingers fumbled with the snap as he tried to free it. Still, the zombie dragged him nearer. He could smell the rancid breath spilling from its mouth.

      Dash unsnapped the strap and his hand closed over the handle. He pulled it loose, but before he could use it, the zombie got his face close enough to bite. It locked lips with Dash in an undead French kiss, its jaws chomping, biting. Blood gushed from between their two mouths.

      Dash tried to scream through their locked lips. He brought the knife up and plunged it into the zombie's ear. The blade sunk in until the guard collided with the creature's skull.

      Another zombie grabbed onto Dash's head and pulled. That broke the bottom zombie's bite and, when their faces came apart, Dash was missing both his lips. When he opened his mouth to scream again, a ragged bit of tongue extruded and gushed dark, almost purple, blood.

      Bolivar shot at the zombie who was holding on to Dash's head. Missed. He fired again and the bullet caught the creature in the sternum.

      It was too late anyway as the other zombies fell onto Dash like linebackers piling on a QB. Soon enough, he stopped struggling. Bol couldn't watch anymore and turned away.

      "Damn it."

      Aben stepped out of the store and followed his gaze. Dash wasn't visible under the mass.

      "Dash?"

      Bolivar nodded.

      They surveyed the scene. Aside from the creatures eating Dash, there were now twenty or so zombies left standing, and most of them flocked near the car. It was only then that Bolivar remembered Grady. "We need to finish this and get to the car."

      "And my dog," Aben added.

      Bolivar holstered his pistol and took a rifle that Aben had extended to him. One by one, he killed the zombies that were eating Dash.

      Aben had a pistol of his own. They marched toward the remaining zombies, shooting as they walked.

      They shot again and again until only four zombies were left standing, all near the back end of the car. The creatures scratched and clawed, fighting to pry their way inside.

      Aben heard the dog bark. "Get away from him, you assholes."

      He ran straight into the group of them. He pressed the barrel against the head of a middle-aged man in a WVU t-shirt. When he squeezed the trigger the man's skull exploded across the side window. Aben spun, shot another zombie in the face. It dropped. Next he shot and killed a woman in a floral print blouse.

      The last of them, a teenage boy in a McDonald's uniform, had his arm extended into the car. It tried to pull away, but something inside was holding it. Is it the dog? It sure as hell can't be Grady, can it? Bol thought.

      "Kill it!" a woman's voice inside the car shouted.

      Bolivar and Aben exchanged a confused glance, then Aben shot the teen in the back of the head. Bol peered inside and spotted the new arrival. She waved.

      Before the men could react to her presence, Aben noticed Dash approaching from the diamond.

      "Aw, Christ," Aben said.

      Bolivar followed his gaze and saw Dash. Most of his lower face had been eaten away. Bites had been taken from his neck, arms, and torso. His clothing was torn and bloody. And his eyes, of course, were dead.

      Aben moved toward him, pistol in hand, but Bol grabbed his shoulder.

      "No. I'll do it." His voice wavered.

      Aben looked to Bol. "You don't have to."

      "I do."

      Bolivar took a few steps toward the approaching zombie. This was worse than Peduto. She was dead. Or still dead, anyway. Not up and moving. But the raspy growls coming from what was left of Dash's mouth were proof enough that whatever had made him human was gone for good.

      He thought about saying he was sorry, but that would have only been for his benefit. It wouldn’t make a difference to Dash.

      Bolivar aimed and fired and Dash was dead.
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      After surviving the debacle at the farm, Wim and the others returned to the warehouse. Everyone had gone their separate ways except for Wim, Ramey, and Emory, who sat alone in an office and talked about everything except zombies.

      Wim was happier than he'd been since his animals died. This felt right. These people felt right. He was optimistic that maybe the worst was over and they could start their lives anew.

      Emory had been regaling them with more stories of his travels. "And that's how I ended up stark naked in the Seine!"

      They all laughed, especially Ramey. She'd been giggling a lot this evening and Wim loved the sound. A wide yawn cut short Emory's own chuckle.

      "My, the hours are catching up to me. I should retire for the evening. I trust you two young people will get along fine without a chaperon?" He raised an eyebrow and looked from Wim to Ramey.

      "I'm sure we'll be just fine." She crossed her heart.

      Emory stood and gave a dramatic little bow. "Then I bid you both adieu." He reached out, took Ramey's hand, and gave it a light kiss. "I'm so very happy I had the opportunity to meet the young lady Wim has been going on about. Now that I have, I can understand why."

      Ramey laughed again and Emory left the room. When it was just the two of them, Wim suddenly found himself struggling for words. He tried to think of something to say, but came up empty-handed. When he looked at Ramey, she was grinning.

      "Do I make you nervous?"

      "What? No. Of course not. I don't know why you'd think that."

      She watched him, still grinning, and silent.

      He attempted to lick his lips and found his mouth dry as powder. "Yeah. A little."

      She cast off another lilting titter and he couldn't hold back a smile of his own.

      "You shouldn't be nervous. I'm just a girl. I'm not scary."

      Ramey slid across the tile floor until she was sitting next to him. She leaned back, resting against his broad chest, grabbed his hand, and pulled his arm around her shoulders.

      Wim felt as if his entire body was on fire and his stomach twisted into hard knots, but he surprised himself by enjoying it. He liked the way Ramey's chocolate-colored hair felt against his neck and how her soft hand fit into his calloused palm like a piece of a puzzle. The only thing that worried him was whether she could feel his heart pounding. If she did, she didn't say anything.

      "I'm sorry I ran off like I did. I never thought you'd leave the farm. And I was afraid that, if I stayed too long in that quiet safety, I wouldn't be able to leave, either."

      "I understand. I know you need to find out what happened to your dad. And I'll get you there and keep you safe. I promise."

      "I believe you. I don't think you could tell a lie if your life depended on it."

      "I..." He lost his words again.

      "You don't have to say anything, Wim." She gave his hand a squeeze. "Just don't let go of me, okay?"

      They fell asleep like that.
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        * * *

      

      Mead liked to wander, always had. He could never sit still in class. Couldn't stay at a particular job or apartment too long. He needed to be moving all the time, like a shark. He spent most of the night haunting the hallways and using a flashlight to explore the various rooms of the warehouse.

      He eventually worked his way toward an employee break area where he planned to use some road flares he'd found to heat up a can of ravioli.

      He couldn't believe his shitty luck. What were the odds that the girl he fell for was the same chick Wim had been hunting all over Timbuktu and back? Shit like that only happened to him.

      He kept telling himself that maybe they were just good friends. Hell, maybe Ramey viewed Wim as a father figure. The dude was no spring chicken. Sure, Mead was only a couple years younger, but at least he hadn't hit the big 3-0 just yet. Don't freak yourself out. Just keep showing Ramey how awesome you are and she'll come around.

      As he headed toward the break room, he saw them. Wim with his stupid flannel shirted arm wrapped around Ramey's shoulders. Her head laying against his chest as they slept. She still had her hand in his.

      He lost his appetite. The tower of lies he'd been telling himself crumbled. What does that hayseed bastard have that I don't? He was plain and boring. Probably spent his life screwing sheep or maybe, if he was lucky, his inbred cousins. And she falls for him? It didn't make sense. Life didn't make sense.

      Since Mead was a boy, he'd always felt like the stranger in the crowd. The person looking in from the outside. It started in kindergarten when, on the first day of class, he walked up to another boy and asked, "Will you be my friend?" The boy said no.

      It stayed that way his entire life. He was the kid the bullies singled out. He was the kid who never got chosen for class projects until the teacher made the others take him in. He was the kid who ate his lunch alone every day while the others pointed and laughed. It didn't make sense because he was never cruel. He was a nice person.

      Mead was tired of being nice. He was finished giving people the benefit of the doubt. They always let him down. And he was sick of being treated like shit all the time.

      This was a new world, and he wasn't going to be a doormat anymore. And he sure as hell wasn't going to save the lives of people who didn't appreciate him. Fuck 'em all.
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      Mitch had spent days trying to ignore the bodies he'd tucked away in a corner of the control room. He couldn't ignore the smell, though. It reminded him of the summer he'd bussed tables at a high end restaurant. His father's idea.  "Get the boy a job and teach him responsibility."

      Part of his duties involved taking out the trash and depositing it in the dumpster. The smell which had invaded the control room wasn't far off from how that dumpster smelled on the hottest August days. He tried to pretend that it wasn't his mother who was now smelling the same as rancid pork and rotten vegetables in the summer heat.

      He was an orphan. He'd felt that way much of his life, but now it was real and he still wasn't sure how to react. So, he watched the monitors where zombies shuffled from room to room, bounced off walls, and tripped over discarded furniture.

      He wondered if they were hungry, too. They hadn't eaten in days, either. Everyone that had been alive was long gone. Except him. And he wasn't going anywhere.

      Mitch glanced away from the monitors and watched a few zombies that ambled outside the control room. Occasionally, they'd see him, approach the glass and bounce off like bumper cars. One of them was Mitch's father. He'd been sticking around the room for the last day and Mitch wondered if any sense of recognition remained.

      Mitch pressed his face against the glass as his dead father approached and eventually smacked into it face first, his nose bending obscenely to the side. He looked into Mitch's eyes, bared his teeth, and growled.

      "Right back at ya, Pops."

      While the two stared each other down, Mitch thought about how much he'd hated the man. He never inspired respect or fear, let alone admiration. He was a career-obsessed asshole who used Mitch as a prop to further his own ambitions. All he felt for him in life was hatred. Looking at him now, in death, he found the old man to be downright pitiful.

      "Where did all of your focus groups and polls get you, Pops? Rotting away in a bunker with all your asshole cronies. You're dead and I'm just fine. Bet you never saw that coming."

      Mitch tapped the glass and his dead father went crazy. It banged and clawed at the window. More zombies, roused by the commotion, joined in and soon a few dozen crowded against the glass.

      Mitch smacked it again, harder. Then again. The zombies became riled up like monkeys in a zoo and he enjoyed tormenting them.

      He was having so much fun, he didn't notice the exterior cameras capture a car pulling into the Greenbrier's front lot.
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        * * *

      

      The palatial resort was unlike anything Bolivar had ever seen. They passed through a gated entry point where, before the plague, a guard would have determined who was granted admission and who was not. After passing the guard shack, they drove up a long tree and flower lined lane. Then the hotel came into view.

      It looked bigger than the White House. Pristine, white buildings stretched out far behind it and from each side. It was large enough to house Bolivar's entire hometown times twenty. All of this tucked away amid a forest in the middle of nowhere.

      A few zombies roamed the grounds, mostly soldiers or men and women in dark suits. They totaled less than a dozen altogether and Bolivar thought that was a sign that Dash's story of a secret bunker buried beneath the resort might be true after all. Surely, if it was an ordinary hotel, there should be hundreds of zombies roaming the grounds. Rich tourists struck down while on a holiday. For there to be so few meant the public portion had been evacuated.

      Bolivar parked the car in a circular drive, which surrounded a garden overflowing with red tulips. He and Aben exited the vehicle. While Juli tried to coax Grady out into the open, the dog hopped out and ran around with near boundless energy.

      Bol and Aben destroyed the zombies. As they returned to the car, they saw Grady out in the open air. He stood there, statuesque, but when Juli took his hand and led him toward the hotel, he trudged along. The two men exchanged a shocked glance.

      "Miracle?" Aben asked.

      "I'd save that word for when he speaks."

      "Then I won't hold my breath."

      They gathered together as many firearms as they could carry and followed Juli and Grady toward the grand entrance.

      Inside, the hotel was a ghost town. Everything was immaculate and undisturbed. The black and white tile floors were spotless. Bolivar half expected an attendant to come forward and greet them.

      "Welcome to the Greenbriar," Aben said from behind him.

      Bolivar looked back. "It's... interesting."

      The decoration was nauseatingly lavish. Every window had colorful, fabric swags. Floral print covered all the furniture. The ceilings were fifteen feet high and were supported by ornately carved pillars. Every time he looked up, Bolivar saw a different chandelier.

      "Do rich people really like this shit?" Aben asked.

      "I think it's beautiful," Juli said.

      Bol and Aben traded a smirk. They set the first round of their supplies on the floor and wandered around the lobby. Juli started up a red, black, and green carpeted staircase. Bol worked on getting Grady into a sitting position on a settee that looked straight out of Victorian England.

      "Aw, shit."

      They turned toward Aben's voice. He stood by the dining room and ran his hand through his stringy hair as he looked at something on the wall.

      Bolivar left Grady and moved toward him. "What is it?"

      "There's a dress code for dinner. Jacket and tie required. I guess I'm shit out of luck."

      Bolivar laughed, a deep belly laugh that made him feel better than he had since this whole disaster had begun.

      "Maybe there's one in the lost and found."

      Aben laughed, too. "That's a good idea, Bol. I'll check on that."

      Bolivar felt almost normal again, and even if it was only for a moment, it felt good.
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      In the morning, hours before anyone realized Mead was gone, Bundy woke, looked to his side, and saw Mina's face only a few inches from his own. They had spent the night together in more ways than one.

      It was awkward and embarrassing and amazing all at once. Bundy had been with women before, was even engaged for a few months, but the connection he felt with Mina was different and better.

      Afterward, she opened up to him about her father for the first time. When she finished, he wished he could kill the man again for her. She fell asleep crying.

      His heart ached for the pain she'd endured and he wondered if she'd ever be able to get over it. Was it even possible to move on from a lifetime of that kind of torment?

      The feel of all her hard angles against his flabby chest was a pleasant surprise. Her skin was like warm velvet and he wished he never had to separate from it. He kissed her on the ear and she smiled, half-awake but keeping her eyes closed.

      "Good morning," he whispered.

      She stretched out and as he felt her warm, firm butt press against his groin he felt himself getting hard. She must have felt it, too, because she smiled and opened her eyes.

      "Too early for that, my handsome man."

      Bundy had been called a lot of things in life, but handsome wasn't one of them. The pure sincerity in her voice meant even more to him than the compliment.

      "Can't blame me, though. It's your fault for being so damned beautiful."

      She rolled onto her back, her small breasts disappearing against her ribs.

      "Thank you," she said.

      "For what?"

      "For being so... gentle."

      Bundy traced his fingers over her waist. "I want you to promise me something."

      "What's that, hon?"

      "That you won't ever thank me again for treating you right. That doesn't deserve a thanks. That's the way it's supposed to be."

      She put her hand on his face and kissed him.

      Bundy thought again that this moment should never end.

      But everything good comes to an end sooner or later. Usually sooner.
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        * * *

      

      Emory stood outside the warehouse and stretched away the stiffness, at least as much as possible at his advanced age. The morning was cool and he saw his breaths create pale clouds every time he exhaled.

      Some of the others had been talking about moving on and looking for larger groups of survivors, but Emory had his doubts. The plague happened too quickly for any large group of people to have been evacuated or saved. Of that, he was certain. But he didn't mind because as he looked out at the beauty surrounding him, he felt filled to the brim with the spirit of God.

      He'd never considered himself to be an overly religious man, but staring out at the surrounding glory made it impossible to believe it was all some sort of happy accident. No cosmic egg could crack open and spill a yolk like this. Apologies to Monsieur Lemaître, but Emory wasn't buying it.

      As he stood in the silence, he saw a small whitetail deer wander out of the woods at the rear of the warehouse. It nibbled on some clover growing amongst the grass, then caught a whiff of Emory. It craned its head in his direction, found him, and stared.

      "You have nothing to fear from me. Although, I speak not for my compatriots."

      It took a few more bites then bounded into the woods.

      The sight filled his heart up almost to the brim. This was still a beautiful world and Emory was excited to see what the future held.
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        * * *

      

      After waking up with Ramey still asleep against his chest, Wim was reluctant to move, but a rumbling in his belly got the best of him. He eased Ramey off and let her sleep as he headed into the break room where he remembered seeing some plastic bowls.

      He took some cans of peaches, pineapples and cherries and mixed them together, hoping it would be enough to feed everyone. As he looked out the room's lone window, he too saw the deer wander out of the tree line, the sun illuminating the small rack of antlers atop its golden brown head. They looked to still be covered in velvet and that made him smile. He hoped there was a doe in the area, too. Perhaps life could go on after all.

      He'd initially seen the plague as a curse, but maybe it was something else entirely. Maybe it was a cleansing of the slate. A modern day version of the Great Flood. He still wondered why he'd been spared, but now he was happy to be one of the lucky ones. He intended to put his lottery ticket to good use, and he wanted to make a difference this time around. He wanted to live, not simply exist.
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      After he tired of harassing the zombies, Mitch returned to his swivel chair behind the TV monitors and spun around and around and around until his head was swimming. The boredom was the worst. Well, maybe the hunger was worse, but boredom was almost more than he could bear.

      The zombies had dispersed again, wandering about aimlessly and doing whatever it was that zombies did when there was no one around to eat.

      Mitch watched them in the monitors as they shambled around, occasionally bumping into one another and growling or hissing, then going on their separate ways again. He was bored with this show, too.

      He flipped through the various cameras and almost went right past the one displaying the exterior of the resort, but the car caught his eye just before he switched off.

      "That wasn't there before."

      He glanced over at the rotting heap in the corner where his mother's body was slowly dissolving. Puddles of yellow and green goo had leaked out and inched their way toward him.

      He sometimes woke up at night afraid that the putrefying liquid had washed the whole way across the floor and he'd find himself sleeping in it. Forget Liquid Plumber, this was Liquid Mother.

      Mitch flipped through more camera angles, and in doing so, saw three men, one woman, and a dog inside the hotel. All appeared armed, except for the small nerdy-looking guy who sat motionless and stared at the wall.

      "Jesus Christ, even the zombies have more personality than you, buddy."

      While these new people looked prepared to fight zombies, they also appeared to be searching for something. They checked hallways, looked behind tapestries on the wall and did everything except pull on random books in the library and say, 'Open sesame.'

      "You're looking for the bunker, aren't you?" Mitch grinned, his eyes avid. This was good. "You're searching for the heroes, but all that's left to find is me..." He licked his lips at the thought.

      He turned again toward the body in the corner.

      "We've got company, Mother." Mother didn't respond.
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        * * *

      

      Over six hours of searching had proven fruitless. They'd found nothing. No zombies. No bunker. No false walls or secret passages.

      Aben wasn't too surprised. If there was a top secret bunker, it would almost certainly be inaccessible from the general hotel. But he doubted there was ever a bunker in the first place. And with even more certainty, he doubted anyone would be alive, even if the stories were true.

      He didn't share his thoughts with Bolivar because he could tell the soldier was distraught over the perceived failure. Bol has pinned all his hopes for the future of humanity on this place, and now he realized that donkey tale was wildly misplaced. Aben wasn’t going to say that out loud, but he did suggest they consider moving on sooner rather than later.

      "I know. We'll go in the morning." Defeat clouded Bolivar’s voice.

      Aben nodded. "No sense lingering."

      "I don't understand the hurry," Juli said.

      They both turned to look at Juli when she spoke.

      "There's nothing for us here," Aben said.

      Juli motioned to the floor to ceiling glass windows that looked out on the surrounding mountains.

      "And what's waiting for us out there?" She'd been removing the dressing on Grady's bite wound, but stopped as she spoke.

      "Jorge said they destroyed Philadelphia and killed everyone in it. I saw what was happening in Baltimore. That was Government sanctioned homicide. D.C. is gone. Do you really think anything is different in Chicago or Dallas or L.A.? Really?"

      Both men remained silent. Aben realized she has a point. He was quite confident the country, and probably the whole world, had been wiped out. Maybe there were islands in the Pacific or villages in inaccessible parts of the Amazon where people avoided being turned into zombies, but as for everywhere civilized… Nice knowing you. Here’s a souvenir t-shirt.

      "What then?" Bolivar asked. "We just sit here and do nothing but exist?"

      "Is that so bad? At least, for a little while? For all we know, those zombies will die off on their own. Maybe they'll rot to pieces or starve to death if people like us aren't dumb enough to go out there and get eaten."

      "She's got a point, Bol," Aben said.

      Bolivar looked at him, his eyes wide. "But what about other people? People who might die without our help?"

      "I'm not cut out for saving the world, Bol." Aben saw Bolivar's eyes flare and realized he needed to dial it back. “I’m just saying, it might not be a bad idea at all to take a day or so and think about things."

      Bolivar gave a slight nod, but didn't respond otherwise.

      "The appliances in the kitchen are all gas. I'd be glad to make us something to eat. The pantries were very well stocked." Juli said.

      "That sounds good."

      "Watch after him for me, okay?" She looked at Grady who sat silent as a church mouse.

      Aben gave his most reassuring smile. "I doubt he'll get up and run away, but we'll keep an eye out."

      She left the room. Bol moved to Grady and busied himself with examining the wound. Aben felt he was purposely ignoring him and that was all right.

      Aben stared out the window and thought it looked peaceful. He remembered learning once upon a time that the Earth was self healing. That's how it survived meteors and ice ages and all that shit. It was the people who were ultimately its biggest enemy.

      Maybe this is what the world needed, Aben thought. A do-over. Sucks for everyone who died, but the idea that this was all for the best was something he couldn't shake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 43

          

        

      

    

    
      Hard rain and violent thunderstorms kept the group trapped inside the warehouse for three days. Mead never returned and that bothered Wim.

      He'd liked Mead in the few days he'd been around him. Most of the others didn't appear to miss him, and that confused Wim even more than the man's sudden departure. He might have been an odd duck, but he was incredibly smart and innovative when it came to fighting and defending themselves against the zombies. Wim wanted to search for him, but the rain coming down was of the cats and dogs variety and Ramey and Emory talked him out of it.

      There was nothing to do but talk, and talking had never been Wim's strong suit. Even Emory was running out of stories to tell. Wim had gotten to know Peggy better and he was glad for the opportunity.

      She was a country girl and reminded him of his mama, only rougher around the edges. She too had grown up on a farm and they discussed that commonality off and on, but like everything else, the interest wore off soon enough.

      Wim knew many of them, especially Mina and Peggy, had grown tired of their quarters. Wim didn't entirely blame them. The only options for sleep were upright in chairs or prone on the hard floor.

      The warehouse was dark on a sunny day and an abyss on dreary ones. It felt like an oversized, sterile coffin. Ramey had spoken little about her father, but Wim caught her staring out the windows for long stretches at a time and knew she too was getting antsy.

      Their meager food supplies were dwindling, and when they woke to clear skies on the fourth day, heading out wasn't just an option, it was a necessity.

      Wim's plan was to go out and scavenge again, search for Mead, then return to the warehouse to regroup in case the man returned.

      He was outvoted. The majority, which included everyone except himself and Emory, wanted to say their final goodbyes. Wim didn't fancy himself any sort of leader and he didn't object.

      Ramey had informed everyone of her father's letter and they unanimously agreed to head in that direction. As they loaded their supplies into the vehicles, Wim noticed that the steel radial belt was showing through on one of the pickup's tires. He checked and there was no spare.

      "It's not safe to drive like that," he told her.

      "Well, it wasn't really my truck anyway. Just felt like it."

      She agreed to leave it behind. It was funny, Wim thought, the way people became attached to their big cages of metal. He knew his own Bronco couldn't last forever, but hoped to delay the inevitable as long as possible.

      Bundy and Mina took the ambulance and Peggy rode in the back. Wim, Ramey, and Emory piled into the Bronco and they left the warehouse in the past.
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        * * *

      

      Wim and Mina had been taking turns leading the way throughout the day. At the present, Mina was in the lead and he watched the back of the ambulance as it gained on him. It possessed more get up and go than his old Bronco and she had a lead foot.

      He was also growing weary of the drive. They'd stopped at a couple stores earlier in the day and loaded up on food. Bundy even found a shotgun hidden under a checkout counter. They'd seen a few zombies and dispatched them, but it was a monotonous day.

      A sign at the side of the road declared, "Coalwood - 2 mi." Ramey saw it and pulled out her map.

      "That's on the map! We're getting close."

      Wim glanced at the paper. She was right, they were close, but he guessed they still had twenty or so miles to go before they reached the X.

      A tiny town stood in the distance. It had a single street lined with small, company houses. One gas station stood on the outskirts.

      He couldn't see any zombies, but he wasn't looking too hard because in his peripheral vision, he noticed Ramey dancing in her seat. It was excitement over the map. Over her father.

      Wim had little hope they'd find anything where X marked the spot. He was unsure how she'd handle it if they arrived and found more nothingness and she realized it had been a fool’s errand. He considered broaching the subject, to possibly soften the coming blow. Before he could say anything, the ambulance disappeared.
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      It was morning and Mitch hadn't slept a minute the night prior. He worried the people who had invaded the hotel would disappear if he dared fall asleep. That would be tragic because he meant to escape the bunker and he needed distractions.

      On the monitors, Mitch saw the people in the resort had come awake and were eating. The woman fed the nerdy dude spoonful after spoonful of what looked like apple sauce.

      "Christ, why did you idiots waste your time rescuing some gork?"

      Mitch knew the odds of them finding their way to the bunker were slim to none. And even if they did find it, they weren't getting in. The steel doors were built to withstand a nuclear blast and wouldn't open from the outside without a keycard or the security code.

      He'd have given anything for a gun. Or even a fucking baseball bat. But all there was, was the letter opener he'd used to kill his mother. That poor excuse for a weapon was still embedded at the base of her skull.

      He needed it, though, because fleeing the safety of the control room with nothing was suicide. Mitch was a lot of things, but suicidal he was not. That meant he had to retrieve the letter opener. And that meant he had to look at his mother's body.

      Her skin had taken on an almost transparent quality, like all of her internal bits were coated in plastic wrap. She looked like she'd gained thirty pounds due to the bloating. He had to turn her head sideways to access the letter opener, and when he pushed against her face, he felt the slimy skin slide and separate from the tissue underneath it.

      His fingers sunk into her rotting flesh up to the first knuckle. He dry-heaved and felt like he was going to vomit, but after not eating for days, nothing came.

      His hand darted out and he pulled the letter opener free with a quick jerk, then he lobster crawled away from her as fast as he could.

      That was intense, he thought and gave a little laugh.

      As he approached the control room exit, he wiped his hands on his pants and stared at the two zombies outside the room. He mouthed, "Bring it, bitches!"

      Then Mitch opened the door.
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        * * *

      

      Juli had woken two hours earlier. Aben and Jorge were off exploring the hotel again and had invited her along, but she wasn't interested in poking around the same nooks and crannies as the day prior.

      Instead, she decided to organize supplies in the kitchen, which was enormous, but woefully lacking in high quality cookware. When she had it sorted to her satisfaction, she moved to the room where the four of them had slept the night before.

      She'd put Grady to bed like a toddler, and in the morning, he remained in the exact same position. She couldn't tell whether he'd slept because his eyes were open when she fell asleep and they were still open when she woke up. For the previous hour, she'd been watching him.

      Bolivar had told her about Grady's son, and the name he'd spoken. Josiah. Juli's heart broke for him. The others could never understand that pain, but she could. She lived with it every moment of every day.

      She talked to him off and on, but he never responded. Maybe he really is gone, she thought. Weren't mental hospitals full of people like this? People that stared into space without a thought in their heads? But if there was any part of him still inside, still aware, she wanted to be there for him.

      She used a wet cloth to wash his face and arms, cleansing away the last remnants of his son's blood. The wound on his arm appeared to be healing when she changed his bandage and showed no signs of infection. The bleeding had stopped completely. Thank God for small favors.

      Juli held the catatonic man's hand and prayed for him.
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        * * *

      

      Mitch stabbed the first zombie in the eye. The second posed more of a challenge, and when he went to stab it, the letter opener hit its cheekbone and the faux sword bent at a forty-five degree angle, slicing a chunk of flesh that dangled off the dead man's face like a piece of bologna.

      The zombie kept coming for him and Mitch stumbled backward. In the process, he tripped over the first zombie and went sprawling on the floor.

      His ankle twisted underneath him and sent a burst of pain up his leg. He screamed before he could stop himself.

      The sound enraged the zombie even more. It dove on top of him. The rotting smell coming from its mouth was all too close. Mitch gripped the twisted letter opener in his fist and slammed it upward.

      It pierced the fat flesh under the zombie's jaw and he crammed it in as far as it would go. Then he twisted and jerked and pulled, doing his best to dice up whatever was inside its skull.

      When Mitch realized the creature was dead, he pushed it off of himself and crawled to his knees. Beyond them, he saw shadows in the corridor. The shadows moved toward him and Mitch didn't need a fancy private school education to know what was coming.
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        * * *

      

      Bolivar and Aben worked their way down a long service hall. Ductwork and water pipes lined the passage and the combination narrowed the width of the space to five feet.

      "Do you really think it's over?" Bolivar asked. They were some of the first words he'd said all morning. "Humanity, I mean."

      "I wouldn't say over. I guess I'm telling myself it's more a chance to start fresh. That's my glass half full take on it, anyway."

      "What's your half empty take?"

      "That we're all fucked." He grinned. Even Bolivar gave something resembling a smirk.

      "Let's go with the former."

      "Let's."

      The hallway seemed to be never-ending. Occasionally, they came upon a small door that opened to a closet or storage space, but mostly, it was long stretches of nothingness.

      "Can I ask you a personal question?" Bolivar watched Aben, trying to get a read on him.

      "No one's stopping you. That doesn't mean I'll answer it."

      "You're homeless, right?"

      "I believe we all are."

      "You know what I mean."

      "I do. And I am."

      "How did you end up that way?"

      Aben waited a while before responding and Bol thought he might have overstepped his bounds, but he eventually got around to it.

      "I was back stateside for a little over a year. I'd leased an apartment in the town where I grew up. Where most of the people I'd known before the war still lived." Aben checked a door. It opened to a close full of cleaning supplies. "I didn't re-acclimate well."

      "Did you have much family to fall back on?"

      "Parents. An older brother, but he moved to Alaska while I was in Iraq. Haven't seen him since, actually. But when my lease was up, I decided to do one of those cross country find yourself spiritual healing bullshit trips. All new age-y, right? Anyway, after a year or eighteen months of that, it got to be a habit."

      "Did you ever do it?" Bolivar had stopped walking and was watching him.

      "Do what?"

      "Find yourself?"

      "Nah. But I didn't look all that hard."

      Bolivar's eyes drifted past him, a few yards up the corridor. "I'll be damned."
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      Bundy ran his hand over Mina's thigh, pushing it closer and closer to that magical spot between her legs.

      She swatted his hand, playful. "Do men ever think about anything but sex?"

      Bundy continued caressing. She wouldn't admit that it felt good, and she secretly preferred he didn't stop.

      "I'm not thinking about sex. I'm thinking this is a damned boring trip. It's my duty to do something to spice it up."

      "Oh, really, now?"

      They zipped past the "Coalwood - 2mi" sign. Mina's heavy foot had the ambulance flying at almost seventy miles an hour.

      "You like spice?"

      "I love it. Hot sauce. Habaneros. Damn, I'm getting hungry again."

      His hand was between her legs now. His fingers worked overtime. She gave a little shiver and squeezed her thighs together, trapping his hand there.

      "Stop! I don't want her to see," Mina whispered with a head tilt to the rear of the ambulance.

      Bundy looked into the back and grinned. "Peggy's sawin' logs. We may as well be alone."

      That suited her just fine. She let her legs come apart so his fingers were free. "So, what are you hungry for?"

      "I'm not picky. If your food is half as hot as you are, I'm a lucky man."

      "It don't matter if I can cook or not. You're already lucky."

      "Believe me, I know it."

      He removed his hand from her crotch, an act that disappointed her. She wanted to tell him to put it back, but before she could say that, he grabbed her chin, turned her face toward his own and kissed her.
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        * * *

      

      "What the hell?" Ramey screamed.

      The ambulance seemed to have vanished, like a magician had passed a cloth in front of it, waved a magic wand, and sent it to some other dimension. It had been there one moment, gone the next.

      "What happened?" Emory asked from the backseat. He'd just woken from road induced slumber and his voice was groggy.

      Wim slowed the Bronco. He was fifty yards from where the ambulance disappeared. Then, he saw smoke. He slowed further: twenty miles-per-hour, ten, five. What had begun with a few wisps of white steam had become billowing gray clouds.

      He was only a few feet from the gaping crevasse in the road when he saw it. The pavement was completely normal, then it dropped off into nothingness.

      "The road washed out," Wim said as he jumped out of the Bronco. To his left, he saw a deep gash in the mountainside where water funneled down. Three days of rain was too much for the hollow to handle and the steady flow had created a chasm twelve feet wide and over twenty feet deep.

      "Oh shit! Oh shit!" Ramey said.

      He hadn't even known that she arrived at his side. He was too busy staring into the hole in the ground where the ambulance had landed nose first.

      Along with chunks of asphalt and fallen trees, the hole in the ground was filled with hundreds of zombies. Wim couldn't tell if they'd been washed into the hole during the storm or if they'd fallen in afterward. It didn't matter much how they got there, because they all flocked toward the ambulance.

      "I have a tow rope in the back of the Bronco. Get it." She sprinted back to the vehicle. He got down on his knees and peered over the edge.

      "Mina! Bundy!" He waited for an answer but none came. The ambulance looked unharmed aside from the smoke pouring out of the smashed radiator.

      He prepared to drop over the edge into the hole, but before he could do that, the rear door of the ambulance flopped open.
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      The ramp incline was long and steep and Mitch struggled to catch his breath and keep moving. His sprained ankle was on fire and the only thing that kept him going was the steady chorus of growls and groans that serenaded him from behind, like an undead band that wouldn't shut the hell up.

      Every few steps, he looked back. He knew it was slowing him down, but he couldn't help it. Each time he glanced backward, more zombies had come close enough to be seen and the thunder of their encroaching steps filled the corridor to a deafening level. Mitch believed every zombie in the bunker was giving him chase. A thousand cats and he was the mouse.

      How much further is it? His legs felt like jelly, and for the first time in his life, he wished he'd have put more effort into gym class. Finally, in the distance, he saw the door. The zombies were closer than ever. Their stench filled the corridor. The smell was so oppressive he could taste death in his mouth.

      Mitch smacked into the door, too exhausted to stop the collision. He swiped his key card and waited. At first nothing happened. He tried again. Still nothing. Of course, a general access card wouldn't open the primary entrance. He should have known that. How could he be so stupid?

      The zombies were closer. He could feel the concrete floor vibrating under his feet. I never should have left the control room. I should have stayed in there and starved to death. It would be better than this. He stared back at them as they rambled along. There was no need to hurry. Mitch was trapped.
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        * * *

      

      Aben followed Bolivar's gaze and saw what held his attention. The hallway ended in a large, steel door with a glowing keypad beside it. Aben jogged to it.

      "We should get Juli," Bolivar said

      "Why? Because she knows the secret code?" Aben grinned and randomly pressed numbers.

      "Because she should know we found it. This is why we came here, right?"

      "I suppose." As Aben continued mashing at the keypad, the door unleashed a groan. They looked at each other in surprise and confusion.

      "That was easier than expected," Aben said.

      Bolivar raised his eyebrows. "That didn't actually work?"

      "It's opening."

      And it was. The door slid sideways an inch at a time and disappeared into a slot in the wall. When it had opened less than two feet, a boy slithered through the opening and fell to the floor.

      Bolivar first thought he was a zombie. His skin was stretched taut across his face and his eyes sunken into their sockets. But when the boy looked at them, Bol realized he was alive.

      "Jesus, kid," Aben said. "You look like shit warmed over."

      The boy stared up at them confused, but his confusion morphed into fear. "Run."

      "What?"

      "Run!"

      The door continued to open and Bolivar heard something behind it. Movement. It grew louder. And then he heard the growls. He peered into the tunnel. In the dim green fluorescent light he found the corridor was filled side to side and as far as he could see with zombies.

      The boy had climbed back to his feet and took off in a limping, awkward gallop as he moved away from them. "Run, you idiots!"

      Bolivar stepped back from the door. He looked at Aben. "They're all dead."

      One glance into the tunnel was enough for Aben. "Come on!" he said to Bolivar.

      But Bolivar lagged behind. He could see them in there. Thousands of them. It reminded him of the Wells Fargo Center all over again. He couldn't allow that to happen.

      "We have to get this door closed."

      Aben shook his head, his wild hair flying. "No. We need to go. Now, Bol!"

      "What numbers did you enter?" Bolivar hit the keypad. Nothing happened.

      "I don't know. It wasn't me, anyway. That kid must have opened it from the inside."

      The inside? The zombies were within fifteen yards now. One faster monster loped ahead of the pack. Bol stepped into the tunnel.

      "What the hell are you doing? Get out of there!"

      Bolivar searched for a way to close the door. He saw the key card slot. Where's the card? He searched the floor. Found it.

      "Come on!" Aben jogged a few more steps away.

      Bol grabbed the card off the floor and swiped it. The light stayed red. He tried again but his hands shook. No dice. One more time, he thought. Third time's the charm.

      Before he could make a third attempt, he felt the hand grab his shirt. Before he could react, teeth ripped through the material and sunk into his shoulder. He stumbled forward with an audible grunt.

      Aben turned, saw what had happened. He ripped a pistol from a holster on his belt and shot. The first bullet missed. He shot again. That one hit the zombie in the cheek. It dropped and Bolivar was free. Free, but dead on his feet. He saw Aben moving toward him and motioned him back as he took out his own pistol.

      "No! I'm bit. Go!"

      "Shit! Fuck! Are you sure it got you?"

      Bol reached back and came away with a palm wet with blood. He held it up for Aben to see. "Get the others out."

      "I will."

      Aben slid his gun across the floor to Bolivar, who grabbed it. He held a pistol in each hand.

      "Thanks. And Aben?

      Aben looked to him. He could see more zombies nearing Bolivar's back. They were only a few feet away. "What?"

      "Get a damn haircut. You're a disgrace."

      Bolivar gave a pained smile. Aben's was weak, but he tried to return it. He raised his hand and gave a quick salute. Bolivar nodded, then turned to face his fate.

      Between the two pistols, Bolivar had twenty-four rounds. He killed fourteen zombies with the first twenty-three shots, and by that time, they were upon him. The tunnel was filled with them. Packed in like sardines, he thought. I always hated sardines.

      The monsters surrounded him, clawing and scratching and biting. One of them grabbed hold of his ear and he felt the skin stretch, tear, then rip free from his head. Hot blood gushed from the wound.

      Bolivar felt himself being ripped apart. The agony of hungry, undead mouths biting pierced deep into his body. He heard the fabric of his shirt tear and felt the cool, stale air of the tunnel against his belly. That feeling was replaced by hot blood flowing as the zombies tore open his abdomen.

      Their hands reached inside of him, pulling out his intestines, ripping away organs. He thought of the others. He felt the worst about Grady. He'd promised he'd watch out for him.

      His vision went black and he knew the end was close. With the end came reanimation. He wanted that even less than death.

      He managed to lift the pistol one more time, pressing the barrel under his chin. As he squeezed the trigger, he prayed the monsters took their time eating him and gave everyone else a chance.
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      When Mina awoke, her body was pressed against the cool glass of the ambulance's windshield. She was contorted on its side, one foot tangled in the steering wheel.

      How did I get here? What happened?

      She opened her eyes and everything was dark. It took a moment for them to adjust. When they did, she saw nothing to cure her confusion. Where was the road?

      "You really did it now, Birdie. Got yo’self in a big old bind," her daddy's voice said.

      She craned her neck to look out the windshield and saw nothing but brown mud. Her nasal passages burned. Is that smoke?

      Mina knew something terrible had happened. The details didn't matter. Nothing mattered until she could find Bundy.

      She freed her foot and rolled to face the opposite direction. She saw him there, suspended in his seat and held fast by his seatbelt. His head sagged and she thought he looked like an over-sized, lifeless doll.

      No, that can't be. He has to be alive.

      "Killed another one, Birdie. Seems like every man around you ends up dead." Shut up you old bastard! she thought as she crawled across the dashboard.

      "Hey. Hey, handsome. Wake up. Come on." Mina used her fingers to open an eye. She saw his pupil contract. She breathed a little easier. Then he coughed and his eyelids fluttered on his own. "That's good. That's real good."

      He came around slowly, but that was fine. He was alive.

      "Are you okay?" He slurred his words.

      "I'm just fine. Don't you worry about me." She grabbed his hand.

      "What about Peggy?"

      Shoot, she'd forgotten all about the other woman in the ambulance. "Typical Birdie, only care about yo'self."

      Mina peered into the rear of the ambulance, which was a dark cave aside from two rectangles of white where sunlight came in from above. "Peggy?" No answer came. She found her tossed ass over head, her head twisted horribly askew.

      "Damn it."

      "What? Is she-" Bundy asked from behind her.

      "Her neck's broke."

      A thud rocked the van. Mina spun around and saw Bundy had released himself from the belt and fallen against the dash. He groaned and rolled onto his back.

      "Get out."

      "What?"

      "Get out of here before she turns."

      Mina searched the floor for a gun, but everything had been upended in the crash.

      Bundy pushed her into the back of the ambulance. "Go!"

      It was eight feet to the rear door. Mina clawed her way along, but she was having little luck. She glanced back and saw Bundy emerging from between the front seats. "Get your butt back here and give me a push, big fella."

      "I'm coming, boss."

      She felt him behind her, the warmth of him against her back. He took her by the waist and raised her with as much ease as if he was lifting a pillow. Mina grabbed the door handle and threw it open.

      Sunlight flooded into the rear of the ambulance and she saw Wim peering down from above. Bundy lifted her higher and she climbed free.

      "What did I hit?"

      "Nothing," Wim said. "The road's washed out. How are Bundy and Peggy?"

      Shoot, she kept forgetting about Peggy. "Peggy's dead. Bundy's on his way."

      She looked into the ambulance and saw Bundy attempting to pull himself the length of the box. He was red-faced and struggling.

      "Are you gonna make it?"

      Bundy was huffing, out of breath. "Aw, I'll get there. Just takes me a little longer."

      Mina turned back to Wim. "Can you come down and help him, Wim?"

      Wim nodded. "Sure thing. Ramey's getting a rope."

      "Okay."

      "Wim's coming. He'll get you ou-" She lost her words when she saw Peggy coming back to life behind him. The woman tumbled onto her side, into a sitting position. Her head lolled sideways and her eyes set a target on Bundy.
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        * * *

      

      Bundy couldn't find his pistol. Couldn't find any of the guns he'd gathered together the last few days. He needed to put Peggy down before she reanimated, but had no means of doing it without a firearm.

      It was a nagging reminder of Mead insisting guns were poor choices. Maybe the little bastard was right after all. Bundy had nothing, not a knife or a hammer or even a damn brick. His only hope was escaping the ambulance before Peggy woke up.

      He attempted to climb out of the box, but it took less than thirty seconds before he realized the pointlessness of that plan. He saw Mina looking down at him. The sunlight back lit her head and she seemed to glow. Like an Angel, if he believed in such things.

      "Wim's coming. He'll get you ou-"

      Bundy saw her eyes grow wide. He had a good idea what had caused it and he looked over his shoulder. Peggy had woken from her not so eternal slumber and she was on the move.

      He kicked back with his foot, catching her in the chest and tipping her over. She didn't stay down long. In seconds, she was back on her feet. He kicked out at her again, this time it was only a glancing blow. She caught his pant leg in her hands and pulled it toward her mouth.

      She was inches away from sinking her teeth into his exposed calf. He could think of only one option. He let his body go limp and dropped down on her with all of his five hundred pounds. Beneath him, Peggy's body broke and burst.

      Above, Mina's screams drowned out all other sounds.

      He felt his head swimming, and he shook his noggin to clear it. He saw that Mina had dropped to her hands and knees, half her torso was extended into the box.

      "Are you all right?"

      Bundy looked around him. There was so much blood. "I'm not sure."

      "Did you get bit?"

      "I don't think so." He maneuvered himself through the pile of gore from what had once been Peggy and tried to bend his leg to check for bite wounds. That action was interrupted by a lightning bolt of pain that stretched from his leg, all the way into the pit of his stomach. He looked down and saw a bone jutting from his shin. Blood gushed from the wound.

      "Well, shit."

      "What? What is it?"

      Bundy looked to her again. He saw Wim above her. Wim was looking at him, too. He had a coil of rope in his hands.

      "We'll get you out of there, buddy. I'm gonna toss this down. Tie it around your waist."

      Bundy appreciated the offer, but he was smart enough to know this was game over.
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      Juli heard the footsteps before she saw who they belonged to. They sounded awkward. Step, drag, step, drag. It sounded like a zombie. Earlier, Aben had given her a revolver. He even took her behind the hotel and set up empty cans for her to shoot at. She missed them all.

      "Good thing a zombie's head is bigger than a soup can," was all he said about that.

      She took the gun from her pocket and examined it, trying to remember how to use it. She flicked off the safety. Then what? She pulled back the hammer. That's all there is too it, she thought. Aside from aiming, and that was the hard part. She stood at the ready as the source of the sound closed in.

      What emerged wasn't a zombie. It was a teenage boy who ran with a limp. He appeared on the verge of collapse. Juli lowered the revolver.

      Mitch waved her away. "Get out of here. Everyone in the bunker is dead. And they're coming."

      Juli couldn't believe her ears. "There's really a bunker?"

      Mitch nodded. "I've been trapped in there for days."

      More footsteps thundered against the tile. These were faster, and the boy glanced back, panicked. "Listen, lady. There's thousands of the fuckers! Go!"

      "Did you see anyone else? Two of my friends are somewhere in the basement."

      The teen didn't answer. He moved past Juli, who lingered. She couldn't help herself; she had to see what was coming. She almost raised the gun again, but Aben emerged.

      "Aben! There was a boy! He said-"

      "Zombies." Aben was out of breath and struggled to expel words. "Got Bol."

      "What? No!"

      "Got to get my dog. You get the dad."

      He grabbed her hand and dragged her along. Juli looked back one final time. The floor vibrated underfoot. She couldn't see the zombies, but she could hear them coming. Like a stampede of wild horses in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Aben and Juli had gathered Grady and the dog and made it outside, the horde of zombies was close enough to smell. The kid, who had said his name was Mitch, hung around them at the periphery and Aben noticed he'd helped himself to a pistol and a rifle.

      "You know how to use that?"

      Mitch looked from the rifle to Aben's face. "I've watched enough movies to figure it out."

      With his remaining hand, Aben pointed to the rifle. "Fires better when the bolt's closed."

      "Bolt?"

      Aben reached over, grabbed the bolt and closed it.

      "Thanks."

      "Thank me by not shooting one of us."

      He thought the little prick sneered, but he had better things to worry about. Aben whistled for the dog and it sprinted ahead of them and jumped into the backseat. Juli moved toward the passenger side.

      "No!"

      She looked up, startled.

      "You drive."

      "Me?"

      He held up his stump. Might as well get some use out of the damned thing. She nodded and got behind the wheel.

      Aben saw Mitch staring toward the Greenbrier. He had an idea why, but looked anyway.  Yep, that's what I expected. The zombies were coming.

      The creatures teemed out of the front entrances and into the courtyard. They spilled into the grass and gardens, smashing the almost endless carpet of red tulips underfoot. It looked, to Aben, like they were running through a sea of blood.

      Aben fell into the passenger seat. Juli already had the engine running. "Hit it," he said.

      She did. She made a hard and fast u-turn that threw them back and forth in their seats. The car skidded into the grass for a moment, took out another swath of tulips, then she pulled it back onto the drive and pressed the pedal to the floor.

      The tires gave a short squeal as they fought for traction and then the Cruze leapt forward. Aben leaned out the window and watched the hotel and the horde of zombies shrink in the distance. When they exited the resort property and hit the main street, Juli looked to him.

      "Where are we going?"

      It was a reasonable question. One for which he had nothing resembling an answer. "Damned if I know."

      "Start with right or left."

      He looked both ways. "Which direction did we come in from?"

      "Left."

      "Then turn right."

      She did.
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      After Ramey handed the rope off to Wim, she saw the zombies moving in the washed out pit. It was more than she'd ever seen in one place at one time and, to her, it looked like they were swarming.

      They moved toward the ambulance, but blocking their way was a jumble of trees that was packed in tight and rose to the top of the crevasse. When the zombies reached it, the first row became entangled in the debris, but the others kept coming. They climbed atop their fallen, undead brethren and worked their way upward, out of the hole, nearing the destroyed highway.

      "Wim."

      Wim was busy looking into the ambulance. He had dropped the rope downward where Mina fed it through the open door.

      "Wim."

      The first zombies escaped the pit. Only four, but more were coming. They clawed their way to freedom and moved toward the survivors.

      "Wim! They're out!"

      Wim looked over, his face confused, but that confusion gave way to dread when he saw what Ramey was shouting about.

      "Good, God almighty."

      Ramey pulled her pistol and shot. The lead zombie fell. She shot again and missed completely. If they made it through this, she promised herself she wasn't going to stop practicing until she could kill these bastards every time she fired. But for now, she had to make do.

      A third round took out a second zombie. More than a dozen had escaped. They were less than thirty yards away.

      Wim looked down. "Bundy, hold tight. We have a situation at the moment." He reached toward Mina. "Give me your hand."

      "No." She shook her head back and forth. "No. You get him out, Wim."

      "You first and stop arguing. There's a couple hundred zombies headed this way and we gotta hurry."

      "I said no!"

      Ramey heard the rage in the woman's voice, but she was too busy shooting to give it much thought. Emory had joined her. He fired away with a revolver, but he was a much worse shot than any of them and was of little help. What a sad bunch of marksmen we are, she thought.
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        * * *

      

      Bundy heard the shooting and the subsequent panic in Wim's voice. Wim wasn't the type to panic unless the situation truly called for it, and that made up his mind.

      "Wilhelmina," he said, and she looked at him, her eyes overflowing with tears. "Take his hand and go."

      "I'm not doing that. I'm not leaving you."

      "You have to. And do you know why?"

      "Why?"

      "Because I love you. And if I know you're gonna live, it's gonna be easier for me to die."

      She wiped away snot which ran from her nose. The waterworks were on full blast now. "You're not going to die!"

      "I am. I got a busted leg and I don't think you and Wim and Ramey and Emory combined could haul my fat ass outta here. Besides, it sounds like the gunfight at the OK Corral up there, and they've all got better things to do than waste time on me."

      "Just stop it! Stop saying that."

      After he did a full body drop on Peggy, Bundy had discovered a box he'd packed into the ambulance the day after they found the warehouse. It was something he and Mina had come across and hidden from Mead. Something he’d almost forgotten about.

      "Do you remember why you said you liked me more than Mead?"

      "What? No."

      "Come on, think about it."

      "I don't remember. And why's that matter now, anyway?"

      "You said it was because you could outrun me. Well, baby, it's time to run." Bundy smiled, then looked past her to Wim. "Wim, get her out of here."

      Wim leaned over the edge of the broken road. He had to stretch as far as possible to get anywhere near her. "Come on, Mina. Listen to him."

      "Do it, Mina. Go."

      "I don't want to."

      "No, I imagine you don't. But we've both got to do something we don't want to do right now."

      He opened the box and pulled out a stick of dynamite. Then he fished a lighter from his pocket.

      "Say, how many zombies are out there, Wim?"

      "A couple hundred."

      Bundy let loose a low whistle. "A while back, Mead and I had a contest to see who could kill the most of those bastards. I'm pretty sure I'm gonna whoop his ass."

      He felt Mina's tears fall onto his upturned face. He let them run into his mouth, enjoying his salty, final taste of her.

      "I love you." Her words came out in retching sobs.

      "Back at you, beautiful. You go on, now."

      She turned away at last. He was so glad he didn't have to see her face anymore. Now, he could let his own tears flow. He watched her go. She needed to stand on her tiptoes before she could catch Wim's hand. She did, and he hauled her up.

      She didn't look back as Wim ushered her away. Wim did look one last time. Bundy never thought a simple nod could appear to be a sad gesture, but that's what Wim did and that's what it was. Bundy flicked the lighter and lit the fuse. "Take care of them, Wim."

      "I'll do my best."

      "That's all any of us can do."

      Wim left. Bundy heard frantic voices as the gunshots stopped. He heard the Bronco's tires spinning against the asphalt and the sound grew quieter and quieter as it retreated.

      Bundy sat the dynamite, with its blazing fuse, on top of the other twenty or so sticks that filled the box. He never got to use explosives the way he planned, but that was all right.

      "Been a hell of a ride, boss."

      He let his eyes fall shut. He had no desire to see what followed.
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        * * *

      

      They were a mile away when the explosion shook the car. Wim looked in the side mirror and saw orange smoke drift upward, marring the blue sky.

      He reached for Ramey. She took his hand between her own and raised it to her lips and kissed his fingers. They didn't say anything. There weren't any words.
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      Wim drove nearly an hour before he found an alternate route. No one in the car had spoken a word. That changed when they stumbled upon a roadblock of abandoned vehicles.

      Over two dozen cars and trucks covered the roadway. Even the embankments were blocked. Going around them would be impossible.

      "What should we do now, William?" Emory asked.

      Wim wasn't interested in being in charge, but it happened by default. Wim stared at the jumble of cars, trucks, and SUVs. They hadn't passed more than five houses in the previous half hour and Wim knew there was no way all these vehicles came together by chance. This was intentional. He opened the door.

      "Let's stretch our legs."

      Ramey slid out first. Wim followed. He watched the Bronco as Emory attempted to cajole Mina outside. Eventually, he did.

      "Let me see that map again," Wim said to Ramey.

      She pulled it from her back pocket, and when Wim unfolded it, he found the seams were so worn, it was ready to fall to pieces. He tried to compare it to the route they'd taken and, so far as he could tell, it matched up near perfect.

      "It looks like there's a third way in, but it'll take us a few hours out of the way. Maybe more, depending on the roads."

      Ramey watched him closely. He thought she could see through him like a pane of glass and tried to avoid her gaze.

      "Wim? Are we there?"

      Wim didn't answer. He tried to think of a decent fib, but before he could come up with one, a metallic clang on the pavement got his attention.

      Ramey heard it, too, and they looked to see a canister not much larger than a soda can spewing a cloud of yellow gas. That was joined by four more.

      Wim tried to grab Ramey, to get them back to the Bronco, but his head was foggy. He saw Mina fall to the ground. Then Emory.

      "Wim?" Ramey called out, her voice sounded miles away.

      His feet felt like they weighed a thousand pounds each and he couldn't make himself move. He reached for Ramey, but he could no longer see her through the thick smoke.

      He thought he heard something akin to heavy machinery, but before he could make a point to listen, the world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      I'm so cold, Wim thought as he slowly regained consciousness. Why was he cold? The day had been hot. He felt like someone was pricking him over and over again with icicles.

      His eyes fluttered, then opened. Everything was white. He thought that was due to the brightness and that his eyes hadn't adjusted yet, but as things came into focus, he saw white walls. A white ceiling.

      He turned onto his side to avoid the icy assault. He saw a figure wearing, of course, white. Its face was hidden behind an opaque mask. The figure aimed a hose at him and something cold and wet like water, but with a chemical smell, rained on him.

      As his mental fog cleared, he realized the person hosing him down was wearing a HazMat suit. He climbed to his knees, and when he did, he saw he was naked. He tried to cover himself with his hands and the person with the hose laughed.

      "No need for modesty. I'm the one who stripped you down in the first place."

      When he finished spraying Wim, the person handed him a towel. "Wipe yourself down good so there's no residue. There's new clothes over there." He pointed to the corner where clothing was folded in a neat pile.

      The man left and while Wim dried off, he wondered about the residue. He couldn't make sense of any of this. How did he even get here?

      After he dressed, he moved toward a slit in the plastic wall through which sunlight spilled. Wim pushed at it and stepped into the open.

      He saw two identical tents, but not the man with the hose. Or anyone at all. Parked nearby was an M-35 Cargo Truck with an open air bed. He remembered the rumbling engine he'd heard in the fog and assumed that might be a match. But there was no driver. He decided to explore the area and hoped to locate his friends.

      Wim found them clustered together a dozen yards away from a floating dock. In his glee to see his companions, he didn't give much thought to the dock or the lake beyond it. He barely noticed the motorboat tied off there, or the man inside it.

      Instead, he rushed to his friends. They all wore white drawstring pants and white cotton shirts, the same wardrobe Wim had been given. Ramey saw him approaching and her face lit up.

      "Wim!" She ran to him and threw her arms around his neck.

      "Where are we?"

      She shook her head. "I just woke up a few minutes ago. We all did." She ran her hand through his still damp hair. "You got a bath, too?"

      "Yep. Not a very pleasant one, either."

      She tried to smile, but couldn't force one through the fear. Wim wanted to hold on to her and tell her everything was going to be okay, but he knew she'd see through that in a second.

      He had no time to say anything, because the man in the boat shouted. "Down here!"

      Another man dropped over the hill behind them. He approached the foursome.

      "This way, please." He ushered them toward the boat.

      Wim hesitated. "Can you tell us what's going on?"

      The man shook his head. "They'll give you more information at registration."

      "Registration?"

      The man didn't elaborate. "Climb aboard, friends. You're safe now."

      Wim and Emory exchanged a skeptical gaze. Wim put his hand on Ramey's shoulder and squeezed it. He leaned in close to her ear. "I don't think we're in a position to protest."

      "I think you're right."

      The man on shore helped them into the boat. The driver gave them life vests.

      "Safety first."

      He flashed a warm smile. Once they all suited up, the boat took off.
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        * * *

      

      Their journey by water took less than fifteen minutes. They reached another dock where the driver tied up, then helped them step off.

      Ahead, a sprawling, wooden wall stretched twenty-five feet into the air. A gate large enough to fit a tractor trailer swung open from the top down and it reminded Wim of a drawbridge without a moat.

      Ramey leaned in close to him. "What the hell's going on?"

      "I haven't the foggiest."

      The boat driver pointed to the opening. "Head inside. Registration's to the left."

      He sped away, kicking up a spray of water.

      They trekked the twenty yards to the opening. When they passed through, they discovered what looked like a village.

      Dozens of people tended to gardens, did construction on buildings, and went about life as usual. A few children dashed back and forth, tossing and chasing Frisbees. Wim even saw something that made his nerves almost disappear: chickens roaming freely and a half dozen pigs loitering about.

      Registration was located inside a yurt. A middle-aged, brunette with her hair pulled up in a bun stood inside and checked them in, asking their names, age, and home state. Ramey was up after Wim.

      "Ramey Younkin. Eighteen. New York."

      The woman looked confused or surprised, Wim couldn't tell which. She scurried to a man with a long gray ponytail and they traded whispers. Wim tried his best to eavesdrop, but they were too far away.

      As they finished their private conversation, the man made a beeline to Ramey. "Hello, Ramey. I'm Victor. Please, come with me."

      Ramey held her ground. "No. I won't leave my friends."

      The man chewed his lip and Wim noticed he was rocking on his feet.

      "How about you pick one?" Victor said.

      Ramey chose Wim and the two were whisked away. Emory raised his eyebrows as they passed. Wim shrugged his shoulders.

      Once outside, Ramey demanded, "Tell me where you're taking us."

      Wim didn't expect her to get an answer, and was surprised when one came. "Nothing to be worried about. We're going to see Doc."

      "Who's Doc?" she asked.

      "He's our founder."

      Victor didn't expound further because they stopped outside a small log cabin.

      "Now what?" Ramey asked Victor.

      He gave a wide, warm smile. "Go in. Doc's waiting for you."

      He strolled away, leaving them alone. Ramey looked to Wim, unsure. "What do you think? Should we go in?"

      Wim felt apprehensive about what laid behind the door, but the map had brought them all to this point. It was time to find out what really waited for them at the X. He nodded.

      Ramey took his hand and pulled the door open. Together, they stepped inside.

      The cabin was dark despite two large skylights in the ceiling. Wim saw the shape of a man behind a large desk. A manila folder covered his face.

      "Hello? They said you were expecting us," Ramey said and Wim noticed a quiver in her voice he'd never heard before. It wasn't exactly fear, but it was close.

      The man peered up and a kerosene lantern cast yellow light onto his face. The first thing Wim noticed was a large, purple birthmark on his cheek. Its shape made him think of learning geography in elementary school. "Italy is the boot."

      When Doc's face came into view, Ramey dropped Wim's hand. Doc broke into an ecstatic grin.

      Ramey ran to him. "Daddy!"

      They collided in an embrace. Wim heard her sobbing. He suddenly felt very much like a third wheel and tried to distract himself by looking around the cabin.

      The walls were covered with maps and diagrams of chemical structures that may as well have been some alien language for as much sense as they made to Wim. He spotted a large calendar for the month of May. One day was circled in red and the word "Philadelphia" was written inside it.

      Wim remembered that time well. It was only two days before life on his farm ceased to exist. A shiver ran up his spine, but he tried to ignore it.

      It seemed like hours passed before Ramey and her father broke their embrace. When they did, the man wiped the tears from her eyes with his fingertips. "Oh, Ramey," he said. "I was so worried."

      Ramey composed herself, at least somewhat. "I was, too. I thought you were dead. Like everyone else."

      "Your mother?"

      Ramey gave a quick nod.

      "I'm so sorry. So, so sorry, Ramey. But I'm glad you're here. This makes me happier than you could ever imagine."

      Ramey turned to Wim. "Wim brought me to you. He saved my life."

      Her father strode toward him and shook his hand. His grip was firm, but Wim thought his hand clammy. "A million thanks to you. Wim, is it?"

      Wim nodded. "Thanks aren't necessary. Your daughter is more than capable of taking care of herself. She had little choice, being left alone."

      Doc flinched, a tic so quick it could have been easy to miss, but Wim noticed and he was glad.

      "She's a resilient girl. Always has been." Doc turned back to Ramey. "Let me show you both around."

      He led them out of the cabin and into the common areas. He showed them a schoolhouse, several small gardens, even some dairy cows. He pointed out a few dozen small houses. "Less than half are occupied at the present. We're hoping to bring in others. I heard there were four in your party?"

      "There were more, at one point," Wim said.

      Doc didn't acknowledge that comment. As he showed them a communal dining room, Ramey cut him off.

      "Daddy, what is this place?"

      Doc smiled. Perhaps Ramey found the look to be joyful, but Wim saw something else. To Wim, Doc's smile held the weight of a man who'd just won a war. His eyes were full of pride, and when Wim got another shiver up his spine, he didn't ignore it.

      Doc reached over and pushed a lock of Ramey's hair off her face. Like he wanted her to have a good look at what he had created.

      "This is the Ark. This is where the world starts over."
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      And every living substance was destroyed which was upon the face of the ground, both man, and cattle, and the creeping things, and the fowl of the heaven; and they were destroyed from the earth: and Noah only remained alive, and they that were with him in the ark.

      Genesis 7:21-23
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      The worst thing about this end of the world zombie shit is that women don’t wear yoga pants anymore.

      That thought rolled around Caleb Daniels mostly empty head as he approached the gym. Neon yellow paint above a row of glass windows declared it ‘Fanatical Fitness’. Yoga pants were pretty much the only reason he’d ever gone to the gym. He hadn’t even cared much about the size or shape of the wearer. Truth be told, he preferred if the girls were on the big side. Like his dad always said, ‘That’s more cushion for the pushin.’

      It had been over almost half a year since those assholes at the Ark abducted him. Him and Juanita, the woman he’d been traveling with at the time. And on days like this, he wished he’d have taken a different route south and avoided them altogether. The only good thing about the Ark was that it was safe. There weren’t zombies everywhere, waiting to eat your balls or rip your face off every time you rounded a corner, and he appreciated that. But Caleb Daniels wasn’t an idiot, or so he thought. And he knew that, as far as pecking orders went, he was barely above that hick farmer with the stupid name.

      Caleb didn’t hate Wim, even if his name was weird and the man was too damned quiet. He liked him for the most part. His annoyance stemmed from the fact that the two of them, plus whatever lackey Doc deemed dispensable, kept getting sent out into the danger zone. No one cared that Caleb and Wim risked their lives every time the Ark was running low on canned fruit or pig slop or fuel for the generators. The important people, Doc and his ass sucking followers, they never abandoned the safety of the walls. Nope, they stayed inside where it was safe and they could pretend the world was still hunky dory.

      Every time one of these missions (suicide missions, he often thought them) arose, Caleb told himself that this time he wasn’t coming back. That he would hot wire a car (an act he’d never so much as attempted, but it looked easy on TV) and hit the road for Texas. That place was so damned big he could build himself a ranch on about a thousand acres and never have to deal with this zombie shit again. That was the plan, but every time they went on a supply run, Caleb did as told and brought back whatever they wanted. No car. No hot wires. No Texas. No ranch. Only obeying.

      He hated that about himself. Hated getting bossed around all the time and never doing a thing to stop it. Even in the apocalypse, he seemed destined to be a follower. In life before zombies, his passive, do as he was told attitude had landed him a peach of a job pushing carts at Walmart for a buck over minimum wage. For that barely livable salary he had the pleasure of getting reamed out by the manager every time he moved too slow or blocked the aisles too long or didn’t flash big, fake smiles at the customers all day long. Like they gave two shits about the guy pushing buggies anyway.

      The first time Caleb saw zombies he was at work. He’d rounded up thirty or so carts and was steering them toward the entrance bay when the bastard came hauling ass across the parking lot. He slammed right into Caleb’s centipede of shopping carts without so much as an “excuse me.” He was a middle-aged man, only half a decade or so older than Caleb himself, and he wore a Marlboro jacket. There was blood smeared on his coat. Blood which was hard to see against all the red. Caleb remembered that specific detail because he always wished he could afford Marlboros. But he couldn’t, not on cart pusher wages, and he had to settle for generics that tasted like week old ass.

      The Marlboro man bounced off the carts and tumbled onto his skinny rump. Caleb was halfway to rushing to his side to see how bad he’d hurt himself when the man hopped back up and made a beeline for a woman on a motorized scooter. The old gal, who reminded Caleb a bit of his own grandma, floored the accelerator and the scooter lurched forward at three miles an hour. That wasn’t nearly fast enough and the smoker tackled her like a linebacker taking out the star QB. The next thing Caleb knew, the woman was screaming and a pool of blood ebbed out around them and turned the dull, sun-faded gray pavement black. Caleb grabbed his walkie, ready to radio in, but realized he hadn’t a clue what to say. There sure wasn’t a code for this. That was when he realized the Marlboro man was eating the scooter rider. He’d taken three big bites out of her double chin but seemed to lose interest when a trio of teenage girls stumbled onto the scene.

      When the zombie took off after them, the woman who’d been his midday snack climbed to her feet. At first, she stumbled around like she’d just come awake after a long nap, but then she shook her whole body like she was doing some exotic Indian rain dance. Then, she didn’t need the scooter anymore and in a half dozen lumbering steps she disappeared into the store.

      Caleb stood there, too shocked to move. Shrieks and squeals from inside Walmart spilled through the automatic doors along with a sea of shoppers, many bloodied and frantic as they dashed toward their vehicles. There were more zombies amongst them, running with and through the crowd. Occasionally there’d come some sort of guttural roar and a human would fall and the zombies would dive onto him or her, ripping and tearing and eating. It reminded Caleb more than a little of the nature shows he often watched where a bunch of lions or tigers would attack a herd of zebras. Only this wasn’t Africa and these were people.

      His walkie had crackled and he heard a voice he recognized all too well as that of Drayton Sawyer, the Assistant Manager, mumble something about ‘calling the fucking police’ and ‘blood everywhere’ but the noise was cut short and the box on Caleb’s thigh remained silent from there on out. Around him, the people who had been attacked and munched on were rising to their feet. One woman had an eyeball dangling to and fro from the socket. He watched it sway back and forth so long he worried he might get hypnotized by the movement.

      Hypnotized, he thought, realizing that he almost was. All around him chaos reigned and there he stood doing nothing but staring. Useless as a scarecrow.

      With a shake to clear his head, Caleb abandoned his carts and sprinted up the lot toward employee parking. He tried three times to pull his keys from his pocket as he ran. Finally, on the fourth try and five yards from his Ford, he succeeded. He dove into the driver’s seat and gunned the engine, drawing the attention of Lynn, a plain, but buxom girl he recognized from working in the ‘Beauti-que’ hair salon. She clutched a pair of scissors in her fist and Caleb thought he saw blood dripping from the blades.

      He waved her toward him. “Get in!”

      Lynn the hair stylist jogged in his direction, but she didn’t see the toddler. It was five years old tops, but the blood ringed around its plump lips showed it was just as dangerous as the other zombies. The tot jumped onto her, catching hold of her ample thigh and chomping down on the exposed skin below her denim skirt. Lynn flailed and struggled, knocking the kid to the ground, but Caleb had already seen enough to know she was toast. He stomped on the gas pedal and put his career pushing carts in the rear-view mirror.

      In the days afterward, when everyone else was dying, he clung to a small piece of hope. Not that things would get better, but that maybe he could be different now. Maybe he could be someone who mattered for once. That crashed down on his bald head when he met Juanita. She saved him from getting chomped by one of the zombies while he stood outside a gas station and tried to write his name on the concrete block wall with his own piss. He’d just finished the ‘e’ when he heard a rifle report, then felt the undead bastard crash into his back. Juanita was only 20-something, much younger than him, but she was already the boss.

      When he wanted to head west, she insisted they go south instead. And he obeyed. “Yes, ma’am. That’s a fine idea, ma’am.” “How about you sit in the back seat while I drive you ma’am.” It was along one of her stupid detours where they came up on a road block, got gassed, and ended up in the Ark.

      There, life returned to the same old, same old, only without the benefit of cable TV to take his mind off his shitty life at the end of the day. If he wasn’t being shipped out on supply runs, he was burning trash or emptying the composting toilets, which were really nothing more than fancied outhouses. Even during the apocalypse, Caleb’s life sucked ass. And meanwhile Juanita had run off for greener pastures while he stayed behind, stuck and miserable.

      An opaque layer of dust cloaked the windows to Fanatical Fitness. Caleb tried to peer through it, but had no luck. He knew he should continue, to locate a store with food or toilet paper or any of the other things on his list, but he couldn’t get the idea of yoga pants out of his head. Maybe some little sweetheart had been working out in there when the shit hit the fan. And even if she was a zombie, it would still give his sore eyes a sight he’d been yearning to see. After all, it had been almost six months.

      Caleb spat into his palm, then rubbed his hands together. Once thoroughly lubricated, he used them to wipe clear a ten inch by ten-inch section of glass. He pressed his face against it, pushing his nose sideways as he peered into the cavernous gym.

      Was that movement? He thought so. But who or what? He strained, trying to see inside. Something moved to his left, he was sure of it that time. He hocked another wad of spit into his hand and just as he started to wipe clear more of the window, the glass shattered.

      Large chunks sprayed outward, crashing onto the sidewalk and exploding. A shard the size of a slice of XL pizza fell into Caleb’s face, peeling open his cheek, but he barely noticed because something was coming through the hole in the window. No, not something. Someone.

      A man who Caleb thought looked as big as one of those wrestlers on Monday Night Raw pushed his way through the broken window. Glass clawed and tore at his gray flesh but the man was dead and no blood flowed from the wounds. Caleb spied a large tattoo on his bare chest. ‘No pain, no gains’ it declared, in harsh, script font. As soon as he was through, another zombie appeared at the window. That one had upper arms which were as big around as Caleb’s head and thick, black veins popped up like he had yards of rope embedded underneath his flesh.

      Caleb took a staggering step backward, trying to grab the pistol he had tucked in the small of his back. In the process, he pushed the gun all the way into his jeans and he felt it slide down against his ass cheeks. He gave a little shiver as the cold metal hit his hot flesh.

      As he backed away from the bodybuilder zombies, his right foot dropped over the curb. The four inches drop to the road was enough to send him careening down where he slammed onto his back. His head bounced off the pavement and everything went black. Then he felt two hands grab his ankles.

      His sight came back in flashes. The first zombie was at his feet. Pulling at them. Its fingers entwined in his boot laces.

      Black.

      The vein-riddled zombie was above him, leaning down, expelling the rotten stench of hot death from his mouth. Caleb saw vaguely white mucous seep from its slack, gaping jaws and fall free.

      Black.

      He felt the zombie’s slobber splash onto his face where it dribbled down his cheek before ending up in his own mouth. The pungent taste of it made Caleb think of spoiled fish.

      He gagged and his vision returned. The drooling zombie was inches from him now, coming in fast for a bite of filet a la Caleb. He flailed with his arms in an attempt to push the zombie away, but it caught hold of his hands. Even in death its grip was unbelievably strong and Caleb thought it might break his bones. Instead, it pulled.

      The zombie at his feet grunted and jerked his body in the opposite direction and Caleb felt himself rise off the ground as he became stretched out between the two monsters. The creature with his hands yanked and he felt a shoulder dislocate, sending shockwaves down his left side. Before he could concentrate on that pain, his legs were forced in the opposite direction. Joints popped and cracked. Muscles and tendons ripped, then burst. He stared up at the overcast, milky sky above and tried not to hear his skeleton coming apart. He tried to think of anything but that. But the pain was too intense. He couldn’t even conjure up a vision of yoga pants.

      The pain in his arms and legs was replaced by an excruciating fire in his abdomen. It was unlike anything he’d ever felt before. He wouldn’t have imagined such agony could be real if he wasn’t experiencing it firsthand.

      Caleb screamed, the high pitched, wounded wail of an animal in the throes of death. It was like every nerve ending in his torso had been doused in kerosene and set ablaze.

      And then it stopped.

      He was moving again.

      The zombie which had hold of his arms dragged him along the street, bouncing him over potholes and debris, but Caleb was so relieved that the tug of war was finally over that he didn’t mind the rough ride.

      His head felt cloudy, like he’d gulped down a six pack too quick. And his eyes, they seemed so heavy. Must be from cracking my noggin.

      He raised his head up and, in doing so, looked down his body toward his feet. But his feet were not there. Neither were his legs. Or his hips. Or his pelvis. Not even his damned dick. His body now ended in a ragged jumble of tattered flesh and intestines that were strewn out before him like streamers.

      Then, he spotted the tattooed zombie sitting on the sidewalk. The creature still held the lower half of Caleb’s bisected body, but now he raised it to his mouth and ate from it like he was holding a rack of ribs.

      “Well, shit,” Caleb said as he let his eyes fall shut. He’d seen more than enough.
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        * * *

      

      The feed sacks weighed fifty pounds each and Wim carried them two at a time. The mill had been free of zombies but filled with a variety of animal feed, grains, seeds and fertilizer. It was a treasure trove and, being less than an hour from the ark, an asset for which he thanked God. Nevertheless, it annoyed Wim that he had to make regular trips here.

      Doc and the others who had started the Ark should have planned ahead. They should have bought and amassed their own warehouse full of supplies. For a group of people who referred to themselves as ‘preppers’, Wim thought they were woefully unready for a disaster such as the one which occurred the previous May.

      The two bags dropped into the back of the pickup with a thud and a cloud of dust that rose up and surrounded Wim’s head like a fog. The bed was nearly full now and he knew he should stop. He needed to save room for whatever goods Caleb had scavenged, but the animals and crops were Wim’s responsibility and, so far as he was concerned, they took priority.

      He returned to the almost endless rows of pallets and grabbed two more bags. As he did, he glanced over to Clark Raber whose attention was focused on an adult magazine which he held sideways to get a better look at the centerfold. His belly sagged over his belt and Wim quickly looked away when Clark’s free hand fell into is lap.

      Clark Raber was there, in theory, to assist and supervise Caleb and Wim on their duties. But the fact that he allowed Caleb to wander about town proved to Wim that Clark was little more than his own personal babysitter. A poor excuse for one too. He told everyone he was a sergeant in the Army but Wim doubted that. The man didn’t carry himself like a soldier. Nevertheless, Clark had been given a position of power at the Ark, one he enjoyed flaunting.

      While Wim found the carelessness of the Ark’s founders frustrating, he greatly enjoyed his time away from it. The quiet reminded him of life on his farm and there were many days when the idea of returning to Pennsylvania and leaving the Ark behind sounded not only plausible, but desirable. Even knowing he’d be returning to nothing - no mama, no pa, no animals to tend to - still seemed more appealing than the thought of a life lived behind the Ark’s walls. Of being given a list of chores each week like he was some sort of overgrown toddler working for an allowance. Of pretending that any of this was normal and that the world outside of the twelve-foot-tall timber barriers that lined the Ark like prison walls hadn’t gone to hell.

      None of the founders of the Ark - Emory called them OG’s which Wim didn’t understand even after his old friend had tried to explain the term - talked about the zombies. They never acknowledged that the world had collapsed. They simply went on as if everything was normal and that bothered Wim more than anything else. So far as he could tell, just about everyone was dead and to not even talk about them, to question why it happened, it seemed wrong on a moral level and Wim didn’t care to be around people who could go on as if nothing had happened.

      The only reasons he stayed were Ramey and Emory and Mina. He felt responsible for them and couldn’t bring himself to leave them behind. And he knew Ramey would never leave her father. That man, Doc, had been a sore spot in their relationship since his group arrived at the Ark. Wim didn’t trust him and, even more, didn’t like him and he suspected the feeling was mutual.

      Doc said all the right things. He blathered on about how they were starting a new, better world, but Wim thought the man was as phony as a high school student in a class play. He said the words like they were lines in a script, and to Wim’s ears, they rang hollow.

      Emory shared his opinion. Caleb too, for the most part, but Caleb was always careful to keep his criticisms in check, like he was afraid someone was trying to get him to slip up so they could run and tattle. Wim couldn’t really blame him as such tattling was a regular occurrence at the Ark. If someone missed a chore or snuck an extra ration or spoke critically when the wrong ears were listening, it wasn’t long before Phillip, Doc’s right-hand man, would sidle up to the offending party and scold him or her.

      Usually, a punishment followed. It could be as minor as no dessert after supper, or a day or two doing the Ark’s less desirable jobs, such as emptying the composting toilets. But for more serious offenses, like possessing contraband, there was a three feet wide by five feet high steel shed that stood at the far end of the compound which everyone called ‘the box’.

      Doc said it was a place to clear your mind and think about what you’d done, but Wim knew what it really was. A jail cell where you were confined with no food or water until your release. Most only ended up in the box for a day, but once a man named Waylon who had arrived at the Ark a few days before Wim and his companions, got drunk on homemade whiskey and started shouting in the middle of the night that they were all hostages and that Doc was a dictator. Waylon spent three days in the box after that tirade. When he was let out, Wim thought he looked like he’d aged ten years and the man never spoke out of turn again. Rarely spoke at all, matter of fact. Wim had never ended up in the box, but its very existence was yet another reason why he wished he’d never found that X on Ramey’s map.

      When it came to discussing Doc with Ramey, Wim had hemmed and hawed and beaten around the proverbial bush on numerous occasions but never worked up the nerve to come right out and share his opinion on her father. And considering the way Ramey looked at Doc with eyes gleaming adulation and spoke of him in a tone that exuded love, that was probably for the best. If Doc was a magician, he certainly had his daughter under his spell.

      Wim understood a child’s love for its parents for he had found his own to be just about flawless and he knew that keeping his big mouth shut was for the best. Still, Wim felt like Doc was a splinter under the skin of their… he wasn’t sure what they had. Friendship. Relationship. Romance. Whatever it was, that splinter was festering and it was only a matter of time before infection and pus pushed it to the surface and they’d be forced to address it. Wim suspected it would end badly and hoped to delay the inevitable for as long as possible.

      Wim was half way back to the truck when he heard the scream. It was low and masculine and, as he’d never seen a living person in this town on their four prior trips, he had a good idea it must be Caleb. He dropped the feed sacks which created another mushroom cloud of dust as they collided with the floor, and started for the door but Clark had heard the scream too and it had finally pulled his attention away from the dirty magazine.

      “Stay here and finish loading the truck,” Clark said as he went toward the door, drawing his pistol.

      “We should go together. It’s more safe.”

      Clark paused, considering it, then shook his head. “No way. Maybe you two got something planned. I’m not taking any chances. You stay. If I need you, I’ll fire off a round.”

      Wim thought he was making a mistake, but kept silent as Clark disappeared out of the building. He only had time to load four more bags before he heard the gunshot.
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        * * *

      

      The town had a small crosshatch of streets and it took Wim less than two minutes to stumble upon the scene. He saw the zombies first. A near giant of a man that made Wim think of a gray version of Arnold Schwarzenegger, shambled down the street, a dribble of blood staining his chest like an infant whose Kool-Aid had missed its mouth. Wim raised the pistol and sent a perfectly aimed shot into the creature’s forehead. It took an awkward step forward, then crumpled to its knees. Wim thought it might be staring at him and almost shot again but then the zombie toppled over in a backbend that would have reminded Caleb of a yoga pose.

      A hissing growl to his right caught Wim’s attention and he turned to see Clark Raber. Most of the skin from his nose down was gone revealing gristle and bone and bottom teeth that Wim thought looked scary and long. Clark’s eyes had gone gray and Wim didn’t hesitate before firing a shot that poked a hole just under Clark’s right eye.

      As he fell, Wim saw a second musclebound zombie further away, sitting on the sidewalk before a pile of bloody clothing. Blue jeans? Wim wondered and tried to remember what Caleb had been wearing that morning. Before he could recall, the zombie rose to his feet, tottering as it stabilized itself and prepared to move. Before it could come toward him, Wim shot again and the left side of the monster’s face collapsed inward like a tiny bomb had gone off inside its skull. It fell forward, landing face first in the rain gutter.

      Wim hurried across the street to where the motionless zombie had taken its final dive, but he wasn’t concerned with the dead man. He knelt beside the mound of blue jeans which were soaked purple with blood. At first, he couldn’t understand why the fabric was so voluminous but when he reached out to pull them closer, he realized the unusual density was because they still contained a pelvis and legs. Leftover bits of bowel spilled out when Wim lifted them and hit the pavement with a wet thwack. Wim dropped the jeans, causing more tissue to tumble free.

      He was almost certain the jeans belonged to Caleb and whatever small percentage of doubt he clung to disappeared when he heard noise behind him. It was a heavy, scraping sound with an undercurrent of throaty gasps and labored breathing. Wim didn’t want to turn around, but he did anyway.

      Caleb, or what was left of him, dragged himself up the street, toward Wim. Blood leaked from his mouth and, further up his face, his dead eyes stared ahead in that desperate, insatiably hungry gaze that Wim had seen all too often since the plague.

      Wim had known splitting up was a bad idea, but Caleb always insisted they’d finish their runs in half the time by doing so and, since Wim tried to avoid conflict on general principle, he always relented. Now it was Caleb that was split up. His bottom half laid useless at Wim’s feet and he pulled his upper body along the roadway with his fingers which had become destroyed in the process. Wim could see shards of broken fingernails peeling back as the zombie clawed its way toward him. In some places, the flesh had totally torn free and white bone gleamed through the gore.

      None of it slowed down the dead man and Wim pondered whether zombies could feel pain. He suspected not. Not the physical kind anyway. But occasionally he’d see something in their eyes, some small bit of tortured humanity trapped inside, and that made him wonder. He tried to ignore that. Tried to tell himself it was his imagination and that might very well be true, but late at night when he’d closed his own eyes but sleep wouldn’t come, the memory of that pain in their eyes was impossible to forget.

      In six long strides Wim reached Caleb. The half man pushed himself up on its bloodied elbows and its head flopped back as it peered up at Wim. Caleb’s mouth hung ajar and a quivering, raspy groan tumbled out. Hunger or hurt, Wim thought, then quickly tried to push the question away. He tilted the barrel of the pistol down and shot a round through Caleb’s forehead. The zombie fell to the pavement and Wim couldn’t avoid seeing the splintered burst of skull that had broken apart in the back of the man’s head.

      “Sorry about that,” Wim said to the dead man.

      He considered dragging Caleb’s torso over to his severed legs and reuniting the pair, then thought the idea foolish. Neither half had any use for the other anymore. So, he left them lying twenty feet apart and returned to the mill where he finished loading the truck. Caleb wouldn’t be able to retrieve whatever items were on his list and Wim wasn’t rifling through his pockets to find it. The Ark would have to make due with feed and fertilizer and if that didn’t satisfy them, oh well. Wim found himself not caring much at the moment.

      When the truck bed was so full that the back end sagged down and threatened to brush against the rear tires, Wim figured he had enough for the day and climbed into the cab. He knew he had an hour or so drive back to the dock where Hal would be waiting for him. For them. He didn’t look forward to explaining why three had become one and suspected he’d catch the blame someway or somehow.
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        * * *

      

      Even though the fall air had taken on a decidedly winterish feel, Wim drove with the windows down. The sun had dipped near the horizon and he realized it must only be a few weeks until the winter solstice. And Christmas too, for that matter, not that he felt much like celebrating. As he tried to do the math in his head and remember the exact day, he almost missed seeing the figure standing in the roadway ahead of him. When he did see it, he slowed the truck from forty down to twenty but didn’t give much consideration to stopping. Just another zombie, after all.

      As he got within five yards of it, he thought it looked almost skinny enough to be a skeleton and he slowed down a little more. He didn’t want to risk running it over and having a bone splinter and puncture a tire, not with another thirty miles to travel. He leaned out the open window and aimed the gun at the thing’s head but waited to fire.

      When he got right up next to it, he saw its face was nearly black with dried blood. All that broke the ebony mask were the whites of its eyes and mounds of mustard yellow pus that oozed from around its mouth like lava. Wim had never seen infection on a zombie and he stopped the truck dead.

      At first, the figure didn’t react. It stood in the road like a statue. Body motionless. Eyes unblinking. Wim could smell the sickness coming off it but as noxious as the smell was, it wasn’t the aroma of spoiled, rotten meat that typically accompanied the undead. He realized then that this thing was alive.

      “Hey.” It was all he could think to say. He considered following that up with something equally useless, perhaps, ‘Are you all right’ even though it clearly was not. Instead of saying anything, Wim pulled the emergency brake and stepped out of the truck.

      He looked closer at the person. It was hard to see detail through the caked-on blood but from the slender build he thought it to be a teenage boy or maybe a girl who hadn’t developed yet. Its hair was shoulder length, but dirty and matted, clinging to its head like a mangy cap. Wim eased his big hand onto its shoulder and felt hard bone poking at the skin.

      It was at his touch that the person reacted. It turned its head slow, like a rusty wheel which hadn’t been used in ages, and looked up at Wim who towered over it by nearly a foot.

      “I can get you help,” Wim said and when the person heard his voice, its eyes grew wide and Wim heard a gasp as it gulped in a mouthful of air. “You’ll be all right.” Damn, he thought as soon as he said that, what a dumb thing to say.

      He realized just how dumb the words where when the person opened its mouth, but instead of its lips parting to form words, its entire face split in two from the corners of its mouth to its ears. More pus seeped from the wounds and fresh blood joined in, mixing into a pink fluid that Wim thought had the consistency of sour milk. Through the torn - not torn, cut, Wim thought, flesh Wim could see every tooth in the person’s mouth, all the way back to the molars. He heard air escape from that too wide opening and realized it was trying to speak.

      “Stop now. You don’t have to say anything. I’ll take you somewhere safe.”

      “He…”

      It was a deeper voice. A young man’s voice, Wim was certain. The boy said something else but the words came out in a jumble that Wim couldn’t solve. The boy tried again. “He…”

      Wim didn’t want the young man to speak. Every time he tried, more infection and blood broke free of its face, but he could tell by the look in his eyes that he wasn’t going to stop until Wim heard what it was trying to say.

      “Is someone with you? Are you looking for someone?”

      The young man shook his head slowly, like every movement took considerable effort or caused unbearable pain, or both.

      “Help me.”

      Tears dribbled from his eyes and glistened against the black blood that marred his face. Wim saw his eyes flutter and knew what was about to happen. The young man swayed on his feet and Wim reached out and grabbed him around the waist, catching him just before he lost consciousness. Wim carried the man to the truck bed, thinking he might weigh less than two sacks of feed, then eased him into the vehicle. Wim rested the young man’s head against a feed bag, then resumed his spot behind the wheel. He drove faster now, anxious to get this person help, but also to get away from this place.

      As the truck barreled down the deserted road, he wondered who could have hurt this boy so bad and why. What type of monster was out there?
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      Harvey Dade, known as Hal to members of the Ark, let the cold water of the lake wash to and fro across his bare feet as he sat on the dock. He’d been reading from a tattered paperback book when he heard tires approaching. He knew the odds were great that it was Clark and the newbies - he still thought of them as newbies even though they’d been in the Ark for months - returning from their supply run, but you could never be too careful. He folded over the corner of the page that had been interrupted and set the book aside as he stood up, wiping his feet against the rough wood of the dock to dry them.

      Dust rose in the distance and the cloud blew nearer and nearer until the pickup broke free from it and sped down the dirt and gravel ramp that ended in the water.

      “What’s he in such a damned hurry for?” Hal muttered as he slipped on his shoes. He stepped off the dock and onto mostly dry land, wincing as his right knee gave a little pop.

      The truck skidded a yard as the brakes locked up, then stopped a few feet from the water’s edge. The engine rumbled to a halt as Wim climbed free of the cab. Hal noticed the passenger seat was empty, then looked toward the truck bed.

      “Where’s Clark? And Caleb?” Hal said as he limped toward Wim.

      Wim didn’t look at the 55-year-old man whose hair was still so thick and curly that it looked like he’d just received a perm from a salon. The only difference between now and thirty years earlier was that Hal’s locks were gray, not blond.

      “Dead.”

      “Dead?” Hal asked.

      “That’s what I said.”

      Hal didn’t like this at all. Clark was one of his friends. And Caleb wasn’t anyone’s favorite resident of the Ark but Doc didn’t like change and liked mistakes even less. If what Wim said was true, and Hal had no reason to doubt him, these would be the first members of the Ark to die and Hal knew someone would catch the blame. And he didn’t want it to be him.

      “What happened?”

      Wim had moved behind the truck and dropped the tailgate. “I’d imagine they got careless and, out there, careless people get killed.”

      When he reached the cab of the truck, Hal peered inside and saw it empty. “What about their bodies?”

      “Clark’s missing most of his head and Caleb’s in two pieces back in Jolo. If you want to clean up the mess, help yourself to the truck.”

      Hal turned back to Wim, his face screwed up in annoyance. He didn’t know why Doc and Phillip assigned him of all people to help unload whatever bounty the others had gathered. Him being close to an old man, after all. And now he got smart-mouthed on top of it? That’s not right. Not right at all.

      “Well that’s pretty rude. Those were our frien—” Hal realized Wim wasn’t pulling a bag of feed out of the truck bed. What he carried was a human being that looked about light as a feather in Wim’s thick arms. “Wim?”

      “This boy needs help.”

      Wim carried the young man past Hal who saw, upon closer inspection, that he was covered in dried blood. And he smelled like sickness.

      “Looks dead to me, Wim. Did you bring back a zombie? What are you trying to pull?”

      Wim glanced back at him, his fierce eyes conveying that he wasn’t interested in a discussion. “He’s not dead yet. Now get in the boat.”

      Hal’s stomach went sour. This was bad news. This was why they should let him stay inside the Ark.

      “Doc’s not gonna like this, Wim. You know no one’s allowed inside except—”

      Wim gently sat the boy in the rear of the boat. Then he let his free right hand fall against the butt of his pistol. “I’ll accept the responsibility. All you got to do is drive the boat.”

      Wim took a seat as if the matter was settled and Hal supposed it was.

      Hal snuck a look back to the truck. “What about the feed?”

      “Drive, Hal.”

      Wim extended one of his big, calloused palms and Hal let him help him into the boat. He didn’t like this. Not one bit.
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      “I told you. Beautiful, ain’t it?”

      Before them, the blue waters of a spring glistened under the cloudless sky. It was the kind of day Ramey knew was coming to an end with winter fast approaching and, although there was a chill in the air, she was loving it. She turned toward Phillip and nodded.

      “How did I not know this was here?”

      “Almost no one does. I sort of keep it to myself. I like to come here and clear my mind.”

      Phillip McKeough was such a typical Irish cop that he would have seemed a stereotype if this were a movie and not real life. He was tall, but not as tall as Wim, with hard muscles that made themselves visible through his snug, long sleeved t-shirt. He wasn’t handsome. He had beady eyes, a soft, receding chin, and oversized teeth that made Ramey think of the Cheshire cat. His skin was so white that it was almost translucent and that made his curly hair, which could only be described as ‘carrot’ even more dramatic. Freckles covered his flesh but they had started to fade now that the days were shorter and less sunny. Nonetheless, he had a certain charisma that made spending time with him enjoyable.

      “Clear your mind and seduce naive, young girls,” Ramey said. Her eyes blazed as Phillip’s white face flared a mottled eggplant color.

      “No. I. No. You don’t—“

      “I’m just busting your balls, Phillip. But if you get any redder I’m going to start to think I was right.”

      He turned away from her, back toward the cerulean body of water. The lake surrounding the Ark wasn’t visible from here. It was only untamed devil-grass and occasional rocks that burst up from the ground like it was giving birth. That made the water even more impressive.

      “Let’s swim,” Phillip said without looking at her.

      “Are you insane? It’s not even fifty degrees. I’ll freeze my pretty little toes off.”

      He did turn to her then. The embarrassment had fled his face, replaced with a grin that made him look younger than his 26 years.

      Younger than Wim, Ramey thought.

      “No. It’s a hot spring. Water’s 110 degrees at least.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I’m serious. Jump in and you’ll see.”

      He was already stripping off his shirt and as it came up, Ramey could have sworn he flexed his abs to make the muscles pop even more. Such a showboat. Unlike Wim.

      Phillip dropped his shirt into the grass and started on his jeans.

      “Phillip! Stop! We don’t have any suits.”

      That was stupid, she thought. She knew exactly what this man was doing and it didn’t require bathing suits or swim trunks.

      “I won’t complain,” he said as he deftly unzipped his jeans and pushed them down in one smooth, practiced motion. His walkie talkie clattered against a rock and gave a short gasp of static. “Come on. I wouldn’t lie to you. This is like Mother Nature’s hot tub. You’ll love it.”

      And then Phillips fingers were in the waistband of his black boxer briefs. Ramey thought about turning her head but he was too fast and they too hit the grass. His long, flaccid penis was even more white than the rest of him and it was topped off by a shock of that same carrot-colored curly hair. The vision of it made Ramey think of a circus clown. ‘Hey Ramey, watch me pull of rabbit out of my hat!’ She almost laughed and bit her lip to stop herself.

      Phillip didn’t notice because he was spinning around and flashing his bare buttocks at Ramey (who noticed that they too were covered with freckles) as he took a swan dive into the spring. Water splashed back against her flesh and she could tell instantly that he was right, it was hot. And it felt good.

      He disappeared for a moment before bursting theatrically back to the surface. His curls had gone limp under the weight of the water and clung to his forehead in random streaks. Small rivulets trickled down his chest, over his toned pecks, and Ramey again mentally compared him to Wim, noting that Phillip was much harder than the man who had saved her life several months earlier. Yet on the mental check list she’d been compiling, Phillip still lagged far behind.

      She’d loved Wim after that, at least as much as she’d ever loved anyone and as much as a teenage girl could. But things changed when they got to the Ark. Wim changed and Ramey supposed she had too. Here she had her father. She made friends fast too, friends like Phillip who was, from as far as she could tell second in command even though no one in the Ark talked about a hierarchy. And while she made friends and got to know these new people within the safety of the Ark’s walls, Wim worked. From sunrise to sunset and most days before and after too. Often, it seemed like he’d rather spend time conversing with the cows and pigs than her and if that was who he’d rather surround himself with, maybe she should move on and let him be. After all that had happened, Ramey was ready to live.

      It didn’t help matters that the tension between Wim and her father was as obvious as the noses on their faces even if neither of them admitted it. Her father aka Doc aka Douglas Younkin, had been her world growing up and losing him had damaged her in ways she still didn’t quite understand. After all this time, he was back in her life and she wasn’t about to foul that up.

      It was her father who encouraged her to get to know Phillip. The young man had been a beat cop in Albany, where her father had been the head biochemist at the Miner & Zito Research Facility before his sudden departure. Phillip moonlighted as a security guard at the lab and, as Doc explained it to her, “Was a man of rare character and like mind. The kind of man the world needs more of.”

      From afar Ramey thought Phillip to be comprised mostly of bluster and bravado but as weeks became months she saw that there were other, more appealing, aspects of his personality. It helped that he was one of the few younger people on the Ark. And she enjoyed the way his tongue became tied in knots when she teased him about one thing or another. While many on the Ark thought he was too strict, too quick to remind others of the rules, she understood that their safety here was almost entirely dependent on men like Phillip and her father. This was a paradise amid a fallen world and they needed to protect it. To protect themselves.

      “Come on, Ramey! Don’t make me get wet all alone!”

      She opened her mouth to say no, but stopped herself. Why shouldn’t she? She was one month past her nineteenth birthday and she wasn’t married to Wim. On many days, they didn’t speak a hundred words to one another. If he wanted her, wanted to be with her, he’d done little to prove it and after six months, maybe it was time she take a hint and move on.

      Ramey lifted her hands to her waistband and unbuttoned her low-rise jeans. Phillip’s eyes grew wide in either surprise or excitement, Ramey couldn’t tell which and supposed it didn’t make much difference. They were two sides of the same coin, after all. She pushed the denim downward rocking her hips as the rough fabric slid across her thighs.

      “Phillip! Come in! We’ve got an emergency at the gate.” The voice crackled through the speaker of the walkie talkie which had been discarded in the high grass. Ramey jumped at the sound of it and pulled up her jeans as she looked from the radio to Phillip and back again.

      She heard water splash as he worked his way to the edge of the spring. Grunting as he lifted himself from the pond.

      “Phillip! I need you!” A garble of static obscured a few words. “brought someone with him. Someone— “More static. “Dead. Where are you? Doc’s gonna freak the fuck out!”

      Ramey didn’t realize Phillip was at her side until he pushed past her, still naked as the day he was born, and grabbed the walkie talkie from its holster on his discarded pants.

      “Vince, this is Phillip. I’m on my way but only got about half of that. What did you say?”

      The voice resumed, “Wim brought someone inside. Threatened to shoot me if I didn’t let him in. The guy or kid or whoever he brought, he looked sick as fuck and about ready to die.”

      Phillip glanced at Ramey who thought she saw blame -Your guy did this! - in the look he cast her way, or maybe it was her own guilt.

      “What about Clark and Caleb?”

      “They’re dead.”

      “Shit!”

      “Yeah. Shit is right man. Oh shit.”

      Phillip spoke as he redressed. “Don’t let them past you, I’m coming.”

      “He’s already on his way, man. He took my four-wheeler and tossed that sick fucker on the back and took off. He’ll be in the village any minute.”

      Phillip didn’t respond as he shoved the radio back into its holster. He looked at Ramey again. “We have to run. Can you keep up?”

      “I’ll try.”

      He ran, his long legs outpacing her in just a few strides. As she watched the distance grow she couldn’t stop wondering, what has Wim done now?
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      “Did you see that birdie?”

      Mina had been so caught up in reading the bible, or trying to read it, that she’d almost forgotten Emory was there. She sat slouched back in a wicker chair which would have been comfortable if she had more meat on her bones so the hard seat wouldn’t have pressed into her hips. She’d always been slim, but she’d left slim in the rear-view mirror months ago and now skeletal was the more appropriate adjective.

      Emory had been the one who saw her wasting away, or at least the first one to mention it to her, and he suggested she read the bible to try to find some sense in everything she’d gone through. That they’d all gone through, she knew, but in the aftermath of Bundy, the only man she’d ever loved, blowing himself to bits in order to save her, she grasped hold of her grief like it was a life preserver and wallowed in the selfishness of it. It was, after all, the only thing she had left.

      She found the bible mostly confusing and more than a little boring in places. Some parts she just couldn’t get her head around, like why God cared whether people ate shrimp or wore cotton-poly blend. Emory assured her that it got better when Jesus came into the picture so she trudged on.

      At the moment, she was a third of the way through the book of Job and the more she read the angrier she got. Why would God allow someone who loved him so to be tortured all because of a silly bet with the devil? It seemed like a very human thing to do and she’d always expected God to be better than the wretched people who treated each other so poorly on Earth. With her mood already sour, Emory’s question cut through her like a blade. Why would he call her ‘Birdie’, that horrible name that her father used to make her feel ugly and worthless? How did he even know about it? She’d never told anyone about ‘Birdie’ except Bundy and she was certain he wouldn’t have spilled her dirty secret.

      Mina glared at Emory who wasn’t looking at her but instead staring into a thicket of pine trees that rose above the sprawling building that served as that the Ark’s meeting place and mess hall.

      “What did you say?”

      Emory looked over at her, then raised a crooked finger and pointed at the trees. “Did you see that birdie? I think it was a pileated woodpecker.”

      Mina felt her anger dissipate like air gushing out of a balloon. “Oh. No, I didn’t.”

      “Grant used to feed the birds. He kept a moleskin notebook filled with the various species, what they ate, the time of day he saw them. He was very detail oriented.”

      Mina thought that sounded like a rich person’s hobby, but didn’t say that out loud. She liked Emory even though she knew he was the kind of person she’d never have associated with before the plague. No, if she’d have so much as seen Emory Prescott it would have been while she was pushing a cart of dirty linens up a hotel room hallway and he was going to or coming from his room. Although, she suspected Emory was much too rich to have stayed at the hotel she worked at. He’d never talked about money, but a poor person could tell a rich one, especially a really rich one, just by looking at them. It wasn’t their clothes or car or wallet. It was the way they stood up and carried themselves, all straight and perfect because they hadn’t been beaten down and stooped by life. Even if Emory was 80-some years old, he still stood like a rich man.

      Before the birdie comment, Emory had been using a paint brush to apply rich, cedar-colored stain to the log siding which had started to go gray. He and Mina had been taking turns, but it seemed like he did most of the work. Mina thought it a bit of a sin to let him, but he didn’t seem to mind and the people who ran the Ark, Doc mostly, insisted that everyone had a job to do, even the old fogies.

      The way Doc told it, the Ark was something of a hippie commune where everyone worked together to advance the greater good. But Mina never saw any of the higher ups digging ditches or emptying outhouse latrines. She supposed they did work but it happened behind closed doors and in secret. She was okay with that, as long as it kept them safe.

      Aside from the log cabin, which was bigger than the school Mina had attended growing up, the Ark had several other buildings which spiraled out in circles. Among them was the medical clinic where Doc spent his days working on a cure and Ellen Sideris, the Ark’s real doctor, treated people for sprained ankles and stomach bugs.

      Further out there was a small community of single-story, four-room houses where most of the Ark’s seventy or so original residents resided. Closer to the entrance, which was blocked by a tall wood and metal gate, were a half dozen decrepit house trailers where the few people who had arrived after the plague lived. The idea that they were segregated wasn’t lost on her. But again, as she stared out at the walls which lined the community, the razor wire looped atop to add further protection, she knew she was safe and that was enough. Right?

      She thought it was. She told herself that it didn’t matter that they weren’t allowed to pick what jobs they wanted to do, but that the chores were doled out like the big boss telling everyone on the plantation what needed done that particular day. She told herself that it was alright for there to be a ’safety squad’ which was little more than a police force with a nicer name, one that she’d seen hand out punishment in the way of a billy club to the kidneys or a punch in the guts to men and even some women who they thought were causing problems. And she even told herself there wasn’t anything wrong with the box. That it was a necessity to keep everyone behaving and safe. But even she didn’t totally believe that one, no matter how much she tried to convince herself otherwise.

      “That has me curious. The birds,” he said.

      In her daydream, Mina had forgotten about the birds and didn’t know what Emory was talking about. Not that that was unusual.

      “How’s that?”

      “Well, I’ve assumed the virus that started the epidemic was air born. That’s the only way it could spread so rapidly. And it was ruthless in its attack, not just infecting the humans, but killing the animals too. Wim said his entire farm was destroyed within a day.“

      “Now, I can go along with the theory that this island is far enough from the mainland, and in a location remote enough that the virus couldn’t cross the waters to infect the livestock. And the decontamination procedures we endured when arriving might cleanse us of the virus, although I’m quite dubious about that myself. But what about the birds? They fly back and forth from here to the mainland. Why haven’t they brought the virus with them?”

      Mina squinted her eyes, thinking. This was all so complicated and she wasn’t sure how it even mattered. There weren’t any zombies here and so far as she was concerned, that was good enough.

      “Maybe they have. We’re not sick even though we were out there. I just figured everything here was immune like us.”

      Emory’s mouth formed a wry smile that Mina couldn’t label as amused or condescending but the paranoid part of her, and that was a large part, leaned toward the latter.

      “We know some people are immune, of course. And some animals too. But doesn’t it all seem too perfect that the people who created the Ark, the animals they brought here, are impervious to a disease that killed approximately 999,999 people out of every million?”

      Mina didn’t feel up for a debate she was certain to lose. She tapped the bible on her lap and then cast a glance skyward.

      “This book talks about all sorts of miracles. I don’t see how what you just said is any more farfetched than a man getting two of every animal on the planet onto a little boat and not having the elephants squish the mice or chipmunks.”

      Emory’s grin broke into a full smile and he let loose a tired, but joyful laugh. “I suppose you’re right, Mina. It’s all about faith, is it not?”

      “I don’t right know. I’ve got a lot of pages left to read yet.”

      Emory opened his mouth as if to speak, but the steady whine of a quad stole both of their attention and they looked toward the sound. Mina knew Wim was out gathering supplies and she always felt a little tied up inside with nerves until he got back. She hoped it was him.

      They didn’t share another word until the quad, and its rider, came into view in the far distance. Behind her, she heard shouting voices, their inflections panicked and angry. She knew one of the voices belonged to Phillip and at the sound, Mina’s knot of nerves only got worse. She didn’t remember much of her schooling, but for some reason she never forgot the way a history book had described Europe leading up to the first World War. The term that book used was ‘powder keg’ and she thought that was also the perfect word to describe the Ark.
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      The heartbeat pounding through the stethoscope was strong and steady and the sound of it made Doc smile.

      Ba bum. Ba bum. Ba bum.

      He counted 142 beats per second. Fast. Might be a girl.

      He could sense the woman staring at him. To Doc, she was little more than a vessel. A human Petri dish. But he felt obligated to keep her in good spirits for the sake of the life inside her and he eased a gloved hand down onto her skin, which felt hard and warm through the latex. He gave her belly a consoling, if awkward, rub and pat.

      “Good. Very good. Everything is going remarkably well.”

      She might have smiled. He couldn’t be certain because her mouth was a swollen, purple mass of ragged gums where her teeth had once been before Doc had extracted them with a pair of needle nosed pliers. Several had shattered in the process and he’d had to dig the shards free of her jaw. The process took hours and he lamented the fact that he hadn’t recruited a dentist. But it had to be done and, although it wasn’t pleasant for either of them, they were much safer this way. She was strapped to a hospital bed, her hands and feet belted tight and additional straps crisscrossed her chest and thighs.

      Can never be to safe. He grabbed her chart and began scribbling notes when the radio squawked to life.

      “Doc! Come in Doc.”

      It was Vince’s voice and in only those four words Doc knew something was wrong. He’d brought Vince into the group five years earlier, at a time when the Ark was nothing but an idea inside Doc’s overactive brain and when ending the world hadn’t even crossed his mind. Vince, of course, didn’t know that Doc was responsible for the virus that had gone a long way toward wiping out humanity. Only those he trusted the most knew that. And that number was quite small.

      Doc peeled the gloves off his hands, which had gone moist and clammy under the latex. That made the air feel even colder. Because the laboratory was buried more than 20 feet underground, it was easy to keep the temperature at a steady 50 degrees. Doc preferred the cold for a multitude of reasons, the primary being that it kept the odors at bay. Plain white tile lined the floors and walls, adding to the sterile feeling. A few dry erase boards stood on easels, all filled with notes and dates and projections made in Doc’s neat, tight writing. At the far end of the room were seven gurneys, each cloaked in white sheets which covered human-sized lumps. Doc found the sheets kept those lumps placated and quiet, which was appreciated as sound echoed down there.

      “Do-“

      Doc pressed the ‘talk’ button on the radio, cutting Vince off. “Vincent. I’m here.”

      “Oh, thank holy God. This is a shit storm, Doc. Clark and Caleb are dead. And Wim brought back some kid who looks like he’s infected and if he ain’t then he’s practically dead anyway. He threw the kid on my four-wheeler and is heading for the village. I—“

      Doc stopped listening. He didn’t know if this qualified as a genuine shit storm but it had the potential to go very bad very quick if he didn’t make the right decision. The residents of the Ark, people like Vince who didn’t know the fine details about why they were alive and most everyone else was dead, were terrified of the infected. They droned on incessantly about their worries of getting sick and dying and becoming zombies. Their fear made them easier to handle. Easier to control. Doc needed to keep that fear alive and if Wim had indeed brought a sick or dying person into their midst, they had to stay afraid.

      “Vincent, don’t let anyone near Wim or the boy. Keep everyone at least 50 yards away from them until I get there.”

      “Okay.”

      Doc turned and looked back to the pregnant woman tied to the hospital bed. He seemed to recall that her name had been Juanita, but that didn’t matter now. Her long, ebony hair was unwashed and matted under her head which rocked back and forth, the few millimeters movement the straps permitted. Her eyes, which stared back at him were pained, pleading. She groaned, a raspy, agonized noise. Waiting the next few months was going to be torture. He wondered if she grasped the importance of the life growing in her womb. About her essential role in the rebirth of mankind. He doubted she had the capacity to understand, but that was just as well. It wasn’t the test-tube that mattered. It was the contents.

      “And Vincent?”

      “Yes, Doc?”

      “Tell the others, if Wim gets himself or the boy near anyone, they have my orders to shoot them.”

      Doc shut off the radio before Vincent could respond. That should do the trick, he thought. Shoot to kill always managed to work the masses into a panic. And Doc enjoyed a good panic.
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      “Don’t come any closer, Wim!”

      Wim stared ahead where Phillip had an assault rifle aimed in his direction and his finger on the trigger. He wondered if he would really shoot. Sometimes he thought the cop was all ego, but he also knew ego often led to poor decisions. And with a good thirty or forty people watching the situation unfold, he had more than an inkling that Phillip’s finger already had a one-pound squeeze on a three-pound trigger. Near him, four other men with guns, the ones who acted as the Ark’s safety squad aka security force, also had their weapons drawn and aimed.

      “Phillip, I’m not going anywhere. But this boy’s dying and it’s not from the bug that killed everyone else. He’s injured and he needs help. Sooner too, because I don’t reckon he’ll be around long else wise”

      Wim held the boy in his arms and he was so frail his muscles hadn’t even begun to tire. He did notice the boy was taller than he first thought and suspected he might not be a boy at all. He was probably a teenager, although he couldn’t hazard a guess whether he was early, mid, or late. Not with a face blackened with blood and swollen so full of pus that his skin looked tight as a water balloon getting ready to bust. Please don’t bust. I don’t want to see that.

      A few yards behind Phillip, Wim caught Ramey watching. He couldn’t tell if the look on her face was concern or fear or anger or a combination of the three. He’d noticed that Ramey arrived at this scene with Phillip. And he also noticed that Phillip’s hair was wet and that Ramey’s jeans were unbuttoned. He tried not to think about that and told himself there were more pressing matters but his mind kept wandering back to it nonetheless.  What was up with those two, he wondered. Whatever it was, he was pretty certain he didn’t like it.

      Beyond them, he saw Emory and Mina’s faces peering out from amongst the crowd. He was a little shocked to see Mina there as she usually kept to herself when she wasn’t working. He wondered if everyone on the Ark had already got word of his exploits and from the way the crowd kept growing, he suspected that to be the case.

      He didn’t recognize the voice of the first person who hollered but their words came through clear enough. “You’re going to get us all killed, you asshole! What were you thinking?”

      With that, it was like a cork had been popped and a flow of angry shouts burst loose. Wim heard more accusations along with words like, ‘traitor’, ‘murderer’, ‘idiot’ and ‘dumbass redneck’. He took a little offense at the latter. He always thought himself to be a hillbilly and a hick but he wasn’t a redneck. A spattering of curses seasoned their accusations and Wim realized Phillip and his one-pound pull might not be the biggest of his worries after all. These people were one thrown rock or bottle away from becoming a mob.

      How did we get to this point, Wim thought? Earlier that very year there had been hundreds of millions of people in the country and now most of them had either died or been eaten. It seemed to Wim that life should be more important now but as he stared out at that sea of accusing and angry faces, it seemed as if the only lives they cared about were their own.

      He supposed that he was the fool in the situation. Nothing about life on the Ark had shown him that any of these people gave a second thought to the people who might be alive outside of this island. No one ever asked him if he’d found anyone alive during the supply runs. No one asked them what life was like out there. They were content to live inside their bubble and pretend as if the world wasn’t burning everywhere else.

      As their shouts and screams became a chorus too loud to decipher, Wim took one more look at Ramey. She wasn’t crying out or joining in the verbal onslaught, but when their eyes met he saw something that hurt him more than if he’d have seen anger or fear, because, in her gaze, he saw disappointment.

      Wim had little time to process that before Doc’s voice blasted over the crowd.

      “Quiet please, everyone.”

      As if someone had pressed the mute button on a remote control, the voices fell silent. All heads turned toward the sound of the voice and Wim watched as the crowd slowly parted. Through the now clear path, he saw Doc, at least he assumed that’s who approached him, wading in like Moses walking through the parted sea. He couldn’t be certain because the person coming toward him was clad in a HAZMAT suit with only a small rectangle of clear plastic to reveal the wearer.

      Doc raised a megaphone to his face and his voice boomed out again. “Please, everyone go back to your business. This situation will be contained and any issues addressed. Everyone will be briefed at the meeting hall at noon tomorrow.”

      About a third of the crowd dispersed immediately. The rest lagged behind and they reminded Wim of the lookie loos who slowed down when passing a traffic accident or fire, not because they wanted to help, but to get a good look at someone else’s misfortune. Soon enough, they too left.

      All that remained were Doc, the men with guns, and Ramey. When Doc reached her, he covered her forearm with his gloved hand.

      “Go on now, sweetheart. We’ll take care of this.”

      She looked to Wim, then back to her father. “Don’t hurt him.”

      Wim couldn’t see Doc’s face but when he saw the tension flow from Ramey’s body he imagined the man had smiled. “Of course not. He made a mistake. A terribly dangerous one, but I suspect his heart was in the right place.”

      Now it was Doc’s turn to look at Wim. “Isn’t that right, William?”

      Wim nodded. “Everything’s going to be all right, Ramey.”

      She brightened and her reaction seemed to annoy Doc. “Sometimes our hearts get in the way of our brains, but that’s just human nature.” Doc gave Ramey’s arm a squeeze, then nodded toward the direction of camp. “I believe you have some children waiting for story time, do you not?”

      Ramey gave a grin full of tired relief. “I do.”

      “Then don’t keep them waiting any longer.”

      Before she left, Ramey turned back to Wim and flicked her fingers in a barely there wave. He nodded in return.

      “Guns down, gentlemen. William isn’t going to do anything rash. Are you William?”

      “It wasn’t in my plans.”

      “Good. Good. Now tell me what happened out there today.”

      Wim did and Doc and the men with guns watched. He told them everything including the gory details and he noticed one of them, a man he thought was named Buck, looked like he was about to lose his lunch when Wim told of the two halves of Caleb. When he got to the part about the boy, Doc motioned for Phillip and the others to leave them. They did.

      “You’re aware that you took a terrible risk, are you not?” Doc said.

      “I take a risk every time I go out there.”

      “Yes, but that’s requirement. A necessary evil, you might say. If you and the men who gather supplies never left this island, we’d all starve.”

      “With proper planning, I’d say much of that could have been avoided.”

      Wim knew Doc was examining him even though the plastic face shield had gone cloudy under a haze of condensation.

      “You’re always willing to share your opinion, William. Regardless of the situation or to whom you are speaking. Some could say that’s a character flaw.”

      “No sense sugar-coating things. I just say how I feel.”

      “Indeed, you do. And I’m pleased that I always know what to expect from you.”

      Wim shifted the boy in his arms and in doing so, a small sigh escaped through sick, cracked lips.

      “Are you going to kill him?”

      Doc smiled and Wim thought that an improper reaction to such a dire question.

      “Am I going to kill him?” Doc took a step closer to Wim, to the boy. He was close enough to touch them but he did not. Instead he peered down on the boy’s swollen, wounded face. “What a silly question, William. No, I’m not going to kill him. We’ll take him to decontamination and, after that, to the medical clinic. Doctor Sideris will do her very best to make him well again, but if those efforts fail, I’m not going to kill him.”

      Doc turned his face from the boy to Wim. “I’m not the zombie killer, after all. You are.”
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      “Beefaroni.” Emory read from the label as he poured the contents of a can into a pot which sat atop a propane powered burner. “I believe this is a first for me. I wonder if it’s as tasty as spaghetti o’s.”

      “It’s not.”

      Emory glanced over at Mina as she set aside her bible, then rubbed her hand against her right temple.

      “You’ve eaten it before?”

      “Any time it was on sale.”

      “But it’s not good?”

      “Not very.”

      “Then why did you eat it?”

      “Because it was ten cans for five dollars every fourth week at Save-A-Bunch.”

      Emory had never shopped at Save-A-Bunch but recalled seeing them, usually in poor sections of the cities or in downtrodden rural areas, on his travels. He felt rather guilty for bringing it up and felt a change of subject was the wisest action.

      “Still on Job?”

      “No. I finished that one. I still think God came off like a bit of an asshole.”

      “Well, he is God. I suppose the complex must have started somewhere.”

      Mina’s face clouded over and Emory again feared he’d made a faux pas. He liked the woman, but always felt like he was walking on the proverbial eggshells when in her presence. And since their current accommodations were a forty plus year old Airstream trailer, he had that feeling almost constantly.

      He felt guilty that she should have to live in such conditions. The vinyl seats were cracked and torn. The floor creaked underfoot. The only blessing was that, autumn had brought with it cooler weather and the tin can in which they lived was no longer a sweat lodge. Yet, as the yin to that yang, he worried how they would stay warm through the coming winter.

      Emory often thought that this shoddy dwelling well summarized their life in the Ark. Not even a week after they arrived, following hours of interviews about their experiences with the plague and subsequent travails, he, Mina, and Wim were led to a cramped compound on the outskirts of the island where a handful of run down mobile homes were stacked in with little room to spare. The other men and women who occupied those trailers had arrived in the weeks after the plague, but before Emory and his friends. No one had been admitted to the Ark since that day and, to Emory at least, it was clear that Doc only had interest in saving one person from the horror show that had become of the real world. And that was Ramey. Once she had arrived, the Ark was on lockdown and the ones who had gained admittance before or with her were second hand citizens in this new world, housed as far from the chosen ones as possible.

      He often found himself wishing they could have avoided this place. Life was dangerous and terrifying and deadly outside the walls but somehow it was still better. Here they were trapped, caged up like dangerous animals and tossed scraps no one else wanted.

      That brought him back to the Beefaroni and he again found himself feeling guilty over Mina’s station in life prior to this. He’d always known he had lived an almost foolishly blessed life, but being around her and picking up the offhand remarks she made or the curious things she said made him realize just how privileged he had been. He’d often thought a rich black man was still less accepted in society than a middle-class white one, but he was certainly far more fortunate than a poor black woman.

      As he looked at her, he saw her bones poking against her taut skin like wire hangers under cheap clothing. He almost said something. Maybe an apology of sorts. Was there such a thing as ‘rich guilt’? He wasn’t certain. It was probably for the best that the door opened before his mouth.

      Wim stepped inside, his black hair dripping wet. He glanced up, saw Emory and Mina looking back, then cast his eyes toward the floor as he sat on a metal folding chair and began to untie his boots.

      “It wasn’t raining when I was last outside,” Emory said and he tried to inject some humor into his voice. It half worked.

      “Still ain’t.” Wim pulled off one boot and started at the other.

      “Did they hose you down again?” Mina’s voice was tight, nervous. She stood and crossed the short divide between them.

      Wim nodded.

      “Bastards.” She grabbed a dish towel from the counter and handed it to him.

      Wim used it to wring some of the moisture from his hair and dry his face. “Brought it on myself.”

      Emory didn’t like that. Didn’t like seeing Wim behave like a cowed dog. He’d changed so much in the last five months that Emory sometimes wondered if whatever force inside of him that had been holding everything together had finally broken.

      “You did no such thing. You saved a life today. That’s to be commended.”

      “Let’s wait and see if he lives or not before you go patting me on the back. Might be all I did was delay the inevitable.”

      “You tried though. You tried Wim. And that’s what matters.”

      Wim wrinkled his nose and, for a brief moment, Emory thought he was going to say he made a mistake. That he no longer wanted to be the hero. Instead he looked toward the stove.

      “Something’s burning.”

      Amidst his daydreams Emory had forgotten all about the beefaroni. He rushed to the stove to shut off the burner, as much as an 84-year-old man could rush, anyway.

      Wisps of smoke drifted up from the pan and he saw the edges of the food were charred blacker than his own skin. “Oh, shit!”

      Emory then heard a sound that almost made his old heart burst. Laughter. Wim’s laughter. Emory couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard it and when he turned around, pot in hand, he saw a broad smile across Wim’s tired, face.

      “What do you find so amusing? I’ve ruined our dinner.”

      “I do believe that’s the first time I’ve heard you cuss”

      It was Emory’s turn to smile. “Well, Wim, what can I say? There are occasions when ’sugar’ or ‘shoot’ just won’t do.”

      “I reckon that’s true.” Wim peered into the pot. “What was it?”

      “Beefaroni.”

      “Aw, heck, you can’t ruin that. The burned parts might actually be an improvement.”

      “That’s for damn sure,” Mina said as she took a seat at their cramped kitchenette table. She grabbed a spoon and began dishing the charred food onto mismatched plates. “So, are you gonna tell us what happened out there today or do we have to wait for the town hall meeting? I’d rather hear your version.”

      Wim twirled a fork between his index and middle fingers. Emory looked down at his own meal and took a reluctant bite. Mina was right, this was far worse than spaghetti o’s.

      “I’ll tell you. I’d say it might spoil your appetite but…”

      Emory saw Wim’s eyes flash and his heart gave another happy flutter. Wim might be bent but he wasn’t broken. Not yet. Not ever, if Emory could do anything about it. And he knew what needed to be done. He needed to get all of them out of the Ark.
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      It was quiet on the Ark at night. There wasn’t an official curfew, but most turned off their solar powered lights at dusk to save energy and, with sun setting before 5pm, many residents went to sleep early due to boredom. But Ramey had always been a night owl and found it hard to adjust, even after almost six months.

      She lived in a five-room log cabin with her father, but he was usually in the lab, trying to find a cure to what everyone referred to as ‘the zombie virus.’ But when she used that phrase around him, he was quick to point out that the virus itself was not a zombie and that viruses were technically neither alive nor dead, that they were far more clever mechanisms than man or something like that. He prattled on but Ramey lost interest in short order. She always admired her father, but when he talked about his work and research his voice became that of the teacher in the Charlie Brown cartoons.

      The trailer court, and despite what her father and the others in charge of the Ark claimed, that’s exactly what it was, was located a quarter mile from the main dwellings. She rarely went there, partly because it reminded her of her old home and her drug addled mother, but maybe even more so because seeing it in person made it hard not to believe Wim and Emory’s claims that they weren’t really welcome here.

      Her father insisted that the encampment was temporary. A place for the new arrivals to live until they fully acclimated to life on the Ark. It was also meant to allow the originals to get to know and trust them. But after all this time, Ramey doubted such trust would ever be found. Especially after a day like today.

      The silence bordered on being eerie and the only thing that made the walk tolerable was knowing that she was safe. There weren’t any wild animals lurking in the shadows. No creepers hiding behind buildings. And no zombies. That was the best part. No zombies wanting to eat her. That one simple fact made any doubts or questions she had about the Ark and the people who helped her father run it, fall far down the ladder of concern.

      When the trailers came into view she was surprised to see a dim glow near Wim’s Airstream. It came and went in a red flare and she initially thought it might be a lightning bug. The on and off flicker came again and then the smell of smoke hit her nostrils. Not tobacco smoke though. Marijuana.

      Ramey considered spinning on her heels and heading back to the cabin, but before she could, a voice called out softly through the night.

      “Ramey?”

      She knew Emory’s voice immediately, even though she rarely saw him these days. The raspy, but kind tenor was impossible to mistake and she continued until she found him sitting on a plastic crate outside the trailer.

      “I see you’ve found an interesting way to burn the midnight oil.”

      Emory gave his soft chuckle. “Why, it’s not even nine p.m.” He extended the half-smoked joint in her direction. “Care to partake?”

      The last time Ramey had smoked pot she ended up in the back of Bobby Mack’s car, losing her virginity. She knew she was in no danger around Emory, but the memory still made her forearms prickle with goosebumps. Besides, an important conversation needed to be had and she wanted a clear head.

      “No thank you.”

      “As you wish,” Emory took another drag, then pressed the cigarette against the silver metal siding of the Airstream. It gave a short hissing sizzle as the dew snuffed out the fire. “How have you been, Ramey?”

      “Good. I like it here.”

      “You do?”

      This wasn’t a discussion she cared to have. She knew Emory wanted out of the Ark and there was no changing his mind. But he wasn’t changing hers either.

      “It’s safe here. And after the things I saw - we saw - out there, the people we lost, I like being safe again.”

      Emory considered that and gave a slight nod. She sensed he had more to say, and was relieved when he didn’t pursue the matter.

      “That’s a perfectly reasonable viewpoint. I know Mina feels the same.” He slowly rose to his feet and Ramey heard the joints in his knees pop like snapping twigs. “I assume you’re here for Wim.”

      “I am.”

      “He’ll be asleep most likely. As soon as his head touches the pillow he’s dead to the world. But I’ll fetch him for you,”

      “I’d appreciate that. Thank you, Emory,”

      As he started up the metal steps the Airstream Ramey couldn’t resist one more question. “Can I ask you where you got the pot?”

      Emory looked over his shoulder and she could see the moonlight reflecting off his vaguely yellow teeth, “I’m sorry, Ramey, but considering the company you keep, I believe I’ll keep that to myself.” He lifted his fingers to his lips and made a locking gesture before disappearing into the trailer.

      The notion of an old man smoking pot and not wanting to reveal his dealer was so silly that Ramey wanted to smile, but she couldn’t because she realized what it meant. Emory thought she had chosen a side. A side that wasn’t his and he no longer trusted her. It made her throat tighten up, which prevented any comeback she might have attempted. That was probably for the best.

      She heard no movement from within the darkened trailer and after a few seconds became two full minutes, she began to wonder if Emory had simply gone to bed and left her to stand there like a fool. But after another thirty seconds or so passed, the door reopened and Wim stepped into view. His hair was pushed askew and jutted up in the back making him look as if he had half a mohawk. The smile she’d wanted to show Emory earlier came easily now. It was always her first instinct when she saw Wim. No matter what, he’d always be her first love.

      But Wim didn’t smile back. Instead he covered his mouth as he tried and failed to stifle a yawn. Then he plodded down the steps but stopped a yard short of her. Why wouldn’t he touch her, she wondered. She wanted that. Needed that. For him to take her hand, to hold her in his arms again. He promised her once that he’d never let her go, but he’d broken that promise after they arrived on the Ark and she still wasn’t sure why. Did he too think she’d chosen a side? That she couldn’t be trusted?

      “Surprised to see you,” he said.

      “I wanted to talk about today.”

      “I already told your father everything that happened. Forward and backward several times over and my story stayed the same because it was the truth.”

      There it was. The divide between them wasn’t three feet, it may as well have been a mile.

      “I’m not here to interrogate you, Wim. I came to see how you were. If you’re okay.”

      His posture sagged and Ramey hoped that was some of the tension leaving him. “Oh. I’m all right.”

      “Can we talk?”

      He nodded. “But not here. Go for a walk with me.”

      They walked and walked, crossing the expanse between the scattering of trailers toward an open field where the farm animals Wim tended to slept in knee high fescue, but talk was sparse and superficial.

      Wim motioned to a newborn calf. “That girl’s only four days old. Had to pull it out of the mama. I wasn’t sure either was going to make it through but they seem to be doing just fine now.”

      As if it knew it was being talked about, the calf lifted its head and looked at them.

      “You go on back to sleep now.”

      The calf’s head lolled to the side and rested against its mother and soon enough its eyes fell shut again.

      “You’re so good with them,” Ramey said.

      “It’s no special talent. Done it all my life.”

      “It’s because they know you’re kind. That you’ll take care of them.” She reached over and grabbed his hand but he deftly slipped it free.

      It always seemed to be like this now. Like the weeks they spent together before coming here had ceased to exist. That their bond had been a figment of her imagination. Maybe it was, she thought. Maybe Wim was simply protecting her because he was a good man. Maybe he never cared for her any more than Mina or Emory or Bundy or even these animals.

      “I’ve been ordered to butcher three steer so there’s meat through the winter. I told ‘em it’s too soon, that we need to build up the herd first. There’s plenty of canned goods to go around. They don’t need to be killing anything.”

      “I’ll talk to my father.”

      “Orders came from him. Just like all the others.”

      “I can still try.”

      “Do what you want.”

      His words were curt, the tone cutting. This wasn’t the man she thought she knew and she almost stormed away right then but she forced herself to stay calm. “Wim, why did you bring that boy back with you? You knew how everyone here would react.”

      He looked at her. Really looked at her, for the first time that night.

      “You haven’t been out there in months. Things haven’t got none better. If anything, it’s worse because everything, and I really mean everything, I’ve seen outside of these walls for months on end is dead. Either dead and rotting on the ground or dead and walking around and trying to eat me. I have no idea how many of those zombies I’ve killed now but its more than all the people I knew my whole life put together.

      “I do it because it needs done. And because when I look into their eyes I don’t see monsters, I see people who are dead but because of some awful cruel twist of fate, they aren’t allowed to die. So, I give them that end they deserve. Not because they’re evil, but because they’re just as much victims in this as me and you.

      “That boy today, he’s the first living person I’ve seen outside these walls in five months. And you know, I’d started to think it really was over, that there wasn’t anything left alive out there. That we were all that remained. But when I saw that kid, I realized I was wrong and I ain’t never been so happy to be wrong before. That’s why I brought him back. Because that boy means there’s a chance. That there’s still hope.”

      He looked down but before he did Ramey could see his eyes were wet. She again reached out and grabbed onto his hand and he again tried to pull away, but without as much force and she held on. “My God, Wim. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything you’ve seen and everything you’ve had to do.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “No, it’s not. You’ve been saddled with all this shit because you’re stronger than the rest of us, but that doesn’t make it alright.”

      Ramey looked up into his light blue eyes and watched as the tears spilled down the lower lids and drew glistening trails down his cheeks until the water got caught up in the black stubble of his beard. Suddenly being safe didn’t matter. All that mattered was Wim.

      “I hate that this place has pulled us apart. That you and my father don’t get along. That you’re stuck living in some piece of shit trailer and that they make you go out there and see and do those horrible things.”

      She’d never seen him like this. So hurt and so wounded. She realized that maybe now he was the one who needed saved and she wasn’t going to let him down. “And after winter, if you still want to leave, we’ll leave.”

      His mouth dropped open in shock and Ramey couldn’t help but think he looked as surprised as a little boy who just saw Santa Claus climbing down a chimney. “You’d do that?”

      She nodded, squeezing his hand tight. His palms were sweating. She thought about her father. She didn’t know if she could really go through with leaving him, but she hoped in time that would change because the man standing in front of her now was her future.

      “I never said this out loud, but I love you, Wim. I don’t know the exact moment it happened but I can tell you that I haven’t stopped.”

      Wim stared at her so long Ramey thought he might kiss her, but instead he took her face between his calloused, working man palms.

      “That night on the farm. When you sat down beside me in front of the bonfire and laid your head against my shoulders.”

      She waited for him to go on. He didn’t. “What about it?”

      “That’s when it happened.”

      “When what happened, Wim?”

      “That’s when I fell in love with you.”

      Then Wim leaned in to her and they kissed, really kissed, for the first time. And even though they didn’t do anything more than kiss, it was as perfect a moment as she’d ever experienced in her 19 years of life.
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      The seventy or so residents of the Ark congregated inside a wood sided building which was large enough to house twice that number. Most sat in folding chairs, feet shuffling, fingers tapping. They are a nervous bunch, Wim thought.

      It was cool inside the cavernous room but sweat seeped through Wim’s pores as he stood in the rear corner, trying to stay in the shadows. None of the natives had said a word to him since he arrived, but several angry looks had been hurled his way like daggers.  He never did like being the center of attention and was even less fond of it now. The only person who seemed to look at him with compassion was Delphine Boudreaux. He caught her staring his way several times and once he even thought he saw a smile.

      Wim didn’t know much about Delphine, and it seemed neither did anyone else. The rumor was that she lived on the island before it became the Ark and that, while she wasn’t part of Doc’s original group, she was still privy to some of the inner workings. She had long braided hair which hung thick as a rope halfway down her back. It was white with dirty blonde streaks, but it seemed near impossible to tell her age for certain. Sometimes Wim thought she looked 50, others 70. He’d only had conversations with her in passing, but of all the people associated with the Ark, she was one with whom he felt he might share some common ground.

      But right now, the only person he cared to see was Ramey and she sat in the front, stealing glances his way but not risking a reaffirming smile or nod. Not that Wim blamed her. He wouldn’t have wanted to look like his own ally right now, not amongst this bunch.

      When Doc arrived with Phillip and Ellen Sideris, the Ark’s only actual physician, the crowd had risen to their collective feet, an act which both dismayed and disgusted Wim. He’d grown to understand how cult leaders like Jim Jones and David Koresh did it. He could only hope that Doc wasn’t as evil as those men. But, if he had been a betting man, he thought those odds were quite poor.

      After a few brief paragraphs reminding everyone why they were there, Doc got to the meat of it.

      “We lost two of our own yesterday. Clark was an original member of the Ark. One of our hardest and most loyal workers. He was integral to establishing life here and keeping us safe. Life here will not be the same without him. And Caleb Daniels, although he arrived here after most of us, will also be missed. I’d like to take a moment of silence in their memory.”

      Wim watched as most of the people in the room shut their eyes and bowed their heads. He dipped his a bit, but kept his eyes open. He watched as Doc, Ellen Sideris, and Phillip huddled in a brief, hushed conversation up front. It ended before the supposed moment of silence and after two or three beats, Doc resumed speaking.

      “And as you also know, William Wagner brought a very, very sick young man into the Ark.”

      Nearly every head in the room swiveled in Wim’s direction. It made him feel a bit like a contestant who had just been chosen to compete on The Price is Right but no one was cheering him on and he was not inclined to rush the stage.

      “Doctor Sideris,” Doc tipped his head toward Sideris, a slight, but hard woman in her sixties with skin the color and consistency of shoe leather. “Is caring for the young man. At the present, he is unconscious and heavily sedated while we wait to see if the treatment is successful.”

      “What if he turns into a zombie?” Someone in the crowd shouted. A flurry of murmurs followed.

      Doc waved his hands in a ‘keep calm’ gesture. “I understand your fear. Your worries. And I share them. If just one of the infected dead should gain access to the Ark it could - likely would - mean the end for us all. That’s why we’ve taken precautions. This patient is not being housed in the clinic. He’s confined to a portion of the research lab where he is, I assure you, no threat.”

      The chorus of murmurs slowed, then ceased. Wim couldn’t understand how they could so easily be manipulated by the man at the microphone. How did so many sheep fall under the care of this wolf?

      “Yet even though we are safe, this situation could have gone dramatically different. I understand that Mr. Wagner threatened one of our own with a firearm. Harvey?”

      Harvey aka Hal, stood. “That’s true, Doc. I told him that boy was dangerous and he showed me his gun and I knew I didn’t have no choice in the matter.”

      Doc nodded and Hal sat. “And when they reached the gates, Mr. Wagner forced his way inside and stole the recreational vehicle belonging to Vincent Dufresne.”

      Vince nodded, but didn’t speak. It didn’t matter though, Wim thought, because this wasn’t a trial, it was an inquisition.

      “Mr. Wagner, do you have anything to say for yourself?”

      Wim considered staying silent, but as he stared into the angry and confused faces that filled the room, which peered back at him accusingly, he felt it only fair to explain himself rather than let Doc’s version of events muddy their thinking.

      “I do and I’ll keep it short. Two men with whom I’ve gone on countless supply runs died yesterday. Why, Caleb was ripped in half and despite that he still came back as a zombie. I had to put him down, along with Clark and the two zombies that killed and turned them in the first place. It wasn’t the first time I’ve seen terrible things out there nor was it the first time I’ve had to use my gun to put an end to suffering. Because that’s what it is. Suffering.”

      He’d hoped to find compassion in the crowd but saw none.

      “And after that, while I made my way back here with the food and grain we’d all risked our lives to gather, I came upon the boy. Yes, he was sick. Yes, he might be dying. But yesterday, he was alive. And as far as I’m concerned, life still matters. Maybe it even matters more now than ever before because there’s so little of it left. But I made a choice to try to save a life and no matter what anyone here tries to say, nothing will convince me that it was the wrong choice.”

      Whispers and hushed conversations spread through the crowd like a fire. Wim thought he might have won them over, or at least made them think. Maybe Doc sensed it too because he was quick to speak up.

      “No one is doubting that your heart was in the right place, Mr. Wagner. But as you well know, these are dangerous days we are living through. And if we want to live, we must protect our home here at the Ark. That is why we have these walls. Why we have our rules.”

      The voices stopped and all eyes were trained on Doc. Wim knew he’d lost.

      “We are a community of rules. And we cannot allow anyone to flaunt them with impunity.” Doc glared at Wim. “Yes, Mr. Wagner life matters. Our lives matter.  And your foolhardy attempts at being a hero put every man, woman, and child here at risk.”

      Wim caught sight of Ramey, her face panicked. She went to stand and Doc somehow sensed it. He stared her down. “No one is above the rules.”

      Ramey slumped back into her seat.

      “That’s why the council has decided that, as punishment for his reckless actions, his use of force against Ark residents, and his wanton disregard for the safety of this community, Wim Wagner must spend one week in the box”

      The murmurs, louder now, returned and that time Ramey did jump to her feet.

      “A week! That’s too long!” She looked from her father to Wim. Back and forth. “Dad, he’ll die!”

      Wim wanted to tell her not to argue, not to get involved, but before he could do so much as nod his head in her direction, three members of the security force grabbed him by the arms and shoulders. Wim was bigger than each of them, but three against one wasn’t much of a fight. Not that he intended to fight them anyway. Doing so would only make things worse, if worse was possible.

      “Mr. Wagner brought this on himself. The decision has been made and it is final.”

      As the three men dragged him toward the rear exit, Buck whispered in his ear. “Yyyy- You done it now. Gggg- Glad I ain’t you.”

      Wim ignored him and saw that Phillip had retreated to the exit. As Wim was pulled past him, the cop grinned revealing almost all his oversized teeth.

      “That’s a long time with no food or water. I don’t think you can do it, big fella. I think we’ll be pulling a zombie out of that box.”

      Wim considered doing the right thing and keeping his mouth shut, but then decided he may as well use his words, especially since they might be some of his last. “Either way, I’ll be sure to look for you first.”

      Phillip’s smile faltered and he raised his hand as if to hit him, then seemed to realize there was a roomful of people watching. Instead he leaned close enough for Wim to smell his breath.

      “Just know that, after you croak in that hole, it’ll be my shoulder Ramey cries on. That bitch wants me and I’m gonna fuck her raw.”

      The others dragged him away and Wim refused to look at anyone as he was shuffled out of the meeting hall, through the expanse of the courtyard, and toward the box.
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      Dr. Ellen Sideris leaned over the boy, who wasn’t a boy at all. “No. I’d estimate his age at sixteen. Perhaps seventeen.”

      Doc peered over her shoulder and looked down. The boy was naked, revealing a body that was thin, almost undeveloped. “I would have thought younger. He doesn’t even have pubic hair.”

      Sideris used a gloved hand to shift the boy’s penis from side to side. “He shaves them off.”

      “You don’t say.” Doc took a closer look and saw she was correct. “Boys do that too now?”

      “I’m no expert on adolescent male grooming trends, but this one does.” She pushed a scalpel into the young man’s festering, decayed flesh and sliced hunks of it free from his wounded face. Sideris kept her salt and pepper hair pulled back in a practical bun. She had small, deep-set eyes which were, at best, muddy brown in color. Her face was plain, long, and devoid of emotion, which Doc felt was her best trait aside from her intellect.

      “Don’t feel obligated to devote too much of your time on this one,” he said. “He appears beyond saving.”

      Sideris glanced up at him but didn’t remove the blade from the boy’s skin. “I’ve always appreciated a challenge.” Her eyes returned to the boy as she trimmed off a quarter-inch thick section of necrotic skin. Blood oozed from the wound, trickled down the contours of his head and neck, then pooled on the metal table upon which he laid.

      Doc had met Sideris at a medical conference in Atlanta four years earlier where she was giving a lecture titled, ‘How Extinction Events Benefit the Planet’. What it lacked for in creativity, it made up for in substance. Afterward, he approached her in the hotel lobby and offered to buy her a drink. She requested a gin and over the next four hours they became fast friends. He didn’t reveal his plans that night. That came later, but when it did she became an eager member of the growing cabal.

      “What have you been up to in that dungeon of yours?” She asked.

      Doc hesitated. It was only a beat, but long enough for her to catch.

      “Keeping secrets again, I see.”

      Sideris was one of his closest confidants, but he wasn’t willing to divulge his plans just yet and decided to change the subject. “What do you believe happened to him? Was he attacked?”

      “By a zombie? Certainly not,” Sideris said. “I suppose this could have occurred in some sort of accident, perhaps being ejected through a car windshield. But the injuries are contained to his face. I’m relatively certain someone did this to him.”

      “Tragic. It makes you wonder just how bad things have become out there.” Doc lifted one of the boys closed eyelids. The pupil constricted under the room’s bright fluorescents.

      “I’ll take him when you’re done.”

      She cast a brief dismissive look his way. “If he dies?”

      “Dead. Alive. I’m not particular.”

      Doc thought she sneered, but pretended not to notice. He motioned to a silver bowl where she’d deposited the patient’s excised flesh. “I assume you have no further use for this?”

      Sideris didn’t answer and Doc scooped up the bowl while she took out a suture needle and thread and began closing the wounds. It wasn’t a pretty job. Sideris was no plastic surgeon, but Doc didn’t think it mattered.
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      Wim had no watch so he had no idea how long he’d been in the box but small cracks that had previously allowed light to spill inside had gone dark so he supposed it was five hours at least. Only 140-some to go he thought.

      It was cold, but not unbearable. Not yet anyway. He debated whether he might have preferred being confined here in the heat of summer versus the cold of winter and decided the latter was for the best. In the summer, he’d have already been desperate for a drink.

      Part of him thought it was a bluff. Surely, they knew he could’ve live seven days without so much as a sip of water. He thought there was a fair chance he’d be let out on the morning, a sort of early parole that came with a warning that the next time the punishment would be for real. He didn’t know if he really believed that a possibility, but the thought kept his mind at ease even as the temperatures fell and the cold metal against his back had shifted his skin from numb to a constant, throbbing buzz. He tried to alter his position, to keep himself away from the metal, but the box was too small. It’s barely bigger than a coffin, he thought, then tried to chase away that image.

      He drifted to sleep sometime through the night and was awoken in the morning not by the light of day but by an explosive banging against the thin walls. He jolted into a sitting position. He’d been right after all. They were letting him out.

      “Rise and shine, Wim, No sleeping on the job.”

      It was Phillip’s voice, tight with angry, mocking glee. “Get your forty winks in?”

      Wim knew he wasn’t getting out from Phillip’s tone. He thought about going with the silent treatment, then decided that was no fun. “Fifty, actually.”

      “Oh yeah? I guess the box is probably a step up from whatever shanty shit hole you grew up in. Did you even have indoor plumbing?”

      “We did. Color TV too.”

      Phillip gave another smack against the metal siding and the reverberations rang through Wim’s eardrums like thunder.

      “You stay awake now. I’m going to get breakfast. Pancakes, grits, and a ham steak. Might eat your helping too while I’m at it.”

      Wim felt his belly tighten and give a greedy rumble. Don’t be a traitor, he told it. He’d get through this, if for no other reason than to look Phillip in the face when he got out and act as if he’s just spent a few days in the Ritz Carlton and not a box too small to stand up or turn around in.
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        * * *

      

      Early on the third day, long before the sun had risen, Wim woke with a jolt that sent a searing flash of pain down the left side of his face. He’d been dreaming about zombies, about being attacked. Eaten. And in his barely awake stupor he thought he’d been bit. His hand shot to his cheek and he found wetness and when he drew back his fingers he saw the tips were stained black.

      As his bearings returned, he realized he hadn’t been bit, that he was still very much alone inside the box, but he still wasn’t certain how he’d been injured. That answer came as dawn’s first bits of light seeped into the box and Wim saw a thin strip of flesh clinging to the steel wall. He knew that skin was a jigsaw piece that fit perfectly against his face and, coupled with the nonstop shivering, he solved the mystery. His face had frozen to the box through the night and his sudden movement as he escaped his nightmare had ripped the two apart like halves of heavy duty Velcro. He made a mental note to try to keep his exposed flesh to a minimum from here on out.

      By the end of the day he’d completely abandoned any remnants of hope that he’d be sprung early. His throat felt like he’d swallowed a mouthful of sandpaper and every time he managed to conjure some spit, it burned like fire when he swallowed it down.

      The pain sapped any hunger he’d been harboring. Even if someone had set a double decker hamburger in front of his face, he’d be afraid to eat it. He imagined his throat had shrunk to the size of a drinking straw and couldn’t even imagine trying to get anything down. It wasn’t food he wanted, it was liquid. Any liquid. He hadn’t pissed since early on day two and he knew that, if he did work up the need to go, he’d have to find a way to catch it and consume it. The thought would have nauseated him before but now he prayed for it.

      Phillip’s taunts came several times a day and Wim got the feeling the man was never more than a few yards away. He let him talk but had mostly given up on responding. Tempting though it was, he thought it best to conserve his strength,

      The muscles in his legs seemed to have locked up and gone limp at the same time. He tried to keep his mind occupied, to think about taking Ramey and leaving the Ark behind for good, but as the hours passed, staying positive became an impossible cross to bear.

      When night came and the temperatures dropped even further, he understood he was probably going to die. The thought bothered him more than he expected because there were days back on the farm, when he thought death might be a blessing as he’d go into God’s paradise and see his family again. See mama again. On many days, that sounded just fine. But things had changed. Wim didn’t want to die even though the world around him was on the edge of extinction. He wanted to live. He wanted to see what was coming and what remained.
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      The recent nights had been full of tossing and turning but little sleep. Hal couldn’t stop his mind from churning the events of the last few days repeatedly. Damn, Wim, he thought. This was all his fault. But if that were true, why did Hal feel so guilty?

      Wim had threatened him. He knew it by the tone of his voice but he also knew Wim wouldn’t have shot him unless Hal had tried to kill him first and maybe not even then. He worried that maybe he’d made it sound a bigger deal than it was. That it was his recollection that had sent Wim to the box where he might - probably would - die. And damn it, he didn’t want that on his conscience. He liked Wim, even if he was just about as quiet as a monk. He’d often thought the Ark could use more men like Wim and less Phillip’s. And now Wim could - would - die and he’d be responsible. He didn’t like that one bit.

      I should tell someone.

      But who was there to tell? No one talked to Doc unless he spoke to them first. Phillip? That was a joke. That would be like telling a bear why he should take mercy on a salmon. No, there wasn’t anyone to tell. This bed was made and all that was left was waiting to see how it ended up.

      I never should have come here. It was a thought he’d had dozens of times, especially after they got word of the zombie apocalypse that was going down outside their walls. He’d initially been recruited by Doc to head construction, as Hal had overseen building a new wing onto the Cunningham/Miner Research Center. It all sounded good. He’d get to do what he loved, which was build things, and do it in one of the most beautiful damned places in the country. Maybe even the world. Sure, the hippy let’s all live in harmony nonsense they preached got a little on his nerves, but the longer he worked and was away from civilization, the more he realized he didn’t miss it. So, when they asked him to stay on permanently, an affirmative answer came quick.

      They got word of the zombies from Phillip and a few other men who had gone to buy supplies. At first Hal found it hard to believe, but the look he saw on the faces of those men was impossible to fake. When the entirety of the Arks population came together for a meeting later that night, Doc informed them that similar results were coming in from all across the globe. He told them that this was the type of cataclysmic event they’d been preparing for and then he said something that still gave Hal chills whenever he allowed himself to think about it.

      “The world is over,” Doc told them. “Everything and everyone you knew before is gone. All that remains is the Ark.”

      Hal tried again to sleep and even dozed off for a fast hour, but woke himself up coughing around the time the first light of the day began to chase away the dark. He took a few swallows of water from the glass he kept on his nightstand but that didn’t seem to help and, when the second wave hit, he had to lean forward in bed just to catch his breath. As the room slowly brightened, he saw specks of red spittle marring his bedsheets. That’s not good.

      Hal wondered if it was 33 years of smoking catching up to him. He hadn’t had a cigarette since arriving at the Ark (they were on a long list of banned items) but he doubted a couple years made up for the previous decades. He thought about going to see Dr. Sideris but, truth be told, that woman gave him the creeps and he wouldn’t trust her to treat a hangnail. Well, if it was the big C, he supposed waiting a few hours, or even days wouldn’t make a whole lot of difference. He flopped back in bed, pulled the blankets over his head to block out the light and tried to fall asleep but sleep wouldn’t come.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hal’s cough earned him a fair share of askance glances at breakfast that morning. He got so self-conscious about it that he gave up halfway through his scrambled eggs and pushed his plate aside. He wasn’t very hungry anyway.

      After leaving the mess hall he made a detour which took him within twenty yards of the box. He’d pocketed a piece of bacon that he couldn’t bring himself to eat and thought maybe he’d be able to sneak it to Wim. Hal had built the box, just as he’d built most of the structures on the Ark and he knew where all the best cracks and crevices were located. But, when he was close enough to see the box, he also saw Phillip sitting Indian-style, a rifle resting in his lap. The man just sat there staring straight ahead. Like a zombie, Hal thought and almost smiled.

      He must have made a noise or maybe Phillip caught him in his peripheral vision, because the young man swiveled his head in his direction.

      “You need something, Hal?”

      Hal felt another coughing jag coming on and simply shook his head.

      “Move on then.”

      Hal did and when he was confident that he was out of Phillip’s sight, he let his chest muscles do what they’d been longing for and choked and coughed until he was so lightheaded that he had to take a knee in order not to fall. Near the tail end of it, what little he’d eaten for breakfast ended up on his shoes along with heaps of yellow bile and bright, crimson blood. The pile of it looked a little like an abstract painting.

      Hal’s head felt like a balloon at the end of its tether and he grabbed onto his ears to stop it from floating away. The world in front of him spun and twirled and then went black.
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        * * *

      

      In Hal’s dream, he was eating meat. It was thick and rubbery and red and with every bite blood squished out like jelly from an overfull PB&J sandwich. It was warm as it trailed down his chin and neck before getting caught up in the webbing of gray hair that covered his chest.  The meat itself was flavorless. All he could taste was the coppery flavor of the blood and, as it plunged down his throat, all he could think was ‘More. I want more.’

      Hal came awake feeling stiff, frozen. The sun was high overhead but it gave off no heat. It must be noon. I’ve been laying here for hours.

      He rolled onto his belly then worked his way up to his knees. His face felt tacky and wet and it reminded him of the blood in his dream. When he reached up and felt his skin, he came away with a handful of sticky, semi-congealed vomit. He swiped at it with his fingers, trying to clean it away before someone saw.

      But, as he scanned the area around him he realized his worries were for naught as he was alone. Thank God. He thought again about going to Dr. Sideris and that time the idea didn’t seem too bad. But first he wanted to clean himself up.

      As he worked his way back to his cabin, he kept far enough away from the others so as not to draw their attention. Almost there. Another hundred yards.

      His belly tightened and growled. The nausea was gone and, in its place, hunger that bordered on famishment. He remembered the bacon in his pocket and shoved it into his mouth. His cheeks puffed up like a chipmunk gathering nuts for winter and he thought he must be quite the spectacle as he chewed. No one seemed to notice. As he swallowed it down, his body gave no signs of satiation.  He was still hungry. So hungry. He felt like his internal organs were devouring themselves in a tearing, raucous rumble and knew the only way to stop the pain was to eat.
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      The fourth and fifth days inside the box were a nightmarish jumble of cold, delirium, and thirst. Wim felt dried out as a scarecrow. He could barely move and his body was contorted into a fetal shaped ball on the floor of the box. Once, he thought he saw frost on the steel wall and went to lick it off. As soon as the tip of his tongue touched the frozen metal it stuck like glue.

      Double dog dare you.

      He quickly jerked his head back and the pink tissue stretched, then tore. There was no pain. No blood. Only cold.

      Later he scratched loose a few handfuls of dirt from the floor of the box, then shoved it into his mouth and he tried to suck whatever moisture it contained. He repeated that every few hours and each time it gave him enough wetness to be able to swallow again. He never thought such a simple act could be so blissful.

      He dozed off, or lost consciousness briefly and when he awoke the world was dark.

      You’ve fallen down the well, you damn fool. How’d you manage that?

      I’m gonna have to climb out.

      He tried to stand. Couldn’t. Aw heck, I broke my legs. Or my back. Maybe I’m paralyzed.

      Wim tried to scream out for help but no words came. It was just as well because there was no one around to hear him. He had no neighbors and even the mailman only dropped his delivery at the end of the lane, far out of earshot.

      He attempted to move his arms and at first, they too wouldn’t cooperate. He tried again and that time they moved, slowly at first, painfully. He reached out, trying to grab hold of the walls of the well but when his fingers touch them they slid down helpless, unable to get a grip.

      He stared up and saw nothing but darkness. How did he get down here? Was he sleepwalking? Or did he get into the apple pie moonshine his pa kept hidden in the root cellar behind the preserves? Damn fool, Wim. You damn fool.

      Hours passed. His fingertips had gone bloody from trying to climb the walls to no avail. He sucked on the blood that oozed from his battered digits and didn’t even mind the penny-like taste of it. Somehow it soothed him.

      He must have drifted to sleep, or lost consciousness, but her voice brought him back to the world.

      “Wim?”

      His eyes fluttered. Opened.

      “Wim? Are you all right?”

      “Mama?” He stared up again but everything was still dark. “Mama, I’m down here. I fell into the well. I’m sorry I’m such a klutz.”

      “Wim! It’s Ramey!”

      Who? “Mama, you’ve got to get me out. It’s so cold down here.”

      “Wim, listen to me. This is Ramey. You’re not in a well. They’re keeping you prisoner inside the box. It’s been five days now.”

      The box? That sounded familiar and so did the voice. He shook his head in an attempt to clear away the cobwebs.

      Think, you big oaf.

      “Wim, come back to me, please. I need you.”

      Ramey. That was Ramey’s voice. His fog dissipated and his sad reality came back to him. The box wasn’t much better than the well but it was a moderate relief to have a mostly clear head.

      “Aw, shoot. I’m sorry, Ramey. I think my marbles got scattered a bit in here.”

      “That’s okay. I just needed to hear your voice. To know you’re okay.”

      He thought he heard relief in her voice, but he heard sadness too. Not sadness, tears. He didn’t think you could actually hear tears, but he knew she was spilling some. And he wished he could drink them.

      “Where’s Phillip? You can’t let him see you here.”

      “He’s asleep. It’s fine.”

      But it wasn’t fine. They both knew that.

      “Wim, are you really okay?”

      “How many days did you say it’s been?”

      “Five.”

      “Is it nighttime?”

      “No, just before dawn.”

      Aw, heck. He was sure it was night. That meant he had almost two full days remaining.

      “Wim, don’t you lie to me. Are you really okay?”

      His head had that taking on water feeling again. It made it hard to concentrate but he tried to push through.

      “Will you make me a promise?” He asked her.

      “Anything.”

      “No matter what happens, you’ll still leave this place.”

      “We’re going together. In the spring. As soon as the weather turns for the better. Did you know it’s snowing now?”

      Stop talking, he thought. Answer my question. I need to know you’ll be gone from here. “I’m saying, no matter what. And that means even if you have to go without me.”

      “That’s not gonna happen, Wim. I won’t go anywhere without you. We’re in this together. Have been since you saved my life back on that Pennsylvania road. You remember that, right? Poor Stan the truck driver almost made dinner out of me. But you didn’t let that happen. We’re always going to be together.”

      “Promise me Ramey.”

      She didn’t. He could tell she was trying to prevent him from hearing her sobbing. It sounded like she’d moved a yard or so away. The soft hitching sounds passing through the wall caused him far more pain than the deep, frozen aches that assaulted his body.

      “I need you to promise.”

      More crying and some sniffles. Then finally, “Promise.”

      She didn’t say anything else. He heard her leave. Then Wim waited to die.
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      The tomcat was old. This was his seventeenth summer and his once jet-black fur was now dotted and dashed with bits of gray. His eyesight was still admirable though and he watched the robin digging away at the wet soil, attempting to unearth a worm, with rapt, ravenous attention.

      Hunting had been a challenge the last few weeks. The chipmunks, mice, and birds that usually fell prey to his still deadly sharp claws had seemingly gone away. And the humans, some of which used to set out dishes of milk or hard, tasteless kibble, were either gone or dashing around like animals themselves. Either way, they weren’t feeding the old tom.

      He took two slinking steps closer to the robin, trying to remain unseen in the cover of the unmown, foot deep grass. His movements were just a shimmery wave of green against the foliage and soon he was close enough to the bird to smell its moldy aroma. The tom’s belly spasmed. It had been days since his last meal.

      When the robin pushed its face into the dirt, its beak grabbing hold of a long, fat earthworm, the tom sprung. His old body crossed the yard-long void between them fast and silent and when he came down, he was atop his prey.

      He sunk his teeth, what remained of them anyway, into the feathers. Their buttery texture tickled his tongue as his jaws closed. He felt hot blood flood his mouth and he felt more alive than he had in days, maybe weeks. Since everyone and everything went away.

      The robin struggled, its wings fluttering furious and panicked. But even though the tom was old, he was still strong. There came a muffled crunch as its teeth smashed the bones in the bird’s neck and then it went limp.

      The cat savored his meal, devouring everything edible. Afterward he took a long nap, enjoying the warmth of the sun as it baked his ancient bones. Later, when it awoke, he felt renewed, almost young again. He wished some of his friends were still around so they could romp and jump and play together, but they were all gone too.

      He spied the robin’s severed head resting in the grass and he grabbed it between his paws, tossing it into the air and batting it to and fro. The game lasted for five or so minutes before the head went careening down an embankment and onto the road below.

      Before everything went away the tom was cautious about roads. He’d seen too many of his own kind lying flat and dead upon them. But there hadn’t been a vehicle in weeks and he bounded down the bank, his eyes locked on the robin’s head, his new play toy.

      The tomcat was old. He’d lost his hearing more than three summers before and now that became his undoing. As he sat on the road, rolling the head back and forth, he didn’t hear the roar of the approaching engine. And by the time he felt the subtle vibrations through the pads on his paws, it was too late. He turned around just in time to see the orange monstrosity barreling down upon him.

      The tom tried to flee, but it was far too late. The oversized wheels of the truck were the last thing he saw and then he joined his feline friends and the chipmunks and mice and birds in wherever it was that animals went when their days on Earth came to an end.
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      “Splat! Got to be quicker than that, pussy cat. Quicker than that if you want to avoid my truck,” Solomon Baldwin cackled.

      He checked the rearview mirror and saw a wet stain on the road behind him. That was all that remained of the old tom. He grinned and punched the horn.

      “Saw one. Pussy none.”

      He’d been on the road for days, running down anything in his path. That was mostly zombies. Seemed they were just about all that was left. But he’d taken out a groundhog earlier in the week and a squirrel a day ago. This was his first cat and that delighted him to no end.

      Gonna have to start me a log book, he thought.

      He caught his reflection in the mirror. The bullet hole in his forehead had scabbed over and turned black. He thought about picking it off, God knew the fucker itched like a dirty asshole, but remembered how his brains had poked out of that hole, like a gopher popping its head out of its burrow, and decided to let the scab alone. Might be keeping me brains from leaking out, he reasoned.

      He’d been driving for hours and needed a rest. Shortly after he passed into West Virginia he saw road signs declaring “Scenic Overlook” and he decided to see what the fuss was about.

      After passing through a thicket of oak trees, he emerged at a wooden platform which overlooked a sprawling lake.

      Not that special.

      Still, he needed to work the cramps out of his legs and arms so he paced back and forth for a while. As he prepared to leave, he saw a gleaming white dot reflecting atop the water. It moved fast and even, making a direct line toward the island.

      “Well I’ll be…”

      Saw realized the dot was a boat. He sat down and watched until it reached the island where movement ceased. He assumed that whoever was driving it docked the boat and got off, but he was at least three miles away and seeing those kinds of details were impossible. Nonetheless, his curiosity had been piqued.

      After returning to his truck, Saw drove until he found an outdoor hobby shop a few towns away. There he gathered together some supplies, like hatchets, knives, and maps, but the prize he sought was a telescope.

      He loaded up the biggest one he could find and returned to the overlook. After setting up the scope, he could clearly see the island and what he discovered changed everything.  Up until that moment, he’d thought that the world had ended, that he was the only one left alive. Those thoughts had turned his normally jolly mood sour. Saw couldn’t imagine living out the rest of his days all alone, without anyone else around to taunt or torment. That would be the most boring thing he could imagine. And a bored Solomon Baldwin was very dangerous.

      Now, on this island, he saw not just a person or two, but a veritable town filled with them. Saw unfolded a map and marked his current coordinates, as well as those of the island. He also highlighted all the roads leading to the lake. He wasn’t going there today or tomorrow, or even next week, but he’d be back. This looked like too much fun to pass up.
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      After fleeing The Greenbrier and the chaos that broke free from the underground bunker, Aben let Juli drive. Every now and again he directed her to make a right or left but he mostly sat in the passenger seat and allowed her to choose their destiny. The dog sat in the foot well alternating between curling up on his feet and sitting on its haunches and resting its head in his lap. Scratching the mutt’s tan ears took his mind off Bolivar’s death, at least to some extent. He couldn’t shake the feeling that it should have been him. Bolivar was a good guy. Smart and calm and resourceful. A man with a purpose. This world needed men like him. Not homeless bums with one hand and a sour attitude.

      “Where should we go now?”

      Aben glanced over at Juli when he realized the voice was hers. She looked exhausted and a decade older than her 40-some years. He felt guilty for making her drive all this time, but not guilty enough to take over the duties.

      “Huh?”

      Juli pointed to the road ahead and Aben realized they were stopped at a Y intersection. A road sign informed them one fork would take them south, the other west.

      “You don’t have an opinion?”

      Juli shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve never been further south than Myrtle Beach.”

      “You didn’t miss much.”

      “So, west then?”

      “Seems as good a choice as any.”

      It turned out not to be.

      They were halfway across a bridge the signs had labeled the New River Gorge. It was one of the longest, and highest, bridges Aben had ever seen. A Chevy pickup had collided with a tour bus, blocking their lane and Juli stopped the car a few yards before it.

      “Now what?” She asked.

      “Turn around, I suppose.”

      In the back-seat Mitch popped his door open. “Bullshit. All we got to do is move one of ‘em. I need to stretch my legs anyway.”

      And with that he was out of the car. The dog bounded after and Juli looked to Aben for an opinion he didn’t have. She sighed and followed the others. Aben stayed behind and watched.

      Mitch jumped up on the running board of the pickup and climbed into the vacant driver’s seat. He looked down, then yelled out, “No keys!”

      Juli was halfway between their Saab and the truck. “Shift it into neutral and I’ll try to push it with the car.”

      Mitch did so, but when he exited the truck he peered over the hood to where the body was pinned against the concrete median. “Fucker’s wedged in pretty tight. Let me check the bus.”

      Aben watched him but lost sight when Mitch disappeared around the front of the extra-long vehicle. As he tried to find the kid, he saw movement behind the dark, smoked glass windows of the bus.

      Did I really see that? He couldn’t be sure. The windows were almost black. He strained his eyes, squinting. And then he saw it again. Someone was in there. Or something.

      Aben jumped out of the car and jogged toward the bus just in time to see Mitch slam his shoulder against the inward folding door.

      “Wait!’

      Mitch glanced his way but the door had already opened. “What?”

      A silver-haired zombie tumbled down the steps and out the door, hitting Mitch in the back as she fell. The boy crashed to the ground, the woman on his back. He rolled onto his side knocking her off then jumped to his feet and backed away. As he did, he peered into the bus.

      “Oh, fucking shit…”

      Juli had been focusing on the truck and the sound of the commotion drew her toward the men. “What’s going on?”

      She got there just in time to see a small horde of zombies streaming out of the bus. All of them were sixty plus years old and Aben realized it must have been a sightseeing tour, silver riders or whatever the hell those things were called. What a shitty road trip they ended up with. Talk about deserving a refund.

      “Juli, get back to the car!”

      She hesitated, took another look, then ran. Aben was already there when she got back, but he didn’t plan to stay. He grabbed his hammer. Juli caught his sleeve as he moved past her. “You’re crazy if you try to fight them with that. There’s too many.”

      Aben didn’t respond. After all, she was right. Instead he returned to the bus where five of the zombies had Mitch surrounded.

      He swung the maul hammer and crushed the head of a woman whose perm was so tight it probably doubled as a face lift. Then he smashed in the face of a man who sported the kind of flat top crew cut only worn by old veterans.

      Mitch grappled with a skinny broad who wore a “Ask grandma, she’ll say yes” t-shirt. The kid grabbed her by the hair, which proceeded to pop off her head. He stared at it quizzically, not realizing it was a wig. Aben brought the hammer down on the back of her nearly bald skull.

      More zombies had bunched around them. Fifteen, maybe sixteen. Aben knew the only reason they were still alive was because they were of the slower, clumsier variety.  But even with that advantage, they were far outnumbered.

      Two of the creatures grabbed his good arm. Mitch snatched the maul from his hand and used it to smack one of them in the face. Its upper lip folded inward with a wet, stomach turning crunch and it lost its grip on Aben. Then, Aben spun sideways, grabbed the other creature and threw it over the edge of the bridge. The almost 900 feet fall was long and he didn’t watch all of it. Immediately, he turned and grabbed the maul back from Mitch. More zombies had arrived on the scene.

      Aben heard an engine roar, then looked past the zombies and saw Juli leaning out the car window.

      “Get back!” She screamed.

      Aben turned to Mitch. “Go on three.”

      Mitch nodded and Aben held up one finger. Then two. Mitch ran. Little prick. Aben followed, dashing head and shoulders down pushing through the pack of zombies. Just as they cleared them, they heard the tires squeal as Juli laid rubber and vaulted the car forward.

      It plowed into the old, undead travelers. Most bounced off like tennis balls. Several fell and the car rolled up and over them, the tires spinning as they ripped away their flesh and sent black blood spewing. The car rocked and bounced and by the time it hit the bus, its forward momentum had almost ceased.

      Juli climbed out the door and looked back to where a trail of destroyed and wounded zombies laid in the wake she’d left behind. Some were missing arms and legs, but still crawled toward a potential hot meal.

      Aben made quick work of them. The maul crumbled their heads like empty soda cans and within a minute he’d finished them off.

      Juli grabbed his hand as he led her across the carnage, her feet sliding in the gore like she was trying to walk on ice.

      “Holy shit, lady! That was awesome!” Mitch said as he looked at the bodies. He didn’t notice the zombie coming up behind him. It was a tall, gaunt man in a Cincinnati Reds hat and his hands grabbed hold of Mitch’s greasy mop of hair before he even knew it was happening.

      The boy struggled to break free but the zombie had a solid grip. It leaned down, its mouth open and drooling saliva which spilled onto the teen’s head. Aben was fifteen feet away, too far to get there before the zombie would have already sunk its teeth into him. He was ready to try anyway when he saw the dog bounding toward them. He had an idea.

      “Duck!”

      Mitch stared at him, his wide eyes full of fear. “What?”

      “I said duck, you dumb son of a bitch!”

      Mitch dropped to his knees and between his unwashed oily hair and the zombie’s own drool, he slipped free just as the dog hit the creature’s chest. The Reds fan stumbled back one step, then another. That’s when it hit the barrier. It was far too tall and top heavy to recover its balance and the zombie did a backward swan dive off the bridge.

      Mitch turned to watch it fall. When it hit, a crazed grin spread across his face. “Take that motherfucker!” His words echoed through the chasm. The dog licked at Mitch’s hands in a ‘hey, don’t forget me’ gesture and the teen scratched its neck, almost giddy. “Good dog. That’s a good fucking dog!”

      There were a few zombies left and Aben took care of them. Juli had been trying to start the car with no luck and Mitch’s examination of the bus found no keys.

      “So, what do we do now, man?” Mitch asked.

      “Walk,” Aben said.

      He helped Juli get Grady out of the car and over the bodies, then they crossed the remainder of the bridge on foot. Aben knew the others weren’t fond walking, but he much preferred it.
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      The trio and the dog had walked five or so miles when Juli smelled it.  She told herself it was her imagination, but the more time past, the worse it got. The smell, was shit and it was coming from Grady.

      The small, silent man had kept a steady pace as long as Juli led him by the hand. When the smell became too strong to ignore, she risked a glance at the tops of his shoes, crisp white sneakers that she had found for him at the Greenbrier a few days earlier, were covered in brown liquid with small chunks mixed in for good measure.

      Aben had taken the lead and was five yards ahead. She thought it strange but the man seemed different now, more confident. Like somehow being inside a car handicapped him. Mitch was beside him, as was the dog.

      “Aben,” she said, the word coming out as a whisper. He didn’t respond and she repeated herself, louder. “Aben?”

      He looked back this time. “What is it?”

      Juli turned to Grady. “Wait right here.” He didn’t respond as she let go of his hand and moved toward the others. She beckoned Aben closer with her finger. She didn’t want Mitch to overhear this. There was something cruel about the boy. Maybe it was just the cocky arrogance of adolescence, but she knew he’d howl over Grady’s predicament if he found out.

      “He…” She glanced back at Grady who stood exactly as she’d left him. “He had an accident.”

      Aben looked at him, curious. “What kind of accident?”

      Juli saw Mitch looking at them and leaned closer to Aben. “The kind that happens in your pants.”

      Aben furrowed his brow at first. Then it hit him. “Oh. Oh!”

      “He’ll need cleaned up. Can we stop at the next house we come to?”

      “Of course.”

      Aben returned to the lead. Juli heard Mitch ask him, “What was that about?”

      “None of your concern,” Aben said.

      She appreciated that and had a feeling Aben was a man she could trust. At least, she hoped.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next house was almost half a mile away. It was a rambling, unkempt ranch with blue shutters and dirty yellow siding, but it would do. Aben took it upon himself to see whether the house was empty. It was.

      Juli took a bowl from the kitchen cabinets and there was enough water remaining in the lines to fill it. She led Grady into the bathroom and undressed him. Juli had raised two children and changed more than her share of dirty diapers along the way. But she’d never had to clean a man before. The experience was more embarrassing than anything else. Fortunately, Grady sat there, motionless and silent as a statue, while she scrubbed the feces from his cracks and folds, out of his fine, almost white pubic hair.

      “There,” she said upon completion. “All better. You were a good boy.”

      She was aware that she was treating this man like a child, but didn’t know how else to behave. She wondered if he’d ever speak to her. Or speak at all, for that matter. Who knows, maybe he’s better off like this, not having to remember what he’s lost and see what’s become of the world.

      Juli raided the bedroom closet and found pants and shirts that didn’t fit well, but were close enough for him. She dressed him like he was her very own life-sized Ken doll, then fed him some of the baby food they’d taken from the car before abandoning it.

      Aben and Mitch slept in separate rooms, while Juli put Grady to bed in the master. She considered leaving, but thought it safer to stay close. She laid beside him, their bodies fitting together like stackable Tupperware. Only $39.99 on the Home Shopping Network. She wondered if Donald had survived the plague. As she drifted to sleep, she hoped so.
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      An overturned pick up blocked the road. Saw considered ramming it out of the way but knew it would get caught up on the rebar spikes and he’d have a hell of a time getting free of it. He grabbed a tow rope from the rescue kit he kept tucked under the seat and jumped down from the cab.

      As he looped the rope around the axle, he heard the shuffling feet on the roadway.

      Bugger me.

      He’d left the sledgehammer, along with his pistol, in the dump truck and didn’t have any weapons on him. If it had been just one set of feet dragging he wouldn’t have been as concerned but there were several.

      When he turned around, he saw four zombies between himself and his dump truck. There was one woman and three men, including one rotund, football-shaped fellow who looked to be half again Saw’s size.

      The idea of running didn’t occur to him. Solomon Baldwin wasn’t a runner, he was a fighter. As they closed within ten feet of him he removed the tow rope from the crashed pick up and held it in his hands, the metal hook dangling from the end. He rocked it back and forth, building up momentum.

      “Come closer, mates. Saw’s got a surprise for you.”

      The zombies did close in. The first in line was a teenage boy who had the long, lean body of an athlete. He was two yards away when Saw swung the rope. The metal hook arced through the air and slammed into the boy’s face, destroying a set of teeth so perfect they could only have been shaped with the help of braces. The teen went down in a heap and Saw slammed a booted foot on the back of his neck. He felt the ensuing crunch all the way up his body and that set his pulse racing.

      He pulled the tow rope in close again, twirling it round and round. The next zombie in line was the lone female of the group. She had a Pittsburgh Pirates baseball cap pulled down low on her forehead, almost covering her dull eyes. Her strawberry blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail which poked free from the back of the hat.

      Saw thought about saying something he perceived as clever. Maybe ‘batter up’, but that seemed a little too much. Instead he swung the rope overhead like it was a lasso. It whipped through the air and the metal hook smashed into the side of her face, knocking the cap askew. Saw thought she looked a bit like a wannabe rapper. A rapper with her head crumpled inward just above her ear. She took two staggering steps, then hit the ground.

      He’d been so busy watching the end of her that he didn’t realize the other two zombies were on each side of him. To his left was an old man in a canary yellow button-down shirt and green polyester pants. The football-shaped giant was to his right.

      Saw tried to use the tow rope but they were too close to build up any momentum. He choked up on it, grabbing the hook in his fist like it was a sixth finger. He spun toward the giant and lashed upward with the hook. It poked a hole in the soft flesh under its jaw and the hook curved out its open mouth like a metal tongue.

      Saw grabbed the rope in both fists and jerked it with all his considerable strength. The giant’s jaw tore loose and skittered down the street like a kicked can. Its tongue dangled unrestricted, black blood dripping from the wounds.

      That’s when the old zombie grabbed him. It smelled like Ben Gay mixed with death but the old bastard had a hold of Saw’s arm and he wasn’t letting go. As he tried to pull free the giant zombie was back for round two. It grabbed Saw’s head in its oversize hands and caught hold of his ears, twisting them like it was trying to tune in a weak radio station.

      The old man was leaning in for a bite of forearm a la Solomon when its face exploded from the nose up. A spray of bone and blood and chunks of flesh soaked Saw’s upper body. Even the giant zombie seemed shocked, peering over at its brethren like it was trying to figure out where its head went.

      Saw used the distraction to tackle the zombie to the ground. It tumbled head first to the pavement where he stomped on its skull, over and over and over again until it was nothing more than a pile of chunky gore.

      With the zombie finished off, he spun around trying to figure out from where the gunshot had originated. He saw nothing at street level and raised his gaze skyward. That’s when he saw the flash as the glass of the scope reflected the sunlight.

      Are you going to shoot me too?

      Saw raised his hand in a half wave, half surrendering motion. “Hello up there.”

      The person peering out from behind the scope shifted it a few inches to the side, revealing a feminine face. “Hello down there.”

      “Thanks for the good shooting,” Saw said.

      She laid on her stomach, in a sniper’s stance, and she’d yet to set the rifle aside. “How do you know I was aiming for him?

      “Wishful thinking.” He couldn’t see her well, but she had a heavy mop of black hair and Saw thought she might be Asian.

      “If I come down there are you going to kill me?”

      “I hadn’t planned on it.”

      Her name was Yukie Endo. She was Japanese in name but born and raised in America and she seemed fascinated by Saw’s Birmingham accent. She was plain with a wide, doughy face and short, even by Saw’s standards. Despite her unimpressive physical attributes, she kept the rifle slung over her shoulder and Saw had a feeling she could handle herself.

      As far as she could tell she was the last person alive in her Western Maryland village. She’d been working on clearing out the zombies over the last few weeks and, along the way, had amassed a sizable collection of firearms, one that impressed Saw. He knew how to use a pistol but his aim was for shit and he’d never fired a rifle or shotgun in his life.

      Yukie was equally impressed with Saw’s dump truck. She peered up at it in a kind of awe and, when she reached up and plucked a chunk of flesh free from the razor wire, he knew she was a keeper.
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        * * *

      

      Saw sat on the toilet inside a cramped bathroom stall. As he emptied his bowels, he passed the time by reading graffiti scrawled on the walls.

      50 yards to the outhouse by Willie Makeit.

      Call BJ Betty for great head - 130-4984

      This place smells like ass.

      He was disappointed there wasn’t anything more creative. Then, after scanning the scribbles, he found a multi-verse poem.

      People who write on shit house walls, roll their shit into little balls.

      People who read those lines of wit, eat those little balls of shit.

      Saw burst out laughing upon reading it. “A regular Robbie Burns that one is.”

      He grabbed a handful of toilet paper, wadded it up and reached under his bum to wipe, making sure to dig around for a few moments. He dropped the used paper into the bowl. He tried to flush but it only swirled lazily around twice, just enough to stir up the smell. Saw wasn’t too concerned. It wasn’t like he’d be returning any time soon. Or ever, for that matter. He closed the lid.

      Let it be a surprise for the next bastard.

      When he exited the restroom, he emerged into the dreary light of an overcast, gray afternoon. And into the company of more zombies than he could count.

      There had been none when he went into the loo and he wondered where they’d all come from. Certainly, he hadn’t made that much noise. He tried to look over and around them, searching for Yukie, but there were too many to see past. The door banged closed behind him, and every zombie there turned their heads toward him.

      “Bugger me.”

      He had no weapons on him, a mistake he told himself he’d never make again if he got out of this.

      Where the fuck is Yukie?

      The closest zombie wore a highway worker’s uniform, its neon green reflective vest was stained with blood. The man in the uniform looked to be around forty with salt and pepper hair and a cigarette still tucked behind his ear. He pushed toward Saw who backed away until he hit the restroom door.

      Saw reached behind himself, feeling for the doorknob and got it. The construction worker was almost on him and two others - a fit young woman in a spandex outfit like bicyclists wore and a middle-aged woman in mom jeans and a blouse with a pink rose print - were on its heels. Saw knew he was walking into a trap, but he couldn’t see any other option. He jerked open the door and dove back into the restroom, slamming it shut behind him.

      He checked the cinder block walls, hoping he’d missed seeing a window on his first foray into the room, but there was none to be found. He could hear the zombies outside. Their bodies hitting the door. Their undead hands scratching and clawing in a desperate attempt to get him. To eat him.

      Saw needed something he could use to fight but the room was almost empty. A dirty sink stood in the corner and under it, an overflowing trash bin. He upended it, sifting through used paper towels, cigarette butts, a used condom, but found nothing useful.

      At the other side of the narrow room a mop leaned against the wall. Saw grabbed it. The handle was wooden. This might be something. He snapped off the mop end with his foot and the wood splintered into a jagged shard. He held it before him like a five-foot-long spear, poking and jabbing with it. As weapons went, it was rather pathetic but under the circumstances, it would have to do. He felt a little like a medieval soldier, ready to rush into battle and almost certain death. All he was missing was his shield. That gave him an idea.

      The door to the restroom opened slowly. The nearest zombies had piled against it and they stumbled backward. The cyclist fell and a few others toppled over her. That allowed the door to open far enough for Saw to emerge. In his right hand, he brandished the mop handle turned spear. In his left, he carried the lid to the toilet tank. His own porcelain shield.

      He charged forward like a bull, holding the lid in front of him and knocking zombies to either side. A gangly teenage boy in a plaid shirt and skinny jeans grabbed onto the mop as Saw passed him. Saw jerked it from the lad’s grasp and then thrust the spear forward, puncturing the teen’s skin just below his eye socket. The boy careened backward and the spear pulled free. Saw kept running.

      He muscled by a fat man in a tank top and jean shorts, then came upon a skinny woman in bunny rabbit scrubs. She avoided the end of his spear, so Saw slammed her in the face with the lid. He felt her nose and cheek bones shatter under the force of the blow but, before he could even take a moment to enjoy it, he was grabbed from behind.

      Whatever had him was tall and heavy and it had a hold of his shirt and wasn’t letting go. Saw lurched forward and heard his shirt tear, then felt it come free of his body. His chest, which was covered with hair so dense it almost looked like he was still wearing clothes, was cloaked in sweat. He saw the man that had grabbed him, a policeman that must have been six and a half feet tall, staring down at the now empty shirt it still held in its hands.

      Saw stabbed it with the mop handle, catching it just below the breastbone. The spear went in deep, poking out the other side. The zombie staggered a step back, but recovered in an instant and came at Saw again. He tried to get the spear loose but it had impaled the zombie like a shish kabob skewer.

      “Fuck it then.”

      Saw spun away from it and came across a woman who didn’t have a spot of skin remaining on her face.  He could see up the holes where her nose had been, her teeth biting up and down with no lips or cheeks to conceal them. Saw raised the toilet lid and brought it down over her head. She collapsed.

      Ugly bitch. Did you a favor, I did.

      But there were more zombies ready to take her place. Dozens of them. Each time he turned in a different direction there were more and more and more. They had swarmed like bees and he had no way out.

      Solomon Baldwin wasn’t the type to go down without a fight. He destroyed two more zombies with the toilet lid and was swinging for the third when he was hit in the back. The lid fell from his hand and broke into three pieces on the pavement.

      He grabbed the biggest piece - it had a nice, sharp point - and used it to puncture the eyeball of an elderly woman with her hair rolled up in curlers. He was about to stab a boy who looked to be no more than four years old when he heard the horn.

      It was loud, aggressive, and very familiar. The zombies looked toward the sound of it. Saw did too.

      His dump truck came barreling in. The first of the zombies were punctured by the steel rebar he’d welded to the front end. More followed. And more after that. They were stacked on the long poles five or six deep by the time the truck was within ten feet of Saw.

      He found Yukie behind the wheel. He could see her plain, round face was full of determination even though blood had splattered the windshield. He was so caught up in the sight of her that he almost let himself get run down. He dove to the ground at the last minute, making himself as flat as possible.

      Christ, I hope that bird can drive a straight line.

      The engine of the dump truck roared as it rolled over him. He covered his head, not that it would do a bit of good if Yukie was even one foot too far in either direction, but he could still hear the bones being crushed under the oversized wheels. And then it was past him.

      Saw didn’t waste any time. He jumped to his feet and found a clear path behind himself, like the red sea after Moses had parted it. This path too was very red, very bloody. Several smashed corpses littered the path, but Saw ran over them, paying them no heed. He almost slipped in the gore but kept moving.

      The beeping that signified the truck had shifted into reverse began. Saw turned back and watched with admiration as Yukie made a three-point turn, running over more zombies and catching others in the razor wire that lined the vehicle’s sides. She steered the truck a few feet to the right, widening the path, then stopped when she reached him.

      Saw jumped onto the sideboard, flung open the door, and joined her in the cab.

      “I sure am happy to see you, love.”

      She grinned, her chipmunk cheeks puffing out with glee. “Bet you’ll be more careful where you take a shit from now on.”

      “Hell, I might never shit again.”

      There was no great hurry now and Yukie took her time running down the rest of the zombies, leaving behind a new kind of red sea, this one comprised of mangled and smashed bodies.

      Yukie looked downright gleeful throughout the process and Saw thought again how glad he was that he’d found her. He even thought he might love her a little and hoped she’d end up being more loyal than his slag of a wife, but that was a low bar.
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      The sun was hot on his back and Aben could feel sweat soaking his shirt. He wanted to move into the shade, away from the rays that beat down on him, but first he needed to get the dog to come to him.

      “Come on, dog. Let’s go inside and get you some water. Some for me too.”

      The dog ignored him. It was more interested in sniffing around a hedge of mountain laurel that was so thick it could serve as a wall. He’d been trying to get the dog’s attention for almost ten minutes and his patience was almost up.

      “Damn it, dog. Come here!”

      The dog’s only response was pushing its upper body further into the bushes.

      “Son of a bitch!” Aben kicked the ground, splashing up a cloud of dust that rose and hit him in the eyes, further annoying him. “Goddamn!” He wiped at his face with his remaining hand.

      “Smooth move.”

      Aben turned and through bleary eyes saw Mitch watching from a few yards away. He wondered how long the kid had been spying on him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Watching you make a fool out of yourself.”

      Little smart ass. Aben didn’t like him much but had a modicum of admiration in the way the kid so clearly had no respect for anyone.

      “How about helping me instead?”

      Mitch strolled toward him but rather than lending a hand, he sat down in the grass. In the shade.

      “Thanks,” Aben said.

      “Sit down. The dog isn’t going anywhere.”

      Aben wondered what made the teenager an expert on canines, but his own attempts to cajole the animal were doing no good so he followed suit, moving into the shade where he flopped down beside Mitch. “So, what’s your plan?”

      “Don’t have one,” Mitch said as he watched the dog. Only its hindquarters were visible now against the sea of green foliage. “How long has it been with you anyway?”

      Aben did the math in his head. “Three weeks now.”

      “And you’re still calling it ‘dog’?”

      He shrugged his shoulders. What was the big deal about names anyway? The only thing names were good for were remembering people when they were gone. While they were alive, you didn’t need to use their name, you just looked at them and spoke.

      “How about Prince?”

      Aben raised an eyebrow. “Seems a little pretentious. It’s just a mutt, after all.”

      “When I was around ten, me and some friends were playing kickball at the playground. One of them kicked it into the woods at the far end of the field and I went in to find it. But before I found the ball, I almost tripped over a little black dog. I think it was a cocker spaniel. It had those long, floppy ears. It had its foot stuck in a rabbit trap, the snare kind. I thought it was going to bite me when I set it loose but it didn’t. It hung around and watched us and seemed kind of lost so when we were done playing, I went back over to it and petted it for a little while.”

      Mitch reached into his pocket and pulled out a bag of mostly smashed cheese curls. He took one of the more intact ones and lobbed it toward Aben’s dog. Soon after, the dog popped free of the mountain laurel, its nose twitching. In less than two seconds it homed in on the orange treat and gobbled it down. Then it looked to the men and began to amble toward them.

      “It stank bad. Like old potatoes when they go bad. You know the smell?”

      Aben nodded.

      “Looking back, I guess it had been eating out of trash cans, getting by on whatever it could find. Its fur was all knotted and clumpy and as I tried to get my fingers through it I found its collar. It was just one of those cheap plastic ones, the ones that are supposed to keep fleas away, and there wasn’t a license or vaccine tags or one of those ‘If lost, please return to 123 Elm Street’ badges. But someone had written on the collar. It was so faded out I could barely read it. But I worked it out anyway. It was his name.”

      Aben watched as Mitch tossed another cheese curl toward his dog. It wagged its tail as it ate the snack.

      “I pulled one of the shoelaces out of my shoes and tied it around its collar and used it as a leash as I took it home. I was all excited because I’d always wanted a dog but my parents were totally against it, especially Senator SOB. He always said, ‘You’re not responsible enough to care for a dog, Mitchell. I don’t believe I’d entrust you with a gerbil.’ But I figured, if I found a dog, not just found but rescued one, saved its damn life probably, how could they say no? I was practically a hero after all.”

      Aben’s dog lumbered into the shade and Mitch fed it another cheese curl, scratching its ear with his free hand. After eating, the dog licked orange coloring from Mitch’s fingers.

      “No one was home when I got there so I filled up a bowl with water and another bowl with some leftover chicken alfredo and we sat in the kitchen playing and eating all afternoon. And when my father got home I was a proud little fucker. I was all, ‘Sir, I found this dog on the playground. I saved him from a bear trap’ because I always tended to bullshit a little and I don’t know why but I really expected to get a pat on the head like I was a good boy. Like I’d done something he’d approve of for once. Something moral and noble. The kind of shit he always preached.”

      “Instead he flipped his fucking lid. How dare I bring some bug infested stray dog into his home? How could I be so careless? All that horse shit. He drew back his hand and I knew he was going to smack me. It wasn’t like a rare occurrence or anything. But when he pulled back, that dog must have known what was coming too and it ran over on its little legs and can you believe that dog chomped down on Senator SOB’s ankle?”

      Aben could believe it. From the look on Mitch’s face, the boy took great joy in remembering the event.

      “Bit right through his fucking cashmere dress socks and drew blood. And my father squawked like a baby. You’d of thought he got bit by a timber wolf. Fucking asshole.”

      “Well, he started screaming about rabies and grabbed the dog and took off for the garage. I watched him drive away and saw the dog standing up on its hind legs and looking out the window like it was going for a ride. All excited. And that was the last time I ever saw it. Don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know what happened, right?”

      Aben wasn’t sure, but he thought Mitch’s eyes looked wet but he only saw then for a moment because the teen looked down and dumped the remaining cheezies onto the ground for the dog to eat. When it finished, it looked up expectantly and Mitch held up his empty, orange hands.

      “Sorry, pooch. I’m all out.”

      “So that dog’s name was Prince, huh?” Aben said.

      “No, it was Jerome. Now that’s a stupid fucking name for a dog.”

      Aben couldn’t help but laugh. Mitch grinned too. Maybe the kid wasn’t so bad after all.

      “Prince is a much better name.”

      “I still think it seems a little pretentious.”

      “Maybe. But have you seen any other dogs?”

      Aben shook his head.

      “Exactly. Makes this guy pretty damned special then, doesn’t it?”

      “What about us? Are we special too?”

      Mitch stood up, clasped his hands together and raised them over his head while he stretched. “Shit yeah we are. Look around this world, man. We’re not princes, we’re fucking kings!”

      Mitch jogged away, toward wherever he’d come from. When he disappeared, Aben returned his attention to his dog.

      “Prince? You like that name?”

      The dog stared at him and panted.

      “Prince,” Aben said, raising the pitch of his voice to an almost cartoonish level. The dog’s ears perked up. “Prince! You want that to be your name? Prince?”

      The dog cocked its head sideways. Aben would have preferred a bark but supposed that would have to do.
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      “Stop the car, please.”

      Juli almost ran off the road upon hearing the voice from the back seat. It was too light, too gentle to belong to Mitch. Aben was beside her and it certainly wasn’t the dog. That left but one option.

      Grady. The man who hadn’t said a word the entire time she’d been around him. The man who was as close to catatonic as she’d ever seen in person. She spun in her seat and looked behind her. Grady’s eyes were no longer the empty pools that looked ahead but saw nothing. Now, they were alert, focused.

      She felt the car swerve and realized she was still driving.

      Shoot!

      She smashed her foot against the brake pedal, thrusting them all forward in their seats as the car came to a sudden halt. The dog flopped off Aben’s lap and landed on the floor with a ‘woof’ that sounded startled, if a dog can sound startled.

      Aben had found an old rust bucket Impala while looking for guns in a storage barn behind the house. He’d said it probably wouldn’t run, but it did. Then he said the tires were probably dry rotted, but they weren’t. The car looked like a jalopy, but as far as Juli was concerned, it beat walking. They’d been on the road for about an hour, when Grady interrupted the drive.

      “Thank you,” Grady said.

      “Holy shit! You said the gork couldn’t talk!” Mitch said, his voice high and excited. Juli really didn’t like the teen. His presence made her think of her own son, Matt, who she’d left locked in their perfect, suburban home. Matt was a zombie but he was still better than this foulmouthed, self-involved young man. But she couldn’t allow herself to be concerned with Mitch now, not when Grady had seemingly returned to the land of the living.

      Grady paid little attention to his companions in the car. Instead he opened the door and stepped outside. Juli quickly followed and heard the other doors open too. The dog bounded out, ran a few yards then stopped to urinate.

      “That looks like a good idea, boy,” Aben said, then he turned his back toward the others and did the same.

      Juli ignored them both. All her attention was focused on Grady who strode softly almost like he was floating, toward a small, clapboard building. The paint peeled off the walls in thick chunks and the setting sun transformed it from white to a brilliant orange that almost made the building look like it was on fire. Faded block letters above the door labeled the building “Church of God with Signs Following.” Grady pushed open the door and stepped inside.

      “Wait.” Juli chased after him but he continued.

      She looked back to Aben who had zipped back up and looked on. “Help me, Aben! There could be zombies in there.”

      Aben snapped to attention. He grabbed his maul hammer from the car and chased after.

      Sunlight spilled through the windows, drawing irregular rectangles across the dusty interior. Juli’s eyes scanned the building, scared and nervous, but it appeared empty. More than empty, it looked like it had been abandoned since long before the zombies.

      There were no ornate stained-glass windows, no murals of Christ and his disciples, no oversized crosses mounted on the walls. It looked as simple as a summer camp mess hall, with six rows of flat benches for seating and a small lectern which looked as if it might have been fashioned out of used barn wood front and center. Grady stood at that modest pulpit.

      “God is in this house. He’s called us here.”

      Julie went to him. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. He seemed completely normal. Like someone had flipped a switch and brought him into the light.

      “Please sit, Juli. And you as well, Aben.”

      Juli turned and saw Aben standing in the open doorway, half in, half out of the church. He stayed there, but Juli followed instructions and sat in the first row of pews.

      “How do you know our names? You’ve been in… something like a coma, since they found you.”

      “I was with God. And he told me everything.”

      Grady looked toward Aben who remained on the precipice of the sanctuary. “Thank you for caring for me during my time away.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Aben said.

      “This is our home until God instructs us otherwise,” Grady said. “Here, we will be safe in the arms of our Lord.”

      Juli heard the door close behind her and when she looked, Aben was gone.

      “He’ll understand, in time,” Grady said.

      “Will I understand too? Because right now this looks like— “

      “A miracle.” Grady’s lips turned up in a serene, almost angelic smile. “It is. The first of many to come.”

      Grady picked up a bible from the lectern and opened it sending a cloud of dust soaring into the air. The light caught it and made it look like a million diamonds glistening around his head.

      “Let’s start with the book of Isaiah, chapter 26. ‘Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise. You who dwell in the dust, awake and sing for joy! For your dew is a dew of light, and the earth will give birth to the dead. Come, my people, enter your chambers, and shut your doors behind you; hide yourselves for a little while until the fury has passed by.’”

      Juli had questions too. So many questions that she didn’t know where to begin, but she had a feeling now was not the time to speak. It was the time to listen.
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      Aben cooked Spam on a propane grill and he was certain it was one of the best damned things he’d ever smelled. He’d put on four cans, which he felt would be more than enough for them and the dog.

      Prince, his name’s Prince. He had to keep reminding himself.

      He wasn’t certain but he believed Spam was already precooked so once it had sufficient grill marks to give it character he slid if off the grates and onto a serving tray which he then carried into the church.

      Grady was in his usual spot at the pulpit. Juli sat in the front row. Mitch and Prince were nowhere to be seen.

      Aben wished he had a bell to ring signifying dinner was ready but he didn’t so he had to settle for clearing his throat. That didn’t make it over Grady’s blathering. He was ready to speak up, but something Grady said caught his attention.

      “Last night, as I prayed, God told me how the plague started. How all of this misery began.”

      He’s got a direct line to God now? This is new. Aben leaned against the back wall and listened.

      “It was not He who punished mankind. He played no part in the death and destruction we all have witnessed.”

      ‘We all?’ Aben glanced around the room to verify that it was only the three of them. It was.

      “One of the Devil’s disciples started the plague. Together, Satan and this man did their best to destroy God’s greatest creations - Earth and its inhabitants, both man and animal. God played no hand in their evil plot, but he did ensure that some of us were spared. That some of us remained behind to restore humanity and spread God’s love.”

      “And lest we begin to fear that the dead who now walk the Earth are our enemies, God has assured me that is not the case. Those men and women are but victims - pawns in the plot to undermine our Lord and Savior. The dead are not to be feared, they are to be loved. They are not to be slaughtered, they are to be saved.”

      Aben had heard enough. He liked Grady much better when he was catatonic. “I hate to interrupt, but I made dinner.”

      Juli looked back at him and gave a slight wave. She stood up and moved to the rear of the church, but then returned her focus to Grady who had not moved. “Come now, Grady. You have to eat.”

      Grady held on to his bible like a man cast adrift in the ocean clinging to a life preserver. “I shall not. I need to keep my mind clear so that I can hear God’s voice.”

      She gave Aben a pained, confused - I don’t know what to do - look.

      “Let him go. He’ll eat when he gets hungry enough.”

      Juli took another look at Grady who’d turned his attention to his bible. His lips moved soundlessly as he read. Julie followed Aben out of the sanctuary.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of the Spam brought Prince running and Mitch wasn’t far behind. Aben had spread out a few plastic plates on a picnic table and Juli opened an extra-large can of mixed fruit and the three humans and one dog ate together. The food was nearly all when they heard a vehicle in the distance.

      Mitch jumped to his feet and started toward the road.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Aben said. “You don’t know who’s coming.”

      “Someone alive, that’s who. And we haven’t seen anyone since leaving the Greenbrier so I’d say that makes whoever it is pretty fucking interesting.”

      Mitch was off. Prince looked at Aben as if asking permission to join him.

      “Stay,” Aben said denying him. The dog hung its head and pouted.

      Juli watched the teen dash toward the road. “It sounds big,” she said.

      Aben nodded. The engine rumbled along indiscreetly. It was diesel, that was certain. Probably a tractor trailer. It made him remember Jay or Ray, the trucker who’d been his final ride before the apocalypse. Wouldn’t it be a crazy coincidence if Jay or Ray was behind the wheel of whatever was rolling toward them? Now that would be a miracle Aben could get behind.

      But it wasn’t Jay or Ray. It wasn’t even a tractor trailer. The vehicle that approached the church was a blaze orange dump truck that looked like something out of a Mad Max movie. Only this was real life and Aben had to admit that he was damned impressed. Steel spikes jutted from the front end and the exposed sides were cloaked with razor wire. This was a vehicle made to kill zombies. Or anything that got in its path.

      Mitch stood at the edge of the road jumping up and down and waving like a—

      “Goddamn fool,” Aben muttered. “You stay back,” he said to Juli. “You too,” he added to Prince who gave a little whine as Aben stomped away.

      The brakes of the dump truck screamed as it rolled to a stop five yards past the church. Mitch ran up to it, well ahead of Aben who found himself more worried about the teen than he’d expected himself to be.

      “Mitch, hold back.”

      But the driver’s side door of the dump truck was opening.

      “Wotcha!” A voice called out. It was gravely and hoarse. The man to whom it belonged followed a moment later. He dropped down from the cab and Aben was surprised he wasn’t as large as his voice. He was five and a half feet tall at the most but wide. Aben could tell he had the type of muscles that weren’t built in the gym but the kind earned in real life. He was an ugly son of a bitch too and a quarter-sized black spot in the center of his forehead didn’t help matters. When he smiled at them, his mouth was filled with brown and black teeth that looked broken, or perhaps rotted.

      Mitch ran up to him like a kid meeting Santa Claus. “I haven’t seen anyone else in weeks. Thought maybe the whole rest of the fucking country was dead.” He thrust his hand out. “I’m Mitch.”

      The man took Mitch’s hand in his own. Aben thought it looked exceptionally large for his height.

      “Solomon Baldwin. And I’m very much alive. So’s me friend here.” He banged on the side of the truck. “Come on out. They don’t seem like the types to rape and kill us to me.”

      The passenger door opened and an even shorter Asian woman emerged. The drop down from the cab was a big one and she hit the ground with an ‘oof.’

      “You okay?” Aben asked her.

      She nodded. “First step’s a doozie. I’m Yukie.”

      “Aben.”

      Mitch headed her way. “And I’m— “

      “Mitch. I heard.”

      Saw looked from the men to the church. He spotted Juli in the distance. And the dog. “Looks like we interrupted a family gatherin’. Sorry if we’re intruding.”

      Aben wasn’t sure what to think of these new arrivals but, considering how other people were in such short supply, it seemed pointless to be rude without cause. “Not at all. We just sat down for a bite to eat. Want to join in?”

      Saw smiled again. Aben wished he’d stop that as the sight of his mouth sapped much of his appetite.

      “I reckon we would. Eh, Yukie?

      Yukie nodded. “I can always eat.”

      “So, what’s on the menu?” Solomon asked.

      “Spam and fruit,” Mitch said.

      “Sounds delicious!”

      “I made it though, so I wouldn’t get your hopes up too high, Solomon,” Aben said.

      “Don’t imagine a man can foul up Spam. If he did, it would be a first. And please, call me Saw. All me friend do.”
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        * * *

      

      The food was gone in short order but the conversation carried on into dusk when everyone was little more than a dark outline in the diminishing light. Aben surprised himself by how much he enjoyed the company of the new arrivals. It was a delight to hear fresh voices, different stories. It felt almost normal, or as normal as life could be in this new world.

      The only light was the orange flicker at the end of Juli’s cigarette. Even she seemed happier than she had in days, maybe weeks. Aben supposed it was good for her to have another woman around, some estrogen to balance out the testosterone.

      Juli finished off her cigarette, blew out a mouthful of smoke then stifled a yawn. “I hope you two will stay the night.”

      “We got no place to go,” Saw said.

      She led them to the church and pulled open the metal door. Grady had lit dozens of white candles and, as their eyes adjusted, the details of the simple sanctuary came into focus. As did Grady who sat in the front pew, his back turned to them.

      “Grady,” Juli said. “We have guests.”

      There was a muffled thump as Grady closed his bible and set it down beside him. He stood and turned to the men and women at the back of the church, a small smile on his thin lips.

      “Welcome. Welcome friends.”

      He moved down the narrow aisle, seeing Yukie first. She put out her hand but he ignored it and gave her a gentle embrace.

      “Hello, Miss. And welcome.”

      Yukie gave him an awkward hug in return. Aben thought, if he didn’t know how pious Grady was, he might have been flirting with her.

      When they separated, Grady looked past Aben and Mitch and Juli until he found Saw. His smile vanished. Saw appeared not to notice the change in demeanor and strode forward.

      “‘Ello, mate. They tell me your name’s Grady. I’m Sol— “

      Grady took a step backward. He turned his face like he couldn’t bear the sight of the man before him. Like Saw’s very presence caused him pain. “Get out of here!” His voice rose above its usual whisper, but was still breathy and quiet.

      “Pardon?” Saw asked.

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      Saw looked toward Aben with a bemused smile, one that thankfully didn’t show his teeth. Aben shrugged his shoulders.

      “And why’s that? Do I got B.O. or something?”

      His attempt to defuse the situation failed. Grady managed to look at him again and Aben thought the diminutive, fragile man looked almost fierce.

      “You’re of the Devil!”

      Juli gasped. Aben had almost forgotten she was there. “Grady! How could you say that?”

      Saw put his hand on Juli’s shoulder. “It’s aw right miss. I been called worse.”

      Juli ignored him. Her focus was on Grady. “You apologize.”

      “I will not. Get that man out of here. This is a holy place and his very presence is a desecration.”

      Juli reached for him but Grady pulled away.

      “Noffin’ to worry about,” Saw said. “I can sleep in me truck. Or in the grass for that matter. It stays nice and warm at night in these parts.”

      Saw exited the church. Aben decided to follow, leaving Juli alone to deal with Grady and Yukie.

      The Brit had made it a few steps away when Aben caught up to him. For a moment, he thought he saw something like anger on the man’s face but Saw’s quick grin made him think he imagined it.

      “I’m sorry about that. About Grady. He’s a little…” Aben twirled his finger around his ear, hoping that sign for ‘crazy’ translated to the UK too.

      “Chap’s fucked in the head. Anyone can see that. I’ll stay out of his little chapel if it keeps the peace. I’m not one to go looking for trouble.”

      Aben appreciated that. He liked Saw and Yukie and found them far more pleasant company than Grady.

      “Tell you what, I’ll crash out here with you. That’ll give us two sets of ears in case anything should wander in.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I don’t mind. I’ve slept in far worse places than the grass on a summer night.”

      “You and me both mate. You and me both.”
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      The town had two prizes - a supermarket and an army navy surplus store.

      “Want to flip for it?” Saw asked Aben and Mitch.

      Aben shook his head. “We’ll hustle for supplies. I never did much enjoy grocery shopping.”

      Saw agreed to take the supermarket. He had a feeling that bringing back a truckload of food might win them over. It wasn’t that he felt the need to prove himself - they’d be lucky to team up with him, not the other way around - but he knew that, should he ever return to the island he’d uncovered earlier in the summer, he’d need an army of sorts. And men like Aben and even Mitch seemed to hold potential and could be valuable assets down the road.

      They thought the market was empty. From the outside, all they could see through the plate glass windows were row after row of shelves full of food waiting to be scavenged. Not a person, or zombie could be seen.

      The doors to the supermarket were locked but a good hit to each of them with Saw’s sledgehammer fixed that. He and Yukie climbed through the now empty metal frames, grabbed shopping carts, and began loading them up.

      As Saw examined a shelf of boxed cupcakes, donuts, and other treats, it amused him how, before the plague, so many people had lamented artificial preservatives. They worried that they’d cause cancer or make your ticker explode or cause your balls to shrivel up to the size of peas. But now artificial preservatives were pretty much the greatest things ever created. All those little old ladies with root cellars full of that shit could be laughing their way through the apocalypse, if they weren’t dead.

      Saw swept an armload of desserts into the cart, then he moved on to the canned good aisle where the bounty was equally plentiful. He’d filled his first cart and was on his way to retrieve a second when he heard Yukie scream.

      “Yukie!”

      She sounded far away, near the back of the store. He abandoned the shopping carts and ran toward her voice.

      As he zigzagged through the aisles and end caps, her screams drew nearer. Then he heard a gunshot. And another. He was close now, an aisle away, maybe two.

      He smelled the dead before he saw them. Their roadkill on a humid day aroma was impossible to mistake.

      Saw rounded the corner and ran smack into a zombie wearing an olive-green janitor’s uniform, knocking the dead man backward where he toppled into a display rack of cheese puffs. The air-filled bags exploded underneath him in a series of forty or more pops. All combined they sounded almost like an explosion. Saw looked up and found ten more zombies surrounding Yukie, all sporting varieties of grocery store uniforms. He spotted two dead zombies on the floor, black blood dribbling from bullet holes in their heads. But it was the ones up and walking that he was worried about. Most of them were within arm’s reach of Yukie who was pinned against a shelf filled with kitchen rolls and toilet paper.

      Yukie aimed the pistol at a pimple-faced, scrawny teen who looked like just about every bagboy Saw had ever seen. She pulled the trigger. The gun clicked. She looked to Saw, her eyes pleading.

      “I forgot to reload,” she said.

      Saw had left his pistol in the truck and the sledge setting beside the entrance. He scanned the area around him, looking for something to use but there was nothing close by except laundry detergent and cleaning supplies.

      A short, fireplug of a zombie in a butcher’s coat grabbed on to Yukie’s arm. She tried to pull herself free but a woman in a blue vest sporting a name tag reading “MaryJo” joined the fray.

      Saw knew it was now or never and he’d grown rather fond of Yukie. He grabbed a gallon jug of Tide off the shelf, popped the top and tossed the blue detergent over the floor. Then he grabbed another.

      “Hey, you ugly bastards!”

      Their heads swiveled toward him, almost in unison.

      “Least you know you’re ugly. Now how about we play a little game of cat and mouse?”

      Saw stepped toward a zombie whose gray hair was concealed under a black hairnet. He grabbed hold of it and plucked it from her head. Then he ran.

      The zombies stumbled toward him. As soon as they hit the detergent their feet slipped and skidded out from underneath them. Some managed to stay upright for a moment, their arms flailing, their hands grasping at the air, but soon enough they hit the floor too.

      Zombie MaryJo had released Yukie and joined the others on the slip and slide, but the butcher zombie still struggled with her. Yukie held it off with a stiff arm as Saw circled back, avoided the flopping, struggling mass of the monsters, and went to her. He grabbed the zombie by its apron, pulling the white straps tight around its throat. The monster was half a foot taller than Saw and considerably heavier. The Brit had to jump onto the butcher’s back before it released her.

      The butcher fell sideways, crashing into the shelves of toilet paper which rained down on them like oversized marshmallows.

      “What the hell’s this mess?”

      Saw, still clinging to the butcher’s back, looked up and saw Aben standing at the edge of the skirmish. Mitch was close behind.

      “‘Ello there, lads.” He looked around, at the flopping mass of zombies. “Got ourselves in a bit of a sticky wicket we did.”

      Aben looked around, nodded. “Appears so.”

      “Think you could lend a hand?”

      “Well, I’ve only got one.”

      Aben took his maul and moved to the first zombie, a chubby man with a bad comb over. He used the maul to smash in the top of his mostly bald pate. The maul pierced the skin, then the bone, sinking deep into his brain tissue.

      Mitch tiptoed through the spilled detergent, a pistol in hand. When he reached Saw, he pressed the barrel against the side of the butcher zombie’s head and fired. The zombie, and Saw, went down in a heap.

      When Mitch went to shoot another, Aben shook his head and issued a curt, “Nope!”

      Aben finished them off with the maul, leaving behind a scattering of corpses with black brains and gore seeping from their caved in skulls.

      “Toss me some paper towels.”

      Saw did and Aben caught it between his stump and body. The big man set the maul on a shelf then ripped off some kitchen rolls and used them to wipe it somewhat clean before returning it to his belt.

      “Told you I didn’t like grocery shopping.,” Aben said, then turned and marched away from them.

      “Thanks anyway,” Saw called out.

      “Any time.”
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      Back at the church the quartet unloaded their haul. Saw carried two cases of canned meat toward the entrance and was half way through the door when Grady appeared.

      “Afternoon,” Saw said as he tried to push past him but Grady refused to step out of his path.

      “You’re not welcome in the house of God.”

      “Heard that before. How about this food? Is it welcome?

      Grady eyed the cans. “Hand them to me.”

      “Alright, but they’re pretty heavy.”

      He passed them to the little man who struggled to keep from dropping them. It was clear it was almost more than he could handle and Saw tried to assist but Grady turned away.

      “I’m fine. I have His strength inside me.” The man wobbled inside, almost falling twice before disappearing around a corner.
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      Rain trickled down, enough to soak the ground and be an annoyance but not enough to keep everyone inside. Juli pulled weeds from a patch of flowers that had sprouted up at the front corner of the chapel. She thought the color combination of the red and pink impatiens wasn’t the best, but she enjoyed seeing them anyway. They made her think about her rose bushes and she wondered if they’d blossomed yet. Probably not without someone around to fertilize and prune. Oh well, she supposed they weren’t her concern any longer.

      There was a steady drumbeat of hammers as Aben, Mitch, and Saw worked at replacing some of the rotten clapboard siding around the corner from her. Grady was inside, probably reading the bible or writing another sermon that no one but Juli would hear and Yukie was making everyone lunch.

      It was an ordinary, if somewhat boring day, the kind of day Juli had grown to appreciate in the aftermath of the plague, until the girl showed up.

      Juli heard branches snapping in the nearby tree line. It sounded light, almost airy, and she assumed maybe a gray squirrel or chipmunk was hopping around out of sight. She didn’t give it any considerable amount of thought until Prince began to bark.

      Juli peered into the trees but saw nothing. She glanced toward the men who continued sawing boards and nailing them fast. Prince continued barking and Juli set the dandelion digger aside and rose from her knees to her feet. She took two steps toward the woods, trying to spot whatever the dog could see or smell or somehow sense.

      Prince moved to her side and Julie leaned over to scratch its head. She realized the dog’s hackles were raised. “What is it, buddy?”

      While she looked at the dog, she caught sight of something out of the corner of her eye. Something pink. She spun back toward the woods and saw movement and more pink.

      A dress. A little girl’s dress.

      She moved through the trees like a ghost, there one moment, gone the next. Juli took another step toward her, trying to see her better. She was small and thin to the point of being frail.

      How long have you been alone?

      Another step. She was only a few yards from the edge of the trees.

      The girl also came closer. Juli could see her pink dress was tattered and dirty.

      You poor thing.

      Juli crouched down. She wanted to be at eye level to put the girl at ease. To show her there was nothing to fear.

      The girl pushed through the last of the trees. And that’s when Juli realized she was a zombie.

      She looked to be five or six years old. Along with her torn and stained pink dress, her light brown hair was littered with twigs and leaves giving it a wild, bird’s nest appearance. But the worst part of this creature before Juli was her face. The girl’s bottom lip, along with most of the flesh from there to her chin, had been eaten away. The white of her baby teeth stood out in stark contrast to the black, scabby tissue around them.

      Juli inhaled sharply and the girl’s dead eyes homed in on her. Her mouth fell open and a soft, barely audible growl emerged from her ravaged mouth. She sounded like a small, wounded animal.

      “Oh, God. How could this happen to you?” Julie felt her tears start to flow. The unfairness, the tragedy of it, it was too much.

      The little girl stumbled forward, only a few feet away now.

      “Juli, step aside”

      It was Grady’s voice. Juli turned and saw him striding forward his hands empty, weaponless. When he reached Juli’s side, the dead girl was almost within arm’s reach.

      “What are you doing, Grady?”

      Grady ignored her. He took another step toward the child and laid his hand atop her head. The zombie looked up at him, her upper lip pulled back in a snarl. “This is where you’re supposed to be. God has sent you here.”

      The little girl’s arm swung out, slashing at Grady but catching only the air. He never so much as flinched but Prince’s barking recommenced, only more agitated, more angry.

      Grady put his free hand on the back of the dead girl’s neck. She struggled and squirmed but he held fast. “Be calm.”

      Juli thought this was crazy. Did he really think his words made a difference? As much as it pained her to see what happened to the girl, she knew there was no hope for her. Whatever had made her human was gone now. This was nothing but a vicious, hungry shell.

      Grady pushed the zombie toward the church. As Juli turned to watch them, she saw Aben approach.

      “What’s got Prince so worked— “He stopped when he saw the child, staring, examining. Juli could see his gaze change from curious to bewildered when he realized the child was dead.

      “Get away from it!” He screamed.

      Grady shook his head. “Do not fear this child. God has sent her to me.”

      Juli caught Aben’s gaze. He raised his eyebrows. ‘What the hell?’ Juli shrugged her shoulders. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.”

      They watched Grady and the zombie approach the church, the child fighting to break free as they walked. Neither of them realized Saw was coming until he was just a few steps away, a claw hammer in hand.

      “Fucking shit, man! Get away from it!”

      Grady spun around, startled by Saw’s booming voice. When he turned he lost his grip on the zombie and she lurched away, tottering toward Saw and Saw was coming for her.

      “Don’t you hurt her!” Grady yelled, but it was too late.

      Saw brought the claw end of the hammer down on the child’s head and buried it handle deep. A squirt of black fluid jutted up like water from a drinking fountain. The girl took a step. Another. Then fell face first onto the wet ground.

      Grady stared down at the girl. Juli expected the worst. She knew what happened to his son and how it had sent him into a catatonic state. She almost expected the same to happen now. His sanity seemed so tenuous. She didn’t know if she could bear to see him regress back into that condition and she prayed that Grady’s God, if he was really up there, would protect him.

      Saw ripped the hammer free from the little girls’ skull and wiped the black blood off on his jeans. He looked to Grady. “You can thank me later, mate.”

      Grady’s head came up slow, like someone cranking an old manual window. But eventually his eyes met Saw’s face. Juli could see them from her vantage point. They weren’t broken or wounded or sad. They were enraged.

      “You’re no longer welcome here,” Grady said to Saw.

      The killer furrowed his brow. “What’s that supposed to mean? I wasn’t allowed inside your precious church anyway.”

      “That chapel and this ground is Holy. You have no purpose here. Tomorrow, I expect you to be gone.”

      Grady knelt at the girl’s body and slid his arms under her. Juli could tell it took all his strength, but he lifted her. Saw twirled the hammer in his hand as if debating whether to use it again. After a moment, he turned away. “Man’s off his rocker, he is.”

      Grady didn’t say a word. He carried the girl’s lifeless body to the church and disappeared inside.

      “Can you tell me what that was all about?” Aben asked Juli.

      She shook her head. His guess was as good as hers. “I have no idea.”

      The door to the church slammed shut. She jumped.

      “Let me talk to him,” Juli said.

      “Good luck with that.”

      As Juli went to the church, she saw Mitch conversing with Saw, the older man gesticulating wildly while Mitch laughed.
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        * * *

      

      As Juli approached from behind, Grady had the dead girl’s body sprawled out on a pew as he used a wet rag to clean the death from her head and face.

      “Grady, are you all right?”

      He didn’t look at her. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you really?” She moved in front of him into his eyeline. “What were you doing out there?”

      Grady squeezed the rag. Black fluid dripped from it. When it stopped, he continued cleaning the body. He didn’t answer Juli.

      “Grady, you have to speak to me. What am I supposed to tell the others?”

      “They’re welcome to listen to the sermons if they care to hear God’s message.”

      “I want to hear from you, not God.”

      He finally looked at her. “God speaks through me. His words are my words. Do you not know that?”

      “Apparently I don’t. I’m asking you Grady, why you risked your life out there.”

      “I was never in danger.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He flinched as if the word caused him pain.

      “We were all in danger. The girl was a zombie. And zombies kill us. That’s what they do.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “That’s why I’m asking. Help me understand.”

      Grady set the rag aside. He moved to Juli and peered into her eyes. He reached out and took her hands and Juli felt her skin break out in goosebumps. It was almost as if she could feel a mild electrical current running through his hands, into hers. She nearly pulled away but stopped herself.

      “You think the zombies are the monsters but they’re not. We are. The zombies don’t kill us for our flesh. They consume our sins and cleanse our souls so we’re worthy of entering the Kingdom of God.”

      Juli didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing.

      “In John, Jesus said, ‘Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.’” Grady rolled up his sleeve to show the healed bite wound on his arm. “My Josiah didn’t hurt me when he did this. He gave me salvation. So, do you understand now, Juli? We have nothing to fear from the undead for they were sent here to save us.”

      She could see the earnestness in his face, the belief in his eyes that he believed what he said. It was so raw and so real that Juli started to believe it too.
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        * * *

      

      Aben found Juli crouching beside a small garden that grew in an open meadow behind the church. At the sound of his footsteps, she spun around, clasping a small pair of clippers in her hands.

      “Only me,” Aben said holding his hands up in submission.

      Juli lowered the clippers and smiled.

      “You were expecting someone more exciting.”

      She shook her head. “I’ve had enough excitement to last a lifetime.”

      Aben sat down beside her. “That doesn’t exactly help my ego.”

      “Sorry, Aben. My manners are lacking. “

      “Well, if my wounded self-confidence is my biggest problem, I’d say life has taken a definite turn for the better.”

      Silence fell between them. Aben knew what needed to be said but hadn’t quite got there yet. He tilted his head toward the garden. “What you got there?”

      “Someone was nice enough to plan a garden before the plague. I feel a tad guilty that they won’t be able to enjoy the bounty.”

      She plucked a green tomato nearly the size of her fist from a vine. Aben looked at it skeptically. “Shouldn’t you let it ripen up first?”

      Juli looked down at the tomato. “I used to fry green tomatoes at home. Not for the kids, they turned their noses up at them, but for Mark. I’d coat them in some flour, salt and pepper then fry them in butter. Real butter, not margarine. Sprinkle them with some freshly grated parmesan cheese, not the canned stuff, at the end. Mark ate them like candy.”

      “Sounds like a way to take a healthy food and make it practically sinful. I approve.”

      Juli looked at him and he saw her eyes were misty.

      “I’ll make you some, if you want. We don’t have any cheese and I’ll have to substitute oil for butter but…”

      Aben shook his head. He appreciated her kindness but it only made what he had to say more difficult. He considered saying nothing at all. To instead vanish like a coward in the night, which was pretty much all he was anyway. But he’d been with this woman for almost two months, a longer period time than he’d been around anyone in twenty or so years, and he felt he owed her his honesty, for what little value that held.

      “I’m leaving with Saw. Mitch is too.”

      Juli’s gaze fell from his face to the ground, but her expression remained unchanged.

      “You don’t seem surprised?”

      “I’m not. I’ve felt it coming for a little while now. Can I ask, why?”

      Aben had asked himself the same question and didn’t have much luck coming up with a solid answer.

      “What’s so special about Saw and Yukie that you’d choose them over us?”

      “It’s not like that. I’m not choosing them.” But he was.

      “We’ve been here for going on six weeks. And it’s the same thing day in and day out.”

      “So, you’re bored? That’s the only reason?”

      “I don’t like sticking around one place to long. Never have. Call it boredom or whatever you want, but it’s time to move on. You can come too. We all want you to.”

      “You know I can’t leave Grady alone.”

      “But he’s better now.” Aben took a glance at the church. “In a way.”

      “He still needs someone to look after him.”

      “Why does that have to be you?”

      She looked at him again, her eyes narrowed. “Because there’s no one else to do it, Aben. That’s why.”

      “But he’s off his rocker. Come on Juli, you see that don’t you? You don’t buy his holy roller ‘I’ve been chosen by geeeee-zus to save the world’ bullshit, do you?”

      Juli rolled the tomato between her hands. “He was bit by a zombie— “

      “You don’t know that for sure.”

      “You told me that. You and Bolivar both. And I saw the bite wound. It was made by a child’s mouth. So, don’t try to rewrite history to fit your new agenda.”

      Ouch, that one hurt.

      “Grady was bit and he didn’t turn. Isn’t that some kind of miracle?”

      “We don’t know how any of this really works. We’re going off what we’ve seen in movies for Christ’s sake.”

      “I’m going by what I’ve seen with my own eyes. Everyone I saw get bit by a zombie turned into one. Grady is still normal— “

      Aben chortled, derisive.

      “Relatively speaking. You asked me if I believe what he’s preaching? The answer is, I don’t know. But considering everything else I’ve seen the last two and a half months, things that seemed so impossible they were silly… Why is it so hard to believe that God is speaking to Grady?”

      This was going nowhere. Aben had suspected it would go something like this, but it still disappointed him. “Alright then. We’ll leave in the morning. If you change your mind before then—”

      “I won’t.”

      “I know you won’t.”

      He strode toward the church ready to gather his meager possessions his dog, and be done with this place.
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        * * *

      

      The dump truck, with its bizarre, violent armor, rolled away from the church and into a heavy fog that filled the valley. To Juli it looked like it was being swallowed up.

      She felt a deep ache inside as she watched it fade out of view. Aben had become a kind of family. A brother she never had, maybe. And even Mitch, for all his annoying faults, had been with her so long she couldn’t imagine what life would be like without his presence.

      Part of her wanted to scream. ‘Come back! I changed my mind! Take me with you!’ She could see herself running after them, her feet smacking against the pavement as she gave everything she had to catch them. Catch them and run away with them.

      “I know you’re sad,” Grady said behind her.

      She hadn’t realized he was there and she quickly wiped away tears that wetted her cheeks. He’d remained in the church when the others left and, as far as she knew, hadn’t even said goodbye. That had angered her and now she let the anger come back and push away some of the sadness.

      Juli turned to Grady. His face was so calm, so peaceful that she almost wanted to hit him. She wondered how he’d react. Would he even react? She could imagine him standing there with the same maddeningly serene expression plastered to his face even after getting blindsided.

      “Aben did so much for us. He saved you, you know that don’t you?”

      Grady nodded. “The choice was his as we all have free will. In the end, he turned his back on God.”

      “He turned his back on you.”

      “And I am God’s vessel. He still has time to find salvation, but the longer he sidles up with evil, the less chance he has. I wish I could say I was optimistic, but considering his choices…”

      Juli couldn’t stand looking at him. She walked past him, toward the garden, but he grabbed her wrist. His touch was light and harmless, but she didn’t pull away because she felt that same strange electricity she’d experienced earlier.

      “We have to look at the bigger picture, Juli. We can’t mourn one man when our mission is to save the entire world.”

      Juli glanced back at him. The rising sun poked through the clouds, spraying rays of light downward. One of them illuminated Grady’s face and made him look like he was glowing.

      It’s just the sunrise.

      But it felt like more than a coincidence or some happy accident. Grady looked like an angel or maybe some prophet straight out of the New Testament. John the Baptist maybe.

      No, it’s Jesus. He’s getting lit up like Jesus himself.

      She didn’t believe Grady was the Second Coming. She wasn’t even certain he was sane. But she’d made her choice.
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      Doc knew the sedation should be wearing off any time now so he sat by the young man’s side and waited. Eventually his eyelids fluttered and a few small moans escaped his stitched-up face.

      “Wake up, my child, and tell me your tale of woe.”

      It took a few more minutes, but the teen did awaken and as his eyes focused under the dull green fluorescents, he turned his mangled face toward Doc.

      “Hello there, young friend.”

      “Hi.” The boy winced as he spoke, as the pain coursed through his face. He reached up and his fingertips traced the sutures that lined his cheeks. “Where am I? Who are you?”

      “You’re on the Ark. A compound of sorts which I founded and which is safe. And I am Douglas Younkin, but you can call me Doc.”

      “Like the rabbit?”

      “Pardon?” Doc thought the boy must be delirious from his pain medication.

      “You know. Yabada, yabada, yabada. What’s up Doc?”

      “Oh!” Doc chuckled. “Well, yes. Like that. But the rabbit wasn’t Doc. The rabbit was asking Doc what was up.”

      “Close enough.”

      Doc patted the boy’s hand. “I suppose.”

      The teen pushed himself up in the hospital bed so he was sitting somewhat upright. “Can I have a drink or something?”

      Doc nodded. He poured water from a plastic pitcher into a cup then dropped in a straw and handed it over. The boy sucked it down greedily. When he finished, Doc refilled it.

      “Now it’s your turn.”

      The boy finished off another cup of water. “I’m Wayne Supanek. I’m 17 and I was living in Harper’s Ferry when the zombies happened. Everyone died. My mom. My dad. Even my gram. They all turned.”

      “Did you have to kill them?”

      Wayne shook his head. “I just ran. Took my dad’s Honda and drove away as fast as I could go. Made it a hundred miles or so before I hit a pileup on the interstate that I couldn’t get around so I started walking.”

      Doc was already bored. The boy’s story was the same as everyone else. Sickness. Death. Fear. Running. So sad. Blah blah blah.

      “Yes, I understand. It must have been quite traumatic.” Doc leaned forward, resting his hand atop Wayne’s. The boy wriggled his own away and Doc pretended not to notice. “One of our men found you. Your injuries were… severe.”

      Wayne averted his eyes and gave a curt nod.

      “What happened? Who cut you?”

      “The Devil did this to me.”

      “The devil? Red skin, pointy tail, pitchfork? That kind of devil?”

      Doc thought he saw Wayne’s pupils constrict, the muscles in his face tighten. The boy wasn’t amused.

      “No. He was a man. But he’s a killer. He asked me to help but I wouldn’t so he cut me. And left me to die. Told me the blood would attract the zombies like sharks to blood in the water.  And they almost got me a couple times. I barely got away—”

      Doc wasn’t interested in how the boy survived. He wanted to know more about the person who cut him.

      “Yes, I understand. But the man you mentioned. Who did he want to kill?”

      Wayne lifted his face to look Doc in the eyes.

      “Everyone who got in his way.”

      The boy’s stare was so intense that Doc broke eye contact. “Well, you’re safe here, Wayne. We’ll take good care of you.”

      Doc stood up and walked, almost scurried out of the room. He turned back when he reached the doorway.

      “And, Wayne?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’d consider it a personal favor if you don’t mention this devil of yours to anyone else. At least for the time being. The people here are… on the excitable side.”

      “No problem.”

      Doc didn’t like this, not at all.
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        * * *

      

      Thud, thud, thud, thud.

      Thud, thud, thud, thud.

      Thud, thud, thud, thud.

      Doc drummed his fingers against the desk repeatedly. It was one of his nervous tics. Flaws he usually hid well, but which reared their heads under times of duress. Like now.

      He checked his watch again. 6:38. The men were late. He despised tardiness in the best of times and this was far from that. It was still dark outside but that would be changing soon.

      Thud, thud, thud, thud.

      Thud, thud, thud, thud.

      There came a knock at the cabin door. “Come in!” Doc said.

      The door creaked, then opened. Phillip was the first through.

      “What took so long?” Doc said as he climbed to his feet and stalked toward him.

      Philip gave a sheepish shrug of his shoulders and tilted his head backward, toward the next man in line. That was Buck Prentiss, a former soldier who had yet to abandon his crew cut.

      “I’m ssss - sorry, Doc. I ssss- slept in.”

      The stuttering was worse when Buck was nervous and it would have normally annoyed Doc, but right now it defused his temper, at least to some degree. He enjoyed seeing these younger men cow to him.

      “I wwww - won’t dddd- do it again.”

      Doc nodded. “I’d hope not.”

      Darry Skiver was next into the room. His thick, black framed glasses made him look like a nerd from the 1950s, but his body was fit and muscular. He was quiet and followed orders well. Last came Santino Espina, the oldest of the bunch at forty-eight. He was tall but quite lean and the combination made him look inconsequential, like a gangly teenager who’d never grown out of his awkward phase. However, Doc had seen him beat a man to death with his bare hands earlier that year.

      The four of them watched Doc expectant, silent.

      “It’s been brought to my attention that there may be survivors in the vicinity. I need you men to go on a scouting mission and see if you can find any evidence of that.”

      The men cast furtive glances at one another, wary. Doc knew they had not been expecting anything along these lines. They hadn’t been off the Ark in months. The last time they were, a fifth man, Kelvin, had been killed by zombies.

      “What brought this on?” Phillip asked.

      “The boy Wim brought in, Wayne. He said the man who cut him is some sort of killer. Now the boy could be mad with fever or simply an outright liar, but I want you to make sure the area is clear.”

      “And what if we do find someone?” Phillip’s hand fell to the pistol on his waistband as if he knew the answer to come.

      “If you find someone alive, anyone, kill them. I don’t care if it’s a man, woman, or child.”

      Santino was the first to nod in agreement. Phillip followed, then the others.

      “Be back by dusk. I’ll tell everyone you’re out for supplies since William is incapacitated.” He shooed them away with his hands and they retreated toward the doorway. Before they could exit, Buck looked back.

      “Dddd-Doc?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shouldn’t we bring something back? I mean, in case anyone sees us. They’d wonder why we’re empty-handed.”

      Doc considered this, nodded. “Yes, very true. I’ll make a small list. But Buck?”

      “Yyyy - yes?”

      “If you want to bring me something, make it a zombie. Female. Late teens or early twenties if possible.”

      Buck’s eyes grew so wide the eyeballs looked as if they might tumble free of the sockets. “A zzzz - zombie?”

      “Yes, Bbbb - Buck,” Doc said with a sneer. “A zombie. And I want her unharmed and with no prior injuries to her torso. Do you think you can handle that?”

      Doc’s gaze was harsh, unforgiving. Buck looked away. “Yes, ssss- Sir.” Buck fled the room.

      Phillip was the last out and Doc flashed a ghoulish smile at him. “Make her a pretty one, Phillip.” He added a wink. Phillip didn’t say anything as he left the cabin.
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      No one realized Hal hadn’t returned to his quarters the night before. No one missed him at breakfast that morning. No one saw him laying a hundred yards from camp, his body curled into a ball as the pain arced through him like electricity cooking him from the inside out. No one saw him die. And no one saw him come back.

      He rose from the gulley in which he died, first climbing to his knees, then pushing his way onto his feet. Clods of snow fell as he swayed, took a step, then tumbled back to the ground. His second attempt was more successful and soon enough he was staggering toward the common ground.

      Hal, or the thing that used to be Hal, came upon little Tommy Spielman first. The boy was about eight years old, skinny as a fencepost, and in the middle of building a snowman when Hal reached him.

      The boy saw the shadow fall over top of him, turning the white snow a dirty gray. He looked up, squinting as his eyes adjusted to the bright, gun metal colored sky, but saw nothing. Tommy kept tilting his head back, leaning his whole upper body backward in the process. When he reached a 120-degree angle, he found Hal looming behind him.

      It was hard to see Hal’s face against the bright sky and, even if he had got a good look, little Tommy wouldn’t have realized Hal was a dead man anyway. He only had two or three seconds to wonder why this man was staring down at him with his mouth open when Hal lurched forward and grabbed him by his ears. Hal used them like handles as he lifted the boy upward, raising him toward his gaping mouth. Tommy didn’t even have time to scream before the zombie bit down on his face. The feeling of teeth shredding his tender flesh was unlike anything the boy had ever felt before. Soon, their teeth clattered together as Hal’s mouth chomped through Tommy’s lips and tore them free from his face.

      “Tommy?”

      As shock overwhelmed him Tommy managed to turn his head to see Pete Decker, one of his very best friends, staring at this strange, horrific scene.

      Tommy tried to speak, but all that came out was a wet gasp as blood flooded his throat. “Hegrrahhhh.”

      Hal also had also turned to see Pete. The boy was almost as round as he was tall and he’d always reminded Hal of the fat kid in the Little Rascals movies. That thought didn’t pass through his mind now though. All he saw in Pete was a fresh meal.

      The zombie dropped Tommy who fell into the snow which gave a brief puff. Crimson blood quickly stained the snow red and, to Pete, it looked a little like a cherry snow cone.

      Pete couldn’t understand what had happened to his friend’s lips and he couldn’t understand what Hal, the nice old guy who sometimes gave him his leftover pudding at dinner, was chewing on. The way his jaw smacked up and down, up and down, Pete thought he might have a mouthful of bubble gum. Or maybe taffy. Pete remembered getting saltwater taffy at Ocean City a few years ago on summer vacation and he loved it even if it did take a long time to eat.

      But taffy, or bubble gum for that matter, didn’t leak red stuff and there was a lot of red stuff running out of Hals mouth as he chewed away.

      “Mr. Hal? What are you eatin’?”

      Hal didn’t answer but he did swallow down little Tommy’s lips. He was beyond thinking now, but the plump morsel that was Pete Decker was impossible to ignore. He stumbled toward the boy and Pete took a step backward. Hal matched that move and Pete again backed away. But that time Pete’s foot hit a divot in the snow and he collapsed backward.

      I could make a snow angel, he thought.

      Hal dove on top of him. Unlike Tommy, Pete did manage a scream. Several of them. His high-pitched wails as Hal ate him alive assaulted the otherwise peaceful morning.

      As Hal devoured Pete, little Tommy emerged from the snow, hungry, fast, and ready to eat. He sprinted toward camp.
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      “I’m not the one who makes the rules.”

      Ramey stared at her father, so shocked her mouth would have fallen open if she’d let it. How could he look her in the eyes and lie to her like this?

      “What are you talking about? The people here don’t take a shit without your permission. Nothing happens without your approval.”

      Doc’s eyes narrowed. Was he angry at her? She almost hoped he was. She was tired of the benevolent dictator act he’d been playing since her arrival.

      She’d found him in his quarters, clutching a cup of coffee like it was lifeblood. She thought he looked small like this. So mortal and average and lacking in the swagger he carried when out amongst his followers. He seemed less like Doc and more like her father. Or maybe that was wishful thinking.

      “The committee votes on every major decision. That’s the way it must be, Ramey. You’ll come to understand that in time.”

      “Fuck your committee. You know damn well that you can get him out of that box with one word.”

      He opened his mouth to speak but Ramey cut him off before he could get started.

      “He’ll never last two more days. “

      Ramey expected to see something in his eyes. Remorse. Regret. Maybe compassion. Instead, she saw nothing but detached calculation.

      He’s looking at me like a lab rat. Not like his daughter.

      She’d traveled hundreds of miles to find her father. She’d risked her life in the process. Others had lost theirs because they had tried to help her find him and his supposed safe haven. Was all of that in vain? It sure felt like it.

      Ramey crossed the four feet gap between them and took her father’s hand. She was surprised how cool it felt. What could she say to get through to him? To bring back the man he used to be?

      “Please, dad. I’m begging you to do this. He saved my life out there, more than once. He’s a good, honest man. He was only doing what he felt was right.”

      He didn’t respond right away. She thought she was making headway.

      “I can’t lose him, dad. I love him.”

      As soon as the words spilled from her mouth she felt the muscles in his hand spasm and he slipped free of her grasp. His eyes shifted from being simply detached and became angry. Cruel.

      “I thought I raised you to be smarter than that.”

      Ramey knew the words were meant to hurt her, but instead they only made her angry. “You didn’t raise me. You abandoned me.”

      She spun on her heels and headed to the door. Pulling it open, she was ready to storm off when she saw the zombie. She knew immediately what he was. He had that fast but awkward gallop she’d seen so often outside these walls. But how was this possible? How did a zombie get onto the island?

      Ramey didn’t realize Doc was behind her until he grabbed hold of her shoulder and pulled her back into the confines of the cabin.

      “What— “she couldn’t get the words out before he slammed the door closed and locked it.

      Ramey turned to her father but he wasn’t looking at her. He was staring out the window.

      “There’s a zombie out there,” she said.

      “No. Not one. Many.”

      Ramey followed his gaze and realized he was correct. Ten or more of the creatures ran through camp, attacking and eating anyone they could catch. Their wounded, pained screams brought back a rush of horrible memories.

      “Oh God no.”

      Ramey turned away from the carnage and saw her father flip a small, metal switch. Outside, an air raid siren, the kind she only knew from movies, began to wail. The sound was almost deafening and drowned out the screams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wim? You alive?”

      The morning sun spilled through the cracks in the box, painting pinstripes on his face, which had grown noticeably thinner. He hadn’t fallen asleep since Ramey left but he was barely conscious. So,  when he heard the siren blaring, he assumed it to be another hallucination. Nonetheless, he held his hands over his ears.

      The noise ricocheted off the metal walls of the box, so loud he thought they were shaking. He closed his eyes, trying to shut it all out, but then he heard a voice yelling.

      “I asked if you alive in there?”

      The voice was familiar. Female, but husky and with a heavy Appalachian accent and sandpaper grit. But he couldn’t pinpoint it. It wasn’t Phillip though, so he dared to answer. “I am.”

      A gunshot rang out and immediately afterward light flooded the box, assaulting Wim’s eyes which had grown strangely accustomed to the dark. He couldn’t see anything but a black shape against the sea of white.

      “Dere’s trouble out here. We need you.”

      The shape pushed something toward him and as Wim’s eyes adjusted to the brightness, he realized it was a rifle. He looked past the gun, to the hand holding it, and saw Delphine.

      “What’s going on? Why are you letting me out?”

      She again shoved the rifle at him, and this time he accepted it. Then she handed him something much more important, a gallon jug of water.

      “I reckon you’re parched, so drink up while you listen.”

      He did. He chugged the water so fast that his stomach spasmed and he regurgitated the first several swallows. It spilled into the snow, melting it.

      “Dere’s zombies in the Ark. Don’t know how it started but people’s getting bit and infected. I counted sixteen, mayhap seventeen.”

      Wim stopped gulping the water as he did the math in his head. That was about one fourth of the entire population of the Ark.

      Ramey. God, don’t let them have got Ramey.

      Delphine must have seen the terror in his eyes. Either that or the old woman could read his mind.

      “Ramey’s all right. She’s holed up with Doc in his cabin. But I haven’t seen the other two you came in with. “

      Wim tried to stand but his legs gave out. He didn’t think he’d ever been so weak, so helpless, and it annoyed him to no end. Especially now when lives were at stake.

      “Easy now,” Delphine said. “You ain’t no good to no one if you pass out.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Wim sucked down a few more swallows of water. The jug was half empty already and he wanted more but his stomach felt on the verge of bursting and he forced himself to stop. He set the butt end of the rifle on the ground and used it to steady himself as he worked his way to his knees, then his feet.

      The world around him started to spin and he shut his eyes against it. In his head he counted to five, then opened his eyes again. That time all remained steady.

      Keep it together.

      “You okay with that rifle or you want a handgun?” Delphine asked and pulled aside her shawl to reveal two pistols in her waistband.

      “I’ve always favored long guns.”

      “Good man.”

      Wim checked the rifle and saw a round was already chambered. “Where’s Phillip?”

      Phillip and his security crew were the only people that Wim knew of who were allowed to carry firearms on the Ark, which made Delphine’s weaponry even more of a mystery.

      Delphine shook her head. “Haven’t seen him all morning. None of them.”

      A deep, masculine scream echoed toward them from the camp. Wim took a step away from the box. His head was still cloudy but he no longer felt like he was going to collapse.

      “Take me to the zombies.”

      She did.
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        * * *

      

      Delphine led him a few hundred yards toward camp. Along the way they passed several spots where the snow was disturbed and red, but there weren’t any bodies. Wim knew why. Because the dead were coming back.

      The first one he saw was Amy Orlean, a hefty woman on the downhill side of middle age who served as the Ark’s cook. Wim and his friends usually ate out of cans but on the rare times where they were welcomed into the mess hall, special occasions mostly, to eat with the others, he often thought that Amy’s peach pie was the best he’d ever tasted. Even better than what his mama had made, although he’d never have told her that if she were still alive.

      Now, Amy wasn’t baking up something sweet. Now, she straddled a man Wim only knew as Stevie. He seemed to recall the twenty-something year old jeering at him the other day, before he was sent to the box. He had little memory of the beanpole of a man aside from that and he didn’t pause before he shouldered the rifle and sent a bullet zipping through Amy Orleans’ head.

      The woman toppled over, landing chest down atop Stevie who desperately, and unsuccessfully, tried to push off her corpse.

      When Wim and Delphine reached the scene, Wim grabbed hold of Amy’s denim jacket with his left hand and hauled her off the struggling man. Blood dripped from the bullet wound above her temple but also from her mouth and, when he looked closer, Wim saw a masticated wad of flesh jutting from her clenched jaws. His eyes moved from her to Stevie and he saw a missing hunk of skin about the same size where his shoulders met his neck.

      Stevie stared up at them, his eyes so wide Wim could see white all the way around the irises. “Oh shit man thanks. Thank you. That fat bitch was trying to eat me! Can you believe that?”

      Wim had liked Amy and it made him wince to hear her called such names, but he supposed a man who had just been attacked by his first zombie might have a right to be crass. He didn’t have a chance to respond before another gunshot rang out and Stevie’s face collapsed inward as a bullet tore through the bridge of his nose. The snow under his head exploded in a crimson burst and then Stevie went limp.

      When Wim looked to his side, Delphine was already lowering the pistol. She raised her wiry eyebrows at him.

      “He got chomped. That meant he was gonna turn into a zombie, don’t it?”

      “Yep. That’s usually how it works. But maybe you should have asked that question before you shot him.”

      “Mayhap I should. Too late now though.”

      They continued. Wim shot three more zombies by the time they reached the outskirts of camp and Delphine one. All were dashing about like wild animals stalking prey but there wasn’t any prey to be found. Wim hoped everyone had the good sense to lock themselves inside somewhere but whatever optimism he held on that matter vanished when he saw five zombies all huddled around some bodies on the ground. They look like pigs at a trough, he thought.

      He recognized them but didn’t know any of them well when they were alive and that made it easier to pick them off one by one.  When he finished he turned to Delphine.

      “Have any more ammunition for this?”

      She nodded and passed him a box of bullets. Wim reloaded while Delphine stepped into the fray and looked to see who they’d been eating.

      “Aw, dammit,” she said with a sigh. “They got Marty Knecht. We used to play chess outside the dining hall when the weather was hospitable. Always suspected the scoundrel of cheating when I went into a daydream, as I’m apt to do on pretty days.”

      Delphine stared down at dead Marty Knecht. His face looked like a pile of partially chewed, raw hamburger with two big, white eyes plopped haphazardly in the middle.

      What remained of Marty’s mouth fell open and his tongue lolled out. Those eyes somehow moved within the pile of gore and locked on Delphine. She didn’t hesitate and shot him in the head. “Guess he won’t be cheatin no more.”

      Wim’s rifle was reloaded and ready to go. He rubbed his palms against the denim of his jeans, using the friction to bring some feeling back into his cold hands, which were well on their way to being completely numb.

      As they rounded the corner, nearing the door to the clinic, Wim saw a woman running. He assumed she was a zombie and raised the rifle but when he saw six undead monsters chasing her, he realized she wasn’t the hunter, she was the hunted. Her name was Barbra Lowe and she was a nurse who’d stitched up his calf when he’d ripped a ragged, five-inch gash in it early last the summer. She’d done a good job and it left just a thin, milky streak of a scar.

      Wim shot one of the zombies pursuing her, then another. Delphine fired, hitting one in the back but that didn’t do so much as make it stumble. Wim shot the one she’d wounded, then aimed at the fourth. Just as he shot, the zombie dipped to the right and the bullet whistled by harmlessly.

      The creatures were close to Barbra now and the pale, golden-haired woman kept looking back. As they neared her, her rearward glances became longer and longer.

      Wim shot again, dropping the zombie he’d earlier missed. As he went to take aim at the fifth, Barbra fell. Between the snowfall and her constant, fearful looks behind her, she hadn’t seen the circle of rocks that stood guard around the fire pit and, when her foot hit them, she did a forward somersault before crashing to the ground. Her back hit the rocks and Wim heard something break. That sound was immediately replaced by Barbra’s screams. And then the zombie pounced on her.

      It chomped a mouthful of flesh off her forearm before Wim could fire. Delphine beat him to the punch sending a bullet through the zombie’s head, but it was too late. Barbra tried to push herself up as blood gushed from the wound but her legs were immobilized from the fall and Wim knew it didn’t matter anyway. He was glad her face was hidden when he shot her in the side of the skull and prevented her inevitable transformation.
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        * * *

      

      “Let me go!” Ramey tried to free herself from her father who had a vise grip on her wrist. She was surprised he was so strong.

      “You’re staying in here. Where it’s safe.”

      “People are dying out there. Your people. Don’t you care?” She saw the truth in his face. He didn’t care. She wondered if anything she’d ever believed about her father had been real.

      “It’s too dangerous, Ramey.”

      “I can help them. I’ve seen this before. I’ve fought them, remember?”

      There came a crash at the window and both of them flinched. They turned to see a woman just a few years older than Ramey banging against the glass.

      “Let me in, Doc! They’re right behind me!”

      Ramey again tried to free herself, but couldn’t.

      “No. It’s too late for her.”

      Ramey saw three dead children running for the woman and realized her father was right this time. Within seconds they were on her. The first one latched onto her, biting a small mouthful of flesh from her side. The next got her forearm, its tiny teeth sinking in to the bone. The third jumped onto her back and started chomping on her head. Ramey saw it pull back with long, bloody strands of hair caught in its teeth.

      It didn’t seem possible, but the woman’s screams were even louder than the siren. She flailed and thrashed, knocking the child at her arm to the ground. It jumped back up and buried its teeth into her stomach, excising her belly button in one extra-large bite. Her strength gave out and she fell against the window, smearing blood against the glass as she slid down the slick surface. Ramey turned away, unable to watch any more.

      “Give me a gun and let me go help.”

      “I told you— “

      “Do it!”

      Doc’s eye twitched. Ramey didn’t know if it was anger or shock.

      “I don’t keep any guns here. Besides, you know how I feel about firearms.” He looked beyond her, grimaced.

      Ramey turned to see what he was looking at, but before she could find anything, her vision went black.
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        * * *

      

      Wim saw the zombies first. There were a half dozen of them, mostly children, all clumped together. He only saw their backs as they squatted down on their haunches their faces hidden, but he had a good enough idea what was going on. They were eating.

      “Think that’s the last of them?” Delphine asked.

      They hadn’t seen any other zombies in more than ten minutes. He hoped this was indeed the last of them, that they’d eliminated all the others. He was tired of killing, but even more so, he was just plain tired. Five days of not eating or drinking was catching up to him, leaving his legs weak and eyesight bleary.

      “Might be.”

      They got within eight yards of the zombies before opening fire. In under half a minute the creatures were dead. Or dead again, Wim supposed. Their bodies half sunk into the fallen snow, strewn atop each other in a haphazard pile, but all Wim cared about was finding who they’d been eating when their ends came.

      He grabbed the shirt of one, lifted it free of the mass and tossed it aside like a sack of feed. Then the next. Delphine watched with her gun raised, ready to shoot if the need arose.

      After Wim had moved the fourth zombie, he saw a thin, chocolate colored arm poking out from under the pile. The site of it caused his stomach to tighten up.

      “Get on with it,” Delphine said, making Wim realize he’d been staring, motionless, at the arm, which had several bites taken out, and made him think of a partially eaten ear of corn.

      He grabbed the zombie, which he recognized as Vince, the frequent gatekeeper and one of the men whose testimony sent him to the box. Despite that, Wim loathed seeing what had become of him.

      After casting Vince’s body aside, Wim’s eyes went to the person at the bottom of the pile. He fully expected to find Emory or Mina. His gut told him to prepare for it but he still didn’t know how he’d deal with seeing another of his friends dead.

      But the brown arm didn’t belong to Mina or Emory. The woman who had been breakfast for the cadre of zombies was Ellen Sideris. Her body had been protected by a heavy parka, leaving her face to bear the brunt of the assault. A good seventy percent of the skin was gone, along with all her nose, her lips and her right eye.

      “Oh, Lord,” Delphine said as she peered over Wim’s shoulder.

      At the sound of the voice, Sideris’s remaining eye opened and, after lolling around momentarily confused, settled on the two of them. Wim knew his rifle was empty as he reached out and pressed against the zombie’s chest to hold her to the ground.

      “Hand me your pistol.”

      Delphine passed it to him like a distance runner handing off a baton. Sideris’s head darted forward, lunging at him with her skinned mouth, her teeth smashing together as she bit and missed.

      Wim pressed the pistol against her temple, keeping it flush as she tried to bite him, and squeezed the trigger. Sideris’s brains blew out the opposite side of her skull, spraying the white snow like red water from a hose. What remained of her head fell against the ground and her struggling ceased.
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      The cold air made Emory’s bones hurt. He’d been hurting a considerable amount of the time lately, to the point where thoughts of long, painful illnesses taunted and harassed him. It’s just the cold, he told himself. He wasn’t sure he believed that any more but knew worrying was pointless. Besides, at his age and under the circumstances, he knew the overwhelming majority of his life was behind him and each additional day he was given was a bonus.

      The Ark’s population had been more than halved that day and that meant every man, woman, and - no children, they’re all dead now - was on deck. Emory’s job was of the janitorial variety. After the bodies were gathered, he was to clean up whatever bits and pieces were left behind, depositing them into a heavy-duty garbage bag. He scooped up a piece of skull the size of a salad plate and took a moment to stare at the long, blood-stained blonde hair that sagged off it, wondering to whom it might have belonged. Whoever it was certainly didn’t need it now and he added it to the gruesome collection.

      The bag was growing heavy, a stress that made his hands ache even more, so he set it aside and pulled them inside his jacket sleeves, clenching and squeezing them in attempt to increase the blood flow.

      It worked to some extent and he lifted the bag with both hands, slinging it over his shoulder as he trudged toward the next bloody scene to continue his work. Doing so, he felt a bit like a hobo carrying all his belongings in a sack, perhaps running for a train car, hoping to ride the rails to greener pastures.

      As he stepped around the corner of one of the out buildings, he saw Phillip and Buck, two of the Ark’s police force, carrying a body. It took him a moment to realize what was different about this scene, which he’d seen occurring all day long, then he realized the arms and legs weren’t hanging limp and useless. Whoever the men were carrying was tied up.

      Buck walked backward as they moved and he caught his foot on something, dropping to his knee. When he stumbled, the body jerked and the head swiveled side to side, purposeful. Emory could see it was a woman.

      “Watch it!” Phillip barked and Buck jumped to his feet.

      “Ssss- Sorry.”

      “Sorry my ass. I’ve got the danger end.”

      They disappeared around a motorhome.

      Emory had been clustered together with all the other survivors when orders had been given out. He’d heard first hand that all bodies were to be taken to the field at the north end of the Ark to be burned. He could already smell the smoke, and the awful, acrid aroma of charred flesh and hair that came with it. And he knew that no one had been injured and survived. So, who were these men carrying?

      I’ve got the danger end.

      They’ve got a zombie, Emory realized. But why hadn’t they destroyed it?

      He set the garbage bag aside and followed, keeping a healthy distance and making certain no one was watching him being a nebby nose. When he reached the travel trailer, he peeked around the corner and saw the two men approaching the medical clinic. Emory also knew that, somewhere in that building, were Doc’s private labs. Scuttlebutt around camp, into which Emory was always eager to insert himself, was that he was doing research for a cure inside there. Emory had his doubts.

      From his vantage point twenty yards away, Emory couldn’t discern if Phillip used a key or a card, but a door opened and the men disappeared inside. It banged closed behind them, the sound so loud it made Emory flinch.

      Emory crossed the gap to the building. He knew it was pointless, but tried anyway. Locked. He then moved to the front where the entrance to the medical clinic was located. That door was unlocked and he leaned halfway inside where the office appeared empty.

      “Hello?”

      No response came. He considered continuing in but thought that unwise. Tensions were at an all-time high on the Ark today and 80 plus years of life experience was more than enough for Emory to know that there were times to keep your head down.
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      The female zombie laid on its back atop the gurney, naked save for an opaque hood which was pulled tight around her neck and shrouded her head. Her arms were bound behind her back, unseen under her pallid flesh. Her legs were tied to stirrups, spread far apart to put her crotch on display. Black fluid, the consistency of cool honey, seeped from her vagina, a fetid ooze that Doc sponged away with the same amount of concern he’d have shown dusting off an end table.

      “I don’t think I can do it Doc.”

      Doc looked to the edge of the lab where Phillip waited. The man was naked except for a pair of boxer briefs and his skin had broken out in gooseflesh. Doc realized Phillip was shivering.

      “I can turn the heat up a bit if that will make you more comfortable. I’m quite used to the cold down here myself and I forget that others aren’t.”

      Phillip stared at him, his beady eyes wide. “It’s not the temperature. It’s…” His eyes drifted back to the dead woman who laid spread eagle before him.

      “Oh, come now. We’ve had many discussions about this. You know how important this experiment is. You assured me you were up to the task, Phillip. I put my trust in you.”

      “I just don’t know. This is gross as hell. I mean, she’s dead, Doc.”

      Doc had been sitting on a wheeled stool for his up-close examination of the zombie’s nether regions. Now he spun and used his feet to move himself toward Phillip. “But is she? Perhaps by conventional standards. Yet, she breathes. She eats. She moves. Is that not life?”

      Phillip looked from Doc to the zombie, then back. It was clear he wasn’t convinced.

      “Yeah, but you can shoot her in the heart and she’d still be able to walk around. Live things don’t do that.”

      “That’s true. But you act as if that’s a flaw. Phillip, that makes them better than us! Humans like you and I are dependent on our variety of organs. If one fails, the whole ship goes down. Yet these creatures, they don’t require a liver or kidneys or a heart. All they need is their brain. It’s astounding! Miraculous even!”

      He couldn’t understand why Phillip was being so uncooperative. The dead woman had a fit, toned body. He’d even taken the time to put a bandage over the ragged hole in her shoulder where she’d been bitten.

      “I understand you find yourself in a quandary, Phillip, but she is perfect for you.” Doc pivoted on the chair and glanced at the dead woman. “When I first saw her, I suspected she had breast implants but that assumption was incorrect. Check for yourself.”

      Phillip hedged.

      “Do it, Phillip.”

      Phillip crept closer to Doc and the zombie. Doc nodded approvingly and Phillip stepped to her side. He reached out, slow, cautious, and rested his bare palm over the woman’s breast. Doc thought he saw some relaxation come over him. Phillip even gave her partially erect nipple a flick with his index finger.

      “There. See.”

      Phillip flashed a weak smile. He ran his hand down her breast, across her concave abdomen where a belly button ring, a fake diamond butterfly, decorated her naval. Then, southbound progress ceased. He glanced at Doc, his eyes flitting away.

      “This is of the utmost importance, Phillip. It will raise our experiments to the next phase.”

      “Can’t I just jizz into a cup or something? And you could use a turkey baster to shoot it inside?”

      Doc bit his lip to stop himself from saying something overly cross, but his ire had been raised. “No. We won’t be performing some bizarre redneck artificial insemination. The odds of conception are greatly increased during coitus. And we can’t delay any longer.”

      Doc stared him down and Phillip seemed to shrink before him. “Close your eyes, Phillip.”

      Phillip did.

      “Now who do you see? Who do you want to be on this table before you? A Playboy bunny, maybe? Perhaps a porn star even?”

      “No…”

      “Who then? A high school crush. Someone here on the Ark?”

      Phillip didn’t respond. Doc had long suspected this.

      “Ah, I see. You want this to be Ramey, don’t you?”

      Even with his eyes closed, Phillip dipped his head to the floor in shame.

      “It’s fine. I’ve seen the way you look at her. The way most of the men here look at her. And I understand. She’s young. Innocent. I’d wager to guess there’s a good chance she’s still a virgin. What’s that term you fellows used - barely legal? If you play your cards right, you could be the one to deflower her. Imagine that, Phillip. You could be her first lover. Her only lover. She’d be an awe of you.”

      Phillip’s lips parted and a small gasp escaped.

      Doc moved closer to him, examining the young man. The bulge in his underwear hadn’t changed and Doc was growing weary of this. It was time to speed things up.

      “Keep your eyes closed, Phillip. Now picture Ramey here before you. Not a speck of clothing on her tight, flawless body. Her breasts pert, perky, practically begging you to touch them. Caress them.”

      Doc took Phillip’s hand and placed it on the zombie’s gray, cantaloupe-shaped breast.

      “What do you want to do? Squeeze it? Suck it? Taste it? You can do anything your heart desires.”

      Phillip pulled his hand back and Doc thought for a moment that he’d lost him. But then Phillip’s palm flashed forward and smacked the breast with an open palm. The sound of it echoed through the small, enclosed room.

      “You want it to hurt?” Doc asked.

      Phillip nodded, his eyes still closed.

      “That’s fine. You can do anything to her. I won’t judge you. And no one will stop you.”

      Phillip hit her again. The iron-colored skin flared white.

      Doc saw Phillip’s crotch swell. He reached out and placed his gloved fingers into the man’s waistband and slowly pulled them down whispering into Phillip’s ear as he undressed him. “This new world belongs to us. Everyone in it is ours for the taking. No one can stop us. Not anymore.”

      Doc grabbed Phillip’s cock. It felt like an uncooked sausage in his fingers. He gave it a light squeeze then pumped his fingers up and down. Up and down.

      “Together, we’ve brought down the civilized world, Phillip. Now we’re rebuilding it to be whatever we want. In this new world, we’re Gods.”

      Doc’s fingers worked faster as he spoke and Phillip’s uncooked sausage grew and hardened.

      “If you want Ramey, she’s yours. If you want to hurt her, you can. I won’t stop you. All that’s standing in your way is Wim. Remove him from the equation and you can do anything you want.”

      He steered Phillip forward and guided his hardness toward the zombie’s rotting, seeping vagina. Doc lined up the two and pushed Phillip into her.

      “Take her, Phillip. She’s yours. Ramey is all yours.”

      Phillips hips thrust like pistons. The wet, smacking sounds filled the room and Doc turned back to his notes and added the date and time.

      After a minute or two, the sounds came harder, faster.  Doc glanced back and saw the zombie thrashing on the gurney as Phillip pounded away, merciless. Under the hood, she gasped and growled. Her dead flesh jiggled

      Soon, Phillip’s buttocks spasmed, clenched, then quivered. He moved to pull out.

      “No!” Doc ordered. “Stay with her.”

      Phillip laid atop the dead woman, their groins still locked together. Phillip’s entire body rose and fell with each exhausted breath. His face laid against the sack that covered her head and, although beneath it the zombie’s sounds were of rage, Phillip kissed the covering like a man in love.

      Doc watched as more black fluid seeped from the woman’s vagina, now intermixed with white opaque semen. Doc believed that, from this new primordial ooze a new species would emerge. That this was the next step up the genetic ladder. He’d destroyed life. Now he was ready to create it.
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      “Everyone might have died if it weren’t for Wim.”

      Phillip flinched at the fury in her voice. He’d seemed more on edge than usual. He wouldn’t look her in the eyes, keeping his face turned downward. He looked sweaty and paler than normal. Ramey wondered if the recent zombie attack had him behaving and looking this way, or if something else was going on. Maybe he’s getting sick, she thought. If so, what kind of sick was it.

      “Well, the way I heard it was that Delphine was the one who saved everyone.”

      “Delphine did what you wouldn’t and let him out. Where were you anyway?”

      “We had to go for supplies since Wim didn’t bring back half of what we needed the other day.”

      “Because he was fighting for his life. Just like yesterday. While you were out there having a circle jerk with your buddies.”

      Phillip kicked the wood floor and turned away from her. He clasped his hands together behind his neck, elbows parallel to the floor and paced. He was angry and Ramey enjoyed bringing that out in him.

      “Look, I don’t know what you expect me to say. Doc sent us out first thing in the morning. How was I supposed to know all hell was gonna break loose ‘til we got back?”

      “How about saying you’re sorry.”

      “I am. I never wanted you— “

      “Not to me. To Wim.”

      Phillip left his arms drop. Now his face wasn’t angry, it was bemused. “For what?”

      “For almost killing him!”

      “I was doing what I was told.”

      “That’s the problem around here. No one thinks for themselves. They just listen to my father like a bunch of brainwashed imbeciles.”

      Phillip’s arm darted out fast and before she even realized what was happening he’d grabbed hold of her shirt. He pulled her in close to him, so close that his tuna-scented breath assaulted her nose.

      “Don’t you talk bad about Doc!”

      She slapped him, her fingernails tearing across his cheek and leaving thin ditches that weren’t quite deep enough to bleed.

      Phillip jerked his hand, ripping open her shirt, then lost himself staring at her exposed bra. The distraction was enough for Ramey to slip free, leaving him with just a handful of blue material.

      Before she could decide whether to run or to fight back, Doc stepped into the doorway. He looked from Ramey to Phillip, then back. His face emotionless.

      “The meeting is ready to start.” He turned and left them without another word.

      Phillip took a step toward Ramey who backed away. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, you are. You’re really fucking sorry, Phillip.”

      She fled before he could respond but she heard something in the room shatter.
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        * * *

      

      Barely thirty people remained alive on the Ark and almost all of them were at the meeting. Doc stood at the front, but the adulation his followers had shown him days before, when Wim was on his way to being condemned, was missing now. Now most looked at him with apprehension. To Ramey, that was a relief.

      “Before the bodies were destroyed, we examined them carefully. Only one had not been bit, which makes it clear where the infection originated. The person who first became ill, who first became a zombie, was Hal Dade.”

      The crowd murmured amongst one another.

      Beside her, Wim held Ramey’s hand. Emory was next in line. Only Mina was missing - too afraid to leave the trailer. Ramey looked at the men and was proud to sit with them. She wouldn’t distance herself from them now and regretted ever doing so. These people were more humane, more brave, than anyone who’d been riding out the apocalypse on the Ark.

      “I’m left to deduce that Hal became infected when William Wagner brought the boy to the Ark. Because they hadn’t been properly decontaminated before contact was made, Hal was exposed to the virus and regrettably, succumbed.”

      Ramey squeezed Wim’s hand and leaned in closer. “Don’t listen to him.”

      “Are we all in danger now?” A man with long, black hair that framed his face like a china doll, shouted.

      That raised the decibel level of the other murmurs.

      “The short answer is, I don’t know. After the meeting, everyone will receive medicine and vitamins to boost your immune systems. But if the disease has evolved… become more virulent, as I suspect it has, then we may need to take extra precautions.”

      “Like what,” a woman shouted out as if on cue.

      “Starting immediately, no one will be allowed outside the walls of the Ark. We will be instituting a ration system to get us through the winter. Details on that plan will be forthcoming.”

      The murmurs reached an almost frenzied pitch. This isn’t going over well for him, Ramey thought.

      “I understand this will be a challenge for us all. And if there were any way to avoid it, we would. But after today’s tragedy, we must take every precaution to ensure our safety and survival. Not to be grandiose, but the future of mankind may depend on us.”

      “Oh, Heavens, if that’s true I pity future generations,” Emory said. Ramey couldn’t suppress a smirk. He had a point.

      “It’s now more important than ever that everyone cooperate and obey.” Doc folded up a paper from which he’d been reading. “Now are there any questions?”

      There were dozens but Ramey and her friends didn’t stick around to listen to all of them. Emory went back to the trailer and Ramey was invited along but she wanted to talk to Wim first.

      She told Wim about the experience with her father in the cabin, about how she’d realized he wasn’t the man she’d built him up to be. All through the conversation, Wim kept himself at arm’s length and the longer it went, the more frustrated she grew. It was like she didn’t understand anyone anymore. Finally, she’d had enough.

      “Wim, all I want is to be with you. But since we’ve been here, it seems like you don’t even want to be alone with me. I don’t know what I did wrong but I want to fix it.”

      “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Then what is it?” She didn’t give him an excuse now. She pulled him in close and pressed her body against his. “Why won’t you touch me? Why won’t you be with me?”

      Wim pulled his hands free and Ramey thought he might push her away.

      “Tell me, Wim. Please.”

      “I… I don’t know how to say it.”

      “Just spit it out. Whatever it is, I can take it.” Even though she knew that wasn’t true. If he had something bad to say, to tell her he’d changed his mind and didn’t love her any more, she didn’t know how she’d react but it wouldn’t be well.

      He risked a glance toward her and Ramey thought she saw something new in his face, something she hadn’t ever seen in him before. Fear.

      “It’s nothing you’ve done. I want to be with you so bad that sometimes I feel clear sick about it. But it isn’t right.”

      “Why?”

      “When I’m with you, heck even when I’m not, I feel like I found a piece of my puzzle that’s been missing all my life even though I thought it was whole. I didn’t think I needed anything more than what I had. But now I know better. And at the same time, I feel like I’m too dumb and too old and that, when you get out of your teens and experience more of life you’ll realize that too.”

      “I’ll never— “

      “You don’t know. You can’t know. It could happen. And I don’t want to be someone you regret.”

      Ramey grabbed his coat and leaned into him. She thought his eyes looked wet and she wanted to kiss him so bad it hurt but she could tell he still had words to say.

      “I haven’t been to church since about the time my mama died. But I got enough of it growing up that I know right from wrong. And I know it wouldn’t be right for me to be with you, the way a husband and wife are meant to be together. Not until you know you want to spend the rest of your life with me.”

      She felt a tear hit her cheek and thought it was Wim’s until she rubbed her face and realized she was the one crying. “You won’t sleep with me because you think we should be married first?”

      Wim nodded. She thought she could feel his heart beating even through multiple layers of clothing.

      “Then marry me, Wim.”

      He cast quick glances down at her, like he was trying to get a peek at an eclipse, then stopped and finally looked her in the eyes. She didn’t realize she could love him even more but in that moment, it was so strong that she felt like a bomb was going off inside her.

      “What?” He asked.

      “I don’t need a ring or a church or a piece of paper. I need you. So, marry me.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want you to just say it.”

      “I want to be with you forever. I’m as sure of that as I am my own name. Marry me.”

      “But, how can we?”

      “I might know someone. You let me take care of it.”

      She pulled his face down to hers and kissed him. The rough stubble from almost a week of not shaving scratched at her face like sandpaper but she didn’t mind. She didn’t mind at all.
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      Mina stared out the kitchen window as she washed dishes in lukewarm water. She hadn’t stepped foot outside the Airstream since the zombie outbreak. Maybe it was a glorified tin can but she was safe there.

      “You ain’t safe in here either, Birdie. You ain’t safe nowhere,” her daddy’s voice said. And she knew he was right. She wasn’t safe inside. She wasn’t safe outside. She wasn’t safe on the Ark. She wasn’t safe anywhere. She understood that now. And what made that even worse was that Mina also knew she’d never be safe again.

      Why’d you leave me alone, Bundy? You could have blown the both of us up in that ambulance and saved me all this misery.

      He thought he was saving her, but in the process cursed her to a life alone with nothing but her fear and her father’s voice to occupy her mind.

      Outside the trailer a man stumbled past the window. Mina immediately knew his gait to be that of a zombie. She’d seen it too often to mistake it. He lurched along the dirty pathway that was half snow, half mud.

      Mina backed away from the window.

      Don’t see me.

      But she bumped into the table, knocking a cup to the floor. It exploded.

      “Way to go, Birdie. You can’t do nothin right.”

      The man’s head slowly turned in her direction. Mina dove to the floor, landing on the broken glass. A thick shard of it buried itself in her knee, hitting bone. Mina ignored the pain. She needed a weapon because she knew the zombie was coming.

      She crawled on her knees, the glass grinding itself into more pieces as she moved. She pulled open a cabinet filled with pots and pans. They banged and clattered as she rummaged through them and she heard the zombie at the door. Hitting the door. Trying to get in.

      Mina took the handle of a heavy cast iron skillet and turned toward the entrance. She gripped it in both hands like she was holding a ping pong paddle. It wasn’t much as far as weapons went, but she’d killed her own father with a bedpan so she suspected she could make do.

      The door handle clicked and slowly came open. Mina squeezed the skillet’s handle so tight her black knuckles turned white.

      “Get away from here!”

      The movement stopped.

      “Mina?”

      Holy shit, it knows my name!

      “I said get away!”

      A shadow fell into the doorway and then the zombie moved into the frame. Only it wasn’t a zombie. It was Nestor Campagna, a man who was assigned to keep watch at the gate during the last meeting.

      “Everything okay in there, Mina?”

      She realized what a spectacle she must be. Skillet raised, ready to strike, blood pouring from her knee. If everyone here didn’t already think she was a crazy black woman, just wait until this story worked its way around camp.

      “Nestor?”

      “I heard a noise. Sounded like something broke.”

      Mina set the pan aside. She went to stand but the glass in her knee made her rethink that. “I dropped a mug. It broke.”

      “I see that. What’s with the skillet?”

      Nestor stepped into the trailer but remained in the door way. His big, dark eyes were wide.

      “He’s scared of you, Birdie. He can tell you’re crazy as a June bug.”

      “I was…” She couldn’t come up with a lie quick enough and decided to go with the truth. “I thought you were a zombie. Saw you walking by looking funny.”

      Nestor offered a guilty smile and raised up his foot. “The sole came off my boot. Kept filling up with snow and I kept trying to kick it out.” He took another look at her bloodied knee. “I’m really sorry I gave you such a scare.”

      “It’s not you. I’m half crazy.”

      “No. After last week, everyone’s nerves are shot.” He grabbed a dishcloth off the counter and handed it to her. “That looks like its gonna need stitches. Why don’t you let me help you up to the clinic? Get it disinfected and cleaned out good. Last thing you need’s an infection.”

      The clinic. Doc’s clinic. He was about the last person Mina wanted to see. She took a look down at her knee and saw the mangled mess of flesh plus the glass extruding from it. The wound would certainly require stitches but Mina could sew in a pinch and thought she’d prefer doing the job herself to letting Doc anywhere near her.
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        * * *

      

      Delphine handed Emory a baggie of marijuana and a small stack of thin papers.

      “That’s the last of it until next summer so you best make it last.”

      “Much obliged, Madame.”

      “I ain’t no Madame.”

      Delphine had been his supplier since they arrived at the Ark. Well, since a month after they arrived. When he wasn’t doing whatever task he’d been assigned for the day, Emory enjoyed wandering. On one of his walks he’d seen the ten feet by ten feet patch of plants soaking up the sunlight. It was a mile or more from camp, near the isolated north end of the island and he’d wondered who had taken the initiative to plant them.

      He decided to play detective and make it a point to visit the garden daily. About a week in to his stakeouts, he saw Delphine staggering toward it, a five-gallon bucket of water clutched in her hands with plenty sloshing out as she walked. He didn’t confront her about them that day. In fact, he waited almost a week. Then, one day in the mess hall he casually commented, “Mary, Mary quite contrary, what makes your garden grow?” in a singsong voice. Delphine’s head snapped around so quick he thought she might sprain her neck. He flashed a reassuring smile and took a seat beside her and their friendship had begun.

      They sat in front of the remnants of that garden now. The plants had been cut to the ground, revealing the nearly frozen lake that stretched out before them.

      “It’s quite lovely, isn’t it?” Emory said.

      “Prettiest place I ever did see. But I ain’t seen many.”

      “Well, I have. And it’s certainly near the top of the list.”

      They were silent for a minute, taking in the view and enjoying the cool but not quite cold air that blew by. It was hard for Emory to stay quiet for long though.

      “This is going to sound selfish, coming from someone who survived the plague when so many did not, but I do wonder if this might make the people who survived change for the better.”

      Delphine narrowed her eyes which turned into black slits. “How’s that?”

      “People, not everyone certainly, but most, seemed to have forgotten that life is a gift. Living became something that happened in between working and driving and shopping and playing games on your phone. It was an afterthought. Maybe this will make people appreciate it again.”

      He thought Delphine looked skeptical or confused, or both. She didn’t respond for a long while but when she did she surprised him.

      “You think people here appreciate it? Running around like drone bees, doing their part to keep the hive going?”

      “I think there are many flaws here.”

      “You got that right. There’s many a day I wished I’d have told Doc when he showed up here and told me about the commune he wanted to build, that he could stick it where the sun don’t shine. But at the time, the way he told it, it sounded good and almost Christian. After all, I didn’t need all this land for myself.” She paused to sniff and clear her sinuses. “But the way I imagined, in a commune all’s equal. That ain’t the case here.”

      “Certainly not.”

      “But now the doing’s done and I’m stuck with him. Guess that’s my penance for him keeping me alive.”

      Emory watched her. There was frustration and sadness in her eyes. He wanted to keep her talking but was wary about pushing it too hard. “I understand. It’s almost miraculous that he could prevent the plague from reaching the island. Out there—“ he motioned to the air beyond them, “It seemed virtually no one was spared.

      Delphine gave something like a snort or a “Hmpf” but didn’t respond further.

      Emory pocketed the marijuana and decided not to pursue the issue. Not now, anyway. He stood and stretched. Joints in his lower back snapped like dry twigs.

      “Well, my friend, I must head back lest the others worry I’ve fallen into a ditch or perhaps got kicked in the head by one of Wim’s cows and am now wandering about dimwitted and lost.”

      Delphine shook her head. “You’re an odd duck.”

      Emory smiled. As an old, gay, black man he’d been called many things in his life. An ‘odd duck’ was a compliment in comparison. “And you are a splendid horticulturist.”

      He gave a little bow and left her. As he strolled away he thought his friendship with Delphine had the potential to produce much more valuable fruit than cannabis. He thought that, in time, Delphine might be the key to unraveling this mysterious world Doc had created.
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      The news ripped through camp like a tornado. The boy Wim had brought into the Ark was not simply alive, but up and walking around. Mina saw him when she went to collect their rations. It was her first foray outside the trailer and she saw the boy sitting in the mess hall, eating breakfast with a few of the others. Harsh, black stitches that reminded her of railroad tracks curved up from each side of his mouth, but he seemed fine aside from the cosmetic damage. She even saw him laugh when Phillip tried, and failed, to balance a spoon on his nose. The boy saw her too and Mina could feel his eyes on her as she waited in line.

      She asked around and found out his name was Wayne Supanek. No one knew why he’d been sliced up, but Doc had assured them that he was no longer contagious, if he’d ever been so in the first place. And apparently Phillip had been put in charge of acclimating him to camp. That alone made Mina hope to avoid him, but after she was handed her box of canned and dried food and bottled water, Wayne caught her as she hit the exit.

      “I’ll get that for you,” he said as he held open the door.

      “Thanks, but I could have managed.”

      Mina passed through into the cold daylight.

      Stay away from me.

      But he didn’t.

      “You’re one of the outsiders, aren’t you? Phillip told me about you.”

      “My name’s Mina. And I’m sure he did.”

      “He told me how Doc’s people saved you and your friends. How’d you get here?”

      “In a car.”

      “But like, how’d you find it? Does Doc let anyone who survived in?”

      “Nope, we were the last. Until you. And I bet your new pals didn’t tell you this, but they didn’t exactly welcome you with open arms.”

      “Why not? You’d think they’d be happy to find survivors.”

      Mina didn’t need any more friends, especially ones who’d been vetted by Doc and Phillip, but Wayne followed her like a lost puppy all the way to the trailer, peppering her with questions the entire time. She tried to be curt, bordered on rude even, but he refused to take a hint.

      When they got within ten yards of the trailer, the door pushed open and Wim leaned out. Mina could see the surprise on his face when he spotted the kid. He bounded down the steps and into the snow.

      “You’re— “

      Wayne cut him off. “Holy shit, man. You’re the guy who saved me. Wim, right? I’m Wayne.”

      Wim pushed his hand forward and the kid took it between both of his, pumping up and down rapid fire.  At the sight, Mina’s frost thawed, just a little.

      “I thought for sure you were gonna die,” Wim said.

      “I almost did, from what I’ve been told. I sucked up the antibiotics like a motherfucker, but I made it. Beat the odds all over again. Wish there was still a lottery because I’d sure as shit be playing it.”

      “How about you get out of the cold and come inside?” Wim said.

      Wayne nodded and raced up the steps. Wim took the box from Mina, a big smile on his face. She hated to do anything to change that expression, but he needed to know.

      “Doc and Phillip are already in his head. So just be careful what you say, okay?”

      Wim’s smile did falter and Mina immediately felt guilty. “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Mina watched as Wim and Wayne shared stories about their lives and the days after the plague. Mina found the kid to be a little too excited about the whole ordeal, but tried to write it off as the follies of youth.

      “You ought watch that one, Birdie. He worms his way into the group and next thing you know, they won’t have no need for you,” her daddy’s voice said inside her head. She thought he might be right too. Wayne was young and bound to get bigger and stronger. He’d certainly be more of an asset than herself.

      It was clear Wim liked him and now that bothered her. And it bothered her more that the boy was so doggone happy. What gave him the right to be so happy?

      “You’ve got a pretty sweet set up here though. I mean, an island? Doesn’t get much safer than that,” Wayne said.

      “I suppose,” Wim said.

      “Suppose? Do you know something I don’t?”

      Wim opened his mouth to respond but Mina cut him off. “He means that, on an island, we run out of supplies. Then people like him have to go risk their lives so everyone else can wipe their butt.”

      “Oh.” Wayne giggled. “I never thought about that part.” He turned back to Wim. “But anyway, thanks for saving me. I’d have died for sure without you.”

      “I’m glad I found you.”

      “I am too man. I think I’m gonna like it here.”

      Mina had liked it on the Ark too, at first. That changed over time but she wasn’t going to tell Wayne that. He could find out what Doc and his allies were like all on his own.
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      “She’s correct. Although I might be a little out of practice.” Emory grinned, a delighted smile if Ramey had ever seen one.

      “How did you know about this?” Wim asked Ramey.

      “We talk, Wim. Not everyone’s a glorified mute like you.”

      Wim’s cheeks brightened and Ramey gave him a pinch in the side to show she was kidding.

      He still feels thin, she thought and shivered a little because of how close she’d come to losing him forever. “How many ceremonies did you say you performed? Twenty?”

      “Heavens no. Twelve at the most. Ten is more likely though. Perhaps even as few as eight. Weddings all tend to blend together after a while so it’s difficult to keep track.

      “But how are you allowed to marry people? You’re not a reverend,” Wim said.

      “That’s correct. I am an ordinary citizen. Albeit a very gay one. When marriage between people like myself became legal, I had a myriad of friends who wanted to make their love official but they desired something a touch more intimate than standing in a courthouse in front of some stranger. So, I took a few courses on the internet and a few weeks later, wah-lah. Emery Prescott, Licensed Minister at your service.”

      “Ain’t you just full of surprises? Full of something, anyhow,” Mina chimed in from the stove where she added tea bags to a pot of boiling water.

      “I’ll disagree with neither assertion,” Emory said to her, then turned back to the others. “Now, pray tell, why are my extracurricular activities of such sudden interest to you both?”

      Ramey almost blurted it out, but she wanted to hear Wim say it. She wasn’t upset that she hadn’t received an actual proposal, but she wanted to hear the words come from his lips this time.

      Wim hemmed and was on the verge of hawing too when he finally managed to say it. “I plan to marry Ramey. I want her to be my wife.”

      She didn’t care if he wasn’t eloquent or that there was nothing poetic about his plain, just the facts ma’am, manner of speaking. It was what was behind the words that mattered and she knew that, when Wim said something, it was the truth and that was all that mattered. But then he surprised her.

      “I didn’t think it was possible to love someone the way I love her. And I don’t intend to ever let that go.”

      Ramey grabbed hold of his arm and pulled herself into him. She wanted to kiss him but knew doing so in front of Emory and Mina would make him uncomfortable, so she stopped herself. That’s okay. There will be time for that, and more, later.

      “I must say, that’s the best news I’ve heard in nearly forever,” Emory said and Ramey saw his eyes shining, wet with tears. She thought he looked equal parts happy and proud and then came a pang in her chest because she thought this man who had been such a father figure to her during their time on the road, was far happier over this news than her real father would ever be. She pushed that thought out of her head as quick as possible, not wanting to ruin the moment.

      “Is there a time-line that we’re dealing with? Christmas nuptials, perhaps?”

      Ramey hadn’t given that part any thought and when she looked to Wim she saw he was equally clueless. “What do you think?” He asked.

      “I don’t like waiting. I’d marry you this very second if Emory’s up for it.”

      “Oh no. No, no, no,” Emory said as he stood up. “I’m going to need some time to prepare. To write something worthy of two of the best people I’ve ever known committing themselves to one another.” He grabbed a notebook off the counter.

      Ramey thought she could almost see the gears spinning in his head. “When then?” She asked.

      “Would two days be sufficient?”

      “Do we have a choice?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then two days it is.”

      Emory extended his long, thin arms and wrapped them around her, the notebook clanging awkwardly against her back. She was shocked at the strength in his embrace. Over his shoulder, she saw Mina pat Wim on the forearm and try to smile. Ramey suddenly felt guilty for being so happy while Mina was still adrift in a sea of depression over losing the man she had loved.

      When Emory let go, Ramey went to her. She had never gotten to know Mina as good as some of the others, but she couldn’t imagine the pain she had endured.

      Mina gave a tight smile. “Congratulations.”

      Ramey put her arms around the frail woman and felt her go as stiff as a board. She put her lips close to Mina’s ear and whispered, “I’m sorry you didn’t get to be happy too.”

      Mina softened. Just a bit. So slight that Ramey might have missed it if she hadn’t been paying attention. “I was. It just didn’t take.”

      Ramey released her and their eyes met for a flitting moment before each looked away.

      Wim spoke up and broke the strange silence that had momentarily overtaken the trailer. “I want you there, Mina, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course. You’re my friends.”

      “Who else will be attending? Emory asked. “I don’t imagine your father.”

      Ramey lost her smile. Her father was the last person she intended to tell, let alone invite. The very idea made her feel ill. “No. Not him. The four of us came here together. That’s enough for me.”

      “There’s someone else I’d like to be there,” Wim said. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Who, Wim?” Ramey asked.

      “Delphine. She saved my life. And she’s not like the others here.”

      “Indeed, she is not.” Emory said.

      “Is that all right with you?” Wim asked.

      “Of course. You don’t have to ask for permission.”

      “Very well then. Now, I must get to work.” Emory slipped out of the kitchen, to his bedroom.

      “Will you both have some tea?” Mina asked. “It’s generic, nothing fancy, but I make it sweet.”

      “That sounds good to me,” Ramey said.

      As Mina took a pot from the stove, Ramey thought her life was almost as perfect as could be under the circumstances.
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      The snow came down fast in big, fat flakes that took a full three seconds to melt after landing on Wim’s face. He didn’t mind the snow. He suspected his heart was beating so quick and pushing so much blood through his body that it could have been negative twenty degrees and he still wouldn’t have felt the cold.

      Emory stood to his left and Mina and Delphine waited a few feet to the right. There was no music but that didn’t matter. Emory had picked out this spot, a little bluff overlooking the lake at the north end of the Ark, one of the few borders unmarred by a fence or wall.

      The water, which would have normally been lapping at the rocks, was mostly frozen, leaving just a sea of white ice stretching out as far as he could see. Wim had never imagined a wedding day that required him to be the groom, but he doubted he could have dreamed up anything more perfect.

      He caught Emory staring at him and wondered if he’d done something dumb like forget to comb his hair or buttoned his shirt unevenly.

      “How do I look?”

      “Like one of the happiest men I’ve ever seen.” Emory placed his hand on Wim’s freshly shaved cheek and caressed it with his thumb. “I couldn’t be any prouder if you were my own son. Thank you, Wim.”

      Wim furrowed his brow. “For what?”

      “Never mind. You might want to look the other way.”

      Wim turned to look down what passed as an aisle. Ramey appeared through the blowing snow, slowly at first like a TV signal on a stormy day, and he could only make out bits and pieces of her. As she neared him, he saw more clearly. She wore a white sweater and blue jeans. She didn’t carry any flowers - it was December, after all - and she kept her hands clasped in front herself while she walked to him. When she got close enough, Wim saw she was crying. Her cheeks glistened with frozen tears.

      “You’re so gorgeous, it took my breath away,” Wim said to her and he meant it. He took her hands in his own and hoped his weren’t sweating from the nerves that threatened to overtake him.

      “And you look so handsome. You even have your shirt buttoned up all the way,” she said, squeezing his hands and grinning.

      Wim turned from her to Emory. “Now what?”

      Emory unfolded a piece of notebook paper. “I’ve prepared a few remarks. If I would have had more time, I suspect I could have been more eloquent, but hopefully I did a satisfactory job.”

      “I’m sure you’ll do fine,” Wim said.

      “Alright then. Without further ado.” Emory turned is face downward, toward his notes. “I met Wim almost seven months ago as I sat on a park bench and contemplated whether there was a point to going on in this new world. I was leaning toward the answer being no when Wim pulled up in his Bronco.”

      “I still miss that truck,” Wim said and everyone chuckled.

      “As do I,” Emory said and continued. “That very first day, Wim told me about Ramey. How she was the person who made him leave his farm and venture out into the world with the rest of us. As we traveled south, I felt the odds of locating her were slim, but he kept going on and on about her and I sensed there was something very special about her. I could tell how important she was to Wim and I was more than willing to go along for the ride. In the end, it was Ramey that found us. And as soon as I saw them together, I had a feeling it would be permanent.”

      “This is the part where I’d usually talk about the future and ups and downs, trials and tribulations, and leaning on each other rather than letting the hardships in life tear you apart, but I suspect that, for the most part, those missives are not necessary. The two of you have been through enough challenges for several marriages and even though there are bound to be more, I believe you’ll be even stronger together.”

      Emory pulled out a crimson, silk handkerchief and held it up. Wim thought it looked vaguely familiar and he seemed to recall Emory holding it once or twice in the past.

      “Grant gave me this many decades ago.” Emory unfolded it and reveled white embroidery at the bottom. It read, ‘And now two become one.’

      “I’ve had this in my pocket every day since. It’s been on every continent on the planet and more countries than my tired old brain can quite remember. When Grant gave it to me he said, ‘I chose red, because red is the symbolic color of love. But I decided on a handkerchief because I know life is never as perfect as we’d hope and sometimes the need to wipe away our tears arises. When that happens, even if you’re in pain or lonesome or angry, remember that you have my heart.”

      Emory’s eyes glistened. Wim saw him swallow hard and then he continued. “Ramey, Wim is my very best friend. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit a part of me is reluctant to hand him over to you, but I know you’ll take good care of him.”

      “I will.” She looked at Wim as she said it.

      “And Wim, I know you frequently lament the age difference between the two of you. But as an octogenarian I can assure you that age is only a number. One thing I learned through my life is that it is meant to be shared. Both in the good times and the bad. Having someone at your side with whom you can experience the highs and lows is God’s greatest gift. I suspect that is even more true now. And the fact that you two managed to find each other not once, but twice, like you each held magnets pulling you toward the other, well that my friends is the very definition of kismet. So, I’m giving you this handkerchief to remind you to always share not only your hearts, but your tears.”

      He extended the cloth to Wim. Wim took his hand, the old dark skin feeling as soft and fragile as velvet, and gave it a light squeeze.

      “Thank you.”

      Emory nodded but Wim thought he seemed ready to change the subject.

      And that’s what he did. “Ramey, would you like to say anything?”

      Ramey nodded. She pulled an index card from her pocket but rarely needed to look at it while she spoke. “Wim, I was a total shit to you the last few months. I’m using the excuse that I’m young and dumb but that doesn’t make it alright. Because you’ve been nothing but good to me since the day we met. You saved me then. In more ways than one. And you keep saving me. I hope you never get tired of me being me, because I don’t know how to stop.”

      “And I don’t want you too.”

      “That’s good. Because you’re stuck with me now. At least, you will be in a few minutes. And when we can get out of this place and really start our lives together, I have a feeling that I’m going to be happier than I ever thought possible. I want to be your wife because you’re the best man I’ve ever known. A better man than I might deserve, but I’m glad you’re mine.”

      She grabbed his belt buckle and pulled him in close. He shivered as she looked up at him, smiling big and looking like the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen in his life.

      “Wim, do you have a few words to say?” Emory said.

      “Only a couple. I’m not as good with them as you,” Wim said to Ramey as he took her hands. He thought they felt so soft and warm and perfect in his own. “I spent the last ten or so years of my life all alone. It never bothered me all that much, and I grew accustomed to it. But now that I know what it’s like to love you, I can’t imagine my life without you. And I promise you, Ramey, that I’ll love you every day for the rest of my life.”

      He saw a tear slide down Ramey’s cheek and wiped it away with the back of his hand. Then he looked to Emory. “That’s all I got.”

      Emory was crying too, more than Ramey even. “That’s more than enough, Wim.” He took a moment to compose himself.

      “With that, I think it’s time to wrap up this ceremony so these two amazing people can begin their lives together. I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

      Wim watched him. A second passed. Then two. Then three.

      Emory leaned in to him. “Now is when you kiss her.”

      “Oh.” Wim grinned, a little embarrassed. He put one hand on Ramey’s waist and the other on her neck and pulled her in to him. He thought her mouth tasted sweeter than honey and he felt her hands in his hair as she held on to him. He half hoped the moment would never end and, for once, didn’t even mind being the center of attention.

      When they separated, he whispered in her ear. “Promise me you’ll never leave me. That we’ll always be together.”

      “There’s nothing I want more.”

      That wasn’t really a promise. He realized that later on, but in the moment, it was what he needed to hear.
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        * * *

      

      They laid in bed, pressed together, almost melded into one form. Ramey could feel Wim’s heart beating as his chest pressed against her. It was fast. Strong. He held on to her so tight that she thought she might break but she’d never imagined anything could feel that good.

      Their bodies were drenched in sweat from the recent consummation of their marriage and now the cool night air felt even colder. Ramey shivered.

      “Are you all right?” Wim asked, his voice full of concern.

      Ramey turned her face up toward his, smiling. More than smiling. Glowing. “I’m not alright, Wim. I’m wonderful.”

      “You still want to leave here in the spring, right?”

      There was almost nothing she wanted more. “Of course.”

      “Is there somewhere you want to go? Because I’ll follow you anywhere.”

      She hadn’t given it much thought. “Not really. Just far away from here.”

      “I was thinking about finding us a little cabin somewhere. Maybe in North Carolina or Tennessee. Where the winters aren’t so long, but you still get the change of seasons.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      “It won’t always be easy. But I have faith we can get through anything that gets tossed our way as long as we’ve got each other.”

      She felt him give her another squeeze, and wasn’t sure if he’d realized he’d done it or if it was his subconscious way of saying he’d never let her go.

      “We could clear off a section of land for a garden. Take in any livestock we come across and raise them up. Not for eating, just for the noise and company”

      She thought that sounded good. She’d grown skeptical of people after her time here and had no great desire to live amongst them again. Animals would be nice though.

      “I can picture it in my head already. You’ll be running around, chasing the chickens back into their pens when they get out, because they always do. Gathering eggs for a late breakfast because I got distracted talking to the cows while I milked them. You’re wearing a pretty little dress— “

      “I’m not really the dress type, Wim,” she said with a lazy, contented grin.

      “That’s all right. You’d be beautiful in anything. Even one of those old flour sacks. But I can see you sitting on the porch of our very own home and me sitting beside you. Maybe I’ll make us some of those tilted back chairs, Adirondack’s, I think they’re called. Or maybe a swing. Yep, it’ll be a swing so we can sit side by side. And because it’ll be up in the mountains we’ll get to see the prettiest sunsets ever.”

      Ramey could picture it too. It sounded perfect.

      “And afterward, we’ll look up at the stars and there’ll be so many and they’ll be so bright, that it won’t even feel like we’re on the same planet anymore. It’ll be like we found ourselves a whole new world. A better one.”

      Until that day, Ramey never thought it was possible to love someone so much. She laid her head against Wim’s chest, her ear over his thudding heart, and thought they should leave the Ark at that very moment. That the two of them could disappear into the night. Run away and find a new place where they could be happy together forever. And later, when she looked back, she realized that maybe they should have done just that and avoided the carnage that was to come, but instead they made love again and dreamed about a future.
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      Saw loved watching Yukie dress after they fucked. She wasn’t much to look at, a right munter really, but the bird had a way about her that he found almost irresistible. And she was fun in the sack too. He hadn’t had his balls drained so often since he was a lad.

      “What are you staring at?” She asked.

      “I like the way you jiggle.”

      A lesser woman might have been offended, but Yukie grinned. She held her arms out at her sides and shook her body, sending her flesh shaking like a mild earthquake was taking place.

      Saw went to her and grabbed her flabby belly in his hands. Then he kissed her.

      Yukie’s hand squeezed his crotch which was swollen, eager. “Again already, big man?”

      Saw pushed himself against her. “Saves you the trouble of getting dressed.”

      “That’s true.”

      Yukie rolled his balls in her hand like they were two big marbles and kissed him back.

      Yeah, he liked this one. He liked her a lot.
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        * * *

      

      About the only thing of interest Saw could find in London, Kentucky was a huge banner spanning Main Street which read “World Chicken Festival.” Nonetheless, he found it far preferable to London, England and all its toffee-nosed wankers.

      Paramount on his mind now was finding a hospital. It wasn’t a life and death situation, but for the last few days, every time he pissed he felt like his cock had been doused in petrol and set aflame. In between pisses, oily white goo seeped out his dick hole almost constantly. He was no doctor but he knew a dose of the clap when he saw it. And even though they’d assembled a small arsenal of firearms and enough food to last for weeks, they were woefully unprepared for medical issues that didn’t involve slapping a bandage on it. It was time to fix that.

      He sent the men off to search the town for anything of interest. He didn’t want them to be aware of his plumbing issues so he didn’t tell them why he and Yukie were headed to the hospital.

      Getting inside was easy enough. The sliding double-doors were wide open. In the lobby, a zombie with a cast extending from its foot to above its knee flopped on the floor. When it saw them, he grabbed at the tile, trying to crawl toward them. Its bloody fingers were worn down, allowing the glistening, white bone to poke free of the destroyed skin. The bones could gain no traction on the floor, clawing across the tile with a sickening screech. Unable to make any forward progress, it gasped at them.

      “Look like you need someone to put you out of your misery, mate,” Saw said as he stepped forward raising his sledgehammer overhead. The zombie reached for him and Saw responded by beating its skull in.

      They didn’t encounter any more zombies as they traveled down the halls. After a few turns and detours they came to a door with a sign reading. “RX - Authorized personnel only.”

      Saw glanced at Yukie. “Uh oh, love. Looks like they’re trying to keep the likes of us out.”

      “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      He tried the door. It was locked. A blow with the sledge did little to change that situation. Saw tried again. And again. And again. After a dozen or so hits the handle and lock tumbled free. Saw struggled to catch his breath and sweat had soaked through his shirt. That was more of a workout than he’d expected. He pushed the door open and extended his hand. “After you.”

      Yukie stepped into the room and he followed behind. “What are we looking for again?”

      “Start with anything ending in ‘cilin,” Saw said as he scanned the almost endless rows of shelves. “Or ‘mycin.'”

      Their search proved quite productive and yielded two plastic bags full of antibiotics of various varieties. Saw was pleased with the haul and popped a handful of the pills into his mouth, then dry swallowed them. He tilted a bottle toward Yukie. “Your turn.”

      “How do you know I need them? I don’t have any symptoms?”

      “Well, I sure as shit didn’t catch this sitting on the loo.”

      Yukie took a few pills and swallowed them with a grimace. Saw noticed that she’d pilfered a bottle of pills from the narcotics section, but he decided to let that slide for the time being.

      “Time to move on, don’t you think?”

      She nodded and they headed toward the doorway. Saw got there first and what he found in the hallway hit him like a punch in the gut. “Bugger me.”

      Yukie pushed in beside him and together they looked out upon a hallway filled with zombies. They rolled in from both sides, dozens of them. Yukie barked out a short, piercing scream which seemed to fire up the monsters even more. They moved in faster, their hungry groans echoing off the walls and ceiling. The stench of their death was almost overwhelming in the small space.

      “Where’d they all come from?”

      “Must’ve heard me breaking down the door. Christ, we should have checked this place out first.”

      Yukie tried to pull him back into the room. He resisted. “Come on.”

      “I beat the fookin knob off. They’ll push the door straight open.”

      “We can block it.”

      “With what? A bunch of shelves? That wouldn’t buy us two minutes.”

      “Then what?”

      Yukie clutched his arm, her fingernails digging into his skin. He felt it pop and warm blood trickled down his flesh. Saw realized they only had one chance. They needed a distraction. He pointed to their right. “There are less that way. See?”

      Yukie looked. There were less, but the numbers were still overwhelming. Saw knew he had a full magazine in his pistol. Eighteen rounds plus one in the chamber. He didn’t know for certain what Yukie’s gun held but imagined it was in the same vicinity. That gave them less than 40 bullets for at least that many zombies.

      “We have to shoot our way out,” he said.

      “It’s too many.” Yukie chewed on her lip but she was already pulling her pistol from its holster.

      “All’s we need’s a clear path, love. Shoot up the middle and we make a mad dash the hell out of here.”

      Her big, brown eyes met his. He saw worry in them. Fear. He lifted his hand and took her chin between his thumb and index finger, then gave her a quick kiss. “We’ll be just fine. We’ve got out of stickier spots than this.” That was a lie but in the moment, it sounded good and she didn’t correct him. Saw didn’t wait. He stepped into the hall and started blasting.

      Solomon Baldwin was a lot of things, but a marksman was not one of them. Most of his shots hit, but landed in the zombies’ chests, arms, stomachs. He got in a few headshots but by the time he’d fired fifteen rounds he hadn’t dropped more than three.

      Yukie, on the flip side of the coin, was damned near a pro. She only missed two headshots and a narrow but almost clear escape route had started to form.

      Saw shot again and the head of a zombie nurse in Hello Kitty scrubs blew into pieces. Yukie took out an orderly who had his long, gray hair pulled up in a man bun. Saw’s next shot went wide, sending bits of white tile flying as it ricocheted off the wall. He shot again and sent a bullet into the chin of a Japanese woman in a doctor’s coat. Her jaw split in half but she kept coming. Yukie finished her off.

      “I’m out,” Yukie said, holding the pistol up as if to show him it was empty.

      Saw was almost certain he had one round left but there were still two dozen or more zombies bearing down on them and that slim path to freedom was shrinking by the second.

      “Run!” He said and she did. She dashed up the channel their shooting had created. But Saw knew it wasn’t enough. The horde was closing in. He’d never make it through. One look behind him revealed even more zombies following.

      He wasn’t getting out of this one alive. That was plain as day and the thought infuriated him. He’d been built for a scenario like this. The world in chaos. No arbitrary rules to follow. This was his destiny. A world where only the strongest would survive. It couldn’t end like this. Chomped to death in a hospital hallway all because some slag had given him a dose. Solomon Baldwin’s fate wasn’t to end up as zombie chow.

      Yukie glanced back to check his progress. She was five or so yards ahead of him now.

      “Keep going!”

      She did. He followed. Yukie was a better shooter, but Saw was a far quicker runner. He’d closed the gap to a few feet when he put his last bullet to use.

      He shot Yukie in the back of her chunky thigh. He’d been aiming for her knee, but this did the trick just as well. She collapsed on the floor, skidding across the tile and into the oncoming zombies.

      As they began to tear her apart, Saw caught her staring at him, her eyes wide and confused. He thought about apologizing, but he’d been quite fond of her and didn’t want his last words to her to be lies. He wasn’t sorry. He’d done what was necessary.

      Yukie’s agonized shrieks filled the halls and drew even more zombies toward her, making it easy for Saw to maneuver past the few remainders. He used the sledge to crush the head of an elderly man in a hospital gown, hitting him so hard the man’s scrawny neck opened and his skull almost came clear off. After that he had smooth sailing. He’d even managed to keep all the antibiotics. All things considered, it wasn’t a bad afternoon. Not bad at all.
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      It had been almost two months since they left Grady’s church. Along the way they’d picked up a few new arrivals. Jimmy Hetzer was the first. They were somewhere in East Tennessee raiding a gun shop for arms and ammunition when Aben heard a roaring sound coming from a back room. He motioned for Saw to have his back as he approached the closed door from behind which the noise emanated.

      Aben held the maul in his lone hand and used it to smash apart the doorknob rather than waste time turning it. Then he kicked the door open, ready to bludgeon whatever or whoever lay behind it. Before that could happen, he found a fellow who looked almost as bad off as the homeless men and women Aben had slept beside in alleyways and gutters in the days before the plague.

      Jimmy Hetzer was pushing sixty with male pattern baldness that looked even worse because his remaining hair was long and gray and hung in unwashed clumps to his shoulders. He was a few weeks into growing a sparse beard that made his face look even dirtier than it probably was. His head was tilted back and his mouth hung agape revealing pink gums with no teeth in them. And he snored like a motherfucker.

      A three fourths empty bottle of scotch stood on the desk in front of him and a few empties littered the floor. It wasn’t hard for Aben to understand why the old man hadn’t reacted to the office being broken into.

      Jimmy’s feet were propped up on the desk. Aben returned the maul to his belt and grabbed hold of Jimmy’s foot, an act he immediately regretted because his sock felt so stiff and hard that it could have stood up all by itself. He shook the foot back and forth and after the third shake Jimmy woke up.

      “Holy jumped up Jesus!” He said and he would have tumbled backward out of his chair if Aben wasn’t still holding onto his foot.

      “Calm down, buddy.” Jimmy breathed so hard and fast Aben thought the man might have a coronary. “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

      Jimmy collected himself, as much as was possible. The first thing he did was take another hit off the bottle. The second was reach for his false teeth that were sitting on the desk and teeming with flies. He swatted them away and shoved the hunks of plastic into his mouth. Aben thought they looked too big for his face and made him look like an old man version of a ventriloquist’s dummy.

      “Who the hell are you?” Jimmy asked.

      Turned out that Jimmy had been living in the store in between trips to the local liquor shop. He’d been on a mostly liquid diet since the plague and, when Saw offered him a can of spaghetti, the man didn’t bother with a fork or spoon and had it all gobbled down in under a minute.

      “Got another one?”

      Aben was surprised when Saw asked him if he wanted to join them. He didn’t see much value in an old drunk, but then again, five months ago the high point of his day was finding a half-eaten eclair in a dumpster so he supposed he had no right to judge.
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        * * *

      

      Lonnie Draper found them outside of Cambridge, Ohio. They’d stopped at a fuel depot to top off the tanks of Saw’s dump truck and fill two 55-gallon drums he’d added to the back for reserves. Jimmy had been put in charge of starting the siphon and, in the process, ended up spilling almost a gallon onto his faded Metallica t-shirt. Aben worried the man would catch them all on fire unless that was taken care of, so while Jimmy filled the tanks, he went into the shop.

      He found an XXL uniform shirt with a name tag reading ‘Pedro’ hanging in a locker and thought it would do. As he was on his way back outside, he discovered a man aiming a bolt action rifle at his three companions who all stood with their hands in the air.

      “I said I don’t want your food, I want your truck,” the man said in a calm, detached voice.

      Aben thought he looked about thirty and in good shape. He had a crew cut and a sleeve of tribal tattoos on his left arm. He had a heavy bottom lip that sagged down to reveal brown, tobacco stained teeth.

      Although he knew his aim was shit, especially at a distance of twenty or so yards, Aben hoped he could bluff his way through the situation so he pulled out his pistol and aimed it in Lonnie’s general direction.

      “The truck’s the one thing you can’t have, mate. How would you expect us to get where we’re going without it?” Saw said.

      “And where are you going?”

      “Haven’t decided yet. Expect I’ll know when I get there.”

      “Yeah, well I don’t give a shit. I want that truck.”

      Aben could see in Saw’s face that he was close to doing something rash - something stupid. It’s now or never.

      “Hey there, pal,” Aben said. Lonnie’s head snapped in his direction. The rifle barrel wavered as he tried to decide whether to keep it aimed at the three men in front of him or the man with the gun beside him. “How about you put down that rifle and we have a conversation.”

      Aben could tell the man was scared. Four against one were bad odds, even when you had a gun. “You do that and I promise none of us are going to hurt you.”

      Lonnie’s head swiveled back and forth so many times that Aben thought it might break loose and fall off. Instead, he tilted the rifle to the ground.

      Lonnie Draper had been a member of the Ohio national guard and was on emergency call up in Cincinnati when everything went down. He didn’t provide many details, and that was fine. There was only so much talk of death a person could absorb before it became as tedious as listening to the weather during a stretch of sunshine and no chance of rain.

      Saw’s dump truck was getting cramped so Aben and Lonnie scouted the town until they came across a Cherokee with a key above the visor. Aben let Lonnie drive.
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t find anyone else alive over the course of several weeks and Aben began to wonder how devastating the plague had been, about whether mankind could be on the verge of extinction. It seemed impossible, but then again, almost everything he’d experienced the last few months would have seemed impossible in his life beforehand. He was surprised to realize he hoped his most dire thoughts were untrue. He hadn’t had much need for people for the last twenty or so years, but thinking that he might be one of last the few hundred, or even thousand, people alive was too damned depressing to consider.

      In Western Pennsylvania, as they trekked up and down the mountains, Saw stopped his dump truck in front of a five-foot-high wooden sign reading, ‘Higgins Haven Scout Camp & Recreational Area.’

      “What do you say, boys?” Saw asked them.

      It didn’t seem like anything special to Aben and the other men didn’t tender an opinion, but Saw assured them it would be a good place to hunker down and prepare. He didn’t say what he was preparing for, not then anyway.

      “It’s good and remote so there won’t be many zombies in the immediate vicinity. And I don’t imagine it would have much appeal to any groups or individuals passing through looking for places to raid. Lotsa cabins so we can have as much privacy as we each desire. Seems like a peach of a place to me.”

      And it was settled.

      All they had to do was kill a dozen or so scouts and another four troop leaders that had turned into zombies. After that, Higgins Haven became their new home.
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      “Give it, Prince!”

      The dog dropped the tennis ball and Aben caught it before it hit the snow. Prince jumped up lunging for the ball but Aben pulled it back just in time. When the dog landed, his feet crunched through the icy glaze that covered the recently fallen snow.

      Prince gave an excited bark and Aben lobbed the ball extra hard down the hill where it rolled and ricocheted through a maze of trees. The dog sprinted after it, just the hint of a limp on the leg that had been injured when Aben found it - or when it found him - months earlier.

      He didn’t like to think about those first weeks. About men like Bolivar and Dash who had been lost along the way. Even now, amongst this new group of survivors, of fighters, he missed them.

      Aben thought it seemed to be taking longer than normal for the dog to return and wondered if the ball had gotten lost somewhere down the hill. He couldn’t see Prince from this vantage point and moved closer to the trees. With every step, his feet fell through eight inches of hard snow. It didn’t take long before he was out of breath.

      “Prince! Come back, boy!”

      He waited, watched. Thirty more seconds passed with no sign of the dog.

      “Damn it.”

      Aben trudged through the snow, taking extra caution as he moved downhill. The dog’s footprints were easy to follow but going was slow and knowing that he’d eventually have to climb back up the hill made the trek even more annoying.

      By the time he reached the bottom, he was breathing heavily and sucking in mouthfuls of the icy air made his lungs feel like they were full of glass. He saw the tracks leading through a copse of pine trees and followed.

      It was a scraping sound that caught his attention. The noise came fast, frantic, frenzied. Instinctively, Aben’s hand dropped to the maul which was holstered in his belt like a gun. He didn’t pull it free, the feel of it was enough to calm him. Somewhat.

      Aben continued forward, along the dog’s trail. The sound grew louder with every step. He realized it wasn’t scraping. It was scratching.

      When he broke free of the trees, Aben saw Prince. He only realized he’d been holding his breath when it came out in a sudden rush. The dog stood atop a frozen pond, clawing and digging at the ice with its front paws. Aben grinned at the sight.

      “I send you after a ball and you come up with a couple fish?”

      Fish sounded pretty damned good. Aben hadn’t eaten fresh meat since a turkey sandwich more than half a year earlier and he missed it. He moved to the edge of the pond and surveyed it but he couldn’t see anything through the thick, opaque ice. As hungry as he was, he had no pole or net and couldn’t see any sense pursuing the matter.

      “How about you come back here and we’ll look for the ball?”

      The dog ignored him as he kept scratching.

      Aben’s curiosity was piqued and he rested one booted foot atop the ice. He stepped down, putting a quarter of his body weight on it, then half, then all of it. It held. Aben moved onto the pond, the ice suspending him above the water below. He scooted across, careful not to slip on the slick surface. Within half a minute he’d reached Prince.

      The dog continued to pay him no heed and when Aben rested his hand on Prince’s back the dog jumped back like it had received an electric shock. Aben couldn’t stifle a laugh and that seemed to snap the dog out of its obsession, at least momentarily. It pushed its muzzle against Aben’s bearded neck and gave him am eager lick.

      “That’s my boy. I was starting to think you didn’t like me anymore.”

      The dog licked him again then turned its face back to the ice. He’d cleared away the snow and its toenails had carved a half inch trench into the glassy surface. Prince stared at it and whined.

      Aben eased down onto his knees and he could feel the cold stabbing through his pants. He leaned forward, onto his elbows and hoped none of the others were watching because he imagined that he looked quite the spectacle.

      He leaned in closer, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t see through the ice.

      The dog gave another whine then recommenced its digging. Aben realized his hands were going numb in the cold and wondered if dogs could get frostbite. He suspected they could and decided this had gone on long enough.

      “That’s enough now, Prince. Let’s head back to the camp.”

      He grabbed the dog’s collar and tried to pull it away but Prince gave a low growl and he pulled his hand back. In all these months, it had been rare to hear the dog growl, and never at him.

      “All right then. Have it your way.” He stood up and shuffled away from the dog, a few feet at first, then a few yards. He expected the dog to follow. It did not.

      Aben turned back, his patience thin. “Prince!” The tone in his voice made the dog look in his direction. “Come!”

      Prince turned back to the ice, gave another whine, but finally moved toward Aben.

      About damn time.

      The dog crept in his direction, almost belly crawling on the ice. Aben took a step backwards. Then another. When he went for a third, he heard the groan.

      At first, he wasn’t sure where the sound originated. It sounded human, pained. He began to turn around to see if someone, or something, was watching him after all and when he moved there came another groan. This one was followed by a crack and a pop. Aben barely had time to think, ‘all that’s missing is the snap’ before the ice beneath him gave way.

      The plunge was so fast he didn’t have time to take a breath and the next thing he knew he was falling into a frigid chasm. The freezing water hit him like a truck and he instinctively gasped, sucking a mouthful of fluid that tasted like mud and rotten seafood into his throat and lungs.

      He choked on it, his diaphragm spasming as it tried to expel the water.  In the process, his body tried to breathe again but he stopped himself from swallowing in more.

      Within seconds, every part of his body was numb. His scraggly beard floated up, into his face and in front of his eyes. Looking through it was like trying to peer through a patch of seaweed. Aben tried to push it away as he kicked to propel himself upward, but he still couldn’t see and he slammed his skull into the ice.

      His vision went blank for a moment and when it returned he thought the water around him had taken on a deep red color. He reached up and examined his head and could run his fingers underneath a large gash that had opened above his hairline. He knew that would have hurt like a son of a bitch if he had any feeling left.

      Despite being submerged, Aben heard a high pitched, frantic barking from above.

      Sure, bark. You got me into this mess.

      He tried to follow the noise, to move closer to it hoping the dog would lead him to the hole. As he did, his eyes began to adjust to the dim conditions underwater and he caught movement in his peripheral vision. He turned to look, but lost it.

      Just a fish.

      Despite the cold, his lungs were burning. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been under but he knew he needed to get air now, not later.

      Focus on the dog. Listen.

      Prince sounded close, just to the right. Aben swam toward the noise, staring up, hoping to see the hole, to see freedom, but seeing only more ice. More movement stole his attention. It was ahead of him, but lower, camouflaged amongst the weeds and muck that filled the bottom of the pond.

      Forget about it and get the hell out of here.

      He pushed himself upward, against the ceiling of ice and tried to pull himself along with the fingertips of his remaining hand. He didn’t know how he could have moved so far away from where he’d fallen in. He felt his lungs spasm and fought to keep his mouth clamped shut to avoid sucking in more of the foul water.

      Aben knew he had only a few more seconds, but between the blow to his head and the freezing water, his thoughts came slow. He tried to focus on the barking dog but it seemed further away now. Barely audible.

      Where the hell am I?

      Something brushed against his back. Even with little feeling remaining in his body he could tell it was something substantial. Not a fish. But he didn’t dare risk looking away and further disorienting himself.

      He clawed at the ice, kicked and pulled himself forward. And then his hand suddenly wasn’t pressing against the ice, it was reaching through it.

      Aben pushed himself into the hole and his upper body popped through, bobbing like a buoy. Prince yipped, an excited but worried noise, at the edge of the hole. When Aben saw him he never thought he could be so joyful and so pissed off at the same time.

      “You damn dog. See if I follow you again.”

      He tried to grab onto the surface ice but his fingers were clumsy and of little use. He kicked and pushed himself far enough out of the hole that he could get his elbows onto the ice, then took a moment to catch his breath.

      Aben got in four good mouthfuls of air before he felt something under the water grab hold of his belt. He had no time to react before the force of it pulled him off the ice and back into the water below.

      When he looked down, he saw a zombie at his waist. Its skin was wrinkled and white, almost translucent. It looked to be around twelve years old and wore a Scout’s uniform, the red kerchief still tied around its neck.

      Aben was used to the cold now and that helped, a little. He reached down and grabbed the maul from his belt. He was unsure whether he’d be able to get enough force underwater to do much damage but he tried anyway. As he swung, the hammer end of the maul caught the boy in the jaw and it peeled off sideways in a way that reminded Aben of separating chicken wings. The zombie’s jawbone floated away, spiraling into the murky water below until Aben lost sight of it.

      Still, the zombie held fast to his belt. Aben went to swing again when another zombie grabbed his hair and ripped his head backwards. The sudden attack startled him and Aben dropped the maul which quickly plunged into the abyss. He remembered Bolivar telling him to get a haircut. He should have listened.

      Aben was out of breath again and when he tried to propel himself upward the weight of the two zombies was too great to overcome. He could feel himself going down. Sinking.

      Maybe this isn’t so bad.

      He’d seen men die much worse. He’d been party to a few of them himself. As far as ends went, this one seemed pretty easy. Probably better than he deserved.

      Above Prince’s frenzied barks grew further and further away. The sound of the dog was the only thing stopping him from accepting his coming fate. Damn it, he’d miss that dog.

      Aben grabbed onto the hand which clutched his belt. His fingers sunk into the zombie’s hand, puncturing the flesh which quickly gave way and came free like a glove. It reminded him a bit of losing his own hand back in a rural Pennsylvania police station and that wasn’t a memory he cared to relive. With the skin gone, the zombie’s finger bones lost their grip on him and the monster floated away.

      That was easier than he thought and Aben began to think he might get out of this yet. He knew it had to be soon though because his lungs were seizing and he battled his body’s attempts to breathe.

      He reached over his head, feeling behind himself until he maneuvered his arm around the zombie’s neck, then he pulled it closer to him. He felt its teeth smash against his skull. Felt its jaws working, chomping down on his hair and realized his unruly mane had some benefits after all.

      Using all the strength he had remaining, Aben thrust his upper body forward, vaulting the zombie over his shoulder. That was the plan anyway. Instead its waterlogged body gave way and the monster’s head popped free of its torso. The skull tumbled end for end through the water and Aben would be damned if its face didn’t look surprised. He was too and it took him a good second and a half to realize he was still on the verge of drowning. After kicking his way back to the surface, his upper body poked through the hole in the ice and he gulped down mouthful after mouthful of air. He wasn’t going to dawdle this time. He kicked, dragged and pulled until his upper body was firmly on the ice surface.

      Prince kept barking, a sound so sweet Aben started to laugh, even if it was the damned dog that got him into this mess in the first place.

      “How about you give me a hand, boy.”

      Prince plodded toward him, laid down on the ice and licked his face. That was enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

        

      

    

    
      Saw spotted the man first. He was so white Mitch thought he might be albino and he sat on the bumper of a big rig eating heaping spoonfuls of beans straight from the can. To Mitch, he looked old, to Mitch, everyone over twenty was old. He had an oblong face and mud brown hair that was pulled back in a ponytail. They’d seen his truck moving a few hours earlier then stayed a mile or so back to remain out of view until he stopped.

      Mitch and Saw traded binoculars back and forth as they spied on him.

      “What do you say, Mitchy? Time to give him our sales pitch?”

      Mitch nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

      They left the death machine parked on the side of the road and approached. Mitch had a loaded and cocked pistol in hand and another in a holster on his belt. Saw was unarmed.

      “Wotcha!” Saw called out when they were within shouting distance.

      The man jumped to his feet, sending the empty container careening to the roadway as he rushed toward the driver’s side door

      “Easy now, easy now. We’re as harmless as a couple mice and hope you can say the same.”

      The man didn’t flee, but when he stepped away from the cab Mitch saw he was carrying a broken baseball bat, the fat end partially sheared off into a jagged point.

      “Who are you?”

      “Name’s Solomon. But you can call me Saw. And this is my little buddy Mitch.”

      “Hiya,” Mitch added.

      The man didn’t respond and didn’t lower the bat. Mitch tightened his grip on the pistol.

      “Polite thing to do now is tell us your name,” Saw said.

      “Everyone calls me Casper. And if you’re harmless, why does he got that gun out like he’s ready to use it?”

      Mitch returned it to its holster. With a pistol on each hip he felt a little like an old west outlaw. He liked that.

      “He’s a little jumpy. Had some bad experiences with the zombies.”

      “Ain’t we all?” Casper said and he lowered his bat.

      “That’s the truth.”

      They were within a few yards of the man now. Saw picked up the can and motioned to Casper to get ready. The man narrowed his eyes at first, but when Saw took a pitcher’s stance, he caught on. Saw lobbed the can toward him. Casper swung and connected, sending the now dented can skidding along the highway.

      “I’d reckon that’s an easy double.”

      Casper smiled and Mitch was shocked at how easily Saw had brought down his guard.

      “Are you all by your lonesome out here?”

      “I am. You’re the first people - living people - I’ve seen in almost two weeks.”

      “Shame what’s happened, ain’t it? Almost everyone dead or turned. Rest of us left to fend for ourselves. It’s a hard life.”

      “Sure is.”

      Saw took a seat on the bumper, mimicking Casper’s positioning when they approached. Then Casper resumed his seat beside him. Mitch watched.

      “Where are you from anyway? You got a funny accent.”

      “Birmingham.”

      “Alabama?” Casper raised his eyebrows.

      “England.”

      “That makes more sense.”

      “And you?”

      “Cherry Hill, New Jersey. Little suburb of Philadelphia.”

      “You like it?”

      “Not really. Too many spooks.”

      Mitch noticed Saw squint, confused. He mouthed “Black people” to him and Saw nodded understandingly.

      “Ah, I get that mate. We don’t got any spooks in our group.”

      “There’s more of you?”

      “Right on. Two more. Three if you count the mutt.”

      “Mixed race?” Casper asked with a sneer.

      Saw grinned, showing his tiny, rotting teeth. “No, a real mutt. A dog.”

      Casper’s sneer faded. Mitch moved a little closer to get a better look at the harsh, black ink - prison tattoos - that stood out against his lily-white skin. Among them was an “88” scrawled in the hollow at the base of his throat and a pair of swastikas on the back of his hands. Swell guy, Mitch thought.

      “Why don’t you come with? Spend a couple days with us, see if you like the fit,” Saw said.

      Casper didn’t answer at first. Mitch half-hoped he’d say no. He liked their little group just fine and didn’t see the need to add anyone else, especially some asshole Nazi wannabe.

      “World’s a dangerous place, mate. We could use a man like you.”

      Casper sighed, nodded. “Yeah, that sounds fine. You boys need a ride?” He cocked his thumb toward the semi.

      “No, we’ve got our own. But bring that with. I have a feeling it might be useful.”

      Casper got into his rig and followed them back to Saw’s dump truck. Mitch saw the man’s eyes grow wide when he caught sight of it.

      “Ain’t that something?”

      Saw patted the cab lovingly. “It sure is.”

      Mitch was amazed at how Saw had transformed the man from a potential foe to an ally, all within a few minutes. He’s smoother than a politician. He thought his father could have learned a few things from Solomon Baldwin. Senator Son of a Bitch had tried to control people through empty threats and making them feel small. Saw fed into their needs and helped them be whatever they wanted to be. Saw was the type of father he should have had, not some self-important asshole in a fancy suit. Saw was the kind of man who could teach him about the world.
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      Saw’s plan was coming together better than he’d hoped. No matter how many ways he looked at it, he couldn’t find a flaw. After weeks of keeping it all to himself, he was ready to tell the others what he’d come up with.

      He went to Jimmy’s cabin first. Not because he liked him the best, he actually thought the old man was a right bellend, but because his quarters were the closest. Saw pushed the door open without knocking, an act he’d regret as soon as his eyes witnessed what was happening inside.

      Jimmy was on all fours on the bed, naked as the day he was born. His face was contorted into a grimace that Saw couldn’t decipher as pleasure or pain. Behind him, Lonnie hammered away. Sweat soaked his body and he seemed to struggle to keep pace with the frantic tempo he’d set. They were so caught up in the act that it took a moment for Jimmy to realize Saw was standing in the now open doorway.

      “Oh, oh shit!”

      Lonnie looked up, saw what was happening, and dropped backward on the bed, his hard dick flailing aimless in front of him. He grabbed the bedsheets to cover himself, but Jimmy had the other end, and the two played tug of war with it.

      This is the lot I’m depending on? Maybe his plan wasn’t so perfect after all.

      Lonnie gave up on the sheet and reached for his pants which were discarded on the floor.

      “Hells bells, men. Bugger each other till your arseholes fall out for all I care. Just get yourselves together and meet me in the lodge.”

      He turned away, smirked to himself, then glanced back. “Go ahead and finish what you were doing. I don’t want you strolling in there with blue balls and a stiffy.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Saw went over the plan in his head one more time while they waited for Mitch to arrive. Aben absentmindedly scratched his stump with his remaining hand. Jimmy slouched in a chair at the end of the table and chewed on his mustache, not looking at anyone.  Lonnie had been pacing back and forth, tiny, hurried steps. When Saw made the mistake of looking up, Lonnie grabbed his elbow and ushered him to the side.

      The man was still sweating, his skin pallid. Saw thought he looked a half second away from puking up whatever food lay inside his stomach.

      “What you saw there— I don’t want you to— I’m not queer, I just— “

      Saw fought back a grin. “I meant what I said. It don’t matter none to me. Now Casper, he’d probably be of a different mind so you might want to try locking the door lest he catch you two in the throes of passion sometime.”

      Lonnie looked toward Casper who sat at the table, interacting with no one except the cigarette he sucked on nonstop. Saw thought Lonnie shivered.

      “If he’d seen what I did, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d cut your cocks off and shove ‘em down your throats.”

      Lonnie nodded and took the seat furthest from Casper.

      The door banged open and Mitch stepped into the lodge. His long hair was pushed in a dozen different directions and he rubbed at his eyes, trying to chase away sleep.

      “Okay mates. Now that everyone is here, we can get on with it.”

      He told them about the island. About the people. And his plans for them.
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        * * *

      

      Aben watched as Saw unfolded a map and pointed to a small land mass in the middle of a lake.

      “This is the place. They’ve got themselves set up right good. But they aren’t expecting us.”

      Aben looked from the map to Saw. The man’s beady eyes were downright gleeful.

      “And that’s going to make it easier for us to take.”

      “Why?” Aben asked.

      The question seemed to puzzle Saw and he didn’t answer right away. “Because I want it.”

      That wasn’t the answer Aben wanted to hear and Saw seemed to sense that. His expression softened. “Look, Aben, those people, they’ve got themselves their own safe haven out there. They should be flying a fucking welcome flag. But instead they’re hoarding it all for themselves. What kind of people do that?”

      Smart ones, Aben thought.

      “That still doesn’t give us the right to storm in there, guns blazing,” Aben said.

      “‘Wake up man. Did the Europeans have the right to take this country from the Indians? And did the Indians have the right to take it from whoever they stole it from? Did you have the right to march into Baghdad or wherever the fuck you were in the war?”

      “I didn’t want to go there either.”

      “But you did it. Because you’re a soldier and what do soldiers do? What they’re told.”

      As Saw laid out his plan, Aben had to admit, it seemed as close to a sure thing as possible if all the pieces came together. He hoped that never happened.
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        * * *

      

      The weeks after consisted of what Saw called ‘harvesting.’ In a police station, Casper had found a few of those long poles with a wire loop on the end, the kind dog catchers used to corral vicious animals. It proved the perfect tool to catch zombies too.

      Saw led the way in his dump truck. The other men followed behind in the semi. When they’d get close to a town, they’d lay on the horns all the way there, making as much noise and commotion as possible. That usually resulted in a dozen or more zombies flocking toward the road by the time they arrived.

      That’s when Saw slowed down. He didn’t want to run them down or tear them to pieces, he wanted to impale them on the metal poles or ensnare them in the razor wire he’d affixed to the death machine. He’d be going three or four miles an hour when he hit them, weaving back and forth and gathering as many as possible.

      If a few managed to avoid the truck, it was up to the other three men to catch them. They were all slow zombies, by this point, which made it easy and not too dangerous for Mitch and Aben to draw them toward the rear of the rig’s trailer. That’s where the pole came in. Casper snagged them around the neck and then the group of them lifted and pushed the zombies into the trailer.

      Before they went on these missions, Saw placed a pile of rotten meat at the front of the trailer. That seemed to draw the creatures further inside where they lost interest in the men who’d captured them.

      So far, they’d filled four trailers with, Aben estimated, sixty or so zombies each.
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        * * *

      

      Aben found Mitch playing poker with the other men. He was relieved to find Saw was not among them. He must have been off doing whatever the hell it was that Saw did when he was alone and those were details Aben didn’t care to know.

      “Hey Mitch?”

      Mitch looked up from his cards.

      “Can I have a minute?”

      “Yeah, let me finish this hand. Got a good feeling about this one.”

      Aben glanced at the kid’s cards. A pair of sixes.

      Casper raised with a box of powdered donuts. Jimmy followed by adding a bag of licorice to the pot. Lonnie went out and Aben thought Mitch should do the same. Instead, Mitch tossed in three candy bars. Good ones too.

      “Okay what do ya got?” Casper asked.

      Jimmy threw down three aces. Casper a straight flush.

      “Fuck!” Mitch threw his cards down while Casper cackled.

      “Lose again, Mitchy. When are you gonna realize you’re out of your league here?”

      Hopefully soon, Aben thought.

      “Come on.” Aben strolled away.

      Mitch followed, but not before kicking the pile of junk food, scattering it across the floor.

      Aben continued until they were two rooms over. He felt that far enough from curious ears, but just to be extra careful he grabbed a tennis ball and began tossing it against the wall. He sat on the edge of the bunk and motioned for Mitch to join him.

      Mitch flopped onto the bed beside Prince, scratching the dog’s belly.

      “I think that asshole cheats.”

      “He probably does. But you’re still a shitty card player. Don’t know why you bother.”

      Mitch sighed. “Helps pass the time. It’s so fucking boring here.”

      “I won’t disagree with that.”

      “What did you want me for anyway?”

      Aben threw the ball harder.

      Thwock! Thwock!

      “I’ve been thinking about leaving.”

      “Oh yeah? Where does Saw want to go now? Hopefully somewhere warmer. This cold and snow shit’s for the birds.”

      “Not just leaving this place, Mitch. Leaving Saw.”

      The boy sat bolt upright in bed. “Bullshit you are.”

      “I am. I’m tired of it all. Aren’t you?”

      Mitch broke eye contact with him and Aben thought maybe the kid shared more of his opinions on things than he cared to admit. “But where would we go? Back to crazy pastor Grady and his lone disciple?”

      As much as he wanted to get away, even Aben wasn’t up for that. “No. Somewhere else. We could take the dog and head south. Get away from the cold. Away from all this nonsense.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Just think about it. Think about how you want to spend the next year, or hell five years for that matter. Do you want to be a lackey for this bunch of weirdos?”

      Aben threw the ball again. This time, Mitch caught it on the return bounce. He rolled it around between his palms.

      “Okay, I’ll think about it. But you won’t leave without telling me first, will you?”

      “Nah. I won’t do that, kid.”

      Mitch nodded, passed the ball to Prince, and left the room.

      The kid was brash, full of piss and teenage hormones, but Aben liked him despite that. Maybe, in part, because of that. And if Mitch decided to stay, he’d miss him but his mind was made up. He had to get away from this place, these people, before it was too late.
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      Aben woke with a pain shooting through his right side.

      Bit, I’m being bit.

      His eyes shot open and he found Casper and Lonnie standing over him. Lonnie held a gun on him. Casper some sort of baton. Aben wasn’t sure what it was.

      “Rise and shine, soldier.” Casper poked him again and Aben realized he had the cattle prod. Aben’s body tensed, raising off the bed as electricity coursed through him. After a few seconds, Casper pulled the prod away and Aben collapsed back into the bed.

      Prince, who had been sleeping beside him, barked and snarled at them.

      Aben struggled to catch his breath. “What the hell?”

      Each man grabbed an arm and ripped Aben from his bed, dragging him out of the room.

      “Let me go you bastards!”

      Even though the men were smaller it was two against one and Aben had no chance of breaking free. They pulled him out of the bunkhouse and into the dim light of predawn.

      His bare feet hit the snow and he felt the chill race up his legs and settle into his groin. So damned cold. He was wearing nothing but his briefs and was experiencing major shrinkage. He had a feeling that was the least of his problems though.

      “If you assholes don’t tell me what’s going on real quick, I’m gonna hold a grudge.”

      He had a feeling he knew though. He hoped to God, if there was a God, that he was wrong, but he knew they’d never act on their own. Whatever was happening was happening because it’s what Saw wanted.

      They half dragged, half carried Aben up the access road that served as the entrance to the camp. Aben let his feet hang, determined to make it as hard on them as possible. Prince trotted along at their heels.

      When they reached the main road, Saw waited for them. He stood in front of one of the tractor trailers.

      “There’s the man of the hour.” He gave a sarcastic clap.

      “What do you think you’re doing, Saw?”

      Saw took a step closer. “What did I do to turn you away from me?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “We’ve been together for what, four months now? Tell me what I’ve done to you that’s so terrible.”

      “Nothing. But right now, you’ve got me standing in the snow freezing my pecker off and my patience is running thin.”

      “All I’ve ever asked from you, from any of you, is honesty. I must have done something to offend you for you to go behind my back and try to turn the others against me.”

      Aw, fuck. Mitch. “I talked about leaving, that’s all.”

      “This is no prison. I’m not holding you hostage.” Saw turned toward the truck. “Come on out, Mitch. Aben wants to say goodbye.”

      The door swung open and Mitch dropped from the cab. He came toward them but wouldn’t look at Aben, not at first. He took his place at Saw’s right side.

      “Morning, Mitch,” Aben said.

      Mitch looked up, reluctant. He nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I guess this means you aren’t joining me.”

      “Nope. It was never really an option either. Surprised you didn’t realize that.”

      “Can’t blame a guy for hoping.”

      Saw chortled. “Oh, but you can. A traitor is still a traitor even if his plan fails. I’m sure you Americans have heard of Benedict Arnold, after all. You know what happened to him?”

      “I believe he ran back to England and lived out his days there.”

      “Really?” Saw asked. “They didn’t hang him for treason?”

      “I don’t believe they did.”

      “Huh. You Yankees really are a sorry lot.”

      “Is that what you have planned for me? Hanging me? Why didn’t you just shoot me in bed? Then these fellows could have slept in.”

      Saw grabbed a water pitcher from the bumper of the trailer. Aben could see something dark inside, through the nearly opaque plastic. “Naw, I’m not going to kill you. No sport in that, is there?”

      He moved closer to Aben and Aben could smell something rancid inside the pitcher.

      “You told Mitch you wanted to go, so I’m sending you on your way.”

      “Like this? No clothes or anything?”

      “Oh, I’ve got a little something for you.”

      Saw tossed the contents of the pitcher onto him. It was cold and wet and heavy. Part liquid, part solid. As it dripped down him, he realized it was rotten meat and blood.  He wiped some of the chunks out of his beard and chest hair and tossed them into the snow. Even Prince avoided the gore.

      “I could think of better parting gifts.”

      “Who said I was done?”

      Saw motioned to Casper and Lonnie. The men moved to the trailer doors. They banged on the metal walls with their hands, whooping and hollering.

      Aben could hear the zombies inside going crazy. He knew where this was going. He didn’t like it, but he wasn’t going to lower himself to beg. Especially when he knew it was pointless.

      “Now get the hell out of here,” Saw said and turned his back on him.

      Only Mitch still looked in his direction. Aben resented the kid for ratting him out, but for the most part he blamed himself and his own big mouth for getting him into this predicament.

      “Mitch,” Aben said. “You take good care of Prince, alright?”

      Mitch nodded. He took hold of the dog’s collar and scratched it behind the ear. “I promise.”

      “Thank you.”

      Aben walked away from them, up the snow-covered access road and away from the camp that had been his home for the last few months. Away from his dog.

      He’d made it ten yards when he heard Prince bark and Mitch yelp. He risked a glance back and saw Mitch holding his hand to his mouth and the dog dashing toward him.

      “Stay with him, Prince,” Aben said but the dog, as usual, didn’t listen. In seconds, it was on his heels. “Damn dumb dog.”

      When they were half a football field away, Aben heard the metallic screech of the trailer doors opening. He didn’t bother looking back. He knew what was coming.
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        * * *

      

      Being almost naked, Aben also lacked a watch but he guessed he’d been walking for six or so hours as the sun had passed overhead and began its slow descent. He’d started with a fifty-yard head start on the zombies. That was down to forty-five or so now. They were too far away to get a headcount but he estimated their number to be in the mid-thirties. He was surprised Saw wasted that many on him.

      His feet felt like two numb cement blocks attached to the bottom of his legs and he had to shuffle to keep from falling. He knew his odds of surviving through the night were slim and he hoped he’d stumble upon a house or even a vehicle. Anywhere he could barricade himself for a while in the hopes that the zombies lost interest.

      Prince plodded along beside, panting happily as if they were going on the longest, coldest pleasure walk in the history of mankind. Aben wish the dog was smarter, Lassie-type smart so he could say, ‘Prince, fetch me a machete’ and the mutt would actually go and find one. But the dog was just a dog and Aben told himself it wasn’t fair to expect him to be anything extraordinary when he himself was about as ordinary as a living creature could be.

      He wondered how many life choices had led him to this. How many times he could have done something as simple as turn left instead of right, that might have taken him down a different path. He thought this line of thinking to be of the pointless variety but as he walked, it seemed thinking was all he could do.

      A few more hours passed and the sun dipped below the trees, casting long shadows behind him. He took a look back on the chance the zombies had taken an accidental detour, but they were still there and he judged them to be within thirty yards now.

      He thought it felt colder, but it was hard to tell, most of him was numb. His remaining fingers had turned a blue-ish white and he kept flexing that hand to keep circulation flowing. On the slim chance he got out of this, he didn’t want to be minus both mitts.

      Darkness came quick after that, like someone turning a dimmer switch too fast. He couldn’t see the road ahead of him nor the zombies behind him, but the low rumble of their growls and groans assured him they were still there. Prince was there too. His tongue hung so far out of his mouth it dragged on the snow in spots where it had drifted deeper.

      Aben was tired. Physically, of course, but mentally too. A day of reliving his rotten life over and over again had taken a great toll. He realized it was pointless to keep walking. He knew that soon he would trip and be unable to get back up, or fall into a ravine he couldn’t climb out of, or just get so damned exhausted that his heart blew up mid-step. But still, he walked.
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        * * *

      

      It took Aben a few minutes to realize the reason the land ahead of him was getting brighter was because the sun was coming up. He’d stopped thinking sometime through the night but his body went on putting one foot in front of the other like someone had wound the key on a toy and it kept going and going and going.

      Behind him, the zombies were less than ten yards away. Ahead of him laid endless road with no houses, no shelter.

      Saw knew this. He knew there was nothing on this road for dozens of miles. Bastard knew I didn’t have a chance.

      The sun brought with it slightly warmer temperatures and some of the ice that had formed in his beard began to melt. His mouth felt like a desert and he pushed some of the hard, scraggly hair between his lips and sucked the moisture off it. It was only after the hair was in his mouth that he realized it was also tainted with frozen snot, along with whatever mélange of gore Saw had doused him in before sending him out to die.

      Oh well, it’s all wet so what’s it really matter?

      He wondered if he should have gone along with Saw’s plan to attack the island. Maybe he was right and that the people there were selfish sons of bitches and they deserved to lose their haven. Hell, even if they were decent people, was it worth him having to endure this ordeal? But then he realized he brought some, maybe all of this on himself by leaving Juli and Grady. Listening to that little dude prattle on about God and punishments and redemption certainly wasn’t as bad as this.

      After a few hours of daylight, he stepped on a particularly slick spot of icy snow and went down on his ass. It didn’t hurt. He was too numb to hurt. But he struggled to get back up. The first time he tried he fell on his face. The second he made it to his knees and got stuck there. Eventually Prince got close enough that Aben could rest his hand on the dog’s back and push himself up.

      Right away he started walking again, but a backward glance revealed the zombies were within twenty feet.

      Only a matter of time, now.

      He looked down at Prince who, despite being a dog with seemingly endless energy, panted hard and seemed to be almost as poor off as Aben. Large snowballs of ice had formed on his legs and belly and the whites of his eyes were blood red, like all the vessels in them had burst from the constant exertion. That pissed Aben off because even if he’d brought this on himself, the dog hadn’t done anything to deserve it. He was just a dog, one whose only fault was being too loyal. Aben had accepted that the zombies were going to eat him, but he wanted to spare Prince.

      “Hey Prince.” The dog looked up at him. Despite its exhaustion it looked happy to hear his name and its ears perked up.

      “How about you run ahead and fetch us a rabbit?”

      Prince cocked his head to the side and Aben had to remind himself that the dog was just a dog.

      “Get going now. Get!’

      Aben gave him a pat on the rear end then pointed down the road. Prince remained at his side.

      “How about a run then. Can you still run? Let’s go.”

      Aben sucked in a big mouthful of frigid air and somehow managed to jog ten paces. Prince ran with him, excited and yipping. Dog speak for ‘This is fun!’

      When Aben ran out of steam the dog continued ahead a few yards, then looked back to him.

      “Keep going, boy. I’ll catch up.”

      Instead, Prince returned to his side.

      Damn dog.

      Aben was running out of ideas quick and the more he thought about the zombies eating his dog, the more angry and fearful he became. Damn it, this wasn’t right and he wasn’t going to let it happen. The only thing he knew to do was let out that rage.

      “Get out of here!” He screamed at the dog. Prince cowered, his floppy ears slicked against his head. Seeing him like that made Aben’s chest tighten and he fought hard to get a breath, “I said go! Damn dog, get away from me!”

      He kicked snow at the dog but it only hunkered down, tail tucked.

      “I said go!” He roared. Then he kicked Prince as hard as he could, aiming for the hindquarter that had been injured when he found it that past summer. His foot connected and the dog skidded five feet away, rolling over twice before landing in a puff of snow.

      Prince stared back at him, its big brown eyes questioning, ‘What did I do? I’m sorry.’

      Aben never imagined anything could hurt like this. That damn dog was the only thing he’d ever loved but now just looking at it made him hate himself. In a life filled with terrible moments, this was the worst.

      “Go! Get!” Aben grabbed a chunk of ice and hurled it at Prince. It hit the dog in the side and Prince gave a high-pitched yelp that might have been the most horrible noise Aben had ever heard.

      And then Prince darted into the forest. Between the cover of the trees and the tears that blurred his vision, Aben quickly lost sight of him.

      His bare chest rose and fell in hitching wheezes. He didn’t know how much ground the zombies had gained on him and he didn’t care. He collapsed to his knees, sobs racking his near frozen, exhausted body, and welcomed the end.
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      After sending Aben on his merry way, Saw loaded Mitch into a Subaru Forester that he kept around for longer trips. It lacked the panache of his dump truck, but it got much better gas mileage. Besides, this trip didn’t involve collecting things. This time, they were making a delivery.

      They drove south out of the Pennsylvania mountains, crossing first into Maryland, then West Virginia. As they drove, the snow accumulation became less and less before disappearing entirely. Saw never ceased to be amazed that the US could feel like entirely different worlds  within a few hundred miles.

      Saw had given Mitch a few beers and the teen had a good buzz. They were halfway through West Virginia and Mitch was sufficiently slurring his words, so Saw thought it was time.

      “Alright, Mitchy. Now listen careful because you have the most important job of everyone.”

      Mitch’s glassy eyes grew wide. Saw could tell how much he reveled feeling important. “I’m up for it. I promise. I’ll do anything you need me to do.”

      “That’s a good lad. Very good.”

      When they made it to the overlook, Saw took out the same telescope he’d used months earlier to show Mitch the island. The teen got so excited he almost knocked it over.

      “It’s like an entire fucking town! There’s houses and RVs and people. People everywhere.”

      “Exactly, Mitch. Looks like a place we could call home, does it not?”

      “Shit yeah!”

      Saw then showed Mitch the map. “There’s only a couple roads that dead end in the lake. And this one,” he pointed to a line he’d highlighted in yellow, “Seems like the one they’d be most apt to use.”

      They drove down the highway, away from the overlook and toward the flat ground of the valley. Saw had to stop twice along the way so Mitch could get out and piss and he worried a bit that he might have got the boy a bit too drunk, but he suspected everything would be fine.

      Mitch asked him again about his role in the attack and Saw felt it was finally time to reveal the teenager’s mission.

      “You saw the gate through the telescope, right?”

      Mitch nodded.

      “Well, Mitch, your job is to open it.”

      Even though he was drunk, Mitch had enough of his faculties remaining to know that didn’t make sense. “How am I supposed to open it, Saw? Wouldn’t it open from the inside?”

      “I’m sure it does. And that’s where you’re going to be.”

      “How?”

      “We saw a boat, a right big one, at the dock by the gate. And that road I showed you, there was a pickup truck parked at the end of it. Only reason they’d need a boat and a truck is because they’re making trips to the mainland for supplies.”

      He looked to Mitch and saw he still hadn’t put the pieces together. “So, Mitch, what you’re going to do is find them when they’re out on a run and get them to bring you back to the island. I want you to find out as much as you can while you’re in there. Who’s in charge. What type of weaponry they have. Anything that might be important. Then, when we show up on January 15, you open the doors for us and we take over.”

      “I can do that once I’m inside, but I’m still not sure about getting in. How do we know they’ll take me back with them? Or do you want me to do it by force, like hold a gun to the ship driver’s head?”

      This was going to be the tricky part. Saw hoped Mitch was loyal enough, and drunk enough, to go along with it.

      “No, you can’t come off as dangerous. No one will trust you if you shove a gun in their face. You got to be sympathetic. Completely unthreatening.”

      “I think I can do that.”

      “I know you can, Mitch, because you’re going to be injured. Unless they’re a bunch of total savages, they wouldn’t let some kid who’s hurt out there to fend himself. Of course, they’ll take you in.”

      Saw watched Mitch as he furrowed his brow and considered this.

      “Okay. That makes sense.”

      “Good. Now get out of the car.”

      Mitch did and Saw followed. They stood in the middle of the road. “Just remember, we’ll be coming January 15 at dawn. So, have that gate open.”

      “That’s almost two months away. You won’t forget about me, will you?”

      Saw grinned. Even though his rotten chiclet teeth weren’t reassuring, he followed it up by putting his arm around Mitch’s shoulder and that did the trick. “Absolutely not, Mitchy. You’re like my son. I’d never abandon you.”

      Mitch surprised him by leaning in to Saw and embracing him. Saw hugged him back and, with his free hand, pulled a straight razor from his pocket.

      “Are you ready now?”

      Mitch let go and nodded.

      “You might want to close your eyes. This is apt to hurt.”

      Mitch obeyed. Saw placed the blade first against his left cheek, an inch or so below his eye, then swept it down in an arc that connected with the teen’s mouth. He was so quick and fluid with his movement that it was finished before the blood began to flow, but that followed within a second.

      Mitch gasped, too shocked to scream, and raised his hand to his face. Saw quickly repeated the action on his right cheek but before he could finish, Mitch collapsed to his knees. Now he screamed. Shrieked. A sound so loud it made a woodpecker flee from a nearby tree and flutter away. Blood poured from the wounds and formed a puddle underneath him.

      Saw rested his hand on the back of Mitch’s head, running his fingers through his hair. “It’s alright, Mitchy. You’ll be alright. Just remember now, January 15.”

      The boy was sobbing as Saw returned to the Subaru, but Saw ignored him.

      Don’t worry, Mitchy. I’ll make a man out of you yet.

      Saw did a U-turn in the middle of the road, and drove away. He was almost certain you couldn’t bleed to death from cuts on your face. Ninety percent, at least. And if he was wrong, so be it. He’d come prepared to smash down that gate if it was necessary.

      He returned to the overlook and waited. Hours turned into days which became a week. Finally, on the tenth day, he saw the boat speeding away from the island. He watched in the telescope as it docked and three men moved from the boat to the truck. A few hours later the truck returned and Saw watched as a big man carried a much smaller man from it. They boarded the boat and sped toward the island. He didn’t know what happened to the other two men who left the island and didn’t much care because he knew his plan had worked.

      “That’s my boy, Mitch. I knew you could do it.”

      He packed away the telescope, casting one more glance toward the island before leaving. “You don’t know it yet, but hell is coming.”
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      The keys felt frigid in Emory’s palm, like a handful of ice cubes, and he quickly dropped them into his coat pocket.

      “Thank you for these.”

      Delphine nodded as a gust of wind caught her white hair and blew it across her face. “Least I can do. Especially if what you think is true.”

      Emory had heard rumors about Delphine’s keys, and had noticed how she always seemed to come and go where and when she pleased. After he told her what he’d witnessed, she was quick to offer her assistance.

      “Now go to Wim. Tell him to wait outside of the clinic and if I’m not out by 1:30 to come in and get me.”

      “You sure you ain’t better off taking him with?”

      Emory shook his head. Yes, he probably - no, certainly - would be safer with Wim at his side, but it was too risky. It wasn’t long ago that Wim had been sentenced to almost certain death for defying Doc’s orders. If he got caught breaking into the lab… Emory didn’t have to guess what the punishment would be. He wouldn’t take that chance. He loved Wim too much to risk his life on what might be the delusions of an old fool.

      “No. This was my grand scheme and I bear the responsibility to carry it out and accept any consequences that might occur.”

      “If you say so.”

      Delphine left him then, and Emory’s grand plan went into action. Oftentimes, as the years became decades, he’d thought that being old was the next best thing to being invisible. People ignored you, maybe because you were a walking embodiment of their own fears of aging. The upside to this was coming and going without anyone paying too close attention, and in the dim moonlight, it was even easier than expected to make his way to the medical clinic unnoticed. Once there, Delphine’s keys opened all the locks, including those to steel double doors that were located at the far end of the clinic. It took considerable effort for Emory to swing them open and, when he did, he revealed a long, downward sloping corridor. The grade was so steep that he needed to slow his gait to half its usual lackadaisical pace.

      A bright light illuminated the end of the corridor. The vision brought Emory back to the afternoon when he had to flee the tunnel after crashing his Mercedes. That had been one of the worst days of his long life and wasn’t a memory he cared to relive. As he neared the light, the room came into view and helped him push those thoughts aside.

      When he stepped into Doc’s lab, his first observations were of the sheet covered steel gurneys which stood out in stark contrast against the gleaming white walls and floors. He knew immediately that the sheets covered bodies and, after making sure there was no one in the room, he went to them. Along the way, he saw marker boards covered with notes, dates, and diagrams. Sketches of human-esque figures, people with four arms, no legs, two heads, it was like a demented child’s sketchbook and it made Emory feel ill.

      “What perverse mind came up with this…” But he knew all too well who was responsible.

      Emory approached the first gurney where the sheet was sunken down in the middle, like a valley in between the rolling hills of the human form. He peeled back the sheet, first revealing the dead, gray face of a zombie. Its eyes snapped open and it attempted to lunge toward him, but straps held it to the table. Emory pulled the rest of the sheet away, discovering that the creature was unclothed. Its midsection had been splayed open, all the organs and intestines gone, leaving behind just a black, putrid hole through which he could see the zombie’s spine.

      The sight horrified and disgusted him. He was ready to flee. This was proof enough of Doc’s madness, but Emory had always possessed a healthy sense of curiosity and, with six more tables, he found it impossible to resist. He remembered Grant watching Let’s Make a Deal on many afternoons. Are you going home with the zombie you already have or do you want to see what’s under sheet number two? Let’s try sheet number two. I’m feeling lucky.

      There, he found a zombie whose head had belonged to a white man but its body was that of a black woman. The head had been sewn on so crudely that the stitches gaped apart and black fluid oozed out as it strained toward Emory.

      The third reveal was a zombie with its rib cage split open and its heart missing. The fourth uncovered a man with every bit of flesh stripped off his body, all the muscles and tendons exposed. It stared at Emory through lidless eyes, its mouth opening in a pained growl.

      Leave now, he thought. Go to Wim and tell him what’s happening.

      But there were still two gurneys to go.

      Emory grabbed the fifth sheet, but before he could sweep it away he heard a voice behind him.

      “They are some of my earlier work.”

      Emory spun around and saw Doc watching him. The man stepped toward him.

      “I’m not terribly proud of them, but even DaVinci had to start somewhere.”

      “How could you?”

      “Oh, it was quite simple really.” Doc motioned to the zombie that had been disemboweled. “He was the first. One day, the question came to mind, do zombies shit?”

      Doc was beside him and Emory took an instinctive step away. He didn’t want to be close to this deviant.

      “After all, they’re voracious eaters. That’s pretty much all they do. Eat. So, when they eat, where does all that meat go? I decided to find out. I had Phillip bring me a zombie and fed it can after can of chicken. Apparently, it was close enough in flavor to human flesh to suffice. Maybe we don’t taste like chicken. Maybe chicken tastes like us. There’s a question for you.” Doc cackled at his own joke.

      “After feeding it, I waited and waited. And waited some more. As it turns out, the digestive system of a zombie is quite slow. Nearly twenty-six hours passed but sure enough, zombies do shit. Perhaps that’s why they walk so awkwardly, their pants must be full of it.”

      Another cackle. Emory thought the man seemed to be in love with the sound of his own voice.

      “Once I knew that their bowels worked, I wanted to see what happened with the stomach and intestines removed. Would it die? Or cease eating?”

      Doc took a bag of what looked like pale colored jerky and held it toward the zombie’s mouth. Its head darted toward it and Doc pulled back with a gleeful grin. “Now, now, wait until its properly tendered.” He eased the meat forward, then deposited it into the zombie’s open, waiting mouth. “As you can see, they still eat.”

      Doc moved to the zombie with its chest open. “You take out their heart, they carry on. Lungs are equally expendable, if you were wondering.” He headed toward the black and white zombie. “I cut this fellow’s head off with a common handyman’s saw. I thought for sure it would destroy it but that head remained alert. Hungry. We had her body lying around so I decided to play Dr. Frankenstein. I didn’t even need a bolt of lightning. Just slap them together and on they go. It’s like the easiest jigsaw puzzle ever made.”

      Doc discussed all of this with the nonchalance of a mechanic talking about swapping out engines. Emory supposed, to this madman, that’s all he was doing. To Doc, these weren’t human beings, they were toys and this lab was his playroom.

      “Why though? What would possess you to do this?”

      “Boredom mostly. Little boys pull the wings off flies or burn ant hills for the same reason.”

      “But the people here respect you. They practically worship you. Isn’t that enough?”

      Doc scoffed. “The people here are imbeciles. How could I ever be satisfied leading this group of dolts around by their noses. They’re only alive because I saved them. And do you know how I found most of them? Advertisements in the tabloids.”

      “‘The end of the world is nigh! Do you want a safe haven? A place where you can start anew? Apply now!’”

      “Fools. All of them. I probably could have done a better job of choosing people to save, but this bunch is easy enough to manipulate. They haven’t even realized that I was the one to unleash the virus in the first place.”

      Emory had suspected this ever since Wim told him about the red circle he’d seen on Doc’s calendar, but knowing it was true wasn’t the relief he’d expected. It only brought more horror. He wondered how much time had gone by. Shouldn’t Wim be coming now?

      “So, all of this is because of you?”

      “Impressive, isn’t it?”

      “My God.” Emory didn’t know what else to say. The jubilance Doc displayed over being able to brag over these horrible accomplishments was unlike anything he could have ever imagined.

      “God? He’s a lightweight. It took him 14 billion years to make this world and I brought it to its knees in less than three.” Doc clapped his hands together. “But wait, there’s more.”

      He moved to one of the covered zombies, grabbed the white sheet and pulled it off with the flair of a magician. “I’m calling this one, ‘mother’, for obvious reasons.”

      The pregnant woman looked toward Emory and he realized she was alive - really alive. Her distended midsection looked almost big enough to burst and when Emory examined her closer, he could spy movement, tiny hands and feet pressing against the skin of her belly from the inside.

      “The sperm was harvested from that fellow over there.” Doc motioned to the skinless zombie. “He didn’t mind. In fact, I think he rather enjoyed it. Anyway, a little back alley invitro and eight months later, here we are.”

      Doc patted the bulbous belly. Emory thought he saw one of the hands inside reach toward him but told himself that was impossible. Then again, looking at this abomination, was anything truly impossible? He was no longer sure.

      “I’m quite excited to see what she births. Boy, girl. Human, zombie. Some sort of hybrid. The options are practically endless.”

      Tears leaked from the woman’s eyes and Emory had to turn away. He couldn’t handle any more.

      When he turned, he saw Phillip standing in the background. His heartbeat quickened and pain shot through his chest. It’s time, Wim. Don’t wait. Get in here.

      “You’re a monster,” Emory said to Doc. “And sooner or later they’ll all know. Ramey will see what you really are.”

      “Yes, Ramey. She’s been a massive disappointment. Once, I thought perhaps she’d be able to follow in my footsteps but she lacks the vision. A sad case, that one. But that’s fine. My legacy will carry on in other ways. Regardless, I’m tired of this Scooby Do villain speech and no one’s going to ride to your rescue at the last minute. Let’s get on with it.”

      Phillip grabbed Emory around the neck, his forearm digging into his windpipe and making him cough.

      “Don’t suffocate the old fool, Phillip. That wouldn’t be any fun.”

      Phillip’s grip loosened enough to let him breathe.

      Doc pulled a cotton swab from his lab coat and dipped it into the open mouth of the gutless zombie. He swabbed it around and, when he extracted it, the swab was dripping slimy yellow saliva.

      “I still haven’t solved the mystery of why people who were immune to the airborne version are susceptible to bites. I think the concentration of the virus is higher in the saliva. Their mouths are basically Petri dishes. Perhaps that’s the reason, but no one seems immune to this.”

      Please, Wim. Please come. We’re running out of time.

      Doc moved to him, holding the swab at chest level. “It doesn’t take an actual bite, of course. Just transference of the saliva.” He was in front of Emory now. The swab was inches from his face. “Now say ah for the doctor.”

      Emory clenched his jaws so hard it made his brittle teeth hurt. Phillip grabbed his chin and tried to pull his mouth open, but Emory surprised even himself by managing to resist.

      “Have it your way then.”

      Doc shoved the swab up Emory’s nostril so forceful and fast the old man thought it might poke into his eye socket. Phillip released him and he fell painfully to the floor in a heap.

      “Careful, old timer. Don’t want to break a hip,” Phillip taunted.

      Emory pulled the swab from his nose and threw it aside. When he looked up, both men were on their way out of the room.

      “What’s that hotel say? We’ll keep the lights on for you?”

      And they were gone.

      Emory held his finger over the opposite nostril and blew as hard as possible. Snot and the zombie’s yellow, pus-filled saliva shot out his nose and onto the floor and he prayed it wasn’t too late.
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      Wim checked his watch. It was 1:27. He didn’t want to wait for the half hour but tried to make himself.

      “Getting close now?” Delphine’s voice said behind him.

      He didn’t know how she’d managed to sneak up on him and didn’t like it.

      She’d come to him earlier that evening, just after he’d finished topping off the troughs with pig feed. She told him that Emory was sneaking in Doc’s lab and that he didn’t want Wim to know until he was already inside, lest he try to talk him out of it. Wim thought the plan brave but foolhardy and Emory was right, if he’d have known about it ahead of time he’d have not only tried to talk him out of it, he’d have stopped him by force if necessary.

      If anyone was venturing into Doc’s lab, it should be him, not an eighty-plus year-old man whose arthritis was so bad that he oftentimes couldn’t walk more than a few paces in a minute. But it was done and now all he could do was follow his wishes and wait until 1:30. If he wasn’t out by then, Wim was going in.

      Wim turned to Delphine and noticed how the moonlight made her white hair almost glow. “Three minutes. Perhaps two now.”

      Delphine nodded then took a puff on a hand rolled cigarette. “Do you expect he’ll find anything in there to make a difference?”

      “I hope.”

      “I wouldn’t, if I was you. You think the people here will care about what he did? Or what he’s doing?”

      “Wouldn’t you? If it turns out he had a hand in the plague, then you’d be living with the man who killed billions of people. Wouldn’t that matter?”

      “Depends on your perspective, I suppose. One hand, you could say he’s a murderer. Other hand, you could say he’s a savior.”

      “A savior?” Has she lost her marbles?

      “He saved them’s what I’m saying. To some people, maybe lots a people, that might be more important than the killing.”

      “I’d hope not.” Wim cast another glance at his watch. 1:29.

      “People’s selfish, Wim, is what I’m telling you. Long as they get something they want, they can overlook a lot of bad.”

      “Are you selfish?”

      “I am. You are too.”

      “You think so?”

      Delphine nodded. “The other day, when you saved all those people from the zombies, twas just one you really cared about. You wanted to prove yourself to Ramey.”

      “I don’t know why you think that.”

      “Because I know men and they’s all the same. You wanted to be a hero for her.”

      He didn’t appreciate this line of questioning and didn’t respond.

      “Answer me honest. If there was a group of zombies chasing me and another group of zombies chasing her, which of us is you gonna save? You can only pick one.”

      He looked at her long enough to meet her gaze and immediately wished he hadn’t. “Well, I believe Ramey’d have a good chance of taking care of herself.”

      “I might could too.”

      “I reckon that might be true. But I’d still watch out for you.”

      Delphine shook her head. “There’s men that are built for lying. Maybe most of em even. But you ain’t one of em Wim, so you best stop trying.”

      Time was up, thankfully, and he moved toward the clinic. “Nice talking to you, Delphine.”

      “What I say about lyin?” She smiled a little when she said it.

      Wim did too, then he went to see what Emory was up too.
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      After regaining his footing, Emory managed to stumble out of Doc’s lab and into the clinic. The further he walked the clumsier his feet became. Twice he fell and each time getting back up proved more of a challenge than the last. He thought his legs might give out so he took a seat at a desk to recuperate and catch his breath, which seemed to come in shallow, gasping wheezes.

      Oftentimes since the epidemic swept the land, he found himself wondering what it was like to fall victim to the virus. What they felt. Whether they knew what was happening to them. Now his questions were getting answered.

      There wasn’t much pain, which both surprised and relieved him. The arthritis he dealt with daily was much worse. There was a headache, a dull throbbing that felt a bit like a hangover, leaving his head foggy and thoughts slow to come. The thinking was the worst. His memories raced away from him like road signs passed on an interstate. He struggled to remember what happened to him. Where he was. And as minutes passed, who he was.

      It came back in flashes. He remembered marrying Wim and Ramey and how happy it made him. Then he remembered Christopher dead after the wreck, crawling soldier style along the pavement with his broken, twisted back. He could see Grant sitting on a dock in Menemsha, eating hot buttered lobster rolls as the setting sun lit him up like an angel. Emory thought he could still taste that lobster, caught fresh from the ocean that very morning, and his mouth flooded with saliva.

      So hungry.

      He wondered when he’d last eaten. It must have been days because he felt as if he were starving. And the hunger grew and grew, a deep, unrelenting, insatiable need.

      Emory could feel his humanity slipping away. There was less of him with each passing moment. All that remained was the hunger. He wanted - needed - to eat. It was all encompassing, all consuming. He had no more thoughts of himself. Of his friends. Of the disease. Every thought he had was the same. Eating.

      He rose from the chair on limbs no longer hobbled by pain. Without arthritis to slow him down, he ran.
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      Wim trotted toward the clinic. Camp was empty at this time of night and that was a relief because he didn’t have time to be covert. Even if the Ark had been teeming with people, he doubted he’d care because Emory should have been out by now. He cursed himself for letting Emory go in alone, for taking all the risk upon himself.

      The clinic was in view and Wim quickened his pace. He was thirty yards away when the door opened and a bit of light streamed out, silhouetting the tall man exiting the building. He thought it was Phillip. The long, rangy body had the cop’s quick, leaning forward gait. Like he was always in a hurry to get somewhere and be a prick.

      Wim sidled up beside a construction trailer and watched the man approach.

      “If you hurt Emory, so help me God, I’ll kill you.” He’d killed hundreds of zombies but never a person. And up until now he thought himself incapable. But the very notion of his best friend being hurt by that arrogant son of a bitch flipped a switch inside Wim and he was angrier than he’d ever been before.

      He wished he’d have kept one of Delphine’s guns as he knew Phillip would be armed. He noticed a toolbox sitting beside the trailer and popped the lid. Inside were an assortment of wrenches, pliers, and hand tools. Wim settled on a screwdriver.

      When he peeked around the corner of the trailer he saw Phillip was less than ten yards away. He wanted him gone so that he could continue forward and find his friend, but Phillip kept coming toward the trailer, toward him. Wim gripped the handle of the screwdriver tight in his right hand, in case he had to use it, then waited.

      Pass on by, Phillip. Please, pass on by.

      But he made a line straight at him. Like he knew he was there. Like he could smell him.

      Wim backed away, around the corner, retreating until he neared the backside of the trailer. He could no longer see Phillip but that changed soon enough when the man appeared around the spot where Wim had been watching seconds earlier.

      Only it wasn’t Phillip. In the moonlight, Wim could see the ebony skin and realized it was Emory. His nerves settled and he broke out in a wide grin.

      “My gosh, you had me scared. I— “

      Emory kept closing in. Quick. Quicker than Wim had ever seen him move before.

      “Emory?”

      His old friend was ten feet away. Five.

      When he came within arm’s reach, Wim got a better look and he felt so sick he thought he might pass out. Emory’s eyes were clouded over and gray. His mouth hung open and his tongue sagged out like an overheated dog on a summer day.

      This wasn’t fair. Emory was one of the best men Wim had ever known and he didn’t deserve this. No one did, but especially not him. He wanted to cry but there was no time for that.

      Emory was on top of him. Wim held him back, one hand on the man’s shoulder, the other in the middle of his chest. His head bobbed at him, trying to get a bite, but Wim held him out of range.

      “Who did this to you?”

      At the sound of Wim’s voice, Emory cocked his head. His frantic attempts to attack slowed.

      “Do you know me?” Wim asked.

      Emory’s cloudy eyes stared at his face.

      Does he remember? Somehow?

      “Emory, it’s me. Wim.”

      Whatever recognition Emory may or may not have had disappeared as his upper lip snarled and he bared his teeth. A low, menacing growl rumbled out of his throat and he pushed forward, straining to get him.

      “Don’t do this. Please.”

      Wim let himself be pushed back a step, then two. Emory kept fighting, if anything with renewed vigor. Wim had seen so much horror in the last half a year, but this was worse than all of it put together. And he knew he couldn’t take much more.

      The next time Emory lunged for him, Wim took a step to the side and allowed the man to fall forward. Emory landed face down in the snow and when he crawled back to his knees the front of him was coated in white powder. It stood out in stark contrast to his ink-colored skin.

      “I’m so sorry.” Wim raised the screwdriver and swung it downward. The tool connected with Emory’s skull just above his left ear. With a hard crack, the metal shaft sunk deep into his head. Wim jerked the handle back and forth twice and Emory went limp.

      Wim pulled the screwdriver free and threw it into the snow. He grabbed his friend under the arms and raised him up. The now limp body sagged against Wim’s chest and Emory’s head lolled back and forth before settling down on his shoulder. Wim carried him like that, their faces inches apart, into the night.
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      After leaving the old, black man to die, Doc returned to his cabin and attempted to sleep, an act which had proven to be a great chore in recent weeks. His mind never stopped churning. Between ideas for new experiments, and fear of what was happening outside the Ark, he felt like he was awake thirty hours a day. Resting was impossible, but a few barbiturates kept him dead to the world long enough to keep his body functioning.

      Even with the pills, he woke early, well before dawn. He was anxious to see what had become of the man and check on his other creations. When he reentered the lab, the first thing he noticed was the sheet on the floor. It was more red than white and had soaked up so much blood that some had drained from it, onto the floor like an over saturated sponge. He looked up from the sheet to the bed and patient it should have been covering.

      What he found both excited and disappointed him. His pregnant, human patient was no longer pregnant, nor human. Her belly, which earlier looked almost ready to burst, had done just that. Tendrils of pale flesh rained down over her torso, and as he followed them upward, he saw the gaping hole where her midsection had been. Now it was just a blackened chasm, void of her own organs, as well as the child she’d been carrying.

      As Doc moved closer, the woman’s hand tried to claw at him but the straps held her at a safe distance. She groaned and growled, her teeth clicking together as she bit the air. He leaned in to examine her and realized the flesh hadn’t burst after all. It had been ripped apart. From the inside out.

      “Congratulations, ma’am. You’re a mother. And it looks like you’ve given birth to a real fighter.”

      But, where is it?

      Doc crouched down beside the bed, looking under and around it. Nope, no baby here.

      How far could it have gotten? It couldn’t be more than a few hours old, after all.

      He followed the path of blood leading away from the mother. It was like tracking a slug that left a slimy trail in its wake, but after a few yards the blood, and the path, dried up.

      Behind him, something metal fell and clattered against the floor. Doc jumped, then spun around and saw an instrument tray, which had been setting on a wheeled cart, had fallen. He rushed to the spot and dropped to his knees and saw nothing.

      To his right came a gasp. He turned just in time to see the baby coming at him. It was light gray, the color of dirty dishwater, with black veins crisscrossing under its skin like a roadmap. It looked about a foot and a half in length and its belly was fat.

      Not fat. Distended. Full of its mother’s flesh. It reminded Doc of a Thanksgiving turkey, ready to carve.

      It moved more quickly than Doc could have ever imagined and was only inches away when he swooped out and grabbed it by the nape of its neck. Its eyes narrowed and its tiny palm lashed out. It uttered a squawking hiss, some strange amalgamation of a baby’s cry and a zombie’s growl.

      “There, there, little one,” Doc said. “Nothing to be afraid of from me. I’d never dare hurt you.”

      The creature again hissed and cried, its tiny arms flailing, its legs kicking.

      Doc saw its lips were covered in blood with bits of dried intestines stuck to its cheeks like a macabre Papier-mâché mask. He couldn’t understand how it had done so much damage, especially in such a short amount of time.

      He carried the infant to an examination table and laid it on its back. Then he took a speculum, inserted it into the infant’s mouth and pried it open. He gasped at the sight.

      “My, oh my. You’re a special one indeed, aren’t you?”

      What Doc saw in the infant’s mouth was a full set of tiny, sharp baby teeth. There were even scraps of tissue caught between them.

      He held his finger in front of the newborn’s mouth. Its head darted up, its tiny jaws clicking together as it tried to catch his digit but ended up with nothing but air. He set the undead infant on an examination table and grabbed an assortment of instruments. This was going to be so much fun.

      Doc was prouder of this little mutant than he’d been the day his own daughter had been born. And with any luck, in another eight and a half months, it would have a sibling because, as his latest tests had confirmed, the zombie that Phillip had inseminated was indeed pregnant.

      For a man who’d spent most of his working life toiling away, unappreciated, for the pharmaceutical companies, this was even more proof that he was every bit the genius he believed himself to be. He half wished he could bring everyone who’d doubted him back from the dead so they could see his creations. On second thought, he’d rather they stay dead. Those who remained would know his greatness soon enough.
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      Mitch – Wayne to those on the Ark – hated the cold, which meant he hated almost everything on the island.  What kind of assholes build an end of the world compound in somewhere that has winters like this? Even wearing two pairs of sweatpants and a white parka so thick he looked like a Yeti, he felt like he was going to shiver to death. Could you die from shivering? He thought it certainly might be possible and he didn’t want to be the test case.

      He picked up the pace as he plodded through the knee-deep snow, which dragged and grasped at his legs as he worked his way to the gate. He wished he’d have taken a snowmobile. Who gave a fuck whether he woke everyone up with the noise. Soon enough Saw’d be here and most of these dickholes would either be dead or bowing at his feet.

      It was almost a mile to the gate and that gave him time to think. Maybe too much time. As excited as he was for Saw and the others to arrive, he was still pissed at what the Brit had done to his face. Why didn’t he carve up Lonnie or Denny like Christmas hams and send them here to get poked and prodded? Casper, he could understand, that bastard couldn’t make a friend if his life depended on it, but the other two would have been fine guinea pigs. So why did Saw put him through this ordeal?

      He wondered if it was some sort of test. Maybe Saw was trying to find out if he could be trusted. But Mitch thought he’d proved that by ratting out Aben. He didn’t like to think about Aben and especially Prince. He missed the both of them. But Mitch was a good soldier and he knew that meant making hard decisions. And that should have proved his loyalty. So maybe this was all about trying to see if Mitch was tough enough. He knew the other men considered him a kid. Maybe Saw did too and this was the gauntlet he had to run to get his man card. After everything he’d been through, they better tell him he passed with flying fucking colors.

      He was close enough to the gate to see it. And he saw Nestor’s truck idling beside it, the tailpipe spewing white steam.

      Way to waste gas, dickface.

      When Mitch was within twenty feet, Nestor rolled down the truck window and waved. He had a big smile plastered to his wide, dopey face.

      “Heya Wayne. What are you doing all the way out here?”

      Mitch crossed the last few feet and leaned against the door. He could feel the heat radiating out and tried to lean in to be closer to it.

      “Doc told me to exercise. Said it would be good for my recovery. Stronger my body is, the better it is for my immune system.” He thought some of that might make sense, especially to this borderline retard.

      “Well, if Doc said that, I’m sure he’s right.”

      God, how stupid could these people be? “Think I can join you for a sec? My toes feel like ice cubes.”

      “Sure thing. Climb on up.”

      Mitch circled around the front of the truck and joined Nestor. The man tilted a thermos in his direction. “Coffee?”

      “Thanks,” Mitch took a sip. It was so hot he thought it might blister his tongue but it chased away some of the cold. He held the thermos tight to his body, trying to absorb the heat from it.

      “Face is looking pretty good, buddy.”

      Mitch checked his reflection in the mirror on the visor. Nestor was lying. Even with the stitches gone, he looked like a patchwork quilt. Dark purple scars curved upward, starting at the corners of his mouth and ending just below his eyes. The one on the right side went askew and veered off toward his ear at the end. Saw couldn’t even make his mauling symmetrical.

      “It’s getting there.”

      “I’m real glad you pulled through, Wayne. You’re one of the good guys.”

      Nestor fished through a paper sack at his feet and pulled out a plastic bowl. “Hardboiled egg? I got two.”

      “Nah, that’s okay, Nestor. I’m still working up an appetite.”

      “Okay then.”

      Nestor cracked one of the eggs on the dashboard and peeled off the shell, meticulous as he tried to get every last piece off.

      Mitch was glad he was distracted because that allowed him to pull the fork from his pocket unnoticed. Mitch had filched it from the mess hall earlier that week. He bent the two inner tines back and forth until they snapped off. Then, he scraped the outer tines against a brick for a few days until they were so sharp he could prick his finger just by tapping it against the tips.

      Nestor had finished peeling the egg and he popped the whole thing into his mouth. As he chewed, he held the other out to Mitch.

      “Sure, you don’t want it?” Tiny bits of partially masticated yellow and white egg spilled from his lips as he spoke through the mouthful of food.

      “I’m good. Maybe Wim wants it though.”

      Mitch pointed out the driver’s side window, feigning a wave. Nestor turned to look and, when he did, Mitch plunged the fork into the man’s throat.

      Hot blood spurted from the wound, spraying the dash, the windshield, Mitch’s hand.

      Nestor turned back to him, his eyes wide and confused. He opened his mouth.

      “Way— “

      Egg and blood tumbled out, preventing him from saying the name. Mitch watched the man as he choked and bled out. He didn’t struggle as much as Mitch had expected. In under a minute, it was over.

      Mitch exited the truck, walked to the gate, and lifted the lever which held it closed. He tried to push it open, but the snow was too deep, too heavy. He thought he made a mistake in killing Nestor so soon. He should have made the dumbass open the gate first.

      Mitch returned to the truck but went to the driver’s side this time. He opened the door and grabbed Nestor’s coat, pulling him out of the truck where he tumbled into the snow. Then Mitch took his place behind the steering wheel.

      He put the truck in gear and turned it so it was facing the gate. Then he eased forward until the grill pressed against the wood. Slowly he crept forward, pushing the fifteen-foot-wide gate until it was the whole way open.

      Mitch looked ahead, toward the vast, featureless sea of ice that lay ahead.

      “I did my part, Saw. Now it’s your turn.”

      Mitch turned the Chevy toward the Ark. He knew driving the truck back to camp might arouse some suspicion but didn’t feel like trudging through the snow again. Besides he’d just started to warm up and didn’t feel like getting cold all over again. And if they suspected anything, so what? Soon they’d all be dead anyway.
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      The hollow, metallic crack of the trailer door slamming against the outside wall woke Ramey. She sat up in bed, reached across the mattress and realized she was alone. The bed was cool under her touch.

      Where’d you go, Wim?

      The door banged again. Closed, this time.

      Ramey reached for the light switch but she still wasn’t used to sleeping in this room and couldn’t find it in the dark.

      “Wim?” She pushed the covers off herself, the cold air hitting her legs and making them break out in goosebumps. She was already tired of winter and it had barely begun.

      Wim hadn’t answered and that bothered her. She slid off the bed, pulling her nightshirt down as far as it would stretch, not that it did much to keep away the cold.

      She was half way to the bedroom door when she heard the floor creek under heavy footsteps. She smiled, relieved.

      “Come back to bed alre— “

      A shadow filled the door frame but she immediately knew it was too slender to be Wim.

      “I’ve been waiting to hear that for a long time.”

      Phillip stepped into the room. Ramey could see his big, wolfish teeth gleaming in the moonlight.

      “Get out of here,” she snapped. “Get out of our house.”

      “Oh, Ramey, it’s not a house, it’s a trailer. I know you’re white trash but even you should understand the difference.”

      She couldn’t believe her ears. Was he drunk? That was the only reason she could imagine him being so brazen.

      “Get out right now. If you’re here when Wim gets back, he’ll beat the shit out of you and I won’t even think about stopping him.”

      Instead of fleeing he moved closer to her. His breath hit her face. It smelled of tuna fish - his usual - but no alcohol. Somehow that made the situation more unnerving. Ramey realized her goosebumps now weren’t caused by the cold. They were caused by fear.

      She glanced around the room, looking for something she could use as a weapon if it came to that. Pillows, sheets, a paperback novel. Even the lamp was only a few inches tall and weighed mere ounces. She hated that she’d grown so comfortable and complacent.

      Ramey took a few steps back until she hit the bed and ran out of room.

      “Trying to run off on me, Ramey? That’s no way to treat a guest. Pretty rude, don’t you think?”

      Phillip was less than an arm’s length away. She was out of room. Out of time.

      Time.

      Ramey stole a glance toward the end table and spotted the wind up, metal alarm clock. Wim used it to wake up at some ungodly early hour so he could care for the animals.

      “How about you lay down and spread ‘em so I can show you how a real man fucks?” Phillip leaned in closer, pursing his lips.

      “Fuck you!”

      “Is that a promise?”

      “Sure.”

      Ramey reached back, grabbed the alarm clock and immediately spun and swung. It connected with Phillip’s eyebrow, opening a three-inch gash. The blood spilled from the cut into his eye, turning it red. She didn’t stick around to see the aftermath, jumping onto the bed, taking two steps then leaping off the other side. She made it to the door when she heard the distinctive sound of a round being chambered into a pistol.

      “Bad idea, girly.”

      She took another step. One foot in the hallway.

      “I’ll blow your pretty head off.”

      Ramey half turned back to him. “Then you’d have to answer to my father. What do you think he’d say about that?”

      “Probably ‘job well done.’”

      She saw something in his eyes, even through the blood, that made her think he was right. Or that he believed he was right. Either way, she decided running was a bad decision as long as the pistol was aimed at her.

      “Okay. Then what happens now?”

      “First you put on some shoes. Then you come with me.”

      Ramey knew this was bad news. She wanted no part of whatever Phillip had planned but for the time being, she had to placate him.
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        * * *

      

      Emory had often told Wim about the field of black-eyed Susan’s toward the east side of the Ark but Wim had never seen it in person. The way he described it, it was one of the most beautiful sights around. But the flowers were gone now, just barely tan, lifeless husks. Yellow tufts of fountain grass poked up from the snow and their feathery ends caught the wind, swaying back and forth peacefully. Wim wasn’t a hundred percent sure he had the right spot, but he believed he was in the right neighborhood.

      He eased Emory’s body into the snow. Carrying it all the way out here, even through the deeper drifts, hadn’t been as much of a physical challenge as he’d expected as the old man barely weighed anything. The emotions, however, were harder to handle. As Wim had carried his friend, he was unable to wipe away his tears and they’d frozen against his cheek in salty rivulets. Now he sat down beside Emory’s body and picked the ice away with his fingernails.

      “Why’d you have to go in there by yourself? Why didn’t you tell me what you were planning to do?”

      Wim knew Emory could offer no answers to his questions. And he knew crying about the situation wasn’t going to change anything. He wished he could get Ramey and Mina. They deserved a chance to say their own goodbyes, and he could also use their support, but he didn’t want to risk one of Doc’s people seeing this scene and Doc claiming the body.

      Wim took Emory’s glasses off his face and carefully placed them in his pocket. Before he’d left camp, he’d taken a can of lighter fluid. Now he popped the top and aimed the can at Emory, spraying it over his body.

      “I’m sorry about this. I wish I could give you the Christian burial you deserve, but I don’t think anything short of a backhoe is getting through the ground right now.”

      Wim wished he could think of something profound to say. Some heartfelt words that could honor Emory and give him a proper send off. He hated himself for not being smart enough to come up with anything. Emory was a man who deserved to be honored. Wim could only hope the man knew how much he loved him when he was alive.

      He then took out a book of matches and tore one off. He used his hands to shield it from the wind as he struck it, then used the lone match to set the whole pack ablaze. When he was confident it wouldn’t go out, Wim held it against Emory’s jacket which caught fire. The flames spread out in every direction and within seconds Emory’s entire body was engulfed.

      Wim backed away, then sprayed more lighter fluid into the fiery inferno. The orange flames reached up, like fingers grasping at the air. Wim tossed the can into the blaze and turned his back on it. He wiped fresh tears from his face and heard a pop as the can blew. The heat of the fire was so intense he felt sweat break out on his back.
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      Phillip had secured Ramey’s hands behind her back with zip ties. He’d allowed her to slip on a pair of boots but no coat and the near half mile walk to the clinic left her almost. By the time he pushed her into the building, she thought she might need medical treatment.

      She hadn’t seen anyone during the trek and that worried her. Where was Wim? She wondered if, somehow, Phillip had gotten to him. That couldn’t be true though. She wouldn’t allow herself to go there.

      It took her eyes a few moments to adjust to the florescent lights. Why were they on anyway? She was sure they were always shut off at night.

      Phillip closed the door behind them and locked it. He moved to a bin filled with medical supplies and grabbed a long bandage.

      “Put it on,” he said.

      She considered protesting, but decided that would be unwise.

      The cut on his brow had stopped bleeding. It appeared almost frozen. As she removed it from the paper packaging, she realized he was staring at her chest - at her cold nipples which poked against the thin fabric of her shirt.

      Ramey slapped on the bandage and gave it an extra hard push to stick it down, hoping to cause him as much discomfort as possible. Much to her dismay, Phillip barely flinched.

      What was up with him? Why was he so calm? The last few weeks he’d been nervous almost to the point of twitchy. It was like the real Phillip was tucked away in a pod somewhere and this man before her was an impostor.

      “Will you at least tell me why you brought me here? If you wanted to rape me you could’ve done that at the trailer.”

      Phillip opened his mouth to answer, but then his eyes drifted past her.

      “Rape?” It was her father’s voice and it came from the edge of the room. Ramey turned to see him standing at the opening to a long corridor.

      “No need to disparage the young man’s character. He was simply doing as told.”

      Phillip backed away from her as Doc neared them.

      Doc noticed the wound and raised an eyebrow. “Fist?”

      “Alarm clock,” Ramey said with pride.

      Doc nodded. “Ah.” He pointed to a metal cabinet with a red cross on it. “Get some ibuprofen and give us some time alone.”

      Phillip did as told, locking the door as he left. Ramey wasn’t as relieved to see him go as she’d expected. After almost dying multiple times trying to find her father, she suddenly had no desire to be alone with him. And deep down, even though she was reluctant to admit it to herself, she was afraid of him.

      Doc stared at her for a long while. It only added to her discomfort and Ramey found herself again tugging at the shirt. Doc noticed and finally spoke up.

      “Oh Heavens, Ramey. I was there when you were born. I changed your diapers. Don’t be so bashful.”

      That sounded a little more like her father and some of the apprehension she’d built up faded. “I asked Phillip and he wouldn’t answer. So, will you tell me why I’m here?”

      Doc’s face turned sober. “I’m afraid I have some bad news to share. There’s been another death.”

      He sat down on a metal stool with casters on the bottom and used his toes to sway back and forth.

      Oh God. Not Wim. Not after everything we’ve been through.

      She didn’t want to say it aloud though. That would be giving into her father who was enjoying this self-created suspense all too much. She bit the inside of her lip and refused to allow herself to say anything,

      Doc looked disappointed that she wouldn’t take his bait. “Your friend. The Afro-American fellow.”

      “Emory?” Ramey could barely get the word out. Her mind was a roller coaster of emotion. She was thanking God repeatedly that it wasn’t Wim but poor Emory. So gentle and caring and sweet. If her own father had a tenth of Emory’s compassion the Ark would be an entirely different place.

      “Yes, that’s him. Apparently, the old fellow’s ticker finally gave out. Sad.”

      Ramey felt her eyes sting like they’d just been doused in gasoline and tears quickly followed. She looked down at the floor, not wanting her father to see her pain.

      Doc pulled himself to her, still not rising from his seat. He set his hand on her knee. “It’s okay to cry. I know you were fond of him. That you admired him. So much so that you chose him to marry you and William.”

      Ramey’s head snapped up. Doc looked like a hazy mirage through her tears. Was he smiling?

      “Yes, I know all about that. I’m hurt that I wasn’t invited. I’d have brought a nice gift, I assure you”

      “How?”

      Doc pushed himself away. The stool carried him a few yards from her and he held his arms out to the side like he was flying. “Please, now. Do you think so little of me to believe that anything happens here without my knowledge? For Christ’s sake, Ramey, I created this world!” Anger colored his voice. “I am all-knowing and all seeing.”

      He stood up so quick the stool skittered away, rolling until it clattered to a stop against a wall.

      “So, what, you think you’re God now?”

      “If the title fits. Although I think that’s a bit of an understatement myself. God, at least for the last two thousand years, has been a supervisor. He lets his underlings drive the action. I prefer to be more hands on.”  He grinned, nostrils flaring.

      Doc strolled toward the corridor. “Come. I have such sights to show you.”
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        * * *

      

      It was barely dusk when Saw stopped his dump truck at the edge of the ice. It looked solid enough, but he wanted to be certain so he grabbed a sledgehammer from the empty passenger seat and brought it with as he jumped down from the cab. The frigid wind caressed his cheeks and he realized he couldn’t stop smiling.

      Three tractor trailers approached from behind him. He held up his hand for them to wait. Casper was in the first rig and he nodded, the brakes screeching as he came to a full stop.

      Saw stepped onto the ice which had taken on the pinkish red cast thrown by the morning sunrise. The whole sky was lit up with it. Saw thought it was beautifully fitting for the blood which was to come. He raised the sledge over his head and brought it down with all the strength he possessed. It slammed into the ice, the force of the blow pulsing up his arms. But the hammer had made little more than a divot in the thick ice. Saw grinned and licked his blackened teeth.

      He returned to land and motioned for the men to roll down their windows. They did.

      “Ice is hard, mates. Plenty strong enough for us here but further out, who knows. Once you start driving, I expect you not to stop until we hit the island. You push those pedals to the floor and don’t even think about slowing down. Because today’s the day we’re taking what’s theirs and making it ours.”

      That bought a cheer from Denny and Lonnie. Caspar only watched with blank, emotionless eyes.

      “Are you ready?”

      Lonnie hit his air horn as an answer. The others followed.

      Saw returned to his dump truck, shifted it into gear and drove onto the ice. It held.

      In his rear-view mirror, he saw the others follow. Casper first, then Lonnie, with Denny bringing up the rear. They fanned out so the four vehicles were in a mostly straight row.

      Saw shifted again, picking up speed. He could feel the wheels slipping under him but that only made him drive faster.

      The other trucks followed suit, barreling across the ice and rapidly closing in on the island. White clouds of displaced snow rose around them like a fog that chased them as they drove, obscuring the bottom halves of the trucks and making the rigs look as if they were floating across the frozen lake.

      Saw could feel his pulse pounding, could hear it in his ears. He’d been wanting this fight for months. Ever since he saw the island for the first time. Whether they had twenty cans of soup or enough food and supplies to last a decade didn’t matter to him. His men might want their provisions, but all Saw cared about was battling men who could fight back. He’d grown bored with the zombies who were too stupid to even care when you killed them. He wanted - needed - to cause pain. It had been too long.
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        * * *

      

      About three fourths of the way to the island, Saw caught Lonnie’s rig swaying to his left. That quickly escalated as the truck jackknifed and the trailer spun around. When he took a closer look, he realized what was happening. The ice under Lonnie’s truck was giving way. The tires shrieked against the ice, spewing wet clouds as it ripped through the surface.

      “It’s breaking, Saw! I’m gonna fall through!” Lonnie’s voice squawked through the CB radio.

      Jimmy’s voice, full of panic, crackled through the speaker. “Saw, we’ve got to help him!”

      Saw looked sideways and saw Jimmy’s rig slowing down and veering toward Lonnie. He grabbed his CB and pulled it to his mouth, his lips pressed against the cold plastic. It tasted like stale cigarettes.

      “Don’t slow down, no matter what happens!” He pushed his own gas pedal until it wouldn’t go any further, the diesel engine roaring and the pipes belching jet black smoke into the air.

      The cab of Lonnie’s 18-wheeler dropped and, even over the screaming of his own truck and Lonnie on the radio, Saw could hear the ice break. The next second, Lonnie’s rig was gone and a puddle of dirty water erupted from the ragged hole like a wet belch.

      Lonnie’s squalling continued over the radio and Saw heard Jimmy’s voice consoling him and crying as Lonnie went down. He shut off the radio, not interested in the conversation.

      To his right, Casper sped along beside him undeterred.

      Within minutes the island was in sight and the gate was wide open.

      Good boy, Mitchy. I knew I could count on you.

      “I’ll lead the way, boys,” Saw said into the CB. The remaining two trucks fell back and Saw drove through the gate. He spotted a lump of a human form sprawled in the snow and grinned. Yep, very good boy.

      The tractor trailers entered behind him. The snow was two feet deep but the convoy plowed through it, speeding straight ahead until it reached the center of camp. The spectacle of their arrival had drawn the attention of a dozen or so men and women. Two of them ran but the others stared ahead, shocked and curious and too stupid to move.

      Saw jumped out of the dump truck, landing in a puff of snow. He looked at them. “Ladies. Gentlemen. My name is Solomon Baldwin but all me friends call me Saw. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Another person, a middle-aged man, ran, dashing toward one of the several buildings which were laid out to form something like loose concentric circles.

      Saw looked behind him and saw Casper and Denny waiting. “He must of heard of me.”

      Denny laughed. Casper stared blankly ahead.

      “Aw right, boys. Let’s get this party started.”

      Saw pulled out his pistol and shot the running man in the back. He fell into a snow drift, then tried to crawl away on his hands and knees.

      Caspar and Denny threw open the doors at the rear of their trailers. Then they slammed their hands into the outer walls, banging the aluminum like they were playing the bongos. Saw could hear movement inside. The more his men beat the walls, the louder and more agitated the creatures inside grew.

      The first zombie that dropped free was a woman with spiked, red hair. She got up from the snow and looked around like a tourist in some exotic land. Then she saw one of the islanders and headed toward him.

      More zombies followed. They poured out of the trucks in a way that reminded Saw of how cartoons depicted lemmings going over cliffs. There were around eighty in all and they hadn’t eaten for weeks, Saw had made sure of that. He wanted them good and hungry.

      “Now while my zombie friends ‘ere get their feet under them, let me explain how this works. You folks can either stay here and do whatever I can tell you to do, or you can run, in which case then you’ll get eaten. The choice is yours.”

      A woman sprinted away. Two others followed. The best part, Saw thought, was that there was nowhere to go. They thought they were safe on this island. Only now did they realize they were trapped.

      Casper poked a few zombies in the back with a makeshift spear and sent them in the  direction of the runners.

      The other islanders stayed.

      Saw smiled at them. “Wise decision.” He turned to Denny and motioned to a wood sided building. “Put them in there.”

      Denny shuffled them toward it.

      Saw turned to Casper. “Break down the door to every other building on the island. We want our horde to have free reign.”

      Casper kicked open the door to an Airstream camper. A man inside screamed as two zombies charged through the opening.

      Overhead, a siren started to wail. Saw grinned. “They put some music on for us, mates. How considerate.”

      The man who’d been in the Airstream fell out the open doorway. His right arm was spurting blood from several large bite wounds. The zombies followed him back into the snow and descended upon them. Saw took in the chaos surrounding him, proud as could be of what he’d started.
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        * * *

      

      When she stepped into the laboratory, Ramey couldn’t understand what she was seeing. The men and women who roamed through the white room were zombies, but unlike any she’d seen before. They were mutated and mangled, their bodies cut apart and sewn together like someone had snipped photos from a magazine, torn them to pieces, then taped them back together haphazardly.

      She gasped when she saw them, but when she noticed her father’s behavior, the situation turned even worse and more bizarre. He looked at them, not with fear or disgust, but with pride. He was beaming with it.

      “What the hell have you been doing down here?”

      Doc turned to her, a lunatic’s smile on his face. “Creating, of course. Aren’t they grand?”

      He’s gone mad.

      Ramey wondered when it happened. He couldn’t have always been this crazy. Surely, she would have noticed. She couldn’t have been that blind, could she?

      Doc moved away from her toward the corner of the lab where a plastic tote sat on metal shelving unit.

      A zombie with two heads came toward Ramey. She stumbled backward.

      “Don’t be afraid of them. I’ve removed all their teeth. They’re harmless as kittens.”

      She looked closer and saw their lips curved inward over empty gums. “I can’t believe this is what you’ve been doing all these months. You’re sick.”

      “What would you have suggested I do, Ramey?”

      “Why not try to find a cure?”

      Doc turned to face her. “Oh please. Do you really think it was just some happy coincidence that I built the Ark mere years before the zombie apocalypse? You’re smarter than that Ramey.” He stepped toward her, clutching the towels. Ramey stepped back.

      “I don’t want to cure the disease. I made it.”

      Ramey’s mind was reeling. He did this? Everyone who had died? It was all because of her own father. She couldn’t comprehend it. She realized she was crying.

      “Why would you do this? To prove you’re smarter than everyone? To be infamous? Or did you hate everyone that much?”

      “What’s the point in limiting myself to just one?”

      Doc sat back against the counter. “Really, Ramey, tell me why what I did was so wrong? Mankind before the plague was already lost. You had religions blowing up people because their messiah promised them sex with virgins. You had maniacs running countries, starving their own citizens. People like your mother were so pathetic that they’d sell their own bodies to get whatever they needed to feed their addictions. They spent more time looking at memes on their phones than talking to people they supposedly loved. People didn’t value each other. Humanity desperately needed a wakeup call and I gave it to them.

      Ramey couldn’t handle the sound of his voice. The noise made her want to puke. The sight of him was even worse, because in his face she could see herself. “I hate you.”

      “I’ll add you to the list.”

      Ramey turned to the door. She’d had enough, heard enough.  Her fingertips hit the lock and started to turn it.

      “Ramey, one more moment, please. That’s all I ask of you.”

      Go. Run. Don’t listen to him.

      But she turned around.

      Doc held up a bundle of towels and she realized the towels were swaddling a baby. Doc had raised a red bottle to its lips and it drank.

      “This is my greatest achievement thus far.  She was born just a few hours ago.”

      “Oh my God. Are you feeding it blood?”

      Doc bobbed his head. “She can eat meat in small amounts, but I believe this provides more nourishment.”

      Ramey got closer. She could see the baby now. The black veins standing out against its pale skin, the wispy bits of hair that sprouted from its head, its cheeks as they sunk it and puffed out with each sucking mouthful and swallow.

      She grabbed Doc’s hand, the one that held the bottle and tried to pull it away. “Stop it! You can’t do this!”

      The baby opened its eyes. They were gray and lifeless, yet somehow, still hungry.

      Ramey’s breath caught in her throat when she saw them.

      Doc looked down on the baby, smiling. “She has her father’s eyes.”

      Ramey looked at the zombies that wandered about the room and found the one with its stomach shredded. She realized it had given birth, if you could call it that, to this monstrosity. She couldn’t imagine how that was even possible.

      Doc motioned to a gurney where another zombie was strapped to a table. There was a barely noticeable incline in its profile at the midsection. “That one is Phillip’s breeder. She’s two months along now! I’m hoping it’s a boy. They can be the Adam and Eve of the new world.”

      Ramey had seen enough. She turned to run, but as she did a red light flipped on, bathing the white room in its crimson luminescence. A moment later, the siren wailed.
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      The sirens woke Mina from a sound sleep and she bolted upright in bed.

      “The zombies are back, Birdie. This time they’s gone eat you,” her father’s voice said.

      She realized he might be right. The last time the siren went off, it was because of zombies. Then, Wim and Delphine saved the day but could that possibly happen again? Sooner or later their luck was bound to run out. In many - most - ways, her luck had run out a long time ago.

      She wrapped the sheet around herself as she moved from her bedroom, across the narrow hall to Emory’s room. The door was closed and she lightly rapped her knuckles against it.

      No response came.

      She knocked again. “Emory? Don’t you hear that?

      No answer.

      Emory wasn’t normally a sound sleeper. He was an early riser too which made the fact that he was still in bed unusual. Mina turned the knob, eased the door open, and saw the room was empty.

      His bed either hadn’t been slept in or he’d already made it. She hoped the latter as she moved up the hall and into the kitchen.

      There was no coffee brewing. No dirty cups in the sink.

      This is bad.

      “Damn right its bad. Zombie’s got him just like the got your last boyfriend.”

      “Shut up!” She screamed out loud.

      In her head, her daddy laughed and laughed.

      Mina grabbed a jar of pickles from the countertop and hurled it against the wall. Juice and glass and bits of exploded gherkins flew through the air, covering everything from the floor to the ceiling in the tiny kitchenette. Mina knew she’d have to clean up the mess and that just made her angrier.

      She reached for a plate. Why stop now? But noise outside the trailer drew her attention. She realized Emory must be outside, listening to her throw a tantrum like a crazy person. She didn’t bother with the plate and instead moved to the door.

      As Mina opened it, she expected to see Emory’s wrinkled, kind face but instead she saw zombies. Half a dozen of them. Their faces unfamiliar except for the fact that they were dead. Mina stumbled backward, slamming the door closed.

      “Told ya, Birdie! But you never did listen to your daddy.”

      Mina closed her eyes. She was imagining this. It wasn’t real. Maybe it was a dream and she’d wake up again in her bed only this time everything would be quiet and the smell of brewing coffee would fill her nostrils. That’s right, only a dream. Nothing to be scared about.

      Hands banged against the thin metal door of the mobile home. More joined it. Soon it was like a band of undead drummers hammering away.

      Mina realized it wasn’t a dream but she still kept her eyes closed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wim was a hundred yards from the center of camp, cresting a small bluff when he saw the tractor trailers. He realized the siren had nothing to do with his Viking-esque send off for his friend. The Ark was under attack.

      In the distance, he could see people running. But there were too many. There were no more than forty people left on the Ark. He saw two times that many figures. Maybe three. He squinted, trying to make out details but the distance was too great for his aging eyes to find any. But he knew whatever was happening was bad.

      He made his way to Delphine’s cabin. The door hung ajar and he crept toward it with caution. For once, he was happy to have snow because it muffled the sound of his approach. He listened carefully but could hear nothing aside from the siren. Wim took a deep breath and stepped into the cabin.

      He realized he was alone. The cabin looked ransacked and her cache of firearms was strewn across the floor. Wim wasn’t sure how many she’d had before this, but all the pistols and revolvers were gone. All that remained were three rifles and a shotgun. He took a bolt action Remington 770, loaded it, and shoved as many .30-06 cartridges into his pockets as would fit. He wasn’t as comfortable with that particular firearm as he’d been his Marlin, but if the scope was sighted in, he thought it more than capable.

      Wim left the cabin and went back to the overlook. He leveled the rifle toward camp and peered through the scope. He gasped as he realized the new additions to camp weren’t people, but were instead zombies. He then looked to the tractor trailers. Even though he wasn’t a scholar like Emory, it only took him a moment to realize what happened.

      Who would bring zombies here and set them loose like attack dogs? His next thought was to wonder where Ramey was. As soon as that came to mind, he recalled Delphine telling him he was selfish. Maybe he was, but he knew everyone on the Ark was in danger right now and he had to trust that Ramey could handle herself, at least for a little while.

      He lined the crosshatch of the scope over the face of a zombie and shot. It fell. He pulled back the bolt handle to eject the spent cartridge, fed in a new round, then locked the bolt back in place. He aimed, shot, and killed another zombie. Then the whole process started over again.
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        * * *

      

      Casper herded a group of men and women toward Saw. There were eight altogether, five men and three women. One of them caught his eye. She looked to be around 40 and was thin as a twig but had a look in her eyes that was different from the others. It wasn’t the blank defeat he’d already grown familiar with. There was life there, and maybe rage. Saw always liked his women feisty and as she passed by, he grabbed her forearm.

      “Aren’t you a pretty bird?”

      Her head snapped toward him eyes blazing. Oh yes, he liked this one. “What’s your name, love?”

      She tried to pull away but had no chance of breaking Saw’s grip. Saw dragged her closer, their faces inches apart. “I asked you a question.”

      “My name’s Wilhelmina.”

      “Ah. So, are you a Wilma or a Billie?”

      “I’m a Mina.”

      “Very pretty. Please to meet you, Mina. My name’s Solomon but you can call me Saw.”

      He released her expecting her to run. But she didn’t. She stared at him. Saw motioned to Casper. “Put them inside.”

      Casper pushed them toward a cabin which had become a makeshift holding area but, before he made it all the way there, a zombie ten yards from them collapsed. It took Saw seeing the blood around its head to realize it had been shot. He hadn’t even heard the gunshot over the air raid siren.

      Fookin’ thing’s giving me a headache. He’d need to shut that off soon but now he was curious who’d just killed one of his zombies. Before he could even begin to formulate a plan, another fell. Saw spun around, looking in every direction but couldn’t see anyone with a gun.

      A third zombie hit the ground. Saw could feel his pulse quicken. His face felt hot and his palms tingled. Now this was the excitement he’d been craving. He clapped his hands together.

      “Heads up, mates. We’ve got ourselves a war!”

      Casper closed the cabin door, locking Mina and the others inside. He took out a pistol of his own and Saw thought he saw emotion on the pale man’s face for the first time. Panic.

      Another zombie dropped. Saw raised his gun overhead and fired off a few rounds. “Hello, out there! How many bullets you got”

      “Not as many as we do.”

      The voice was familiar but it took Saw a second to place it. He spun around and saw Mitch and Jimmy approaching from the rear. Mitch carried a duffel bag and struggled under the weight of it. Denny had an arm around the throat of an old woman as he shoved her forward.

      “Mitchy!” Saw said. Mitch dropped the bag just as Saw threw his arm around his shoulders in a half-hug. “You done good, lad. Real good.”

      He was shocked at the teen’s appearance. He looked a bit like a Halloween decoration, the kind they sell in the back of the stores out of view of the kiddies. He didn’t think he’d cut him quite that bad. But the ends justified the means.

      “Thanks, Saw. But I’m not done.”

      Mitch unzipped the bag and threw back the canvas flap, revealing twenty or more pistols, a couple shotguns, and hundreds of rounds of ammunition. Saw tousled the boy’s hair. They made a good team, they did.

      Saw took another pistol. He now had one in each hand and he held them sideways in front of him, just like he’d seen them do in the action movies he watched voraciously.

      “Almost no one here has guns,” Mitch said. “This old bitch stockpiled most of them. And there are four or five guys who are wannabe cops. That must be who’s shooting.”

      Almost on cue another zombie’s head blew up and it collapsed into the snow.

      “Anything else I should know, Mitchy?”

      “Yeah, lots. Like the guy who runs this place is a fucking lunatic. But I can fill you in on that later. Right now, I’d rather not get shot.”

      Saw nodded. The teen was wiser than his years. “Aw right, Mitchy. Let’s find ourselves the shooter.”

      Jimmy almost had the old woman to the cabin when she called out. “I can tell you that.”

      Saw turned to her. She looked halfway to ancient. Add a couple bandages and she could pass for a mummy with dirty white hair that fell almost down to her scrawny ass. “You can, huh, granny?”

      She nodded. Saw glanced at Mitch who shrugged his shoulders in a “maybe” gesture.

      “Well, then, spit it out.”

      Delphine tried to move toward him but Jimmy held her back. He tightened his grip around her throat and she barked out a cough.

      “Let her go,” Saw said and Jimmy did.

      Delphine took a couple steps toward him, not even flinching when a zombie was shot and fell a few yards away.

      “I know you’re old and all, but as you can see,” Saw motioned to the dead zombies, “Time, as they say, is of the essence.”

      Delphine looked at him from head to toe and Saw thought he was being studied. “I want a promise first.”

      He appreciated the audacity that she thought she was in a position to make demands. “And what’s that?”

      “When you’re done with the killing here, you give me back my island.”

      “Your island?”

      Delphine nodded. “Been in my family for generations. Biggest mistake I made was giving it up.”

      “Okay, love, let’s say I’ll do that. How can you help me first?

      Delphine turned away from him, staring out into the distance. “The man shooting your zombies is named Wim Wagner. And he’s about a hundred yards that way.” She pointed a crooked, bony finger toward the bluff just as Wim took out another zombie.

      Saw followed her finger. He couldn’t see anything but he believed her. He turned to Jimmy.

      “Kill him.”

      Jimmy reached into the bag and traded his own gun for the biggest pistol he could find. Then he jumped on a snowmobile, fired the engine, and disappeared into the white.
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        * * *

      

      Wim was reloading the rifle when he heard the whine of the snowmobile engine approaching. Under the circumstances, he expected the rider to be of the unfriendly variety and decided to head toward a less conspicuous location.

      A quick dash through the path brought him to the box. The lock had never been replaced after Delphine shot it to pieces and its door hung slightly ajar. Wim never imagined he’d go back inside by choice, but the snowmobile was very close now and it was the only structure in the area.

      “Damn,” he muttered to himself as he stepped inside and pulled the door closed. He couldn’t hold back a shiver.

      The snowmobile sped past the box. Wim waited. “Keep on going.” The sound of the engine faded. He started to get his hopes up. Then it stopped. Wim knew it hadn’t gone far enough beyond him to be safe and he wondered if he’d been spotted. Then, he realized his footsteps in the snow provided a perfect map to his hiding spot.

      The steel walls of the box were most likely bullet proof but all it would take was pulling open the door and Wim would be the epitome of a sitting duck. He decided to not wait until that happened and eased the door outward. All appeared clear. But he took his time and looked both ways before moving into the open.

      He made it two steps before he heard the voice. “Put down your gun and turn around real slow.”

      Wim set the rifle against the side of the box.

      “Halfway there,” Jimmy said.

      Wim did a slow 180 until he came face to face with the man who had one of the larger pistols Wim had ever seen aimed at his chest.

      “Hands up,” Jimmy said.

      Wim obeyed but he thought he saw the top of the pistol trembling in the man’s tight grip. “I don’t know what you’re here for, but no one has to die. I was only shooting the zombies. Not any of you. Although I could have should I wanted to.”

      Wim saw the man swallow hard. He realized he was no cold-blooded killer. He was probably easily swayed and had fallen in with a rough lot.

      “Trust me, I have no intention of defending this place. If you want it, take it. All I ask is that no one get hurt. That includes your people. I’m Wim, by the way.”

      Jimmy lowered the pistol a few inches but still held it ready to fire if the need arose. “Jimmy.”

      Wim thought the older man’s eyes looked red and swollen, as if he’d been crying. That solidified his belief that this man wasn’t a murderer. “Well, Jimmy, let’s go back to the others and try to talk this out. I’ll leave my rifle here to show you there’s nothing you need to worry about, all right?”

      He saw Jimmy look past him, toward camp, considering the offer. Then he nodded. “Okay. Let’s do th— “

      The side of Jimmy’s face blew out in a tidal wave of blood, bone, and brains. He didn’t even have time to look shocked before he fell, but Wim certainly was. He looked toward the direction of the shot and saw Phillip and Buck jogging toward him. Buck held his .44 Magnum in his hand and smoke seeped from the barrel.

      “You’re wwww- welcome,” Buck said as they reached Wim.

      “You didn’t have to kill him. He was reasonable.”

      Phillip sneered, waved his arm toward camp. “Reasonable? You stupid hayseed fuck. Have you seen what they’ve done?”

      Wim grabbed the rifle. “I wasn’t talking about the lot of them. Only him.” He glanced down at Jimmy’s body where liters of blood gushed from his skull, melting the snow underneath all the way to the ground.

      “You can believe that if you want, but we’re under attack. How about you stop talking and start shooting?”

      The two men rushed past him, toward camp. Wim turned in that direction but didn’t follow right away. If they wanted to deal out death, he was content letting them do it on their own. He wanted to find Ramey.
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        * * *

      

      Ramey emerged from the clinic, bursting into the chaos that had consumed camp. She couldn’t believe her eyes. There were zombies everywhere she looked. Some ate. Some stalked new prey. She saw Darry, one of Phillips cohorts on the security force, shoot a male zombie in a Pittsburgh Penguins jersey only to be overwhelmed by five more of the creatures.

      His gun kept firing as they forced him to the ground . She saw random sprays of blood, but the zombies continued their attack. She couldn’t tone out his screams as they ate him.

      Santino, another of the Ark’s cop wannabes, came on that scene too late. He unloaded his pistol into the zombies. Three of them fell and remained motionless. This opened the view and Ramey saw the remaining zombies chomping on Darry’s face and neck. His nose was gone as was one of his ears. Blood bubbled from his mouth. Santino rushed toward them. He cracked the zombie that was eating Darry’s cheek over the head with the butt of his gun and it went down.

      The other zombie looked up, a chunk of flesh dangling from its lips. Santino kicked it in the face and sent it sprawling into the snow. He stomped its head with his boot over and over again. As he smashed its skull in, Santino missed seeing Darry sit up, but Ramey saw it all.

      Darry’s face was mostly gone but he had one good eye and that eye found Santino. He flopped onto his knees, then staggered to his feet. He fell against Santino’s back, his hands catching in the tall man’s belt and pulling his pants down enough to expose his ass crack. Santino tried to turn around to see what or who had hold of him, but Darry’s weight made movement difficult. Darry’s teeth chomped into that exposed section of flesh between his back and butt. Santino groaned and managed to pull himself free of the zombie’s grasp, but it was too late.

      As Santino was being eaten, Ramey remembered his cold eyes as he dragged Wim to the box. Men like Santino were almost as big of parts of the rotten core of the Ark as her own father. She was so caught up in watching the situation unfold that she didn’t see the zombies coming at her from the side until they were close enough to smell. She spun around and saw two of the monsters were less than five feet away. One was short and round, a fireplug of a man. The other was a gray-haired woman in a bright pink jogging suit. Fortunately, neither were fast of foot as Ramey had no weapons. Rather than fight with her bare hands, she ran.
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        * * *

      

      Wim shoved open the door to Doc’s cabin. Their trailer had been empty and this was his next guess as to where Ramey could be, but as he scanned the quarters it looked like he’d struck out again.

      He hadn’t been inside the cabin since the day he arrived - or was brought to - the Ark. The man’s desk was cluttered with papers and notebooks but the main room was empty. Wim moved on to check what laid behind the three closed doors.

      The first opened to an empty bedroom. The second to a cramped bath. The last door revealed an oversized closet but instead of clothing, it was filled with books and journals. He almost left, but a photo of Ramey caught his attention and he moved to it.

      He realized it was attached to a file and he opened the folder. There were basic statistics, height, weight, date of birth. Then what looked like a medical history. Much of it may as well have been in a foreign language for as much as Wim understood it, but one column made a sort of sense. It was headed with ‘Vaccines’ and contained dates for diseases such as chickenpox, the mumps, measles, etc. The last line was curious though. It was dated three years earlier and labeled only ‘Test’.

      Wim sorted through the files underneath. They all had photos of men and women he knew only from the Ark. All had vaccine records and all had more recent entries in the ‘Test’ column. A gunshot outside the cabin stole his attention but before he left, he folded Ramey’s file in half and shoved it inside his coat.

      Outside Doc’s cabin Wim saw Butch shoot a bearded zombie in a blaze orange hunting jacket. The bullet ripped through the creature’s forehead and exploded out the back of its head.

      Butch spun toward him, pistol raised, until he realized it was Wim and not another zombie. “Wwww - what were you dddd-doing in DDDD - Doc’s cabin?”

      Wim shook his head and moved toward him. “There’s no one inside. You don’t think they got Doc, do you?”

      If Buck had been smarter, he’d have realized Wim didn’t give a fig about Doc’s well-being, but the man wasn’t a bright bulb. “He’s in the llll-lab. He’s safe there.”

      More gunshots came from closer camp. Buck looked in that direction, then back to Wim. “YYYY - You gonna help or not?”

      “I’ve been helping.”

      Buck headed toward the sound of gunfire. Wim followed only because it took him closer the clinic which was his last hope for finding Ramey safe. If she wasn’t there, he knew she was either out here in the chaos, or that the attackers already had her.
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        * * *

      

      Of all the people Ramey could have run into, the last one she wanted to see was Phillip, but that was who she literally crashed into as she made the corner around the mess hall.

      He looked panicked and afraid, his pale freckled skin flushed. He tried to mask his fear with anger. “Why aren’t you still with Doc?

      “How long have you known he was crazy?”

      Neither had an answer for the other and, as a group of nine zombies approached, there was no time for follow ups. Phillip shot and sent a round flying through the afro of a black zombie. It kept coming.

      “Give me a gun,” Ramey said.

      Phillip glanced her way before shooting again. That bullet hit the zombie above its left eye and it collapsed. “This is the only one I got.”

      “Bullshit.”

      She knew he usually kept a gun in an ankle holster and she also knew he’d never head out into a situation like this with only one firearm. “Come on, Phillip. Let me help. I can shoot.”

      Ramey hadn’t fired a gun since before coming to the Ark and even then, she was far from a crack shot, but she knew she’d feel more comfortable with a gun in hand rather than nothing at all.

      A zombie which Ramey recognized as a man who dished out food in the Ark’s mess hall headed the group coming at them. She saw he was missing most of its fingers and several large chunks of skin on one arm. Phillip shot and killed him, then squatted down and grabbed the small gun off his ankle. He pushed it at Ramey.

      “It’s loaded but only holds six.”

      Ramey accepted it and chambered a round. She shot at a zombie who was missing so much flesh on its cheek that Ramey could see her teeth. The shot missed.

      Well, my accuracy sure as hell hasn’t improved.

      Phillip looked at her and opened his mouth, likely to insult her, but before he could get out the words, a gaunt, Asian-looking zombie grabbed Phillip’s coat. Shocked, Phillip squeezed the trigger of his pistol and sent a bullet into the snow. He tried to squirm free but another zombie, a fat man in a tattered three-piece suit, got ahold of his arm.

      The rest of the zombies were at them now. Ramey fired the pistol and hit a zombie that didn’t look much younger than herself, in the mouth. She saw its teeth shatter and its arms flail as it fell into the snow. She steadied herself and aimed at a zombie wearing a blue scarf with white snowflakes embroidered on it. The bullet hit the woman just under the center part of her hair and she fell.

      There was a garbled mixture of a grunt and a squeal behind her and Ramey turned to see the other zombies had forced Phillip to the ground. They had his jacket open and were ripping at his shirt. Ramey shot one of them in the back of its head and it fell on top of Phillip’s legs.

      The zombies had torn Phillip’s shirt and were working on his stomach. Ramey saw their long, ragged fingernails puncture his almond white flesh. Dark red blood bubbled from the wounds. Then their fingers went deeper. She could see their digits writhing under his skin, like his belly was full of worms.

      Phillip screamed as their hands jerked and yanked and pulled at his flesh and the tissue underneath. She heard the wet tearing sound as it gave way and his intestines were revealed. The monsters moved on to them and ripped them free, eating them like sausage links.

      Ramey couldn’t bear to see any more. She looked away from the carnage and her eyes found Phillip’s face. It was a mask of agony. Tear streamed from his eyes. Snot from his nose. Blood and saliva from his mouth.

      “Shoot me!” He cried. “Please, kill me!”

      Ramey knew it was the humane thing to do. Phillip’s time on Earth was down to seconds. There wasn’t any coming back from this.

      She raised the little pistol and closed one eye as she aimed the peep sights at his face. As she started to put pressure on the trigger, she remembered what she’d seen in her father’s lab. The things her father had said. Phillip knew everything he’d been up to down there. Not only knew of them, but took part in them.

      With that in mind, Ramey decided he deserved everything that was happening to him right now. One of the zombies had progressed past his intestines and pulled free a kidney, or maybe it was his liver. She hadn’t done well in anatomy. The organ came free with a thick sucking sound and Phillip shrieked again.

      Ramey turned her back on him and listened to the sounds of his death as she walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Doc’s lab was on the opposite side of the center of camp and between it and Wim were the tractor trailers, the zombies, and the men who had attacked camp.

      Buck sidled up next to him as they surveyed the scene. “You thththth - think we can take them?”

      Wim thought the odds were against it and all he really cared about was getting to the clinic. He pondered their situation for a moment and came up with something resembling a plan.

      “Not head on we can’t. We need to stay hidden. I’ll go left, you right, but stay out of sight and don’t waste any ammunition.”

      “What about the aaaa - assholes who brought them here?”

      “Do what you want.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll work on the zombies.”

      Wim didn’t wait for Buck’s opinion. He dashed away, taking refuge at the corner of a small building that served as one of the Ark’s outhouses. He poked the rifle barrel around the corner, aimed, and began to shoot.
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        * * *

      

      Saw hunkered down behind one of the oversized wheels of the dump truck. Mitch was on his heels. The zombies - his zombies - kept dropping. Another fourteen since he’d sent Jimmy to find the shooter. Now Jimmy hadn’t returned and the shooting had recommenced and Saw didn’t need to be a MENSA candidate to figure out what happened.

      “Where the fuck is he?” Mitch asked.

      “Probably dead.” Another zombie fell. For the first time, doubt had crept into his mind. Saw thought he might lose this battle and that didn’t sit well with him. He motioned to Casper who had been guarding the door where the hostages were being kept. “Grab one of them and bring them out here.”

      “Who?” Casper called.

      “I don’t fucking care. A woman.”

      Casper disappeared into the building and emerged a moment later with the old hag who’d ratted out the shooter. Casper held her by her long hair with one hand and had a pistol pressed against the soft flesh under her chin with the other.

      “You wait here,” Saw told Mitch as he stepped into the open. He went to Casper and the woman. The shooting had stopped, for the moment. “Give her to me,” he told Casper and the man shoved her toward him.

      Delphine stumbled in the snow and went down on her hands and knees. She began to push herself up but Saw stepped on her hand. He felt a few subtle pops as her fingers broke.

      “Whoever’s out there shooting.” He glanced in the direction of the shots. “For every one of my zombies you kill from here on out, I’m killing one of your people. And if my math’s right, your numbers’ll run out long before mine do.”

      Saw stood over her, his pistol pointed down at the back of her head. “So, how’s about you come out and we settle this man to man?”

      He waited. Nothing. But no shooting either so that was a plus. “Come on now, mate. This old girl’s getting cold laying in the snow like she is.”

      Saw stared ahead trying to see the shooter, anything that would give him up, but found nothing. Then he caught movement to his right. A man emerged from behind a shed. He held a pistol and it was aimed at Saw.

      “Thanks for joining us. Now toss me that gun of yours.”

      The man shook his head. “I dddd - don’t think I will.”

      Christ, what a bunch of misfits, Saw thought. It was hardly the best of the best that had survived the apocalypse. “If you’re wise you will, mate. There’s three of us.” He looked to Mitch, then Casper, then back to the man. “And one of you. Be smart now, won’t you?”

      Buck looked at them, his head swiveling around, taking it all in, but he didn’t lower the gun.

      “If you want me to kill this old girl to prove I mean business, I will. Then her blood’s on you. Is that what you want?”

      Buck took another step closer. “YYYY - You shoot her, I shoot you.”

      “I’d like to see you try that, nigger,” Casper said, his voice dripping with hate.

      Saw saw Buck’s eyes change. Where there was something that could pass for courage before, now there was fury. “Aw, fook.”

      In a quick motion Buck spun away from Saw and dropped to his knees. Casper shot but he was aiming for where the man had been standing, not at the new, low profile. Before he could readjust, Buck fired.

      The bullet hit Casper in the hollow between his collar bones. At first it was a black spec against his white skin but then blood gushed out like water from a hole in a dam. Casper tried to plug it with his finger but the blood kept coming.

      Saw realized everyone was looking at Casper dying on his feet. He lifted his gun away from Delphine’s head and pointed it at the stuttering shooter, and pulled the trigger. Buck never saw the bullet coming before it punctured the side of his head and sent him to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Wim winced as Buck went down. He admired the man for having the courage to walk into that scenario, but then again it hadn’t worked out too well for him.

      Earlier, when he looked through the scope he’d seen Wayne at the older man’s side and realized it had all been a set up. And, with a sickening feeling in his gut, he understood that this was all his fault. He’d brought the boy into camp against all of Doc’s rules and against common sense. At the time, it seemed like the right thing to do. Only now it had led to even more death in a world where the living were already in short supply.

      He couldn’t dwell on it now though. There’d be plenty of time to beat himself up later if he survived. Now, he needed to fix the mess he’d created.

      There were eight zombies roaming through the area. A ninth rose before Wim’s eyes as Casper’s eyes went blank and he took a shuffling step forward. Wim thought he seemed like as good a choice as any. He watched through the scope as he shot the newly undead man in the head and put him down for good.

      Wim reloaded and shot, reloaded and shot, as fast as he could maneuver the bolt action rifle. Nine zombies became three in less than a minute.
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        * * *

      

      Mina stood in the now open doorway and flinched as another zombie was killed. She watched as Saw peered around the camp, trying to find the source of the bullets but having little luck.

      “I’ve had about enough of this,” he said. “I don’t think this hunk of rock’s really worth fighting for anyway.” He motioned to Mitch.

      “What do you say, Mitchy? Anything here worth taking?”

      Mitch shook his head. “It’s too damned cold here. We’ve got most of the guns. All that leaves are canned goods and farm animals.”

      “I don’t think we got time or the manpower to lift a couple piggies into the trucks anyway.”

      Mitch nodded in agreement.

      “Then let’s get the hell outta ‘ere.”

      “What about her?” Mitch pointed to Delphine who still knelt in the snow, clutching her crushed hand.

      “Her?” Saw stared down at her. “You asked me earlier, when I was done killing, that I’d give you this island back.”

      Delphine peered up at him and nodded.

      “Aw right then. But there’s one problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m not done killing.”

      Saw shot her in the face, the bullet blasting through her eye. Her weathered, wrinkled skin contorted into a grimace and she fell into the snow.

      Mina turned away from the sight of it and looked at the dozen or so cowering men and women in the room. The faces of strangers. She doubted she’d said a hundred words combined to all of them put together. Could she really stay here with them? On this island overrun with zombies? Even if they somehow managed to kill the monsters, it was only a matter of time before someone else showed up to take or destroy what they had. And it was obvious fighting wasn’t this lot’s strong suit.

      “I think you managed to find ya’self a group of people even more worthless than you, Birdie. And that’s saying’ somethin’,” her daddy’s voice said.

      Saw jumped onto the truck’s running board and leaned into the cab.

      “Gonna be just you and a bunch of chickens. A flock of birdies waiting to get picked off by a cat.”

      “I’m no chicken, Daddy,” Mina said.

      A woman to her right looked at her, her face a mask of fear and confusion. “What did you say?”

      Mina ignored her. She stood up, head high. She was tired of cowering. She ran out of the building just as Saw emerged from the truck. In his hand, he held a white propane tank, the kind people used on their grills. Taped to the side of it was a road flare. He struck the flare and the light of the fire turned his face red. He looked every bit the Devil.

      Mina watched the man throw the heavy tank with one arm. It soared past her and she could see it clear as day. There was even a blue label that read ‘Bernzomatic’. The tank hit the ground and skidded across the snow before coming to a stop in front of the building where she’d been hiding moments ago. She realized she had a choice, but only seconds to come to a decision. She could run to the tank and try to move it away, or she could run from it and let the man who attacked their camp finish what he’d started.

      She heard men and women inside the building shouting, but they were too scared to push past the fire and escape. Instead, they stayed where they were.

      They aren’t worth risking my life over. Mina ran from the fiery blaze, watching as Saw aimed his gun at the tank and shot. It exploded with a roar and made her stumble, almost falling. The yelling inside the building transformed into panicked, agonized shrieks as the wood building was set ablaze.

      Saw climbed into the truck and sat down behind the wheel.

      Don’t go. Not yet. “Better hurry, Birdie.”

      Mina knew her daddy was right for once. She ran to the truck as Saw began to back it away from the camp. She picked up the pace and caught it before he could make the turn. Mina slammed her hand against the driver’s side door.

      Saw peered down from above her. He rolled the window down. “Mina, was it?”

      She nodded. “Are you going somewhere safe?”

      Saw glanced over at Mitch. He flashed a leering grin that showed his black, broken teeth as he turned back to Mina. “Everywhere’s safe when I’m around, love. Ain’t that right, Mitchy?”

      “Sure is.”

      Mina stared up at him. The man was a revolting sack of muscle and rage. He was the type of person she’d have crossed the street to avoid before the plague, but the world had changed now and she had a strong feeling inside that this new world was made for men like Saw.

      Mina took one more glance back at the men and women who called the Ark home. Most died in the fire. Zombies tore through the ones who managed to escape the blaze and the humans were too weak or too dumb to even fight back.

      She looked up at Saw. He still smiled. “Will you take me with you?”

      The door opened. Saw extended his hand. “All you had to do was ask.”

      Mina grabbed his palm and he hoisted her up with one arm, with the ease of lifting a pillow. She got her footing on the door frame and Saw spun her around so she fell into his lap. She could feel his hot breath on her neck. It was sickeningly sweet, like rotten meat. But when she felt his strong hands on her thin waist as he lifted her over him and sat her in the seat, she felt protected. She realized she wasn’t afraid any more. And that’s all she wanted out of life.

      Take that, daddy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wim thought he might have lost his mind. He’d just watched Mina voluntarily join the man who’d attacked them. Who’d set loose zombies. Who’d killed Delphine right in front of them. He didn’t see how it could be real, but as the truck backed away, then did a U-turn in the snowy landscape before heading toward the gate, he was left with no other choice but to believe it.

      He didn’t care about killing more zombies. He only needed to find Ramey and be gone from this awful place. Away from this land that made people do crazy, terrible things. He thought again, as he had so often in the past, that he’d been right all those years to stay on his farm, away from society. If this was how people treated each other, he wanted no part of it.

      Wim jogged toward camp, closing the remaining distance in less than a minute. A man from the Ark grabbed his arm as he passed by.

      “Did you see what happened, Wim?”

      Wim jerked his arm free and didn’t answer. He kept going, ignoring the people and the zombies. Let them fight each other. He wanted no part of it any more.
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        * * *

      

      Ramey saw Wim storm into the clinic. She was two buildings away and ran after him.

      “Wim!” She called out. But the door had closed.

      She wanted to get to him before he found her father. She didn’t want him to see what Doc had done. The things he had created. The shame she felt over being his daughter burned a hole inside her and she couldn’t imagine Wim knowing that the man who had created her, was also responsible for so much evil and madness.

      Ramey passed the first building. Halfway there. As she moved beyond the second, four zombies staggered into her path. One of them was on fire, the flames licking at his clothing. The smell of burning hair assaulted Ramey’s nose. The other zombies were uninjured, aside from being dead.

      She knew she had no weapons to fight them, and that running was her best choice, but her pulse was thrumming in her ears and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this angry. She wanted to kill them.

      A zombie in athletic shorts, a tank top, and sweatband lunged for her. Ramey hopped to the side and avoided its grasp. She shoved it in the back as it stumbled past her and it did a face plant into the snow.

      The other three came toward her. You’re being stupid. Run away. But still she didn’t run.

      The lone female zombie in the quartet was a sixty-something year old who was shaped like a bowling pin and whose gray hair was wound up in a tight perm. She snarled at Ramey and swatted with French manicured nails. Ramey jumped back, out of her reach. She scanned the area around her, looking for anything she could use to battle the creatures. There was nothing. She backed away, retreating around the corner of the building. Searching.

      Someone had been installing a brick facade on the building when the snow started to fly. A few bags of mortar mix leaned against the door, along with a two-foot-tall stack of bricks. It wasn’t much but it was something. Ramey grabbed a brick.

      The bowling pin zombie shuffled around the corner and Ramey was ready for her. She slammed the brick into the woman’s face, connecting with her brow. There was a crack that reminded Ramey of peeling a hardboiled egg and the dead woman’s skin split open revealing white skull underneath.

      The zombie blinked. Then she began to lean backward, slowly at first but speeding up as the momentum built until she crashed against the building and slithered down the side. When she hit the ground, she remained motionless.

      The burning zombie was at Ramey’s shoulder. She could feel the heat coming off it. And the smell. God, it was sickening, like a crematorium crossed with roadkill on a hot, August afternoon.

      Ramey swung the brick and hit it in the jaw. It groaned and a few broken teeth spilled from its mouth, along with a slimy trail of black drool. She hit it again, this time catching it above the ear. Her fingers were singed by the flames and the zombie went down so quick that she fell on top of it.

      She felt the fire against her body and rolled off. Her jackets smoldered and she dropped the brick so she could beat at it with her hands.

      In her distraction, she didn’t realize there was a zombie behind her until it grabbed hold of her chestnut colored hair. The zombie dragged Ramey backward and she skidded along the snow. She was away from the bricks now. Helpless.

      In front of her, the fitness zombie approached. But something was different. Now, in his hand, he held a small trowel. As he stepped toward Ramey he kept raising it up and stabbing it down repeatedly.

      Ramey didn’t know if it was trying to use the tool as a weapon or if it was some sort of bizarre muscle memory. Maybe he’d been a brick-layer in between running marathons. But either way, he was getting closer.

      She tried to yank herself free from the zombie that held her hair but its fingers were entwined in her long locks. Ramey changed course and did a 180 so that she was no longer on her ass, but on her knees.

      Ramey could see the zombie that held her was wearing flannel pajamas with tiny footballs printed all over them. Her head was at groin level and that gave her an idea. Ramey didn’t know if crotch shots worked on zombies, but it was worth a try.

      She punched as hard as she could manage. Her fist sunk deep into the creature’s groin. The sensation reminded Ramey of pounding out bread dough.

      And somewhat to her surprise, it worked. The zombie released her hair as it stumbled backward. Ramey turned away from it, ready to retrieve the brick. But she turned right in time for the zombie with the trowel to swipe the blade down, into her face.

      The metal sliced into her cheek, cutting a deep gash. She felt a hard jolt as the trowel hit her cheekbone. As the pain rushed through her, she jerked her head which sent the tool skidding to the side. An L-shaped chunk of flesh hung from her face and she thought it felt extra cold as the air hit the wound.

      The zombie fell into her, knocking her back, crashing into the building. The back of her head hit the wall and everything blazed bright white, whiter than the snow. She lost herself for a moment but came to when she landed on the ground, and the zombie landed on top of her.

      It belched a mouthful of putrid, rotting air into her face and she thought she might puke from the smell of it. It lunged toward her, but Ramey reached up and caught its headband with her thumb. The material stretched, stretched so far, she thought it might have enough leeway to still bite her, but finally it stopped. Its head bounced forward and back, forward and back. Every time it came close its vile breath sent new waves of nausea rushing through her.

      In the fall, the fitness zombie had dropped the trowel and now Ramey strained to reach it with her free hand. The exertion, coupled with the blow to her head, kept making her vision go fuzzy. Her thoughts came slow, like she was half-asleep and part of her just wanted to close her eyes and make it all stop.

      But she knew doing that meant death and she wasn’t about to die yet. She tried one more time to grab the trowel, her fingertips glancing across the frigid metal. Just a little further. She stretched as far as possible with the zombie pinning her down. She touched the trowel again, could pinch the metal between her index finger and thumb. Now she was able to pull it closer. She flipped it around and grabbed the wooden handle.

      The next time the zombie’s head bounced toward her, Ramey was waiting. She rammed the trowel into its mouth and didn’t stop pushing until it hit bone. The corners of its mouth were sliced open and the blade jutted out from between its teeth like it was chewing on a cigar.

      The creature flailed with its arms, now less interested in the hot meal beneath it than the tool stuck in its mouth. Ramey took advantage of the distraction and pushed it off her.

      She rolled away from it, then bounced to her feet. That strange feeling like she was floating in a pool returned and she held her arms out at her sides to steady herself. Get it together, Ramey. If you go down now its game over. She held as still as possible until the feeling faded. Good. Now forget about the zombies and find Wim.

      She ignored the fitness zombie which thrashed on the ground, and the pajama-wearing zombie which was again stumbling toward her, its injured nuts forgotten. There was no time for them. There was only time for Wim.
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        * * *

      

      Wim found the clinic empty which was pretty much what he expected. He headed toward the open doors which led to Doc’s lab. Its downward corridor was cloaked in red light and he felt like there was a fair chance he was walking straight into Hell, but he continued.

      Halfway into his descent, the first moving thing he saw was a zombie with two heads. He blinked hard, thinking he must be seeing things, but when he opened them, the creature was still there. It staggered toward him, traveling up the tunnel. Its heads lolling aimlessly atop a bloated, purple neck.

      It reminded Wim of the two-headed calf that had been born on the farm all those years before. His pa had called it an abomination. What would the old man think if he were here to see this horrible creature?

      Pa had done the merciful thing and put the calf down. Now it was Wim’s turn to do the same. He shot the head on the right. It flopped backward as a spray of brains exploded out the back of its skull. But the creature kept coming. Wim ejected the cartridge, loaded a new one and closed the bolt. He shot again, hitting the second head. The bullet caught it just above its eye and the force whipped its head sideways and he saw a fissure open where the head was attached to the oversized neck. He thought it might come loose, but before that could happen the monster collapsed in a heap. Wim continued.

      The remainder of his journey was uneventful and the opening to Doc’s underground lair was unimpeded. He kept the stock of the rifle against his shoulder, ready to shoot, as he stepped inside.

      It really is Hell in here.

      The room was filled with Frankenstein-type zombies which staggered about, bumping into each other, into gurneys, into the walls. The creatures seemed even more clumsy or maybe stupid, than their normal counterparts, if zombies could even be smart or dumb, let alone normal.

      Wim saw a female zombie with its stomach torn open and all her insides missing coming toward him. He aimed the rifle.

      “William! Don’t!”

      Wim turned to see Doc in the back corner. He held what looked like a fat, blood covered baby in his arms, but that couldn’t be possible.

      “Don’t shoot her. She has no teeth. She’s harmless. All my creations are. Look closer if you don’t trust me.”

      Wim did not trust the man and had no desire to take a closer look, but he squinted into the scope and peered at the female zombie’s mouth. He realized Doc was right. Her mouth was a scarred mass of hollow gums and nothing more. He checked a second zombie, this one looked as if it had been skinned from head to toe. Its mouth hung open giving Wim a good look. Again, it was toothless.

      He knew Doc was a liar, but he didn’t see any point in checking the others. He lowered the rifle.

      “You’re worse than them, you know?” Wim said.

      Doc shrugged his shoulders as he rocked back and forth. “Worse isn’t the word I would use, but I know your vocabulary and intellect is limited so I won’t take that personally. Tell me, William, have you even so much as glanced at a dictionary or thesaurus? And s, you don’t embarrass yourself, the latter is not a kind of dinosaur.”

      Wim was tempted to shoot him right then but did not. He wanted answers, not more death.

      Doc rose from the stool on which he was sitting and took a few steps in Wim’s direction.

      “Did you kill Emory?”

      “Of course, I did.”

      Wim had no doubts of this, but the blunt matter-of-factness of Doc’s answer sent his temper soaring.

      “The old coot was too smart for his own good. He thought he was being quite sneaky, breaking into my lab, but he never thought to ask the most rudimentary question: Why would Delphine of all people, have keys to this place?

      Wim processed this, all the while feeling dumb that he wasn’t putting the pieces together quick enough. “You mean Delphine— “

      “Told me everything.”

      Wim processed the fact that Delphine had betrayed them. That she’d got Emory killed. He suddenly felt a whole lot less bad about seeing her get shot.

      “Congratulations, by the way,” Doc said.

      Wim tried to get out of his head and back to the matter at hand. “For what?”

      “Marrying my daughter, of course. It wounded me to not receive an invitation. Never mind the fact that you didn’t have the courtesy to ask me for her hand.”

      Wim shook his head, trying to clear it of Doc’s ramblings. He looked closer at the object Doc was carrying. It was a baby. Where the heck did he get that? It didn’t matter. He pulled the folder out of his jacket and held it up to Doc.

      “What’s this mean?”

      “You’ve been snooping in my house. Naughty boy, William. Very naughty. Santa won’t be bringing you any gifts this year.”

      Wim stepped toward him. They were only a few feet apart now. He shoved the file at Doc’s face. “Tell me!” His voice was so full of rage that he surprised himself.

      Even Doc flinched. He pulled the newborn closer to his chest. “Easy now, you’ll scare the baby.”

      “Why does it say ‘test’ under vaccines? What did you do to her?”

      Doc’s momentary fear dissipated and his crazy jackal grin returned. “What did I do to her? I saved her you buffoon.”

      Wim felt like he was being spoken to in riddles and he couldn’t decipher whether Doc was intentionally being confusing or if he really was too dumb to understand. He felt some of the anger leave him, replaced by self-doubt. He’d already been responsible for the attack on the Ark. He’d trusted Delphine, who in turn, betrayed them all. Maybe he was in the process of fouling something else up. When he spoke, his voice was on the verge of wavering. “What do you mean?”

      Doc’s smile grew so wide Wim thought the man’s face might split in half. He was loving this. “Come now, William, you’re not even living up to my, admittedly very low expectations, of you. What does the chart say?”

      Doc reached out and snatched the file from his hand. He held it up, displaying it for Wim to see. Shoving it in Wim’s face now. “Vaccines. Administration dates. Batch numbers.” He threw the file at Wim. The pages bounced off Wim’s face and fluttered to the floor. “Connect the dots. Tell me what it means!”

      Wim’s confidence was gone. He thought about what he was being told, tried to understand it. “You gave Ramey a vaccine. I get that. But for what?”

      Doc waved his free arm around the room, then toward the corridor. “For this! For the plague. Are you figuring it out now?”

      Wim was. He didn’t want to say it but he knew Doc wasn’t going to do it for him. So, he spit out the words. “Ramey isn’t really immune.”

      “Winner, winner, chicken dinner! Of course, at the time I told her it was the flu shot. Which in retrospect, wasn’t entirely a lie, now was it? If I hadn’t given her the vaccine before I came here, she’d be just like every other zombie wandering around eating people to survive. I saved her, just like I saved all of my followers here on the Ark.”

      “That’s why you knew she’d come here.”

      “Of course. Where else would she go? I told you before, William, all of this is because of me.”

      Wim took a step backward. He was ready to go but he had one more question. And he knew he might not want to hear the answer. “But Hal— “

      Doc nodded. “A most unfortunate, but not unexpected, development. Hal didn’t get sick because you brought the boy, and the virus here. The virus is everywhere. Hal got sick because his vaccine wore off.”

      “When was he vaccinated compared to Ramey?”

      Doc thought about for a second. “About fourteen months afterward.”

      Wim felt his chest tighten and his mouth go dry. He struggled to get out words. “How long…”

      “Does she have? I’d say your guess is as good as mine, but that would be untrue. I’d anticipated that we’d all need boosters every five years. Hal’s time ran out in less than three.”

      The idea that there was still hope buoyed Wim’s spirits and he recovered, at least somewhat. His grip tightened on the rifle. “Then I’m going to bring her here and you’re going to give her the booster shot right now.”

      Doc’s eyes blazed. “I will not.”

      Wim clenched the rifle in his hands. “You will.”

      “Let me rephrase that for you. I cannot. Because there is no booster. Not yet. I’ve been dabbling with one but…” He looked around the room, his face full of pride as he took in the monsters he made. “I’ve been rather distracted.”

      Doc turned back to him. “So, Ramey’s life is in your hands, Wim. Proceed with your plan to leave the Ark, to run away and live as man and wife until one day, you wake up and your dearly beloved has become yet another flesh-eating ghoul… Or stay here with me. Keep the Ark safe and I’ll refocus on developing the booster. It’s your choice.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      Both men looked toward the corridor where Ramey stumbled down the tunnel, toward them.

      Wim was too shocked at first to move. He saw the ragged wound on her face and wondered what had happened.

      Doc saw it too, and to him the torn away section of flesh on her face looked oddly boot-shaped. His hand went to his own birthmark. “Ramey, I love the new addition. You’re becoming more and more like me with each passing hour.”

      “I’m nothing like you, you sadistic asshole. I hope to God my mother was cheating on you and I’m not really your daughter.”

      “Well, she was a bit of a whore.”

      Ramey ignored him. “I hate you. I hate you and I’d rather die out there than ever have to see your face again.”

      Wim could see her trembling. He’d never seen her so angry and it worried him.

      “That’s why we’re getting the fuck out—”

      Before she could finish, her body went limp. Wim caught her and stopped her from falling to the floor. He took a closer look at the wound, saw it was not a bite wound, and was able to breathe again. He lifted her limp body cradling her in his arms and held her tight against him.

      He glared at Doc. “I want you to know, if she ever turns I’m coming back here and I will kill you.”

      Doc held his hands up and faked trembling, mocking. “Ohhhh, I’m very scared. Why not just do it now, because her fate is predetermined. It would save you the return trip.”

      One of Doc’s zombies, this one comprised of two different ethnicities, stumbled between them. Wim was glad he didn’t have to look at Doc’s face any more. He turned away and carried Ramey up the corridor.

      Doc called after him. “Ta ta, William. Until next time…”

      Wim didn’t look back.
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      Wim set Ramey on a snowmobile and climbed on behind her. She was slowly regaining consciousness but he held onto her tight with one arm while he steered with the other.

      They sped through camp. It seemed like everyone was dead and that the zombies had taken over. He avoided all of them as he left camp. They passed the buildings that had been their poor excuse for a home for months, passed the box. Wim stopped when he reached the house trailer.

      “Stay here,” he said to Ramey.

      She was still groggy, but she understood and nodded. “Don’t keep me waiting long.”

      “I won’t.”

      Wim climbed off the snowmobile and up the steps into the trailer where the door had been left ajar. He scanned the tight quarters where he’d lived since June. It was a dump as far as homes went, but he had fond memories of his friends. Now they were both gone, albeit in different ways.

      He moved to his bedroom and crossed to the nightstand. There he took the handkerchief Emory had given him the day he married them. Wim held it to his nose and could still smell the man’s aroma on it. He felt his eyes start to burn and hurriedly shoved it into his pocket. There wasn’t any time for that. Then he took a Polaroid photo Delphine had snapped of the four of them together. Even though she’d cut off the tops of his and Emory’s heads, and despite the events of the day, seeing it made him smile. He carefully tucked it into his shirt pocket.

      He passed by the bathroom, stopping to grab a small first aid kit, then exited the trailer.

      Ramey appeared more alert and smiled up at him. “Thought maybe you went in there to take a few of those plaid shirts. I know how attached you are to them.”

      Wim grinned despite himself. “I thought you liked ‘em.”

      “Not quite as much as you, big boy.”

      He went to her and took her face in his hand. He examined the wound. The bleeding had stopped and it looked clean but he wasn’t taking any chances. She winced as he poured peroxide over it, but she was a tough girl and he loved that about her. In the wind, it dried fast and he covered the L-shaped cut with a 4x4 bandage.

      He paused before he resumed his seat on the snowmobile.

      “Is there anything you want to take with?”

      Ramey grabbed his collar and pulled him into her. “Only you, Wim. You’re all I need.”

      She kissed him. It was long and deep and made him forget about the day’s pain. She had a way of making everything better.
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        * * *

      

      Ramey now sat behind him, holding his waist, as they drove out of camp and to the gate which still hung ajar. The snowmobile skidded down the little hill that led to the dock, but they avoided it and went straight onto the ice.

      Chunks of snow bounced up as they rode and the cold wind prickled their faces but neither seemed to mind. They passed the gaping hole in the ice where Lonnie’s rig had disappeared and continued to shore. The road that dead-ended in the lake was empty. Saw and his truck were nowhere to be seen. All that remained were tire tracks in the snow.

      Wim slowed to a stop when he reached the road. He dialed back the throttle so he could hear something other than the whine of the engine.

      “Where should we go?” He asked her.

      Ramey squeezed his chest through his coat. “To that little cabin you told me about the night you married me. The one in the mountains.”

      “Well, it wasn’t a particular one.”

      “I know. Any will do as long as there’s a porch with a view. Because you promised me sunsets and stars, remember?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      He gunned the engine and they drove on.

      

      ***
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      In the end, it was worth all the challenges.

      I continue to be blown away that the books I wrote in rural Pennsylvania are now being read all over the globe. Again, thank you for taking a few hours out of your life to take a chance on this book and on me!

      I love hearing from readers, it absolutely makes my day, so if you’d like to reach out, please visit my website or send me a friend request on Facebook. The links are:

      http://www.tonyurbanauthor.com

      http://Facebook.com/tonyurban

      Tell me about your favorite characters, your favorite scenes, and what you think will happen next!

      And Happy Reading!
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      If you’re reading this, I’m either dead or you’re a nosy bastard.

      If it’s the former, well, that pisses me off. I expected to be in this for the long haul. But, as I’ve found out often enough, death comes when we’re least expecting it.

      I never kept a diary before. Actually, I’m going call this a journal. Diary sounds pretty girly.

      Back to my point, if there is one. I’m not sure why I’m bothering with a journal now. I suppose I hope my story can help someone else. Maybe you can read about what I did right and what I did wrong and have a smoother ride than I’ve had so far. Or maybe I’m just bored. That’s something I wouldn’t have expected about the zombie apocalypse. Much of the time, it’s really fucking boring.

      I’m not the guy anyone would have expected to be in a position to give advice. A lot of people thought I was a fuck up and shit, I am. But, I’m alive and most of them aren’t, so I suppose that counts for something. Right?

      For me, things started off with a scream. I was running the meat station for the afternoon buffet crowd when an old woman’s husband died and came back to life. He bit some people, they started to turn, they bit some more people… You get the picture. It wasn’t slow and gradual like in some of the movies. It was like someone tipping over the first in a row of a hundred dominos. One became two became three.

      Click, click, click, click, click.

      Before I knew it, everyone was dead but me. If I’d have made a single mistake, hesitated a second too long, or even zigged when I should have zagged, I would have become zombie chow, destined to spend eternity inside the Grand Buffet - Johnstown’s #1 Budget Eatery four years running. But I made all the right moves and I got out.

      I knew the most important thing, aside from staying away from large crowds, was having the proper weapons. I didn’t know much about guns and didn’t trust them. Not in a pinch. So, I raided a sporting goods store and turned an unbreakable hockey stick into a dual bladed weapon. It was long, which kept me out of arm’s reach of the zombies, lightweight, and deadly as hell. It served me better than I could have ever imagined.

      Initially, I had plans to head west. Out to one of those states that most people can’t even point to on a map because they’re so remote and sparsely populated that they’re pretty much forgotten. Some place like Wyoming. That’s a  state, right?

      Staying anywhere close to the cities was a bad move and I knew that, but I ended up running into a big motherfucker named Bundy and we teamed up for a while.

      Eventually we found some others. Or they found us. I guess it depends on your perspective. I thought it might be good to have a group of survivors, especially early on when we were all trying to figure shit out. More people to gather supplies, to watch your back. Strength in numbers and all that happy horse shit. Good theory, right? Well, not so much in execution.

      All I wanted to do was to survive, to teach them some of the knowledge I’m going to share here. But, they didn’t care to listen. They were too interested in falling in love or running around on fool’s errands trying to find missing family members who, let’s face it, were almost certainly dead. Dead and walking. And eating. God, so much eating. No matter how hard I tried, they didn’t listen so, one night, I hopped on my motorcycle and left their drama in the rearview mirror.  I ain’t got time for that.

      This is the apocalypse. The end of the world probably. But, I’ve still got a lot of living left to do.

      I’m Mead and I kill the dead.
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      It’s been a few weeks since I left those stupid fucking fuckers at the warehouse.

      Time has not, as the saying goes, healed all wounds. I’m still pissed off at the way they acted - Ramey trading me in for Wim without a second thought, Mina going all googly eyes at fatass Bundy – and the way they treated me. Like a wad of chewing gun stuck in the tread of your shoe that you can’t get rid of no matter how much you try.

      Over the weeks, I’ve lost count on how many zombies I killed, but I know it’s in the high three digits. Hell, I killed over a hundred in Cincinnati alone. I crossed Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, but turned back when I realized everything in the Midwest was flat as shit and monotonous as fuck.

      I was back in my old stomping ground of Western Pennsylvania, the motorcycle careening down the highway. I won’t lie, I was going way too damn fast, even if it was the end of the world and speeding tickets were a thing of the past. I’d been driving all night when I hit a rust bucket coal or steel town which was situated along a river that was grayer than a 90-year-old widow. The only reason I stopped was because more than two dozen zombies crowded my route across an ancient, iron bridge.

      When I’d first come across the Indian motorcycle, I’d had visions of driving into a crowd of zombies just like this one, all the while swinging my zombie dicing hockey stick and slaughtering the monsters without so much as squeezing the brakes.

      In all my travels so far, I hadn’t put that plan into action, always erring on the side of safety and common sense. But that day I was experiencing the perfect storm of boredom and rage and disappointment and general pissed off-ness that I decide to give it a go.

      I was still a little unsteady on the bike, and a part of me knew the idea was mad, but I was so filled up with anger and hurt that I thought a blood vessel in my brain might explode if I didn’t somehow get it all out.

      I reached over my shoulder, feeling for the stick which was fastened to my back. On my first try, my fingers caught the nylon strap that held it to my body and, for a second, my hand was stuck. The bike wobbled, and I overcorrected as I tried to steady it, sending me careening to the right. Before I knew it, I was hurtling toward the barriers that marked the edge of the bridge. I jerked my hand free and got the bike back under control just in time to avoid the collision.

      My heart was racing even faster than the bike. My pulse beating so hard in my ears that I could hear nothing else. I turned the motorcycle toward the zombies and picked up the pace. Fifty miles per hour. Sixty. Faster.

      The wind whipped at my greasy hair which flew out behind me like a bizarre sci-fi helmet. An actual helmet was the one thing I lacked. I’d strapped protective sports gear all over my arms, legs and torso. I was padded up better than an NFL lineman. That was all to protect myself against the zombies - or more specifically their teeth.

      These zombies were close enough to smell. Their sickening sweet, putrid aroma reminded me of gone over meat and in this new world, that smell never failed to energize me. In a fraction of a second, the nearest zombies went from being yards away to within striking distance. I swung the bladed end of the stick as I rocketed into them.

      The blade caught a zombie who wore a florescent orange highway worker’s jacket in the forehead and lopped the top of its skull clean off. Chunky, black blood splashed into the air as it fell. That made me smile.

      I could feel their hands grabbing at me, their fingers clawing at me as I pressed through them. I swung again and connected with the neck of a woman whose dyed red hair was piled up in a beehive above her wrinkly face. Her mouth opened in a surprised Oh! as her head was severed from her body. My smile turned into laughter which was impossible to hold back as her shocked, disconnected skull toppled through the air, end over end.

      Next up was a short, shirtless man who was as big around as he was tall. To me, the belly button in his pendulous, gray gut made the perfect bullseye. I sliced his stomach from one side to another and the man’s intestines spilled out like dime store candy from a burst piñata.

      I slaughtered another half dozen zombies on my way through the crowd. When I emerged on the other side, I cast a glance backwards, admiring the carnage left in my wake. I was pleased with myself, but there were still more of the creatures up and walking than those who were dead on the ground.

      All my life I had a habit of leaving things unfinished. School, jobs, being a father. If I was going to turn things around, I needed to do a complete 180, not another half-assed attempt at change. And this seemed like as good a time to start as any.

      I made a slow U-turn in the road and returned to the zombies. First up was a man with a distended beer gut which was only half-covered by a Coors t-shirt. The blade caught him in the ear and arced upward, toward the split in his hair, lopping off a good twenty percent of the top of his skull.

      With the boozehound disposed of, my next target was a teenage girl who I couldn’t help but notice had almost perfect C cup breasts that pushed provocatively against her Pitt t-shirt. It seemed a real shame, but I used the stick to split her head in half horizontally.

      Next, I got in a glancing blow on a young boy who looked like he was barely old enough to walk. The stick hit the toddler in the jaw and broke the hinge on the left side. It hung from his face like a macabre Halloween mask.

      I was halfway through his return trip when I cut off the head of a tall, bald geezer. His oversized noggin tumbled onto the road and I was forced to jerk the bike sideways to avoid hitting it. That proved a bad move because I steered the bike straight into the pile of intestines I’d spilled earlier. When I hit the guts, the front wheel hydroplaned, and the bike kicked to the side, propelling me straight into two zombies who were far too undead and slow to make any attempt to avoid the collision.

      The bike bounced, then tipped sideways, and before I could blink I was thrown free of it. I hit the pavement hard enough to knock the breath out of myself and skidded a full five yards. The bike went further, not stopping until it smashed into the steel fence barrier with a crunching sound that I immediately knew meant game over.

      Worse still was my beloved hockey stick. I lost my grip on it when I hit the road and all I could do was watch as the stick bounced and slid across the pavement before making a perfect hole in one as it disappeared through the fence and into the river below.

      I didn’t have any time to mourn my lost weapon - the perfect weapon - because even though I’d come to a stop unscathed, I did so only inches away from a lanky zombie who looked almost like a giant from my low, on the ground perspective. The zombie snarled as it bent at the waist and reached for me.

      I hopped to my feet, relieved that no parts of myself felt broken or even injured. I took a moment to congratulate myself on having the forethought to stay so well-padded and again wondered why no one else realized how helpful I could be in the humans vs. zombies war. The battle to stay alive.

      I knew there was little time for ego stroking and dove into the zombie, shoulder first. I’d never played football or made a tackle but this one was just about perfect. I connected with the creature’s pelvis, driving it backward and toward the barrier at the edge of the bridge.

      I felt it grabbing for me, clawing at my body, but I didn’t stop until we hit the barrier. Between my low angle and the zombie’s extreme height, the momentum carried it backward. Its arms flailed as it fell through the air and I watched, grinning, as it slammed into the gray water below.

      My happiness was short-lived because, when I turned around, I saw the remaining zombies were within feet of me. I grabbed a buck knife from my belt, searching for an escape route, but they were all around me.

      I knew I could take out a few, maybe even several, with the knife, but the blade was only good up close and personal. In a fight against more than a handful of the creatures, fighting with only a knife would be a death sentence. By the time I’d killed three or four or five there’d be another dozen on me and I didn’t have enough padding to withstand that kind of barrage.

      The closest zombie was within reach. It swatted at me and I lashed out with the knife, severing two of its fingers. The zombie stared at its disfigured hand, curious.

      The creatures were at my front, at both sides, and they were closing in. The only escape route was behind me. At my back, was the edge of the bridge. And, below that, the river.

      I risked a glance down at the gray water. I’d never been great at judging distance, but guessed the water was a good fifteen feet below. I wasn’t a very good swimmer and the idea of jumping into that abyss terrified me.

      While I looked away, a zombie moved within biting distance. It grabbed hold of my shoulder, fell into me and chomped down. When I turned back I saw a zombie in poorly fitting polyester suit chewing on the hard, plastic shoulder pads I was wearing. Thick, opaque saliva oozed from its mouth as it gnawed away.

      I was unharmed, and a little amused, but I knew time was not on my side. I rammed the knife through its eye socket, enjoying the pop as his eyeball burst. At first, the zombie looked up at me, its remaining eye staring in a pained ‘What did you do that for?’ manner. Then, I gave the knife a rough twist and the creature collapsed to its knees.

      The rest of the horde was within feet of me. As much as I dreaded jumping, it was my only out. I climbed onto the fence, my knees shaking so hard my entire body wobbled. That was when it occurred to me that I had no clue as to the depth of the water.

      What if it was only a few feet deep and I was crushed on impact? Or what I hit the bottom and didn’t die but broke my legs? What if the current was too strong to overcome and I drowned? Every moment that passed brought forth a new, painful worry and I realized it wasn’t getting me anywhere except closer to chickening out.

      I took one more look at the zombies.

      “Later, fuckers.”

      Then, I jumped.

      It wasn’t fifteen feet down. It was closer to forty and I was wholly unprepared for the impact, landing in something between a belly flop and a face plant. I felt as if I’d taken a swan dive off a skyscraper, like all the joints in my body were dislocated at the same time. And then I was sinking.

      I couldn’t see anything through the polluted, gray water. The metallic taste of it filled my mouth. Flooded my nostrils. I realized fast that I needed to move. To swim. Or else I was going to die.

      I kicked, but it felt pointless against the rapid rushing waters of the river and the weight of my padding dragging me further under. The irony that what was supposed to save me might now kill me, wasn’t lost on me. I windmilled my arms, trying to remember what I’d learned in seventh grade gym class, but I couldn’t even discern whether I was going up or down.

      My lungs felt like they were full of hot coals, yet I closed my mouth like it was a vise. I didn’t know how long I could hold my breath, but knew time was almost up. Maybe in more ways than one.

      I tried harder, to swim - or whatever frantic, desperate motions I was making with my arms and legs. I thought it was working. I was moving anyway, moving on my own now, and not due to the strength of the current.

      It seemed to be getting brighter around me. The water had turned from gunmetal gray to dirty dishwater. That gave me renewed hope and I kicked harder, flapped my arms with renewed determination.

      Finally, I burst through the surface, gasping for air and puking up river water at the same time. I didn’t care that, along with the water up came the remains of a few partially digested HoHos that stuck in my scraggly excuse for a mustache. I let the river carry me along as I recovered from that near-death experience.

      I was exhausted, in pain, and alone. I had no vehicle and no weapons. But I was alive. I could figure out the rest later.
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        * * *

      

      I washed up on shore about a mile from where I made my leap of faith and I laid there for a while, contemplating what to do next. Daylight was fading and a night on the riverbank, which was littered with trash including used hypodermic needles, wasn’t high on my list.

      After dragging myself to my feet, I grabbed a rock that had decent weight, but fit comfortably in my hand, and started walking. After a while I came upon a ramshackle, ranch-style house with pea green siding and a Ford Tempo that was sixty percent metal, forty percent rust, parked in the driveway. Even though it was a bigger piece of shit than the Cavalier I’d started out this whole mess in, I thought it was the perfect solution to my current predicament.

      Those hopes were dashed when I got close enough to see the back end of the car was propped up on concrete blocks. The house wasn’t much better. Three of the five front windows were boarded over and the front door hung ajar. Nevertheless, I couldn’t even see the sun above the trees and it was better than nothing.

      As I poked my head through the open door, I could barely see into the dark confines of the house and I concentrated more on listening. It was quiet as a library, so I pushed the door open far enough to pass through.

      Once my eyes adjusted, I realized the house was abandoned. There was no furniture save for a couch that looked like it had been around since World War I, complete with springs poking through the cushions. When I got close enough to smell it, I realized the aesthetics were the least of its problems. The aroma of old piss wafted from the vaguely tan fabric and punched me in the face. And, as my eyes scanned the room, I discovered several plastic milk jugs filled with yellow/green liquid.

      “Oh, that’s fantastic.”

      I thought about leaving the hovel, but I supposed that, in the midst of a zombie apocalypse, I couldn’t afford to be too picky.

      Room by room, I checked and cleared the house. Aside from the containers of urine, the only evidence of a prior resident was a pile of dirty clothing heaped into the corner of what might have once been a bedroom, and a stained and tattered mattress setting on the floor. I’d rather sleep in a puddle of my own vomit, thank you very much. I decided to make camp in what passed for the kitchen. Even though the old linoleum floor was filthy, it didn’t smell like piss and that was as good as it got in that place.

      As exhausted as I was, sleep was slow to come and when it did, it was restless and dream-filled. For the first time since the initial appearance of the zombies, that day that seemed so long ago at the Buffet, I felt… not scared exactly, but at a disadvantage. I didn’t like that feeling and I vowed to fix that in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      After vacating the chateau de urine, I walked another mile before coming across an old Jeep Wrangler sitting in the yard in front of a mobile home. It had no top and the seats were torn and worn through. Four gigantic tires raised the body so far off the ground that I thought I’d have to take a running leap to get into it.

      That fact made the Jeep more than a little intriguing. After all, the motorcycle had been something of an epic fail. Maybe it was time to go in the complete opposite direction. I wondered if would even start, but the keys were missing, and further exploration was required.

      I knew I was pressing my luck, with a three-pound rock as my sole weapon, but I climbed the rickety wooden steps and pulled open the trailer door. The smell inside was all too familiar. It wasn’t finely aged piss though, it was death. On the floor, I spied the body of a slender woman who could have been anywhere from mid-teens to mid-sixties. It was hard to tell since her face had been eaten away to the bone.

      Her body hadn’t fared much better. Her breasts were mostly gone, just a few mangled lumps of blackened tissue rising from her ribcage. Her stomach was torn open and it looked like something - someone - had burrowed into her innards, gnawing away an irregular circle so deep I thought I could see parts of her spinal cord.

      I considered clearing the trailer, to see if whoever had done this to her was still around, but the last time I’d ventured into a mobile home looking for keys hadn’t gone too well, and I had no desire to linger longer than necessary. I went to the kitchen and began the scavenger hunt.

      As I searched through the drawers, I found a pair of scissors and decided to add them to my collection. All I needed now was paper. In the third drawer I found a keyring with ten or more keys of various shapes and sizes. As I checked for one etched with the Jeep logo, my back was turned to the living room where the mutilated woman had lain. And, so caught up in examining the keys was I, that I didn’t see or hear her get up.

      “Bingo!” I said as I located the Jeep key. I deposited it into my pocket, grabbed the scissors and rock and spun around to see the dead woman rising to her feet. What remained of her insides tumbled out the gaping hole in her belly and hit the floor with a heavy splat that sent coagulated, black blood splashing across the room and onto my lower legs. Undeterred by the loss, she came for me.

      “You’ve got be fucking kidding me.”

      The faceless, gutless zombie shuffled my way. Even without eyes she somehow sensed my location. I looked to my hands, from the rock to the scissors, trying to decide which to utilize. I went with rock.

      The zombie’s honing beacon overcame her blindness, but it did nothing to alert her to what was coming. I strode her way, reared back with the rock, and smashed it down on her brow.  Her skull crumpled inward like a dented soda can. She stumbled backward a step, then fell to her knees.

      When I looked down on the wretched, dead thing, I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for it - or for its condition, anyway. But, when her mouth fell open and a raspy growl tumbled out, I didn’t hesitate before swinging again. This time the rock didn’t just dent her soda can skull, it smashed a hole and the zombie crumpled to the floor, motionless once more. I stepped over her body as I fled the trailer and headed for the Wrangler.

      Up close, I realized it wasn’t pretty. There was no top and the passenger door had a rust hole big enough to fit my head through. The faded, baby blue paint was pinstriped with scratches and gashes, but the big ass tires and a large, steel bumper with a forward jutting bull bar made up for the ugliness. Besides, I’m no prize winner either.

      I hauled myself into the driver’s seat, inserted the key into the ignition.

      “Start you son of a bitch.”

      And it did. The Jeep fired up without any hesitation. I shifted it into gear and whomped down on the gas pedal, sending chunks of grass flying up behind me as I peeled out of the yard and onto the road.

      I had a feeling I could get used to this.
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      Stops at four different sporting goods stores turned up none of the amazing, unbreakable hockey sticks. I guess that was to be expected, but I was disappointed nonetheless. I was still reluctant to trust my safety, my life, to firearms, so I tossed a variety of tools into a bright, green shopping cart.

      Included among them was a 36-inch axe with a lightweight, composite handle. It felt good in my hands, but I missed the extra inches of length (that’s what she said) afforded by the hockey stick. Nevertheless, it seemed like something that might come in handy in a pinch.

      What I really needed, however, were long handled weapons. Fighting with a single zombie up close and personal was one thing, but for even a small horde, I needed something to keep them out of arm’s reach. Once they got within biting distance, the odds of survival dropped too low.

      My near-death experience on the bridge made me realize once more how fast Lady Luck could change her fickle mind and say, ‘Fuck you, Mead. You’re still a loser. Time to say sayonara.’ My pads were better than nothing, but still exposed flesh in too many spots to be foolproof. Plus, the weight of them almost drowned me in the river. I needed something better.

      I pushed the cart full of tools and weapons through the parking lot of the plaza and spotted Tractor Supply. I thought such a blue-collar store might hold some treasures inside its walls and decided to explore.

      The business was basically a farmer’s version of a department store. The front half was filled with lawn mowers, tractors, weed eaters, and other lawn care machinery. As I progressed further inside, I saw pet food and supplies.

      A row of plush dog toys, rubber bones, and kibble bummed me out because I’d always wanted a dog. My parents would never allow one and, once I was out on my own, none of the five or so apartments I’d rented allowed pets. Like a mutt could have really done any damage to those rat holes.

      I realized I hadn’t seen a single dog, or cat for that matter, since the beginning of the apocalypse and my mood, which had been increasingly optimistic as the day wore on, took a quick detour south.

      I wanted to get away from this depressing scene, but as I turned, I heard a noise a I couldn’t quite identify. It wasn’t walking or shuffling. Scraping maybe? No, that wasn’t it either. I tried to listen harder, if such an act was possible, concentrating.

      Chewing? Not quite but getting warmer.

      Crunching. That was it. Like someone was gnawing away at extra crispy potato chips somewhere beyond the end of the aisle.

      I let the shopping cart and its contents sit and took the axe with me as I moved toward the noise. That could have been a stupid move. If the supply room happened to be teeming with zombies, a lone axe wasn’t going to do me a whole lot of good. I could have been walking toward death, but the alternative was fleeing the store as a preventative measure and leaving this treasure trove of a store empty-handed. That wasn’t happening.

      The noise grew louder with each footstep. It was definitely crunching and whatever was making the sound was going to town. Another half dozen steps and I was almost there. My hands tightened on the axe handle as I steeled myself for whatever laid behind the corner. I held my breath and looked.

      What I saw surprised me at least as much as anything I’d seen since the first days of the apocalypse. It was a zombie which, of course, wasn’t strange anymore, but this zombie was on his hands and knees, crouched over a ripped 50-pound bag of dog food and had its face buried in the kibble. The chewing sound continued as it gobbled down the chow.

      The scene was so bizarre, so unexpected, that I barked out a laugh and I didn’t even care that my cover was blown.

      The zombie pulled its face free of the food, brown chunks tumbling from its jaws which still worked and chomped.

      “Holy chuckle fucks. Now I’ve seen everything.”

      I must have looked tastier than generic dog food, because the zombie pushed itself away from the food and turned toward me. It wore a red vest with white embroidery that read, “Gregory - Manager” and his gut was so distended from eating most of the bag of kibble that the buttons looked ready to blow.

      I couldn’t believe a zombie would eat dog food, but I supposed, after a few weeks trapped in the store with no human flesh to feed upon, desperation must have set in.

      Greg the manager zombie staggered to his feet, his pendulous belly swaying back and forth like he was smuggling a five-gallon water balloon under his uniform. He took a wobbly step toward me and I closed the gap from the other direction.

      It growled at me, which seemed entirely appropriate considering its recent meal, and I thought I was probably doing it as favor when I slammed the axe into its face. The blade sunk deep into his cheek and nose with a sickening crunch and the zombie went limp.

      As I jerked the axe free from its skull, I heard an oddly musical crash nearby. I didn’t hesitate, rushing toward my next target.

      I found a tall, husky man in overalls and a white t-shirt tangled amongst a pile of wind chimes and weathervanes. He’d fallen to his knees, his feet ensnared in the strings and cords and every time be moved there came another ding or dong.

      Music to die by, I thought, and I was glad I wasn’t the one dying. The zombie saw me approaching and reached in my direction, but his arm was caught between decorative metal chickens and I was in no danger.

      I probably could have left him there, finished my shopping, and he’d have still been tangled up, but I wasn’t in the business of taking foolish chances. I swung the axe overhead, like I was chopping a supervised piece of firewood, and slammed the axe into the top of his skull. He fell into the merchandise with another melodious clatter.

      With those two finished off, I could get back to shopping. I found a rack of metal conduit in 10-foot-long sections. It was lightweight and using the blunt side of the axe, it was easy to pound the hollow ends into sharp points. To check their effectiveness, I returned to the manger and tried jamming the makeshift spear into his dead head. It plunged through his milky eye and didn’t stop moving until it hit the inside of his skull. Yep, I liked this a lot. I made another half dozen of them. I’d never been a Boy Scout, but I believed in being prepared.

      With weapons in hand, I knew what I needed next. Protection. In the clothing department, I found exactly that. I grabbed three pairs of jeans and they weren’t the broken in, thread bare kind they sold in the mall for a hundred bucks a pair. These jeans were rigid and heavy and smelled of raw denim.

      These were the jeans of a working man, meant to last, not look good. The denim felt almost a quarter inch thick and I’d yet to meet a zombie that could bite through that. I added a turtleneck undershirt and a long-sleeved denim shirt which was every bit as heavy duty as the jeans. Putting all of this on had already made me feel more protected, but I wasn’t done yet.

      I found several pairs of rugged, rawhide gloves, then grabbed two pairs of steel toed boots that fit perfectly. I took in my reflection in a body length mirror. I thought I looked like I’d just stumbled off the family farm and that made me think of Wim. I wondered if that oaf was still alive and I surprised myself a little when I realized I hoped he was.

      A glimpse of exposed flesh between the end of my sleeve and the beginning of the glove clued me in to the fact that I couldn’t be too careful. I grabbed some duct tape and used it to connect the shirt and gloves and remove that potential weak spot, then did the same with the boots and jeans. Finally, I took the tape and ran several rows of it along the front of the shirt where the two sides were buttoned together and then made loops around my waist where the jeans and shirt met.

      I felt confident that all this clothing and tape should keep me protected from the neck down, but I was already hot and working up a good case of swamp ass.

      I made a mental note to grab some powder before I left the store, but first I needed some headgear. There wasn’t much to choose from, but I settled on a four-wheeler helmet with a tinted plastic face shield.

      Again, I checked myself in the mirror and that time I couldn’t find a single weak spot. I was ready to continue.
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      Even though I was armed, protected, and back on wheels, I wasn’t sure what to do next. My original plan to head West still sounded reasonable, but boredom still nagged at me. Boredom and, although I’m loathe to admit it, loneliness.

      I decided to head back to West Virginia to see if I could find the others. As much as their treatment of me was annoying, reteaming with them might be for the best. If nothing else, I could try to talk some sense into them. To show them what I’d learned.

      Just as I started to trek south, the sky opened and dropped precipitation of the torrential variety. The topless Wrangler provided no protection and the denim clothes soaked up the water like a sponge, so I took refuge in a pharmacy whose doors had been smashed down about the time the zombies had begun to walk.

      The pill section was the obvious target, but that didn’t bother me. Sure, I’d had my share of recreational fun over the years, but there was a time and place for everything and this was neither.

      What the pharmacy did offer were shelves full of junk food and I gorged myself until I felt like the zipper on my jeans was going to blow. That, and my perennial favorite energy drinks, provided all the sustenance I needed to get through several days of rain.

      I also loaded up on toothpaste, toothbrushes, and dental floss. I’d been something of a fanatic about my teeth since the apocalypse started. Even something like a minor cavity could be debilitating and the odds of finding a dentist had to be a billion to one. So, I brushed and flossed like a motherfucker.

      Once the storms passed, it took me a full day to get back to that West Virginia warehouse where I’d parted ways with Wim and company. When I pulled into the parking lot and saw the vehicles gone, I knew my return voyage had been a waste of time. All that remained behind to indicate their one-time presence was a piece of yellow paper taped to the door. It read, in sloppy, oversized print:

      “Mead, I’m not sure if you’re coming back, but if you do we went southwest toward Princeton. Trying to find Ramey’s father. I hope you get this and catch up with us. We’re better with you. Be careful and safe. Wim”

      I couldn’t believe the big fool, out of all of them, had thought to leave me a letter. It pissed me off and confused me at the same time. I wanted to hate Wim, I did hate him because he was the one they all turned to for advice and comfort and protection when they should have looked to me, but unless the hayseed was putting on one hell of a show, it seemed like the farmer was the best of them. Maybe that wasn’t saying much, but at least Wim cared about me. Or pretended to.

      I wasn’t sure if I could get past the Wim and Ramey love connection, but I was starting to realize that I wasn’t as much of a lone wolf as I’d thought myself to be. I found an old roadmap in the Wrangler’s glove box and unfolded it.

      Princeton looked to be a few hours away. I had no way of knowing when the others left the warehouse or if I had any legitimate chance of catching up with them, but decided it was worth a shot. I didn’t have anything better to do with my time anyway.
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      It was smooth sailing - or driving - until I reached a section of roadway where the asphalt disappeared, replaced with a deep chasm that looked like it had once been on fire. Charred chunks of metal and pieces of bodies littered the area surrounding it like fallen meteorites.

      Bright red paint on one of the fragments caught my eye. I left the engine of the Jeep running as I jumped down to get a better look. Amidst the red paint, white backward letters read, ‘ulanc’.

      “U-lance?” I wondered aloud and as I said that the sound became familiar. “Ambulance?”

      Was this Mina’s ride? She was a skinny, judgmental broad Bundy and I found on the highway. She didn’t like me much and after a while the feeling became mutual.

      I knelt beside the hole in the road and could make out a broken axel and wheel. There was definitely a vehicle down there, or had been at one time anyway.

      This had to be the route Wim and company would have taken. And the odds of two ambulances out and about in this remote neck of the woods were slim. But what happened? It was like a bomb had gone off. I kicked the ulanc and when it skittered sideways it revealed a chunk of arm the size of a country ham.

      “I’ll be a son of a whore!”

      In my entire life, I’d only seen one arm that possessed such impressive girth.

      “Bundy.”

      I picked up the piece of arm which was slimy and dripped maggots. It must have weighed thirty pounds all by itself and the skin felt like it was going to slough of in my hands. I was very glad to be wearing gloves. There were no identifying birthmarks or tattoos, but I knew.

      “We had our differences, but I wouldn’t have wished this on you.” I chucked the dismembered chunk of limb into the pit.

      Whatever happened here was over and done and I was never big into crying over spilled milk. I retreated to the Jeep, did a U-turn, and drove away.

      I didn’t stop driving until I came upon another road block. One too perfect to have been caused by a random pileup in the dawn of the apocalypse. This was manmade.

      There sat Wim’s Bronco, all the doors hanging ajar but with no sign of him or the others. All the many guns Wim had possessed were gone too. I thought they might have abandoned ship (or truck as the case may be) and walked around the bizarre mashup of abandoned vehicles, but then I spotted several aerosol cans scattered across the roadway.

      I lifted one and saw it was bare of writing or markings of any kind. I brought it in closer, caught a whiff, and my eyes immediately began to water. I pitched the can aside where it bounced twice then landed in the bushes.

      I had no idea what had gone down here, but last, I checked zombies didn’t use tear gas or chemical weapons or whatever shit that was. And I had no intention of finding out. I hoped the others hadn’t met an end as grizzly as big, old Bundy, but this situation was well above my pay grade.

      I was on my own, and it looked like it was going to stay that way.
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      I spotted the pitcher first. At least I assumed the man was a pitcher because he clutched a baseball in his fist like it was stuck there with superglue.

      I’d been driving aimlessly since realizing my one-time companions were gone in the wind and I thought I was somewhere in North or South Carolina, but I’d lost track. Part of me knew I should get a plan together, to figure out my next move, but I was having trouble finding the motivation. Story of my life.

      My main goal of late had been stockpiling as much gasoline as I could find. I was up to twelve red plastic containers in the rear of the Jeep, but went through three or four of them each day. The Wrangler was a beast, but a gas hog.

      On the positive side, one of the good things about the current situation was that there was almost an endless supply of abandoned vehicles from which to siphon fuel. I’d even got good enough that I could spit out the tube before I got a mouthful of unleaded.

      I was filling a five-gallon container when I saw the pitcher. There was small-town baseball field ahead and a row of four-foot-tall shrubbery lined the outfield. The pitcher bounced off the green wall and gave a frustrated growl that caused me to look up from my gas heist adventure. I watched as the pitcher made an awkward 180 and headed toward the infield.

      Once the can was full, I placed it in the Jeep, then decided to check out the diamond. Before moving that way, I grabbed one of the conduit spears and the axe.

      Lately, I’d mostly been ignoring zombies or running them down with the Wrangler. Its steel bumper acted like a sort of battering ram that slammed them to the pavement before the knobby, 37-inch tires ran them over. Now was as good a time as any to see whether these tools could really replace my wonderful, murderous hockey stick.

      Rather than climb over the hedge, I decided to stroll through the entryway to the stadium. I had to unlatch a pair of metal double doors, but after that, admittance was granted - no ticket needed.

      I crossed through a small corridor which lead to the stadium. I guesstimated it could hold a few hundred fans, maybe a thousand at the most and that would probably be standing room only. There was a scattering of trash in the bleachers, empty popcorn boxes, half-eaten hot dogs. What a bunch of pigs. And there were no undead janitors around to clean up the mess.

      But my interest wasn’t on the stands, it was on the field. It turned out that the Cy Young wannabe wasn’t the only player to spend his afterlife on the diamond. A full roster of players, still decked out in their blue and yellow uniforms, wandered about.

      To me, they looked like teenagers. Or like they’d once been teenagers. I still wasn’t sure how that worked now that they’d ceased living. Were they perpetually the same age as when they died? Or do you count the time that passed. Ten years from now would these players still be teenagers, or would they be twenty-somethings in rotting, teenage bodies? I’d had too much time to think about such nonsense lately and was eager to fill my head with some good, old-fashioned killing.

      I strolled around the protective netting behind home plate, then hopped over the small rail that separated the fans from the field. A pudgy boy wearing a catcher’s mask was the closest to me. He didn’t even see me approach from behind and I didn’t make my presence known before swinging the axe.

      The blade hit the teen square in the neck and I’d worked up enough force that the tool tore straight through. The catcher’s head flew a few yards, rolling down the first base line and landing at the feet of #33 who looked down at the head, then up at me.

      It was game on.

      The first baseman stumbled toward me, his cleats catching in the dirt as he shuffled along. He was tall and blond with a muscular build. I thought he looked like the type of asshole who’d made my life hell in high school and, by the time he reached home plate, I was jonesing for the kill.

      The axe caught the teen in his cheek, shattering the bone as the heavy blade smashed through his face before ripping out the opposite side. It looked like a four-inch channel had been burrowed through the player’s pretty face, but I had no time to admire my handiwork before the zombie hit the ground.

      This felt good. I looked out to the rest of the team which had started to amble my way. I got into a batter’s stance at home plate and worked up my best announcer’s voice.

      “Now batting for the visiting team, Mead Myers. Mead’s been on a hot streak lately and shows no signs of slowing down.”

      The uniform of the next player labeled him #17. He had a mop of drab, brown hair that poked out from under his cap and he dragged along a wooden baseball bat as he walked. I thought about what a terrible weapon a bat would be when it came to fighting zombies. Too short first of all, plus the handle was bound to break at the worst possible time. But #17 wasn’t using the bat for anything more than a walking stick though so I guess it didn’t matter.

      I was ready to show him what a real weapon could do. I held my axe like it was my own Louisville Slugger and when the boy was within reach, I swung for the fences.

      Yep, this was exactly what I needed.
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      I wanted to see the ocean. That was something I’d never done. Instead, I ended up in Baltimore and I was none too happy about it. I’d been trying to avoid D.C., cutting through small towns and suburbs on the west side of the Chesapeake Bay, but when I hit Hawkins Point, I made a left instead of a right and - boom - next thing I knew, I was in the middle of the Charm City

      It was my biggest mistake so far and I wanted to get out of there as quick as possible. Staying safe in a city of this size would be impossible. There were too many road blocks. Too many places to get trapped. That was why I’d avoided the cities in the previous weeks. Safety was in the rural areas and that was where I wanted - needed - to go.

      In the parts of the city where high-rises and skyscrapers filled the landscape, the zombies were everywhere. They seemed to be in a sort of daze until they heard the Jeep approach. That snapped them to attention and they moved out of the stoops, off the sidewalks, and came toward me in the road.

      It made me sick to see the sheer number of them, to realize the odds against me. But, now wasn’t the time to kill. I was one man in a city of millions of the undead. On that day, in that place, I was no longer a fighter. I was a runner.

      I stopped the Jeep on a section of Martin Luther King Blvd that looked reasonably deserted and rummaged through a pile of junk food wrappers and drained energy shot bottles in the passenger footwell until I came up with my tattered roadmap. I tried to take in the street signs around me, then match them up with the corresponding place on the map, but had no luck. The city was just too big, and I hadn’t a clue where I was.

      Then the zombie hit the door.

      I don’t know how I didn’t see him coming, how I’d lost so much of my situational awareness as I focused on the map, but it didn’t matter because he was beside me, reaching through the nonexistent window, and grabbing onto my shirt.

      I tried to pull free, but the zombie, a stocky, musclebound black man with a shaved head, wasn’t letting go. He was tall enough that his head and shoulders extended above the door frame, even with the Jeep’s massive lift. I could smell the rotten death emanating from his jaws as he snarled at me.

      The axe was in the passenger footwell, but leaning against the far door. No matter how hard I strained, I couldn’t reach it. Nor could I reach the spears in the back seat, not with this hulk holding me. Instead, I took the atlas and used it to slap the zombie in the face. That only pissed him off even more.

      Out of options, I hit the gas. The Wrangler lurched forward, and I felt the zombie lose his balance as his feet slipped out from underneath him. That transferred all his weight to my arm, and my entire body was jerked sideways where my shoulder hit the frame with a pained thud.

      I could hear his feet dragging against the pavement and pressed the pedal to the floor, swerving side to side, trying to shake him free. The Jeep felt like I was riding on a wave and I realized that any too sudden movement might not only shake off the zombie, but cause a roll over.

      Ahead, I saw a postal drop box waiting at the corner. I decided it was my best hope and, with my free arm, steered the Wrangler toward it. Even through my denim shirt I could feel the zombie’s fingers digging into my skin, the weight of him straining my shoulder joint. I wondered if it was possible that he could tear my arm off. In movies dismemberment seemed relatively easy and I hoped, in real life the limbs were affixed more permanently.

      As I closed in on the mailbox, I wanted to slow down, to somehow brace for the coming impact, but I wouldn’t allow myself to do that. I lined up the zombie with the big, blue box and the two connected at forty miles an hour.

      The zombie disappeared in an instant, like something out of a magic act. When I checked the mirror, I saw him sprawled on the sidewalk beside the crumpled and now askew mailbox. I didn’t know if he was dead and didn’t care. My arm and the Wrangler were free of him.

      When I turned my gaze ahead, I found three zombies clustered together in the middle of the road. There was enough room that I could have avoided them, but the adrenaline was coursing through me and I headed for the trio.

      As I closed in, I realized they were grouped together so tight because they were eating someone. Their mouths tore away stringy strips of flesh. Their hands dug into the victim’s skin and ripped it away greedily. The Jeep hit all of them simultaneously.

      A woman wearing a black, semi-transparent skull cap careened to the right. An old codger fell the other direction and I felt his bones crunch under the weight of the Jeep. And straight ahead, a crouching zombie with cornrows took the blow straight on.

      I expected him to fall because that’s what all the other zombies I’d rammed with the Wrangler had done. But he didn’t fall. His upper body burst through the push bar and the whole Jeep shook as his torso hit the grill.

      Looking out the windshield, I could see him stuck in there. His legs flailed in midair like he was trying to swim. I slammed on the brakes, expecting him to pop free, but he remained wedged amongst the bar and grill.

      “You stupid fuck nugget!”

      I didn’t want to leave the Jeep. I felt safe inside, or as safe as it was possible to feel in that hellhole of a city. But I couldn’t imagine driving around with a half dead gut muncher protruding from the front end. I grabbed the axe, opened the door and stepped foot in Baltimore for the first time in my life.

      I heard a low gurgling behind me and looked back to see the man who was being eaten moments ago was now crawling on the pavement, his mouth agape in the typical zombie leer. I must have crushed his legs in the impact because he dragged himself along the roadway using only his arms. His progress was sloth-like and I wasn’t worried about that prick.

      The cornrowed hanger on was another matter. When I came around the front of the Wrangler I saw his upper body was twisted and contorted through the push bar. His face and shoulders were smashed against the grill. One of his hands had disappeared inside the distinctive Jeep slats and I could smell its skin sizzling against the radiator.

      He saw me coming and its body writhed helplessly as he tried to simultaneously free himself and get me. It looked like a lost cause, but I didn’t want to wait and see if he somehow managed to pull a Houdini.

      I set the axe aside and grabbed his thrashing legs, pinning them under my armpits. It reminded me a bit of a childhood game we played once at church camp, something about a wheelbarrow. I didn’t remember many of the details because I rarely partook in the festivities since I never had luck finding a partner.

      I pulled on his legs, trying to squeeze him free. He didn’t budge. I took a deep breath and jerked harder, throwing myself backward.  Still, there was no progress.

      “Motherfucker, get out of my Jeep!” A third attempt ended in equal failure.

      Fed up, I grabbed the axe handle. If this bastard wasn’t coming out whole, he was coming out in pieces. My only worry was missing and chopping the Jeep, but I aimed carefully.

      The first blow struck the zombie in the side, cutting open his love handle. Another chop went an eighth of the way through his midsection. I could tell this wasn’t going to be an easy job.

      It must have taken ten solid minutes of hacking away.  and I was sucking wind so hard I thought my lungs might collapse. Chunks of flesh, bits of chopped up organs, and pints of blood covered the Jeep, the road, and me.

      Finally, I was all the way through the zombie’s torso. His intestines had fallen free, slithering and looping themselves around the push bar and bumper like gory streamers.

      Now, when I grabbed his legs and pulled, they extracted themselves easily. I dropped them to the pavement where they looked like a dirty, discarded pair of pants.

      During the ordeal, the zombie never stopped growling and groaning. If anything, his desperate cries seemed to escalate. I saw it watching me as I got closer with the axe. Its upper body was still entwined in the front end and his face twisted up in a snarl as I approached.

      “Fuck you too!” I smashed the top of the axe into its face and heard teeth break. When it opened its mouth, it looked like it had a maw full of partially eaten chiclets and that made me laugh a little.

      I hooked the axe head around its neck and pulled. It moved, slowly at first, but then the lubrication from the blood aided in the dislodgment and the top half of the zombie flopped onto the road face first. I didn’t bother with the axe. Instead I slammed my foot against the back of its skull and drove it into the macadam.

      Exhausted, I leaned against the hood of the Jeep to catch my breath. And that’s when a new zombie grabbed me.

      Fingers caught the back of my shirt, jerking both it and me upward. The fabric dug into my neck, hitting my windpipe and making me cough. I was already having trouble breathing and this wasn’t helping matters at all.

      I was dragged backward a foot, then two, and I could smell the rancid cologne of death as the creature pulled me toward it. I’d had the good sense to wear my helmet and I threw my head backward. I felt a jarring impact as the helmet collided with bone, and the hand that had been holding me let go of my shirt.

      When I spun around, I found a hulking zombie with long dreadlocks that hung past his shoulders. His dark skin had taken on an ashen pallor and his eyes were a matching shade of gray. He was an easy foot taller than me and probably fifty pounds heavier. And he wasn’t just huge and angry. He was coming for me again.

      “Goddamn, I hate this city.”

      As soon as he was in striking distance, I pounded the axe into his face. The blade destroyed his jaw, but I’d swung a fraction of a second too soon and all the damage was superficial. Shards of teeth and gums tumbled from his mouth and onto the pavement. He groaned, but was ready for round three.

      I wasn’t. I didn’t even have enough time to raise the axe again before he was on top of me. All I could do was spin out of the way and let him stumble into the Jeep.

      I swung the axe, aiming for the base of his skull but couldn’t get enough height and buried the blade in his upper back instead. His arms flailed, clumsily trying to reach for the weapon but having no luck. I yanked on the axe, trying to free it from its newfound sheath but I wasn’t having much luck either and the handle slipped free from my grip.

      The zombie managed to turn around, the axe handle banging off the body of the Jeep, and he was on the move yet again. The only asset I had on my side was that I was nimbler, or at least, not a clumsy, undead bastard. I darted away from him, toward the back of the Jeep and grabbed one of the conduit spears.

      He was a yard away and closing in fast. I scrambled into the back of the Wrangler, ready to leap into the driver’s seat and speed away. Ready to abandon the axe, and the zombie, but I was annoyed, and I wanted to finish this fucker off for good.

      Inside the vehicle, I had the height advantage so when the zombie hit the tailgate, I had the perfect angle to drive the spear into him. I reared back, then thrust it forward, connecting with the center of his forehead.

      And the spear bounced off.

      That’s the thing with zombies. It’s not like the movies where theirs heads are made of paper mache. Their bodies aren’t any different from yours or mine. Their skulls are still really fucking hard. Sure, the spear opened a nice gash that would have taken an assload of stitches to close, but I’d be surprised if it made so much as a scratch in his bones. And it really pissed him off.

      “Fuck this.”

      I didn’t need this shit. I bounced into the driver’s seat, threw the Jeep in reverse and knocked the zombie to the ground. I rolled all the way over him and didn’t stop until I could see him through the windshield.

      He was sprawled on the road, face up. I couldn’t tell if he was dead for sure, but he wasn’t moving. And the axe - my axe - had been knocked loose. It laid on the road between me and the zombie.

      I should have driven away. I knew that, but I’m not perfect and it was a matter of principle. I again left the Wrangler.

      It was only five feet to the axe but felt like fifty. I didn’t take my eyes off the man as I crouched down and retrieved the weapon. As I stood back up, the zombie groaned.

      This bastard has already caused me a week’s worth of grief and I was more than happy to put an end to the day’s drama. I aimed more carefully this time and struck with the spear.

      It hit just below his eyeball, sinking deep into the socket. In the process his eye was pushed free, popping out like a champagne cork. It rolled down his cheek, dangling off the side of his face.

      “Take that, shit face.”

      The spear was in so deep I had to put my foot on his chest for leverage to free it. But it was over. Or so I thought. I grabbed the axe and moved toward the Wrangler.

      “Drop that axe, cracker.”

      The voice was behind me. It was tight and either excited or angry, or both.

      “Stay calm,” I said and turned slowly toward the sound of this new arrival, not knowing who awaited me. Again, I cursed myself for ending up in Baltimore.

      When I made it 180 degrees, the first thing I saw was a gun barrel aimed at my face.

      “I told you to drop that axe, yo,” the man with the pistol repeated. “And whatever that thing is you just used to kill O’Dell.”

      The man was in his mid-twenties with thick gold chains dangling from his neck. So many that he conjured up an image of a skinny version of Mr. T. He was so lean that I suspected I might be able to take him in a hand to hand fight, but even armed with an axe and spear, I wasn’t about to tangle with a man with a gun, so I dropped both to the roadway and took a step away from my weapons.

      “There you go. I’ve got no beef with you, so don’t shoot me.”

      “Take off that helmet.”

      I did as ordered and the man with the pistol lowered it a few inches. Now it wasn’t aimed at my face, but more in the general direction of my gut. Better, but not much.

      The man looked at the carnage around me, eyes twitching. “Why’d you go and kill O’Dell?”

      I tried to follow his gaze. In the sea of corpses, it was hard to discern which of the zombies the man was talking about. He tucked the gun into the waistband of his jeans as he strode toward me and the bodies.

      “He was my homeboy.” He knelt beside the huge, deadlock sporting zombie that had caused me so many headaches and rested his palm on top of the dead man’s bloody forehead, careful to avoid the expelled eyeball.

      I watched in uncomfortable silence. I wanted to extricate myself from this situation as quick and safe as possible.

      When the gunman removed his attention from the zombie he turned it my way. “Why the fuck you gotta come to the city and kill my zombies? Don’t you got enough zombies in whatever cracker ass Podunk hick town you rolled in from? Where the fuck you from anyway? Cumberland?”

      “Western PA actually.”

      “Shit, yo, that’s even worse. So, what’s your deal? You some kinda KKK motherfucker think it’ll be fun to go the hood and kill some niggas? Kill O’Dell?”

      That was the last thing I wanted. “I got lost. I didn’t even mean to drive in to the city. I was trying to avoid it. Really.”

      “Well you did a sorry ass job of that.”

      “No shit.” I gave a nervous, twitchy smile and hoped the man would reciprocate. He did not.

      “Fucking crazy white people.” The man stood, shaking his head. “Who the fuck are you anyway? Denim Dan?”

      “My name’s Mead.”

      “Now that’s a cracker name if I ever heard one.”

      “What’s yours?”

      “LaRon.”

      His anger seemed to have faded. I took a chance and pushed my hand LaRon’s way. I was more than a little surprised when he accepted. “I’m still pissed at you for killing O’Dell.”

      “He was going to eat me.”

      LaRon took a sad look at his fallen friend. “Yeah, he do that now.” He turned back to me. “What’s with the Canadian tuxedo?”

      Again ,I was confused and he must have seen it on my face.

      “Your clothes, fool. You look like you just robbed the Levi’s factory or some shit.”

      “Oh.” I smiled, relieved to understand the question and a little excited to be able to share my ideology. “It’s for protection. They can’t bite through the denim. And the tape, that’s to keep everything tight together so they can’t pull up my sleeve or pant leg and get me.”

      LaRon stared for a moment, then nodded. “You a clever motherfucker, ain’t you?”

      I nodded. I was indeed a clever motherfucker.

      “Where you headed?”

      I thought about lying since the truth was so lame, but couldn’t think up an alternative quick enough. “I guess it’ll sound kind of stupid, but I wanted to see the ocean. I’ve never been there, so I was heading to Jersey.”

      LaRon grinned and revealed gold-capped teeth. “Shit, yo. You want to get the ocean experience, you gotta go to Ocean City.”

      “Oh. All right.” I would have agreed with almost anything to keep the man with the gun in a good mood.

      “You drive, I’ll lead the way.”

      I was shocked and a little alarmed over the idea of taking this stranger, this gangster, along for the ride. “You want to go with me?”

      “Why not? I got nothing to do here. And besides, you’re the first living motherfucker I’ve seen since shit got real.”

      That last part surprised me. I would have expected more survivors in a city the size of Baltimore. Adding that to my own anecdotal experiences of seeing no one alive since I left Wim’s group and I had to wonder how lethal the plague had been. Before I could make a comment along those lines, LaRon hopped into the Jeep and any idea I had to leaving him behind were put to an end.

      “Drive me back to my crib first. Let’s load this bitch up if we’re gonna take a road trip.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “Over on Lexington by the po house.”

      I decided there was no sense protesting and resumed my spot behind the wheel. “You tell me where to turn.”

      “You got it.”
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      The sign on the red brick building read, ‘Home of Edgar Allen Poe’ and then it made sense. I almost laughed. “Oh, you really meant the Poe House.”

      “What the fuck you think I mean?”

      I chewed on my lip, not wanting to say what I’d thought.

      “You think I meant poor? Shit yo, if that the case, everywhere around here be the po house.”

      That was exactly what I thought he meant. The buildings all appeared decrepit and unkempt. The sidewalks were broken and crumbling. The area looked like it had been uninhabited not for weeks, but years. Like the apocalypse had come to this part of Baltimore a decade earlier than the rest of the country.

      LaRon unlocked the front door to one of the crumbling rowhouses and pushed it open. He took a step inside then looked back to me. “What you waiting for? I ain’t a zombie. I don’t bite.”

      He disappeared inside, and I followed. If he was going to murder me, I assumed he’d have done it on the street, not in his home. After all, there was no one around to arrest him if he’d have shot me in broad daylight.

      The apartment smelled like someone had unloaded an entire canister of marijuana-scented air freshener and I thought I might get a contact high just from breathing. After weeks of energy drinks and junk food roller coasters, that might not be a bad thing.

      When I looked around the apartment I saw stacks of cash and a smorgasbord of drugs. Most of it looked untouched, still wrapped tight in plastic, but a three-foot by three-foot cube of marijuana had been cut open and a sizable chunk was missing. That made sense considering the aroma. And it also made sense that the armed man with the gold grills was a drug dealer.

      LaRon tossed his pistol onto a leather couch and I instinctively flinched.

      “You sure are a jumpy motherfucker.”

      “I’ve never been around guns. Guess they make me a little nervous.”

      “Shit man, you said you’re from Pennsylvania. I thought they gave you a gun as soon as you came outta yo momma’s womb. Besides, I ain’t had ammo for that since the day after all this zombie shit went down. Only way it’s gonna hurt you is if I pistol whip your ass.”

      The realization that I’d been cowed by a man with an empty gun annoyed me, but I supposed it was only fair. After all, I did have an axe and I had killed O’Dell.

      “Chill out, yo. Sit down and stop acting all twitchy. You’re making me nervous.”

      I might have been twitchy, but I was also exhausted from that earlier battle. I took his advice and flopped down in a recliner as LaRon disappeared into a bedroom. I spied an unsmoked joint on the table and wondered if the man would mind if I borrowed it. He had told me to chill out after all. I leaned toward it, reaching, when LaRon reentered the room.

      “You stealing my shit now? That how this is gonna work? I invite you into my home and you steal my weed?”

      “I—“ Fuck! Why did I even come here?

      LaRon grinned. “Shit yo, it’s aight. I’m just bustin your balls. If anyone ever needed some weed it was you.” He fished through the pockets of his baggy jeans, pulled out a lighter, and tossed it my way.

      I needed a joint now more than ever, so I grabbed it and fired up. LaRon nodded approvingly. “My man.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d smoked pot, but it was a year or more. My meager wages at the buffet had barely been enough to pay my rent and bills. Every dime I made went toward necessities. There wasn’t any left over for such recreational activities.

      It amused me to realize that money was now useless. Hundred-dollar bills? May as well use them to wipe your ass.

      LaRon reached over and I passed him the joint. He took a hit and blew smoke rings into the air. “Good shit, huh?”

      I nodded. It was indeed good shit. Much stronger than anything I’d previously tried, and it loosened my lips. “So, you were what, a drug dealer? What was that like? Fun?”

      LaRon glanced at the drugs that filled the corner of the apartment and shrugged his shoulders. He returned to the bedroom where I could see him filling a duffle bag with clothing. “Always thought of myself more as an entrepreneur. Business is all about supply and demand. Ain’t no different on the streets. My merchandise just happened to be drugs. And I kept my customers happy.”

      He glanced at me through the open doorway. “What about you? What’d you do before all this shit?”

      “I was a line cook. For a couple months anyway. Before that I worked on an assembly line in a warehouse. And before that I mowed lawns part time.”

      “You a regular jack of all trades.”

      “I wasn’t career oriented, I guess you’d say.”

      LaRon returned to the room, took another puff on the joint and handed it back to me. “I got you. I got you. All them stupid fuckers wasting their life away on nine to fives, where’d it get em? Out there wandering around, dead as shit. Trying to find someone to eat, but there ain’t hardly no one left. Jokes on them.”

      I hadn’t thought of it that way. The dead outnumbered the living ten thousand to one, if not more. That didn’t leave much food to go around. It was a wonder anyone had survived those odds. “How’d you stay alive?”

      “Stayed in here for the most part. Night it started, some little nerdy fucker came running at me, said his kid needed to get to the hospital. So, I rounded up O’Dell and we motored that way. Next thing you know the kid’s biting on O’Dell like he got rabies. After that, it all went to hell you know?”

      I knew all too well.

      “The first night was the worst cause I didn’t know what the fuck was going on. Had soldier types setting building on fire and shit. Riots where the po po were shooting people for no reason, even shooting the white folk. Then dead people coming back to life. I figured it out fast enough then. Came back here, bolted the door, and decided to put some of my inventory to use. If I was gonna die, I may as well be high, right yo?

      “Only morning came, and I was still alive. I went out a couple times to load up on food. And try not to be food. But I’ve been in here 99 percent of the time.”

      LaRon grabbed a few framed photographs off a coffee table. Most depicted him as a younger man, photographed standing beside or embracing a woman I assumed to be his mother. One was of him and the man I now knew to be O’Dell. LaRon added them to the duffle bag and zipped it closed. “Got all I need. Ready to bounce?”

      I was.
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      The boardwalk at Ocean City was almost empty and that surprised me. It was the middle of summer and, in my mind, it seemed like there should be tourists everywhere. It took me a few moments to remember the plague had hit in early May, before the summer travel season. Before school was out and families ventured to places like this for their once a year reprieve from their boring, work-filled lives.

      As I drove the Jeep onto the wooden planks that separated the roads and parking lots from the beach, I ran down a middle-aged woman in a sundress. Ahead of us, five zombies shuffled and stumbled through the dense sand.

      “Think you can handle them?” LaRon asked as he opened his door and hopped down from the Jeep. He grabbed an aluminum baseball bat he’d brought along.

      I nodded. I’d certainly taken on and taken out groups much larger than this. “Sure thing.”

      “Good. I’m going shopping.” With that, LaRon was gone, bounding onto the boardwalk where he disappeared among the bodegas and kiosks.

      The closest zombie was only a few yards away. I floored the gas and the Wrangler bounced down from the boardwalk and onto the beach. The tires sprayed sand from behind in a way that made me think of snow from a snow blower.

      The Jeep smashed into the zombie, an older woman with dyed black hair, and sent her careening into the sand. The tires rolled into her and the pop as her body exploded underneath drowned out all other sound. If you’ve ever seen roadkill where they’re all burst apart and there’s blood everywhere and their guts have burst out their asshole and wondered if that happened with people too - it does. And it did.

      A burst of wet, black blood splattered the driver’s side door and window and some even rained down on me through the open roof. I was glad I had the whole ocean to wash off in.

      I continued along the beach, running down the other zombies as I came to them. By the time it was finished, the Jeep was dripping gore. That was fine. It was never going to win any beauty contests anyway.

      I returned to the approximate area where I’d dropped LaRon, but the man was nowhere to be seen. I wasn’t too worried though. If LaRon had survived weeks in Baltimore, he should be able to handle a few minutes in nearly deserted Ocean City.

      I took my axe as I exited the Wrangler - can’t be too careful. As soon as my feet hit the beach, my shoes filled with sand. I could feel it working its way underfoot, the hard grains between my toes. It was uncomfortable, but at the same time, I enjoyed it because it was so different and unique than anything I’d experienced before.

      That made me realize just how little I’d lived in my almost thirty years. Shit, most of my life I was barely five hours away from the ocean and I’d never so much as felt sand on my feet until that day. How many other things had I been missing out on?

      By the time I got to the water, even its gray coloring appearance couldn’t have dampened my excitement. In the movies and on the travel TV shows, the water was clear and blue and sparkling. This looked like a never-ending seascape of dirty dishwater.

      Nonetheless, it was amazing. I loved all of it. The damp breeze blowing against my cheeks. The soft but steady splashing of the incoming waves. And especially the smell which was free of death.

      “What’s wrong, yo?”

      I turned and saw LaRon just a few feet away. The man had two large plastic bags filled with unseen merchandise and he stared at me with curiosity.

      I hadn’t realized I was crying until that very moment and wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “Nothing.”

      LaRon grinned. “It’s alright, man. For all we know we’re the last two people in all of Maryland left alive. It’s ninety degrees. The sun’s shining. Life’s pretty fucking grand ain’t it?”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      LaRon set the bags in the sand and crouched down beside them as he sifted through the contents. Soon enough he came away with a small, silver camera. He raised it to his face.

      “Say cheese, motherfucker.”

      I barely had time to react before the man snapped my photo. LaRon looked at the display screen and cackled.

      “Let me see.” I reached for it but LaRon held it over his head, easily keeping it away from me.

      “Not yet. One more where you don’t look so damn goofy.”

      “Alright.” I crossed his arms and gave an awkward smile that came off more as a sneer.

      LaRon laughed again. “Guess that’s as good as it gets.”

      He handed over the camera and I checked the images. Jesus, do I really look like that? I’d gotten so fat over the last few weeks. Better cut down on the Twinkies and Ding Dongs. Despite that, seeing my image and the never-ending ocean in the background made me grin.

      “Your turn.” I pointed the camera at LaRon who held his hand up.

      “Gimme a sec.” LaRon stripped off his shoes, socks, shirt and jeans, leaving behind just his striped boxers and gold chains. His lean body was covered in black tattoos. He flexed his right arm and aimed his left toward the sky like some sort of Greek God. I took his picture then handed the camera to him.

      LaRon gave a wide smile, pleased. “Damn that’s a good looking brotha.”

      “Indeed,” I agreed. “Now how are we going to get them printed?”

      LaRon shrugged his shoulders. “Hell if I know. But I got us a shitload of batteries and memory cards out the ass, so we should be good for a long while.”

      He tossed the camera back to me, then bounded through the sand and into the frothy surf. I took a few more photos of him in the process.

      “Shit yo, the water’s perfect! Get your pasty ass in here!”

      Even though I’d been planning this for days, I hadn’t the forethought to secure swim trunks. Under the circumstances I doubted it mattered. I stripped down to my briefs and followed my new friend into the ocean.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had dipped below the horizon and the cool breeze coming off the ocean made goosebumps rise on my skin. I didn’t do much actual swimming. My near-death experience in the river still had me wary. But, even doing nothing more than bobbing around in the water all day had sucked the energy from my body and I felt as if I could fall asleep at any moment.

      I didn’t want to sleep though. I was so high on life (not the marijuana that LaRon eagerly smoked) that I didn’t want to let that happen and bring the day to an end. I’d never felt so alive and free. I wanted to feel that way every day and my mind raced with ideas for new experiences.

      “Did you ever make a bucket list?” I asked.

      LaRon laid on his back in the sand, staring up at the sky as it made its slow transition from purple to black. He raised an eyebrow, skeptical or curious or both. “The fuck’s a bucket list?”

      “A list you make of things you want to do before you die. Like climb Mount Everest or take a hot air balloon ride.”

      “Sounds like a white folk kinda thing. We don’t got time for that. My bucket list was not getting shot every day.”

      “Yeah, but what I mean is we have no responsibilities. No one to answer to. We can do anything we want, man. Anything. Isn’t there something you’ve always wanted to do but never had the chance?”

      As I looked to LaRon for a response, I saw a zombie approaching from behind. It was about twenty feet away and making slow progress through the sand. I wasn’t in a hurry either.

      LaRon rolled onto his side, white sand clinging to his ebony skin. His brow furrowed as he considered it. Then he smiled. “I always wanted to fuck Kylie Jenner. Does that count?”

      I barked out a laugh. “Yeah, I guess. But it’s a little late for that.”

      “Maybe not. She could still be alive. And even if she ain’t, I never been too picky.”

      That made me laugh even harder. LaRon joined in. Our combined noise drifted across the beach and caused the zombie to pick up its pace.

      “I was thinking though, if what we’ve seen so far holds true, there’s maybe a few thousand people left alive in the whole country. Probably a lot less really.”

      “You’re killing my buzz, Mead.”

      “I don’t mean it like it’s a bad thing. I mean, I guess maybe it is. But it doesn’t have to be. There’s enough food and drinks around to last the rest of our lives. Probably tenfold. We don’t have to work. Don’t have to answer to anyone. In the history of mankind, I bet people have never been this free.”

      The zombie had halved the distance. I didn’t want to interrupt this mostly one-sided conversation, but I reached beside myself and took hold of the axe, still not standing up.

      “So, what do you wanna do,” LaRon asked. “See the Grand Canyon or something?”

      “Maybe, but not yet. First, I want to see Stephen King’s house.”

      LaRon cocked his head. “The writer guy?”

      I nodded, stood, and pointed behind LaRon. “Hold that thought.”

      LaRon turned and watched as I circled around him, moving toward the zombie. It was a young woman in denim  shorts and a ‘Virginia is for Lovers’ retro t-shirt. Her brown hair was clumped together and swayed from the back of her head like a heavy rope. When I closed in on her, she gasped, and a trickle of brown drool seeped from her open mouth.

      I didn’t hesitate. I swung the axe and the blade struck her in the temple. The force snapped her neck and her head flopped to the side. She fell fast, pulling the axe handle from my hands when she hit the beach. I yanked it free and let the lapping waves gradually pulled her body away.

      Finished, I turned back to LaRon. “Yeah, the writer.”

      “That dude’s creepy as shit.”

      I smirked. “I’ve read all his books. Seen all the movies. And I always wanted to see his house. I saw pics online. He’s got a gate with spiders and gargoyles. It’s incredible.”

      “Where’s it at?”

      “Maine. I even know the street.”

      “Are you a stalker or something?”

      “You ever see Misery? I’m his biggest fan.”

      LaRon chuckled. “You’re such a damn nerd. Ain’t Maine practically in Canada?”

      “Damn close.”

      LaRon flashed his gold-capped teeth in a Cheshire cat grin. “Then I guess we’re going to Maine.”

      I was surprised, but thrilled that he acquiesced so easily. He extended his fist and I gave it a corresponding bump.

      I did the numbers in my head. I knew where Maine was on the map and tried to guess how far we’d need to travel. I thought it must be well over a thousand miles. “It’s a long drive. We’d be smart to stock up on weapons.”

      “We should get steal a motherfuckin tank. Talk about ridin dirty.”

      He laughed when he said that, but I didn’t. A tank definitely sounded interesting. And, it occurred to me that I might know where to find one. Besides, as I’d asserted earlier, there was no one to stop us from doing whatever the hell we wanted to do.

      “We should take a little detour first,” I said.

      “Whatever you say, Mead. But, let’s wait until the morning”

      LaRon laid in the sand. I knew sleeping out in the open wasn’t the smartest idea, but I had a feeling that, for once in my life, luck was on my side.
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      A brick encased sign declared the building ‘Pennsylvania National Guard Armory’ and a neighboring plaque warned ‘US Property - No Trespassing.’ I ignored both as I steered the Jeep into the empty parking lot.

      The plain, concrete block building that stood behind the lot was nondescript, with a few industrial windows and only two glass double doors on the front side to permit entrance. To the right, under a steel canopy, stood a row of five tan tanks that would have looked more appropriate in the Middle East than Western Pennsylvania. All that was separating us from the parking lot was an eight feet tall chain link fence.

      “Holy shit, man. You wasn’t joking,” LaRon said as he bounced in the passenger seat with excitement.

      I smirked, quite pleased with both myself and the reaction from my new friend. “I drove by this place every day for three years when I lived in Friedens. Never gave it a thought really.”

      I parked the Wrangler about ten yards from the fence, then moved to the front end and pulled the steel cable of the winch loose. Some bits of dried gore from my zombie encounters clung to the wire, but I ignored that as I looped the line around one of the metal fence poles and a chunk of fencing, then turned to LaRon.

      “There’s a toggle switch by the lights. Flip it.” I watched as LaRon found it and hit it.

      The slack was pulled from the cable as it tightened. When it was taut, the metal of the fence gave a low creak. It yawned outward, toward the Jeep, the pole bending, screeching. Then, it gave a metallic twang as the pole snapped off. After that, it was easy peasy as the fencing came apart and, a hole more than large enough to walk through opened.

      LaRon shut off the winch and jumped down from the Jeep. “You rednecks have the best toys.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” I held down the fencing with my foot so LaRon could pass through, then followed.

      The hatch to the tank was easy enough to open and I felt truly accomplished and successful for one of the first times in my life. That feeling faded somewhat when I was unable to squeeze my newly chunky frame into the opening. That was okay though because LaRon had no problem fitting inside.

      Once there, he looked up confused. “Yo, how do we start this bitch?”

      “Isn’t there a key or something?”

      “Nope. No keys. I don’t even see a hole for one. I thought you knew what you were doing with this shit?”

      My smile faded along with my confidence and all my feelings of accomplishment. I turned away from LaRon, my eyes cast at the ground, and wondered how I could have been so damn stupid.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      So, maybe a tank wasn’t the best idea, but that didn’t mean the whole detour had to be a bust. This was a freaking armory after all. There had to be something useful inside.

      After using the winch to tear open the double doors, our search of the building proved a goldmine. There were dozens of rifles and pistols with matching ammunition, knives, grenades, and more than a few weapons I couldn’t identify by sight. Truth be told, I didn’t know how to use most of them, but that was okay because LaRon clapped me on the back.

      “You done good, Mead. You done real good.”

      His knowledge of firearms far exceeded my own and he rattled off brand names and model numbers like he’d been cramming for a test. We loaded up whatever we could carry and fit into the rear of the Jeep.

      Along the way, I discovered two swords mounted on a wall. They hung beside a black and white framed photo of some soldiers that looked straight out of a Civil War reenactment. I thought they might be decorative, but when I pulled one out of the scabbard and swung the blade at a flag pole, the sword easily halved the inch-thick wood. I liked this better than the axe. It was longer and lighter. It still wasn’t my hockey stick, but things were looking up.

      We were almost finished when LaRon pointed to a nondescript, gray door. “What you think they’re hiding in there?”

      To me it looked like it might lead to a janitorial supply closet. “Mops and brooms would be my guess.”

      LaRon tried the knob. It was locked, and he raised an eyebrow. “They lock up mops and brooms but leave enough guns to arm Al-Qaeda free for the taking?”

      That was a good point. “I’ll look around for keys.”

      I turned down a small hallway but only made it a few feet before I heard three rapid gunshots. I turned back to see LaRon holding a pistol with smoke wafting from the barrel and the doorknob blown to pieces.

      “Don’t need no keys, man.”

      He was right, of course. I was still in the process of adjusting to this new, lawless society where you could have anything you wanted if you had a sack big enough to take it.

      I returned to LaRon who pulled open the door, careful to avoid the razor-sharp shards of metal the bullets had created. I was at his side as the door came open. When the contents were revealed I was confused, but LaRon grinned so big it looked like his face might split.

      “What is it?” It was a gun. I knew that much. But it looked like an antique, or better yet, a movie prop. It had multiple copper barrels that that were shined to such a high gloss finish I could see my own distorted and even fatter than usual reflection. At the other end was a hand crank of some sorts.

      LaRon clapped me on the shoulder. “It’s a Gatling gun. Old school shit, Mead, but I think it’s the answer to all our prayers.”

      I thought that term - Gatling Gun - sounded familiar. Like something from a Wild West movie, but that was the problem. My knowledge of firearms didn’t extend much beyond popular culture. I bet Bundy would have known all about this relic. And if LaRon was this excited, Bundy probably would have been shitting a brick. Hell, he might have even owned one. The giant - R.I.P. - was a cranky bastard but he sure knew his guns.

      “You know any auto body shops around here?” LaRon asked.

      I thought I remembered there being one a few miles up the road and nodded.

      “Then help me load this bitch up and take me there. I got an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      We rolled into Don’s Collision Center where the parking lot was vacant aside from a few crashed cars and trucks that sat waiting for repairs that would never come. LaRon shot open the locked door, poked his head inside.

      “Empty.”

      He disappeared into the building and, a moment later, one of the garage bay doors opened. LaRon waved me forward. “Pull the Jeep inside.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t ask. Just do it. I ain’t let you down so far, have I?”

      He had not and I obeyed, but not before noticing that the sounds of the gunfire coupled with the Wrangler’s engine, or both, had drawn the attention of some zombies that mulled around a gas station and mini mart across the street.

      Once inside the open bay, I shut off the engine. “Now what?”

      “I’m gonna need an hour or two.” LaRon said as his eyes scanned the variety of tools, auto parts, and sheets of metal.

      I could tell the man had a plan and had no interest in distracting him. Besides, the mini mart zombies were in the process of crossing the street and heading our way. I grabbed one of the swords and headed back into the parking lot.

      The nearest zombie was a teenager, probably just old enough to drive. He wore a camo sweatshirt, camo baseball cap, and blue jeans that were as much mud brown as indigo. I strolled toward him and the two of us met at the edge of the lot. The camo clad zombie swatted at me, then growled when I dodged his clumsy attempt.

      “Like your outfit,” I said as I raised the sword. “Almost didn’t even see you there.”

      The zombie lunged toward me, jaws chomping, and I responded by driving the tip of the sword into his open, almost expectant, mouth. It reacted with a choking, gurgling gasp and black blood oozed from his lips.

      I whipped the sword sideways and opened its cheek. Through the gaping wound I could see a few stained, half-rotten teeth but I didn’t take time to study them, instead swinging the sword in a back handed motion, catching the teen in the ear. The blade sliced off the top third of it, then sunk deeper, into the zombie’s skull. With that, whatever had been keeping the boy mobile was gone and it collapsed to the ground.

      There were three more zombies coming toward me. A tall, burly creature with a beard that would have been scary when he was alive and was even more so since he was not led the way. Its wiry, brown hair was clumped with dried blood and I could see bits of decayed flesh residing in it, giving it the appearance of some type of wild animal’s nest.

      When it got close enough, I saw something else in that beard. Something alive and writhing. Maggots had been birthed in that fury abode and they feasted on the chunks of partially eaten flesh that clung to the beard.

      The sight of the tiny, white worms slithering through that hair, eating that dead tissue, made my stomach flip and I clamped my mouth shut to prevent myself from barfing. That was it. I’d had enough of this freak show and I drove the sword into the bearded zombie’s eye socket.

      Next up was a young girl, maybe ten or so, and I thought she had the same pale green eyes as maggot beard. I wondered if she had been his daughter, but didn’t pause long to consider it. One strong swing with the sword cut straight through her head, cleaving it just below the bridge of her nose.

      The top third of her skull flipped through the air and came to a rest at the feet of the last remaining zombie, a skinny, old woman wearing a teal sweatshirt that read, “World’s Greatest Gramma.” I watched as Gramma’s foot came down on the dead girl’s head. Like something out of Three Stooges movie, she lost her balance, arms flailing, and careened sideways before hitting the pavement with an audible thud.

      I moved to her side as she attempted to get up and when I peered into her small, lifeless eyes she hissed at me.

      “Yeah, I don’t like you much either.” I stabbed her in the ear and was surprised when the blade continued the whole way through and poked out the other side. I really liked this sword.
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      I left LaRon to whatever he was doing in the garbage and crossed the street to the mini mart. The top hinge on the door was broken and it hung open crookedly, granting me easy access.

      At first, I thought the store was empty, but when I ventured deeper inside I heard a low grumble. I clenched the sword tight as I moved toward the noise, which seemed to be coming from the checkout area.

      As I got closer, I heard scratching and clawing and then a rack of cigarettes tumbled over. That elicited another growl. It sounded annoyed. Almost human. But not.

      I had to remind myself of that from time to time. No matter what the zombies looked like. No matter how they reacted or what noises they made, the stuff inside that made them human had taken a hike long ago and it wasn’t coming back. These were husks and nothing more.

      When I reached the counter, I saw the fallen rack, the multicolored sea of cigarette packages, and underneath it all a very pudgy, curly haired zombie. She looked to be in her early twenties and glasses with thick, black frames clung askew to her face. She saw me looking her way and struggled to free herself, rolling and rocking side to side.

      I couldn’t hold back a laugh and decided to give her a few minutes to recover while I shopped. I grabbed a yellow, plastic shopping basket and loaded up in energy shots, then added some beef jerky. I reached for the candy bars, but remembered that awful photo showing off my rapidly expanding waistline and decided to pass on them. For now, anyway. I took a few jars of peanuts and some dried fruit, then topped off the basket with Funyuns because I remembered LaRon was a fan.

      I returned to the checkout area and saw the cashier had freed herself from the tobacco avalanche and was almost back on her feet. I couldn’t resist staring down her shirt, as the deep valley of cleavage that revealed itself was almost hypnotizing.

      “What a waste.” I sighed, then forced myself to take my eyes off her pendulous breasts. In doing so I saw a name tag reading, ‘Chelsea.’

      “Chelsea, huh?” She looked at me and, for a second, I thought maybe she recognized her name. Then I realized it was just the sound of my voice that had elicited the response. The way a dog tilts its head when you raise the pitch of your voice. That and her instinctual, insatiable desire to eat me. And not in the good way.

      “We could’ve had fun, Chelsea.”

      She made it to her feet, then teetered, trying to get her balance as she stomped across a mound of cigarettes. I decided not to wait any longer and shoved the tip of the sword through the lens of her glasses. There was a light pop as her eyeball burst and milky, pink-tinged goo ran out. After she fell, I wiped the blade of the sword against her shirt to cleanse it of the gore.

      Before leaving the store, I spotted a display of instant lottery off tickets, tore free a handful, and scratched them off one by one. They were all losers. Some things never changed.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to the garage, I found LaRon standing in the cargo area of the Jeep. He wore a welder’s mask and a cascade of sparks came down like orange rain. I knew enough to not look directly at the flame of the torch, so I mulled about the shop while LaRon worked.

      The building was filled with a variety of tools and car parts. I sorted through it all, not knowing what most of it was, and not really caring. I didn’t know a carburetor from a catalytic converter. My vehicles had always been pieces of shit held together by duct tape and hope. When they conked out, I didn’t bother getting them fixed. I just moved on to the next $250 Craigslist special.

      Large pieces of sheet metal were stacked horizontally on a shelving unit. They were bright and shiny, almost mirror-like, and they caught my attention. When I brushed my hand against the edge, I opened of a gash several inches long. Smooth move, dumbass.

      I jerked my hand away, squeezing the wound closed while I looked for something to stop the bleeding. I found a box of cotton rags that looked unused and held one of them against the cut. Blood seeped through the white fabric and I folded the rag over for extra absorption. That worked.

      “The fuck you do?”

      I turned and saw LaRon watching me. The welder’s mask was tilted up revealing his curious face. I held up my hand. “Cut myself.”

      “Good thing we’re overrun with zombies and not vampires. Elsewise you’d bring all kinds of hell down on us.” He paused thinking. “Zombies can’t smell blood, right?”

      “I don’t think so.” Once upon a time I didn’t think they could climb stairs either, but I didn’t mention that to him. I moved toward the Jeep trying to see what the man was up to. I noticed a triangular frame had been welded onto the center of the Wrangler’s roll bar.

      “Help a brotha out,” LaRon said.

      I climbed into the back of the Jeep where LaRon had his hands under the Gatling Gun. Together, we crouched down and lifted.

      “Careful now,” LaRon said as he steered the gun toward the metal concoction he’d affixed to the roll bar. We set the gun on the triangle. “Hold it steady.”

      LaRon grabbed a wrench and made adjustments under the set up. He swore once, then stood, apparently satisfied. “You can let go now.”

      I thought the gun might topple off. I didn’t see how LaRon’s creation could be strong enough to keep it there, but when I let go, the Gatling gun sat firmly atop the roll bar. LaRon grabbed the stock and swiveled it back and forth, flashing the grin that revealed his gold grills. “Not bad.”

      I had no great fondness for firearms, but even I had to admit this was impressive. “It’s awesome, man. You know how to shoot it?”

      “Hell yeah. Wouldn’t of gone to this much trouble if I didn’t. I know your white ass don’t know nothing about guns.”

      “Guilty as charged.” I knelt examining LaRon’s handiwork. The mount welded to the roll bar looked like it could withstand a tornado. “Where’s you learn how to do this? Did you take metal shop in school or something?”

      “Shit no. I learned this in the chop shop! Real world experience.”

      As I considered my new friend’s skills, I looked down at my sliced hand, then to the rows of sheet metal. “The doors come off Wranglers, don’t they?”

      LaRon nodded. “All you got to do is pop the pins. Why?”

      “Are you up for another project?”

      “Depends on the project.”

      Now it was my turn to smile.
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        * * *

      

      It took LaRon all the afternoon and most of the evening to bring my idea to life, but when he was finished, we were both giddy with excitement.

      The Jeep’s doors were gone. In their place, LaRon had fabricated something akin to airplane wings which were five feet long, two feet deep and had razor sharp edges.

      LaRon showed me the mechanism he’d built off the Wrangler’s original door hinges. Using that lever, the wings could be opened and locked in place with ease. Pulling it the other way retracted the wings and held them tight against the Jeep’s body.

      I thought it looked weird as shit, but exactly as I’d imagined it at the same time. Secretly I wondered whether it would work in a real-world scenario, but in theory - my theory - it would be incredible.

      “Let’s try it out!”  I couldn’t wait.

      LaRon raised his eyebrows. “Calm down, yo. I’m hungry and tired and fuck. We can play with our new toys tomorrow.” He lit up a joint and I knew the discussion was over.

      I tried to calm myself. LaRon was right, after all. It was pitch black outside and even with a Jeep armed with a machine gun and bladed wings, traveling at night was still a bad idea.

      To get my mind off wreaking havoc, I grabbed the shopping bags I’d filled at the mini mart and we feasted. Soon after, as a food coma set in, we crashed on the floor.
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      I woke early and doubted I’d slept more than two hours. The excitement and curiosity were overwhelming. I allowed LaRon to sleep while I loaded the other guns, weapons, and supplies back into the Wrangler.

      That took all of half an hour. When I was finished, I made sure to take extra hard footsteps as I walked, hoping LaRon would come awake. When that didn’t work I resorted to fake coughing.

      After the fifth time, it worked. LaRon’s eyelids fluttered and he rolled onto his back, yawning as he looked at me. “What time is it? Oh dark thirty?”

      “A little after seven, I think.” I lied. I knew it was a quarter passed six at the latest.

      “Jesus, man. Can’t you let a brother get his forty z’s? We’ve got pretty much all the time in the world, in case you forgot.”

      “I know. I’m just anxious.”

      “You’re always anxious. Why don’t you smoke some of that weed?”

      That wasn’t a terrible idea, but I wanted to keep my head clear. “I can’t. I’m driving, remember.”

      “Ain’t no one gonna bust you for driving under the influence.” But LaRon worked his way into a sitting position. “What do we got left to eat?”

      I tossed him an energy shot, hoping it would provide a nonverbal hint. LaRon scowled at me, but I thought he was simultaneously fighting off a grin.

      “Whatever, yo. You wanna go, we’ll go. Where’s a good place around here to find a hella lotta people?”

      I had just the spot in mind.
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        * * *

      

      I laid on the horn as I drove the Jeep into the parking lot of the local Wal Mart. There were a hundred or so cars but no zombies. I continued past them, only stopping when I reached the glass double doors.

      “This should work,” I said.

      LaRon followed my gaze. The view inside was blocked by a smeary haze of zombies pressed against the glass. The ones up front had odd, flattened out features as their bodies were smashed against automatic sliding doors which were sealed shut in this powerless era. They clawed and scratched at the glass, their efforts fruitless.

      “Want me to shoot it open?” LaRon asked and I could hear the excitement in his voice. This was going to be crazy fun.

      “I had another idea.” I turned and fished through a duffle bag in the back seat, soon emerging with a grenade.

      LaRon nodded in approval. “I like the way you think, Mead.”

      I pulled the pin and lobbed the grenade toward the doors. It hit the ground and rolled a few feet, ricocheting off the glass and coming to a stop as I hit the gas and sped away.

      We only had a wait a moment before the explosion. I was surprised it wasn’t louder. It sounded like a glorified cherry bomb - not the ground-shaking, earth-shattering results I’d expected - but it did the trick. The doors to the store shattered.

      The ones up front took the brunt of the explosion. Shards of glass embedded itself in their pale, gray skin making them look a bit like ornate porcupines.

      As we watched, one zombie’s head was cleaved in two by a chunk of the metal door frame that whipped through the air like a propeller. Then, the soaring metal severed the arm of a store employee.

      With the glass gone, the zombies emerged into the daylight, free and ready to feed. We had other plans though. It was finally time to put our new toys to the test.

      “Fire away,” I told LaRon who was all too eager to do just that. He slipped between the seats and into the rear of the Jeep. There, he took his position behind the Gatling Gun.

      The zombies were maybe twenty yards from us, shuffling and stumbling. Easy targets. LaRon aimed the gun at them and took the crank in his right hand. But, then he stopped and turned his attention to me.

      “Ears.” LaRon reached into the same bag from where I’d grabbed the grenade and pulled out two sets of protective earmuffs. He handed one to me and put on the other set.

      Good thinking, I supposed, but at the same time I wondered how this man from the projects of Baltimore knew so much about military weaponry and tactics. Hell, I’d grown up around guys who spent most of their lives in the woods, killing animals and shooting targets, and the thought of earplugs or headgear never would have occurred to me.

      Before I could put any more thought into the matter, LaRon opened fire. Even wearing the earmuffs, the gun was shockingly loud. Much more impressive than the grenade. But, even more awe-inspiring than the noise it made, was the destruction the gun wrought.

      Bullets ripped through the zombies at an almost impossibly fast pace. Their thick, clotted blood exploded through the air like back sleet. Several of the creatures’ heads exploded, their decapitated bodies crashing to the ground, only to be replaced with a new front line.

      LaRon kept shooting and the zombies kept dying. From my spot in the driver’s seat, I could feel heat coming off the gun like someone had set the oven to 500 degrees and left the door open. It was so hot I shrank sideways to try to get away from it.

      Despite the heatwave, most of my attention remained on the horde as the gun tore them to pieces. Maybe guns aren’t so bad after all, I thought. This weapon was certainly making quick work of the monsters and, as I’d found out the hard way, I didn’t know everything.

      A pile of motionless zombies a few feet high littered the space in front of the store’s entrance. I had no idea how many were dead, but was sure it was dozens. Maybe a hundred. As amazing and wondrous as the experience was, I also wanted to put my own invention to use.

      I turned to look at LaRon whose arm kept cranking and firing the Gatling Gun. Speaking, or even shouting, over the roar of that weapon was impossible, so I grabbed the man’s pants and gave a hard tug. LaRon stopped firing and turned his attention my way.

      I mouthed, ‘Leave some for me.’ LaRon nodded, pulled off the earmuffs, and tossed them into the bag. “Got a little carried away.”

      He couldn’t stop grinning and I didn’t blame him one bit. At the same time, I was nervous. I expected the wings to work. There was no logical reason why they wouldn’t. Yet how could they top the carnage of LaRon’s gun? That was a proven war machine. The wings were something I’d dreamed up all on my own. I felt like an amateur musician going on stage to perform after AC/DC just played a full set. Talk about performance anxiety.

      As LaRon reclaimed the passenger seat, I drove the Jeep to the rear of the parking lot. We waited there as the zombies continued to flee the store. I hit the horn again to draw then our way and it worked. I couldn’t get an accurate count because my nerves were in overdrive, but I guessed there were still thirty or more.

      Once they’d halved the distance between the store and the Jeep, I shifted the Wrangler back into drive, keeping my foot on the brake. I turned to LaRon and hoped I didn’t look as nervous as I felt. “Ready?”

      “Hell yeah. I was born ready. You got this shit, Mead.”

      I grabbed the lever and pulled it back. The wing on my side of the Jeep swung open, the metal glistening under the bright, mid-morning sun.

      “Should I open mine too?” LaRon asked, his hand on the lever, ready.

      “No. There’s not really enough room in here. That’ll work better on the highways.” If it works at all, I thought.

      I couldn’t shake the memory of assuring Bundy that zombies couldn’t climb stairs, only to be proven so very wrong. Bundy had never forgiven me and that was the also the end of our budding friendship. In a life where I’d so often been the punchline, I didn’t want to go through that again. But, it was far too late to turn back.

      The zombies were thirty yards away now. The leader of the pack was a tall, pear-shaped woman in yellow pantsuit and a white button down. Or one that had been white many weeks ago. Now, the front of the shirt was stained red and brown and black like some sort of gory version of tie-dye. She reminded me a bit of Big Bird and I stared at her undead face as I removed my foot from the brake and hit the gas.

      The Wrangler lurched forward, slow off the start as usual, but picking up speed as I kept putting more pressure on the pedal. Thirty yards became twenty. Ten.

      I swerved to the right, so the zombies were no longer in front of the Wrangler, but were instead in the path of the wing.

      Five yards.

      In my peripheral vision I saw LaRon latch onto the grab handle on his side of the dash, steeling himself for what to come. I knew I couldn’t accept another failure, another embarrassment. I wanted to close my eyes, but forced myself to watch. It was time.

      Big Bird was still at the head of the flock and that was bad news for her. The front edge of the wing caught her in the rib cage and I felt the impact of the blow reverberate through the Jeep’s body all the way to my hands on the steering wheel.

      For a moment, I thought it wasn’t working. That it wasn’t sharp enough and she was going to simply bounce backward. But that worry was gone in an instant when I witnessed her upper body topple backward.

      After her was an old man with so many age spots on his head you could have played connect the dots. The wing sliced him in half at chest level, even severing both of his arms around the biceps.

      The rest of the zombies were too close together for me to take in their features as the wing sliced them to pieces. Bursts of black blood and their dying groans filled the air as one after another after another they met their fate.

      It was all over in seconds and I hit the brakes so hard I threw myself forward, bouncing into the steering wheel, but I didn’t even feel it because my system was so full of adrenaline. I made a hard U-turn so fast that I almost fell out of the open door cavity, and made a mental note to wear my seat belt whenever the wing was extended from now on. And I had a feeling it was going to be getting a great deal of use.

      Ahead of us, a bloody pile of zombies was strewn across the pavement. It looked like a mound of partially assembled mannequins, only these mannequins oozed blood and goo and their spilled internal organs turned the parking lot black. And it looked incredible.

      With no small effort I forced myself to look away from the carnage I’d created and look to LaRon who was bouncing up and down in his seat with excitement.

      “Fucking shit, yo! That was epic! It was like a zombie blender! We’ve gotta do it again!”

      I didn’t know what made me happier, that this weapon I’d thought up actually worked - and worked so perfectly - or seeing the excitement on my friend’s face.

      I wanted to bask in the glory because it was such an oddly foreign feeling. I wished all the assholes who’d told me I’d never accomplish anything worthwhile in life were here to see this. Because the shit had hit the fan and while most people were dead or dying, I was figuring out ways to not only survive, but to excel.

      I realized another handful of zombies had emerged from the store. “Shoot em or dice em?” I asked LaRon.

      “Dice the fuckers!”

      I did just that.
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        * * *

      

      When all the zombies were destroyed, we took turns posing in front of the bloodbaths we’d each created while the other took pictures. LaRon even got a sweet shot of me gripping the head and shoulders of a zombie which was still alive, even though the entire bottom part of its body was in a heap with the others.

      Afterward, we raided the Wal-Mart, which was mostly free of the undead. I found three zombies inside and killed them with a sword and LaRon shot two others, but overall it was an easier and more pleasant than a trip to the department store than any I’d experienced prior to the apocalypse.

      While LaRon hit the sporting goods counter, filling a shopping cart to the brim with ammunition for the guns, I loaded another cart with food. Real food this time. Canned meat and vegetables, soup, dry goods. We had a long trip ahead of us and even I knew that man could not survive on energy shots and snack cakes alone.

      After getting enough food to last at least a week, I made my way to the office supply section where I grabbed the thickest road atlas I could find. I searched until I found the small city of Bangor, then made a circle around the city and, above it wrote, ‘Stephen King’s house.’

      It looked almost impossibly far away, but what was life without adventure?
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      As a side effect of avoiding the cities and taking detours through the countryside, the road trip has been slow and meandering. A week and a half in and we’d only made it to western Connecticut. There, we settled in for the night in a sprawling green lodge on a lake which the signs declared ‘North Spectacle’.

      The view over the water, the mountains reflecting in the gently lapping waves, ended up being so pretty that we stayed for two days. I much enjoyed the break from the monotony of the road.

      The cabin was well stocked, and I used the propane grill to boil some water and make spaghetti. I added some homemade sauce I’d found in the pantry, plenty of parmesan cheese, and tossed in handfuls of dried basil and parsley. I carried two plates of it onto the porch where LaRon had dozed off in a director’s chair.

      I cleared my throat and he stirred. “Your dinner is served, Sir.”

      He sat up in the chair as I handed him a plate. He smiled as he took a whiff. “Damn boy, you got skills.”

      “I try.”

      I took a seat beside him and we ate mostly in silence. It felt good to be cooking again, plus this was the first hot meal I’d had since the plague began. It surprised me how much I missed little things like that, but not other people. I suppose I should have felt guilty about that, but I didn’t.

      LaRon finished his meal and licked the plate clean. “De-fuckin-licious. Now what’s for dessert?”

      He was joking, but I’d thrown together a boxed brownie mix which was baking on the grill. There were no eggs, of course, so I added extra oil and baking powder. I had no idea what the results would be, but it was worth a shot.

      The brownies ended up on the flat side, and I probably overdid it with the oil, but they were edible and LaRon had no complaints. Well, almost none.

      “Shoulda made these pot brownies.”

      “I’ll remember that next time.”

      He grabbed a joint from behind his ear and lit it up. “No worries, my man. I always got a backup plan.”

      The sun had dipped toward the horizon and the air was chilly. LaRon wrapped himself up in a blanket, but I didn’t mind it.

      “So, what’s your end game, man? After we take this pilgrimage to Maine, I mean. What’s next?”

      I’d been thinking a lot lately. Now that I realized I had a future, I supposed I should do some planning. Chief on my mind was figuring out where to settle in for the long haul. I wasn’t in any hurry to stop traveling, but knew, eventually it would be the smart move.

      I still felt West was the safest choice, but the more of the country I saw, the more I realized there were other options. Good options.

      “I’m not sure. Don’t you have an opinion?”

      LaRon shrugged his shoulders. “Figured I’d scoot my ass back to Baltimore.”

      I was so surprised I think my mouth gaped open and he noticed.

      “Don’t get me wrong. I’m having fun and all, but this this home on the range shit ain’t for me.”

      I was disappointed. More than disappointed. I was hurt. I thought I’d found someone I could team up with for the long haul, but that idea now seemed foolish.

      “But, it’s so dangerous there.”

      “There’s danger everywhere, man. You don’t get that yet? For all we know that woods is full of bears or wolves or some shit. You could step outside to take a piss, next thing you know, some mountain lion is using your dick for a chew toy.”

      “I’d rather take my chances with a random mountain lion than a million zombies.”

      “And that’s we’re different. I ain’t scared of the zombies. They slow as shit and long as I don’t do nothing stupid, the ain’t gonna get me. They ain’t hiding behind trees waiting to pounce. They ain’t cunning like that.”

      I guess he had a point there, but I fell silent. And unlike the silence over dinner, this one was awkward. Eventually LaRon stood and stretched, yawning.

      “Night, Mead. Don’t get eaten out here.”

      I nodded as he disappeared into the lodge, but gave no response. I didn’t want to be alone again and now, rather than focusing on keeping us safe, I realized I needed to keep LaRon interested. If he was enjoying himself, maybe he’d forget about Baltimore. About leaving me.

      In the morning, we vacated the lodge.
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            August 19

          

        

      

    

    
      The miles passed slowly, and while I enjoyed the lackadaisical pace, I knew LaRon was bored. It had been five days since we’d killed a single zombie and that was an elderly woman who might have weighed 90 pounds soaking wet and was about as dangerous as a kitten. It has been a week since we’d seen a cluster of the creatures large enough to warrant using the Gatling Gun.

      To try to reinvigorate my friend’s waning interest, I cut through the middle of Massachusetts and took a course that put us in Manchester, New Hampshire. My atlas and guidebook told me it was the largest city in northern New England and, with a population of under a hundred thousand, it seemed like a place to find some excitement without taking too much of a risk.

      It was a good choice. After we crossed the Merrimack River, we came upon a pileup on 293. Around the crashed cars and trucks was also a cluster of zombie fifteen deep. I glanced at LaRon and saw him grinning, a rare sight in recent days.

      “You want to get ‘em?”

      LaRon jumped up. “Hell yeah!” He squirmed into the back seat and took his place behind the Gatling gun. I threw on the earmuffs and it was just in time because LaRon was raring to go.

      A zombie in a three-piece suit was closest to us and I got a good look at him as his head blew apart. Chunks of destroyed skull flew through the air, and a piece that still contained shards of the zombie’s wispy gray hair embedded itself in the face of a chunky, teenage boy in a Manchester Monarchs jersey.

      The fan had no chance to react because he was next in the line of fire and his pudgy face imploded. It was less than thirty seconds before LaRon had killed all of them, but the sound made by the gun was like a canon on the otherwise noiseless afternoon and I could see more zombies approaching in the distance. Twenty or more at least, but they were only ants at the far distance. I drove around the crashed vehicles, then decided to wait and watch.

      “There’s a few coming in from behind,” LaRon said as he grabbed an AK-47. “I need to stretch my legs anyway.”

      He was gone before I could respond. I though leaving the Jeep was unwise. It was like abandoning your castle while under siege, but I wasn’t in charge and had no call to issue orders. Instead, I leaned across the passenger seat and opened the wing on that side, then I did the same on my own. As the AK went off behind me, its rat a tat tat sound filling the air, I drove forward.

      I was a good quarter mile from the incoming zombies. By the time he reached them, the Jeep was closing in on forty miles an hour. The zombies crowded the roadway from one side to the other and they were packed in tight. I didn’t even bother trying to get a head count.

      The push bar on the front of the Jeep made first contact. A short, female zombie with jet black hair absorbed the brunt of the impact with her face. I winced as he heard her bones break and powered forward. The Wrangler bounced as it rolled over her body and then the wings went to work at the sides of the vehicle.

      The creatures growled and gasped, but their sounds were drowned out by the wet, thick noises that resulted from their bodies being sliced and severed. I watched as decapitated heads and severed arms flew, as topless bodies collapsed to the ground.

      One beefy arm with a tribal tattoo soared past the driver’s side door. The windshield became so heavily coated with blood that I needed to turn on the wipers and hit the washer fluid to see through the carnage. Black blood rained down on me.

      By the time I’d rammed my way through the crowd and emerged on the other side, I was coated with a fine mist of coagulated gore. Almost frantic, I wiped it from my face on the chance that whatever the undead bastards had was catching. My zombie knowledge, gleaned from decades of horror films, told me that was possible. Most times a person could only be infected by a bite, but others bodily fluids did the trick and I wasn’t about to let myself come down with a bad case of zombie-itis. I poured a bottle of water over my face and washed as well as possible.

      After cleansing myself, I made a U-turn on the highway, trying to avoid the dismembered bodies that covered the road on the off chance that a shattered bone might puncture one of the Wrangler’s tires, then returned to the approximate spot where LaRon and I had parted ways.

      He sat on the concrete median, rifle in hand, and unable to hold back a broad grin.

      “What are you so happy about?”

      LaRon stood and moved to the Jeep. “I feel like fucking Rambo, man. I ain’t never had this much fun.”

      I knew the feeling. The adrenaline rush achieved by wiping out massive amounts of the undead was a high far more intoxicating then weed. Maybe he would grow to love life on the road after all.
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      We took side roads up the coast, passing through little towns like Ogunquit, Bath, and Rockport on our way to Bangor. As stunned as I was to see the ocean for the first time in Maryland, the Maine coastline almost overwhelmed me with its beauty. The coastline was more rock than sand, more pine trees than boardwalks. I didn’t say anything to LaRon then, but I felt like I could call this place home.

      The days were long in the summer and, by nine at night, there was still enough light to see. The golden glow of the setting sun off the ocean was irresistible and we decided to stop in Moose Point State Park and photograph the sunset.

      The only downside were the bugs. Why in the hell hadn’t the plague done something about the bugs? They were dining on LaRon like he was a smorgasbord and I wasn’t faring much better.

      “We need some of that DEET shit,” LaRon said as he smashed a bloodsucker against his forearm.

      “Doesn’t that cause seizures or something?”

      “Hell man, I’d welcome a seizure right about now. Better than itching myself to death.” He dug his fingernails into his skin, scratching away. “These are worse than the damn sand flies in the desert.”

      “Desert?” Another surprise.

      LaRon half-smiled.  “Yeah man. I’m a world fuckin traveler. Courtesy of my favorite uncle. Sam.”

      The pieces finally came together in my head, albeit a little slower than I care to admit. “You were in the military?”

      LaRon gave a barely perceptible nod. “Army. Did my four years active duty. Still had a couple to go in the reserves when this shit when down.”

      “I never would have guessed.” Incredulity filled my voice and I immediately wished I could take the remark back.

      “Why? Because I’m a gangster?”

      “No. I didn’t mean it that way. I just… I thought.”

      LaRon grabbed a small rock from the ground beside him and chucked it my way. It bounced off my shoulder. “Like I told you before, I was an entrepreneur. I wasn’t ever in no gang. I guess I was what you’d call, an independent contractor.

      “Anyway, the Army was my ma’s idea. Thought it would keep me off the streets. So instead of getting shot at in drive bys, I got to dodge bullets and bombs in Iraq. You know that saying, ‘Mother knows best’? Shit man, not my ma. She almost got my black ass blown to bits.”

      “It was that bad?”

      “Not always. Not even most of the time. But when it was bad, it was pretty damn terrible. And I wasn’t joking about getting my ass blown up. I meant it in the literal sense.”

      He jumped to his feet and without a warning or an ounce of shame dropped his pants and boxers. “See.”

      I didn’t want to look, but felt obligated since I’d brought it up. A glistening, black scar snaked its way from his ass cheek, around his pelvis and halfway down his thigh. My eyes must have grown wide when I took it in because LaRon used both his hands to cover his substantial penis which had been swinging free and clear up until that point.

      “Now don’t you be looking at my dick and getting no jungle fever. I like you and all, Mead, but you ain’t my type.”

      My head snapped away so fast I strained my neck and LaRon burst out laughing. “You’re too fuckin easy.” He pulled up his pants.

      I could feel the heat in my face and knew I must be beet red. I wanted to change the subject, or at least bring it back around to where we’d started. “So, what happened?”

      “We were out on patrol, just doing a routine sweep. Guy ten yards from me stepped on an IED. I caught some shrapnel.”

      “What happened to him.”

      LaRon grimaced. “Put it this way, I was the lucky one.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know how you did it. Go over there and put your life on the line for what, twenty grand a year?”

      “I didn’t do it for the money, man. I did it for our country.”

      “The country?”

      “Hell yeah.”

      “What did this country ever do for you?”

      “It ain’t about that. It’s doing the right thing. Putting other people’s needs first. The greater good and all that shit. Ain’t that the point?”

      I wondered if he really believed that. I’d never put anyone ahead of myself. I never saw the point because I’d never met anyone who deserved it.

      “I’m not exactly the heroic type.”

      “You don’t know that. I got faith in you, Mead.”

      For whatever the reason, that made me feel good. And maybe he was right.

      LaRon smacked another black fly which had taken up residence on his chest. “That Stephen King house better be goddamn amazing to put up with this shit.” He wrapped his sleeping bag around himself, trying to conceal as much exposed skin as possible. “You wake me up when it’s time to hit the road.”

      “I will.” I watched him zipper the bag closed, completely sealing himself off against the biting insects. Despite their annoying presence, I wasn’t ready to go to sleep. I listened to the waves break against the rocky shoreline and imagined myself doing something important, something heroic for once in my life.
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      We rolled into Bangor around noon. The town had a typical amount of zombies. Not enough to bother breaking out the wings nor the Gatling Gun. I ran down the ones in the roadway and we mostly ignored those roaming the sidewalks or stumbling through lawns.

      Every now and then LaRon would line one up in the sights of whatever pistol he’d decided to carry that day and plinked them in a way that reminded me of a sideshow shooting booth only there was no fat, sketchy carny there to hand him a prize when they fell.

      I barely noticed the monsters because I was on the lookout for the sprawling, red Victorian mansion I’d gazed at so often on line. I remembered the street name but not the house number and it turned out, that didn’t matter.

      The streets were almost too quaint. Every house was old, but immaculate. Trees bursting with lush summer foliage lined the road and crowded the sidewalks. The only clue that something was amiss were the unkept lawns with almost knee-high grass growing wild and out of control.

      My head pivoted on my neck like I was watching a tennis match, side to side, back and forth, as I sought out the house of man whose every book I’d devoured ever since reading Salem’s Lot in the fifth grade. And, as we made it halfway down the street, I found it.

      Lining the front edge of the property was a black wrought iron fence that looked ordinary enough at first glance, but upon closer inspection featured bats and spiderwebs and creatures that looked like a mix between dragons and gargoyles. It was like Stephen King had paired up with a blacksmith and said, ‘They drove all the way to fucking Bangor for this. Let’s give ‘em something to see!’ And part of me thought he said it exactly like that.

      I stared at that house the way I’d imagine a religious person does when seeing some great Holy building or artifact. Or maybe like a groom when he sees his soon to be bride standing at the end of the aisle. I didn’t know if I was in awe or love or shock or all three at once. I couldn’t even get a word out. I just stared.

      LaRon however, was not so tongue-tied. “Baller had a big ass house!”

      His words broke my concentration, my daze. “Huh? Yeah.”

      “So, what you waiting for?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Pictures, man. We didn’t come up here to go away with nothing but memories.” He pointed to the front gate. “Get yo ass over there and pose like a motherfucker.”

      I did just that as he snapped away. In some photos I smiled and pointed. In others I pretended to be impaled on the gate. In others, I got down on my knees and worshipped the house of the man who’d had a bigger impact on my life than my own parents.

      I doubt I ever would have grown weary of the fun, but the photo shoot was interrupted when LaRon looked past me. “Uh. Mead?”

      “What?”

      “Is that…” He didn’t finish the question. He just pointed.

      I turned to follow his gesture, peering through the gate, past the bushes and shrubbery that framed the property. And then I saw what he saw, and my heart almost burst.

      Stephen King, or the zombie that used to be Stephen King, stumbled past a white Mercedes parked beside the house and into the driveway. It, or he, was coming toward us.

      “Oh shit. Oh damn. Oh fuck. Oh shit.” It was like I’d lost my entire vocabulary aside from vulgarities and ‘ohs’.

      He was tall and lean and wore a blue chambray shirt and jeans and he looked just like he had in interviews and cameos in movie adaptations of his books. Aside from the fact that he was a zombie. Even his glasses still clung to his face.

      “Oh shit,” I repeated.

      “You said that already.”

      I’d almost forgotten LaRon was there. I looked away from zombie Stephen King to my friend. “It’s Stephen King.”

      “I know that. I ain’t been living under a rock all my life.”

      “It’s Stephen King. For real.”

      “But he’s dead, yo.”

      “I don’t even care.”

      Throughout this journey I hadn’t dared allow myself to imagine that King would actually be here, alive or dead. To hope for such a possibly would have been setting myself up for disappointment. But he was here after all.

      He was only a few yards away at that point. I could see he was thinner than usual, almost frail. Unlike many of the zombies he didn’t have dried blood on his face. No chunks of masticated flesh stuck in his teeth. You poor guy, I thought. Probably haven’t had anything to eat in weeks.

      A part of me, a bigger part than I should probably admit, thought I should sacrifice myself to him. To let Stephen King eat me. That would have been the most perfect death of all time.

      But, as he got closer, my survival instinct kicked back in and I realized, as epic as that might have been, I’d prefer to stay alive.

      I did, however, have another idea. “Get the camera ready,” I said to LaRon.

      “What the fuck you gonna do?”

      “Just do it.”

      “Cracker thinks he’s Nike now.” LaRon muttered as I crossed the short distance between zombie Stephen King and myself. A yard away. A foot.

      Then, I grabbed him around the waist with my right arm and pulled him in close to me. I looked to LaRon who stared bug eyed.

      “Take the picture!”

      Zombie Stephen King was not amused by my antics and, being a good eight or nine inches taller than me, thrashed his upper body, trying to break free, but I held on tight.

      LaRon raised the camera and clicked.

      “Another one!”

      That time I grinned and flashed a thumbs up. LaRon snapped another shot and I heard him laugh. He was getting into it now.

      “Act like he’s gonna bite you!” He said.

      I repositioned myself, letting go of King and backing half a yard away. I pretended to cower, holding my arms in front of my face as if to shield myself and heard the camera click again.

      “Let me get in on this!” LaRon ran toward us. “Hold him.”

      I did. I was on King’s right side and LaRon sidled up on the left. He held the camera out in front and above us, as far as his arm could reach. “Selfie time!”

      We both cheesed it up, then LaRon flipped the camera over to check the shot. “Oh damn, that’s a good one!”

      I looked too, even while I could feel King struggling between us, trying to break free, trying to attack. The photo was indeed a good one. Better than good. It was perfect. Even Stephen King had looked at the camera for the shot.

      We carried on like that for twenty minutes of more, taking turns posing with him, getting pictures of King alone. It was morbid as hell, but also maybe the greatest moment of my entire life. Scratch the maybe. It was the best.

      Zombie Stephen King grew more furious the longer we goofed, and I eventually started to feel a little guilty. All the poor guy wanted was a hot meal. And even if that hot meal of choice was human flesh, he was only doing what came naturally. I couldn’t blame him.

      “All right,” I said to LaRon. “We should probably stop.”

      “Okay man. It’s your call. Should I grab one of your swords for ya or do you want me to finish him?” His free hand dropped to the butt of the pistol tucked in his waistband.

      Before I could stop myself, I smacked his hand away from the gun.

      “What the hell man?” His face was confused, and I thought I saw some anger mixed in.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. But Jesus, LaRon. We can’t kill Stephen King.”

      LaRon raised his eyebrow. “He’s already dead, Mead. He’s a zombie.”

      “I know.” I looked back to King who had become tangled up in a rhododendron bush, snarling and growling as he tried in vain to free himself. “It’s just I can’t. We can’t.”

      I thought he might punch me. Or maybe pull out the gun anyway and blow away Stephen King. It would have been the smart thing to do, after all. And if he’d been some random zombie, I’d have done it myself.

      I risked a glance at LaRon and saw his hands at his sides, not on the gun. Not balled up in fists. And there was even a smile on his face. “Yo man, I get it. But what are we gonna do with him?”

      It was my turn to smile and I glanced at the Jeep.

      LaRon must have read my mind. “Aw, hell no. We ain’t taking him with us.”

      He was right, of course. Even if he was Stephen King, we couldn’t bring a zombie along on out adventures unless we wanted to die.

      As I ushered Stephen King into his house, he thrashed and clawed at me. I got him through the door and he stumbled, falling onto the oak floor.

      “Sorry about that, Mr. King. But you need to stay inside where it’s safe.”

      He growled as he awkwardly climbed back to his feet.

      “And I know you heard this all the time, but I just have to say it. You scared the shit out of me.”
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      After leaving Bangor behind, we tooled around Maine but found a whole lot of nothingness in the center of the state and eventually turned south again. We ended up in Portland so LaRon could get his zombie killing fix.

      I watched, amused, as he used the Gatling Gun so long that I could see the exertion had physically exhausted him. Well, part of it was the exertion. The other was the fact that he’d been hitting the marijuana hard all morning long and his eyes were so bloodshot they looked like they might spontaneously bleed.

      “How about we take a break?” I suggested.

      He pretended he wasn’t winded. “If you say so.”

      “I do.”

      Relief washed over his face as he resumed his usual spot in the passenger seat. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see his chest rising and falling rapid fire.

      “What was that? Seventy-five?” I asked.

      “Shit man, a hundred and ten at a bare minimum. You need to work on your counting,” he said with a grin.

      “What can I say, you’re just too damned fast?”

      As I drove, he dug through a duffle bag. “Everything okay?”

      “We’re getting low on ammo. Real damn low. You see a gun shop, you best pull in.”

      It didn’t take more than half an hour of driving aimlessly before we came across a sign for Abe’s Ammo. Turning into the parking lot, we saw Abe’s was the largest store in a shopping plaza that contained a handful of other businesses, a gas station and two fast food restaurants. Abe’s itself featured a rambling storefront painted camo green, brown, and black.

      “Will this do?”

      LaRon nodded. “This state ain’t all bad.”

      What was bad was that a few hundred zombies had made the plaza’s parking lot their home. And there were just enough cars parked haphazardly throughout the area that the Jeep’s bladed wings couldn’t be extended and were useless.

      “Do you have enough bullets to take care of this?”

      LaRon shook his head. “Not even close. Shit!”

      “Don’t worry about. We’ll find somewhere else.” I started to turn the Jeep back to the exit, but felt LaRon grab my arm.

      “Naw, man. I got an idea.”

      I looked to him and saw him staring off to the side. Following his gaze, I realized he was looking at the gas station. “We’ve got plenty of gas.”

      “I know that. I don’t want to get gas for the Jeep. I want to use it on them.”

      I still wasn’t sure what he meant, but when he pointed to the side of the gas station, it started making sense. Parked at the back corner of the building was a fuel truck. Its silver tanker blazed almost white under the midday sun.

      “You aren’t thinking…”

      LaRon smiled, blissful and high. “We’re gonna light these bitches up.”

      I ran down four zombies which loitered around the gas station, keeping the RPMs low and the engine as quiet as possible and we didn’t draw the attention of the hundreds of others who meandered about the parking lot.

      The coast was clear as we parked beside the massive tanker. LaRon wasted no time before jumping out of the Wrangler and jogging to the rear of the truck.

      I followed and watched as he pulled a hose as thick around as my thigh from truck. He quickly connected it to a valve. I’m sure I could have figured out how all of this worked on my own given enough time, but LaRon seemed too familiar to be learning on the fly.

      “Is there anything you can’t do.”

      “I can’t dance for shit.” He glanced up at me. “You learn to do a little bit of everything in the Army. You think your Jeep’s thirsty? Try keeping a fleet of Humvees running day in day out.” He took a deep drag off a joint.

      “Think that’s smart?”

      He stared at me, confused and I mimed smoking. “You think I’m gonna blow us up?”

      “Maybe.”

      “That shit only happens in movies.” But he pinched the joint off and dropped it into his pocket. He finished connecting the hose and pointed to a lever above where it connected to the tanker. “That’s your shut off valve. Soon as you open that, fuel’s gonna come out about a hundred gallons a minute.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because you’re manning the hose.”

      “Me?” I didn’t like this plan.

      “Can you drive the truck?”

      He had me there.

      “I’ll circle through the lot and you douse the bitches. Once we’re finished, you shut the valve and meet me at the front of the truck.”

      “And then what?”

      LaRon only grinned. He hopped into the cab and I had no opportunity to protest. This was his show and it had begun.

      I held onto the hose and jogged close behind the truck as he drove toward the zombies. The weight of the hose was shocking and, by the time we were amid them, I was already out of breath. This plan got worse with every passing second.

      The brakes shrieked as LaRon stopped the truck and if any zombie in the area hadn’t been aware of our presence before then, that sound beckoned them like a homing beacon.

      The creatures shuffled toward us, growling and snarling. The scent of their death cologne on that hot day sickened me. The closest were a few yards away and I knew it was time to act. I grabbed the lever and tried to turn it. Only it didn’t budge.

      I tried again. Nothing. “Oh fuck!”

      I looked behind me and a half dozen zombies were within feet of it. All my weapons were in the Jeep and I had a feeling I was screwed. My only thought was that I could dive under the truck and find some axel or part to hold onto while LaRon drove me to safety, but the realistic part of my brain knew I wasn’t strong enough to hang on for more than a few seconds.

      With no other options, I tried the lever one more time, jerking down on it with all my body weight. And finally, that time it turned.

      The hose went rigid and gasoline shot out the end, soaking the ground. I ran to it and picked it up, no easy task, then aimed it at the zombies like a fireman trying to snuff out flames.

      The fuel soaked them, and the creatures stumbled backward. Several, knocked off balance by the force of the flow, fell to the pavement. I doused every zombie close enough to reach with the hose, then glanced at the cab where LaRon watched. I gave him a thumb’s up, and he drove again.

      We repeated this stop, spray, and go act seven times. It took nearly fifteen minutes but, eventually, all the zombies had received their baptism by gasoline and I closed the lever, which was much easier than opening it.

      I ran to the cab and climbed inside and LaRon drove us away from the zombies.

      “You stink, man.”

      The smell of petroleum filled my nose and, had apparently, permeated my clothing. Maybe even more pores. “Sorry.”

      “You should be.”

      “Now what?”

      He parked at the mini mart. I grabbed a spear from the Jeep, but LaRon didn’t take any weapons.

      “Don’t you want a gun or something?”

      “Naw, man. I’m good.” He reached into his pocket and from it pulled a lighter. “This.” He took one of the red plastic jugs of gasoline from the Wrangler. “And this, is all we’re gonna need. You’ll see.”

      I watched as LaRon strolled toward the zombies, many of which were coming our way. I was amazed at his nonchalant attitude and wondered how much of it was genuine bravery and how much was the constant marijuana fog.

      He opened the nozzle on the gas can and poured a trail of fuel along the pavement, stopping when he was a few yards from the nearest zombies. Then, he set the can on its side and returned to me.

      “Sit back and enjoy the show, Mead.” He watched them come and when the creatures reached the can, LaRon knelt at the beginning of the gas trail, flicked his lighter, and lit the fuel on fire.

      Flames raced up the path and reached the gas can within a second. The fire hit the gas can and the it exploded with a small whoosh. The flames leapt into the air and lit a zombie in a yellow rain slicker on fire.

      The monster awkwardly spun and twirled as first its clothing and then its body burned. It bumped into a tall, almost skeletal man in a plaid shirt, then collided with a woman in cut kitten sweatshirt. At his touch, those two also caught on fire.

      LaRon’s plan was indeed solid and it was coming together at breakneck speed. One after another after another the zombies were set ablaze. Less than two minutes later, it seemed like the entire parking lot was a massive, raging inferno.

      LaRon bounced on his feet and as excited as a kid who just saw Santa Claus live and in person for the very first time. He grabbed the camera from his pocket and snapped some photos, then tossed it to me.

      “Gotta make a Kodak fucking moment out this.”

      He posed in front of the burning zombies, grinning, flexing, pointing, giving, giving the peace sign. This was his moment in the sun, but as the fire grew behind him, I realized that moment might be short lived.

      “It won’t be long before the whole block goes up,” I said.

      He glanced back and nodded. “We better get our asses lootin!”

      We ran to Abe’s Ammo making a wide circle around the fiery mass of zombies. The plate glass window at the front of the store was shattered, giving us easy access. Although it was partially burglarized, there was still plenty for the taking.

      To me though, everything in the store may as well have been from another planet. “What am I supposed to look for?”

      “The Gatling Gun takes 50 caliber. We need a bunch of other shit, but you’ll never remember all the numbers so focus on 50s. I’ll check here, you look in the storeroom.”

      That sounded good to me. I headed into the back where there must have been fifteen metal storage racks, each filled with boxes and standing taller than me. Fortunately, the boxes were numbered, and I began scanning for something indicating 50 caliber ammo.

      I was nine rows deep when I found it. There were twenty cases or more. I grabbed one off the shelf, excited to show my friend this prize.

      “Guess what I found?”

      I moved toward the storefront but only made it half way there when I heard a muffled thud.

      “LaRon?” There was no response. I waited. Listened. “LaRon? Everything okay bout there?”

      I hear another thud. Then, LaRon’s voice. “Get away from me you fucking Freddy Krueger bitch!”

      I tossed down the box and grabbed my spear as I ran toward his voice. Before I got there, I heard something between a scream and a gasp.

      I ran into the store, conduit spear in hand and ready to battle, only to see LaRon standing atop one of the display cases, surrounded by more than twenty zombies, all of which were on fire. The flames had set the store ablaze too. The carpet burned like dry grass and flames licked at the walls. At anything that was flammable.

      The sight of it overwhelmed me. I stared, to shocked to move. To fight. To help.

      One of the fire zombies grabbed on to LaRon’s pant leg and he kicked it away. Then he kicked it again in the head and it stumbled backward a step, but other zombies immediately took its place.

      I looked past them and saw all the zombies from the parking lot, the hundreds of burning zombies, marching in our direction. Dozens were at the front of the store, pushing their way inside, and a flaming sea followed.

      LaRon’s shoelaces were ablaze and he kicked his feet, trying to put it out, but the flames only spread, claiming his shoes, then licking at his pants. All the while more and more burning zombies packed in around him.

      It looked like he was standing on an atoll in the middle of a fiery ocean. Arms reached for him. Hands clawed at him. The flames spread up his pant legs, toward his midsection. That’s when he started to scream.

      My mind raced. What could I do? How could I possibly get in there and save him? No matter how many scenarios I ran through my mind, they all ended the same way. With both of us dying.

      The flames had reached the ceiling and the cheap tile lit up like tinder. The entire store was burning, floor, walls, and ceiling. And the oasis in the middle was LaRon on the display case, fighting for his life. And losing.

      Then, he saw me. He’d been flailing wildly, fighting against the flames, and his body turned my direction. Before I could react, our eyes met. I saw a measure of relief in his face. Some hope clawing through the pain.

      “My goose is almost cooked, man,” he said and it was as if the zombies realized he was speaking to someone. A third of the horde turned my way and staggered toward me and they brought the fire with them.

      I knew there was no way to rescue him and be the hero. There were too many zombies. Too many flames. And no time. Stepping so much as a single foot into that store would have meant death for both of us.

      “I’m sorry.” I doubted my voice carried over the roar of the fire, the hungry groans of the zombies, but he seemed to understand.

      “It’s aight.” He gave a slight tip of his head as the flames licked his face.

      Then, I ran the other way.

      I fled through the rear exit. Because all the zombies were focused on getting into the store where LaRon was either being eaten or burned alive, or both, I had no problem sprinting to the Jeep unnoticed. It wasn’t until I got behind the wheel that I dared look back at Abe’s Ammo. I half expected to see LaRon, an undead, burning version of him, emerging from the store like wraith, coming for me, eager to seek his vengeance.

      All I saw was the entire store ablaze. The fire had spread to the surrounding businesses and the whole row was going up on flames. Black smoke billowed into the air, the smoke so thick it drowned out the midday sun.

      It was over.
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      I haven’t felt like writing much. In the weeks after LaRon’s death, I meandered around Maine and even ventured into Canada for a spell. I took my own personal tour of Acadia National Park, dined dockside in Bar Harbor, and ended up at a rundown lodge on the coast where the scenery was beautiful and there wasn’t a zombie in sight.

      It was a good life, a far better one than I deserved. The land was beautiful and bountiful. Wild strawberries and blueberries helped satiate my sweet tooth as I went cold turkey off junk food. I even managed to become an adequate fisherman. It seemed like the marine life had been spared in the apocalypse and with a rod and reel, I caught a few a week. I even bagged a couple lobsters and let me say, everything I’d ever heard about Maine lobsters was true. All of that, coupled with canned goods, kept my belly full enough.

      I made a point to exercise, going for daily jogs around the property to burn calories and melt away some of the spare tire I’d grown. For muscle tone, I went to work with my axe, only I wasn’t killing zombies. Now, I was chopping wood. I wasn’t a body builder by any means, but I thought my arms felt a little harder. I needed to do anything I could to stay in shape because, as I’d learned the hard way, you never knew when you might need to fight your way out of trouble.

      Through the months, I saw several deer, two moose, and even a black bear which lumbered across the lawn one morning while I was outside gutting a fish. And believe me, it’s not just bears that shit in the woods.

      The lodge had an old rifle, but I didn’t know if it worked. Even if it did, I couldn’t have shot any of them. This was their home as much as it was mine. Hell, it was more theirs. I was nothing more than an interloper. A chickenshit interloper at that. I wasn’t any more deserving of living than they were. Maybe I was even less.

      It was lonely at times, but worse than the solitude was having to relive the last few months over and over again. I didn’t know how many other survivors remained in the world, but I thought they were probably better off with me in the middle of nowhere in Maine, far away from them. After all, everyone I teamed up with died and there was already plenty of death to go around without me speeding up the process.

      Living out the rest of my days alone seemed a fitting solution all the way around. Besides, I liked it here. Even the bugs weren’t bad as summer gave way to fall.

      I made the lodge my home until early November. The fall foliage provided a breathtaking backdrop, like something out of one of those paintings the guy with the curly hair did on public access TV. But fall in Maine wasn’t like fall in Pennsylvania and when the leaves came down, they were replaced with frigid winds that cut like saw blades into my bones.

      The old lodge wasn’t insulated and the wood burning fireplace did little to keep the cold at bay. One morning I woke up with my eyelids frozen shut. I had to pry them open and lost pretty near all my eyelashes in the process. I knew that if I’d have slept a little later or waited too much longer, I would have ended up a Mead-cicle. By the time I’d have thawed out, come springtime, I’d be just another zombie. I hated to admit it, to accept it, but I couldn’t survive a winter there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’d waited too long to flee. Maybe it wasn’t winter by the calendar, but it was winter as far as the weather was concerned. Between blizzards and whiteouts and snowdrifts so deep I couldn’t tell whether I was even on a road anymore, it took me a week to escape Maine. And the situation was slow to improve even as I headed south.

      My beloved Jeep was betraying me. When I secured the vehicle, I’d given little thought to the downside of having no roof, and later, no doors. Now, with snow and ice and wind hammering away at me through the openings, I thought death might be imminent.

      Somewhere in Massachusetts I found a clothing outlet store. Everything on the racks were summer styles, but the backroom yielded an insulated parka. It was two sizes too big, but that was fine. I looked a bit like the marshmallow man and my movement was severely limited, but it was a worthwhile tradeoff because I could drive the Jeep without feeling like my nipples were going to slice through my denim shirt.

      It was almost December before I reached Pennsylvania. It was like winter there too and snow covered the ground and roads, but at least the constant Nor’easter I’d been driving through was over. These were driving conditions I was used to and, even though the going was slow, I could make steady progress.

      I was driving through the Wilds, a remote north central part of the state which was little more than trees and elk, so I was pretty damn flabbergasted when I saw a few dozen zombies in the road. It was more zombies clumped together in one place than I’d seen in months. Since LaRon’s fiery demise. But I tried not to think about that.

      The creatures crowded the roadway, filling it from one side to the other. They were moving away from me and I considered plowing through the middle of them, but the snow was a foot and a half deep and I worried that I’d wreck.

      I hadn’t used the Wrangler’s wings in months and half expected them to be frozen and unmovable, but I decided to try anyway.  It took about all the strength I possessed, but I first opened the wing on my side, then the passenger. I idled there for a minute, steeling myself for the coming carnage.

      Since that day at the shopping center, I hadn’t killed a single zombie and I didn’t miss it in the slightest, but seeing the monsters shambling along the snow-covered road stirred something inside me. They reminded me of my purpose. I might not be good at keeping other people alive, but I was good at killing zombies. Damn good.

      I eased down the gas pedal, not wanting to floor it and spin out. My speed built gradually. Ten miles per hour. Twenty. Thirty. I didn’t risk going any faster in the snow.

      I was half a mile from the creatures and closing fast. I wondered why they were all there. This section of Pennsylvania wasn’t as remote as Maine, but it was damn close. What’s your deal, I wondered.

      Their deal didn’t matter though, because they were about to die. Or die again. When I was ten yards away, the zombies at the back of the pack turned to me. Their skin had gone almost white in the cold, which made their gray eyes stand out even more.

      The first in line was a woman in a knock off Pittsburgh Pirates jersey, the kind with the plastic iron on letters and numbers. She snarled as my vehicle rushed toward her.

      “Time to die.”

      The wing on the passenger side ripped through her torso, splitting the jersey’s numbers in half. After that, it all happened so fast that I didn’t bother trying to differentiate them. One after another they were either chopped or diced by the wings or I rammed into with the bumper and drove over them.

      The Jeep bounced and shuddered like I was driving down a rock path, the kind they always showed in Wrangler commercials about having the freedom to drive anywhere. I thought they should make a commercial showing what else the Jeeps were capable of doing.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw a trail of gore staining the otherwise pristine, white snow. It looked like a red river. And it made me smile. I hadn’t done much smiling in a while and it felt off, but good.

      I realized the steady thudding impact of the Jeep and the wings hits zombies had ceased and I returned my gaze to the road ahead of me. At first, I thought the path was clear, but then I spotted what looked like a brownish gray wig. That didn’t make sense though. I assumed it must be an animal of some sort. Maybe an oversized groundhog or wolverine.

      I hit the brakes, slowing as fast as possible without risking going into a skid. I wondered if the zombies had been chasing this thing. Following it in hopes of a warn meal.

      I was only yards away and I realized this wasn’t an animal pelt. It was a mop of hair. Human hair. And underneath it was a body sprawled out in the snow-covered road.

      After months of the living through the plague and apocalypse, my first thought was that this was another zombie. I had ceased expecting to find a living human being and the reasonable part of my mind told me to run over it and get out of there. This was all just a little too weird.

      But, the curious part of my mind wanted - needed - to see what the hell was going on. And besides, if this was a zombie, it wouldn’t be a challenge to destroy. I grabbed one of the metal conduit spears from the back seat and slipped out of the Wrangler.

      I had to walk around the wing, which meant I had to step off the road and shimmy down a small ditch. I felt ice water seep into my boots and said a few swear words because I knew it was going to be a long time before they dried out and my feet warmed up.

      Once around the wing, I clambered out of the ditch and back onto the road, stomping my feet as if that would do any good. Numbness was already setting in.

      I was close enough to the thing in the road to reach it with the spear and I extended it, trying to be as careful as possible. I slipped the spear under the thing’s hair and lifted. That did no good because the zombie or man or whatever had decided to take a siesta in the middle of the road was face down.

      “Damn it.”

      I took a few more steps toward it, circling, trying to get a better look. I realized that this figure wasn’t totally naked, but damn close. I could see tufts of wiry hair sprouting from its back, then a pair of briefs that blended in perfectly with the snow, then two thick, muscular and hairy legs ending in bare feet.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      The feet looked like beef run through a meat grinder. The soles were ragged, so much so that even at a distance of eight feet, I could see where the flesh was ripped and torn away. I supposed they should have been bleeding, but they were most likely frozen.

      I poked the torso with the end of the spear. Nothing happened. I poked again, harder. Hard enough to draw blood.

      It took a moment, in the cold, but blood did escape the small puncture wound. Red blood. Human blood.

      I dropped the spear and ran to the man’s side, dropping to my knees in the snow. I grabbed him by the shoulder and rolled him. He flipped over with a grunt.

      His face was as hairy as the back of his head. A patchy, multicolored beard obscured most of his features, but I could see his eyes. They were closed.

      “Hey buddy. Wake up for me.” I gave him a shake. “Wake up and I’ll get you out of here.”

      His eyelids fluttered but didn’t open. I saw his beard was caked in frozen snot and drool and chunks of what looked like blood.

      “What the fuck happened to you, man?”

      He didn’t answer. I grabbed him under his arms and tried to lift him into a sitting position, but he was a big dude, probably a foot taller than me and half again my weight, and I only succeeded in dragging his head and shoulders onto my lap.

      I gave him a light slap on the cheek because they always did that in the movies. If I’d had a glass of water, I’d have thrown that on him too. He groaned again but still refused to come all the way back to the land of the living.

      I was already getting cold, so I couldn’t imagine what condition this poor schmuck was in. There wasn’t time to screw around anymore, so I reached toward his face, took my fingers and forcibly opened his eyes.

      “Wake up!”

      His pupils constricted as the blinding light of the all-white winter day hit them and his entire body flinched. His head snapped to the side and he ended up with his face inches from my crotch.

      Well, this is awkward.

      “You in there? You coming around for me?”

      The big man sighed, coughed, then swiveled his head so he could stare up at my face.

      “Am I dead?”

      “Not yet.” But if you hang around me long enough you probably will be. “Can you get up?”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “Not sure.”

      I felt him stretch, his muscles flexing as he tried to get his limbs working again. I really wanted him out of my crotch and tried to speed up the process by pushing him away. With my help, he sat up.

      “You’ve got to stand up, pal. Freeze your pecker off out here in your underwear like this.”

      “Ah. Don’t get much use for it.”

      “Your underwear?”

      “My pecker.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a joke because he didn’t smile or laugh so neither did I. He rolled onto his knees and pushed up, climbing onto his feet.

      As he stood there, his flesh almost blue, I realized he wasn’t just half frozen, he was missing his left hand entirely.

      “What the fuck happened to you?”

      “That would be a long story.”

      “How about you try the short version.”

      “I’ll get around to that. But first I need you to help me find my dog.”

      Dog? The very sound of the word increased my heart rate by twenty beats per minute. Did this odd fellow actually have a dog or was he nuttier than a fruitcake? I told myself it was probably the latter. That, or he’d frozen part of his brain and was having some sort of delusion.

      “You’ve got a dog?”

      “Not dog. Prince.”

      Yep, the dude had lost it. And I really wanted to see a dog too. Damn it.

      “Well, get in the Jeep and we’ll drive around and look.”

      He shook his head, his beard whipping from the defiant gesture. His eyes were locked on the woods around us. “Not going anywhere without him. I hurt him. Got to tell him-” He coughed, recovered. “I’m sorry.”

      I’d just driven a thousand miles and found an insane, almost naked man who was more concerned with a canine apology than freezing to death. My eyes scanned the forest, but all I saw were trees and snow. Certainly, no dog.

      “Prince!” The man called out. “Prince! Come back boy. I’m sorry. Christ almighty, I’m so sorry. I only did it to protect you.”

      He sounded panicked. He was more upset over the dog and whatever he’d done to it, than his own pathetic condition. I watched him, his entire body shivering - more than shivering, quaking - like a full body seizure and didn’t know if it was the cold or anxiety or a combination of both.

      It occurred to me again that this man might have gone insane. God knows the current state of the world could do that do that to a person. Should I really put my own life in jeopardy for him? Bad decisions in this world got you killed. Trusting people got you killed. Just ask LaRon.

      Fuck it. That was enough. I wasn’t a bad guy no matter how many times I told myself otherwise. LaRon had made the decision to light them on fire. I’d given him other options, but he ignored me. It wasn’t my fault. Shit happens.

      I wasn’t going to drive away this time. Even if it meant standing in the snow beside a guy in his tighty-whiteys hollering for a dog that probably didn’t exist.

      “Here boy!” I called out. “Come here boy. I’ve got beef jerky and canned sausages in the Jeep.”

      The man cupped his lone hand to his mouth and yelled louder. “Prince! Come back and we’ll go for a ride with—” He looked at me. “What’s your name anyway?”

      “Mead.”

      “Good to meet you, Mead. I’m Aben.”
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      The dog didn’t come. After twenty minutes of calling for it, Aben was shaking so violently I thought he might pass out and, if that happened, he was dead meat.

      I convinced him to get into the Jeep. I turned the heater on full blast and watched as some of the color ebbed back into his skin. But the heat didn’t linger, and I noticed Aben looking for the missing doors, the nonexistent roof.

      “I th-th-think you could use a better ride for the season.”

      “Sorry about that. I got this back in June. Didn’t really consider winter.”

      He nodded, too busy sucking down bottle after bottle of water to answer. I’d given him one of my denim shirts, but it was too small and gapped open at his chest. He was too large for any of my jeans or boots, but I’d brought an old quilt with me when I left the lodge and I draped that over his lap and legs.

      He still hadn’t told me what happened to get him into this predicament and I held off on asking. He wasn’t as loquacious as LaRon, at least so far. He had noticed the Gatling Gun still mounted to the roof and knew what it was. He seemed disappointed when I told him there was no ammo.

      “Shame,” he said. “There’s someone I’d liked to have tried it out on.” He didn’t expound on that and I didn’t follow up.

      Dusk was fast approaching, and I knew we should move on, but the desperation in Aben’s eyes made me wait. I’d begun to believe that there was a dog and, damn it, now I wanted to find it too. My mind raced as I tried to figure out how to make that happen. And then it dawned on it.

      “Hey, I’ve got an idea.”

      Aben peeled his eyes from the tree-line and looked at me. “What’s that?”

      “This dog of yours, is it protective?”

      Aben seemed to consider it. “Saved me from some zombies more than once.”

      “Good. Then let’s try something out.”

      A few minutes later we were standing in the snowy road and I was eager to see if my plan would work.

      “Ready?”

      Aben nodded.

      I raised my fist. “You son of a bitch! I’m gonna kill you!”

      I swung, missing by several inches, but Aben slapped his open palm against his exposed belly to create a ringing smack. Then he cried out in faux pain.

      “Don’t do it! Don’t kill me, please!”

      I imagine there was far superior acting in high school class plays, but I heard leaves rustle in the woods. Aben heard it too and his head snapped in that direction.

      “Not yet,” I whispered. “Keep going.”

      He reluctantly turns back to me. I feigned another punch and he dropped to his knees. “I’m sorry! Just don’t kill me!”

      “It’s too late for sorry’s asshole!”

      I grabbed him by the throat and pretended to squeeze. He made some of the fakest-sounding choking noises I’d ever heard, but less than five second into it, the dog hit me in the back.

      I tumbled forward, crashing into Aben, bouncing off him, and falling into the snow. And then the dog was on top of me. I felt the heat coming off it as it snarled and growled, baring every one of the bright, white teeth in its jaws.

      I crossed my arms in front of my face and the dog latched onto my forearm with a shocking amount of pressure. It whipped its head back and forth, shaking my upper body. If I hadn’t been suited up, that tan mongrel would have been having a Mead-burger.

      Any time now, I thought. Call off your damn dog, Aben.

      As if he read my mind, Aben appeared beside the dog and put his hand on its back. At his touch, the dog released me. It flinched, cowering away from the man. Its body was tensed, ready to run.

      “Prince. It’s okay, boy. It’s okay. I’ll never hurt you again.”

      He eased his palm down the dog’s back scratching its hind quarters, massaging it gently. I thought some of the fear left the animal and risked uncovering my face.

      “You’re such a good boy, Prince.”

      I realized he was crying, I felt like crying too and I didn’t even know what the hell was going on. But Aben had his dog back and I thought maybe, just maybe, I’d found new friends. And at the moment, that was all that mattered.
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      “It still boggles my mind that you came along when you did. If we told anyone that story, they’d be apt to disbelieve it and I wouldn’t blame them.”

      We’d been driving south as quick as the roads allowed. By the time we got to Maryland the snow was a thing of the past and the temperatures were gradually rising and the more he warmed up, the more talkative Aben grew.

      “It’s like you were sent there by God.”

      I cast him a sideways glance. “I don’t know about that. I doubt God has much use for people like me.”

      Aben looked at me. His eyes so intense I couldn’t hold his gaze longer than a moment. “I wasn’t even sure there was a God. But now, after that, how could I deny it?”

      “Well, for whatever it’s worth, I’m glad I found you.”

      Aben eventually told me his tale, starting with getting arrested not far at all from my former home in Johnstown to losing his hand, to the various survivors he encountered along the way. There were soldiers and sacrifices, secret government bunkers and island villages.

      The culmination, of course, was how he ended up almost bare ass on the roadway, while being stalked by zombies. It was quite a tale and from a different man I might have suspected much of it was made up, but Aben seemed honest almost to the point of embarrassment, and I didn’t get any sense he was lying, or even exaggerating, his tale. I shared my story as well, but might have massaged the facts a bit. Some things didn’t need repeated.

      We were on the same page that heading west was the best option, but three days into our journey we had our first spot of trouble. We’d stopped at a grocery store to restock when I noticed Aben had forgone filling his cart with food and instead had a mixture of medical supplies. Gauze, antiseptic, bandages, and pain killers. I was still getting to know this man, but thought it wasn’t outside the realm of collegiality to inquire.

      “Care to tell me what’s up?”

      He looked to the supplies in the cart, then back to me. “Think I got a bit of a problem.”

      “What kind of problem?”

      “The frostbite kind.”

      He took a seat on a metal bench and took off boots we’d nabbed at a thrift store a few days earlier. I saw right away that the ends of his white socks were stained a orangish brown, the color of pumpkin pie. The toe end was also much larger than it should have been, and I could smell the infection.

      I knew this wasn’t going to be good and, as he peeled off the socks, I was tempted to shout at him to stop. I didn’t want to see this. But saying so would have been impolite.

      Sometimes it’s okay to be impolite.

      The horror show that was reveled when those socks came off was unlike anything I’d ever seen. The front end of his right foot was swollen twice its normal size and the skin was a deep, chocolate brown. And that was the better of the two.

      All of Aben’s little piggies on his left foot were jet black, as was the skin on his foot a third of the way back. Where the skin transitioned from black to tan, there were a series of festering sores which leaked putrid ooze. Two hideous blisters that looked like small water balloons ready to burst rose up from his flesh.

      “Oh… my.”

      Aben grunted. “That’s little worse than I expected.”

      “A little worse? Jesus Christ, that’s the most horrible shit I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen some horrible shit. What the fuck are we gonna do?”

      Aben leaned back in the chair and looked out the window. “I am going to sit right here. Being that I’m impaired and all. You, on the other hand, are going to head to that hardware store over there abouts.” He pointed down the street.

      “And why am I going there?”

      He looked back to me, his face emotionless, his voice flat. “Well, to start off, we’re going to need a saw.”
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      I followed Aben’s instructions to the letter. I also killed three zombies, two on the way to the store and one on the way back.

      Upon my return, I saw Aben had taken a pair of medical scissors and cut open the blisters. He pressed down on them with gauze and thick, rust-colored infection drained onto the tile floor and had formed a small puddle.

      He looked up at me as I approached. “I decided to commence the party without you.”

      “I’m not even mad.”

      I sat across from him and displayed my haul. A battery powered angle grinder with a cutting blade, some bungie cords, and two road flares. “I couldn’t find the torch thing you asked for. The burnzomatic?”

      Aben nodded. “I reckon those should suffice.”

      “Are you sure you can do this?”

      Our eyes met. “No. That’s why you’re going to.”

      “I-”

      “You saved me on the road. Once you save a man’s life, you’re responsible for him.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works.”

      “Mead, if the dead parts of my foot don’t come off, it’s going to be a matter of days before the infection goes up my legs and then I’m really gonna be in a pickle. I’m pretty sure I can get by on one and a half feet. But losing my legs…” He took a long swig from a bottle of wine and tilted it toward me.

      “I think I better keep my head on straight.”

      “Probably wise.”

      I wanted to be drunk. Hell, I wanted to run off and leave him there to do this himself. He’d done it before with his own hand after all. He should be a pro at self-amputation by now. But after losing every friend I found on the road, I figured I should do my best to keep this one alive.

      “Anything else I need to do before we start?”

      Aben pointed to Prince who laid beside a bag of kibble from which he’d been eating. “Take him to the other side of the store and tie him up. He doesn’t need to see this and, if I react poorly, he’s liable to do the same.”

      I did as told, giving the dog an extra piece of beef jerky for listening so well. “You really are a good boy.” I scratched his ear and his tail thudded against the floor. “I’ll do my best not to hurt your buddy, okay. I promise.” He panted, happy and oblivious.

      When I got back to Aben, he’d taken a brand-new leather wallet and held it to his mouth, ready to bite down. “One last thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Once you start, don’t stop until it’s done, okay?”

      “No coffee breaks in between?”

      “I’d appreciate it if you not.”

      I knelt in front of him, almost like I was preparing to shine his shoes. If only.

      “Ready?” He asked.

      “Shit no.”

      “That’s good. If you thought you were ready for this, I think I might begin to worry.”

      He smiled. I don’t know how he worked out that expression knowing what was to come. Maybe it was the wine. Or maybe he really was that tough of a son of a bitch. Either way, it didn’t make much sense to delay the inevitable.

      We’d decided to try to treat his right foot, to hope that the nearly dead skin would somehow survive, but a good one third of the left foot needed to be excised. Aben had even taken the time to draw a dotted line and above it, in small, neat printing, wrote, “cut here.”

      “Really now?”

      He didn’t respond. He put the wallet in his mouth, bit down and tilted his head toward the ceiling. No words were needed. It was time for me to do my job.

      I jumped when I turned the saw on. The blade whirred fast and loud and the sound reminded me of a dentist’s drill. I almost stopped but knew dragging it out would only make it worse on Aben. And me.

      The blade sliced through the skin on top of his foot with ease. A mixture of blood and infection as thick as cake batter drained out.

      I didn’t even have to push, only maintain light pressure and the blade sunk deeper into his foot, through the tendons, and then it hit the bone.

      Smoke rolled from the wound and a dust containing minuscule particles of bone clouded around the surgery site. I could feel the grinder heating up due the increased friction. And then downward movement stopped.

      I looked. The foot was still there.

      I panicked, confused until I realized the four-inch blade only had two inches of clearance before hitting the center hub. I’d gone as deep as possible and the only solution was starting all over again, this time from the bottom up.

      I glanced up at Aben. Sweat dripped down his forehead and I could see his teeth digging into the wallet. I needed to finish this, fast.

      Cutting from below was awkward and I had to get on my belly to see what I was doing. Blood and pus and bone kicked back from the blade and splashed against my clothes and face. I thought I might puke but held it in because the dead part of Aben’s foot was almost severed.

      I pushed the grinder into the cut, using as much force as possible. The whirring, cutting sound as it sawed through the bone was unlike anything I’d ever heard before and I felt another wave of nausea wash over me.

      You can do it, I told myself. You have to do it. There’s no going back now.

      Once final push and the frostbitten part of Aben’s foot tumbled to the floor. The black toes poked up at the air like some kind of Halloween prop. I dropped the grinder and it kicked and spun before coming to a stop.

      There was blood and pus everywhere and more blood gushed out of Aben’s wound by the second. I searched the area around me, trying to find the flares, but I’d lost them. I didn’t know how it happened, but they were gone. I knew he could die if the wound wasn’t cauterized and it was going to be my fault. Again. Another death on my head.

      I looked upward, toward Aben, just as a red glow filled the area around us. He had a flare in hand and the striker in his mouth. He spit that part free. “I got this now.”

      He held the flame toward the surgical site and the fire cooked the skin. The smell was even worse than the cutting and that time I did puke, but at least I managed to dash a few yards to the side before doing so.

      When I returned, Aben was examining his new half-foot. He turned toward me. “Not too bad for your first time.”

      The end of his foot was charred black, but it had stopped bleeding. And somehow it looked better than before.

      “Why’d you take the flares?” I asked.

      “I suspected you might pass out on me and didn’t want to bleed to death,”

      “But I didn’t.”

      “You did not, and I much appreciate that. So much that I’ll overlook the vomiting.”

      I glanced at the pile of puke in the corner. “I’ll clear that up if you can handle…” We both looked to his severed foot and the gore surrounding it.

      “Sounds like a plan.”
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      We remained in the store for over a week while Aben recovered from his amateur surgery. It was slow going and he hobbled around with crutches most of the time so as not to put weight on the foot and break open the wound, but there were no signs of infection. His right foot also seemed to be on the mend, with some normal color coming back into the extremities.

      On Aben’s request I’d made a few more trips to the hardware store. He wanted a double-bladed axe and more blades and batteries for the grinder. I watched as, over the course of a few days, he removed the sharpened edges of the axe head, grinding them down and smoothing them out until what remained looked like an oversized egg.

      “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose?” I asked.

      Aben ran his hands over the hard end of the tool “The Native Americans used to fasten rocks to the end of tree branches. I decided to put my own spin on that.”

      “But why cut off the edges?”

      “The problem with bladed weapons is that they sink too far into the body and can become stuck. In hand to hand combat, you might not have time to extract said weapon. A blunt edge causes considerable trauma without that risk.”

      “Really?”

      “That’s the theory.”

      “Whose theory?”

      “Mine.”

      Who was I to argue?

      When it came time to leave, I was so focused on getting Aben to the Jeep without falling that I was oblivious to the presence of an approaching zombie until it was with a few yards of us. If it hadn’t been for Prince growling, I likely would have missed it even then, but the dog’s low rumble alerted me that something was amiss.

      I turned and spotted a middle-aged woman in a hotel maid’s uniform. Her nose had been chewed away as had her upper lip, giving me a good look at her crooked teeth. Thick, yellow drool ran out of that wound and dribbled onto her shirt.

      “Wait here,” I said to Aben. “I’ll get one of the spears.”

      “That’s not necessary.” He pushed me aside with ease, then took a wobbly step toward the dead woman. She tried to snarl but it lost much of the effect since she was missing her lip.

      “Believe me, darling. I’m doing you a favor.”

      Aben had no weapons on him, or so I thought. It turned out, he didn’t need one. When the woman got close enough, he swung his crutch like a bat and hit her in the temple. It connected with so much force that she wasn’t just knocked sideways, she flew a good five feet before crashing into the street.

      The man looked back to me. “Problem solved.”
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      We were nearing Arkansas when we came across a motorhome sitting at the edge of a campground. That wasn’t the most unusual sight, but nine zombies clawed at the side of the RV, trying clumsily to gain access.

      “Think there’s someone in there?” I stopped the Jeep ten yards from the scene.

      “Someone or something. Odds are that it’s just more zombies.”

      “Yeah.” I watched the creatures as they banged against the motorhome. If the carrot red hair was any indication, four of them were members of the same family. Mom and dad zombie were both beanpoles and their two brats, girls who looked to be about ten and wore their hair in matching pigtails, were equally slim. Even though they were dead, their freckles still stood out against their pale, gray flesh.

      The other zombies were a mismatch. An elderly man in shorts that were much too short for his age and a pinstriped polo shirt. A beefy fellow in a jogging suit that clearly didn’t get enough use. A woman with the kind of short, no fuss hairstyle that always made me think the wearer was a lesbian. A teenage boy in a scouting uniform.

      Rounding out the group was a little boy who couldn’t have been more than four or five. That one got to me a little because he was close the age of my own son. The kid was barely tall enough to reach the body of the RV and his grubby paws scratched at the underside of the frame, desperate.

      “We could keep on driving,” Aben said.

      “Yeah.” I watched as one of the pigtail twins bumped onto the fat jogger. The larger zombie turned and smacked into her, knocking her to the ground where stirred up a cloud of dust when she landed. She staggered to her feet, then returned to trying to get into the RV.

      “We could. But then I’d always wonder,”

      “Curiosity’s a bitch.”

      “That it is.”

      ‘They’re too close to the motorhome to use the wings. I’d be afraid of hitting it and breaking one off.”

      “You want to do this by hand?”

      “I think that’s for the best.”

      “Okay then.”

      I looked at him as he began to exit the Jeep. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Through his wild, patchy beard, I think he smiled. “Now where’s the fun in that?”

      Aben ordered Prince to stay and the dog obeyed as we left the safety of the Wrangler and went to the zombies. I was armed with a spear. Aben limped along with his club in hand, but he also had a pistol tucked into his belt.

      We weren’t exactly quiet, but the zombies were preoccupied by whatever was inside the motorhome. I noticed it had, ‘Born Free’ painted on the side in looping, delicate script.

      The scout was closest to me and when I got within striking distance, I rammed the spear into his ear so hard it poked out the other side. He hung there for a moment, skewered in midair, then his legs gave out and he fell.

      With that, the other zombies realized there were easier targets than those inside the RV and they came for us.

      I tried to pull the spear free but only dragged the scout toward me. The jogger was getting close and I jerked again, but the scout’s shish kebab head moved in sync with the motion and the spear remained stuck.

      I began to panic and wished I’d have went with a sword, or better yet kept driving, but Aben came up beside me, passed me by and strolled up to the jogger. He didn’t say a word as he swung the club.

      The weighed end smashed into the jogger’s skull in a sound like an egg cracking, only about a million times louder. I watched as the side of the jogger’s head collapsed inward, pieces of bone and brain careening through the air as he dropped.

      I couldn’t believe the destruction that simple tool had wrought and couldn’t stop myself from blurting out, “Holy shit!”

      Aben glanced back at me. “Works even better than I’d hoped.”

      He continued forward and used the tool to destroy the toddler. The boy’s head almost disappeared under the force of the club. I was glad he took care of that one, but there were six other zombies to deal with and I couldn’t let Aben, with his missing hand and half a foot, do all the hard work.

      I put my boot on top of the scout’s skull to hold it immobile and yanked the spear free. When I looked forward, I saw Aben kill one of the pigtail twins. The rest of the family was within feet of him. I knew this man was more than capable of handling himself, but I was done taking chances when it came to my friends and I ran toward them.

      I speared the remaining twin through the eye, careful not to push all the way through her head, then moved on to the carrot-haired mother. My aim wasn’t the best and I hit her in the mouth, breaking off one of her front teeth and stabbing deep into her throat. She gurgled up a few mouthfuls of black blood, then swatted at the spear, trying to free it. Aben put an end to that when he hit her from behind and caved in the back of her skull.

      I speared the ginger dad in the temple and he dropped like a stone. That left the possible lesbian and the old man.

      “You have a preference?” Aben asked me?

      I looked from one to the other, then back again. The old man’s face reminded me of the whiny customers who would stomp to my station at the buffet and complain that the roast beef was too fatty or the turkey to dry when all I was doing was slicing the shit and slopping it onto their plates.

      “I’ll take the geezer.”

      “He’s all yours.”

      The old man was even slower in death than he probably had been in life and I was able to take my time as I decided where to stab him. I thought about going for his eyes or maybe aiming for one of the liver spots that covered his mostly bald head, but decided to go for the center of the target.

      I speared him through his bulbous schnoz, catching the tip almost dead on. The sight of the spear jutting from his nose as blood gushed out, black water from a long unused faucet, brought a smile to my face. I jerked the spear side to side, up and down and the geezer’s time was up. When he fell, the spear came free.

      I turned to see Aben standing over the possible lesbian, wiping his club off on her shirt. Her face was a puddle of black gore with bits of white bone floating in the soup.

      “I enjoyed that,” Aben said.

      “It gets the blood flowing, doesn’t it?”

      “That’s a good way to put it.”

      We moved to the entrance of the motorhome and I let Aben man the door.

      “Should I count down?” He asked.

      I had the spear ready and shook my head. He opened the door.

      And nothing emerged.

      We waited ten seconds. Half a minute. Still nothing.

      “You think maybe it’s empty after all?”

      I supposed it was possible. Who knew what made zombies do the things they did. Maybe they smelled some gone over mayonnaise or something equally banal.

      “I’ll go in,” he said.

      “No!” The word came out more forceful, bossier then I’d intended. I half expected him to punch me, but all he did was stand there.

      “All right then. What’s your plan here?”

      I didn’t have one. I just didn’t want him going in there and possibly dying. I needed to do something though or else he might think me crazy.

      “If anyone’s in there, come out now. We killed the zombies. It’s safe.”

      Aben raised his eyebrows and I could read his mind. That’s the best you got?

      “Put down your weapons, please.” The voice came from within the motorhome. It was feminine and calm. I couldn’t detect any fear.

      Aben gazed into the RV. “If it’s all the same, I think I’ll pass on that.”

      I thought there wasn’t too much risk in doing what she asked. If she had a gun, she’d have used it on the zombies, or us, by now. I set my spear on the ground. I moved a few yards back from the RV and motioned for Aben to join me. He did.

      “You’ve got nothing to fear from us.”

      We waited and soon enough a woman appeared at the doorway. I guessed her to be about fifty and she had long black hair with gray streaks running through it. Her face was tanned and hard and emotionless. “You boys put on quite a show.”

      “We try,” I said.

      She stepped out of the motorhome and came to us. “I’m Eloise.”

      “And I’m Aurora.”

      I looked past Eloise to see another female, that in her seventies, at the door of the RV. She exited and a third followed. She was younger, somewhere in her thirties with a plain, broad face and her name was Iris.

      Just when I thought the show was over a man in on the downhill side of middle age emerged. He was Owen and he had a fresh scar than started at his hairline and trickled down his face before ending near his upper lip.

      Aben and I both watched the RV, expectant, and Eloisa gave a soft chuckle. “That’s the entirety of us.”

      “How long have you been stuck in there?”

      “Oh, only since last night. We ran out of gas and decided to sleep until morning. Before dawn we heard them outside, trying to get in. I thought they might lose interest after a while.”

      “They’re fairly single-minded,” Aben said and when I looked at him I knew he was remembered his days on the snowy road, pursued by the ceaseless horde.

      “We’ve got plenty of gas,” I said. “You’re welcome to it.”

      “That would be very much appreciated.”

      Aben and I, along with Eloise, Iris, and Owen went to the Jeep to retrieve cans of gas. Only Aurora remained at the RV and, when I saw her walk, I realized why. Her back was stopped and twisted, and her head had a near constant wobble.

      I was in the process of handing Owen a five gallon can of fuel when there came a sharp yelp from the direction of the motorhome.

      We all turned and saw Aurora on the ground, a massive zombie towering over her frail frame. The woman crab crawled away from it, but her movements were slow and pained.

      I don’t remember making a conscious decision, all I remember was running. I had no weapons in hand, I wasn’t even wearing my helmet, I didn’t care. I hit him from behind with all the momentum I’d build up in the sprint and he tumbled head first into the RV.

      I stumbled, hit the ground, but jumped back to my feet. Due to my increased focus on building my strength and stamina, I wasn’t even winded. I grabbed a handful of the zombie’s greasy, blond hair and slammed his face into one of the RV’s wheels. There was a crunch as his nose gave way and the monster gave a wet growl. I pulled him back and did it again. And again. And again.

      He’d stopped moving and I dropped him, his upper body hitting the ground with a thud. Then, I turned to Aurora and extended my hand. “Are you okay?”

      “Not too bad for an old lady.” She took my hand and I lifted her gently. She gave my hand a hard squeeze. “You’re my hero and I don’t even know your name.”

      I felt my face get hot and knew I was blushing. I couldn’t hold back an embarrassed smile. “I’m Mead.” And I kill the dead.
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      After that. I realized that life on the road was too dangerous, that we needed to make a home we could secure and defend. We eventually found a small town named Brimley in northern Arkansas which had two roads, one leading into it and one leading out of it.

      The town contained only twenty or, so zombies and they were easy enough to kill. After that, we got to work on making Brimley secure. It turned out that Owen had been the one driving the motorhome and, in life before the zombies, he’d been a heavy equipment operator. When I brought up building a fence, he was the one who suggested lining the town with shipping containers.

      Over the next eight months, we secured the necessary machinery and enough metal containers to barricade the town two rows high. For coming and going, we turned a container on each end of the town sideways and reinforced the steel doors with extra metal, spikes and barbed wire should the zombies, or maybe something worse, ever show up.

      The town was far enough from any major, or even minor, cities that we didn’t have to worry much. Every few days a random zombie would stagger along, but it had no chance of getting into town and was easy to destroy with a well-placed shot from one of our lookout towers.

      Every few weeks a few of us left the safety of the walls in search of other survivors. We found a few. Not many, but three years in and our town had grown from six to eighteen. And we managed to keep all of them alive. Even Aurora who is now 77 years old.

      I’m not gonna lie. Spending most days inside a walled off compound gets boring. There are only so many fields a man can plow, crops he can pick, before the monotony sets in. Staying safe in the midst of the zombie apocalypse is easier than you think, but you sacrifice a piece of your soul in the process.

      That’s the worst part for me. That’s why I go on every supply run, every scouting mission. I get my zombie killing fix out there, in the wild, but there’s part of me, a part that seems to get more anxious with each passing day. A part that longs for the excitement, and the danger, I’d experienced in the early months of the plague. Fear is a hell of a drug, and I haven’t been scared in a long, long time.
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      The preacher wore a hooded, white robe that was so long it sagged against the ground and the bottom few inches were stained brown. The sun baked down on him as he sat on a metal folding chair, an open bible in his hand. His lips moved but no words came out as he read from the good book.

      He sat behind an old, tattered tent large enough to hold over one hundred people, if said one hundred people were standing uncomfortably close together. That was the theory anyway. In reality, he’d never witnessed more than two dozen people inside it.

      Far from the tent, perhaps a mile or more away and out of sight, were his followers. He’d lost count on their number many months earlier, but it was in the thousands.

      On the other side of the canvas barrier, voices leaked through the fabric. The sounds were a mixture of curious, excited, and skeptical. The Preacher heard a few derisive comments but paid them no heed. By the time his sermon was over, there would be no unbelievers.

      He was deep into the book of Revelation when a tent flap pushed open and a woman’s head peeked through the opening.

      “It’s time,” she said.

      The preacher placed a bookmark to keep his place then closed the bible. He rose to his feet and set the book on the chair. He wouldn’t need it

      As he moved toward the open flap, toward the woman, his robe threatened to gape open, but he cinched it tight before that could happen.

      “Is everything okay?” The woman asked.

      “Of course. Of course. God has given us another glorious day and so nothing can be wrong.” When he passed her by, he smelled stale cigarette smoke clinging to her, but chose not to address that.

      The Preacher pushed through the flap and into the tent. He kept his face tilted down, hidden, but his eyes scanned the crowd. It was small, eight in all, but that was fine.

      When he reached the pulpit, he paused then picked up a small megaphone. He didn’t need it for a group this small, but his voice had always been quiet, and it helped add power to his message.

      “Thank you for your patience today, my friends. I’m pleased to see that you have found your way here through the grace of God.”

      The preacher saw two men in the back row tilt their heads together and whisper, but the other six watched, attentive.

      “My ministry began a few years ago with the murder of my son. I wasn’t aware at the time of his death why God had chosen to call my Josiah home, but after weeks of contemplation and prayer, it was all explained to me. Not only my son’s murder. God told me why he allowed the plague to envelop our Earthly home. Why he allowed it to kill nearly every one of his children.

      “Our country had grown wicked. We had turned our backs on God. Ignored his word. Spurned his unconditional love.”

      His voice grew louder, the timbre cascading and his words came faster. Now he looked up at the crowd and the hood slipped off his head. He heard them gasp, saw the horror in their faces and that was good. That meant they were waking up.

      “Our Heavenly Father needed to send us a message that was impossible to ignore. To remind us that life was sacred again. For until we treat this life like the gift it is, we’re cursed to damnation!”

      All eyes were now trained on him. Glued to him. Rapt.

      “God told me the truth! The dead, the zombies as you probably call them, are not to be feared. They kill only the wicked! The evil! The sinners!”

      The preacher set the megaphone on the pulpit. He extended his arms to side and if there had been a cross behind him, it might have looked like he was being crucified.

      The woman stepped out of the shadows behind him, took the soft fabric in her hands and pulled it free from his body.

      The crowd gasped. A few looked away. A woman in the front gagged.

      In the back, Mead’s eyes grew wide. He’s heard about this traveling tent revival from Duane Winningham, one of Brimley’s latest arrivals, but he didn’t quite believe it. Even with everything he’d seen over the last few years, this seemed too farfetched. Too impossible to be real.

      But it was real.

      The Preacher stood at the head of the crowd, naked as the day he was born. A few deep scars had marred his face, but his body was far more deformed. His arms were covered solid with wounds and scars.

      Some of the injuries were scabbed over, others fully healed. His torso was equally grotesque. A chunk of flesh the size of a tennis ball was missing from his abdomen, hollowed out and replaced by shiny, pink skin. A lesion on his hip was partially covered by a black scab that oozed pus and infection. The opposite thigh was half the size of the other with great gobs of flesh eaten away and missing. That trauma was, mercifully, healed.

      “Bring it to me,” the Preacher said, and the woman left the tent.

      Because of Duane’s story, Mead had an idea what was coming, but he squirmed, uncomfortable and nervous.

      “This is fake, right?” Owen asked. He’d come along with Mead, who would have preferred to go it alone but couldn’t bring himself to say so.

      “It sure as shit looks real to me.”

      “But he’s not, you know, gonna let it happen?”

      Mead didn’t know what he thought and decided to keep his mouth shut and watch.

      The woman emerged through the tent flap with a rope in her hands. A taut rope. As she continued into the tent, she moved closer to the preacher. When at his side, she handed him the rope. He accepted it and pulled it in to himself, hand over hand.

      A few seconds passed, the tension and anticipation building, and Mead thought the small, fragile-looking man was quite the showman. If this was indeed a show.

      Mead’s eyes drifted to the crowd which watched the Preacher. He was looking at the woman in the front who had gagged a few moments before. Suddenly, her face twisted into a mask of confusion and fear and she shrieked.

      Mead returned his focus to the front of the tent where the Preacher had reeled in a zombie. It was a man so black that its skin looked almost charbroiled. It was missing its left arm from the elbow down and had an old, unhealed bite wound on its face. The other end of the rope was tied around its neck. It looked toward the crowd growling and snarling.

      The woman who screamed jumped to her feet and ran for the back of the tent.

      “Wait!” The Preacher ordered, and she stopped. “You have no cause for fear. You only think you do because you haven’t yet realized the truth. This man, he cannot hurt you if you believe.”

      The Preacher pulled the rope in further, so the zombie was almost within arm’s reach.

      “The undead, the ones who you call zombies, they are here to cleanse us! To consume our sins!”

      The Preacher dropped the rope and took the zombie’s hand between his own. He pulled it toward him, stopping only when their bodies were touching. And then he did something that surprised Mead even more. He embraced it.

      Everyone in the crowd had gone silent. Mesmerized.

      The Preacher looked into the zombie’s face and gave a smile that Mead, even through his skepticism, thought looked sincere. “Show these people,” he said to it. “Do with me what you will.”

      He released the zombie and the creature stared at him, almost curious. Then, the zombie reached out with its lone hand and grabbed the Preacher by the forearm. It pulled his appendage toward its mouth.

      The Preacher didn’t react, didn’t resist. He watched, serene, as the zombie bit down on his arm. It chewed off an oversized mouthful, swallowed, then took second bite, like it was dining on a rack of ribs.

      And then it stopped.

      The zombie chewed on the excised flesh and looked up at the Preacher who laid his hand on top of the creature’s shoulder.

      “Thank you for saving me,” the Preacher said, and then he leaned in and kissed the creature on the cheek.

      The woman picked up the rope and led the zombie out of the tent and it went along without any protestations. The Preacher returned his focus to the crowd where everyone, even Mead, watched in amazement.

      “Ladies. Gentlemen. As you can see I am unharmed.” Blood ran from his wounds, but he appeared at no risk of turning. “You’ve seen this miracle up close and in person. Few are so blessed to see God’s glory first hand. Can you say, ‘Amen?’”

      Most in the crowd responded, “Amen!”

      “And now, I don’t ask you for a donation, for your possessions. I don’t want anything from you.”

      The woman redressed him in the robe, then stood at his side.

      “I want you to believe because the ones who believe will be saved! The ones who believe will be impervious to danger! The ones who believe will find glory on this Earth as well as in Heaven!”

      The Preacher, whose given name was Grady O’Baker, walked into the crowd. Mead realized they now watched him with something like adulation. “The ones who don’t believe will burn in the fires of Hell for all of eternity!”

      The woman, Juli Villarreal, came to Grady’s side. Together, they dropped to their knees, clasped their hands together and raised them over their heads.

      “It is up to the believers to save humanity! I cannot do it alone, I need your help. And God needs your faith! So, I ask you, are you ready to believe?”

      The crowd, including Owen, but not Mead, shouted, “Yes!”

      “Then pray with me now.”

      Apart from Mead, every man and woman in the tent, joined the Preacher, going to their knees and bowing their heads.

      As Grady O’Baker led the others in prayer, Mead realized something. He was scared. More scared than he’d ever been before.
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        Long is the way and hard, that out of Hell leads up to light.

        John Milton, Paradise Lost
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      It’s nearly impossible to believe that, after 3 years, 300,000 words, and 5 books, my Life of the Dead series has reached its conclusion.

      Thank you to all of the readers who kept clamoring for more and for sticking with me every step of the way.

      And now, let’s get on with it.
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      The ground was hard for digging. Between the rocky soil and the cold, half-frozen Earth, Wim had been working all morning and part of the afternoon and only made it down three and a half feet. He reckoned that might be deep enough, but knew tradition was six feet and he was determined to dig a proper grave if it took him the entire week.

      Such slow progress gave him time to think. Too much time. He tried to push all thoughts out of his head, to think about nothing but shoveling out scoop after scoop of dirt, but no matter how hard he tried he couldn't keep his mind from working. From reeling. From reminding himself over and over again that this hole - this burial plot - was for Ramey and that, soon enough, it wouldn't be him standing inside this half-dug grave, it would be his wife laying inside it.

      Wim still struggled to accept the truth of it. He'd known the day might come - would come - since her father spilled the secret at the Ark over three years earlier. Ramey wasn't immune. She'd been vaccinated, but that vaccine was only temporary, and the reality was, sooner or later, she'd fall prey to the virus her demented, homicidal father had created. From the moment they'd heard that news, they both knew it was only a matter of time before Ramey became a zombie.

      Each of them had tried to ignore the coming fate, but the truth hung over their heads like an anvil suspended by a frayed rope, waiting to fall on them when they least expected it. After fleeing the Ark, they made their way to North Carolina where they found a small, but perfect, log cabin all the way at the top of the mountain on which they still lived. It had already been stocked with more canned goods than they could eat in half a year and cautious trips into the nearby town of West Jefferson kept them more than well stocked.

      Over the years, they added some livestock which they came across while scouting the surrounding areas. It started with a brown and white spotted cow that was mostly skin stretched over bone. She was far past her milking days, but Wim was eager to take her in. Eventually, a couple chickens were added and once a rooster came along, their flock expanded so quick they could barely keep up with the eggs.

      Two goats, a blue pig, and a half-wild stallion Ramey had taken to calling Gypsy rounded out their poor excuse for a farm. Wim built a coop for the chickens and a stable for the rest and even though he wasn't much of a carpenter, it sufficed, and life seemed almost normal again.

      Except for the anvil.

      The shovel glanced off a particularly large rock and orange sparks flew. Wim muttered a swear under his breath as the reverberations of the blow tingled all the way up his arms and into his shoulders. He crouched down in the hole and pushed away some of the dense, wet dirt with his hands. It was a big rock and was going to take some work. He set the shovel aside and grabbed the pickaxe.

      While alone on his family farm, after his Mama's death, Wim had never thought much about love, at least not the romantic kind. He was happy there, alone and mostly cut off from human contact and he'd never been apt to daydream about meeting a woman, let alone getting married.

      If Ramey hadn't stumbled onto his farm in the early days of the apocalypse, he reckoned he'd still be living there, alone. In some ways, especially now while he stood in a damp hole over halfway past his waist, he wished that were still the situation. That Ramey would have taken a different route south and bypassed him entirely. Then he wouldn't have met her and fallen in love. Then he wouldn't have lost friends like Emory and Bundy. Then he wouldn't have seen the evil men - men like Ramey's father - were capable of. An ignorant life might have been preferable to all of that. And most of all, he wouldn't have had to do so much killing.

      Yet, as he worked to free the stone which had revealed itself to be more than two feet across and almost ten inches thick, he knew he would trade all that pain for the good time with Ramey six days a week and twice on Sunday. And there were so many good times that, while he struggled to fall asleep at night, he wondered what he'd done to be deserving of such happiness.

      In Ramey he'd found a woman he not only loved, but with whom he felt so comfortable that it seemed like he was a pair of old, broken-in gloves and she was the set of hands on which the fit was perfect. Where every crinkle and wrinkle and worn-down part was the mirror match for the delicate fingers inside. She wasn't only his wife, she was his best friend and it was near impossible to imagine his life without her.

      He remembered, a few months after his Pa died, a morning when Mama sat at the kitchen table. She'd been drinking her coffee when tears began to trickle down her cheeks, splashing onto her saucer. He hadn't said anything. A woman's tears had always caused him considerable duress and confusion, but he reached across the table and laid his hand on top of hers.

      She looked at him and worked up a wan smile and said, "Wim, I looked at myself in the mirror this morning and I didn't know who I was. It's like half of me has up and disappeared."

      Wim was a teenager and didn't understand that much at the time, but now it made sense. He supposed that's the way life worked. You only understood large parts of it in hindsight. And no matter how hard you tried, you couldn't truly appreciate what you had until it floated out of your life like dandelion seeds in the wind.

      Wim had worked the rock free of the dirt. He grabbed it in his blistered and dirt-stained hands, hoisted it up, and tossed it aside with a tired oof. Then he returned to digging.
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      The hole was almost as tall as Wim. It wasn't perfectly level at the bottom, but he supposed that didn't matter. It would serve its purpose just as well either way.

      As he stood in the grave, he thought he might be better served staying there permanently and his hand instinctively dropped to the butt of the revolver he kept holstered at his waist. He couldn't imagine a life after this. A life without Ramey. But he knew the animals needed tended to. He'd already been responsible for too much death and he wouldn't leave them without any provisions.

      He hadn't given much thought to getting out of the grave and a full day of digging had left his arms feeling like overcooked noodles. He struggled, clawing at the ground above and digging his feet into the dirt walls for a full five minutes before managing to extricate himself. Once he was out, he flopped down onto the earth, which was covered with a soft blanket of golden yellow pine needles, and caught his breath.

      It was nearing dark. He'd long ago given up wearing a watch but knew it must be closing in on eight p.m. He realized he'd been at this task the entire day and guilt washed over him for daring to leave Ramey alone for so long when they already had such little time remaining.

      It was five days earlier that she got sick. It started with sneezing and a nose that dripped like a faucet. But before that day was up, the sickness filled her lungs and the coughing started. She'd gone downhill rapidly after that.

      She'd been bedridden for the last two days. Even sitting up left her weak and exhausted. She tried to talk occasionally, but it wasn’t long before delirium had overtaken her and all she did was moan. One-time, her feverish eyes locked on him and her mouth opened, and he thought he heard her say, 'Please, do it,' but he told himself that was nothing but his imagination. At least, he tried to tell himself that. That was the last time he saw her conscious. In some ways, that was easier. Maybe it made him chicken, but he didn't want to hear that kind of talking.

      It all seemed unfair. Wim knew that very idea, that this was unfair, made little sense in a world where barely one in a million people had survived the plague and many, maybe even most of the initial survivors, died in the weeks and months after. They'd been given almost four more years than most, but that wasn't nearly enough.

      The years in the cabin were the happiest since Wim's childhood. Maybe his entire life even. They'd had their evenings on the swing. Their cold winter nights in front of the fireplace. As he'd predicted, it wasn't always an easy life, but it was always a good one. Every day was a good one with Ramey at his side. He'd grown to love her more than he thought possible.

      Ramey was self-conscious about the scar on her face which she'd sustained when the Ark was collapsing, but Wim thought it gave her face character and showed some of the toughness a stranger might not otherwise have known she possessed just by looking at her. He loved the way her chocolate colored hair felt when it spilled into his face when they were in bed, and how she would cuddle with the chickens when she thought he wasn't looking and, maybe above all, her strength. He couldn't imagine many people could have dealt with that anvil hanging over their head with so much courage and acceptance.

      When he left that morning, the fever had taken hold and her clothes were so wet it was like she'd just gone for a dip in the lake fully dressed. And when Wim held her in his arms before going off to dig her grave, he felt like he was holding onto someone who was burning from the inside out. In a way, he supposed, that's what was happening.

      When he left, she'd been so sound asleep that he thought she might have slipped into a coma. He wasn't sure how to check whether that was the case, so he tried giving her a gentle shake. She responded with a pained groan but didn't come awake. He thought letting her sleep would be the kindest decision.

      The grave he'd dug, Ramey's grave, was a hundred yards from the cabin, down the road a piece and in a little clearing where wild black-eyed Susan's grew in the summer. He thought it would be a pretty spot for her, but it was also far enough away that she wouldn't know what he was up to if she did make it out of bed and look out the window. As he returned to the cabin, he worried he'd been gone too long. That the sickness might have ended her and all that remained behind was her body, now reanimated and hungry. Without thought, he doubled his pace.

      The pig greeted him as he rounded the corner and the cabin was revealed. It waddled up to him and pressed its wet nose against his leg. He gave its head a hurried scratch and felt bad when he pushed passed without any further acknowledgement, but there'd be more time to be kind to the pig. There might not be more time for Ramey.

      Wim climbed the four stairs to the cabin porch in two galloping steps, then pushed the front door open. Everything inside appeared normal enough. No broken lanterns or tipped over end tables. Nothing that would indicate a zombie had been staggering around. His breath spilled out on something between a relieved and tired sigh.

      "Ramey?" His voice trembled as he stared at the closed bedroom door. "I'm back. Sorry I was out so long."

      No response came, and Wim supposed that news could go either way. He moved to the door, took the cold knob in his hand and gave it a quarter turn. He stopped to listen, heard nothing, then spun it the rest of the way.

      There was no sense dragging it out further, so Wim pushed the door open.

      The bed, their bed, was empty. No Ramey, just sopping wet, disheveled sheets and a pillow discarded onto the floor.

      He opened his mouth to say something, maybe call her name again, but no words came. The sight so surprised him that he was speechless.

      He turned away from the empty room, back to the cabin and tried to find something that could tip him off to what was going on.

      It took him a full minute before he saw the note paper setting on the coffee table. The table that sat across from the fireplace where the two of them had spent so many nights in each other's arms. He crossed the room, sat on the couch and took the paper in his hands. It was filled top to bottom with Ramey's looping handwriting.

      
        
        Wim, I know I'm a total shit for doing this. For leaving you again with only a letter in my wake. But it's the way it has to be. We both know I'm dying and that it'll happen soon. I tried to talk about it, but you won’t, and I understand but I know what you're doing in the meadow today. I knew when I saw you take the shovel. I probably shouldn't have been spying on you like I was but when you get quiet my mind works too hard and curiosity gets the best of me.

        I wish I never had to leave you. I wish we could have grown old and fat and gray together. Nothing would have made me happier. But thanks to my asshole father that isn't possible. I'm a dead woman walking. I'm sorry I asked you to kill me. I know the toll the killing has taken on you and the very least I can do is save you from doling out one more death.

        So, forgive me for leaving without a goodbye. For leaving you alone again. I really do believe it's for the best. I don't want to die but even more than that, I don't want you to see what I'll become. I took one of your pistols. I think it was the one you always complained about having to clean so hopefully you won't miss it. I'm going as far as I can walk and then I'm saying Sayonara. I can't beat my father's disease, but I can stop it from turning me into some kind of awful husk. Don't come looking for me. I don't need buried. Let nature reclaim me. Dust to dust and all that.

        I want you to know that I loved you more than I could ever put down on paper. You're the best man I've ever known, and you have more strength and compassion than a hundred others. Yet I know your heart is half broke from the things you've had to do the last few years. I wanted to be able to fix that, but in the end,  I just piled on. I hope you won't hold it against me.

        Don't get too caught up in mourning me. This is part of life. Stay here and take care of our animals. Give Miss Piggy the Second my portion of food tonight and give Gypsy some sugar and tell her it's from me.

        You've been my hero and my savior. My rock and my soft place to fall. I love you, love you, love you.

        

      

      It ended with an uneven heart and the letter 'R'.

      Wim read it all the way through four times. He knew she must have been gone for hours and cursed himself for leaving her alone in the first place. He thought about leaving. About trying to find her, but in the end, he followed her wishes. He figured he owed her that.

      He took to staring out the window where he could see nothing but the stars poking through the black emptiness of the night. He remembered, years earlier, having a discussion with Emory about the stars and the correlation between them and the dwindling state of humanity. It seemed like everyone and everything he let himself care about died or left him. And he felt cursed for being the one who survived it all.
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      A little over six months had passed since Ramey left him to die alone and Wim had managed to go on. In many ways, it was like life on the farm after Mama died, only the hole in his heart was bigger now. He didn't talk much to the animals anymore but did his best to care for them through what was a particularly harsh winter on the mountain. He lost a few chickens to a fox or maybe a bobcat and the old cow didn't make it through the season, but the rest trudged on. Just like him.

      He'd given the cabin several deep cleanings, but her smell remained behind. That was the worst of it. Her clothes, her trinkets, those could be tucked away in closets. The photos of them together were hidden in drawers. But he couldn't erase her scent no matter how hard he tried and every time he breathed in her aroma, the synapses in his head fired too quick and he thought she was still there, or that she'd come back to him. And then the rest of his brain caught up and he realized it was nothing but the leftovers of what had once been a happy life.

      One late June morning the sunlight and blue sky worked together to turn the surface of the water trough into a mirror and Wim was shocked when he caught his reflection. He hadn't bothered to cut his hair or shave since Ramey left, but even through all that fur he could tell he'd lost a considerable amount of weight. His eyes looked like dull marbles in their sockets and his face had taken on deep etchings, especially around his eyes. He looked like a tired, old bum and he supposed that wasn't too far off from the truth.

      It had been a few months since he’d made a trip to town to restock and he was running low on everything. As much as he didn't care about himself, he knew there wasn't enough feed for the livestock to make it through another week and he needed to remedy that, so he pulled the wagon out of the barn and rolled it to Gypsy.

      She shimmied side to side as he hitched it up. "Come on, now. Behave yourself."

      The horse settled a bit, but its nostrils flared as it huffed. She was a contemptible beast.

      The trip to West Jefferson took almost two hours by horse and wagon and would take twice that long going back, loaded down and mostly uphill. Before, when he made these trips with Ramey, they were events to be enjoyed. Long, dusty versions of Sunday rides. Miniature adventures. Now, he found the journey downright miserable.

      The mountain road seemed even bumpier and ragged than before and a few times he thought a wheel might break on the wagon, but it survived, and riding became smoother once he got to paved roads.

      He'd cleared the town of zombies when they first arrived years earlier, disposing of a hundred or so. Over the years, he found and killed a few dozen more that trickled in in dribs and drabs. He supposed they were probably residents who lived in the houses and farms outside of town and which had managed to find their way back to the place they once frequented through some vestiges of memory that remained inside their rotting heads. There were never more than a few on any given trip and, as far as he could recall, it had been a year or more since there'd been any at all.

      That's why he was surprised when he saw movement through the plate glass window of the grocery store. He pulled the reigns and Gypsy gave an annoyed nicker before slowing to a stop.

      He tied her off to a Stop sign, double knotting the rope. "You stay now." As if she had a choice in the matter.

      Wim grabbed his rifle from the wagon and moved toward the store without bothering to exhibit much stealth. The door was open but, although he was certain he'd closed it the last time he was there, that didn't concern him much. It was a rickety door, after all.

      The bright midday light lit up the store as well as the overhead fluorescents once had, if not better, and Wim had no trouble spotting the mostly bald head that bobbed up and down as the body it belonged to moved through the canned good aisle. To Wim, it looked a little like a brown egg rising up and dipping down. Up and down. If it was a zombie, it was an active one.

      He flicked off the rifle's safety and stepped to the end of the aisle. When he arrived, he saw the figure from behind and quickly realized the up and down motion was occurring because it was removing cans from the shelves and depositing them into an olive-green duffle bag that looked about big enough to hold a body.

      Wim thought about announcing his presence but decided that waiting and watching was more interesting. For the next four minutes the man with the bald head emptied the shelves of every can of soup and then all the vegetables with the exception of green beans. Upon completion, he made an attempt to pick up the bag. An attempt that ended in failure and a pained grunt.

      "That's a good way to give yourself a hernia," Wim said.

      The man spun around so fast that his foot got caught in the strap of the bag and his arms flailed as he tried unsuccessfully to get his balance before he fell on top of his bounty with a pained urgh.

      "Aw, darn it now." Wim hadn't meant to make the old fellow fall. He set his rifle against the shelf and moved toward him as the man tried to climb back to his feet. "Let me help you out there." He was a few feet away when the man looked up.

      His face was the color and texture of old leather and one eye was clouded over by a cataract. He sneered as he saw Wim, revealing a set of teeth that was at thirty percent capacity tops. He wore clothing that reminded Wim of a WWII Army uniform and which was too large, sagging off his thin frame.

      Wim didn't even realize the man had pulled a knife until he spoke.

      "Stay back from me! I'll gut you, you get any closer!"

      Wim's eyes went to the man's hand and he saw a rusty Swiss Army knife clutched in his boney fist. But the can opener tool was open rather than the blade and Wim couldn't hold back a smirk.

      "I reckon you could if I stood still long enough. But you'd be better off using that on some of the food you just took."

      The man looked down at his arthritis-swollen hand and his good eye grew wide. He fumbled with the knife, his hands shaking like he had the palsy, while he tried with no success to pull out the correct blade.

      Wim gave him a whole minute before deciding it had gone on long enough. "I'm not gonna hurt you, fella, so why don't you save us both the trouble of trying to put an end to me?"

      The man peered up at Wim, squinting his good eye. "You trustworthy?"

      "If I wasn't, I doubt there'd be much you could do about it."

      That seemed to be good enough and the man stopped fiddling with the knife. He turned his attention back to the bag. "This is mine, though. I got here first. Fair's fair."

      "Whatever you say. But from the looks of it, and the looks of you for that matter, you wouldn't make it a mile with all that loot before your ticker blew right up."

      The man seemed offended at the slight and redoubled his efforts to lift the bag. That time he succeeded but his body tipped heavy to the side like the leaning tower of Pisa. "There. Shows how much you know."

      Wim raised his eyebrow and nodded. The old man was already out of breath and beads of sweat had risen on his forehead. "Uh huh. You showed me."

      The man wobbled back and forth as he pushed by Wim and toward the exit. Wim watched him go and examined the shelves to see what he left behind.

      "What do you have against green beans?"

      "I don't..." the man huffed, puffed, "Appreciate the texture."

      Wim didn't care about the texture and grabbed a few cans for himself. He was moving on to the baked beans when he heard a crash. When he looked toward the noise, he found the man sprawled on the floor, half the bag on top of him, and looking like he'd just gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson.

      "You need some help up there?"

      The man waved him away. "I decided to rest a spell."

      "As you wish."
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        * * *

      

      The old man's name was Zeke. He didn't tender a surname and Wim didn't bother asking, Zeke was good enough. He said he was sixty-two years old and while Wim suspected he was off a good decade, he didn't call him on that either. He said he'd been on the move for the duration of the apocalypse and, from the looks of him and his worn-out loafers, Wim believed him that time.

      The two of them sat on the sidewalk and ate cold peas and corn straight from the cans. Zeke wanted to follow that up with some Vienna sausages but when he popped the can Wim thought the vaguely gray meat looked well beyond its expiration date.

      "Think I'll take a pass on those."

      Zeke grunted. "More for me."

      The old man wasn't much for talking and certainly didn't display any of the wisdom or eloquence of Wim's last elderly friend, Emory. But that was quite a high bar.

      Wim noticed that Zeke kept eyeing his boots so when the man commented, it wasn't a shock.

      "Nice boots you got there."

      "Uh huh."

      "Wishum I had me a pair like that."

      "They're heavy. Not the best for walking."

      Zeke scratched at his groin for a while, then spoke again. "You got a woman?"

      "I do not."

      "Wishum I had me a woman."

      Wim tried to push thoughts of Ramey from his mind. "You've been alone for the duration?"

      "I traveled with a man, bout your age, and a boy not quite in his teens early on. Back when the cars still worked. We met up outside of St. Louis."

      "Why'd that come to an end?"

      Zeke gave another grunt. It seemed to be his fallback response when he didn't want to provide information. "How bout you? You alone?"

      "Yup."

      "Too quiet. Gives your head too much time to think. Too much thinking ain't good."

      Wim thought that to be the most profound statement the man had made.

      "That's why I wishum I had me a woman. You got a woman, there ain't never no quiet. No time for thinking."

      That was less profound and, as much as Wim agreed silence wasn't good, he was tiring of this character. "It'll be nearing dark before long. I better get back."

      He stood and, when he did, Zeke scrambled to his feet too. "You got a place round here?"

      Wim nodded.

      "An extra bed too maybe?"

      It was Wim's turn to grunt.
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        * * *

      

      After showing Zeke his way around the cabin, Wim unloaded the wagon and fed the animals. He'd brought back enough food to last the livestock a few months and, despite the addition of the old timer, he felt more accomplished than he had in a while.

      When he returned to the cabin, he found Zeke sprawled on the couch with sounds that reminded him of an out of tune chainsaw exploding from his open mouth. The snoring kept Wim awake most of the night. When he finally passed out, he slept like a stone and when his eyes opened it was well past dawn.

      He sat up in bed, alarmed at the quiet. The roosters should have been cock a doodle doing by now. He remembered the first day of the plague when their silence was what tipped him that something was very wrong. He was in a near panic as he rushed outside and was expecting the worst.

      What he found was Zeke sitting in the dirt and feeding the chickens out of the palms of his hands. The birds pecked at him, fluttering their wings and giving gleeful chirps. Wim smiled at the sight.

      With each day that passed, Wim expected Zeke to say it was time to move on. Even if he hadn't meant it, making the offer would have been the polite thing to do. Only Zeke didn't mention leaving and, if anything, he seemed to make himself more at home.

      He wasn't a bad man, quite the opposite really. He'd shown himself to be a great hand with the animals and he was good about cleaning up inside the cabin. But, every time Wim saw Zeke sitting on the swing or on the couch or at the kitchen table, it only made him remember seeing Ramey in those same places and Wim found the sight almost obscene. Like a pig inside a church. It wasn't Zeke's fault and Wim knew that, but by the time two weeks had gone by, the very sight of the man only irritated him and made him recall what he'd lost.

      One day, while watching Zeke shovel manure out of the pen, Wim realized what needed to happen. He waited a few days before mentioning it, letting the idea stew inside his head to make certain he wasn't being rash, but time didn't change his mind.

      Zeke sat at the edge of the coop and held a chick that was a couple weeks old in one hand and let it peck food from the other. When Wim's shadow fell over him, he swiveled his bald head around to see.

      "Afternoon, Wim."

      "Zeke." Wim didn't say anything else and Zeke watched him, curious.

      "You look like a man with something on his mind."

      Wim nodded. "Umm hmm."

      Zeke set the chick down and rose to his feet, brushing dust off his pants. "I'm listening. Don't have to hold back on me."

      Wim thought the old man looked scared. That he seemed to know Wim wanted to be done with him. His fearful gaze was so pathetic that Wim looked away. "I'm taking the wagon to town to stock up."

      Zeke gushed out a relieved exhale. "Oh. Okay. We ain't running too low though, are we?"

      We, Wim thought. Friend, you and I aren't we. "Not yet, but it goes quicker than you'd think."

      "All right. You'd know better than me."

      "I would."

      Wim didn't say another word to the man before hitching the wagon to Gypsy and leaving.
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        * * *

      

      He thought his mind might change on the ride to and from town, but it did not. He had so much feed on the wagon that he wasn't sure the nag would be able to make it back up the mountain, but she did. When they got back, he found Zeke had cleaned out Gypsy's stall, going so far as to shovel away the built-up mud from around the base. If he'd had any doubt about his decision, that dispelled it.

      Zeke appeared at the cabin door and waved when he saw Wim hopping down from the wagon. "Made good time. I was going to mix up an omelette, but your arrival caught me off guard."

      "I can go and come again if you prefer."

      "Not at all. You'll just have to wait a spell for dinner."

      "That's never been a problem."

      By the time Wim was finished unloading the day's haul, he'd worked up enough of an appetite that waiting did indeed seem like an inconvenience. To take his mind off eating, he busied himself by surveying the area around the cabin.

      Zeke had it all fixed up to the point where the buildings looked almost new and were cleaner than they'd been in months. The small vegetable patch Wim had often struggled to maintain in this rocky soil was doing better than it ever had previously. Even the blue pig which had always been on the scrawny side seemed to have fattened up since the old man's arrival.

      "If we had a bell, now's the time I'd ring it."

      Wim turned to see Zeke standing on the porch. "I hope you made enough for seconds."

      "Thirds and fourths even."

      The omelettes weren't anything special. Zeke put in too many canned mushrooms for Wim's liking, but he was hungry and cleaned two platefuls nonetheless. When they finished, Zeke moved to gather the dirty dishes when Wim stopped him.

      "I've made a decision."

      That panicked, fearful look washed over the old timer's face again and Wim wanted to be done with this business as quick as possible, so he spit out the rest of the words as quick as he could. "I'm leaving this place. It's not home anymore. I wanted to leave months ago but I couldn't up and abandon the animals. Now that you're here, I don't have that worry."

      Zeke only stared at him, his hazy eyes wide.

      "I'll take the horse, and the wagon too for that matter since it won't do you no good without an animal to pull it. I've got you stocked up for the better part of the year. After that it's on you. So that's that. This is your place now. Think you can handle it?"

      The old man continued to stare. He opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it and swallowed hard.

      "I'll take that as a yes and I'll head out in the morning." Wim stood, pushing his chair backward, the legs scratching at the wood floor. He'd miss that sound.

      Zeke still hadn't spoken by the time Wim went into the bedroom, closed the door, and packed.
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        * * *

      

      Wim was ready to ride out at dawn, but Zeke insisted he stay for breakfast. Wim agreed but when he saw Zeke had put stewed tomatoes into the eggs, he regretted that decision.

      The old man didn't have much to say and that was just as well. After they ate, Wim loaded the few possessions he'd decided to take onto the wagon. Aside from his clothing, it was limited to a few rifles, one shotgun, enough food to last a few days, and the meager amount of photographs he had of Ramey, including one from their wedding.

      As Wim climbed into the wagon and took the reins in his hand, Zeke stood a few feet away and watched.

      "You change your mind, anytime, you come back okay?"

      "I don't reckon that'll happen." And he meant it. Since he'd made the decision to leave, he felt more comfortable and  less stressed, than he had in months. He wouldn't go as far as to say he was happy, but he was better. He needed away from this place. Away from the ghosts that lingered.

      "Well then, I don't know what you're looking for out there, but if it's other people I came across a little settlement in Arkansas about ten or fourteen months ago. Wouldn't know how to tell you how to get there but it was a little west of Prescott and if you hunt and peck around long enough you might just find it." He spat onto the ground. "Nice enough folks, they was."

      "Then why didn't you stay there?"

      "Well, they had the place sealed up about as tight as a sardine canister. For protection, of course and I couldn't blame 'em. Way the world is now, you need all the protection you can get. But I spent a good patch of time in the clink back when I was a younger man. After that, I don't much care for being cooped up."

      "Fair enough."

      Wim didn't know what he was looking for either, or if he had any use for other people, but he appreciated the information. He gave the reins a little shake, but Gypsy didn't take the hint. He stomped his boot against the wagon to get her attention and she perked up.

      "Wishum I had me a pair of boots like those," Zeke said.

      Wim glanced his way as he rode off. "I already gave you my cabin. I imagine that's enough."
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      They'd taken to calling this place Shard End after the neighborhood where Saw grew up. It wasn't really a town. It was a collection of campers, mobile homes, and shacks that were cobbled together in the flat like some white trash post-apocalyptic encampment and, the way Mitch viewed it, that's all it was.

      When he threw in with Saw years earlier, back when he was sixteen and thought he knew it all, he believed Saw was a man with a vision. A man who could dominate in this bloodthirsty, lawless world.

      The passage of time had revealed the opposite was true. Starting with the events where Saw came up with the plan to take over the Ark, maiming Mitch for life and turning him into some stereotypical double-crossing bad guy, only to tuck tail and run when a few bullets flew his way, Mitch realized that Solomon Baldwin was every bit the blowhard his father, Senator SOB had been.

      Shard End had become a sort of Mecca for lowlifes and losers. There were no plans to build an army and conquer what was left of the world. No attempts to restore civilization. All these assholes cared about was getting drunk or high or laid and none of the three presented much of a challenge.

      Three times a day Mitch made the trek along the dirt paths that passed for streets, checking to make sure no one was killing or getting killed, that no one was on the verge of dying and reanimating, and keeping his finger on the pulse of the camp. The task was mind-numbing in its monotony, but there wasn't much else to do.

      "They wiggle, and they dance." The words rolled through the dry air and Mitch looked to the source. A man who Mitch and everyone else knew only as Lumpy stood under a tattered canvas awning. "They wiggle, and they dance!" The words were empty and emotionless, but Lumpy's eyes watched all passersby’s like a carnival barker beckoning his next mark.

      The man was on the downhill side of fifty with a pendulous gut that hung so low that the bottom few inches sagged out from under his stained shirt. His face was even less attractive, with small eyes that looked like black peppercorns and a roadmap of red spider veins crisscrossing his cheeks and nose. A feces-colored growth the size of a large cockroach clung to his lip and every time Mitch was subjected to it, he wanted to slice it off, so he'd never have to see it again.

      At Lumpy's side were two female zombies. One more than usual, Mitch thought. Both had ropes tied around their necks with the opposite end staked into the ground.

      The new arrival was clad in only a silver Dallas Cowboys bikini top and short shorts. She had a good figure, but her mottled, gray skin and dead eyes didn't cause a reaction in Mitch's jeans. Beside her, an older, equally dead woman whose spare tire sagged down over her crotch like she was smuggling a flounder under her skin, gave a thousand-yard stare into the empty landscape ahead. She was motionless, not wiggling or dancing, and as Mitch stared Lumpy must have caught on.

      "No slackers on my watch." He poked her with a sharp stick, the tip sinking into her pallid flesh.  No blood came, just a thick dollop of black ooze. Spurred into action, the dead woman strained at her tethers, swaying slowly side to side. It still wasn't wiggling or dancing, but Mitch supposed it was close enough.

      A younger man, Mitch thought his name was Heath or Keith, watched the dead women with desperate, rape-y eyes.

      "No free looks, boy!" Lumpy said.

      "What are you gonna do about it, Lardass?"

      Without a hint of warning, Lumpy swung the stick, striking the onlooker on the cheek. An angry, pink welt rose up almost immediately.

      "Fucker!"

      "Now pony up some pay or scoot!"

      The man scooted, and a satisfied grin spread across Lumpy's face. He shared it with Mitch, then beckoned him with a clumsy wave. "Come over, Mitch."

      A  morning chat with Lumpy wasn't high on Mitch's priority list, but keeping the peace was easier when he had their respect and he obliged.

      "Got me a new girl," Lumpy said as Mitch arrived on the scene.

      "I noticed."

      "I call her Debbie. Like Debbie Does Dallas." He leered at Mitch expecting a response, but Mitch was visibly clueless. "Before your time, I guess. Anyhow, ain’t she a looker."

      Mitch gave her a cursory examination. Nodded.

      "You took her teeth out, right?"

      "Of course. Of course." He flashed a broad wink. "Tell you what, buddy, you gimme a bottle and you can feel her up. And if you care to share any of that white powder you hoard, you can take the both of 'em in my camper and do whatever you please. No questions asked. No sir-ee bob."

      Mitch regretted joining this man and tried to avoid his stare. "Sorry, Lumpy. Dead pussy doesn't do much for me."

      Lumpy wasn't offended. "Maybe not for you. But the rest of this lot..." He looked toward the town, licked his lips. "Hell, I bet they'd fuck a wood knot if you greased it up for em."

      "That wouldn't surprise me."

      "How's Saw anyway? Haven't seen him out and about in a while."

      "Saw's fine. If you want, I'll pass along your concern."

      Lumpy's eyes grew wide, revealing a vaguely yellow color where they should have been white. "Hell, no! Less he thinks about me the better."

      "I doubt he gives you much of a thought."

      "And thank God for that."

      Mitch finally met his gaze. "You believe in God, Lumpy?"

      Lumpy licked his lips, his tongue brushing across the obscene growth, lingering as it dragged against the roughness.

      Shit, he's tasting it, Mitch thought.

      "It's just an expression, ain't it?" Lumpy said.

      "I don't know. That's why I'm asking."

      Lumpy stammered, trying to get out an answer, then gave up. Mitch decided he'd grown bored of this conversation and moved on.

      As he progressed, he passed a drunk passed out in the middle of the street. The man's shirt was off, and he still clutched a bottle of whisky in his hand. Not much further a boy in his early teens sat on the metal steps leading to a trailer and cooked heroin on a spoon.

      As Mitch approached, the kid looked his way with narrowed eyes. "What are you looking at?"

      "A piece of shit."

      The kid set his drugs and spoon aside and moved to stand but stopped when he saw Mitch's hand on the grip of a pistol.

      "Where'd you get the smack?"

      "None of your business, freak."

      This was a new arrival and Mitch realized he'd been slacking on his introductions. When he reached the kid, he kicked the drugs into the dirt, causing the teen to jump to his feet, his body pulsing with rage.

      "The fuck was that for? You think you're ugly now, you wait till I get done with you!"

      A few years ago, Mitch was about the same size as this kid, but he'd had his growth spurt and stood a full six feet tall. His baby fat had given way to lean, ropey muscle and he used that strength to grab the kid by the throat and shove him against the trailer wall.

      His arms swung, fists flailing, but that didn't deter Mitch.

      "I asked you a question, kid. Where'd you get the heroin?"

      "Fuck off!" The words came out in raspy hitches as he struggled for breath. He had balls and Mitch had to respect that. He still didn't like him though.

      Mitch squeezed harder, his fingers digging into the teen's neck. His nails ripped the flesh and drew blood. The teen's frantic movements waned. Mitch leaned in, so their faces were only inches apart.

      "I don't know where you think you landed kid, but it's no place good. You might have thought life was hard out there but out there all you had to be scared of were zombies. In here, everyone would kill you. Every single one. And no one's going to save you because no one gives a shit."

      The teen tried to speak but Mitch wouldn't lessen the pressure he had on his windpipe to allow him to do so.

      "The only thing separating this place from hell itself is me. So, I'm gonna ask you again and I expect an answer. Where'd you get the heroin?"

      Mitch didn't fully release the teen, but he let him breathe. After gulping down a few mouthfuls of air, he spoke. "Don't know his name. Skinny guy with a yellow mohawk."

      Mitch understood immediately. "What'd you pay him with?"

      The teen looked from Mitch to the ground and Mitch understood this too. He could have let the matter drop but wasn't going to let the kid off that easy.

      "Answer me."

      The teen still wouldn't look, but he answered. "I sucked him off, okay? You happy now?"

      "Definitely not." Mitch slapped the kid across the mouth hard enough to break his upper lip. The boy fell onto the steps spitting blood.

      "Heroin's off limits here. Any type of opiate. I catch you again, it'll be the last mistake you make."

      The teen looked up. "You'll kill me?"

      "No. I'll take you to the pit."

      The kid spit a mouthful of blood onto Mitch's shoe. Mitch decided he'd earned that much and left him.
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      The town bar was two forty-foot-long trailer homes butted end to end. Above the doorway someone had painted "Dry Snatch" and since there was no real owner to choose an alternate moniker, that stuck.

      On a day like this one, it was a metal sweatbox and even worse than the oppressive, damp heat was the combined aroma of a dozen and a half men and women who hadn't bathed in months trying to get drunk as fast as possible. For flavor, a pile of vomit festered on the floor beside the entrance. A man named Tully was passed out beside the puke and flies buzzed, landed, and ate off both the barf and the man who'd vomited it up.

      Mitch stepped over both as he entered.

      Diesel, the forty-something bartender, noticed him first. He whispered something to one of the drunks and soon murmurs filled the Snatch.

      Mitch ignored their whispers as he surveyed the crowd. It was the usual bunch and he didn’t so much as give them a cursory glance as he stepped to the bar.

      Diesel approached him, an empty glass in hand. The man's skin had the consistency of worn leather and his left eye was missing. He didn't have the decency to cover the wound with a patch or bandana, instead leaving the gaping, eggplant-colored hole exposed for the world to see. Mitch tried to avoid it.

      "Morning, Mitch. What's your poison?"

      "Little early, isn't it?"

      Diesel looked around the bar as if that was answer enough.

      "I'm looking for Boyd," Mitch said.

      Diesel's eye skirted to the left, toward the restroom. Mitch didn't wait for a verbal answer.

      The smell in the main part of the bar was a summer bouquet compared to the odor in the bathroom where piss, puke, and shit melded together to form a fragrance strong enough to make you question your reason for living. Mitch tried to block it out as he moved to a stall door under which he could see two sets of feet, both of which were partially covered by dropped pants and both faced the direction of the toilet.

      Groans and grunts seeped from the stall. Sometimes Mitch really hated being in charge.

      He pushed the door with his foot. It was unlocked and swung free, revealing one man bent over the shitter while another pounded him from behind.

      "Play time's up, Boyd."

      Boyd, he of the yellow mohawk, spun sideways at the sound of the voice and Mitch got a brief but still too good look at his narrow cock which was covered in blood and dotted with feces. The sight of it reminded Mitch of a banana split doused in strawberry sauce and chocolate sprinkles and he thought that might have been the worst thing he'd ever seen. He looked away as fast as his head could swivel. "Fuck me, Boyd. Cover that up."

      He then motioned to the receiver. "And you, get the hell out of here."

      Boyd grabbed for his discarded pants. The other man ran, jeans still around his ankles forcing him to duck-walk away. The door banged behind him as he fled.

      "What's the problem, Mitch? Can't blame a man for fulfilling his needs."

      "Are you dressed yet?"

      "Sure am."

      Mitch glanced his way, half-scared he was still naked from the waist down and he'd be subjected to his horrible cock again, but Boyd was indeed clothed. "What were you gonna give that man in return for tearing up his asshole?"

      Boyd grinned, revealing jagged, brown teeth that made Mitch think of some sort of wild animal, maybe a badger or wolverine. "Why, he simply couldn't resist my masculine charm, that's all."

      Mitch felt the only worthwhile response to such a quip was a hard punch to the jaw and doing just that sent Boyd to the filthy floor. Mitch took the opportunity to grab him by his yellow mohawk and drag him from the room. When they emerged into what passed for a bar, the few drunks who were still alert enough to realize something was happening (and that was very few) looked toward them.

      Mitch glared at them. "Boyd's been dealing H and I bet more than a few of you knew about it."

      The onlookers returned their attention to their spirits, whether in disinterest or guilt Mitch couldn't be certain. "He'll pay. And none of you better think about taking over his business or you will too." He set his gaze on Diesel, the one-eyed bartender. "That includes you."

      Diesel held up his hands in a not guilty motion.

      "Anyone wants to see what happens when you break the rules, go to the pit after sundown."

      That got their attention and the murmurs returned. The message had been sent and Mitch didn't see any sense in prolonging the spectacle.
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        * * *

      

      Boyd stayed unconscious long enough for Mitch to drag him about halfway to the pit. His hair had started to come loose in handfuls that included not only the roots but bloody bits and pieces of his scalp.

      Maybe it was the pain that brought him back around. Mitch was glad of that because he was tired of doing all the work.

      Trickles of red ran down Boyd's face, making a detour into his eyes and he wiped at them while he came back to the land of the living.

      "The fuck, man? You scalp me or something?"

      "Some of your hair decided to extricate itself from your head."

      "Extra-what?"

      "Never mind. Get on your feet."

      Boyd did, but his legs looked like limp noodles and Mitch had to steady him. "Thanks," he said, and Mitch thought there was genuine gratitude in the voice. If he only knew.

      "What are you gonna do to me? Put me in the stocks?"

      They'd passed the stockades while Boyd was enjoying his siesta. Mitch hadn't given them any consideration. They were for minor offenses. What Boyd had been doing was as major as it got. To Mitch, even killing a man wasn't as bad as getting him hooked on heroin because a man on heroin wasn't only a danger to himself, he was a scourge on the entire settlement and put them all at risk.

      "No, Boyd. You knew the rules and you know the punishment for breaking them."

      Boyd's disposition changed fast. He tried to spin and run but he was still not all there, and Mitch grabbed onto what hair he had remaining.

      "Come on, man. You can't do that. I'll do whatever you want. You want to know what goes on around here when you ain't around? I'll tell you if you give me another chance. Shit, I’ll go undercover for you."

      Mitch considered this. But it didn't take him long to realize the word of a rat was of little use, especially when said rat knew his life was on the line.

      "Save your breath, Boyd."

      The man struggled and protested the remaining two hundred yards to the pit, but he saved the best for last. When they were at the edge of the fifteen-foot-deep, fifty-foot-wide circle that had been dug into the hard caliche two years ago, Boyd was crying so hard snot seeped from both nostrils and he slobbered like a rabid dog.

      "Take me to Saw, Mitch. It's my right."

      "Right? This isn’t even America, but no one's got rights anymore Boyd. You know that as well as anyone."

      "You stupid shit. You don't get it. Saw knows!"

      Mitch kicked him in the leg and Boyd fell to his knees. "Shut your mouth you damned liar."

      "I'm not lying, Mitch. You think anything goes on here that he don't know about? You’re smarter than that."

      Doubt seeped into Mitch's mind and he had to keep reminding himself that Boyd was scum and he was doing whatever he could to buy time. "Saw hasn't even been out of his house in over three weeks. He's not God. He isn't all seeing."

      "How can you be so fucking stupid? Saw knows I deal because he gets first dibs."

      Mitch looked down at the blubbering, pleading wreck of a man, into his eyes. And in them he saw the truth. He stood there, thinking, taking it in and some semblance of hope came back into Boyd's face.

      "You believe me now, don't you?"

      He did. He didn't want to, but he did. It was like finding a central piece to a jigsaw puzzle, the one where, once you have it in place, everything else comes together around it.

      "Yeah, I do."

      Boyd managed a smile, revealing those brown fang-ish teeth. Teeth Mitch never wanted to look at again.

      Mitch kicked him square in the chest, hard enough that he heard a rib snap and hard enough to send Boyd tumbling backward ass over head. He'd been on the precipice of the pit, and the blow sent him careening into it.

      The man squawked in pain as he fell but those cries changed to screams of desperation, fear, and anger when he hit the bottom.

      "Get me out of here, you shit! You can't do this to me!"

      Mitch was tired of his voice. He turned and left the pit and Boyd behind. Apparently, he had bigger trouble to deal with.
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      Saw's house stood almost half a mile from what passed for a town. It was a mansion almost as big as the one Mitch had grown up in and lived in before Senator SOB shipped him off to boarding school. It had a decidedly Texan feel with plenty of wood and iron and gigantic windows that stood two stories tall. The house was the reason Saw and Mitch and Mina stopped in this area in the first place. It was isolated and luxurious and situated on land so flat that it had an almost never-ending view.

      "Won't be no one sneaking up on us here, Mitchy," Saw assured him. As if there was anyone left to sneak. They'd found the house over three years earlier, late in the fall when the oppressive Texas heat was held at bay by the coming winter. It seemed a good climate then. Nothing like what it was now, of course. But by the time fall turned to winter and winter to spring, which brought with it that horrible, dry heat, they were settled in. Or Saw was anyway, and his opinion was the only one that mattered.

      As Mitch approached, he tried to peer into the windows that looked like black eyes peering out onto the land before them, but they were coated with a layer of dust so thick he couldn't see anything behind the glass. Anyone passing by would have thought the mansion abandoned.

      The only slight clue that it might contain residents came from the trash bags that filled the left side of the porch and were stacked four feet high. When Mitch reached them, he kicked one over and heard the telltale rattles and clangs of cans and bottles.

      He pounded his fist against the wooden door, not to convey the anger which was brewing inside him, but because he knew from too much experience that the man and woman who lived in that house were almost certainly asleep and wouldn't hear him unless he made a racket.

      He hit the door again. Four hard raps. After which he gave up and tried the knob. It turned, and he pushed the door open, shaking his head. Solomon Baldwin, the man a sixteen-year-old Mitch had thought capable of taking over the world, was too damn lazy or stupid or drunk or all three to lock his front door.

      The garbage bags on the porch were a few grains of rice compared to the buffet of trash that littered the first floor of Saw's mansion. About a third of it was bagged up, but the other 67 percent was strewn across the floor, stacked on tables, piled atop furniture. Mitch hadn't been in the house in a month or more and thought it seemed a much more disgusting sight now than then.

      Fat flies buzzed and zoomed about, giddy over this goldmine they'd found to call home. One landed on Mitch's bicep and gave him a stinging bite before he could swat it away.

      "Fucker!" He smashed it against his skin smearing a red skid mark along his upper arm. A pink welt rose where the insect had left its mark and Mitch wished he'd have worn long sleeves.

      "Saw!" Mitch aimed the word at the staircase that split the first floor in half. "Mina!"

      Nothing.

      He knew he could ascend the twenty or so stairs that led to the second story before anyone was likely to respond, but as much as he thought Saw had grown sloppy and worthless over the last few years, he knew the man was always armed and if he was to go storming into his bedroom, the old bastard might be apt to blow his pretty head off without bothering to take a glance to see who had come a knocking.

      "Fucking assholes," he muttered. He shouldn't have wasted his time walking out here in hundred-degree heat. Now, instead of answers, all he had to look forward to was a half-mile walk back and an arm that was itching like poison oak from the fly's bite.

      He scanned the rooms, trying to find something that might lend credence to what Boyd had said. Baggies or needles or syringes. But in this jumble of garbage it was almost impossible to discern one bit of trash from the next. It was like Saw was going for the Guinness World Record of hoarding or something. And what was up with Mina? How could she let what had been one of the most beautiful homes Mitch had ever seen descend into this mess. He didn't expect Saw to have any pride but thought she might. Apparently, she was just as much of a pig as the man she'd shacked up with.

      Mitch retreated through the maze of mess, careful not to step on anything hazardous and had almost made it to the door when a soft, barely there voice broke through the buzzing of the flies.

      "Thought I heard your mouth. What do you want?"

      Mitch turned and saw Mina leaning against the handrail, half-way down the staircase. She was as skinny as ever, black flesh stretched taut against her bones. A breathing skeleton. Mitch had often thought, when looking at her, that you could stand her outside during Halloween and people'd think she was one hell of a creepy decoration.

      "Is Saw around?"

      Mina looked from Mitch to the top of the stairs, then back again. "Course he is."

      "Can he come down? I need to talk to him."

      "Sleeping now."

      Mitch thought she looked half-asleep too. Or half drunk, more likely. He was surprised she'd made it this far down the staircase without falling. "And you won't wake him?"

      The woman's tight, angular face twisted into something resembling a maniac's grin. "I won't. You're welcome to though."

      Mitch wasn't about to do that, and he knew she knew that too and that pissed him off all the more. "Fine. If he wakes up, you tell him I caught Boyd Yates dealing heroin."

      "Oh yeah?" There was no surprise in her voice, just flat matter of factness.

      "Yeah. And when he realized I was taking him to the pit, he couldn't stop his lips from moving."

      That brought some genuine emotion to her face. Not exactly shock or worry, but maybe curiosity. Mitch couldn't tell for certain, but he was glad to see there was something left inside her head that could still put two and two together.

      "He got anything interesting to say?"

      "Bits and pieces."

      Mina made it down the remaining stairs and came within a couple yards of Mitch. He could smell alcohol seeping from her pores.

      "I'm sure. He always tended to blather." She stared at Mitch who kept his face purposely blank. "Thing is, a man walking to his death don't got no reason to tell the truth."

      "I see it the other way."

      "How's that?"

      "I doubt a man with nothing to gain sees much use in lying."

      Mina pushed a bowl full of mold-covered pasta aside with her foot as she leaned against a wall. "You set it off yet, Mitch?"

      "Not yet. It's too damn hot out there. I'm waiting till dusk when it's cooler, so everyone can come and get a good look."

      She nodded.

      "You're invited. Saw too, of course. I think it would be good for the town actually, if you both showed up. It's been a while. More than a month by my count."

      Mina looked away from him. "Has it?"

      "It has."

      Mitch turned back to the door and was in the threshold when she spoke again.

      "You send someone out here to gather that garbage off the porch, Mitch. ‘less you want to do it yourself."

      Mitch didn't answer. He knew, if he did, she'd hear the anger in his voice and she'd know she'd got a rise out of him. He wasn't about to give her that small pleasure.
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      The sun had set half an hour ago, but it was still hot enough to work up a sweat without any great exertion. A mild breeze had kicked up which gave a slight reprieve from the baking hot temperatures, but it also kicked up the dry dirt which then hit Mitch's sweaty skin and formed a kind of paste. He thought, with grim irony, that rich people like his mother probably paid for such things before the civilized world had ended.

      "Well, when this gonna git happening?" A voice that sounded like rocks in a blender asked.

      Mitch turned toward Horace, a middle-aged drunk whose bulbous nose was the only thing of interest on his wide, pasty face. "Soon enough, Horace. You act like you got better things to do."

      Horace's hand went to a bulge in his pocket, a bulge that was shaped like a flask and Mitch saw him lick his narrow, pinched lips.

      "Go ahead and drink. No one's stopping you," Mitch said.

      Horace scanned the crowd, a rough bunch if there ever was, and decided to keep his stash hidden. Mitch thought it looked like two thirds of the town had come to watch Boyd's end. Among them were all the new arrivals from the last eight months because anyone in town less than that amount of time had never seen what happened in the pit. Mitch knew they'd heard stories. He'd spread plenty himself. But seeing it in person was another matter entirely and he aimed to give them a show they couldn't forget.

      Absent from onlookers, not that Mitch was surprised, were Saw and Mina. He knew the chance of Saw being drawn out of his trash mansion was slim, but he'd held onto a small sliver of hope. That was gone now and the murmurs in the crowd were transforming into annoyed grumbles.

      In Horace's words, it was time for the show to git happening.

      Mitch separated himself from the rest of the men and women, moving toward a truck trailer that stood at the far end of the pit. The tires at the rear end - the end facing the pit - had been flattened so the trailer sloped downward at a twenty-degree angle.

      As he grabbed hold of the latch to open the double doors, he took a look down at Boyd who stood at the far end, his body so tight against the earthen wall that he may as well have been glued to it.

      "You got anything to say for yourself?" Mitch shouted the words so Boyd and everyone else in attendance heard them.

      Boyd sneered at him. "Fuck yourself, Mitch!"

      "Is that all?"

      Boyd turned his gaze away from Mitch's face and toward the trailer doors, waiting.

      "So be it then."

      "What about me?" The voice carried across the crowd. Mitch couldn't see the source, but he knew. The voice hadn't really said 'what'. He'd said, 'wot.'

      Everyone turned and gawked as Saw strolled toward the pit. The men and women separated, like some instinctual force had taken hold of them, to allow the man a clear path. With them out of the way, Mitch could watch Solomon Baldwin's grand entrance.

      The man, Mitch's onetime idol, had never been tall. He was five and a half feet at the most but wide as a linebacker and carried himself in a way that made him seem twice his actual size. His girth had diminished since Mitch last saw him. He wondered if the man even broke a buck fifty now. But the swagger, the aura, was as bright and bold as ever.

      Saw grinned, revealing the rotten teeth that made him look like he'd just chomped down a mouthful of shit, and Mitch wondered how those choppers hadn't fallen out. He wondered if teeth could somehow become petrified.

      The people who had come to watch Boyd Yates die greeted Saw like he was the world's biggest rock star. They clutched and grabbed at him as he passed through them, desperate to get a touch, a feel, of the man they considered their leader even though he'd never spoken so much as a single word to the majority of them.

      Mitch found Mina following Saw. No one paid her much attention, let alone gave her the superstar treatment, but she didn't seem to mind. She trailed behind Saw like his shadow, unnoticed by most but always there.

      "I didn't think you'd come," Mitch said.

      Saw didn't look at him. He looked at the crowd. At his people. "And miss the ado? Wot kind of arsehole do you take me for, Mitchy?

      One no better than an absentee landlord, Mitch thought but he kept his mouth shut as Saw reached the edge of the pit and came to him.

      Even in the half-light of dusk, Mitch thought Saw looked haggard, his skin so loose it quivered when he moved.

      "Looks like you've been doing a fine job of holding down the fort, Mitchy. Such a good lad, you are."

      When they first met, Mitch had looked up to Saw, physically and emotionally. Now he stood half a foot taller than the man and thought he looked almost insignificant in his current state.

      "Did ya get even bigger than before?" Saw asked.

      "Don't know. I don't make a habit of measuring myself."

      Saw grinned again and gave Mitch a jab in the crotch, hard enough to send a light wave of nausea into his belly. "That's aw right. I'll always be bigger where it counts."

      The hole in Saw's forehead, which had always wavered between being scabbed over and an oozing divot, was at the present open. The skin around it looked raw, like he'd been picking at the wound. A black fly landed on the hole and ducked inside, exploring the recesses of the interior of Saw's skull. That coupled with the ball-tap made Mitch feel like he might barf.

      Two things hadn't changed. Saw's eyes. They were as alert, as piercing, as ever and as he looked Mitch up and down, Mitch felt like he wasn't simply examining his face, but instead peering into his soul.

      Saw turned back to the crowd. "Ain't this just the dog's bollocks?" He raised his arms and the people cheered.

      Christ, Mitch thought, he could disappear for a year and they'd still worship him.

      "I see some familiar faces out there but a lot that I don't recognize just yet. That's aw right though. I'll learn your names soon enough and if you don't know mine, it's Solomon Baldwin but you can call me Saw. All me friends do."

      The crowd roared. And even though Mitch had heard variations of this a hundred times over the years, the man's perverse kind of charm was impossible to ignore.

      "We don't have a lot of rules here in Shard End. Drink what you want. Fuck who you want. Hell, you can even kill who you want if you got a right good reason to do so and no one's gonna bother you about it. But one rule we do have is no opiates. No heroin. You're all told that when you arrive and if you don't like it, won't be no one stopping you from leaving. There's a reason for that. Opiates slow a man down. Make him careless and weak. And someone who's careless and weak puts us all at risk."

      Saw stepped to the edge of the pit and looked down at Boyd who had come in for a closer look. Mitch realized the condemned man was smiling.

      "You got anything to say for yourself, you tosser?" Saw asked.

      Boyd's smile faltered. "Saw. I was only doing--"

      Mitch caught Saw's fist clenching. Boyd must have seen it too because the smile totally vanished, and his mouth sagged open and wordless.

      "What are you waffling on about?"

      Boyd looked at the ground. "Just get on with it."

      Saw turned his attention back to the crowd. "It don't matter anyway. Rules are rules. Mitchy, open 'er up."

      Mitch jerked the lever and the double doors at the rear of the trailer burst open. As they swung free, nine zombies spilled through the opening and tumbled downward, into the pit.

      Boyd raced to the opposite end, clawing at the walls with his hands. Kicking his feet into the dirt. Trying to find some way up and out. Once, he made it a few feet up before the earth gave way and he tumbled back to the bottom.

      Mitch heard Saw bark out a laugh at that and turned toward him. The man's face was lit up with glee. Behind him, Mina stared at the ground. Mitch wondered what life was like in that mansion, then realized he probably didn't want to know.

      The zombies were within arm's reach of Boyd. One grabbed his stringy hair, snapping his head backward. Another caught his arm and pulled it to its mouth where it took a heaping bite. Boyd squealed, and the sound seemed to work the zombies into a frenzy. They'd been locked in that trailer for over four months with nothing to eat and they were ready to remedy that.

      They descended on the man, tearing away hunks of flesh, biting off fingers. One of the creatures went for his face and chomped off his nose in one bite. Boyd stared up, blood gushing from the hole in the center of his face, and Mitch realized he was looking at Saw. Saw looked back and smiled.

      The dying man opened his mouth to scream, and when he did one of the zombies reached out and grabbed, hooking its fingers into his mouth, pulling at his cheek. Another zombie took hold of him from the opposite side and together the two monsters stretched the skin as far as it would go, then it ripped into ragged tendrils of flesh that they shoved into their own mouths.

      Boyd deserved this, but now that Mitch knew some of the underlying story, he'd lost his bloodlust and he turned away from the carnage. What he couldn't block out were Boyd's miserable moans.

      As Mitch moved away from the pit, Saw grabbed his wrist. The man might have lost a third of his body weight, but he was still strong, and Mitch felt like his arm was trapped in a vise as Saw pulled him in close and spoke into his ear. His breath was hot and pungent.

      "Don't know what you heard, Mitchy, but it's probably true. Now take a good look around."

      Mitch did. The crowd was every bit as frenzied as the zombies.

      "The truth don't mean nothing to them. You don't mean nothing to them. All that matters 'round here is me."

      Mitch tried to pull his hand away but failed. That made Saw's smile even more avid.

      "We got ourselves a good deal here. This isn't my place. It's ours. So, you don't got no good reason to upset the applecart, okay?"

      Saw leaned in close, his moist, fetid breath assaulting Mitch's nostrils. Mitch turned his face away from it but that did nothing to deter the man who had control over him.

      "I know I've been missing in action of late, but I'm gonna be around a lot more from now on. I promise you that. And that's the best thing for the both of us."

      Saw released him and Mitch wasted no time in fleeing. Behind him, he heard Saw's voice even above the roaring crowd.

      "What do you fine people say? Do you think Boyd's suffered enough?"

      "No!" Came the immediate cry. It was joined by a chorus calling for the man to suffer. To die slowly. Mitch was disgusted but not surprised by their demands.

      What did surprise him was Saw's response.

      "You all are a bloodthirsty bunch. But I do believe Boyd's learned his lesson. Anything more is just pain for pain's sake."

      A gunshot echoed through the night air and that sound was immediately replaced by cheers. Mitch left it all behind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mitch was tempted to duck into the Dry Snatch and grab a bottle of whatever would get him drunk the fastest, but he wanted to keep his head clear. That was also why he avoided his own home, a high-end RV that probably cost a few hundred grand before the plague, but was now nothing more than a glorified mobile home that wasn't moving so much as an inch unless a tornado happened along. Because in his home, there was cocaine. It had always been Mitch's drug of choice, even predating the Marsten Academy, but if he dared snort a line or two now, in this frame of mind, he'd be likely to do something foolish. And now was not the time to act the fool.

      Instead, he walked until he came to an Airstream trailer that was more rust red than sparkling silver. It was covered with dents and holes of various sizes and looked a little like a beer can someone had smashed then tried to pull back into shape again.

      He gave two quick taps against the door and only had to wait a moment before it opened.

      "Mitch! How's it going, handsome?"

      Sally Rose always called him handsome. From anyone else Mitch would have thought it an insult. A sarcastic quip at his expense. But he'd never seen a cruel bone in this woman's body and he'd been privy to almost every inch of it over the last few years.

      She'd come to Shard End with a man in a wilted Cowboy hat who was three or four decades her senior. If he'd ever offered up his name, Mitch had long forgotten it, but that didn't matter because he was only in town for a few weeks before he ended up getting snake bit.

      Sally Rose was there when it happened, and she was there when he turned into a zombie a few minutes later. The dead man tried to eat her, but one of the regulars drew his pistol and put a fast end to that. Sometimes Mitch wished he'd have been there, so he could have been the one to save her. He thought that might have changed things for the better for both of them. But he wasn’t, and those thoughts were nothing but unfulfilled daydreams and conjecture anyway.

      While she was much younger than the now long dead man in the wilted cowboy hat, she still had almost two decades on Mitch. He had the good sense not to ask her actual age, but he could see it in her face, in the way her skin crinkled up around her eyes and mouth. And the way her breasts sagged down to the bottom of her rib cage. He suspected she was only a few years younger than his mother but tried not to think about that much as it only made their relationship feel weird.

      Relationship, he thought. That was a serious word for something that didn't amount to much more than a good fuck once or twice a week. And he knew he wasn't the only man who came calling at Sally Rose's stoop. She wasn't exactly a prostitute, but she wasn't likely to turn away a fellow who turned up with some hard to find item of food or good booze or maybe even a little coke.

      Still, Mitch thought he might be special to her. The smile she gave when she saw him reached all the way up to her eyes, and she never turned him away, even when he didn't come bearing gifts. Like tonight.

      "It's been a long day."

      Sally Rose grabbed his hand between her own and pulled him inside. Her skin felt so tender, like silk, it almost gave him goosebumps. "I heard about Boyd. That bastard. How'd he think he'd get away with that?"

      Mitch didn't want to talk about Boyd. Didn't want to rehash any of the day's events. Instead he took his free hand and gripped her belt and drew her in close to him. She fell into him and giggled, a sound that seemed too young for her age, yet perfect at the same time. The feel of her soft body against him made him hard and she giggled again. Mitch would have said Sally Rose was plain, with her fair skin and freckles, a generic oval face and drab brown eyes, but when she smiled he thought she was on the verge of beautiful. He thought that now as he looked at her.

      Mitch didn't think he was capable of loving anyone except maybe himself, but this woman had a way of making everything better and she was exactly what he needed.
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      Mead had just witnessed the impossible and the insane. A pastor proclaiming himself to have God on his speed dial had allowed himself to be bit by a zombie and survived with no ill effects. Then the man told  all the onlookers that God had created the zombies to save mankind. The scene was so unbelievable that every man and woman in attendance at this tent revival got down on their knees and prayed with him.

      Everyone, except himself. Mead had never been the praying kind. Wasn't even sure whether he believed in the big man upstairs with the bushy, white beard or not. He wouldn't have called himself an atheist or agnostic, mostly because he wasn't really sure what either term actually meant, but he knew what he'd never believe. If there was a God, he wasn't going to be spreading his word via a crazy, little man like Grady O'Baker. Healed up bite wounds or not.

      After the spectacle, Mead grabbed the shoulder of Owen, the man with whom he'd travelled all the way from Brimley, Arkansas to this Alabama shithole in search of this traveling sideshow.

      "I don't know about you, but I've seen enough crazy for one day," Mead said.

      Owen stared at him, eyes glassy, like a man who'd just taken a hit of particularly strong marijuana. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean I want to hit the fucking road, Owen. This guy's loonier than Yosemite Sam and less than half as charming,"

      "What are you talking about, Mead?"

      What the fuck do you think I'm talking about, Mead thought. He stared at the man who he'd known for a few years and who had always seemed normal and practical and sane, albeit a bit of a bore. His face was blank, or he was wrapped up in some kind of awe. Mead couldn't tell which it was. "This is a trick or something, Owen. No different than those preachers who juggled rattlesnakes in the old black and white documentaries."

      Owen stared at him, clueless and stupid.

      "For all we know, they pulled all of that zombies' teeth."

      "But he bled, Mead."

      "Blood capsules. Or strawberry jam even. Hell, if they could pull it off in professional wrestling why not here? The point is, we don't know what we saw."

      "I saw him get bit and not turn into a zombie like every other person I've seen get bit over the last four years. I saw all his scars too. But it's more than that."

      Now it was Mead's turn to be confused and silent.

      "That man. Pastor O'Baker. He talks to God, Mead. I know that as sure as I know my date of birth."

      "You just got caught up in the spectacle of it. That's what they count on. Do a few tricks. Sing a couple songs. Work everyone up into a frenzy and next thing you know you're signing over your IRA. That's how it always works, man. Now come on. Let's head home."

      Owen shook his head. "This is my home now."

      Mead was tired of this. He'd never taken Owen to be such a rube. "Jesus Christ, Owen. Don't be so fucking naive."

      "This was real. Pastor O'Baker is real. And Mead, I've been needing something like this."

      "Like what? A post-apocalyptic carnival barker and his band of merry idiots?"

      Owen's eyes blazed, and Mead knew he was lost.

      "So that's it then? After all these years of me taking care of you, you're trading in Brimley and safety for a bunch of whackadoos who keep zombies around like they're house cats?"

      The man looked away, toward the sight of the revival where a few dozen workers were folding up the chairs and tearing down the tent.

      "Have it your way then. But keep these crazies away from Arkansas. Go spread your insane gospel somewhere else." Mead didn't know if Owen reacted because he turned his back on the man and stomped away. Their bicycles rested against trees at the edge of the road. Mead grabbed one, climbed on board and pedaled away.

      As far as dramatic exits go, it wasn't much but it was the best he could do under the circumstances.

      Mead was less than twenty yards away when he realized the bike he'd taken in such a hurry was the one Owen had ridden, and it was a girl's bike at that. But turning around and riding back would have been even more embarrassing, so he continued away from Owen, away from the religious zealots.

      He was annoyed by the whole series of events and pissed that he'd ever biked all the way to Alabama. It had taken them almost two weeks of riding and searching for the damned traveling tent revival before they found it. Hundreds of miles and one very sore ass.

      What bothered him more than all of that though, was that he realized he was scared. Not scared of Grady. Not directly. If push came to shove, Mead knew he could out-push and out-shove the man with one arm tied behind his back. And he wasn't scared of the crazy man's message. The notion that God had created zombies to save humanity was as likely as Mead waking up tomorrow with a second cock.

      What scared Mead was how easily the others bought into the man's fire and brimstone bullshit. How someone like Owen who had seen some bad shit and had been given a safe place to live was so willing to give it up because this nut job said it was Gods will.

      Mead couldn't understand how people could be such sheep. He didn't know much about the bible, but he was pretty sure in Revelations, it didn't say anything about the zombie apocalypse. So why would men and women who had seemed so normal and reasonable buy into that line of happy horse shit?

      He thought about that for the next several days and never did come up with a good reason.
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      Grady dressed in silence behind the tent. The fresh bite wounds on his arm had already stopped bleeding, the blood clotting to a deep crimson which rose up against his pale skin like globs of paint. He was careful to not disturb them as he pulled on a plain, button down shirt.

      "You were inspiring today. As always." It was Juli's voice and it was full of admiration.

      At times, he felt her kindness bordered on uncomfortable fawning. "I only spoke the words God provided."

      "But you delivered them with such passion, Grady. That's what brings them in. Why they stay."

      Grady finished buttoning his shirt, then tucked it into his slacks. "Not all of them. We lost one."

      Juli glanced toward the dirt path that led away from the tent. "I spoke with his friend, Owen. He said the man who left was vain and blasphemous. I doubt we ever had a chance for him."

      Grady was shocked at the indifference, at her skepticism. "Surely you don't believe that. Even the greatest sinner isn't beyond redemption."

      Her gazed dropped to the ground. "Grady, I--"

      "Our flock is comprised entirely of sinners. Liars and thieves. Drug addicts and even murderers. And you and I, we certainly are not without sin."

      "I only meant that he--"

      "I failed today. I could have saved that man's soul. Instead he left to wander in the wind without God's protection."

      Juli eased her hand onto his forearm. "You can't save everyone, Grady. A person has to want to be saved."

      Grady sometimes wondered if the woman listened, really listened, to his sermons or if she only placated him. Every day, in his prayers, he asked God to speak to her the way He spoke to him because he felt even after these years, there was a part of Juli that didn't fully believe. That she was simply playing a role.

      "It's my duty to make them want God as much as God wants then, Juli. That's why I've been given this mission. Ten men saved means nothing when the eleventh is lost."

      "You're right. I'm sorry."

      She turned away from him but not before he saw emotion in her eyes. It wasn't remorse, Grady thought. More a sadness. She slipped into the tent without giving him a chance to respond further and Grady wondered if he was too hard on her.

      She'd been at his side even before Grady himself understood his purpose. Before he understood God's plan. While he was lost in the darkness mourning the loss of his son, his Josiah, it was Juli who cared for him. Who protected him. And in the early days of his ministry, while others abandoned him and turned toward wicked lives, Juli remained. Of all his followers, she especially deserved his kindness and patience.

      He grabbed the tent flap and began to open it when he caught sight of the friend of the man who left. The fellow stared at the goings on around him with a mixture of awe and incredulity. Grady went to him.

      When the man saw Grady coming, his body tensed, and his eyes grew so wide Grady thought he might spin on his heels and run. Instead, he knelt before him and bowed his head.

      "Stand, please," Grady said.

      The man glanced up as if trying to make sure he wasn't being tested or pranked. "Really?"

      "Yes, yes."

      The man stood.

      "You can kneel before the cross and you can kneel in prayer. But not to me. We are equals, my friend. Fellow servants of God. I'm Grady and I'd like to know your name."

      Grady extended his small, almost fragile hand and the man swallowed it up between both of his own. "I'm Owen. Owen Varner."

      "I'm so pleased to meet you, Owen Varner. And I'm even more pleased that you've decided to remain with us and help spread God's word through what's left of the world. Thank you."

      Owen still clasped Grady's hand. "Thank me? Gosh no. I was never one for church, or religion at all for that matter. When I was a kid, we went on Christmas and Easter, but that was the whole of it. And when I got older, well, I didn't bother with it. Last time I was even in a church was when my dad died and that was more than thirty years ago."

      He dropped Grady's hand and broke eye contact, ashamed. "So, I'm not sure if you really have much use for someone like me."

      Grady put his hand on the man's shoulder. "I certainly do, Owen. And more importantly, God does too."

      Owen looked up, a befuddled grin on his face. "You really think so?"

      Grady gave his shoulder a light squeeze. "Yes, Owen. You're one of God's chosen ones and, together, we're going to carry out his wishes, aren't we?"

      The man nodded so hard his hair whipped around his head. "Yes, sir. I promise I'll do whatever's needed."

      "That's good. That's all God asks from any of us." Grady motioned to a few folding chairs setting nearby. "Sit with me for a spell, Owen. I want to hear your story. And, please start by telling me about your friend who elected not to stay and where you came from."

      Owen was more than happy to talk, and Grady was always willing to listen.
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      The man perched on a bicycle, riding down the middle of the highway. And, from what Wim could tell, it was a girl's bike. He also appeared to be padded up like a football player, making him look far too large for his ride. It was an odd sight, but then Wim remembered that he was sitting on an old wagon, being hauled by a horse, and supposed he shouldn't judge. He set the binoculars aside, laid a shotgun across his lap, and waited for the approaching rider to close in.

      His progress was slow, but he eventually closed the distance to a couple hundred yards and Wim assumed the cyclist then saw him too because his forward progress came to a halt. They both sat there like that for several minutes, waiting for the other to make the first move. Wim had a feeling this could go on for a good long while if he didn't put an end to it and gave the reins a shake. Gypsy snorted, reluctant to continue on, but grudgingly obliged.

      It didn't take long to get within shouting distance, and Wim hoped the rider would take the opportunity to speak. But he did not. He supposed he was going to have to make all the first moves and cupped one hand beside his mouth.

      "Hello, there. I mean you no harm." The words seemed silly once they came out of his mouth. As if a would-be assailant would confess to being a threat. Of course, they'd say something like 'I mean you no harm.' Sometimes he wondered why he bothered speaking at all.

      "Why should I believe you?" The rider queried.

      Wim realized he had no good answer for that. "Well, I... I suppose I don't know. But it's the truth if that matters."

      "It might."

      The rider climbed off his bike and pushed it in Wim's direction. Wim noticed the man had something that looked like a spear strapped across his back and that the hand that wasn't holding the bike clutched that weapon. But, seeing that he had a shotgun hidden on his lap, he felt the odds were in his favor should things go bad.

      They were within twenty feet of one another when the rider stopped again. Wim saw his hand drop from the weapon and realized the man wasn't just looking at him, he was examining him. And he was smirking.

      "I'll be shit," the man said.

      That voice, it sounded like one he'd heard before and Wim decided it was his time to take a better look past the girl's bike and padding and denim and to really see the man who was in his path. His hair was long and stringy, hanging far past his shoulders and he had a poor excuse for a beard and mustache, but Wim thought he knew him.

      "Mead?"

      "The one and only."

      While Mead stomped down the kickstand and let the bike sit, Wim climbed out of the wagon to meet him halfway. He couldn't believe his eyes. He'd last seen Mead more than four years ago while they hunkered down in a warehouse in West Virginia. There were many more of them then, and he tried not to think about that part.

      "I saw that fucking plaid shirt and thought, 'That looks exactly like something Wim would wear' and holy shit, it really is you. Dogs balls, man, what are the odds?"

      Wim thought they were pretty extraordinary and leaned in to give the man an embrace, but Mead dodged that and went for a handshake instead. Wim grabbed Mead's palm between his own and pumped it. He'd assumed this man had died years earlier and he'd never been so happy to be wrong. "I thought you were dead."

      "Shit man, I'm too good to die. Came close a couple times but the devil doesn't want me just yet." Mead pulled his hand free of Wim's powerful grip and ran it through his hair, pushing it out of his face. "So, what the fuck are you doing in Alabama?"

      "I guess I thought, if I wandered around long enough, I could talk myself out of murdering a man."

      Mead's eyes grew wide. "No shit?"

      They spent the next few hours discussing the events of the last few years. Wim was impressed with everything Mead had done and accomplished, even though it sounded like he too had dealt with his share of tragedy. He was glad Mead had found his note at the warehouse and even more glad that Mead hadn't been taken to the Ark with the rest of them.

      When he told Mead about what happened there, and what happened later with Ramey, he thought the man's eyes misted over but that might have been because his own grew bleary.

      "Ramey’s fucking father was the one who started all this shit? Brought this hell down on all of us?"

      Wim nodded.

      "I'm sorry, Wim. I was only with the two of you for a short while, but I could tell even then you had something special."

      "We did."

      "Something most of us aren't lucky enough to ever experience."

      Mead looked away and Wim suddenly realized why Mead had left them. He wondered how he could have been so dumb to not realize it at the time but, in his defense, there had been a lot going on. Still, he couldn't help but feel a little guilty.

      They were both silent for a moment until the emotions passed, then Mead turned his face back to Wim. "Do you think there's a good chance her father, Doc, is still alive?"

      Wim thought about that a moment. "When we left, the Ark was on fire. There were zombies everywhere. But if anyone could survive that, it would be that weasel."

      Mead nodded. "Okay then."

      "Okay what?"

      "Let's go kill him."

      Wim was surprised. He hadn't expected this man, whom he hadn't seen in years, to be so willing to help. Especially since the trip back to West Virginia would take weeks, not days.

      "You'd go with me?"

      "Shit, Wim. If everything you said is true, and I've got no reason to believe it's not, I'll kill the bastard myself."

      "Well, thank you."

      "If you don't mind though, there's someone I'd like to bring along."

      "Anything you want, buddy."
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        * * *

      

      Mead had deposited the bicycle into the wagon and sat beside Wim as they headed west. As he told Wim about Brimley, the town he'd built, Wim realized it sounded familiar.

      "I think an acquaintance of mine might have been there. Zeke?"

      Mead thought about the name, then shook his head. "Maybe, but I don't remember the name."

      "Older fellow, probably in the range of seventy. Blind in one eye with a cataract."

      A slow smile crossed Mead's mouth. He dropped his voice a few octaves and he tapped his helmet. "Wishum I had me a helmet like yours."

      Wim couldn't hold back and laughed so loud that Gypsy glanced back to see what the ado was about. "That's him."

      "Shit, yeah, I remember him now. Came and went like a fart in the wind. I think he just wanted food and anything else he could guilt us into giving him."

      "I gave him my cabin."

      "Holy shit, Wim! All I gave him were some cans of fruit and a few jugs of water."

      Wim shrugged his shoulders. "Took a burden off my shoulders though so I shouldn't complain."

      "Fucking Zeke, man. That old coot. What was his deal with green beans anyway?"

      "He didn't appreciate the texture."

      Now Mead laughed too. "Guess he never heard the saying about beggars and choosers."

      It took them almost a week to get back to Arkansas via horse and wagon. Wim didn't mind the journey. He'd already been on the road for several weeks, but he thought Mead seemed anxious, maybe even nervous. He rarely slept and always surveyed the area around them. He remembered Mead to be high strung the last time they were together, but he seemed amped up by a factor of ten now. To say he was cautious was an extreme understatement.

      As they rolled into Brimley, Wim was impressed. The town was fortified by metal shipping containers stacked two and three high. It was clearly a place meant to withstand the end of the world, but at the same time Wim could understand why Zeke likened it to a prison and he doubted he could spend too much time confined within those walls either.

      The man Mead wanted him to meet was named Aben and upon their arrival, he came to them with a slight limp. Wim also noticed, upon first impression, that the man was minus his left hand. His face was scarred, but most of those old wounds were covered by a patchy beard. Wim wondered what the man had suffered through to obtain all those injuries but didn't dare ask. Most men of character tend to keep their pain hidden away inside and didn't care to have it brought up.

      Aben was a big man. Taller and wider than Wim, although around fifteen years older. He looked like a rough character, the kind who wouldn't take gruff off anyone, and before the man had even said a word, Wim understood why Mead wanted to bring him along on their journey.

      They stayed three days in Brimley, long enough for Mead to tell the residents about the traveling tent revival he'd found in Alabama and about how another man from town had elected to stay behind and join the show. Wim didn't mind the delay and thought it would be a good rest for the horse, but he didn't care to get to know anyone there on more than a superficial level. He supposed the last compound he'd found himself in had soured his opinion on other people to some extent and while these seemed like good folks, he was fine with limiting his conversations with them to the 'How you doing', 'Nice to meet you' variety.

      Aben was the exception. He didn't say as much, but Wim got the feeling that the man was restless. Maybe it was the way he agreed to travel to West Virginia with them before Mead even got out a quarter of the story. Or maybe it was the way Wim caught him staring at the walls for long periods of time when he thought no one was watching him. Either way, Wim was glad they'd come back here and that they were bringing Aben along.

      While Mead was busy making certain everything was secure in town and that they had enough supplies to last them through until they got back (and Wim, Mead, and Aben all knew until was really if) Wim had a chance to talk to Aben alone while the man gathered together the few belongings he wanted to take with.

      "We're coming down on the time where it'll be too late for you to change your mind," Wim said.

      Aben glanced up from the small bag he was packing. "That won't happen."

      "I'm just saying, if you do, there won't be no hard feelings on my part. This is my fight, after all. Not yours."

      Aben zippered the bag closed and took a seat on the edge of the bed beside his dog. "I wish that was true, but it's not." He scratched the dog's head absentmindedly.

      "How's that?" Wim sat in a chair across from him.

      "I didn't realize right away, but that island you mentioned and the men who attacked it that winter, I was hooked up with them for a while."

      Wim leaned forward in his chair, intrigued. "You were?"

      Aben nodded. "For a few months. It started out normal enough, just a bunch of hard cases surviving all this bullshit. But then it got mean. Or, Saw did, anyway."

      "Saw?"

      "Solomon Baldwin. He's the one you talked about with the hole in his forehead. And the boy with the cut-up face. I can't be a hundred percent certain, but that must have been Mitch. Duplicitous little shit.

      "Saw told us about his plan to take over the island and that's when I decided I'd had enough. But before I cut ties I made the mistake of telling Mitch, and Mitch told Saw and..." He held up his foot to show the missing half. "Would have been a whole lot worse if Mead hadn't come along when he did."

      Wim thought about this for a long moment. The events that brought down the Ark all happened so fast and he'd been so caught up in mourning Emory, and the shock of learning Ramey wasn't immune, that he barely remembered much of it.

      "I hope that doesn't sour your opinion of me too much."

      Wim realized he'd stayed silent too long. "Oh, no. I'm just surprised, is all. You weren't there. You didn't do nothing wrong."

      "That might be true, but I still feel partly responsible. Aiding and abetting, at the very least."

      Wim shook his head. "Don't you fret about it. Everything at the Ark was bad. That place was like a poison. I'm not saying that Saw character was right in doing what he did, but the faster that all came to an end, the better."

      Aben sighed and Wim thought he seemed to sit up straighter. "Well, that's one less burden to carry anyway."

      "You have others?" Wim meant it as a joke, something to lighten the mood, but it had the opposite effect.

      "Hell, I got too many to keep an accurate count on all of them." Aben stopped petting his dog and glanced Wim's way. "Don't you?"

      Wim only nodded in response. He supposed that was the price to pay for survival.
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      Mead laid on his back, sweated soaking wet and out of breath. So tired was he from the exertion that his eyes were slow to focus when the vaguely yellow shape came into view above him.

      "Fuckeroo. That was incredible," Mead said between mouthfuls of air.

      The woman who straddled him smiled. It was on the crooked side and revealed a gap where an incisor should have been, but the sight of her grin never failed to bring about one from him too. "Well I'm pleased as punch to hear that. We could do this a hell of a lot more often if you'd stop leaving."

      He grabbed her by the waist, his fingers sinking into her pudgy midsection. He liked all her soft curves almost as much as her lopsided grin. He pulled her down onto him and she landed hard, pushing a happy oof from his lips. She giggled.

      On one of the scouting missions, Mead had found Lydia Danville and two others traveling through Oklahoma. The man with them, Mead seemed to remember his name was maybe Frank, had a badly broken hip that had gone septic. The women, Lydia and a middle-aged spinster type named Myrna, were dragging him along on a homemade stretcher cobbled together from tree limbs, twine, and a ratty wool blanket.

      Mead told them about Brimley and they all agreed to return there with him, but Maybe Frank was delirious with fever and less than a few days later he died in the night. Mead awoke to Lydia's screams and found Maybe Frank grabbing hold of her shirt and leaning in for a mouthful of tit.

      Even when sleeping, Mead never had a weapon more than a foot away and that night was no different. He gripped a spear made of metal conduit and impaled the man from behind. The sharp end popped out Maybe Frank's right eyeball and that made Lydia scream even louder, but she was alive and her (in Mead's opinion) perfect tits were unmarred.

      So, after that, it was just the three of them that finished the trip back to Brimley. Myrna wasn't much for chit chat, or common courtesy for that matter, and seemed to dislike Mead on general principle, but Lydia cozened up to him and he wasn't about to push her away. She was in her mid-twenties with dirty blonde hair to go along with her curves. She'd been a school teacher before the plague and Mead often thought teachers were a hell of a lot hotter now than when he went to school. That was well over a year ago and, in Mead's opinion, she was just about the best damned thing left in the world.

      As he looked at her body pressed against his, her wavy hair spilling across his chest, that opinion certainly didn't change.

      "Believe me, I'd love nothing more than to do this every day. Multiple times a day, for that matter."

      "Then why are you going? You don't even know this Will guy."

      "Wim. And I know him. I saved his life four years ago as a matter of fact."

      "You did?"

      She looked up at him with her drab, hazel eyes and he told her the story about finding Wim and the old man, Emory, trapped in a hotel surrounded by zombies. The way he told it they were teetering on the precipice of death until he came along with his hockey stick swords and brought down hell on the undead horde. He might have embellished a bit here and there, but that was hard not to do with that beautiful woman looking at him in awe and he felt he'd earned the right to be a bit of a braggart.

      By the time the story was finished, Mead was recuperated and ready for round two. Lydia must have felt him rise to the occasion because she reached between his legs and took his hardness in her hand as a coy smile crossed her lips.

      "Only way we do it again is if you make me a promise."

      "What's that?"

      She kissed his chin, then the corner of his mouth. "I want you to promise me..." She kissed him on the lips, her tongue pushing its way inside his mouth and tickling him.

      Her hair fell into his face and Mead put his hand behind her head and kissed her back. He was starting to think he really was crazy for even considering leaving this woman when she broke their kiss.

      "Promise me you'll come back."

      "You know I will, Lydia." He didn't want to outright lie to her, he cared for her too much to do that, and hoped those words would suffice.

      "You don't know what I know. I want a promise. I want the words, 'I promise'. No hedging."

      Mead looked her direct in the eyes, steeled himself. "I'll come back when this mess is done. I promise you."

      She grinned again, and Mead felt both relieved and guilty that she hadn't realized that he'd had his fingers crossed.

      "I've never said this before because I take words serious. And I've never made a habit of saying something just for the sake of saying it. But, I love you, Mead."

      That made Mead feel even more guilty about the possible lie, but at the same time there came a tightness in his throat that stretched all the way down to his stomach.

      He couldn't remember a woman ever saying she loved him. He imagined his mother might have once or twice but couldn't pinpoint any particular memory of her actually speaking the words. And his blink and you miss it marriage started with "Oh shit, I'm pregnant" and ended with "I hope you rot in hell!" and there was little time for pleasantries in the middle.

      As he looked at Lydia, he knew he wanted to spend his life with her and he thought about telling her that in the moment. That he wanted to marry her. But he knew proposing the night before he went on a journey that had the very real possibility of leading to his death would have been a shitty thing to do.

      He settled with, "I love you too."

      That satisfied her, but Mead thought it seemed flippant. Four short words that did little to express his true feelings for this woman and his hopes for their future together. As they made love again, he told himself that, if he survived the trip to the Ark and back, he'd never leave her again. He owed her that. Shit, he owed himself that too.
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      Aben tossed and turned for hours but sleep wouldn't come. He crawled out of bed and strolled to the window where he tried to guess the time, but the sky was full of clouds and all he could tell for certain was that it was still dark. He knew returning to bed for another try would lead to nothing but more restlessness and decided to save himself the trouble.

      As he exited the cramped,  three room cottage that had been his home for the last few years, Prince glanced up at him with half-closed eyes. The dog didn't speak to him, but Aben answered him anyway.

      "I'm just going out for a spell. You stay in bed."

      The dog flopped its head down on the quilt, satisfied, and Aben stepped into the night.

      He was glad to be leaving Brimley. He had no bad feelings against anyone here, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't find a way to feel comfortable. He was a round peg living in a square hole. If you tried hard enough, you could squeeze it in, but it was never quite right.

      The idea of the trip excited him. The road had been calling him since soon after his arrival in Brimley, and even semi-frequent scouting missions did little to satiate the need to be on the move because, no matter how big of a circle they made while out gathering supplies, he always knew he was going to end up back at the starting point again. He needed something open-ended and this was the perfect fit.

      He'd made it a third of the way through town when he smelled a familiar aroma. Baking bread. He didn't have to follow his nose to the source. He knew where it was coming from and when he reached the porch of Coraline's house, the smell was so strong he was salivating.

      Coraline's fresh-baked bread was one of the few things he'd miss about Brimley. And, to a lesser extent, Coraline herself.

      "Only thing worse than a hungry dog is a hungry man."

      He looked toward the voice and saw her silhouette in the kitchen window. "Morning, Coraline."

      "For Christ's sake, Aben, it ain't even morning for another few hours. The smell of my bread wake you all the way from here to there?"

      Aben shook his head, not that he was certain she could even see the gesture. "Can't sleep. Insomnia, I suppose. What's your excuse anyway?"

      "Come inside and maybe I'll tell you."

      He did.

      Coraline was somewhere in the vicinity of sixty years old. Her black hair had gone mostly gray and she kept it pulled up in a top knot so tight it doubled as a face-lift. She was one of the first residents of Brimley and although she was prone to cantankerous episodes when she didn't get her way, she was one of the more helpful members of town.

      She'd pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and motioned for Aben to sit in it. He did. Then she sat across from him and picked up a pitcher.

      "Coffee? I should forewarn you, I brewed it about lunchtime so it's apt to be cold."

      "Goes down the same regardless of the temperature."

      She poured him a cup and he took a swig. It was cold and bitter, but he wasn't about to complain. They sat there in silence for at least two full minutes with the orange glow of a kerosene lantern illuminating their wordless faces. Aben finished the coffee and had had just about enough of the scintillating conversation to last the rest of the night, but as he began to push his chair back from the table, Coraline finally broke the silence.

      "Where are you in a rush off to?"

      Somewhere less chatty, he thought. "Oh, nowhere in particular."

      "Then sit and keep an old widow company for a bit."

      Another long silence passed and Aben cursed his nose for leading him to this house. He realized Coraline wasn't going to start a conversation and decided he'd give it a go. "So, you're baking bread."

      She nodded. "We covered that already."

      "How could I forget?"

      She poured him another cup of coffee even though he didn't request nor desire it. Nevertheless, he drank it because it gave him something to do.

      "You said you'd tell me why you were awake at this hour."

      "I said I might."

      Aben nodded. "You're quite specific, aren't you?"

      "I'm baking bread--"

      "As we've discussed."

      Coraline gave a pinched smile. In his experience, that was about as good as it got from her. "Bread for you to take on the trip."

      He liked that she called it a trip. Like they were going to Disney World or maybe Bar Harbor or Miami Beach. Just a few guys hitting the road for some fun in the sun and not three men heading to some deranged madman's island of misfit toys.

      "You didn't have to do that."

      "Course I didn't have to. I wanted to. There's a difference."

      Aben finished off his second cup of coffee and turned it upside down on the saucer to prevent her from forcing upon him a third.

      "I suspect you'll tire of canned goods in short order and I never saw any great culinary talents from you or Mead so unless that new fella can work magic over a campfire, your pickings are bound to be on the slim side."

      "Well thank you for that. I appreciate it. I've always been fond of your bread."

      "I know it."

      That seemed to exhaust the potential conversation and after a while Aben stood. "Well, Coraline, I've got some packing to do so I think I'll be getting on."

      Coraline nodded and watched him move to the door. When his hand fell upon the knob, she spoke again. "Aben?"

      He looked back, reluctant.

      "You'll be careful out there, won't you?"

      "I intend to be just that."

      "Good. I occasionally get the sense you feel out of your element here. But you're an important part of this town. People respect you."

      "There's no reason to."

      "Well they do. Whether you want them to or not. And I'm one of them. So be careful and come back to us."

      "Thanks again for the bread, Coraline." Aben opened the door and left the woman and the smell of her bread, behind him.
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      It seemed to Wim as if every resident of Brimley had come to wish them well on their journey. Aben and Mead partook in the pleasantries, but Wim was eager to move. To get on with the getting on.

      He watched as Mead said his farewells to the people for whom he'd provided a safe haven, and their admiration of him was obvious. He enjoyed seeing Mead get the credit he so deserved. He knew the man had been treated somewhat poorly the first time they were together and that wasn't fair. He might be a bit of an odd duck, but he was almost certainly the best of all of them when it came to survival.

      Wim noticed that Mead's goodbye handshakes had hugs shifted into slow motion when a buxom woman with blonde hair came along. He couldn't hear the words exchanged, but it was obvious to Wim they were a couple. That made him glad too.

      Wim was so busy watching them that he didn't see anyone approaching him until he felt a tugging at his shirt. He looked down and found a boy of about six or seven peering up at him, his eyes slits in the sunlight. He had skin the color of honey and wore a tattered Kentucky Wildcats ball cap that was a bit too large for his noggin.

      "Hey, you," the boy said.

      "Yeah?"

      The boy pushed a skinny, but long carrot Wim's way. "I got a carrot for your horse. In case he gets hungry."

      Wim crouched down so they were more or less at eye level. He saw a light mark on the boy's upper lip and realized it was a healed scar where he'd had surgery to repair a hare lip. "Well that was nice of you. The horse is a she though."

      "What's her name?"

      "Gypsy."

      "Who named her that?"

      "Someone I loved. Very much."

      "Who was that?"

      Wim had a sense this type of inquisition could drag on, and while he appreciated the boy's kind nature, he wasn't interested in drawing it out. "How about you give Gypsy the carrot? That way she'll know it was from you."

      "Really? I can feed her?"

      Wim nodded, and the boy moved to Gypsy's front. The horse glanced down, mostly disinterested.

      "Hey Gypsy. This young fellow--" It was his turn to ask a question. "What's your name anyway?"

      "John Robert Hubbard. But everyone calls me JR. You can call me that too."

      Lord, even his name was long, Wim thought. "JR brought you a carrot."

      The boy pushed the carrot toward Gypsy's mouth. At first, she pulled back in a 'get that out of my face' gesture, but Wim stroked her mane and she calmed a bit. As the boy wagged the carrot back and forth, the horse seemed to realize he wasn't going away unless she took it, so she grabbed it between her teeth. Wim could practically imagine she was thinking, why didn't the kid bring a sugar cube instead, but she chewed away on the root like it was cud and JR audibly squealed with joy.

      "She likes it!"

      "She does," Wim fibbed. "I thank you. And I'm sure Gypsy would too if she could talk."

      "Horses can't talk!"

      Wim pondered making a Mister Ed reference but imagined it would go far over the boy's capped head and he let the matter drop. With great relief, Wim watched JR skip away toward an elderly woman. "Mama Iris, I fed the horse!"

      When the goodbyes and pleasantries were over, the men got to work loading up the wagon. They were nearly finished when a man who Wim guessed to be on the downhill side of sixty approached. He had a pistol on each hip and a rifle in his hands.

      "You look like you're ready for the parade, Pablo," Mead said to him.

      "I'm going with you."

      Mead raised an eyebrow and a smirk pulled at the corner of his mouth. "No. I appreciate that you're volunteering, but you stay here and keep an eye on things, okay?"

      The man shook his head and there was a steely look in his eyes that made Wim suspect he wasn't going to be deterred. "I heard where you're going and why. I lost my whole family to the plague. My wife and my three daughters. My grandson and son-in-law. They all died and turned into zombies and I had to put them out of their miseries."

      Pablo looked to Wim and Wim thought the man's eyes might be the saddest things he'd ever seen. "You say that man started the plague. Then he is the one who is responsible for their deaths. So, I am going with you."

      Mead looked to Aben, then to Wim. Wim shrugged his shoulders. Who was he to tell this man who'd lost maybe more than any of them, he couldn't be a part of this?

      "Alright," Mead said. "You have anything to pack?"

      Pablo motioned to his guns. "I have all I need."

      "How about a bike? Because we're running low on transportation."

      "I will retrieve one," Pablo said and jogged away.

      Mead stepped to Wim's side. "Are you okay with this? I mean, it's kind of your show."

      "I'm not in charge of anything or anyone. If he wants to go, I believe that's his decision."

      Mead looked in the older man's direction. "I hope he doesn't slow us down, is all."

      Wim could tell Pablo was a man with a mission and he didn't expect him to be a hindrance of any kind. By the time Pablo returned with a bicycle, the wagon was loaded, and they were almost ready to go. There was only one horse in the town, a fact that made Wim smile and wonder if anyone else would get the humor. He rather doubted it. It was a young, black mare that made Gypsy look even older and more haggard. Aben had it by the reigns and walked it toward them.

      "You do much riding?" Wim asked Aben.

      "When I was in the Boy Scouts. I'm hoping it's like riding a bicycle," Aben said. "Or a little easier preferably." He tapped his stump against his chest, then climbed into the saddle with surprising ease. The horse whinnied and took a few shuffling steps sideways, but Aben rested his hand on the mare's neck and stroked her mane and she settled.

      Wim looked toward Mead who was locked in another embrace with the tearful, blonde woman. He was anxious to go but not to the point of interrupting their moment. He returned to the wagon where Prince meandered amongst the supplies and weapons, as excited as any dog to go for a ride.

      That made Wim realize he was excited too. He knew that shouldn't be the case. That he shouldn't be looking forward to a trip that might turn him into a murderer, but having a purpose again, even a dark one, had reignited a fire inside him that had burned out several months ago.
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      The men avoided the worst of the mountains as best they could. It was three weeks into their trip and they'd made it to Tennessee without issue. Travel was slow, but steady with Gypsy setting the pace. At times, Wim half thought the old girl might not survive the journey, but so far, she was plodding along. The new unnamed horse which Aben rode had no name, but its addition seemed to give Gypsy a renewed purpose and Wim wondered if horses possessed something akin to pride.

      Around the time the sun began to drop toward the horizon, they were on the east side of a middling city named Morristown when Aben spied a run-down log cabin at the bottom of a ravine and suggested they make it their home for the night. It looked as good a spot as any.

      While Wim tied off the horses, Mead checked and cleared the cabin. It was small, only four rooms, but none of the men needed much space. Wim had worked up a good appetite, but even his hunger wasn't quite strong enough for the thought of cold canned food to activate his salivary glands. That was the worst part of being on the road, he'd found, the monotony of the food. When he noticed a rusty charcoal grill set ten or so yards from the cabin, he got an idea.

      His hopes of hot food were temporarily dashed when he found the grill empty aside from some equally rusty grates. He almost gave up, but then saw a dilapidated shed tucked into an overgrown honeysuckle bush. To Wim, that looked as good a spot to store charcoal as any and he decided to go exploring.

      The door opened hard. It took three strong yanks before giving way and he couldn't understand why it had put up such a fight until he noticed the sharp end of three-inch nails poking out the back side. Before he could wonder who had nailed the door closed and why, a zombie stumbled out of the shed and into the waning light of day.

      Wim had left his rifle inside the cabin and had already stripped off the pistol he typically had holstered on his hip and the knife that held residence in his belt. He was weaponless, but not too concerned at the plight. The zombie was a boy old enough to count his age on two hands without doubling up. On top of being young, he was barely tall enough to come up to Wim's ribcage and as the boy came at him, Wim simply reached out and grabbed a handful of his carrot-colored hair and held him at bay.

      He glanced toward the cabin to see if any of the men might be taking this in, but saw none of them. Even Prince was safely inside and unaware.

      The boy gave a strange, high-pitched growl and Wim returned his attention to the dead child that thrashed before him. Its jaws clicked together as it bit in his general direction but caught nothing but air.

      Wim hated killing the children. Adults were bad enough, but at least they had a chance at life. These poor wretches didn't even get that. But, if Wim had learned anything in life, it was that it was far from fair.

      He dragged the boy toward a good-sized rock that poked up from the overgrown crabgrass that grew in the clearing around the cabin. The dead child clawed and kicked but weighed less than a sack of feed and presented no challenge at all as Wim pushed his skull down on top of the stone.

      The boy hissed up at him and Wim had a moment to think that he should have laid him face down, but he saw no sense in turning him over now. Instead, he brought his boot-clad foot down on the child's face and his head broke apart like a gruesome piñata.

      As Wim wiped chunks of the mess from the sole of his boots, he heard the growling behind him and it was so close he could feel the creature's breath on his back.

      He turned to see a second zombie, this one female and about his own age he guessed. She too had carrot-red hair and even though she was dead, he felt pretty bad for stomping her son in front of her.

      The mom zombie swung at him and he caught her upper arm, spinning her around so her back was pressed into is chest. With her momentarily contained, his attention drifted away from her and to the shed where a dead teenage boy and an elderly male zombie had recently exited and were heading his way.

      Wim sighed. All this for an attempt at some hot food.

      The two newest arrivals were about five yards from him and Wim decided it was time to call in reinforcements.

      "Hey fellas. I've got myself in a spot of trouble out here."

      The mom zombie strained, trying to break free and he jerked her arm upward, so it pinched her neck. It would have been strangling her if she still needed to breathe.

      The teenager was making better time than his undead gramps. Almost close enough to bite. Wim decided to use what he had in hand and he shoved mom his way. The two collided with enough force to send them to the ground and about that time Aben emerged from the cabin with his homemade war club in hand.

      "I suspect these were the homeowners," Wim said to him. "And they're not taking kindly to our presence."

      The two fallen zombies were back on their feet and moving Wim's way again. Gramps still lagged behind but continued slow and steady like the tortoise.

      Aben moved toward the scene. He slowed as he passed Wim. "There's a knife in my belt."

      Wim grabbed hold of it as Aben passed him but there wasn't much need. The big man swung his club at the mom zombie and the ground down maul hit her behind the left ear with so much force that it tore through her skull, gouging a channel that started at the side of her head and ended at her right eye. It was like a small missile had been shot through her face and, Wim supposed, that wasn't far off.

      The dead woman's teenage son was next in the line of fire.  That time Aben went with an overhead swing and connected with the top of the boy's skull. As the bones shattered under the force of the blow, Wim thought it looked like his face was melting and his flesh, loosened from the destroyed bone underneath, sagged down in  way that reminded Wim of a discarded Halloween mask.

      Wim thought about joining in but Aben needed no assistance. He looked over to gramps and shook his head. "Hell, old timer, if I wait for you to come to me it's liable to be dark before you get here."

      He strode toward the old, dead man and finished him with a less forceful hit to the temple. Even at a distance Wim could hear the bones break like someone had dropped a sack full of china. It was a stomach-turning noise and some of his appetite fled.

      Aben looked to him and Wim saw a grisly hunk of flesh caught in the man's beard. "That all of 'em?" Aben asked.

      "I'd imagine so." Wim motioned to the shed. "But we might ought to check just to be sure."

      They checked, and the shed was empty, of zombies and charcoal. There was a bright, red chainsaw that Wim thought might have made a good weapon in the years before the gasoline had expired, but aside from a few shovels and garden tools, the shed was now empty.

      When he and Aben vacated the small building, they saw Mead and Pablo sitting on a wooden swing on the porch.

      "Thanks for the hand," Wim said.

      "Looked like you had a handle on it," Mead grinned.

      As he walked toward them, Wim realized his boot was still sticky with preteen zombie skull and he scraped it against the porch step. "Took out just about the whole family. No pa though. You check the cabin good?"

      Mead nodded. "Wasn't much to check."

      "Well someone put 'em in there. Best to keep our eyes open, just in case."

      Mead nodded. "I always do. But let's multitask and eat while we do it."

      Even with his hunger halved, the thought of food brought a greedy rumble in Wim's belly.

      "I saw a little grill over there." Mead turned to Pablo. "Pablo, you mind fetching that charcoal?"

      "Not at all."

      Pablo disappeared into the cabin and Wim raised an eyebrow at Mead. "Where'd you find charcoal?"

      "Under the sink. With the tongs and spatulas."

      Wim supposed that made sense.
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      They cooked the beans and spaghetti in the cans. The grill heated up quicker than expected and all were slightly charred, but the burned flavor was something new and Wim appreciated the variety.

      As usual, the men agreed to sleep in shifts. So far, the nights had been uneventful but that was no reason to get careless. Wim had seen far too often what happened to careless people. Mead and Aben slept first leaving Wim and Pablo to sit on the porch and listen to the mosquitos buzz. After a couple hours, Wim decided he'd rather hear human conversation.

      "Were you from Arkansas originally?"

      Pablo nodded. "My entire life. However, I lived further south, close the Texas border."

      Wim struggled to think of what to ask next. His previous conversations with Pablo hadn't gone far beyond the superficial and he still wasn't sure what to make of the quiet, private man. All he really knew of him was that Pablo had been a high school economics teacher before the plague.

      Mead told Wim the story of finding Pablo holed up inside his house, the bodies of his dead family members rotting in the hot sun outside. After killing them, he'd piled them up and Mead said it looked like a mound of crash test dummies, except for the flies. And the smell. He'd intended to bury them, but the ground was too hard, and he'd been waiting for rain that never came.

      The man didn't want to go with Mead. He said he owed it to his family members to give them a proper burial, so Mead offered to help dig. It took them two full days and even then, they only made it down four feet and created a hole barely wide enough to fit them all, but with some careful placement, they made it work.

      Mead shared a particularly detailed memory about how the stomach of one of Pablo's daughters broke open as he was moving it. He said what came out made him think of a restaurant dumpster after a week in the summer heat and told Wim that there were so many maggots that it looked like someone had emptied a twenty-pound bag of rice into the hole in her midsection where her organs had once been. Only this rice moved.

      That was more detail than Wim needed to hear, but it made him feel even more sorry for the man who was so quiet it bordered on shyness. Even as they traveled, while Wim spent the days and nights bonding with Mead and Aben, Pablo kept to himself and rarely spoke unless one of them spoke to him first. He often wondered if that was an aftereffect of everything the man had been through, or if it had been his manner even beforehand.

      Much to Wim's surprise, Pablo broke the silence.

      "The place we are going. The Ark. Do you think we will have to fight the other survivors when we arrive? I do not mind killing zombies, but I am unsure whether I could do the same to another human unless I had good cause."

      Wim took a swallow of beyond flat soda from a bottle. "I don't believe so. When we left, there weren't many people left. It was mostly zombies. And if I had to put money on it, I'd say the zombies got most of them. They were an isolated bunch and on the soft side. They never had to learn how to do what's needed to survive and I suspect they went down without much of a fight."

      "That is good."

      "Mmm hmm."

      "Did the Doctor say why he did this?"

      Wim thought about that before answering. Over the years, he'd tried to block out most of Doc's ravings. "He was a cruel man. And angry. And intelligent. Those qualities don't blend well. Personally, I don't believe he had any reason beyond general meanness."

      Silence fell between them for a while, their words replaced by the drone of the nighttime insects, until Pablo spoke up again. This must be a record, Wim thought.

      "The woman you loved, she was his daughter?"

      "My wife was his daughter. Yes. But she was nothing like him. She had no idea what kind of man he was."

      "I hope I did not offend you."

      "You didn't."

      "Good. Because I did not mean to infer that she was in some way complicit. Children do not see their parents as they are, but rather as they wish them to be."

      Wim supposed that was true. He certainly had idealized versions of his own.

      "My daughters were not perfect children, but then I was not a perfect father either. I was hard on them. Demanding. Because I wanted them to make good lives for themselves. I hope they understood my reasons."

      "I suspect they did."

      "I oftentimes wonder about their deaths, if there was any shred of consciousness remaining inside and alert when I had to destroy them. And if there was, what they must have thought of me then."

      It was a horrible thought, and similar to ones Wim had pondered over the years. Thinking it again, now, made him thankful that Ramey had left him before the end. That she'd spared him the agonized worries that haunted Pablo.

      "I don't think there's anything human left in them at that point. I believe, I hope, that whatever made them who they were, that part goes away when they die. What gets back up and walks and fights and eats, that's just the brain misfiring and doing what comes from instinct. Like a rabid dog."

      Both men looked to Prince who was sprawled on his side, asleep. That seemed to bring the conversation to an end and Wim was grateful. With these thoughts in his mind, he suspected that, when it was his turn to rest, sleep would be hard to find.
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      Aben watched, silent, as Prince laid in front of Wim's feet, staring up at him and panting. Wim, however, seemed to be in his own world. He sat on a fallen tree and stared into the forested abyss, looking but not seeing. Aben was all too familiar with that blankness and, after another thirty seconds passed, decided to interject.

      "For a farmer you sure can't read animals."

      Wim came back to the land of the living and looked Aben's way. "What?"

      Aben strolled his way, extra careful on the uneven terrain. Getting around without half a foot could be a bitch if he wasn't careful. "My dog. He wants your attention."

      Wim realized the dog was at his feet and reached down to pet him. Prince rolled onto his back and Wim ruffled the mottled fur on his undercarriage.

      "You ever have a dog?" Aben found a tree stump close enough to Wim to have a conversation and used it as a seat.

      "Folks would drop them off at the farm occasionally. Sometimes they'd stick around for a spell, long enough to fill their bellies, but most drifted off soon enough. And the ones that decided to stay longer soon enough killed a chicken or got into the pig manure and Pa would end up chasing them off."

      "So that's a no."

      Wim flashed a weak smile. "I suppose. We had cats though."

      "A cat's not a dog. To a cat, you're at best a landlord. And they're surly tenants. Now a dog, to him, you're his whole world."

      "I always liked pigs."

      Aben sighed. Wim gave Prince another quick pat which did little to satiate the mutt's need for attention. The dog rose up and went to Aben's side and he petted him the way a dog deserved, and expected, to be petted.

      "We're close now, aren't we?"

      Wim's gaze drifted toward the road where the horses rested for a spell. "Mead's better with the map than me."

      "But you've actually been there. And I can see it in you. We're close."

      Wim nodded. "We are. I'd say less than a week out."

      "You've grown quiet. You were never a Chatty Cathy, but you've been different. I can tell your mind's somewhere else."

      "It might be."

      Prince pawed at Aben's stump, wanting double the love. "I've only got one, you fool. That'll have to suffice." The dog whined but stopped begging. "I've got two ears though, if you want to talk about anything."

      Wim looked his way again and Aben thought his eyes looked worried, or maybe haunted. "What if I made a mistake, deciding to go back to the Ark?"

      "What's got you feeling that way?"

      "I can't put a finger on it. I wonder if anyone's left there, or if maybe they all died of the zombies or finally gave in to the flu. Doc included. That maybe I dragged you all this way for nothing."

      "I doubt a one of us would complain if that ends up being true. We all had our reasons for joining you."

      Wim opened his mouth to speak, then stopped himself. Aben despised the role of inquisitor, but the man before him looked as if he might burst if he didn't get out whatever he had dammed up inside.

      "It's more than that. Is this about your wife?"

      "No. Not directly but maybe in a roundabout way. When I found out that she wasn't really immune, when Doc fessed up about the virus. I promised him I'd come back and kill him if Ramey ever turned. I was so shocked and scared and angry."

      "A perfectly reasonable response, if you ask me."

      "Maybe. But that's the rub."

      "What?"

      Wim broke eye contact, stared at the ground. "I don't know if I can."

      "Kill him, you mean?"

      Wim nodded but still focused his gaze on the dirt floor. "I owe this to Ramey. He needs to be punished. I know that. But if he's still alive, still human..."

      "Wim, look at me."

      Grudgingly, he did. Aben thought his eyes looked wet but no tears came.

      "There's no shame in not wanting to kill a man. None whatsoever. So, don't you beat yourself up over it."

      "Have you? Killed a man, I mean?"

      Aben had figured the conversation would lead down this path. Reminiscing wasn't something he enjoyed, but he felt he owed Wim honesty. "I have."

      "In the war?"

      Aben nodded.

      "More than one?"

      Aben nodded again.

      "How many?"

      "As many as I needed to kill to stay alive, Wim."

      Wim clenched his hands together, the knuckles turning white. "If-- When, I kill Doc, I know he deserves it, but I don't know how I'll be able to forget about it after its done."

      "You don't forget about it. You just move on."

      Wim nodded and stood. Aben thought his eyes looked marginally less pained than before and he took that small progress as a good thing.

      "When the time comes, I have no doubts you'll do the right thing, Wim."

      "Thanks."

      "Welcome. I'm not good for a lot these days, but now and again I manage to try."

      Wim gave a small smile. More progress. Another minor victory. Aben watched him return to the road, then looked down at Prince who had so enjoyed his belly rub that he'd fallen asleep.

      He thought the life of a spoiled dog must be pretty damned good when compared to being a person. Dogs didn't have guilt and bad decisions that haunted them. He envied the dog.
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      When they crossed the border into West Virginia, Wim realized that they better start looking for a boat or canoe. Something they'd be able to use to cross the void between the shore and the Ark. Outside a small marina they found an aluminum Jon Boat. The bottom and sides were covered in dents, but they could find no holes or rust and Wim supposed that a motley crew like themselves didn't warrant a fancy ride anyway.

      It was two more days of riding before they reached the dock Wim remembered so well. The place from which he was sent to neighboring towns to hunt and scavenge supplies. It looked much the same, only the sun had bleached the wood an even lighter shade of gray. The memories the sight conjured were not pleasant ones.

      "We waiting for better weather or something?"

      Mead's voice startled Wim out of his memories. "Sorry. Just thinking."

      "Don't make a habit of that, big fella." Mead hopped down from the wagon and immediately began to grab weapons.

      Wim joined him on the ground and tied Gypsy off to a tree. He made sure she was close enough the water that she could drink and left the knot loose enough that she could break it if she tried hard. As old and cantankerous as she was, she didn't deserve to die of starvation should something happen on the Ark that prevented their return.

      Prince had jumped free of the wagon and ran to Aben's side as he tied off his own mare. Wim wandered their way and told him about the rope and the knot and Aben understood.

      "What about your dog?" Wim asked as Prince ran loops around the horse’s feet and just narrowly missed getting kicked.

      "Him?" Aben looked down at the mutt as it grabbed hold of the horse's reigns and used them as a chew toy. "He can handle himself. I don't have a single doubt as far as that goes."

      "All right then," Wim said. But before they left he tore open a bag of dog food and left it for easy pickings in the rear of the wagon, just in case.

      Pablo eased down the kickstand of his bicycle and stared out at the water. "I don't see your island, Wim"

      "I doubt anyone moved it." Wim followed his gaze. "It's a big lake's all. And it's not my island."

      Wim and Mead pulled the boat free from the wagon and carried it to the dock. The wind was strong and blowing their way, making whitecaps rise on the choppy water. Wim had little to no experience with boats, but he knew that wasn't going to make it any easier.

      "Think we should take any food with us?" Mead asked.

      "I don't plan to be there long. And if we are, then I suspect food won't be too high on our priority list."

      Wim, Aben, and Pablo each had two guns. Wim had a machete and Aben his war club. Wim didn't know exactly what all Mead had strapped to his body, but he knew the man was more capable and prepared than any of them, even without a firearm.

      Between the four of them and their weapons, the boat dipped low in the water when they climbed aboard. So low that, for the first few minutes, Wim thought there was at least a fifty-fifty chance it might founder. But once they settled in, it steadied itself out and they were afloat.

      "If anyone wants to stay ashore..." Wim looked at them and no one volunteered.

      "Well hell, Wim. That would be like driving your family all the way to Disney World and waiting in the parking lot while they go inside to play with Mickey and Goofy." Aben grinned and the wind whipped at his scraggly hair, revealing more of his scarred flesh than Wim had noticed prior.

      "I was never at Disney World, but I've been to the Ark. And if I had a choice, I'd wait in the parking lot."

      Mead clapped him on the shoulder. "Come on, farmer. This is your rodeo. May as well try to enjoy it."

      Wim and Mead did the rowing. That seemed only fair since Aben was down a hand and Pablo was almost twice their ages. While Wim liked to think he was in good enough shape, half an hour into the voyage he was bordering on exhaustion and a glance Mead's way showed him that Mead was hurting too. The others had also noticed.

      "Allow me to help," Pablo said. "I might be an old man, but I could provide one of you a temporary reprieve."

      Aben dipped his stump into the lake. "I'd offer, boys, but I'm afraid I'd only row us in circles,"

      "I'm all right for a while longer." Wim wasn't sure if he believed himself, but this had been his idea - his rodeo as Mead proclaimed - and he wasn't going to make others do the hard work on his behalf. Mead too insisted he could go on, and both men continued, pulling the oars through the choppy, gray water. Forward and back. Forward and back. The monotony of it was almost as bad as the fire that sizzled away in Wim's arms.

      Another forty minutes in, and Wim was just about ready to give in when--

      "Land ahoy," Aben said.

      Wim scanned the distance and after much searching, saw a small, dark dot on the horizon. It was barely there, but all too familiar. He felt a mixture of dread and relief at the sight of it.

      Fifteen minutes later, they arrived.

      The wooden gate leading to the Ark hung open, just as it had when Wim and Ramey fled years earlier. As far as he could recall, it was in the exact same position and the path through it, which had once been worn down to bare ruts, was now taken over by weeds and grass almost two feet high.

      That gave Wim some hope. No one had been coming and going for a long time. He hoped that meant Doc had remained every bit the demented captain he'd always been and had decided to remain on the proverbial ship until the bitter end. And, as far as any of them could see, the land ahead was empty.

      "I have to admit, I'll be pretty fucking disappointed if we came all this way only to find the place vacant," Mead said. "I had myself all psyched up for a good fight."

      Wim chewed on the inside of his lip. That was his biggest fear - that he'd led these men on a goose chase.

      "I doubt they went all Roanoke, Mead. Don't be such a pessimist." Aben clapped Mead on the back.

      Mead glanced Wim's way. "Sorry, I'm just tired. That was a fuck a lot of rowing."

      "It was."

      "Yeah." Mead pulled on his helmet and took out a conduit spear. Then the four men began the march into the Ark.
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      Mead saw the zombies before the others. Not that that surprised him. No matter how much he preached situational awareness, they all seemed to get distracted from time to time. At that moment, it was the first of the outbuildings which drew their attention. Wim had remarked that the trailer had been his home on the island and Aben and Pablo fawned all over it like it was the Taj Mahal when in fact it was just a piece of shit mobile home little different from the one Mead had grown up in.

      While they poked around inside and took the five-cent tour, Mead remained in the open, alert, watching. That's why he spotted the zombie when it was still forty yards away. A few others shuffled along behind it. Altogether, Mead counted eight. Not a lot, but more than they'd seen in one spot since passing through Tennessee. That was a little strange, he thought. Why weren't there more zombies? Almost every damned person in the country had turned into one, so where the fuck did they all go? They'd avoided the cities, of course, but still, it was weird.

      Mead's definition of weird was redefined when the nearest zombie moved within fifteen feet of him. The creature had looked the same as any other undead bastard from a distance. Slow, stiff, gray. But, upon closer inspection, he realized that it was anything but ordinary.

      To start with, the motherfucker had four arms. The sight so surprised him that Mead jabbed his spear into the ground, flipped up the visor on his helmet, and rubbed his eyes to make sure he hadn't suddenly developed double-vision. He checked again. Still four arms. And then, he saw its lower jaw was gone, leaving only a gaping black hole and a gray tongue lolling to and fro like a metronome.

      What kind of hopped up horse shit is this, Mead thought.

      The other zombies were close enough to see in detail. They were like something a demented child would piece together from a box of GI Joe parts. One of the males was completely nude and its extremities had been cut off and sewn back on. Another had its head on backwards. Two were missing an arm and a leg and had been somehow affixed together at the torso in an extra broad version of the undead. Further back, one of the zombies was almost nothing but tendons and bones as most of its meaty bits had been cut away. Each of the creatures had its own unique deformities but they all shared one common trait. No lower jaw.

      "So they can't bite... I'll be a son of a bitch," Mead said to himself. Then he cocked his head toward the trailer. "Boys. You might want to take a look at this."

      He heard rustling inside the abode and even though the four-armed zombie was closing in, Mead saw no harm in waiting for them.

      Aben was the first out of the trailer. As he pushed through the doorway Wim and Pablo followed. Mead simply pointed in the direction of the zombies and smiled.

      "What the..." Aben's words trailed off.

      Pablo pulled a pistol from a holster, ready to shoot but Mead held up his hand. "Easy now. This bunch looks harmless, but we don't know how many more are out there," he motioned to the land beyond them. "That we can't see. And for all we know, those might be able to bite. No need to call attention to ourselves just yet."

      Mead looked to Wim. "This is like you were telling me. Only more fucked up."

      Wim nodded. "These are new."

      Pablo had moved toward the zombies. He was only feet away from a creature which had been vivisected. Its torso was open from neck to groin and all its insides were missing. The loose flesh hung from its frame like oversized clothing on a wire hanger. The old man muttered something, but Mead couldn't make it out.

      "What was that?"

      Pablo had traded his pistol for a bowie knife. "This is unholy. An abomination."

      He stabbed the zombie through the eye, the blade sinking in to the hilt. Then, he twisted the handle, jerking it back and forth and scrambling whatever brains were still inside its skull. The monster collapsed to the ground.

      Mead wasn't about to let Pablo have all the fun. He grabbed the spear and finished off the rest of the zombies in less than a minute, then turned to the others. "I know you're a man of few words and all that, Wim, but you really underrepresented what a twisted son of a bitch your father-in-law is."

      Wim grimaced and Mead felt bad for the father-in-law jab.

      "He's evil," Wim said. "No other way about it."

      "Shit. He needs a word stronger than evil." Mead looked to the others. "What's worse than evil?"

      Aben shrugged his shoulders and Mead knew Wim was far from a walking thesaurus.

      "El diablo," Pablo said.

      Mead couldn't hold back a smirk and a comment. "Sorry, Pablo, but I don't believe in the devil."

      Pablo wiped his blood-covered knife off on his jeans, then looked at Mead. "That is fine. But know that he believes in you."

      Mead wasn't sure what to make of that, but decided to take it as something akin to a compliment. Maybe the old man wasn't so bad after all.

      "Well, we're done here. Are you all ready to head inland?"

      They were. As they walked, Mead cozened up beside Pablo. "Can I ask you something?"

      Pablo nodded.

      "Why do Mexicans always throw out random words of Spanish like that? Even when everything else they say is in English? And it's always a word you know us white people know like 'diablo' or 'muerto' or 'pantalones.' You never just randomly interject the word for, I don't know, television, into a normal conversation."

      Pablo stayed quiet as they walked for several yards, then said in his typical barely above a whisper voice, "We do it to keep you confused. And I am not Mexican, you loco gringo."

      He stared at Mead for a long moment, then a tight grin spread across his lips. Mead thought it might be the closest he'd ever seen the man come to smiling and he couldn't hold back one of his own. The old man wasn't so bad after all.
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      Wim led the way as they entered what had once been something of a town square in the Ark. Only now all the buildings were either burned entirely to the ground or charred, black husks that stood out in stark contrast to the overgrown, green grass that had sprouted up everywhere.

      They'd seen a few dozen more zombies on the way in. All were missing their bottom jaw, and most had been on the receiving end of what Wim assumed to be Doc's insane experiments. A great many of the creatures were also minus large chunks of their bodies.

      They couldn't make sense of that when they passed them, but the puzzle came together when they found a fire pit with the remains of a leg strung across it like it had been roasted on a spit. The meaty parts of the thigh and calf were gone, but the foot remained intact. The toes were charred and looked a little like burned marshmallows, except for the toenails.

      "It just keeps getting fucking weirder," Mead said from the sidelines. When they realized the zombies were harmless, he'd taken his helmet off and his stringy hair was plastered to his skull from the sweat. He pushed a few strands out of his eyes as he looked from the campfire to Wim. "You think this was your guy?"

      "I was never much one for wagers, but I'd say that's as close to a sure bet as you can get."

      "He's like that Nazi guy. Mangler or something."

      "Mengele," Aben said. "Josef Mengele."

      Mead nodded. "Yeah, him. This is all kinds of fucked up, man."

      Wim wouldn't have used those exact words, but he agreed.

      As the men searched what remained of the encampment, Wim headed toward the clinic underneath which Doc's laboratory had once lied. The building itself had been spared from the worst of the fire. Even the door remained, and Wim remembered with a pang of guilt Emory's plan to sneak inside and find out what Doc had been up to. The plan which led to his death. Or the first one, anyway. Wim had taken care of the second.

      The door was unlocked and hung partially ajar. Wim pushed it open with his foot and saw the clinic had been gutted with only a few cots remaining behind. Past them was the doorway which led to Doc's lab. That was wide-open and the dark cavern behind it practically called to Wim, even though he all too well remembered the evils at its end.

      He was half-way down the tunnel when he heard Aben call out.  "Wim."

      Wim paused a moment, staring into the abyss ahead. He wondered if anything was still down there. If any of those mutations - like the baby - were still alive. And he wondered what else the madman that had once been Douglas Younkin had conjured up.

      "Wim. I think we found him."

      That broke his trance and he turned back.

      Wim found the others near the burned-out building that had been the meeting hall. It seemed every place here held a bad memory. This one was being sentenced to the box, of having everyone turn on him.

      Now it was only a shell, and a few yards beyond it Aben, Mead, and Pablo stood with their weapons in hand facing Wim's direction. Before them, the half-naked form of a man was turned away from him. When he got closer, he could see the man wore nothing but a pair of tattered briefs  which were a mustard-y shade of yellow-brown. His flesh was tanned almost mahogany in color and his hair hung past his shoulders, pulled back in a sloppy ponytail.

      "Is this him?" Mead asked.

      "I'm not sure."

      Wim still couldn't see the man's face and circled around to get a frontal view, but before he could, the man spoke.

      "My dear, William. Is that you? Come all this way to see an old friend?"

      Doc turned to face him. He was grayer and fatter than before. His purple, boot-shaped birthmark was almost black from sun exposure. But if Wim had any doubts, they were erased when he saw the man's maniacal, cold eyes. They glinted in the sunlight as he smiled.

      "I must say, William, I'm flattered. Welcome back to the Ark."
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      They'd led Doc back to the fire pit, which upon closer inspection Wim realized could double for an altar. They tied his ankles together and bound his hands behind his back. In his dirty underwear, the man looked like an oversized toddler, but Wim knew better then to underestimate him.

      He'd told them he was the last person alive on the island. That most died in the days after the attack and that he'd killed the few who survived. He rambled and ranted and raved and Wim wished they'd have thought to gag him.

      "The zombies aren't bad at all now," Doc said. "A little like house cats really. Always finding their way into places they shouldn't be and partaking in various shenanigans. It's amusing to watch, I must say." He grinned, watching one of the creatures try to climb over a fallen tree branch only to tumble face first into the ground. "However, in the early weeks, before I'd been able to capture and 'de-jaw' them, for lack of a better term..." He shook his head. "It was harrowing, to say the least. They're so hungry. Perfect eating machines really. A little like sharks in that respect."

      "Shut up, already," Mead said and rocked his spear back in forth in a vaguely threatening manner.

      "Apologies, gentlemen. You see, I've been alone for quite a while and it's a refreshing change to have someone to converse with. Well, someone who can answer, I should say. The zombies, they're good listeners, but it ends there.

      "Speaking of eating, I'm being an inconsiderate host. You've all traveled so far and must have worked up an appetite. You're more than welcome to help yourself to the leg of man." He nodded toward the cooked, severed leg.

      "You eat them?" Aben asked.

      "I have to get protein somewhere. And a man can only eat so many beans. The meat's rather tasty. I can see why they enjoy it so much. A tad gamey, like venison crossed with free range chicken. An exciting, new experience for the palate, I must say."

      Mead wrinkled his nose. "You're a sick motherfucker."

      "I understand the social stigma, but I think we can move beyond that now. After all, they eat us. How's the saying go, 'Turnabout's fair play?' or maybe 'What's good for the goose is good for the gander' is more apropos?"

      The sound of his voice, the cheerful exuberance, was making Wim's head throb. He wanted this man dead, but first he needed answers. "Why are you alive even? Did you end up making a booster for the vaccine after all?"

      Doc looked to the other men. "Booster. Vaccine. Listen to him tossing around medical jargon like he isn't nothing but a pig farmer from Pennsylvania. Oh, my daughter certainly did marry down."

      Wim's hand fell to his pistol and he had to fight the urge to draw it. As if sensing the rising tension, Aben stepped between them.

      "How about you try answering the man's question? It's a simple enough one."

      "Well, it was a multi-part question. 'Why am I alive?' Did you know there were one hundred and eighteen zombies here at one time? One hundred and eighteen versus one. I'd say most would have thought I didn't have the proverbial snowball's chance in hell. I'm alive because I'm resourceful."

      "I don't care about that. I want to know--"

      "Yes, yes, the booster. To answer that second part of your inquiry, no, I never created one."

      "I thought you said it would wear off in a few years."

      "Oh, it does. And it will. But science is imperfect in those regards. What might be effective for three years in one person could last ten in another. It's one of those fun, little mysteries, not that I ever took you as having a healthy interest in science or immunology, Wim. I didn’t think your interests extended far beyond pig manure."

      Doc cocked his head as if realizing something. "You're here because of Ramey, aren't you? Come to steal away the booster shot and play the hero yet again. Sorry to disappoint."

      Wim looked away from the man. Between the headache, his building anger, and the grief that welled up at the mention of her name, he couldn't stand to look at him.

      "Oh, William," Doc said and even without seeing him, Wim could hear the smile in his voice. "I’ve committed a faux pas haven’t I? It's too late for you to be a hero because she's already dead.”

      Wim forced himself to look at the man he’d travelled here to kill.

      Doc's eyes blazed with mad excitement. "She turned. And you had to kill her. Just like you killed your friend, the old negro, after I turned him. What was his name? Erving?"

      "Emory."

      "Ah, yes, Emory. That was quite the sad little plan you two cooked up. He so expected you to come to his rescue. To save him. Right up until I infected him, he believed in you. What a fool."

      Doc locked eyes with him, crazy, hungry eyes. "But enough about him. Tell me about Ramey. How did she die? Spare me no details. I want to hear all about it."

      Wim couldn't take it anymore. He knew he had to do this. For the billions who had died because of the virus Doc created. For Emory. For Ramey. And maybe most of all, for himself.

      He drew his revolver, but before he could aim it, the right side of Doc's face imploded in a spray of blood and bone. His eye socket caved in while his eyeball popped out and dangled loosely at the end of the tendon, sagging down like a deflated balloon at the end of its string. His mouth opened, and his breath hitched. His lips moved as if trying to speak but all that came out was a muffled "Uh... uh... uh..."

      It went down so fast, so violently, that Wim didn't even know what happened. It was like a bomb had gone off in the man's face.

      "That's a man who didn't know when to stop flappin' his lips," Aben said.

      Wim followed the sound of the voice and saw Aben holding his war club, the end of which dripped blood.

      I should have been the one to do that, Wim thought. He was mine to kill.

      But, when he looked at Doc who still sat mostly upright, although tilting slightly to the side like a poorly  planted scarecrow, half his face dripping sinew and gore, he was relieved Aben had stepped in.

      Only, Doc wasn't dead yet.

      "Uh... uh..."

      Wim saw dark wetness spread across his underwear as Doc pissed himself. He kept slipping further sideways, but in slow barely discernible movements. And he kept on with the "Uh... Uh..."

      Pablo stepped between Wim and Doc and Wim saw he was holding his pistol.

      "This is for my family. And if God curses me for murdering you, then I will see you in hell and there I will do even worse."

      Pablo raised his gun and pressed the barrel against Doc's forehead. He squeezed the trigger and Doc's head snapped backward in a motion so violent Wim could hear his neck break. Doc's slow-motion tumble sideways turned into a hard and fast lunge backward and he hit the ground with a thud.

      Pablo returned his gun to its holster and turned to Wim. "I am sorry. Wim."

      "What for?"

      "For not giving you your chance at vengeance."

      Wim looked at the dead man. Half his face was gone. Blood gushed from the bullet wound in his forehead and  brains leaked out the gaping wound in the back. His body was twisted on the ground and Wim could smell shit and piss seeping from his groin.

      "That's all right. I got what I needed. And he got what he deserved."

      And it was done.
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      No matter where she went in the big house, Mina couldn't escape the smell of puke. Even leaning out the window, trying to find fresh air, she still smelled it. When dealing with her daddy and his myriad if health issues, it was the smell of shit that haunted her day in and day out and she thought nothing could be worse than that odor. She was wrong.

      A light, dusty breeze kicked up and she thought that should give her a break from the odor, but it didn't. The sickening sweet smell of vomit clung to her like dime store perfume.

      She realized the smell might have permeated her clothes, maybe even the pores in her skin. She stripped off her blouse, not caring that she was naked underneath. It wasn't like she had anything of note to see and besides, there was no one around to see her body anyway.

      She balled up the shirt and tossed it onto a pile of garbage on the bathroom floor. The house was more of a hovel and there was a time in her life when living in such filth would have made her ashamed, but Mina had spent her whole life cleaning up other people's messes and she'd reached the point where she no longer gave a shit about dirt or garbage or even the bugs that now shared their quarters and outnumbered them a few thousand to two.

      "Gettin lazy, Birdie," her father's voice said. "That's what happens when you ain't got a man keeping you in line."

      She tried to block him out.

      Saw had been vomiting every few hours for going on four days now. She wondered what his body kept finding to eject because she refused to feed him, but that hadn't stopped it. And, almost like clockwork, a pained retching noise echoed off the walls a few rooms over.

      How can he be so damn loud, she wondered? Everything about the man was over the top and offensive, even his puking.

      "Mina!" His voice boomed. "This goddamn bucket's full!"

      She stared out the window, onto the bland, beige world and wondered if she'd die if she jumped out. It was only two stories, so she doubted it. She'd probably only break her legs or maybe she'd cripple herself. As if life wasn't awful enough already.

      Despite that, she turned away from the open window, afraid the darker part of her mind would win out and force her to take a swan dive even though she knew it wasn't really a way out. There was no way out. Not for her. If Mina's life was a road sign, it would be "No Exit."

      "Are you fingering yourself in there or what?"

      She threw a glance down the hallway. She wished she'd have gone outside. Gone to town even. Then he could empty his own barf bucket. But she knew that he knew she was home and if she ignored him much longer, she'd have more to worry about than spilling Saw's puke onto her shoes.

      "I'm coming!"

      She stomped out of the bathroom, toward the sound of his voice.

      "Haven't heard that in ages." He cackled. "Good on you, love."

      How could that bastard be laughing? She wanted him to be miserable, to suffer. But he was laughing like a schoolboy who just heard an exceptionally dirty joke.

      It had been Mina who introduced Saw to opioids. First was Oxy which she assured him would stop the headaches that had plagued him since being shot in the head years earlier. The truth of it was that Mina didn't give a single shit about Saw's pain. His head could have rotted off and she'd have been happy as a jaybird.

      But when the headaches came, Saw grew even meaner than usual. And even on a good day, Solomon Baldwin was a fair share to the right of a junkyard dog. Anything worse bordered on sadistic and some of the things she saw him do when he was in pain haunted her to this day.

      The Oxy mellowed him. He was still a son of a bitch, but he was a slow-witted, less creative son of a bitch. The reaction to the drugs was so pleasant that Mina had asked Boyd to bring her heroin. The man protested at first. He knew the rules. But she assured him it was for Saw, that it was what Saw wanted. And if anything here was above the rules, it was Saw.

      Saw wouldn't shoot up, said that was junkie bullshit, but smoking it was just as good. When he took that first hit, Mina watched his pupils expand and thought she could practically see the cruelty pour out of him as the drugs took effect. She knew she was onto something.

      It was all going so well until that little prick Mitch had to get involved. She never liked the boy, with his ratty, scarred face. While Saw held the title of the meanest man she'd ever met, easily toppling her father from that gold medal podium spot he'd held so long, there was something about Mitch that was worse. She'd never been able to pinpoint exactly what it was she found so offensive, but she tried to keep her distance.

      Her grand plan was that Saw would get so hooked on the heroin that he'd overdose. And if that didn't work she'd ask Boyd for some Fentanyl and she'd mix up her own toxic concoction. A high her husband would never forget. But that all came crashing down about the time Boyd was having his face eaten off by zombies.

      "Poor, stupid, Birdie. Can't even kill a druggie. Never could do nothing right."

      She gritted her teeth and pushed away her daddy's voice, moving toward her and Saw's bedroom. The door was two thirds closed and Mina didn't knock before opening it. She regretted that decision.

      Saw sat on the bed with his finger two knuckles deep into the hole in his forehead. She watched his wrist twist and turn as he dug at the wound. At his brain. She didn't realize it, but she must have gasped because Saw snapped her way.

      "Fookin thing won't stop itching." He pulled his finger free and she thought she heard a pop. Blood coated his finger and he stuck it in his mouth and sucked on it like it was strawberry jam.

      The sight made her feel like puking but that was the last thing this house needed more of. Beside the bed a plastic pail filled with Saw's chunky, milk-colored vomit was on the verge of overflowing. What a horror show her life had become. Every time she thought it couldn't get much worse, it did.

      "You've got to stop that. You'll get an infection. And I'm pretty sure all the antibiotics are a long time expired."

      Saw stared at her and it took Mina a moment to realize he was looking at her chest. That's when she remembered she was still naked from the waist up. Her hands instinctively went to her mosquito bite breasts.

      "Don't get modest for me, love. I was enjoying the show, unexpected though it was."

      "I spilled some..." She couldn't conjure up a lie quick enough.

      Saw didn't seem to care. He pointed to the puke pail. "Can you empty that for me? I'd do it me self but--" He held up his hands which shook like he had Parkinson’s.

      Mina wondered how long it would take for him to detox. So far, the bad part of him, the cruel part, hadn't returned, but she knew it was a monster lurking somewhere deeper inside him, biding its time before clawing itself free.

      She reached for the bucket and realized some vomit had dribbled down the side and clung to the handle. She felt her stomach do a summersault and closed her eyes as she reached for it. Her fingers squished through the puke, which was thick and still warm.

      Oatmeal, she told herself. It's only oatmeal. Don't think anything else.

      "That ain't no oatmeal I ever saw," her daddy's voice said. "Less someone ate it and refunded it."

      She knew she'd never make it to the bathroom even though it was only twenty feet away. That was too long to feel his barf in her hand. She realized the bedroom window was open and moved toward it as quick as possible without sloshing more vomit out of the pail.

      She couldn't believe the weight of it. It must be five pounds of puke, she thought. How's that even possible? Not puke, she told herself. Oatmeal. Oatmeal. Extra chunky oatmeal.

      Only this oatmeal had gone rancid. She didn't dare look in the bucket. The smell was bad enough. The sight would push her over the edge. She didn't bother upending and dumping the pail, she pushed - no, launched - the entire horrid mess of it out the window. She heard it hit the ground below, a heavy wet splat, but she kept her eyes averted and tried to catch her breath.

      "You dropped me bucket," Saw said.

      "I'll get you another."

      The bed squeaked, and she heard his footsteps moving toward her.

      Don't come to me. Don't touch me. "Stay in bed, Saw. You need to keep your strength."

      But he was on her. She felt his bare chest press into her back. His flesh was hot and clammy at the same time and it seemed to meld into her own, adhering to her naked back like an oversized suction cup.

      "I'm starting to feel more like me old self."

      His lips pressed against her shoulder. One hand wrapped around her waist. The other groped at her barely-there breasts.

      Why'd I take off my shirt, she thought.

      Despite months on heroin, despite losing more than fifty pounds from the addiction, his arms were still so strong as they wrapped around her. He could break me. She knew that was true. And as scared as that knowledge made her, the power in his embrace also reminded her why she went with him in the first place.

      Safety.

      With Saw, she was safe. He'd never harmed her physically and rarely said a cross word to her. His cruelty was always directed at others. She hated him, loathed the way he treated people, despised so many of the things he'd done, but through it all he'd kept her safe.

      As his hands caressed her, Mina felt wetness at her crotch and a low groan slipped from her mouth.

      At the sound, Saw held her tighter and she felt his hardness pressing into her buttocks. When he reached around and unzipped her pants, slipping them down her slender thighs, she didn't protest even though the smell of vomit seeped from his gaping mouth.

      Four years ago, Mina made a deal with the devil. He'd held up his end of the bargain. It was her time to do the same.
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      Even though summer was coming to an end, it was still hot and dry, and Wim could see a zombie walking through the hazy mirage of purple and pink flames that rose up from the asphalt.

      "You see that?" He asked Mead who sat beside him in the wagon.

      "I do. You going to shoot it?"

      Wim pondered that for a moment, then shook his head. "Can't see wasting a bullet."

      "Smart man."

      Aben was ahead of them, riding the black mare. Pablo pedaled along in the rear. They were all at least a hundred yards from the zombie and with the slow pace of each party, it would be a spell before they met.

      The attitude on the return trip was far lighter than it had been on the way to the Ark. It was as if the cloud that had hung over their heads had dissipated with Doc's death and their lives could begin anew.

      Even Pablo was marginally more talkative and outgoing and partook in meals more regularly. On that day, for lunch, the older man had shared with them his culinary skills, adding some canned tomatoes with jalapeño peppers to their bean and corn stew. The result, to Wim's bland palate, was about as hot as a firecracker and he drank two canteens of water all while Pablo laughed hysterically. Wim was glad to see him laugh, but even now, two hours later, his tongue still burned.

      The distance between the men and the zombie had grown close enough to see the creature in detail now. It was a young man, probably in his twenties. Its jeans were filled with ragged holes, the kind that had been fashionable once upon a time and it wore a t-shirt with an upside down American flag. When they got a bit closer, Wim saw text above the stars and stripes reading, "Fuck the flag!" That annoyed Wim and he reconsidered whether it would actually be a waste of a bullet.

      He reached behind and took hold of his rifle, leveling the scope and examining the zombie in more detail. Its face was a chewed upon lump of mangled flesh and Wim saw its earlobes were of the stretched-out variety. The rings that had once filled them were long gone and they jiggled with each lumbering step. Wim estimated he could fit three fingers through the holes if he was so inclined, but he was not.

      His finger danced around the trigger. It wasn't hard getting an aim even with the bumps and bounces of the wagon, but he still debated whether he should take a shot, or just let Aben bash its skull in with his war club when he was close enough. Wim took another look at the zombie, then decided he was worth a bullet after all.

      As his finger curled around the trigger, he squeezed one pound, then two. He was almost at three when a flurry of black and white filled his scope, obscuring the dead man.

      "What the..."

      "Son of a bitch!" Mead yelled out, excited, almost gleeful.

      Wim lowered the rifle to get a broader view of what was happening. When he did, he saw a bald eagle attacking the zombie. Its talons sunk deep into the zombie's chest, shredding the flesh like it was tissue paper. Black blood oozed from the wounds.

      The eagle's wings flapped as its head darted forward, striking at the zombie's face. First, a wide divot was carved into his cheek, then his left eye was ripped out as the bird attacked.

      The zombie clumsily waved its arms, trying to knock the bird loose but it was no match. The eagle's head struck like a snake and its yellow beak came away with a mouthful of stretched earlobe. The next bite took off two thirds of the zombie's nose.

      "Pablo, are you seeing this shit?" Mead screamed as he bounced up and down in the wagon. "Get up here!"

      Wim caught Pablo's approach from the rear out of the corner of his eye.

      The man looked panicked. "What is going on?"

      Wim pointed ahead. "Bald eagle versus zombie."

      The zombie landed a glancing blow, striking the eagle in the side of the head and the bird released the dead man and flew backward a foot. But the pause in the attack was brief and it was back on the zombie in an instant.

      That time, it grabbed hold of the zombie's head, its claws digging into the dead man's skull. Its remaining eye popped as a talon sunk deep into the socket. The bird flapped its wings once, twice. The zombie's body stretched upward, and he appeared to get four inches taller.

      The eagle flapped again, harder, more forceful. The tendons in the dead man's neck pressed taut against his flesh, every muscle and fiber visible under the strain. The zombie's arms swung side to side, his feet tap danced on the pavement like some bizarre dance club move.

      Wim could barely believe what he was seeing when the eagle's enormous wings flapped again, harder, stronger. And then the dead man's neck burst in a spray of black, semi-coagulated liquid. The flesh gave way first, tearing almost as if it was perforated paper. Then the veins and muscles and tendons underneath carried the weight of him. Those stretched like taffy before snapping under the force.

      And then, the head was severed from the body. The bald eagle soared upward, unleashing a triumphant scream as it flew through the air, soaring over Wim and the others. Droplets of black blood fell like rain.

      Wim turned his attention back to the zombie's body which took one more staggering step forward before crashing to the ground.

      "That's the most American thing I've ever seen!" Mead screamed, then beat Wim on the shoulder with excitement.

      "You didn't slip some peyote into that stew, did you Pablo?" Aben asked.

      Pablo shook his head, a broad smile on his face. It was the most emotion Wim had seen from the man so far. "No. I cannot say I did."

      Mead shook Wim again and Wim found the man's excitement contagious. "That was fucking awesome, man! Wasn't it?"

      "It sure was."
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      They were still half-drunk with excitement over the eagle attack when they came to an old bridge about half an hour later. The frame was metal, but the base was wooden slats that had gone gray and rough through weather and time. A hand-painted sign hung at the edge. "Weight Limit - 2 Tons."

      "How much do you weigh, Wim?" Aben asked.

      "Been a while since I checked, but back then I was two ten."

      "Two and a half bills here," Aben said.

      "You two are fat asses." Mead pinched his waist where there was little extra flab. "One fifty-five tops."

      "But how much with all your armor?"

      Mead shrugged his shoulders. "Another thirty or forty."

      They looked Pablo's way.

      "One hundred and sixty."

      Wim did the math in his head. "I'd say between us and the wagon, supplies, and dog, we're looking at thirteen hundred pounds. Gypsy's mostly skin and bones. I doubt she hits nine hundred. Aben, your girl's solid though. I'm thinking twelve hundred. That's around a ton and a half. Leaves us a fair bit of room to spare but I think we should cross in pairs, just to be safe."

      "Sounds like a plan." Aben waved Pablo toward him. "Let's be the Guinea pigs, professor."

      Pablo didn't protest and, together, the men moved onto the bridge. Wim moved the wagon as close as possible without getting onto the wood, and he and Mead watched.

      The bridge was about twenty yards across. A mostly dry creek trickled along underneath. The steep decline on both sides was lined with generic, scrubby brush.

      Aben and Pablo crossed the expanse in under a minute. "You're up!" Aben called from the other side.

      Wim gave Gypsy's reigns a shake and the horse trotted forward. Once on the bridge, Wim was less certain that the decision to cross was wise. The wood wasn't just old and weathered, it was knotty and cracked in places. They were a third of the way across and he still hadn't taken a breath.

      "Everything okay?" Mead asked, and his voice caused Wim to flinch.

      "Yep," Wim said through tight lips.

      They crossed the half-way point and were nearing in on the two thirds mark when he heard the snap. That was immediately followed by the wagon lurching sideways and sinking to the left

      "Everything okay?" Aben called out.

      Wim looked behind him and saw the wagon wheel had crashed through one of the wood slats. It was balanced between the boards in front and in back of it and hadn't fallen all the way in. He turned back to Aben. "We'll know soon enough."

      He shook the reigns again. Gypsy took a step forward, but the wagon didn't move, and she wasn't about to put any extra effort into it.

      He turned to Mead. "We're gonna have to push."

      "Whatever you say."

      The two of them retreated to the back of the wagon and gave it their best try but the wheel was further in than Wim thought. They pushed again but it made no difference. From the back of the wagon, Prince watched them, tail wagging.

      "Darn it," Wim sighed. He still thought there was a way out of this, but it would take more than the two of them.

      "Aben? Pablo? Care to lend your muscles?"

      Aben tied off his horse and the men came to them.

      "If you can lift a little, we'll push," Wim said.

      "I think I got this." Aben crouched down and put his shoulder under the rear of the wagon. "On three?"

      Wim counted off. Aben pushed up, using his whole body. The wagon's back end came up a full inch, but the wheel still caught.

      "Push harder!" Aben grunted and used all his strength to lift the wagon further.

      Wim, Mead, and Pablo dug their feet in and shoved with everything they had. The wagon began to move. Then, the wheel popped over the hole and onto the next board.

      "I think we got it," Wim said.

      "Bout damn time!" Aben fell to his knee and the wagon came down with him. Hard.

      It slammed into the bridge and when Wim heard the crack, he thought a piece of the wagon had broken. Maybe the axel or something in the frame. But Mead changed his mind.

      "Oh, fuck."

      As soon as the words spilled from his mouth, the board which the wagon had been set down upon splintered, breaking off in large chunks that tumbled free and disappeared below them. Both wheels dropped into the hole and the frame smashed into the bridge. That brought forth a reverberating groan Wim could feel in the soles in his feet. He knew this was all kinds of bad.

      "Mead, untie Gypsy and get her across the bridge!" Mead raced to the front of the wagon and worked on the ropes.

      Wim grabbed hold of the scruff of Prince's neck and threw the dog off the wagon. It bounced onto the bridge with a startled and pained Yip that made Wim feel bad but there was no time for remorse. "Take your dog and get off here!" Aben wasted no time.

      The wood underfoot creaked and cracked as Wim grabbed as many guns as he could carry. Pablo was on the opposite side of the wagon doing the same. "Go, Pablo!"

      "I will help. We need these!"

      "Leave it!" Aben yelled from the end of the bridge.

      Wim looked up and saw that he, Mead, the horses and dog were all safe. Another board snapped, then two more. The wagon sagged toward the hole which was opening underneath and Wim knew there was no more time.

      He turned to Pablo. "Let's go."

      Pablo struggled to free a rifle strap which was caught under some supplies, pulling at it with no results.

      "Come on!"

      The wood groaned again. Then the painful sounding groan turned into an explosion. Dust and debris filled the air and Wim thought it was rising and assaulting his face. It took him a moment to realize he was falling.

      He dropped through the hole in the bridge, but managed to grab onto a jagged shard of planking before plunging into the abyss. He only had hold with one hand and dug his fingernails as far into the wood as possible. Anything he could do to hold on.

      As he dangled there, everything seemed to shift into slow motion, allowing him to get a better look at the goings on than he needed or wanted.

      He locked eyes with Pablo an instant before the man plummeted through the hole. The man's face was filled with shock or fear or maybe just confusion as he fell. Then, the wagon tumbled through the bridge, back end first, somersaulting through the air, their supplies scattering into the wind.

      Wim stared below where Pablo fell twenty feet before hitting the ground. He tried to decide whether the man had survived the impact, but a moment later the wagon landed on top of him. Wim saw a spray of blood burst from the pile and he hoped the man had died on impact.

      "Wim! Wim, hold on!"

      It was Mead's voice and Wim turned his attention from below to above. All he could see was the open sky and the metal bridge rafters. No faces.

      His hand was numb, like his fingers had gone missing and he couldn't even tell if he still had a good grip or not. He only knew he was almost out of time.

      Footsteps pounded against the wood. They were close and getting closer.

      Hang on, Wim, he told himself. You only need to last a few more seconds.

      Dust rained on his face as the footsteps came nearer.

      He's almost here. You can do this.

      "I've got you, Wim!"

      His head swiveled, trying to find Mead, trying to find his rescuer.

      And then he fell.
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      Grady's bible had long ago grown tattered. The spine was cracked, allowing pages to slip free if he wasn't careful enough. It wasn't that he needed the pages. He'd read the good book so many times, not dozens, but hundreds, that he had virtually every word burned into his mind. He could quote entire books without so much as a glance. Yet, to him, the bible wasn't a text, it was a sacred object.

      That was why, when a gust of wind ripped free a half dozen pages from the book of Ruth, he spent nearly half an hour chasing them through the empty plains of Kansas. He caught the last one moments before it drifted into a puddle and he held the recovered pages tight to his chest as his heart pounded with relief.

      He turned back, moving toward the small hill that overlooked their encampment. Grady stared down at his followers and felt pride in his heart. He'd accomplished so much over only a few years and he knew that he could wander for another 40 if that's what it took. He could be this new world's Moses, leading his people to the promised land.

      Just as a satisfied smile pulled at his thin lips, he was attacked by a stabbing fire deep inside his skull. His hand flew to his eyes, the bible and the recovered pages falling, forgotten. All he could see was bright, light so intense it felt like his eyes were being deep fried in their sockets.

      The white-hot agony sent him to his knees as tears streamed, carving thin tracks through the grime that had built up since his last bath. And then the fiery pain was joined by a deafening roar, like a tornado whirling and ripping and tearing through his ear canals. Grady had experienced this before, but on a smaller, less miserable scale. This was the voice of God only now God wasn't sharing his love or wisdom. God was punishing him.

      The slender, almost waifish man who wanted nothing more than to please God collapsed face forward into the dirt, his entire body shaking and spasming as God's wrath went off inside him like an atomic bomb.
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        * * *

      

      Grady emerged from the blinding whiteness disoriented. He felt hands on him. In his confused delirium he thought he was back in the first days of the plague and that zombies were attacking him. He flailed and lashed out with his arms, trying to push them away.

      "Grady! Stop, it's me!"

      The voice was soft, gentle. Unlike the sonic boom of God's commands that still had his head ringing. He risked opening his eyes, gradual, tentative, afraid he'd be again blinded by the white. As the world came into focus before him, he instead saw Juli. She knelt over him, her hands holding his own.

      "Grady? Are you okay?"

      He tried to remember where he was, but the visions God had put in his head had filled it up like a pitcher too full of water, yet more kept pouring in and it had nowhere to go except to splash over the sides. He could barely think.

      Beyond Juli, he saw many of his other followers, staring at him, gawking at him. Their faces clouded with confusion and worry. He knew he needed to compose himself and calm them, but his limbs still trembled from the onslaught of God's latest message.

      "Can you say something, Grady? Anything?" Juli said.

      "We found you on the bluff."

      Grady's head swiveled to the new voice and he saw Owen. "You had a convulsion or something."

      "No," Grady said. "It wasn't a convulsion or a seizure. I was listening to God."

      "Looked painful," Owen said under his breath, but Grady head him nonetheless.

      "It was. God's message for me." He turned to the others. "For all of us. It was hard to hear. To see. But now I know what we need to do and what travails we'll experience along the way. God is pleased with our work thus far, but we've been moving too slowly. We're running out of time. We must move on."

      "But why? It's nice here." Phyllis, a woman in the crowd asked.

      "That's exactly why. We must abandon all of the comforts of civilization because it was those very comforts that made us lazy and complicit to sit idly by while Evil took over the Earth. Every minute we sat on overstuffed chairs watching vain and immoral people on our enormous television sets we drifted further from God.

      “Every night we spent on our ergonomic mattresses, we fell asleep not praying to and thanking God, but dreaming about our own hedonistic desires. God demanded a clean start and now we must start anew."

      "Where are we going, Grady?" Juli asked.

      "To the desert. And along the way we need to save more souls. God has commanded it. He said we don't have enough. We haven't brought enough into our flock. We need more. He needs more."

      "How many?" Juli asked.

      Grady turned to her. He knew what they needed to do, and he knew it was going to be the greatest challenge of his life. Of all their lives. But they didn't need to know the details. Not yet.

      "All of them," Grady said. Then, he turned to Owen. "Take us to Brimley."
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      "Wim! We're coming!"

      Wim's arm felt like it was burning and his first thought was that he was still holding onto the bridge. But he couldn't understand why everything was black. He squeezed his eyelids tight, then opened them.

      He realized he was no longer dangling in midair, but instead sprawled sideways on the ground. His face was pressed into a bristly clump of weeds, their jagged edges scraping at his eyes, and he tried pushing himself out of it. That's when the burning sensation in his arm turned into a full-on inferno.

      Wim collapsed, again landing face first in the bush which he was growing more than a little irritated with. He thought about trying to move again but the pain in his arm, and all of his left side really, made him reconsider.

      "Stay where you are."

      That was Mead's voice. It sounded fairly close and Wim looked skyward assuming the man was shouting at him from the bridge. But when he looked up all he saw was the gaping hole through which he, Pablo, and the wagon fell.

      The next thing he knew his face was getting wet and slimy. A sideways glance revealed a mound of fur that could only be Aben's dog.

      "Oh, heck, Prince. Stop with the licking."

      The dog didn't stop, and Wim couldn't push him off, so he laid back and accepted the wet fate until Mead arrived on the scene.

      "Prince, that's enough." Mead gave the mutt a gentle shove back and Wim enjoyed the break from the onslaught of slobber and dog breath.

      "Are you okay?" Mead asked.

      "Define okay."

      "Well, on a scale of one to ten with ten being riding on the wagon without a worry in the world and one being Pablo, where are you?"

      Wim looked down the ravine where the wagon was shattered, and blood seeped out from underneath it. "Well, in that case, I'm about a six."

      "Poor Pablo, man. Dude's flatter than a tortilla."

      "I wouldn't have thought of it quite that way, but, yeah," Wim tried to work his way to a sitting position, with the same pained results. He grimaced. "Help me up."

      "No, don't move him."

      The new voice was Aben's and Wim cocked his head in its direction. He saw the big man almost crab crawling down the bank.

      "You stay still, Wim."

      Wim didn't like being told what to do, especially when it came to something as simple as moving, but when he remained motionless the pain shifted from torturous to bearable, so he resigned himself to being lazy.

      Aben worked his way down, making their duo a trio. He was out of breath and Wim thought that was more panic than from the exertion. "You took a long fall, buddy. You could have done some serious damage." Aben knelt at his side. "What all hurts?"

      "Only my left arm. I think maybe I broke it. The rest I can deal with."

      "What about your legs? Can you feel everything? Can you wiggle your feet for me?"

      Wim rocked them to and fro. "Nothing the matter with my feet or legs. It's my arm."

      Despite the assurance, Aben ran his hands up and down Wim's legs, checking for injuries. Then he moved to his pelvis and waist.

      When he started unbuttoning Wim's shirt, Wim managed a smile. "I'm not sure we know each other well enough for this."

      "Just wait till I check your prostate."

      "That's not even funny."

      Aben pulled his shirt apart, but any time he got close his left side Wim lost his sense of humor. Instead of trying to remove the shirt the usual way, Aben took out a knife and cut it away from Wim's left arm.

      "I liked that shirt."

      "Oh, shut up," Mead said. "You've got another dozen just like it."

      Wim knew that was close to the truth.

      "Can you bend your arm for me, Wim?" Aben held onto his wrist, providing surprisingly gentle support for being such a rough character.

      Wim gave it his best shot but before he'd moved it an inch, his head was swimming.  Aben must have seen the pain on his face. "That's okay."

      "Is it broke?"

      Aben stared at Wim's shoulder and Wim turned his head sideways to see what was so interesting. He saw a large, fist-shaped ball a few inches below his shoulder joint. That certainly didn't look good.

      "Not broke. But you definitely dislocated it."

      "So how do we re-locate it?"

      Aben turned his eyes from Wim's shoulder to his face. "Well, it won't be fun."

      A few minutes later and Aben had managed to straighten his arm, an act which caused more pain and more woozy, floating feelings in his noggin. The big man sat on the ground perpendicular to him and had one foot in Wim's armpit and the other against his neck. In his meaty hand, he held Wim's wrist.

      "Ready to give this a spin?"

      Wim kept his gaze turned skyward. "I don't reckon I have much choice."

      "Not if you want to use that arm again any time soon."

      "Well, then, get on with it. Are you gonna do a three count or--"

      Aben didn't count. He leaned back, using his body weight to pull Wim's arm taught. Wim felt like his upper arm was filled with broken glass which was shredding his muscles and tissue and whatever gooey bits were under his skin. He fought against fainting as the pain rocketed from a six to an easy nine.

      Aben pulled and leaned, easing back slowly, millimeters at a time.

      "You're gonna pull his arm off," Mead said from the sidelines.

      "I don't plan on it."

      Further. Further. Wim almost wished his arm was gone. He thought about telling Mead to give him a machete and cut the sucker off, but he couldn't squeeze out any words through the pain.

      "I think we're getting close, buddy."

      Some curse words passed through Wim's thoughts, but he kept them inside and gritted his teeth together as if that would somehow dull the pain.

      And then it popped. It wasn't audible, but Wim felt it through his whole body.

      "Son of a bitch!" Mead yelled and that made Prince bark.

      "Is it done?" Wim dared look and he found the fist-sized bulge was gone and his arm looked normal enough. "Can I move it?"

      "You tell me," Aben said.

      Wim tried bending it. There was a bit of pain, but it was a raindrop in the ocean compared to what he'd been dealing with. Then he raised it up and across his chest.

      "Take it a little easy." Aben said. "It's back in place but everything in that joint's going to be stretched out and inflamed. You go too crazy and it's liable to pop out of place again."

      "Then I won't go crazy." Wim sat up, ignoring the ache that lingered.

      "I'd even consider a sling for a week or so," Aben said.

      "I wouldn't go that far." Wim climbed to his feet, careful not to use his left arm. He looked down at himself and saw a variety of cuts and scrapes, but when he glanced at the bridge twenty feet above, he felt himself more than a little lucky.

      "Well, boys, I'm sorry about all this. I really thought the bridge would hold."

      "The bridge did," Mead said. "Some rotten boards was all it was. No one's fault. Just bad luck."

      "Worse for some then others," Wim said as he looked to the wagon. "I'd say we bury him, but I didn't bring a shovel."

      "Probably not much to bury anyway," Mead said. Aben threw a scowl his way and Mead shook his head. "What? It's the truth."

      "I feel like we should say something, at least. A few words on his behalf. You both knew him better than me."

      Aben and Mead exchanged a glance that, to Wim, made it clear neither wanted to take the reins on this and it became a staring contest for a good half a minute.

      "Okay," Mead said. "I'll do it."

      The three men turned toward Pablo's resting spot. Mead pushed his hair out of his face before starting. "Pablo was one of the best men in Brimley. He worked hard and would take on any chore assigned to him, even though before all this shit he was an educated man. He enjoyed hot peppers and playing the harmonica and he even sang a little when he had a few drinks in him. He loved his family and, in the end, was able to get some closure on that whole mess. He was a good man. And he'll be missed."

      Mead looked to them. "Anyone else?"

      Wim and Aben kept silent.

      "Well, then. Pablo deserved a less shitty end than getting crushed by a wagon, but I guess we don't get to choose our grand finale. So, with that, goodbye and God speed."

      "To Pablo," Aben said.

      "To Pablo," Wim repeated.

      "Is that good enough?" Mead asked.

      "That was fine, Mead. Just fine. Thank you."

      Mead nodded. "Now I want to get the fuck home."
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      After more than two weeks clean Saw woke up and realized he'd slept through the night without the need to puke into the bucket, or on the bed, or on himself for that matter. When it came to regurgitating his stomach contents, where they ended up tended to be a mystery.

      As he sat up in bed his head went for a swim and he closed his eyes to regroup. The feeling passed soon enough and, when he opened them again, he was surprised at how good he felt. His head ached, of course. That dull throb, like someone tapping on his skull with a ball peen hammer every three seconds was never-ending, except when the opiates had drowned it out. But, in a way, the familiar feeling of pain reinvigorated him.

      He rose to his feet, stretched, and ripped a loud fart all at the same time. That made him grin  and when the rank smell of it hit his nostrils, the grin turned to a full-on smile. It was pure sulfur and made him hungry for eggs. Sunny side up if possible, but scrambled would do just as well.

      Saw was naked as the day he was born and when he looked down at himself he was surprised to see his pecker swaying lazily in the morning light. He couldn't remember getting such a good look at his prick in years and he went to the bathroom to see what else had changed.

      He pushed his way past stacks of garbage, moving through the maze of trash that had overtaken the hallway. When did the house get so bad, he wondered? They'd had a girl come and clean once a week, but the lass clearly hadn't been up to task. He added that to his mental 'to do' list.

      When he got to the bathroom and caught his reflection, he might have thought he was looking at a stranger if it wasn't for the hole in his head. His jowls were gone, his spare tire had vanished. He'd always been a fire hydrant of a man but now he was well on his way to being a bean pole. He couldn't recall any point in his life when he'd been so slender, and he didn't like it one bit. Yet another thing he'd need to fix. But first he needed to get dressed and eat, in either order.

      The trash filled hallway was a harbinger of the rest of the mansion he and Mina had called home for a few years. It looked well on its way to being a garbage dump complete with flies dive-bombing him as he descended the staircase and moved toward the kitchen.

      He almost lost his appetite when the smell of rotten food hit him. The flies in the rest of the house were only the first wave. The bulk of their forces had taken residence in the kitchen and when Saw saw maggots writhing amongst half-eaten food on dirty dishes, he was tempted to look for a match and light the whole place up. Maybe a fresh start was what they needed.

      He abandoned the kitchen, heading to the dining room when he saw Mina in the back yard. She sat on a wooden lawn chair and held a liquor bottle in her hand, occasionally raising it to her lips and taking a drink before going back to staring at nothing.

      Is this my fault, he wondered? He'd always been quick to fall in love - or lust - or obsession - or however he wanted to label it, and Mina was no different.

      He liked her moxie from the time she walked up to his truck, after he'd killed several of her friends on the Ark and asked him to take her with him. The broad had guts. And while he never got the feeling that she loved him back, he was fiercely protective of her.

      When they found this house, she'd commented that it looked like something out of a show on the telly she used to watch, something about rich housewives of California and he could see the awe in her face, the want in her eyes. That look was the reason he stopped his violent march across the continent and settled there on the Texas/Mexico border, even though the land was shit and the climate was worse. He did it to make her happy, even though he knew that happiness and Mina were like oil and water.

      He crossed the dirt and weeds that passed for a yard and was a few feet from her when he spoke. "Morning, Love."

      Mina jumped in her seat like someone had fired a starter's pistol. The liquor bottle tumbled from her hand and landed on the ground. "Son of a whore!"

      "Me mum had her issues, but whoring wasn't one of them."

      Mina stared at him, still wide-eyed with fright and anger, but now confusion seeped into the mélange.

      "What?"

      "Did I ever tell you about the rabbits?"

      "What?" She repeated.

      "No matter. Anyway, I didn't intend to cause you a fright."

      She grabbed for the bottle but most of its contents were already in the ground. "Well you still did."

      "My apologies."

      She squinted into the bottle. There was barely a swallow left and she put quick work to that. Saw took the now drained bottle from her and set it on the table. Then he grabbed her hand.

      "We're going to town."

      "What for?" Her eyes were wary.

      "Well first and foremost, to get some food. I feel like my stomach's going to swallow me arsehole if I don't get something to eat soon. And after that, we're bringing a group of men back here to empty out the house and clean it up right good."

      She turned her gaze toward the ground. "I suppose I fell behind a bit."

      That was the understatement of the millennia, but Saw wasn't about to scold her. He took his rough fingers and lifted her chin so she had no choice but to see his face. "Don't you fret about that, Love. You know why?"

      She shook her head.

      "Because, even though I haven't been acting the part of late, I'm still the king around here. King Solomon. Wasn't he in the bible or something?"

      "Yes. He was very wise."

      "Well, I don't know how wise I am, but I'm still the fookin' king. And that makes you the queen. And last I checked, the queen don't got to do her own housekeeping."

      He thought something close to a smile pulled at her lips and he took that opportunity to lean in for a kiss. He could taste the whiskey in her mouth as he explored it with his tongue. He didn't like that she was half-way to drunk before noon, but he decided that nothing was going to ruin his good mood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      Mead's feet felt like two sausages squeezed into heavy, leather casings. His steel-toed work boots weren’t meant for walking twenty miles a day and he was half-afraid his little piggies would be destroyed by the time they got back to Brimley.

      After the mess at the bridge, Wim rode Gypsy and Aben continued riding the younger, unnamed mare. Mead utilized Pablo's bicycle until he got a flat tire a few days later. Ever since, he'd been walking. And he grew more pissed off with each passing mile.

      Almost as bad as the throbbing pain was the fact that their already plodding pace had been further slowed. The other men needed to keep the horses at a slow trot so Mead didn't fall too far behind. The fact that he was bringing up the rear and constantly smelling horse farts and avoiding piles of steaming horse shit didn't do a thing to better his sour mood.

      So, when he heard rustling in a thicket of brush off the side of the road, he was more than willing to take a detour into the weeds and kill whatever was making the racket. It would do him well to take his frustrations out on something.

      He stuck his middle and index fingers in his mouth and let loose a shrill whistle to get the attention of the men who were ten yards ahead.  They looked back to see what the ado was about.

      Mead pointed to the scraggly brush that lined the road. "Something in there."

      "Need some help?" Wim asked.

      Mead shrugged his shoulders. He imagined he could handle it on his own, but he'd seen plenty of overconfident men and women die the last few years. "Up to you."

      The men turned their horses in the road and trotted back to him, but Mead wasn't willing to wait. He looked down at Price who varied between walking beside him and the horses. He quite liked the dog, even if he thought Prince was just about the worst name ever, and he didn't want to put him at risk.

      "Stay, Prince."

      Prince flopped down on his hindquarters, his tail thudding back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.

      Mead grabbed one of his conduit spears and held it at the ready as he pushed through the weeds. They were hard and dry and clawed at his clothing like skeletal fingers and so dense he couldn't see anything but the thicket scraping past the mask of his helmet.

      He didn't like going in blind. He knew he should wait for the others. He often told himself that anyone who got killed by zombies more than a year into the apocalypse died from stupidity, not zombies, and he knew what he was doing at the moment was stupid.

      But he pushed on, confident that his protective gear, and the fact that he didn't have a single square inch of exposed flesh, would protect him even if something awful laid ahead.

      Three strides in and the brush thinned out. He could see a small clearing ahead and a muddy pond in the midst of it.

      Mead stopped moving, deciding instead to look and listen. To use his brains rather than his balls. He couldn't see anything moving, nothing that would have caused the noise he heard earlier. And now the noise too was gone. He waited, gripping the spear, but nothing came.

      Behind him he heard a muffled curse followed up with Aben growling, "Son of a bitching branches!"

      Mead smiled behind his visor. He'd grown annoyed with his companions being able to ride while he walked. They didn't care that he was wearing forty pounds of safety gear while they got by in regular shirts and jeans that didn't weigh five pounds combined. And they certainly weren't concerned with the fact that he had the worst case of swamp ass this side of Louisiana.

      Aben emerged from the thicket first, his face angry and a three-inch long scratch trickling blood high on his forehead.

      "You should watch where you're going," Mead said.

      Aben didn't smile. Didn't respond at all. Wim came through on his heels.

      "Must've been a false alarm." Mead lowered his spear and tilted up the visor. "Sorry, boys."

      Wim looked past him toward the pond. "Shame that's not clean. I sure could use a cool down."

      You could, Mead thought. It's fifteen degrees hotter under all this shit. He thought about saying that out loud, but before he could, something slammed into his back, pounding against his kidney and dropping him to his knees.

      What the fuck was that? He felt like he'd been shot with a canon. He reached behind himself expecting to find blood, or maybe his entire flank missing, but his glove came back dry.

      He was so confused that he didn't even realize that Wim and Aben were standing by idly, not only not helping, but laughing, until he rolled onto his back and saw their stupid, amused faces.

      Mead was so pissed off that he almost forgot about whatever it was that attacked him, but a stab of pain when he tried to sit up brought that back all too quick.

      And they still laughed.

      "What's so fucking funny?"

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth a broad, a gray shape appeared over him. His brain immediately associated gray with zombie and he reached for the spear, all the while wondering why his friends weren't helping him. Had the world gone even crazier in the last thirty seconds?

      "Don't!" Wim yelled, and there was panic in his voice, a foreign sound to Mead's ears. Wim was normally as monotone as could be. The oddness of it all made Mead slow down and put his eyes to use rather than rely on his instincts.

      He stared at the gray figure and realized it wasn't a zombie. It was too big. And on four legs. And the gray wasn't undead skin, but fur.

      "Is that a goddamn donkey?" Mead asked.

      Wim started laughing all over again. "It is."

      Mead stared at the animal which loomed beside him, its nose twitching like it was trying to figure out what type of cologne he wore.

      "I got tackled by a motherfucking donkey?" Mead climbed to his feet, trying to ignore the throbbing in his side. He pushed the animal's snout sideways. "You asshole."

      The donkey pulled back its lips, revealing over-sized yellow teeth, and brayed.

      Mead looked to the others. "Ready to go?"

      "Not so fast," Wim said. "I know it's gotta be rough walking all the time.”

      Tell that to my bleeding feet, Mead thought.

      "Well..." Wim looked from Mead to the donkey, then back to Mead.

      Mead looked at Wim, then the donkey. "You're not suggesting..." He turned back to Wim. "Ride the donkey?"

      "Why not? It's a big one. And I'd imagine it’s pretty strong considering how quick it put you down."

      "Is that even possible? I mean, do they let you?"

      "Depends how feral it is. But it seems pretty calm to me."

      Mead still wasn't sure he liked this idea. He moved to the donkey's side and laid his hand on its neck. The donkey tilted its head back, enjoying being petted.

      "Why do I have to ride the donkey? I think one of you should trade."

      "Maybe you haven't noticed, Mead, but we're both a might bigger than you," Aben said.

      "I don't know what that matters."

      "I'm just saying, some men are cut out for horses. Some are more suited for donkeys." To demonstrate just how much bigger he was, Aben tapped Mead on top of the helmet.

      "I hate you."

      Aben wrapped his arm around his neck and pulled him in close. Mead's face was at the same level as the big man's sweaty, stinking armpit. "You're my favorite too."

      Despite his annoyance and pain and the heat and the embarrassment of getting taken down by a jackass, Mead couldn't hold back a smile of his own. "Let's get the hell out of here."
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      Juli puffed away on a stale cigarette as she watched Grady move through his flock. They'd accumulated hundreds of followers since leaving the Signs Following Church two years ago. When Grady originally shared with her his plan - no, it's God's plan, she reminded herself - she thought he was insane. That she should have left with Aben and Mitch after all. But as time passed and Grady took his ministry on the road, he was proven right over and over again. Every time doubt crept into her heart, something happened to prove Grady right.

      She saw Grady looking her way and dropped the cigarette, smashing it underfoot but she knew he saw. Juli waved him toward her and his head dipped in a nod. She knew he hated leaving them, that he felt so at peace amid them, but he gradually moved through the crowd and to her. Even though she knew she'd been caught smoking, she moved a dozen yards to the right, so the aroma of smoke wouldn't be so obvious.

      When he arrived, the peaceful exuberance in his face almost brought her to tears. She wished he was that happy in her presence. That she could bring him such joy, but the harder she tried, the further he pulled away. She had almost given up trying to figure out what she could do to bring him closer to her. Almost.

      "I spoke with Owen," she said. "We're close. Less than two days out."

      Grady nodded, knowing. "Tomorrow we're going to set up the tent a few miles from Brimley. While we do that, you and Owen will go there. Tell them about us. Invite them."

      Juli fought off a shocked gasp. "Me?"

      "Yes. You're quite capable.”

      Juli wasn't so certain about that. She sometimes struggled to make sense of Grady's messages and she had years’ experience. How was she supposed to convince a bunch of strangers that the little man from Baltimore had a direct line to God and that they needed to join them to save the world, or their souls, or maybe both. She wasn't even sure and there laid the rub.

      "Grady, I don't--"

      "You will. I've seen this already."

      "Well then tell me what I said because I haven't an idea." The remark came off more flippant than she intended, and she saw Grady's body tense up. "I'm sorry."

      He nodded, curt, and turned away from her.

      "Grady?"

      He didn't look back, but didn't flee either and she supposed that was as good as it was going to get.

      "What if they won't join us?"

      Grady paused, still not looking her way. "They will."

      "But what if they won't?"

      "They will because they have no choice."

      He left her there, alone, his words echoing through her head. Since his last vision, Grady had been more direct, more confident, than she'd ever seen him. And she realized that scared her.
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      For the past three weeks Saw had rarely left Mitch's side. In many ways, it reminded Mitch of the way things used to be, of their lives on the road, only now they weren't avoiding danger, now they were seeking it out.

      Saw had decided that the town had become too boring. Too ordinary. Mitch didn't entirely disagree with that opinion, but Saw's solutions were so extreme and so violent that Mitch could hardly believe this was reality.

      Before laying out his plans, Saw caught Mitch inside his motorhome so early Mitch hadn't even had his first piss of the day. Mitch was still in bed when the man hammered at the door.

      "Wakey, wakey. Eggs and bac-y."

      Mitch was only half-awake, but annoyance pushed sleep away as he rolled out of bed. He wore only a pair of boxer briefs but didn't bother dressing before opening the door. Saw's voice was impossible to mistake.

      "Just fooling, Mitchy. I got no eggs or bacon."

      "Then you're unwelcome." Mitch turned away from him but left the door open in an unspoken invitation that Saw accepted.

      Mitch opened a cooler and took out a jug of water. He grabbed a glass, then looked to Saw with a raised eyebrow. "Want some water? Or do you prefer something harder to start the day?"

      I'm a new man. Or me old self, depending on how you look at it." Saw gave him the finger, wagging it back and forth. "Look at it, Mitchy."

      Mitch was still annoyed and didn't return Saw's grin.

      "Ah, cheer up, mate. I gots us some fun planned it you're up for it."

      Mitch sat down at a small table and drank half a glass of water without pausing for a break. "I don't think we have the same idea of fun anymore."

      Saw flopped down across from him. As he sat, a booming fart ripped its way out of his asshole and he cackled. Mitch did not.

      "I know you're angry at me, Mitchy, and I can't blame you none. I cocked things up. Not just a little either. A whole lot. Like one of those giant whales, the really big ones. Grey whales?"

      Mitch shrugged his shoulders, uninterested in species of whales.

      "Anyway, a hell of a massive cock up. I could of ruined everything we worked for. Everything we built. And I'm sorry for that. I am."

      He looked Mitch in the eyes when he said that and there was a glint that made Mitch believe him even though he didn't want to. He didn't want to fall under Saw's spell again and had to keep reminding himself over and over again that he couldn't trust this man.

      "But I'm better now. Better than before even. Because now I got it all figured out. I got complacent and then I got lazy. I'm sure you saw it."

      Mitch nodded. Affirmative. Saw slid his chair around so he wasn't sitting across from Mitch but was instead sitting beside him.

      "That's because I was bored. We got it good here, we do. Maybe too good though. We need some spice, Mitchy."

      "Spice?

      "I had a dream, like that Luther Martin bloke," Saw said, wrapping his arm around Mitch's shoulders. "When I was getting off the heroin, I saw it plain as day. There's nothing to do here but drink and drug and fuck and that's all fine and well but there's only so much of each you can do before getting bored with it all. We need entertainment, Mitchy. And I got some good plans."

      Mitch realized he was getting excited and he hated himself for it. But if there was one thing he could always count on from Saw, it was that the man knew how to have a damned good time.
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      Saw started things off by confiscating all the liquor and drugs. That got everyone good and pissed off, but it also put control back in his hands. He had all the supply and was free to make demands.

      His first orders were to send most of the men, and several of the rougher women, on missions to capture zombies. He didn't want them dead - or deader - he wanted them mobile.

      Over the following two weeks, the residents of Shard End had returned with nearly forty of the monsters. The captured zombies were tossed into the pit where they stumbled back and forth, smacking into the earthen walls and bouncing off each other with hisses or growls.

      The residents who were either deemed incapable of hunting zombies or who had already nabbed their quota were given the task of moving many of Shard End’s now useless trucks and SUVs. They were pushed about fifty yards outside of town and then maneuvered into a rough circle thirty feet across.

      When this initial work was finished, Saw threw a party to reward everyone for their hard work. It started off with a raging bonfire that stretched several stories into the night sky and turned the entire town orange as a pumpkin. Saw cobbled together speakers and stereos and music from bands like AC/DC and Motorhead blasted.

      There was dancing, or what passed for it, and fighting, although nothing serious, and fucking, which took place in the open, bodies pressed against buildings or bent over railings. All of this was fueled mostly by alcohol, but there was ample cocaine to go around for anyone so inclined, and that was most of the rough bunch who called Shard End home. What there wasn't, of course, were opiates, but no one seemed to mind.

      Saw, Mitch noticed, avoided anything harder than beer, but the lack of drugs didn't slow him down in the least. He roamed between the men and women from group to group, telling jokes, talking them up, and, Mitch realized, acting as much the role of a glad-handing politician as Senator Son of a Bitch had done when he was still alive. Only Saw was even better at it. Mitch thought these people would have elected him President, given the chance. Hell, they'd probably offer him their first born while they were at it. Saw wasn't just the leader in Shard End, he was their God.

      And like most God's, he required not only devotion, but penance.
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        * * *

      

      That came a few days later when most everyone had recovered from their exhaustion and hang overs. Saw asked Mitch to put the word out that there was to be a town meeting at dusk and everyone's presence was required. Mitch knocked on a few doors, but when he made the announcement at the Dry Snatch, he knew it would race through town fast enough.

      He went to Saw's house, which still smelled vaguely of trash, but had been emptied of the garbage and had undergone a deep cleaning that left it looking almost new. Mina laid on a lawn chair, her dark skin baking to a dark chocolate under the midday sun. When he closed in on her, he realized she was nude from the waist up and quickly averted his eyes.

      "Don't be bashful, Mitch. I don't got nothing you ain't never seen before."

      He didn't want to look. He thought if Saw found him in the presence of his half naked wife he might be liable to bash his skull in. But offending Saw's wife wasn't a great choice either.

      Mitch turned back to her, eyes darting rapidly and trying not to stare. Her black as coal nipples stood erect atop her barely there breasts. Sweat glistened against her small waist and below that she wore only a pair of white, cotton panties that looked almost bright as the sun when compared to her flesh. She tilted a bottle of beer his way.

      "Thirsty?"

      Mitch was. The walk here was long, and it was over one hundred degrees, but he also wanted out of this situation as quick as possible. "I'm good."

      "If that's what you're selling, I ain't buying it."

      She smiled. A rare expression in the time he'd known her. Matter of fact, as he thought about it, he wasn't sure he ever saw so much as a hint of happiness on her face. Her upturned lips revealed a chipped front tooth but, aside from that, the emotion brightened her face and Mitch couldn't help but smile back.

      "Putting the moves on my dame, are ya?"

      Saw's voice caused Mitch's smile to vanish. He turned and found the man coming toward him. Saw's shirt was off too, and Mitch could see his bulk was already returning. He wasn't muscular in a body-builder kind of way, he was more of a gorilla. Wide and thick and strong enough to break the average man in half without even trying hard.

      "I came looking for you, actually. But I found someone better."

      Saw laughed. "You got that part right." He stepped between Mitch and Mina, leaning in to his wife and giving her a sloppy kiss on the mouth. Then, he flopped down in a chair beside her. "You spread the word?"

      "Easy peasy."

      "Lemon squeezy." Saw responded. He grabbed Mina's beer and took two swallows before returning it.

      "So, what's the meeting about? Or do I have to wait to find out like the rest of the riffraff?"

      "Aw, Mitch, you know you're my favorite. You held this place together when I was indisposed, after all. Such a smart one, you are. And I won't forget that. Got my word."

      "Well, thank you, Saw."

      "We've been safe here, you know. Not a single zombie attack since we settled in."

      Mitch nodded. He was well aware.

      "Most folk probably say that's a good thing. But a safe man's a lazy man more often than not. Just like a man who don't never have to worry about not having food in his belly never appreciates how good it is to feel hungry from time to time."

      Mitch was used to Saw's rambles. At one point, he found them entertaining, the way a boy might listen to his wizened grandfather and think the old man had life all figured out. But he'd come to realize Saw was mostly full of shit. Still, he let him go on.

      "People here, me self included, we got fat and happy. But at the same time, we got bored. Remember when I said we needed some spice here?"

      Mitch nodded.

      "I got it figured out, Mitchy. We need entertainment of the sporting variety. In Birmy we had our football, or soccer as you blokes call it. And every week we'd go to the stadium and get pissed with our lads and cheer on our team. God, I still miss that sometimes."

      Mitch felt like he was roasting in the sun and wanted Saw to get to the point already.

      "But that's all long gone now, ain't it? Anyway, like I said, I got it all figured out. And it'll be a hell of a lot more entertaining than kicking around a ball. Mitchy, we're gonna have battles."

      "Battles?" Mitch asked.

      Saw nodded, excited. "Every night. It's gonna be fookin amazing. You just wait. Just wait and see."

      The look in Saw's eyes was a sort of frenzied glee that Mitch found terrifying and alluring at the same time. Anything that could make Saw this excited was bound to be horrific. And that made Mitch all the more excited.
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      The small town before them was surrounded by steel shipping containers, just as Owen had told her it would be. It was fifty yards in the distance and all she could see over that barricade were occasional rooftops.

      "How do we get in?" Juli asked Owen, who stood beside her.

      The rest of the group had remained far behind, as Grady had instructed. As Grady had assured her would be for the best. But, now that Juli saw the fortifications which surrounded Brimley, she had her doubts.

      "We knock." Owen passed her by and continued to the town.

      Juli chased after, her feet kicking up dust in the dry, August heat. "Do you have a secret knock? Like Morse code?"

      Owen was at the containers, at one which was turned with the steel doors facing them. He rapped on it a couple times with his knuckles. The hollow tap-tap-tap gave an almost musical quality. He glanced back at Juli.

      "No, just a knock," he said.

      They waited, but the doors didn't open. Instead a voice came from above. "Owen?"

      They looked up and saw a young man standing in a makeshift lookout tower. A rifle was slung over his shoulder and the sun backlit him, preventing Juli from getting a good look at his face and she couldn't tell whether it was friendly or not.

      "Hey, Pete."

      "Shit man, it's been a while. Who's the broad?"

      Owen cocked his head in Juli's direction. "Juli Villarreal. She's a friend. Let us in before we get heatstroke out here will ya?"

      "Yeah. Hold up."

      Pete disappeared from the tower and she heard footsteps against the metal as he descended. Juli raised her eyebrows at Owen. "That's all?"

      Owen nodded. "They're good people. Just like us."

      More footsteps sounded inside the trailer and they got closer. She heard metal grate, then slide, and the double doors swung open.

      Now that Juli could get a good look at Pete's face, she saw it was indeed friendly and a toothy smile filled the bottom third of it. He gave Owen a rough hug that rocked them both on their feet.

      "Thought you ran away from home and joined the circus," Pete said.

      "Don't believe everything you hear."

      They separated, and Owen turned to Juli. "Juli, this is Pete. Pete, Juli."

      Pete extended his hand and Juli shook it. It was dry and calloused, the grip firm.  He had sandy blond hair and freckles dotted his cheeks, nose, and forehead. "Nice to meet you, Ma'am. Sorry I called you a broad earlier. My mouth works faster than my brains sometimes."

      "I've been called worse," Juli said with a smile that she hoped didn't look as nervous as she felt.

      Pete's attention returned to Owen. "So where have you been, man? We thought you were lost in the wind."

      "That's why I'm here, actually. Why we're both here."

      Pete kept grinning but his eyes belied confusion. Nevertheless, he beckoned them forward. “Well come on in. I know everyone's going to be excited to see you."

      Pete led the way and Juli and Owen followed.
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        * * *

      

      Juli had known her share of lying men. From her philandering husband to her father who beat her mother behind closed doors, only to assure Juli and her siblings that their mother was a clumsy drunk who had a habit of walking into walls and falling down staircases.

      Owen Varner was a humorless, bland man who had spent thirty-three years building highways in Nebraska and, as he spoke, Juli thought he could lie as well as any man she'd ever known, maybe even a tad better. His steel gray eyes seemed almost transparent, his voice velvety smooth. If Juli hadn't known better, she'd have believed him herself. Hell, she almost did anyway.

      He talked and laughed and commiserated with the men and women of the town he helped found for over two hours, all the while promising them that, even though they had a good life in Brimley, there was a better one waiting outside the walls. All they had to do was keep an open mind. And at the end of it all, Juli was certain he'd convinced them.

      So, the next day when Grady stood in front of row after row of empty chairs, she was more surprised than anyone. Certainly, more surprised than Grady who went through with his sermon even though the only people close enough to hear his words were the people who were already devoted to him. No one from Brimley came within a mile of the revival and, when it was over, Juli expected Grady to be distraught, perhaps even angry.

      Instead, when she approached him afterward, he seemed indifferent at worst, but more at peace than anything else.

      "I'm so sorry, Grady.  We let you down. I failed you."

      "You did no such thing."

      "We tried. We really did. And Owen gave the best sales pitch I'd ever heard, even better than Donald in the Kitchen when he was trying to sell me a new set of porcelain cookware. I don't know what happened. Why they wouldn't listen to us."

      Grady, who had been folding and stacking chairs, turned to her. "It's fine, Juli. I knew this would happen. It was part of the vision."

      She stared at him, struggling to find words. Did he really mean that or was it something he was saying to ease her guilt? "You what?"

      "I knew the residents of Brimley wouldn't come to us. That they wouldn't leave the safety of their town. Those walls are their burning bull. They trust in them more than they trust in God. They're Heathens. And we have to save them from themselves."

      Juli stared at him, curious and confused. She didn't know why he sent them there in the first place if he knew they wouldn't come and half-believed he was making all of this up as he went along. But that wasn't the man she'd known for the last four years. That man couldn't tell a lie if his life was at stake.

      "But Grady," she said. "How can we do that when they won't listen?"

      Grady's eyes shined and Juli realized he had a plan. That he'd had a plan all along. "Those men and women had a chance to come to us. To put their lives in the hand of God, yet they refused. And so, tomorrow, we go to them."

      He turned away from her and recommenced folding and stacking chairs as if all of this was routine, mundane.  Juli had no idea what Grady's - or God's - plan was, but seeing the peace that enveloped him, she had no doubt it would be a success.
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      Saw chose Diesel, the bartender at the Dry Snatch, to be the first participant in the battles. He accepted this fate grudgingly and tried to use the fact that he only had one eye to weasel out of it, but Saw assured him that it wasn't a bad thing. Hell, it was an honor really. Diesel's chance to be a hero in front of every man and woman in Shard End.

      As the sun set, fifty-gallon barrels had been filled with trash and debris, then set ablaze turning the makeshift arena of automobiles into a glowing, orange stadium. Everyone in town came out to see what Saw had planned and none of them left disappointed.

      For most it was standing room only but Saw and Mina sat in lawn chairs perched on a platform made of scaffolding, giving them a bird's eye view. He looked around, pleased with himself for coming up with this grand idea and proud of Mitchy for helping pull it together.

      Saw found Mitch standing a few yards away, sidled up with one of the local slags, Violet or Petunia or Rose. Something flowery her name was. They seemed close and, even though Saw wouldn't have got his pecker within ten feet of a bint like that, he was happy for the boy.

      Saw turned his attention to Diesel who sat atop a rusted-out Ford Explorer, rocking back and forth. Saw thought that, if they waited any longer, the man might tuck tail and run and that certainly wasn't how he wanted his games to begin. So, he rose to his feet and cupped his hands around his mouth.

      "I'd start off with 'ladies and gentlemen' but we don't have any of either here in Shard End."

      The crowd laughed, their noise rough and throaty. Even their joy was hard around the edges.

      "So instead I'll say this. Welcome to all of you ugly sons of bitches!" The crowd applauded, stomped their feet, smacked their hands on the vehicles that formed the arena. "What we've got planned tonight is the first contest in a tournament of sorts. And our first contestant is Diesel."

      Diesel looked toward Saw as if waiting for stage directions.

      "Stand up, man."

      Diesel did. Some of the crowd gave muted applause but most watched with avid anticipation.

      "Hop on down there."

      Diesel climbed down from the Explorer and into the ring. He looked confused and terrified and stared up at Saw like he expected a last-minute reprieve.

      Saw wasn't about to do that. "Good on ya. Now, boys, bring in his opponents."

      From opposite ends of the arena, two men, an Asian Saw knew only as Kwon and a hulking mute everyone called Polo, each dragged a zombie over the cars and into the ring. They used catch poles to keep them at bay and to keep themselves safe and once the zombies were inside the confines of the ring, they loosened the nooses and slipped off the tethers.

      The zombies staggered about as if trying to get their bearings, sometimes homing in on a spectator outside the ring and outside their reach.

      "Now you might be wondering about the rules," Saw shouted and the zombies turned toward the sound of his voice. "There ain't none. Diesel's job's to kill these bastards without getting bit. He succeeds, and he gets to choose who goes in the ring tomorrow. If he fails, well, we know what happens. It won't be comely. Sound fair enough?"

      The crowd yelled in the affirmative.

      "Good. Now Diesel, you give that bonnet a good bang and get this show started."

      Diesel hit the hood of the car beside him, but not too hard. Saw glared at him and he gave it another try. This one was harder, louder, and it drew the zombie's attention.

      Saw sucked on his bottom lip, excited to see how this would play out.

      At first, Diesel kept to the edges of the arena, like a boxer staying on the ropes and making his opponent come to him. The zombies followed, growling and hissing. Diesel looked more panicked with each passing moment and even tripped over a chunk of a fender, allowing the zombies to get close as he scrambled to his feet.

      Mina leaned in close to Saw and spoke into his ear. "If they kill him this fast, those people," she motioned to the onlookers. "Are going to be awful disappointed."

      Saw shook his head. "I think the lad'll put up a bit of a fight. I'm not counting him out just yet."

      He gave her a quick smile and she returned a weak one.

      "Cheer up, love. It's better than being stuck in the house isn't it?"

      Mina didn't answer, instead looking to the ring where there was a zombie on each side of Diesel. The crowd was docile with only an occasional jeer breaking their silence.

      Diesel must have realized staying on the defensive wasn't going to be a winning strategy and he grabbed hold of the arm of the zombie that was closest to him. The creature was a middle-aged man in a cheap business suit. Diesel took a good grip on his jacket sleeve, then he swung the monster in a circle, slamming it into one of the vehicles lining the ring. It fell to the ground.

      That move got the crowd more interested and several spectators began shouting, some even throwing out words of encouragement.

      "Get the fuckers!"

      "Kill 'em, D! You got this!"

      Saw was pleased to see their growing excitement. And he had a feeling it would only get better.

      Diesel stomped on the zombie on the ground, then turned to the other creature. It was close enough to grab him and almost did, but Diesel ducked sideways and avoided its grasp. He jogged a few yards away, to safety, but the move allowed the fallen zombie to regain its footing and soon both were coming for him again.

      Saw watched as the man moved further away from the zombies, scanning the area around him, searching.

      Diesel's eyes locked on a piece of brick lying on the ground. He snatched it up, gripping it in his hand. Zombie number two, a shirtless young man in athletic shorts whose six pack was evident even in death, was closer. It trudged toward Diesel and as soon as it was close enough, Diesel swung with the brick and smashed it in the face.

      The zombie's almost aristocratic nose folded sideways, and a large gash opened on its face, oozing black blood. Diesel swung again. This time the brick hit the creature in the ear and the blow sent it to the ground.

      The crowd erupted in boisterous screaming as Diesel crouched over the zombie and used the brick to hit it again and again and again. The monster's head was nothing more than a pile of broken skull and destroyed brain by the time the man was finished.

      When Diesel looked up, his face was tattooed with blood spatter and his lone eye blazed. The crowd shouted in approval.

      Saw grabbed Mina's narrow thigh. "Told ya, love. One down."

      Mina looked toward the action, but Saw wondered if she was really seeing it. She'd been so aloof lately. He thought she'd be at least somewhat grateful that he was off the heroin. That she'd show her appreciation. But no matter what he did, she seemed like half of her was somewhere else. Her attitude had him wondering and a curious Saw wasn't a good thing.

      He tried to forget about that to focus on the battle that was happening below. Diesel had finished off the younger zombie and was focused on the suited creature. That man was taller and  broader and when Diesel swung the first time with the brick, he only hit it harmlessly in the shoulder.

      The zombie grunted as if annoyed and reached for him, catching hold of Diesel's shirt which ripped down the middle, allowing him to slip away. What Diesel lacked in size, he made up for in agility and he ducked behind the zombie before it could react.

      He took the zombie by the collar and shoved it toward the nearest car, pinning it against the vehicle. The creature flailed with its arms, but its clumsy, slow protestations were of little use. Diesel slammed the brick into the back of its head and Saw thought he could hear the crack twenty feet away.

      The zombie went limp and its body slithered along the car before hitting the ground. Diesel stomped on the back of its skull for good measure, but it was done.

      The spectators roared with approval and Saw rose to his feet. "Well done! Very well done! A round of applause for our lad."

      The noise as they screamed and stomped and clapped was so loud it made Saw's ears ring, but he didn't mind at all. He hadn't cared much whether Diesel won or lost. He only wanted blood to be spilled and he got that. And that was only the beginning.
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      The sun had barely crested the horizon, its golden rays casting long shadows before every tree and shrub. And even longer ones from the settlement of Brimley where the town was little more than a series of dark angles, backlit by the morning glow.

      Grady stared at the town from fifty yards away. It was as he'd seen it. As he knew it would be. He couldn't see any of the residents, but he knew most were still in their beds. He knew the few that were awake were in the process of getting dressed or eating breakfast, still fighting away the sleep from which they'd recently escaped. He knew they had not the slightest clue of their coming fate.

      In his vision, God had explained his plan. He told Grady what needed to be done to save what remained behind of mankind. And Grady knew the next months would not be easy. He knew there would be pain and sadness. Loss and mourning. Death and destruction. And it all began here.

      They were less than ten yards from the town when Grady looked back to his followers. There were so many of them, all eager to do whatever was needed to fulfill God's will. Even if Grady hadn't been shown the future, he would have had complete faith in this flock.

      He watched a dark silhouette skirting the exterior walls, ducking into and out of the crevices and crannies. Soon, the person turned and came toward them.

      Grady met Owen half way, now less than 100 feet from the town. "It's done?"

      Owen nodded. In his hand he held an oversized, decades old walkie-talkie. "Been a while since I did this, but it's the kind of thing you don't forget."

      Owen kept stealing nervous glances toward the walled off town. Grady placed his hand on his shoulder. "I understand that you know these people. Lived with them. But this is what must happen."

      "I know. I believe in you, Grady." Owen pushed the radio his way. "Just push 'talk'."

      The walkie talkie was so large that Grady almost needed to use two hands to hold it. His eyes settled on the button, and without any hesitation, he pressed it.
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        * * *

      

      The front wall to Brimley collapsed in an explosion of smoke and debris. The blasts were so loud that it shook the ground and Grady could feel the tremble underfoot. Owen's years’ experience had paid off and the devastation created a forty-foot wide hole. More than they needed.

      In the minutes after the bombs went off, the men and women of Brimley emerged from their homes. Many still in their pajamas and nightclothes. Some so shocked they stumbled out half dressed. They carried nothing but fearful expressions. No weapons. When they saw what waited outside their walls, some ran but most stared on with abject horror.

      Juli, as usual, was at Grady's side and her hand closed into a fist as she grabbed on to his shirt sleeve.

      "What now, Grady?"

      Grady didn't look behind himself, but he waved his free arm overhead.

      "Go forth!" He shouted.

      He could feel them moving. His flock. There were so many they displaced the otherwise calm air, stirring up the dirt and creating a dust storm so heavy it made it hard to see.

      Juli's hand squeezed Grady more tightly and he felt her trembling like the ground had trembled, like she was experiencing some kind of aftershock. He turned to her, and in his peripheral vision he saw his flock passing by them, to the right. Marching toward Brimley.

      More than one thousand zombies passed by the dozen or so human members of Grady's congregation. The creatures were loosely bound together with ropes and cords and twine, lashed to one another at their waists and forming something like an oversized chain gang.

      The sight of them stole Grady's breath, but he managed a few words to Juli.

      "Now, God shows his wrath."

      The zombies breached the town and the people inside screamed.
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      Lumpy, he of the exploited wiggling and dancing zombies, was the first human to die in the arena. Mitch wasn't surprised. The man did little more than run in circles for four or five minutes, then tripped over a discarded bumper. The zombies made quick work of him after that and Mitch supposed there was a certain amount of karma involved.

      The creatures ate at Lumpy's fat carcass for a good half hour before losing interest. Mitch had noticed that in the past too. The zombies never treated humans like all you can eat buffets, gorging themselves until they burst. They only ate what they needed. That, of course, allowed enough left-over meat to come back to life and for the endless, vicious cycle to carry on.

      Lumpy reanimated a few minutes after the zombies stopped dining. Mitch wasn't sure how that part worked. The timeline never seemed consistent, but the coming back to life part never changed. The sad excuse for a pimp started to shake, then made it back to his feet and when he peered at the onlookers, his eyes had taken on the undead, gray pallor.

      Saw gave a thumbs up gesture and Kwon and Polo climbed into the ring, each holding the catch poles they used to transport the undead. At first, Mitch thought they might simply corral Lumpy and add him to the storage container with the other zombies. But, once they had the noose around his neck, a third man, a tall, lanky Mexican named Fernando, joined the fray.

      Mitch looked toward Saw who had climbed down from his scaffolding tower and who was entering the ring. This was getting interesting.

      "Strip him down," Saw ordered and Fernando did just that, not stopping until Lumpy was completely nude. The sight of his fat rolls and a conglomeration of odd, assorted growths made it clear to Mitch how Lumpy had earned his nickname. It was not a pleasant view.

      Saw held a twelve feet long section of steel rebar. He looked toward the crowd of onlookers.

      "You've all been wondering what would happen to the losers. Well, here it is. If you've got a weak stomach, you might want to go now."

      Sally Rose grabbed onto Mitch's arm and whispered to him. "What's he going to do, Mitch?"

      "I'm not sure." That was the truth. Mitch knew Saw had something planned, but the man wouldn't give him the details. "Don't want to spoil the surprise, Mitchy," was all he'd say. So, Mitch was as eager to see what came next as the other clueless spectators.

      It was worth the wait.

      "Put him on the ground," Saw told Kwon and the Asian man did as ordered. "Polo, Fernando, spread his legs."

      Each of them grabbed a leg and pulled them so far apart that it reminded Mitch of trying to split the wishbone after Thanksgiving dinner.

      Saw moved behind Lumpy, who flailed but couldn't break free of his three captors. He held the rebar in the middle and carefully lined it up with Lumpy's hairy, mud-brown asshole which was puckered tighter than lips that had just tasted their first lemon.

      "Oh, Jesus," Sally Rose said and buried her face in Mitch's shoulder. Part of Mitch wanted to look away too, but the other part of him had to see this. Needed to see this. He heard his heartbeat in his ears, he was so excited.

      Saw rammed the rebar up Lumpy's ass. It sunk in a few inches, then a foot. The crowd gasped. A few gave pained yips like it was them getting a chunk of metal shoved up their poop chute. At the sound, Mitch saw Saw grin and lick his lips with excitement. The man was loving this. And so was Mitch.

      With a grunt, Saw sent two more feet of rebar into Lumpy. The zombie's body writhed and rocked side to side, helpless.

      Saw rammed more of the rebar into Lumpy and Mitch thought there must be close five feet inside him. A low, steady groan rolled out of his mouth.

      "Kwon, tilt his head back for me," Saw said.

      Kwon looked at Saw, clearly skeptical about letting go of the catch pole and moving into biting radius.

      "Don't be such a puff. He's not gonna get you."

      "Okay." Kwon set the pole down and approached, wary. But Saw was right. Lumpy wasn't a threat any more. Kwon grabbed hold of what little hair the man had left and pulled his head back, stretching out his neck.

      "Good on ya. Now hold him."

      Saw took a deep breath and Mitch saw his body tense. Then, Saw thrust the steel rebar further up Lumpy's ass and the opposite end popped free from his gaping mouth. Chunks of tissue and shards of shredded intestines clung to the metal and several of the women and a few men in the crowd screamed.

      Mitch realized Sally Rose wasn't watching and he wrapped his arm around her waist. "It's okay. He's a zombie. Nothing but a meat suit."

      She risked a glance toward the arena, saw the skewered version of Lumpy and immediately turned away again. "How could he?" She asked.

      Mitch couldn't understand why this bothered her. He thought it was pretty damned fantastic, but they could have that conversation later. Right now, his attention was on Saw who stood over Lumpy whose arms and legs twitched, but he wasn't going anywhere with a few feet of metal jutting from his asshole, a few more feet poking out his mouth, and the rest filling him up in between.

      Saw took a playful bow, then pretended to tip a hat that he wasn't actually wearing. "And that, people, is why you don't want to lose inside the ring." He turned back to the other men. "Take him to the east side of town. I gots me a plan for him."

      Polo and Fernando quickly took the ass end of the rebar. The view might not have been the best, but at least their end hadn't travelled all the way through Lumpy's insides. That left the gore covered piece for Kwon. Together, the men lifted and carried the zombified version of Lumpy like a pig on a spit. They took him out of the ring and out of sight.

      Mitch locked eyes with Saw and in that manic, gleeful gaze, Mitch found the man to whom he'd entrusted his life four years ago. And that gave him renewed hope.
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      Almost two full months after leaving Brimley to go to the Ark and kill Doc, the round trip was nearly finished. Wim had considered parting ways with Mead and Aben (and Pablo, before his demise) several times along the return trip but he'd grown quite fond of the men and he knew he had nowhere else to go. He knew his stay in Brimley would not be permanent, but he had to admit to himself that it would be nice to spend the coming winter with others rather than going it alone somewhere. After that, time would tell.

      He'd had plenty of time to think during the ride. Sometimes too much. He wondered if killing Doc had been worth all the effort. Worth Pablo's life. Doc's death hadn't solved anything. It hadn't reversed the plague. And it certainly hadn't brought Ramey back. He didn't get an apology nor a smattering of remorse. The only closure came in seeing the man's lifeless body lying in the grass with the blood that made him human spilling into the ground. He supposed that had to be enough.

      Try as he might, Wim struggled to find a purpose now that doc was dead. He kept hoping somehow he'd find one along the ride, but as they passed by the hand-painted sign that declared, "Ahead: Brimley. A safe place," he realized he was still waiting. And he knew he might end up waiting for the rest of his life, however long or short that may be.

      They were on the straightaway leading toward town when Wim thought something was amiss. He had better eyesight than Aben who rode near his side while Mead and the donkey lagged a ways behind. The burro acquiesced to being ridden, but any time Mead tried to encourage it to pick up the pace, the beast only trudged along slower.

      When they got another ten yards closer, Wim looked from Brimley to Aben, checking to see if the man had realized what laid ahead. He hadn't yet, but that changed soon enough.

      "What in the grand hell..." Aben said when he saw it.

      The front wall of Brimley was nothing more than a jumbled pile of fragmented metal and debris.

      "This is bad," Wim said, stating the obvious. He pressed his heels against Gypsy's side and she picked up the pace. Aben did the same with his mare.

      For some reason, Wim's first thought was that a tornado had gone through. Maybe because his Mama watched The Wizard of Oz every time it played on the TV. That was the only thing that made sense to him. What else could cause such destruction?

      But, when he was close enough to look past the place where the wall had been, he could see the charred remains of houses and buildings standing like blackened skeletons inside.

      Wim looked behind, searching for Mead at their rear and seeing the speck of him still nearly a hundred yards back.

      Wim and Aben were close enough to town, or what had been a town, to smell the leftover acrid aroma of the fire. Its pungent, sulfur smell made Wim think of putting eggs on the stove to hard boil and forgetting about them until the pan had gone dry. It made his eyes water.

      "Goddamn it, Wim. Goddamn it. What happened here?" They were within ten yards of the town and Aben hopped down from his horse, trading it for an off-kilter jog toward his onetime home. Wim did the same.

      Ahead of them, a wicker basket sat on the ground. Before either of them could see the contents, Wim realized the smoke smell had become mingled with another too familiar odor. Death.

      The basket was covered with a white cloth that had taken on a puss-yellow color in the center. Flies buzzed around it, diving and swooping through the air. Climbing under the cloth and slinking out from beneath it.

      Wim and Aben stared at each other as if that would somehow solve or explain things.

      "I’ve seen enough bad shit to know that whatever’s in there's going to be fucking awful," Aben said.

      All Wim could do was nod.

      "Christ, I don't want to do this." Aben squatted down and reached toward the cloth. He did it slow, like he was afraid something might jump out and bite him, but he muscled through whatever worries he had and took hold of it.

      He ripped it away in one clean jerk and when Wim saw the contents, he wished he'd have parted ways with the men hundreds of miles ago just so he could have avoided seeing it.

      Inside the basket was a woman's severed head. Wim didn't know her name but recognized her as the woman with whom Mead had shared an extra-long goodbye when leaving Brimley. Her curly blonde hair was rust colored with dried blood. Her eyes were gone, the sockets filled with hundreds of maggots that writhed in the vacated cavities. Her mouth hung agape and inside Wim saw flies and their white wormy offspring had infested that orifice too.

      Her forehead was covered with deep gashes which at first looked random because the skin was swollen and ragged from being eaten at by the maggots, but as Wim looked closer, he realized it was letters. He tried to make it out through the carnage but Aben beat him to it.

      "Repent."

      Wim turned away from the dead woman's head, trading that view for Abe's pained face. "My God, who'd do this?"

      Aben acted as if he had an answer in mind but--

      "What's going on up there?"

      They both spun around toward the sound of Mead's voice. He wasn't a speck now, but he was still seventy-five yards away.

      "Oh, Christ," Aben said and he threw the sheet over the basket. "He can't see this. It'll ruin him."

      "Hey!" Mead yelled.  He'd abandoned the donkey and was running full bore.

      "Stop him," Aben said. "Do whatever you have to do but stop him, Wim."

      Aben grabbed the basket and looked around at the flat land, his face awash in panic as he tried to find a place for the basket and its horrible contents.

      Wim let him handle it and ran toward Mead who was sprinting his way and screaming.

      "What happened! Where is everyone!"

      The two men met within seconds. Wim was bigger and used his body to block Mead's view as much as possible, but Mead's eyes were frantic as they looked past him.

      "What the hell are you doing, Wim? What happened?"

      "It's gone, Mead."

      "What? What the fuck are you blabbing about?" He pushed past him, and Wim grabbed hold of his collar, trying to hold him back. Mead struggled, but Wim held tight, which only made Mead angrier. "Let go of me you motherfucker!"

      "Stop, Mead. Stay here, with me."

      Mead stared at what was left of Brimley and, Wim realized, Aben. "What's he got there? What's he carrying."

      Wim jerked him backward and their bodies collided. He still held Mead's collar and used his free hand to grab the man's shoulder. "We've got to talk."

      Mead stopped struggling and Wim thought some of the fight went out of him. As if he somehow realized it was too late to bother. "Then talk, Wim. What are you two trying to keep me from seeing?"

      "I don't know what happened, but it was bad. The worst kind of bad. I don't know how to say this but--"

      Before Wim could think about breaking the news as gently as possible, one of Mead's oversized, steel-toed work boots collided with his groin. An explosion of pain sent him careening backward and he landed in the dirt, on his rear. All he could do at that point was watch.

      Mead dashed toward Aben and caught him. The two men were twenty yards away and Wim couldn't hear their words. It was like watching some tragic, silent movie only without the subtitles. As he saw Mead rip the basket out of Aben's hand, Aben gestured wildly but it was no use. Mead set the basket down and tore off the cover. Both men stood motionless for a moment. Then Mead's screams broke the silence.

      It was the sound of a wounded, dying animal. Maybe the worst thing Wim had ever heard.  And all he could do was cup his aching balls and wait for it to come to an end.
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      If she'd have eaten breakfast, Mina would have thrown up. Saw stood at her side, holding her elbow and staring at her like a schoolboy showing off an elementary school art project and waiting for his mother's approval.

      "Don't keep me waiting, love. What do you think?"

      It was like he was encouraging her to stare at an eclipse. She didn’t want to see it, but she knew he wouldn't give up until she did.

      Before them was the naked zombie that had been skewed the night prior. The man with the metal bar all the way through his body had been planted in the ground, or more accurately, he'd been staked in it. The end of the bar that emerged from his ass was buried into the dirt and the zombie had sunk onto its knees. It kept trying to stand up, but always failed. It looked like it was genuflecting to an unseen God. Or to its king.

      Mina turned to Saw, eager to stop seeing that horrible sight. "How did you come up with something like this?"

      Saw grinned, baring his rotting teeth. "Dreamed it up one night, I did. Thought it would send just the message we wanted to anyone apt to wander along."

      She risked another look at the zombie, to its upper half where the metal jutted from its open mouth, extending several feet into the air and keeping its head tilted skyward in perpetuity. "It's... something."

      Saw pulled her in tight against him. The heat came off his body like she was being swallowed up by a blast furnace. She wanted to be free of him but didn’t dare pull away. At times, Mina tolerated Saw. At times she loathed him. But all the time, she was afraid of him. While Saw had never raised a hand against her, had never said a cross word to her, she knew he was only one perceived slight away from beating her senseless. Or maybe even impaling her on a stake and planting her beside Lumpy, here at the outskirts of town. Saw had kept her safe, but she'd never stopped feeling like his hostage.

      Mina watched as the zombie on the metal stake worked its jaw, chewing against the steel. She saw one of its front teeth snap in half. The broken piece tumbled into its gaping maw and she thought the creature gagged or choked and its body gave a quick shiver.

      "I wanted you to see it first," Saw said.

      Mina was relieved to have an excuse to look away from the zombie, but Saw's prideful face wasn't much better. "Why?"

      "Because I love ya."

      She knew he wanted to hear her say she loved him too. She'd never said those words and she was damned if she ever would. Instead, she kissed him. When they broke apart, he grabbed her by the waist and slid his hand into her pants, cupping her groin, his fingers exploring her.

      He knew what buttons to push, literally, and she found herself wanting him in her even though she hated almost everything about him. He pushed her pants and underwear down in one quick motion. She unzipped his jeans and let loose his ample manhood.

      They fucked in the open, Mina's back in the dirt, dust rising as they thrust against each other. She stared up at the featureless, gray sky. Her eyes settled on the impaled zombie. She watched it as Saw grunted into her ear, breathed hot, fowl breath into her face. As the sweat dripped off him and onto her.

      She watched the zombie as it wiggled and struggled, helpless against the pole where it might remain for the rest of eternity for all she knew. And as Saw gasped and groaned and pounded his seed deep into her, Mina thought this place was Hell.

      And she wanted the Devil dead.
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      It had been weeks since they found Brimley destroyed and the people who lived there gone. Wim thought, aside from the bombs and fires, it looked like some sort of stampede had gone by the town. The ground was trampled, every blade of grass, every weed, pummeled. It made tracking whoever or whatever was responsible easy and he, Mead, and Aben had been doing just that.

      Mead was certain that the pastor with the traveling tent revival was behind it and, considering that 'repent' had been carved into the forehead of Mead's lady friend, Wim tended to believe him. After they found what they found, Aben opened up about his experiences in the early days of the plague and the man, Grady O'Baker, who had seen his dead son destroyed before him, only to go catatonic and later reemerge thinking he was some sort of prophet. From there, it was easy to do the math.

      Their travel, by horse and donkey, was slower than it needed to be. Almost as if none of them were in a hurry to get where they were going and were only doing so because it was expected. Conversation was slim. Even Mead who usually talked enough for a half dozen men barely spoke more than a few words a day. Wim could see he was hurting because he'd been there before. Heck he was still there. That kind of pain never goes away. At best, you acclimate to it and live with it for the rest of your life.

      In some ways, Wim blamed himself. If he hadn't set out to kill Doc, these men wouldn't have followed him there. They'd have been at Brimley when hell rolled into their town and maybe they would have had a chance of preventing it.

      But, Wim doubted that. Two more warm bodies (or three if you counted Pablo) wouldn't have made a bit of difference against what had happened. Still, he carried the guilt with him like a satchel on his back.

      They hadn't seen a solitary zombie since leaving Brinley in the dust, a fact that seemed impossible to believe if Wim hadn't lived it. It didn't matter whether they passed through the countryside or through middling towns. Everything in their path was gone. Nothing but a trampled, dusty path in its wake.

      Wim had his theory as to what might be brewing, and his thoughts were fueled by a story Aben told about that pastor having a conniption fit when another man killed a zombie. He didn't mention his thoughts to the others as it seemed impossible to believe, but at the same time, it seemed almost horrifically possible.

      They were somewhere in southwest Texas, where the land had made the transition from green to brown, when he got his answer.

      Typically, they spent the nights in a house or trailer or even a barn when the pickings were slim, but they'd wandered far enough off the beaten path that, around the time the sun set, there wasn't a structure in sight, so they decided to camp out under the stars.

      Wim didn't like the idea much. This land was as foreign to him as Mars and he found the notion of spending the night on the ground unappealing. He worried about snakes and scorpions, plenty of which they'd seen as they rode. They'd even heard some coyotes a few days earlier.

      That was why he set off looking for whatever passed for high ground in this rolling terrain. He found a little butte that wasn't anything to brag about, but as he looked at it from below, he thought it might suffice. For some reason, he felt safer higher up. As he scaled the steep hillside, his feet sent rivers of pebbles and dirt cascading downward as they slipped and dug for traction.

      After struggling for a few minutes, he made it to the top and all he wanted to do was sit down and catch his breath, but what he saw put a quick end to that. In the distance - it was hard to judge from that vantage point but he supposed it must have been at least a mile to the west - he saw a dark mass that looked something like a black pond against the sea of tan dirt and sand. At first, he thought maybe it was a body of water, or maybe a large copse of dead trees, but neither made any sense.

      He took his rifle and pressed the stock against his shoulder. He hesitated before peering into the scope as if trying to decide whether he really wanted to see what was out there, but he knew he couldn't ignore it and he steeled himself and took a good look.

      What Wim found gathered in the hollow West of him, was Pastor Grady O'Baker's army of the undead. There were so many he had to keep waving the rifle back and forth as he tried to take them all in. They appeared to be roped to one another and they stood mostly in place, only occasionally shifting a foot or two in any direction.

      As he watched, every now and again one would seem to take issue with its nearest neighbor and swat or grab at it, but the scuffles died out fast, like they knew it was pointless and since they were all dead, there was no sense in fighting amongst themselves.

      Somehow, this seemed familiar to Wim, but he couldn’t fathom why that was. He'd never seen anything like this. Heck, he doubted anyone had. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of zombies, lassoed together to create some kind of invincible, unstoppable killing machine.

      And then he remembered the rats. What had Emory called them? He tried so hard to recall that his brow furrowed, and his eyes squinted. Think, Wim. Don't be so dumb. There was a word for it. A foreign one. But what was it?

      Rattenkönig. A rat king.

      That was it. It was like the jumble of rats he'd found in the barn in the days before the plague came to his little farm. They'd scurried and skittered about, eating anything in their path and, by God, this cluster of zombies he saw in the distance must behave the same way.

      Wim had killed the rat king in his barn, but that only took two shots from his Pa's old shotgun. How would it be possible to destroy that many zombies with anything short of a nuclear bomb?

      He had two other men with him and he hoped that one of them was smarter than him and might be able to come up with something. Because, if not, he had little doubt that those zombies, and the man who controlled them, would destroy what remained of the world.
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      Aben took no pleasure in reliving his past, especially his years in the Marines and his time in the Middle East. He thought himself a barely adequate soldier and his most memorable contribution to the war was getting several of his friends killed because he was a shitty driver. Such memories belonged in the past. Nonetheless, when coupled with a pig farmer and fry cook, he seemed to be the default go to source of information on strategical planning for what would almost certainly end up as a suicide mission.

      The fact that they were outnumbered at least three or four hundred to one was not lost on any of them, but Aben thought he was the only one who grasped the extreme gravity of the situation.

      "We'd do just as well strapping ourselves up with bombs, pushing as far into the mass of them as possible, and pressing the button." He meant that remark to be sarcastic and was a little alarmed when neither Wim nor Mead immediately put the kibosh on it. Instead, they stared at him as if giving it serious consideration.

      "Where would we get the bombs?" Wim asked.

      Sweet Caroline, Aben thought. This is going to be even worse than I expected. "That was not a serious plan," he said. "You boys might be the 'go out on a blaze of glory' types, but I am not. I rather enjoy life, such that it is. I didn't sign up to save the world."

      Thus far, the only ideas the others had tendered were getting the zombies to the Grand Canyon and somehow dumping them over the cliff or getting them to the ocean and drowning them.

      Both plans were so flawed Aben felt they bordered on absurd. They must be six hundred miles or more from the Grand Canyon and, even if they did somehow lead them there, it seemed illogical to believe they could convince them to commit mass suicide like a bunch of lemmings. The ocean hypothesis was equally short-sighted. Aben's experience at the boy scout camp years earlier had proved to him that, while zombies couldn't swim, they also did not drown.

      He had considered fire. That seemed to be a comparably simple idea, but Mead put a quick end to that when he shared with them the story about LaRon and the guns and ammunition store. That really left to options. Ignore them and let them become someone else's problems or find a way to blow them up. And not with suicide vests.

      Between those two, Aben leaned toward the former. He knew that was the coward's way of dealing and he was fine with that. However, the other men possessed moral character of a firmer quality and he was reluctant to say that, in his opinion as a long ago professional soldier, they should tuck tail and run.

      That left explosives, but seeing as how they were in the middle of some God forsaken West Texas desert, finding them was apt to be difficult, a nearly impossible to conquer scavenger hunt, so they decided to stop tracking the horde and find a few of the nearest towns, cross their fingers and toes, and hope something turned up

      As far as plans went, it wasn't much, but under the circumstances it was as good as it got.

      In towns like Big Lake, Texon, and Rankin they had no luck. Fort Davis too turned up no place to find dynamite, but it did possess a gun shop large enough to give Charlton Heston a hard on even from the grave. They had plenty of guns, and any more would be more than they could carry, but Mead demanded they stop anyway.

      "An old acquaintance of mine had something called, I think, target right," he said.

      "Never heard of it." Aben wanted to move on. Even though they hadn't seen the horde in days, he knew it likely wasn't far.

      "He said people used it for target shooting. You shoot it, and it blows up."

      Aben turned to Mead, suddenly less eager to get a move on. "Tannerite."

      Mead smiled, a rare sight these days. "That's the one. We got ourselves in a pickle and he used it to blow up a van. Made one hell of a mess."

      Aben's wheels were turning. This was a good idea. Better than dynamite which to be frank, he had little knowledge about how to use safely or effectively. "I think you might be on to something, kiddo."

      The store carried no Tannerite but Aben knew the same product could be made quite easily with nothing more than ammonium nitrate and aluminum powder. They found the ammonium nitrate at a feed and fertilizer milling company. There was so much that they had to rig up carts to Gypsy and Mead's donkey to haul it.

      Mead was the one who suggested they find a paint store for the aluminum powder, insisting that they used it to create the metallic fleck look. He was right, and at the end of the day they had what they needed. Whether it would actually work remained to be seen.
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      Each of the eight most recent men to fight in the arena had died there. All eight were now impaled in an uneven row outside town. And while people still seemed to enjoy the blood sport, they watched the events not only with excitement, but with fear. Fear that they might be next.

      It was getting harder to find volunteers. Not that anyone had a real choice. Mitch got the feeling that, if someone didn't win soon, the tide might turn completely and, while he was dubious about whether they'd revolt against Saw (and by proxy, him) he thought it wasn't a risk worth taking.

      He was inside his trailer, compiling the latest inventory, when there was a knock at the door of his motorhome. He set aside the logbook and went to the door, expecting, or maybe hoping, to find Sally Rose. The two had been spending more and more time together the last few weeks and she'd stop servicing other men in town. He appreciated that, even though he never would have asked her.

      When he opened the door, instead of finding Sally Rose's smiling face, he found Mina's scowling one. The sight so surprised him that he was speechless, a rare occurrence for him.

      "Are you gonna stand there like an asshole or are you going to invite me in?"

      Mitch stepped aside, and she pushed her way past him. He closed the door behind her.

      "We need to talk about Saw." She sat on the couch and helped herself to an open bottle of beer without bothering to ask.

      "What about him?"

      "He's cheating on me."

      Mitch was in the process of taking a seat of his own when she said that, and her declaration so surprised him that he almost missed. "He would never."

      "He is. Not that I give half a shit. But it's who he's doing it with that matters." She sat down the bottle and stared at him, dead serious. "Matters to you."

      Mitch didn't know why he should care who Saw stuck it to on the side and resented being brought into their domestic matters. He was ready to tell her when she spoke again.

      "It's that whore you see. Sally."

      Mitch went from annoyed to angry as if she'd flipped a light switch. He was pissed that Mina of all people would call Sally Rose a whore and he was pissed at the accusation that there was something up between her and Saw. He didn't know which angered him more.

      "Shut the fuck up. Where do you come up with this paranoid bullshit?"

      "I've known it for a while but figured what did it matter. Saw's gonna do what he wants. Nothing I say or do will change that."

      "Enough!" Mitch stood up so fast his chair toppled over backward and he saw Mina flinch. She recovered quick though and grabbed the beer. That time she finished it off.

      "Ask her if you don't believe me. She was the one giving Saw the heroin. Apparently, they shot up together."

      "Bullshit, Mina. The heroin came from Boyd. He admitted that to my face."

      "Boyd brought it in. Sally the whore delivered it. I suppose that's when they started up. No good junkies, the both of em. He's still using, you know?"

      Mitch's mind was in overdrive. All this information seemed impossible but made a perverse kind of sense. Maybe that's why Sally Rose had been sticking so close to him of late, trying to keep him off the trail. He knew she liked nose candy, but then again so did he. He couldn't believe she'd do H but, when he thought about it, what did he really know about her?

      "Why are you telling me this?"

      "Saw's gone off the rails. The violence, the torture. He's losing the town and if he catches on, he'll burn this place to the ground."

      She stood and moved to him. He could smell the stale beer on her breath but the look in her eyes said she was sober. Sober and truthful. "This place and everyone in it," she said. "Now are you the kind of man whose gonna stand by and do nothing? Fiddle while Rome burns, like the saying went?"

      Mina slipped by him. He heard the door open but didn't turn to look as she exited. When he heard the door close again, he went to the cabinet where he kept his stash and grabbed a baggie of cocaine. He poured it onto the kitchen counter, then used a spatula to divide it into lines.

      He bent at the waist to snort a line, then stopped himself. He wanted to numb the pain he felt, but he needed to keep his head clear even more. He swept the drugs into the sink and turned his back on it. He was going to find out the truth one way or another.
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      Mina watched from a distance as Mitch stormed toward Sally Rose's trailer. The door hung ajar and he didn't knock before entering. As he barged inside, she hoped she'd made the right decision.

      "You done screwed up this time, Birdie," her daddy's voice whispered inside her head. "That boy's too smart to fall for your little nappy-headed games. He gone see straight through your lies and then you's gonna have hell to pay."

      She'd stopped answering him out loud, at least most of the time. Although, in this horrible place talking to yourself was one of the less unusual habits a person could possess. But in her mind, she told him to shut up. Not that that ever worked.

      "That boy's gone know straight away what you up to. Then he's gone tell Saw and Lordy help you. You thought I was hard on your skinny ass? Yo in for a whole new world of pain."

      Don't be right, she thought. For once let the old bastard be wrong. All her life, Mina had felt like she'd been playing a supporting role. First to her younger sister, who was always prettier and smarter. Then she became her daddy's caregiver and punching bag. And now she was nothing more than Saw's woman, asking 'how high' when he said jump'.

      She was tired of always being in the background. Always being a person who things happened to and not someone who made things happen. She was going to be different now. She'd made her choice and it was too late to go back. Today was the day Mina took hold of her own fate.

      From inside the trailer, she heard Mitch scream. Confused, angry sounds. Then things breaking. She held her breath and hoped she'd got it all right.

      There was no more heroin. She'd spent weeks trying to find some but had no luck, but she thought some burned molasses on a spoon would be close enough to fool Mitch. She'd left that, along with a needle and syringe, beside Sally Rose's body after she killed her.

      That act was far easier than she'd expected. The whore was kind and trusting and seemed a little flattered when Mina had arrived at her doorstep. She invited her inside without a single question and her only concern seemed to be tucking away dirty dishes so Mina wouldn't realize her housekeeping skills weren't the best. She'd just sat a stack of plates in the sink when Mina hit her in the back of the head with a rubber mallet.

      She'd gone with rubber because she didn't want to leave any obvious wounds, but it wasn't quite as powerful as a regular hammer and while the blow sent Sally Rose tumbling into her ramshackle cabinets, it didn’t kill her straight off. The woman hit the floor and managed to turn her way before Mina could get in a second blow. She stared up at her dazed and wide-eyed.

      "Why'd you do that?"

      Mina didn't answer. Instead she raised the mallet over her head and swung with every bit of strength her scrawny arms could muster. That blow connected with the top of Sally Rose's skull and the woman went limp. Mina checked for a pulse and couldn't find one, but her own heartbeat was pounding so loud she knew she might have missed it.

      After waiting a minute to make sure there wasn't any blood, Mina tossed the spoon and needle near the body and headed straight for Mitch.

      Inside the trailer, the screaming and the commotion had stopped and, as the silence dragged on, Mina began to wonder if things had gone bad. Maybe Sally Rose wasn't dead. Or maybe she was, and she'd managed to bite Mitch. Either scenario meant game over for her.

      "If you smart you'd get your skinny ass outta Dodge, Birdie. Before anyone finds out what you done."

      "They won't find out." The words slipped from her mouth before she could stop herself and she wasn't sure whether she was saying them to her daddy or herself. "This is gonna work."

      But was it? Nothing had happened yet and her confidence in her plan in herself, began to fade. She was just about ready to run when she saw movement at the trailer door. A moment later Mitch stepped through, into the harsh midday sunlight. He carried Sally Rose's limp body in his arms and Mina saw the handle of a kitchen knife poking out of her eye socket.

      The first part of her plan had worked. Now she had to wait and bide her time for part two.
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        * * *

      

      Saw loved the idea. He'd grown weary of watching the battles from afar, so when Mina suggested he step into the ring, to end the losing streak and help boost morale, he thought it was pretty much the most perfect plan he'd ever heard.

      But, like all things, Saw wasn't content with going into the arena to fight a zombie or two. He needed something more dramatic. More grandiose. Because then his victory would not only show all the wankers how it was done, it would sear his greatness into their minds for the rest of their miserable lives.

      He went to Kwon to find out how many zombies they still had in storage and the man sheepishly told him there were only fourteen.  Saw had known the numbers were dwindling and sent Fernando out a few days earlier to gather more, but on short notice fourteen would have to do.

      He was so excited for the fight that he shagged Mina three times leading up to it. Part of it was the adrenaline and testosterone coursing through him, but part was because he wanted to put a baby in that hollow of hers. The bird was pushing forty and he knew the odds might be slim, but the way he figured it, the more pokes the better the odds.

      Since getting off the heroin, Saw had never felt so alive. He loved this place, the people. He relished the rough edges and the sleaziness and the fighting. And above all, he found the power a far more pleasing addiction than opiates. He truly felt like their king and he couldn't fathom a more perfect kingdom. He wanted to live out his days here, and he wanted to create a legacy.

      As evening approached, he found Mitch sitting in the corner at the dry snatch, a half-drained bottle of whiskey his only company.

      "Afternoon, Mitchy," Saw said as he sat down across from him. "I got something special planned for tonight."

      Mitch stared at him the opposite side of the table and Saw found the look in his eyes odd, something foreign on the lad's face. Was it sadness? "You aw right, Mitchy?"

      "I'm fine." Mitch grabbed the bottle and took a long swig.

      "Don't seem it to me."'

      "Whatta you care?"

      The lad was definitely off. Depressed, with a side order of anger. Both were unwelcome in the presence of Saw's good mood and he snatched the bottle out of Mitch's hand.

      "Nope. You've had enough. I need you to have a clear head for tonight."

      Mitch reached for the whiskey. Saw had no tolerance for playing keep-away so he smashed the bottle on the floor. The day's bartender, some old-timer with an egg-shaped head and a mustache long enough to tickle his chin, glanced their way, but when he realized it was Saw who'd created the mess, turned his attention to wiping the bar with a dirty rag.

      "Whathefuck?" Mitch asked, his words slurred.

      "Since when do you get pissed in the middle of the afternoon?"

      "I do what I want."

      "Aye, you do. And I've never stopped you, have I?" Mitch glowered at him and Saw wondered who'd pissed in the lad's cereal. He'd never seen him so sullen. "Listen now. Tonight, we're having a battle."

      "We do every night."

      "No. We, Mitchy. You and me."

      The boy, who really was no longer a boy, stared at him and Saw thought some of the sober Mitch came through.

      "What?"

      "We're going to battle all the zombies. The two of us. There's fourteen left. I figure that's enough to put on a hell of a good show."

      Mitch sat up straighter. He was coming back around.

      "You and me, we're gonna show all these wankers how men fight. How men kill. And after we show em how it's done, I nary a doubt no one around here will ever think about fookin with us. We won't be kings, Mitchy. We'll be goddamn gods!"

      Saw was so excited he smacked his palm on the table and now everyone in the bar looked. He turned to them.

      "Don't no one think about missing tonight’s battle. My boy Mitchy and me got something real special in mind. It's what you might call, a can't miss event."

      He looked at Mitch who now wore a smile that Saw thought didn't look entirely genuine, but he was so excited for the night's events that he didn’t even care.
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      Mitch paced outside the arena. He felt like puking, but he'd already done that. All the booze he'd soaked up earlier in the day was on the ground behind the Dry Snatch, along with some half-digested eggs. Even though it was empty, his stomach fought him.

      He couldn't comprehend how terrible the day had gone. Mina's news of Saw's betrayal. Sally Rose's overdose. He had to put a butter knife through her eye to destroy the monster she turned into. And now this battle where he and Saw had to take on fourteen zombies in front of every asshole in Shard End. Part of him thought he should just let one of the zombies get him but Mitch had never been the suicidal type. Besides, even if he let that happen, he had little doubt that Saw would still somehow come out victorious and the bastard wouldn't hesitate to hang him on a stake with the others.

      Saw's braggadocio had worked, and everyone was there to see the battle. Everyone except Saw and Mina who always had to play up their King and Queen roles and make a dramatic entrance. When Mitch saw all heads turn, he knew that was happening.

      When they emerged through the crowd, Mitch saw that Saw had come in shirtless. He'd regained most of the weight he lost when he was in the throes of addiction and for a fleeting moment, Mitch wondered how he'd bulked up so quick if he was still using. The man's hairy chest rippled with coarse muscles. Not the kind built in the gym, the physique of a genuine hardass.

      Mina gave Saw a kiss on the cheek as he climbed into the ring. As Mitch went to join him, Mina grabbed his wrist. Her long, skeletal fingers felt like talons. She leaned in close. "This is your chance, Mitch," she said. "Find a way to end him."

      Mitch stared at her, not sure what to say or how to react. He realized she was right. This was the best, maybe the only chance, he'd have to take Saw out. He only needed to figure out how.

      "Good luck, Mitch," Mina said that loud enough for everyone nearby to hear, then gave him a gentle push toward the ring.

      Mitch joined saw in the arena. The man threw his arm around his shoulders and pulled him in tight. "Can you feel it, Mitchy?"

      "What?"

      "The energy. It's coming off em like shockwaves. I've never seem em so excited."

      Mitch hadn't paid much attention to the crowd, but he took that moment to examine them. Saw was right. These people were almost frantic. And he used their frenzied furor to steel himself for what was to come.

      "Where's that girl of yours?" Saw asked. "Daisy Iris or whatever her name is?"

      Mitch's head snapped toward Saw. How dare the bastard even mention her?

      "She too worried about you to come out and watch you fight?"

      Mitch clenched his teeth to stop himself from going off on Saw right then. "Yeah. I guess."

      Saw laughed. "A shame. She should be here. See what her man's capable of. I tell you Mitchy, nothing gets a girl's snatch wet faster than seeing her man bash a couple skulls in."

      "If you say so."

      Saw laughed again, a deep, throaty chortle. "Good thing you got me around to teach you lessons like this. Someone's gotta be your dad and show you how to be a man."

      At the opposite end of the arena, Kwon and Polo brought in the fourteen zombies. As they began to meander toward them, Mitch leaned in close to Saw.

      "There's something I never told you about my parents," Mitch said.

      "What's that Mitchy?" Saw looked away from the coming zombies and to Mitch'.

      "I killed them."

      Saw's eyes narrowed, and Mitch couldn't hold back a grin. Now, he was ready to fight.
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      Saw had killed four zombies to Mitch's two. That left eight of the creatures with them in the arena and the crowd was roaring.

      An undead black man was heading Saw's way, but Mitch grabbed him from behind, his fingers sinking into the zombie's dense, kinky hair. He jerked the monster’s head backward and threw the zombie to the ground. The man looked up at him and growled and Mitch's response was a kick to the jaw. Two large, white teeth fell out of its mouth along with a slimy string of black drool.

      The creature started to get up, but Mitch kicked it again, another blow to the head. The creature fell face first into the mud and Mitch stomped its skull again and again until his boot broke through the bone and sunk into the soft tissue inside. When he pulled his foot free, it came loose with a thick, wet shwock.

      Mitch looked over to see Saw bashing a female zombie's head against a car bumper. Most of her face was caved in and she looked like a porcelain doll that some careless child had dropped, but her arms still fought and flailed. Another two hard hits into the metal and she went limp.

      Saw dropped her and grinned at Mitch. His face was spattered with black blood that painted streaks as it ran down his crazed face. "Over half way there, Mitchy."

      Mitch knew the man was a sociopath, but he still struggled to believe Saw could put on such a friendly, unaffected act after the way he'd betrayed him. Did he think Mitch was so stupid that he wouldn't catch on, or did he not even care?

      "Behind you. Three o'clock," Saw said.

      Mitch turned and found a teenage boy, a head shorter than him and even skinnier, approaching. The boy's face had been gnawed on and most of the left side was gone, just an oozing, black pit. Mitch thought he'd be doing the kid a favor to finish him off.

      He'd noticed earlier that a straight section of metal was hanging loose by a Jeep's windshield and now he grabbed it and jerked it free. He felt the steel cut into his palms, but he had so much adrenaline that he didn't care. He spun back to the boy, stabbing the metal into what was left of its face and they were down to five.

      The zombies were on three sides of them and the border of cars was at their backs. Mitch was certain they could take them out together, but he knew that this was going to be his best chance. Saw was partially in front of him, his back turned. Mitch still clutched the two-foot-long chunk of metal and all he needed to do was slash Saw in the knee or ankle during the fight. Put him to the ground where he'd be at the zombies' mercy. If he did it at the right moment, in the midst of the chaos, no one would even realize what had happened. The zombies were closing it and Mitch knew he had to make his move soon or he might lose the chance altogether.

      A middle-aged dead woman came in at Mitch's side. Her iron-gray hair swayed with every awkward, lurching step and obscured her face. He tried to make out details, to see who she was, and didn't realize another zombie was almost on him. It was not until he heard its raspy growl that he became alerted to its presence, and by then it was close enough to grab him.

      And it did just that. The zombie had hold of his upper arm, its fingers sinking into his flesh. He could smell the decay and death spilling from its open mouth. He could feel it on his neck.

      Holy fuck, he thought as it fell into him. I'm going to die.

      Mitch couldn't believe he'd been so careless. He'd escaped thousands of these fuckers in the Greenbriar's bunker, but now he was inches away from getting chomped.

      He jerked, trying to pull his arm free and, in the process, dropped the strip of metal. The gray-haired zombie was at his other side and she took hold of his shirt. Mitch felt like the bologna in a zombie sandwich. The female zombie leaned in to take a bite, but Mitch caught her gray hair with his free arm and barely held her at bay. She was so close he could see hunks of decayed flesh caught in her teeth.

      And then her right eye burst out of its socket and hit Mitch in the face. The thick, orbital slime as it slithered down his face would have revolted him if he wasn't so shocked. The gray-haired zombie still stood in front of him, but she no longer fought to attack. She was limp and a second later her body collapsed to the ground.

      Saw had used the metal to stab through the back of her head and, when she fell, it came free. Mitch watched as Saw wasted no time and stabbed past him. Mitch couldn't see what happened, but he heard the crunch as the bar broke through the face of the zombie who'd had hold of Mitch's arm.

      The two zombies were dead, and Mitch was free. He spun around, searching for the other three who should still be waiting to attack, but realized that somehow Saw had killed them too. He tried to think, to make sense of it, but struggled to clear his head over  the thunderous roar of the crowd.

      Then, Saw embraced him. "Good brawling, Mitchy!" He shouted into Mitch's ear.

      Mitch realized he was on the verge of crying. He was so relieved to be alive, but still so confused over Mina's accusations. "Thank you," was all he could get out.

      Saw pulled back, grinning and bemused. "You don't gotta thank me. I'd never let nothing bad happen to you. You're like my son, Mitchy. I love you, you little bastard."

      It seemed so sincere that Mitch couldn't help but believe him. He realized everything Mina had told him was a lie. That she must have been the one who killed Sally Rose. He looked to where she'd stood outside the arena, and realized she was gone.

      Mitch leaned in close to Saw, locking eyes with him. "There's something you need to know."
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      "Oooh, Birdie, you done fucked up real good. Thought you could outsmart a coupla men. Thought I taught you better than that, but you never did listen to your daddy."

      "Rot in hell you bastard. I killed you!" She screamed the words out loud, but her daddy only cackled hysterically in response.

      Mina ran as fast as her skinny legs could carry her. That was not fast enough. She hadn't made it half a mile when the spotlight illuminated her from behind and turned her into a silhouette.

      She ran another few yards, her pace slowing as the light behind her grew in intensity. Then, her pace became a plodding walk.

      "No sense wasting your energy, love," Saw said. "Time for running's over. How 'bout you turn around?"

      Mina did not. She was done taking orders. Done doing what men told her to do. She stood there, facing away from the light, away from Saw, until she felt hands on her shoulders. The grip was firm, but not the strongman's strength she was used to.

      "Why'd you do this, Mina?"

      That was Mitch's voice. That little, ratty bastard had ruined everything. If only he'd have listened to her. Done what she told him. This could all have ended so much better. They could live their lives without being under Saw's thumb. Without his sadistic brutality always lurking on the edge of his personality and ready to strike. Damn that Mitch for being such a chickenshit.

      Mina did turn, but not before she'd worked up a mouthful of spit. When she came face to face with Mitch's ugly, scarred mug, she unleashed it and the glob of it splattered against the bridge of his nose, into his eyes.

      "Because I thought you were a man. Turns out, I was wrong."

      She expected him to hit her, but instead he only wiped at his face with the back of his hand and looked to Saw who stood a couple yards away, holding the floodlight. He stared at her and shook his head but stayed silent.

      That silence, coupled with the flat, emotionless expression on his face, had her on the verge of breaking. She could have handled him screaming at her. Cursing at her. Beating her. But the silence, the disapproval like she was the one who'd done something wrong, that was too much. "What are you gonna do, Saw? Shoot me? Run me through with one of your spears?"

      "I won't do none of that," Saw said and he lowered the light a bit, giving her eyes a small break. "While that island was burning, you came to me and asked if I could keep you safe. I told you I would. And I always did, didn't I?"

      "He got you there, Birdie! You never did know how good you had it!"

      She resisted the urge to answer her daddy's voice. Didn't speak at all.

      "When I told you, I loved you which I told you a lot, I meant it. Weren't nothing I wanted more than to grow old here in Shard End with you beside me. What else did you want from me?"

      Mina had no answer for him because she didn't know. He'd given her a mansion and safety and loyalty. But she hated who he was, that he wasn’t her true love, Bundy, and nothing could have changed that.

      "Aren't you even going to give me the courtesy of an explanation?"

      Mina considered telling Saw exactly what she thought of him. That he was pure evil. That he was repugnant. That everyone he loved would never love him because, at his core, he was completely rotten. But she decided not to give him the satisfaction of saying words that would allow him to hate her back. She wanted him to spend the rest of his days wondering why. So, she bit her tongue and kept her mouth closed.

      "Have it your way then."

      Saw raised the light back up. She couldn't see him anymore. She could see nothing but the fiery white ball of the halogen flood. It was like looking into the tunnel everyone talked about and seeing the light at the other end, but Mina suspected she wasn't destined to see that light. Not after the things she'd done.

      "Get on with it, Mitchy. But do it careful like we discussed."

      Mina returned her attention to Mitch and realized he had a machete in his hand.

      "I think I loved her," Mitch said and she realized the wetness in his eyes wasn't remnants of her spit, but tears.

      A sliver of her thought about saying something kind. Maybe even apologizing. But being nice never got her anywhere in life. It was a hard world, one that ground up the good people and tossed them into the dirt when it had used up anything worth taking. That was just as true before the plague as it was now. And if she was heading toward the exit, she wasn't going to fake it any more.

      "I doubt she loved you. I doubt anyone could."

      Mitch's gaze switched from melancholy to fury.

      "Yo coming home, Birdie. We gone be together fo'ever!" Her daddy laughed and laughed as Mitch swung the machete.

      The blade hit her low in the neck, barely above her collar bones and as her head tumbled free she saw the man who killed her and the man who'd ordered her death tumbling end for end.

      Their movements, which weren't theirs at all of course, ceased when her head came to a stop in the dirt. It was mostly upside down but still faced toward the men and she watched Saw grab her decapitated head by the hair and lift it up, looking her in the eyes.

      "Promised you I'd never hurt you, love. Shame you didn't do the same."

      The men turned and walked back toward town, Mina's head swinging in Saw's hand. She watched it all as her life drained away and the night went from dim, to black, to winking out entirely.
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      Mead spotted the log cabin before the others. It was the old-fashioned kind with thick, white layers of chinking between the wood, and it looked like it had been empty for maybe fifty years.

      The roof was partially caved in and no actual windows filled the holes where glass had once been, but it was the first structure they'd seen in hours and he thought it would suffice even if it was a piece of shit.

      He was ready to claim it for the night when a man stepped through the doorway. He was tall, dark, and anything but handsome. "Help you?"

      Mead gave him a quick up and down and saw he had a pistol holstered on his hip. "Maybe. We've been riding for a while. Just looking for a place to flop for the night."

      "I could go along with that. If you can answer me something."

      Mead tended to expect the worst from people and although he was suited up for fighting zombies, he knew none of his gear would help him if the man decided to draw and shoot. "It's your rodeo. Ask away."

      "Why the fuck are you dressed up like some kind of crash test dummy."

      From behind his helmet, Mead grinned.

      The man's name was Fernando Mejias and over the course of the evening and night, they told him their stories and he shared his. What he lacked in looks, he made up for in personality. He was raw, and crude and, while Wim visibly cringed at his language, Mead liked him despite that. Shit, maybe because of it.

      Fernando told them about the town he'd called home for the last two years, a place called Shard End on the Texas/Mexico border. He was out on a supply run but hadn't found much luck. They told him about Brimley, about the army of zombies, and suggested that reinforcements would be an asset for any coming fight. At times, Mead thought Fernando wavered between shock and disbelief, but he never outright questioned their tale and, when the talking was finished, he agreed to take them to his home.

      Sleep had been hard coming for Mead since he found Brimley destroyed, and the woman he loved dead. The rough wood floor of the cabin didn’t help, and he spent much of the night tossing from one side to the other, tormented by memories and regrets. Going in to that summer, he'd thought he had the world at his feet. That he'd taken on the apocalypse head on and come out victorious. But he'd been humbled,

      Despite all the horrible things he'd seen, what happened in Brimley shocked him. He couldn’t comprehend that type of cruelty. The thought of new people, a new fight, energized him. He thought it could be a chance to redeem himself. To test himself once more and get his revenge.
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      Juli woke, terrified and on the verge of screaming, but by some miracle she was able to keep quiet. She forced her eyes to stay open, to stare at the dawn sky which was full of pinks and reds and a fingernail of the moon. She thought staring at that might keep the horrors of her dreams at bay, but that didn't work.

      Every night since the massacre in Arkansas, she'd had similar dreams. People running and screaming and fighting and dying. In the daylight she could push those memories away, to convince herself that it was all a necessary part of God's plan, just like when he killed the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, but at night, the visions that filled her dreams were too real.

      She knew going back to sleep would be a wasted effort, so she climbed off the rollup mattress and stretched out her aches and pains as she came fully awake. This land was cool in the mornings, not like it had been further East, and she grabbed her blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders like a shawl.

      As she left the small encampment where the few dozen men and women of Grady's congregation - the ones who were still human - slept, she tiptoed so as not to wake them. She'd grown increasingly uncomfortable around them since Arkansas, with their fervor and devotion. She'd been with Grady the longest by a good spell, but these people, they didn't simply follow him, they worshipped him. Even after all this time, Juli wasn't extremely familiar with the bible but she was relatively certain it talked about false idols or prophets or something like that. One of these days I'll have to actually read that book, she thought. But she knew she never would.

      Watching Grady get bit by zombies was something she could handle. Could even believe in. And watching him round up zombies, lassoing them like runaway cattle and forcing them into a herd was bizarre, but harmless enough. Grady had a way with them and, in the year plus he'd been growing his zombie horde, no one had been bitten. Aside from him, of course. It was like they were under his spell - docile and subservient. She thought them harmless.

      Until Arkansas.

      That had changed everything. And the fact that she was the only person in the whole bunch of them who seemed to see the horror in what happened scared her even more. Would God really support sending in zombies to eat women and children? Grady said they were purging them of their sins, but what sins did little boys not even old enough for Little League have that were worth dying over?

      She spotted Grady sitting cross-legged and motionless in the middle of nothing. She knew he was praying. Or listening, maybe. Getting his orders from God.

      It's funny, she thought. Before the plague, if people passed a dirty, homeless man on the street corner, one who was shouting about how God told him this and God told him that, everyone thought he was insane or ignored him entirely. But now, that same type of character wasn't only listened to, but believed. Was there a good reason for that change?

      Although she'd been quiet as a mouse, Grady turned to her as if he knew he was being watched. He smiled, that pinched-lipped, barely there smirk that used to seem boyish but now seemed somehow malevolent. "Come. Sit with me, Juli."

      She didn't want to, but she did, of course.

      There was nothing but silence between them for the first minute. Nothing but sitting and staring into the desert where the cacti were being backlit by the rising sun. She wondered if he expected her to speak, but while she tried to come up with something worth saying, he broke the silence.

      "It's close now."

      Juli looked at him, but he didn't meet her gaze. "What’s close?"

      "The end. The rapture, some might call it."

      "That's where we all turn into spirits and float up to Heaven?" She hoped that didn't come out as sarcastic as she thought it did.

      "In a way. It won't happen just like that, but the final result will be the same. We'll get our rewards for doing God's work."

      "Reward?" Juli thought it an odd comment. Grady cared about nothing. Certainly not rewards.

      He finally looked her way, that same small smirk on his face. "You'll see. I promise."

      It wasn't unusual for Grady to be vague on the details and Juli was never sure if that was because he didn’t want to share everything God supposedly showed him, or because he was making everything up as he went along. She thought the truth was a coin flip. "I hope I do see it, Grady. Because lately, I'm... I'm struggling."

      "I know this has been a long and difficult journey. I don't tell you enough but thank you for everything you've done. Everything you continue to do. You believed in me when no one else did and I'll never be able to repay you for that."

      "I don't want repaid. I just need to know that this has been worth something."

      Grady laid his hand on her knee. His eyes were almost painfully earnest. "It has! Of course it has! We're doing what God demanded when no one else had the courage to stand up and say, 'Yes, Father, I will do as you command!' When everything else was running or trying to restart that damned, forsaken world, we were the ones who said, 'No, we know there's something better. We believe our Lord has a plan!' That's not something. That's everything. You have to believe that."

      Juli wanted to believe. She wanted that more than anything and inside she prayed that God would speak to her the way he'd supposedly spoken to Grady. Because, if there was ever a time in her life that she needed to know the truth, it was now.
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      The night prior, Fernando had told the men about the people who ran Shard End. Saw and Mitch. From their descriptions, Wim had been relatively certain he knew them from the attack on the Ark and when Fernando gave their names, Aben confirmed this.

      As a result, the men knew the town they were now approaching was not only hard, but quite possibly deadly. Fernando had promised to vouch for them and Wim believed he would, but he knew he'd never fully trust Mitch after his double-agent stunt on the Ark. And, if Saw was as insane as Aben had described him to be, they very well may be riding to their executions.

      To say the plan was risky was an understatement.

      The first thing Wim saw when they entered Shard End was Mina Costell's head impaled on a spike. It was not a good omen.

      "Holy hell!" Mead yelled behind him. "Is that Mina?"

      Wim hadn't seen her in a few years, but he was certain it was. He didn't even need to double check it against the wedding photo he kept tucked into his back pocket. The woman he'd considered a friend stared at him with gray, glazed over eyes. Her mouth opened and shut with low rumbles escaping through her dried out, blackened lips.

      Wim spun toward Fernando, hand on his revolver. "What's going on here?"

      Fernando, who sat behind Aben, sharing his horse, thrust his hands in the air and the look on his face showed he was almost as surprised about this as Wim. "I don't know. That's Saw's wife. Or, she was when I left."

      "Then what's her head doing on a stick?" Wim asked.

      "I have no idea. Honest to God."

      "Fucking shit!" Mead hopped off the donkey. "If those zombie cult motherfuckers beat us here and killed everyone, I'm going to have an aneurysm."

      "There's no sign of that."

      Mead turned and saw Wim had also dismounted. "Another severed head isn't a sign?"

      Wim pointed to the ground. "Down there, I mean. All the scrubby little weeds are still perked up, not flat on the ground. When that lot rolls through, everything in its way gets trampled. Besides, there's no way they could have beat us here."

      "Then what happened to her?"

      Wim stepped to Mina's undead head. He held his hand toward it and flinched when her jaws snapped shut. He looked to the other men. "Let's go in town and find out."

      They all elected to walk in, leading the horses and donkey by their ropes. Prince trotted along with them like he was part of the gang and Wim supposed he'd earned that right.

      Along the way they passed several more zombies impaled on metal shafts and still as alive as zombies could be, but Fernando provided an explanation for those. Wim thought it a gruesome one, but the Mexican had already forewarned them that this was a hard place. And Wim knew he would need hard men to fight beside him if they had any real chance of coming out victorious.

      He was still shaken up about Mina as they entered town, wondering how she'd come to such an end. All the while though, he remembered how she left the Ark, running off with their attackers. He supposed it shouldn't surprise him that such a path wouldn't lead anywhere good.

      Ahead of them, they saw a few dozen house trailers, motor homes, and RVs parked haphazardly. As far as towns went, it wasn't much. Men and women stared at them from the stoops and alleys, and as the men passed by, Wim felt like he was some sort of zoo exhibit, on display for all these people to gawk at. He felt like things could take a bad turn at any moment.

      Fernando made a slight detour to a large motorhome, the kind that Wim thought Emory would have enjoyed if he was still alive, and tapped on the door. It opened, and a face Wim could never forget, came into view.

      The man Wim had known as Wayne, the man whose life he'd saved when he found him with a face full of infection back in West Virginia, didn't see him initially. He was too busy speaking to Fernando, but as they talked, he looked toward the other men.

      Mitch pushed past Fernando and came toward them. The boy he'd been on the Ark was gone, replaced with several inches in height and a man's gravity in his eyes. Wim thought he was coming to him or maybe Aben, but instead he crouched down and smacked his hips.

      "Prince!" He called, and the dog's ears perked up. The dog stared at him a moment, then took a halting step forward. "Hey, Prince"!

      Prince looked from Mitch, then up at Aben who nodded. "Go ahead." The dog broke into a run and launched himself at Mitch, his front paws landing on his shoulders as he licked Mitch's scarred face.

      Mitch ruffled the dog's fur, then put his arms around him and pulled him in even closer. "I missed you, buddy." The dog kept licking, his tail going back and forth rapid fire. Wim realized, with considerable surprise, that Mitch was crying.

      Mitch seemed to realize too and quickly stood and composed himself. He wiped dog slobber and tears from his face with his shirt sleeve, then pushed his mop of hair off his forehead. He looked to the others, Aben to Wim, then back again. Aben was closer and Mitch went to him.

      "Mitch," Aben said with a slight nod.

      Mitch extended his hand, but the look on his face said he didn't expect the gesture to be returned. "I've got to admit, I never expected to see you here."

      "I'd suspect not since you and Saw sent me off, pretty near naked, to turn into a popsicle." Aben didn't take his hand and Mitch eventually shoved it in his pocket.

      "Yeah," Mitch said. "I know this doesn't mean shit, but I'm real glad you made it."

      "As am I."

      Leading up to this, Wim had thought the men might come to blows, but that didn't happen. They weren't more than cordial, but it fell far short of the anger and violence he'd fretted about.

      Then Mitch came to him.

      "Hey, Wim. How have you been."

      "Around," Wim said. "You?"

      Mitch shrugged his shoulders. "We've got a nice set up here. Rough, but everyone's out in the open about that. Not like on the Ark."

      "I wouldn't use comparisons to the Ark if you're trying to say anything good."

      "I'm not. I just mean..."

      "I know." Wim could feel the man's nerves and wanted to get past this awkward phase as fast as possible. "You healed up nice."

      Mitch subconsciously tucked his chin and tilted his face down, an angle that made the scars less noticeable. "Thanks."

      Mead stepped into the mix. "I heard you were a real son of a bitch. But the past is the past and we've got some crazy important shit to deal with. I'm Mead."

      Mitch looked his way and took Mead's outstretched hand. "Mitch, but I guess you know that."

      "I do. Now take us to your buddy Saw so we can have ourselves a serious discussion."

      Wim admired Mead's candor and, apparently, Mitch did too because he smiled and nodded. "Follow me."
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      Saw listened to the men's story but found it hard to focus. He'd been missing Mina something fierce. Even if she was a lying, murderous bint, he loved her. Missed her too. Occasionally he'd venture to the outskirts of town and stare at her head and talk to her. She'd hiss and growl and snap her jaws and even though that wasn't that far off from their conversations when she was alive, it simply wasn't the same.

      He was thinking about her when he realized the room had gone silent and all eyes were on him. He didn't know if they'd asked him a question or were waiting for his general opinion on matters but knew he needed to say something.

      "Well, one things for damned sure, I ain't gonna sit here playing tiddlywinks while some religious loony bird sets off to conquer the world."

      He watched them, examined them to see if his answer would belie his daydreaming, but it seemed to work.

      "Then you'll join us?" Wim asked.

      Saw grinned, part from relief that no one had caught on, but also because the notion of a war seemed like the perfect thing to take his mind off his lost lover. "Of course. I never did like that mousy, little bastard and his pity me attitude."

      The plans came together quickly after that. Saw thought the odds of it succeeding were slim, but he was never one to let common sense get in the way of violence. Besides, what good was living if you were going to behave like a cowed dog and run away from opposition. Better to take it head on and deal with the consequences.

      After everything was settled, Saw pulled Aben aside while the others left his house. "A word, Aben? If you don't mind."

      "It's never a word with you, Saw, but I'll listen nonetheless."

      They sat on the front porch, something Saw could actually enjoy now that the days weren't a hundred degrees. It wasn't cool, damp Birmingham, but it was bearable. He offered Aben a stale beer and Aben accepted.

      They each drank for a spell before the conversation got started.

      "I got to say, I don't think much of this plan, "Saw said, breaking the silence. "You really think you got a chance with the little weirdo?" That was the first part of the plan. Mitch and Aben, who had spent a few months Grady at the outset of the plague were to go to him and try the diplomatic tact before all hell broke loose.

      "Not particularly."

      "So why bother?"

      "Because it's the only chance of avoiding a whole lot of people dying." Aben looked out toward the end of town were Saw's growing display of impaled dead stood out of sight. "Not that you'd concern yourself with such moral quandaries."

      Saw chuckled. "Everyone dies sooner or later. Don't see why the date matters so much."

      "Probably because most people want to live as long as possible."

      "Most people never live in the first place. They're too fooking scared of everything. Of everyone. They exist and nothing more." Saw finished off his beer and chucked the bottle into the yard. It collided with a rock and shattered. "You think I give a fook when I die? I don't. Because I've really lived. I do it every day."

      "That's a unique perspective."

      "Words to live by," Saw said.

      "Or die by."

      "Either or."

      Aben took a small sip and Saw watched him swish the beer around in his mouth before spitting it onto the porch.

      "I'm glad you're alive, you know."

      "I rather doubt that," Aben said.

      "It's true. When you walked in here I about shat myself. I knew you were one tough bastard, but I didn't expect that."

      "Oh, I'd cashed in my chips and was waiting to die when Mead came along. Another half hour, I'd have been an icy speed bump, all courtesy of you."

      "I always liked you and still do. If I didn't, I wouldn't a given you no chance at all."

      "It wasn't much of a chance."

      "But you're still here, aren't you? If you need reminding what happens to people I'm really upset with, stop by the head of my most recently betrothed and introduce yourself."

      Aben set his half empty beer to the side and stood. "I'd like to say it's been good chatting with you, Saw, but..." He stepped off the porch and started toward town.

      "Aben?"

      The big man turned back, reluctant.

      "Be careful, when you go to Grady. It's easy to underestimate a crazy man. Especially one who believes his own bullshit."

      "You'd know."

      "I'm not crazy. Just mean's all."

      "I won't disagree with the latter."

      Saw smiled, one so sincere it would have been charming if not for his decayed, broken teeth.

      "And, take care of Mitchy for me if ya will. Don't let nuffin bad happen to him, aw right?"

      Aben nodded, slow. "I'll try."

      "He's a good lad."

      "Let's agree to disagree on that. At least for now."

      Saw thought that was fair enough. He watched Aben leave the property and head toward town, knowing in the morning he and Mitch would be gone. He hoped he hadn't seen the last of the both of them.
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      "I can't believe you've been riding that horse for all this time and you never bothered to give her a name. It's like Prince all over again," Mitch said. "What is it with you and names anyway?"

      They'd set off at dawn and were making good time, but conversation had been limited to the bare necessities until Mitch had asked about his horse. Aben glanced sideways, taking in Mitch who was riding Mead's donkey, and shrugged his shoulders, telling him the horse had no name. That reminded him of some old song lyrics and he smiled. Apparently, Mitch took that smile as an invitation to strike up a conversation and, while Aben wasn't overly interested in such trivialities, especially with Mitch, there was no sense being rude.

      "She knows 'whoa' and 'go'. Expanding her vocabulary further might be apt to confuse her," Aben said. "And to save you from asking, that donkey remains nameless too."

      "Maybe I'll name it."

      "I see no one standing in your way."

      Mitch managed to keep his mouth shut for almost a whole minute before barking out, "Jack!"

      Aben only shook his head. "That's a little on the nose, don't you think?"

      "Better than not having a name at all."

      "I can't recall one single time in my life when having a name made a bit of difference. And I'm a man, not an animal."

      Mitch laughed.

      "I didn't realize I was being humorous."

      "That's from that old black and white movie. The Elephant Man." He gave his voice a lower tenor and a bad British accent. "I am not an animal! I am a human being!"

      Aben stared at him blank-faced. "Never saw it." He lied. He didn't want to be Mitch's friend. Mitch almost got him and his dog killed years earlier and he had few doubts the boy would do the same again if it meant saving his own skin.

      "It was good. A little sad though."

      Aben thought that was about as much empathy as the boy possessed. Then he needed to remind himself that Mitch wasn't a boy any more. He was twenty-one years old, older than Aben had been the first time he was shipped overseas with a gun and a uniform to fight in a war he still didn't understand.

      They rode the next five hours in silence. Aben preferred that but it didn't last.

      "If it makes any difference, I'm sorry" Mitch said.

      "Why? Did you pass gas?"

      Mitch smirked. "You know."

      "I suppose."

      Mitch broke eye contact, staring into the desert ahead. Aben could almost see the wheels turning inside the boy's head.

      "I was scared, I guess. About leaving Saw."

      "He's just a man," Aben said.

      "I know. But he's... He believed in me. That's more than my parents ever did."

      Aben saw genuine emotion on the boy's face, and as much as he'd have enjoyed dragging Saw's name through the mud for the rest of the day, he knew that would serve no purpose other than making himself feel good. Mitch and Saw were two sides of the same coin. And maybe that coin was a wooden nickel, but nevertheless, they were inseparable.

      It was easier to stay quiet.
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        * * *

      

      Aben saw Juli before she saw him. She was a hundred yards or more from Grady's encampment and even further from the zombies, all alone in the desert, sitting at the edge of a dry creek bed and staring into space. She looked small against the landscape, like a lost child. And although Aben couldn't read emotion from that distance, he imagined she was melancholy.

      "Damn, that chick hasn't aged well," Mitch said over his shoulder.

      Aben wished he was alone, but Mitch's assessment was true. Juli's once raven-black hair was over half gray and her tanned skin etched with wrinkles. It was like fourteen years had passed since he last saw her, not four. He scanned the area again, triple-checking to be certain no one else was around, then Aben and Mitch pushed toward her.

      They'd halved the distance before Juli caught on to their presence. She flinched, then scrambled to her feet, almost falling in the loose soil before regaining her footing and balance. She was on the verge of running when something in her eyes shifted.

      Aben held up his hands. "Hello there, old friend."

      "Aben?"

      "I'd hate to think someone else out there is as ugly as me."

      "Oh my God." She started toward them, slow at first then shifting to a quick jog. She mostly ignored Mitch, but threw her arms around Aben's broad chest, burying her face in his beard. "I'm not dreaming this, am I?"

      Aben wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "I could think of better dreams."

      "Me too." She let him go and when she pulled back he saw she was crying. She looked toward Mitch, blank at first, then shocked and curious. "Mitch?"

      He nodded.

      "You're so tall. So grown up." She stared at him, unblinking.

      "And I have a fucked-up face. You can say it. My feelings won't be hurt."

      Her eyes dropped. "What happened?"

      Mitch opened his mouth to answer but Aben took over.

      "That's a long story and not a relevant one at the moment. We need to talk about Grady. And his zombies."

      Juli bit her lip and the trickle of tears coming from her eyes turned into a river.
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      Juli refused to take them to see Grady. She knew that if she did, Grady would cast them in to the undead, where their sins, and their flesh, would be consumed and they would then join his flock. She cared about them too much - even Mitch - to do that. They deserved better than becoming sacrificial lambs.

      She told them as much as she could, but it was enough that she knew the men would return from where they came, filled with stories of past horrors and coming doom. In a way, she thought that might be for the best. Maybe it would keep everyone away so that Grady's long march to the promised land would be through vacant towns and no one else would need to die. But in her heart, she knew better.

      As dusk came around, she asked Mitch if he'd mind giving her and Aben some time alone. Mitch obliged without protest, without even a lewd remark, and she found herself a little surprised at the man he'd grown into. She'd had such low expectations for him.

      Once the two of the were alone, she decided it was time to plead her case.

      "I know you came here with a plan in mind. I'm asking you to abandon it. Stay out of Grady's way. Tell everyone from here to the Rio Grande to do the same. If there's no one to get hurt, maybe this can all end... Less bad."

      Aben swatted a gnat away from his face, but never took his eyes off her. "That's not my call, Juli. This affects a whole lot more people than me."

      "I know. But they sent you, so they must trust you. Tell them to go away. Go east or something. It wouldn't have to be forever either. It's going to happen soon. I can sense it when I'm around him. The... excitement, or whatever it is, it radiates off him like a heat lamp. Whatever Grady's visions have shown him will happen in a matter of days, not months."

      "And what if it doesn't? What if it's just more insanity and nothing happens. Where is God going to send him next? How many more people will die to become his army of undead God warriors or whatever the hell he thinks they are."

      "He's saving them. The living and the dead."

      "You don't buy into that horse shit. It's written on your face clear as glass."

      "I do. I've seen so many things that would be impossible without God behind them."

      "Like what?"

      "Start off with dead people coming back to life!" Her voice was high, her frustration bleeding into anger. "Five years ago, would you have thought that possible?"

      Aben scratched his beard, then combed it back in place with his fingers. "I don't see God in that at all."

      "It goes as far back as the bible. Jesus resurrected Lazarus from the dead."

      "And he came back as a man, not a monster."

      Juli shook her head. "Then what about Grady getting bit and not turning? It's happened again and again. He's been chosen."

      "He's got an extra immunity gene or something. That's all." Aben reached out and grabbed her hand, swallowing it up in his own. "A couple years back, I was a dead man. I was nine tenths naked and three fourths froze on the middle of a snow-covered forest in Bumfuck Pennsylvania. And just after I laid down to die, a man came along and saved me. Now if you want to look for a miracle from God, that's your miracle. Not letting zombies bite you like some Hillbilly preacher drinking strychnine and taking up serpents and jumping around yelling that God is protecting you. That's not God. That's crazy."

      Juli pulled her hand away. She couldn't find words to respond.

      "If you really believe in Grady O'Baker, then look me in the eyes and say it."

      Juli did look him in the eyes. "I..." Her own welled up with tears. "I have to believe in him, Aben."

      "Why?"

      "Because I killed my husband. Because I saw my children become zombies. Because I lost everything I ever had or cared about. There has to be a reason for that. For all this. I have to believe because that belief is all I have left."

      He reached for her again, but she pulled away before he could catch her.

      "Juli, come with me. Get away from this craziness for a couple days and see if you really think this is what you need and what you believe in.

      Juli jumped to her feet and put a yard between them. She knew she needed to get away, that if she stayed near him too long she might lose herself. "Go now. Go catch up with Mitch and get out of here and I won't tell Grady you've been around."

      "Stop this." He took a limping step her way. "Don't act like this with me. I know you stayed with Grady because you pity him. He was like a wounded animal you latched onto to try to heal because you needed to make yourself feel better. But that was a long time ago."

      It was true. She'd stayed with Grady at the Signs Following Church because she couldn't bear to leave him all alone. He was too fragile, too innocent. And while he was neither of those anymore, he was still the only constant in her life. "I said go. Go right now or I'll run back to camp and send them after you."

      "I know you wouldn't do that."

      Juli pulled back her shoulders and straightened her spine. How dare he think he knows her mind? "I spent about four months of my life around you, Aben. Four months out of almost fifty years. You don't know me at all."

      She expected him to get angry, but he only looked sad. That was much worse. She backed further away because she knew her resolve would fade if she was pushed much further. "Please, just go. And tell the others to keep away from us. If they don't, whatever wrath that comes down on them will be of their own doing."

      "Well then, I'll say the same to you." He turned halfway around, paused. "Goodbye Juli."

      She gave no response and he didn't wait for one.

      Juli watched until he was a speck in the moonlight, crying all the while. Then, she returned to camp. Most everyone was asleep and that was good because she didn't want any of them to see her swollen, red eyes, or hear her hoarse voice. She spread out her bedroll and wept herself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, the sounds of the others packing up camp woke Juli. She was surprised she'd fallen asleep at all and assumed it must have been sheer exhaustion. The events of the previous evening weighed her down like a boulder on her back and she avoided everyone as much as possible while she gathered together her own belongings.

      Less than an hour later, all of them, the humans and the zombies, were on the move. It was a long, boring day of walking through the desert, but she needed that. The monotony of the trek allowed her to space out, as her twins would have said (not really), and not think about anything other than putting one foot in front of the other and not tripping over a rock or stepping in a hole.

      By the time they stopped for the day, Aben coming to her seemed almost like a dream or a delusion, at least that's what she told herself. So, when Grady handed her a bowl of cold soup and a plate of beans and canned fruit, she was able to look him in the face with no shame. Well, almost none.

      "Everything went as planned?" He asked.

      "It did." Juli thought maybe she'd find something in his face, maybe remorse or close to it. But Grady's expression remained blank and doll-like.

      "That's good."

      "I still don't know why we can't simply go around them."

      "Because that's not what needs to happen."

      His tone was flat and matter of fact and that made Juli want to smack him. "Then tell me everything, Grady. You talk about these visions and this grand plan God has for us, but it's like you're reading me every other page in a book. How am I supposed to make sense of any of it?"

      Grady cocked his head and Juli thought maybe there was something, not emotion per se, but an acknowledgment in his eyes. "It's not supposed to make sense. That's the point."

      Juli gave an exaggerated sigh. "More riddles."

      "This is our trial, Juli. It hasn't been easy and it's not going to get any easier. God is testing us to see if, through it all, we can keep hold of our faith."

      "I'm tired of being tested. And I'm tired of people dying."

      "Without death, there is no rebirth."

      "You have an answer for everything, don't you?"

      "Not me. God."

      Juli couldn't do anything but stare. Every once in a great while she wondered if Grady was putting this all on, but most of the time, like now, when she looked at him she saw nothing but innocent, unquestioning belief. She wished she could believe in this mission completely, that her faith could be as strong as his. Maybe that would make this burden easier to bear. But she doubted it.
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      While Aben and Mitch ventured northeast, Wim spent the days mixing chemicals with Mead, creating their homemade explosives and pouring them into five gallon pails. It was simple enough, a task that any monkey could have accomplished, but Aben had asked them to do the work and they obliged.

      The worst part about the tedium was how it allowed Wim's mind to wander. He thought too much about the past. About everything and everyone he'd lost. This foreign landscape didn't help matters any either. Everywhere he looked it was flat and rocky and tan. He missed the color green. There was no green out here aside from a random cactus and that wasn't hardly the same.

      He knew that, back home in Pennsylvania - and even though he'd been gone from there for almost five years, it would always be home - the leaves would be changing, bursting with reds and yellows and oranges. His fields would be turning golden. And the wind would be crisp and cool, not dry and dusty like this piece of Mexico that was his current dwelling.

      He tried to stop thinking at all, to just focus on mixing the right amounts of powder, but that was as impossible as turning back time.

      "I don't know how much of this crap Bundy had in the van, but I'm sure we're beating it by a shit ton." Mead had become a bit more like his old self and Wim hoped, for the man's sake, that acceptance was pushing aside some of the pain. But he suspected it was more likely that recent events had just taken Mead's mind off his loss. Even still, it was nice to see Mead less wounded.

      "He certainly liked his bombs," Wim said.

      "They never worked out quite right though, did they?"

      The memory of Bundy blowing up the ambulance, and saving them, wasn't one Wim cared to recall but it came back anyway. "No, they did not."

      "It's a shame about Mina. She never liked me much and I guess that was mutual, but I didn't expect her to end up this way."

      "Me neither." Wim desperately wanted to destroy the zombified head of the woman he'd once known. To put it out of its misery, but that wasn't in his place. And Saw's people never let them get far out of view even if he was bold enough to try it. Which he wasn't. "But then, I wouldn't have expected her to take up with a character like Saw either."

      Mead finished off a mixture and reached for a new bucket. But, before he got back to work, he stared at Wim so long Wim found himself getting uncomfortable.

      "You all right, Mead?"

      Mead paused, still staring. "I didn't picture it this way, you know."

      "What's that?"

      "The apocalypse. I thought it would be all mano y zombo action, at least for the first several years. Until the majority of the zombies were destroyed. I didn't think it would turn so fast."

      "Uh huh."

      "And don't get me wrong, I always thought the biggest extent of the population sucked ass. I guess I just hoped something this terrible might pull people together. Instead it pushed them further apart." Mead grabbed some fertilizer and aluminum powder and started mixing. "You think there's any chance that Grady fellow's right? That he's really got God on the speed dial?"

      That surprised Wim. He'd never heard Mead talk much about God, but when he did it was usually in a derisive or disbelieving manner. "No. I don't. Not at all."

      "Do you even believe in God, Wim?"

      Wim thought about his answer before saying it aloud, but even with time to think it was hard to find the right words. "I was never a church-going man even when my Mama tried to make me. I didn't care much for the people there. They were all right outside of church, good folks the lot of them, but put 'em in side that box and they took on airs. They'd judge what you were wearing or gossip about you if you came in late or if you drifted off to sleep during one of Pastor Warren's long sermons."

      "Speaking from personal experience there?"

      Wim grinned. "They'd laugh, in a mean way, if you couldn't pronounce the words right when you were picked to read a verse or two. Or if you couldn't name all the descendants of Moses forwards and back. It was like they viewed piety as a contest."

      Wim fell silent a bit. Long enough for Mead to prod him. "That's interesting and all, but you ducked my question."

      "I thought you might not notice."

      "I'm too sharp for that."

      "Well then, far as God goes, I always assumed he was there. I prayed, maybe not every day, but I tried to thank him when the notion came to mind. I did believe, in my own way."

      "That's past tense though."

      These were thoughts Wim had been wrestling with for months, maybe even years, but he'd never verbalized them and had never intended to. He thought about brushing Mead's version of twenty questions to the side, but felt he owed him honesty. "I haven't seen any evidence of God down here for a good, long while now."

      "Does that mean you've lost faith?"

      "No. Not entirely. Maybe he's just taking one of those - what do you call them, sabbaticals?"

      Mead laughed. "I never thought about that. I wonder how much vacation time God gets."

      Wim shrugged his shoulders. "Or maybe he's the one that lost faith in us."

      Mead's smile faded, and Wim felt bad for possibly putting a damper on the man's good mood. "But what do I know? I'm nothing but a below average farmer."

      "You're a lot more than that Wim. A whole lot more."

      Wim thought he felt his face get hot and turned away in case a blush was coming. "How about you answer your own question. Do you believe?"

      "I believe in myself. The man upstairs? Well, I guess I'll find out when my time runs out."

      "Let's hope that's not soon."

      Mead's smile returned, along with a spark in his eyes. "Yeah. Let's."

      Wim decided that hoping wasn't quite enough. Instead he said a silent prayer to a God he was no longer sure existed.
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      Aben knelt on the floor and sliced open the bag of dog chow. After sifting through it for a few seconds to ensure there weren't any bugs or worms, he was relieved to find it was critter free, as locating a fifty-pound bag had been hard scrabbling. He'd already filled up the bathtub with water, along with several buckets and pails of varying sizes. It seemed like he should do more, but he was out of ideas.

      He looked over at Prince who laid on the tile floor in Saw's kitchen, his head resting on his paws. When Prince caught him looking, his tail began to thud.

      Aben smiled. "I've got you set up about as good as possible. It's up to you to pace yourself."

      Prince's tail turned into a whip at the sound of the man's gruff voice.

      "Yeah, I like you too." He reached over and scratched Prince's right ear, then his left. The dog rose to its feet, then climbed  onto him, his front paws on Aben's shoulders.

      "You're the best thing that's happened for me in a good, long while. Maybe even forever. That's why I'll do my damnedest to come back here for you."

      Prince cocked his head. Aben doubted the dog could understand what he was saying, but he did a good job of faking it.

      "I think the term 'good boy' is overused when it comes to dogs, but you're the real deal, Prince. And I love ya." Aben put his hand behind the dog's neck and pulled him in close, tilting his forehead into the dog's face, not even minding how his fur tickled. He felt a little weepy but knew giving in to that would mean he was more skeptical about this coming battle than he was ready to admit, and he pushed them away.

      He stood, because he never liked long goodbyes, and headed to the door. Prince moved to follow but Aben pointed. "Stay." His voice was firm, and the dog plopped its hindquarters onto the floor. He remained that way when Aben stepped out of the house and was still sitting when Aben closed the door and locked the dog inside. He half expected the dog might be sitting that exact same way when he got back. Then he realized the situation to be much more a case of if than when.
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      After Aben and Mitch had returned, they’d shared all the information they'd gathered. Grady was heading to the Rio Grande to baptize the members of his flock who were still human. They estimated there were about four or five dozen of them.

      Once that was finished, they’d head to Shard End to save everyone who lived here. After that, no one knew, and Wim supposed that it didn't really matter. Either they'd stop Grady's army before then, or they'd all be dead. And, if the latter became reality, the ultimate plan was none of their concern.

      Some time ago, one of the men in Shard End had arrived with a mule and another had found a scraggly, malnourished stallion that made Gypsy look spry. Still, when it came to transportation, they were of the begging, not choosing, variety and both animals were enlisted for the coming journey. Saw took the Mule and Mitch the old horse, which he quickly named Rip Van Winkle. Wim thought that an even worse name than Gypsy.

      As they were the only five with animals to ride, Wim, Mead, Aben, Mitch, and Saw chose to take the lead while the other couple dozen men and women followed on foot. One thing they weren't short on were weapons. There were more than enough to go around multiple times over. As Wim looked upon them, he thought they looked like a medieval army, ready to take on the world even though the odds were heavily stacked against them.

      It took a day and a half of riding before the river came into view beyond them. Wim was surprised at how wide it was, but the water looked calm and on the shallow side. More like a long lake than any river he'd seen before.

      "That should be the spot," Aben said from the side. He pointed to how the land on the opposite side seemed to funnel into the waterway. "That's how Juli described it and this is pretty much a straight shot from the route they were taking."

      "You think there's much of a chance their plans changed?" Wim asked.

      "No. From as much as I could gather, they might as well have been carved in stone. I don't expect any deviation."

      Mitch pushed his old horse into the fray. "I still don't like going all in based on what she told us. She could have been lying."

      "I'd be surprised if she was."

      "I wouldn't. How about me and Saw ride ahead, like a scouting mission."

      Wim thought the boy seemed too eager to play soldier, but on the flip side, it might not be a bad idea. He saw Aben looking at him.

      "What are your thoughts?" Aben asked.

      "I think I'll go along with whatever you decide."

      Aben scratched his beard absentmindedly. "Well, I don't fancy being in charge. Especially of this lot."

      "Aw right then," Saw said. "If none of you want to make a decision, I will. Like Mitchy said, we'll ride out and see what that goose has got cooking. While we're gone, you set the bombs--"

      "They're not really bombs," Aben said.

      "They go boom don't they?"

      "That's the plan."

      “Then they're bombs. You put em on that side of the river." He pointed to the opposite shore. "Stagger em out and try to hide em a little. Don't need a big fookin sign announcing what the fook's up, now do we?"

      No one responded.

      "If my people get here before we return, you tell em to wait back that way." He pointed again, behind them. "Keep em outta sight." Saw looked each man in the eyes. "Everyone good with that?"

      "What makes you the strategical mastermind?" Mead asked.

      "I took on the Ark, didn't I?"

      Wim raised an eyebrow. "And ran once the going got tough."

      Saw gave a wide, nauseating grin. "Maybe I did. But is there anything worthwhile left of it?"

      Wim didn't answer. Saw was right about that much.

      "That's what I thought. So, unless anyone's got a better plan, let's get on with it."

      He kicked his mule into action, trotting down the hillside toward the river, and Mitch followed.

      The three others watched as they reached the water and pushed their four-legged beasts into the gentle currents. It was two to three feet deep, and they had no trouble crossing, then starting up the opposite side.

      Wim, Aben, and Mead exchanged glances.

      "He talks too much," Mead finally said.

      Aben rolled his eyes. "Talk about the pot and kettle."

      Wim smiled as he watched them. Despite it all he thought he was tremendously lucky to be surrounded by men such as these. He only hoped, buy some miracle, they could all come out of it alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 48

          

        

      

    

    
      Aben had placed eight five-gallon buckets of explosives, camouflaging them with debris and rocks, anything he could find to make their presence less obvious. It was all going well until bucket number nine.

      He used a knife to dig about a foot into the loose soil and placed the bucket inside. For cover, he spotted a wiry, dead piece of sagebrush. It was almost the perfect size to conceal the pail, so he reached underneath it and grabbed hold of the trunk.

      That's when he was bit. Then bit again. And again.

      He jerked his hand back, thinking he’d stuck his hand into a nest of ground wasps. Or maybe a passel of scorpions. But a moment later he heard the rattle and he knew he'd made a terrible mistake.

      Rather than doing the smart thing and getting away, Aben's temper took over and he yanked the bush out of the ground. That gave him a perfect view of the rattlesnake nest. There was a big one, probably three and a half feet and he guessed it was the matriarch. Two small ones curled at her side. They were somewhere between olive green and tan in color with a series of dark, multicolored blotches running down their backs. As they neared the tails, the blotches gradually morphed into cross bands.

      Aben thought they might be a kind of beautiful, but he also suspected they were Mohave rattlesnakes which, if his memory was correct, were just about the most deadly snakes in North America. He considered killing them, mostly out of spite, but he knew they were just doing what came naturally and that he was the stupid one, so he let them be.

      He took the sagebrush with him as he left. May as well get something out of this mess. He covered the bucket with the bush, then took a reluctant look at his hand. There were three sets of bite marks. One in the fatty bit between his thumb and forefinger, one on the back of his hand, and the third on the underside of his wrist. His hand already looked a smidge larger than it had before, and he suspected this would go relatively quick from here on out.

      "Wim! I need to chat a minute."

      Wim was fifty feet away, placing buckets further down the river. Aben saw his head turn and watched as he jogged to him. Aben took a seat on the ground and waited.

      It took him only a few moments, but by the time he arrived, Aben was already sweating and unless his mind was playing tricks on him, the swelling had progressed a couple inches further up his arm.

      "What do you need, Aben?"

      "More than you can give, actually. But what's most important is that you pay real close attention while I point out where I put the last nine buckets."

      Confusion clouded Wim's face and Aben had the feeling he was going to start asking questions. He needed to stop that. "Just keep quiet and listen."

      He pointed out the various hiding places, then asked Wim to do the same. The man did so without error and that took some of Aben's stress away.

      "That's good."

      "All right. But can you tell me why?"

      Aben didn't want to tell him, but knew trying to keep it secret would be pointless soon. He held up his wounded paw. "I got snakebit. Rattle snakes."

      Wim's eyes grew wide and traveled from Aben's hand to his face, then back again. "Oh, damn."

      That was the closest Wim had come to cursing in all the time Aben had known him and, despite his predicament, that made him smile.

      "Yeah. Damn would be a good starting point."

      "You're sure they were rattlers?"

      "Most definitely."  Aben patted the ground beside him. "Sit with me a spell, will you?"

      "We need to get you back across the river. Maybe Mead will know what--"

      "Wim, my dog listens better than you. Now, sit."

      Wim did, sending up a puff of dust as he flopped down.

      "Saw's going to take the lead, but you need to keep him in check, if such a thing's possible. If he sends everyone in there all helter skelter, it's going to be a bloodbath and we don't have the numbers for that. You'll have a bit of an advantage having the higher ground. Use that. You might think it's cruel, but take them by surprise and be quick about it. You have to be merciless if you want to come out of this mess on top."

      Wim didn't respond. The color was gone from his face and Aben thought he might be heading toward shock.

      "Wim, you got me?"

      "We could cut it off."

      "What?" Aben asked.

      Wim's hand dropped to the handle of his machete. "Your arm. I don't know if it really works but they do it in the movies all the time."

      Aben appreciated his concern, but he didn't want to waste time on nonsense. "I'm already down a hand and half a foot. I'm not a puzzle, Wim. I can't stand to lose any more pieces. Especially my arm. Hell, I wouldn't even be able to wipe my own ass."

      "But you'd be alive."

      "The way my heart's beating, the poison's all through me. Cutting my arm off won't do any good. It'll just make a hell of a mess."

      Wim sighed, but Aben thought he was accepting the reality of the situation. "I just can't believe this."

      Aben licked at his lips and realized he couldn't feel them. "Yep. This sucks."

      "It sure does."

      They sat there in silence for a little while. Aben thought he should come up with something profound to say but had little luck. "I didn't expect this," he settled on. "Back when Mead saved me, I thought that meant my life was to serve some sort of purpose. That I was to do some good. Not die here, of a goddamn snake bite, before the fighting even gets going. It seems so damned pointless."

      Wim shook his head. "If we stand any chance of stopping Grady, that's all because of you. Your ideas. That's not pointless."

      "Mead could have done just as much, if not more. And with all that shit he wears, the snakes wouldn't have got him. Jesus Christ, my whole life depended on a pair of gloves. If that isn't something?"

      Wim didn't respond but that was okay. Aben doubted it deserved an answer.

      "I think you should be getting on now," Aben said.

      "I can stay. I don't mind. I can even get some of the others if you want."

      Aben shook his head. "I don't require a goodbye party. I'd just as soon be alone. No offense"

      "I understand." Wim stood, but before he left he reached down to shake hands.

      Aben returned the gesture, even though his palm was fat and clumsy. “Can you do me a favor? Two, actually?"

      "Anything."

      "Don't forget about my dog, okay? You can have him if you want, but if you don't, see that someone kind takes him."

      "I'll make sure he's cared for."

      "I appreciate that. He’s a real good dog.” Aben swallowed hard and changed the subject. “And can you leave me your revolver? Take the bullets except one. That's all I'll need."

      Wim withdrew the gun from its holster and emptied the ammunition into his palm. Then he put one back into the cylinder and handed it over.

      "Thank you."

      Wim stared at him and Aben thought he could see gears turning inside his head. Then he spoke. "You've been a good friend, Aben. And I haven't had many of those in my life. It's been nice knowing you."

      That made Aben smile. For the last few decades he’d cherished his solitude and wore his outsider status like a medal. He'd forgotten that life could be any different, but was glad it could be, even if only for a little while. "I'll say the same about you. I'm pleased we met and wish it could've lasted a spell longer." Aben tilted his head toward the river. "You get on now. Tell Mead I said goodbye. Saw and Mitch too, although I won't miss them quite as much."

      "I will."

      Wim left him and Aben was relieved. His face felt like an invisible force had swallowed it up and he could feel his heart pounding rapid fire in his chest. He suspected all this could go on for hours, but he didn't care to wait that long. All he wanted was to let Wim get out of sight.
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      Wim flinched when the gun went off, but he didn't look back. There wasn't any point in exploring the aftermath. As he crested the embankment, he found Mead running toward him.

      "Did you shoot?" Mead asked.

      Wim explained as best he could. Mead took it hard, but Wim also picked up on a sense of resignation that he could relate to. None of them expected this to end well. They'd known that when they first saw Grady's flock and, if anything, the odds had just gotten worse. There wasn't anything they could do now but wait.

      It was almost two full days until the waiting was finally over.

      Wim scratched at the dirt with a stick, drawing random shapes then erasing them with his foot and starting over. The anticipation, if you could call it that, was wearing on him. He wanted to get on with it already, good or bad.

      He got his wish when Mitch and his old stallion, galloped into the makeshift camp, kicking up a storm of dust in the process.

      "They're coming! I'd say less than a mile out."

      Any sense of calm disappeared with those nine words.
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      There were two factions to Grady's flock. The first group, comprised of a few dozen men and women who remained human, had the lead while the zombies, which numbered over one thousand, took up the rear. Grady held court in the middle.

      "Friends, for some of you this journey has taken years. For others, months. But I know, for all of you, it has been a challenge. Thank you, for believing and trusting. For never losing faith."

      He looked to Juli. Of all his flock, she was the one who seemed to suffer the most from doubt and worry, but today even she appeared content.

      "Ahead lies the river and the waters in which we will be reborn. Reborn without sin, without worry, without pain. So now, come with me." He said those words to the humans. To the zombies, he held his hand in a 'halt' motion. "Wait, children. Your time will come soon."

      Over the previous months, there hadn't been the slightest deviation from what Grady was shown in his visions and he had no doubt that the events to come would be no different. Fear was a foreign emotion to him now because he knew God's plan was coming to fruition. Soon he would be reunited with Josiah. Soon he would be with God. Soon he would be home.
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      It was only four of them who laid at the top of the hill and watched Grady's people flow into the river. Wim took it in through the scope of his rifle, while Saw, Mead, and Mitch viewed through binoculars or, in Mitch's case, nothing but his young eyes.

      Soon, all the men and women were in the water, submerged to their waists. Grady stood at the opposite shoreline and they all faced him. Which meant they faced away from Wim and the others.

      "I say we start," Saw said. "Pick 'em off like the sitting ducks they are."

      Mitch was quick to agree but Wim's general curiosity preferred a slower approach. "Not just yet. Let's see what's up first."

      "Aw, you're wasting time," Saw climbed to his feet and stomped away. Mitch followed, to the surprise of no one.

      Wim watched them return to the Shard End group which was about twenty yards further back and completely out of view from the river. "Don't you go starting anything just yet."

      "Yeah, yeah," Saw said. "We ain't waiting around all day though."

      "I had no plans to." Wim turned back to the river where Grady had entered the water.

      The day was calm, with not even the slightest breeze, and Wim could hear his words.

      "As Peter said in the second book of Acts, 'Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit."

      Grady dipped his hands into the water and scooped up handfuls, tossing it over them as he moved down the line. "I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. God's promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off--for all whom the Lord our God will call."

      This went on for several minutes as the little man gave all his followers a good drenching. Too long.

      The sound of dozens of footsteps on the dry ground gave Wim plenty of warning that his pleas for patience had run their course. He didn't expect to be listened to, not when he was a stranger and Saw was the blowhard who'd been leading them for years.

      He pointed past the river where the undead army formed a black oasis against the sand and stone. "Let them get closer, so they're by the explosives."

      Saw shook his head. "No, Wim. Those folks down in the water ain't got no weapons as far as I can see. We wait, they might go back the other way and load up with guns and then we'll be fooked. We need to get em now and get em fast."

      "I believe that's a mistake."

      "Believe what you want." Saw turned to his people. "Are you all ready for this?"

      Wim was surprised this lot had the sense not to respond with a thunderous roar of approval, giving away their location. Instead they nodded and muttered affirmatives.

      "Good. Now there's no sense wasting bullets on a bunch of unarmed, church-going ninnies. Save your ammunition for the zombies and let’s do this the old-fashioned way!"

      Saw raised a machete. Mitch carried Aben's war club. Others in the group had axes and knives, hammers and spears. Wim didn't know exactly how this was all going down, but he knew it would be bloody.

      "Let's do it!"

      The few dozen men and women poured past Wim and Mead and down the embankment, toward the river. And what followed was a massacre.

      When Grady's people realized the type of hell coming their way, they tried to run but Saw's army only gained momentum as they sprinted down the hillside and splashed into the water. His people were brutal, bloodthirsty, and merciless. They chopped off limbs. They cut throats.

      "Holy fucknuggets," Mead said. "These fuckers are animals."

      Wim saw a man with one eye use a spear to stab an elderly woman through the face. She fell into the river and the man ripped his weapon free, bringing half her head along with it.

      Saw chased Owen, the man who had helped betray Brimley and who now ran for the shore, taking big, galloping steps through the water. Just as he got a foot on dry land, Saw swung the blade and chopped off his leg below the knee. Owen tumbled backward into the water where Saw caught him and stabbed the machete through the underside of his jaw, ramming the blade into his skull. Then, Saw dropped the lifeless body into the current.

      Mitch smashed in the skull of an elderly man off whose bald pate the sunlight had been reflecting a second earlier. And as soon as that was done, Mitch found a young woman trying to flee and he slammed the club into her face, shattering all the bones.

      Wim had to look away. All the zombie created carnage he'd seen the last few years paled compared to the bloodbath that was happening in the river. Even when he wasn't watching, their screams coupled with the sounds of death and dying, and hopelessness filled the air and it all sickened him.

      He wanted to leave, to head back to Gypsy and ride off and let these human monsters finish the fight on their own, but he couldn't bring himself to go. He was the one who knew where all the pails of explosives were hidden and it was his job to shoot them and set off the bombs. Because, even if Saw and his people could slaughter a few dozen defenseless zealots, they stood no chance against the real fight that was inevitable. The battle against the undead.

      "Wim," Mead said. "I know you don't want to see this. Neither do I really, but check out the pastor."

      When Wim looked down, he saw the river running red. The blood of the death staining the rocks and shore, the water so full of dead bodies that it looked on the verge of overflowing.

      "Over there," Mead said, pointing. Wim followed his gaze and saw Grady not only alive but hurrying from his people as they died horribly in the waters of the Rio Grande. "That chickenshit's running away. I'll be motherfucked."

      Juli was with him. If there hadn't been any context, Wim thought they might have looked like two lovers, out for a midday jog. But he knew better.

      "He's not running away," Wim said. "He's going to the zombies."

      They watched as Grady and Juli crossed the divide between the river and where the zombies waited. Wim lifted his rifle and peered through the scope to get a better look. He couldn't hear Grady's words from such a distance, but he saw the man's mouth moving, his arms gesticulating.

      Then, Grady turned back to the river and walked. Juli kept pace at his side. And the zombies followed.

      "Oh, shit," Mead said.

      Wim thought that about summed it up.
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      Most of Grady's followers were dead in the water, with only a few stragglers still fighting for their lives. Saw had hold of one of them, a man in his early twenties, who was taller and fitter, but Saw had him overmatched in meanness. He punched the man in the jaw and heard a loud crunch as it broke. He held his arms in front of his face protectively.

      "Please, don't!" His words came out garbled through his injured maw, but Saw wasn't in the mood for mercy.

      Saw grabbed hold of the young man's hair, then used a machete to scalp him, tearing away his curly brown locks along with the flesh underneath them. As the man's body sunk into the water, Saw waved his trophy in the air like a triumphant warrior.

      "Saw!"

      He heard his name but didn't know where the sound came from. He looked around, mostly finding the dead or dying. Who's calling me name, he thought.

      "Saw! Get your people up here!"

      The up here tipped him off to look to the hill where he found Wim waving frantically. "Why?"

      Wim didn't respond verbally. He only pointed. Saw followed the gesture and discovered the zombies pouring into the earthen funnel. That made him smile. This was the fight he'd been waiting for since the very beginning.

      He turned to look up at Wim. "You start taking out the buckets. We'll finish off the ones that get through!"

      "No! Come up here and fight!"

      Saw wasn't in the mood to argue. He was too full of adrenaline and bloodlust. He waved the dumb farmer away. He could fight like a coward if he chose. Saw was going to war like a man and so were all his people.

      He cupped his hands around his mouth. "Listen up you bastards!" His voice boomed above the din of death and dying. "We're getting some company and if any of you run, I'll kill you me self."

      They all stared at him and not a one dared disobey his orders. He was their leader, their King, and he knew they would be loyal to him till the end.

      "Those religious puffs were just the warm up act. This is the main event. Now, take a deep breath and get ready to kill yourselves some zombies!"

      Saw spotted Mitch nearby and went to him. "You ready for this Mitchy?"

      Mitch nodded. "I am."

      "Right now, you think about every bit of hate you got inside yourself. Think about every person who ever let you down or disrespected you. Think about every rotten moment in your life. Do it for me now."

      Mitch stayed silent, eyes narrowed, his breath quickening.

      Saw grabbed a handful of Mitch's hair and pulled him in close, pressing their foreheads together. When Saw spoke, his spittle splashed against Mitch's face, but the boy didn't pull away. "That's my boy, Mitchy. Now harness that hate, every bit of it, and use it to fight. Because we can do this. I don't care if we're outnumbered thirty to one. Hells bells, it could be a hundred to one and we can still win this. You believe that, don't you?"

      "I do."

      "Good on ya, son. Are you ready?"

      "I am."

      "So am I."

      Saw released him and looked again to the others. "Let's end these fookers once and for all!"

      The men and women roared.
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      "They're so fucking insane," Mead said.

      All Wim could do was nod. As he looked onto the zombies he was again reminded of the rats. It had taken only two blasts from his Pa's old shotgun to finish them off. This lot would be much harder. Maybe impossible. He felt like it all depended on him and that wasn't a role he was comfortable playing.

      He had his rifle shouldered and had slowed his breaths so they came in shallow and steady. The sights on the scope were lined up with the bucket Aben had been hiding when the snakes got him. He could see specks of white through the cover of the sage brush and it was now just waiting for the zombies to get close enough to maximize the damage.

      They were five yards away. Then three. Then just a couple feet. Wim licked his lips, squinted, and squeezed the trigger.

      The bucket full of fertilizer and aluminum powder disappeared in a cloud of smoke. Rocks, dirt, and debris sliced through the air. Mixed among the natural elements were bits and pieces of zombies. Most were too small to identify, just random hunks of flesh, but there were a few larger chunks that caught his eye. Part of a head. A lower leg. A lone hand. All of it blew up into the air and then rained down.

      "Holy fucking shit!" Mead screamed and out of the corner of his eye, Wim could see the man bouncing up and down. "That's better than anything! That's better than the Gatling gun! You just wasted a couple dozen of those motherfuckers!"

      "It's a start." Wim said and sought out the next bucket.

      He fired again with similar results. A third shot and a third bucket was even more dramatic and he saw a zombie's head fly fifty feet into the air before rocketing back down to the ground.

      The area was filling with dusty smoke, making it harder to find the other hiding places. It took him half a minute to lock in on the fourth, but he got a bull's eye and it blew with spectacular results.

      So far, Wim was pleased, and there were another ten buckets to go, but when he looked at the overall picture, he saw that blowing up the zombies had created an unintended consequence. The ties that bound the monsters together were now mostly obliterated. The zombies were now free to move on their own and, as individuals, their pace quickened.

      It's not gonna work, Wim thought. There were simply too many of them. It seemed like the first four bombs had killed so many, but hundreds still remained and they were coming.

      They were hungry.

      He shot the fifth bucket.
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      Mitch had tucked the handle of Aben's war club into his jeans, instead using his hands to hold a semiautomatic rifle. The zombies were pouring in, a dozen every few seconds. Most of the men and women from Shard End were shooting, but their aim was poor. Many shots missed entirely and the ones that hit landed in chests, arms, torsos. The zombies kept coming.

      Mitch's aim wasn't much better. He'd never shot a gun in his life before the plague and didn't spend much time on learning afterward. He was barely adequate and fired four times before he dropped the first zombie with a headshot.

      He felt like his own head was wrapped in cotton. The unending gunfire had his ears ringing, muffling all sound and the smoke from the explosions and shooting put a blue haze over everything and everyone. He saw motion to his right and spun that direction, firing on instinct. The bullet ripped through one-eyed Diesel's throat and a spurt of blood, like water from an underground spring, jutted out.

      Shocked at the misfire, Mitch lowered the rifle and took a step toward the dying man. Before he reached him, two zombies pounced on him from the rear. Mitch plunged into the water as he fell. He sucked in a mouthful of the blood-tinged water, fighting to free himself but he was getting attacked from all sides and couldn't escape.

      Then, he heard a light pop. A zombie fell into the water, blood streaming out of a hole in its face as it floated by him. Another pop and he felt the hands on him release.

      Mitch burst to the surface, coughing and choking, puking up mouthfuls of the foul water and trying to get his breath. He heard two more shots and saw zombies in his peripheral vision fall. He turned and found Saw beside him, a pistol with smoke spilling from the barrel, in his hand.

      "Close one, eh, Mitchy?"

      An explosion rang out and they both looked to see another burst of smoke and bodies on the hillside. That was followed by yet another just seconds later. All around him there was splashing in the water as body parts rained down. An upper arm landed just inches away. A falling ear smacked Saw in the face.

      Mitch spun around, trying to gauge the situation. The zombies on the hill were almost gone, either blown to pieces or having escaped into the river. The creatures in the water were winning. He guessed there were less than twenty men and women left alive and that number was falling fast. Meanwhile there were more than a hundred zombies.

      Saw ran through the waist-deep water, directly at the closest zombie. He shoved the pistol in its face and pulled the trigger. The back of its head blew off and it dropped into the river. He moved on to the next and did the same.

      Mitch thought that seemed like a splendid idea, especially since he couldn't shoot worth shit. He copied Saw's actions, killing three zombies in less than a minute.

      He was on his way to a fourth when he saw an undead, young boy coming in at Saw's back. He was too far away to reach them and didn't dare trying to shoot.

      "Saw!" He screamed, trying to be heard over the cacophony of fighting and dying. Saw didn't react. He was too busy grappling with an extremely tall zombie who had over a foot on him in height.

      "Saw!" Mitch tried again.

      Saw managed to shove his pistol under the chin of the tall zombie. He shot, blowing its brains out the top of its head. Then he turned back to Mitch. "What you holler--"

      The dead boy pushed its face into Saw's side. His shirt had been pulled askew in the struggle and his love handle was exposed. It made the perfect spot to bite and that's exactly what the boy did. His tiny teeth sunk into Saw's skin and when his face came away, a mouthful of flesh came with it.

      Mitch opened his mouth to scream but couldn't make a sound.

      "Why you little bastard?" Saw said. He looked at the boy's face, a thin surgical scar stretched from his upper lip to his nose. He pointed the gun at the boy's face and pulled the trigger, only to discover his gun was empty. "Bollocks!"

      Saw wouldn't be deterred that easy and used the butt end of the pistol to beat the dead boy's face into a mangled pulp, something unrecognizable as human.

      Mitch got there just as the motionless corpse fell into the water.

      "Little bugger got me, Mitchy."

      Mitch reached for the wound. Blood seeped from it, running down Saw's side and into the river. He covered it with his hand, not even sure why. It wasn't the blood loss that was going to kill the man he so admired. It was the virus or bacteria or whatever it was that transferred the disease.

      Saw grabbed him by the wrist and pulled his hand away. "Chin up, boy. I had a good run of it."

      "But--"

      "No buts. Let's finish this shite."

      Saw turned away from him and returned to fighting. Mitch didn't see the point. He stood in the water, chaos reigning all around him, and wished it was all over.
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      "I think Saw just got bit," Wim said. He only saw the tail end of it through the scope, but he saw the small, bleeding, oval wound and couldn't imagine anything else.

      "Goddamn. I thought that fucker was too mean to die."

      The zombies were gaining momentum and fast. Wim counted only nine people alive. Even if he missed a few of them, there were several dozen of the undead. Many of the zombies had continued past the people and were climbing out of the river, onto the other side of the banks.

      Wim turned to Mead. "Grab a couple of those extra buckets."

      Mead did without question. While he was gone, Wim used the rifle to fall five zombies, their bodies dropping into the river and floating away in the current.

      When Mead returned, waddling back and forth with two buckets in each hand, Wim set the rifle aside and grabbed two from him. "Roll them down the hill."

      They did, the buckets gaining speed as they careened down the embankment. One hit a large rock and the pop topped free, making its contents useless, A second ended up in the river, bobbing along and drifting out of range but the other two came to rest before the waters.

      Several zombies were within the blast range of one of the pails. Wim waited until they were closer, counting to pass the time. There were eighteen of them, or was it seventeen, or nineteen? He counted three times but got different results with every effort and gave up, instead deciding to shoot.

      The bullet hit the bucket dead on and it blew. The roar was much louder on that side of the river and Wim felt his ears ring. A woosh of air rushed past him and there was so much dust and smoke that he couldn't see anything for a full thirty seconds. When it finally settled, he saw a hole in the ground and scattered bits of zombies.

      The second bucket was further away from the undead and Wim saw little sense in using it just yet. He returned to using his rifle to shoot zombies, getting kills with most shots, but it wasn't long before he realized his ammo was running low. He checked, then looked to Mead.

      "I'm down to two shots."

      Mead had no gun and, until this point, had been taking it all in from afar. But Wim knew the man was no coward and when he heard this news, he was on his feet. "We're going down, then?"

      Wim nodded. "I am. Whether or not you do is your call. No judgement from me either way."

      Mead pulled on his helmet. "I just wanted to be fashionably late."

      Wim was surprised he wasn't more scared. It wasn't that he thought he was impervious, or incapable of dying. In fact, as they started down the embankment, he thought that the most likely result. But he was tired. He was ready for this to end one way or another.
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      Mitch was still in a fog when he found Juli at the far end of the river. She sat on the shore, staring down at the water like she'd never seen anything wet before. And like there weren't hundreds of people and zombies dying all around her.

      He splashed through the current, skirting the violence around him. When he reached her, his shadow fell over her body and that finally drew her attention up.

      "Mitch," she said, stating the obvious. Like they were meeting at the mall on a Sunday afternoon and not in the middle of a war.

      "You could have stopped this," he said to her.

      She shook her head slowly. "No. That was impossible. All of this was predestined."

      "Fuck that bullshit!" She flinched at his tone.

      An explosion down river rocked the ground. Mitch didn't bother to look. The longer he stared at this woman, the woman who helped Grady take his craziness to whole new levels, the more he hated her. "Aren’t you even a little ashamed of what you played a part in?"

      He stepped aside so she could see the carnage around her but she either didn't look or didn't care and her expression remained blank.

      "Saw's gonna die. Aben's dead. All because of you."

      He thought he saw some comprehension through her fog, but that might have been wishful thinking.

      "Aben died?" She asked. "How?"

      "Does it matter?"

      "I guess not."

      Juli looked at him, her eyes squinting in the bright, midday sun. "I don't expect you to understand belief, Mitch. Not with your rich parents and spoiled upbringing. Did you ever have a trying incident in your life before this? Something worse than having your allowance withheld for a week?"

      Mitch wanted to slap her face but held back.

      "When everything is handed to you on a gold plate, you don't need to believe in anything. But some of us, we experienced life. We know it isn't all Bentley's and Rolex's. We need to know there's someone above us to get us through the hard times. But you wouldn't know that."

      "You're just trying to make yourself feel better. At least I cop to my actions. I don't blame all this shit on some made up man in the sky to avoid responsibility."

      "You know, Mitch, when I first met you I thought you might be able to replace my son. Not really, of course, but in a way. Give me a second chance at being a mother. Boy, was I mistaken. You were an entitled asshole then and you're a mean-spirited son of a bitch now. Nothing at all like my son. " She smiled a little. "See, I can admit when I'm wrong."

      "Can I ask you something?" Mitch twirled his fingers around the handle of the war club.

      "You don't need my permission."

      Mitch slammed the metal end of the club  into her mouth. Her bottom lip was torn in half, two ragged flaps of skin that sagged almost down to her chin. Most of her nicotine-stained teeth shattered and went flying through the air, accompanied by a spray of red saliva. Blood seeped from her gums and drained onto the ground.

      She turned her face up to him. He loved the pained look in her eyes, the destruction that marred the bottom half of her face. He knew she deserved that and so much more. He'd make this last days if he had the time, but he'd caught sight of a half dozen zombies coming up behind him. His gun was out of bullets and his only option was to run.

      The younger Mitch, the spoiled son of Senator SOB (Juli wasn't far off the mark on that) would have ran. He would have done anything to save his own ass. But time had changed him. He didn't care about getting away any more. All he cared about was teaching this bitch a lesson.

      "Do you still believe in God?" Mitch asked.

      Juli spit out a mouthful of blood and a few more chunks of teeth came with it. "Yes," she said.

      Mitch reared back with the club. "I don't."

      He swung again. Her skull went to pieces as the zombies grabbed him from behind and dragged him down. He could feel their teeth ripping into him, chunks of flesh being excised from his body.

      One got a hold of his ear and took it off in a single chomp. Another bit into his neck and Mitch could feel his hot blood coursing down his body. As far as ends went, he thought that was about as good as it got.
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      Mead didn't like the numbers, but he was clad from head to toe in denim and armor and thought he'd be able to make it through all but the worst of attacks. The key, he believed, was not letting the motherfuckers surround him.

      Using his conduit spear, he was able to kill the zombies from a distance. Over and over again he jabbed the ends into their eyes and mouths and ears, destroying their brains with relative ease.

      He'd put down all the ones in his immediate vicinity and looked around to see who else, if anyone, was still standing. He first saw Juli dead on the ground, Mitch beside her as zombies gnawed away at him. Then, he found Saw in the river, fighting with his blades and destroying anything in his path.

      Further down, Wim used a machete to chop off the head of one zombie, then the upraised arm of another. He finished the maimed one off a moment later.

      There have to be more of us, Mead thought, but as he surveyed the area again he couldn't find any survivors on their feet. Only him, Wim, and Saw. The only good thing about that was that there were less than twenty zombies up and moving. The majority of them had grouped together in the center of the river, with only a couple stragglers in Wim's and Saw's vicinities.

      Mead thought, with more than a little surprise, they were going to win this after all. When Wim killed the two zombies remaining near him, and Saw dropped the four closest his position, all that remained was that huddled mass. And Mead had the perfect idea how to finish them.

      He splashed through the water until he reached the last bucket, picking it up, holding it above him to keep it dry.

      "Wim!" He called out. "You still have any bullets?"

      Wim looked to him. "Two."

      "Well, that's one more than we need."

      The men came together in the river and Mead held up the bucket. It was heavy, and his arms were getting tired. "These buckets are waterproof, right?"

      Wim shrugged his shoulders. "I reckon it'll stay dry for as long as we need."

      "Good. Then I'll chuck it over and you plunk it?"

      Wim nodded, but Saw reached out with his hand. "Give it to me, lads."

      "You want to throw it?" Mead asked. He was looking forward to that part, but he also realized Saw was stronger and probably had better aim.

      The excitement and jubilation he felt faded when Saw turned sideways and lifted his shirt.

      "I'm fooked," he said. "One of the little ones got me too. Never did much like kids. Maybe that was me penance."

      Mead handed him the bucket. "You don't have to..."

      "I know it. I want to." Saw looked at Wim. "Always did want to go out with a bang. Figure you can take care of that part, big boy."

      "If that's what you want."

      "Want's a little strong, but it'll do." Saw took a few steps away from them. A few steps closer to the zombies. "Let me ask you though, if you head back to Shard End, do me a favor and tell Mina I really did love her."

      "Tell that to her head, you mean?" Mead asked with a raised eyebrow.

      "Sure. That'll do. Daft old cow, she was. Don't think she ever realized how much I cared."

      Mead doubted a man who could put his lover's head on a spike was capable of genuine love, but then again, the world had gone hard and traditional niceties had changed. "Okay then, we will."

      "Thanks, for that." Saw moved another two yards closer to the zombies, but slower now. Like he wasn't quite ready for it all to end. "That was some hella good fighting today. One of you oughta write it down case there's a future after this. Hells bells, this was better than the Alamo. All of those fookers died, didn't they?"

      "I believe so," Mead said.

      "Aw, good then. We bested 'em in triplicate. Just be sure and get it right though. My name's Solomon Baldwin, but all me friends called me Saw."

      Saw was just a few feet from the zombies and they now moved toward him, closing the distance quickly.

      "It was good knowing you, boys!" He called out, then clutched the bucket against his chest, embracing it.

      Mead and Wim rushed to the side of the river, getting as far as possible from the blast radius, but as soon as the zombies were on Saw, they stopped.

      Wim raised the rifle, aimed, and pulled the trigger.

      Saw went boom, and so did the last of Grady's zombie army.
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      Wim was so exhausted he barely made it back up the embankment. They'd checked all the bodies making sure no one who should have been alive wasn't somehow still clinging to life and ensuring that everything that should have been dead was. That took over an hour, slopping back and forth through the river, and it had sapped him of all his energy.

      The day's events replayed over and over again through his mind, like a TV station stuck on the same program. In many ways it was worse than his most dire predictions, but in others, he still couldn't believe they'd emerged victorious, even if it was just the two of them. Stopping Grady's mad march was worth all the death. At least, that's what he kept telling himself.

      They were heading to the camp where their supplies and animals had been left before the fighting, still a hundred feet away when Wim saw movement.

      He stopped in his tracks so abruptly that Mead almost plowed him over from behind.

      "What the hell?"

      "Someone's there."

      Mead moved to his side and followed his gaze. He saw it too. Someone sat on the ground, rocking back and forth in a way that made Wim think of the way of monks doing chants.

      He raised his rifle and peered through the scope to get a better look, but Mead had already taken out binoculars and beat him to it. "Fuck me sideways!" Mead said.

      Grady O'Baker sat at their camp, swaying like tall grass in the breeze. He was unarmed and appeared uninjured.

      "Just shoot the fucker," Mead said.

      Wim thought the idea wasn't half bad, but first he wanted to talk to the man whose actions had brought them to this point.

      They continued and when they were close enough, Wim could hear Grady saying something. Repeating it over and over again. A little further and he realized the man wasn't speaking, he was singing.

      "I see a Crimson stream of blood. It flows from Calvary. Its waves reach the throne of God, are sweeping over me. Today no condemnation, abides to turn away. My soul from His Salvation. He's in my heart to--"

      Their coming footsteps interrupted the hymn and Grady looked their way.

      "Is everyone dead?"

      Wim nodded. "All except us."

      Grady rose to his feet, his face peaceful or blank, Wim couldn't tell which. "As it was prophesized and shown to me."

      "You fucknugget!" Mead shouted. "You're happy about this? About everyone dying?"

      Wim held up his hand for silence and Mead reluctantly relented.

      "I need a minute. Do you got this?"

      Wim nodded again, and Mead grabbed the reigns for the donkey and led it away, leaving just the two of them.

      "You're Wim, aren't you?"

      "I am."

      "A farmer. A good man. Throughout these trials, you've saved many people."

      "Not nearly enough."

      "There's never enough, are there?"

      Wim wasn't sure what the little man expected, but his very presence unnerved him. "You ran while your people died?"

      Grady took a step toward him. "They didn't die. Their bodies may have, but today their sins were washed away and their spirits, their souls, have been called home."

      The man moved closer to him and Wim took an instinctive step back. He dwarfed the short, slight supposed preacher, but he didn't trust anything about this situation.

      "And now it's your turn," Grady said.

      Wim's hand tightened around the stock of his rifle. "You want to kill me now? Kill me to save me?"

      Grady tilted his head. Something close to a smile crossed his mouth. "Oh no. No, Wim. Not that at all."

      "Then what are you going on about my 'turn'?

      "It's your turn to send me home." Grady held his arms out at his side as if he were strung up on an imaginary cross. "Now, you must kill me, Wim."

      Wim let go of the rifle. All of this was crazy but this was the cherry on the sundae. "I'm not gonna kill you."

      "You are. Just as God showed me."

      Wim turned away from him, leaving him and instead going to Gypsy who grazed on the dry grass, uninterested in the goings on.

      He heard Grady's footsteps behind him. He was running. "Stop, Wim! Stop right now!"

      Wim didn't stop. A moment later Grady was on his heels. The little man grabbed his shirt, trying to pull him away from the horse, with no success.

      "It was in the vision!"

      Wim spun around, raising his elbow and catching Grady in the face. The man fell to the ground, a small trickle of blood seeping from his left nostril. "Keep away from me," Wim said.

      Grady climbed to his knees and started to his feet when Wim raised his hand which was balled into a fist.

      "I mean it now. Keep away or I'll knock you silly."

      Grady sagged back, his face full of panic, fear. "You have to kill me!"

      "I don't got to do anything for you."

      "Not for me, Wim. For God! This is his plan. It was all his plan. I was doing what he commanded of me. Now you have to do the same." Grady clasped his hands together, pleading.

      Wim had never been so disgusted in another human being. "If God wants you dead, then let him do it himself."

      Without another word, Wim hopped on Gypsy and gave her reigns a curt shake. He didn't care about taking any of the other provisions. He wanted away from Grady. Away from it all.

      As he rode off, he could hear the man screaming, wailing. And Wim didn't feel the slightest bit guilty.
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      Wim rode back to Shard End with Mead. He told the man about Aben's dog and, when they reached town, Mead raced to Saw's house and thrust open the door and Wim thought he looked about as excited as a kid on Christmas morning. The dog ran straight past him, looking for his owner, and seemed disappointed when he was nowhere to be found. It took a couple days, but Prince eventually seemed to realize that his old buddy wasn't coming back, and he accepted Mead as a suitable replacement. Wim enjoyed seeing how much the man cared about the dog. He thought they both deserved someone to love them.

      It seemed like the smart thing would have been to stay in Shard End with Mead, at least for the winter, but Wim couldn't bear to spend another week in the West, let alone a season. Mead helped him fill a wagon with food and assorted tools, and a couple days later they said their goodbyes. Wim knew he'd miss the man who had initially seemed to be such an odd duck but turned out to be one of the best men he'd ever known. And maybe the best friend he'd ever had. But home - his real home - in Pennsylvania, was calling. It wasn't God's voice, it was the sounds of his past. And even if nothing but memories remained, Wim needed to be with them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 59

          

        

      

    

    
      The journey from West Texas back to Pennsylvania was arduous, at times torturous, and constantly a pain in his rear end. He hit winter weather around the time he got to Oklahoma and a blizzard in Missouri forced him to hole up in a stable for almost ten days.

      He avoided the cities and the few times he came close enough to them to get a good look, he saw they were overrun with zombies. The small towns weren't as bad. Most of the time he was able to slip by them unnoticed. If they did catch on, a little extra prod made Gypsy trot faster and he moved on with little ado.

      On the entire trip, he was only forced to kill a few dozen zombies, and that was spread out over five months. That was still more than enough though. He'd lost his desire to end them. Now, he just wanted to avoid them.

      There were no adventures to be had, it was just mile after mile after mile of riding. One day bled into the next into the next.  On many a day, he thought he'd lose his mind from the boredom. And, truth be told, he thought maybe he'd lost it already. Why else would he subject himself, and this old horse, to such pointlessness?

      But, once winter passed and he began to see some of his beloved color green back in the world, his attitude and his optimism took a decidedly good turn for the better. When he crossed the Ohio/Pennsylvania border, the spring rains couldn't dampen his spirit. He thought that even Gypsy seemed more at home here, then realized that was only his mind playing tricks on him because he'd found the horse in North Carolina and the odds that she'd ever been in Pennsylvania were about as likely as it was that he'd wake up and discover this had all been a wild dream.

      He was two days out from his old farm and they felt like the longest days of the entire journey. He tried to steel himself for something bad, like maybe a wildfire had gone through and razed his simple abode. Or that zombies had overrun the whole place and he'd be forced to go elsewhere. He told himself he could accept either, so long as he could have an hour or two to sit by his Mama's grave and tell her everything that had happened. Tell her everything her boy, who had never before been more than fifty miles away from home in all his life, had been through. Even though she wouldn't be able to respond, he wanted her to know.

      Wim was so excited that he cut loose the wagon ten miles from home, abandoning the paved roads which were winding and roundabout, to instead ride Gypsy across the fields and pastures of his neighbors. That ‘as the crow flies’ tactic shaved an hour off the trip and soon he crested the little hill where his entire family was buried.

      He climbed down from Gypsy, who appreciated the break, and walked the rest of the way to the family plot. He was relieved to see nothing had happened to their tombstones, although what exactly he'd been worried about, he did not know. They looked the same as when he left, unmarred in any way.

      "I'm home, Mama." He dropped to his knees in front of her headstone, laying his arms on top of it and kissing the cold granite. I'm finally home."

      He saw purple and yellow crocus flowers blooming in front of the stone and was so happy he almost lost his composure and broke down in tears. These were new, and he supposed a chipmunk or squirrel must have dragged some bulbs in from somewhere and left them lay there long enough to take root. They were a welcome addition.

      The entire afternoon passed, and Wim didn't move from that spot. He told Mama just about everything that had happened but sugar-coated a few of the more disturbing parts. He told her about the friends he'd loved and lost. About the places he'd been too and seen. By the time he was finished, he was so hoarse he couldn't get out any more words and that was when he decided to see what condition the house and barn were in, if they were still standing at all.

      He took his time walking to them, his stomach in knots over worry about what he might find. He told himself that, if they were fallen in or gone, he'd find a way to rebuild. He was never much of a handy man, but he didn't need anything fancy. Just a couple rooms and a shed or barn big enough to keep a few animals. He was a simple man with simple needs.

      To his relief, the farmhouse and barn both stood tall. Some of the siding had blown off the house and the barn was missing some shingles, but those would be easy fixes. He didn't realize how much he'd missed all of this until he saw it.

      As he passed by the barn, he heard the all too familiar sound of chickens and he broke into a trot as he circled around to the source of the sound. He found over a dozen of them roaming around the back side of the building, pecking away at the ground for bugs and worms. The birds seemed unconcerned with his presence, but he was almost ecstatic over theirs. One wandered right up to his feet and didn't so much as flinch when he reached down and ruffled the feathers on its back. She just gave a contented cluck, cluck and went back to sourcing something to eat.

      He'd barely gotten over the excitement of the chickens when he heard a whiny moo inside the barn. Chickens, he could understand. It seemed entirely possible that the smell of poultry past had drawn them to his farm and that explained their presence, but a cow was harder to write off as happenstance and, when he peeked inside the barn and saw three of them, his heart sank.

      Wim supposed it shouldn't have been a surprise that some other survivor had stumbled upon his farm and made it their home, but the notion of it made him sick. He'd never thought himself to be a selfish man, but this was the only thing he had left in the entire world and he didn't want to share it with anyone. If he'd wanted a roommate, he could have returned to Zeke and the cabin in North Carolina.

      Then he realized that the person who'd taken over his farm might not be interested in roommates either. So uninterested that they might not only share his disappointment, but that they might shoot him on sight or, at best, send him away. After all there were no more laws. No deeds to say, 'This is mine, not yours.' Whoever had been living here had just as much right to the farm as he did. Maybe more.

      Wim considered leaving at that very moment. He could turn on his heels and head off somewhere else and never have to deal with the awkwardness of confronting this new resident. Before he could do that, he heard a shotgun shell being racked into the chamber. He swallowed hard.

      "I am unarmed and not a threat. I promise you that," he said and hoped that would be good enough to keep himself from getting shot in the back.

      No response came.

      "This was my farm a while back. That's the only reason I'm here now. I've been away for a long time though, and I guess things change."

      Still no answer. He risked swiveling his head a slight amount, trying to look behind himself and see who held him at gunpoint, but he couldn't make anything out without risking a more dramatic movement.

      "I'm going to turn around now but I'll do it real slow and I'll keep my hands in the air. Please, don't shoot me."

      "Jesus Christ, Wim. I won't shoot you."

      The voice. It was so familiar to his ears. He knew it the second he heard it, but he had to be wrong. It was his mind playing a mean prank on him, nothing more. That wasn't her voice. It couldn't be.

      "What the hell are you waiting for?"

      His heart kicked into overdrive and he felt his stomach tie itself up in a knot. It's not her, he kept telling himself. It's impossible. He knew he was going to hate himself for it, but he was so excited he could barely stand still. Then he stopped trying.

      Wim spun around, dropping his arms and not caring if he got shot because if the person with the gun wasn't Ramey, he'd just as soon be dead anyway.

      But it was her.

      She dropped the gun and it clattered on the floor, making her flinch as if she expected it to go off and, in some horrible twist of fate, kill one of them. Only the shotgun didn't go off and she ran past it and didn't stop running until she hit him in the chest so hard he lost his balance.

      He tried to regain it, but it was too late, and they fell onto the dirt floor, getting tangled up in the old straw and moldy feed and not caring in the slightest. She grabbed his hair, which had grown so long he was almost embarrassed by it and pulled their faces together and kissed him. He kissed her back and they stayed locked in that embrace, afraid to let the other go, for so long Wim's arms started to go numb.

      "How?" He asked. He knew there should have been more words in that question but could only get out the one. That one was enough.

      "I guess I just had the flu. I realized that about a week later when I was still alive. I tried going back to the cabin, but you know my sense of direction always sucked. I ended up in Georgia and by the time I did get back, you were long gone."

      It was all so much to take in. Wim didn't know what to say but that was okay because Ramey, as always, talked enough for the both of them.

      "I can't believe you gave our cabin to some old fart named Zeke."

      "In my defense, I thought you were dead."

      "I know, but still. Zeke? I stayed with him for almost a month, just in case you came back. He kept feeding me green beans. And saying, ‘I wishum you was my woman.’ Ugh." Ramey stuck her finger in her mouth and faked a gag. “I’d rather be with Bobby Mack.

      “Who’s Bobby Mack?”

      Ramey grinned and Wim thought he saw some color rise in her cheeks. “Never mind.” She kissed him again. "I thought about wandering around and looking for you, but I knew the odds of it were a billion to one. So, I came back here. I really didn't expect that you'd ever come home, but this place, just being here, it made me feel like part of you was still with me."

      "I'm sorry," Wim said. His throat was tight, and he felt like crying but fought against that. "I never should have let you go."

      "You didn't, you dummy. I saw you out there digging my grave. I took it upon myself to leave. I thought it would be easier for the both of us. Thank God I was too much of a coward to shoot myself."

      Ramey put her hands on his face, her fingers entwined in his beard. "And you really need to shave." She laughed. He didn't know how much he'd missed that sound until he heard it again.

      "I know."

      “But I like the hair.” She grabbed handfuls of it and pulled his face into hers and they kissed, long and lazy and never wanting the moment to end. “My God, Wim. I'm so damn happy."

      “I am too.” And he was. Happier than he ever thought possible.

      "Tell me where you've been all this time."

      He knew he'd tell her all of it soon, but he didn't want to spoil the moment. There'd be time for stories later. For now, he just wanted to hold his wife, his love, in his arms. Even if the world was coming to an end around them, there was still happiness to be found. There was still something worth living for. A reason to go on.

      THE END
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      And there we have it, dear readers. I hope I managed to create a satisfying finale for you and remained faithful to the characters and the story. Writing this was an emotionally taxing experience, but I’m glad there was some light at the end.

      And who knows, since there are some survivors, they might reappear down the road, but for the time being, let’s pretend they lived happily ever after.

      I’m going to take a break from zombies for a little while. I need to cleanse my palate and I have a few thrilling horror story ideas I’m planning to write. I sincerely hope you’ll follow me along this long and winding road.

      I can never thank you enough for taking the time to read these books. The success of this series is because you took a chance on a mostly unknown writer from rural Pennsylvania and you cared enough about these characters to keep on reading. And I love you for that!

      I sincerely enjoy hearing from readers, so if you’d like to reach out, please visit my website or send me a friend request on Facebook. The links are:

      http://www.tonyurbanauthor.com

      http://Facebook.com/tonyurban

      I also love giving my readers free stuff so if you sign up for my mailing list, you’ll get 3 free short horror stories.

      http://www.tonyurbanauthor.com/signup

      As always, Happy Reading! And thank you, from the bottom of my heart!
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      Tony's first writing memory involves penning a short story about taking a road trip with his best friend and his dog (two different creatures) to watch KoKo B Ware in a professional wrestling event in Pittsburgh. He wrote that epic saga while in the 3rd grade and it was all downhill from there.

      His first books were a series of offbeat travelogues but recently his zombie apocalypse series, "Life of the Dead" has been a bestseller online and grossed out readers all over the world.

      His ultimate goal in life is to be killed by a monster thought by most to be imaginary. Sasquatch, werewolves, chupacabras, he’s not picky.

      If that fails, he’d enjoy making a living as a full time writer. Which of those two scenarios is more likely is up to the readers to decide.

      
        
        For more information:

        tonyurbanauthor.com

        tony@tonyurbanauthor.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
=
<<
[a
o
=)
=
=
o
—

~— TONY URBAN
e TONY URBAN
o TONY URBAN
~ TONY URBAN






images/00002.jpeg






images/00003.jpeg
PV

PACKANACK

publishing






