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Track 1
Have You Ever Seen the Rain?
  
  
  
  
	   T


here was a cabin deep in the woods. Inside that cabin sat a young man at a table. He was the very description of an average man: brown hair, brown eyes. He smoked a cigarette like it was the greatest thing ever, as if he were enjoying a fine wine or admiring a fine painting. 
He is William, or Wills; perhaps even Captain as he had people call him on occasion. Will coughed hard, the sputtering, wet variety that usually signals a not-so-good-for-the-well-being chain of events recently transpired. 
Moving in closer, it is easy to see that the scene is not hopeful. It is the other kind: the kind that starts and ends with obscene action. Leaning forward, he looked deep into the fire. 
Light crossed his face, revealing heavy lines of sleeplessness that are dwarfed by the caked blood and dirt that hide his youthful features. A dark stain has begun to spread across his gray shirt. But young William’s story began earlier in the town of River’s Bend.
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Riders on the Storm
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he town of River’s Bend was silent. The streets were empty, but a dull rumbling in the distance electrified the air. Tall, ugly buildings––built and never repaired years ago––waited patiently as the sun passed overhead, straining through cloud cover. 
The rumbling intensified. 
It was the sound of an engine. 
A brown-top Chevy Nova screamed into motion. Tires squealing, it wheeled around a building and smashed through the front of an adjacent, abandoned shop. Bodies flooded behind the car in a mass of ragged, wild arms and snarling, mangled faces: zombies.              
“Run, you fucking deadheads. Z-Day, baby,” spoke a man who looked as if he were an unkempt replica of a giant.
“Just drive the fucking car,” spoke the smaller man.
“But today is Z-Day…”
“Every day is Z-Day,” scolded the smaller man with a grim smile. 
Long lines of paint tagged the side of the beaten car. Upon further inspection, it was most definitely blood. Streamers waved atop the vehicle. 
Correction: those are human arms. 
In any case, they used to be human arms. Stiff and fading flesh revealed them as the arms of the zombie army, deceased. The car swerved––as if on cue––and took out a long line of running zombies. They were smashed underneath heavy tires. 
Looking in through a dusty window, two men sat in lawn chairs admiring the scene below. Kenny was large and wide-shouldered with a lopsided grin and heavy blue eyes; a buzz cut framed his massive head. 
Beside him was Dan; the brown hair at his shoulders was pulled back. Wearing a light beard splotched gray in places, his icy eyes watched the scene without emotion.             
“I love it when they run in front. Crunching them underneath is the best part.”
Dan watched with little interest. The automatic rifle in his hands was held with the precision of a man waiting for monsters to leap out from the darkness. This––to some extent––was simply an effective posture. 
“Bring them down 8th, past the parking structure. That should give me enough time.”
“Enough time?”
“To grab some supplies. The gun store and then past the lush palace.”
Kenny snickered. 
“What are you, a child? Just drag those dead fucks around the bend, and then we are out of here,” continued Dan with irritation.
A chainsaw lay next to Kenny. Just to the other side of it was a heavy shotgun that had a belt of shells perched on top of it. 
Dan carried two handguns at his waist, a long, black sheath along his back, and a variety of knives tucked neatly into sheaths. Hanging the assault rifle around his neck, he grabbed a riot shotgun and its bandolier of shells.     
“You want me to keep watch?”
“Is that a rhetorical question?”
Kenny snickered again.
“Un-fucking-believable. We are up to our balls in deadheads running around here like they own the place, and you are still cracking up like an idiot kid,” admonished Dan.
Kenny looked slightly forlorn as he concentrated on the street below, moving the remote in his hand with a deft movement. “Sorry, boss.”
“Knock that boss shit off. Just do what I said and meet me in front of Crazy Mike’s.”
“Yeah.”
“Repeat what I said.”
“What?”
“You heard me, numbnuts, repeat what I said.”          
“Watch. Kill. Meet at Mike’s,” replied Kenny with a smile.
The door to the roof closed as Dan departed. Kenny continued to look down at the street below, a wicked smile on his face. 
Dan emerged from the front of the building and put on a pair of reflective sunglasses. Holding the assault shotgun in a ready position, he walked down the street. 
The streets were empty, but an eerie type of desolation that marks the end of the world hung in the air. He rounded the side of the street, leveling the shotgun to knock down whatever would come his way. 
Ignoring the sidewalks, he walked in the road. A single zombie ran out. Arms flailing, flesh and blood drooled from its open maw.
A shotgun blast caught it across the face, ripping its feet from the ground and sending it spinning backwards. The sound echoed in the empty town off the brilliant spray-painted murals littered across many buildings. 
Dan bent down to inspect the zombie. 
There was no face.
Open, dead flesh oozed a thousand putrid colors. Standing with a grimace, he surveyed the rest of the street: nothing. 
Moving forward, he walked to a building with an amber-colored window. He pushed open a dull silver door at the front of the store. A chime echoed in the store, accented by a throaty groan. 
A zombie stood behind the counter. Dan approached it. 
Letting the shotgun fall beside his leg, he took off his glasses. The zombie had its mouth wired shut, and dark sunglasses covered its eyes. The mesh hat on its head was a bit odd, nearly falling off the slowly decaying scalp of the zombie.
“Hey, Bob.”
Bob the Liquor Store Zombie groaned hungrily.         
“Any suggestions? The boys can be quite specific sometimes.”
Bob the Liquor Store Zombie lunged forward, but heavy silver bolts held its hands firmly to the counter. 
“We talked about this aggression, Bob. Once upon a time I might have been able to help you, but therapy is long behind me.”
Bob groaned again, though this time because Dan leaned on the counter. His heavily covered arms hid tattoos and a lifetime of scars. 
“The whiskey still next to the cooler?”
Bob groaned. This one seemed less intense, almost as if it were giving up.
“Right, in the back.”
With a smile he smacked the table and moved deeper into the darkened store; light from outside flashed in uneven beams of sunlight. Turning around halfway down an aisle, Dan waved his shotgun. “Now don’t be going anywhere, Bob. I have eyes everywhere.”
Dan rolled his shoulders as if shivering and flicked his hands like spirit fingers. Moving along the rows and rows of liquor, he passed massive gaps here and there where the effects of five years of consumption had taken its toll. The back wall once held frozen beverages, but now only empty rows of racks that had long since been plundered or destroyed. 
“Now what was it that he had wanted? JD I believe.”
Reaching forward, Dan grabbed four handles of Jack Daniel’s. As he turned, it was the groan––not the sight of Bob––that startled him. Swinging the whiskey hard, the amber liquid smashed against the side of Bob’s head, stunning it for a moment. That moment was sufficient for the shotgun to find its way in the center of Bob’s face, and then it was Bob’s face no longer. 
Looking down at what had once been Bob the Liquor Store Zombie, Dan grimaced. “Now that is a damn foolish thing to do there, Bob. We had a nice thing going.”
He stood over the zombie, his chest heaving––slowly at first and then building. The warm whiskey covered the floor, saturating both Dan’s heavy boots and Bob’s twice-dead body. “We had a good thing going.”
Dan bounced the shotgun against his leg steadily, his eyes steeling. “You motherfuckers. You motherfuckers.”
His voice was barely a whisper. 
Leveling the shotgun at Bob, he shot again. The blast lifted the body from the ground, igniting some of the whiskey in a soft flame. He did it again––this time into the zombie’s chest––nearly ripping Bob in two. He stood and watched Bob come slowly apart. It was the crackle of the radio that drew away his maniacal stare. 
“Boss?” It was Kenny. Dan continued to stare at Bob the Liquor Store Zombie. “You alright there, boss?” 
Licking his lips, Dan’s voice croaked. 
“I thought I told you to knock that boss shit off.”
“I heard shots…”
“It’s nothing. I will tell you at Mike’s. Get off the fucking radio.”
The crackle disappeared.  
Stepping over Bob, Dan reloaded––leaving behind the mess. He moved past the counter and saw the dark streaks and silver bolts that had held Bob moments before. Dan ignored the problem and pushed open the door. 
He felt the sunshine on his skin again. The sun was high in the sky, but there was nothing happy about the day. “Fucking deadheads. Never do what they are supposed to. Gotta tell them a thousand times.”
Walking down the street, he held the shotgun tightly in his grip. A big heavy sign announced a bright purple building as Crazy Mike’s. It should come as no great surprise that a redneck town like River’s Bend would have a mammoth gun depot the size of most department stores. The “open” sign was smeared with a bloody hand. The glass door was caked with brains and various zombie remains that had found its way onto the storefront over the years. 
As Dan walked to the door, he saw his reflection in the glass. “Old man,” he whispered. His long hair was scraggly, and the gray in his beard seemed to grow each day. 
The world had not been kind. 
Hitting his chest with a fist, he shook his head. 
“Can’t beat time.”
Walking through the open door of the ammo store, he turned toward the counter. As one might expect, there was another zombie. This one had on a bright orange hunting vest with a red flannel shirt beneath it. Big, black-rimmed glasses hung from its sagging face. 
And again, the jaw was wired shut.
“Bob, how’s business, you old ball-buster?” exclaimed Dan with enthusiasm. 
It looked as if Bob the Gun Store Zombie once had gray hair, as there were remnants on its diseased scalp. 
“Anything new?” With a big smile, he laughed. 
“Just kidding, you old bastard. Just here for the essentials, ya know.” He turned as if to move and then stopped, looking back at Bob. “Have you talked to Bob lately?”
Waving a hand in dismissal, Dan continued. “Of course not. How silly of me. Well, I have some bad news.” 
Dan paused for the drama of it all. “Bob is dead.”
Dan liked to think that Bob the Liquor Store Zombie and Bob the Gun Store Zombie were brothers. Not blood brothers, but by marriage. “I realize that you guys had not been speaking.”
Dan looked at Bob with genuine sorrow. “I remember, you don’t want to talk about that. I will be on my way, just wanted to give you the bad news.”
Moving farther into the store––past an overturned, stuffed black bear––Dan opened his backpack and began to deposit various boxes of shells. 
A screech erupted from outside the depot. 
It was the sound of brakes and tires. 
Returning to the front of the store, Dan paused in front of Bob. They stared at each for a moment until the horn blared again, jarring Dan’s attention. Stepping out into the open air, he looked at the heavy steel of a Ford Bronco.  Apocalypse Please was scrawled in heavy red letters across the side. A wood chipper was placed in the back, and a heavy steel snow plow was attached to the front. There were two severed heads where the headlights should be. Their wide open mouths and empty eye sockets expelled blue floodlights. 
“You get what we need?” called Kenny. 
Dan threw the backpack into the Bronco and grabbed the edge of the door, opening it without a word. 
Kenny sat back into the seat and gripped the wheel. 
“What’s up, boss?”
“Had to kill Bob.”
“Bob the Liquor Bob or Bob the Gun Store Bob?”
“Liquor Store.”
Kenny turned over the Bronco, and the diesel engine roared to life. The interior was littered with various wrappers and empty shells. The Bronco was definitely Kenny’s area. 
“That’s a bummer. You get the JD?”
“No.”
“What the fuck? No JD. That’s…”
“Bring it down a notch there, Jolly Green. We still have some at the house.”
“We can go right back,” protested Kenny, pointing back toward the liquor store.
“No, go home. Fuck this town for today.”
“But…”
“Seriously, we have enough to last until tomorrow morning. For fuck’s sake man, just drive the fucking Bronco.”
“Whatever, dude. Let’s blow this bullshit.”
The Bronco launched into motion, burning tires and then rocketing forward. It barreled through the open streets. “We have to figure out something else to bolt down those deadheads with. They can pull out of the bolts we’ve been using.”
“Why even bother?” offered Kenny.
“I don’t particularly want to suck zombie dick, so we are going to continue to bolt them to the counter.”
The Bronco bounced along, the heavy tread of the tires almost making them seem to bounce. “Wait, check it out, check it out.”
A single zombie walked into their vision. Once she might have been an attractive woman, but now she was little more than a scabby cadaver. “Check it, Frogger with zombies, man.”
“We don’t have time for this.”
“Come on…”
“Fine, make it quick.”
Kenny smiled boyishly and slammed on the accelerator. The Bronco exploded forward, nearly lifting off the ground. Racing down the street, he turned the Bronco sideways, careening into the zombie and crushing it underneath the Bronco’s thick wheels. 
“Is that fun, or is that fun?”
“Home. Now.”
“You had fun, I can smell it.” Pulling forward, Kenny leaned out the window and looked back at the bloodstain across the asphalt. “Can’t hardly tell what the fuck that is, much less that it was some middle-aged zombie bitch.”
The Bronco pulled forward again, roaring and then subsiding as they drove into the distance. As the sun drifted down, the calmness of the town felt ominous, foreboding.
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Behind Blue Eyes
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he sun had begun to set. Darkness seeped across the grass and tree-filled horizon. Trees passed by in a flash. The engine was loud, aggressive. The stereo was cranked. 
Dan looked out the window. 
Kenny watched Dan looking out the window.
“What’s with the puss?”
“Huh?”
“The sour face, whatever,” replied Kenny, pursing his lips.
“Doesn’t matter.”
“The fuck it doesn’t.”
Dan looked away from the passing forest. His eyes were serious; his cheek muscles flexed angrily. 
“It has been five years.”
“Since what?”
“Are you daft? Since the moon landing, what the fuck do you think I’m talking about? That day. It has been five years since that day.”
Kenny’s smile disappeared.
“We all lost something that day,” continued Dan.
“Yeah.”
Dan pulled down his shirt and torso guard. 
There was a gold ring on a chain. 
He touched the outside of it gently. 
“Don’t miss the turn.”
“This is my business, man, I know this shit. You don’t even have to stress.”
Dan grunted and looked back out at the world. The road rose and then fell, changing into an S-turn. There was a dirt road to the right, and Kenny navigated the Bronco onto it with a surreal ease even at breakneck speed. A heavy sign painted in white, scrawling letters read: beware. 
The road was uneven and treacherous. 
Were it not for Kenny’s skillful driving, they would have crashed and burned. “Home sweet home, motherfucker,” he announced mirthfully. 
Bundles of barbed, rusted wire extended beyond the tree line. Littering the trees, heavy sheets of metal and car hoods were held up by thin wire, ready for decapitation. The dense forest gave way to an open field whose trees were cut down with precision. 
The building in the distance was a dark earthen color and without any windows or doors except a large retractable gate that thundered open as the Bronco approached. Floodlights were situated every five to six feet. They dare not turn them on at night as it might draw unwanted attention even though the compound would be very defensible if the situation called for it.
The Bronco rolled to a stop, the powerful engine switching off. Dan and Kenny stepped out. Dan grasped the bag and threw it over his shoulder. 
The sun began to slink just below the horizon.
“So tomorrow,” began the loveable behemoth.
“Whatever you want, man.”
“Right. Right.”
Together they moved through the door of the building into the interior. The first room was wide open with beat-up couches littered about and a few televisions that looked like remnants from the Cold War. The room’s five occupants were scattered about the room doing their own thing, except for two of them. Those two were sharing a couch in front of a television, and one of them was sitting very still, seemingly engrossed by the images on the screen.   
The one closest to the door was a thin man and shorter than Dan––certainly smaller than Kenny. With wiry brown hair and cold gray eyes, he looked with dissatisfaction at the world; Brandon was a ghost from the past. 
“Any trouble?” he asked.
“A bit, nothing unusual,” Dan replied.
Brandon grunted and moved away, sitting down in a plastic-covered chair in front of a dirty table where an assault rifle lay; its parts were carefully placed in rows. Dan’s brother Jesse sat farthest from the entrance. His long dirty blond hair was pulled into a topknot, and his glasses were composed of two separate frames melted together. His brown eyes scanned the pages of a novel carefully: Crime and Punishment by Dostoyevsky.
He was thin like Brandon, but tall like Kenny. Dan made his way toward his brother while Kenny lumbered toward the far couch where Will sat. His brown hair was mussed, though it almost looked purposeful. There was one long strand of hair that he combed over his ear.
“What up, fuck-cheese?” spoke Will as Kenny approached.
Kenny looked at him and shook his head. “You have to be the biggest waste of fucking space in the world, man. Sitting here with Starfish, smoking, and watching old shitty movies.”
“Starfish happens to understand the intricacies of attempting to find peak experiences in a post-apocalyptic world, my man. Just because you are too big and dumb to get that…”
“What the fuck ever, man.”
“Does the giant wish to argue?”
“I can’t wait to fucking punch you in the throat in your sleep.”
The previously stationary figure that sat next to Will on the couch turned. It was a zombie; more importantly, it was Starfish. 
The zombie’s mouth was wired shut like the others, but on top of that he wore a hockey mask with black sunglasses attached to the cross-stitching. His arms had been removed and dirty, slightly viscous, black garbage bags wrapped its torso. It was really a dead, armless torso that ran amok on occasion.
“Starfish contributes more than you do,” said Kenny.
“The fuck if that is true. I grow herb, my friend. We all need to find some peace in a dark world.”
“Why the fuck do you waste your time doing that when there is literally a millennia’s worth of booze sitting in that dead town we once called home?”
Will turned around, placing an arm around Starfish’s shoulder. The zombie groaned and moved its shielded head, bumping into Will’s shoulder. “See, even Starfish here finds your lack of understanding disturbing.”
Kenny smirked. “I am not sure Starfish is an accurate representation of all counties accounted for.”
“In a world that has little left, art is even more important. My skills are necessary to bring joy to those left behind.” Will then gestured toward Kenny with a dismissing hand. “Even those Neanderthals with no vision, such as yourself, can appreciate the idea of enjoying the world, even a desolate one.”
Kenny moved quickly, grabbing Will by the neck and lifting him over the couch. Will screeched and flung his legs about, scrambling up the side of Kenny’s torso. The joint he had been smoking fell to the ground and was crushed under Kenny’s boot. 
“That’s fucked, man. That’s substance abuse. All that work and your big Frankenstein foot crushes a perfectly good joint.”
Kenny threw Will back on the couch with ease and an eventful grin. “That's what you get, ya stick figure. Watch your mouth or I will throw you another beating.”
Will mumbled something unintelligible. 
“What is that, Gumby?”
“Revenge is a bitch there, Quasimodo. Just you wait and see.”
Kenny scoffed and moved deeper into the compound, beyond the first room and into the shadows of the dormitories. Dan approached a statuesque black man. He wore his hair short––nearly a buzz cut. A cut-off shirt revealed a body tempered for war. He was working over a Wing Chun dummy with fierce precision as Dan approached. 
“How are things here, Allen? Anything unusual? Any deadheads?”
Allen headed security operations, but in an unofficial manner of course. He spent most of his days and nights walking the surrounding property, checking traps and the like. “Nothing. It has been very quiet. The guys are restless though. Will especially is getting mouthy and antsy.”
Dan nodded. “Tomorrow we will all go in. We’ll take the van and the Bronco, grab supplies, and hit the chains.”
Allen smiled grimly.
“It wouldn’t hurt. What happened in town?”
“Bob got loose. Had to put some rounds in him.”
“Pharmacy Bob or Auto Store Bob?”
“Neither. Liquor Store Bob.”
“He seemed more squirrelly than the others lately. It makes sense.”
“I want to secure them all again, weigh them down and re-bolt.”
“You got it, boss,” replied Allen with a nod.
Dan stood for a moment, as if he were going to say something else. Allen looked at him expectantly. Moving past Allen, he patted him on the shoulder and raised a hand to get his brother’s attention.
“Hey bro,” began Dan somberly.
Jesse looked over the faded pages of the novel. 
“Dan.”
“Almost done?”
Jesse raised an eyebrow.
“With Dostoyevsky? I was thinking of hitting the library tomorrow to pick up something new,” continued Dan.
“Sounds like a reasonable plan.”
“You want to come along?”
“Could be productive. There are a few gems I have been thinking about tackling. Perhaps I’ll finally finish War and Peace.”
Dan smiled, though it was barely noticeable. 
“Very good.”
Jesse lowered the book and surveyed the complicated look on his brother’s face. “Is there something the matter?”
“Hmm…”
“Do you not want to talk about it?”
Dan sat down across from his brother. 
“You know how long it has been?”
“I am aware of the amount of time that has transpired.”
“Seems like we have wasted a lot of time.”
“Wasted? Wasted how?”
“I dunno. There seems like there should be more than this. Doesn’t there seem like there should be some meaning to all this?”
“Looking for answers in an impossible situation will only bring more frustration, bro.”
There was sadness in his eyes. 
“I just wonder why we bother.”
“Bother doing what exactly?”
“Simply being. Surviving. What is the point?”
Jesse placed down the book and sat forward. “I see. This is not about the time passed, but the fact that she is gone.”
Dan nodded sadly. 
“If I were a spiritual man, I would spin an endearing yarn about her looking down on you, but as we both know that is not my style. On the contrary, you carry her with you, every day in your memory,” continued Jesse.
“I am not sure the memory is enough anymore.”
“For that, I am very sorry.”
“Yeah.” Dan looked around, sniffing. His eyes were glossy. Patting his brother’s knee, he stood and looked toward the dormitories, toward his bed. “I will see you in the morning, brother. Good night.”
Jesse sat back with his book, a contemplative look on his face. “Good night, brother.”
As Dan walked away, the sounds of Will watching The Godfather rose up as he laughed and snickered about something to which only he was privy.
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an reclined on his bed, arms behind his head. He was already dressed, and the sun had barely risen. His room was barren except for a mattress: no box spring, no frame. There was simply a mattress on the ground. His weapons were stacked neatly against the wall with their respective rounds laid out before them. 
On the floor sat a single photograph of a woman, of his wife. She was beautiful with a fair complexion and wide brown eyes. His blue eyes watched the ceiling, his mind calm. 
Blam.
Blam. 
The sound of gunfire filled his senses. He was up from his mattress in one quick movement. Grabbing the automatic rifle, it hit against his shoulder. He looked down the sight with a grim fix of his lips. Moving into the hallway, he peered around at the other doors. They opened slowly, sleepy faces looking back at him. 
Blam. 
Blam. 
The gunfire erupted again.  
Dan moved down the hallway with the practiced ease of someone who is well versed in the hunt. He could hear Kenny’s voice from his room. “You motherfucker! Fucking fuck motherfucker, fuck. I’m gonna fucking…”
Dan kicked the door to Kenny’s room open with a quick motion. Kenny stood, wearing only his boxers––Simpsons’ boxers with Duff written in yellow letters all across it. 
There was blood all over his bed. And a severed zombie head. In addition, a plethora of bullet holes riddled the child-sized bed in which he chose to sleep. And let us not forget the two stiff, severed zombie arms that were laid very near where Kenny would have been sleeping. 
“What the fuck is this?” demanded Dan.
Kenny looked up. “I woke up with this motherfucker in my bed. I shot it, shot fucking holes in my bed.”
Dan lowered the rifle and looked at Kenny inquisitively. “Why would there be a deadhead in your bed?”
“That rhymed.” Will stood just outside the door with a big smile painted across his face from ear to ear. 
Kenny looked at him. Rage covered his face. Pointing a heavy finger, he started forward. “You think this is funny? You did this, didn’t you? You little shit.”
Dan interceded, flashing Kenny a cold look. Turning to Will, he addressed the prankster. “Did you do this?”
Will shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe, fuck him for giving me shit.”
Kenny lunged forward again, but Dan pushed him back. “What the fuck is wrong with you two?”
“Gotta pass the time somehow,” reasoned Will. 
Dan shook his head and moved past Will, bumping him slightly. Pointing a thumb at Dan, he continued. “What’s his deal?”
Kenny moved in close, towering over Will, and pointed an accusing finger at him. “You fucking owe me sheets, man.”
Will made a funny face at him. 
“The fuck I do. You owe me weed.”
Kenny bumped him. “Sheets and new fucking socks, and boxers and shit, man. How the fuck am I supposed to get murky zombie goo out of everything? I want a new bedroom set and clothes, motherfucker.”
Will stood on his tiptoes to address the challenge. “They are gonna be Smurf sheets and baby tees with that kind of attitude.”
“If you are gonna go gay, then at least get Hello Kitty. I wouldn’t mind having those around.”
Will made a face like he was touched by Kenny’s words. “I wasn’t sure until now, but I am fairly certain that you are a full-blown homosexual. There is nothing wrong with that of course, but I am glad that you finally have the courage to admit it.”
Kenny pushed Will over, knocking him through the open door frame. 
“I get it, still a little sensitive about being outed and all. We’ll talk later,” continued Will.
Kenny threw up his hands and kicked the zombie head across the room, splattering brains against the far wall. He groaned as the smear oozed on to the floor. 
  
*
  
A Ford Econoline Van with heavy tires sat next to the Bronco. The glass was heavily tinted, and little sharpened ridges ran along the base, above the wheels. Allen loaded weapons into the back of the van as Brandon carried a .50 caliber assault rifle, its stand, and an enormous spool to the back of the van. Jesse moved around the side of the van with a box of dusty books. 
“What the fuck are you doing with those?” asked Will.
Jesse looked at him coolly. 
Will was the youngest of the group. 
The two men rarely spoke. 
“I have finished these and plan on returning them for some new reading material.”
“Why the fuck would you do that?”
“I imagine I do it for the illusion of order in all of this chaos, or perhaps the ability to create structure in an unstructured world.”
“That is a little weird, man.”
Jesse shrugged and continued on to the front of the van. Will ran forward. He wore a survival vest of sorts, but it was tagged all over with graffiti. Canisters of paint hung like weapons all about his person, leaving little room at his side for the sheathed bat wrapped in barbwire and covered in a hundred or so bent and unevenly placed nails. On his back his assault rifle was adorned with various bright stickers. The red bandanna he wore made him look more like John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever than Stallone in Rambo.
Kenny loaded the Bronco. He laid a chainsaw on the seat along with his assault rifle. He carried two shotguns, crossed along his back. 
“Looks like I’m riding with you today, Gigantor,” quipped Will.
Kenny groaned mockingly. “Seriously?”
Dan walked by, nodding at Kenny. There was a glimpse of a smile on his face. “Figured you’d want to be there to pick out the sheets,” chided Dan.
Kenny shrugged his shoulders. “Fine. Keep the shit to a minimum, half-pint.”
“Whatever you say.”
Will stepped away, feigning fear. “Gojira! Gojira!”
Kenny stepped forward, waving the smaller man away.
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he sound of the engine was overwhelming, and the discussion was far from tame. Instead, it had reached a fevered pitch that bordered on accusatory. 
“Are you fucking kidding me? You think that Avenged Sevenfold has no business being on a playlist for killing zombies. Are you mental, man? Have you completely lost your marbles?” argued Will.
“Your question is: What belongs on an end-of-the-world playlist, correct? In the event of a zombie apocalypse, what would I want to be listening to?”
“Correct.”
“So you agree that the choices would be purely subjective?”
“Of course.”
“Then what exactly is the point of getting all hot and bothered because I think your little band sucks balls. I’m sorry I’m not fawning over it.”
Will threw up his hands in irritation. “What does the brilliant music critic, Kenny of Bumfuck Nowhere, believe belongs on such an auspicious playlist as one that may be the last one you listen to?”
Kenny watched the road out of the corner of his eye. 
“Anything by She Wants Revenge.”
“But you don’t want any Depeche Mode?”
“Fuck Depeche Mode, they don’t sound anything like She Wants Revenge, man.”
“You have got to be the dumbest motherfucker ever if you think that there are no similarities between their music. A fucking deaf-mute could tell the similarity.”
“So your argument is: someone who couldn’t hear the music––and couldn’t convey their opinion about said music that they couldn’t listen to––could do a better job of figuring out what good music is than I could?”
“Precisely.”
Kenny shook his head. 
“And you call me dumb.”
“Not just dumb, bordering on retarded, I swear to fucking God. Your rationale is equivalent to the guy who really believes there is a difference between hamburgers from different fucking fast food places. A Big Mac is the same anywhere, same fucking shit, different fucking day, and different fucking half-a-tard wrapping it up in crunchy paper for you.”
“I am not saying that there aren’t similarities, but I would certainly not compare them in terms of musicality.”
“Musicality? Are you a musical prodigy now? You are about as much an artist as I am a lawn gnome.”
Kenny laughed heartily. “Did I hurt the little artist’s feelings? Should we talk about those wonderfully dumb graffiti murals you plaster all over our corner of hell?”
“Fuck you. Don’t switch the subject. What makes you such a discriminatory judge of music that you can decide for everybody what constitutes good music and bad music. I don’t mock your shitty taste in music.”
“That is because I don’t have shitty taste in music.”
“What the fuck ever, man.”
“You don’t like what I got to say, then feel free to shut your fucking trap.”
“Fuck that. What about Radiohead? You wouldn’t want to have some Radiohead or Marley? You gonna sit there and look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t want some Marley?”
“I am going to do exactly that. Fucking snore-fest, man. Give me ridiculous beats or give me death.”
Will turned and looked out the window. “Ridiculous. This ain’t over yet, man. We are coming back to this. You wait and see.”
Kenny laughed and shook the wheel, jarring the Bronco one way and then the other. “I’ll be waiting, poopy pants.” 
  
*
  
The interior of the van was not a verbal ruckus. Brandon drove. Allen sat in the passenger seat, his automatic rifle across his lap. 
Dan and Jesse remained in the back. The older brother sat on the medical bed that would serve as a medic station if necessary; Jesse had been a medical resident before all of the madness went down. 
It was a useful skill now. 
“Usual run, gentlemen,” called Dan.
“Doesn’t feel usual, boss,” replied Allen.
Jesse looked at his brother. 
“All feelings aside, grab what we have to and get out of there. No fucking around, no messing with the deadheads. In and out.”
Allen nodded grimly and Brandon stared coldly from the driver’s seat. “You want me to do what we talked about? Re-situate our dead guests?” asked Allen.
“You head to the Sports Authority. Brandon, you take an eagle locale with the .50 cal and keep an eye on things,” replied Dan.
“Right, boss,” called Brandon from the driver’s seat.
“Me and Jess will hit the library while tweedle dee and tweedle dumb hit Wal-Mart to pick up the Big Box shit.”
“And deadheads?” queried Allen.
“Try to keep the noise to a minimum and add bolts to those that are previously bolted. Kill any that have gotten loose.”
“Right, boss.”
The stereo was low and the music somber. 
“Are we expecting trouble?” 
Turning and looking at Jesse, Dan’s face was grim.
“Always.” 
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he two-vehicle caravan pulled into the empty streets of River’s Bend. The Bronco rumbled and then subsided. The van barely made a sound. 
Doors opened; men emerged. 
Kenny and Will were back at it again. 
“You absolutely could not kill a zombie high. Fuck, you are high for even thinking that,” spoke Kenny riotously.
Will had dark sunglasses on. 
He pointed an accusatory finger at Kenny. “It would mellow me out, calm me down, man. I get fucking stressed walking around here.”
Dan walked over and slapped Will hard on the back, jarring him forward. “Try and keep the bickering to a minimum. You guys sound like a couple.”
“Fuck you,” retorted Will. 
“Nice. You two head down to Wal-Mart, grab what we need and whatever you think we might not. Take the Bronco.”
Kenny nodded and hopped back in the driver’s seat, revving the engine once more. 
“We going alone?” asked Will.
“It’s daytime, you’ll see them coming if they come,” replied Dan with a smirk.
“That’s not nearly as reassuring as you think it is.”
Dan started to walk back, turning back to Will. 
“Isn’t supposed to be.”
“Just fucking wonderful. Fucking Liberace over here,” spoke Will verbosely.
“You’re saying I’m a gay musician. What is that supposed to mean?” challenged Dan.
“Wait, no, I meant Mussolini, fuck.”
“Italian dictator?” queried Dan.
“How about grammar Nazi?”
“Grab a fucking thesaurus while you’re there,” replied Dan.
“Fuck you. You wouldn’t be giving me this much shit if Mary was…” Will stopped, the smile disappearing from his face. “I didn’t mean…”
“Get in the Bronco and do what I told you.”
Will saluted mockingly. “Right, boss.” As he leaped into the passenger seat, the Bronco roared to life and disappeared down the road. 
Jesse stood beside his brother, looking at the slowly-disappearing SUV. “Tact was really never in her brother’s vocabulary, was it?”
“Not so much.”
Allen walked up, two giant duffel bags hung over his upper torso. He carried an assault rifle, a shotgun, and a cadre of handguns littered across his shoulders and waist. Links and links of shells and rounds overlapped.
“We meet back here?” asked Allen.
Dan nodded. 
“Two and a half hours, not a second longer, and then we head to the Tower.”
“Tower? You didn’t say anything about the Tower today,” spoke Jesse.
Dan looked into the distance. “It has been a while since we gave it a try. I will remind the wonder twins to grab some extra generators and supplies.”
“Do you think that is a good idea?” queried the younger brother.
Dan shrugged. “Ran out of those a long time ago.”
Allen started to walk down the street, melting into the distance. It was nearly noon already and the wind was cold. Brandon carried the .50 cal over his slender shoulder with ease. “Brandon,” called Dan.
The much smaller man turned, looking at Dan through Aviator sunglasses. “Yeah, boss?”
“Play Watchtower. Watch the babies. Keep in contact.”
“As you say, boss.”
Brandon disappeared, ascending one of the many medium-sized buildings in River’s Bend. Dan and Jesse moved forward, walking down the street toward the library. It had been a dilapidated building before the apocalypse, now it looked more like a mausoleum than a house of books. 
“Here we go,” spoke Dan with a sigh. Jesse looked at him strangely, the box of books in his hands.  
  
*
  
The Bronco pulled across the faded lines of parking spaces. Will was the first out of the vehicle, bounding like a school kid exiting a school bus on a field trip. He carried his rifle loosely. 
Kenny lumbered out, depositing his chainsaw on his back and grabbing the riot shotgun––that Dan previously wielded––in one hand and used the other to shut the heavy door of the Bronco. 
Will jumped up and kicked his door shut. 
“Hey, monkey boy, don’t kick the beast.”
“Don’t be so sensitive about your behemoth, man, she’s resistive.”
This seemed to brighten Kenny’s demeanor. “That’s true. This beauty here is a lot more resilient than you are. Fucking killing the English language, man. Boss would be pissed.”
“Low blow, man.”
“I call it likes I sees it, motherfucker.”
Will rolled his eyes and started forward, running ahead of Kenny, whooping and jumping about like a spaz. 
“Didn’t you hear Dan? Keep the noise to a minimum, man.”  
Brandon’s voice sounded over static. 
“This is Eagle Eye, Dee and Dumb acknowledge.”
Kenny smirked. “Eagle Eye this is Dee. Dumb is accounted for. We can hear you loud and clear.”
“Dee keep the bullshit to a minimum. Grab extra generators, we are hitting up the Tower later.”
“Acknowledge, Eagle Eye. Dee and Dumb out.”
Will was already damn near the front doors of Wal-Mart. His eyes were wide open, and he knelt on the ground like he had made a spectacular soccer goal. 
“Asshole, wait up,” called Kenny.
  
*
  
The interior of the Sports Authority was darker than outside. There was little ventilation in the store, so Allen reacted to the smell, scrunching his nose. 
“Disgusting.”
The front counter retained its circular construction. 
A groaning zombie stood behind it, indentured to the counter with the same silver bolts as the others. Allen approached the counter, hanging the assault rifle around his neck. Feinting a jumping motion, he drew the zombie forward. Bob the Sports Authority Zombie attempted to lunge, but did not budge. 
“Seems solid.”
With a shrug, he continued farther into the store.
  
*
  
The inner sanctum of the library was shadowed. There was a smell of old books––stale and ever-present––in the air. “There is something rather comforting about the smell of old books. Makes me forget the world for a while,” spoke Jesse as he strolled.
Dan nodded and moved forward, his weapon in front of him and ready. Jesse navigated toward the library counter and placed the box of books on the old faded wood. “Shall we simply leave the books here or place them where they were once at home?” asked the younger brother with a bemused grin.
“I am guessing that is a rhetorical question.”
“Very astute, it is all part of the ritual.”
Dan smirked and slid the strap of the rifle over his shoulder and grabbed a handful of books before moving into the stacks. Jesse smiled, though his was more reserved. He picked up another handful of books, leaving only a few left in the box, and followed his brother into the long bookshelves.
  
*
            
Brandon found his way to the top of the building. The .50 caliber was set up, sights and barrel pointed through an open window at the town below. A duffel pack sat beside Brandon, and a headset clung around his head, which was much larger than his thin body. He chewed gum thoughtfully, leaning back in a fold-up chair, arms behind his neck. 
He sung quietly to himself. 
“I can’t get you out of my head….”
Leaning forward, Brandon continued to hum as he looked through the scope at the streets below, which were momentarily empty. 
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usic played in the store, softly, like a haunting hymn. Kenny walked slowly through the aisles, touching various items as he passed. He reached down and picked up a candle, smelling it. A soccer ball screamed past, slamming into the shelves that had held candles. 
“What the fuck, Short Stack?”
Will shrugged his shoulders and retrieved the ball, negotiating the aisles with relative ease as he ran deeper into the store. 
“Fucking idiot,” murmured the lumbering giant. Walking into another aisle, Kenny touched a huge pillow, pushing his hand into it to test its softness. “Fuckhead, grab a cart.”
The sound of Will kicking the soccer ball echoed again. He sent it spiraling into something that resulted in glass breaking, followed by the quick footsteps of him running. Kenny continued to look at the pillows, walking down the aisle inspecting them. Will returned, riding the cart and laughing hysterically when it crashed into the tall shelves, rocking the items there. 
“Are you in middle school or something? Grow the fuck up.”
“Coming from the guy who wanted Hello Kitty sheets, I’m not sure that means shit.”
“Hello Kitty is cool as shit.”
“You want some pink curtains to go with that, maybe some tampons?”
Kenny lunged forward, but Will slunk away easily. “Make yourself useful and grab cleaning supplies. You have about a shit-ton of zombie parts to clean out of my room.”
“The fuck if I do.”
Kenny pushed the smaller man and Will overdramatized, shrieking and covering his mouth as he bounded away. Will ran through the store, jumping off of things, touching damn near everything within touching distance. He, however, stopped in front of the paint counter upon seeing Bob the Paint Counter Zombie. 
“Greetings and salutations, Bob.”
Bob groaned. 
It was with much more vigor than any of the other zombies. Struggling against the bolts in its hands, black and red muck oozed all over the counter. “Looks like you are making quite the mess there.”
Bob tried to lunge forward, twisting its arms. 
An elbow cracked.
It drooled menacingly. 
“You really should be careful with your anger there, chief, could be bad for your heart.”
Bob lunged again, breaking another elbow. 
Its arms hung loose.
“You see, now you’ve really done it. Two broken arms can’t be good for meeting the ladies. Interferes with the night life, ya know?”
Bob merely drooled and gargled at this point. 
“I think perhaps my wisdom is lost on you there, Bob-o. I think I will be going about my business. You keep on keeping on, man.”
Will walked past Bob, who continued to struggle manically despite its broken arms. The youngest of the survivors grabbed a golf club from the counter and swung it about in wide arcs. Looking into the distance, he covered his hand over his eyes like he was out on the green. Reaching out with the golf club, he ran it over the counters, knocking various plastic-wrapped items off of the shelf. A tube of tennis balls fell to the ground, spreading out in a collage of green, yellow, and orange.
“Tiger Woods is set up for an eagle. He eyes the hole carefully, feeling the ground, testing his window of opportunity here on the 18th green.”
He drew the golf club up and then swung it with a grunt, launching a yellow tennis ball across the store. “He has done it. Again the green jacket will revert to the immortal Woods, further proving his dominance over a sport populated by overweight white men.”
Will raised his arms, making jeers and cheers as he danced about like Rocky Balboa.  
  
*
  
Allen carried two duffel bags full of various goodies and camping equipment. The butt of his assault rifle was pressed against his shoulder; his head moved back and forth as he swept the store. With a kick, he opened the back door into the store room. Swiveling his head left and then right, he moved into the storage unit. 
A groan echoed in the darkness. 
His eyes steeled as his grip on the weapon intensified. Stalking forward with precise, powerful movements, he squared himself as he stepped into the open space of the storage room. A zombie sprinted forward on all fours, running with its body nearly sideways. 
Blam. 
The shell discharged, and the round caught the scrambling zombie in the head. Angling to the side, Allen approached it carefully, barrel steady as he stood over it. There was nothing left except a mutilated corpse and bits of skull and brain matter. 
“Fucking deadheads.”
Turning, he moved into another portion of the storage room. Shuffling and scraping announced another denizen in the deeper shadows. A zombie screamed as two emerged running along stacks of goods like roaches along the walls of a dirty home. 
Allen followed them calmly with the rifle.        
Blam.
The first one fell, its body tumbling. The other one pivoted, moving from side to side on all fours. The barrel of the gun circled slowly, following the zombie’s approach.
Blam. 
The round tore through half of the zombie’s face, putting it down. Allen turned back into the darkness.  
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an stood in front of the shelves. He held Les Misérables by Victor Hugo. There was a distance in his eyes as he looked at the pages. Closing the book, he stroked the cover. 
“It was her favorite, as I recall,” spoke Jesse softly. He stood at the edge of the row, a short distance from his brother.
Dan nodded. 
“It was. She read it every year.”
Jesse moved forward, touching his brother’s shoulder. 
“I know that you loved her very much.”
Dan nodded again, eyes glassy. 
“Yeah. Yeah I did.”
He sniffed, wiping a hand across his face.
“Is that your selection?” 
Dan shook his head and replaced the book onto the shelves. “I don’t think I am going to grab anything this time.”
“Ah, I see.”
Even inside the library, the distant sound of gunfire filled the air. “Did you hear that?” queried Dan with apprehension.
“Sounded like gunfire.”
Dan brought his automatic rifle back to his shoulder. Jesse followed suit, drawing a silver handgun with a long, extended clip. He held the box of books with one hand, letting it droop beside him. 
They moved to the front of the library. 
The library was silent. 
It was the one place where there were no zombies.
No distractions, just the past. 
Moving past the counter, Dan hit the door with his shoulder. Out into the sunlight of the dwindling day, Dan walked ahead of his brother. The streets remained empty, but a second shot resounded. 
“Sounds like it came from Sports Authority.”
Dan stepped forward quickly, Jesse not far behind him. He threw the box against a wall, allowing it to slide to a stop against the old stone. They moved across the open streets, reaching the front of Sports Authority in a moment. Dan signaled that he would go first, and then slid into the open door. 
His feet were sure beneath him. 
“Allen?”
Another shot rang out. 
Dan abandoned his careful footwork and stormed forward, his brother at his side. As they neared the door to the store room, Allen exploded through it. His back was to them and round after round erupted from his weapon. 
“What the fuck is going on? Talk to me,” demanded Dan.
Allen did not turn around. “We got crawlers, a fucking hive of them in the back.”
“Fall back to us,” ordered the older brother.
Allen’s nod was barely perceptible. Moving quickly, he covered the distance back to the brothers with a practiced ease. His face was dirty, and bloodstains covered his torso and duffel bag. 
“You alright?” asked the younger brother.
Allen looked at Jesse with a smile. 
“Their blood, I’m fine.”
The back door squeaked. The three of them watched it open from a distance, but saw nothing come through. “We got more crawlers coming,” called Jesse with his voice slightly raised. The scratching of the skittering zombie’s broken nails filled the empty store. 
“Draw them to the streets, into the open,” commanded Dan.
Allen nodded and backed up quickly. 
Jesse followed suit. 
Dan took up the rear of their position. A zombie climbed a stack of boxes––orange and white, collapsing them as it moved. The round ripped through the zombie’s neck, decapitating it with a vicious splash of zombie innards. 
“Nice shot, boss.”
Dan did not respond and continued backing up as the door squeaked open again and then bounced several times, announcing more zombies. 
He turned and yelled. 
“Street. Now!”
They ran then, rushing for the embrace of the sun. 
  
*
  
Just beyond the ten or so check-out counters stood carts upon carts of miscellaneous things piled up: camping gear, mini-generators, food, booze, and an entire bed set. Kenny stood in front of one as the zombie cashiers simply stared. 
“I can’t fucking believe this,” spoke the clumsy giant.
“Neither can I.”
They were staring at this zombie because what had once been a woman was now an anomaly. “Her fucking breasts survived. Unbelievable,” Kenny said exasperatedly.
“Given that it is just silicone, dead tissue really wouldn’t cause a problem.”
The zombie cashier retained what could only be described as enormous Double-D-size breasts that were barely restrained by the remnants of a Wal-Mart uniform. “How do you think they feel?” asked the bumbling behemoth.
“Like fake tits?”
Kenny gave him a look as if to say duh. “Obviously, you fucking idiot. I meant because she is dead, they might feel different.”
Will made a funny face, scrunching his nose and raising his eyebrow at the comment. “Why the fuck would they feel different?”
“I dunno, because she is a deadhead, maybe something changed.”
“So your collusion…”
“Contention.”
“What?”
“You said collusion, that’s the wrong fucking word, Webster.”
“What the fuck ever. So your contention is that since she is dead, the chemical composition of her tits changed?”
“When you say it like that, it does sound kind of stupid.”
“That’s because it is stupid.”
Kenny shook his head. “You know, you’re a fucking dick, man. It is a wonder you survived the end of the world.”
“It’s a wonder your giant ass survived the end of the world without McDonald’s.”
“You calling me fat?”
“How about big, motherfucker. Gigantor. Stay Puft.”
Kenny reached forward and grabbed Will, throwing him over the cashier and into the next lane. “You scrawny little fucker, I’m gonna break your fucking head off and piss down your throat.”
Will bounced up. “Big talk from a big man. You got what it takes to back it up you silly, sloppy fuck?”
Brandon’s voice over the radio interrupted the lovers’ spat. “We got shots fired.”
Kenny stopped, looking at the shoulder-mounted radio. 
“What’s the situation?”
“We got crawlers at Sports Authority. Load up and meet back there,” echoed Brandon’s voice.
“Dee and Dumb acknowledge.” Kenny looked at Will, pointing a finger. “This isn’t over. Grab the carts and let’s blow this fucking place.”
“Whatever you say, Kong. Lead the way.”
They grabbed the carts, linking them together and exiting through the automatic doors of Wal-Mart, which were propped open by two snarling, restrained zombies––complete with greeter’s vests.  
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he street was a war zone. Dan, Jesse, and Allen stood shoulder to shoulder. Round after round exploded in the air. A pile of crawlers and a pool of murky blood spread across the asphalt. 
The sound was overwhelming. 
Dan lowered his weapon, looking critically at the afternoon sun. A zombie skittered to the top of the pile. Its back broken, it peered down from the pile with its wild eyes and gaping maw fixed with crooked, oozing teeth. Something louder rose above their automatic rifle fire. A round tore the zombie in half, a wild spray covering the front of the store. Dan looked back and saw the glint of the .50 cal from a distance. 
He waved at his friend. 
“Looks like we nabbed our quota for the day,” spoke the younger brother glibly.
“So it would seem,” spoke Dan.
“Certainly got the pulse racing,” joked Allen with a wide grin.
Dan smirked. 
“Exciting, indeed.”
“You sure about that?” asked the security chief.
“Don’t I sound excited?” Dan’s pitch sounded more like a mortician than someone who participated in something akin to a Michael Bay action scene with an absurd amount of crawling, snarling zombies. 
“Oh yeah, ecstatic. You should really tone it down before it becomes contagious,” retorted Jesse.
Dan started to walk away, lifting up his sunglasses and squinting slightly. “I’ll try to work on that.”
Static erupted from the radio. 
“Everybody living?”
“We are fine, Eagle Eye,” replied Dan.
“Orders?” responded the quaking voice.
“Remain. Redirect Dee and Dumb to the Tower,” replied Dan.
“Acknowledged, boss. Eagle out.”
Static dispersed. 
Jesse glanced at his brother’s back, a concerned look in his eyes. “Are you sure you want to mess with the Tower today, given the level of excitement around here?”
“No time like the present.”
“Indeed.”
Dan turned. 
Allen watched the exchange mutely. 
“Something you wanna say?” challenged the elder brother.
Jesse made a non-committal look, shrugging as he did so. “Not unless you want to talk.”
“So we understand each other.”
“It would appear so. What do we hope to accomplish with our little excursion to the Tower?”
Dan lowered his shades again. 
“Contact. Meaning.” 
Allen had his rifle ready again as he looked around absently. “Should we toast them?”
The elder sibling shook his head. “Might bring unwanted company. Leave them for now. Maybe on the way out.”
Allen acquiesced. 
“I feel like a walk,” spoke Dan distantly. 
Allen looked at Jesse with a quizzical look. 
The sun was still high in the sky. 
“Isn’t that a bit reckless?” cautioned Jesse.
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
Allen watched them mutely.
“Eagle Eye.”
Static erupted once more. 
“Boss?”
Allen and Jesse waited quietly. 
“Boss?” repeated Brandon.
“Regroup at the van.”
“Acknowledged.”
They remained quiet as they looked off toward their destination and the startling pile of zombie remains that continued to twitch.
  
*
  
The interior of the Bronco was quiet despite the pair’s continuous bickering. The static over the radio drew Kenny’s attention. 
“Rendezvous at Tower.”
“Dee and Dumb acknowledge.”
Will looked out the window, watching the world pass by. “Tower, huh?” 
“You gotta problem with that?”
“I have a problem with you.”
“Funny guy.”
The streets of River’s Bend were not as empty as they had been previously. “Hold up, hold up,” spoke Will quickly.
As the Bronco slowed, a zombie walked into a wall. It then reached out, snarling and groaning. It had thick Ray Charles-style sunglasses and a broken stick in its hand. 
It was a blind zombie. 
“It’s Blind Bob,” marveled Kenny.
Will bounced up and down in his seat like a little kid. 
“Pull over, man. I wanna mess with him.”
Kenny did not look convinced.
“Boss said Tower, we go to the Tower.”
“Come on, man. It will take a fucking second. I just want to fuck with it a little bit.”
Kenny sighed and slowed down the Bronco, rolling it to a stop. Will was already halfway out the door as the beast stopped. As he walked forward, Will pulled out the nail-bat. 
“Bob?”
Bob the Blind Zombie turned, groaning and reaching out with one hand. In a series of fits and spastic movements, it swung the stick haphazardly. 
“Hey fuck-stick! I’m right here,” yelled Will.
Will danced around the blind zombie. As he did so––and fortunately for him––the zombie lunged unsuccessfully. Beating the bat on the ground, Will waved his hands wildly. 
“Hey,” called Will. 
Bob lunged again, but this time Will swung the bat hard, knocking the blind zombie to the ground.  Kenny was out of the truck in a single bound. “What the fuck, man? Why the hell did you do that to a Bob?”
“Why the fuck do you care?”
“I dunno…”
“It’s a fucking deadhead.”
Kenny paused, leaning against the Bronco. 
“Yeah, I know. I just…”
“You think hitting a blind one is wrong?”
Kenny shrugged.
“Let me ask you this: How the fuck is this dead fuck even blind? It is dead. There is no fucking brain activity.” 
“Well, it’s a supernatural thing.”
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
“You know like ghosts or demons or some shit. Physics don’t apply.”
“Are you fucking retarded? Physics don’t apply? Then how the fuck can we kill them? Why then is it that blowing their non-existent brains out is the only way––only way mind you––to kill one of these sprinting dead fuckers?”
Kenny shrugged again. 
“Your entire thesis is a fucking shrug.”
“Thesis?”
“Your main point, your argument, your hypothesis. What the fuck ever you want to call it, man.”
“I don’t think thesis applies here.”
“Don’t change the fucking subject, you troglodyte.”
“You using word-of-the-day shit paper, you derelict?” challenged Kenny.
“How the fuck are these things even running around? No brain activity, no heart pumping. No heart pumping means non-existent lung function. How the fuck do their muscles even work? This whole thing is completely fucked,” ranted Will.
“Who cares? Let’s get out of here. Oh yeah and that Bob is about to…”
The stick whacked Will right in the face, making him scream out. He stumbled back as the Bob groaned hungrily, reaching out in the wrong direction. 
“Fuck this.”
Will proceeded to beat Bob the Blind Zombie until it was lying on the ground; its glasses spun out on the sidewalk. He kicked the stick from its hand and beat on its face until it was little more than a flat stain on the sidewalk. 
“Fuck, aggression much?” spoke Kenny disgustedly.
There were splatter marks along Will’s decorative vest, and his chest heaved slightly. “That fucker hit me with his fucking blind stick.”
“Still…”
Will grabbed the handle to the door of the Bronco, wrenching it open. “Fuck it, let’s get to the Tower.”
“Now you wanna go, motherfucker. I see how this works.” 
“Whatever, real-life version of Hindenburg with questionable gender assignment.”
“What the fuck is that about?”
Kenny moved around to the driver’s side and opened the door, pulling his large frame into the cab. “Seriously, that Bob deserved better than that.”
“Drive the fucking Bronco, man. Seriously, just drive.”
Kenny started the Bronco again. “Two words for you, man: anger management.” The Bronco roared forward, the stereo thumping once more. 
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he van was parked just outside the spiraling radio station tower, by far the tallest building in River’s Bend. “How is this gonna go down, boss?” asked Allen as he looked up at the monstrosity.
“We go in. Brandon takes Eagle. Twiddle dee and dumb take up a post by the doors.”
“Generators?” queried the younger brother.
“Generators,” replied Dan with a smile.
Allen walked back to the van and opened the sliding side door. He grabbed an oily looking generator with dark fabric straps. 
“You want me to carry it?”
“Nah, my call, my carry.” Dan grabbed a hold of the straps and shouldered it with a grunt.  
  
*
  
The Bronco came screaming in: heavy tires, thundering engine. The stereo cut out as the doors opened and Kenny and Will emerged. 
The Tower was quiet. 
Brandon leaned against the van, watching the two as they approached. “You guys stop for coffee or something?”
“Something like that,” retorted Will.
“This crazy fucker beat a Bob to death.”
“Which Bob?”
Kenny pointed at Will accusingly. 
“He beat Blind Bob to death.”
“That is kind of fucking cold.”
“You both are fucking mentally deficient. It is a deadhead. Fuck them.”
Brandon craned his neck. “I don’t know there, kid. That seems pretty fucking ‘core, even for a deadhead.”
“Why don’t you zip it, Father Time, and go sit in a fucking window or something.”
Brandon grinned. “Gladly.” He walked away, duffel bag and .50 cal over his shoulder. 
Will watched him leave with an irritated look. 
“I’m getting tired of this kid shit.”
“Don’t act like a fool if you don’t want to be treated like one.”
“Are you fucking Confucius now?”
Kenny put his hand in Will’s face and pushed past him. 
“Let’s soldier-up like boss told us to.”
“Two words first, man.”
Kenny waited. 
“Ms. Pac-Man.”
Will started forward and Kenny pushed him back, running toward the front of the radio station tower. 
  
*
  
The open area of the lobby might have once been busy, but now it was little more than one large round counter in the south part of the room and two clear glass doors that led to a stairwell. 
And a single arcade machine: Ms. Pac-Man.
“Here we go,” spoke Dan in a low tone
Pushing through the doors to the stairwell, they began to ascend the stairs. They rounded four floors before they reached a heavy door. Dan’s face was sweaty. Jesse and Allen carried their weapons with grim looks. 
“Let us see what kind of damage we can do.” 
  
*
  
Will and Kenny emerged into the lobby of the Tower. They scrambled toward the machine, pushing each other and jostling for position. Will ducked underneath Kenny and reached the machine first. 
“Losers go second.”
Kenny grunted and walked away, mumbling irritably. Will started the machine and the characteristic sounds of Ms. Pac-Man echoed in the open room. 
“You ever notice how hot Ms. Pac-Man is?”
“You are fucking retarded.”
Will moved the joystick quickly, his entire body in motion as he played the game. Kenny looked over at the monitor of the machine. Reaching out with one big hand, he blocked Will’s view. 
“Knock it off, man. Going for the high score, baby.”
Kenny laughed and pulled away his hand. “You are a weird little dude, getting off on Ms. Pac-Man.”
“Better than masturbating to my thoughts.”
Kenny made a grossed-out face. 
“That is way more than I fucking wanted to know.”
“Oh yeah, then you are gonna fucking love this.”
Kenny shook his hands. 
“Fuck off, man. I don’t want to know.”
“Too fucking bad. When I was a little kid, I would lay in bed and fucking move my cock muscles for like hours, masturbating to nothing. You ever do that?”
“Of course not, you fucking degenerate.”
“You use anything when you are visiting the Queen? A little bit a lube? A rag?”
Kenny turned away. 
“Au natural, motherfucker.”
“Yeah, me too, except when I’m done I stick my hands in your laundry basket to wipe off.”
Kenny punched Will hard in the arm, making him let go of the joystick. As he fell aside, hugging his arm angrily, Kenny snuck in and began to play. 
Static echoed in the lobby. 
“Where the fuck are you?”
Kenny looked at the screen, ignoring the voice for a second. Will smiled at him sheepishly while massaging his arm. 
“You gonna ignore Eagle? Boss wouldn’t be happy about that.”
Kenny hit the screen of the machine hard, jarring it and turning away as Ms. Pac-Man died. “This is Dee. We are on our way out.”
“Quit jerking it to Ms. Pac-Man and guard the doors.”
Kenny glared at Will. 
“Dee and Dumb out.”
Will laughed wildly. 
“That’s right, motherfucker, we are going outside.”
Kenny walked after Will as he scampered out into the afternoon sun. Within moments of being outside, the junior deviant was spray-painting the side of the building with long, swinging motions. Kenny stood in front of the door quietly, watching the empty streets in deep concentration.
  
*
  
In a room on the top floor of a building down the street from the radio station tower, Brandon sat by himself and chewed gum. He watched the scene with boredom. His feet were propped on the window sill he was watching from. Sighing, he blew a bubble as he hummed softly to himself.
 
*
  
There was an array of communications equipment. A slight hum permeated the air, the potential for something.  Allen was the last one through the door, and as such remained in front of it––a deadly sentry. 
“Use that one over there. It should lead to the main transformer,” called Dan. He un-shouldered the generator and put it next to where he directed his brother. 
Jesse leaned over the terminal, inspecting it. “Looks like we might be able to get something out of this. Any suggestions for a destination?”
“I figure we might end up with a small window of power. Location and SOS. See what bounces back.”
Jesse nodded. “Fair enough. Let’s do this.”
Dan moved the generator in front of the terminal and reached around behind the machine, grabbing a threaded cable. “Here.” Jesse took the cable and leaned over the generator, manipulating dials and gizmos. 
A whir chirped at first. 
The sound built. 
The terminal scribbled to life. 
Blinking lights and light static filled the air. 
Allen stepped forward, his eyes wide. 
“It’s working.”
“Send out what we talked about and let’s get the fuck out of here,” ordered Dan.
Jesse leaned over the terminal once more, pressing buttons and moving dials. There was a small amount of static and then a buzzing. 
“I think we have something.”
The static rose.
This time it doubled in intensity. 
And then again. 
And again. 
“Something is wrong,” warned Dan.
“Fuck,” spoke Jesse with a concerned look on his face.
Dan looked at his brother incredulously. He never swore. That was when the static became something else altogether. The terminal began to smoke.
“Shut it down,” yelled Dan.
Jesse shook his head as the generator shuddered and then stopped. The wailing of the static was deafening. 
“What the fuck is that?” shouted Allen.
“The transformer is blown,” replied Jesse loudly.
“Can we stop it?” asked the elder sibling, closing one of his eyes from the noise.
Jesse shook his head. 
“This isn’t good,” offered Allen with a shout.
“No. No it is not,” replied Dan with a grimace. 
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he city streets had been quiet. Zombies looked up, and then more zombies. They were looking into the distance: the Tower.  
  
*
  
Deep in the forest––hidden amongst trees and shadows––a horde of zombies feasted. Some of them looked up from devouring something, blood smeared across their gruesome faces. They began to move. 
They ran.
They trampled over one another. 
They were coming. 
  
*
  
Outside of the Tower, Kenny covered his ears. 
The sound of the static erupting from the Tower was deafening. “What the fuck is that?” whispered the giant in a muffled voice.
Will continued to spray. Ear buds in his ears, the music thumped along strong. He painted in wide, uneven strokes. 
A zombie caught him off guard. 
One moment it wasn’t there, and then the next moment it was. Panicked, he fell back and sprayed the zombie in the face. Covering its face, the zombie snarled and screamed. Will lifted up his assault rifle and unloaded it into the thing’s face until it fell on the ground, nearly emptying a clip into it. He came running around the corner as Kenny was still holding his ears. Will removed his ear buds and his hands immediately went to his ears as well. 
“What the fuck,” he screamed.
Kenny shook his head, pointing to his ears.  
  
*
  
Brandon grimaced at the noise and lifted his legs from the window sill. He bent over and looked through the scope, his eyes widening. From a distance, he saw what lurked at the edge of River’s Bend: zombies.  
  
*
  
Dan had his rifle at his shoulder, as did Jesse and Allen. They looked at each other with grim expressions. When Brandon’s voice came over the radio, they were not surprised by what he said. “Zombies. A shit-ton of zombies. They are coming. Do you hear me?”
Dan looked at his brother and exited into the stairwell. 
  
*
  
Kenny looked around in a panic.
The noise was not subsiding. 
He drew the riot shotgun in a panic. 
One zombie emerged at first, slowly. 
And then another.
Will walked closer to Kenny, and that was when they saw the zombie horde. Hundreds wide and who knows how many deep began to emerge at the edge of the street. 
“Fuck.”
“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. What the fuck. Fucking, fuck, fucking mother fuck,” began Kenny wildly. Kenny leaned into his radio, but before he could speak he heard the sound of the .50 cal ring out in the air. 
A round ripped through the first rank of their running, flailing bodies. Tripping, bumbling, they rolled over each other as the ones behind them charged forward in a mad rush of arms and decaying flesh. 
“Get to the van. Get to the fucking van,” yelled Kenny.
Will looked at the giant in panic and ran to the van, sliding in the driver’s seat and starting it up. With a manic spin, he backed it up to the door of the Tower. He looked out the back through the open, swinging doors. 
“Get the fuck in.” 
  
*
  
Allen led the way down the stairwell, his face serious. Dan was just behind him; his brother the farthest back. They moved quickly. As they did, Dan stumbled and caught his necklace on the side of the banister, which pulled free. He continued forward, not noticing. The ring tumbled down the staircase, stopping at the bottom of the stairwell.  
  
*
  
Kenny stood his ground, carefully shooting into the crowd of zombies as they mobbed forward. Round after round exploded from a distance as Brandon lent aid to the assault. Will hung out the side of the driver’s door, tearing through rounds in a panicked frenzy.
Dan and the others emerged from the front of the building. “Conserve your rounds,” he commanded. Will looked back and smiled as he loaded another clip into his weapon. 
The zombies were almost on top of them now. 
Dan, Jesse, and Allen lined up in front of the building. Weapons at the ready––looking down their sights––they pulled the trigger in succession. Each round found its way into a zombie, rolling them on top of each other in a bloody mass. 
“We can’t hold them here,” called Kenny.
Dan continued to fire, only half-hearing his friend. Will was in the van again, blaring on the horn, trying to bring them out of their stand. 
“We have to go, Dan. We have to go,” urged Allen.
Dan nodded grimly. “Fall back.”
Jesse nodded and jumped into the back of the van. 
Allen followed suit. 
As Dan stepped forward, his hand went to his chest instinctively. He did not feel the necklace. Looking down at the ground in panic, he did not see it. Turning, he ran back into the building, bounding up the steps in a manic run. 
“Dan,” yelled Jesse.
Kenny turned around and saw Dan run back into the tower. “Go. Go. I will get Dan. Grab Eagle Eye.”
Allen pulled the back doors of the van closed as Will hammered the gas, vaulting the van forward. 
In the lobby of the tower, Dan looked around on the ground feverishly. “Where the fuck is it? Where the fuck is it?”
Kenny pushed through the doors. “What the fuck are you doing? That mess is headed this way. We have to get the fuck out of here.”
Dan did not even look up. 
He continued searching the ground. 
Kenny covered the distance and grabbed his friend. 
“What the fuck are you doing?”
Dan pushed away his grip angrily. 
“The ring.”
“What fucking ring?”
“Her ring. Mary’s ring.” 
Kenny realized in that moment why his friend went back, and it showed in his face. Dan moved toward the stairwell doors, seeing the reflective gold ring lying at the bottom of the stairs. His eyes were glassy as he pushed through. 
Bending over, he picked it up. 
His cheek muscles flexed angrily as he pushed it on his pinky finger. Kenny looked out the front of the building.
There wasn’t time. 
They were here.
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he van careened through the throng of zombies, mowing them down. A mass of zombies slammed into the side of the van, knocking it off its gait––slipping it from its course.
Will turned the wheel in a panic. 
“What the fuck is that?”
Allen was up at the windshield. 
“Oh fuck….”
The mob of zombies surrounded the van, beating on the sides of it. They climbed on top, smashing against the windshield as they tried to get in.
  
*
  
Brandon moved his scope toward the zombies. He pulled the trigger, a round ripping a zombie off the van, and then another. 
And another.  
  
*
  
Zombies exploded through the front of the lobby door. Dan emerged from the stairwell, his assault rifle at his shoulder. 
“Fall back to me.”
Kenny had his chainsaw out, the blade howling hungrily. The zombies were on him immediately. He drove the chainsaw into the front-most zombie, holding him at a distance. With his free hand, Kenny drew his handgun and unloaded it into the zombies that tried to leap over their trapped brethren. 
Round after round, Dan plugged zombies in the hole that had once been a door. But, they kept coming. Kenny let off the trigger of the chainsaw and pulled the trapped zombie in front of him like a shield. With a roar, he pushed forward, driving back a mass of the zombies. He shot the disfigured faces as they emerged from atop his undead barrier. 
The one that he was not watching––as was always the case––got the better of him. Climbing up Kenny’s back, the scrambler took a vicious bite out of his shoulder. As he engaged the chainsaw again, he jabbed it into the face of the zombie that just bit him. 
“Kenny.”
Dan moved forward, forcing the zombies back by stacking the entrance with their bodies. As he got to Kenny, he unloaded on the few zombies that were still lingering around his friend. 
“That fucking deadhead bit me.”
Dan looked down at the wound and grimaced. He could already see that the putrid saliva of the zombie had infected the wound. “Come on, man, fall back to the stairwell.”
Kenny acquiesced with a groan and fell in behind Dan, stumbling toward the stairwell. The elder brother walked backward, unloading careful rounds into the zombies that emerged through the small hole just above the pile of bodies at the entrance. 
Kenny pushed through the doors of the stairwell, blood running down his arm. He took to the stairs with a sigh. As he reached the first floor––just above the first set of stairs––he collapsed against the wall. 
Dan was there in a flash. 
Kenny slid down the wall with a groan, kicking out his legs. He was crying softly. “I’m sorry, man. I don’t want to come back.” He was pleading now. “I don’t want to come back like that. Don’t let me come back like that.”
Dan’s eyes misted. 
Kenny had little time left. 
“I won’t let you.”
Kenny sniffed hard, wiping a bloody hand across his face. “I’m scared, man. I’m scared.”
Dan reached out and touched his shoulder. 
“I know.”
Dark lines were beginning to spread from the wound. Dan could hear the zombies breaking through, scurrying across the floor. “Close your eyes, man. Everything is going to be fine. You are going to be fine.”
Kenny sniffed again, holding back a sob. “The keys are in the Bronco, if you can get out of here. I left them in the ignition. Fucking stupid, I know.”
“Deadheads can’t drive. It was smart, it might save my life.”
Dan laughed. 
Tears streamed down Kenny’s face. “I’m sorry, man. I’m sorry about Mary. I’m sorry about what happened to this world.”
Dan touched his friend’s shoulder. 
“Close your eyes, Kenny….”
Kenny nodded, reaching out his hand. Dan grabbed it, and with his other hand pulled free the handgun at his side. “I love you, man. Tell them I was strong.”
Dan nodded.
Gripping his friend’s hand tight, he placed the barrel on Kenny’s forehead. Dan pulled the trigger and his friend’s body convulsed one last time.  
For a moment he sat there, the world numb. 
Crash.
The glass doors of the stairwell broke. 
Dan stood up slowly. 
Replacing the handgun on his belt, he picked up his assault rifle. Their dead eyes emerged at the bottom of the stairs, and he opened fire. 
“Motherfuckers.”
His voice was low. 
They fell below him. 
He riddled their dead bodies with more bullets. Looking down at his friend, he ran up the stairs and grasped the handle of the second floor door, opening it with a heavy, angry grunt. 
Dan ran across the open second floor, his breath ragged. He reached the far side of the room and could hear the zombies in the stairwell; screaming and beating on the door trying to open it. 
There was a long glass window, wall to wall. You know what he is going to do. Lowering his shoulder, he ran at full speed. 
After he broke through the widow, his body fell. His journey ended as he collapsed the roof of an abandoned car below. Rolling free, the horde that had been beating against the entrance turned. Dan pushed himself to his feet, staggering backwards as zombies snarled and galloped toward him. 
They groaned hungrily. 
With a groan himself, he lifted his weapon and unloaded it––round by round––as he stepped backwards. Throwing a look over his shoulder, he tried to spy the Bronco in the back of his vision. 
He let a clip fall loose and grabbed another.
Blam.
Blam.
“This is Eagle. I have you, boss.” The round ripped forward, annihilating a zombie with deafening precision, and then another.  
Dan turned and ran then, his legs churning beneath him. As he neared the Bronco, he slammed against the hood and threw himself over––his eyes wild. He rounded the driver’s side. Abandoning the door handle altogether, he entered through the open window. Turning over the engine, it started with a loud roar. 
“Eagle Eye, I’m coming to you. Be downstairs.”
“Acknowledged.”
Dan slammed the Bronco forward, the black, adjustable steel plow colliding into the mob of zombies. Slicing, ripping, and crushing them under tire, he screamed forward.  
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he interior of the van was in a panic. “Move this fucking vehicle,” yelled Allen. Will turned the steering wheel, moving the van just a few feet before zombies––underfoot and in tow––jammed them up once more. 
“Fuck man, there is nothing I can do.”
Will stuck his automatic rifle out the window and opened fire, ripping apart zombies as they sprinted at the van. They collided with the reinforced exterior. Allen continued his assault out the passenger window. Jesse rolled back a small panel––extending the barrel of his rifle through––and exploded rounds into the throng.  
  
*
  
The Bronco barreled through the street, crushing and maiming as it found a path. Inside, Dan slammed his fists against the wheel as he ran down anything that got in his way. “Motherfucker. Motherfuckers. I fucking hate this. I hate this fucking place….”
He turned the wheel hard, bringing the Bronco off the ground for a moment as he spied Brandon emerging from a distant building. He stood his ground. The .50 caliber was beside him as he held another rifle to his shoulder, firing it with deadly precision. Brandon saw the Bronco coming and ran forward––right at it. 
“I hate these fucking things. I hate these fucking things,” mumbled Dan. 
He cranked on the wheel, bringing the passenger side close to where Brandon was running. The smaller man reached out, his body bouncing off the door slightly as he held onto the window frame. The Bronco continued forward as Brandon pulled himself in with a grunt. 
“That was fucking close.” Brandon looked around the Bronco. “Where the fuck is Kenny?”
Dan looked forward, his foot pressed hard against the pedal. “Kenny is gone.”
Brandon stared forward numbly. “Gone?”
“Gone.”
 
*
  
The van was surrounded. 
Zombies were all around. 
They rocked the vehicle back and forth. 
The sound of the Bronco’s engine filled the air. 
Some zombies even turned to see it approach. 
It crashed through a wall of the aforementioned undead in front of the van. Whipping around, it began to charge in reverse––trapping zombies behind it. The van exploded forward, following the Bronco as it drove backwards down the street, taking out zombies in its path. 
Dan craned his neck, one arm over the passenger’s seat as he swung the wheel this way and that, attempting to pinball zombies. As he emerged into an open street, he cranked on the wheel and tried to whip it around. It was a mistake that would cause him to lose control of the vehicle. 
“Fuck,” roared Dan.
Brandon covered his face as the Bronco shifted and collided into a corner store. From inside the van, Will watched the Bronco hit the wall. “Motherfucker….”
Allen leaned forward and was out of the van as it pulled up behind the Bronco. Yanking open the door of the Bronco, Dan fell out. The groans of the zombies had redoubled. They were emerging from the street just beyond the one that they had left. Dan staggered forward and Brandon rounded the side of the Bronco, limping. 
“Brandon, come on,” urged Allen.
Brandon collapsed just inside the van. 
Allen pulled Dan in. 
Pulling the door shut, he slapped Will on the shoulder. 
The van was in motion once more. Will drove like a maniac––which was not really out of the ordinary––and kept looking back over his shoulder. Jesse helped Brandon to the small bed. There was a slowly expanding stain of blood on his arm. 
“What happened here?” asked the younger brother concisely.
Brandon was slightly out of breath. “I don’t know. Too much happened at once. It could be from anything.”
Dan sat with his back against the passenger seat. 
Allen stood over him. “What the fuck happened back there? Why did you go back in the Tower?”
Dan’s eyes were filled with tears. He sniffed, wiping a dirty hand across his face. “I had to go back for something, something important.”
Allen sat down as well. 
“Must have been pretty important.”
“Yeah.”
Will looked back over his shoulder again. 
“Where the fuck is Kenny?”
“Gone.” 
There were tears in Will’s eyes. “Gone? What the fuck do you mean? How the fuck can he be gone?”
Dan cleared his throat, his voice raw. 
“He got bit; he’s gone.
Will looked at Dan incredulously. 
“You fucking shot him, didn’t you?”
Allen gazed at Will in horror. “Would you rather have a Kenny zombie around here? Would you really want to see him like that?”
Will did not respond. 
“I think something is wrong with Brandon, I can’t…” began Jesse.
At that moment, Brandon was no longer Brandon. 
He bit down hard on Jesse’s arm. 
“No,” screamed Dan. 
He reached across, pushing aside his brother, and grabbed Brandon by the neck. 
Brandon’s mouth was wide open. 
He desperately tried to bite Dan. 
“No. No. You fucks.” Pulling his handgun free, he stuck it in Brandon’s mouth and ended another friend’s life. 
The shot was loud in the van. 
Will jumped, turning the wheel dramatically––shifting everybody. “What the fuck is going on back there?”
Looking back, he saw the blood spattered across Dan’s face and torso; as well as Jesse sitting back, holding his arm. Dan simply looked at the body that had previously been his friend and shook his head. “This can’t be happening.”
“I am afraid so,” replied his brother.
Dan turned and looked at his younger sibling. 
“No, please God no.”
Jesse smiled sadly. “I am afraid that he is not listening anymore. Or perhaps that is simply my pessimism.”
Dan reached out and removed his brother’s hand from the wound. The dark puss of infection was already forming. “No….” Dan was crying now––not simply tears, but a quiet sob. 
“I am afraid this is where we part ways, brother. I do not have much time. I have enjoyed our time together.”
Dan’s head hung. 
He reached out with his arms. 
Jesse allowed himself to be hugged. 
“Do not blame yourself,” he whispered.
Dan nodded weakly. 
Jesse reached into his belt and––in one smooth motion––pulled his handgun and pushed away from his brother. Taking a small step back, he opened the sliding side door. 
“What the fuck?” called Will.
Dan looked up, his eyes glassy. 
“I’m sorry.” 
Jesse stuck the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger. His head snapped back, and he fell from the van, his body colliding with the asphalt and disappearing behind them. Dan lunged forward, but Allen caught him in his arms. 
“No, let me fucking go. No,” he screamed.
Allen held him tighter. 
Will turned around and Allen nodded. The van accelerated, leaving the town of River’s Bend behind them. Dan continued to fight against Allen until he slumped forward sobbing. 
His life was over.
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he van turned toward the compound. Traps that had been set by six men left alone in the world decorated the landscape. As the vehicle rolled to a stop, the sound of gunfire and bickering faded away. Dan stepped out of the van, followed by Allen. 
“We have to go,” commented Dan.
“Go where?” asked Will irritably.
Allen reached back into the van and pulled Brandon’s body out. He placed what used to be their friend just outside of the truck, face down. “Deeper in the mountains, farther from where those fuckers could be hiding.”
Dan nodded and moved toward the compound. “We load everything up that we need and get the fuck out of here.”
Will walked in front of Dan. “What about the signal? What about the Tower? Didn’t it work?”
Dan shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t care. Everyone is gone. We are left. We have to go.”
Will looked back at Allen. “That's it. Just like that we leave? What about the town? What about the people we lost?”
Dan opened the rolling door of the compound. 
“Will, stop,” cautioned Allen.
Will was angry now. 
“No, fuck that. We have lost too much. We can’t leave. This is our home. We stayed after the world fucking ended. We can’t leave now.”
Dan turned slowly, and then lunged at Will. Lifting him up like he was a child, the once-husband and brother was seething with anger: hateful. 
“You have always been a child. A spoiled, protected little wise-ass. If you want to stay, then stay. I endangered us by staying here a long time ago. I will do that no longer.” Will just looked at Dan. Letting him fall from his hands, Will stayed on the ground and said nothing. “Allen, help me load the guns, some food, what we can.”
  
*
  
An hour later the van was nearly loaded up. 
The sun was going down. 
Allen stood farthest from the van. As he looked up, he saw a cloud of green smoke from a distance. “They are here.”
Will walked slowly with a tray of cans in his arms. 
He dropped them as he, too, saw the smoke. 
“No….”
Dan emerged from inside the compound carrying an armful of weapons and ammo. He continued to the van and placed it inside. He moved next to Allen, who was still looking into the forest. 
“How long do we have?”
Allen grimaced. 
“Five minutes, maybe ten.”
Dan shut the sliding doors of the van. 
Allen did not move. 
“We go with what we have then.”
Will watched numbly, his mouth mumbling. 
Allen sighed deeply. 
“No, not me.”
Dan walked forward. 
“Like this then? Here?”
Allen nodded tightly. “We have run and hidden long enough. I will stay; you two go on. Survive.”
Dan looked at his friend. 
Moving back to the van, he opened the side door and removed several assault rifles and stacks of clips. He placed them down on the ground near Allen. 
“It has been an honor, old friend.”
Allen turned slightly. 
“Yes. I will see you on the other side. Travel well.”
Dan looked at him and extended his hand. 
Allen shook it, and they embraced for a moment. 
“Die well, my friend.”
Will was already in the van, his head poking out the window. His eyes were nervous. 
Dan lingered for a moment. 
“Do not think about it. We have said our goodbyes. This is my stand. You may yet have yours,” spoke Allen without turning.
Dan nodded again and moved to the side of the van, starting it. He backed up the van and turned it around. As they passed Allen on the way out, he did not look. 
They did not look back.  
  
*
  
The road did not look as promising as it once had.
Will looked over at Dan. 
His eyes were forlorn. 
“She was my sister. I loved her, too.”
Dan smiled tightly. 
“Yes, I know.”
Will was not finished. 
“I was sad when she died.”
“But the difference is that day, Mary and I both stopped living.” 
Will swallowed hard and looked back at the road, toward the setting sun.  
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llen stood very still. The weapons were lined up. At the very edge of the forest line the zombies began to emerge. The bright floodlights that encapsulated the compound were on, flooding the night and revealing their numbers.
They were denizens of the night. 
They crawled and mauled. 
Snarling and groaning, they fell over one another, filling the holes that had been dug to keep them away. Allen raised the assault rifle and aimed it carefully. 
With each round, another fell. 
When the clip was spent, another was used. They came until they were trampling atop their dead brethren, until the holes that protected the compound were filled with the blood of the undead. 
They kept coming. 
They were almost upon him now. 
He had killed hundreds. 
The last clip emptied, the dead click a pronouncement. He threw down the gun. Running at them, he was ready to die.
His voice was lost in the carnage, but it was a war cry. And as they bore down on him, he disappeared into the masses. 
No more.
  
*
  
The headlights of the van flashed over a road sign long since torn down. Once upon a time it might have announced a destination, but now it was only a portent of terrible things that may have transpired there. 
The road had begun to crack. 
Its turns were wild where the thicket overgrew them. 
“Where are we going?” asked Will.
Dan did not answer. 
Will reached forward and turned on the radio. “You ever think about the song you would want to hear last?”
“Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”
Will looked at him as if he had not expected an answer. 
“Which version?”
Dan smiled. 
“Israel Kamakawiwo’ole.”
“The big guy who died?”
“Technically, everybody is dead.”
“Dead before everything went to shit, I mean.”
Dan nodded. 
“I dunno man that sounds a little sketch, ya know.”
Dan turned, an eyebrow raised. 
The moment was lost as the van collided with a shadow. Spinning, Dan let off of the gas, allowing the van to auto-correct. 
“Did you see what that was?”
Will was shaken. 
“Deer?”
Dan shook his head. 
“We should be so lucky.”
Grabbing an assault rifle just behind the seat, he stepped out the driver’s side door. As he looked out into the darkness in front of the van, he shook his head. 
“Whatever it is…”
A zombie latched on his arm, biting him. 
He looked down and saw that it was a little kid. Or at least was once a small child. With a sad look, he leveled the rifle and fired. The small body was ripped back, splattering into the far bushes. Touching the bite, he pushed his fingers through his arm guard. 
Pulling his fingers back, he saw blood. 
His laugh was acerbic. 
“It would figure.”
Will was looking out the open door on the driver’s side. 
“Is that what I think it is?”
Farther in the distance, figures moved out from the side of the road. Dan sighed, stepping back toward the van. Extending the rifle to Will, he shut the door. 
“What the fuck are you doing?”
“Drive until you find somewhere safe.”
“What?”
Will saw the zombies coming. 
“Get in the fucking van, man.”
Dan sighed, drawing the blade free from the sheath along his back. 
“No. No. None of this honor shit, man. Get in the van.”
“I can’t, Will. This is where my journey ends.” Will reached out as if to grab his arm, and Dan wheeled so that they were face to face. “It was a little kid that we hit. He bit me. I can’t go with you anymore.”
“No, I can’t do this on my own.”
“Don’t really have a choice now.” Dan’s voice softened. “You’ll be fine. Just drive until you find someplace you like. Someplace you feel safe.” Dan started to walk forward, toward the cautious zombies as they crept onto the road. 
“Dan….”
Will did as he was told. Putting the van into gear, he accelerated––slowly at first––and then he was far from view. Dan walked forward and stood in the middle of the road, holding the sword in his right hand. 
He lifted his left hand and closed his eyes. 
Kissing the rings there, he opened his eyes. 
They were coming.
There were seven of them. 
Dan was lucky that they did not come all at once. The first received a clean stroke, its head rolling from its shoulders. The second and third skittered forward, scrambling frenetically on all fours. Dan stepped forward, planting his lead foot and ripping through one. Then stepping back, he turned. He brought the blade down such that the third was no more. Dan flicked his blade with a deft precision, removing the murky blood of the zombies. 
“Such an end,” he whispered.
The remaining ones ran forward with the terrifying gait and gallop of the undead. One reached out, only to lose an arm, another its head. They bit and clawed, but as the last one fell, Dan remained. 
Kneeling, Dan wept. 
With a deep sigh, he held the sword out in front of him, the point of the blade against his chest. He whispered to himself. His words were unintelligible as he plunged the blade into his chest and drew it down his torso as best he could. As night claimed day, Dan fell to his side: alone. 
  
*
  
The van was in a ditch. 
The front end was smashed up against a tree. 
The driver’s side door was ajar. 
There was a cabin in the distance. 
Inside that cabin, a fireplace burned brightly. 
Will sat in front of it.
Blood covered every surface. 
On the table beside him was a gun with bloody fingerprints on it. He looked up at the windows of the cabin and saw lights flash over them: bright, inviting lights. Smoke billowed from his mouth as the moments passed. Suddenly, there was a loud, uneven knock at the door––a kind of pounding, and then darkness.
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