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Chapter One – Ditching
 
   “–aying with breaking news, the governor has just been evacuated from the Capitol Dome downtown by State Police, but hundreds of others did not have access to helicopters and are currently trapped in the building by a horde of sick individuals–”
 
   Craig rolled over and slapped at the clock radio without opening his eyes.  The voice cut off in mid-syllable, and he grunted in a distracted, relieved manner.  A moment later he opened his eyes long enough to fumble at the switch on the top of the clock to turn the alarm completely off, so it didn’t trigger again in five minutes.  As soon as he felt the click, he rolled back over and snuggled into the blankets and pillows once more.  He was unconscious again in seconds.
 
   * * * * *
 
   When he woke again, he could tell it was nearly dusk by the shadows falling across his bedroom window.  He sat up and yawned, then stretched, then yawned again.  Blinking blearily around the bedroom, he frowned a little, then reached into the half cabinet that served as his bedside table.  Opening the door on its squeaky hinge, he lifted out the three foot glass bong and checked that the bowl was still filled the way he’d left it before passing out the night before.
 
   Green bud lay in it, just waiting for flame to bring the happy.  He grabbed a lighter from the little pile of them next to the clock radio and sparked the bowl up as he put his mouth to the bong.  Sweet smoke swirled up and quickly filled the chamber while bubbles burbled in the water.  When the smoke was so dense it was just a solid wash of swirling milk, he lifted the bowl and expertly sucked the entire mass into his lungs in less than two seconds.
 
   Craig closed his eyes with a lazy smile, though he carefully kept his lips together to avoid wasting any.  He fitted the bowl back into place by touch as the weed hit him and flooded through his senses in a warm wave.  Nothing ever – ever – beat the first hit of the day.  It was always the best.  The rush as it filtered into his bloodstream, the feeling as it flooded into his lungs, the taste of good bud as he inhaled it over his tongue and down his throat . . . it was the best.
 
   When he couldn’t hold it in any longer, when he could feel himself starting to get a touch light headed, he exhaled in an enormous cloud that was immediately wicked up by the ceiling fan that slowly rotated above him.  Craig grinned and got out of bed, carrying the bong and lighter with him.  He abandoned both on the bathroom counter long enough to piss in the toilet, rinsed his hands with two seconds of water from the faucet, then reclaimed them and went into the living room.
 
   “Dude, you ditched Hadley and Morris again?” a black haired, sleepy eyed guy said from the computer desk on the far side of the room.  The top of the desk was crowded with three widescreen monitors that displayed an animated mountain side of red rock with a burly looking Orc wearing leather armor in the foreground.  Two ashtrays, a crumpled pack of cigarettes, a few lighters, and a cookie tin completed for what desk space remained against a pile of detritus that included candy wrappers, wrinkled and stained pieces of paper, unopened envelopes, soda cans and an even taller bong than the one Craig carried.
 
   “Man, I was so not in the mood for a history lecture on why the rich get richer.” Craig shrugged as he collapsed into the chair at the other desk.  It was marginally neater than the other one, but only in that there were no empty cans or food wrappers.  Otherwise the clutter was basically the same.
 
   “You know you have to show up occasionally if you’re going to graduate, right?’
 
   “Plenty of time man.”
 
   “Right.” Kyle snorted.  “Your funeral dude.  Another wake and bake I see.”
 
   “Lay off man, you’re bumming me out.  It’s fucking Labor Day weekend.” Craig said, his voice conveying the barest hint of irritation.  He arranged himself in position at the bong again and took another huge hit.  When he had filled his lungs, he leaned back, then frowned slightly and looked at the television.  A bunch of teenagers wearing retro clothing were wandering around in what looked like a forest holding plastic cups of beer.
 
   Craig raised his eyebrows at his roommate, gesturing at the television with a ‘seriously?’ look.  Kyle grinned and reached for his own bong.  “Lay off yourself dude, I felt the need for dose of Wooderson wisdom.”
 
   Exhaling, Craig laughed.  “Man, like you don’t know it by heart.”
 
   “We both do.” Kyle said before he flicked his lighter and started hitting his bong.
 
   “There are over two thousand movies loaded on the server.” Craig said, setting his bong down in the one bit of space on his desk that wasn’t occupied by anything else.  It looked suspiciously like it was kept clear just for the bong to live there.  “You don’t have to keep playing Dazed and Confused all the time.”
 
   Kyle leaned his head back and gave an elaborate shrug as he held his hit in.  Craig looked at him for a moment, then jiggled his mouse to wake his computer up.  He had six screens on his desk, arranged in two rows of three one above the other.  The bottom three all showed a panoramic view of an enormous waterfall in a tropical forest; but the upper three each held windows with text.  He darted the mouse cursor up to the top middle monitor and scrolled through the window.
 
   “Oh man, that cam copy of Expendables 2 finished overnight.  Let’s watch that.”
 
   The other man grunted.  Craig ignored that, checking the status of the other downloads in his torrent program.  He made a few adjustments to things queued up in the window, then looked over as Kyle exhaled very loudly.  “Expendables 2?” he repeated.
 
   Kyle shook his head.  “Not yet.”
 
   “Man, seriously?’
 
   “Seriously.” Kyle said, putting his bong back down in a spot on his desk that was as equally cleared and just as suspiciously kept that way just for that one object.  “I’ve been gathering, and I need to update my auctions.”
 
   “You can do that while we watch the movie.”
 
   “No dude, I’m fucking hungry as hell.” Kyle said as he hit something on the keyboard that caused the orc on his middle screen to mount a rather large flying bird of some sort that just appeared out of nowhere.
 
   “We out of teevee dinners?”
 
   “No way.  I mean, I dunno.  I don’t feel like eating out of the freezer.  I want tacos.”
 
   Craig grinned.  “Running for the border already?”
 
   “Man, it’s like fucking six already.  You’ve been sleeping all afternoon.”
 
   “I was wiped after that raid last night.”
 
   Kyle shrugged.  “I told you half the idiots we had online were noobs.”
 
   “Yeah, but if they’re in the guild they should be able to follow directions.”
 
   “Dude, we’re lucky they even remember their passwords.  People are fucking stupid.”
 
   “Wiping seven times on Halfus because the tanks can’t agro switch is lame.”
 
   “Citadel is still trying to teach the two new guys.  I told you, we’ve lost a bunch of people who aren’t interested in Pandaria.”
 
   “It shouldn’t have taken all night.” Craig said darkly.
 
   “Whatever.” Kyle shrugged again, reaching for the pack of cigarettes.  He pulled one out and lit it, then leaned back.  “Let me do auction maintenance, then let’s run for the border and come back with tacos and we can watch your fucking movie.”
 
   “Hey man, Expendables was awesome.”
 
   “Expendables was a nostalgia trip for old people.”
 
   “Just because your dad didn’t spend any time with you–” Craig started.
 
   “Me and my dad spent loads of time together.” Kyle laughed.  “We just didn’t waste any of it on cheese 80s action movies.”
 
   “Don’t bag on Expendables man.”
 
   “I’m not.  But I’m not watching it until I’ve got some tacos in me, and that’s not happening until I have a chance to update my auctions.”
 
   “So update then.”
 
   “Dude, I’m flying back.”
 
   “Teleport.”
 
   “Fuck no.” Kyle shook his head.  “That’s not how I roll.”
 
   “You’re the only retard in the entire history of Azeroth who won’t use the hearth stone, you know that right?”
 
   “I like flying.”
 
   “You like fucking around.”
 
   “Look, you play your way, and I’ll play mine.”
 
   “Thought you were hungry.”
 
   “Dude, I am.”
 
   “So teleport back then.”
 
   Kyle fixed Craig with an annoyed look.  “You know, I can always stop supplying your potion components.”
 
   “Man, that’s low.”
 
   “So lay off.”
 
   “I need a hit.” Craig muttered, glancing briefly at the Orc on Kyle’s screen before picking his bong back up.
 
   “Yeah, you’re grouchy when you oversleep.”
 
   Craig filled his lungs again, then went back to fiddling with his computer while he enjoyed the hit.  The media server was technically shared, but Craig was the one who managed it.  He hadn’t done any proper file updates in the past week, and the ‘recent downloads’ directory was getting cluttered again.  While he contented himself with moving files around and labeling them for easy access, he listened to Kyle mutter and type on the other side of the room.
 
   Finally he heard his roommate’s chair squeak, and looked over.  Kyle had pushed back from the desk and stood to stretch.  “Okay dude, I’m gonna take a leak, then let’s get some food so we can watch your fucking movie.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re giving me this much shit over a Stallone flick man.”
 
   “The last good one he did was Demolition Man.”
 
   “That’s harsh.”
 
   Kyle shrugged.  “Whatever.  Find your shoes before I get back.”
 
   Craig looked down at his bare feet, then around the room.  “Uh . . .”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two – Hungry
 
   “I’m just saying, we need to have some fucking standards in the guild.”
 
   Kyle scowled as he stuck his key in the door lock of a dirty and battered old Saturn.  “And I’m telling you it’s not like we’re exactly swimming in applicants these days.”
 
   “Man, it’s gonna pick back up.  Every expansion has a dead period just before it comes out while all the posers are waiting for it to drop.”  Kyle dropped in behind the steering wheel and hit a button on the door’s panel.  The locks clicked, and Craig opened the door, still talking.  “And when it does, we’re going to have a fuckton of drama getting rid of all the losers you and the officers have let in over the past six weeks.”
 
   “Dude, you want to raid or not?”  Kyle started the car and put his seatbelt on.
 
   “Raid, yes.  Fuck off wiping for three and a half hours without getting any bosses down, no.”
 
   “It’s not that bad.” Kyle said as he backed out of the space in front of the apartment building.
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “No, it isn’t.”
 
   “Man we only just barely dropped Halfus on the seventh attempt last night.  We had time to wipe once on the Sibs and then whiners started logging out.”
 
   Kyle shifted into drive.  “So you find some good recruits.”
 
   “That’s your job.”
 
   “Since when?”
 
   “Since you became an officer.”
 
   Kyle scowled.  “I’m a raid leader, not recruitment.”  He took the curve at the end of the long line of buildings a little faster than was probably prudent; causing him to need to swerve a little to avoid a pedestrian that was weaving across the pavement.  “Fuck.  Guess you’re not the only one doing wake and bakes today.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That guy is way stoned, or drunk, or something.” Kyle shrugged with a brief glance in the rearview mirror.  “He can barely stand.”
 
   “Is he trying to flip you off?” Craig asked curiously.
 
   Kyle took a slightly longer look in the mirror.  The guy he’d avoided hitting was holding his hands out like he wanted to hug them.  “I dunno.”
 
   “I’m just saying I’m fucking tired of wasting gold on repairs and raid nights on wiping.”
 
   “Dude, it is what it is.”
 
   “It didn’t used to be that way.”
 
   “Yeah, well, maybe it’ll pick back up after the expansion hits.”
 
   Now Craig scowled.  “I don’t think so.”
 
   Kyle sighed as he reached the front of the complex.  He glanced both ways on Ashford-Dunwoody Road, then turned right.  “How do you figure?”
 
   “Man, pandas are not cool.  That’s why people are bailing.”
 
   “No, they’re bailing because they’re tired of waiting for the expansion.”
 
   “That, and they don’t like panda bears.”
 
   Kyle caught a green light at the Y shaped intersection at Johnson Ferry Road and stayed right, following the road around south.
 
   “I thought you were going to Taco Bell?” Craig asked, sounding puzzled.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “The other one is closer.” Craig said, pointing east, back at Johnson Ferry as they diverged from it.
 
   “Dude, I don’t like the one near Chamblee-Dunwoody.”
 
   “Taco Bell is Taco Bell.”
 
   “No way, they always fuck up my order at that one.”
 
   “You always order tacos.”
 
   “Right.” Kyle said.  “And they fuck them up.”  He didn’t notice the crumpled figure laying on the other side of the road, half on the shoulder.  It was twitching and rolling around a little as it tried to crawl toward the car.
 
   “How do you fuck up a taco.”
 
   “Don’t ask me.  They manage though.”
 
   They’re just tacos.”
 
   “No, they’re my tacos.” Kyle pointed out firmly.  “And I want them un-fucked.”
 
   “Un-fucked?  You want un-fucked tacos?”
 
   “Yeah.  That’s not much to ask for.”
 
   “Are you listening to yourself?” Craig laughed.
 
   “Dude, you’ve been bending my ear ever since you woke up about the game and wipes.  Don’t even.”
 
   “I just want to actually get something done when we raid.”
 
   Kyle opened his mouth, but closed it as he pulled up to the light at Peachtree Road.  “What’s up with this shit?”
 
   Craig looked out his window in the direction Kyle was staring, and blinked.  There was a large mass of police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances about two blocks down.  The road was all but blocked off by emergency vehicles that had been parked haphazardly across the four lane street.  Doors on some of them were open, but no one was visible in and around the vehicles.
 
   “Man, that looks fucked up.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Kyle scowled and looked over his left shoulder, then turned left without putting his blinker on when the light switched to green.  As he settled into the northbound lanes on Peachtree he shrugged.  “I ain’t going near whatever the fuck is going on back there.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s fucked up whatever it is.  Maybe some of the Oglethorpe girls tried to throw a room party or something.” Craig agreed, looking in the passenger side mirror without any real interest.  “Guess you get fucked up tacos.”
 
   “Dude, not funny.”
 
   “It’s a little funny.” Craig grinned.
 
   “No, funny is going to be me benching you tonight.”
 
   “Hah, you need me.  I’m the top Priest since Daffodil left.”
 
   “Daffodil didn’t leave, she’s on vacation until the end of the month.”
 
   “That means she can’t play?”
 
   Kyle sighed.  “She’s on vacation from the game.”
 
   “I still don’t see why that means she can’t log in for raids.”
 
   Kyle looked across at Craig for a long moment.  That meant he missed the staggering figure that emerged from the tree line on the left side of the road.  “Dude, how stoned are you?”
 
   “Pretty stoned.” Craig laughed.  He was so busy chuckling he missed how the person outside was reaching for the car as it passed, hands outstretched hungrily.
 
   “I think you need to cut back.”
 
   “Man, fuck that.  Life is too harsh to take straight.”
 
   “Are you even listening to yourself.
 
   “Why, you aren’t.”
 
   “I am, and either you’re too baked or I’m not baked enough.”
 
   “We can fix that.”
 
   Kyle shook his head.  “Not until we get back.”
 
   “Square.”
 
   “Safe.” Kyle shot back.  “Don’t do shit in public.”
 
   “I keep telling you, we should’ve moved to Colorado.”
 
   “Dude, I don’t want to live in Colorado.  I get light headed in airplanes, so I don’t think living in the mountains is advised.”
 
   “Yeah, but weed is legal there.”
 
   “Just wait.”
 
   Craig sighed loudly.  “That’s your answer to everything, just wait.  Patience.”
 
   “Yeah.” Kyle said as the Saturn hit the next built up commercial section of the road.  “Patience.  You should try it.”
 
   “Fuck that.”
 
   “And that’s why I’m going to bench you tonight.”
 
   “Man, you so wouldn’t.”
 
   “Dude, I so would.”
 
   Craig’s expression was starting to shade to stubborn annoyance.  “You’ll blackball me out of the raid just because I’m complaining about noobs?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then you’ll talk to the officers about tossing some of the dead weight?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Man, seriously?”
 
   Kyle stopped at the red light at Chamblee-Dunwoody Road.  “I’ll bench you because you’re annoying the shit out of me over it.” he said, turning his head to look at Craig.
 
   “That’s totally unfair.”  Neither of them seemed to notice the double handful of pedestrians that were milling about in the parking lot of the car wash on the left.  Most of the pedestrians stopped milling and started walking towards the Saturn as it sat at the intersection.
 
   “No, it’s actually quite reasonable.  A lot of dudes would just boot you out of the guild entirely.”
 
   “You wouldn’t.”
 
   “Again, so would.”
 
   Craig was now pouting.  “I could just password the media server you know.”
 
   “I can get movies and shows all kinds of places.  You can’t get jack shit done in the game without help.”  The light turned green, and Kyle accelerated.  As they pulled away, the first of the car wash pedestrians was just reaching the edge of the lot.  Hands and heads tracked with the car as it went north.
 
   “You know, I do know how to play.”
 
   “Right, except when it comes to finding groups, or figuring out how to pull, or keeping your craft materials stocked or assembling a raid.” Kyle said, holding up his right fist and flicking out fingers one at a time as he spoke like he was counting things off a list.
 
   “You’re being an asshole.”
 
   “I’m being an asshole?” Kyle turned into the Taco Bell parking lot.  “I’m being an asshole?  Dude, you are blowing my mind.”
 
   “All I’m saying is it’d be nice if the raids stopped being noobfests.” Craig said as Kyle parked.  “That’s all.  You know, like it used to be.  I don’t see why you’re acting like this over a simple request.”
 
   Kyle shut the car off and opened his door.  He waited until Craig had gotten out on the other side, then pointed at him across the top of the car.  “It’s how often you’re asking.” he said, jabbing a finger at him before turning and starting for the building.
 
   “I’m just saying we should do something about it.”
 
   “Right, you’ve been just saying that for the last two weeks.” Kyle said as he stepped up on the little sidewalk that surrounded the Taco Bell, waving his hands around his head exasperatedly.  “And you just asked about twice per pull last night.  In the last twelve hours you’ve ‘just said’ it about twenty-seven hundred times.”
 
   “Man, are they open?” Craig said as he looked past Kyle at the fast food restaurant’s door.
 
   Kyle stopped a few feet short of the door and stared at it.  The door’s glass was broken across the bottom.  “What in the hell?”
 
   “Are they even open?”
 
   Kyle ducked under the waist high bar that divided the door into two halves and served to support the handle.  Craig watched him for a few moments, then followed.  “They can’t be open.”
 
   “The kitchen lights are still on.” Kyle said.
 
   “Yeah, but everything else is off.  They’re closed.”
 
   “That’s crap, they can’t be closed.  It’s not even seven yet.”
 
   “Then why is no one here?”
 
   “We’re here.”
 
   “Man, now who’s too stoned.”
 
   “Hello?” Kyle said loudly.  “Customers here.”
 
   No response came.  Craig shuffled his feet nervously, making the shards of glass crunch beneath his sandals.  “Let’s go.  There’s like four burger joints a little ways up the road.”
 
   “Dude, I’m in the mood for tacos.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re going to get them.”
 
   “The fuck I’m not.” Kyle said stubbornly.  “Hello?” he shouted.  “Earth to Taco Bell?”
 
   “Man, stop that.”
 
   “Dude, shut up.”  Kyle walked up to the counter and leaned on it, peering at the back of the restaurant.  “Look, there’s still food and stuff on the line.”
 
   “They’re closed man.”
 
   “No way, I used to work at one of these in high school.  I know how to make tacos.”
 
   “That’s illegal isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s not illegal to work in a Taco Bell.” Kyle said as he pushed open the swinging half-door at the end of the counter and went through.
 
   “Not yet.” Craig smirked.  “No, seriously, I mean . . . isn’t this like breaking and entering?”
 
   “We didn’t break nothing.”  Kyle was now moving past the heat lamps and into the kitchen.
 
   “We entered.”
 
   “We’re customers.”
 
   “Not if you start cooking we’re not.”
 
   “So stay out there then.  I know how to make tacos.”
 
   “Fuck that, I’m not hanging around out here alone.  It’s kinda creepy.”
 
   “Dude.” Kyle said as he rummaged around in the food preparation area.  “Seriously?”
 
   “Fuck you taco boy.”
 
   “Taco boy has the car keys you know.”
 
   “I’ll be sure to ask the cops to let me have them before they haul you off.”
 
   “They’ll take us both.” Kyle grinned as he lifted the lid on a pan of ground beef.  It was cooked and seasoned, kept warm by the heating elements underneath its storage pan.
 
   “I’m not doing anything.”
 
   “Bet it doesn’t look that way on the camera.” Kyle grinned, pointing up at a security camera on the ceiling near the front.  “Smile.”
 
   “Man . . .”
 
   “Relax, I’m paying for everything, including tax.”
 
   Craig glanced around, still nervous, as Kyle started laying out waxed paper wrappers on the stainless steel sliding grate and stacking empty taco shells on them.  Slowly at first, but with rapidly gathering speed, he began assembling tacos.  In less than three minutes he had twenty put together and wrapped up.
 
   “Wow.”
 
   Kyle smirked as he put all the tacos in the bin.  “Told you I used to work at Taco Bell.”
 
   “No, I mean, you must really like tacos.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “After working at Taco Bell, you’ll still eat here?”
 
   “Dude, fuck off.” Kyle said, walking around to the front of the line.  He snapped a bag open with his wrist and began filling it with the food he’d prepared.
 
   “Let’s see, twenty tacos at seventy nine cents each . . .” Craig said as he came out of the kitchen.
 
   “I’m just leaving a twenty.” Kyle shrugged.
 
   “That’s too much.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever.” he stuffed the last few tacos into the bag and then put an enormous handful of hot sauce packets in before folding the top down twice.
 
   “I’m not paying ten bucks for Taco Bell tacos.”
 
   “Whatever.” Kyle set the bag on the counter next to one of the registers and took out his wallet.  He plucked a bill out and held it up to the camera that covered the registers, then laid it across the keys.  “There.  Let’s go.”
 
   Kyle went through the swinging half-door again, followed by Craig.  As they ducked out through the broken glass door, Craig grabbed at Kyle’s elbow.  “Man, let’s hit up the gas station before we go back to the apartment.”
 
   “What for?” Kyle said, sounding unenthusiastic.
 
   “You want tacos, I want some Milky Way.”
 
   “Dude.”
 
   “Come on, I humored you about the tacos.  Look, the store’s even open, so we won’t have to break in.”  He pointed at the Shell Station that was next door.  People were visible moving around under the gas island awning.
 
   “We didn’t break into Taco Bell.”
 
   “Whatever.  Look, meet me over there, okay?  I’ll just walk while you bring the car around.”
 
   “Are you sure they’re open?” Kyle said, sounding dubious.  “Why are their lights off?”
 
   “The store’s lights are on.  Maybe they’re out of gas.  But look, the store’s still stocked.  I can see beers and sodas stacked up, so everything else is probably there too.”
 
   “Fine.  Walk your happy ass over there and get your Milky Way.” Kyle said.  “See you in a minute.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   Craig trudged across the parking lot and landscaped grass separating the two establishments.  As he stepped down onto the gas station’s pavement, he frowned a little.  There were about ten people, and as he got closer, they were also walking toward him.  “Hey dudes, they out of gas?” he asked, raising his voice.
 
   No response came from the figures shuffling toward him.  Craig tried again.  “What’s going on?  Everything seems a little dead tonight.”
 
   Still nothing.  Craig frowned harder, furrowing his brow.  Why did everyone look drunk?  All of them looked like they were having real trouble walking, and two were about to fall over on just about every step.  And they were weaving and wobbling so much it was cutting into their forward progress.  And why weren’t they talking?
 
   “Hey, help a bro out, huh?” Craig laughed nervously.  “It’s Labor Day, not Halloween.”
 
   His lopsided smile started to fade as the crowd continued to close.  They were now close enough that he could begin to make out proper details.  Four of the ten had ripped clothing, and all but one had stains down their fronts.  Red and brown stains.  Craig stopped walking, somewhere between curious and stunned.
 
   That was blood.  And most of them had it on their faces too; staining their lips and chins and cheeks.  One, a girl wearing a Disturbed T-shirt, looked like she’d been in a fight.  Her face was all scratched and scraped up, and one of her wrists seemed broken.  The injuries didn’t seem to bother her; she just kept staggering toward him.
 
   “Uh, what the fuck is going on?” Craig said slowly.  He was starting to really pay attention to details now, coming out of his pleasant drug induced fog.  Eight of the ten people looked like students.  He remembered there was a high school somewhere nearby.  He glanced around, noticing for the first time how deserted the area seemed.  Come to think of it, had they even passed any other cars since leaving the apartment?
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three – Do you know what this means?
 
   Craig heard a car engine coming from the left, and he turned just as Kyle’s Saturn came roaring up.  His roommate braked to a halt with screeching tires between Craig and the crowd of people.  “Dude, get the fuck in the car.”
 
   “I–”
 
   “Seriously, get the fuck in here.” Kyle yelled.
 
   Craig stepped forward and opened the door just as the first of the crowd on the far side came within fifteen feet of the car.  He paused, noting the kid in the lead had a blank expression except for his eyes.  His eyes looked dead and hungry.  They were fixed on Craig like he was a human happy meal.
 
   “Dude!”
 
   Craig dropped into the passenger seat.  The instant his ass hit the fake leather, Kyle was accelerating.  Yelping, Craig barely managed to snatch his legs in before the door pinched them painfully as it closed.  “Man, what the fuck?”
 
   “Dude, do you know what’s going on?”
 
   “Yeah, you’re freaking out.”
 
   “No, I turned on the radio.” Kyle said as he swung around the backside of the convenience store  Craig looked at the dash and saw the radio was on.  “I don’t hear it.”
 
   “Hang on.” Kyle said, swerving left out of the gas station’s parking lot.  He straightened out on the cross street, then hung a right down Peachtree Boulevard.  Once he had the car settled in the inside lane, he reached for the radio and turned the volume knob.  A man’s voice was speaking, his tone terse and with a lot of stress evident in his words.
 
   “–rnor is still in seclusion in his residence, but there are reports of Clay National Guard base in Marietta mobilizing a lot of personnel into convoys they are currently dispatching toward downtown.  Of course, the downtown area has been overrun for most of the afternoon, so we’re assuming this is either an attempt to strengthen containment or perhaps try to rescue pockets of healthy people who are trapped amid the diseased victims who are roaming the streets.”
 
   “What the fuck?” Craig asked.
 
   “Shhhh, just listen.” Kyle hissed.
 
   “The worst of the problem in the metro area is downtown, but is by no means the only place the problems are happening.  Druid Hills around Emory and Fernbank is reporting lots of victims, as are a number of areas in the metropolitan suburbs where there are a lot of schools concentrated together.  Additionally, there are reports of at least three area hospitals not located in or near downtown that have been unable to control or contain the large numbers of sick they’ve found themselves dealing with.”
 
   “Sick?”
 
   “Shhhh.”
 
   “Man, just tell me.”
 
   Kyle lowered the volume on the radio a little, though not all the way down.  “Dude, it’s zombies.”
 
   Craig blinked, then frowned.  “What the fuck?”
 
   “Seriously, zombies dude.”
 
   “What in the hell are you talking about?”
 
   Kyle shrugged.  “Look around.  Where is everyone?  Why are all the stores closed?  Look, look there.”  he pointed at a person walking – staggering, really – along the edge of the road.  Kyle slowed some.  “Look, see how he’s walking?  Look at that dude.”
 
   Craig studied the figure.  It was just like the ones back at the gas station.  Barely able to stand, having trouble keeping to a straight line, hands outstretched, head tracking with the car as it rolled southwest down the road.
 
   “Dude, that’s a fucking zombie.” Kyle said.  “It’s all over the radio.  Zombies have risen up and are eating everyone.”
 
   Craig turned his head as they passed the figure, the zombie, and kept watching him.  The zombie kept watching the car, even as it fell over when its body twisted around more than its balance could compensate for.  As it tumbled to the pavement, it continued looking at the departing Saturn.
 
   “Dude, are you listening to me?  Do you know what this means?”
 
   Craig faced forward, then looked at Kyle.  His roommate was gripping the steering wheel tightly, but staring at Craig intently.  Slowly, Craig reached into his pocket and pulled out a little wooden case.  He flipped the brass latch back and split the case open in his hands to reveal a line of neatly wrapped joints.  Selecting one, he put it between his lips and reached into his pocket for a lighter.
 
   “Yeah.” he said as he sparked flame.  “It means I can smoke wherever the hell I want now.”
 
   Kyle rolled his eyes as Craig got the joint going.  “You’re not taking this seriously.”
 
   “The fuck I’m not.” Craig said as he puffed several times, then drew deeply on the spliff.
 
   “Zombies are eating people.”
 
   “Right.” Craig said shortly.
 
   “And your response is to light up?”
 
   “Yeah.” Craig said, again barely parting his lips to let the words out.  A couple curls of smoke were drifting out around him.  Kyle gave him a long look, until he finally exhaled.  “Oh yeah.  Nice.” Craig said, admiring the huge cloud of smoke that was filling the interior of the car.
 
   “Dude.”
 
   “I fucking heard you.” Craig said.  “Zombies.  Right, I get it.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah.” Craig said.  “We should head back to the apartment.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Yeah.” Craig shrugged.
 
   “Shouldn’t we, I don’t know, do something?”
 
   “Like what?” Craig asked, hitting the joint again.
 
   Kyle slowed the car as he neared the Ashford-Dunwoody intersection.  “Like gather supplies or something?  Maybe weapons?”
 
   “What kind of zombies are we facing?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Craig frowned.  “Turn here dude.”
 
   Kyle braked sharply, then slowly took the right at Ashford-Dunwoody.  “What do you mean, kind of zombies?”
 
   “You know, fast, slow, strong, magic, fire breathing, regenerating?  What kind?”
 
   “Dude, you are way too stoned.”
 
   “Stop fucking saying that.” Craig answered.  “I’m asking the most reasonable question.  What kind of zombie we’re dealing with is the most relevant question.  What’d the radio say?”
 
   “They weren’t giving statistics.”
 
   “Fucking assholes.” Craig muttered.  “Okay, so the guys back at the gas station looked like they were slow, right?  Probably slow zombies.”
 
   “Okay, so slow zombies.”
 
   “That’s good man.” Craig pointed out.  “Slow ones aren’t nearly as deadly as fast ones.”  He started to hit the joint again.  Kyle reached over and grabbed it out of his hand before he could get a good puff going.  “Hey man!”
 
   “You’ve had enough.”
 
   “No, you need to catch up.” Craig said.  “You’re not thinking straight.  You’re supposed to be the raid leader.  So start looking at this tactically.”  Kyle considered him for a long moment, then took a long hit off the joint.  “Yeah, there ya go.”
 
   Kyle exhaled, then hit the joint again, then gave it back to Craig.  The smoke in the car was getting thick.  Kyle hit buttons and turned knobs on the dashboard to start the fans.  Smoke began swishing away towards the back seat.
 
   “Okay, slow means they’re easier to avoid.”
 
   “Right.” Craig nodded.  “And we have time to figure shit out.”
 
   “Yeah.  And slow ones are usually clumsy and uncoordinated.”
 
   “We live on the second floor man.” Craig grinned.
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, we can block the stairs off, and they won’t even be able to get at our door, much less beat on it.”
 
   “Yeah, good idea.” Kyle nodded.  “What about supplies?”
 
   “Time, remember.  We’ve got time to figure shit out.”
 
   “That’s what I’m doing, thinking ahead.” Kyle said.
 
   “Man, there are two grocery stores within four blocks of our pad.” Craig shrugged.  “And two more gas stations.  We’re fine for a while.”
 
   “What about everyone else?”
 
   “Hmm, good point.  We should talk to Melody, see if she wants to shack up with us.  If she hasn’t turned yet, that is.”
 
   Kyle stared at him.  “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “Fuck no.” Craig shook his head.  “Dead serious, pun intended.”
 
   “Dude, she thinks we’re both useless potheads.  She’s not going to move in.”
 
   “She might if she needs help scavenging and surviving.  Chicks usually get more interested in putting up with guys’ shit when they need something.”
 
   “Dude, she doesn’t need us.”
 
   Craig scowled.  “Melody weighs like a buck twenty soaking wet.  How much do you think she can carry back from the store?”
 
   “Melody drives a Range Rover.”
 
   “Yeah, a big gas hog.  It’ll be out soon, and then she’ll need help hauling stuff around.  This is our way in man.”
 
   “Dude . . .”
 
   Craig hit the joint again, then leaned his head back against the headrest.  “Totally man, just wait.  We’re two guys who know the deal.  We’re not weird anymore.  Now we’re experts.  Zombie experts.”
 
   “You are officially too high.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Seriously dude.” Kyle shook his head as he turned into the parking lot of the Publix at Johnson Ferry and Ashford-Dunwoody.
 
   “There is no such thing.”
 
   “Yes there is.” Kyle said, parking in a handicapped spot less than thirty feet from the doors of the store.  “You’re living proof.”
 
   “Man, you are completely harshing my buzz.”
 
   “Good, I need you to come back down to Earth and help me.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   Kyle put the gearshift in park and shut the engine off before turning in his seat and looking around the car.  He had to wave his hand against the smoke filling the car’s interior so he could get a look out the back windows.  “We’re out here now, so we should grab some stuff before we head back.”
 
   “Man, your tacos are going to be seriously cold if we do that.”
 
   “Dude, I don’t fucking care about the tacos right now.”
 
   “Can I have your half then?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Damnit.” Craig muttered.  Kyle hit something down next to his seat that made the trunk click and thump, then opened his door.  Craig hit the joint again, then left it stuck in the corner of his mouth as he got out and joined Kyle at the back of the car.  His roommate was rummaging around in the trunk.  “What are you looking for?”
 
   “Weapons.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought so.” Kyle said sarcastically.  He straightened with a pair of metal rods in his hand.
 
   “What are those?”
 
   “Weapons.”
 
   Craig shook his head.  “No, I mean, before we decided they were good for attacking zombies with.”
 
   “Oh.  The lug wrench and jack handle for when I need to change a tire.”
 
   “Ah.  Cool.” Craig said, reaching for the jack handle.
 
   “Nope, my idea.” Kyle said, thrusting the lug wrench forward and holding the jack handle out of reach.  “Dibs on the good weapon.”
 
   “Man . . .”
 
   “Your call dude.” Kyle said, balancing the lug wrench on the edge of the trunk and heading for the store.
 
   “Fine.” Craig said, puffing on what was left of the joint.  Grabbing the lug wrench, he followed Kyle.  “What’s the plan?”
 
   Kyle paused at the doors, which were closed.  They did not open, even when he waved his hands in front of the sensor above them.  “We’re going to go inside and load a pair of carts down with supplies.”
 
   “Like, what kind?”
 
   “Food dipshit.”
 
   “Harsh.”
 
   “Stop smoking.”
 
   “Fuck that!” Craig said, looking around.  “And there are no zombies near us, in case you’re wondering.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “You didn’t check.  Now who’s too high?”
 
   “Dude . . . shut up.  Just stay with me, okay?  Keep keeping watch and you’ll be fine.”
 
   “How are we getting inside?” Craig asked.  He heard glass shattering and turned around to see Kyle holding his left hand up in front of his face while his right pulled the jack handle back from the door.  Glass was falling out of the door frame.  “Oh, right.”
 
   “Right.” Kyle said.  “Come on, let’s load up so we can get back to the apartment.”
 
   “Man, I am so taking every fucking Twinkie in the store.”
 
   Kyle rolled his eyes as he stepped through the doorframe.  “All the people to get paired with in damn zombie apocalypse and I get you.”
 
   “And when we get back, we can watch Expendables 2.” Craig laughed.  “Who’s the best man?  Come on, say it.”
 
   “Dude, seriously?”
 
   # # #
 
   


 
   
  
 



If you enjoyed this short, you might find Apocalypse Atlanta entertaining.  Free samples are available, so why not give it a try?
 
    
 
   Also by David Rogers
 
   Apocalypse Atlanta – We’ve all seen it on the news every year.  A hurricane, a tornado, a tsunami, a flood.  A BAD thing happens, and all hell breaks loose.
Some people are caught in the chaos, others are victims, some run, others wait for help, most sit at home watching for everything to be fixed for them, and a few dive in to do whatever they can.
The thing about a zombie apocalypse is whether or not you’re in that initial wave of people who get hungry and start snacking.  And where you are as few turn to many.  As we all know, when it’s zombies, soon many turns to most.  And it’s over when most become all.
Apocalypse Atlanta follows three people as the zombies start eating and bring the world down around them a bite at a time.
One is a retired Marine.  The second is a widowed single mother.  And the third is a biker.
Are there right or wrong answers when zombies are involved?  Do things like morality and decency matter?  Is it better to be alive to feel guilty, or dead an honorable?  Who decides who’s right or wrong when a single mistake can make you dinner for a ravenous horde of the undead?
The story that started it all, the preceding book to Apocalypse Aftermath.
http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Atlanta/dp/B00D538D6M/
 
   Apocalypse Aftermath – the follow-up to Apocalypse Atlanta, continuing the stories of Peter, Jessica, and Darryl.
 
   When an apocalypse starts, there's always running and screaming. Sooner or later, most of that starts to fade; if only because most of the runners and screamers are dead. Once the end of the world gets going in earnest, the sprint becomes a marathon. You can’t run all the time, can you?
 
   Saving someone is easy. Helping them is what's hard. Heroes happen all the time. After those moments when you become someone's saviour, what comes next? One day turns to two, and then the days are a week. Time keeps ticking by, and if you're going to keep from being ground beneath the clock’s relentless push, you've got to find the essentials for life. Food, water, shelter, safety. Everything else is negotiable.
 
   Apocalypse Aftermath picks up where Apocalypse Atlanta leaves off; following three people, each going in three different directions, all trying to survive the end of the world. The same question faces Peter, Jessica, and Darryl; what’s next? What’s a safe path to follow, one that doesn’t place them and those they’re with at risk of becoming a meal for the zombies? What’s the right move, and how do they see it for what it is in time to act? Which way is the right way?
 
   Because whether you’re an aging retired Marine, a widowed single mother, or a biker who bounces, the problem is the same.
 
   Zombies.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Aftermath/dp/B00KKB43E8
 
    
 
   Bite Sized Apocalypse – an anthology of five short stories set in the universe of Apocalypse Atlanta.  The common thread are the zombies.  Each story looks at a different little slice of the apocalypse as it gets going for those particular characters.  Little bite-sized chunks of it.
Is that a dinner bell I hear?
http://www.amazon.com/Bite-Sized-Apocalypse/dp/B00DUFWNKW/
 
    
 
   The five stories in Bite Sized Apocalypse are also available individually.
 
   Better to be Lucky – You've thought about it. What would the first few hours of a zombie apocalypse be like? For one company of military police, it was like almost any other job in the service. Boredom with flashes of sheer, howling terror.
http://www.amazon.com/Better-be-Lucky/dp/B00DENSDNG/
 
   Marching through the Apocalypse – Many things might be happening when a zombie apocalypse begins. For some of the most genre aware people in Atlanta, their survival wasn't so much who or where they were, but rather what they were wearing when people started getting hungry.
http://www.amazon.com/Marching-through-Apocalypse/dp/B00DEKA1IY/
 
   There goes the Weekend – A bail bondsman's, er . . . woman's, day can be boring or interesting. Boring can be profitable, and interesting can be fun. But there is such a thing as too much fun. When Darla goes looking for a wife beater right when the zombie apocalypse kicks off, there goes the weekend.
http://www.amazon.com/There-goes-Weekend/dp/B00DSGFGBQ/
 
   Smoke ‘em if you’ve got ‘em – Life is about rules. Lots of rules. But when zombies start eating people, the rules change.
http://www.amazon.com/Smoke-youve-got/dp/B00DTI8S7C/
 
   A little me time – Every year, Lloyd spends a week hiking in the North Georgia mountains. This year, while he's getting away from it all, everything goes straight to hell.
www.amazon.com/little-me-time/dp/B00DR5IPF2/
 
    
 
   Individual short stories
 
   You are what you eat – When a zombie apocalypse starts, everyone has problems.  Well, everyone who’s not a zombie I guess.  For one student in a small South Georgia town, her problem was zombies don’t respect dietary restrictions.
www.amazon.com/You-are-what-you-eat/dp/B00ELLZGX0/
 
   Gut Check at the Choke-and-Puke – Lauren is a truck stop girl, just one more service provider riding the interstates and making a living. A layover south of Atlanta turns into more than just a fuel, food, and rest stop when zombies turn up. One thing leads to another, and soon it's everyone for themselves. Lauren has to hold on to both her stomach if she's going to hold onto her life.
www.amazon.com/Gut-Check-at-Choke---Puke/dp/B00KMJNNTE/
 
   Working with Zed – One of the biggest problems someone faces in the middle of a zombie apocalypse is who to trust.  One nine-year-old boy doesn’t have that problem.   He knows who to trust.
His dog.
http://www.amazon.com/Working-Zed/dp/B00MXKIF84/
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   Every Christmas Eve he watches Die Hard and Lethal Weapon, because they’re the best Christmas movies ever made.  Family, friends, and beating the crap out of the bad guy with your bare hands . . . what more do you want in a Christmas story?  BB guns?  Please, you’ll shoot your eye out.
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