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Mr. Clark
 
I slammed the brake and kicked the dirt. My final stop.
“Hi Billy!” 
Miss. Lenner from down the block was walking her dogs, the small one and the really big black one. Well, they were walking her more like. Tugging this way and that, and all the while slobbering a long stream along the sidewalk. 
“Did you—deliver my.. Dansbury—Times?” Her squeaky, shaky voice was enough to hurt my ears. 
“Of course I did!” I said.
She was a friendly woman, but strange. Her tight, toned body seemed odd—like it belonged to somebody much younger. Short, small and full of lean muscle, that was Miss. Lenner. When she wasn't running with dumbbells, she was walking her dogs for miles on end. Part of me thought she liked being yanked and jerked along...
She was always calling my mom about nothing too. 
My mom said she was lonely.
Watching her disappear around the corner, I turned to the final house along Friday's paper route. My bag was more or less empty except for a small little bundle, no doubt a collection of weird stuff. Rumor had it this guy was some kind of ex-chemical expert—a real smart, silent type. He went by Mr. Clark and he should have been here, right now, in his usual spot with those squinting yellowish eyes. 
But he wasn't—he wasn't anywhere.
The ride had been good today, a nice tailwind almost the whole way. Unfortunately, my luck was running out. The sky was closing in and I could already see the dark drifts in the West. The wind was really starting to pick up, the air practically crackling. 
If I could get home in 15 minutes, I'd be lucky—but not fast enough.
I turned back to Mr. Clark's house. It was the older rancher in the neighborhood, with this giant oak door that didn't fit. The front looked like somebody had just slapped on a face, and some of the windows had different shutter colors, and the chimney seemed as if it would topple over at any moment.
And that's when I noticed the front door. The big oak entrance was open. This was nothing too strange, but then again, it kinda was. I mean, I had never seen the door left ajar like that. Mr. Clark was the kind of man who didn't want the outside world and his inside one coming together. He was like some of the older women along my route. They came out for their mail, and occasionally for sun; otherwise, they were hidden. Stealing glances through the blinds... 
I parked my bike along the curb. This would be quick, I would just knock on the door. If he didn't come out, I would leave the mail right inside on the mat. If he did come I would just give it to him. 
It's not a big deal
Once at the door I took a look inside. The T.V. was on in the living room. There was one couch and one empty table. The dull white walls had no shelves or markings. If I hadn't known any better I would have said that nobody lived here. In fact, it looked like Mr. Clark had just upped and left... 
“Mr. Clark?” I said to nobody. “Sir, it's Bill, I have your mail sir.” I took a breath. “Mr. Clark?” 
For a second I imagined walking in and finding him dead on the floor. It wouldn't be that crazy, would it? Guys like him should have been with people. Like a retirement home or a relative. If he had a heart attack, he had a heart attack. Who was going to save him? 
Something told me Mr. Clark wouldn't even call 911 to save his own life. 
“Mr. Clark?” I gently stepped into the living room. The T.V. was on but the stations were off. It was just that fizzy white noise stuff. “Mr. Clark, I'm just going to leave your mail at the door, okay?” I leaned my head around to peer into the kitchen. The kitchen was like the living room, bowls of fake fruit were the only thing in there. I didn't see any pots on the stove or plates or cups in the sink. There was no silverware and no place mats.
The only things I saw were a large framed photo and a tall glass on the table. The glass was about half-full, with a dark black liquid. The photo was of a woman, older, with shiny grey hair and the iciest blue eyes I had ever seen. 
As I stepped closer, I could feel it. The odor hit me all of a sudden, like old egg salad in a locker at school. “Aghh—what is th...” My eyes were already burning.
You gotta get outta here 
This was some nasty stuff, whatever it was. If the guy was a chemical expert, it made sense—but what was it? If it smelled this bad, it had to be something powerful. Swallowing, and practically gagging, I backed away. I couldn't stay here to find out. It was just too much.
As I whipped around, mail clutched tightly in my hands, something else hit me. This time, it wasn't a strong smell, or even an odor at all. It was a noise, a low, agitated noise. The first thing I could think of was a dog. It had the same kind of growl, and was growing louder. Somewhere, closer; nearby.
And that's when I jerked. My body knew before my mind, and as I gazed into the feverish eyes of the man, my heart nearly stopped. There he stood, in the corner. He was shaking like he had a real bad flu and the liquid was all over him. An almost black-purple. 
His clothes were ripped and his face like a skeleton's. 
And then the growl ripped through the air, and the man or thing—whatever it was—sprung forward. 
“No!” I screamed and my legs were already moving like lightning. I rammed through the front door, gasping, my bike still on the curb. 
The noise shredded the air behind me. I sprinted, I jumped; I leaped. And before I could reach the handlebars, before I could kick the stand and mount the seat—I tripped. Face forward, fast-forward into the soggy earth.
*** 



“A Zombie, eh?”
 
“Something happened to Mr. Clark!” 
These were the only words I could utter as I scaled the steps two at a time. My older brother Mitch and his acne-faced pal Sam were sitting in his room. They were two seniors, headed off to college in the fall. But for now it was summer, and as their fingers raced across the Super Nintendo controllers, the sounds of ghouls and monsters filled the air—a classic SNES game, “Zombies Ate My Neighbors.” 
My nostrils flared as I detected  the familiar scent of burnt pine-cone. My brother's colorful bong was perched right on the window sill, fresh smoke still curling out. Out the window, a dark sky with a fast rain; somehow, I had dodged it. 
“What are you talking about?” My brother said. 
“Mr. Clark, the guy down the road, the chemical, ex-chemical engineer guy on my paper route. I was over there, and then I went in his hous—
“Good grief, calm down goober.” My brother turned back to the screen as Sam released a chuckle.
“You don't understand...” I struggled to get my breath. I had never pedaled faster in my life. “I was in his hou—”
“Mr. Clark, isn't he the rapist one?” asked Sam. 
Mitch snorted. “What the hell you talking about dude, there's no rapists livin around here.” 
“No, that's what my mom heard,” Sam said with a shrug. “He could be on the sex offender registry.” 
Mitch shook his head as he threw his controller to the bed. “I'm pretty sure the guy had a wife. Maybe if you weren't thinking about rapists, you'd actually focus on the game, yeah?”
Sam threw his arms up in mock anger. “Dude, I'm serious! Remember a couple years back that football star from Montgomery High just disappeared? That they never found?” 
“Yea, so what?” Mitch said. “That guy was a hothead. He probly got lit up by the wrong guys one night and they left him in a ditch somewhere.” 
Sam frowned. “You don't even know him. We don't know anybody from Montgomery.” 
“He was a jock and a douchebag. He probably got what was coming.” 
“Yes, or he got raped by Mr. Clark.”
“He's not a rapist,” I said, breathing sharp. “Something happened to him, I swear, I walked int—
“What happened to your face,” my brother asked. He pursed his lips, that look he got when he was about to give me one of his life lectures. “Goober, you look like you fell in dog turd. Were you playing in dog turd, goober?” 
Right then I wanted to throw a punch to his face, but I knew I couldn't. The image of that shivering, growling thing was still freshly burned in my mind. All I could remember was falling right before my bike and then jumping up. Somehow, I had managed to hop on and take off. I couldn't even remember how close it came to me. 
I hadn't looked back. 
Suddenly a prickle ran up my spine. It could have followed me all the way home... what if.. 
I rushed downstairs, making sure that the front door was closed and locked. I checked the windows, I tightened the blinds, I even checked the back-porch door to make sure it was locked. It was. A second later, I was back upstairs, standing back in front of my brother and his friend's bewildered expressions. 
“Dude, what you are doing?” They focused back on the video-game, fingers flicking with trained precision. “Why would you go into his house?”
“Yea,” said Sam. “Are you, like, trying to get raped?” 
God, my brother and his friends were stupid. No wonder Mitch barely got accepted to his safety school. If he wasn't working at the restaurant, he was playing video games and getting high. A quality guy and a quality role model. What a joke
“I walked in because the door was open,” I started, “but I saw him in there, but something.. it was, he was different.” I didn't know how to describe it, it all sounded too crazy. 
“You shouldn't just walk into people's homes, little man,” Sam said. He reached over, sparked the bong and took a deep inhale. A second later, the smoke rings curled before his bleary eyes. “It's not right, ya know,” he continued. “Especially for a little paperboy.” 
My brother cracked a smile. “Yea, Bill, listen to the man. He knows best. Sam's dad works in secur—
“Mr. Clark is a zombie!” And there it was, blurted out for all to hear. As soon as I had said it, I wished I hadn't. I realized how silly it all was, how crazy to say something like that. Zombies were for movies and magazines and stories and comic strips. They were for video-games. 
“A zombie, eh?” I could tell Mitch was just playing along, thinking it was funny. So I kept my face serious as my heart hammered. “Yea, he had the eyes and his skin was really tight and his clothes were ripped...” 
Mitch frowned. “You really need to lay off the R-rated movies, goober. Do Mom and Dad know about your little habits?”
“I'm old enough.” And it was true, I was more mature than kids in their 20s, I swore it. “Where are mom and dad?”
“Out,” Mitch said, disinterested. “For the whole weekend. Don't you ever listen?” 
“Doing what?” I asked. 
“Adult things.”
Sam's stoned laughter filled the air. “Adult thiiiiings.”
“So tell us more about this zombie,” Mitch said. “Did it try to eat you? Did you aim for its head? You know you gotta aim for the head.” 
“Always,” explained Sam. 
“Right in the middle,” my brother said. He placed a finger on the center of his forehead. “Right in the sweet spot.” 
Sam nodded. “Absolutely, breh. You gotta be smart, you want a clean kill. Can't risk spilling their fluids all on ya, ya know.” 
“This guy had fluid all over him!” I shouted it out. I could still picture that dark weird smelly stuff covering his face, like an acid or something. 
“Calm down little bro,” Mitch said. “Here, you want a hit?” He offered me the bong, knowing I didn't smoke. 
Sam shot his friend a curious smirk. “Yea, relax man, if it's a zombie, it's not going to come here first. They're slow, they can't chase you on a bike.” 
Mitch shook his head. “Bullshit, depends on the infection type. Some can move really fast.” 
I felt my racing heart return.
“Naaah, that's bologna,” Sam said. He took a slurp from his soda. “That's the whole new age zombie thing, real zombies are slow.” He stepped up for a second and did an impression, swaying from side to side. “Is this what it did? Was it like this?” He continued the mindless growling, a dumb smirk plastered on his face. 
“Sit down Samwise,” my brother chided. 
I was tired of this, but how would it change? How would they believe me unless they saw? And why would I ever want them to see? Because then that would mean...
The music on the television screen changed as Sam released an audible groan. The words, “Game Over” were scrawled in bleeding, purple text. Cartoon gargoyles, chainsaw murderers and ghosts moved about the background. My brother frowned, tossing his controller again to the floor. It was a habit of his—I had even seen him break them, all because of a stupid game... 
“That's it,” Mitch said, finally coming to his feet. “If there's a zombie loose in this neighborhood, my neighborhood, we're going to need some artillery.” He turned to Sam. “It's time to get armed.” 
“Air-soft guns?” Sam said. 
My brother nodded as the bong bubbled beneath his mouth. “And your weed.” 
Putting a hand on my shoulder, Mitch motioned ahead. “You stay here and guard the fortress, young brother.” 
“You can't go out,” I said. I knew it was no use, and I knew that deep down my brother and Sam were just two kids high and having a good time. To them, it was all a bunch of fun. To them, I was the joke.
“I'm not kidding,” I breathed. “It could be out there.” 
Sam and Mitch shared one of their cool-senior,-we-know-best looks. “Don't worry goober,” Mitch responded. “Sam's got AEGs.” 
“What are those?” 
“Automatic electric guns,” Sam said with obvious pride. “Rifles.” 
“And almost as good as the real thing,” Mitch winked. 
And it was in that moment, as I stared out the window into that gray, growling storm, that I knew. I had seen something I couldn't explain. Whatever it was, whatever had happened to Mr. Clark or whoever that was, was real. It was real, and it was somewhere nearby. It could have been 5 miles or it could have been right down the street, behind hedges, in a backyard walkway, beneath a tree or even in somebody's shed. 
For all I knew, it had already gotten to others. 
And it was in that moment, as I pictured a zombie eating my neighbors, that the shots rung clear. Crackling, rippling shots. One after another, as my brother and his portly friend jumped. This gun fire—real gunfire—had come from nearby.
***
 



Zombiepedia
 
I ended up staying. 
They said they would be back in 10 minutes. I knew it would be longer. I also knew there was a chance they wouldn't come back. If they got really high over at Sam's house, they would probably end up staying there to play with the air-soft guns. Sam's parents were sometimes gone for weeks at a time. They had money and they had influence, and what this meant was simple. 
Sam could do whatever he wanted, almost whenever he wanted. I could just imagine, the two of them drunk and drugged, shooting those air-soft guns inside the house, messing up furniture, appliances and everything in between. 
Which is why I knew it had to be me. 
I looked over from my desktop computer. The lamp on my desk was flickering, and my computer was stalling. “Not now,” I pleaded, “please don't lose power now...” 
The website appeared before me: Zombiepedia: The Zombie Survival Wiki. It had everything, everything from how to stay fit during a zombie apocalypse to how to get around, stay grounded, and attack the zombies. It was a fun website, designed for guys I knew in my grade, guys who liked trivia and hypotheticals. Guys and gals who watched Walking Dead religiously.
Compared to some people, I knew nothing. It was almost comical, to think that I was here. And now I had to do something. If nobody would believe me, I had to do something, I had to think and act. Because if I didn't do something soon, then soon everybody would know... and soon everybody would be... one of them. 
How many could there be? Would it multiply like in the movies? Would there end up being hordes of them, roaming Dansbury? 
Then again... What if Mitch and Sam were right? What if I really was being a scared, stupid kid? What if the 'zombie' I had seen was perfectly explainable?
Oh yeah, well how?
I didn't know but maybe it was something else, like a serious medical condition... Maybe... I had imagined it?
But I knew what I had seen. I knew that what I had seen was something the likes of which nobody could understand. I used to hate the saying, “you have to see it to believe it”—but now it made perfect sense. And it was up to me to find it. 
Maybe it's already dead 
This was true. Whoever had fired those shots could have killed it. Right? That's all they needed to do, was shoot it in the head and it was dead. Or undead. Or, well, whatever.. 
I scratched my head. And then the words appeared on the website: “Nearly all zombie survivalists are in agreement that the destruction of the brain is the only surefire way to neutralize the zombie (though a few rare types of zombies require complete dismemberment).”

Complete dismemberment. What did that even mean? You had to cut off the head—then what? Was that enough or did you have to do something else... something, different to the brain? 
I shivered, as the next passage came before my eyes: “Many instances of Fast Zombies are not truly dead, merely humans in a rabid state, immune to pain, exhaustion, and mercy. While faster, and more hostile fighters than their slower cousins, they are ultimately more fragile. They can bleed out (major damage to the arteries of the neck, upper arms and legs can incapacitate them), and destroying the heart, lungs, spine or aorta can be instantly fatal. Still, because of their overwhelming ferocity, a glancing or mistimed blow with a melee weapon is usually the last mistake a human makes, so firearms are strongly advised.” 
Was that what I had encountered? A “fast” zombie? 
I could hear a siren growing louder. The noise pierced the hissing rain, and then the red and blue of the police car was breaking the dark. I could just make it out through the trees. It rolled down our street, coming to a stop at the end of the cul-de-sac. 
 
My heart was practically in my throat. I knew the gunshots had come from close by, but this was too close. It couldn't have been this close. My legs trembled, my heart throbbed. I couldn't wait. 
*** 
 



The 415
 
I sprinted in the rain, already soaked, like a helpless child beneath the bleak, black curtain of the sky; as if the deadliest tornado were seconds from descending. By the time I got to the cop car, I could barely see the police officer. He was sitting inside his cruiser checking his computer. Swallowing, I stood off to the side, obscured by a overhanging tree on the edge of a neighbor's property. 
The cop didn't seem to be in a hurry, and he was young looking, probably early twenties but he looked younger. I waited a few moments, steadying myself against the stout tree and bracing against the wind. The rain, though thick, could barely penetrate the canopy. 
A few more moments passed and then the cop was out. He moved quickly to the big white house at the center of the cul-de-sac, Miss. Lenner's. He rung the door bell a couple times, standing there waiting. Again and again and again he rung the doorbell, before knocking several times as well. 
The lights were on in the house upstairs but there were no cars in the driveway. Looking around, I could tell that many driveways were empty. I had noticed the same thing earlier,on my paper route. 
And then I remembered the festival. There was supposed to be a festival in downtown Dansbury, which was probably where my parents had gone. I couldn't remember the reason for the festival, but something told me that most of the people in my neighborhood were partaking. Instead of coming back home, I assumed they were mostly holed up in some inn or motel. 
“Everybody wants to live in the suburbs,” my dad had once said. “Except for people who live in the suburbs.”
I stared back to the young police officer. He seemed nervous or unsure, just judging by the way he was biting his lip and looking around. He kept peering around the corner of the house, and then he was following his curiosity. I watched him disappear around the corner, back to the screened-in porch. 
 
This is when I emerged. Back into the rain, as I approached slowly, feeling like eyes, somewhere, were on me. I approached like I was a professional killer, creeping up on an unknowing victim.
But I was no killer. And I had no weapon. And something told me, I would never have it in me, no matter what, to kill another.
I halted. The lights on the second floor suddenly went out. The other homes had their lights still on—so it wasn't a power outage. Somebody inside the house had turned off the lights. Or something...
I breathed heavily.
The cop was coming back around from the side of the house. He was clearly unsatisfied, but didn't seem too bothered either. Taking one last look at the house, he muttered something to himself and then into his walkie. “Officer Browning here, no sign of a 415, goin' in for one more check.”
Begrudgingly he moved toward the house a final time. I watched on, returning to my hiding spot by the large tree. Again, the officer rapped the door with his knuckles and gave a ring. He even added his voice, announcing his presence with a deep “Police!” 
After no response, he turned away with a shake. And behind him, the perfectly still door exploded. The dark streak of a being shot out with the force of a cannonball, and as the sharp fragments of wood filled the air in front of the house, the policeman collapsed to his knees. 
Almost as quickly as he was down, he was gone. The burst of blood was almost instantaneous, and the man—the human form of flesh and bone—vaporized. Black and red and grey formed a mist as the trembling, shaking creature materialized before my eyes.
I nearly fell over. My pulse was in my head and neck, and I couldn't believe it—I couldn't understand it. 
Seconds later, the being stood before a lump of flesh and goo. But this being wasn't what I had seen before. It was a black, bony and jagged thing, throbbing with dark, swollen veins and bursting with inhumanly hard and sharp muscles. Its eyes were a piercing bright yellow and its mouth was a pike pit of razors and decomposed gums. It was tall, easily 6 feet, and shaking. 
It wouldn't stop shaking. Convulsing, almost. 
But those eyes... 
What followed was the shrillest, most inhuman cry I had ever heard. The being jerked its claws out to the sides, releasing this guttural blow, displacing the soundscape of wind and rain in a single primal cry.
I seized. And then a tingling sensation entered my chest. The extension to my sides wouldn't stop, like a million tiny spiders; like death. But I knew what it was. I was no longer looking toward the zombie, the house, the cul-de-sac or even outward. I was there, suddenly, in my head. 
I slowed my breathing, doing what I had taught myself to do. Positive thoughts, positive thoughts 
The warmth was already growing hot around my heart, with my lungs seizing. I stumbled back into my neighbor's yard, beneath that big old tree, and tried to breathe but I couldn't. The wheezing would happen soon. If I didn't get my inhaler and stop it there... 
 
You don't need your inhaler, you can stop it here
 
I slowly breathed. My arms were out to my sides, and I pulled as much as I could. As much and as gradually as I could. Again and again and again. It had to be slow and I had to think of nothing but else—nothing else. 
 
Somewhere behind me, the inhuman cry sounded again. 
***



A Perfect Stronghold
 
It was heavier than I had ever seen. I could barely see my tires. I felt like I was moving against a wall of water, but it was an invisible wall because the sky was so dark, so sickly black, that you couldn't even see the rain; you simply felt it, everywhere, almost inside of you—like the darkness itself was reaching out and pushing through you.
For some reason it helped. Maybe it was the adrenaline, but my asthma attack had come and gone.  So now I had just one choice: to keep pedaling. 
It was an easy choice. I was not going to take these things head-on. It made little sense. And I certainly wasn't going to wait in my house. 
 
They seemed keen on finding the humans.
 
Whatever they were. I did know one thing though—these were not your typical walkers. And although I had read that 'fast zombies' were easier to take down, something told me this was not the case. That thing back at the cul-de-sac had been full of veins and stuff. It had these weird misshapen muscles that had incredible power.
I swallowed at the thought of the policeman...  
I had to find my brother and Sam, and I knew where they were. Sams's house was probably the biggest in suburban Dansbury. It was like a mansion, a palace, up all those hills in the woods with its own gate. You could see all of my neighborhood from his backyard. 
The perfect stronghold
I thought back to that zombie. It was like a super zombie, a zombie/rabies-man on steroids. It was something out of a Hollywood blockbuster, but worse. It was terrible and deadly, and the thought of it enough to make your head swim. And if there were more than one... what could we do? What could we possibly do? Sam's air-soft guns, even the top ones—what were they going to do? Nothing. They probably wouldn't even slow the thing an inch. 
Something was bursting through the dark. I looked up as the orbs, white dazzling orbs, pierced my eyes. They grew bigger and brighter and then the red/blue appeared above. I pressed harder against the pedals, calves burning, lungs on fire. The cop car came to a slow and the window came down. 
I could barely hear the officer speak over the roar of the rain. 
“Where you headin, kid?” 
The man looked older but I wasn't really sure. His hair was black and I could see two glints for eyes and something of a larger figure. 
“Hop in! I'll give you a ride, don't want you out in this!” 
 
I shook my head. 
 
The officer must have smiled because I  could see the white in the dark. “Come on now, your bike will fit—hop in!” 
A second later I was inside, cramming my soaking bike and bottom into the corner. It felt weird being in the back of a police car like this, with the grate separating me from the officer. Suddenly I felt incredibly claustrophobic. I could imagine the zombie plunging through the side of the door, right upon me as I sat trapped, in this man-made mobile prison. 
“Little wet back there, huh?” asked the cop. “What's your name, son?”
“Bill.” I stared out the window, nothing but grey. The occasional outline of a mailbox, house or parked car surfacing from the murk. 
“We're on pace for a record storm, I hear.” The officer eyed me through the rear-view window. I could tell now that he was a heavier guy with a handlebar mustache. Something of a walking, talking stereotype. 
“3.6 inches an hour, can you believe that?” 
I continued to stare out the window. Was it worth telling him? Should I tell him? 
The man cleared his throat. “Alright kid, where do you live? I'll drop you off, your parents are probably worried si—
“Where were you heading when you saw me?” I blurted. 
The officer frowned. “What's that?” 
“When you saw me? Did you get the call?” 
The man was still frowning. “Did I get what call?” 
I knew I should have kept my mouth shut, but my mouth was already running faster than my mind. “There's something out there. Another officer went to check on it, gunshots probably...” My mind fell dark. “And then it got him...”
The officer looked like he was getting confused but I didn't know what to think. I couldn't help it at this point. I had to tell him, even if he didn't believe me. I had to tell him everything, and hope, desperately, that he would listen. 
“Son, what are you talking about?” 
“It's out there,” I said. “I don't know what it is, but it's going to kill everybody. It's not going to stop!” 
The officer allowed himself a chuckle. Another person who thought I was funny. “Listen son, I don't know what you've heard about the boogie man, but I can promise you the only thing out there is more rain and more wind.” 
He turned the wheel slightly to the right. “Where do you live? I can't believe your parents would let you out in this...” 
“They're downtown,” I breathed. 
He nodded. “Well then let's just get you back safe and sound. No reason for a young man like you to be riding your bi— 
“It got Officer Browning,” I said. The words were coming out of my mouth again without thought. It was something I did from time to time, and I never knew why. My teachers were always telling my parents that I was so quiet too, which was funny. If only they knew... 
“What about Officer Browning?” the man said. I could tell that he was now interested, and at least a little bit concerned. His eyes had this sharp fierceness for the first time.
“The zombie killed Officer Browning, it ripped him to shreds!” I could feel my asthma rearing its ugly head. I was going berserk, losing it, that same hysterical tone my mother sometimes got when my parents argued. “It ripped right through him, and exploded! His blood, guts, bones, they all just vaporized in a giant pu—
“Whoa, whoa, calm down kid! How do you know James?” The cop had pulled the car along the curb, and now he turned completely around to see me. He lowered his voice. “What happened to James?” 
“He got called to my street and then he was checking in on a house. And that's when it came out, it just burst through the door, and there was nothing he could do.” I didn't want to picture it again. “There was nothing he could do...”
“It was a domestic disturbance call,” the cop said. “Everything came out clear.” 
“I know what I saw!” I yelled. How was this guy not hearing me? Why couldn't adults ever just listen to me? “It was on my street, 145 Landbourne,” I explained.
The man took a moment for silence. He watched me, saying nothing, his strange mustache twitching. Then he exhaled and slung his hands back over the wheel. “Landbourne it is, kid. We'll check it out, okay? The radio system blew out, so just hold on tight, we'll check it out. Everything will be fine.” 
The thought of going back there made my blood curdle. There was no way we could go back there; we needed weapons, real weapons. I needed to get in contact with my brother and Sam. If we went back there and it was still there... 
“Actually, 83 Sun Blossom Drive.” 
The cop now looked like he was getting frustrated for real. “You just said Landbourne.” 
I shook my head. “I know, but Sun Blossom Drive is where my brother is. We can't go back there, it'll kill us.”
The man was squinting against the dark wrath of the storm. His jaws kept bulging with annoyance—I supposed—and he occasionally scratched his face. He wouldn't look back to me or even find me in the rear-view mirror. Nonetheless, he was talking to me.
“Okay, Bill, this is what's going to happen. Unless you can get your brother on the phone, I'm going to drop you off at 145 Landbourne. Do you understand?” 
“I don't have a cellphone,” I murmured. It was true, I didn't. Most kids did, even much younger ones. I was probably the only kid whose parents begged to get a phone. They had bought me one before, but I lost it in the first week. Looked like the 'emergency' situation they always warned me about was finally coming true. 
“Well, uh, that's alright son, there's no reception right now anyway.”
“Please, we can't go back.” I didn't know how to change this guy's mind. He was a cop, he was supposed to take threats seriously. I knew how outlandish the whole thing sounded, but at least I was sorta credible. I mean, I had even mentioned the other officer's name. Why or how could I just make something like this up? 
“Son, everything will be fine,” the officer repeated. The darkness around us was growing a lighter grey, as if the storm clouds had all descended to street level. I could make out the rain, now sideways, now ripping and roaring like a cyclone. But there was something else. Through that torrential downpour, I could see it; barely. 
 
“What the...” 
 
And then the car jerked. The vehicle spun and the whiplash threw me into the ground., into my bike and the wheels and the slick chains, and then my head was down to the dark, and my feet practically over my head as the world shifted and spun yet again. 
 
Feet from my ears a shriek sounded, the sound of breaking glass and peeling wheels. The officer yelled something, loud as death, deep and resounding—and then gone. 
Blackness, the complete absence of light, settled over
***



 
This was probably what a concussion felt like. 
I couldn't remember getting out of the car, but there I was. My shirt whipped about me in the wet murk as two figures moved nearby. One was larger, the cop, and the other was the same height, but thinner. Like a black, spindly form. 
“Stay back!” the officer shouted. 
I saw his gun fire and then the thinner form crumbled. He fired again. 
I was over by his side in a second, looking down. The skeletal face, tattered clothing and blackish flesh of the creature were familiar. But it wasn't the same.
And that's when I knew that the other one—the most dangerous one—was still out there. “We have to go,” I said hurriedly. I was already running back into the opaque grey, expecting the cop to follow. A second later, I stopped. I looked back and waited and then I crept a foot forward. I was surely in the road, I had to be—but where? 
The outline of the overturned police car caught my eye. Impossibly, my bike was still inside and intact. Although the door had been nearly torn off, the bike had been undamaged. I pulled it out awkwardly, steadying against the rain and wind. A second after that, I was pedaling. 
The human body could only take so much, but the exercise didn't bother me. I was a natural athlete in an unassuming body. A freak. I didn't participate in organized sports and I didn't measure my achievements on a stat sheet. If there was a mold, I didn't fit it. Real athletes were supposed to be loud. They were supposed to be popular and sociable; they were supposed to have tons of friends and get tons of girls. They weren't supposed to be quiet, so quiet that nobody knew how good they were. So quiet, that few even knew they existed...
But I was a freak nonetheless, and as I pedaled like the endurance machine I was, I knew: the weather could not deter me. The forces of nature could not tire me; the adrenaline was alive in my veins, and so into that endless grey I'd continue.
Somewhere in my wake, the cop's scream carried on the wind.
*** 



A Plan of Attack
 
“We're not going out there, goober.”
I had made it, all the way. I could have been dead like the two cops. I could have been a zombie for all I knew, but I wasn't. I had dodged death—fled death, more like. Why it hadn't chased me down was beyond me. Part of me thought that it simply hadn't seen me. That it had been... distracted. 
My brother and his friend Sam were sitting around the inside of his empty palace. This was the family room with a giant hearth that Sam's mom had personally chosen. There were high ceilings and giant carpets and glimmering chandeliers. It was like a museum, and to my surprise, Mitch and Sam had yet to ruin it.
Outside the windows the rain and flood waged on. But they were slowing. Even though the fuzz in my head was not. That strange, warm feeling in my head. It had to be a concussion.
“Bill, you need to get a damn phone man.” My brother was no longer joking or jovial. He was tense and serious, and Sam was as quiet as I had ever seen. On the large mahogany table before us, rested Sam's laptop and a small local map of suburban Dansbury. The bongs and the booze were nowhere to be seen. 
“No phones are getting reception,” I said. “When did you first see it?”
“On our way over here,” Sam said, his eyes not moving from the computer screen. 
Mitch nodded. “Just like you said goober, black and skinny and all rabid lookin.' It was movin fast too.” My brother shot his a friend a dark look. “See, I told you they could move fast.”
I swallowed, because I didn't want to frighten them any further—but I had to. Hell, I didn't want to frighten myself any further, but they had to know. If we were going to do this, we all had to know. You couldn't jump into this blindly. 
“There's not just one,” I said. 
Sam looked over, his face expressionless. “This could be an apocalypse...” 
Mitch shook his head. “Shut up man.” He turned to me. “How do you know, it could just be the same one, right?”
“It's not,” I breathed. “I saw a different one on Landbourne. It was stronger, faster.” I imagined those yellow piercing eyes. They were so familiar...
“The infection could be airborne you know, if we go back into that wind we could be fucked. It could already be in us, just dormant.” Sam's eyes continued to scan the 'Zombiepedia' website.
“Dude, pleaaase don't say that shit...” My brother looked exhausted. “What do you mean it was different goober? How?” 
“It was different,” I repeated. “More muscles, so much faster... it just, it—it ripped through the cop.” 
“We're fucked guys, you hear me? We're fuckedsville. They're gonna multiply and then they're gonna come here. And then what?” Sam turned away from the computer, his nervous laughter filling the air. “What, so.. so we're to go at these things with my AEGs? You think an air-soft gun's gonna work on these guys? You really think that?” 
He was shaking his head, denying our ambition, our drive, our ability to survive. “We're fuckedsville and that's that. They're gonna come here, to my mansion on the hill, they're gonna surround us like in the movies, and then we're getting eaten alive. Alive. ”
“We can't stay here.” I said softly. 
“We're not going out there, goober,” my brother repeated. “I told you, I don't care what.. Samwise here says, we're not gonna go out th— 
“I survived,” I said then. My brother and Sam shared a look. “I've been on my bike riding through this storm, barely seeing what's 10 feet ahead of me, but I'm here.” 
“Instaweather doesn't even recognize it,” Sam said then.
“What do you mean they don't 'recognize' it?” 
Sam's eyes were blank as he looked away from his computer. “It's an isolated cell.” He turned the computer screen so that we could all see. The stormtracker showed a map of our entire county, with surrounding counties just visible north, east, and south. There were no indicators of rain, or torrential downpour. In fact, almost the entire radar looked clear. Our community, our stretch of suburbia, was just a blip on the radar...
Sam's mouth drooped half open. “It's like... it literally exists only over Dansbury...”
I breathed. Another piece of the puzzle had been introduced, but we were only getting further from the picture. All of this was coming together, impossibly, to create what we now had. The zombies, the weather, the festival—none of this was random. Or was it?
“We have to take the fight to them, stop them before they infect more.” 
My brother shook his head but his words were gone. 
“We have to take the fight to them,” I repeated “There's only one strong one that I've seen. The one I saw in Mr. Clark's house was fast but not super... I saw the cop kill one!”
“How do you know it was dead?” Sam challenged. 
I shook my head. “It was dead, it was on the ground. It was a  normal one.” 
“But how do you know?” Sam said. 
My brother began to talk but Sam was already rattling away: “Because if they're not dead, if they're not 100% certifiably dead, they'll come for you. They'll crawl for you, they'll walk millions of miles, through lava and... and record rain storms, for you.” 
“We have to kill them.” I said with an air of finality. I was tired of others ignoring me, lecturing me, telling me what had to be done as if they knew. Well I knew. I knew more than either of these two because I had seen more than them. I had seen the zombie at our cul-de-sac, and I had seen the one the cop killed and the one at Mr. Clark's house. I had seen three distinct... 'creatures,' and I knew what I was talking about. 
“I saw a liquid at Mr. Clark's house,” I explained. “I think he started it.” 
My brother rubbed his head. “Great, crazy science man decides to start zombie apocalypse. Wonderful headline for your papers, goober.” 
“He picked a good day to unleash,” Sam said.
I looked out the window, again to that everlasting storm. I could still remember the picture of that woman on Mr. Clark's kitchen table. Right aside the glass of dark liquid.
“Who knows if Mr. Clark intended this,” I said. 
“Well what else would he intend, brother?”
“I dunno.” 
My brother looked over to Sam. “Samwise, your dad's in security, right? Does he have any weapons or anything?” 
Sam rolled his eyes. “Yea, my dad just keeps shotguns and bazookas lying around.”
“Come on man, think,” my brother urged. “He's gotta have something we can use.”
Sam seemed at a loss. My heart sank. I knew that if we couldn't figure out something fast, Sam's terrifying prediction would come true. Our communities weren't that big as far as total area, but they were crowded. My paper routes varied, but many of them were one series after another of snaking turns and endless loops.
“I got it!” Sam said then. “What about this?”
He raced off to some part of the house, much like I had done earlier in my own house. They had laughed at me then, but now nobody was laughing. We all knew what we were up against. And by knowing this, we knew—truly—that we didn't know anything.
Zombies weren't supposed to be real. How could we just read websites about something that had never existed? How could we ever trust these 'facts' about a creature, a being, an undead person? For all we knew, we were up against the shit storm of the century. 
What if they started flying? Could zombies fly? 
Hopefully this question was more stupid than scary... 
“Here we are!” Sam declared. He placed the nondescript bronze container onto the desk. Reaching in with obvious care, he extracted the find. They were goggles, but not just any goggles. They were headgear. Fancy, sturdy, cutting-edge goggles.
“Infrared,” Sam said to my brother's awestruck face. “Legit shit, man.” He handed one to my brother as he fastened the other one around his eyes.
I looked from Sam to my brother.  “Will they work?” I asked. 
“Definitely,” Sam said. “Zombies give off heat.” 
I nodded. I had read the same thing but I wanted others to say it. According to fvza.org, the body temperature ranged between 65 and 75 degrees in colder temperatures. 
“We were wrong about the head,” Sam said. He was already back on his laptop, goggles on but not activated.  “Even if they're missing ¾ of their brain, they'll keep coming. You have to completely sever the brain stem to kill them.” 
“And they won't bleed out,” I added. 
“No,” Sam agreed. “Their circulation is too slow, it's why their blood is so thick. You can't even disable them long... says here they can still walk after 24hrs even if their spine was severed.” 
“Wonderful,” my brother said. 
I sighed. “The one I saw was muscular but super sharp and bony too.” 
“Did it have flesh?” Sam asked.
“Not really.” 
Sam frowned. “Doesn't add up. That would put the super zombie at stage 3, which is 7-9 months. How about hair and teeth and eyes? Was it missing an eye?” 
“No.” I swallowed at the memory of the creature in the cul-de-sac. It had been anything but eyeless or toothless. Its teeth were razor sharp and its eyes... they had been a gleaming yellow. “No,” I said again, as if affirming to myself this mental image. “It definitely had eyes and tons of teeth. Like a piranha.” 
Mitch  shook his head, exasperated. “Like a piranha. That's just jolly fuckin great. Sooner or later they will be piranhas, out there swimmin' in this shit.” He got up off the couch and tossed the goggles aside. 
“Hey be careful with those!” Sam said. 
Mitch was pacing back and forth. “So we got the infrared, but how do we kill 'em? We've still solved nothing.” 
He turned to me. “Where the hell are the cops anyway?”
“Probably downtown,” I said. 
“Probly inside, like everybody else,” Sam remarked. “I'm telling you, it's the smart thing to do. With these winds the zombies can smell us from over a mile away.” 
Mitch jerked. “What the fuck are you talking about dude? Two minutes ago you were sayin' how they were gonna corner us in your house on the hill, now you wanna stay here? Which one is it?”
“There have to be others that know about this.” I said it out-loud, though I had meant to think it. 
“Not necessarily,” said Sam, avoiding my brother's eyes. “This storm presents the perfect cover for a takeover...”
I thought about the cop car still sitting at the cul-de-sac, and the police car that had been attacked. Surely somebody had come across them... 
Who was I kidding? Sam was right, there was probably nobody on the streets around here. The people on my road were likely all nestled up in their homes. It wasn't like they could see anything by looking out their windows anyway.
This was truly a storm of the ages.
But the questions remained. How many more were infected? Were zombies just breaking into homes all around us seeking humans? Were they smart or dumb? Coordinated or random? And what, oh what, was their weakness? 
“There's only one thing we can do,” Sam said at last. He closed his computer and my brother's head shot up from his hands. He eyed his portly friend with momentary discretion, and then his eyes glistened and the cold realization took hold. 
“We've gotta seek them out, and kill them,” my brother said flatly. “We have to find every last one, and kill it.”
I wanted to tell my brother that this had been my idea, and the only sensible idea, all along. Instead, I nodded my head as resolutely as possible. “We'll make it work,” I added, not knowing at all if we could. “We can do it.” 
There was a sudden smirk on my brother's face as he and Sam shared a look. “Time to go Zombies Ate My Neighbors on these muthafuckas.”
***



“Only One Thing to Do”
 
There we stood, guardians of the neighborhood. Armed with AEGs, infrared goggles and waterproof GORE-TEX raincoats. We had the gear and we had a plan—or so we thought. 
In reality, we had little. 
A minute later, as we sat inside Sam's BMW in his garage, I withdrew the schematic and began plotting. “Here's Mr. Clark's residence,” I said, circling the home on the map. “This is the epicenter. This is where it began.” I wasn't sure of that statement either, but I did know one thing—it's where I first saw it. “And here's our cul-de-sac at Landbourne, Miss. Lenner's house, about 3.7 miles away, straight shot.” I drew an asterisk.
“Wait, Miss Lenner's?” Sam said. 
“Yea our neighbor...” I imagined that fit, small woman trying desperately to fight off the creatures. 
Sam hesitated. “Do you think she's one of them now?” 
“I dunno, I didn't see.” 
“She used to call my mom all the time,” said Sam, “she would call in the middle of the day a lot.” 
“She called everybody's mom,” said my brother. “She was nuts man, ever since her kid disappeared.”
“She had a kid?” 
“She had a kid dude,” my brother said, as if that answered it. “Real smart like goober here, but  like really smart—I think he had like a private tutor.”  
I tried to remember any son. I had always known Miss Lenner as the overly friendly, fitness-obsessed woman with the shaky, squeaky voice. I could never even tell her age. Was she married? Did she have a  boyfriend? 
“Who is her son?” I asked. 
“He disappeared a couple years ago,” my brother said offhandedly. 
“No, that was the football guy from Montgomery High,” Sam said. “The one I told you about.” 
My brother shook his head. “I'm tellin you dude, her kid disappeared. Nobody heard about it, it was real hush-hush. She doesn't even talk about it.” 
Sam was shaking his head slowly. “Mr. Clark is a rapist...”
“He's not a rapist!” I shouted. My brother and Sam acknowledged me for the first time, their eyes widened. For the first time, they were listening. 
“And here's where you guys said you saw the other one.” I noted the map slightly northeast of Landbourne, totally disregarding my outburst. “And here's where the cop car crashed and I started biking to get to you guys.” I stared at the map. “It's about a radius of 3.7 miles, in the span of roughly 2 hours.” 
 


Sam frowned. “This doesn't tell us anything, they could still be anywhere.” 
I shook my head. I didn't know why, but something told me that they wouldn't stray far from the leader. If the 'super' zombie moved, so too would the others. Granted, I had never heard of a psychic connection between zombies, and I wasn't even sure if they could communicate to begin with... 
But then again, these weren't 'normal' zombies. Who knew what they were truly capable of? After all, who was to say all zombies were created equal? If one virus or chemical agent differed from another, the infection could manifest in different ways as well.
I looked out the windows of the garage. The sky was still gray and the rain was coming down like crazy, but not as crazy as before. You could make out the Sam's driveway 15-20 feet ahead of you, not as a driveway but as a wide path of floodwater.  You couldn't see the gravel or sidewalk in some parts, and where the potholes were, the water was deceptively deep. There must have been over half a foot—my bike would not longer suffice.
I knew that the water would slow them down too, but they wouldn't stop. Judging by what I had seen earlier, the super zombie was barely affected. Still, if the other ones were mere walkers, they would take forever to follow their leader. If they were following a leader...
“We could always go to the source,” I suggested. It was possible that returning to Mr. Clark's house would give us the chance to stop whatever chemical agent had been released. It was possible, but I certainly had my doubts. Even if we went there, what would we do? None of us were experts in chemicals, and even if we didn't encounter zombies, what if we made it worse? 
What if we infected ourselves like idiots? 
“We should stick to the plan, goober,” my brother said. “Hunt them down, one by one.” 
“But how?” I shot. We still had yet to formulate an actual plan. “Sam said it himself, these guns aren't going to be effective.” We didn't even have enough goggles—only two for Mitch and Sam.
Sam nodded. “I know, that's why I've got this.” He reached into the backseat and extracted the goodie. Like all of his goodies, it came contained. Once uncovered, he displayed the giant knife for all to see. It was a thick, carbon steel blade, with a sturdy handle. 
“Jesus,” my brother said. “Where the heck do you get these things?” 
“I dunno,” Sam said sheepishly, “my mom just orders me stuff...” 
“Your mom?” 
Sam wielded the weapon, turning its enormous blade this way and that. 
“That's a gnarly knife, dude,” my brother said. 
“It's called a parang,” Sam corrected. “14 inch blade.” 
But I wasn't impressed. I watched my brother's friend twirl his dangerous toy before I asked the obvious question: 
“What are we going to do with that?” 
Sam nodded expectantly. “Well one of us will use it, of course.” 
“Yea, good luck,” my brother snorted.
Sam shrugged. “We just gotta stun him first with air-soft guns, then we're good.” 
“This is retarded. I say we  keep the infrared, head on over to where those cop cars are”--my brother nodded to me—“and grab their pistols.” He leaned back into the passenger seat. “We need real guns, not fake ones. Let's just go get their pi—
“I'll do it.”
The two of them turned to me. “We'll all do it, little brother,” Mitch said. “Here, let's just get th—
“No,I'll do it.” I said again. “Not about the pistols.” I motioned to the knife. “I'll use it.” 
I didn't know what was coming over me. Minutes ago I would have sworn off ever getting so close to one of those things. Now, here I was saying that I'd willingly attack one at close-range. That I would actually trust Mitch and Sam to stun one while I, what, tried to saw off its head with a collectible blade?
“If you think you can do it, then you sh— 
“No!” my brother said. “I'm not having goober risk his neck if he doesn't have to. We have to stick together, that's what we have to do.”
Sam swallowed but wouldn't contest.
“So we're going then? We're goin?” My brother looked from me to Sam to me. “Let's go, we'll take my car.” 
“No,” said Sam. “Yours won't work.” 
“It's bigger,” Mitch said. “We ain't drivin your beemer around, that's for sure.” 
“No,” Sam agreed. “We're taking that.”
He pointed to the oversized GMC Denali parked next to us in the garage. It was a tank of a vehicle, with big chrome wheels and a shining grill. 
“Your dad's car?” Mitch asked. 
“Yea,” said Sam, “Perfect for floodwater. I know where he keeps his keys.” He hopped out of his Camry and slammed the door. “It's totally detailed too, bullet-proof. Like half a ton of composite steel.” 
I thought briefly of the way the cop car had been wrecked, presumably by the super zombie. I still couldn't remember.  
“Samwise, you're a lifesaver,” my brother said. He threw an arm around his friend. “I'm glad I'm facing the zombie apocalypse with you, buddy.”
“I'll be right back,” Sam said, and he hurried into his house. 
My brother and I stood there, silent against the howl of wind. The rain just wouldn't stop. It didn't really make any sense, the way this epic storm just happened to occur on the same day as all this. How the festival just happened to be on the same day as everything else. It was the perfect recipe, the whole thing perfectly planned... by someone or something.
I didn't feel safe. I had seen only glimpses, but I knew what that creature was capable of. I knew that it could destroy us and leave us in bits, literally bits. I knew that it may or may not have a mind. But something about it seemed to scream that it did. Hadn't it turned off the lights in Miss. Lenner's house? What if it was smart, really smart? 
“What if it's super smart too?” 
“What?” 
“What if it's developed an intellectual ability? You know?”
“No I don't know,” my brother grumbled, coming closer. His voice grew quiet, and for the first time in a long time his eyes settled upon  me as an equal. “What are you thinking, little brother?” 
“I think it's really smart. I don't even know if it's a zombie. I mean, they all look like zombies, except for this one. It isn't completely falling apart, it has eyes and tons of teeth, it has quickness and strength, and I'm pretty sure it knows how to operate a light-switch.” 
My brother's eyes narrowed. “Whaat?”
“It's intelligent,” I said. “It knows what it's doing.” 
“So how do we fight it?” 
“I dunno,” I admitted. “We need to find a way though. Pistols might not even come close.” I shivered with the memory. “It had super hard looking muscles, almost like shells. What if they can, you know—deflect bullets?” 
My brother was rubbing his hair. “Jesus, goober, you're just letting your  imagination run everywhere right now, aren't y—
“I'm serious,” I said. “The only thing we can do to kill it for sure is to blow it up.” 
 
“Blow what up?”
 
We turned to Sam as he emerged from the house with the GMC keys dangling from his finger. 
“Sam,” my brother began, “we have some work to do.”
***



Soldiers of Sea
 
We roved the rainy roads like soldiers in an armored boat. The GPS in the car kept stalling no doubt because of the storm, but with a slap here and a light punch there, Sam was getting it to work. I sat in the backseat, waiting for this game to begin.  
“You sure this is where the cop car rolled?” Mitch asked. 
“Yea.” I peered out into the ever-gray sky. When would this fucking rain stop?  The GPS kept saying we were right on top of it, but we weren't. Where was the damn car? 
“Over there,” Sam said. The cop car was still turned over as I remembered, with its side torn open. 
“You're telling me one zombie did that?” my brother asked. 
I nodded, though I couldn't remember for sure. “The super one.” 
The 'super one' could have been around here anywhere. It could just jump out of the darkness like a wolf in the woods. One moment you were sitting there, all hunky-dory, the next moment you were already dead. As much as I wanted to forget, I kept having flashes of its first attack on Landbourne. The cop never stood a chance. He didn't even have a chance to react. 
“There's one for ya,” Mitch said. “That's just like the one we saw.” 
We pulled along the cop car, as close as we could get in the big Denali. The zombie from before had washed halfway up on the sidewalk. The skeletal face, tattered clothing and blackish flesh of the creature were what I recalled. The cop, however, was nowhere to be found. 
“The gun should be around here, right?” 
I shook my head. There was no way we would find it, it had probably washed away. The only chance was that there was another pistol in the car—which was unlikely. 
Reading my mind, my brother asked the question: “You think he's got another in the car?” 
“Why would he have another in the car?” Sam asked. 
“You don't think there is?” my brother said. 
“We're not gonna find weapons anywhere, man,” Sam said. “What we got is what we have.” 
“It was worth a shot,” Mitch said, deflated. 
Sam sighed as he shifted the gear back into drive. “So where we going?” 
It was at a time like this that I realized we would never have a plan. The foolish hero in me said that we had to hunt down every last one, but the realist said “no.” The realist said that I should stay in Sam's house with Mitch and Sam, up on a hill behind steel gates, in a home that was designed to be impenetrable. But even Sam had found that idea stupid. If he lived there and knew the house wouldn't hold, what were we to do?
How much longer could we keep driving? The infrared goggles wouldn't work well looking through the windows of the Denali, meaning that we had to get out there, in the slosh. And if we were out there in the slosh, we were vulnerable. There was no telling how long the rain would go, soon the car might not handle it. There was no point in driving too far and getting stuck. Where would we go, the police station? 
Again, something told me that we had to return to the source. Back to the “epicenter” at Mr. Clark's.
“Well we need to do something,” Mitch complained. “We can't just sit here and wait...” 
“Maybe we can,” Sam surmised. 
“No Samwise, we need to take it to them.”
I peered out the window. The speckle of yellow and orange must have been the interior lights of homes. From my vantage, they seemed to float in a sea of gray, like mirages or phantoms. As if the whole world were suddenly somebody's eerie, water-filled nightmare. 
A loud thwack yanked me from my thoughts.
“Holy shit!” Sam veered the vehicle to the left as the mutilated body flew off the hood. I looked, catching a glimpse of the zombie. It was back on its feet seconds later, trembling with its bony arms to his hands. Its crippled fingers were curved like hooks, its hollow eye sockets burning in a skull of craters and goo. 
“Floor it!” Mitch yelled. 
I was surprised by the sudden power of the GMC, despite the heavy flooding. We surged forward, and as the zombie lunged straight for the windshield, Sam and Mitch shared a mutual cry. A moment after, the creature bounced with a sickening thud and fell forward. Sam, foot glued to the accelerator, offered a primal yell. “Fuck yooou, brainstem!” 
The giant SUV thumped over the recovering zombie, and then back. And then forward. And then back. And then I was peering out, watching the crushed carcass sink into the sludge behind us, back into the endless gray. 
“Jesus... Christ,” my brother breathed. “Was that the super?” 
I shook my head. “Not at all.” These guys clearly had no idea what we were up against. 
“We got our first kill though,” Sam said. 
Mitch laughed nervously. “Pretty easy, huh?” 
I wanted to feel good about it, but there was no guarantee we had killed anything. For all we knew, the zombie was resurfacing right now. 
“Let's go back to the start,” I said then. 
“You wanna go back home, goober? No way.” 
I searched my brother's eyes. He was doing a bad job of hiding his fear. “We have to go back,” I said. “Not home, to Mr. Clark's.” 
For a second I thought about actually going home, back to the cul-de-sac, back to where I had first seen the super. The only thing I could use from our house—the only thing I was supposed to use—was sitting in a drawer in my bedroom: my inhaler. 
I had been to several doctors and none of them seemed to agree. One guy had even said that I didn't have asthma. Most had said that it was 'allergy-induced' asthma while another had told me confidently that it was 'exercise-induced.' How I could have exercise-induced asthma and bike like I did was beyond me. Sometimes I believed that it wouldn't exist if I didn't believe in it. Sometimes, I swore it was all in my mind. 
“What is that?” came Sam's voice. 
We all looked out into the wet gray. There were several figures huddled in the middle of the road. They seemed to be bent over, observing something. Sam and Mitch shared a look as Sam brought the Denali to a crawl. The big vehicle lurched as it came to a complete stop.
“What do you think they're doing?” Sam whispered. 
“I don't know,” my brother said. “Do you think they're human?”
I couldn't tell and neither could Sam or Mitch. Only the dark huddled forms could be discerned. The downward facing position of the figures had not changed since we pulled up. This meant that either they were ignoring us, they didn't notice us through the rain and wind, or they were too busy focusing on something else... 
Suddenly I grabbed Sam's knife out of the container. Without thinking, I motioned to Sam and Mitch. For the first time in a while, nobody said a word. I fastened the hood of my rainproof raincoat over my face. Sam and Mitch fastened their infrared goggles and then cradled their AEGs. Sharing a mutual breath, we hopped from the protective vehicle and into the slosh. 
“It's showtime,” said one of them. 
I slowly followed, Mitch leading the way and then Sam. We moved in a diagonal formation, and I fought against the rain, trying desperately to see what was happening ahead. Sam and Mitch continued to guard, looking left, right, ahead and behind. All I could do was trust... 
And then I could see. There were three of them, like us. But they were not like us. They were gnarled and bony with that black fluid oozing from their pores. They were  bent over, quivering on all fours, like ravenous dogs clamoring for the same meal. 
I watched, in disgust, as they sunk their rotting teeth into whatever it was. It looked slimy and moist and gushing with every chattering bite. The zombies continued to groan and grumble in that deathly way, so focused that they didn't even notice us. 
Mitch nodded to Sam as the two of them pointed their AEG's at the targets. Taking a breath, I brandished the knife and waited for their move. But Mitch would not fire. One of the zombies, one with longer strands of hair, with a ripped shirt that I thought I recognized, suddenly looked up. And then I knew who it was. That tight, small face was still recognizable, despite its mutilation. 
“Miss. Lenner...”
The other ones looked over as well. Immediately they came to their feet. We couldn't wait, they would be too fast.
“Mitch!” Sam said. 
Mitch fired. The automatic electric guns ripped off in quick succession sending the zombies jumping and dancing with the flurry. As Mitch and Sam discharged, the deathly creatures came closer. My brother and his friend backed up. 
“Bill, get back!” 
The blade tightened in my hand. Could I do this—would I make it?
“We can't hold 'em!” 
I was running back toward the Denali, and to my side Sam and Mitch as well. We hopped in, throwing the doors to a close as Sam slammed his foot on the accelerator. Then we were careening into the three moving zombies. They flopped like fish out of water, squishing against the windshields and windows, splatting against that bullet-proof exterior with surprising power. 
“Fuck you, fuckers!” Sam yelled. 
Again, he repeated the same tactic. The heavy GMC rocked and rolled atop the feverish creatures, cracking limb and bone, splaying them—hopefully—to a fine paste. 
But there was no way of telling. Were they underneath, were they off to the side, were they lurking low, somewhere in the slop? I could imagine the zombies shooting their hands up through the bottom of the vehicle, those flesh-less fingers clawing for my ankles. 
“Run them over!” my brother shouted. “Crush those stupid little fuc—
***



The Agent of Death
 
“That's him.”
My breath was somewhere in my throat, and so too was my heart. The blood seemed to course through every millimeter of my being, in my arteries, my veins, my capillaries and my brain. It was warm and wet and pumping like a fire hydrant. In this moment, I was no longer in control. 
My brain was screaming for us to leave; but we were frozen. 
My brother, his friend and I sat there, contained within a giant GMC Denali reinforced with 1000 pounds of composite armor. We sat inside a virtual SUV tank, and yet none of us, even in the slightest, could feel safe. 
“What do we do?” Sam whispered. His voice was bordering on a whiny plea. 
“Turn the lights on,” Mitch said. “Send it a warning.” 
Sam quickly flashed the brights. They did nothing but to reflect harshly off the grey and onto us. Squinting with hands up, my brother protested. “Forget that, forget it.” 
And then the grey started to part. Not dissipate or disappear but separate. It slowly parted, creating a swath. This small path revealed the flooded road, in a straight line shooting for the creature. And it was then, as visibility in a narrow path increased, that Mitch and Sam got their first real glimpse of 'the super.' 
It was blacker than oil, and its jagged, sturdy bones jerked out at its shoulders like sharpened spikes. Throbbing around those dagger-like bones, and partially encasing its jutting spinal cord, were muscles. They were thick, hardened muscles. Intertwined with pulsating veins, all coiled together perfectly and disturbingly into a creature of considerable size. Easily 6'2” or 6'3.”
“What the fuck is that...”
I turned to my brother's voice but I couldn't answer. I merely stared; waiting, wondering. Wishing. 
“Don't do it,” I mouthed to Sam. 
I could see the look in his face, this battle between what he wanted and what he needed. I could tell that he was going to challenge it. I knew what he was about to do. 
“Sam, don't do it, it's too strong. It's not like the others.” 
Sam revved the engine. My brother looked from me to his friend. 
Ahead, the bright yellow eyes of the creature sprung open. Its muscular arms shot out to the side, and it began to tremble. I remembered that tremble, not a mere shiver like in normal zombies, but something else. It was a full-body shake, as if this demon thing were somehow exorcising its own demons.
“Listen to me, Sam,” I repeated, trying to slow my heart. “You need to turn this car around right now, do you hear me?” 
My brother was still slack-jawed, unsure who to trust and what to hear. He again shot us both a look of concern, but words did not follow. Instead he gripped the gun in his hands, wondering what—if anything—he could do.  
But it was too late. The creature released its telltale cry. The kind of otherworldly howl that made your blood run cold. It was a cry that seemed to come from somewhere else, as if this being, this zombie, this thing—were merely a mouthpiece. 
From that moment forward, everything changed. Perhaps it was the adrenaline, the epinephrine bringing my senses to heightened awareness. Perhaps it was the concussion I had sustained earlier, somehow triggering my mind into a super state. Or maybe it was something else, something completely inexplicable.
Whatever it was, it changed my perception. Time moved slow, and as that hellish creature bounded straight for the bullet-proof 2012 GMC Denali, I could see it all. Every muscle tightening with the impending impact. Sinew and bone fusing for a single, deadly purpose; a means to an end. 
My end.
But not yet. The creature took off from the flooded road, shooting into the air with its open mouth gleaming full of daggers. Sam's foot held the accelerator; Mitch shrunk into his seat. I moved forward, between the driver and passenger seat, coming forth as the super zombie launched itself for the center of the windshield. 
The resounding thud was enough to send us all bouncing. 
“Jesus!” 
Time returned to normal. The knife skittered from my grasp as the giant vehicle swerved. For a split second I remembered the cop car accident, and I seized Mitch's seat with everything I had, hoping desperately that the world would not topple over. 
“Whip it!” Mitch implored as his friend managed to keep the truck on two wheels. “Go, go, go!” 
I looked out the side window, scanning for any sign of the creature. “Where is it?” I shouted. 
“Where is it!?” 
The front windshield was badly cracked, splintering out like veins in glass—but the glass had held. Reaching down, I found the knife and squeezed it till my knuckles were almost white. I knew that it would do little if the creature came at us again, but I didn't care. Just having it in my hands gave me the confidence. Just knowing that I would have a chance...
That's when the second impact happened. This one, stronger the first, took us by the side, and the vehicle immediately shot up, as I immediately ducked down. Again, for the second or third or fourth time in the same day, I was on my knees and face. The knife landed nearby, nearly slicing my nose as the car jerked one more time. 
And then again. 
The screams of my brother and his friend seemed to echo from miles away as the world toppled. The knife was in my hand and then gone again. I watched it fly somewhere, into the abyss of the shadow vortex. 
***



Nobody is Invincible
 
I brushed my head off as I realized where I was. 
Still inside the car, still alive and apparently unhurt. I could move my legs, my feet, my arms, my hands, my neck and my face. Blinking my eyes several times, I pulled myself up from the floor of the vehicle. Somehow I had landed in the back. A bundle of blankets and sheets for what looked like camping had softened my fall. 
I peered ahead. The car was still upright. The back passenger and driver side doors were smashed but still attached. The glass was heavily cracked all over, and the contents of the vehicle were in disarray. I could smell the spilled bottle of anti-freeze at my feet. Several cartons of folders and files were all over the place. From the hood of the car, smoke billowed.
“Mitch.. Sam?” I crawled into the backseat and then leaned forward. My brother was curled  up in his passenger seat, scrapes across his checks and forehead, but otherwise okay. 
“You're okay,” I said, relieved beyond reason. 
And that's when I noticed his eyes. Those watery, red-tinged eyes. He looked over at me, his lips quivering, the tears leaking freely. Ad then he looked over to the driver's seat. Following his gaze, I could see it: 
The form of his lifelong friend, Sam Carnegan, crumpled. The knife, all 14 inches of its blade, protruding from the motionless body.
 
“Samm...” he whimpered. 
I suddenly felt like I was watching a dog, a puppy. It was begging for its mother, for affection, for really any kind of emotional connection. But what it needed was gone, stripped away. And what was left was a shell. A cracked, fragile shell. 
And there I was. Numb.
“We have to go,” I said. The only thing on my mind was getting to the epicenter. 
“Wh-where can we gooo?” my brother started. 
“To the very beginning,” I said. “We end it now.” 
I was out of the vehicle and pulling my brother out after me. He looked back to Sam's crumpled form with a helpless stare and then we were gone. Through slop we went, silent, and unafraid. The rain could have been made from acid, but I doubt we would have cared. The super zombie could have jumped out of the grey and killed me then. I doubt I would have cared. We didn't have the guns and we didn't have the infrared.
It was the first time my brother had ever followed me.
We moved without words for a long time, slogging and sloshing through the murky depths. The weather had cleared and the rain had slowed. Instead of impenetrable grey, a light fog. 
Finally, in what seemed hours, I could see. There were mailboxes down and homes with cracked windows. I saw doors ripped off, roofs with gaping holes in them, chimneys broken, cars overturned. But no people. And no zombies.
Then I recognized the mailboxes, and I knew where we were. I could have done this route in my sleep. 
“Here,” I said, recognizing the rancher. We entered Mr. Clark's home, with its door now off the hinges. I walked full-stride into the kitchen I had already explored. The same odor as before hit me, but I paid little heed. 
“What is that smell?” my brother asked. 
“I don't know,” I said, distracted. I didn't even care about that anymore, I had to find more. I looked around—there had to be something. There was a small hallway stemming from the kitchen, leading down to nothing but a laundry room and a bathroom. But there had to be something else.
The dark liquid was spilled on the floor but the picture of the woman with the icy eyes was undisturbed. Still on the table and still staring into the depths of my soul. 
“Somebody was down here,” my brother said. 
I spun around. There was a hallway that led from the dining room to a small family room. The family room was empty expect for a rocking chair and a table. There were more pictures. My brother stood by the ledge with the pictures, his finger extended to the open door. Old, rickety-lookin stairs led downward. 
I peered at the ledge above his head. There were more framed photos of the lady. In fact, all the pictures showed the same lady, at different points in her life. I recognized Mr. Clark in some of them, with his hunched posture, and squinting yellowish eyes. Standing at his side, the woman with the icy blues.
There must have been 20 pictures. Yellow eyes and blue eyes. The same yellowish eyes I had seen on the super zombie.
“His wife?” my brother asked.
I could only shrug.
Soon we were heading down the stairs. With every step we took, the weak wooden panels croaked and whispered, telling a tale we might never catch. I could have stopped and turned around, but there was nothing preventing me. I was in control, I could do this. There had to be an explanation for all of this.
There should have been a musty smell. Most basements had a smell, especially in older homes of older people. There should have been inadequate air flow, unfinished ceilings, visible pipes, disorganized storage, or something. There should have been inconsistency. 
There wasn't. It was a perfect space. A warm and comfortable den with a leather couch, a leather chair, and a modern big screen T.V. It was a totally normal and acceptable place for a person to unwind and relax. 
Except for the walls. 
“Look at all these newspapers, goober...”
I could see that the entire wall behind the couch was filled with newspaper clippings, articles, cutouts and snippets. There were short articles and mere headlines, and photos, and full page, or even two-page write-ups.
On a table behind the couch., I could see that there were stacks of books. Some were half open, some bookmarked, some even torn apart. They were everywhere. Around the table on the floor, and left for dead in the corners.
Maybe this room wasn't so typical after all...
***



Final Stand
 
Mitch had a book in his hand, a small, nondescript paperback. He skimmed through  quickly and the turned to the title page. “Advanced Weather Modification,” he read out loud. He picked up another book before tossing it to the ground. “Cloud-seeding as a corollary.” There were books on the table about the “ionosphere,” about weather manipulation techniques, and artificial environmental controls. 
“He was trying to change the weather,” I said.
“To create a super storm,” finished my brother.
I breathed. This was bigger than just him. You had to get up in the clouds to seed them, I thought. You had to find a way to get the stuff up in there, didn't you? That's how you got the clouds to change and produce more rain or snow. Didn't you need pilots and planes?  
“Look at this,” my brother said. There were other books, dark, thick, hardback tomes. I roamed about the room, picking them up here and there, sometimes kicking them aside or over to read their covers. 
“Necro-Alchemy,” Mitch announced for one. “Neurochemical Phenomena of Cerebral Death...” He kept walking. “Cryopreservation – An Exploratory, Vol.3...”
I scanned the ones at my feet. They were all more of the same, more titles with big words about scientific things. More titles that referenced death, dying and the preservation of life. And then my eyes set upon a small one. It had a number of pages bookmarked by messy folds, but otherwise seemed completely un-special. 
Virological Revival.
“Virological revival.” 
My brother looked over at me—“Who?” 
“Virological revival,” I repeated, as if I suddenly understood. “Virological... that means the study of viruses. Reviving... using the study of viruses.” 
My brother returned the book in his hand to its resting spot. “Like.. reviving people from the dead? As in...”
“Zombies.” I rubbed my head. This was not a big surprise, Mr. Clark had used some kind of virus or chemical perhaps to bring back the dead. But why? And which dead? And how often did it work? Some people rarely got colds or bad viruses—could the same be true for this? Were some people... 'immune'? 
And at the end of the day, with everything we had seen... Had he intended for this to happen? And what about all those books about weather modification? Was this storm part of his plan too?
“Maybe he messed up,” I said.
“How?” 
“I'm not sure, but why today, why now?” 
My brother shrugged. “The storm makes it tough for people to escape.” 
“Nah, it's more than that,” I said. “Think about it. The storm happens today while there's a festival downtown, so most of the people aren't even around here. Meanwhile, the storm keeps everywhere in, so people are stuck downtown and can't come back. Remember the radar that Sam showed us...” 
My brother fell dark at the mentioning of his friend.
“It's like he wanted to do it in poor conditions... so that if something went wrong, there wouldn't be too many people around.” 
My brother plopped another book to the floor. “That still doesn't explain what he was trying to do. ”
I moved over to the wall behind the couch with all the newspaper clippings. “Virological revival,” I repeated to myself. “Revival...” 
The icy blue eyes of that woman looked back at me from the old newspaper articles. I stepped closer. There were articles right next to each other. One after the other. The first was dated, 7/23/1994. The woman was shown, younger, more exuberant. It was a photo of her laughing, with her hair not yet grey but a curly black, and her eyes more bright and glacial than ever. She had rosy cheeks, a vitality about her that nothing could deny. 
Montgomery woman makes miraculous recovery from Stage-4 Cancer
“Marissa Clark...”  
My eyes scanned the article as the truth poured out word by word. Mr. Clark had been married, some 20 years ago...
The article to the right of this one carried a different tone: Miraculous cancer survivor found dead. My heart thumped as I again scanned the text. “Only 2 weeks after making a miraculous recovery, Dansbury native Marissa Clark was found dead of natural causes... An autopsy later revealed the absence of any malignant tumors...”
The articles around this one were filled with more mysteries, but they were recent. “Montgomery football standout reported missing...” I paused as I glossed over the picture of the superstar quarterback. There was another “missing” article just inches away on the wall. “Young Dansbury boy reported missing...”
My heart skipped a beat. 
“It's Miss Lenner's son, the one you talked about...”
“Huh?” My brother moved closer but his foot caught something and he almost tripped. Looking down, he pulled the partially concealed box from out under the couch. Then he threw off the lid and his eyes became dinner plates. 
He cradled the sawed-off shotgun with a smile from cheek to cheek. 
“Look at all these reported missings...” I continued, ignoring the rare and unexpected  find. “People have been disappearing from the surrounding counties and towns going on two decades. Ever since his wife died...”
My brother handled the weapon carefully, examining the barrel and magazine. He positioned the shotgun butt against his shoulder and simulated an air-fire. “Maybe Sam was right after all,” he admitted. “You think Mr. Clark was a pedophile?” 
“No,” I said shaking my head. The icy cold was crawling in my heart. The truth was coming out. “No, I don't. It think he was a killer.”
 I thought briefly of a fall afternoon when Mr. Clark had been waiting near a pile of leaves. It was a pile near the front of his yard, though I had never once seen him rake. He was standing there, still as a gargoyle, waiting for me to deliver his newspaper. And like every time before and after, he said nothing.
Just the subtle head nod and those squinting, yellow eyes.
Mitch was now at my side with the shotgun in his firm clutches. He exhaled long through his nose, his eyes meanwhile surveying the entire board of newspaper cutouts. “It's crazy, isn't it,” he said, “that this guy could live in Montgomery and Dansbury all these years, and have nobody expect a thing.” My brother rubbed his nose. “Killing neighbors and making zombies, what a fuckin loon.”
Mitch moved away from the table and toward the other side of the room. He was shaking his head, but nothing seemed to be coming together for him. Whatever he thought he knew, he didn't. 
Again, my mind and heart was searching for more. “That's not why he did it.” 
The photos of Marissa Clark screamed out in my mind's eye. “He wanted to bring Marissa back.” 
My brother tapped the wall. There was a brick portion adjacent the television with an empty ledge and mantle. It contained a small hearth with fake logs and a picture of moving flames that you could turn on and off. 
Suddenly the wall rotated. 
“Whoa, what in the...”  
I was over next to him in a second, and as the two of us shared a nervous look, we made the move together. One foot after another, we entered into the secret room of the strange den in Mr. Clark's stranger house. 
The first thing I noticed were the white walls. So white they could have been made of pure snow; so bright and bleeding white that you'd swear the only place they came from was the North Pole. And it was cool, cooler than the rest of the house—as if we had been transported to another place. 
All around in this whiter than white room, there was a fissss. It seemed to come from everywhere, from the ceilings, the floor, the walls and the glow itself. And producing that soft sound, were pods. Or chambers, or perhaps, vessels. They were metallic hulls with a transparent viewing. Like see-through coffins. 
And in each, and every of these coffins, the frozen faces stared outward. 
“Cryopreservation,” I whispered. 
My brother shot me a scared look. 
I passed by each cryochamber, the blood twitching through my young veins, my neck tingling. Each chamber was slightly different. Some had buttons and toggles on the front, others were clean and barren. For each one, the date was engraved. 
“Specimen B
6/12/1995, Specimen C1 7/23/1997 Specimen A3 1/09/2001... 2002, 2005, 2008, 2012...”
“He's been doing this for years,” my brother whispered. 
I peered into the glass of each chamber, into the eyes of each encased being. The skeletal, ghoulish faces stared back. Some of the eyelids were closed, in others, the eyes were open but blank; creatures floating, suspended between life and death. But they were all zombies; all, in seemingly different stages. 
I could see a few in full decay, with the muscle exposed and the flesh disintegrated. There were missing teeth and eyes, decrepit limbs and wiry tangles of decaying hair. That deep, black fluid halted in mid ooze.
“They look so young...” Mitch was standing before a pair of two smaller chambers, like giant test tubes. 
“Because they are.” 
I stared into the blotchy, white flesh of kids no older than myself. The virus or chemical had yet to affect them harshly, but the progress was obvious. Their nostrils were reddened, and there were spots on their eyes, like little brown fleas. Purple lips, gaunt faces and thinning hair.  Like high school students dying of old age.
My heart almost froze as I stepped past a pretty girl with blonde hair. 
That is, until I saw the biggest and brightest chamber of them all. It was in the middle of the room, with its own spotlight. I could already see the icy blue eyes piercing through the glass.
“Mrs. Clark,” I said to Mitch, but he was behind me, investigating something else. 
There was no engraving for this one, no need to. The woman inside was completely naked. Unlike the others, she wasn't filled with decaying flesh or blotches or the early signs of zombification. She looked older, but in a graceful way, as if the years of cancer and chemo had left little mark on her physique. 
“He's been practicing and experimenting on for years,” I thought aloud. “Without a problem...”
“Until now,” finished my brother. He was standing off to the side, the sawed-off shotgun fully secured in his arms. At his feet, the shattered fragments of a chamber. Whatever had been in there, whatever had been held in that cryogenic stasis, was gone. 
“All this for his wife?” Mitch said. “I hope she was a great lover.” 
For some reason, I was laughing. I didn't know why, didn't even know that I was capable, yet there I was, seizing with fits. I couldn't control it, in my belly and sweeping across my chest; strong, roaring fits of laughter. 
There was more to it than that though, I was sure of it. One man by himself couldn't make this all happen—could he? There had to be help, aides, contacts, somebody else who knew what Mr. Clark had been up to all this time. Sure, Clark had done it to bring back his wife, but there had to be more. How long had he been experimenting on himself?
If perfected, Mr. Clark's zombie 'serum' could mean everything. What if he wasn't retired, what if he had just gone rogue? What if he went crazy after his wife died and decided to make his own private 'arsenal'? His serum could be weaponized and then what? 
Zombies ate my neighbors would become Zombies swallowed my world.
Mitch jerked. “Did you hear that? What the heck was that?”
I looked from his worried face to the ceiling above us. 
Thud
Mitch swallowed. “Do you think it's the su—
Thud 
My heart was back to a fevered pitch. The super zombie was back, I was sure of it, and now it was upstairs. I held my breath for a second, like that would help, hoping maybe the being didn't know we were in here. 
Of course it did, and if it wanted to, it probably could have burst right down through the floor and into our brains.
That's when the shredding howl was unleashed.  
Mitch jumped and fastened the shotgun against his chest and nodded to me with a fierceness in his eyes that told  me one thing: we had nowhere to go but up. There were no exits down here, no ways to get out and get free. If we wanted to escape, we were going to have to go through the super. 
Thud 
We were back out into the den with the newspaper clippings and books. And I recognized that dripping black almost instantly. The fluid seemed to pour from it freely, as if recently submerged in oil. The terrible smell was back and as the towering creature opened its razor pit of a mouth, the rank only intensified.  
The muscles gleamed, the veins pulsated, and those deathly, gleaming, furious eyes moved in chaos. For a moment they seemed to move of their own accord, but then it was like they were being yanked, controlled by a higher form. They darted to Mitch and me, and then around and back, around and back, looping about the room like a mouse on speed. 
Out of the corner of my eye, Mitch was slowly raising the shotgun. 
Did the creature even see us? It looked different, slightly smashed—an apparent aftermath of its run-ins with the cars.
“Do it,” I said in a forceful whisper. “Do it...” 
Schklikt, klikt
“Shoot it...” 
The creature's eyes sprung on us and blew bright. Its muscles tensed. Its claws skittered. 
“Shoot it!”
The blast rang out like an explosion in a cave. I hurled myself back, just as the super zombie fell back the opposite way. In a moment, Mitch was firing again, screaming his head off like a mad man, cocking and firing, cocking and firing, cocking and firing. “This is for Sam, you son of a bitch!” He fired again as the creature writhed and howled against the floor. “This is for Miss Lenner, you fuckin shit!” The blast resounded again, spraying black chunks into the air. 
“This is for everyone in Dansbury, you sick, ugly, son of a bi— 
The gun flew free as the creature swiped it from my brother's hands. And then Mitch went flying like a streak, against the wall with a crack before sliding down to a slump.
The creature returned to its feet, wounded but functioning. I could see the gaping holes in its torso and midsection, the back ooze gushing out like a waterfall. It cocked its head, blinking those frantic yellow eyes. Its cratered jaws churned with a new-found fervor.  
I jumped to the right, over the couch and onto the floor. The shotgun was in my hands and before I knew what I was doing, I cocked it. Schklikt, klikt
I stared at it. It stared at me. 
I fired. I fired again. 
The razor claws whipped by my face and I jerked. I tumbled over a table, spilling onto the floor, catching myself with my hand in a book. The shotgun fell to my side as the creature swiped again at my face. But it was slower. I rolled, dodging the now flooding black liquid.
It howled. 
I stood there, catching my breath, the shotgun lying just feet away. The creature's yellow eyes were dazed and it appeared to be blinking, long, exaggerated blinks as it swayed from side to side. The black fluid was now pouring out of it. 
I moved slowly to the shotgun; the creature stumbled back, audibly wheezing. 
I picked up the gun and aimed. 
Sam's words came back to me in a storm. “You have to completely sever the brain stem to kill them...”
So I pulled the trigger. As I had seen my brother do so many times before, I pulled the trigger. The blast was resounding, and perfect. The  creature's strangulated cry broke free as its skull broke clean. A moment later, the headless body fell sideways, black fluid bubbling from the severance point like lava from a volcano.
As I stared into those glazed yellow eyes, I knew. I had killed Mr. Clark. There could have been more like him out there, more zombies still roaming in the floodwater of my community. They might have reached downtown by now for all I knew. 
But I was confident—I had cut off the head of the beast. I had done it. Me. Skinny, scrawny, quiet, little ol' me. Part of me felt like a hero, as if I had somehow saved the day and the world from an impending apocalypse. But the overwhelming part of me, the practical part, was unconvinced. 
“It's done,” I said, as I turned around. “We did it, Mitch.
“Mitch?” 
As I looked into the corner, beneath the articles of Marissa Clark, Miss. Lenner's son, and all the others, something hit me. This time, it wasn't a strong smell, or the powerful  attack of a super zombie. It wasn't a physical force at all.
It was a noise, a low, agitated noise. The first thing I could think of was a dog. It had the same kind of growl, and was growing louder. Somewhere, closer; nearby.
And that's when I jerked. My body knew before my mind, and as I gazed into the feverish eyes of the teenager, my heart nearly stopped. There he stood, in the corner. He was shaking like he had a real bad flu and the liquid was all over him. An almost black-purple. 
His eyes were already spotted. 
I stared to the shotgun in my hands, the realization washing over me. My heart became tight; cold. My muscles clenched. Somewhere, the voice in my head was speaking, a soft but knowing whisper. But it didn't matter, because I already knew.
“Everything's going to be okay,” I said. 

Schklikt, klikt
“Everything will be okay, big brother.”
###
 
 



Thank you for reading “Neighborhood Watch,” the first installment in the Dark Friday series. If you enjoyed this book, please stay tuned for the next release in the series, coming soon. And if you'd like to sign up to receive updates about my new releases, you can do so below: 

As always, thank you for reading! 
Your reviews and comments are always appreciated!
 
-Evan Bollinger
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