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      A deranged scientist's attempt at reviving his deceased wife inadvertently causes an undead uprising. Day-by-day, society spirals into a vortex of death and decay. Shambling corpses, savage mutants, treacherous survivors, horrifying tragedies, and much more await in the 10 day apocalypse... 


      Experience the zombie apocalypse in an interconnected anthology. Witness the undead uprising through ten different perspectives from conception to end. With each passing day, a new conflict arises and the apocalypse worsens. Zombies become stronger through mutation and humans become deviant through tragedy. Each day offers a unique perspective of the ongoing crisis to tell one massive story... 


      The Days:
1. Day 1 - The Genesis: A mad scientist inadvertently causes a zombie outbreak while trying to revive his wife... 
2. Day 2 - Surely Innocent: A young girl is left home alone to care for her feeble, bedridden grandfather. All is well until she hears shambling in the bedroom...
3. Day 3 - Happy Holidays: On Christmas Day, a young boy attempts to confront Santa Claus, but finds something much more monstrous lurking in his home...
4. Day 4 - Crime and Justice: Police officers raid a condemned apartment complex for drugs and money, unaware of the viral outbreak...
5. Day 5 - Searching for a Cure: In a secret laboratory, government-sanctioned scientists race to find a source and cure for the zombie uprising... 
6. Day 6... 


      Read today to experience the complete zombie catastrophe!
"10 Days. 10 Stories. 1 Apocalypse."
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Day 1 - December 23rd, 2015
 
   The Genesis
 
    
 
   The shaky cellar doors swung with the brutish gale. The harshly pouring rain streamed down the soggy wooden stairs, cascading off the last step onto the basement's damp concrete floor. The rickety stairs howled with each heavy and ponderous step as Wesley Price descended into the dreary basement. Wesley deviously smirked as he tightly gripped the large, dense black bag over his right shoulder and staggered down the stairs.
 
   As his muddy black dress shoes splashed in a puddle of cloudy rainwater, Wesley turned his head towards the bag and said, “You're a little heavier than I remember, princess. I should have known better considering the circumstances, though. Please, don't take it to heart. I don't mean any offense by it, I swear. You are perfect the way you are.”
 
   A sonorous bolt of blinding lightning illuminated Wesley's timorous silhouette. Wesley stood six-two with a slim physique. He had dull brown eyes and a clean-shaved face with a sullen expression. Strands of his damp black hair dangled towards his finely-trimmed eyebrows. He had the sleeves of his white long-sleeve collared shirt rolled up to his elbows. His silk black tie was casually loosened around his collar. His black pleated trousers were soaked and begrimed.
 
   Wesley grunted as he heaved the weighty, human-sized black bag towards the center of the murky basement. He lugged the bag, then tossed it on a hardwood table – the table groaned and wobbled upon impact. As he caught his breath, Wesley pulled on the beaded lamp cord directly above the table. The bumpy cord swung from side-to-side as it dangled. The fluorescent bulb immediately illuminated the dingy basement. The gloomy shadows swiftly darted towards the dimmest corners, evading the vibrant illumination.
 
   Wesley nervously chuckled as he rubbed the moist nape of his neck, then said, “Sorry about the mess. I was in quite the hurry considering the urgency. I didn't really have the time to clean it up the way you liked it. This blasted storm wasn't helping, either. I was sure you wouldn't mind considering the... the state of affairs, as some would say. I'll clean it up later, you have my word.”
 
   With narrowed eyes, Wesley glanced towards every corner of the room. The basement had gray brick walls and concrete flooring. The pouring rain coursed into the basement from the open cellar doors, careening every which way as it freely flowed. A sturdy hardwood desk hugged the wall to the right. To the left, there were metal cabinets upon cabinets stuffed to the brim with rustling sheets of paper and crumpled manila folders. A stainless steel rolling table sat next to the cabinets. The entire room was drenched in melancholy, the sorrowful shadows danced in the darkest corners – mockingly evading the bulb's radiance. Wesley shook his head as he returned his attention to the matter at hand.
 
   He gazed intently at the bag as he gently whispered, “I can have you back, princess. I told you, I'd  never leave your side, I'd never let anything keep us apart. No one, nothing, can separate us. You are... you are my muse. You are the reason for all of this. You are the reason for my work... for my genius! I missed you so very much. I love you, princess.”
 
   Wesley sniffled as he slowly unzipped the black bag. The rippling rustle sound echoed through the basement as the noise bounced from wall-to-wall. Wesley's eyes swelled with tears as he stared at the deceased woman in the bag – Bettie Price.
 
   Wesley whimpered as he stuttered, “I–I love you, Bettie, I loved you so much. I–I co–couldn't live without you... I won't live without you. I refuse that possibility. It's out of the question, you understand? It's not an option, it never was.”
 
   Bettie Price, a slab of nude and frigid meat, rested on the sturdy table. Bettie stood five-three with a voluptuous figure. She had wide hips and a plump bosom. She had short brown hair down to her shoulders. Her lustrous hazelnut eyes could pierce through the gloomiest abyss – an inexplicable cure for the dreariest misery.
 
   Wesley leaned towards the table as he helplessly sobbed. He puckered his lips and pecked Bettie's pale mouth and jaw. He gently caressed her brown hair with his left hand and ran his right hand down the rough and gelid skin of her right arm. He rubbed his fingertips on her long, protruding fingernails. His hand instinctively caromed towards her stomach, gliding across her icy skin and towards her pelvis. Abruptly, Wesley stopped himself.
 
   Wesley lifted his head and gazed into Bettie's face as he said, “Sorry... I'm so sorry. I don't know what came over me, princess. It's just been some time since we've been intimate. I know, I know, this can wait. I know it can.”
 
   Wesley stood straight as his eyelids flickered and his body shuddered. He loosened his slick tie as he swiped at his damp brow. Roaring rivers of sweat ticklishly streamed down his cheeks and neck, dripping down towards his lean torso. As he finally recomposed himself, he loudly swallowed the lump of anxiety in his throat, like swallowing a can of tuna – burying his uncontrollable excitement with the loud gulp.
 
   As he gazed at Bettie's lifeless countenance, Wesley smiled and explained, “I continued my work, princess. I knew it would come in handy at some point. I knew it. I've... I've finally mastered the experiment, my sweetheart. I know it has caused a lot of neglect and frustration between us, and I'm sorry about that. I'm truly apologetic and I hope you'll forgive me. But, now... now, you are my first test-subject. You are the one to benefit from my genius. You, my darling muse, will be the benchmark for years to come. Shall we begin?”
 
   ***
 
   Wesley leaned beneath the table and retrieved a pair of thick yellow gloves. The gloves snapped as they slapped the bare skin of his moist hands and wrists – a snug fit. With a devious smile plastered across his damp face, Wesley hurried towards the cabinets, then rolled the small metallic table towards Bettie's body. The table had several scalpels, syringes, scissors, probes, and a bone cutter on top – an armory of fatally constructive tools. Wesley stopped his frantic preparations as he stared at Bettie's sealed eyes.
 
   Wesley smirked, then reassured, “Don't worry, princess, you'll be fine. You won't feel a thing, before or after. You'll be back in no time and everything will be back to normal. I promise.” Wesley chuckled, then said, “How about we celebrate with some red wine after the experiment? Of course, of course. It'll be a wonderful reunion. We'll light some of those scented candles you adore and have a romantic night. I can't wait.”
 
   Wesley retrieved a syringe from the rolling table, then moseyed towards the hardwood desk to his right. He turned the protruding knob on the lamp and illuminated the tabletop. A peculiar plant in a brown ceramic pot sat on top of the desk.
 
   The stiff green stem erected upwards in unwavering solidarity. The stem was covered by brown fuzz and barbed spikes. Two stiff dark green leaves protruded from the right, one leaf extended towards the left. The firm leaves had been invaded by the mahogany-colored fur. The flower on top had white pedals with more brown fuzz. The center of the flower was dark green. Wesley gazed into the center as it inexplicably swirled, like sludge.
 
   Wesley loudly sniffled, then murmured, “It has to work. I've gambled everything for this. I've risked my entire life for this. It absolutely has to work, it must bring her back.”
 
   Wesley carefully inserted the syringe into the flower with the utmost meticulousness. He gripped the syringe with both hands as he pierced into the bizarre dark green and fuzzy plant. Slowly, he pulled on the plunger and extracted a dark green fluid. He grinned from ear-to-ear as his bottled excitement erupted. Wesley turned away from the table and swung the syringe into the dismal darkness. The dark green fluid swirled and glowed within the glass barrel.
 
   As he gazed at the fluid's majestic movements with keen eyes, Wesley whispered, “It's certainly ready.” He glanced towards Bettie and asked, “Are you?”
 
   With a smirk plastered on his conniving face, Wesley confidently strutted towards the table with the glowing syringe in-hand. He quickly inspected every nook and cranny on Bettie's sultry body – an ocular and deviant examination of the deceased.
 
   Wesley nodded as he explained, “You are certainly ready, princess. I know that for a fact. I will not fail you. I only wish I could have done this sooner, but the plant simply wasn't ready. It needed to flourish, princess. I needed this vital fluid to glow with life. It's ready now, though, it's more than ready. It will change the world as we know it, but, more importantly, it will finally reunite us. It will bring us together like never before.”
 
   Wesley carefully placed the syringe on the metallic rolling table. He retrieved a honed scalpel, then leaned towards Bettie's head. He gently ran the sharp scalpel down her jaw, then stopped at her jugular. He narrowed his eyes as he diligently pierced into the vein. A mere droplet of blood dribbled out of the wound.
 
   As he glanced towards Bettie's sealed eyes, Wesley reassured, “It's okay, it's okay. Everything will be fine. You don't need gallons of blood. It'll settle itself later, I know it. Everything is fine, princess, I promise.”
 
   Wesley loudly swallowed as he returned the bloody scalpel to the rolling table. He carefully retrieved the syringe, then moved closer to the scalpel-inflicted laceration. Slowly and steadily, Wesley inserted the syringe into the fresh wound.
 
   As he pushed the plunger down, Wesley said, “This won't hurt a bit, I promise...”
 
   The vibrant fluid slowly oozed into Bettie's jugular. A droplet seeped out, trickling down towards the nape of her neck. Wesley removed the syringe, then dabbed the wound with a white cloth. His eyes widened as the thick vein miraculously pulsated.
 
   “Already?” Wesley asked as he gazed at the wound, then towards Bettie's face. He shut his eyes, then rationalized, “No, no. It needs more time, it needs to settle. It's all in my head, it's the anxiety. That's all. I'm too excited.”
 
   Wesley stepped once in reverse, then placed the syringe on the metallic table. He inhaled deeply from his nose as he watched Bettie with narrowed eyes. To his utter disappointment, there was not a single shudder or quaver throughout her entire body. He counted the passing seconds in his uncertain mind, anxiously awaiting for the return.
 
   Brimming with doubt, Wesley's bottom lip quivered as he said, “You–you have to come back, princess. It's... it's the holidays, after all. I have a special gift for you, I swear. It's more than just the gift of life. I–I–I purchased those heels you always wanted... It was going to be a surprise. Wake up and you can open your present. You don't have to wait until Christmas. Please...”
 
   Suddenly, a tear streamed down Wesley's cheek, caroming off his well-defined cheekbones and dripping onto the damp floor beneath his mucky shoes. He leaned towards Bettie's face, then forcefully opened her eyelids. Her protruding eyes were dim and shallow. Her dull eyes were deprived of life, like staring into a bleak and endless chasm of nothingness.
 
   Wesley swallowed loudly, then asked, “What's wrong with you? Why aren't you waking up, princess? It was more than enough to revive you, wasn't it?” He gently slapped her cheek, then asked as his voice cracked, “Wha–What's wrong with you? Why are you... Why are you doing this to me? Are my gifts not good enough for you? Is that it?”
 
   He lifted his head and covered his face with his trembling hands. He wildly sobbed into his palms as his legs wobbled from the overwhelming disappointment and sadness. The lurking shadows surrounded him, seizing the somber moment from every angle.
 
   As he tilted his head towards the ceiling, Wesley roared, “Why?!”
 
   ***
 
   Wesley violently tugged at his damp hair as he bellowed. Strands of hair were caught between his clenched fists. His puffy, zany eyes bulged from his skull. His protruding ears and face were scarlet from the boiling anger – the uncontrollable rage swelling within. He sobbed as he stared down at Bettie's lifeless body.
 
   Through his gritted teeth, Wesley said, “I did everything correctly. There wasn't a single flaw in my experiments. There wasn't a single error in my genius. It's not even a possibility. I swear, princess, the formula was perfect. The fluid was ready. This... this should have worked! You should have returned! You should be smiling and opening your presents by now!”
 
   Wesley exploded into a temper tantrum as his fury erupted. He carelessly tossed the flimsy rolling table aside. The rolling table hurtled towards the desk to the far right. The desk wobbled and the plant was knocked over upon impact. The plant's vital liquid oozed from the penetrated flower. As Wesley indistinctly roared and yammered, the green liquid of life streamed across the table, then cascaded off onto the concrete floor. The fluid merged with the streaming rainfall.
 
   Wesley's body shuddered and his eyelids flickered as he shouted, “I did everything correctly! I am a genius, I swear! I have no peers in this field, only me! No one can match what I have achieved! Why aren't you waking up? What is the damn problem, you stubborn woman?”
 
   In his fit of rage, Wesley turned towards the basement stairs. An earsplitting bolt of lightning ripped through Wesley's vicious onslaught, momentarily interrupting the seething tirade. Wesley approached the stairs, then jabbed at the neighboring brick wall with all of his might using his right hand. The bone-crunching thud echoed over the thunderous storm. Wesley groaned as he hopped and staggered with his right hand clenched towards his stomach. He bawled from the insufferable pain.
 
   As tears streamed down his cheeks, Wesley helplessly muttered, “Damn it... Damn it... Why is this happening to me? What did I do to deserve this?”
 
   Suddenly, a ghoulish groan reverberated from behind. Wesley stopped in place as a blend of excitement and horror struck his body. As the ghastly moaning continued, Wesley slowly turned towards the table. To his utter surprise, Bettie miraculously sat up.
 
   “You–You're awake?” Wesley stuttered as he slowly approached his distrait wife. “Are you... Are you really awake, princess? Have you... Have you finally returned to me? Did it really work? Has my genius been proven?”
 
   Bettie absently stared forward as she sat with an unwavering posture. She inattentively gazed at the opposite wall, hypnotized by the gray bricks. Her eyes were wide open and her mouth dangled as she groaned and moaned. As Wesley entered her field of vision, Bettie glanced at him with her dead, dull eyes. Her eyes were completely whitened. Wesley's body trembled, his hands shook, and his bottom lip quivered as he gaped at Bettie.
 
   As he placed his palms on Bettie's frigid cheeks, Wesley exclaimed, “It's... it's a miracle! My princess, my muse, you've returned! You've returned from the dead!” Wesley pointed at the creaky stairs and said, “When they said I couldn't, I said I would! I excelled beyond everyone's expectations, including yours. It's all to your benefit, princess. You're back! We'll work out the kinks later, but... but you're back!”
 
   Wesley puckered his lips, then planted a sloppy kiss on Bettie's mouth. He licked her plump lips and slobbered over her, like a starved dog salivating over a freshly-cooked steak. He relished in his success, savoring the passion of the moment. Suddenly, his eyes widened as Bettie gripped his bottom lip with her teeth.
 
   Wesley stared into her cold eyes as he rapidly stuttered, “Wh–Wh–What are you doing? Wha–What are...”
 
   Without a single crease on her stern face, Bettie bit down harder, then viciously yanked her head away from Wesley. Wesley shrieked as his bottom lip was torn off. Blood spurted from the savage wound as he covered his mouth with his trembling hands. Dark and gooey blood gushed from the slits between his fingers, like lava oozing from a volcano. Wesley helplessly staggered away as Bettie slowly stood from the table.
 
   Wesley cried, “Why... why are you doing this, princess? What's wrong? Why... why are you acting this way? I saved you... I saved you!”
 
   Wesley lurched forward, barely keeping his balance as he approached the metal cabinets. Bettie shambled behind, her bare feet splashed on the pools and streams of rainfall. Wesley hopelessly searched through a manila folder atop the cabinet, whisking sheets of paper beneath others. Bettie tightly gripped his shoulders from behind, then chomped into his neck.
 
   Wesley cried as Bettie tore a chunk of flesh from his neck. The blood spurted like a garden sprinkler, painting the wall and floor red. Wesley grunted and coughed as he gargled his own blood and staggered to the floor. The manila folder swayed through the air until it landed beside him. Wesley absently gazed at the ceiling as his vision diminished and his head swayed.
 
   As his frantic breathing and palpitating heart slowed, Wesley could only hear Bettie's plodding footsteps and her squishy gnawing as she chomped on the piece of flesh and trudged away. The powerful storm diminished as the haunting sounds dominated the room. Wesley swayed his head towards the cellar stairs and watched with flickering eyelids.
 
   As he tightly gripped the wound on his neck and watched Bettie shambling up the creaky steps, Wesley whispered, “I saved you... I love you, princess.”
 
   


  
 

Day 2 - December 24th, 2015
 
   Surely Innocent
 
    
 
   A static-riddled radio report echoed through the living room of the single-story home: “Reports indicate a local man has vandalized and defiled several graves. Like a gruesome scene from a horror movie, several graves were damaged and, well, ruined last night. A body has apparently been stolen from a grave as well. The graveyard is currently cordoned off by the authorities. To protect the privacy of the family, we will not release any names, but, should you be concerned, you should contact Deputy...”
 
   The knob clicked as Charlotte Chandler turned off the sleek black radio atop the black console table. She immediately scampered towards the three-seat sofa directly across the slick device. 38-year-old Charlotte stood five-three, five-six with her black high heels. Her slim and timid physique was bolstered by her voguish black halter neck dress. The stunning dress sat above her knobbly, bare kneecaps. Her wavy brunette hair reached down to her narrow shoulders. Her vibrant brown eyes popped thanks to her natural luster and supportive makeup.
 
   Charlotte scanned through the living room as she murmured, “Come on, where is it? Where's my purse?”
 
   The front door of the small home opened up to the living room. The living room had dark hardwood floors and eggshell white walls. The wall to the right from the front door was mostly comprised of spotless windows overlooking the lush, kempt lawn. A black three-seat sofa sat directly to the right from the front door, a matching sofa sat perpendicularly to the left to form a small makeshift square – the living space. A spotless glass coffee table sat directly between the sofas, and a small table propped up a 24-inch tube television at the other end of the room.
 
   As she spotted her black leather bag beneath the television, Charlotte smiled and happily exclaimed, “There you are!”
 
   As Charlotte scurried towards her bag, 14-year-old Shirley Chandler said, “You know I was listening to the radio, right?”
 
   Shirley stood four-eleven with a frail figure. She had vibrant brown eyes and speckles sparsely scattered on her cheeks. She had straight brunette hair down to her timid shoulders. She wore loose blue jeans, white sneakers, and a red-and-white striped long-sleeve shirt. A diffident teenager always blending with her surroundings.
 
   As she shuffled through her cluttered bag, Charlotte responded, “You shouldn't be listening to that garbage anyway, sweetie. You don't need to know what those monsters are up to. Everything's too violent nowadays. Someone's always hurting someone on the news. Why don't they ever report the good stuff?”
 
   Shirley leaned on the kitchen's bar as she huffed and rolled her eyes. The bar solely separated the living room from the kitchen. A plain arch entrance led into the kitchen. The kitchen had linoleum tile flooring and marble counters. The center of the living room opened up to a hallway with four doors. The first door led to the storage closet, the second door led to the restroom, and the final two doors led to the bedrooms.
 
   Shirley sighed, then asked, “Why do I have to stay here? Why can't you call Auntie Maggie or someone else? I mean, can't you hire someone on the internet?” As she glanced at the hallway with worrisome eyes, Shirley asked, “Why me?”
 
   Charlotte stopped her frantic movements, then stared at her pusillanimous daughter. Charlotte explained, “It's not necessary. It would just be a waste of money. You're a big girl, Shirley. You can handle this.”
 
   The floorboards groaned as Shirley stomped her right foot and yelled, “But, I can't! I don't... I don't want to take care of him, mom!” Flustered, Shirley crossed her arms and despondently stared at the floor as she murmured, “What if something bad happens? I don't know what to do, I don't know how to take care of him...”
 
   Charlotte sighed, then said, “Nothing bad is going to happen. I promise. Your grandpa, he... he can't move, sweetie. He's bedridden. You only have to check-up on him every 15 minutes or so, that's it. If you think something's wrong, just call me. It's very simple.”
 
   As her eyes swelled with tears, Shirley responded, “I don't want to be responsible for him, mom. I'm scared.”
 
   Charlotte tilted her head and pouted. She approached her apprehensive daughter, then gently placed her warm palms on her flushed cheeks. She gently swiped the tears streaming down her rosy cheeks with her thumbs as she gazed into Shirley's eyes. Her daughter trembled and sobbed, like a punished pup.
 
   Charlotte reassured, “There's nothing to be afraid of. Everything will be fine. Grandpa Alvin used to take care of you all the time when you were a kid. I know you remember that. Think of it as paying him back. Think of it as... as spending some quality time with your grandfather. You know we're blessed to still have him with us, right? He won't be here forever and every moment is worth cherishing. You know that, don't you?”
 
   Shirley loudly exhaled as she nodded and whispered, “Yeah...”
 
   Suddenly, a blaring car horn disrupted the serene mother-daughter moment. Charlotte glanced over her shoulder, then scurried towards her purse. She dashed towards the front door with the black bag dangling from her shoulder.
 
   As she stood at the doorway, Charlotte glanced at Shirley and asked, “Will you be okay? Can you handle this for me, sweetie?”
 
   Shirley nonchalantly kicked at the floor as she nodded and responded, “Sure...”
 
   Charlotte smiled and nodded towards her daughter, then said, “Okay, I'll be back before midnight. Call me if you need anything.” As her eyes twinkled with joy, Charlotte teased, “And, you'll have plenty of presents tomorrow morning. We'll have a great party. Just the three of us, I promise. See you soon!”
 
   As the door shut, Shirley bit her bottom lip, then murmured, “I love you, too, mom...”
 
   Shirley strolled towards the living room windows, the floorboards groaned with each swaggering step. She pushed the red silk curtains to the side, then peeked through the blinds. Charlotte pranced towards a black four-door luxury sedan, smiling from ear-to-ear as her hyena cackle echoed through the vacant street.
 
   “What a laugh...” Shirley joked as she watched the vehicle depart. As she glanced over her shoulder and towards the hallway, Shirley said, “I hope it's a good night for both of us...”
 
   ***
 
   Shirley sauntered down the hall, carefully stepping over the creaky floorboards as she approached the third door. The door squealed as it slowly opened. Like a curious turtle peeking out of its shell, Shirley peered into the bedroom – Grandpa Alvin's humble chamber. Grandpa Alvin quietly rested on his adjustable mattress at a 65-degree-angle towards the center of his room, his body veiled by his navy blue bed sheets and cotton comforter.
 
   Alvin Alvarado's body had shriveled to a five-five stature with a feeble physique. He had wild white hair on his dome extending every which way. Bushy white hairs protruded from his nostrils. There were blatant liver spots on his rugged skin and gnarled wrinkles on his brow. He wore blue white-striped flannel pajamas.
 
   As her eyes gleamed with innocence, Shirley facetiously asked, “Is everything okay in here?”
 
   She shoved the door open, then leaned on the doorway as she inspected the room. Her nose wrinkled upon catching a whiff of the lingering stench in the air – a malodorous aroma of death and putrescent flesh. The miasma freely flowed through the room, dancing with the gloomy shadows.
 
   As she held her shirt to her nose, Shirley murmured, “Jeez, am I supposed to clean this up or something?”
 
   Shirley continued to inspect the fairly plain bedroom. Grandpa Alvin's adjustable mattress sat atop a metallic frame towards the center of the dreary room. The hardwood nightstand to the left of the bed had a lamp and an old-fashioned bell alarm clock on top. An identical nightstand with medical equipment and a pill organizer filled with heaps and mounds of medicine sat to the right of the bed. A 20-inch tube television sat at the wall across from the foot of the bed atop a small three-drawer dresser. A three-seat sofa sat to the parallel wall from the entrance beneath a rectangular window. There was another door leading to the neighboring bathroom to the right of the sofa – the door was cracked open.
 
   Shirley stepped into the room, then immediately stopped. Her body shuddered from the ominous ambiance as it quickly surrounded her. The melancholic shadows rapidly encircled her from every corner. She stepped back towards the doorway as she gazed at her bedridden grandfather with a furrowed brow.
 
   “You're okay...” Shirley rationalized. “I shouldn't touch anything, right? Don't mess anything up, just check and go...”
 
   Shirley slowly shut the door, then leisurely drifted towards the living room. She shook her head as she approached the sleek black radio on the console table. She turned the knob and the news report played.
 
   The male newscaster announced: “... the man was savagely attacked in the basement of his middle-class home. That's right, folks, this man lived in a secure, gated neighborhood. A good neighborhood now ravaged by an unknown and still lurking culprit. The police claim to be closing in on the suspect, but, with such a shocking crime, you can expect some difficulties and... Wait a second... I'm being told reports are pouring in of several other...”
 
   As she twisted the radio's knob, Shirley whispered, “Mom's right, I don't really need to listen to this crap.”
 
   Shirley changed the station to an upbeat song. The cheerful guitars and drums veiled the drab room with a buoyant mood. Shirley waved her fingers as she sashayed into the kitchen, humming and bobbing her head as she marched with the rhythm. She indistinctly murmured to herself as she opened the fridge, then retrieved the gallon of tantalizing orange juice.
 
   She tossed the gallon on the adjacent counter, then shut the fridge. On her tiptoes, she searched through the cabinet above for a cup. As she helplessly reached into the cabinet, a loud clash echoed through the home. Shirley stretched her neck like a giraffe as she glared at the hallway with narrowed eyes. The metallic clashing reverberated down the hall once more.
 
   “Grandpa?” Shirley faintly asked as her arms trembled uncontrollably. “Grandpa, is everything okay?”
 
   Shirley traipsed down the hall with her arms extended from her body. She weaved and bobbed her head as she tried to get a better view of the room from afar, but to no avail. She squinted and tilted her head, trying to hone her hearing as she approached Grandpa Alvin's room. There wasn't a single sound or visible movement.
 
   Shirley stopped before the entrance and retrieved her white touchscreen cellphone from her pocket. Her fingers ached as she tightly clenched the phone to her chest and shut her eyes. She inhaled deeply as she attempted to recompose herself – as she hopelessly attempted to rid herself of the terror plaguing her timid body.
 
   Shirley loudly exhaled, then said, “Okay, okay. I can do this. I can do this.”
 
   She quickly turned into the room, then gasped. She staggered in reverse until her black collided with the wall. The adjustable mattress and bed sheets were spread across the floor. The right nightstand was tipped over, dozens of pills of all shapes and sizes were scattered across the floor. Grandpa Alvin was nowhere in sight.
 
   In utter shock, Shirley whispered, “Where did he go?”
 
   ***
 
   Shirley trudged into the room, each daunting step heavier than the last. The floorboards ghoulishly groaned with her dreadful stride, creaking and howling from her calculated movements. She tiptoed over the mattress, then stood by the bed sheets. She knelt down by the navy comforter and sniffled. The pungent aroma of urine and feces walloped her nostrils as she injudiciously sniffled. Shirley hopped to her feet as she pinched her nose with her left hand and waved her right hand in front of her scrunched face.
 
   In a muffled voice, Shirley whispered, “What happened here?”
 
   As she glanced around the room, Shirley caught a glimpse of the bathroom door – it was suddenly wide open. The door softly creaked as it slowly swung back-and-forth. With her nose pinched, Shirley lunged over the tarnished comforter, then plodded towards the bathroom entrance.
 
   As she slowly approached the doorway, Shirley asked, “Grandpa? Grandpa, is that you? Are you okay?”
 
   There was no response, only the sound of her sneakers thudding on the hardwood floor reverberated through the desolate room. Shirley stood at the doorway and immediately flicked the adjacent light switch. The light briefly flickered and buzzed, then stabilized as it illuminated the room. 
 
   A bathtub-shower combination waited straight ahead. A pristine toilet sat to the left. A marble counter with an installed sink sat to the right of the tub. A medicine cabinet with a pristine mirror was located directly above the counter. The room had white tile flooring and white walls. The bathroom was empty. As she glided her eyes across the room from left-to-right, Shirley gasped and hopped back. The door leading to the hallway was miraculously opened.
 
   Shirley held her trembling hands to her mouth as she whispered, “Oh, no... It's not supposed to be open like that...” She scrunched her face as an avalanche of doubtful thoughts snowballed through her mind. She whispered, “I didn't open it, did I?” 
 
   Shirley walked towards the hallway entrance. She stood at the bathroom doorway as she peered down each side of the hall. Croaking and groaning floorboards echoed through the home from the living room. Shirley narrowed her eyes as she honed-in on the noise before it abruptly stopped.
 
   Shirley walked towards the center of the hallway, then asked, “Grandpa, are you okay?” There was no response, only jovial pop music filled the home. Shirley scrunched her face from the overwhelming fear as she asked, “Grandpa, please, are you there? Is... is everything okay?”
 
   Shirley's limbs trembled and her face twitched as she took her first monumental step towards the living room, like if she were walking against a typhoon. Sweat dripped down her raised brow and the nape of her neck. Her anxious fluids spurted from her glands like a garden sprinkler. As she followed with another step, a grim and monstrous groan reverberated down the hall. The appalling moan, slow and dreadful, echoed from the kitchen. Shirley stopped in place, then frantically dialed 911.
 
   The female dispatcher answered, “911, what is your emergency?”
 
   As her teeth chattered, Shirley stuttered, “My–my grand–grandpa is missing... I think... I think someone's in the house.”
 
   The female dispatcher asked, “What is your address, ma'am?”
 
   As her eyes swelled with somber tears, Shirley responded, “It–It's 3001 Manzanita Avenue. Please help me, I'm alone now... Please.”
 
   After ten seconds of silence, the female dispatcher directed, “Okay, ma'am, the police are on their way. I need you to hide and wait until the police arrive. If you can leave the house, please do so quietly and find a neighbor. Do not confront the intruder. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes...” Shirley softly whispered.
 
   Suddenly, the haunting groan echoed through the home once again. The ghastly moan was filled with pain and agony, a bellow of anguish and affliction. Shirley lowered the phone as she silently scampered towards the hallway entrance. She furtively peered towards the kitchen. She could see arms swinging from beyond the pillar and bar. The arms were covered by blue white-striped pajamas.
 
   Shirley trudged towards the kitchen arch entrance as she asked, “Grandpa, are you okay?” As she sobbed, Shirley helplessly asked, “What's going on? How are you doing this? Why are you doing this?”
 
   Shirley stood at the kitchen's arch entrance, gaping towards the refrigerator. To her utter surprise, Grandpa Alvin miraculously stood in front of the refrigerator with his back towards Shirley. His arms flung and his legs wobbled as he helplessly tried to open the cabinets and fridge. Shirley sniffled as she approached her grandfather.
 
   Shirley whispered in a dubious tone, “Grandpa?”
 
   Abruptly, Grandpa Alvin turned towards Shirley. Shirley gasped as she immediately staggered to the floor – her scrawny legs stopped functioning. She crawled in reverse until her back hit the wooden cabinet door. Tears streamed down her scarlet cheeks as she inspected her decrepit grandfather.
 
   Grandpa Alvin's skin was gray and rough. Thick blue and purple veins bulged on his pale skin. His eyes were completely whitened and deprived of life. His eyes were permanently fixated on an absent stare. Grandpa Alvin moaned as he shambled forward. Tears gushed from Shirley's puffy eyes as she immediately retrieved a knife with a black handle from the wooden knife block on the counter above.
 
   Shirley gripped the knife with both hands and extended her arms forward as she pleaded, “Stop! Don't do this! Please! I'm sorry! I'm so sorry! I'll take care of you, I promise!”
 
   Suddenly, Grandpa Alvin lunged towards Shirley and chomped. Shirley kicked her leg up and pressed her foot against Grandpa Alvin's chest. Grandpa Alvin continued to bite and grasp at Shirley from afar, trying to munch on her innocent face and her shin with every opportunity. He growled and hissed like a starved animal attacking its prey.
 
   Shirley shouted, “Please! Don't make me do this!”
 
   As Grandpa Alvin snarled and lunged at her, Shirley stabbed the knife through her grandfather's neck with all of her might. Alvin coughed and groaned, gargling his own blood as it oozed from his throat and erupted from his mouth. The blood splattered on Shirley's face.
 
   Grandpa Alvin stared into Shirley's somber eyes with an absent gaze, then his body became limp. His lifeless body tumbled onto Shirley as she retracted her leg from his chest. Shirley whimpered as she inspected the bloody massacre. Traumatized, her bottom lip quivered and her eyes watered. The kitchen floor, her grandfather's neck, and her clothing and hands were drenched in the dark blood.
 
   As the emergency sirens wailed into the home, increasing in volume with each passing second, Shirley whispered, “I didn't mean to... I'm sorry...”
 
   


  
 

Day 3 - December 25th, 2015
 
   Happy Holidays
 
    
 
   Michael Evans knelt on his bed as he peered out of the bedroom window. He observed the clear night sky as the moonlight illuminated his blissful smile with its milky glow. Michael stood four-seven with a lean physique. He had vibrant brown eyes glowing with youth and enthusiasm. His elephantine ears protruded from beneath his long, curly black hair. He wore baby blue flannel pajamas.
 
   As he stared at the inexplicably hypnotizing moon, Michael whispered, “I hope you visit me tonight, Santa, I've been very good...”
 
   Leaning on the doorway with his arms and legs crossed, Henry Evans interrupted, “What do you think you're doing up this late?”
 
   Michael's body straightened and he stiffly tipped over onto his bed – Timber! Henry chuckled as he moseyed into the room. Henry stood five-eight with a strapping figure. He had kind brown eyes, shaggy black hair atop his dome, and a clean-shaved face. He wore a gray t-shirt and blue flannel pajama bottoms. His bare feet thudded on the hardwood floor with every step. Henry sat on the bed beside his son, then gently shook Michael. Michael pretended to snore like a bear, keeping the innocent facade afloat.
 
   Henry sighed, then said, “You should have been sleeping hours ago, kiddo. It's almost time for sunrise. You're going to be exhausted in the morning...”
 
   Michael turned in his bed and eagerly explained, “I wanted to stay up for Santa. I haven't seen him in years.”
 
   Henry nodded and said, “I know, I know, but Santa doesn't like to be seen when he's delivering presents, remember? He especially dislikes it when naughty boys open their gifts before Christmas morning. He doesn't tolerate it, kiddo.”
 
   Michael pouted, then said, “I wasn't going to open anything, I promise. I was just going to take a peek at him. That's all.”
 
   Henry chuckled, then said, “Good. Santa won't be the one arriving if you're bad. He sends Naughty Santa for that. You remember what I told you about him, right?”
 
   Michael sighed and slumped his head towards his lap, then said, “Yeah...” He lifted his head and gazed into his father's kind eyes, then asked, “When's mom going to get here?”
 
   Henry responded, “She'll be back with the entire family before breakfast, I promise. You'll see your mama, your cousins, your uncles, your aunties... everyone's going to be here in the morning. It's going to be great.”
 
   Michael tilted his head as he absently stared at his bare feet. A conniving grin materialized across his face as he rolled his eyes towards his father. He turned towards his father, then delivered the notorious puppy eyes and pout – a lethal combination for any parent.
 
   Michael asked, “Can I please open one present before everyone gets here?”
 
   Henry laughed and smiled as he shook his head. Henry responded, “No. We've been through this a million times. If you open a present or even try to scrape the wrapping paper like last year, you know what's going to happen. Naughty boys meet Naughty Santa. You know, instead of milk and cookies, I hear he eats bad boys and drinks their blood.”
 
   Michael crossed his arms and scoffed, “Yeah, right.”
 
   Henry nodded and continued, “Really. Naughty Santa eats people. He really likes to eat naughty boys that open their presents without permission. He places them in his gift bag, then takes them to the North Pole. He pours their blood into a big cup, then cooks the meat in the oven...”
 
   Michael scrunched his face as he tightly shut his eyes and placed his palms over his ears. He shook his head like a dog out of a bath and pouted. Henry's crackling chuckle echoed through the dark room, bouncing off the vacant navy blue walls.
 
   Henry smiled as he said, “You see, I warned you. You better not test Naughty Santa, Michael, he will come and get you.”
 
   As he continued to press his hands to his ears, Michael threatened, “I'm going to tell mom.”
 
   Henry joyously smiled and said, “Okay, okay. Enough scary stories for now. It's time for bed. I mean it this time. Trust me, if there's anything that will make Christmas come faster, it's sleep. I know this from experience, kiddo. If you sleep, you'll be opening presents in no time.”
 
   Michael opened his eyes and nodded as he glanced at his father – the words were genuine. He lifted his legs towards his chest, then slipped into his fuzzy blue comforter. Henry gently patted Michael's chest, then planted a kiss on his untamed hair. The bed squeaked as Henry stood. The floorboards creaked as Henry slowly departed, dragging his tired feet across the desolate hardwood floor. He stopped at the doorway, then glanced at his son.
 
   Michael glanced back at his father and asked, “Dad, do you think I was good this year?”
 
   Henry smiled and nodded as he said, “Yeah, you've been great, kiddo.”
 
   Michael inquired, “You don't think Naughty Santa will visit me, do you?”
 
   Henry chuckled, then reassured, “No, no. If he does, I'll be waiting for him. No one punishes you but me. Besides, we've got some unfinished business to handle.” Michael laughed as he turned on his bed and faced the bedroom window. The door squealed as Henry slowly shut it and said, “Good night, kiddo. I'll see you in the morning.”
 
   Michael hopped and squirmed like a fish out of water. The anxiety and excitement blending within was overwhelmingly powerful. The rush of euphoria conjured by the unexpected and anticipated was irrepressible. Michael tightly shut his eyes as his head swayed left-and-right and as his feet kicked and wiggled. Seconds turned into minutes as sleep evaded Michael's grasps at every turn. Suddenly, a muffled bang echoed through the home and into Michael's room.
 
   Michael's eyes widened as he stared at the empty ceiling. He whispered in a dubious tone, “Santa Claus?”
 
   ***
 
   Michael eagerly sprung up from his bed with protuberant eyes. He turned towards his window, then weaved and bobbed his head around like a walking pigeon. Alas, there was no sign of the legendary sleigh or the jingling bells. Slowly, Michael turned towards his sealed bedroom door. He tilted his head and placed his index finger behind his dangling earlobe. Muffled footsteps reverberated through the home, dwindling with every step.
 
   Michael grinned and said, “It has to be him. It's Santa...”
 
   Michael stood from his bed, then hurriedly scampered across his room on his tiptoes. The door creaked as he slowly and carefully opened it. He protruded his head into the measly crack, then looked to his left and right. The master bedroom awaited to the right. To the left, there was a door leading to the guest bedroom, then another door leading to the bathroom.
 
   There was a posh arch entrance leading into the living room across the bathroom door. The Christmas lights in the living room seeped into the hallway through arch entrance. The vibrant lights cycled between a blood-red and a forest-green every five seconds.
 
   Michael deviously smirked as he whispered, “I have to see him. I have to.”
 
   He slipped out of his room like a sly fox. He tiptoed down the hall with his shoulders high and head slumped. He cautiously peeked towards the master bedroom with every other step while meticulously stepping over the creaky floorboards. Michael stood at the arch entrance, gripping the wall as he peered into the living room.
 
   To the right, the room seamlessly transitioned to a dining area and a kitchen. The dining area had a gargantuan rectangular wooden table with ten seats ready for the celebration. The kitchen opened up via an arch entrance. The kitchen had a small bar with tiled counters, linoleum flooring, and textured white walls. The enormous living room to the left of Michael's position had hardwood flooring and walls. Two three-seat black leather sofas sat perpendicular to each other towards the center of the living room. A pristine glass coffee table sat between them.
 
   On the parallel wall from the arch entrance and directly across the adjacent sofas, there was a 60-inch flat-screen television. In the corner to the left of the television, a giant and dazzling tree awaited. The lush tree was decorated with sparkling ornaments and vibrant, cycling lights. The walls were cluttered with family photographs and Christmas lights – dressers and console tables hugged the walls beneath them.
 
   As he caught a glimpse of the towering silhouette by the elegant tree, Michael's eyes widened and he whispered, “It really is Santa. He really came to visit me...”
 
   The mountainous man shambled forward in the dimly-lit living room, absently crashing into the tree and rustling the stiff leaves. With a scheming grin plastered on his innocent face, Michael tiptoed towards the kitchen bar. He carefully inspected the white ceramic plate and translucent plastic cup as he agilely hopped onto a stool.
 
   The stool loudly creaked like the squeak of a rat in an empty auditorium. With wide eyes and a clenched jaw, Michael glanced over his shoulder and towards the man. To his utter surprise, the man was oblivious of Michael's presence – he was seemingly too concerned with the piles of gifts. Relieved, Michael turned towards the matter at hand – Santa's iconic meal. The plate was filled with freshly-baked cookies and a cup of tantalizing milk.
 
   Michael furrowed his brow as he whispered, “He didn't eat the cookies or drink the milk...” He glanced towards the hulking man, then said, “I'll bring them to him. I'll prove I've been good this year. I'll prove I haven't been naughty.”
 
   Michael smiled as he grabbed the plate and cup, then leaped off the stool. He strolled towards the man with the milk and cookies in his wavering hands. The distrait man continued his bizarre attack on the festooned Christmas tree.
 
   As he approached, Michael announced in a soft tone, “Santa, I've brought you some milk and cookies.” The inattentive man grunted and groaned. Michael protruded his arms forward and explained, “I know you like them. My dad told me they're your favorites. Maybe you don't remember him. I hope this...”
 
   Suddenly, the living room lights illuminated the darkness. The ominous shadows were whisked away with a single flick. The decorative Christmas lights continued to cycle. Michael turned towards the arch entrance leading into the hallway. His eyes widened, his mouth dangled, and his body shuddered.
 
   Michael looked towards the floor, but to no avail – he couldn't fall to the ground and pretend to sleep without making a mess or shattering his skull. He glanced back towards the arch entrance with a nervous smile. Henry stood at the archway as he rubbed his tiresome eyes with his left hand and tightly gripped an aluminum baseball bat with his right.
 
   As his vision focused, Henry squinted towards Michael and the mysterious man, then asked, “What the hell is going on here?” He glared at the man and asked, “Buddy, what the hell do you think you're doing in my house?”
 
   Michael's bottom lip trembled as he explained, “I–I... It... It's Santa Claus, dad. I was just bringing him his cookies, like you said. I wasn't going to open anything, I swear!”
 
   Henry furrowed his brow and stretched his head forward as he inspected the baleful intruder. He gazed at Michael with worrisome eyes as his arms trembled and his legs wobbled. His stomach turned and sweat trickled from every gland as he turned back towards the daunting man in the red suit. He bit his bottom lip as terrifying thoughts stampeded through his mind.
 
    Baffled and frightened, Henry murmured, “Santa Claus?”
 
   ***
 
   Henry clenched his jaw as he glared at the intruder with a soul-penetrating stare. His eyelids twitched and his body trembled as he gazed at his confused son. Henry beckoned at Michael, swaying his head and the bat towards the archway, but to no avail. Michael simply furrowed his brow and shrugged as he watched his distraught father. He struggled to comprehend his father's sudden consternation.
 
   Henry stomped his foot and demanded, “Michael, come here. Now.”
 
   Michael shook his head and said, “No, I can't. I have to give Santa his milk and cookies. I have to show him I was good.”
 
   Henry glared at his son and sternly said, “Come here, Michael. This isn't a game, okay? I need you to listen to me for once.”
 
   Michael pouted and shook his head, then said, “No, I just want to...”
 
   Seething from the boiling frustration, Henry shouted, “That is not Santa Claus, Michael! Come here! Now!”
 
   Suddenly, the floorboards howled as the colossal trespasser slowly turned. The man stood a towering six-four. He wore a red coat trimmed with white wool on the wrists and from the collar down to his protruding belly. He had a black belt fastened over his blood-red coat. He wore red pants with white wool trimmed at the bottom. His filthy black boots were covered in mud and soot.
 
   His dome was veiled by a matching hat with a red body and a plush white brim with a white pom-pom on top. His eyes were completely whitened and the skin on his face was gray and droopy. Most his jaw was obscured by a fake white beard drenched in blood. Awed, Michael began to tremble uncontrollably. The cookies slid and crumbled while the milk whirled and rippled from the quake.
 
   Michael helplessly stuttered, “Na–naughty Santa?”
 
   Henry slowly trudged forward as he inspected the blood on Santa's plush, grand beard. Henry walked towards the sofa and waved towards himself with the bat. Michael slowly stepped in reverse, his body was dominated by fear. Santa groaned and moaned as he absently stared forward. He senselessly gnawed on a plastic gingerbread man tree ornament.
 
   As Santa took his first step forward, Henry roared, “Michael, run!”
 
   Henry leaped over the sofa, then agilely maneuvered around the coffee table. He yanked the baseball bat back, then swung with all of his might. Clank – the dreadful clash between aluminum and skull echoed through the living room. Santa groaned as the laceration at the left side of his head spurted blood like an open faucet. Like if the blow was utterly useless, Santa shambled forward and grabbed Henry's arms.
 
   Henry shoved Santa back towards the tree as he tried to restrain the powerful intruder, but to no avail – Santa was burly and strong, pushing two steps forward for every step lost. Michael stood at the hallway archway, then glanced at the front door and windows in the living room. The beaming morning sunlight seeped through the cracks and blinds of the home, caressing the violent scuffle with its warmth.
 
   As he wrestled, Henry glanced at Michael and shouted, “Get the hell out of here, Michael! Call the cops and run, damn it!”
 
   Michael was frozen in place, unable to move or conjure a single word. He could only croak and grunt as his muscles and joints locked. Fear had struck his gentle heart and paralyzed his body, like a deer caught in the headlights. A cold sweat drenched his slim torso, seeping through his flannel pajamas. Suddenly, Santa overpowered Henry. The pair tumbled over the glass coffee table. The glass shattered into dozens of sharp shards. Blood from Henry and Santa dripped and streamed across the living room floor like crimson rivers. 
 
   Santa wheezed, then snarled. He bared his bloody, sharp teeth. Henry grunted as he helplessly tried to squirm away. Abruptly, Santa chomped into Henry's face. Michael clasped his hands at his ears as his father's blood-curdling screech reverberated through the home. Santa callously pulled his head away, savagely tearing Henry's nose off his face.
 
   As he watched the violent attack with somber eyes, Michael stuttered, “N–No... I'm–I'm sorry...”
 
   All of a sudden, the front door swung open and Henry's mother, Julia Evans, strutted inside with wide eyes, a charming smile, and her arms extended towards the ceiling. Julia Evans stood five-four, five-seven with her glossy black heels. She wore a black skirt down to her kneecaps, a black a-line shirt with sleeves down to the middle of her forearms, and a lustrous pearl necklace. She had vibrant brown eyes and her beach blonde hair was tied in a neat ponytail.
 
   In her squeaky voice, Julia announced, “I'm home, sweetie! Time to...”
 
   She abruptly stopped upon spotting the bloody onslaught in the living room. Santa continued to gnaw at Henry's face. Julia turned towards Michael with a furrowed brow as her bottom lip quivered. Her eyes immediately swelled with tears. Michael was speechless. His pajama bottoms were soaked in urine. His bare feet squirmed in the puddle. Julia looked outside the front door and frantically shook her head and waved her arms.
 
   Julia lifted her hand to her ear like a phone and whispered, “Call 911. Now.” She turned towards Michael and beckoned to him as she instructed, “Come here, Michael. Everything's okay. Please, just hurry.”
 
   As Michael took his first step towards his mother, Santa stood from Henry's ravaged corpse. He continued to nibble on a piece of flesh – Henry's cheek. He slowly turned towards the entrance, then glared at Julia. Julia walked in reverse until her timid back collided with the hardwood wall. The photograph frames bounced from the impact. She indistinctly yammered as her bottom lip trembled uncontrollably.
 
   As she caught a glimpse of Santa's diabolical eyes, Julia shrieked, “No!”
 
   Suddenly, Santa lunged towards Julia. Julia bellowed as Santa chomped into her neck. Paralyzed by the attack, Michael watched in awe. As Julia was overwhelmed by Santa's attack, Henry's torso miraculously surged upward. Henry sat up as he absently inspected his surroundings. He staggered to his feet as he groaned and moaned, then stared at Michael.
 
   Michael inspected his father with a scrunched face of disgust and terror. Henry's nose was torn off. His right cheek was shredded, his teeth were visible through the abnormal opening. There was a vicious slit across his lips. Blood spurted and oozed from every brutal laceration. His eyes were completely whitened.
 
   As Henry stepped towards him with menacing eyes, Michael asked, “Daddy? Daddy, are you okay?”
 
   


  
 

Day 4 - December 26th, 2015
 
   Crime and Justice
 
    
 
   The nighttime gloom swayed with the cool breeze. The melancholy shadows in the darkness danced with the wind as they caressed the unusually vacant streets. The quaggy puddles rippled and splashed as the black-and-white police cruiser careened to the left. Officer Lawrence Lopez tightly gripped the helm as he struggled to control the swerving vehicle. 
 
   Lawrence stood five-eleven with a sturdy physique. He had buzz cut hair atop his egg-shaped dome. He had a stern face with sharp brown eyes – eyes sharp enough to pierce through the darkest abyss. He wore a standard navy blue police uniform – a long-sleeve navy button-up shirt, navy trousers, black gloves, black insulated boots, and a utility belt.
 
   As he straightened the steering wheel and peered into the foggy road ahead, Lawrence said, “Christ, these streets are terrible tonight.” He glanced over at his partner in the passenger seat and asked, “You didn't mess with anything, did you?”
 
   Officer Manuel “Manny” Chavez huffed and shook his head as he pushed his right hand to the car's ceiling and his left hand towards the dashboard. Manny responded, “No, man, it's just your shitty driving. Slow down a little before you get us killed.”
 
   Sweat trickled down Manny's creased brow and chubby cheeks like roaring rivers. His straight black hair was damp from his perpetual perspiration. He stood five-six with a gnomish but strapping figure – his burly chest and his massive biceps proudly protruded forward. He had a clean-shaved face, brown eyes, and a round face. He donned the same uniform as Lawrence. The pair were solely separated from the desolate backseat by the rattling cage partition.
 
   Lawrence chuckled, then responded, “Yeah, yeah. Like you would do any better. You're a nervous wreck man, admit it. Besides, it's the damn streets. There's too much rain and trash, man. The city needs to clean this shit up.”
 
   Manny nodded and said, “Yeah, but with all that's been happening lately, they've quit it. They're done. They're not going clean it up any time soon. The maintenance can wait. I mean, the world... the world is going to hell, man. Cleaning this crap up won't really make it any better.”
 
   Lawrence turned from Main Street and onto 6th Street as he said, “I hear you, man. You hear about that girl and her grandfather over in the valley? The kid killed her grandpa because her mother was out on another date. She was tired of the neglect, tired of taking care of the man, so she killed him. Stabbed him through the neck with a kitchen knife. Even the kids are going crazy these days...”
 
   Manny huffed, then said, “What about that break-in yesterday? The whole family was slaughtered by some lunatic posing as Santa Claus. Santa Claus, man. Who the hell does that on Christmas Day, man? Who? People are sick. I can't believe this sort of crap happens on the holidays.”
 
   Lawrence pierced through the engulfing fog ahead with his sharp, determined eyes. The roads were silent and barren, only the splashing puddles and skidding wheels echoed through the street. Not a single soul lingered after dark. The city had plunged itself into a realm of gloomy shadows and dreary ambiance.
 
   Lawrence glanced at Manny and said, “That's why we have to do this... If the world is going to shit, we might as well take a piece for ourselves.”
 
   Manny swallowed the lump of anxiety in his throat as he pensively gazed out of his window, then said, “I don't know, man. It doesn't seem right to take advantage of the situation like that. It doesn't seem easy, either.”
 
   Lawrence chuckled, then explained, “If this was last week, I'd partially agree with you. But, now, we have to seize this opportunity. We have to do this, no matter what. It'll be good for both of us, trust me.”
 
   Manny bit his bottom lip, then clicked his tongue. He glanced at Lawrence and asked, “You got a plan? An actual plan?”
 
   Lawrence nodded as he glared ahead and explained, “We bust into his drug house, steal the cash, then get out.”
 
   Manny nervously smiled and shook his head as he said, “That... That doesn't sound like it'll work. It doesn't even sound like a plan. It's too easy, man. Besides, it's... it's just not right, man. We can't be doing this shit. We can't stoop to their level. We... We're supposed to be cleaning this shit up. That's our job.”
 
   Lawrence gave off a devious PR smile from ear-to-ear as he rebutted, “Come on, it's not right for them to sell drugs, either. It's not right for a kid to kill her grandfather. It's not right to attack a helpless family. In reality, we are doing out jobs. We're serving justice by doing this. Hell, if it makes you feel any better, we'll even flush their stash. Do some real good for the community.”
 
   Manny sighed as he reluctantly nodded. As he was about to speak, uttering a measly croak of a word, Lawrence abruptly swerved to the right. The wheels squealed and howled as the car skidded to a leisurely roll. Lawrence glared out his window as he watched the silhouette of a man absently shambling towards the center of the road.
 
   As he scowled at the seemingly disoriented man, Lawrence muttered, “What the hell's wrong with this guy?”
 
   Manny lightly tapped Lawrence's shoulder and said, “Don't worry about him, man. He's just another drunk in a world of shit. If we're going to do this, I want to do it now. Let's not waste any more time.”
 
   Lawrence nodded as the pair continued their trek into the ominous road ahead. The police cruiser stopped at the edge of the sidewalk. The duo glanced at the condemned apartment complex to their right. The four-story building was severely vandalized. Gang graffiti was scrawled across the dilapidated gray brick walls. The unkempt front lawn was littered with repulsive trash. The windows were shattered, the openings solely boarded by decaying planks of wood.
 
   The police cruiser's radio buzzed, then the male dispatcher announced, “All units, all units. We have a 404 and multiple 187s South of...”
 
   Without a single thought, Lawrence turned off the radio. Manny gazed at Lawrence with an uncertain glimmer in his eyes. Lawrence was cold and determined, his sullen face was unwavering. Manny reluctantly nodded as he swiped at the cold sweat ticklishly trickling down the nape of his neck.
 
   Lawrence inhaled deeply, then said, “Let's do this.”
 
   ***
 
   Lawrence hopped out of the vehicle, then moseyed towards the trunk. Manny sighed as he warily followed, The trunk flung open and Lawrence delved into his supplies – an armory of destructive weaponry. Manny anxiously looked to his left and right – a sore thumb for crime.
 
   As he shuffled through his supplies, Lawrence explained, “It's going to be quick, Manny, don't worry about that. You have my back and I have yours. We bust in, shoot anyone with a gun, take the cash, flush the drugs, then bolt out. Simple.”
 
   Lawrence retrieved a Model 870P Max shotgun from the trunk. He deviously smirked as he gazed and caressed the synthetic black firearm, gently running his fingertips down the 18-inch barrel. Manny nervously ran his fingers through his damp hair upon spotting the destructive firearm. Images of certain carnage were burned into his retinas.
 
   Lawrence chuckled, then said, “Maximum damage.”
 
   Manny shook his head and said, “I don't want that, man. That's... that's too much.” He carefully retrieved the compact Smith & Wesson handgun from his holster and asked, “Will this do? You... You think they'll be able to track it?”
 
   Lawrence scoffed, “No, man. They won't give a damn about a bunch of dead gangsters. Not enough to call forensics anyway. We're cleaning a plague for them. We're doing God's work.” As he caught a glimpse of the uncertainty swelling in Manny's somber eyes, Lawrence reassured, “They won't track them to us. Don't worry.”
 
   Lawrence tossed a black acrylic ski mask with three holes towards Manny, then veiled his head with his own. Manny followed suit, covering his face with the mask. Lawrence silently shut the trunk, then nodded towards the condemned building. The pair trudged through the unkempt lawn.
 
   The dead grass crackled beneath their boots. The garbage bags, contaminated syringes, and food wrappings rustled with each step. The putrid stench stained the surrounding air. The duo sauntered up the three cement stairs. Lawrence stood to the left, Manny covered the right. Lawrence nodded towards Manny, Manny immediately returned the nod.
 
   After five seconds of silence, Lawrence loudly whispered, “Now!”
 
   Manny turned towards the door, then brutishly kicked forward. The door swung open, slamming against the hallway wall. The thud echoed down the drab, empty hallway. Manny quickly stepped in and aimed his firearm forward, Lawrence followed as he aimed towards the staircase to the right.
 
   Manny whispered, “It's clear.”
 
   Lawrence pointed his shotgun towards the stairs and said, “Check this out.”
 
   A young woman laid on the staircase. Her eyes were shut and she did not breathe. She had frizzy brunette hair extending every which way. She wore a gray sleeveless shirt and a skimpy black skirt. Her kneecaps were bruised and scarred. Her left foot was bare and a black sandal dangled from her right foot. Needle tracks were scattered across her right arm and a syringe protruded from the median cubital vein. Her arm was tied with a rubber hose.
 
   Manny shook his head and said, “Jesus, it looks like she just died. Should we... Should we try to revive her? Do we call someone?”
 
   Lawrence sighed, then pointed his firearm down the hall and said, “No, it's too late for her now. We'll have someone pick her up in the morning. Let's keep going. The basement is the first door to the right. Get ready to breach.”
 
   The door slowly creaked open. Manny and Lawrence peeked down the stairs. The basement was unusually silent and ominous. A menacing ambiance lingered in the forbidding basement. Manny swallowed loudly as he carefully descended down the rickety stairs. Lawrence followed behind, aiming the shotgun over Manny's head.
 
   As he approached the corner, Manny glanced at Lawrence and whispered, “I have a bad feeling about this...”
 
   Manny inhaled deeply, then turned into the modified basement. Tumbledown laundry machinery hugged the parallel brick walls to the left and right. The center of the basement had drying machines facing each parallel wall. The top of the defunct washers and dryers were used as tables for the drug labs. There were over a dozen dead bodies scattered across the floor. All of the bodies were dressed similarly with minor adjustments – large white t-shirts, blue jeans, and basketball sneakers. Some of the corpses had medical masks, others were bare. Most rested face down on the frigid concrete.
 
   As they overlooked the unexpected carnage, Manny said, “Shit, someone must have got here before us...”
 
   Lawrence knelt down and glided his fingertips across the icy floor. He shoved a body with the barrel of his gun as he diligently inspected for any evidence, but to no avail. There were no gunshot wounds or splattered blood stains. The bodies were only stained with blood at the mouth. Lawrence stood, then gazed at the plethora of drugs and supplies.
 
   Manny rubbed his moist brow as he continued, “We just missed them, man. The blood is still fresh and...”
 
   Lawrence shook his head and said, “No, no... We didn't miss anyone. They weren't killed by any rival gang bangers. This wasn't a robbery. No, this... this was an accident. It had to be. Look!” Lawrence pointed towards the drug supplies and said, “The drugs are still here, so the money has to be, too!”
 
   Manny pointed to the other side of the room and said, “The vault...”
 
   Wide-eyed, Lawrence nodded and instructed, “Hurry. Go, go, go!”
 
   The pair tiptoed down the makeshift aisles between the washing and drying machines. They hopped and lunged over the dead bodies, carefully avoiding the puddles of dark blood. They quickly approached the opposite side of the room and found a sealed strongbox with a combination lock. The 16x19x13-inch safe sat atop a sturdy wooden desk beside a lamp and a stack of manila folders. As they helplessly fiddled with the lock, a ghastly, sluggish groan reverberated from the opposite side of the room.
 
   As the pair stopped and absently stared at the lock, Lawrence asked, “What the hell was that?”
 
   ***
 
   Lawrence and Manny slowly turned towards the ghoulish, haunting sound. The sound of blood plopping and heavy, shambling footsteps dominated the otherwise silent basement. Lawrence lifted his shotgun towards the dreadful sounds. Manny's hand trembled uncontrollably as he shined his flashlight towards Lawrence's unforeseen target.
 
   Lawrence's eyes widened as he stuttered, “Wha–what the hell is that noise? Who–Who's there?” There was no response. Lawrence warned, “Don't make any sudden movements! We're the police, we will shoot!”
 
   Suddenly, a pale-skinned man shambled into Manny's light. His head was slumped back as it swayed from left-to-right and right-to-left. His eyes were whitened and blood oozed from his mouth. The dark blood trickled down his jaw and plopped down to his filthy white t-shirt and grungy jeans. The man groaned with each plodding step.
 
   Manny's teeth loudly chattered as he frightfully demanded, “Sh–Sh–Shoot it! Shoot the damn thing! Now!”
 
   Lawrence gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes as he pulled the trigger on his shotgun. A chunk of the undead gangster's head exploded. Bits and pieces of his skull and brain splattered three meters behind. The zombie continued to absently shamble forward. As Lawrence prepared for his next shot, the zombie staggered to his knees, then tipped to his side.
 
   Lawrence shook his head and shouted, “Fuck the money, let's get the hell out of here!”
 
   Manny nodded and yelled, “That sounds like a damn good plan to me! Hurry!”
 
   The pair leaped and lunged over the dead bodies as the corpses suddenly began squirming and groaning. They agilely escaped the crawling zombies' powerful grasps by a hair. The undead zombies near the staircase staggered to their feet. Behind the duo, the moaning and groaning increased with every passing second – the dead were rapidly rising and approaching. The pair were surrounded.
 
   Lawrence shouted, “Shoot everything! Don't let any of them live!”
 
   The earsplitting volley of gunshots echoed through the basement. The bullets tore through their targets, ripping through the limbs and torsos of the undead. Lawrence brutishly kicked the kneecap of an approaching zombie, the bone popped back and the zombie staggered to its knees. Without any hesitation, he shot the zombie's head at point-blank range. The pieces of brain and skin splattered across the machinery and Lawrence's uniform.
 
   As the zombie's body immediately went limp, Lawrence glanced at Manny and instructed, “Aim for the head!”
 
   Manny pushed towards the basement's only exit – the rickety stairs. He shot the zombies at point-blank range, aiming for the center of their brows with each precise shot. The lifeless bodies plummeted to the blood-drenched floor as Manny's bullets viciously tore through their thick skulls.
 
   As he finally approached the first step, Manny looked towards Lawrence and shouted, “Hurry! The coast is clear! Damn it, get over here!”
 
   As he fought off the relentless horde, Lawrence quickly glanced towards Manny and yelled, “I'm coming! Watch my back!”
 
   As a zombie crawled towards him, Lawrence caught a glimpse of the washing machine beside him. The washing machine door squealed as it flung open. Lawrence tightly gripped the long black hair on the crawling zombie, then shoved his head into the machinery. With all of his might, he slammed the door on the undead's dome. The round glass shattered with the following blow. Shards of glass were viciously jabbed into the zombie's disfigured face. Lawrence pulled the undead out, then kicked him aside.
 
   Lawrence blindly fired the final round in his shotgun into the darkness, then turned towards the exit. His eyes widened as he felt the powerful grip on his ankle. He felt the burdensome weight clinging to his leg as he stumbled forward. He looked back and saw a pale-skinned zombie tightly grasping his foot and ankle.
 
   Lawrence helplessly crawled forward and yelled, “Get him! Manny, shoot him! Shoot him now!”
 
   Manny watched in fear and awe as the zombie chomped into Lawrence's Achilles tendon. The undead man callously bit down on Lawrence's heel cord, then pulled his head away. Blood spurted and oozed from the vicious wound on his ankle. Lawrence wildly bellowed as tears streamed down his scarlet cheeks and as his leg violently trembled. He helplessly reached for Manny as his body was overrun by the crawling zombies.
 
   Puffy eyed, Manny shook his head and murmured, “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.”
 
   Manny scampered up the stairs as tears spurted from his eyes. His body was drenched in sweat and droplets of blood were scattered across his face and uniform. He leaned on the basement door behind him, then clasped his palms on his ears, but to no avail. Lawrence's shrill, blood-curdling shrieks penetrated through the makeshift plugs.
 
   Manny whispered, “I'll get them for you, man. I swear, we'll come and kill all of these bastards for you. They're all dead.”
 
   Manny wiped the tears from his cheeks as he marched down the hall towards the building's entrance. He tightly gripped the radio on his chest as he deeply contemplated calling for backup. His mind raced with uncertain thoughts and melancholic regret. As he approached the exit, a dreadful groan shattered his contemplation. His eyes widened as he turned to his left.
 
   Abruptly, a young woman leaped onto Manny, then chomped into his neck. Manny gritted his teeth and grunted as the woman relentlessly gnawed into him. He lifted his handgun and placed it to her temple, then shot her. The woman plummeted towards the floor. Manny immediately turned towards the woman, then fired another round into her back. His breathing intensified as he examined his attacker. The woman wore a gray sleeveless shirt and a revealing skirt.
 
   As he rubbed the grisly wound on his neck, Manny muttered, “Damn it... Damn it... Not like this. Please, not like this...”
 
   Manny helplessly trudged through the doorway. He inhaled deeply as he sat at the top step of the damp stoop. He sighed as he absently stared into the engulfing mist. The impenetrable fog swallowed the small town. Ghastly groans reverberated through the desolate streets from every dreary corner. The sound of faint, shambling footsteps plodding in puddles slowly increased as they gradually approached the abandoned apartment complex. 
 
   Manny's bottom lip quivered as he quietly whimpered. He grimaced from the physical and emotional agony. The surrounding sounds were dreadful, the ambiance was ominous. He tightly gripped his firearm, then placed the barrel to his trembling chin. As tears streamed down from his tightly clenched eyes, Manny pulled the trigger – click!
 
   “No, no, no...” Manny rapidly cried as he found his final bullet was squandered. As the sound of the basement door shattering echoed into the desolate street, Manny opened his eyes and whispered, “Shit...”
 
   


  
 

Day 5 - December 27th, 2015
 
   Searching For A Cure
 
    
 
   Dress shoes and high heels clicked and clanked on the pristine white tile flooring. The bright fluorescent lights gleamed off the stainless white walls and spotless floors. Bulky lab coats swayed and whooshed with every hurried step, the long white coats rustled in-and-out of the rooms. 
 
   Monitors, glass vials, and crackling sheets of paper fell off the white desks in the workplace as the fleeing heedlessly bumped into anything and everything. The emergency exits and entrances were cluttered by the respective evacuating and arriving staff, like ants scurrying on-and-off a picnic blanket. Dr. Jorge Romero's brown cane thudded on the tile flooring with every assisted step.
 
   Romero pointed towards the evacuating staff in the hallway with his right hand and scolded, “You should all be ashamed of yourselves! You're supposed to be men and women of science, not feeble cowards! Should it come, you, and only you, shall be responsible for our genocide. The deaths of your children's children are in your filthy hands!” As he continued his stroll, Romero angrily muttered, “Damn cowards...”
 
   Dr. Romero stood a towering six-five with a hunched back. He had vibrant brown eyes and white, receding hair. He had a thick and resplendent white beard. He wore a white lab coat down to his frail kneecaps, a white button-up shirt tucked into his brown pleated trousers, and black boots. An identification badge dangled from the chest pocket on his lab coat. As the hall opened up to the workplace, Dr. Romero approached the first desk.
 
   Composed and determined, Dr. Stanley King neatly arranged the edges of his stack of papers and said, “It's becoming more and more difficult to work under these forsaken circumstances. This ruckus is unbearable.” As he glanced at Romero, King smirked and asked, “Don't you think?”
 
   Dr. King stood six-one with a lanky physique. He had grizzled hair with stubble on his defined jawline. He wore wire-framed glasses in front of his crystal blue eyes and atop his round nose. He donned a white lab coat, a white collared shirt, black trousers, and black boots.
 
   Romero knocked on the desk and said, “Dr. King, will you walk with me for a moment? I think I've made a breakthrough and...” He rolled his eyes as he glanced at the scampering staff, then said, “Well, I need someone that's not a coward to aid in the experiment.”
 
   As he leaned back in his seat and fiddled with his lanky fingers, King asked, “A breakthrough? What kind?”
 
   Romero responded, “A cure, my good friend, a cure. Walk with me to Experiment Room C. I'll explain everything.”
 
   King sighed, then stood from his seat. He hurried to Romero's side and followed his prestigious colleague's lead. Romero couldn't help but scoff as he observed the surrounding chaos in the laboratory. His once-distinguished peers tumbled over each other, fighting to either escape or stay. King looked towards each side of the hall as he proceeded. There were offices with glass walls at each side of the hallway, some vacant and some fortified. Romero stopped at the blue metallic door leading into Experiment Room C.
 
   Romero turned towards King and said, “Do you believe this nonsense? Can you believe these cowards dumping their duties? It's absurd. I've never been more ashamed of my peers than I am today. These... these scumbags have a duty to secure our livelihood, but they're too worried about their families and friends. They don't realize: if we fail, there won't be a human species to worry about. Their families and friends will be no more.”
 
   King nodded and said, “Well, I actually do. Their fear is certainly understandable with all the fear-mongering on the news. I expected better, but, well, what can you do? It's the world we live in.”
 
   Romero tapped King's chest as he smiled and said, “That's why I like you, Dr. King, you're not selfish. You're empathetic, but you know what's most important.”
 
   King furrowed his brow as he said, “About this... this cure. How is it progressing exactly? How far along are you in the experiment? What waits beyond this door?”
 
   Romero smiled as he looked down to his shoes, then said, “I'm doing everything I can to save us from this... this epidemic. This... this undead uprising. You know as well as I do, we only have until the 31st to accomplish our goals... to update the officials with our research. If not...”
 
   As Romero paused and hesitated, King interrupted with a glimmer of deviancy in his eyes, “Code: Red. Or, as our military buddies like to call it, Code: Dead. Do you really think they would execute such a... such a dastardly operation? It seems like it would help no one, really. It seems rather... counterproductive, if you ask me.”
 
   Romero pouted, then said, “We never know and that's exactly why we can't fail. It's all on our shoulders now. Let's stop lollygagging and get to work. Follow me.”
 
   Romeo pressed his badge on the bar-code scanner beside the metallic door. The protruding square opened and revealed a lens. Romero leaned down and placed his right eye in front of the ocular scanner. A beep emitted from the box, then the door slid open. Romero swayed his head into the room. King nonchalantly shrugged and entered.
 
   The pair found themselves in an observation room. To the left, there was a table with two drawers and a lamp on top. To the right, a hazardous materials suit dangled on the wall. The wall parallel to the entrance had a gargantuan window – the observation window. There was a secured metallic door beside the glass barrier.
 
   “You've got to be kidding me...” King said as he gaped through the impenetrable window in the observation room. King look towards Romero and asked, “What have you done? What are you planning?”
 
   King walked towards the window, then gazed into the neighboring room. The room was deprived of furniture. The white-padded walls and tiled flooring gleamed from the blinding fluorescent lights. A grunting zombie was chained towards the center of the parallel wall from the window. The undead man knelt on the floor with his arms chained to the wall and his legs to the ground. The pale-skinned zombie only donned black trousers. He was shirtless and barefooted. His head was completely shaved. His eyes were whitened and absent – a dead, cold stare lingered.
 
   Romero explained, “In order to find a true cure, we must have a hands-on experiment. I've created an experimental fluid with a vital essence. It'll either neutralize or cure the infected. I'm hoping for the latter. It's simple, but it's daring. I need someone to inject...”
 
   King waved his hands and shook his head as he said, “No, no. I'm not going in there.”
 
   Wide-eyed, Romero responded, “You said you were willing to aid me. You said you understood the dilemma, you weren't like the rest of them. What's the problem now?”
 
   King confessed, “If I may be frank, the reason I'm still here is because I loathe my nagging wife. My children are hardly any better, but they at least have some survival instinct. They don't need me to survive. I'm simply waiting until I get the call: 'Dad, mom's dead. You can come home now.' Until then, I'm staying out of trouble and I intend on staying alive.” 
 
   Romero glared at King and said through his gritted teeth, “Christ, man, you have wasted my time. What the hell am I going to do now?”
 
   ***
 
   King sighed as he ran his fingers through his hoary hair. He turned towards the doorway, then caught a glimpse of a security guard standing across the hall. A devious grin from ear-to-ear materialized on King's face. Without a word, he glanced at Romero, then pointed out the doorway. Like a conniving child, Romero returned the devious smile and nodded.
 
   Romero said, “I'd say he's the perfect candidate. Let's get him.”
 
   Romero and King stepped out of the experiment room and sauntered towards the security guard. Like a Queen's Guard, the security officer stood in unwavering solidarity as absolute chaos erupted through the laboratory. He absently glared forward without a squirm or wiggle, despite the obnoxious ruckus surrounding him.
 
   The security guard stood a sturdy six-one. He had short beach blonde hair with the sides completely shaved. His crystal blue eyes glimmered with uncompromising devotion and compassion. He had a burly physique and a square jawline. He wore a short-sleeve black shirt tucked into his black pants, insulated boots, and a utility belt. The silver embroidered nameplate on his chest read: Thomas P. Davis.
 
   As the pair approached the officer, Romero wagged his index finger and said, “Mr. Davis, you seem to be unusually calm under these circumstances. Mayhem is surrounding you. Death is everywhere. Yet, you firmly stand at your post. Why is that?”
 
    As he stared forward with his eyebrows lowered and centered, Davis responded, “I'm following my duty, sir.”
 
   Romero smiled as he nodded, then said, “Well, son, I have a task that requires someone of your temperament. Are you interested?”
 
   Davis glanced at Romero as he furrowed his brow. He scrunched his face and slowly shook his head as he said, “I don't think so, sir. I have duties to fulfill and I cannot leave my post at the moment. If you need my assistance, perhaps you can call my supervisor and...”
 
   Romero interrupted, “For heaven's sake, boy, we don't have time for these formalities. We don't have time to contact your supervisor and idly lounge while society crumbles.”
 
   King smiled and said, “Listen, Davis, we urgently need your assistance. The country needs your assistance. You will be an American hero after this. I can see you're a man of honor and courage. Please, humor us for a moment. Help us. Please.”
 
   Davis bit his bottom lip, then responded, “Fine. I can spare a few minutes.”
 
   With a jolly smile, Romero waved towards the experiment room and said, “Very well, follow me. We only require a few minutes of your time, boy, I promise.”
 
   The trio entered the experiment room. Wide-eyed, Davis slowly trudged towards the observation window as he inspected the restrained zombie. His jaw dangled and his bottom lip quivered from the overwhelming awe and fear.
 
   Romero tapped the glass and said, “Son, we need you to enter this room and test our experimental cure.”
 
   His cane thudded on the floor as he limped towards the desk. He shuffled through stacks of rustling papers and manila folders, then retrieved a syringe. The glass tube was brimming with an effervescent green fluid. The fizzy fluid bubbled and whirled within the tube. Romero hobbled towards Davis, then placed the syringe in his hand.
 
   Romero explained, “The objective is rather simple, boy. Puncture the creature's jugular with this syringe, then inject the fluid. If my research is correct, he'll either be cured or killed. Regardless, the disease will be vanquished.” 
 
   Davis raised his brow and asked, “What if you're incorrect?”
 
   Romero looked towards his boots and said, “I don't suspect anything unusual to occur. Only failure and countless hours of research will await upon failure. Are you prepared for this monumental duty, son?”
 
   Davis sighed, then wrapped his fingers around the syringe. He inhaled deeply, then nodded towards the eager pair of scientists. Davis turned, then proudly marched towards the metallic door leading into the neighboring room. He stood in solidarity, composed and relaxed as he stared forward. Romero nodded towards Davis, then pulled the entrance switch beside the observation window. The metallic door slid open and Davis strode inside.
 
   As he gazed at the chained zombie, Davis murmured, “I can do this, I can do this...”
 
   Davis winced as the metallic door closed behind him. As he took his first step forward, he glanced over his shoulder towards the observing duo. The scientists swayed their arms towards the undead – hurry! Davis' confident strut immediately withered like a dying plant as his legs wobbled with every step. The zombie glanced at Davis, then sluggishly chomped and swung at him. Davis leaned back as far as possible while protruding his arm forward with the syringe. He carefully inched forward as he approached the slothful zombie. 
 
   “Here it goes...” Davis whispered.
 
   Davis penetrated the bulging jugular with the syringe. He slowly pushed down on the plunger. The strange fluid seeped into the zombie's neck. The zombie's eyes widened as it leaned back towards the padded wall. As the syringe was emptied, Davis retracted the needle, then stepped in reverse.
 
   Romero carefully inspected the zombie's reaction as he whispered, “It's working... It must be working.”
 
   The zombie's head swayed in a circular motion, like if he were dazed by a brutish blow to the head. The undead man leaned back on the wall as he began to breathe erratically. He huffed and puffed as he gazed at the blinding light on the ceiling, then abruptly stopped. Davis glanced at Romero and King through the glass and shrugged.
 
   With narrowed eyes, King said, “It certainly didn't cure him, but it seems to have exterminated his aggressiveness. It has certainly vanquished something.” He placed his hand on Romero's timid shoulder and reassured, “Don't fret, old friend, you've accomplished something significant here. We can still use this to...”
 
   Suddenly, the zombie staggered to his feet, breaking the chains on his ankles. Davis stumbled towards the sealed door as the zombie snarled and hissed. The undead man swung his left arm, then his right. The restraints snapped off the wall with ease.
 
   As the zombie lifted his head, the observing trio were awed to see the test subject's eyes had miraculously changed from a milky-white to a blood-red. The zombie scowled at the trio, then abruptly lunged at Davis.
 
   Davis yelled, “Help me! Open the door! No! No!”
 
   His blood-curdling screech pierced through the soundproof room and echoed through the frantic laboratory. Romero and King watched in awe as the infuriated zombie viciously chomped and scratched at Davis' face. Davis' nose was torn off and his cheeks were savagely shredded. His clean-shaved face was ferociously mutilated by the feral mauling.
 
   King's bottom lip quivered as he stuttered, “Th–This is... This is reinforced, correct? It–It'll hold it back, won't it? We... We're safe, aren't we?”
 
   Suddenly, the zombie stood from Davis' ravaged corpse. Without a limp or stagger, the zombie confidently marched towards the window. As he glowered at the pair, the zombie rapidly jabbed and headbutted the mirror with all of his might. The skin ripped and perished from his hands and brow, revealing the bones and tender flesh on his bare knuckles and forehead. 
 
   As he slowly stepped in reverse, Romero nodded and said, “Surely... It must hold...”
 
   ***
 
   In utter shock, the pair watched as the glass suddenly cracked from a powerful jab. The glass continued to crack with the following blows. The transparent barrier wobbled in its frame as the sharp creaking and crackling sound reverberated through the room.
 
   As his eyes watered, King slowly stepped in reverse and said, “Romero, the virus has mutated. We must call for help immediately. It won't hold much longer, there's no doubt about that. We must find security or... or call someone. We have to... to... to exterminate this thing before it escapes. It must be killed.”
 
   Romero did not respond. King furrowed his brow as he kept his eyes locked on the mutated zombie. Sweat trickled down his brow and cheeks. The rivers of anxious fluids caromed off his cheeks and dripped onto his clothing. His scrawny legs swayed as he slowly teetered in reverse. He cautiously looked towards the room's only exit. To his utter surprise, Romero stood in the hallway with his finger on the scanner.
 
   Wide-eyed, King stuttered, “Wha–What are you doing?”
 
   Romero loudly swallowed, then responded, “I'm sorry, my good friend, but... I need to buy some time. I need to report our findings. If we get through this apocalypse, your sacrifice will not be forgotten.” As he pressed the emergency seal button on the scanner, Romero looked to his feet and said, “I'm truly sorry.”
 
   As he scowled, King roared, “No! You can't do this to me!” He lunged towards the door, but to no avail – his fate was sealed with the lock's reassuring click. As he sobbed, King stuttered, “You–you–you... I–I...”
 
   Suddenly, the observation window shattered. The glass fragmented into dozens of shards as they scattered on the floor. The red-eyed zombie agilely leaped through the opening. He growled at King, then lunged towards him with a vicious chomp. Romero tightly clenched his eyes as the spine-tingling shriek echoed through the chaotic laboratory.
 
   Romero hurriedly doddered towards the nearest desk around the corner. As his remaining peers frantically searched for a cure, oblivious of the massacre in Experiment Room C, Romero stumbled to the floor. He grabbed the sleek black landline phone on the desk, then crawled underneath the sturdy table. Romero muttered indistinctly as he dialed a number and swiped at the anxious fluids trickling from his raised brow. The phone bounced on-and-off his scarlet ear as he anxiously awaited a connection.
 
   A man with a raspy voice answered in a dubious tone, “Dr. Romero? Dr. Romero, is that you?”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Romero answered as he anxiously glanced towards the hallway. “Listen, Hill, the experiment has gone...”
 
   The man interrupted, “Sorry, the Secretary of Homeland Security is not available at the moment. We're dealing with a crisis of our own.”
 
   Wide-eyed, Romero asked, “Who am I speaking to?”
 
   The man responded, “This is John Jensen, I'm Mr. Hill's assistant at the moment. We've been patiently waiting for your call. We are in dire need of a status update. Do you have anything of importance to report?”
 
   “I need to speak directly to Kenneth Hill immediately,” Romero explained. “It is of utmost importance. I was told to contact him and only him. Please, put him on the phone.”
 
   Jensen demanded, “Tell me everything now. We don't have any time to spare. I'll convey the message to Hill when he is available. I guarantee that. Do you have a status update? Have you found a cure or vaccine for the outbreak as you were instructed?”
 
   Romero nervously chuckled as he glanced at the hallway, then explained, “We have a situation of our own, Jensen. Due to a flaw in our experiment, the reanimated test subject seems to have grown exponentially in strength. The laboratory has been compromised. The specimen is secured for the moment. If it escapes, there's no telling what will happen...”
 
   After ten seconds of dead silence, Jensen warned, “If you don't kill it, we'll be forced to eliminate your workplace. Whatever has happened, make sure you terminate the specimen and do not, under any circumstance, allow the infection to spread. Do you understand?”
 
   Romero sighed, then said, “I fear it's too late for that. The specimen, a security guard, and now a scientist have been infected. With their combined strength, they'll break through the door or the glass in a matter of minutes. Security is... I don't know, the place is in utter disarray. You won't be able to firebomb us in time, either. I'm sorry.”
 
   Jensen murmured, “Christ...”
 
   Romero continued, “Listen, we know the origin of the infection. We know what Price did, but we don't know how to reverse it. There's still time, though. You must find the exact origin of the plant and reverse the side-effects, Jensen. I think it may be located in Japan or China, somewhere East. If you find the plant or find the seller, you'll find hope.”
 
   Jensen sighed, then said, “I'll relay this information to Hill as soon as possible, we'll see if the Secretary of State can get a hold of them. We'll contact all of our allies and get this straightened out. For the time being, I believe the virus has been strictly contained to the United States, but... well, you never know. We can only hope our allies are safe and can offer a helping hand.”
 
   As the sound of shattering glass echoed through the laboratory, Romero rapidly said, “Listen, listen, if you haven't figured it out yet, aim for the head. Terminate the brain or pierce the spine at the neck and these creatures will die. Fire is a suitable substitute. Burn them, Jensen, burn them all. These are the only sure-fire methods to stop them until you find the plant. If you haven't done so yet, quarantine ground zero. Don't let anyone out. The plant's fluid may have blended with the storm's rain causing it to evaporate into the air. Everyone in the vicinity is already infected. If they die, they will rise and unwittingly spread the disease. Find and quarantine everyone. At least quarantine the state.”
 
   Jensen nervously coughed, then said, “It's too late for that. It's already spreading like wildfire. We needed a cure, not a quarantine.”
 
   Romero sighed in disappointment, then whispered, “There's still hope, there's still hope...” Romero's eyes widened as an idea materialized. He said, “If you see any zombies with anomalies in their eyes, different colors or...”
 
   Romero paused as fear struck his palpitating heart. A cold sweat drenched his timorous body. Pools of anxious fluids materialized in his cavernous wrinkles. An undead Davis ran towards the center of the hall, then sniffled up towards the ceiling. Suddenly, Davis glared at Romero, then sprinted towards the desk like a jaguar hunting its prey.
 
   Shocked, Romero stuttered, “They–They've truly evolved... They can smell us... They can actually smell us...”
 
   As the phone fell to the tile flooring, Jensen said, “What was that? Romero? Romero, are you there?” Romero bellowed as Davis gnawed into his face like a starved animal. Over the phone, Jensen shouted, “Romero?! What the hell's going on down there? Romero!”
 
   


  
 

Day 6 - December 28th, 2015
 
   Treacherous Trent
 
    
 
   The waist-high foliage soughed with each refreshing gust of wind. The thick tree branches groaned and croaked with each flurry. The razor-edged machete chopped through the rustling bushes, slicing through the crackling branches and leaves with the utmost ease – like a knife through butter. The nippy woodland was gently caressed by the afternoon's sunny warmth.
 
   As he stumbled through the dense forest, Trent Troutman muttered, “I knew I shouldn't have left that damn trail. I should have stuck to the plan, stuck to the path! I'm a damn moron.” He glanced over his shoulder, weaving and bobbing his head as he peered through the cluttered trees left behind. With narrowed eyes, Trent murmured, “There's no going back now...”
 
   Trent continued his arduous journey through the woodland. The dry leaves cracked beneath his black grain-leather coated waterproof boots with each onerous step. Birds melodiously chirped from the croaking tree branches, blissfully oblivious of the ongoing apocalypse. Woodland critters scampered between the whooshing bushes. Preying animals snickered from the dreary shadows, stalking from the impenetrable shadows.
 
   As he stepped over the putrid animal feces, Trent angrily whispered, “A damn apocalypse and these animals can't stop shitting themselves. Hell, I guess I can't really blame them... I should be shitting myself, too.”
 
   Trent stood five-eleven with a sturdy physique. He had buzz cut hair and stubble on his chiseled jawline. His brown eyes glimmered with sincerity. He wore a Sherbrooke camouflage jacket with snap cuffs and nylon lining. His matching camouflage pants whooshed and swished with each calculated step and each gust of wind.
 
   As Trent carefully lunged through the rocky hillside, a ghoulish groan reverberated from behind. Trent stopped in place, his body involuntarily frozen by the immense fear swelling in every limb. He swallowed loudly as he glided his eyes towards the right, peeking over his shoulder without moving his head an inch. The sound of bushes rustling increased with every passing second – the concealed threat was gradually approaching. 
 
   With wide eyes, Trent sheathed his bloodied machete and shouted, “Shit! Crap, crap, I'm going to die out here! I'm dead... I'm dead!”
 
   Trent bolted past the adjacent tree, then slid down the bumpy hill. The detached leaves majestically spiraled into the air as Trent rode the rugged hillside with a frantic glide. As he reached the bottom of the hill, Trent stumbled forward and staggered towards the center of a newfound path. His bottom lip quivered as he stared at the dirt path beneath his mucky boots.
 
   Trent whispered, “No, I'm free... I'm not dead, I'm free...”
 
   Suddenly, a loud click echoed through the forest. Trent gulped the anxiety clogging his throat as he slowly turned towards the familiar sound. He nervously smiled upon spotting two hunters on the dirt path – both aiming their Nosler M48 TGR 2010 rifles at Trent. Their aim was impeccable, not a single waver in their arms and not a single twitch of the eyelid.
 
   Trent lifted his trembling hands towards the sky and stuttered, “I–I mean... I mean no harm boys. Let's... Let's just... Let's talk this through.”
 
   The man to Trent's left stood a towering six-two. He wore a black-and-gray camouflage jacket and matching pants. His black hunting boots were stained with mud and blood – a striking combination. He had a stern, unwavering facial expression plastered on his clean-shaved face. He had short, beach blonde buzz cut hair and crystal blue eyes.
 
   Trent gazed at the man with watering puppy eyes and nervously asked, “Co–come on, pal, wha–what's your name?”
 
    Trent's eyes widened as the man walked forward and aimed his rifle. Trent indistinctly yammered, then winced as an earsplitting gunshot echoed through the woodland. He slowly opened his eyes and realized he wasn't shot. Trent watched the peculiar pair with a furrowed brow, then looked over his shoulder. A bald white-eyed zombie wearing a white tattered button-up shirt and begrimed khaki's staggered to his knees. The right side of the zombie's head was splattered across the floor behind him.
 
   The shooter spat a blob of gooey saliva, then responded, “The name's John Meier.”
 
   Awed, Trent turned towards Meier's partner and asked, “How–how... how about yours, bu–buddy? What's your name?”
 
   John's partner responded, “Eddie Mendez.”
 
   Eddie Mendez stood five-seven and wore the same clothing as John Meier. He had soft, cinnamon-colored skin. His ears protruded from beneath his black curly hair. His lustrous brown eyes could pierce through the darkest void – beacons of hope. He had a protuberant beer belly he wore with the utmost pride. He wielded the same Nosler rifle as John.
 
   Trent smiled as he sighed and nodded. He gazed at both men, then said, “My name's Trent Troutman. Thank you for the help. Thank you very much. I think we can be friends, really. You know, as friends, we shouldn't be aiming weapons at each other like this. It's not very nice.” Trent pointed into the woodland, then explained, “I stumbled over here because I was being chased by one of those... those zombies, which I see you're familiar with.”
 
   As the hunting pair aimed their weapons at Trent, Eddie whispered from the side of his mouth, “If they're coming down here already, we should get out of here before we leave a trail. The gunshot was too much already.”
 
   John inhaled deeply as he nodded, then asked, “You say your name is Trent?” Trent rapidly nodded. John continued, “Okay, Trent, let's pretend we are friends. Friends are honest with each other, right? So, tell me, are you infected? Have been bitten? Shit, have you been killed?”
 
   Trent frantically shook his head like a dog out of the bath, then yammered, “No, no, no!” As he spotted the reluctance in the pair's steady faces, Trent explained, “I haven't been bitten or anything, I swear. I'm 100-percent fine. You can check me, I don't care. I'll strip to my birthday suit if I have to. I'm clean.”
 
   John and Eddie indistinctly bickered and bantered as they aimed their guns at Trent. Trent's face twitched from the overwhelming anxiety. With his hands reaching towards the sunny sky, Trent's eyes constantly glided towards the forbidding forest. The ghoulish, faint groaning blended with the soughing woodland.
 
    John slowly lowered his weapon and said, “Alright, you can join up with us for the time being. We expect you to pull your own weight. It's only the two of us and we've been doing fine so far. Understand that, okay? We're jeopardizing our safety by allowing this.”
 
   Trent rapidly nodded and said, “Thank you. Thank you so much.”
 
   Eddie smiled and swayed his gun towards the woodland, then said, “Let's head over to camp. You never know what's out there, man.”
 
   ***
 
   The pair walked down the desolate path as sundown gradually approached. John and Eddie strolled with unbreakable confidence – their heads towards the sky and their chests protruded forward. Trent followed the pair with a dithering strut, trying to replicate the hunters' unwavering conviction to no avail. He was drenched in a cold sweat, his legs wobbled, and he constantly looked over his shoulder.
 
   As he gazed forward and marched, John asked, “So, what are you doing out here in the great wilderness, Trent? What were your plans before running into us?” 
 
   Trent swiped at the trickling sweat on his brow, then responded, “I got lost a while ago. I stupidly got off the damn path thinking I could take a shortcut. I've been stumbling through these woods for hours. I really had no idea what I was doing.”
 
   John furrowed his brow as he glanced back at Trent, then said, “That's strange. You seem dressed for the part. How the hell did you get lost out here? This... This is child's play for anyone with real experience.”
 
   Trent grinned as he looked towards the droplets of blood on his pants, then explained, “I'm not from around here, actually. I'm... I was just stopping by when the whole thing happened. This is really not a good time to be new in town.”
 
   Eddie placed his right palm to his belly as he chortled into the sky. Eddie responded, “I suppose, I suppose. But, it's a great time to be a hunter and a gun advocate. Killing these brain-dead morons is a whole lot of fun and, when you really think about it, it really doesn't harm anyone. Guns are actually saving us now.” Eddie light jabbed John's arm and asked, “Right?”
 
   John nodded and continued the admirable speech, “You see, Trent, this is why we have guns in this country to begin with. I mean, imagine if we had nothing. Just our fists or... or...” He pointed towards Trent's sheathed machete, then said, “Or a machete! How long do you think you'd last with that measly thing? I mean, they almost caught you just now! You can't survive this type of apocalypse with that! You need an arsenal of real weapons.”
 
   Trent chuckled and grinned, then responded, “You're right. I mean, you're partially right. But, survival takes more than just an arsenal of weapons. You need... you need brains and wits. That's how people survive in times like this. Brains and wits.”
 
   Eddie laughed, then said, “Sounds more like deception to me. All I know for certain: you have to be thankful for guns. I mean, you may need 'brains and wits' in some countries without rights, but here, in America, you only need guns and bullets. Guns and bullets.”
 
   “Enough about that,” John said as he nodded forward. He looked over at Trent and said, “Welcome to home base, pal.”
 
   Trent staggered towards the makeshift camp at the left side of the dirt path. A 2-room cabin tent sat towards the center of the improvised camp. The 13-by-9 foot family tent had a gray and orange exterior. It rustled with the gentle flurry of wind. An unlit fireplace sat a mere two meters from the tent's opening. Two begrimed white plastic chairs and a white cooler sat outside the tent facing the dirt path. Crushed cans of cheap beer and junk food wrappers littered the surrounding area.
 
   Trent nodded as he stepped towards the unlit fireplace. He said, “You really have a good set-up here. How much food do you guys have? I mean, how long can we survive out here before we have to head back for more supplies?”
 
   John grinned from ear-to-ear and explained, “Eddie and I, we've had this planned for years. Something like this was bound to happen with all the crap our government is up to. The secretive shit they don't tell us about. They called us crazy, lunatics, psychos, gun-lovers, Republicans, and so on. Then, all this shit happened. It turns out, we weren't so crazy after all.”
 
   Eddie continued, “So, when it all went down, we took our guns and raided their stores. Being the only 'nuts' around, we took what we wanted. We didn't physically harm anyone, but we gave ourselves the advantage. We've got more than enough supplies to last weeks out here.”
 
   Trent smiled as he said, “Wow, this is amazing. I...”
 
   John stepped towards Trent and interrupted, “Now, now, pal, you can't just piggyback off us. You're going to have to pull your own weight around here. Sure, we'll share some of our supplies, but you'll have to watch our backs and help out. We're in this together.”
 
   Trent nodded and said, “I can do that. I've killed a few zombies already.”
 
   John shook his head and explained, “You need to listen to me. The only thing worse than the undead during a zombie apocalypse are the people left surviving. You understand what I'm saying?”
 
   Trent gazed into John's glimmering eyes. His words were dark and foreboding, but his eyes sparkled with determination and compassion – a man willing to survive and aid. Trent nodded as he agreed with John's sentiment. The cans rustled as Eddie walked past the pair.
 
   Eddie said, “I've got to take a piss, brother. I'll be right back.”
 
   Trent looked over at Eddie and said, “You know what, I've got to go, too. I'll join you. I'd rather not be going out there alone later...”
 
   John chuckled as he watched the pair depart into the neighboring trees, then said, “You kids have a good time.”
 
   John walked towards the large tent, then sat in the plastic seat beside it. The seat cracked and howled from the weight. He grabbed an icy, damp beer from the white cooler beside him, then pierced the can with his sharp knife. He chugged the tantalizing liquid as he contemplatively gazed towards the departing pair.
 
   John nodded and said, “I don't know what to think of you, boy. You don't seem phased at all... Something's not right...”
 
   ***
 
   Eddie sighed as he stood in front of a towering tree. His pants rustled as he shuffled in his heavy clothing and prepared to urinate. Trent stopped at a tree two meters behind Eddie. He fiddled with his pants as he intently gazed over at Eddie and smirked. His eyes gleamed with a deviant spark – a dastardly stare.
 
   As he gazed forward, Eddie whispered, “I can't piss with someone watching me. Shit, I don't even know the guy...” He sighed, then turned his cheek towards Trent. Eddie said, “Hey, Trent, I noticed you've got a little blood on your machete. How many have you killed so far? You're dressed for the part, so I know you've got yourself a kill count.”
 
   Trent chuckled, then responded, “It's been so long. I've lost count.”
 
   Suddenly, a steady stream of urine struck the tree. The unusually tawny piss flowed down the sopping tree trunk, then cascaded onto the foliage. The puddle coursed towards Eddie's sturdy boots. Eddie inhaled deeply, then sighed from the overwhelming relief. 
 
   As he urinated, Eddie said in a dubious tone, “Long? These things only started showing up a few days ago, didn't they? How long did you say you've been in town?”
 
   Trent omitted his cackling giggle with his hand to his mouth, then said, “I've... I've been doing this for a very long time now. Longer than I can remember.” He recomposed himself, then answered, “I've been near this town for too long. I could only watch from far, far away. But, I'm back.”
 
   Eddie furrowed his brow as he shook his junk, then said, “This... this is some crazy shit, man. You're starting to confuse me. I mean, I thought you said you...”
 
   Eddie stopped as a twig snapped behind him. He slowly turned his head to glance over his shoulder. He gaped upon spotting Trent with his unsheathed machete. Without any hesitation, Trent lifted the machete over Eddie's head, then pulled back at Eddie's neck. The sharp blade slowly cut into Eddie's thick neck as Eddie helplessly attempted to wrestle with Trent. As the honed blade thrust deeper into his throat, Eddie clenched the collar of Trent's jacket, then pulled down. His bloodshot eyes widened as he spotted the orange prison jumpsuit beneath the hunter's clothing.
 
   With zany eyes, Trent watched Eddie gargle his own blood. Trent explained, “I've been killing for far too long. The consequences of getting caught were outrageous, don't you think? I mean, death row for killing a few people? Are you kidding me? A life for a life doesn't seem fair to me. Not at all. But, now... now, everything is fair game. I can kill and I can say it was only to survive. It's paradise for men like me.”
 
   Eddie's eyes rolled back as blood spurted through his gritted teeth. Blood oozed from the grisly laceration as the bone viciously snapped. Trent tossed Eddie's body aside, then caught his breath – inhaling and exhaling deeply from the exhilarating rush. He removed the rifle from Eddie's shoulder, then stuffed his hands into his pockets.
 
   Trent grinned from ear-to-ear as he salvaged a box of bullets and three sealed chocolate bars. As he shuffled through Eddie's pant pockets, Trent found a brown leather wallet. He inspected the contents – a wad of cash, two credit cards, a California driver's license, and a family photo. The family photo depicted a younger Eddie with a young curly-haired girl in a pink dress. 
 
   As he shoved the wallet into his pocket, Trent shrugged and whispered, “You never know...”
 
   Trent kicked Eddie's lifeless body to the side, then sprinted in the woodland. With a hunched back, he ran around the makeshift campsite to avoid John's inevitable wrath. He crawled through the splintered bushes and hid behind the towering trees, constantly glancing at the family tent with narrowed eyes.
 
   As he stumbled back onto the dirt path, Trent placed his hands to his knees and whispered, “I made it. I actually made it.”
 
   Suddenly, a loud click sound emerged from Trent's left. Trent slowly stood and turned towards the noise. John steadily aimed his rifle at Trent from ten meters away. Trent sighed as he raised his hand towards the sky and gazed into John's puffy eyes.
 
   Trent nervously smiled as he said, “Not this again, pal. Come on, we've already been through this. Let's just...”
 
   John interrupted, “Where's Eddie?”
 
   Trent shrugged and suggested, “He must still be pissing. A lot of beer, you know, it goes straight through some people.”
 
   John slowly shook his head and asked, “Why do you have his gun? Where's Eddie, Trent? What the hell did you do to him?”
 
   Trent nervously laughed and shrugged, then explained, “Listen, Eddie gave me his gun. He's... He said he was going back to see his family. He needs to make sure his daughter is okay. That man, he's got a big heart. That's a very caring person, I'm sure you know that.”
 
   “He said that?” John asked as he furrowed his brow. Trent nodded with a conniving corporate smile plastered on his sly face. John said, “Bullshit. His daughter is out-of-state, moron. What's he going to do? Walk to New York? He wouldn't hurt a living thing. He can't travel to New York without a car and he isn't getting a car without violence. Now, where's Eddie?”
 
   Trent bit his bottom lip as he hesitated. His body was soaked by his anxious fluids. Suddenly, Trent narrowed his eyes and deviously smiled upon spotting a silhouette emerging from the trees. The undead figure stood six-two. The zombie had greasy black hair and whitened eyes. He wore a filthy white button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up, soiled black pleated trousers, and scuffed black dress shoes. His bottom lip was torn off and a chunk of his neck was missing from a brutal mauling. John was oblivious of the undead shambling behind him.
 
   Trent shouted, “Listen! Eddie is okay, I promise. He's in the forest. I took his gun, you're right, but he's perfectly fine. I wouldn't harm a living thing, either. I'm a good man. A faithful man. A man of God, some would say. And...”
 
   Trent paused as he grinned and chuckled. He held his hand to his mouth to distort his conniving laughter. Like a misbehaving child planning a grand prank, Trent couldn't help himself – he indulged in his perverse behavior. He burst into laughter as he slapped at his knees and hunched forward. John watched him with a raised brow.
 
   Trent stood straight as he recomposed himself, then said, “I... I can't do this. It's just too much. You're really a damn fool. You know that, right? I thought you'd be a tough one to crack, but you're... you're just too easy.”
 
   John furrowed his brow and asked, “What are you talking about? What the hell are you doing? Where's...”
 
   Suddenly, the zombie chomped into John's neck from behind. John grunted and groaned as he frantically wrestled with the undead creature. He grimaced from the pain as he was quickly overwhelmed. He hopelessly fired his rifle as the zombie relentlessly gnawed into him. The thunderous gunshot echoed through the grim woodland. Birds rapidly fluttered their wings as they soared away from the earsplitting sound. Woodland critters scurried into the bushes and trees as they sought shelter. Trent diabolically laughed as he watched the mayhem.
 
   Trent whispered, “That's what you get, you fool...”
 
   As he turned towards the right, a zombie wearing a short sleeve button-up shirt, black pants, and insulated boots sprinted towards Trent like a leopard hunting its prey. The zombie's eyes glowed a vibrant blood-red. Shocked and awed, Trent's smile vanished and his limbs locked – he was suddenly incapable of any movement. The undead lunged onto Trent. The pair stumbled to the floor as the zombie chomped into Trent's face. Blood-curdling shrieks and ghastly groans echoed through the desolate woodland as death painted the forest with dolor.
 
   


  
 

Day 7 - December 29th, 2015
 
   Survival By Any Means
 
    
 
   The rusty crowbar pierced into the gap between the sturdy planks. The wood wobbled and cracked from the yanking pressure until the crowbar slid out. The persistent crowbar immediately penetrated the crack again. As the L-end settled on the plank, the jerking force pulled the board from the window. Balmy sunlight poured into the dusty diner like a wave of water gushing through an open floodgate. A black backpack was suddenly heaved inside. The bulky bag rolled across a table, then tumbled to the floor.
 
   A static and hoarse broadcast reverberated through the opening: “A message to all survivors. Please, find a secure location and wait for rescue. Do not attempt to reach any government facilities or military bases – due to national security threats, you will be shot and killed on-sight. Do not attempt to find loved ones. Do not attempt to communicate with the infected. Avoid all physical contact with the deceased. If you encounter a corpse, avoid it or burn it. This emergency broadcast will repeat every five minutes. Relay this message to your fellow survivors. Thank you for your patience.”
 
   Alan Russell squirmed and wiggled through the minuscule opening with the detached plank in-hand. He crawled across the table, then hopped off onto the tile flooring. He patted the dust off his clothing as he glanced around his dreary surroundings. The room was engulfed by gloomy shadows.
 
   Alan whispered, “A dump. I hope those damn scavengers haven't looted it yet.”
 
   Alan Russell stood five-ten with a lean figure. He had wild black hair and a scruffy beard. His face was slim and starved. He had a blatant mole plastered on his left cheek. His dark brown eyes were surrounded by a web of vibrant red veins. He wore a red flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up beneath a beige vest with pockets at each side. His grungy jeans were stained with blood, dust, and soot. His mucky boots fared no better. He tightly gripped a bloodied hammer in his right hand as he gazed into the dreary shadows.
 
   As his eyesight adjusted to the darkness, Alan whispered, “I can't believe it...  A diner. A real diner.” He loudly sniffled and swiped at the cold sweat on his brow, then said, “There has to be food here. There has to be something. Please, let there be something.” 
 
   There were booths with crimson-padded seating across the wall beneath the sloppily-but-sturdily boarded windows. The double-door entrance towards the center of the wall was sealed with frail planks and heavy furniture. A bar with red stools awaited directly across the windows and entrance.
 
   Beyond the bar, there was a cash register, an employee area, and a kitchen. The diner had mucky white tile flooring and chipped eggshell white walls. The room was stained with a vile stench and the air was cluttered with lingering dust and floating cobwebs.
 
   “Good enough...” Alan murmured. “Good enough...”
 
   Alan quickly turned towards the window and covered his makeshift opening with the hefty board. As he squeezed the plank of sturdy wood into the opening and secured it with his filthy hammer, he felt a small tap on his shoulder. He placed his hammer on the table, then slowly turned. Alan found himself at the end of a double-barrel shotgun.
 
   A man standing five-eight aimed the shotgun directly at Alan's head. The mysterious man had long, frizzy white hair atop his dome and down to his broad shoulders. He had a great white beard down to his beating heart. His sleek, miraculously pristine sunglasses covered his eyes. The man wore a white-and-black flannel shirt beneath a black tactical vest with 18-pockets scattered throughout. He wore dark blue jeans and grimy black boots.
 
   The man gently tapped the barrel on Alan's cheek and asked in a hoarse tone, “What do you think you're doing here, boy?”
 
   Alan sniffled as he lifted his arms towards the ceiling, then responded, “I was just looking for shelter and supplies. That's all, really. I don't want any trouble and I mean no harm. I'm... I'm not armed, I swear.”
 
   The man swayed the gun towards the hammer on the table, then said, “Well, you got a hammer, don't you?”
 
   Alan responded, “It's... It's not really a weapon. It's... It's a tool. I mean, I don't have any guns, I swear. I'm not armed. I'm–I'm not armed like yourself.”
 
   The man rebutted, “Boy, it doesn't matter if you don't have a firearm, you still have a weapon. It doesn't have to shoot to kill. With all the blood on that thing, I can probably guess you've been killing something with it.”
 
   “Zombies,” Alan responded without hesitation. “I've killed a few zombies. Nothing more, nothing less. That's all. I've... I needed to survive and it's the only thing I could get my hands on. A crowbar can handle some, but the hammer is stronger and faster.”
 
   The mysterious man asked, “What's your name, kiddo?”
 
   Alan nervously smiled as he responded, “Alan Russell of Oxnard, California. I'm a wanderer now, nothing more. Just a wanderer looking for shelter and supplies...”
 
   The man bit his bottom lip, then lowered the shotgun. He glanced at the boarded window and said, “Well, considering you fixed your mess rather quickly and you've survive with that measly thing, I think we can use a bright man like you. We need as many resourceful people as possible during a time like this. You just might fit in with the rest of us.”
 
   Alan slowly lowered his arms as he gazed at the man, then asked in a dubious tone, “With the rest of you?”
 
   The man smiled from ear-to-ear as he explained, “Our little close-knit community. Our little safe haven. It's not much, but it's enough to survive for the time being and it's truly something special. Something we've built with blood, sweat, and tears. Listen, my name is Arthur Wolff. Let me show you around and introduce you to everyone. Get acquainted, you know? Grab a bite to eat and have a little discussion. Maybe you'll like what you see, maybe you can help us out. Come on, boy, follow me.”
 
   Alan nodded as he sniffled and ran his fingers through his unkempt hair. He responded, “Sure, sure. I've got nothing better to do.” Alan grabbed his hammer and tossed his black bag over his shoulder, then murmured, “I'm starving anyway.”
 
   ***
 
   With his right hand, Arthur Wolff held his shabby shotgun like a cane as he turned towards the bar. He tapped the barrel of the firearm on the floor. The thud reverberated through the seemingly vacant diner. After five seconds of dead silence, the fluorescent lights illuminated the truck stop. Alan held his hands to his eyes as the bright light temporarily blinded him.
 
   As his eyesight adjusted to the beaming light, Alan watched as the hidden community emerged. A man and a woman walked out of the kitchen. A boy, no older than 12 years old, stood from behind the counter. The young boy wore a ripped white shirt, blue jean shorts, and black sneakers. He had a buzz cut hairstyle.
 
   Arthur waved his left hand and said, “Welcome to our safe haven. Our humble abode. A few of us are out for the moment, but we can introduce you to everyone later. For now, I'd like to introduce you to two very important people.” Arthur beckoned to the man and woman behind the counter, then said, “Introduce yourselves.”
 
   The timid woman walked towards the pair with her head slumped downward, then said, “Hello, friend, my name is Ellen Wolff. I'm Arthur's beloved wife.”
 
   Ellen Wolff stood five-three with a frail posture. She wore washed blue jeans, white sneakers, and a white sleeveless western shirt. Her beach blonde hair was tied in a tousled bun, hair protruded every which way. Small speckles were scattered across her wondrously youthful face. Her crystal blue eyes glimmered with uncertainty. She slowly stepped to the side as the man approached.
 
   The stony-faced man said, “My name is Eric Palmer.”
 
   Eric Palmer stood a towering six-three. He had a strapping physique with brawny arms and a protuberant chest. He wore a sooty gray polo shirt, blue jeans with droplets of dried blood scattered throughout, and a scuffed black boots. He had dark brown eyes, messy black hair, and stubble on his defined jawline.
 
   Arthur patted Eric's shoulder and said, “Eric is my faithful right-hand man. He'll handle anything I need. He's more trustworthy than the most obedient dog. That, my friend, is true loyalty. You'll need that to survive in this world.”
 
   Alan nodded and said, “That's good to know.” He nodded towards the child and asked, “What about the boy?”
 
   Arthur smiled and said, “He's not important now, at least for us adults.” He turned towards Eric and said, “Get the boy to the safe room for the time being. He shouldn't be out here to begin with.”
 
   Alan asked, “What about everyone else? I mean, this is it, isn't it? How else would anyone get in here if you're locked inside?”
 
   With wide eyes, Arthur answered, “No, no, of course not. You see, you broke through our defenses down here. You made your own entrance. There's a ladder around back leading to the rooftop, then we climb down into the storage room. Those things can't climb. Fortunately, they're not good with hammers, either.”
 
   Alan nodded as he apologized, “Sorry about that.”
 
   Arthur nodded and reassured, “Don't worry about that. You didn't know any better. Listen, let me tell you our motto. It's cliché, but it goes a little something like this: Survival by any means. It really resonates at a time like this. It speaks volumes about our situation.” Arthur chuckled, then said, “Enough introductions, though. You must be starved.”
 
   Alan swallowed loudly, then explained, “Yeah, I haven't had a real meal in days. The preppers scavenged everything, then hid somewhere in the forest. They have the advantage out there. I was lucky to find this place, though. Well, if you have food you can offer, then I'm the luckiest man on the planet...”
 
   Arthur smirked and said, “Of course we've got something for you. What kind of monsters would we be otherwise.” Arthur turned towards Ellen and instructed, “Bring the boy a plate of steak. The decent meat.”
 
   Ellen quickly pranced into the kitchen. Alan sat at the bar on a three-foot tall stool as he nervously smiled. He salivated and his body quivered from the mere thought of food. Ellen hurriedly scampered back from the kitchen with a white ceramic plate. She placed the plate in front of Alan, then handed him a sparkling fork and knife. A slab of roasted meat sat atop the plate. The stench was inexplicably noxious. Alan furrowed his brow as he attempted to shrug off the malodorous aroma. The rumbling in his stomach was louder than the dubiety in his mind. 
 
   Arthur urged, “Take a bite. Go ahead and feast, boy, there's enough for everyone.”
 
   Alan sliced the meat, then took his first bite. The chunk of meat was chewy and rough, but the taste was bizarrely appetizing. His eyes widened as his taste buds tingled, like an army of ants scurrying in his mouth. He shoved another slab of the succulent meat into his mouth as his eyes rolled from the delicious taste.
 
   As he loudly swallowed, Alan turned towards Arthur and asked, “Have you been hunting?”
 
   With a devious grin plastered on his face, Arthur responded, “Yeah, of course. We've been hunting and rationing all of our supplies since this all started. Trust me, boy, we won't be starving any time soon.”
 
   Alan asked, “You hunt in the forest? How?”
 
   “Occasionally, depending on our manpower, we'll head into the forest and hunt. Remember, though, those things can't climb. So, we also stand up on the roof and snipe the wanderers. When the coast is clear, we swoop in and scavenge what's left. Everyone has a purpose, everyone carries their own weight,” Arthur explained.
 
   As he swallowed another chunk of the tantalizing meat, Alan inquired, “What kind of meat is this? Why is it the 'decent' stuff when it taste so... so good?”
 
   Arthur chuckled as he rubbed his fingertips on his moist forehead, then explained, “There's a surplus of food out there, Alan. We're just staying ahead of the pack. Staying ahead of those damn preppers. We're not admitting defeat, we're adapting. Whether it's decent or exquisite dining, we'll eat. The motto, Alan, the motto. Survival by any means.”
 
   As he glared at Arthur, Alan grimaced and sternly asked, “What type of meat is this?”
 
   Arthur chuckled as he stared up at the ceiling. Ellen distorted her laugh as she held her skeletal hands to her mouth. Alan could see Eric standing in the kitchen with a devious smirk on his steady face. Alan pushed the plate forward and swallowed the anxious lump in his throat, then turned towards Arthur.
 
   Arthur smiled as he responded, “That's zombie meat.”
 
   ***
 
   Alan angrily stood from his seat as he glowered at Arthur. The stool wobbled and thudded as it clashed with the floor. Alan tightly gripped the splintered handle of his bloodied hammer as he contemplated. Uncontrollable fury swelled within every limb. His sharp eyes sparked from the fierce anger.
 
   Suddenly, Alan huffed and shook his head, then said, “You... you go ahead and live the way you want. You follow your damn motto and eat your meat. I don't want any part of this. I'm... I'm out of here. I'm leaving.”
 
   As he turned towards the boarded window, Alan heard the shotgun click and felt the barrel at the nape of his damp neck. He shut his eyes and slumped his head towards the floor as he sighed – a cornered animal. Slowly, he lifted both arms towards the ceiling.
 
   Arthur tapped the shotgun's barrel on Alan's arm and demanded, “Drop the hammer, boy.” The hammer collided with the floor in an instant. Arthur returned the barrel to Alan's neck and explained, “Listen, boy, we don't want to hurt you. Really, we are only looking to survive. 'Survival by any means' could be a simple change in lifestyle. From regular meat to undead flesh. Or, it could be needlessly slaughtering your own kind to stay one step ahead. We don't want to kill if we don't have to. Which route do you want to take, boy? Choose wisely.”
 
   Alan grimaced from the sheer disgust. His puffy eyes swelled with sorrowful tears. His arms trembled from the revulsion and fear. Sweat oozed out of every gland, rivers of anxious fluids streamed down his lean torso. His face twitched uncontrollably from the infuriating conundrum. 
 
   Alan responded, “I don't want to die. Not like this, I can't die like this.” Alan sniffled loudly, then continued, “But, I don't want to eat zombies, either. I can't do that. It... It's just not right. You don't... We don't have to do that, man. We don't have to stoop to their level. At least, not now...”
 
   Arthur smirked as he pulled the barrel from Alan's neck, then said, “That's fine, boy, it was just a test. We needed to know how far you'd go, how you'd react to our precautionary measures. We have other food. It's not the end of the world... yet.”
 
   Arthur's rickety shotgun reverted to a helpful walking cane as he withdrew his weapon. Arthur tossed his left arm around Alan's shoulder and led him towards the counter. Alan reluctantly followed Arthur as the pair simultaneously walked towards the kitchen. As they walked, Alan caught a glimpse of Ellen's glimmering eyes – indecipherable eyes, sincere but conniving.
 
   Arthur stood at the door archway with his arm around Alan and said, “This... This is where the magic happens.”
 
   The kitchen had pristine tile flooring and white walls. The wall to the right had a small wooden table with ceramic plates on top. Farther down, the wall splintered into a hall leading to the offices. The wall to the left of the arch entrance had marble counters with several sinks – the dish and pot washing area. The center was comprised of islands of stoves and ovens. The wall to the far left had a single door leading to the restroom.
 
   Alan gaped as he looked towards the restroom door and asked, “Wha–what the hell is all of that? What the hell have you been doing?”
 
   There was a mound of black garbage bags beside the restroom door. Alan's nose wrinkled upon catching a whiff of the putrid stench emitting from the bags – like the rotten miasma of a body decomposing during a scorching summer. Pale, bloodied legs and arms protruded from every opening. Strands of frizzy human hair seeped out of the mountain of garbage bags. The surrounding walls and floor were stained by the decay.
 
   Arthur smirked as he responded, “The food stash. The decent meat.” Arthur chuckled, then tugged on Alan's shoulder. Arthur said, “Let me show you something special, boy. This isn't something I normally show to just anyone, okay? This is for the guests I actually like. Follow me to the restroom.”
 
   Arthur pulled Alan towards the restroom. The pair stepped around the island of stoves and ovens. Alan nervously glanced over his shoulder as thoughts of escape raced through his mind. To his utter surprise, Eric followed closely behind. The trio's mucky shoes squished and clanked on the tile flooring, leaving a trail of mud and blood behind – a trail of contemporary worldliness. Arthur slowly shoved the door open, then reached into the gloomy room and flicked the light switch. The light buzzed and flickered until it settled and illuminated the grungy restroom. 
 
   A man standing five-eight with a strapping physique and resplendent black hair sat near the toilet. The man solely wore gray boxer briefs as he was restrained to the toilet by handcuffs. A woman sat to the man's left near the sink. She stood five-five with tousled brunette hair and a voluptuous figure. Her hazelnut eyes were brimming with brackish tears. She only wore a white brasserie and white underwear. Finally, the young boy from the diner was restrained to a rusty pipe on the parallel wall from the pair. The trio of prisoners were gagged by duct tape. Their faint, muffled cries barely seeped through the gags.
 
   Arthur grinned as he swayed his arm into the restroom, then said, “The fine dining – the exquisite meat. This is the source of the most delicious meat on the planet. You haven't tried steak until you've tried human flesh. Will you join us, boy? Will you be part of our little community and relish in life, Alan? What do you say?”
 
   Alan's eyes widened, shocked by the terrifying revelation. His legs wobbled and his arms trembled. He gritted his teeth as he inspected the injured and tormented prisoners – man, woman, and child. His eyes sparked with rage. He sniffled loudly as he clenched his jaw and grunted. He shook his head as he contemplated his limited options.
 
   Suddenly, Alan turned towards Arthur with an elbow to the stomach. Arthur groaned from the unexpected blow. As he turned towards Eric, Alan felt a powerful whack to his head from the butt of a handgun – a head-rattling pistol whip. Alan stumbled back into the restroom. The laceration on his forehead spurted blood like a garden sprinkler.
 
    As Eric aimed his sleek black handgun at Alan's swaying head from the doorway, Arthur shouted, “Stop! Stop! Just restrain him. We'll handle this my way.”
 
   Arthur moaned and coughed as he recomposed himself. Eric withdrew his firearm, then marched towards Alan with a gleaming pair of handcuffs. Hopelessly dazed by the brutish blow, Alan was restrained to the toilet next to the other adult male prisoner.
 
   As Eric returned to Arthur's side, Alan stuttered, “You–you... you can't... you can't do this. It is... It isn't right. You shouldn't eat the undead... You... You can't eat the living. It's wrong...”
 
   Arthur chuckled as he swiped the cold sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, then explained, “It is right, kiddo. You know, I once saw a starved, poor man eat another man for a sandwich. I mean, he really chomped into the poor guy, gnawed into him like a dog on a chew toy – for a sandwich. When he finished eating him, the man was already full and he had no need for the sandwich. The epiphany dawned on him: he could never starve as long as man walked the Earth. So, he went on and started eating men. Well, he didn't discriminate. Men, women, and children were on the menu, don't you worry about that. That crazy man... That starved man was me. But, I'm not starved anymore, boy. I'm not starving, like yourself. I'm surviving and I'm surviving well. Survival by any means, boy.”
 
   Alan grunted from the striking pain on his dome, then scoffed, “You're the real monster in our world. You're not a starved man, you're a damn lunatic. You're a savage. You... you're the reason we won't survive this apocalypse.”
 
   Arthur smirked, then said, “You're free to believe what you want to believe. It's your God-given right. But, it won't change a thing. It's too late for that. I gave you the opportunity to survive. You don't have it in you. You're like these foolish people. I'll see you at dinner, boy.” As he turned away from the prisoners, Arthur directed, “Eric, keep guard of the fine dining until the chef arrives.”
 
   With a stern face, Eric nodded and said, “Yes, sir.”
 
   Eric leaned into the room and shut off the lights. The room was immediately enshrouded by hopeless, melancholic darkness. The woman wildly sobbed as she reached towards the exit with her leg. The male looked towards the ceiling as he dozed in-and-out of consciousness. The child absently stared towards the grungy tile flooring, oblivious of his inevitable fate.
 
   As the door shut, sealing the room with the impenetrable darkness, Alan shouted, “You can't do this! You can't do this to us! We're human, damn it! We're alive! We're alive!”
 
   


  
 

Day 8 - December 30th, 2015
 
   As Long As It Moves...
 
    
 
   Slivers of warm sunlight seeped through the narrow cracks on the boarded windows. Dust particles and cobwebs swayed in the balmy sunshine. The front door and the kitchen door were barricaded by dining chairs, sofas, and console tables – every loose piece of furniture. The brutish thuds of the steel hammerheads clashing with sturdy planks echoed through the desolate home as the fortification continued.
 
   As she absently stared at a flickering candle flame on the edge of the fireplace, Loraine Larking whispered, “This can't be happening... It's just... It's just not real. It can't be real... It can't be...”
 
   Loraine Larking stood five-three with a timid figure. She wore a blue slip-on patio dress down to her bare kneecaps. Her mucky white sneakers were punctured but intact. Strands of frizzy black hair protruded from her messy bun. Her dull brown eyes were deprived of hope and happiness – an empty abyss.
 
   Mesmerized by the scintillating flame, Loraine whispered, “We shouldn't have done it. It's wrong. It's all wrong. We shouldn't have...”
 
   Loud clapping and heavy footsteps reverberated through the home. As he stepped towards the center of the living room, Curtis Jones cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Everyone, get down to the living room! We have something important to discuss!” Curtis glanced at Loraine and asked, “You alright?”
 
   Loraine simply nodded as she absently gazed ahead. Curtis stood a sturdy five-eleven. He wore a navy blue short-sleeved button-up shirt tucked into his navy trousers. His black work shoes were faded and mucky. He had lean, vascular arms and a slim torso. He had peach fuzz on his dome, practically bald from the short buzz cut hairstyle. His brown eyes glimmered with compassion and sincerity.
 
   Curtis bit his bottom lip as he nodded back at Loraine, then said, “Good, good...”
 
   The rectangular living room was vacant – the furniture had been moved to create blockades throughout the home. The candle-lit room had hardwood flooring and walls. The wall to the right had two arch entrances leading to the home's main hall. The parallel wall harbored the dingy fireplace. The center of the room was empty. As he placed his hands to his hips and sighed, Curtis watched as Travis Lopez and Marshall Fink entered the living room.
 
   Marshall smiled upon spotting Loraine, then asked, “Sweetie, are you feeling better? Is everything okay?”
 
   Loraine nodded and smiled as Marshall approached. Marshall wrapped a brown wool blanket around Loraine's shoulders, then sat beside her. Marshall stood five-ten. He wore black pleated trousers, a white dress shirt with the top three buttons unfastened, and black dress shoes. He had beach blonde buzz cut hair, lustrous blue eyes, and a powerful jawline.
 
   Travis carelessly bumped into Curtis, then lumbered towards the opposite end of the fireplace as he rolled his eyes. Travis indistinctly snickered and muttered as he staggered to his buttocks. Travis stood five-eight with a hulking physique. He wore filthy blue jeans, a stained red flannel shirt, and begrimed brown boots. He had brawny arms, a burly chest, and a protruding beer belly. The sides of his dome were shaved, only leaving straight black hair atop his ovoid noggin. Wiry stubble enshrouded his chubby cheeks and round jawline.
 
   Travis sighed in vexation, then asked, “What the hell do you want, Curtis? What the hell is so important now?”
 
   Curtis strolled towards the center of the living room, then retrieved a mobile radio from his pocket. He showed the radio to his peers, like a magician showing a card before a trick, then explained, “We haven't received a new message since yesterday. I think we should wait a few days until the next message, which leads me to our little meeting. If we do wait, we have to begin rationing our food and some of us may have to head out to salvage more later. It's a sacrifice we have to make. What are you guys thinking? Sound good to you?”
 
   Marshall inhaled deeply, then said, “I think it's a good...”
 
   Travis interrupted, “It doesn't matter, does it? For all we know, the government has lost control. They're sitting on their asses waiting to be saved while the undead kill. The president is probably up in the sky on his luxurious plane watching the chaos. Thinking about what he should be doing instead of doing it.” 
 
   Curtis placed his hands on his hips, then asked, “So, what do you think we should do? Admit defeat? Let them kill us? Fight back? What's your plan, Travis?”
 
   Travis chuckled, then responded, “It's the end of the world. It's the apocalypse. We either die or we fight back. There aren't any other options. There's no more time to waste if we're going to salvage what's left.”
 
   Curtis nodded and asked, “And, how do you suppose we fight back? We don't have any weapons, Travis. We've got nothing on them. You have a stash of weapons hidden around here or something?”
 
   Travis deviously laughed as he stared towards the dusty ceiling, then responded, “We don't have to be physical about it. At least not for now. I've got an idea. A different idea. A way we can salvage the human species...”
 
   Suddenly, Loraine interrupted in a stern, scolding tone, “Why the hell did you bring that thing in here?”
 
   Curtis furrowed his brow as he turned towards Loraine. Travis chuckled as he nodded and grinned. Marshall gently rubbed Loraine's narrow shoulders as he tried to restrain her, but to no avail – her fierce eyes were set on a warpath. Loraine huffed and puffed as she slowly shook her head in disgust and anger.
 
   Loraine scowled as she asked, “Why'd you seal us in here with it?”
 
   Curtis sighed as he looked towards his mucky work shoes, then back towards Loraine. Her eyes swelled with tears and her face twitched from her overwhelming fear and fury – the dreadful apprehension swelling within. Curtis nodded and bit his bottom lip as he stared back down at his scuffed shoes.
 
   Curtis waved his arms and reassured, “Listen, it's locked in the basement, okay? Besides, we can still escape from the attic. It'll be a long drop, but at least they can't enter from up there. I really don't think they can climb yet. We took all the precautions we could take. We're safe. Trust me.”
 
   Loraine glowered as she asked, “But, why'd you bring it in here? What purpose does it serve us?”
 
   As he hesitated, Curtis loudly sniffled, then said, “Its eyes were different...”
 
   ***
 
   Travis coughed into his clenched fist, then explained, “If there's anything we agree on, it's that thing in the basement. Listen, that thing is different. It's not like the others, not at all. I've seen those white-eyed zombies for days. They're slow, but very strong and very sneaky. Those red-eyed zombies are fast and powerful, but noisy, too. I... I lost my wife to one of those bastards, I can vouch for that. I know what these things are capable of. But, I've never seen one with such beautiful, amber eyes. Never.”
 
   Curtis slowly approached, then knelt in front of the cuddling pair. He placed the sleek radio on the hardwood floor as he deeply contemplated. He gazed at the radio with worrisome eyes as he gripped the knob on top. A cold sweat of guilt dripped down his brow as he loudly swallowed the anxiety clogged in his throat.
 
   As he absently stared at the radio, Curtis said, “There was one other message looping a few nights ago. The undead in the basement... I think it's important. It may be significant in finding a cure, it might truly be different.”
 
   Curtis turned the knob on the radio. A male's husky voice played: “A message to all survivors. Please contact your local shelter or government agency immediately upon spotting any infected with any abnormalities – particularly, a change in eye color other than red or white. Do not contact or damage said infected. Please relay this message to other survivors without radio access. Thank you for your patience.”
 
   Marshall furrowed his brow as he asked, “Why didn't you tell us about this? Why'd you lie to us earlier?”
 
   Curtis responded, “I didn't know what to do about it. I figured we'd ignore the message, but when I saw her... When I saw it, I couldn't help but capture it. It may be important. It could change everything...”
 
   Loraine interrupted, “So, what do you plan to do with it?”
 
   As Curtis hesitated, Travis answered, “You can think about contacting the military or government, but... that probably won't end well. I... Well, I have a different idea. An idea you rudely interrupted, Loraine.”
 
   Loraine glowered at Travis and asked, “And what's that?”
 
   Travis diabolically chuckled, then responded, “Reproduction. I say we start battling this damn apocalypse with some old fashioned reproduction. We start rebuilding. And, we have the perfect candidate for reproduction downstairs. I'm sure our precious guest won't mind.”
 
   Marshall's eyes widened as he gasped. Loraine held her trembling hands to her mouth as she gagged uncontrollably. Curtis grimaced from the disgust as he carefully inspected every nook and cranny on Travis' unwavering face – he can't be serious.
 
   Travis grinned as he nodded, then said, “The world is going to shit. People are dying. Millions of people are dying. If we're going to repair the damage, we're going to have to start doing something. Someone has to save our species.”
 
   Curtis' hands trembled from the disbelief. His bottom lip quivered as he stuttered, “You–you're thinking about... about having sex with that thing? You can't... No, no, you can't really be considering something like that, Travis. It's wrong.”
 
   Travis snickered, then said, “Well, I am.” As Marshall and Loraine gasped, Travis scowled and shouted, “Hey! I lost my wife! She's gone! She's dead! You two have each other! It's all fine and dandy for you, but not me! Don't you dare try to judge me!”
 
   Marshall shook his head and said, “This has nothing to do with that. It's the... It's the idea. You can't do something like that to that thing down there.”
 
   Travis grinned from ear-to-ear as he leered at Loraine and suggested, “Well, maybe I don't have to. Maybe we can share...”
 
   Marshall snapped, “You keep your dirty hands off her! Don't you even dare think about it, pal! I'm warning you...”
 
   “Calm down, calm down,” Curtis said as he walked towards the center of the living room. Curtis turned towards Travis and said, “You know, you're suggesting rape. You'd be raping her if you went through with it. That's not right, Travis. That's some demented shit.”
 
   Travis shrugged and pouted, then said, “It's not human anymore. It doesn't live by our laws. In fact, it breaks the laws of nature. She's supposed to be dead, Curtis. We wouldn't be in this position if it weren't for her and her kind. That's the truth.”
 
   Curtis shook his head and rebutted, “It doesn't matter. It could be human. And, even if it's not, it'd be... it'd be like having sex with an animal. It's not right...”
 
   Travis yelled, “Stop! Stop telling me it's not right, I'm tired of hearing it! I don't care! It's something that has to be done! If we don't, we could be extinct by the end of the week!”
 
   Curtis scoffed, “You think you can save the human race by the end of the week? Under these circumstances? Please...” Curtis rolled his eyes as he paced back-and-forth, then said, “Listen, you can't save the human race with reproduction. It's impossible. Only a cure can save us now. You can have sex with that thing down there, but you wouldn't even be certain of the consequences. What makes you think it can still breed? Huh? It won't work.”
 
   Loraine crawled towards Travis and clasped her moist hands as she helplessly pleaded, “Please, don't do this. Let's just kill that thing and wait until this all blows over. The military will protect us, the government will save us. Don't risk our lives for something so foolish. Please.”
 
   Travis sniffled and swallowed loudly as he inspected his perturbed peers. The melancholic shadows surrounded them, cutting them off from the light and trapping them with the gloomy darkness. Warm rivers of tears streamed down Loraine's scarlet cheeks. Curtis watched Travis from the center of the living room with his hands to his hips and a soul-piercing glare in his eyes, like a scolding parent punishing a child. Marshall held Loraine by her hips as he kept a keen eye on Travis.
 
   Travis huffed, then said, “I'm doing it anyway.”
 
   ***
 
   Travis staggered to his feet, doddering from left-to-right as he tried to balance himself. He shook his head, then marched towards the arch entrance to his left. Loraine wildly sobbed as she hopelessly clasped at Travis' ankles, missing his legs by a hair. Marshall and Curtis quickly followed behind Travis.
 
   As he latched onto Travis' broad shoulder, Curtis said, “Think about what you're doing, man. It's not right. It won't work, Travis.”
 
   Travis pulled away as he continued to stomp forward. As her somber tears trickled onto the hardwood floor, Loraine yelled, “Stop him! For crying out loud, we're all dead if he opens that door! We're all dead!”
 
   The shaky floorboards groaned with every hurried step as the trio walked into the main hall. The archway across the living room entrance led to the kitchen. The first door in the hallway led to the basement, the second door led to the restroom. The fortified front door and the stairs leading to the second story awaited at the opposite end of the hall.
 
   Curtis grabbed Travis' forearm and pleaded, “Please, don't do this. Don't...”
 
   Before he could finish, Travis rapidly turned and elbowed Curtis in the temple. Curtis' eyelids fluttered as he staggered to his knees from the hit to the head. Marshall gasped as he watched the devastating blow. Travis nonchalantly strolled towards the first door in the hall, then glared at Marshall.
 
   Travis asked, “What are you looking at? You going to stop me, boy?”
 
   Marshall shook his head and said, “You're a lunatic...”
 
   Travis nodded and responded, “I thought so.”
 
   Travis grabbed a candle from the floor in the hallway, then opened the basement door. With the sole illumination from the flickering candlelight, Travis descended into the dreary darkness – delving deep into the uncertainty. Marshall rushed back into the living room, then lifted Loraine from the floor. He dragged Loraine towards the arch entrance to the right.
 
   As she recomposed herself, Loraine asked, “What happened? What's going on?”
 
   Marshall led Loraine to the staircase in the hall and said, “We're leaving. That lunatic is going down there. He's actually going to do it.”
 
   As she caught a glimpse of Curtis' unconscious body on the floor, Loraine gasped, then said, “What about Curtis? We can't just leave him here after all of this.”
 
   As the pair scampered up the creaky stairs, Marshall shook his head and responded, “We can't carry him, either. It's too late for him, sweetie. We have to go.”
 
   The dilapidated stairs creaked and howled with every step as Travis slowly descended into the tenebrous basement. His boots clicked on the ground as the light illuminated the concrete floor and brick walls. He sniffled loudly, catching a dreadful whiff of the putrescent undead. He carefully stepped towards the center, then placed the candle on the floor.
 
   As he stepped in reverse, Travis said, “Come here, girl. I've got something special for you. Come on out.”
 
   Chains clanked and rattled over a ghoulish groan. A woman emerged from the dismal darkness on all fours, chained to the wall like a captive in a dungeon. She had a five-three stature with a frail figure. She wore a dirtied white sundress with a stitched floral pattern down to her knobbly kneecaps. Thick and purple veins bulged on her pale skin. Her curly brunette hair sat towards the center of her back.  Blood trickled from a wound on her head and streamed down her left cheek. Her lips were torn off, revealing all of her bloodied teeth and gums. Her vibrant amber eyes inexplicably glimmered with humanity and life – a striking difference compared to her physical condition.
 
   Travis smiled as he said, “Sonya? Sonya Mitchell, right? That's the name on your ID. It's nice to finally meet you. My name is Travis. I figured I should introduce myself. I'm here to... to save us. To undo everything you caused.”
 
   Sonya wildly blinked and tilted her head like if she were listening to every word – like if she were miraculously comprehending the human language. Travis furrowed his brow as he knelt down and gazed at Sonya. His hand trembled as he slowly extended his arm towards her. Suddenly, Sonya hissed and groaned as she lunged towards Travis. She chomped at the air, missing Travis' fingers by a mere inch.
 
   Travis nervously chuckled as he withdrew his arm and shook his head, then said, “I knew you weren't like us. You're a monster. You're a damn beast. You've destroyed everything, but now you're going to help me rebuild it. You're going to breed my children, I can guarantee that.”
 
   As Travis unzipped his pants and reached into the opening, he heard the creaky staircase. His eyes widened as he turned towards the noise and met the butt of a heavy lamp. The thud echoed through the room as Curtis struck Travis with all of his might. Travis' eyelids fluttered and his body shuddered as he plummeted towards the floor.
 
   As the lamp clashed with the concrete ground, Curtis said, “I can't let you do this to her, Travis. It's too foolish. She could be the cure. She could save us, but not like this. You can't reproduce the world's population. You can't.”
 
   As he swiped at the blood and sweat trickling down his raised brow, Curtis turned towards Sonya. Like a feral beast, Sonya snarled and growled at Curtis as she stood on all-fours. Curtis couldn't help but gaze into her beautiful, glistening eyes. Her amber eyes glistered like crackling flames illuminating a drab dungeon. Abruptly, a blood-curdling screech reverberated into the home. A bone-crunching thud immediately followed.
 
   Curtis turned towards the staircase and whispered in a dubious tone, “Loraine? Marshall?”
 
   As he slowly stepped towards the stairs with his fists clenched, croaking and groaning emerged from behind. Curtis stopped in his place as he bit his bottom lip. He slowly turned, then gasped upon spotting the horrendous scene.
 
   “No...” Curtis murmured as his eyes watered.
 
   Sonya leaned on top of Travis as she gnawed into his crotch, like a starved dog chomping into a sausage link. Blood spurted and streamed from her vicious bites, splattering onto her face and on the grimy concrete. Travis' right leg violently trembled and his head swayed as he indistinctly muttered. His eyelids flickered as his eyes rolled back.
 
   As the sound of wood shattering and splintering echoed from upstairs, Curtis staggered to his knees, then slowly crawled towards Sonya and Travis. Sonya continued her feast, devouring Travis' groin with her sharp teeth. A rumble of footsteps and monstrous moans reverberated from the first story as the makeshift barricades were broken. Curtis disregarded the home invasion as he locked eyes with Sonya. Her alluring eyes were indecipherable. Her eyes glimmered with compassion, innocence, and sincerity – a complete contradiction to her savage actions.
 
   As the basement stairs creaked and growling echoed through the room, Curtis asked, “What are you?”
 
   


  
 

Day 9 - December 31st, 2015
 
   Code: Dead
 
    
 
   A newspaper rustled with the gust as it swayed by the school bus under the bridge. An undead man, barely clothed by his tarnished white t-shirt and shredded blue jeans, wandered in the desolate street above the vacant flood-control channel. The evening twilight sun dawned onto the small town, caressing the doom and gloom with a reassuring warmth and a sense of normality.
 
   Sitting behind the driver's seat in the school bus, Kenneth Hill sighed, then said in his stentorian voice, “I need updates. I need updates now. I need all of my options on the table. I need everything. No more loose ends, you understand?”
 
   53-year-old Kenneth Hill stood five-nine. He wore a white button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His damp, sweat-stained shirt was crudely tucked into his navy trousers. His black dress shoes were scuffed and begrimed. He had thinning, straight white hair atop his dome and stubble on his sullen face. His stern blue eyes were demanding yet compassionate.
 
   Sitting in the seat directly across Hill, John Jensen explained in a husky tone, “I'm sorry, sir. You are the acting President now, Mr. Hill. We lost contact with the higher-ups after the Air Force One crashed. Everyone is either dead or... or undead, I suppose. It's now your responsibility to handle the situation. The choices, despite the limited options, are yours to make. That's the only update I have for you, sir. I'm sorry.”
 
   John Jensen stood a sturdy five-eleven. He wore a wrinkled white button-up shirt stained with blood, coffee, and sweat tucked into his rumpled navy pants. He had hoary hair atop his noggin, wiry stubble on his gnarled face, and tired blue eyes.
 
   Hill sighed as he despondently stared towards his lap, then asked, “Have we heard anything from the lab yet?” Jensen sat in absolute silence. Hill sniffled, then said, “I understand that silence all too well. It seems we've lost control of the situation. We've lost control of our country. Have we heard anything from our allies?”
 
   Jensen loudly swallowed the lump in his throat, then responded, “Our allies have been offline since yesterday. We've tried to contact them for hours. Maybe it's an error on our end or on theirs, but we've essentially been abandoned. It's a blackout, sir, we're on our own.”
 
   Hill inhaled deeply, then turned towards Brian Kash in the driver's seat. Hill said, “Kash, give me something. Give me an escape route. Planes, boats, anything. Break this chain and give me some good news for once.”
 
   Kash responded, “I can't fly a plane, but I can operate a boat. I can... Well, we can take a speedboat. I'm sure I can even handle a bigger ship. We get on water and we can sail out of here without a single problem. That's all I've got. I'm sorry.”
 
   32-year-old Brian Kash stood five-eleven with a timorous posture. He wore a torn white button-up shirt dangling out of his navy trousers. His black dress shoes were scuffed-but-intact. His brown eyes swelled with fearful tears. His clean-shaved face was covered in soot and droplets of dried blood. His slick black hair was sloppily parted to the right.
 
   Hill nodded as he explained, “America has been lost. We cannot allow this to spread beyond our borders. The consequences would be unfathomable. If there is even a shred of hope, we cannot allow this disease to spread. If the human species is to survive, we must execute Code Red.”
 
   Kash and Jensen reluctantly nodded in agreement. Jensen pensively stared out his window, watching a cloudy river of water stream down the vacant channel. Kash tightly gripped the steering wheel as he absently gazed forward, trapped in his dreadful contemplation.
 
   As he leaned on the door and peered towards the gloomy dawn sunlight, Maxwell Booker said, “Code Dead. The last resort. Nuclear warhead will hit prime targets. The most populated cities in the country will be obliterated. The nuclear aftermath will wipe out every living thing by the end of the day.” Booker turned towards Hill and asked, “Are you sure you want to do this? You'd be wiping out American society as we know it...”
 
   Maxwell Booker had a towering stature with a strapping physique. He wore a white button-up shirt with the sleeves neatly rolled up beneath a black bulletproof vest. His navy pants were wrinkled and his black insulated boots were stained with blood and mud. He had an unremitting posture with keen blue eyes. He tightly gripped a black 9mm handgun as he leaned on the entrance.
 
   Hill rebutted, “It's quiet the dilemma, don't you think? The decision isn't yours, though. It's a burden on my shoulders. A difficult choice on my lap. If I don't follow through, it could lead to the extinction of our species, not just American society.”
 
   The pair gazed at each other in deep contemplation. Cornered animals without an escape route caught in a stressful conundrum – caught in a labyrinthine conscience searching for right and wrong. An eerie silence drenched the school bus, only occasionally broken by the whooshing wind. Suddenly, the back emergency door violently rattled.
 
   Jensen turned towards the door with wide eyes and said, “They've found us...”
 
   Hill leaned forward in his seat and gripped Kash's shoulder as he directed, “Get us to the shore. Immediately. Call it a cowards reaction, but we're going to survive by any means necessary. Get us to a boat.”
 
   As he weaved and bobbed his head for a better view of the surrounding zombies, Booker asked, “You want us to leave? You want to abandon the people without a warning? Is that what you're planning?”
 
   Hill explained, “I'll send out a final broadcast before we execute the plan. Someone must survive to represent us. You're free to stay if you must, Booker...”
 
   Booker shook his head and said, “Just make sure you give them a proper warning... Let's get the hell out of here.”
 
   ***
 
   The engine coughed and rattled as Kash turned the key in the ignition to no avail. Raucous zombies moaned and groaned at the bus as they quickly surrounded the stranded vehicle. The undead slapped and gnawed at the school bus. Booker looked over the sea of approaching zombies – some shambling, others sprinting ferociously.
 
   Jensen shouted at Kash, “Hurry! Get us out of here before it's too late!”
 
   As his eyes swelled with tears, Kash slammed his fists on the steering wheel and yelled, “I'm trying! I'm trying! The damn thing won't start!”
 
   Hill tightly gripped Kash's shoulder and said, “Don't stop trying.”
 
   As Kash turned the key in the ignition, the engine coughed and croaked. The loud clanking noises reverberated through the open streets, echoing through the lugubrious sky. Booker maneuvered towards the seat behind Jensen. He dropped the hazy window, then protruded his arm out. With steady, relaxed breathing, Booker shot the zombies. Their heads exploded with each precise shot as Booker handled the firearm with consummate panache.
 
   Over the earsplitting rounds and coughing engine, Hill said, “Jensen, I fear we'll need a 'Plan B.' It's... If we are overrun, it's probably best to take as many of these monsters with us. It's better than becoming one of them. Hand me the grenade.”
 
   Jensen grimaced from the fear as he slowly shook his head. He placed his trembling fingertips to his brow as he deeply contemplated. Thoughts of death poisoned his timid, fracturing mind. The inevitable pain was too much to endure before it had even occurred.
 
   Jensen turned towards Hill and said, “I can't do that, sir. We can't die like this. There must be another option...”
 
   Hill simply extended his arm towards Jensen with an open hand. He gazed at Jensen with compassionate eyes, convincing him without uttering a single sound – I know what I'm doing, trust me. Jensen reluctantly placed the grenade in Hill's unwavering palm. As Hill gripped the smooth steel body of the M67 grenade and shut his eyes, the engine suddenly started.
 
   Bug-eyed, Jensen shouted, “Wait! We can go!” He turned towards Kash and instructed, “Get us out of here! Now!”
 
   Kash gritted his teeth as he stomped the pedal and spun the helm. Hill, Jensen, and Booker swayed as Kash jerked towards the hill to the right. The wheels squealed as the vehicle struggled to trudge up the slope. The school bus crashed through an iron fence as the vehicle hopped over the hill. The group simultaneously sighed as they found themselves back on the main streets.
 
   Hill sighed in relief, then said, “Great job, Kash, great job. Head to the shore. We must board a ship immediately. Don't stop for anyone or anything, you understand?”
 
   Kash nodded and said, “I've got it, I've got it...”
 
   The thunderous gunshots from Booker's handgun continued to reverberate through the gloomy sky as the bus slowly trudged along. Red-eyed zombies of all shapes and sizes quickly caught up to the coughing yellow bus.
 
   Hill asked, “Booker, don't you have anything stronger? Something with a little more punch?”
 
   As he meticulously aimed, Booker responded, “All ammo has been exhausted, sir. This is all of my remaining firepower...” Booker's eyes widened as a bulb illuminated above his head. He turned towards Hill and said, “Gasoline.”
 
   Hill smiled as he repeated, “Gasoline.”
 
   Booker ran towards the back of the bus, Hill followed closely behind. The pair quickly returned with red canisters filled with gasoline. Jensen's nose wrinkled upon smelling the pungent flammable liquid. Hill opened the window parallel to Booker's seat, then dumped the gasoline. Booker followed suit, dumping the flammable liquid on the agile zombies and the chipped side of the bus. The pair simultaneously retrieved their lighters, then glanced at each other.
 
   As his lighter ignited, Hill asked, “Are you ready?”
 
   “As ready as I'll ever be,” Booker responded.
 
   As he stared at the peculiar duo, Jensen asked, “What are you going to do? What are you...”
 
   Before he could finish, Hill and Booker ignited the gasoline at the sides of the vehicle. The vibrant flames sparked across the sides of the bus, burning the surrounding zombies with the blistering flames. The sound of crackling fire reverberated over the ghastly groans and moans. The undead slowly staggered and fell one-by-one as they burned to a blackened crisp.
 
   As he watched the grisly commotion, Booker smiled and said, “It worked...”
 
   As he returned to his seat, Hill turned towards Jensen and said, “Hand me the transceiver. I have to give the people a fair warning. I must send one final broadcast to the American people. A proper goodbye... and a warning of the inevitable.”
 
   Jensen sniffled as he handed Hill the sleek black radio. He turned a knob, then nodded towards Hill. Hill inhaled deeply, then exhaled from his nose as he attempted to compose himself. He shut his eyes as he deeply contemplated and planned as final address to the lingering survivors.
 
   Hill opened his eyes, then said, “This is an emergency broadcast from your acting President, former Secretary of State Kenneth Hill. To the American people fighting this atrocious plague, I regret to inform you: we have failed. The virus has overrun our remaining military and medical facilities. We are a cornered animal. We are trapped and surrounded. In order to salvage the human species, we must make a painstaking sacrifice. It's not what you want to hear, but you must listen. For the future children of our species, we must annihilate this virus by any means. With that said, this is my final goodbye. Nuclear warheads will hit all major cities across the United States. You can find shelter, but it may be futile. Rest assured, I won't escape the consequences of my actions. I will be duly punished. Goodbye, my fellow Americans.”
 
   Hill shut his eyes as he finished his final broadcast. Jensen turned the knob and retrieved the transceiver. Booker sniffled as he nodded in agreement and acceptance. As the flames stopped crackling, the bus slowed to a leisurely roll. The school bus hopped as it drove over the sidewalk and rolled towards the stone partition separating the vacant parking lot from the beach.
 
   Kash turned towards the disheartened trio, then said, “I'll... I'll run ahead and board a ship.” He weaved and bobbed his head towards the shore, then pointed at a white speedboat with a blood-red frame. Kash explained, “I'll need a little time to get reacquainted and settled, but I can only wait for so long. Send your goodbyes, your nukes, or whatever, but please hurry. I don't want to be out here anymore. I want to leave.”
 
   Hill nodded and said, “We'll be there. We only need a few minutes to send the codes and... and finish up our business.”
 
   Booker warned, “Don't you dare leave without us, Kash. Don't even think about it.”
 
   Kash nervously smiled as he nodded. He bolted out from the front door of the bus, then hopped over the stone partition. The remaining trio watched as Kash trudged through the sand and trekked into the falling sun.
 
   ***
 
   Hill retrieved the sturdy emergency briefcase beside him. He placed the black textured briefcase on his lap, then opened it with his key. A secured laptop awaited within. With sorrowful eyes, Hill gazed at the computer – a tool of unnecessary mass destruction. His hands trembled as he glided his fingertips across the keyboard.
 
   Hill faintly whispered, “A weapon for our enemies used on ourselves... A weapon for global stability used to stop instability... A weapon of certain destruction for the uncertain... Such a powerful, savage weapon...”
 
   Jensen interrupted, “Sir, I think we can do this on the boat. I'm sure we'll still be in range and it'll be much safer. We must go and we must go now.”
 
   Booker nodded and said, “I agree. If not, we can always find a safer location. For now, we must get on the boat and regroup. We have to recompose ourselves. We should hurry. We don't know how many are around here and how many we didn't kill with the fire.”
 
   Hill snapped out of his contemplation. He slowly nodded and said, “You are correct. Let's leave. We'll find somewhere safer to do this.”
 
   The trio quickly scampered off the bus and scurried onto the beach. The group tromped through the sand with heavy, sluggish steps. Booker tightly gripped his pistol as he led the way. Hill closely followed behind with the emergency briefcase clenched in his arms. Jensen hesitantly trailed the duo. Suddenly, Hill stopped as he looked towards the endless ocean.
 
   Hill said, “Booker... Booker, there's someone out there. Another survivor.”
 
   Booker stopped, then glanced towards the ocean. A burly shirtless man hopelessly rowed against the waves as he attempted to escape. Booker looked over his shoulder, cautiously searching for any undead wanderers. The coast was clear.
 
   Booker glanced back at Hill and asked, “Should we help him? Should we take him on our boat?”
 
   Hill nodded, then turned towards the man. He shambled towards the water and shouted, “Hello! Hello! Sir! Sir, we can help you!”
 
   Jensen scrunched his face in anger as he loudly whispered, “What the hell are you doing?! You'll get us all killed!”
 
   Disregarding Jensen, Hill pointed towards the speedboat and yelled, “Sir, meet us at the white motorboat and you can join us! Stop...”
 
   Suddenly, Booker pointed down the beach. Red-eyed zombies sprinted across the sand, then scurried down the rickety dock. Without any hesitation, the zombies leaped into the ocean, then swam towards the man. Within seconds, the man's puny boat was overrun. The zombies chomped into his face, neck, and arms as they pulled him overboard.
 
   Hill gasped, then said, “They can swim...”
 
   As more zombies approached from beyond the horizon, Booker pointed towards a beach-side diner and directed, “Get in there. Now. Don't let them hear or see you.”
 
   A blood-curdling screech echoed through the open sky. Ghoulish groans and monstrous grunts quickly approached. Hill sprinted towards the diner, stumbling over himself with every step. Booker followed behind, keeping a keen eye on the pursuing undead.
 
   Teary-eyed, Jensen shook his head and said, “I can't...” He bolted towards the water and said, “I can't do this. I can't die here, I can't. I'm going to the boat. We're leaving. I'm leaving, whether you like it or not. I'm surviving...”
 
   Booker shook his head and said, “You old fool...”
 
   Jensen trudged through the water, then leaped into the ocean. He frantically swam towards the white speedboat. The saline water loudly splashed and rippled with each stroke. As he approached the boat, a nude red-eyed zombie with a grisly shark bite on his stomach leaped out of the water and latched onto Jensen's back. Jensen's eyes widened as he was pulled under the water. He pulled on the zombie's resplendent beach blonde hair as he tried to keep him away, but to no avail. The zombie lunged forward and bit into Jensen's neck, dragging Jensen deeper into the dark ocean. 
 
   The door chime echoed as Hill staggered into the desolate diner. The diner had white tile flooring and white textured walls. The walls to the left and right from the entrance were mostly comprised of pristine windows. To his right, there were six booths with crimson-padded seats. To his left, there was a bar with twelve wooden stools. The kitchen and employee area awaited beyond the bar.
 
   Between breaths, Hill whispered, “Christ... This can't... This can't be happening...”
 
   Hill staggered forward, then tumbled behind the bar. On the verge of hyperventilation, he attempted to recompose himself by shutting his eyes and breathing heavily. Sweat ticklishly oozed out of his glands like lava out of an erupting volcano. His body was soaked by his anxiety-induced perspiration – a cold, damp sweat. His eyes widened as the door chime rang again. His bottom lip quivered as fear swelled in his timorous body. He clenched his chest and tightly shut his eyes in anticipation.
 
   Suddenly, Booker shouted, “Hill! Mr. Hill! Are you in here?”
 
   Hill sighed in relief, then peeked over the counter. He said, “I'm over here, Booker. I made it.”
 
   Booker fired a round, then explained, “I don't think we'll be getting out of this one, old friend. We're... we're surrounded. They're everywhere.” Booker fired another thunderous round, then continued, “If you're going to do this, you have to do it now. We don't have time to frolic about. I'm sorry.”
 
   Hill shook his head and said, “Don't apologize, friend. We did our very best to fight them off. We lasted longer than most. It's quite the accomplishment. And, we'll see New Year's Day come with a bang. A bang that will eradicate these monsters once and for all. Hold them off a bit longer. I'll follow the protocol, I will execute Code Red.”
 
   With narrowed, determined eyes, Booker nodded and said, “Quickly, Hill, quickly.”
 
   Hill nodded, then staggered to the floor. Over the earsplitting gunshots and grotesque groans, Hill opened the emergency case and turned the laptop on. The computer booted to a livid-colored screen. The screen simply asked for a password. Hill's eyelids flickered as he delved into the deepest crevices of his mind to find the intricate password. Key-by-key, Hill typed: d0n8?b30d39U0Cw. The type box vanished, then a 60-second timer materialized. Hill shut his eyes as he placed the emergency briefcase aside.
 
   Hill whispered, “I'm sorry, my fellow Americans... my fellow humans... I'm so sorry for everything. Forgive me.”
 
   Booker's excruciating cries echoed through the diner as he was quickly overrun by the vicious undead. Shattering glass and monstrous bellows reverberated over Booker's agony. Hill opened his eyes and glanced at the timer – 30 seconds. A red-eyed zombie wearing tattered rags hopped over the counter, then glared at Hill. He growled at Hill, then lunged towards him. The zombie brutally chomped into Hill's neck.
 
   Hill grimaced from the unbearable pain, but sat in absolute silence – acceptance of the inevitable. Another zombie leaped over the counter, then chomped into Hill's forearm. As the undead gnawed on his limbs, Hill heard a peculiar sound in the kitchen – the sound of a refrigerator opening and closing. Hill shook his head as he dismissed the thought. He glanced towards the laptop as his body shuddered and his teeth chattered.
 
   As woeful tears streamed down his blood-smeared cheeks, Hill whispered, “Goodbye...”
 
   The timer ticked down... 5... 4... 3... 2... 1...
 
   


  
 

Day 10 - January 1st, 2016
 
   The Aftermath
 
    
 
   The buzzing white noise and inconsistent clipping distorted the broadcast: “This is an emergency broadcast from your acting President, former Secretary of State Kenneth Hill. To the American... this atrocious plague, I regret to inform you: we have failed. This virus has overrun... military and medical facilities. We are a cornered animal. We are... In order to salvage the human species, we must make a painstaking sacrifice. It's not what you want to hear, but... For the future children of our species, we must annihilate this virus by any means... This is my final goodbye.  Nuclear warheads will hit all major cities... You can find shelter, but it may be futile. Rest assured... the consequences of my actions. I will be duly punished. Goodbye, my fellow...”
 
   The hissing and discordant broadcast repeated, reverberating through the razed city. The sturdy and sooty vault door squealed and howled as it flung open. The black ash and dust scattered, dancing in the air as the particles majestically settled. Marcelino Gonzalez slowly climbed out of the bunker. His head protruded from the round opening on the ground as he cautiously inspected his decimated surroundings.
 
   In his raspy voice, Marcelino whispered, “No...”
 
   There were molten bodies scattered around the bunker's entrance, zombies and survivors liquefied by the blistering nuclear heat. Cadavers and the sparse human survivor shambled about in the vacant streets until they disintegrated or crumbled into ash and chunks of flesh. Crackling flames and ghoulish moans echoed from beyond the visible horizon.
 
   The neighborhood's houses were obliterated by the violent blast. The black smoke from the smoldering homes blended with the red sunlight barely seeping through the dense clouds to create a vibrant portrait of agony and destruction. The murky day was dominated by a crepitating orchestra of delicate racket, rattling over the agonizing groans and croaks whooshing with the soft breeze. The region was drenched in an achromatic gloom.
 
   On the verge of tears, Marcelino carefully lifted himself out of the bunker and muttered, “This can't be happening. It can't be real... How... How could they do something like this? Why did they do this to us? Why?”
 
   Marcelino stood six-one with a sturdy figure. He had curly black hair and wiry stubble on his jaw. His lustrous brown eyes glimmered with dolefulness. Blood trickled from the top of his dome, streaming down his brow and cheeks like sweat on a blazing summer day. He wore a begrimed white t-shirt with holes punctured throughout, filthy blue jeans, and scuffed black boots. He adjusted the black sling pack dangling over his shoulder as he stood from the vault.
 
   Marcelino staggered three meters away from the bunker in the blackened backyard. A vibrant pink cloth protruded from beneath the bones and ash. Somber tears streamed from his bloodshot eyes as he trudged through the smoldering bodies. The bodies sizzled, squished, and crunched under his boots with each lumbering step. The flimsy cloth tore with ease as he pulled it from beneath the heavy sack of bones and remaining clothes.
 
   Marcelino stood and gazed at the cloth as he whispered, “Alyssa... Alyssa, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I was... I was trying, I really was...” He placed the cloth to his sooty face as he wildly sobbed. Tears trickled from his eyes and gooey mucus dribbled down his lip. He shouted, “Why didn't you run faster?! I told you to run! I told you! I told you this was going to happen! I warned you about this... I really did...”
 
   His bellows of anguish and torment echoed through the melancholic sky, reverberating through the ruins and flattened land. He shut his eyes and inhaled deeply as he recomposed himself. He tied the cloth around his right hand, like a glove fitting over his palm – the last remnant of what once was.
 
   Marcelino looked over his shoulder, then to his right. He hopped into the demolished home harboring the bunker. The emergency broadcast continued to play from beneath the rubble. He shuffled through the splintered wood and bits of remaining furniture until he found the cracked radio.
 
   From the speaker, the broadcast said, “...the consequences of my actions. I will be duly punished. Goodbye, my fellow...”
 
   As soon as the broadcast finished, Marcelino ferociously stomped on the radio. The sleek black plastic radio snapped into bits and pieces as the dilapidated floorboard rattled. Marcelino proudly marched off the leveled home, maneuvering over the debris until he found himself on the crisp front lawn.
 
   He glanced over his shoulder towards the home as he scoffed, “Duly punished? Right, I'm sure you're not relaxing on some uncharted island, Mr. President. Some help you were...” He gazed at the falling sun to his left, then said, “I have to get out of here. I have to escape before it's too late. For myself and for Alyssa. I have to survive.”
 
   Marcelino nodded as a newfound sense of determination surged in his damaged body. He grimaced from the physical and emotional pain swelling within as he trudged forward. Gazing into the fuliginous sky, he walked towards the sunset down the center of the cracked road. He sniffled as he swiped at the tears and blood dripping on his sullen face. His pudgy nose wrinkled from the pungent stench of chemicals, death and smoke staining the air. Yet, the calming scent of the sea lingered – a strand of hope, heaven in hell.
 
   As he absently walked forward, Marcelino said, “I have to reach the beach...”
 
   ***
 
   Marcelino trudged down the road, walking through the pain and destruction. Mere ruins awaited at each side of the roads. Homes and commercial buildings flattened by the nuclear explosions' ruinous effect. Vehicles of all shapes and sizes were littered on private property, flung from the streets like toy cars during the devastatingly powerful boom. Marcelino gasped and tightly gripped his bag upon spotting a wandering zombie.
 
   Marcelino whispered, “No, no, no... Please, don't come this way... Please...”
 
   The undead woman was nude. Small pieces of burnt cloth lingered on her petite body. Her blackened and bruised skin drooped and sagged. Her hair was mostly disintegrated, only few strands of her frizzy brunette hair protruded from her dome. Abruptly, she groaned and turned towards Marcelino.
 
   “God...” Marcelino murmured.
 
   The zombie's jaw was completely removed. Her tongue dangled and slobbered on her bloodied throat. Her blood-red eyes pierced through the soot. As she ran six steps towards Marcelino, a bone-crunching pop echoed through the chaos. The zombie's right leg detached at the knee as she tumbled forward. As her head collided with the ground, her neck violently snapped and her body began to disintegrate.
 
   As he approached the perishing corpse, Marcelino said, “The threat has been neutralized. It really worked, but at what cost?” He glanced at the pink cloth wrapped around his hand and asked, “Was it really worth it? Was it really our only option? Could we have done anything else?”
 
   Crackling flames and distant groaning dominated the air. Marcelino shrugged off his contemplation as he continued his strenuous trek through the wreckage. As he approached the beach-side parking lot, Marcelino hopped on the remaining piece of the stone partition. The falling sun barely pierced through the dense smoke and clouds. Yet, he could see far into the endless ocean.
 
   From afar, he could see several zombies swimming in the sea. Their monstrous groans and growling echoed over the clashing waves and rippling water. The zombies swirled and moaned in a circular motion, creating their own maelstrom of death and decay. 
 
   As he sat on the stone partition and watched the zombie-infested ocean, Marcelino nervously chuckled, then said, “These things survived and they can swim... They can actually swim. What the hell have we gotten ourselves into? Why did we let it get this far?” He shook his head and whispered, “Maybe it wasn't worth it...”
 
   As he absorbed the eerily majestic view, Marcelino caught a glimpse of an overturned school bus floating in the ocean. Only a narrow line of yellow remained on the blackened bus. Marcelino shook his head and frowned, then hopped off the partition. He trudged through the sandy beach as he approached another demolished building. The building's walls floated in the water nearby. The white tile flooring beneath his mucky boots was covered in soot. Pieces of splintered wood and metal pillars remained. The bar's structure was dilapidated-but-recognizable.
 
   Upon inspecting his surroundings, Marcelino nodded as he said, “I remember... This is Deborah's Beach Diner.” He nodded and said, “Great memories... Would've made more memories today if this shit didn't happen. Spending time with family, drinking beer until we vomit, setting off some fireworks, watching...”
 
   Suddenly, Marcelino was interrupted as a man stumbled into the diner. Marcelino quickly retrieved a bloodied hammer from his bag, then cocked it over his head. The intruding man gasped and hopped back. He waved his hands like if he were waving a white flag – I come in peace!
 
   With zany eyes bent on survival, Marcelino sternly asked, “Who the hell are you? Are you... Are you infected? Are you dead or alive?”
 
   Brian Kash stood before him with wobbling legs and a clenched jaw. A droplet of blood slowly trickled from his nose. His white button-up shirt and navy trousers were drenched by the ocean water. His damp hair reached down to his finely-trimmed eyebrows. His soaked black dress shoes squished with each step. Marcelino could see the fear and pain in Kash's glimmering brown eyes.
 
   Kash slowly lowered his hands and said, “I'm... I'm not infected. I'm alive, I'm okay. I'm... I was... My name is Brian Kash. I was an intern before all of this. Nothing special, I swear. I don't even know how to handle a pistol. I was with the acting President when it all happened.”
 
   Marcelino slowly lowered his hammer as he asked, “What the hell happened to you? How did you survive the explosion?”
 
   Kash chuckled, then explained, “I... Well, I... I survived in the fridge.”
 
   Marcelino furrowed his brow and tilted his head like a curious pup, then asked, “Like... like the movie?”
 
   Kash nervously laughed as he ran his fingers through his sopping hair, then said, “Yeah, yeah, like the movie. I hopped into the fridge right before it happened. The explosion flung me into the ocean. I had to swim back here. A lot of people didn't like it, but, you know, I thought it was a decent film. I don't know. At least it saved my life.”
 
   The pair shared a genuine chuckle as they stood in the demolished diner. Marcelino's smile vanished as he looked towards his boots and said, “My name is Marcelino. I survived in a bunker. We didn't really get much of a warning, but I made it.” Marcelino loudly sniffled as he gazed at his veiled hand, then said, “I can't say the same for my wife, unfortunately. We were chased down by those monsters. I ran faster cause... cause I was scared, so I made it there first. I mean, imagine that: nukes are inbound, zombies are sprinting and crawling towards you from every direction, and... and the last thing you hear before you shut the vault is your wife's painful cry and the door hinges as you shut her out. Can you imagine it? Can you?”
 
   Brian's eyes swelled with tears as he said, “It's not your fault, man. It's no one's fault. You can't really place the blame on anyone. What Hill did was... It was for the greater good. If he didn't, this disease would have spread across the globe. It would've ended us all. Still, I'm sorry to hear that...”
 
   Marcelino nodded as he walked past Kash, then stood at the edge of the diner. He glanced at the elegant sun, then stared down at the sand. Shards of glass and splintered wood protruded from beneath the beady shore. Kash stepped to Marcelino's side and gazed at his soaked shoes.
 
   Marcelino said, “What a way to celebrate New Year's Day, right? Starting the new year with a new world. It's unbelievable...” Kash stood in silence. Marcelino continued, “It's all been destroyed. In just a few moments, everything was wiped out. Everything we worked for was demolished. We might never rebuild it. We might not survive...”
 
   Kash interrupted, “We can still survive this. We had a plan before all of this happened. A real plan. We get on a boat, then sail to one of our allies in East Asia. Or... we sail somewhere safe, at least, somewhere remote.”
 
   Marcelino asked, “Why'd you come back if you had a plan?”
 
   Kash coughed to clear his throat, then responded, “Guilt. I could hear them dying from the kitchen, but I didn't help them. I hid in the fridge, like a damn coward. I came back to see if any of them survived.” Kash glanced back at the diner's bar and said, “But, I can see they're all dead. Nothing but ash.”
 
   Marcelino nodded as he gazed into Kash's eyes and said, “I trust you. Let's find a boat and get the hell out of here.”
 
   ***
 
   Marcelino lunged over the sparkling glass shards, then trudged towards the oncoming waves. Kash carefully plodded behind, breathing heavily as he struggled to catch his breath and recompose himself. Marcelino placed his hand over his brow as he searched for a suitable boat. A sea of endless debris and death awaited in the once-pristine waters.
 
   Marcelino asked, “You can handle any of these, right? There won't be any problems?” Kash simply nodded as he squinted into the boundless ocean. Marcelino said, “Good. I don't want to be stranded after we head out there. Those things know how to swim, so we have to be fast.”
 
   Kash nervously cackled as he pointed towards the sea. A white speedboat with a red frame floated beyond the overturned boats and rubble cluttering the ocean. Marcelino furrowed his brow as he gazed at the motorboat, then turned back towards Kash. Kash childishly giggled into his hand as he struggled to contain himself. His boyish guffaw was fueled by his irrepressible euphoria. 
 
   Kash sniffled, then explained, “That was the speedboat we were supposed to take before we launched the nukes. We can still do it. We can follow the original plan. It's still floating.” As he gazed at the boat with hopeful eyes, Kash whispered, “I can't believe it's still floating.”
 
   Marcelino bit his bottom lip and nodded, then said, “As long as you can operate it. Let's get this over with. Let's get going.”
 
   The pair jogged towards the rippling waves, then leaped into the contaminated water. They swam towards the wandering speedboat, past the rubble and disintegrating corpses. Loud splashing and groans emerged from the left. Kash paused, then looked over his shoulder. A horde of red-eyed zombies were preoccupied with a vicious shark. His eyes widened upon spotting a peculiar zombie. To his utter surprise, John Jensen was part of the surviving legion of undead in the ocean. Jensen's eyes were blood-red and his body was riddled with savage bite marks.
 
   Kash shook his head and said, “The worst fate...”
 
   As he settled himself on the boat, Marcelino cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Hurry up! We don't have any time to waste!”
 
   Snapping out of his contemplation, Kash nodded, then quickly swam towards the speedboat – each stroke more vigorous than the last. Marcelino peered towards the helm of the compact boat. A male body sat on the passenger seat, absently facing forward and slightly swaying with the waves. The pale-skinned man wore a blue Hawaiian shirt, khaki shorts, and black flip flops. The black hair atop his dome was scruffy and wild.
 
   Marcelino swallowed loudly, then asked, “Mister, are you... Are you okay? Have you been bitten by one of those things?” The man did not respond. Marcelino gripped the man's broad shoulder and said, “Sir, are you...”
 
   Suddenly, the man groaned as he turned towards Marcelino. Marcelino gasped upon spotting the man's dull, white eyes. The zombie stood from his seat, then lunged towards Marcelino. The undead man tightly gripped Marcelino's shoulders and chomped towards him. Marcelino leaned as far back as possible as the zombie reached closer with each bite.
 
   Marcelino gritted his teeth and scowled as he agilely retrieved a knife from his pocket, then jammed the blade into the zombie's temple. The zombie's eyelids flickered as he moaned. Blood oozed from the stab wound, streaming down his cheek like an open faucet. Marcelino inhaled deeply, then shoved the carcass overboard.
 
   As he climbed onto the wavering speedboat, Kash asked, “What was all that?”
 
   Marcelino sniffled, then said, “Nothing. Just another one of those things.” He swayed his head towards the helm and asked, “So, will you be able to drive this thing or what? Can we finally get out of here?”
 
   Kash rushed forward, then opened the engine hatch. He weaved and bobbed his head as he frantically searched for water and fumes. He smiled as he shut the hatch, then waddled towards the helm. A joyous grin was plastered on Kash's face as the engine sputtered, then settled.
 
   Wide-eyed, Kash turned towards Marcelino and said, “We can go. We can actually escape. We just need a moment for the engine to heat up.”
 
   Marcelino asked, “How much time do you need?”
 
   Kash shook his head and said, “Not long, not long. Trust me, I know you want to get out of here. I know better than anyone, we have to leave as soon as possible. The nuclear erosion is set to wipe out everything within 24 hours. We just need a minute to get settled, then I'll get us as far away from here as possible.”
 
   As he tilted his head, Marcelino asked, “Nuclear erosion?”
 
   Kash explained, “Yeah, the aftermath. These nukes have been developed for total annihilation. These nukes are set to gradually destroy everything. People, cars, buildings, the environment... everything. I hate to say this, but we might not even survive if we spent too much time around here. We've been breathing it in the entire time. You were in the bunker and I was far out in the ocean, so we might be fine, but there's always the possibility...”
 
   “Shit...” Marcelino muttered as he ran his fingers through his hair. He shook his head and said, “Okay, okay... Forget about that for now. Let's assume we survive the erosion, alright? Where will we go? What exactly are we going to do?”
 
   Kash responded, “I told you, anywhere that's safe. We'll have to constantly fine somewhere to dock and refuel, but we have to reach one of our allies. We can head down to Canada or Mexico, but I'd assume this virus spread has already spread across all of North America. The nuclear erosion probably hit them too, I don't know. I think it's best to head towards East Asia.”
 
   Marcelino asked, “Why? Why are you so bent on taking us to East Asia? It would be best to bunker down somewhere remote, wouldn't it? Alaska or something, right? What's so important about the Asia?”
 
   With a deadpan expression, Kash turned towards Marcelino and explained, “I heard that's where all of this originated. All of this was caused by a simple plant from China or Japan. A plant someone smuggled into our country for his selfish experiments. Unfortunately, we lost contact with both countries two days ago. It's been a blackout.”
 
   “A plant?” Marcelino repeated in a dubious tone.
 
   Kash nodded and continued, “A flower with the ability to reanimate the dead. All of this destruction and death because of a.... a plant!” Kash shook his head in disgust, then said, “So, we have two options, Marcelino. We can head to China or Japan. Japan is our ally. We have to see if they can help us. We have to see if they're okay. I think that's our best option. If China hasn't been affected, you can bet they'll kill us on-sight. No questions asked. If they have been infected by this virus, they've probably already nuked themselves or we'll be facing a billion of those zombies...”
 
   Marcelino gazed into the darkness ahead – a dark and endless void of uncertainty and terror. The waves rippled and crashed beneath the speedboat. Endless debris and dead bodies floated past the pair. Suddenly, Marcelino coughed and grunted into his right hand. The pink cloth was splattered by droplets of blood. Marcelino's eyes swelled with tears as he deeply contemplated.
 
   Kash asked, “So... what will it be?”
 
   Marcelino glanced towards the nuclear wasteland behind them. He turned towards Kash with glimmering eyes, then responded, “Let's go to Japan.”
 
   


  
 

Join the Mailing List
 
    
 
   Love reading? Enjoyed the book? Would you like to be the first to know when one of my books will be free on Amazon? Great! You can join my mailing list and I'll send you periodic updates! Don't worry, you'll likely only receive 1-2 emails a month and each email will contain valuable updates. It's greatly appreciated and requires little effort. Click here to sign-up: http://eepurl.com/bNl1CP
 
   


  
 

Dear Reader,
 
   First and foremost, thank you for reading. I hope your time and your money were well spent. Like all of my books, this was a work of genuine passion – a burning passion fueled by my love for storytelling and horror. I aimed to deliver a horrifying and exciting zombie experience with range and variety. I sincerely hope I succeeded. 
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed the book, please leave an honest review on Amazon.com. Your review is incredibly significant. In fact, I depend on your review. Your review will help me improve on future books and it'll help other readers find this book. It will also help gauge interest. So, if you'd like to see a sequel to this book, tell me in a review. I already have plenty of ideas for The Next 10 Days, but I need to know where I can improve and if anyone is actually interested in a sequel. I also have a concept for a spiritual successor about aliens. If that's more your style, let me know in a review. Your words have the power to influence my writing.
 
    
 
   Also, feel free to share this book with friends and family. Tweet it to your followers on Twitter, share it with your friends and family on Facebook, lend it to them, or even read it to them over the phone or video chat. Birthday or special event coming up? Buy it for them as a gift! Word-of-mouth is a superb method in supporting independent authors. I don't live a lavish lifestyle and I'm still perfectly fine eating cheap instant noodles for the rest of my life, but I'll need your support.
 
    
 
   Finally, if you enjoy scary short stories, feel free to visit my Amazon's Author page. You'll find yourself with a large collection of my horror anthologies and my horror-mystery novella. Furthermore, all of my books are available on Kindle Unlimited! I am not exactly the most traditional or conventional author as I often delve into some unique concepts. For example, I'm currently writing a surreal Twilight Zone-inspired series called Enter the Vortex – Volumes 1 through 3 are already available! Once again, thank you for your support. My passion and your readership kept me going through my most pessimistic times and I hope I can continue to entertain.
 
    
 
   Until our next venture into horror,
 
   Jon Athan
 
    
 
   P.S. If you'd like to contact me directly, you'll receive the quickest response via Twitter @Jonny_Athan. I'm always willing to answer questions. Are you an aspiring author looking for some help? Feel free to ask me and I'll try my best to offer a helping hand.
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