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CHAPTER ONE

Day Zero +60

Willamette River, south of Portland, Oregon.

Three men drifted leisurely down the serene river aboard a mid-sized yacht, its hull cutting through the gentle ripples. At the helm, Private Simmons, a nineteen-year-old fresh out of Basic Training when chaos descended upon the world, guided the vessel with a steady hand.

On the deck, Corporal Parker, a weathered man in his mid-twenties marked by scars from an IED, pored over a map strewn with red X marks and scattered notes detailing potential salvage points. Seated nearby, Dave, a stout middle-aged man, meticulously inspected a large drone stationed beside him.

"How close are we to the next town?" Dave asked.

Parker lifted the map, scanning its markings before responding, "About another mile or so up. It's a small place called Canby."

"Hey Corporal, did you say Canby?" Simmons interjected, briefly leaving the controls to retrieve a spiral-bound notebook from the cabin. Flipping through its pages, he revealed a trove of meticulously penned notes about various locations along their route.

Among the entries, a prominently circled Canby caught Parker's eye as Simmons confirmed, "Yep, this was the one I was thinking of."

Tossing the notebook over to Parker, Simmons's revelation prompted an audible sigh from the seasoned corporal. "Well, this can't be good," Parker muttered.

Parker scrutinized the notebook page, his eyes tracing down to a note scribbled below the circled town. Clearing his throat, he read aloud, "Okay, so according to the note, Canby was designated as a safe zone during the early hours of the apocalypse. People who managed to flee Portland made their way here."

"I'm going to go out on a limb and assume that it did not go well," Dave remarked dryly.

"You would be correct on that, Dave," Parker said. "Apparently, the concentration of zombies and abandoned cars is so significant that even reconnaissance satellites picked it up."

"When was the last batch of photos taken?" Simmons queried, his brow furrowing with concern.

"It doesn't say, but the word around the water cooler is that they only have access to a handful of them still.  So if I had to guess, I'd say during the first couple weeks of shit going down.” Parker said.

"So are we even going to bother checking the town out?" Simmons asked, his tone skeptical. "If it's as overrun as we think it is, what's the point? We don't have the ammunition to clear it out."

"I'm leaving that decision up to Dave here," Parker stated firmly.

"Why me?" Dave questioned, clearly taken aback.

"Because you know your equipment and how much battery power we have left," Parker explained patiently.

Dave pondered for a moment before rising and making his way to the stern of the yacht. Several battery chargers connected to solar generators awaited him there. He inspected the status of the charges, nodding with satisfaction.

"Looks like we're good to go for Canby," Dave announced upon returning. "These charges are solid. We should have plenty of power for the day."

"Okay, you heard the man, Simmons," Parker directed. "Get us close to Canby."

"You got it, Corporal," Simmons replied.

Parker settled back onto the deck, his legs dangling over the side as he savored the cool morning air and the picturesque surroundings. Nearby, Dave busied himself with inserting a fresh battery into his drone, meticulously running through his pre-flight checklist.

Fifteen minutes drifted by in unhurried tranquility until the town of Canby loomed into view on the horizon. A collective reaction followed as the pungent odor from the town reached them, despite their distance of a quarter mile offshore.

"Good lord, I haven't smelled anything that foul since we walked into Seattle. How big of a town was this?" Parker said.

Simmons peered out from the controls, surveying the outskirts of Canby. "Couldn't be that big. Fifteen, maybe twenty thousand people? Although that was before it became a refugee camp."

"Well, we're about to find out how many of those things are in town," Dave remarked, adjusting his focus back to the present. "Just as soon as you bring this thing to a stop."

"Sorry, Dave, I'm on it," Simmons responded swiftly. He shut off the boat's engine and operated the anchor, the metallic clank resonating through the air as the yacht settled into place.

"You're good to go," Simmons confirmed, his attention shifting to the drone as Dave activated its propellers with a series of switches and controls.

While Dave concentrated on the drone's feed displayed on a small screen, both Simmons and Parker fixated on a larger television monitor, observing the live footage transmitted by the drone's camera.

"Do we have any specific targets in town?" Dave asked.

Parker picked up the notebook, glancing over the sparse list of potential locations with a shake of his head.

"There are a couple of grocery stores and Super Centers, but if that stench is any indication, it's not going to be worth it," Parker muttered.

"Okay, I'll just do a flyby, see if there's anything worthwhile," Dave responded.

"We'll keep our eyes peeled.”

Dave nodded and went back to focusing on the screen.  The drone flew low, a hundred feet in the air, towards the town.  There was a large residential area nestled in a collection of trees, with the downtown area a mile ahead.

Even as the drone flew over the homes below, the men could see hundreds of zombies on the streets.  Several of the fields were also filled with cars, like they were running out of room to park when they fled to the town.

After a minute of flying, they hit an open area just before the downtown area.  All three men gasped at the sight, which was thousands of zombies packed into the town tightly.  There was barely a spot of the ground that could be seen.

"Yeah, this is a lost cause. It doesn't matter what's here; there's no way we'd ever be able to get to it," Simmons remarked despondently.

"As much as I hate to admit it, Simmons is right. Go ahead and bring it back, Dave," Parker conceded, his voice heavy with disappointment.

"I'm already at the downtown area. I'll run it down Main Street and spin it around," Dave replied.

"Okay, just be quick about it. We have lots of other places to check out today," Parker urged, turning away from the monitor in frustration. He moved to the bow of the boat, staring out across the water with a troubled expression.

Meanwhile, Dave maneuvered the drone down Main Street, his heart sinking as he observed the entire road teeming with zombies.

"This entire exercise is a waste of time. Anything of value would have been snatched up by the militia," Dave muttered to himself. "Four days into this trip and we've found nothing, not a damn thing that's worth the effort."

Pausing for a moment of reflection, Dave's mood shifted slightly. "On the other hand, it is nice to get out of Seattle for a bit. Been a while since I got some quiet time in nature."

Dave glanced up from the drone's controls, momentarily soaking in the scenery as the aircraft continued its slow journey down Main Street. Before he could refocus, Private Simmons's urgent shout pierced the air.

"Hang on! Hang on! Go back!" Simmons exclaimed.

Parker, irritated at being pulled away from his brief moment of respite in nature, turned sharply and strode back toward the monitor.

"This better be good, Simmons. If this is a grocery store, I'm tossing your ass overboard," Parker grumbled.

Simmons forcefully issued his command, surprising both Parker and Dave. "Just fly it back and look to the left!"

"Okay, I'm on it. What the hell am I looking for?" Dave responded, his attention fully engaged.

"The building with giant American flags on it," Simmons directed.

Following Simmons's instructions, Dave steered the drone in reverse, retracing its path down the street before glancing to the left. There, occupying half a city block, stood a large building adorned with fluttering American flags atop and a prominent "Grand Opening" banner draped across its facade.

"Is that what I think it is?" Parker asked, a glimmer of hope creeping into his voice.

Dave maneuvered the drone to hover just thirty feet above the street, its camera zooming in on the building below. Clear as day, a sizable sign emblazoned with "Buddy's Guns" confirmed their discovery.

"Why in the hell was this not on the manifest?" Simmons said.

"It looks like it had just opened. Probably wasn't listed when whoever made the list did their research," Dave speculated as he scanned the building.

"Now for the million-dollar question. Is there anything inside?" Parker said.

Dave took a deep breath, guiding the drone lower and closer towards the front windows of Buddy's Guns. As it descended, the horde of zombies below reached up futilely, their grasping hands just shy of the airborne device.

Approaching the window, Dave scrutinized the bars and intact yet damaged glass. All three men focused intently on their screens, scanning the interior for any signs of movement. A collective sigh of relief escaped them as they observed the quiet store, its shelves still neatly stocked.

"It doesn't look like there's a single box of ammunition missing," Parker noted with a hint of astonishment.

"It could be that this place didn't have a chance to open," Dave speculated.

"Even if it didn't open, why didn't someone break in when all hell broke loose in town?" Simmons asked.

"Maybe they did," Dave suggested.

Ascending the drone, Dave maneuvered it behind the building, focusing the camera on the back door and zooming in. Visible damage around the lock and dried blood splattered across the door and nearby wall indicated previous attempts at forced entry.

"Well, at least we know the building is secure," Simmons remarked.

"Hopefully not too secure, because someone's going to have to get in there," Parker said.

"Do you really think they're going to send a team down here? I mean, look at the road. How in the world is anybody going to get through that?" Simmons questioned, gesturing towards the teeming masses below. "And that's assuming they find someone crazy enough to even try."

"That's not our call to make, Private. Our job is to find stuff like this and report it in," Parker reminded him firmly.

"Okay, I'll get command on the line," Simmons said.

Simmons stepped away from the monitor, deftly adjusting the radio's switches until he connected with the appropriate personnel. Meanwhile, Parker approached Dave, who continued to pilot the drone around Buddy's Guns.

"How much ammo do you think is in there?" Parker inquired.

"Hell if I know, Parker. I just know it's a big-ass store that looks completely untouched," Dave replied, his attention divided between the drone's controls and the conversation.

"There was a grand opening in an area populated by hunters and ex-military, which means there's bound to be doorbuster sales, right?" Parker reasoned.

"If I were starting a business, that's how I would run it," Dave said.

"There could be, what, a hundred thousand rounds in there?" Parker speculated.

"Or there could be ten thousand," Dave countered.

"True, but we've been out here for the better part of a week now, and this is the only worthwhile target we've found," Parker pointed out. "Based on the rumors I've heard around Seattle about how little ammunition is floating around, I'm pretty sure they'd send someone out here if we told them there was a hundred rounds."

Dave nodded in agreement with Parker's assessment just as Simmons interjected, "Hey Corporal, I got Command on the line."

Parker took the communicator from Simmons, his tone authoritative as he addressed Command.

"Hey Command, this is Corporal Parker. We've found something that you're going to want to come get."


CHAPTER TWO

Twenty-five miles east of White Salmon lay The Dalles, a town of sixteen thousand right on the coast of the Columbia River. Over the last six weeks, the survivors in White Salmon had slowly been working to clear the town out. For weeks, they had been forced to deal with stragglers who wandered out and shambled towards their refuge in White Salmon. With the help of Corporal Jinx and his squad of soldiers, they were determined to put an end to the threat once and for all.

On the eastern side of town, Jinx, Private Burch, Private Rollins, and Zion walked towards a small, two-story office building that sat off the road. In the parking lot were half a dozen cars, left to rot by their long-deceased owners. The four men stood outside, looking towards the building and seeing several blood-stained handprints on the front window. They gripped their makeshift weapons tightly, with Jinx and Rollins holding blood-stained metal spikes, while Zion and Burch gripped metal baseball bats.

"What do you say, boys? You ready to finally clear this bad boy out?" Jinx asked.

"Yeah, we've been putting it off for too long," Burch replied.

"Hey now, there's nothing wrong with picking the low-hanging fruit first," Rollins said, motioning back towards a neighborhood filled with single-story homes.

"Yeah, but it really shouldn't have taken us a week to clear that neighborhood," Burch responded.

"It's not my fault I like to be meticulous," Rollins said.

"You and I must have very different definitions of the word meticulous. Because I remember you ransacking every pantry you came across and pocketing more than your share of snack cakes," Burch retorted.

Jinx looked back at Rollins with fake outrage. "Rollins, are you holding out on us?"

"Of course not, Corporal. I would never do that to you," Rollins said.

"Then what about that box of strawberry cakes you found yesterday?" Burch interjected.

Jinx took a step out from the line, staring at Rollins with more fake outrage. "You're holding out on strawberry cakes, Rollins?"

"I didn't think you liked strawberry, Corporal," Rollins defended.

"Well, I do. It's my favorite, in fact. I'm sorry, soldier, but holding out on strawberry cakes is a court-martial level offense," Jinx declared.

"I might still have a few tucked away back home," Rollins admitted.

"That's the right answer," Jinx said.

The entire time the banter between the soldiers was going on, Zion was staring ahead at the building, getting intently focused.

"If you three are done talking about dessert, can we go kick some ass?" Zion asked.

Jinx looked over to the two privates, everybody nodding in agreement. "My apologies, Zion. I just wanted to make sure I keep my men whipped into shape."

"And now that you've done that, it's time to get to work," Zion said.

"You got it," Jinx agreed.

As Jinx stepped forward, Zion reached his giant arm out, grabbing the Corporal by the chest and stopping him in his tracks.

"And I mean this with all sincerity, Jinx," Zion said.

"What's that, Zion?" Jinx asked.

"I better get one of those strawberry cakes," Zion demanded.

Zion cracked a smirk, prompting Jinx to let out a chuckle, nodding to his friend. "I'll make sure you get two."

Zion nodded as the men walked up to the door of the office building, stopping just in front of it.

"So how do we want to play this? Are we doing a rush attack? Some catcalling? The pyro?" Jinx asked.

"No more pyro. Took me three washes to get the smell of smoke out of my clothes last time," Zion replied.

"Yeah, but that fire felt damn good as the snow was falling, didn't it?" Jinx said.

"OK, fine, pyro is fine, but only on snow days," Zion conceded.

Jinx smirked and nodded in agreement. "This is our first place of the day. Let's get warmed up with a little catcalling," Burch suggested.

"OK, catcall it is. Rollins, would you be so kind as to get the door for us?" Jinx asked.

"I'm on it," Rollins said.

Rollins walked up to the door, giving it a push only to find that it was locked up tight. He pressed his face to the glass, peering inside and seeing that there was nothing in the immediate area. Rollins flipped his long metal spike around, using the blunt back end to smash out the top portion of the glass. As it hit the ground inside, he looked in to make sure nothing was coming his way. Although he could hear moans and the shuffling of feet, he didn't see anything. He quickly reached inside, unlatching the door and pushing it open. He drew out a knife, kneeling down and wedging it into the bottom of the door so that it acted like a doorstop.

"You guys ready?" Rollins asked.

"The floor is yours," Jinx replied.

Rollins let out a loud whistle before yelling out into the building. "Yeah, where are my bitches at?"

Rollins then walked back to the others, with the trio giving him a strange look.

"Where are my bitches at?" Jinx repeated.

"I'm guessing it's been a minute since you did some catcalling?" Zion remarked.

"I did two tours in the sandbox damn near back to back, and we're two months into this bullshit. So yeah, it's been a minute," Rollins explained.

"Yeah, well, when you bring me my snack cake later, I'll give you a few pointers. Because I personally know of at least a dozen women back in town that would shank your ass if they heard you say that," Zion said.

Rollins thought about it for a moment before letting out a chuckle and nodding. Their moment was broken up as the first creature shambled out of the door. It was a man in a bloody, tattered business suit, letting out a satisfied moan as it took notice of the four men standing in the parking lot just a few yards away.

"Let's put it down, Burch," Jinx commanded.

Burch nodded as he followed behind Jinx, who stepped over to the side of the door. Jinx smacked his metal spike down on the ground, the metallic sound resonating in the air and drawing the attention of the creature. The ghoul moaned and shuffled in their direction. As it got within striking distance, Jinx stabbed it in the chest with his metal spike, holding it in place so that Burch could step around to the side of it. He swung his bat with every bit of force he could muster, cracking the creature's skull with a single blow.

As Jinx tossed it to the ground, they heard more moaning by the front door, with two more businesspeople shambling out. Their dress clothes were tattered and bloody, and their excitement was noticeable as they moved towards Zion. Rollins stepped up, thrusting his metal spike as hard as he could towards the ghouls who were lined up. He hit the first one with so much force that it went straight through its chest and into the second one, holding them in place. Zion stepped up, making quick work of the two creatures with his baseball bat. The forceful swings caved in the heads of both creatures before they were unceremoniously tossed to the side.

The four of them got ready for more fighting, staring at the door, but nothing ever came. After a couple of minutes, they started to relax.

"Really, that was it? Three of those things?" Rollins questioned.

"There's half a dozen cars in the lot. It doesn't make any sense," Burch observed.

"Let's go inside and make some sense of it then," Zion suggested.

Jinx nodded and took point, stepping through the threshold of the door with everybody else behind him. The foursome stopped in the main lobby, listening intently for trouble but hearing nothing. As they walked through the building, they could see signs of conflict everywhere—overturned cubicle walls, blood splatter, and a couple of dead bodies strewn about. While their guard was up, they continued working their way through the building before stopping just outside of a large glass-walled conference room.

"Well, that explains a lot," Rollins said.

Inside were a dozen bodies, their heads badly damaged, scattered about in the conference room. A couple of them were seated at the table, the weapons that felled them still stuck in their heads.

"Looks like someone really didn't like their morning meeting," Jinx remarked.

"Hey, if it can be sent in an email, it probably should," Burch added.

"Come on, Rollins, let's clear the second floor," Zion instructed.

"We'll wrap up down here," Jinx said.

After several minutes, they cleared the building, finding little more than some more carnage on the second floor. As they exited the building, Jinx got a call on the radio.

"Hey, Jinx here," he answered.

"Hey, where are you guys at?" Calvin's voice crackled through.

"That office building on the east side. What's going on?" Jinx asked.

"Stay put, I'm heading your way," Calvin responded.

"Calvin, just tell me what's going on," Jinx pressed.

"Jinx, just do what I tell you. Trust me," Calvin insisted.

"I tell you what, why don't you meet me at the diner that's a few blocks away on the main strip?" Jinx suggested.

"I'll be there in five," Calvin agreed.

Jinx turned to the others, shrugging his shoulders. "Looks like I'm taking my coffee break early today."

"Let's all go," Zion said.

Jinx gave Zion a confused look, as Zion was always about getting the job done when they were out in the field. "You want to take a break already?"

Zion shrugged, letting out a smirk. "What can I say, all that talk about snack cakes got me hungry."

Everybody broke out into laughter as they started walking back towards the meeting spot. After a couple of blocks, they approached a small business district which held some small shops. As they walked, they spotted Missy and Harold, who were hard at work inside an abandoned store. The two former engineering students were struggling to lift up a heavy container, prompting Zion to run over to help.

"I got you, Missy," Zion said, getting underneath it and holding it high above the door as Harold climbed up a ladder to attach a harness to it. As they got it situated, the others came over.

"What are you guys up to?" Jinx asked.

"Well, you know how we've been having problems with the militia lately?" Missy began.

"I know how we've had run-ins with them south of town and nowhere near here," Jinx replied, confused.

"Well, I figured that one day we might have trouble here, so I wanted to prepare for it," Missy explained.

"By trying to make Harold here do some heavy lifting?" Jinx asked.

Missy chuckled before responding, "To be fair, look at his arms. The boy does need to work out."

"Hey now!" Harold protested.

"Am I wrong?" Missy challenged.

Harold thought about responding but ultimately dropped his head in defeat.

"That's what I thought," Missy said.

"So what is this?" Burch asked.

"Just a little spring-loaded trap I whipped up. The first person through the door will get through just fine, but if they flick the switch on the wall over there, then the next person through will get a nasty surprise," Missy explained, pointing to the heavy object hanging above the door.

"So what's in it?" Rollins asked.

"I could bore you with the details," Missy began.

"Please don't," Rollins interjected.

Missy let out a laugh as she continued, "Let's just say that the chemical burn it will deliver won't kill them, but it will sure make them wish that it did."

"Remind me to stay on your good side," Rollins remarked.

Missy gave him a wink as a horn honked behind them. The men turned around to spot Calvin waving at them from a pickup truck.

"Will you guys get over here!" Calvin called out.

The four men waved goodbye to Missy and Harold as they walked to the truck, where Calvin was still sitting in the driver's seat.

"What's got you all riled up? Did you find out that Rollins here was holding out snack cakes on us?" Zion asked.

Calvin pointed directly at Rollins. "You're an asshole! But no, that's not why. Y'all need to get in."

"Where are we going?" Jinx asked.

"Back to White Salmon. Your Sergeant Dickerson says he has a mission for you," Calvin explained.

"And you couldn't tell me that over the radio?" Jinx questioned.

"I had very specific instructions. Nothing over an unsecured channel," Calvin replied.

Jinx looked over to Zion, giving him a nod before jumping into the front seat. Zion could see the seriousness on his face before jumping in the back with the others.

"Let's get a move on then," Zion said.

Calvin nodded as he threw the truck into gear, hitting the gas. As they drove, Jinx's mind began to race.

"I don't know what this is, but if they're going full secrecy and calling me in, it's got to be big."


CHAPTER THREE

Calvin raced down the interstate as if he knew there was a ticking clock. Jinx didn't question it; instead, he took the time to admire the scenery. The interstate ran right along the river, and in the morning hour, it was beautiful to look at.

After a good twenty minutes of driving, they reached the outskirts of White Salmon. Calvin slowed down as he approached the exit, pulling off and stopping at the barricade, where three armed people stood. One of the armed guards was Private Jarvis, the young blonde-headed woman who immediately spotted Jinx, letting out a sigh.

"Well, if you're back in town, it means something's going down. Do you want me to tag along?" Jarvis asked.

"No, Jarvis, keep your post here. I know it's been a few days since we had any militia contact, but it's only a matter of time," Jinx replied.

"If they come this way, they're going to regret it," Jarvis said, pointing back to two older men in flannel shirts, sporting hunting rifles. "My friends here already bagged us a deer this morning."

"I hope you mean by chasing it down and strangling it with their bare hands and not by shooting," Jinx retorted.

The two men started to get nervous, and Jarvis immediately regretted saying what she did. Jinx could read the guilt on their faces and immediately laid into them.

"How many bullets do each of you have?" Jinx demanded.

Everybody held up their remaining rounds, which fit into the palms of their hands. Jinx quickly counted them up.

"Cool, so you two good ole boys have nine shots between you. How many did you waste on the deer?" Jinx asked.

"Just one, sir," one of the men replied.

Jinx thought about it for a moment before nodding. "I tell you what, if a couple of pounds of that ends up on my doorstep, I won't ream you out anymore. We have a deal?"

Both of the men smiled and nodded enthusiastically.

"Good. But no more hunting with guns. I don't care how big the deer is. If we get into a fight with the militia, every shot is going to count," Jinx warned.

"I'll get them in line, Jinx," Jarvis promised.

"You better, Jarvis," Jinx said.

Jinx smacked Calvin on the arm, prompting him to hit the gas. As they drove towards the heart of town, they saw numerous levels of defensive positions that had been set up. Some of the vacant houses had been turned into gunner nests. While they looked intimidating, Jinx knew the truth, which rendered them little more than impressive-looking props.

"For what it's worth, Jinx, you did the right thing by laying into those two back there," Calvin said.

"I'm glad you think so, Calvin," Jinx replied.

"I know I'm not privy to how much we have in reserve, but given that we didn't really start out with all that much, I can't imagine there's much left," Calvin admitted.

Jinx thought about it for a moment, knowing that Sergeant Dickerson ordered the full ammunition count to be kept secret. "Calvin, you don't know what I'm about to tell you, even after I tell it to you."

"I'd forget my name half the time if it wasn't written on the inside of my underwear," Calvin joked.

Jinx cracked a smile as he continued. "There's maybe five hundred rounds of ammunition left in town."

Calvin was visibly shaken by the revelation, prompting Jinx to continue. "So you can see why we've been keeping that from everyone. If they knew, it would cause a panic."

"Yeah, I mean it's not like there's a hostile army to our south or anything," Calvin remarked.

"From what I understand, there's not that much flowing in Seattle. Especially after the transport from Idaho was hijacked," Jinx explained.

Again, Calvin winced visibly. "Damn man, I thought that was going to be our saving grace. They haven't said anything about that to us."

"I had to force it out of them. The only reason I was told was due to knowing Sergeant Dickerson for years, so I could tell when he was hiding something," Jinx said.

"Do you think that's why they're calling you back?" Calvin asked.

"Well, it's either that, or they want something big blown up," Jinx replied.

"You do enjoy that, don't you?" Calvin said.

Jinx smirked and shrugged his shoulders. "Like my daddy always said. If you're doing something you love, you'll never work a day in your life."

Calvin chuckled as he pulled into city hall. As they exited the vehicle and walked up to the doors, the guards opened them up but stopped everybody but Jinx from walking in.

"I'm sorry, I have orders to keep everyone but the Corporal out," the guard said.

Zion stepped up, getting a few inches away from the guard's face. "Are you really telling me that I can't go into a building in my town?"

The guard swallowed hard, knowing that Zion could break him in half and not break a sweat. His voice cracked as he attempted to stand his ground. "I'm sorry, mister Zion, but I have my orders."

Zion gave him a cockeyed look, which put more fear into the guard, forcing  Jinx to  intervene.

"He's coming in with me," Jinx insisted.

"I'm sorry, Corporal, but..." the guard started.

"I said he's coming in with me. If there's any blowback, it'll come to me," Jinx stated.

The guard got a slight nod from Jinx, who was coaxing him to go along with it. Finally, the guard relented, opening the door and looking away from Zion.

"They're waiting for you in the conference room," the guard said.

The two men walked down the hallway of the building. As they entered the conference room, there was a laptop on the desk, along with Sergeant Dickerson and Captain Odom standing behind it.

"If I had a more demeaning job to demote that guard to, I would," Sergeant Dickerson muttered.

"It's not his fault, Dickerson. I was just insistent on Zion coming along. Makes me feel important, like I have a bodyguard," Jinx said.

Zion glanced down to Jinx, who cracked a smile before patting his friend on the chest playfully.

"So what do we have, Dickerson? I have to assume it's big if Captain Odom made the trip down," Jinx remarked.

"It's good to see you too, Jinx," Captain Odom said.

"So what's the situation?" Jinx asked.

"That depends. Do you want the good news or the bad news first?" Captain Odom inquired.

"Oh wow, there's actually good news for a change. By all means, let's have that," Jinx replied.

"Something new, I like it," Zion added.

"We have scouts going to the small towns in the region. It's pretty much the same story at every one. It's either been cleaned out, or what's there isn't worth the manpower to get it," Captain Odom explained.

"But you found something this time?" Jinx asked.

"We did. There's a small town to the south of Portland called Canby. From the looks of it, they had a new gun store that was set to open around the same time the world went to hell. It's sealed up tight, and the shelves appear to be well stocked," Captain Odom said.

"So why are you telling me? Don't you have teams dedicated to this sort of thing?" Jinx asked.

"We do, however, they're not exactly trained to handle the bad news," Sergeant Dickerson admitted.

Dickerson turned around the laptop, which showed a satellite image of the town. Jinx and Zion leaned in close, seeing that the roads were completely blacked out.

"Oh please tell me that's not what I think it is," Jinx said.

"The town is off the interstate by several miles, so someone in Portland thought it would be a good idea to tell people to head there if they could get out," Captain Odom explained.

Jinx let out a sigh as he sat back in his chair. "Just tell me how many."

"Our drone pilot flew around the town a few times. They're estimating between twenty-five and thirty thousand of those things," Sergeant Dickerson said.

Jinx let out a laugh, shaking his head. "Gentlemen, I have to say, I'm flattered beyond belief that you think I'm good enough to pull this off. But even I have my limits."

"Why don't you just fly a helicopter in there and get it? Land on the roof, do a little shopping, and everybody's home by dinner," Zion suggested.

"My bodyguard brings up a good point," Jinx said.

Zion lightly smacked Jinx on the arm, prompting some smirks from both of them.

"We thought about doing that, but the fuel situation still isn't great in Seattle, at least for aircraft. We're struggling to get the refinery fully back online, and even then, we're only going to be able to make a limited amount due to the lack of additives we need," Captain Odom explained.

"Then just how in the hell are you planning on getting it out?" Jinx asked.

"Well, Jinx, while we don't have gas for helicopters, we do have solar chargers for batteries. And there were a lot of hobby shops in the Seattle area," Sergeant Dickerson said.

Jinx and Zion gave them confused looks.

"Drones, gentlemen. We're going to use drones," Sergeant Dickerson clarified.

"So you're going to fly them out one bullet at a time?" Zion asked.

"We have a small fleet of heavy-duty drones. So your mission would be to get to the store, pack them up in bags weighing fifty pounds, and leave them on the roof," Captain Odom explained.

"It seems like a huge risk for a few bags of ammunition," Jinx remarked.

"Yeah, how many rounds are we talking?" Zion asked.

"To be honest, we don't know. But based on what our pilot has been able to see through the windows, we're estimating it could be upwards of a hundred thousand rounds," Sergeant Dickerson replied.

Zion and Jinx exchanged a glance, with Zion waving Jinx in closer. He whispered into his ear, prompting a nod from Jinx.

"OK, we'll take on your suicide mission. On one condition," Jinx said.

"You do realize I can just order you to go, right?" Captain Odom said.

"You could. And I could take a field trip down to Bend and let them know what I know. I'm sure they'd be open to letting me hang out there," Jinx countered.

"And if you make him do that, then every one of you is out of my town," Zion added.

The Captain and Sergeant exchanged a look, contemplating for a moment before nodding in agreement.

"OK, Jinx, state your terms," Captain Odom said.

"This is a suicide mission if there ever was one. So whatever ammunition we manage to pull out of there, twenty percent gets allocated to the town here," Jinx demanded.

"You're out of your mind, Jinx. Twenty percent? You know this isn't the only front in this war, don't you?" Captain Odom retorted.

"Oh, it's a war now? OK, well surely you know that we're on the front lines of it. The militia isn't taking potshots at you up in Seattle. They are firing at our people here. And if they knew we were down to our last five hundred rounds, they'd overrun us in a heartbeat. So unless you want to lose the forward base here, you'll do what I ask," Jinx argued.

Odom began to get angry, but Dickerson put his hand on the Captain's arm, getting him to calm down.

"Jinx is right. Twenty percent of the ammunition needs to come here," Sergeant Dickerson said.

"Or you can pull someone from Seattle if you want. I'm sure there are some special forces boys who would love a crack at it," Jinx suggested.

Captain Odom thought about it for a moment before relenting. "Truth be told, Corporal, I'm not sure who I can trust up there in Seattle."

Jinx and Dickerson got a concerned look on their faces as he said that.

"You want to run that by me again?" Jinx asked.

"You heard me. I can't prove it, at least not yet, but I'm pretty confident that we have a leak up there," Captain Odom admitted.

"That's not surprising. There's a lot of ex-military in the militia. They're bound to have friends who are still enlisted," Jinx said.

"I've tried my best to contain who knows about this operation, but time is of the essence. And I know I can trust you. So if you go, you'll get your twenty percent," Captain Odom agreed.

Jinx looked over to Zion, who just smiled and shrugged. "You know me, I'm always up for busting some zombie heads."

"We'll start making our preparations now."


CHAPTER FOUR

Jinx and Zion walked down the hallway at city hall towards the front door, both moving with purpose, acutely aware of the ticking clock.

"Call it out, what do you need from me?" Zion asked.

"Transportation for starters," Jinx replied .

"How many do you want?" Zion inquired.

"One fully loaded SUV will do the trick. Just make sure it can do off-road without any issue," Jinx clarified.

Zion stopped abruptly, prompting Jinx to halt and turn back.

"What do you mean you just want one vehicle? There's thirty thousand of those things out there," Zion said

"Which is why we're going in light," Jinx explained calmly.

"We don't have the manpower or firepower to take them on head-on, so we're going to be engaging in some world-class diversion techniques," Jinx said before pausing for a moment, realizing just how challenging of a job this was actually going to be.

"Make that a galaxy-class diversion. Mainly because we're probably going to need an explosion visible from space to pull this off," Jinx added, his tone laced with dark humor.

"You're not exactly instilling me with a sense of confidence," Zion said.

"Don't worry, you're in good hands," Jinx reassured him with a grin.

"I have no doubt. And transport won't be a problem. What else do you need?" Zion asked.

As they continued walking, Jinx fell into thought.

"Honest question, man to man, no judgment whatsoever," Jinx began.

"What is it?" Zion prompted.

"Do you think your man Calvin is up to the task?" Jinx asked seriously.

"What do you mean?" Zion asked.

"I mean do you think he can handle a run like this?  I know you two have run headlong into shit before, but this is going to be on another level." Jinx clarified.

"Yeah, he can handle it. But I gotta know, why him?" Zion questioned.

"Because he's the best shot we have. Now, I'm hoping we can get in and out before the militia shows up, but if we don't..." Jinx trailed off.

"Then you're going to want someone who can take down enemies from a distance," Zion finished for him.

"Pretty much, yeah," Jinx agreed.

"And he'll do it too. So who else are we bringing?" Zion asked.

"Private Burch," Jinx answered promptly.

"Burch? Isn't he a bit small for a mission like this? Why not Rollins? That boy is built like a tank," Zion asked

"You're the only tank I need on this mission. Rollins is a blunt instrument, which has its value, just not on this outing. Burch is resourceful, and I get the sense we're going to need that," Jinx explained.

"Okay, I trust you," Zion nodded, understanding Jinx's rationale.

"Good. Get the vehicle and some provisions. Take Calvin with you and let him know what you volunteered him for. Meet back here in twenty and we'll go over the plan," Jinx instructed.

"What are you going to do?" Zion asked.

"Hit the library," Jinx replied with a smirk.

Zion looked perplexed, but Jinx gave him a thumbs up as they walked away. Twenty minutes later, Zion, Calvin, and Burch converged on City Hall, their demeanor determined as they entered the conference room. There, they found Captain Odom and Sergeant Dickerson focused on the computer screen.

"Where's Jinx?" Captain Odom asked.

"And where's the rest of the team?" added Sergeant Dickerson.

"We're it," Zion replied succinctly.

Odom and Dickerson exchanged a concerned glance before shaking their heads.

"Jinx must have his reasons," Dickerson said.

As if on cue, Jinx entered the room, carrying a book with several note cards protruding from it and a small canvas bag, which he casually tossed onto the table.

"Do I even want to know what's in the bag?" Burch asked warily.

"I found what I needed at the library pretty quickly, so I paid our friend Fingers a visit," Jinx explained nonchalantly.

"Who in the hell is Fingers?" Captain Odom questioned, clearly puzzled.

"Our resident explosives enthusiast. We call him Fingers because he's lost a few over the years," Zion clarified, a faint chuckle escaping him.

"If that's the standard, we could have called him Marbles too," Calvin quipped, earning a laugh from Zion.

"So what did you pick up at the library?" Burch pressed, eyeing the book curiously.

Jinx tossed the book down onto the table, revealing it to be a phone book, which left everyone in the room puzzled.

"I gotta say I'm impressed with whoever the librarian was here. For such a small town, the reference section was awesome," Jinx remarked, picking up on their confusion.

"You planning on making some long-distance calls?" Sergeant Dickerson joked lightly.

"No, but I was planning on seeing what was in town, and I'm happy to say I've found something," Jinx continued, opening the phone book to a large half-page ad for a warehouse. He turned the book around so everyone could see before walking over to the map pinned to the wall.

"This warehouse is on the east side of town, which is how we're going to approach it. This is going to be our first diversion," Jinx explained.

"Do we know what they have there?" Burch asked.

"No clue, but based on the satellite image, there wasn't a huge number of those things around it. I'm planning on changing that. A couple of alarms pulled, maybe some light explosives, and we'll have ourselves a crowd," Jinx detailed, his voice confident.

"What are we going to do once they're coming our way? Won't they just come after us once the alarm dies down?" Calvin interjected.

Captain Odom sighed, a half-smile playing on his lips. "He's going to do what he always does, which is burn the place to the ground."

"And hopefully take a couple of thousand of those things down in the process," Jinx added optimistically.

"What if there's food in there?" Sergeant Dickerson asked.

"Then my team and I will get a snack before we set off the alarms," Jinx replied, a hint of annoyance creeping into his tone. "Dickerson, I'm going to need you to make up your mind. Is this mission about food? Or is it about bullets? Because I can certainly make this about food. Hell, that would be preferable since it would mean I wouldn't have to get into the middle of a pack of zombies thirty thousand thick."

Dickerson finally nodded in agreement, signaling his readiness for Jinx to continue.

"Good, so that's what we're going to do," Jinx affirmed.

"Is that going to clear out the town?" Calvin asked.

"Probably not, but it'll be a start," Jinx said.

"So what are we doing after that?" Burch asked.

"I don't have a clue. But we still have some time to figure that out. We're not making that run until the morning," Jinx explained.

"Completely unacceptable. You're going to wait twenty-four hours to start the raid? What about the militia?" Captain Odom interjected.

"We have to assume they're going to know, which is why we're going to be staying the night in Fishers Corner," Jinx replied, walking over to the map and pointing eastward a few miles from Canby.

"We're staying the night here so that we can prepare for an assault from them," Jinx clarified.

"If you want, Missy should have some more of those traps we can borrow," Calvin suggested.

"We'll pick them up on the way out of town," Jinx agreed.

"I'm all for being prepared, Corporal, but we have to assume the clock is ticking," Captain Odom reiterated.

"You're right, Captain, we are on a clock. But you have to realize that we have a few things the militia doesn't. We have a head start on them. I'm assuming we also still have eyes on the town from the drone?" Jinx asked

"We do. I have their frequency in your packet. And there are two soldiers on the boat with him, but I don't know how much help they're going to be," Dickerson confirmed.

"Good. And there's one more thing they don't have," Jinx added.

"Which is?" Captain Odom asked.

"They don't have anybody nearly as crazy as me. So I can guarantee we're going to have the first boots on the ground," Jinx declared.

Odom and Dickerson exchanged a glance, shaking their heads but ultimately agreeing with Jinx.

"This is your operation, Jinx. Just get it done," Captain Odom conceded.

"We will," Jinx assured them.

"Is there anything else you need?" Sergeant Dickerson asked,.

"We're good to go."

"Then get to it," Captain Odom urged, walking over to Jinx and extending his hand for a firm shake.

"Thank you for doing this. Come back safe," Odom requested sincerely.

"I always do," Jinx replied with a reassuring smile, trying to pull away from the handshake. However, Captain Odom held onto his hand for a moment longer, speaking softly but with conviction.

"I mean it. Come back safe."

Jinx understood the concern coming from the Captain, as this mission was bigger and more dangerous than anything that they had been out on since the invasion of Seattle.  Fighting the zombies was dangerous enough, but the threat of the militia looming added an extra wrinkle.

Jinx patted Odom on the shoulder, finally getting him to let go as he gave him a confident nod.  Shortly after, Burch grabbed their information packet from Dickerson and the four of them exited the conference room, striding towards the front of the building. 

As they got outside, Zion led them over to the SUV, which was sitting across the street.

"Let me show you what we're working with," Zion announced, swinging open the back hatch to reveal their supplies. There were baseball bats, long metal spikes, four backpacks filled with provisions, an entire box of hunting knives with sheaths, four handguns with holsters, and a single hunting rifle.

"Handguns only?" Burch asked.

"Yeah, there's not enough rifle ammo to fill more than a single magazine," Zion explained. "So, I didn't bother."

"How are we looking on ammunition?" Jinx asked, his gaze fixed on the handguns and rifle.

"We've got two mags each on the handguns," Zion reported. "And Calvin here has thirty rounds for the hunting rifle."

"A hundred and fifty rounds? That's nearly a third of what the town has," Jinx said.

"Well, I'm betting a hundred and fifty rounds against a potential windfall of twenty thousand," Zion countered confidently.

"It's a good payout, no doubt. But it's not like this is a sure bet," Jinx cautioned.

"Back in the day when I was muscle for one of the local street gangs, they'd put on the occasional fight night, trying to bring everybody together to let them get the tension out in a safe arena rather than on the streets.  And you know what I learned?" Zion reflected, a grin spreading across his face.

"That whoever stepped in the ring with you was an idiot?" Jinx guessed with a smirk.

"Nah, I already knew that," Zion chuckled. "What I learned was, if you're gonna bet on someone, you always bet on the craziest son of a bitch in the ring. And let me tell you, Jinx, you're the craziest son of a bitch I've ever met."

Jinx returned the grin, bumping fists with Zion. "Alright, gentlemen, let's mount up. We're burning daylight, and we have an impossible mission to tackle."


CHAPTER FIVE

Burch was behind the wheel with Jinx in the passenger seat. Zion and Calvin were seated comfortably in the back seat of the SUV, the windows halfway down, taking in the scenery and enjoying the calm before the storm. As they drove down a backroad, they passed a sign that read "Fishers Corner - 2 miles."

"It's about time to get our game faces on. We don't know what we're walking into here," Burch said.

The other three men began checking their gear, which consisted of a few knives on various places on their bodies—two at the waist, one on each hip, and one on each ankle, to go along with their handgun.

"Well, gentlemen, what we lack in firepower we more than make up for in blades. Where in the hell did you find all of these?" Jinx asked.

"One of the guys in town was a hoarder, and he apparently got a good deal on these. They're not the highest of quality, but I tested them out, and they'll punch through some skulls," Zion replied.

"Good enough for me," Jinx said.

As they approached the edge of town, Burch slowed down, finally stopping in the middle of the road. The four of them stared ahead, seeing the outskirts of town. There wasn't much movement, only a handful of ghouls milling about.

"Where the hell is everybody?" Calvin wondered aloud.

"It's pretty much just a small suburb of Oregon City, which is about five miles to the north of here," Jinx explained.

"Where do you want me to go?" Burch asked.

"Cut around to the south and head over to the west side of town. There should be some houses over there we can hang out in overnight," Jinx instructed.

Burch nodded and did as instructed, heading to the south before going off-road, driving across some fields to get to the other side of town faster. As they drove, they kept an eye on the small town, which appeared to be nothing more than just a collection of neighborhoods. While there was some movement in the streets, it wasn't a tremendous amount, under a hundred creatures.

As they got to the west side of town, they drove up to the last street of houses, which stretched to the south of the main road that would take them to Canby. As they pulled up to the end of the road, they spotted a dozen zombies shambling in their direction.

"Alright gang, let's make quick work of these guys. And for the love of god, be quiet about it. We need time to rest and prepare, so I'd rather not fight off the entire town tonight," Jinx said.

Everybody nodded as they got out of the SUV, heading to the back and grabbing their spikes and baseball bats.

"How do you want to do it?" Zion asked.

"I think I can handle one of those spikes. It's just stab and hold, right?" Calvin replied.

"You're with me then," Zion said.

"Burch, you're on me. You want the bat or the spear?" Jinx asked.

"I'll take the spear. I'm sure after dealing with both Odom and Dickerson that you're ready to get some tension out," Burch said.

Jinx chuckled as he grabbed a bat. "Let's knock it out."

The two pairs stepped away from the SUV, getting on opposite sides of the road. The creatures were pretty spread out, all of them shambling in their direction.

"OK Burch, I'm following your lead," Jinx said.

Burch walked up towards the closest zombie, dropping to one knee as he thrusted his weapon forward. The tip of the long spear pierced through the zombie's chest, holding him in place. The ghoul thrashed about wildly before Jinx came around and swung the bat as hard as he could, dropping it to the ground in a heap.

Before they moved up to the next one, Jinx looked over to Zion and Calvin, who had similar success with their creature. Zion gave him a nod before the two teams continued moving up. Over the next few minutes, the foursome dispatched every creature on the block with ruthless efficiency. As the last one fell, Jinx surveyed the houses, spotting a couple with cars still in front of them and a handful with no cars.

"I want every house on the east side of the block that doesn't have a car in front of it checked and cleared. Same teams, let's move," Jinx ordered.

The others didn't question the order; they simply fell in line and followed along. Jinx and Burch walked up to a house in the middle of the street, with no car in the driveway. Jinx walked up to the front door, leaning over the bush next to it and looking in through the window. It didn't look like anything had been disturbed over the last two months. No signs of struggle, no break-ins, nothing. Before Jinx started to break the window on the door in order to unlatch the lock, he thought for a moment before reaching down and trying the door knob. Much to his surprise, it opened right up.

"Come on, I don't think anybody's home," Jinx said.

They stepped into the living room, and immediately their senses were hit with a horrific smell.

"That's just foul," Burch remarked.

As Burch said that, they heard moaning and movement coming from the back of the house. Both men dropped their long weapons, drawing knives and getting them at the ready. As they cleared the kitchen, they turned towards the hallway, the eerie moans and thrashing echoing down the hall. They closed in on the room, the bedroom at the end of the hall. Jinx raised his knife up to the ready, with Burch standing right behind him, ready to run back if the situation called for it. Jinx turned the door knob and threw open the door, both men horrified at the sight before them.

There was a young woman, not even thirty, who was tied to the bed. Both of her wrists and ankles were attached to the frame, and no matter how much she flailed and thrashed about, the sturdy frame wasn't giving way.

"That wasn't exactly what I was expecting," Burch said.

"One thing about the apocalypse is that it's never predictable," Jinx replied.

"If she's here, then who took her car?" Burch wondered.

Jinx looked over the bedroom, spotting a picture on the dresser. It was of the young woman in a wedding dress, standing beside a well-dressed man. Jinx pointed over to it.

"Looks like the husband did what he could for her, then hit the road," Jinx said.

"Not without getting a souvenir first," Burch pointed to the zombified woman, who had dried blood around her mouth.

"It's moments like this that remind me of my horrible, horrible ex," Jinx said.

"This reminds you of your ex? How?" Burch asked.

"Just like that poor son of a bitch husband of hers, I fled as far away as I could get while having my soul sucked away by her. And to add insult to injury, she got the house," Jinx explained.

Burch couldn't help but let out a laugh at Jinx's expense.

"It's not funny, Burch," Jinx said.

"No offense Corporal, but it's kind of funny," Burch replied.

"Just go take her out, I'm going to go check on the others," Jinx said.

As Jinx turned to walk out, Burch walked over to the tied-down woman. He raised the knife high before driving it into the top of her head, ending her suffering. As Jinx walked out into the front yard, Zion and Calvin came out from the house next door.

"How are we looking, Zion?" Jinx asked.

"It's clean, brother, nobody home," Zion replied.

"Good, there's two more on this street with no cars out front. Let's get them clear," Jinx said.

"Why are we clearing so many houses? Don't we just need one for the night?" Calvin asked.

"Because once we're clear we're going to set up the traps that Missy and her crew made for us. We may never need them, but I think we might be glad we took the time to set them up if we have visitors," Jinx explained.

Calvin nodded in agreement before he and Zion walked away to go clear the other house. As they did, Jinx stood in the yard, looking around at the row of houses across the street that led into an open field beyond that.

"This may not be the best spot for a street fight, but it's far from the worst," Jinx muttered to himself.

Jinx then turned around, looking through the row of houses back towards town. There was an open field that stretched for a hundred yards or so before it ran into the main portion of the town, which was another neighborhood.

"And reinforcements are just a couple gunshots away," he said, letting out a sigh and a bit of a horrified laugh, knowing that this had the potential to get ugly if the militia brought too many people with them.

A few hours later, as the sun began to creep behind the horizon, Zion and Jinx sat out on the back patio of a house. Calvin fiddled with a charcoal grill to get it lit, as Burch came out of the house carrying some canned goods.

"It's not a steak, but I found some canned meat," Burch announced.

"Oh don't you worry, I'll get that tasting just right," Calvin replied.

Burch chuckled as he set the cans down on the table beside the grill and joined the other two on the seats.

"Well, so far this has gone a bit easier than that hospital run we did a few weeks back," Zion remarked.

"I wish it was going to be that easy. The hospital we could detonate and run away. This time we have to tread really carefully because we have to stick around a while after we start blowing stuff up," Jinx said.

"Level with me, brother, do you have a plan?" Zion asked.

"I don't, but that's never stopped me before," Jinx admitted. Seeing Zion's worried expression, he continued, "But don't worry, we're going to be alright. It's going to be the same stuff I've been doing since my foot hit the beach during the invasion of Seattle. We run, we blow shit up, and we keep running. As long as we keep those things moving in the direction we aren't going, we'll be alright."

"And what happens when company arrives?" Zion asked.

"We hopefully send those things in their direction," Jinx said.

Zion laughed as he picked up a glass of flat, warm soda and raised it high. Jinx and Burch joined in with their bottles of water before chugging a good portion of it.

"Man, how can you drink that stuff warm? That stuff was barely good ice cold," Burch remarked.

"It's brand name, man. When I was a kid we were lucky if we got the store brand stuff. Something like this, you savor. Even more so now. They ain't making this anymore. I'm drinking one of the last bottles that anybody is going to drink," Zion said.

Jinx thought about it for a moment before downing his water and reaching out for the bottle of warm, brown soda. He poured half a glass, prompting Burch to do the same.

"To living the good life while we can," Jinx toasted.

The three of them clinked glasses, but before anybody drank, Jinx looked over to Calvin, who was hard at work preparing the canned meat for the grill.

"Sorry Calvin, did you want to get in on this?" Jinx asked.

"Nah, I'm alright. I had a well-stocked childhood. My daddy worked for the distributor for much of my youth. I drank more of that stuff than water growing up. I could live to be a hundred and die a happy man knowing I never had to taste that stuff again," Calvin replied.

The three men laughed as they took a drink from their glasses. Both Jinx and Burch struggled to keep a happy face on, while Zion just smiled. As Calvin put the meat on the grill, a loud, satisfying sizzle filled the air. All four of the men savoring their brief moment of normality.


CHAPTER SIX

Jinx, Zion, Calvin, and Burch walked through a field just to the east of Canby, their weapons at the ready and their nerves beginning to tense up. The sun had barely risen above the horizon, casting long shadows on the ground.

A quarter mile ahead of them, they could see the warehouse on the outer edge of town. Despite the distance, they could see a hive of activity around it—nothing indicating humans, rather a collection of erratic movements.

"Good god, that's a lot of those things," Burch remarked.

"Gotta be a thousand of them," Calvin observed.

Jinx pulled out his radio, clicking over to the correct channel before pressing the button.

"Corporal Parker, do you copy?" he asked.

"Is this the crazy bastard who's walking into town?" came the reply from Corporal Parker.

"Corporal Jinx, at your service," Jinx replied.

"It's a pleasure, Jinx. What do you need from me?" Corporal Parker asked.

"We're on the east side of town by the warehouse, and we need to get in there. I was wondering if you could give us a hand with some surveillance," Jinx explained.

"My pilot Dave is already in the air and headed your way. What are you looking for exactly?" Corporal Parker responded.

"We're a quarter mile out, and it looks like the majority of the activity is on the western portion of the building. I'd just like to confirm and to see if there are any open bays on the east side," Jinx said.

"Copy that, stand by," Corporal Parker confirmed.

The group stood there for a moment, silent, hearing the faint moans in the distance. A few seconds later, they heard the high-pitched whizzing of the drone flying overhead. It took the device a few moments to do a pass around the building, but soon the radio buzzed to life again.

"Got some good news for you, Jinx," Corporal Parker announced.

"Been a minute since we've had some of that," Jinx replied.

"There's a bay door that's wide open about a quarter of the way up the building. It's a truck bay, so you're going to have to climb in," Corporal Parker informed them.

"I can live with that, because it means none of those things have gone in. So what's the bad news?" Jinx questioned.

"Even though there's not as many of those creatures on that side of the building, there's still a couple hundred," Corporal Parker warned.

"If I get up a head of steam, I might be able to clear a path," Zion suggested.

"That's a last resort play," Jinx said

Jinx thought for a moment, surveying the surroundings and spotting a neighborhood to their left, before speaking into the walkie-talkie again.

"Parker, can you have your guy check out the neighborhood?" Jinx requested.

"Sure, what are you looking for?" Corporal Parker replied.

"A safe spot for my shooter to take up residence," Jinx said.

"We're on it," Corporal Parker confirmed.

The group waited as the drone flew away from the warehouse and straight towards the neighborhood. It did a flyover before the radio sprang to life again.

"There's some light activity in the neighborhood, and most of it is around some houses at the first intersection," Corporal Parker reported.

"So the end houses are good?" Jinx questioned.

"There's a few of those things hanging out, but if your man has survived this long out here then he shouldn't have a problem dealing with them," Corporal Parker assured.

"Gotcha, I appreciate the intel. We're going to be making our move here shortly," Jinx acknowledged.

"Okay, my pilot is going to fly back then so he'll be charged up and ready to go when you need us," Corporal Parker informed.

"Copy that," Jinx replied.

"Happy hunting, Jinx," Corporal Parker signed off.

The line went dead as Jinx began barking out orders.

"Calvin, get up to that house on the corner. When you're set, I want you to fire off two rounds towards the mob at the back," Jinx instructed.

"You want me to pull those things my way?" Calvin confirmed.

"Yep, don't worry though, we're going to be pulling them back our way soon enough," Jinx assured.

"Alright, I'll be on the roof if anybody needs me," Calvin acknowledged.

Calvin exchanged a fist bump with the group before running off.

"Come on, let's get into position," Jinx said.

Jinx led the trio through the field, maneuvering so they were behind a line of trees just on the edge of the parking lot. There was a chain-link fence surrounding the back side of the property that Burch immediately approached, carving a hole through it with his knife.

Jinx scanned the back of the building, spotting the open bay door directly across from their position. He pulled out a rifle scope from his pocket, peering through it to get a better look at the scene. While there were a couple hundred creatures in the parking lot, the area by the bay door was clear. However, he could see some movement inside, but couldn't tell how much.

"It looks like we're going to have resistance once we get inside," Jinx observed.

"What are we doing once we get inside?" Burch inquired.

"The priority is securing the floor. Take out everything you can, and we'll go from there," Jinx directed.

Burch nodded as a gunshot cracked off in the distance. Moments later, another followed. The trio watched as the ghouls by the building began shambling off towards the neighborhood, drawn by the noise.

Several dozen pressed against the chain-link fence, which surprisingly held up well against the push. After a couple of minutes, the crowd began to calm down, some getting distracted by the moans of other nearby creatures.

The trio surveyed their path to the building, noting there were still a few dozen creatures scattered about.

"This is as good as it's going to get. Push through them and get to the bay door. Let's move!" Jinx commanded.

Jinx led the trio out from cover, rushing over to the fence and squeezing through. As soon as all three were through, Zion took point, readying his baseball bat as he sprinted towards the door, which was a good hundred yards away from their position. Their footfalls drew the attention of creatures, who immediately began moaning and shambling in their direction.

Most of the ghouls were scattered throughout the lot, though a decent-sized congregation formed at the back of the building. Zion reached the first handful of creatures, lowering his shoulder and plowing through them like a fullback clearing the way for his teammate. He swung his bat hard at the next creature, cracking it on the side of the head and ending its unlife.

Zion continued racing ahead, spotting a tall, thin zombie just ahead. The creature looked like it was barely a teenager when it turned, its body riddled with bite marks indicating a grim end to its life. Instead of running it over, Zion grabbed it by the throat, lifting it off the ground and using it as a battering ram to plow through several more creatures. Most tumbled to the ground, but a small pack remained on their feet.

Without hesitation, Zion threw the young zombie towards them with enough force to send the living corpse flying through the air, knocking several others down.

Zion continued leading the group towards the open bay door, which still had half a dozen zombies by it, most facing inside, attracted by something within. As they neared the door, their footsteps drew their attention.

"Take them down!" Zion shouted.

Zion rushed up to the first zombie he could find, raising his bat high in the air before bringing it down hard onto the top of the creature's skull, sending it crumpling to the ground. Burch stepped up next, using his spike as a deadly weapon, thrusting it through the eye socket of a ghoul.

Jinx joined Zion in swinging the bat, both cracking several heads in a matter of seconds. He glanced over to Burch, who dispatched the final creature with a well-placed stab, clearing the way to the bay door.

The three of them looked back, seeing the mob they had pushed through quickly regaining their feet and closing in. The front edge was only ten yards away.

"Let's get inside!" Jinx shouted.

The trio turned back towards the bay door, the lower lip of which was nearly head-high. Zion immediately took a knee and put his hands out. Jinx rushed over and placed his foot into Zion's hands. Without warning, Zion stood up, boosting Jinx into the bay. As soon as Jinx got to his feet inside, he was greeted by a zombie reaching out for him, only a yard away.

"Holy shit!" Jinx exclaimed.

He ducked down, narrowly avoiding the outstretched arms of the ghoul as it stumbled towards the open bay door. Seeing it about to fall onto Zion and Burch, Jinx lunged forward desperately. He planted his shoulder into the back of the creature, sending it tumbling over the edge with momentum. Burch ducked down just enough for the zombie to fall over him, landing hard on the ground, smacking its head onto the pavement.

Jinx immediately grabbed Burch's arm and pulled him up.

"Watch my back!" Jinx instructed.

Burch nodded, stepping forward with his spike ready. As he did so, Jinx turned to Zion, who had stepped back from the bay door, zombies closing in on him.

"I got you, man!" Jinx reassured him.

"Just back up!" Zion replied.

Jinx nodded as Zion threw his bat through the air, the metal clanging on the warehouse floor as Zion took off running. As he neared the bay door, he leaped, getting high off the ground and landing on the edge of the bay door with his gut.

Jinx reached down to help him in, but by the time he reached Zion, he was already inside the warehouse. As Zion got to his feet, they glanced back at the collection of zombies shambling their way.

As the ghouls congregated around the bay door, their moans drew the attention of other creatures that had wandered over to the fence.

"That was some fine fullback work there," Jinx commented.

"We needed to get here in a hurry, so I did what I had to," Zion replied.

Jinx nodded as Zion picked up his bat. They turned to see Burch standing there with his spike, staring down the warehouse with a frightened expression.

"Burch, are you good?" Jinx asked.

"We're not alone in here," Burch replied.

He nodded towards the dimly lit path through the warehouse. The only light came from skylights at the top of the walls, much of it blocked by stacks of boxes on either side. Despite the lack of light, they could hear moaning and the shuffling of feet in the distance. After a tense moment, a creature stepped into the light, followed by another seconds later. Soon, a dozen creatures were visible, with more behind them.

"What do we do, Jinx?" Burch asked.

Jinx cracked his neck before readying his baseball bat.

"We're going to have to crack a few skulls."


CHAPTER SEVEN

Jinx, Zion, and Burch stood their ground inside the warehouse, gripping their weapons tightly as they watched a small horde of creatures shambling their way. A couple dozen ghouls emerged into the light about forty yards down the aisle, with more moans indicating additional creatures behind them.

"Burch and I can handle this," Zion asserted.

"You can?" Jinx asked.

"We can," Burch affirmed.

"Yeah, we got this. You do what you gotta do, and we'll hold down the fort," Zion replied confidently.

Burch looked over to Jinx, who nodded before running off. As Jinx sprinted towards the back wall of the building, the two remaining warriors prepared to face the approaching zombies.

"Go for the heads as long as you can. If we start getting swarmed, just hold them back, and I'll handle the rest," Zion instructed.

Burch nodded in agreement as he and Zion moved forward toward the next ray of light from a skylight about ten yards ahead. They halted at the light's edge, peering into the darkness, waiting for the zombies to approach.

They didn't have to wait long before the first creatures stepped into the light, their decaying forms animated as they spotted the two survivors.

"Let's hit 'em hard," Zion yelled.

Both Zion and Burch stepped up, delivering lethal blows to the first couple of ghouls before stepping back and waiting for the next ones to advance.

Zion observed as one ghoul tripped over a fallen creature, tumbling to the ground. Seizing the opportunity, Zion swung his bat hard down onto the back of the ghoul's head, then spun around, striking another zombie at chest height. The metal bat cracked the side of the second zombie's head, sending it crashing into another nearby ghoul. Meanwhile, Burch deftly maneuvered, bobbing and weaving as he delivered precise thrusts with his spear.

While Zion and Burch kept the mob occupied, Jinx held his bat ready as he made his way toward the back wall of the building. It was pitch dark, prompting him to pull out a flashlight. As he shone the light down the darkened aisle, he encountered a horrific scene: several half-eaten zombies lay on the ground, too mutilated to rise on their own. Though they stirred at his presence, they posed no immediate threat. However, the trio of zombies still on their feet remained dangerous.

"I picked the wrong path," Jinx muttered under his breath.

Carefully navigating around the fallen ghouls, making sure to stay out of their reach, Jinx approached the first creature. With a powerful swing, he brought his bat down on its skull, effectively neutralizing the threat. It took him a minute of cautious movement, but he managed to clear the immediate area and reach the other side of the building.

Shining the flashlight down the aisle, Jinx was relieved to find it mostly empty, with only a handful of creatures wandering about, none of them nearby.

"Okay, I've got some time. Think, man, think. How are you going to pull this off?" Jinx pondered aloud.

Glancing toward the bay doors, he noticed one on the corner of the building that looked different from the others—it extended all the way up to the roof instead of halfway.

"What do we have here?" Jinx wondered aloud.

Approaching the bay door, he inspected it closely and peered through a small peephole on the regular door beside it. Through the peephole, he could see a large concrete ramp leading up to the bay door.

"There we go. Just have to figure out how to get you open," Jinx muttered.

Jinx walked over to a box on the wall, flipping it open to reveal the controls.

"Bingo, now just need some power, and a way to set this place ablaze," Jinx muttered to himself.

He turned around and started examining the boxes lining the floor behind him. Large metal racks stretched across the warehouse.

"Come on, there has to be something flammable in here," he muttered.

Jinx walked down the row, shining his flashlight on the boxes, mostly finding random food and kitchen goods.

"It's going to be a shame to waste all this food, but the bullets are the priority," he thought aloud.

Continuing down the row, he finally spotted an entire metal rack filled with plastic jugs. Upon closer inspection, he realized they contained cooking oil.

"Now we're cooking. Literally it would seem," Jinx joked to himself.

He made a mental note of the rack number, B-13, before sprinting down the aisle towards the office area he had spotted towards the middle of the building. As he ran, he took a moment at each zombie he encountered, dispatching them with swift blows from his baseball bat. A few minutes later, he reached the middle of the building, pausing before entering the office section.

A single door led to the offices. Peering through the window with his flashlight, Jinx could see a scene of carnage. Dried blood covered the walls and floor, and a few gnawed-on body parts were scattered about.

"Whatever happened here wasn't good," Jinx murmured, shaking his head.

He leaned his bat against the wall and took out his knife. Expecting to break the lock, he was surprised to find the door opened easily with a light pull. Shining his flashlight on the lock, he noticed something jammed in the latch, preventing it from closing properly.

"Let's hope that whatever was in here has wandered out by now," Jinx muttered.

Jinx took a deep breath before pulling the door open and stepping through. The hallway was narrow, forcing him to press against the wall as he moved cautiously towards a door on his right. With a flashlight in hand, he aimed it into the room beyond and saw an empty office strewn with blood and bodies. The sudden light startled several figures inside, prompting them to stir and move.

Jinx slammed the door shut, trapping the creatures inside. However, the noise alerted more zombies in the adjacent cubicle area. Moans and shuffling feet echoed from the cubicle farm as Jinx pointed his flashlight towards the source. Four zombies were moving through the room, a couple of them trapped within the cubicles.

Moving decisively, Jinx darted towards the nearest zombie and drove his knife into its forehead, ending its threat. But in the struggle, he lost his grip on the blade. Another zombie seized the opportunity, grabbing his shoulder. Jinx countered by ramming his shoulder into its chest, pushing it back.

With two other zombies other than his attacker still active in the room, Jinx abandoned his knife and drew his handgun. Using the flashlight to aim, he fired three quick shots, neutralizing the remaining threats. Taking a moment to ensure he was safe, Jinx scanned the room with his flashlight and finally located the boss's office.

He hurried over to the bookshelf and began searching through the books and folders until he found one labeled "Warehouse Layout."

"I hope I'm right on this," Jinx muttered to himself.

Placing it on the desk, he opened it and quickly found the emergency section. Flipping through the pages, he located information on the emergency generators.

"Okay, the switch for the generators is in the maintenance room, just across from the offices. Perfect," Jinx said to himself, relieved to have found a crucial piece of information.

His concentration was broken by the sudden entrance of Zion and Burch, who burst into the office.

"Jesus, you about gave me a heart attack," Jinx exclaimed.

"Sorry, brother, but we heard gunfire and came running," Zion explained.

"Are you okay?" Burch asked, concerned.

"Yeah, just had my hands full, that's all," Jinx replied.

"Did you find anything useful?" Burch inquired.

"Yeah, I did. I know how to get the emergency power going, which we're going to need if we're going to get the ramp door open," Jinx explained.

"I got that bag that Fingers made for us if we need to bring the building down," Zion added.

"There's an easier way. Section B-thirteen, there's a thousand gallons of cooking oil," Jinx revealed.

"Don't tell Calvin, he'll be deep frying stuff until the end of time," Zion joked.

"Sadly, he won't get the chance, because we need to start spreading that stuff everywhere. Get the containers, open them up and start pouring. Just make sure you leave us a path to the corner opposite the one we came in at," Jinx instructed.

"That will be a good start once we get the fire going," Burch acknowledged.

Jinx smirked as he turned the page on the binder, spinning it around to show Zion and Burch.

"And it'll be even better once we hit the fire alarm," Jinx pointed to the section on fire suppression. "Pulling the fire alarm gets the siren going. The water release is dependent on heat."

"There's not going to be anything left of this place when we're done." Zion added

"Let's get moving," Jinx urged.

The three of them walked out of the office. Zion and Burch headed towards the section with the cooking oil while Jinx crossed the aisle towards the maintenance room. As he approached, he noticed a pile of corpses in a nearby lit area.

"It's a shame we don't have more time. Those two could crack every skull in town if we gave 'em a chance," Jinx muttered to himself, chuckling and shaking his head at the thought.

Unlocking the maintenance room door, Jinx stepped inside. The room was filled with an assortment of cleaning supplies, shelves of parts and tools, and the console he needed to operate.

Making his way to the console, Jinx checked the status. "Generators at twenty percent. That should be plenty; they'll be incinerated before they run out of gas."

Jinx continued to look everything over, nodding as he saw that the water supply for the fire suppression system was filled.

"As soon as that water hits the cooking oil, this place is going to get hot."

Jinx went ahead and hit the generator starter.  He could hear them rumbling to life on the roof, taking a moment to get up to speed.  A few moments later the lights inside the warehouse began to spring to life.

He stepped out into the aisle, looking towards the far end of the building where they were going to make their escape, seeing nothing but open space.

"Okay, let's get set up for a barbecue."


CHAPTER EIGHT

It had taken the better part of an hour, but the majority of the giant warehouse was now slick with cooking oil, save for a small path leading from the ramp door to the opposite back corner where the trio prepared to make their escape.

"OK guys, are we ready to do this?" Zion asked, his voice steady.

"About as ready as I'm ever going to be," Burch replied.

"OK, you two stay put. I'll kick things off. Keep an eye on our escape route and make sure it's clear," Jinx directed.

"Where do you want to go?" Zion inquired.

"Straight back through the fence. The alarm should be making enough noise to clear out the neighborhood where Calvin is, so we'll double back to pick him up and figure out our next move," Jinx explained.

"I like it," Zion nodded, giving Jinx a fist bump.

Zion watched as Jinx began jogging to the other end of the warehouse. It took a couple of minutes, but finally, Jinx reached the other side and stood by the control box.

Taking a moment to catch his breath, Jinx peeked through the peephole. He let out a breath as he saw the sea of creatures just outside. While a thousand ghouls were within sight, only a handful were on the ramp.

"OK, let's get the crowd excited," Jinx said, hitting the button for the ramp door. The metal screeched as the door went up. Within moments, he could see outside, immediately catching the attention of dozens of ghouls.

"What's up everybody! It's a little chilly outside today, so why don't you come in and warm yourselves up? I'll have a fire going for you in just a minute," Jinx called out, his voice welcoming.

The zombies reacted with moans of excitement, shambling towards him. Most made their way to the ramp, while several dozen pushed their way up the side.

"That's no big deal, the fire is going to be hot enough to get them too," Jinx said, walking backwards down the aisle towards the maintenance room, whistling to keep their attention. He hoped the zombies outside would form an undead conga line, filing into the building one after another.

Entering the maintenance room, Jinx pulled out his walkie talkie as he approached the controls.

"Calvin, how are we looking out there?" Jinx asked.

"I got a couple hundred of those critters outside the house, but from what I can tell, you're getting a crowd going your way," Calvin replied.

"It's about to really get going here in a minute. I'm about to hit the fire alarm. So just stay low and we'll be over to you in a bit," Jinx said.

"I found a bag of slightly stale chips, so I'm good to go," Calvin added casually.

Jinx chuckled, switching channels on the walkie talkie.

"Hey Parker, do you copy?" Jinx asked.

"I got you Jinx. How's it going over there?" Corporal Parker responded.

"I'm just about ready to get this place burning. If you wouldn't mind, have your drone pilot on standby. Once this thing gets rolling we should have a window to move. I'm just going to need to know where," Jinx requested.

"Copy that. Dave will be on standby," Parker confirmed.

"I appreciate it. I'll be in touch," Jinx replied, pocketing the walkie talkie as he stood before the controls in the maintenance room. He paused, took a deep breath, and reached out for the fire alarm.

"Here goes nothing," he muttered to himself.

Jinx hit the button, and immediately there was a deafening siren piercing the air. It was so loud inside the warehouse that Jinx couldn't hear himself yell out.

"That should pull em in," Jinx said.

Jinx continued walking down the pathway through the cooking oil. It took another solid minute of walking until he got to the other side, where Zion and Burch were waiting.

Jinx tried to say something, but he couldn't hear the words coming out of his mouth, prompting shrugs from the others. Jinx then resorted to hand signals, telling the others to head out towards the fence.

The two men nodded, opening up the door and stepping out into the back of the building. There were a handful of creatures outside, but none of them were near them.

The siren outside was blaring just as loudly as it was inside, with the men unable to hear themselves speak. They didn't really need to however, as they were hyper focused on getting to the fence.

Upon arriving, Burch immediately went to work cutting through it with a knife, as Zion stood guard over him. He looked back to the door to the warehouse, where Jinx continued to stay.

"Come on man, get the hell out of there," Zion shouted.

Jinx kept his head on a swivel, turning his attention to the sparse number of creatures outside, and the growing number of ghouls inside.

The mob that had made their way into the warehouse were still shambling through it, only just now reaching the halfway point. Jinx looked back outside, seeing that there were more and more creatures that were flowing into the back of the building.

"Just another minute, just another minute," Jinx muttered to himself, knowing that every second he didn't set the fire, was another second zombies were going to be coming this way.

After another couple minutes, the zombie activity behind the building was becoming too much to ignore. He looked back down towards the mob inside, which was still a good thirty yards from him.

"Close enough," Jinx said.

Jinx pulled out a lighter and grabbed a nearby roll of paper towels they had pulled out earlier.

He set the entire roll on fire, tossing it onto the cooking oil. It took it a moment of simmering to finally catch fire.

Jinx stood there for another few seconds, watching as the oil fire continued to spread throughout the warehouse. Once it got big enough, Jinx turned and ran out the door.

As soon as he hit the parking lot, he could see zombies all around him, although none were within fifteen yards. He pumped his legs hard towards the fence, where Zion was waiting for him, waving him on.

A few moments later, he was to the fence, both of them getting through, not speaking to each other because the siren is so deafening they wouldn't be able to hear each other anyway.

They got through the fence, running alongside of it, looking over to the warehouse as more and more smoke began billowing out of it.

As they got to the edge of the lot, looking back towards the neighborhood where Calvin was, they saw a ton of zombies flowing out from it, drawn by the alarm.

Jinx used hand signals again to let the others know that they were going to take the long way around. As they began running, they heard an incredibly loud noise going off behind them, audible even over the alarm.

They looked back and saw flames pouring out the skylights of the warehouse, the fire inside the building turning into an inferno.

"Looks like the sprinkler system kicked in," Jinx remarked.

Jinx exchanged a celebratory fist bump with Zion before the trio continued running. It took several minutes, but they eventually reached the edge of the neighborhood where Calvin was hiding.

As they stepped onto the road, they were relieved to see that there wasn't a single zombie in sight, stretching down several blocks.

A moment later, Calvin emerged from the door of the house, carrying a couple of bags of chips. He tossed them at the trio as he approached.

"That was a hell of a show you put on there," Calvin remarked.

"You know me, I never want to disappoint," Jinx replied.

"Looks like we're in the clear for a while," Zion observed.

"Let's move up a couple of blocks and get away from that alarm. I can barely hear myself think, so talking to our drone pilot isn't going to work," Jinx suggested.

The foursome nodded in agreement as they moved up the street. They managed four blocks before spotting a zombie, prompting them to quickly duck around the side of a house. They avoided confrontation, not wanting to draw more zombies their way.

After a couple more blocks, the alarm on the building finally fell silent.

"I guess the building finally collapsed in on itself," Jinx remarked.

"That thing was built a lot sturdier than I thought it was," Burch commented.

Jinx looked around and pointed towards a two-story house on the corner.

"Come on, let's get in there and figure out our next move."

The group hurried over to the front door, with Zion leading the way. He peered through the window on the door, saw nothing moving, and delivered a forceful kick to open it.

Burch rushed inside, discarding his spear and drawing his knife as he swiftly cleared the first floor. Moments later, Calvin ascended the stairs and called out that the second floor was clear.

Jinx attempted to shut the door behind them, but it wouldn't latch due to Zion's earlier kick.

"I'm starting to think you don't know your own strength," Jinx quipped.

Zion chuckled and dragged a heavy bookcase against the door.

"That oughta do for now," Zion said, satisfied with the makeshift barricade.

Jinx chuckled and pulled out the radio.

"Alright Parker, we're going to need an eye in the sky."

"He was up the moment the siren stopped going off," Corporal Parker replied promptly.

"You guys could hear it all the way at the river?" Jinx asked.

"Yep, and it was annoying as hell. I can't imagine what it sounded like for you guys," Parker replied.

"My ears haven't rung like this since I saw Iron Maiden a few years back," Jinx joked.

"Well, your little gambit worked, because according to Dave here, you pulled in quite the crowd," Parker said.

"How many are we talking?" Jinx inquired.

"Probably a couple thousand caught up in the fire and collapse, and another few thousand distracted," Parker explained.

"Only a few thousand distracted? It didn't pull all of them?" Jinx asked.

"Afraid not," Parker confirmed.

"The downtown area and gun shop are still crawling with those things. The good news is, it thinned them out pretty good in the neighborhood, so you should be able to move up close to downtown," Parker continued.

"How close are we talking?" Jinx questioned.

"Probably within a mile, give or take. Depends on how crazy you are," Parker replied with a laugh.

"So within a mile then," Jinx affirmed.

"Is there anything we can do to help?" Parker asked.

"Yeah, have Dave do a sweep of the neighborhood," Jinx instructed.

"What's he looking for?" Parker inquired.

"Anything that might go boom," Jinx replied.

"That's pretty vague, Jinx," Parker remarked.

"Welcome to my world. Even if it's just a backyard gas grill, that will help," Jinx explained.

"Okay, I'll get him on it. I'll let you know what he finds," Parker concluded.

The line went dead, and Jinx tossed the walkie-talkie down onto the couch before collapsing onto it himself.

A moment later, Calvin came down the stairs as the others ripped open their bags of nearly stale chips.

"I had a pretty good look at the street for the next few blocks. It's looking pretty clear," Calvin reported.

"Good. As soon as Parker gets back to us, we're on the move," Jinx replied.


CHAPTER NINE

The foursome continued to sit around the living room, enjoying their chips and a moment of rest. The radio chirped up again, interrupting their peace.

"Hey Jinx, you there buddy?" Corporal Parker's voice crackled through the radio.

Jinx responded, "What you got for me?"

"I'm just going to put Dave on," Parker said. Jinx could hear the radio rustling about for a moment before Dave came on the line.

"Hey man, is this Jinx?" Dave asked.

"The one and only. What did you find for me?" Jinx replied.

Dave's voice was steady. "Alright now look, I was only able to get so low into the neighborhood, but I scanned a few houses and found a couple of grills. I couldn't tell if they were gas or charcoal though. But they're sitting right on the back porches of several houses, so you can't really miss them."

Jinx couldn't hide his disappointment. "Oh well, I appreciate you taking a look for me."

"Woah now, I ain't done yet," Dave said quickly.

"My apologies. Do continue," Jinx encouraged.

"Now that street that you're on right now, it runs straight into Main street eventually. If you go down it, when you hit Ninth street, you're going to find some houses on the right side of the road that you need to check out," Dave instructed.

"What makes you say that?" Jinx asked.

"I can't see inside them, at least not where I need to look, but I'm pretty sure they have gas inside," Dave explained.

"What makes you say that?" Jinx said.

"I used to do surveying back in the day for gas companies, among others. And I recognize some of the markers they have on the ground, and I'm pretty confident they're for gas lines," Dave stated.

"If you had to put a number on it?" Jinx inquired.

"I'm about eighty percent sure," Dave admitted.

"Not the best I've heard," Jinx muttered.

"Hey, it's a higher percentage of confidence than I had about my first wife," Dave joked.

"You're not really winning me over here, Dave," Jinx said, unimpressed. Dave let out a chuckle before continuing.

"Yeah, I know, and I'm sorry. I wish I could be a hundred percent sure. But I looked all up and down that neighborhood and I think this is going to be your best bet to get a big boom," Dave assured.

Jinx contemplated for a moment before responding, "Alright Dave, I appreciate your candor. Go ahead and fly back, and be ready for when I need you."

"Copy that," Dave acknowledged. Jinx pocketed the radio before turning to the men, who heard the entire conversation.

Calvin asked, "We're really rolling out on eighty percent?"

"It's higher than we usually get," Burch remarked.

Jinx asserted, "We're going to hope it's gas. If not, we're going to have to dive into the bag that Fingers gave us." Zion nodded before tossing the bag to Jinx, who immediately began going through it.

"Yeah, I think we can make it work. Come on, let's get up there," Jinx decided. Zion pulled the bookcase away from the door before the four of them walked outside. They didn't run up the street but moved at a jogging pace, knowing they had to move quickly.

As they worked their way up half a mile, they slowed down once they hit Eleventh Street. They could see movement up ahead on the streets, which was sparse but got thicker the further it went up. Jinx motioned for everyone to follow as they ran to the side of a house. Jinx pulled out his rifle scope, looking through it to get a read on the situation.

As he spotted Ninth Street, he let out a sigh, seeing that there were dozens of zombies by the target houses, and it only got thicker as they went on.

"I know that sigh. That's not a good sound," Burch commented. Jinx handed the scope up to Burch, who looked through it, mirroring Jinx's sigh.

"That's a lot of those things to take out," Burch observed.

Zion remained confident. "It doesn't matter how many it is, we can handle it."

"I'm not worried about getting in, I'm worried about getting out. If there is gas in those houses, when it blows it's going to take out half the block, especially if I rig several houses. And it's going to take time to do that." Jinx said.

Zion suggested, "What if we pulled them away from you? Gave you some time to work."

"That's going to be a hell of a run. Maybe three, four blocks past where we need to be," Jinx said, considering the plan.

"We'll cut down and back a couple of blocks, pull them that way then find a place to lay low until you blow up a block," Zion proposed.

"It'll go faster if I have an extra set of hands," Jinx noted.

"I'll do it. I've worked with Fingers for a while now, so I know a couple of things," Calvin volunteered.

"I guess that puts me on distraction duty," Burch accepted.

"Don't worry, I got your back," Zion assured him. Burch nodded as they exchanged a fist bump.

"Just give us a couple of minutes and we'll have a clear path for you," Zion promised.

"You got your radio, right?" Jinx asked.

"Yeah, I'm carrying," Burch confirmed.

"I'll give you a five-minute warning before it blows," Jinx informed them.

"Let's do this Burch," Zion said with determination. Zion and Burch emerged from behind the house, strolling out towards the street, their weapons firmly in their hands. They walked with confidence, ready to crack some skulls.

"You ready to do a little hit and run?" Zion asked, his tone playful.

"I get the sense you've done this more than I have, so I'm going to follow your lead," Burch replied.

Zion got a little smirk on his face. "Oh I know you're going to follow me. But that wasn't my question. Are you ready for some hit and run?"

Burch chuckled as he nodded his head and flipped his spear around to the blunt side. "Oh yeah, I'm ready."

Zion got a big smile as he started running towards the creatures just a block up, Burch following suit. As he reached the first pack of creatures in the street, Zion lowered his shoulder and plowed into them, sending them to the ground. He let out a primal scream as he stopped in the middle of the street.

"Alright assholes! You got your free lunch right here! Come and get it!" Zion shouted, taunting the zombies. Burch ran by him, swinging the blunt end of his spear at a ghoul, cracking it on the side of the head and dropping it to the ground.

Zion casually started walking down the street, clanging his metal bat on the pavement, sending a metallic sound through the air. He continued to yell, "All eyes on me!"

Zion and Burch looked around, seeing that the several dozen zombies on that block were now intently focused on them, moaning and shambling in their direction, closing the gap quickly.

"I know I said I was going to follow, but if you don't get moving soon, I'm going to change my mind," Burch warned.

"Don't worry Burch, I ain't gonna let you down," Zion reassured him. Zion smacked his bat to the ground one more time before turning and running down the street, Burch close behind. There was a wall of ghouls just up ahead, and Zion plowed through them like they were paper.

As they ran through that line, Zion continued yelling out and whistling as he led them up to the next intersection, making the turn to drop back a block. When he got down about ten yards, there were a trio of ghouls standing there, shuffling towards him. He swung his bat hard, cracking one in the skull. As it fell, he stepped forward, delivering a forceful kick to the other's chest, sending it toppling over.

Burch rushed up, spinning his spear around and stabbing the third one in the face as Zion stomped on the skull of the creature on the ground. The two of them turned back towards the top of the street, seeing dozens of ghouls shambling in their direction. Zion let out another primal scream, making sure that the ghouls continued to focus on them.

Burch turned around, thrusting his weapon towards an encroaching creature, dropping it to the ground. He looked down the street, seeing a smattering of ghouls, but nothing like what was coming from the other direction.

"It's looking pretty manageable back here," Burch commented.

"Good. Let's keep working our way back another block and over a couple more. That should give them plenty of room to work," Zion directed. Burch nodded and the two of them headed out, yelling and whistling as they went, trying to draw as much attention to themselves as they could.

Meanwhile, Calvin and Jinx watched as the horde shuffled away from the target houses. Once they vanished down the street in pursuit of Zion and Burch, Jinx led them out.

"Come on, let's get over there," Jinx urged. The two of them sprinted out from cover, crossing the street and getting to the back door of the house. Jinx didn't worry about subtlety, using his bat to smash out the large window on top of the door. He reached in and quickly opened it up, darting inside while drawing his knife. He was barely three steps into the kitchen before a zombie came around the corner, startling him.

The ghoul reached out forcefully, knocking the bat and knife from his hands. Jinx lost his balance, tripping over a chair and crashing to the ground, the creature pouncing on top of him. As Jinx thrashed about, trying to get the upper hand, Calvin stepped in, jamming one of his knives into the side of the ghoul's head. As Jinx did his best to hold the corpse up, Calvin gave it a forceful kick to the side, sending it to the ground beside Jinx.

"You gotta be a little more careful there bud," Calvin admonished.

"Yeah, tell me about it. Let's sweep this place real quick," Jinx responded. Calvin nodded and the two of them rushed through the house, relieved to find it empty. As they returned to the kitchen, they were excited to see a brand new gas stove. Jinx walked up to it, pausing with his hand hovering over the burner controls.

"Tell me this is hooked up. Tell me this is hooked up," Jinx murmured, holding his breath as he pushed on the starter. He heard the clicking sound as he turned the knob. It took a moment, but the burner lit, and Jinx let out a sigh of relief that the gas was flowing.

"Alright, we're in business," Jinx declared.

"That's a point for Dave then," Calvin acknowledged.

"What do we have? Eight devices from Fingers?" Jinx asked.

"Yep, all of them have the same digital timer too," Calvin confirmed.

"Okay, we're going to do two on this side of the street, and two more on the other," Jinx planned.

"Isn't that a bit overkill?" Calvin questioned.

"We're going to set them so they go off thirty seconds apart. We're not going to have sustained noise like the fire alarm, so this should continually pull the creature's attention. In theory at any rate," Jinx explained.

"Sounds logical to me," Calvin agreed. Jinx stood there for a moment, thinking about the situation intently. Calvin noticed the thoughts going on.

"What are you figuring out?" Calvin asked.

"We need the biggest boom we can get. Four of these going off is going to take out half the block, so we need time to get away too," Jinx reasoned.

"It ain't gonna take any time at all to set these things up, just turn on the gas and make a run to the next house. Even if those things are inside, we can take them out quick," Calvin stated.

"What do you think? Three minutes a house?" Jinx proposed.

"Set the first timer for twenty minutes and add thirty seconds for the next ones?" Calvin suggested.

"I'm down with it. Let's get it done," Jinx agreed.


CHAPTER TEN

Zion and Burch continued their leisurely walk of carnage down the street, continually swinging and stabbing their weapons at everything they came across. As they reached the next intersection, they stopped and looked behind them, seeing a good twenty creatures lying on the ground in a heap. However, there were a hundred more ghouls behind them, shambling in their direction. Zion looked around down the street in every direction, seeing more creatures coming their way, easily another hundred between the three directions.

"We're a couple blocks away. I think it might be time to find a place to hide," Burch said.

"See how close Jinx is to finishing up," Zion replied.

Burch nodded and pulled out his radio as Zion stepped away, swinging his bat and crushing the skull of an ambitious zombie that was getting close to them.

"Hey Jinx, how are we looking?" Burch asked into the radio.

"We're putting the finishing touches on the third house right now. About to move to the last one," Jinx responded.

"Blowing up four houses? Isn't that a bit overkill?" Burch inquired.

"I don't know the meaning of the word," Jinx retorted.

Burch chuckled before continuing, "How long until this shindig kicks off?"

"About fourteen minutes. Where are you guys at?" Jinx asked.

"We're one block off the main stretch, down on Sixth Street," Burch replied.

"OK, we're going to move up as far as we can after setting the last device and hide until the group you've pulled together wanders past," Jinx said.

"Where do you want to meet up?" Burch asked.

"Once this thing kicks off, head south two blocks, and we'll meet up on the corner at Sixth," Jinx instructed.

"Copy that. Hey Zion, did you get all that?" Burch called out.

"Yeah, twelve minutes until showtime," Zion confirmed, stepping up and cracking another zombie over the head before looking around and seeing creatures moving in from every direction, getting within thirty yards of them.

"How about the two-story on the corner?" Burch suggested.

"Whichever one you want. Just know that I don't do yard work," Zion quipped.

Burch let out a chuckle as he playfully smacked Zion on the chest. "Come on, let's go see if anybody's home."

The two of them ran over to the house on the corner, a large two-story house with a decent-sized yard. The yard was elevated just a bit off the street, high enough that there were half a dozen steps at the front walk. The house itself was up a couple of steps as well, providing them a little extra protection from the mob. They rushed to the front door, but before Zion could kick it in, Burch grabbed his arm, trying the door, but finding it locked.

"Can I kick it in now?" Zion asked.

"Let me try something first," Burch replied.

Burch pulled out his knife, jamming it between the door and the frame before forcefully hitting the hilt. Like magic, the door popped right open.

"Welcome home," Burch said.

Zion smirked as he walked through the door, setting his bat down and pulling out a knife as he made his way through the house. As Burch slammed the door shut, throwing the deadbolt, they both heard movement coming from upstairs. They listened intently, making out that it was just a single set of footsteps. They looked around, finding the stairs pretty quickly and making their way over to them. Before they could start walking up, a morbidly obese zombie staggered out from the bedroom, standing at the top of the stairs and letting out a moan as it noticed the two men.

"Yeah, we gonna go ahead and back up. This oughta be good," Zion said.

The two men watched as the zombie took a single step on the stairs, misjudging it and falling face-first onto the wooden stairs with such force that it cracked the boards. The ghoul did a full flip before swinging down hard and landing face-first on the edge of the first step. Despite being several feet away, both Zion and Burch could hear the crack of the neck from the impact. They stood there for a moment, making sure the big boy zombie was down for the count.

"And the German judge gives him a nine point six," Burch said.

"Nine point six? My man here did a full front flip while weighing as much as a small car. That's at least a nine point eight," Zion countered.

"What can I say, the German judges are notoriously stingy when it comes to points," Burch replied.

Both men laughed a bit until they heard banging on the front door. They immediately snapped back to the moment, walking back over to the front of the house, looking out. Burch let out an impressed whistle.

"Man, that's a lot of dead bodies," Burch observed.

"And they're going to be getting some exercise here soon when those houses go up," Zion added.

A moment later, the duo heard a crash coming from the back of the house. They immediately took off running, readying their weapons, Zion with a knife and Burch with his spear. As they got to the back of the house, they saw the back patio door crashed down onto the floor, a handful of creatures pushing their way in.

"Get your bat!" Burch shouted.

As Zion ran back to the front of the house, Burch stepped forward, thrusting his spear into the chest of the lead creature, doing everything he could to shove the ghouls back through the door. Despite his efforts, the zombies were holding their ground. Zion returned, bat in hand, but rather than start smacking zombies down, he set it on the counter and grabbed onto the spear.

"I'll hold them up, you swing," Zion instructed.

Burch didn't argue the point, knowing that Zion was far stronger than he was. Zion planted his feet, leaning forward with every bit of his weight. This caused the spear to slide further into the zombie's chest and begin to pierce the next creature as well. Zion let out a grunt, shoving them back through the opening, even as a couple more zombies joined the back of the pack. Once they were in place, Burch stepped up and swung hard, cracking the lead zombie's skull, causing it to go limp. The extra dead weight on the spear nearly caused Zion to drop it, but he held on. Zion dug in, lowering the back of the spear to the ground and putting it against his foot to help brace it.

"Look out the window, tell me what you see?" Zion requested.

Burch did as requested, getting over to the window and looking around. The backyard of the house was on a fairly steep hill, and it was clear that the creatures were having trouble climbing up it. As he looked side to side, he noticed that the only creatures at the back of the house were the six in the doorway.

"This is the only group we got. There are a few down at the street, but that hill is too much for them," Burch reported.

"OK, get out there and clear them out from behind," Zion ordered.

Burch thought about it for a moment before nodding and immediately rushing back over to the window. He unlatched it carefully and raised it up as quietly as he could before stepping out into the yard. He moved slowly, hoping not to draw any attention to himself; however, one of the zombies at the back took notice of him and began shambling his way. Burch acted quickly, swinging the bat and cracking the skull in a single blow. He then moved up behind the small pack of ghouls still pushing to get into the house. One by one, he cracked them over the top of the head, dropping them to the ground in a heap. None of them ever saw it coming. As the last one fell, the pressure on the spear was relieved, and the zombies holding it up slumped to the ground. Zion pulled out the spear before tossing it over to Burch.

"Let me have my bat back," Zion said.

Burch nodded and did as instructed, gladly taking back his spear. "What do you want to do?"

Zion thought about it for a moment before looking down the hill, seeing only a handful of zombies on the street. "Let's bounce. Those things out front will keep themselves entertained until the neighborhood goes up."

Burch nodded, and the two men slid down the hill towards the road below. As they put boots to pavement, they quickly dispatched the handful of creatures around them. After clearing the immediate threats, they looked around, not seeing much of anything in the way of zombies.

"Come on, let's get to the rally house," Burch said.

On the other side of the neighborhood, Jinx and Calvin made their way to the final house, breaking in through the back door with relative ease. As soon as they entered the house, they heard moaning coming from the back bedroom.

"I got it," Jinx said.

Jinx moved quickly to the hallway, seeing that all the doors were closed. He walked down to the end, checking all the doors as he went to make sure they were secure. As he got back to the kitchen, he saw Calvin struggling with the oven, trying to pull it out from the wall. Jinx watched with a bit of amusement as he watched him continue to struggle, the oven not moving an inch. Finally, Calvin noticed him.

"Well, you gonna stand there and stare at me like a damn fool? Or are you going to help me?" Calvin asked.

"A few more seconds of staring, then I'll help," Jinx replied.

Calvin stopped pulling, putting his hands on his hips and giving Jinx an "are you for real" look, prompting Jinx to break out into laughter.

"Alright, come on, let's get this moved," Jinx said.

Jinx and Calvin each took one side of the oven, counting it down before pulling in unison. It was incredibly heavy, but they managed to get it out from the wall. Jinx climbed up onto the counter, laying down on it and reaching behind the oven. He unscrewed the gas line and immediately smelled gas.

"Oh yeah, it's flowing pretty good," Jinx remarked.

Calvin pulled out another explosive device, making sure it was the one with the timer going, as they had set them all at the same time. As he set it on top of the oven, both men looked at the timer on it, just crossing over eleven minutes.

"We should move, cause in eight and a half minutes, the property value around here is going to take a serious hit," Calvin said.

Jinx chuckled as he tapped Calvin on the chest in a playful manner, as if he was celebrating what they had set up. As they walked out of the kitchen and by the front living room windows, Jinx saw a glint of light coming from across the street. He turned just in time to see someone aiming a rifle towards them.

"Get down!" Jinx shouted.

Jinx immediately dropped to the ground, grabbing Calvin by the shirt and dragging him down as well. A split second later, bullets started to pour through the front of the house. Both men stayed down as the bullets continued to rip through the front of the house, sending glass and debris flying everywhere. Jinx quickly reached down for his radio, clicking it on and yelling into it.

"Parker! Parker! Are you there!" Jinx called out.

"Yeah, I'm here Jinx. What the hell is that noise?" Corporal Parker responded.

"We have shooters across the street from us, and I need eyes on!" Jinx said urgently.

Parker yelled over the radio, but not into it, "Dave, get that thing in the air and haul ass to the neighborhood!"

Parker then went back to the radio, "Alright Jinx, he's off, he'll be on your position in two minutes."

Jinx looked down at his watch, seeing the countdown for the house across from them. "Good, that means we'll have a little more than five minutes to figure out what we're doing before stuff starts exploding."


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jinx and Calvin continued to stay on the floor of the front room as the occasional bullet flew through the window. Both drew their guns, Jinx with a handgun and Calvin with his rifle. Jinx quickly changed the channel on his radio.

"Burch, we're in trouble. Where are you guys at?" Jinx asked urgently.

"We're at the fallback house. What's happening?" Burch responded.

"The militia showed up," Jinx replied.

"Dammit. We're on the way," Burch said, sounding determined.

"No, stay where you are," Jinx instructed firmly.

"But Jinx..." Burch began.

"We got the bombs set, and in four minutes this block is going up. We're getting the hell out of here. Just be ready to cover us when we're hauling ass down the street," Jinx explained.

"Copy that," Burch agreed.

Jinx quickly switched the channel on the radio, hearing nothing but silence. "Come on, Dave, get that thing over here," he muttered.

Calvin began scooting up towards the front window, peeking out the corner of it, prompting Jinx to do the same.

"You want to take our chances at the back?" Calvin suggested.

"We will, but we need to keep them occupied for a couple of minutes. If we're going to blow this neighborhood to hell, we might as well take some of them out in the process," Jinx replied.

Calvin looked over to one of the houses without a bomb that was just out of the blast zone. He could see some movement at the very top of the roof. "Got a sniper on the roof. Nine o'clock," Calvin reported.

Jinx poked his head up, looking out the window towards one of the rigged houses. He spotted a couple of militia men beside it, taking cover and aiming their weapons towards the house. Jinx raised his handgun, firing a couple of shots towards them, prompting return fire. Both men inside the house ducked down to avoid the incoming fire.

"That ought to keep them agitated for a minute," Jinx said.

Jinx looked over and could see that Calvin was adjusting his scope on his rifle. "Do you have a shot at the sniper?" Jinx asked.

Calvin peeked back out of the window before ducking back down again. "I don't, he's almost completely behind the roof," Calvin responded.

"Don't worry about it then. As soon as that first house goes up, we're out of here," Jinx said.

"That's the problem. I may not have a shot at him, but I'm pretty sure he's going to have a shot at us when we head out. He has a full view of the street," Calvin pointed out.

A moment later, the radio sprang to life. Jinx checked his watch, seeing there was only three minutes left before the first house detonated.

"Jinx, are you there?" Corporal Parker called out.

"Glad you didn't forget about me, Parker. Where's my eye in the sky?" Jinx replied.

Dave began yelling into the radio, his voice getting louder as Parker moved closer to him. "You got a swarm of those assholes on you," Dave reported.

"Yeah, thanks, Dave. We kind of figured that part out. Where are they?" Jinx asked.

"You got three around the house across the street, and one guy on a rooftop," Dave explained.

"Are they anywhere else?" Jinx asked.

"I didn't see any, but they could be inside a house," Dave answered.

A few more bullets flew through the window, prompting Jinx to fire a couple more shots in return. He looked at his watch, seeing the time ticking down towards two minutes.

"Calvin, how quickly can you get a shot off?" Jinx asked.

"I need a split second and a target, and I'll take his head right off," Calvin responded confidently.

Jinx thought about it for a moment before nodding to him. "Get in position, I'm going to give you your split second," he said.

Jinx pulled the radio back up to his mouth. "Got a random question for you, Dave. How many of those drones do you have?" he asked.

"I got about half a dozen of them. Why?" Dave responded.

"Good. Because I'm going to need you to sacrifice that one," Jinx said.

"Sacrifice it? This thing isn't exactly armed, you know," Dave replied, sounding confused.

"I'm aware, but we don't need it to be," Jinx said.

"OK, what do you need me to do?" Dave asked, now curious.

"Do you see the sniper on the roof?" Jinx inquired.

"Yeah?" Dave answered.

"I want you to crash the drone into him," Jinx instructed.

There was a long pause on the line before Dave responded. "I'm sorry, you want me to do what?" he asked, incredulously.

"I want you to divebomb that asshole!" Jinx repeated.

"This drone only weighs a few pounds, it's not going to do much to him," Dave protested.

Jinx looked at his watch, seeing the time ticking down. "I don't need it to hurt him, I just need him to pop his head up. Now do it before we get incinerated!" he ordered.

"Alright, here goes nothing," Dave agreed.

Jinx nodded to Calvin, who backed up from the window and took a knee, aiming his rifle towards the roof of the house across the street. He knew it was a risk to expose himself, but he didn't have a choice. A few seconds later, he saw the drone divebomb the top of the house, bouncing off the man on the roof. The sniper was startled by the unexpected strike and instinctively moved, popping his head just above the threshold of the house. Calvin squeezed the trigger as soon as he saw the forehead, which was quickly followed by a splurt of blood popping out the back of the skull, the man falling lifeless on the roof.

"Got him!" Calvin exclaimed.

The gunfire outside intensified, forcing both men to hit the deck. Jinx looked down at his watch, seeing that there was less than a minute before the first detonation.

"We have to move! Get to the back!" Jinx ordered.

Calvin nodded and began crawling quickly along the floor, getting to the back of the house. He popped up, looking out to make sure the coast was clear. While he didn't see any militiamen, he knew they could be lurking inside. Jinx popped up, firing the remainder of his magazine at the gunmen across the street. As the gun clicked empty, he stood up and started running to the back of the house. As he ran, the bullets continued pouring through the front of the house.

"Go, go, go!" Jinx shouted.

Jinx and Calvin rushed through the back door as Jinx loaded in a fresh magazine. As they ran, he glanced down at his watch, seeing the timer tick down towards zero. Both men pumped their legs hard as they heard shots continue to go off behind them. A few seconds later, they heard a deafening boom as the first house detonated. The shockwave from the blast sent them stumbling to the ground, as the windows around them shattered.

"Are you good, Calvin?" Jinx asked.

"Yeah, just a little shook, that's all. I'll live though," Calvin replied.

Jinx looked down at his watch, seeing that the countdown continued, with only ten seconds left before the next blast. "Come on, we have to get away from the blasts before they hit this side of the street," Jinx urged.

Calvin nodded as the two men got up and continued running, this time prepared for the blast. The extra distance they put between them and the explosion allowed them to keep their feet under them, continuing to run. Over the next minute, they sprinted away from the blasts, which continued to fill the air, darting by a handful of zombies that were being drawn to the noise. The duo cut through a yard to stay out of sight from the creatures, relieved that nobody was taking a potshot at them from a window as they ran by house after house. After a couple of minutes of running, they spotted the meet-up house, which was completely quiet. As they came out from beside a house, they saw the front door open, Zion standing in the doorway, waving them over.

As they approached, Zion stared out into the neighborhood, looking for trouble but not finding any. "Come on, get inside, get inside," Zion urged.

Jinx and Calvin rushed in, Zion closing the door behind them. They all walked into the living room, which had the curtains pulled and Burch keeping watch.

"Glad you guys made it out OK. I was starting to get worried," Zion said.

"It was a little closer than I would have liked. But Calvin here taught them a lesson," Jinx replied.

Calvin did a half shrug. "I don't like it when they shoot at my friends," he said.

"It's true, he really doesn't," Zion added.

"How are we looking out there?" Jinx asked Burch.

"I don't see anything moving except for those things, and they're all moving towards the explosions," Burch reported.

"Good. Now let's see if that's true everywhere," Jinx said, pulling out the radio and dialing it up to the right channel.

"Hey Parker, are you there?" Jinx called out.

"Thank god you're still there. Were you able to take care of that sniper?" Corporal Parker responded.

"Thanks to Dave, we were," Jinx confirmed.

"He's got another bird in the sky. I'll put him on," Parker said.

"Hey Corporal. Did my bird do its job?" Dave asked.

"And then some. We might not be here if it wasn't for you," Jinx replied.

"Just doing my part," Dave said.

"Well, Dave, your part isn't over yet. I need to know how we're looking in the town," Jinx said into the radio.

"I'm flying that way now, but I have to take a bit of a detour around the smoke. You boys really did a number on those houses," Dave responded.

"What can I say, it's a hobby of mine," Jinx quipped.

"OK, coming up on the other side of the diversion. So the good news is, it looks like it worked pretty well. There are a few thousand of those things moving in that way," Dave reported.

"So what's the bad news?" Jinx asked, bracing himself.

"The bad news is, a few thousand of those things are moving your way. And they're everywhere. Where are you boys now?" Dave asked.

"A few blocks to the south and west of the explosion," Jinx replied.

Dave went silent, prompting everyone in the room to look around at each other, concerned.

"Hey Dave, you want to fill us in on what you're seeing? Because your silence is a little scary," Jinx urged.

"You need to get out of that house, right now," Dave said urgently.

"That's the plan. We're going to head south to the outskirts of town and move around towards downtown," Jinx explained.

"That's not an option," Dave countered.

"What the hell do you mean that's not an option?" Jinx asked, frustration creeping into his voice.

"There's a swarm of those things coming out from the cars that are parked in the fields down there. Easily hundreds of them," Dave warned.

"We can push through them," Zion said confidently.

"No, I don't think you can. Those things are packed thick," Dave advised.

"Can we get to downtown?" Jinx asked.

"Not unless you have a battering ram. About half of the population of downtown is marching your way. Thousands of those things," Dave reported.

"Shit, there's movement outside," Burch said, looking through a crack in the curtain.

Jinx got up, rushing over to the window and looking out. "Back yard of the house across the street," Burch said.

Jinx focused his attention there, spotting a couple of militiamen moving through the yard, looking for them. "This just keeps getting better and better," Jinx muttered. He went back to the radio.

"How much time do we have before the mobs hit us?" Jinx asked.

"Best guess? Ten minutes for the one to the south, and about fifteen for the one from downtown," Dave estimated.

Jinx looked around the room, the men having concerned looks on their faces. "I'm open to suggestions," he said.

Jinx remained silent as he looked each man in the eye, all three of them giving a subtle head shake, letting him know they didn't have any idea of what to do.

"Dave, I need you to listen to me carefully. In ten minutes, we're going to be stuck here. You're the only person who has eyes on the situation outside. We need a way out of here, and fast.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

As the minutes ticked by, Jinx, Burch, Zion, and Calvin waited patiently in the living room of the small house. Burch continued to look out the window, watching as a smattering of zombies shambled by the house and a handful of militiamen looked through the houses across the street.

"Those boys aren't going anywhere. Whatever we're going to do, it's going to involve a firefight," Burch said.

"It ain't gonna be much of one since all we have are these pea shooters," Zion replied, holding up his handgun and shaking his head. Jinx made a waving motion to him.

"Let me get your extra mag," Jinx requested.

Zion nodded, grabbed it, and tossed it over to him without questioning the request. "You're going to be better using it than I am," he said.

After another few seconds, the radio sprang back to life. "You still with me, Corporal?" Dave's voice crackled through.

"We're here, Dave, hoping you have some good news for us," Jinx responded.

"I think I might have found a way out of there for you," Dave said.

"Now we're talking. What do you have?" Jinx asked.

"There's a manhole cover in the middle of the road in front of you, a block and a half to the west," Dave informed them.

"A manhole cover? That's the best you can do?" Jinx exclaimed.

"I'm afraid so, Corporal. None of the vehicles I've seen are going to be powerful enough to punch through hordes that size, and that's assuming they even start after sitting this long," Dave explained.

"Fantastic. When you were flying over, did you see any militia movement? We can see a couple of guys across the street, but as soon as we make a move there's going to be a hell of a lot of noise. I just want to know what we're in for," Jinx said.

"I spotted at least five of them patrolling your area," Dave reported.

"While we make a run for it, I want you to keep patrolling and see how many you can spot," Jinx directed.

"I'm on it," Dave replied.

"OK Dave, I appreciate the help. Put Parker on," Jinx said.

A few seconds passed before the voice came through the radio again. "I don't envy you boys," Corporal Parker admitted.

"I bet. Now look, you guys need to keep alert. The militia is swarming around here, and it's likely they've spotted the drone. They may come looking for you," Jinx warned.

"We'll be on high alert. There's only two of us here besides Dave, though," Corporal Parker noted.

"I wish we didn't need you to stick around, but we do," Jinx said.

"Don't worry, Jinx, we aren't going anywhere," Corporal Parker assured him.

"Glad to hear it. I'll be in touch," Jinx said.

Jinx clicked off the radio and pocketed it as the men snapped their attention to him. "Zion, get out to the garage and see if you can find something to pull open the manhole cover," Jinx ordered.

"On it," Zion replied.

"Calvin, do you think you can sneak out the back and hightail it down to some cover close to the manhole? We're going to need some cover to get it open," Jinx asked.

"They'll never see me coming," Calvin assured him. As Calvin walked by, he pulled out his extra handgun magazine and handed it over to Jinx. "Just to be clear, I'm not like Zion. I don't think you'd use it better than me. But I think you're going to need it more than me," he said with a chuckle and a wink, prompting the same response from Jinx.

"When we get this ammo, we're having a shooting contest," Jinx said.

"Just remember the golden rule. Don't bet more than you can afford to lose," Calvin laughed as he headed to the back door. Jinx moved up to the window where Burch was keeping watch.

"What are you seeing?" Jinx asked.

"Two guys are clearing the last house on that block," Burch replied. Jinx readied his handgun, checking to make sure it was fully loaded.

"If they so much as look at this house, we're firing," Jinx declared.

"Copy that," Burch confirmed.

As the two men stared intently across the street, watching as the two militiamen exited the house, Zion came back in from the garage carrying a tire iron. "I'm pretty sure this will work," he said. Jinx nodded without looking back at him, keeping his focus on the front of the house. They watched intently as the two militiamen walked towards the street, moving to crack the skull of a wandering zombie with the butt of their assault rifle before stopping. They watched as the two men looked at the house, as if they were trying to decide where to go next.

"Go the other way. Go the other way," Jinx pleaded to the universe. His pleas went unanswered as the two heavily armed men turned and looked at the house they were in. They started walking towards it with their rifles down, however, they appeared to be on alert.

"Dammit," Burch cursed.

"What is it?" Zion asked.

"Company," Jinx replied.

"Let's just get out the back and go then," Zion suggested. Jinx looked down at his handgun, realizing that it wasn't going to be much of a match for the assault rifles that the militiamen were armed with.

"We need their weapons," Jinx said.

"Agreed," Burch added.

"Where are they?" Zion asked.

"Cutting across the grass and heading straight for the door," Jinx informed him.

"You just be ready to shoot, I trust you," Zion said, giving Jinx a nod before running to the back of the house. Zion burst through the door, running to the far side of the house as he pulled out his handgun. He got to the corner of the house, looking back towards the two militiamen, who were just a few yards away from the front window where Jinx and Burch were waiting. Zion bided his time, waiting on them to get in front of the house where there wasn't any immediate cover. As soon as they were, he poked his head out from around the corner of the house, aiming his handgun in their direction.

"Fuck y'all!" Zion shouted, pulling the trigger a few times and missing badly, but succeeding in getting their attention. Immediately, they raised their rifles and returned fire as Zion went back behind the cover of the house. Inside the house, Jinx and Burch waited to pounce, watching the militiamen raise their rifles and fire just outside their position.

"Now!" Jinx and Burch both fired simultaneously, squeezing the trigger several times and unloading onto the two gunmen. Both of their aims were spot on, hitting the men in the side of the head and dropping them.

"Come on, we gotta move," Jinx urged.

Both Jinx and Burch broke from their position, getting to the front door and dashing out into the front yard. They rushed over to the fallen gunmen, grabbing their assault rifles and the spare magazines they had on their vests. Before they could gather all of the ammo, however, bullets flew their way, peppering the ground around them.

"Contact! Contact!" Jinx shouted, raising his rifle and firing across the street where a couple more militiamen were firing back at them. Burch grabbed what he could, forced to leave a couple of magazines behind as the two of them took off running, firing behind them as they went. As they approached the corner of the house where Zion was, the big man popped out from behind cover, firing his handgun several times towards the direction of the attackers.

"I appreciate you boys being a good shot," Zion said.

"Don't mention it. Now you two move up to the next house," Jinx instructed. As Burch and Zion headed towards the backyard of the next house, Jinx held his position, firing back towards the attackers, only to be driven back behind cover due to return fire. When he came back around to start shooting again, he saw two men moving up to the next house across the street. Jinx fired off a couple of erratic shots in their direction as he turned and ran. Within seconds, bullets were flying in his direction, narrowly missing him.

As he got to the back of the house, Burch was there, ready to provide cover, but Jinx yelled at him as he ran by. "Forget them, let's move!" he commanded.

The three men started running as hard as they could, trying to put some distance between them and the militia, knowing that they were going to need time to get the manhole cover open. As they got to the intersection, they saw one militiaman running across the street, trying to get ahead of them. Jinx raised his weapon to fire at him, but before he could, a shot rang out from just ahead. Jinx looked over and saw the man's gut explode, sending him to the ground in immense pain. Jinx then looked ahead, seeing the barrel of Calvin's rifle sticking out from a treehouse a few yards up.

"That boy can shoot," Jinx remarked.

The three of them ran along the backs of the houses, trying to get parallel with the manhole. As they ran, they didn't hear any more shots coming from Calvin, signaling that the other militiamen were lagging behind.

"Come on, now's our chance!" Jinx urged.

The three of them ran out to the road, with Zion making a beeline for the manhole, while the other two set up position on either side of him. They were looking in opposite directions, with Jinx focusing on the direction they came from, and Burch looking the other way.

"Get that manhole open," Burch ordered.

"I'm working on it!" Zion replied.

"Get it open now!" Burch urged with a hint of panic in his voice. Zion looked up to see what Burch was seeing: a couple of blocks away was a wall of ghouls, shambling together shoulder to shoulder, taking up nearly the entirety of the road. Zion muttered curses under his breath, redoubling his efforts to get the escape route open.

Jinx was startled as Calvin's rifle went off, forcing him to scan the houses intently. Despite his best efforts, he didn't see anybody. A moment later, another shot went off from Calvin, followed by automatic gunfire coming from one of the houses, aimed at Calvin.

"I got it open!" Zion shouted. The manhole cover clattered to the ground as Zion looked down into the sewer. Despite the smell, he didn't hesitate to get down the ladder. As he went, Jinx looked over to the treehouse, watching as Calvin flung his legs over the side and dropped to the ground.

"Burch, get down there!" Jinx ordered. He raised his weapon and fired towards the house down the street, aiming for the window the gunfire was coming from. He knew he wasn't going to hit them from this distance, but he needed to buy Calvin time. As Burch descended, Calvin came hobbling out from between the houses, raising his rifle towards the house.

"I got them covered. Get your ass down the ladder!" Jinx shouted. Calvin slung his rifle over his shoulder, groaning with every step as his leg was clearly bothering him. Despite the pain, he managed to get to the manhole quickly, sliding down the ladder. Jinx did the same, quickly climbing down the ladder, but grabbing the manhole cover and pulling it towards him. Before clicking it shut, he looked back in the direction Burch was looking, seeing the huge mob of ghouls headed his way.

"Mother of god," Jinx muttered. He shook off the shock, getting into the manhole and pulling the cover on top. It snapped into place mere seconds before the front edge of the mob reached them. As he got to the bottom, splashing down into the muck, he pulled out his flashlight and shined it around.

"Is everybody OK?" Jinx asked.

"Tweaked my knee pretty good getting out of that treehouse," Calvin replied.

"Can you walk on it?" Jinx asked.

"Yeah, I'll manage. But I'm definitely taking tomorrow off," Calvin joked. Jinx let out a chuckle as Zion gave his friend a confident shoulder squeeze, prompting a smile from Calvin.

Jinx took point, shining the light down the dingy sewer, seeing that it stretched on further than the light could currently penetrate. "Our undead friends on the street are protecting our escape, so we don't have to worry about being followed. And this looks like the way to downtown. So let's get moving.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Jinx led Zion, Burch, and Calvin down the dank sewer, the stench surprisingly not as bad as the one on the surface thanks to the tens of thousands of undead. They walked for several minutes, the only sounds consisting of the splashing of their boots in the sewer water and the moans coming from the street above. While they could barely hear it from underneath the street, when they crossed over another manhole cover, it was very loud.

"Do you have any idea where we are, Jinx?" Burch asked.

"We should be getting pretty close to downtown unless I'm mistaken," Jinx replied.

They continued walking, making a couple of turns before running into a dead end. The pipes just ended, running through a brick wall with two small enclaves on either side that stretched on for several yards. Jinx shined his flashlight down each of them, seeing that while the pipes went that way, the rooms were enclosed with no other way to go.

"I guess this is the end of the line," Jinx said.

"Did we go through downtown?" Calvin asked.

"I don't think so," Jinx replied.

"Then where's the rest of the sewer?" Calvin questioned.

"It probably continues down a ways. If this is Main Street, they may have added walls like this for added support due to the extra traffic," Burch speculated.

"Do you know that for real? Or are you just bullshitting?" Zion inquired.

Burch shrugged and smirked. "I don't know, it sounded like it made sense."

Zion chuckled as he shook his head. Meanwhile, Jinx pointed his flashlight up a ladder, right up to a manhole. There wasn't much daylight coming through it; however, every now and then, a ray or two would pierce through the small holes. Jinx handed the flashlight over to Calvin as he began climbing up the ladder.

"And just where in the hell do you think you're going?" Burch asked.

"We need to know where we are. Relax though, I'm just opening it up a crack," Jinx reassured him.

Burch nodded but still pulled out his handgun, just in case. Jinx climbed to the top of the ladder, trying to look through the small holes in the manhole cover but not able to see much. However, he could hear a lot of moaning.

"This is a dumbass idea, Jinx," he muttered to himself.

While he knew that was the case, he also knew he needed to know where he was. With a deep breath, he pushed on the manhole cover, getting it to move ever so slightly. Jinx raised the manhole cover just a few inches, just high enough for him to be able to look out. He nearly dropped back down when he saw hundreds of shambling feet stretching out down the road, but he steadied himself, thinking.

"You're fine, man, just figure out where you are," he told himself.

Jinx took another deep breath and started looking around. It took him a moment of scanning the stores before spotting the one he wanted, the gun store. It was to his left, but on the far end of the block.

"Bingo," he whispered.

Jinx continued to study the layout of the block, seeing that the gun store was connected to a couple of other businesses, the individual buildings all running together and taking up the entire block. Jinx then glanced back down, seeing that the small breakaway tunnel that was self-contained seemed to run right over to the hardware store on the corner. He did some distance calculations in his head before dropping back below the surface and sliding down the ladder.

"What did you find?" Zion asked.

Jinx didn't answer; instead, he grabbed his flashlight and started walking down the tunnel. He counted his steps as he went, following the pipe before stopping at the end, seeing that the pipe went up.

"Jinx, buddy, you want to clue us in on what you're up to?" Burch called out.

"How far apart do you think we are? Twenty-five? Thirty feet?" Jinx asked.

"About that," Burch replied.

"Does that seem like about how far it is from the middle of the street to the middle of a store?" Jinx continued.

"That sounds about right to me. I'm not sure what good that does us though," Burch admitted.

"I'm pretty sure that there's a bathroom just above us," Jinx pointed upwards as he talked.

"I'm with my man Burch on this one. There's gotta be a couple of feet of concrete above you there. How does that do us any good?" Zion interjected.

"Calvin," Jinx said.

Everybody turned around to Calvin, who was confused for a moment, until it hit him.

"You're out of your got damn mind, Jinx," Calvin exclaimed.

"We know that, but why specifically this time?" Burch asked.

Calvin let out a sigh as he grabbed the bag that Fingers had prepared for them. As he tossed it over to Jinx, both Burch and Zion realized what was happening.

"Yep, that qualifies as out of your damn mind," Burch remarked.

Jinx pulled out one of the devices before slinging the bag over his shoulder.

"The gun store is at the other end of the block, but all of the buildings run up against each other. So if we can get into the hardware store here, we can get up to the roof and over," Jinx explained.

"Yeah, and all we have to do is blow up part of downtown," Burch commented.

"Sounds like fun to me. Let's do it," Zion said.

Jinx nodded and put two minutes on the timer before activating it. He reached up, putting the device on top of the pipe that led to the bathroom above before running back around the corner. Just for safety, the men moved down the sewer a bit, waiting in silence for the explosion. They didn't have to wait long, as the explosion soon rattled the sewer. Smoke and debris filled the air, rocketing down the enclosed space, covering the men in it. There were a few tense moments where they couldn't see, but soon the dust settled, and they were relieved to find that they were alone.

They made their way towards the new opening, which went all the way up into the store. Despite their ears ringing, they could hear moaning coming from up above, putting them on edge.

"Was the door to the building closed?" Burch asked.

"Yeah, it was," Jinx confirmed.

Zion stepped forward, gripping his bat tightly as he looked up. The ledge into the bathroom was about eight feet above them, and there was some rebar sticking out from the broken concrete.

"I'll make sure it's clear," Zion said.

Zion handed his bat to Jinx as he began his ascent. It only took a few moments for him to pull himself up to the bathroom. He saw that the door was closed but was moving as something pushed against it.

"Bat! Bat!" Zion called out.

Jinx tossed the makeshift weapon up to Zion, who caught it and got it into the attack position. A few seconds later, a creature forced its way into the bathroom, struggling against the weight of the heavy wooden door. Zion darted forward, delivering a crack on the top of the head with the bat, dropping it to the ground. Seconds later, another creature started to push its way in, meeting the same fate.

Zion stood there, ready to strike as the other three climbed up into the bathroom, which was completely destroyed by the blast. Once everybody was up, Zion took charge.

"There's two down, but I hear something else out there," he said.

"Burch, stay here with Calvin. We're going to go check it out," Jinx instructed.

Burch and Calvin didn't complain, they just complied, watching the two others step out into the heart of the hardware store. As they got into the main portion of the store, which was an open layout with several aisles on either side of the center, they heard some moaning. The two of them quickly swept the area, only spotting a couple of creatures shambling about, which Zion dispatched quickly. There was a collection of moans coming from the front corner of the store, but no movement. As the two men walked up, they saw three creatures pinned underneath a giant gun safe. They all thrashed about, desperate to break free but unable to.

"You want to do the honors?" Jinx asked.

"With pleasure," Zion replied.

As Zion put them out of their misery, Jinx headed back towards the bathroom, calling out, "We're clear in here."

Burch and Calvin walked out, everybody heading towards the front of the store and looking out at the street, which was completely covered in zombies. A lot of the ghouls pressed against the front window, excited for the fresh meat in front of them, but the window held. They stared for several moments, almost mesmerized by the sight before Jinx snapped them back to the mission.

"Come on, let's figure out how we're getting onto the roof," Jinx said.

The four of them looked around but didn't see a hatch or anything leading up to the roof. However, there was a skylight in the middle of the ceiling. Jinx and Zion stood underneath it, staring up at it.

"Looks like that's the only way," Jinx said.

"I'll get a ladder off the back wall," Zion offered.

Jinx nodded as he pulled out the radio, but before he could turn it on, Burch called out, "Jinx, you better get over here."

Jinx pocketed the radio, running over to the window. As he approached, he saw Burch motioning for him to get out of sight, which he did.

"What's going on?" Jinx asked.

"We got company," Burch replied.

Jinx worked his way up to the window, seeing that there was movement on the rooftops across the street.

"Jesus Christ. How in the hell did they get to downtown?" Jinx muttered.

"I don't know, but they're here. What do you want to do?" Burch asked.

Jinx thought about it for several moments, trying to come up with a plan.

"You and Calvin are going to have to distract them so that Zion and I can get over to the gun store," Jinx decided.

"I'm pretty sure we can get off a couple of shots before we get overwhelmed by those things," Burch motioned towards the floor-to-ceiling windows of the hardware store.

Jinx smirked before patting his friend on the shoulder. "You two are going to have to head back to the sewers. Find someplace to come up and get into a firing position."

"Oh, is that all?" Burch said sarcastically.

"You gotta do it now. Because if they figure out we're in here, they're just going to shoot out the windows, and that's all she wrote," Jinx explained.

"I got my radio, I'll let you know when we're in position," Burch said, nodding as he started heading back to the bathroom, calling out as he went, "Calvin, we gotta move, man."

"Where are we going?" Calvin asked.

"No clue, but we gotta get moving towards it," Burch replied.

As the two of them headed off, Zion was busy setting up the ladder, which reached all the way to the top of the building.

"What's going on?" Zion asked.

"We got company," Jinx replied.

"Damn. Those assholes just don't quit, do they?" Zion remarked.

"They do not," Jinx agreed.

"So what's the play?" Zion inquired.

"We sit tight until we hear from them," Jinx said.

"And if they decide to shoot out the windows?" Zion asked.

Jinx pointed to the skylight above them. "If that happens, then we better hope that we're fast climbers."


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Calvin and Burch climbed down a ladder back into the sewer, moving with a sense of purpose, knowing that the militia could strike at any moment.

"Where in the hell are we even going to go?" Calvin asked.

"I'm just going to wing it and hope for the best," Burch replied.

"OK, but that doesn't answer my question," Calvin said.

"Just follow me," Burch instructed.

Burch raced back down the sewer, away from downtown before making a left-hand turn, taking them away from the side of the street that the others were at. He ran down a few blocks before spotting a manhole, stopping underneath it. Burch didn't hesitate, quickly climbing up the ladder, his assault rifle slung over his shoulder, but his handgun at the ready. He looked back down to Calvin, motioning for him to move.

"Take a couple steps back, because I might be retreating pretty quick," Burch said.

Calvin nodded and did as requested. Burch steadied himself before pushing up on the manhole cover, getting it just high enough so that he could see out. He scanned the area, finding that they were in a small neighborhood. While there were some creatures in the area, only one was by the manhole, and there weren't all that many. Burch quietly lowered the manhole and climbed down a bit so that he could talk to Calvin in a lower tone.

"There's one up top, but I think we can move once I take it out," Burch said.

"We're what? Four, five blocks from downtown?" Calvin asked.

"Something like that," Burch confirmed.

"OK, you take that thing out and I'm following," Calvin said.

Burch nodded as he holstered his handgun, drawing his knife before climbing back up. He pushed on the cover again, doing one more check to make sure that there was only a lone creature nearby. As soon as he was satisfied that was the case, he pushed open the manhole, quickly climbing out and getting to his feet. The noise that the metal cover made drew the attention of the ghoul. It barely got turned around before it was met with a blade to the head, cracking the skull and piercing into the brain. Burch lowered the ghoul to the ground, trying to limit the noise before yanking the blade from the head and keeping watch on the area around them as Calvin climbed up. Much to his relief, none of the other nearby creatures took notice of them.

Calvin finally got up to the street, reaching down to pull the manhole cover shut, but Burch stopped him.

"Don't shut that. We might have to get through it again," Burch said.

"Well, we can't just leave it open. What if one of those things stumbles on it?" Calvin argued.

Burch thought for a moment before having an idea. He reached down, pulling it over and gently resting the cover over the hole so that about ten percent was still open.

"It's not perfect, but it'll have to do. Come on," Burch said.

Calvin nodded as the two of them walked as quietly as they could over to the grass before taking off running. As they got up a couple of blocks, they noticed that the zombies that should have been there weren't, confusing them. They stopped a couple of blocks away from downtown, where they finally saw zombies. Most of them were in the main street, pressed up against the windows of the buildings; however, the others they saw were focused on the alleyway behind the building on Main Street. All of the other creatures were facing that direction, drawn by something.

"However those guys got there must have drawn their attention, but how in the hell did they get there?" Burch wondered.

Burch went into thought, knowing that a regular vehicle wouldn't have been able to do it. That's when he saw it, the tracks, cutting through a yard on the next block. Burch motioned for Calvin to follow, and the two of them moved up quickly and quietly. However, as they approached the tracks in the yard, they noticed that they weren't just tracks; there were crushed zombies. Both men recoiled at the sight of mangled bodies, smushed underneath something with incredible weight. As they studied it further, they realized that they weren't crushed by tires.

"What in the hell made those tracks? I've never seen a truck make anything that looked like that," Calvin said.

Burch let out a sigh, a creeping dread entering the back of his head.

"I hope I'm wrong, but I don't think I am. Come on, we have to move," Burch urged.

Burch looked around, spotting a two-story house on the corner that was just across from the downtown area. While there were zombies nearby, all of them were focused on something in the alley. Before moving, Burch made sure to check the rooftops for men. He knew they were up there, but they were all focused on the gun store. Burch led them out from cover, running until they got to the road, then walking with soft steps to minimize the noise, before running again. They got over to the backyards of the houses, stopping dead in their tracks when they saw a couple of zombies roaming around. Both men drew their knives, getting them ready. Burch whispered.

"We have to take them out. Just let them drop then get over to the house. If you get there first, do not go in without me," Burch instructed.

Calvin nodded as Burch led them out from cover. They darted over to the closest zombies, jamming the knives into the back of their skulls and tossing them aside. Burch focused his attention on the last zombie, who was focused on Calvin as he ran by him. That made the job all the easier for Burch, who slipped up behind the ghoul and dispatched it with ease. Calvin got up to the back door of the house, looking in through the door and not seeing any movement. He started to open the door but stopped when he heard Burch making a clicking sound to get his attention. Calvin looked back, and Burch was shaking his head, prompting Calvin to wait. A few moments later, Burch got there, not saying a word as he jammed his knife into the door latch. With a forceful smack, he got the door open. After a quick sweep to make sure they were alone in the house, they met at the stairs.

"Come on, let's get upstairs. We need eyes on them," Burch said.

The two of them rushed upstairs, getting over to the corner bedroom to look out, but making sure to stay out of sight.

"Holy hell, what in God's name is that thing?" Calvin exclaimed.

Burch let out a sigh, shaking his head.

"That is the APC from hell," Burch replied.

"APC?" Calvin questioned.

"Armored Personnel Carrier. Designed to withstand bullets, small explosives, and has tracks instead of wheels, which explained why there were so many crushed zombies in the yard. Although I can safely say that we never had anything like that over in the sandbox," Burch explained.

The two men stared at the modified monstrosity sitting in the alleyway. The vehicle was imposing enough as it was, however the militia had taken the time to outfit it for zombie warfare. There were a few dozen sharpened pieces of rebar that had been welded to the outside of the vehicle, creating a multi-ton porcupine that would destroy any living thing that impacted it. And if it didn't destroy it, it would bring it along for the ride. Burch counted up half a dozen corpses that were impaled on the front spikes. A couple were lifeless, taking a piece of rebar to the face, while the others were still flailing around, fruitlessly trying to break free.

"See if you can spot the shooters. I gotta let Jinx know we're in position," Burch said.

Calvin started looking through his scope as Burch pulled out the radio.

"Jinx, do you copy?" Burch called.

"What do you have for me, Burch?" Jinx responded.

"We're in position. Calvin is figuring out the targets, but we did find out how they got to town so quickly," Burch informed.

"OK, I'll bite. How?" Jinx asked.

"Modified APC, with rebar welded to the outside," Burch explained.

"Yep, that'll do it," Jinx acknowledged.

"How are you looking in the store?" Burch asked.

"We got the skylight opened up. We can see out a little, but didn't want to chance it before we were ready to move. There's at least five of them over there, covering the whole block," Jinx reported.

"Why in the hell didn't they just go for the store? It's clear they have the ability to," Burch questioned.

"Maybe we spooked them. Or maybe that's not their strike team that's set up across the street. Whatever the reason, I don't think we have a lot of time," Jinx reasoned.

"I tend to agree," Burch said.

"So how long do you need before you're ready to go?" Jinx asked.

"I'm not sure. There's a ton of those things on the street, and we don't have a shot on them at the moment," Burch admitted.

"OK, you got ten minutes to figure something out. After that, we're going to make a run for it," Jinx stated.

"If it's been ten minutes and we don't have a shot on them, we'll just open fire and hope we distract them long enough to get over," Burch suggested.

"Sounds like a plan to me," Jinx agreed.

"Hey, have you heard from Parker or Dave? Because I could use an eye in the sky," Burch asked.

"No, I haven't. I tried them a couple of minutes ago and it was just silent," Jinx answered.

"

That's less than encouraging," Burch noted.

"Yeah, I know, but there's nothing we can do about it right now," Jinx said.

"You're right," Burch agreed.

Burch looked down at his watch, clicking a ten-minute timer and hitting start.

"I just started my timer. In ten minutes, we're going to be firing at something," Burch declared.

"We'll be ready to move," Jinx confirmed.

"Good luck, Jinx," Burch said.

"You too, Burch," Jinx replied.

The line went dead as Burch walked back over to Calvin, who was looking through his scope towards the rooftops.

"Talk to me, Calvin, what are you seeing?" Burch asked.

"A whole lot of nothing, man. I know they're up there, but they're just up at the front of the stores. I don't have a shot," Calvin reported.

"Look around out there, is there any place where you could get a shot?" Burch inquired.

Calvin put his rifle down, looking around through the window, shaking his head.

"Maybe if I could get up one of those trees across the way. But I'd need some heavy-duty climbing gear, and we just don't have the time for that," Calvin admitted.

"So what do you want to do?" Burch asked.

Calvin thought about it for a moment before speaking up.

"I want you to get to the house across the street. When that timer goes off, I want you to pop off a few shots, then move down a block and fire off a few more," Calvin instructed.

"What the hell are you going to do?" Burch asked.

"I'm going to sit here and wait for one of those boys to get curious. When they do, I'm going to put a round into them," Calvin explained.

"OK, that's the play. But after you take one down, I want you moving," Burch emphasized.

"Oh trust me, man, I ain't staying around here any longer than absolutely necessary. I don't even like shooting at things that don't shoot back at me," Calvin replied.

Burch chuckled as he patted Calvin on the back before retreating down the stairs. He then made his way across the street, getting into the backyard of a house, taking refuge in a tool shed for a moment. Once he realized he wasn't spotted, he retreated into the darkness, looking down at his watch and seeing that there were still six minutes to go.

"Six more minutes, and this place is going to be rocking," Burch muttered.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Burch continued standing in the darkness, his body tensing as the countdown on his watch moved towards zero. When it hit fifteen seconds, he switched it off, grabbed his handgun, and got it ready while keeping the countdown in his mind. He grabbed the radio and spoke three words into it.

"Here we go," he said.

Burch stepped out from the shed, raised the handgun into the air, and squeezed off three quick shots. Right after doing so, he took off running, getting a full block down in a matter of moments. He stopped once again, firing three more shots into the air before running down a couple more houses and kicking the door in, his handgun at the ready as he quickly cleared the house.

Meanwhile, Calvin sat by the window of the second-floor bedroom, aiming his rifle towards the rooftops caddy corner from him. "Come on, you know you want to know what those gunshots were all about. Come on now, be curious," he muttered.

Calvin didn't move as the second batch of gunshots went off in the distance. After several moments, a couple of people popped up from the rooftop, their assault rifles raised as they ran to the back of the building.

"Hello boys," Calvin whispered.

He took quick aim, seeing that the two militiamen were looking off into the distance, trying to get a read on where the shots were coming from. Calvin aimed at the one on the left, center mass. As he squeezed the trigger, the bullet ripped through the window and a moment later hit the gunman in the chest, sending him to the ground.

Calvin quickly chambered another round and adjusted his aim to the other man, who was now aiming his rifle at him. "Shit," Calvin cursed.

He pulled the trigger at the same time as the gunman did. Bullets ripped through the bedroom wall and window as Calvin dove to the ground. He lay there for a brief moment, patting himself down, relieved that he wasn't hit. He wasn't sure if his bullet hit the mark or not, but he didn't care. He stayed low as he scrambled back to his feet, more bullets peppering the front of the house as he quickly ran down the stairs and out the back door.

Meanwhile, Jinx stood at the top of the ladder inside the hardware store, while Zion was right behind him. They could hear the initial gunshots going off in the distance. After the first trio, Zion started to move, but Jinx spoke up. "Not yet," Jinx said.

Jinx waited until the second set of shots went off. As soon as they stopped, he pushed open the skylight. "Let's move!" Jinx quickly got up to the roof, pulling out his assault rifle and taking aim towards the rooftops on the other side of the road. He spotted one man who was up on one knee, turning to look at what was happening behind him.

Jinx quickly took aim, squeezing the trigger and sending a round in his direction, which struck him in the chest. Jinx didn't know if it was fatal or if he had a vest, but he knew at a minimum, the man was on the ground in a lot of pain. Immediately the other two men on the roof snapped back into the moment, aiming and firing towards Jinx, who returned fire. He and Zion bobbed and weaved while firing towards the others as they ran across the rooftop towards the gun store. They could feel the bullets whizzing by their heads as they rushed across, finally getting to the gun store rooftop. They found a heating unit on top of the building, which they took cover behind.

The bullets continued to pepper the unit as Jinx popped in a fresh magazine. While he did that, Zion looked around, trying to find a way into the store. "Is that it over there?" Zion asked.

Jinx looked and saw a small metal hatch on the corner, about ten yards from where they were. "Yep," he confirmed.

They both looked at it, seeing that it was ten yards with no cover. Jinx got his rifle ready, smacking Zion on the shoulder. "You get it open and get down. I'm going to cover you," Jinx instructed.

Zion nodded and got ready to move. "Go!" Jinx commanded.

Zion burst out from cover, running as hard as he could as Jinx popped up from behind the heating unit, opening fire across the street. Jinx continued to squeeze the trigger one right after the other, sending round after round towards the rooftop. His aim wasn't precise, with most of the bullets missing their target, but the constant firing was enough to pin the men down.

Zion got over to the hatch, reaching down and quickly yanking it open. He barely looked through it before descending down the ladder into the darkened store below.

As soon as Jinx’s gun clicked empty, he dropped it and began sprinting as hard as he could towards the hatch. As he got close to it, more gunshots went off from across the street, narrowly missing him. Jinx knew he didn't have time to properly get into the hatch, so as he got close, he jumped up, yelling out as he did. His feet went through the opening, and he managed to grab onto the ladder after falling a few feet. The force of the grab strained his muscles due to the sudden stop.

He looked down and saw Zion standing in a small room, holding a flashlight. He shined it on himself, waving the Corporal down. As soon as Jinx got to the ground, Zion motioned for him to be quiet. Zion pulled out his knife, stepping out of the small maintenance room they were in. As soon as they were inside the main portion of the gun store, they heard moaning.

Zion motioned for Jinx to cover the front row, and he worked his way down along the back of the store. As he approached the counter, he saw a ghoul shambling out from the back office. The ghoul got excited as it spotted Zion, pressing up against the front checkout counter. Zion just shook his head as he stabbed it in the head, dropping it onto the counter, the body slowly slumping to the floor.

"We're clear! But we gotta get these shutters closed," Jinx called out.

Zion ran to the front of the building, where Jinx was already reaching up and pulling the metal shutters down over the glass. As they did, the men across the street opened fire, peppering the glass with bullets. While the glass began to spiderweb, it didn't falter. However, a couple of bullets managed to get through the glass cleanly, hitting the shelves. Finally, they got them shut, sealing themselves inside.

"Get that door we came through shut and secure," Jinx ordered.

"I'm on it," Zion replied.

Jinx rushed over to the counter, hopping over it and scanning the wall. "Oh, there's a beauty," Jinx murmured.

He pulled down a high-end assault rifle with a mid-range tactical scope on it. He quickly checked it out before grabbing several boxes of ammunition and magazines off the shelf. It took him a moment to get a magazine loaded up and slapped into the weapon, but once he did, he stopped, breathing a sigh of relief as Zion came back over.

"Did you find something you like?" Zion asked.

"This should be fun to play with," Jinx replied.

"So what now?" Zion inquired.

"See what kind of bags you can find. We need them to be heavy duty that can hold a couple thousand rounds. And they have to have handles or straps or something," Jinx directed.

"I'll start looking," Zion said.

As Zion did that, Jinx went back to loading up a few more magazines with ammunition. As he did, the radio clicked on, with a mysterious voice on it. "Hello Corporal. If you're still alive and not otherwise occupied, I was wondering if you had a moment to chat," the voice said.

Jinx's blood ran cold as he heard the voice, which was not only unfamiliar to him but had a menacing undertone to it. Before he responded, Zion came back over, hearing it. "Who the hell is that?" Zion asked.

"We're about to find out," Jinx replied.

He took a deep breath before hitting the button on the radio. "This is Corporal Jinx. To whom do I have the pleasure?" he asked.

"Ah, there you are Corporal. Good to see that you're still alive and kicking. Perhaps if my men hadn't underestimated you, we wouldn't be having this conversation. But here we are. My name is Lucas, and I'm in charge of this operation," the voice answered.

"Is that a fact? You're in charge, huh? I gotta say, you should probably spend a little more time getting your men trained up for the field before bringing them out," Jinx retorted.

"Unfortunately, Corporal, not everyone can be like us and have real-world combat experience before this unfortunate situation was thrust upon the world," Lucas replied.

"Combat experience, huh? Did you serve? Or were you a mercenary just doing it for a paycheck?" Jinx questioned.

There was a bit of a laugh coming over the line. "I spent the last three years living in a double-wide that was built before I was born, so I can assure you I wasn't fighting for money," Lucas replied.

"Fair enough. And no offense intended there. I had to ask, and quite frankly, after the day I've had thanks to your men, sometimes the sass just comes out on its own," Jinx said.

"No need to apologize, Corporal," Lucas responded.

"Please, call me Jinx," Jinx insisted.

"Alright, Jinx. No need to apologize. If people had been shooting at me all day, I probably wouldn't be as calm as I am either," Lucas said.

"So how long were you in?" Jinx asked.

"Just shy of a decade. I was planning on going career until an IED over in the sandbox had other ideas," Lucas replied.

"Those things are some nasty business. Lost a few friends that way," Jinx said.

"My condolences," Lucas offered.

"Appreciated. And speaking of losing friends, I'm going to assume that based on the channel you're calling me from, you're with a few of mine," Jinx guessed.

"As a matter of fact, I am. And to answer your next question, yes, they're fine. Well, mostly fine. The young Private got a nasty puncture wound on his hand from trying to fight off one of my men. He has been patched up, and he'll live, but his juggling days are likely over," Lucas informed.

"And let me guess, they'll be alright as long as I do as you say?" Jinx surmised.

"That's the meat and potatoes of it. Look, Jinx, I'm going to be straight with you. I have no desire to harm these men. And even though several of my men have fallen in battle to you, I have no desire to harm you either. But I have orders to bring in what's inside that gun store. Just like I'm pretty sure you have similar orders," Lucas stated.

"It was more of a begging and pleading situation on their part, but yeah, that sounds about right," Jinx said.

"Interesting," Lucas remarked.

Lucas trailed off for a few moments before continuing. "So, Jinx, how do we resolve this?" Lucas asked.

"I don't suppose you could let us just walk out of here with the bullets and say the store was empty when you got here?" Jinx suggested.

Lucas let out a laugh. "No, I'm afraid not," Lucas said.

"I tell you what. I need a little while to think about it. We didn't exactly have the easiest time getting here, and since I make up ninety percent of what I do while I'm doing it, it'll be nice to have some time to figure out how to get out of here without getting killed," Jinx said.

"I tell you what, I haven't had a chance to eat today, and I like the idea of a nice meal on the river. So I'll give you an hour to figure it out," Lucas offered.

"I can work with that. I appreciate it," Jinx replied.

"Don't mention it, Jinx. Oh, and one more thing. I don't know if you have the ability to see into the sky, but if you do, you'll find that our mutual friend Dave is going to be hovering his drone right over top of you. So if you're thinking about sneaking out onto the roof and taking shots at my men, or making a run for it out the back door, just know that I'll see it," Lucas warned.

"Understood, Lucas. Now you go enjoy your meal. I have some thinking to get to," Jinx said.

"Enjoy your hour," Lucas said.

The line went dead as Zion looked over to Jinx. "So what's the plan?" Zion asked.

"I have no idea.”

the end
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CHAPTER ONE

Day Zero +61

Jinx and Zion stood at the counter of the gun store, staring down at the radio that had just informed them they had an hour. One hour to figure out how to get out of there before the militia on top of the buildings across the street mounted an assault.

"Well, the good news is, if they try and get in here, we certainly have the arsenal to make them regret it," Zion said.

Jinx thought about it for a moment before shaking his head. "They're not going to be doing a raid on the place."

"So you think Lucas was bluffing?" Zion asked.

"Oh no, there's no bluff. I'd bet every dollar that I have that Lucas is a man of his word. In an hour, if we're here, they're going to take us down," Jinx replied.

Zion stood there for a moment, confused. "Brother, I just said that."

"No, you said they were going to raid us," Jinx clarified.

"Wait. If they're coming after us, but not doing a raid, then what in the hell are they going to do?" Zion questioned.

"They're going to blow open the front of the building," Jinx stated.

Zion contemplated the idea for a moment before ultimately shaking his head. "They'd be crazy as hell to do that."

"I mean, it's what I'd do," Jinx said.

"Thank you for proving my point," Zion retorted.

Jinx let out a laugh as he playfully flipped Zion off.

"Why would they do that though? They'd have to spend more ammo than they'd get out of here just to get it," Zion reasoned.

"Not if they do what we do. Blow up a couple of houses and wait for them to wander off. Especially if they have an APC. They can park it out front and just wait," Jinx explained.

Zion began pacing back and forth in front of the counter. His mind raced through escape plans, all of them immediately shot down in his own mind without speaking. Finally, he realized there was only one course of action. "So we take the fight to them."

"I have every intention of doing so. But before we do that, we have to get the ammo ready for pickup," Jinx responded.

"What about the drone keeping an eye on us?" Zion asked.

"Just stage it by the ladder. Just before we're about to move, we'll toss it up there. By the time they call us on it, we'll be gone," Jinx instructed.

Zion looked Jinx up and down hard, moving side to side to get a better view of him, which confused Jinx. "What in the hell are you doing?"

"I'm just trying to figure out where those wings are going to sprout from," Zion said.

"We're not going up, we're going down," Jinx clarified.

Zion let out another sigh, afraid that he knew exactly what Jinx had in mind. "We're going into the sewer again, aren't we?"

Jinx smiled broadly as he reached into the bag of explosives, pulling one out and setting it on the counter. "We set this off in the bathroom, and we're blocks away before they know what's going on."

"I like the not being here part, especially if they intend on blowing the front of the building off. But us scurrying away through the sewers doesn't accomplish our mission. What about the ammo?" Zion asked.

"We're going to carry all we can," Jinx replied.

"If it's all the same to you, we're not going to report those bullets. If I'm carrying it, I'm keeping it," Zion stated.

Jinx cracked a smile as he fist-bumped Zion. "Oh no doubt."

"But how are we getting the rest of the ammo out of here?" Zion questioned.

Jinx gave him a wink as he picked up the radio. "We're going to do a hostage swap?"

Zion was more confused than ever as Jinx talked into the radio. "Hey Burch, do you copy?"

"I read you loud and clear. I have Calvin here too," Burch responded.

"Good. Are you two safe?" Jinx asked.

"For the moment. Calvin took out one of the gunmen on the roof, and we're pretty sure we riled them up a bit," Burch answered.

Jinx looked towards the skylights, which had metal shutters on them. He moved his head around so that he could look through the slots, spotting movement on the rooftops across the street. "I'm still seeing movement on the rooftops. Are you sure you pulled some away?"

"I don't know where they came from, but we've spotted a few roaming the neighborhood we're in," Burch replied.

"These bastards are everywhere," Jinx muttered.

"Tell them about the boat," Zion reminded.

Jinx's shoulders dropped as he nodded. "Oh, and they took the boat. So if you see a drone, it's not ours."

There was a long pause on the radio before a response came. "Do you have any more good news for me, Jinx?" Burch asked.

Jinx started chuckling as the thought about what he was about to say flowed through his mind. "As a matter of fact, I do. How do you guys feel about stealing that APC?"

Again, there was a long pause on the radio, as if Burch was having a minor aneurysm and it was taking a moment for him to recover. "Is there any particular reason? Or are you just going for shits and giggles at this point?"

"Oh, there's a reason. Right now they hold all the cards. If we can take away their transportation, their guys are going to be stranded, which will make them a lot more open to some hostage negotiations," Jinx explained.

"Unless they have a second APC," Burch pointed out.

"Thank you, Captain Buzzkill," Jinx retorted.

"Oh, I'm a Captain now? Nothing like a little battlefield promotion," Burch replied.

Jinx let out a chuckle, doing what he could to keep his spirits up as he continued. "So do you think you can get to the APC?"

"Yeah, it's going to take some doing, but I'll get to it," Burch confirmed.

"Good, now you only have fifty-five minutes," Jinx reminded.

"Jesus Christ, Jinx, are you trying to kill me?" Burch exclaimed.

"Nope, not trying. It just comes naturally," Jinx quipped.

"Where the hell did you pull that number from?" Burch asked.

"I talked to their team leader, Lucas. He's taking a lunch break on the boat and gave us an hour to figure out our surrender terms," Jinx explained.

"He seems reasonable," Burch commented.

"Yep, that's why I'm banking on him being willing to negotiate for the release of his men. Now, can you do it in under an hour?" Jinx asked.

"We're going to find out," Burch answered.

"Outstanding. Get to it," Jinx urged.

"Wait," Burch interjected.

"What is it?" Jinx asked.

"What are you two going to do?" Burch inquired.

"I'm going to do what I always do. Blow shit up," Jinx declared.

Burch let out an audible laugh over the radio. "Never change, Jinx. Never change."

"Get in touch when you have something," Jinx instructed.

"Copy that," Burch responded.

The radio fell silent as Jinx turned back to Zion. "What do you need me to do?"

"Just keep working on bagging up the ammo. I'm going to get our bags packed and the weapons ready to go. Anything in particular you want?" Jinx asked.

"I ain't that great of a shot," Zion admitted.

"How about a shotgun then?" Jinx suggested.

"Just as long as I can sling it over my shoulder," Zion agreed.

"I got you covered. Now come on, we got work to do," Jinx said.

As Jinx and Zion prepared for their escape, Burch and Calvin hunkered down in a house less than a mile away from them. Burch positioned himself beside the front window, looking out into the neighborhood. There were several zombies roaming around, shambling after nothing in particular. Inside one of the houses across the street, Burch could see movement. Fast, deliberate movement as a trio of militiamen rushed through the dwelling, trying to find Burch and Calvin.

"How are we looking out there?" Calvin asked as he walked back into the living room from the kitchen, carrying a couple of bottles of water, handing one over to Burch.

"They're making quick work of the neighborhood. It's not going to be long before they find us," Burch replied, taking a sip of the water, shaking his head at the unpleasant room temperature of it. "I'd give some real money for a refrigerator."

"I tell you what. When we get back home, I got a net with your name on it. Fill it up and toss it in the river, it'll be colder than a well-digger's ass before you know it," Calvin said.

"That sounds perfect. Well, almost perfect. I'd kill for a cold beer," Burch responded.

"I can't get you beer, but I do have my uncle's moonshine recipe I can break out," Calvin offered.

"I always knew you were my favorite, Calvin," Burch said with a smile.

Calvin cracked a smile as he took a seat on the other side of the window. He looked out at the street, seeing the activity in the neighborhood. "So how are we doing this?"

"Your guess is as good as mine," Burch replied.

"I can distract them again if you want to make a run for the APC," Calvin suggested.

"Even if I could get there, I have no idea how to get into it. With as many of those things that were caught up on the rebar, I don't think I could get past them," Burch explained.

"Can't you just go in through the back hatch?" Calvin asked.

Burch shook his head no. "With the way they have that thing modified, I don't think the back hatch would even open. They were definitely going in through the top hatch."

"So just do that then," Calvin suggested.

"How do I get up there though? If I start trying to climb it, I'm going to get eaten. And if I don't, the noise those things make is going to get me shot," Burch reasoned.

"Just don't climb then," Calvin proposed.

Burch gave Calvin a perplexed look. "And how do you propose I do that?"

"Jump," Calvin said.

Burch initially let out a sigh in response to the idea. However, his disdain for it quickly faded once he thought about it some more. "Wait, there was another building beside it, wasn't there?"

"Yep, two stories. It would be a bit of a jump from the window, but I think you could make it," Calvin confirmed.

Burch contemplated it for a moment before responding. "That's a hell of a risk, but I think I can do it."

"Good deal, now we just have to get you over to it," Calvin said.

Both men were startled as a gunshot went off across the street. They turned their attention to the window, looking across the street to see the three militiamen stepping out from the house. One of the men raised his handgun, shooting another zombie in the face as it lumbered towards them. Their leader pointed to the house right next door to them before pointing across the street. Calvin and Burch held their breath as all three of them stayed on that side of the street, focusing their attention on the next house.

"I think they're coming our way next," Burch whispered.

"Which means you need to get a move on," Calvin urged.

"What about you?" Burch asked.

"I'm going to stay here and ambush them when they come out," Calvin replied.

Burch thought about it for a moment before shaking his head, against the plan. "That's just going to leave you trapped in here."

"I'll manage," Calvin insisted.

Burch sat there, contemplating the situation for a moment before getting a grin on his face. "I got a better idea."

"What are we doing?" Calvin asked.

"The longer we keep this fight going, the more of those things that are going to come our way. If we can keep them pinned down, they might just get stranded," Burch explained.

"How do we play it?" Calvin asked.

"I'm going to get up the block a ways. When they come out, I'm going to hit them. And when they start coming after me, you shoot to wound," Burch outlined.

"I can handle that," Calvin agreed.

"Good, because once we got them trapped, I need you to move up to where you were before. I hope I don't need cover, but if I do..." Burch trailed off and Calvin picked right up where he left off.

"Then you'll want your heavily armed guardian angel waiting in the wings," Calvin finished.

"Yeah, something like that," Burch said.

Calvin immediately nodded in agreement before extending his fist for a bump. "Let's get it done then."


CHAPTER TWO

Burch rushed to the back door of the house, quickly checking the backyard to ensure it was empty before exiting.

"Get up to the next block, move your ass," he muttered to himself.

He got himself into gear, pumping his legs hard as he ran through the backyards of the houses towards the next block. As he ran, the lingering thought of "what if there are other militiamen waiting for me" kept creeping into his mind. As soon as it arrived, he shook it out of his mind.

"If you're ambushed, at least you won't live long enough to kick yourself," he whispered.

Burch stopped at the last house on the block, looking both ways down the street before crossing. While the traffic was considerably lighter than it was in the pre-war days, there was still quite the crowd. To his left, across the street from where Calvin was laying in wait, he spotted a pack of ghouls. More than enough to overwhelm a group of militiamen, especially if they were busy tending to their wounded.

"Perfect. It's about time we had something go our way," he remarked.

Burch broke from cover, bounding across the road, completely unconcerned with the noise his boots made on the pavement. He hustled down a couple more houses before stopping. He checked his surroundings, relieved that there was nothing in the immediate vicinity. He could hear some movement coming from the next yard, but at the moment it wasn't a threat. Walking down the grass between two houses, he pulled out his assault rifle. Popping out the magazine, ensuring that it was filled to the brim with bullets, he readied himself for battle.

"Alright Calvin, you better be on your game, because when I start firing I'm going to get real popular real quick," he muttered to himself.

Burch stayed behind cover, peeking one eye out from around the corner of the house. As he waited for the militia to step out of the house, he could hear the moaning beginning to intensify around him. He looked over his shoulder towards the backyard of the house, spotting four ghouls shambling around it. They were a good fifteen yards away, but he knew that could change quickly as soon as they noticed him. He didn't have to wait long for that to happen, as one of the zombies let out an excited moan as it spotted him.

"Come on, assholes, you know we're not in that house," he growled.

Burch kept his attention trained on the house the militiamen were in, however, he looked back over his shoulder every couple of seconds, keeping track of the ghouls coming towards him. Another tense few moments went by as the zombies closed in. Burch thought about drawing his knife to dispatch them, but knew if his timing was off, Calvin could get overwhelmed by the militia if he wasn't there to draw their attention.

"Oh to hell with it," he muttered.

Burch spun around, taking quick aim with his assault rifle and squeezing the trigger. His first shot blew out the back of the head of the lead ghoul, sending it to the ground in a heap. The rest of the pack was easy to pick off due to them being so close together. In a matter of seconds, all four had been eliminated. Burch turned around quickly, raising his rifle and aiming it towards the target house. Before he could even look through the sights, bullets flew his way. Several of them missed, whizzing by his head, while a couple impacted the brick, sending chunks of it through the air and forcing him behind cover.

Burch let out a scream as he popped out from behind cover, squeezing the trigger rapidly towards the trio of militiamen who were moving in his direction. The leader of their pack was a good ten yards ahead of the other two, who were flanking him on either side and following behind. The trio of militia were running up the grass, using the trees as cover. Burch continued to fire, all of his shots drawing nothing but air, but nonetheless succeeding in their purpose.

"Anytime now, Calvin!" he shouted.

Burch fired a few more times at the lead militiaman, forcing him to take cover beside a large tree in the front yard of the house directly across from Calvin. As he was reloading, a round hit him in the kneecap. There was a grisly spray of bone and blood as the man dropped his weapon and fell to the ground. As his two partners looked around, trying to figure out where the shot came from, Burch stepped back out from cover and fired several more times. The two militiamen snapped back into attack mode, sending a barrage of bullets in his direction. Burch ducked back behind cover for a moment before setting up to return fire. He didn't squeeze the trigger however, as he saw that the mob of creatures were making their presence known. While Burch couldn't hear exactly what was being said, he could see the leader of the group calling back to his men for help. Both of the still-standing militiamen fired several rounds towards the encroaching mob, putting a few of them down as they moved up to their fallen comrade.

"Be smart, Calvin. Don't fire at them," he muttered.

Burch held his breath as he watched the militiamen grab their fallen friend while firing towards the mob. They attempted to retreat, only for the wounded man to fall back to the ground. They stood there for a moment, attempting to figure out where to go. Finally, they decided that their only play was to get into a house. One of the militiamen broke from his partners, going straight towards the front door of the nearest house and getting the front door open. While he was working on that, the other two hobbled towards the dwelling, while firing bullets behind them as the mob continued to shamble their way.

Burch watched with satisfaction as the trio of men got into the house, and the mob of zombies quickly surrounded it.

"That should keep them busy," he said to himself.

Burch took off running towards the back of the house, popping out the mostly used magazine and putting in a fresh one. He knew there was a fight ahead of him, and he wanted to be ready for it.

Meanwhile, Calvin sat in the house, looking out through the broken window his bullet had created. He remained out of sight, not wanting to draw any attention to himself. From his vantage point, he could see the zombies swarming around the house across the street, as well as the still-standing militiamen doing what they could to fortify their positions. While he couldn't see the entirety of the house, the front curtains were open. Calvin watched as two men grabbed a heavy bookcase and hastily dragged it across the floor to reinforce the door.

"Well, son of a bitch. It doesn't look like they're planning on going anywhere quick," he muttered.

Calvin looked through his scope to get a better look through the window. While he couldn't see much, he did spot the man he shot on the couch. The lower portion of his bloody leg was barely hanging on by a thread, and he was doing everything he could to stop the bleeding. Calvin put his rifle down right after one of the militiamen pulled the curtain shut.

"For what it's worth, buddy, I hope you keep the leg," he said quietly.

Calvin moved back away from the window, taking a seat on the couch to gather himself.

"OK, Calvin, you gotta get moving here. Burch is going to need your help," he told himself.

Calvin pulled himself off the couch, slinging the rifle over his shoulder and pulling out a knife. As he approached the back door, he could hear moaning coming from the backyard. He moved up to the door, looking out and seeing two creatures shambling about, wandering towards him from the neighboring yard.

"Oh come on, you undead critters. Don't you hear your friends across the street?" he muttered.

Calvin held his breath, plotting his attack as the ghouls moved closer and closer to him. However, before he stepped out to strike, gunshots went off across the street. The zombies weren't the only ones who were drawn by the noise. Calvin rushed back to the front living room, taking up a position by the window.

"What in the hell is going on over there?" he wondered aloud.

Calvin looked out across the street, seeing that the mob of creatures had managed to force their way in through the front door, which was wide open. With the curtains pulled, Calvin couldn't see what was happening inside the living room, however, there was a lot of what sounded like panic fire moving deeper into the single-story house. A few more shots popped off, which did nothing to stem the tide of ghouls flowing in through the front door. With one more shot, the guns fell silent.

"For your sake, boys, I hope you're hiding in a bedroom. Either that, or I hope you just used that last shot on yourselves," Calvin said grimly.

He shook his head at the thought before pushing it out of his mind. Snapping back into the moment, he made his way to the back door again, letting a smile creep onto his face as he noticed nothing in the backyard. Calvin stepped out into the yard, still looking around to make sure he was alone. He shuddered a bit as he heard the chorus of moans coming from across the street. While a lot of them were muffled by virtue of being inside the house, it was still loud enough to reach him. He worked his way down the blocks, staying to the yards to keep his noise to a minimum.

"You know, if it wasn't for the stench of death in the air, and the constant threat of being shot by a bunch of assholes, this would be a nice walk."

Calvin chuckled to himself, amused by his own quip, as he continued on down the street. It took a few minutes before he got into position at the house across the street from his target. Calvin pulled out his rifle, aiming it towards the rooftops in the downtown area. From his vantage point, he could only see one man, who was standing firmly at the back of the building and looking in his direction. While he was too far away to be spotted by the naked eye, Calvin knew the militiaman was going to be trouble.

"Looks like I'm going to have to backtrack," Calvin muttered to himself.

He let out a sigh before retreating a block and crossing over the road. He waited until he couldn't see the rooftop of the building due to the trees before making his run. After working his way back down towards the target house, he stopped at the last block before it, looking towards the militiaman. Calvin didn't need his scope to see that the man was scanning the area with his binoculars.

"Time it right, Calvin, you got this boy," he whispered, psyching himself up before breaking from cover as the man looked in the other direction.

He pumped his legs hard, getting across the street and back behind cover before the man looked back. Calvin pinned himself against the back of a house, too afraid to look back towards downtown.

"Well, if he didn't shoot at you, then there's a good chance he didn't see you. Now get moving!" he encouraged himself.

Calvin talked himself into it, getting out from cover and rushing over to the target house. He drew his knife before entering, as the back door was still wide open. After a few moments of standing in the kitchen and not hearing anything moving or moaning, he relaxed a bit.

"OK, I made it. Now I just have to wait on Burch to make his move.”


CHAPTER THREE

Lucas sat in a comfortable deck chair on the bow of the boat. In his lap was a mid-sized pouch containing a hot mixture of pasta and sauce. Even though it was an MRE, he savored every bite of the hot food, knowing it was becoming more scarce as the days went on.

He took a bite before looking back to the side of the boat, where his two prisoners sat. Private Simmons sat with his legs dangling over the side of the boat, nursing his hand wound, which was bundled up in a white bandage. Beside him was Corporal Parker, sitting with his back to the railing and his legs stretched out. While he wasn't injured, he was clearly perturbed about the situation. Despite being several yards away, Lucas could see the displeasure on his face.

"Is something troubling you, Corporal?" Lucas asked.

Parker shook his head lightly while shrugging his shoulders. "Nothing is troubling me at all. I'm just enjoying a day out here in nature."

Despite the upbeat message, Parker's tone was dripping with venom. Lucas chuckled to himself as he took another bite of his food. "You don't like me very much, do you, Corporal?"

"I can't say that I do, man," Parker replied.

"And why is that exactly? Is it because your friend there is injured?" Lucas inquired.

"Simmons here? No, he kind of brought that one on himself, isn't that right, Simmons?" Parker said.

Simmons didn't respond, instead just letting out a defeated sigh. "Yep, I bet you next time when I say stand down, you're going to do as ordered, aren't you?" Parker gave his friend a pat on the back, or as much of one that he could with his hands bound together with zip ties.

"I like your style of command there, Parker. Reminds me of myself if I'm being honest," Lucas remarked.

Parker grimaced, forcing the words he really wanted to say to stay down. However, a little of that venom seeped out. "You and I are nothing alike."

Lucas took another bite of food as he got up from his seat and walked back towards the Corporal, taking a knee just a few feet away. "Oh, that's not true. As much as you might loathe to admit it, you and I are cut from the same cloth."

Lucas put down what was left of his food before rolling up his sleeve. Parker's eyes got wide when he saw the scars on Lucas's arm, which went from the palm of his hand and past his elbow before vanishing behind the top part of the sleeve. "I picked this beauty mark up over in the sandbox. I don't remember a lot after the explosion went off, but when I came to, I could see there wasn't a lot left of my arm. But thanks to the hard work of a few very talented doctors, I still have full use of my arm and enough metal in there to set off every metal detector in a five-block radius."

Parker stared at the wound for another few moments before nodding. "You left a part of yourself over in the sandbox. I can respect that. But that's where our similarities end. Today, you and I are nothing alike."

Lucas smirked as he took a seat, leaning against the wall of the boat and stretching his legs out beside Parker. He grabbed a full forkful of pasta before continuing. "You and I are exactly alike, whether you want to admit it or not."

"Bullshit. I'm fighting for my country, and you're out here fighting for glory or money, or whatever it is you militia types are all about," Parker retorted.

Lucas sat there for a few seconds before breaking into laughter. It took him several moments to gather himself again. "Oh, that's a good one, Corporal. We're in a war, so there's no glory to be found. And we're in the apocalypse, so money is worthless. No, Corporal, at this point you and I are the exact same. We're out here, risking our lives and the lives of our men to help our communities survive another day."

Parker was initially ready to resist the words coming out of Lucas's mouth, but as he listened, the words began to resonate. "You and I have another thing in common, Corporal. I don't want to be out here any more than you do. And I certainly don't want to take the lives of my fellow brothers in arms."

"I'm going to call bullshit on that. You've been trying to kill my friends all day long," Parker said.

"Make no mistake, Corporal, I will kill whoever I must to succeed in my mission. Because by doing my job, I help ensure that the people who entrusted their safety to me are as safe as they can possibly be. When you and your friends cut and ran, my friends and I stepped up to do the job that you didn't," Lucas replied.

Before Parker could respond, one of Lucas's men came up to him. "Sorry to interrupt, sir, but I have a call that you need to take."

Lucas grabbed the radio as he stood up. He glanced into his MRE pouch, seeing that there was still a quarter of his meal left. "Corporal, when's the last time you had a hot meal?"

"About a week or so. At least I think that's the case. The days all seem to run together now," Parker answered.

"Believe me, I understand that all too well," Lucas said, handing the pouch of pasta down to Parker. It took him a moment to accept it, but he finally did and immediately dove into the food.

Lucas walked back up towards the front of the boat, getting out of earshot of the soldiers before talking into the radio. "This is Lucas. What's the situation?"

One of the militiamen, Johnny, spoke in an excited, almost panicked tone. "This is Johnny. Matt's hit pretty bad, nearly took his leg clean off. We're trapped in a house about a mile east of downtown. There's a hundred of those things around us."

"OK, Johnny, I'm going to need you to calm down there. Who else is with you?" Lucas asked.

"It's just me, Matt, and Simon," Johnny replied.

Lucas contemplated for a moment, realizing that out of the three of them, only Matt had a military background. He knew that while the other two men were capable, they wouldn't be in a situation like this. "OK, Johnny, I want you to listen to me. What room are you in?"

"The bedroom," Johnny said.

"OK, are you at the end of a hallway?" Lucas asked.

"No, we're in the middle of the hallway, back bedroom. I remembered what you taught us," Johnny answered.

"That's good, Johnny. If you're in the middle bedroom, then those things aren't going to be able to get enough weight on the door to break it down," Lucas reassured.

"We have a dresser dragged over in front of it, and we have a bookcase laying up against that," Johnny added.

"OK, Johnny, that sounds like you have things under control," Lucas said.

"But what are we going to do?" Johnny asked, his voice filled with concern.

"You're going to sit tight for a little bit, and I'm going to have someone come and get you. Now, I need to know, how is Matt doing?" Lucas inquired.

"He's in a hell of a lot of pain, but Simon managed to get the bleeding stopped," Johnny reported.

"OK, that's good. You just keep him awake and alert, and we'll have someone over to you soon," Lucas instructed.

"OK, thanks, Lucas. And I'm sorry," Johnny said.

"Sorry for what, Johnny?" Lucas asked, puzzled.

"Just for, you know, getting trapped and all," Johnny explained.

"You have nothing to apologize for, Johnny. You weren't the one who got shot, but you were the one who got him to safety. Now sit tight, and don't worry about it," Lucas reassured him.

"Thank you, Lucas," Johnny said, his voice tinged with relief.

Lucas put down the radio, motioning for one of the other militiamen to come over to him. "Yes, sir?" the militiaman responded.

"Have that drone pilot, what's his name..." Lucas trailed off.

"Dave," the militiaman supplied.

"Yeah. Have Dave fly to the east of downtown into the neighborhood. I need eyes on a house about a mile out that's surrounded by those things," Lucas ordered.

"I'm on it, sir," the militiaman confirmed.

Lucas stood on the bow of the ship, gathering himself before changing the channel on the radio. "Hey, Jinx ole buddy, are you there?"

There was a long pause on the radio before a voice came back over. "Either you're a fast eater, or my watch is fast. Because I'd swear I have another fifteen minutes."

"I do apologize for cutting things short. I fully intended to give you your hour; however, something has come up that requires my full attention. So I'm afraid we're going to have to move forward right now," Lucas explained.

"I'm afraid that I don't have an answer for you just yet," Jinx replied.

"Then I have no choice but to make the decision for you. Now, I strive to be a man of my word, so I will give you the last fourteen minutes and change on your hour. However, as soon as that time is up, my men are going to take that gun store by force," Lucas stated firmly.

"You're more than welcome to try," Jinx said with bravado.

"While I appreciate the bravado, and may or may not have been guilty of doing the same thing over the years, I implore you to escape while you have the time. Take whatever you can carry; I have no problem with that. I guarantee you safe passage over the rooftop if you need to make your way back the way you came. As long as you don't fire, we won't," Lucas offered.

"I appreciate the offer, Lucas. And I might take you up on it. I guess we'll find out in thirteen minutes or so," Jinx replied.

"I hope that you choose wisely, Jinx," Lucas said, as the line went dead.

Lucas tossed the radio down onto the chair on the deck. He stood there for a moment in the brisk air before pacing back and forth, as if something was bothering him. "Something on your mind, Lucas?" Parker asked.

"May I ask you something?" Lucas inquired.

"It's your party," Parker replied.

"How well do you know this Corporal Jinx?" Lucas asked.

"Just met him today. In fact, you've talked to him more than I have. But he has a reputation," Parker answered.

"A reputation? What kind?" Lucas pressed.

"He's one of the craziest sons of bitches to ever put on the uniform," Parker explained.

"I've heard that about a lot of guys over the years," Lucas remarked.

"Except this time, it's true. Do you know what his job was during the invasion of Seattle?" Parker asked.

"Do tell," Lucas prompted.

"His team were the first boots on the ground on the southern flank. Literally ran a boat on shore and jumped out. Tens of thousands of those things around, and it was his job to distract them. He leveled half a small town so that our troops could have a landing site that was free of those things," Parker explained.

"So I shouldn't underestimate him?" Lucas asked.

"I wouldn't," Parker advised.

Lucas nodded in appreciation to Parker before changing the channel on the radio. "Roof team, do you copy?"

"We're standing by," the militiaman responded.

"I have given the men inside the gun store a free pass across the rooftops, as long as they don't raise their weapons towards you," Lucas instructed.

"Understood," the militiaman confirmed.

"One more thing. Be on alert," Lucas added.

"For what exactly?" the militiaman asked, confused.

"I don't know exactly, but based on the information I have, expect it to come out of left field."


CHAPTER FOUR

Jinx stood at the counter, looking down at the assortment of weapons and ammunition he had gathered over the last hour. Multiple high-end scoped assault rifles, shotguns, and multiple bags of ammunition for each were laid out in front of him.

As he stood and stared, deep in thought, Zion came in from the back room, immediately noticing Jinx in a bit of a daze.

"Yo man, are we on break or something?" Zion asked.

Jinx shook his head violently, as if waking himself from a deep slumber. He immediately snapped back into the moment. "We're on the clock."

"Yeah, no shit. We've been on the clock," Zion replied.

"No, I mean we're really on the clock. We have just over ten minutes before they make their move."

"Damn it. OK, call it out. What am I doing?" Zion asked, urgency in his voice.

Jinx thought about it for a moment, the expression on his face revealing the conflicting ideas fighting for dominance in his mind.

"Jinx, call it out, brother. The only wrong answer is doing nothing," Zion urged.

Jinx nodded, thankful for that little extra push that Zion had provided for him. "Get up to the roof. If you don't see the drone in the sky, I want you to start putting the ammo bags up top."

"And if I do see the drone?" Zion inquired.

Jinx thought about it for a moment before shrugging. "What the hell, just put them up there anyway."

"I'm on it," Zion confirmed.

Jinx grabbed the radio, quickly changing the channel and speaking forcefully into it. "Burch, what's your twenty?"

"I'm at the house just across from the building I need to get into. I see a lot of movement in there, so I'm trying to figure out how I'm going to pull it off," Burch responded.

"Well, you have nine minutes to figure it out and get that APC, or else Zion and I are probably going to be dead," Jinx stated.

There was a long pause on the radio before Burch spoke up in a sarcastic manner. "Well damn, Jinx, don't put any pressure on me or anything."

"I'm not trying to put pressure on you, man. I'm just telling you what the situation is. And in nine minutes, they're going to make a move on this gun store unless we give them a reason not to. And you're that reason," Jinx explained.

"Copy that. Are you two getting out?" Burch asked.

"Yeah, we're going to try. But if that escape plan doesn't work, we're going to be in a bad situation," Jinx replied.

"OK, I'm making the move now," Burch confirmed.

The line went dead as Jinx hopped over the counter, walking with purpose towards the bathroom. As he entered, he turned his focus towards the floor. "Come on, where are you hiding at drain? You gotta be somewhere."

It took him a moment before spotting a drainpipe tucked away in the corner of a stall. "There you are."

Jinx pulled out one of the explosive devices from the bag, checking his watch before punching in the numbers on the timer. "OK, seven and a half minutes. Let's get a move on."

Jinx rushed back out into the store, hurrying down to the back room where the ladder was. Just as he entered, Zion's feet hit the floor, startling him. "How are we looking?"

"I was about to ask you the same thing," Zion replied.

"Got the bomb set. We'll have a thirty-second window from the time it goes off to when they're going to be coming through the front door. Now, what about the roof?" Jinx asked.

"There's no drone in the sky. And we're slightly higher up than the buildings across the street, so I don't think they can see me tossing the bags out onto the roof," Zion explained.

Jinx looked to the ground, seeing that there were only eight bags left. "Where are the rest of the bags? I thought we had fifty?"

"Fifty-six. And they're on the roof already," Zion corrected.

"How in the holy hell did you do that?" Jinx asked, astonished.

Zion smirked as he reached down and grabbed four bags, each one weighing around fifty pounds. He slung them onto his shoulders before beginning the climb to the roof. All Jinx could do was stand there and watch in amazement, muttering to himself, "I really need him to get me on a lifting regiment."

Over the next few minutes, Zion finished getting the bags of ammunition in place on the rooftop, while Jinx gathered up their treasure trove of weaponry, positioning it near the bathroom. Jinx stared at the radio, hoping it would come to life with Burch's voice. He desperately wanted to call for an update but knew that doing so could potentially put his friend in danger if he was sneaking around.

"That's the last of it. How are we doing on time?" Zion asked.

"Sixty seconds until showtime," Jinx replied.

"Any word from Burch?" Zion inquired.

"Not yet," Jinx responded.

"So what happens if there's not a sewer underneath that floor?" Zion questioned.

Jinx didn't respond verbally; instead, he just pointed down to the stack of guns resting against the wall beside them.

"How many of those bombs do you have left?" Zion asked.

"Three," Jinx answered.

"If this goes south, and the front of the building goes, hit the timer on all three of those so we can go out in a blaze of glory," Zion suggested.

"Or we could climb up top and chuck them over to the guys who took us down," Jinx countered.

"With all due respect, brother, I've been shot before. I'd much rather go out being blown up than shot," Zion replied.

Jinx let out a chuckle, exchanging a fist bump and nod with Zion. As they enjoyed their brief moment of levity, Jinx's watch began to beep. "Ten seconds. Here we go."

Both Zion and Jinx backed away further from the bathroom, taking refuge behind the counter. Jinx stared at his watch as it counted down. As the counter hit zero, there was a deafening sound that resonated through the room. The front shutters rattled, the glass shattering behind them. Zion and Jinx pulled themselves up off the ground, struggling to deal with the intense ringing in their ears. They attempted to speak to each other, but all they could hear was the ringing.

It took a moment for it to subside, and when it did, the first thing they heard was gunshots going off from outside.

"Come on, let's go see if we're lucky," Jinx said.

The two men grabbed their weapons and ammunition bags, slinging them over their shoulders as they rushed towards the bathroom, or what was left of it. As they stepped through the door, they saw the entire room obliterated. The stalls and toilets were in a thousand pieces, and there was an eight-foot-wide hole in the floor that led down into the ground. Jinx walked over, grabbing his flashlight and shining it down, revealing the sewer below.

"We're in business. Come on," Jinx urged.

As their boots splashed down into the sewer below, Jinx aimed his flashlight around, trying to get his bearings. "I think if we go down this way, it should take us to the west side of town."

"What's over there?" Zion asked.

Jinx could hear gunshots popping off from the rooftops outside. He motioned towards them as he spoke, "Hopefully none of that."

"What the hell are they shooting at anyway? Surely they couldn't see us through the shutters," Zion speculated.

"Either they're taking target practice on zombies..." Jinx's voice trailed off as Zion caught onto his line of thinking.

"Or Burch and Calvin are out there causing them some trouble," Zion finished.

"I know what I'm putting my money on," Jinx said with a grin.

Zion couldn't help but crack a smile, knowing that his friend Calvin was taking it to them. His smile only lasted a moment, however, as they heard an unsettling noise coming from above them.

"What in the hell is that?" Zion asked, concerned.

Jinx aimed the flashlight up, letting out some barely audible curses as he studied the concrete above them. "I don't think I like your tone, brother."

"And I don't like the way that's looking," Jinx replied, pointing to the concrete above them, which was developing some significant cracking. He held the light there, and the two of them could see the concrete continuing to separate.

"I'm no structural engineer, but that doesn't look right," Zion observed.

"Run!" Jinx shouted.

Both men took off running down the sewer, splashing through the pungent water as they went. As they moved, they could hear the concrete above them continuing to break apart, chunks of it splashing down behind them. As the two of them pumped their legs, the noise behind them continued to intensify. Jinx kept alternating the position of his flashlight, shining it up towards the ceiling and ahead so that he would see where he was going.

After fifty yards, Jinx slowed down, prompting Zion to push him in the back. "Come on, man, we gotta keep moving!"

Jinx aimed the flashlight up towards the concrete above. "It's solid, we're good."

The two of them turned around, watching as a portion of the sewer collapsed in on itself. The tight confines quickly filled with dust and debris, momentarily blinding the duo. As the dust began to settle, their attention was snapped towards the sound emanating from the collapse. While it was difficult to hear initially, they quickly realized that it was moaning. Jinx stepped in front of Zion, aiming his brand new scoped assault rifle down the sewer. With one hand on the trigger, he handed the flashlight over to Zion, who immediately aimed it towards the collapse.

"Holy shit!" Jinx exclaimed.

Jinx immediately squeezed off several shots as he saw a couple of dozen zombies picking themselves up off the ground. His aim was true, striking several ghouls in the head and dropping them back down. The noise, however, attracted attention from above, and within seconds, zombies were falling in through the opening on the street. Dozens of them fell onto their brethren, creating a pile of writhing, rotting flesh on the sewer base.

"We gotta move, man," Zion urged.

Jinx slung the rifle back over his shoulder before taking the flashlight and drawing his handgun. "Stay on my ass, we're going to be moving fast. There's bound to be a lot of dead ends down here, and I'll be damned if we're going to get stuck in one."

"I'm following you, brother," Zion confirmed.

Jinx led the duo down the sewer line, getting to an intersection about a hundred yards up from the collapse. He aimed the flashlight in both directions, seeing the sewer line stretching on far beyond the light. Jinx went deep into thought, as if he was trying to draw a map of the town in his mind. As he focused, Zion turned around as he heard moans coming from behind them.

"We're gonna have to get moving here, Jinx," Zion said.

Jinx held up a single finger, indicating that he needed another moment. After some more thought and a defeated sigh, he smacked Zion on the arm. "We're going to the right."

"Are you sure?" Zion asked.

"I'm pretty sure left would take us south towards the edge of town," Jinx explained.

"Getting out of town might be a good idea," Zion suggested.

"Unless we run into a mob of those things from the parking lots in the fields," Jinx countered.

Zion thought about it for a moment before shaking his head in frustration. "OK, to the right it is."

Jinx and Zion broke from their position, rushing through the sewer towards an unknown destination as the moaning behind them continued to intensify.


CHAPTER FIVE

Burch stared down at his radio as Jinx's voice came through loud and clear.

"I'm not trying to put pressure on you, man," Jinx said. "I'm just telling you what the situation is. And in nine minutes, they're going to make a move on this gun store unless we give them a reason not to. And you're that reason."

"Copy that. Are you two getting out?" Burch replied.

"Yeah, we're going to try. But if that escape plan doesn't work, we're going to be in a bad situation."

"OK, I'm making the move now."

Burch pocketed the radio and looked out the bedroom window from his position toward the target two-story building on the edge of downtown. There was about a hundred-yard run across an open lot before he'd reach the building. Despite the noise being made by the mob of creatures in downtown, there were still a few dozen of them milling about in the field.

Burch stared intently at the two-story building, which was an old-style office. Numerous windows dotted the brick facade, but his attention was honed in on the front door, which was being pushed open by a ghoul coming outside.

"Well, at least getting in there should be easy," Burch muttered to himself.

He pulled out a flashlight, giving it a thorough check before grabbing his knife. While he anticipated a mob of ghouls inside the building, he knew that if he fired a gun, he'd run the risk of the militiamen on the rooftops discovering him.

"There's nothing to it, Burch," he said, trying to psych himself up. "Just sprint past dozens of those things, break into a darkened building filled with ghouls that want to eat you, get up to the second floor, jump out the window onto a heavily fortified vehicle, get inside, and drive off before you get sniped from the rooftop."

Burch let out a horror laugh as he shook his head. "Next time, I'm going to the gun store."

Glancing down at his watch, he saw he had less than eight minutes to get it done. He immediately broke from cover, striding through the house before throwing open the back door.

Burch picked up speed as he darted across the backyard, wanting as much momentum as he could build before getting to the open field. Almost immediately, several creatures took notice of him and began shambling in his direction. Their moans were like a clarion call to their comrades, garnering their attention and pulling them toward the fresh meat.

Burch paid them no mind as he darted around the first wave of them, their outstretched hands grasping nothing but air as he blew by them. As he approached the next grouping of them, he was forced to lower his shoulder and plow through them, sending several of them sprawling to the ground.

He reached a clearing halfway across the field, no zombies within ten yards of him. However, the mob of creatures between him and the building was beginning to solidify as ghouls from across the field converged on his location.

"Dammit, now what?" he muttered under his breath.

Burch looked past the horde toward the door, seeing that creatures were beginning to shamble outside in greater numbers, drawn to the noise. With that entry point becoming less and less viable by the second, he turned his attention toward the windows on the far side of the building.

A couple of dozen zombies were on the fringes of the growing horde, but they were still spread out enough that he could push through them. At least he hoped that he could.

"There's no turning back now. Get moving," he urged himself.

Burch let out a huff as he began pumping his legs hard again, moving toward the right flank of the horde. Within seconds, he reached the front edge of the creatures, lowering his shoulder and plowing through a couple of them.

As he got to the second level, one of the ghouls managed to reach out and grab his arm. The sudden tug on his arm spun him around, but he kept his momentum as he yanked as hard as he could, trying to break free. The creature kept a firm grasp, causing it to stumble forward before Burch managed to break free. The zombie slammed into several other creatures, sending them all tumbling to the ground in a heap.

With the window only about ten yards away and zombies hot on his heels, Burch adjusted his run so that he was headed straight for a smaller ghoul. The zombie was so damaged that he couldn't tell how old or even what sex it was. The ghoul that remained was little more than a hunger-filled husk of rotting flesh.

Burch let out a grunt as he accelerated into the creature, grabbing it by the throat and lifting it off its feet. His arm muscles strained as he kept the ghoul clear of the ground before throwing it toward the window. The zombie moaned as it crashed through the glass, taking out the entirety of the window and wooden frame that held it in place.

Burch barely slowed down as he reached the window, jumping up and flinging his legs through the opening without so much as a cursory glance inside. As soon as he landed inside the small office building, the creature he had thrown through the window reached out and grabbed his leg. In a swift, forceful motion, he drove the tip of the knife into its forehead, ending the threat.

Burch yanked the knife free before grabbing his flashlight, however, he didn't turn it on. He could hear a lot of moaning and movement inside the building, as if dozens of creatures were wandering around the cubicles that took up the majority of the room. He stayed low and darted across the aisle into the first cubicle he spotted. A few seconds later, a couple of nearby ghouls shambled into the light as they investigated the shattered window.

Burch was completely covered in darkness, as the light from the windows didn't reach his cubicle. Despite the risks, he poked his head up from behind cover, looking out across the floor. While his eyes weren't fully adjusted to the darkness, he could still see a significant amount of movement. Even through the dimly lit room, he spotted the staircase in the middle of the back wall.

"Move, man, move!" Burch's thoughts were enough to get him up from his position, shoving one of the curious ghouls in the back as he darted down the aisle toward the back of the building.

The zombie stumbled forward, careening into a cubicle wall and bringing it down, sending an audible alert to the other ghouls. Within seconds, the moaning inside the office intensified, as every zombie on the floor focused in that direction. Burch didn't dwell on it, instead relying on instinct to drive his actions. As he reached the back aisle of the building, several creatures were there to greet him.

Burch did his best to keep his speed up, raising his knife and jamming it into the eye of the first creature he encountered. Rather than attempt to yank it free, he gripped the handle tight and continued pushing it back into the others. He let the weapon go, allowing it to fall to the ground along with the defeated ghoul. As he continued to run through the aisle toward the staircase, he drew another one of the knives, ready to strike if need be.

Burch bobbed and weaved his way through the aisle, shoving a few creatures out of the way while avoiding the decaying hands of others. As he reached the stairwell, he was relieved to only see a couple of ghouls attempting to navigate the stairs. He rushed up the stairs, knowing that his window to reach the vehicle was quickly closing. He darted to his right as the first creature he approached lunged for him, losing its balance and tumbling down to the first floor. The next creature he approached managed to take a step without tumbling, so Burch helped it along by grabbing its arm and shoving it hard on the back. He stopped for a moment and watched as the zombie flew through the air, landing on top of several ghouls attempting to pursue him to the second floor.

As Burch reached the second floor, he spotted some movement scattered around, but nowhere near as many creatures as were on the first floor. He quickly spotted the windows facing the APC and rushed to them. Burch made sure to stay out of sight from the building across the street, poking his head out from behind the wall to catch a quick glimpse of the threat. There was one militiaman standing not ten yards away from him, however, the man was looking out toward the neighborhood. In the alley just below the window was the APC, with the rebar sticking out. Several creatures roamed around it, drawn to the noise and movement the impaled zombies were making.

Burch looked down at his watch, seeing that he only had three minutes before their time was up. Rather than think things through, he continued to rely on instinct.

"Here goes nothing," Burch muttered.

Burch raised his assault rifle as he moved in front of the window.  It only took a split second for him to acquire the target and begin squeezing the trigger.

The bullets ripped through the window before reaching their intended target. Burch's aim was true as three rounds hit the militiaman center mass, dropping him to the ground.

Burch quickly looked to the alley below, getting his bearings on the APC. As he did, he could hear the moans intensifying behind him. He moved back as far as he could from the window before sprinting forward, covering his face as he leaped through it. The older glass and wooden frame shattered upon impact, weakened from the gunshots. Burch flew through the air, and within seconds he made contact with the APC. His feet hit the top, but his momentum carried him forward. His instincts kicked in, and he forced himself to drop down.

His body collided with some of the rebar, knocking the wind out of him as he managed to catch himself before falling completely off the vehicle. While he was dazed, he quickly snapped back to the moment as one of the ghouls impaled on the rebar reached out for him, grabbing onto his boot. Burch shook off the ghoul as he pulled himself to his feet, looking around frantically for the hatch. As he spotted it, gunshots went off from above, one of them ripping through his left shoulder.

Burch let out a scream as the pain was intense, a fire ripping through his muscles. He dropped to one knee, expecting the next shot to be the one that finished him off. He stayed there for several seconds, accepting his fate, but the kill shot never came. Confused, he looked back up toward the rooftop, seeing a militiaman slumped over the edge of the roof.

"Thanks, Calvin," Burch muttered.

Burch used his good arm to open up the hatch to the APC and jump inside. As he slammed the lid shut, he heard more bullets pinging off the metal roof.

"Shoot all you want, you aren't getting through this," he said to himself.

Burch made his way over to the controls, starting up the vehicle as he got into the driver's seat. He flicked a few switches before hitting the gas. The vehicle lurched forward and veered off to the side before Burch got full control over it.

"Easy now, girl, you're in good hands," he reassured the APC.

Burch made the turn away from downtown, running over a few creatures in the process. The vehicle's powerful engine roared as it sped through the streets, its armored exterior protecting Burch from the militia's onslaught.


CHAPTER SIX

Zion and Jinx continued making their way through the sewers. Despite putting considerable distance between them and the creatures who had fallen through the collapsed portion, their moans continued to echo throughout the corridors.

"I could live to be a hundred and that sound would still creep me out," Jinx said.

"Tell me about it, brother," Zion replied. "I thought hearing gunshots going off in my neighborhood every night was the worst sound. I'd love to go back to that if it meant I wouldn't have to hear that shit anymore."

"Be careful what you wish for. If the militia decides they want White Salmon..." Jinx trailed off as he noticed the look of concern on Zion's face, clearly bothered by the thought of that. He quickly changed the subject, shining his flashlight up towards the surface towards a manhole cover. "What do you say? You want to see where we are?"

Zion perked up, nodding as he began climbing up the ladder. It only took him a moment to get to the top, pushing gently on the metal cover and lifting it up a few inches. A split second later, he ducked back down, the cover clattering back into place with a metallic sound.

"I'm going to go out on a limb and assume it didn't look good?" Jinx asked.

Zion shook his head as he climbed back down the ladder, splashing down in the sewer water before speaking. "I knocked one of those things onto its ass when I picked it up, and there was nothing but feet past it."

"I guess we keep walking then," Jinx said.

Zion nodded as the two of them continued working their way down the sewer line. "I don't know about you, but I'm going to insist on a hot shower when I get back to town," Jinx added.

"Damn right. Once we're on the road, I'm calling ahead and having someone start a damn bonfire to heat up some water. At this point, I'm ready to clearcut the entire forest to keep that flow of hot water going," Zion replied.

"I'm going to make some calls and push for a weekend pass to Seattle," Jinx said.

"You getting tired of the small-town life already?" Zion asked.

"Not at all. But they have power in some parts of the city."

"Oh hell, sign my ass up for that," Zion responded.

Jinx smirked as he replied in a playful tone, "Oh, are you getting tired of the small-town life already?"

"If it means I can have power, hell yeah I am. Hot water and video games? I'd never leave my apartment," Zion said.

Jinx continued laughing as he led them deeper into the sewers. "Rumor has it they have the water and sewer system back up and running as well."

"If you're truly my friend, you'll never say the word 'sewer' to me again," Zion said.

Both of them broke into a fit of laughter at their current situation, but it was short-lived as the light coming from Jinx's flashlight began reflecting off a solid brick wall ahead.

"Well, that doesn't look promising," Jinx muttered.

Jinx got up close to the wall, shining the light all around, hoping that there was another tunnel leading off to either side. He let out a sigh as the only thing he found was more wall. "Looks like this is the end of the line."

"You want me to check it out?" Zion asked.

"Nah, I got it," Jinx replied.

Jinx handed over a couple of heavy bags of ammunition to Zion before climbing up the ladder. He paused at the top, mentally preparing himself for the bad news he was bound to see once he lifted up the manhole cover. As he pressed on the metal cover, pushing it up a few inches, he muttered curse words under his breath as he laid eyes on an impossible situation. The sewer line had dead-ended in a neighborhood teeming with zombies. Dozens were in every direction around the manhole. While they were somewhat spread out, there were more than enough close to the manhole to cause them significant problems. Jinx continued staring out past the creatures, hoping to find someplace to lie low. While there were lots of options to pick from, he settled on a two-story brick house directly across from them. Most of the houses in the neighborhood had bars on the windows, but this one didn't. Jinx would have loved to have had the extra layer of security, especially given how many of those things were roaming around, but it would slow them down in getting in. And time was something they didn't have the luxury of with that big of a mob surrounding them. Jinx slid back down the ladder, where Zion was anxiously awaiting.

"So how are we looking?" Zion asked.

"About as good as we did when you checked," Jinx replied.

"Dammit. So what's the play?"

"We have to get above ground. Those things are still roaming around down here, and I want to move on our terms, not theirs,“ Jinx explained.

"Where are we going?" Zion asked.

"There's a brick house just across from us to the right of the ladder. It's two stories, so worst case, we should be able to barricade the stairs," Jinx replied.

"And then what?" Zion asked.

"Hope that Burch got ahold of that APC. Because if he didn't, then we're going to have to make some hard choices," Jinx said.

"I do love it when you give those upbeat speeches before a suicide run," Zion smirked as Jinx moved over to the ladder. Before he could begin climbing, Zion pulled him back, taking the lead.

"I'll go up first. I'll clear the way for you to get up," Zion said.

Jinx nodded, knowing that Zion was right. "Let's do it."

Zion got up to the manhole cover, glancing down to get a thumbs up from Jinx before breaking out. With a forceful shove, he tossed the heavy metal cover to the side before leaping to the pavement. Immediately one of the nearby zombies turned and reached out for him, excited to have fresh meat in front of it. Zion wasted no time in attacking the ghoul, stepping forward and grasping the zombie by the throat and choke-slamming it to the ground. He could hear the skull crack from the impact, causing the creature to convulse for a moment before falling lifeless. The commotion, however, drew the attention of the dozens of zombies in the immediate vicinity, all of whom began shambling towards them. Zion grabbed the heavy manhole cover, gripping it with one hand and swinging it as hard as he could towards a couple of nearby creatures. The weight of the makeshift weapon made quick work of the heads of the ghouls as it made contact with them.

"Are you coming or not?" Zion called out.

"Yeah yeah, working on it," Jinx grumbled.

Jinx struggled to get through the manhole cover with the number of weapons and bags that were slung over his shoulder. It took a moment, but finally, he was above ground.

"To the house, let's move," Jinx ordered.

Zion and Jinx took off towards the house, Zion leading the way like a fullback, plowing through anything in his way. Jinx, on the other hand, took a more violent approach to their run, slinging his assault rifle around and popping off rounds as they ran. The duo left a trail of bodies in their wake as they rushed towards the house. When Zion reached the door, he wasted no time in delivering a forceful kick to the door. However, it was locked up tight, the entire frame bouncing upon impact.

"It's not budging!" Zion shouted.

"Figure it out, man!" Jinx urged.

Jinx stood a few feet away from Zion, aiming his rifle at the closest zombies and squeezing the trigger. For every one he dropped, however, it seemed like two more popped up in their place. After several shots, Jinx dropped the rifle down a bit so that he could get a better look at the battlefield. "Just shoot the damn locks out!"

Jinx's panic was deserved due to hundreds of ghouls shambling towards them. Despite Jinx's best efforts, there were dozens of zombies already in the yard and getting closer. Zion gave the door one more forceful kick, which did nothing but make his leg recoil with a hint of pain.

"Ah to hell with this," Zion muttered.

Zion swung the shotgun around from his shoulder, chambering a round before aiming it at the locks. His first shot ripped through the deadbolt, and rather than risk it, he chambered another round and sent it through the latch, opening the door. "We're in!"

Jinx squeezed off several more rounds, striking down several ghouls before retreating into the house. As they cleared the threshold, Jinx threw the door closed as Zion grabbed a bookcase that was directly behind it and pulled it to the ground.

"That ain't gonna hold them for long," Zion warned.

"It doesn't need to. Just get upstairs!" Jinx ordered.

Zion nodded and followed Jinx through the house towards the staircase in the middle. Before they reached it, the zombie mob reached the front door, pushing and banging against it, motivating them to move even faster. The two of them rushed up the stairs, getting to the second floor and quickly clearing it.

"Now what?" Zion asked.

"Start throwing everything you can find down the stairs. We're going to have to hold them off until Burch and Calvin get here," Jinx explained.

Zion nodded and immediately grabbed a bookcase that was just across from the stairs. With a forceful shove, he sent it tumbling down the stairs, the cheaply made furniture breaking up as it went. "Well that ain't gonna work."

Jinx let out a whistle from the master bedroom at the far end of the hall, getting Zion's attention. "I have the good stuff in here!"

Zion rushed into the bedroom to find an antique chest of drawers along the back wall. Both he and Jinx groaned upon lifting it up, the weight almost more than they could handle. Despite their struggles, they managed to get it out of the bedroom and at the top of the stairs. Before they pushed it down, they spotted a couple of creatures beginning to ascend.

"How about a little bowling for zombies?" Jinx suggested.

"They're set up, so let's knock 'em down!" Zion replied.

The two of them let out groans as they pushed the heavy piece of furniture over the top step. Once gravity took over, they watched with satisfaction as the antique wood bounced on the stairs, crushing the two creatures that were on it. When it made it to the first floor, the front legs of the piece cracked through the wooden floorboards, wedging itself into place right in the middle of the stairs. A few ghouls came up to it, trying to get through, but there wasn't enough room.

"That seems to have done the trick," Zion said.

"If it's all the same to you, I'd like to get a few more obstacles for them to get through," Jinx replied.

"I'll check the other bedrooms for some lighter stuff," Zion offered.

"I'll see what else is in the master," Jinx said.

"Don't worry about it. You get Burch on the line and let him know where we are," Zion instructed.

Zion walked over to the window at the far end of the hallway, looking out and seeing a horde of ghouls spread out over the neighboring yards. "Because I don't want to be here any longer than I have to."

"We'll be out of here soon," Jinx assured him.

Jinx nodded as he retreated into the master bedroom, pulling out the radio and tuning it to the right channel. "Hey Burch, do you copy?"

"I read you, Jinx," Burch replied.

"Good, because we're in a bit of a situation and could use some help."


CHAPTER SEVEN

Burch drove the APC down the road towards the house where Calvin was holed up. Despite knowing that the vehicle wouldn't be affected by regular bullets, the militiamen stranded on the rooftops of downtown continued to fire.

"Those boys are big mad at me," Burch said with a satisfied chuckle as he drove down the road, not worrying about rolling over zombies in his path. He cracked a smile and began petting the steering wheel like it was a beloved pet. "Oh girl, where have you been all my life? Or at least since the beginning of all this undead nonsense."

Burch continued to drive down the street, making a right turn to cut through the yard of the target house. As he got to the back of the house, right underneath a bedroom window, he popped up through the hatch.

"Come on Calvin, where are you at?" Burch let out a deafening whistle, hoping it would be enough to get the attention of his sharpshooting partner. A few tense moments passed as dreadful thoughts began pouring through Burch's mind about Calvin's fate. Fortunately, all of them were unfounded as the window above the APC opened, and Calvin's smiling face emerged from above.

"That's a nice ride you got there. Are you going my way, sailor?" Calvin teased.

Burch chuckled and gave Calvin a playful middle finger. "Would you get down here? We need to figure out where Jinx and Zion are."

Before they could do anything else, they heard a thunderous crashing sound in the distance, soon followed by gunfire.

"Did he just blow something else up?" Calvin asked.

"When did he blow something up?" Burch replied.

"Right about the time you jumped out that window," Calvin said.

"I must have missed it since I was being shot at," Burch said.

"You'd be amazed at what you miss when bullets are whizzing by your head," Calvin remarked.

"Lots of experience with that, huh?" Burch inquired.

"More than I'd like. Let's just say I had some feuds with my neighbors while growing up," Calvin admitted.

Burch shook his head and laughed before motioning for Calvin to come down. Rather than take the stairs, Calvin went feet first out of the window, hanging onto the ledge before hopping down the final couple of feet to the roof of the vehicle. Burch helped him inside, both of them getting settled before securing the hatch and discussing their situation.

"Have you heard from Jinx?" Calvin asked.

"Just before I made that suicide run to pick this beauty up," Burch replied.

"Did he say where he was going?" Calvin inquired.

"They were going to try the sewer again," Burch said.

"Let's get to the other side of town then," Calvin suggested.

"Is that where the sewer leads?" Burch asked.

"No clue, but it makes sense in my head. It dead-ended just short of downtown, so maybe it does on the other side too," Calvin speculated.

Burch thought about it for a moment before nodding in agreement. "It's as good an idea as any. It's probably best we don't hang around here."

"Those boys ain't getting down off the roof without one of these," Calvin noted.

"Yeah, but I'd wager they have radios and can let their friends know where we are," Burch said.

Calvin nodded in agreement before waving his hand in a flourish towards the steering wheel. "By all means, sir, take us away."

Burch quickly got back behind the wheel and hit the gas, the vehicle lurching forward as the tracks caught traction. He headed north, cutting through the yards without a care in the world.

"Hey Calvin," Burch called out.

"What's up, Burch?" Calvin responded.

"I really appreciate your shooting back there. When that guy sent a round through my shoulder, I thought I was done for," Burch said.

"Just doing my job," Calvin replied.

"Still, I know shooting another man isn't the easiest thing to do. I just want you to know I appreciate it," Burch said.

"Well, he was messing with my buddy. I don't stand for that kind of stuff," Calvin stated.

Over the next twenty minutes, Burch drove them through the neighborhoods, running over zombies as they went. While they drove, Calvin looked through the small, bulletproof slats on the side of the vehicle, trying to spot any signs of militia activity. Once they got in the vicinity of the west side of town, Burch parked the APC underneath a vacant carport and switched it off. He made sure that the radio was on the correct channel before setting it on the dash.

"Did you see anything while we were driving?" Burch asked.

"Just those undead critters. And man, there were a load of them too," Calvin replied.

"Don't worry, with this thing we'll just roll right over them without any trouble," Burch assured.

"What about the gas? Something this big has gotta guzzle it more than a porn star guzzles..." Calvin almost finished his thought before realizing he was sitting with Burch and not his Portland crew. While he was friendly with Burch, he didn't know how receptive he would be to that level of inappropriate humor.

Burch waited for him to finish his thought, ultimately breaking into laughter as he could see the conflicted thoughts fighting it out in Calvin's head. "I get what you're saying. Don't worry, this may be a big bitch, but she's fuel efficient." Burch glanced back at the fuel gauge, seeing that it was still half full. "We have a couple hundred more miles before we have to worry."

"That's a relief. It was a chore to get a hold of her. I'd hate to go through that trouble only to run on empty before we could do what we needed to do," Calvin said.

"Well, we're good. And Calvin..."

"Yeah, Burch?" Calvin responded.

"Just for the record, I'm R-rated and I've heard it all. So you don't have to censor yourself around me," Burch assured.

Calvin let out a chuckle as he nodded. "Duly noted."

Before they could continue, the radio crackled to life.

"Hey Burch, do you copy?" Jinx's voice came through.

"I read you, Jinx," Burch replied.

"Good, because we're in a bit of a situation and could use some help," Jinx said.

"What's going on?" Burch asked.

"We got back into the sewer that led west, but in the process, I may have collapsed half of the side street," Jinx explained.

"Yeah, that sounds pretty on-brand for you," Burch said.

A hint of laughter came over the radio as Jinx continued. "Yeah, I know. I mean, if I'm going to have a reputation, this one isn't the worst one to have."

"So where are you two at now?" Burch inquired.

"In a neighborhood about a mile west of downtown. I don't know the exact location, but it's a two-story brick house. You can't miss it," Jinx described.

"Yeah, I'm sure that you're the only owner of a two-story brick house in this town. Because it's such a rare and unique design," Burch quipped.

"Well, this one does have a thousand of those things surrounding it," Jinx pointed out.

"That might make it a little easier to spot," Burch conceded.

"Were you able to acquire us a ride?" Jinx asked.

"The APC is gassed up and ready to go," Burch confirmed.

"Good, because you're going to need it to get us out," Jinx said.

A loud gunshot went off on the radio, causing Burch to flinch.

"Holy hell Jinx, are you OK? What the hell was that?" Burch asked.

"Yeah, we're fine. Zion just popped off a shotgun shell into some of those things," Jinx replied.

"If there's a thousand of them, why is he wasting the ammo?" Burch questioned.

"Oh, did I forget to mention that they're inside the house?" Jinx added.

"You probably should have led with that. We're on the way!" Burch's voice carried a panicked sense of urgency, prompting Jinx to let out a guttural laugh. When the laughter hit Burch's ears, he looked over to Calvin, both of them confused.

"I'm starting to think you and I have very different senses of humor, Corporal," Burch remarked.

"Relax, Burch, we're fine. We're on the second floor and have the staircase barricaded pretty well," Jinx assured.

"If it's barricaded so well, then why is Zion shooting?" Burch asked.

"We'll file it under better safe than sorry," Jinx replied.

"Well, look, we're not too far out. Hang tight and be ready to move when we get there," Burch instructed.

"Copy that," Jinx acknowledged.

Burch tossed the radio back onto the dash and hit the gas, the vehicle lurching forward from the carport. He drove with purpose, rushing to the western neighborhood before cutting south.

"I think we're about a mile outside of downtown. Just keep an eye out for a mob of those things," Burch instructed.

"You got it," Calvin replied.

Calvin bounced back and forth between the two sides of the vehicle, looking out the slats in the hopes of spotting the mob. As he did that, Burch focused on the road ahead. They barely got a few blocks before Calvin yelled out.

"I think I got them. Back it up and to the right," Calvin directed.

Burch did as instructed, throwing the vehicle into reverse and pulling back to the last intersection. As he spun the APC around, he let out a gasp.

"Mother of god, that's a lot of those things," Burch exclaimed.

The two of them looked through the front of the vehicle, seeing the horde of zombies around the two-story brick house a block up. The creatures were pressed tightly against each other, densely packed all the way to the house.

"Hey Jinx, we found you. Where do you want us to pull up?" Burch asked.

"Do you think you can get to the north side of the house? There's a window on the side yard," Jinx suggested.

"Yeah, we're on the way," Burch confirmed.

"We'll be ready," Jinx replied.

Burch hit the gas, picking up some steam as they headed towards the mob. "You may want to hang on, this is going to get a little bumpy."

Calvin took a seat, grabbing onto one of the railings inside for stability. A few seconds later, the vehicle began shaking violently, bouncing up and down as the tracks rolled over the bodies of the ghouls. While there wasn't a chance of the vehicle getting stuck, it was still a slow process of pushing through them. Some of the ghouls were simply moved to the side, while others fell underneath the treads. A few unlucky ghouls had the rebar pierce right through their bodies, dragging them along on the trip to the house. It took several minutes of slow moving, but eventually, the APC pulled up to the house.

"Get the hatch, will you?" Burch requested.

"You got it," Calvin replied.

Calvin popped open the top hatch and was immediately greeted by Jinx's smiling face just a few feet above.

"I know you military boys don't make that much money, but damn, I'll chip in a few bucks if it means you can live in a better neighborhood," Calvin joked.

Jinx let out a laugh as he began handing down the weapons and ammunition they had gathered. "Don't worry, we weren't buyers."

"So you're squatters then," Calvin remarked.

Jinx just shook his head before turning back and yelling out, "Hey Zion, our ride is here!"

Another shotgun blast went off before Zion appeared in the window.

"Come on, let me get you down there. They're starting to squeeze through the debris," Zion said.

Jinx nodded and hopped out the window, grabbing onto Zion's arm as he lowered him down to the vehicle roof. As soon as Jinx was safe, Zion deftly hopped out the window, grabbing onto the sill and dropping safely onto the roof. As they got into the vehicle, Jinx immediately spotted the bullet wound on Burch's shoulder.

"Jesus man, you're shot?" Jinx exclaimed.

"Yeah, it's a flesh wound," Burch replied.

"Still, go sit in the back and get it properly wrapped up. I'll drive us out of here," Jinx ordered.

"Do you have any idea where we're going or what we're going to do?" Zion asked.

"Yeah, we're going to get our boat back."


CHAPTER EIGHT

Jinx drove the APC towards the northern part of town, eventually rolling out of the neighborhood and into a wooded area between the last house and the river. Once he found a covered spot that overlooked the water, he turned back to the others.

"OK, we should be safe up here, at least until we figure out exactly what we're doing," Jinx said.

"Do you know where the boat is?" Zion asked.

"Somewhere out there on the water," Jinx replied. "If that drone was still active, they have to be close to town."

Calvin put the finishing touches on a new bandage from one of the medical kits that was stashed away. He gave Burch a pat on the arm once he was done, causing him to wince.

"Hey, easy there," Burch said.

"Sorry, man," Calvin said. "Muscle memory taking over there. But you're good to go."

Burch moved his arm around a bit, groaning as pain shot through his body. "Yeah, that's going to get real stiff now that the adrenaline is wearing off."

Calvin tossed him a pack of pain medication from the med kit, but Burch shook his head once he realized what they were.

"I need to stay alert, especially if we're going to be retaking the boat," Burch said.

"No offense, Burch," Zion interjected, "but even without those pain meds, you aren't coming with us to take the boat. So you might as well go ahead and take them."

Burch looked over to Jinx, who gave a nod. "Zion's right. You're not good in a fight, especially a potential amphibious assault."

Burch's frustration was chiseled into his face, but he softened once he realized that Jinx was right. "Let me have that water."

Calvin handed a bottle over to him so that he could take the pills. Once they were down, he finished off the bottle before tossing it aside. "OK, so how are we getting them back?"

"Zion, do you have any experience with amphibious assaults?" Jinx asked.

"I realize this is going to come as a shock to you, Jinx, but I didn't really get to spend a lot of time in the pool while growing up in the inner city," Zion replied.

"Fair enough. Calvin?" Jinx continued.

"I can pick somebody off from shore. But unless it involves a six-pack and skinny dipping with a hot girl, I'm not much use in the water," Calvin admitted.

"I'm starting to think taking the boat back by force isn't going to be the way to go," Jinx said.

"We're already trading their men for the ammo. Why not just add our guys onto the deal as well?" Zion suggested.

"I wouldn't make a two-for-one deal," Jinx said.

"Then you better be damn convincing when you call his ass up," Zion said.

Jinx contemplated the situation for a moment before acting. "Dammit," he muttered.

Jinx knew that Zion was right, and there wasn't another way. They didn't have the manpower to retake the boat by force, and he knew it. "OK, here goes nothing."

Jinx grabbed the radio, dialing it up to the proper channel before clicking it on. "Hey Lucas, are you there, buddy?"

Almost immediately, a surly voice came over the radio that Jinx didn't recognize. "Hang on. I'll get him."

Despite the short message, Jinx and the others could tell the seething anger and frustration bubbling up within the man.

"I'm guessing they know we borrowed their ride," Jinx said.

"Hello, Jinx, good of you to reach out," Lucas's voice crackled over the radio. "I must say, I am impressed with what you've done of late."

"You should see me when my back isn't against the wall and I have some time to plan. I've just been making this up as I go along," Jinx replied.

"Your Corporal Parker here did say that I shouldn't underestimate you," Lucas said.

"I gotta say, that is sound advice," Jinx responded.

"The ironic thing is, I didn't think I was underestimating you," Lucas said.

"I knew you were going to try something, even if I secretly hoped you'd take the easy way out and leave the ammo for us. Collapsing an entire street, however, wasn't on my bingo card," Lucas admitted.

"Don't forget your little recreational vehicle here," Jinx said.

"Rest assured, I haven't forgotten about it. In fact, I'm guessing that's why you're calling," Lucas said.

"You'd be correct. And as much as I love the high-brow conversations with you, what do you say we just cut to the chase?" Jinx suggested.

"The floor is yours, Jinx. By all means, speak your mind," Lucas replied.

"We both have something the other wants. You have my men, and I have the only vehicle nearby that would allow you to get to your men," Jinx explained.

"And what makes you think I don't have a fleet of those APC vehicles just sitting on the edge of town?" Lucas challenged.

"Because if you had more than one, you would have used it already to go collect your men. You also would have made a beeline to the gun store. The simple fact that it's been well over an hour since we vacated the premises and you're still on the boat and taking my calls tells me I have the only one," Jinx reasoned.

"That's some solid reasoning. And you're correct, Jinx. You do have the only one at my disposal," Lucas admitted. "But surely you must realize that we are well-supplied and can easily call for reinforcements."

"Bend is a hundred and fifty miles away on a good day. Based on the injuries some of your men have from my sniper, we both know that they're going to need medical attention sooner rather than later. And you know that calling in reinforcements will take time that you don't have," Jinx countered.

"You are a clever one. So what would you like in exchange for my vehicle?" Lucas asked.

"You have two things I need. My men on that boat, and the ammo that we have on the roof of the gun store," Jinx stated.

"Trading two for one doesn't sound like a favorable deal for me, Jinx," Lucas said.

"If it makes you feel better, pretend that I have a coupon," Jinx said.

Lucas let out a bit of a laugh before continuing. "I wish I could, Jinx, I really do. But when my boss learns that I gave away the farm just to save my men, he's not going to be happy."

"Is saving lives not enough for him?" Jinx asked.

"I'm afraid it's not," Lucas replied.

"Sounds like you have a great boss there," Jinx said.

"I've had worse," Lucas admitted.

"OK, I tell you what. You agree to my deal, and I'll make sure you get five of those bags from the roof of the gun store. That's ten thousand rounds of ammo. It's not what you were hoping to get from this raid, but it's not exactly chump change," Jinx offered.

"Make it twenty bags and we'll consider it a done deal," Lucas countered.

"Fifteen bags. Final offer," Jinx said.

"I can live with fifteen. So how would you like to proceed?" Lucas asked.

"There's a town just to the east of here called Fishers Corner. Dave there should have a map that can show you exactly where. There's a small breakaway street of houses to the southwest. Meet us there in two hours and we'll do the exchange," Jinx instructed.

"Do you want your people with me?" Lucas asked.

"You can leave them on the boat. Just make sure they have a radio so that I can talk to them. And it would be swell if you remembered that we have code words worked out. So if you're thinking of leaving a man behind to keep them under lock and key, just know that I'll know," Jinx warned.

"Jinx, as I have told you before, I strive to be a man of my word. And I'm telling you now that there won't be anybody on this boat outside of your men," Lucas assured him.

"Good, and one more thing," Jinx added.

"Name it," Lucas said.

"I want you to come alone," Jinx demanded.

"I will see you in two hours," Lucas agreed.

The line went dead as Jinx put the radio down, letting out a sigh of relief after the tense negotiations.

"Do you trust him?" Zion asked.

"Normally I'd say not as far as I could throw him, but there's something different about him," Jinx said.

"Uh, Jinx?" Burch interjected.

"Oh, don't get me wrong, Burch. We're going to be armed to the teeth and ready for an ambush. Still, though, he seemed sincere," Jinx assured him.

"OK, I was starting to get worried for a moment there," Burch said.

"What you should be worried about is that I haven't blown anything up in the last hour, and still have a few of those devices left," Jinx said with a wink, prompting the Private to roll his eyes in response.

"Come on, we have a haul to get back to Fishers Corner. And the clock is ticking," Jinx said.

Jinx got back into the driver's seat as everyone settled into the back of the APC. Before starting it up, he looked down at his watch, punching in the two hours into it before starting the countdown.

While Jinx drove, the others in the back began checking the weapons. Calvin dug through the collection of gear that they had taken from the gun shop, getting a smile on his face when he saw a high-end hunting rifle.

"Oh, please tell me that you picked that one up for me

," Calvin said.

"Yeah, I know you're not a fan of those military-style sniper rifles, so I had Jinx there pick you out something nice," Zion said.

Calvin picked up the sleek black hunting rifle, checking every moving part on it. He was filled with so much excitement that he wasn't blinking, just staring in amazement at the weapon. "The gun shop close to where I lived had one like this. This is the kind of weapon you'd have to pass a credit check before they'd even let you hold it. But they couldn't stop me from staring at it like a teenager spotting his first set of titties."

Calvin looked through the scope, moving the various dials around to see what they did. "Oh, that's fantastic right there."

"What is it?" Zion asked.

"Jinx sprung for the night vision on it," Calvin said.

"There are a few more of those night vision scopes in the bags too," Jinx said. "They're not going to do us a whole lot of good today, but they should come in handy for those on watch."

"Oh, without a doubt. Those militia bastards are sneaky when the moon hides behind the clouds," Calvin said.

"Well, they aren't going to be doing it anymore," Burch chimed in.

"Really guys, from the bottom of my heart, thank you for this. I will treasure it always," Calvin said.

"You can thank us by shooting people with it if they start shooting at us," Jinx said.

"You just tell me where you want me to shoot them, Jinx. Because with this scope, I'll be able to hit just about anything night or day," Calvin promised.

Calvin settled into his seat, still admiring his new weapon. Meanwhile, Burch looked over to Zion with puppy dog eyes.

"Can I help you, Burch?" Zion asked.

"Well, you got him a new toy, I want one too!" Burch said, breaking into laughter. The laughs didn't last long as it agitated his gunshot wound, forcing a groan out of him.

"Yeah, you better take it easy, brother," Zion advised.

"Yeah, yeah. Still, something new would have been nice," Burch said.

Zion reached into the pile on the floor, moving a couple of bags out of the way before pulling out one of the scoped assault rifles. He held it up in front of Burch's face. "If I give you this, are you going to stop pouting?"

Burch perked up, smiling and nodding playfully. "Oh, without a doubt."

Zion tossed the weapon over to Burch, who got a big grin on his face, still continuing on with the playful tone. "Thank you, Santa Zion."

"You're welcome. Now never call me that again," Zion said.

Zion remained stone-faced for a few seconds before breaking into laughter himself. The laughter was contagious, as everyone inside the vehicle joined in. Despite the seriousness of their situation, the group savored moments of levity like this.


CHAPTER NINE

Jinx rolled the APC into Fishers Corner, the rumble of the engine and the sound of the treads on the pavement sending noise radiating through the air. He quickly pulled it behind a house and shut it down. Before he could even get out of his seat, however, he looked out towards the neighborhood just across the field behind them, spotting a handful of zombies shambling in their direction.

“It is not going to take a lot of noise to draw those things this way,” Jinx remarked.

“We got company?” Zion asked.

“Just a handful of stragglers,” Jinx replied.

Both men looked out the window back towards the neighborhood, staring at the encroaching ghouls as they shambled across the field. Their main focus was past them, to the tree line, hoping that they weren't joined by any more of their friends. When the zombies reached the halfway point of the field, with nobody following in their footsteps, both of them relaxed a bit.

“Go take them out quietly and get back here. We have some pre-party planning to get done,” Jinx instructed.

“I’m on it,” Zion responded.

Zion walked back and popped the hatch open, pulling himself out quickly.

“Where are you off to?” Calvin asked.

“Just going to bust a few heads. I’ll be right back,” Zion said.

Calvin shrugged as Zion jumped off the roof of the APC, clearing the rebar with ease. Wasting no time, Zion strolled out into the field, honing in on the closest zombie, which was a few yards away from the other two creatures. Zion pulled a knife from its sheath before planting it right into the forehead of the lead ghoul. He never broke stride as he yanked it right back out on his way to the second target.

“OK, hope you’re ready, because you’re next,” Zion muttered.

Zion smacked the outstretched arms of the ghoul out of the way before jamming the blade through the eye socket. He held the entire body weight of the zombie up for a few seconds as it convulsed before shoving it backward to free his blade. The other ghoul had adjusted its course, wandering over towards Zion with an excited moan. Before Zion struck it down, an idea sparked in his mind.

“Nah, I got something better for you,” Zion said.

Zion sheathed his weapon, standing there unarmed as the ghoul got closer and closer to him. Just as the creature's decrepit fingers got within inches of him, Zion smacked them away, spinning the zombie around. Grabbing the creature by the back of the shirt, Zion pushed it back towards the houses. His strength was more than enough to contain the violent thrashings of the zombie as it desperately tried to break free.

As he approached the APC, the others stared at him in confusion.

“Zion buddy, we've been over this. Just because they're cute and cuddly doesn't mean you can keep one as a pet. Even if you promise to feed him every day,” Calvin quipped.

“I’m guessing you had some ideas about what to do with him?” Jinx inquired.

“Hopefully your new best friend Lucas is on the up and up. But if he's not, my enthusiastic friend here might be of some use,” Zion explained.

“How? He's not an attack dog,” Burch said.

“Oh, he very much is. Now we may not be able to bark out commands to him, but if we point him in the right direction, he'll bite,” Zion countered.

“I'm still not seeing it,” Burch admitted.

“I know we haven't hammered out the plan yet, but I'm pretty damn sure it's going to involve us taking cover in a house, right?” Zion asked.

Zion stared down the others, who all shrugged and nodded in agreement.

“Good. Now these houses have closets, right? We slam ole Fido into one of them, and if we get company, we let him out to play,” Zion proposed.

“I like it. Find a spot for him two doors down,” Jinx instructed.

“Somebody want to get the doors for me?” Zion asked.

“I got it. I only got one arm, so might as well feel useful while I can,” Burch offered.

As the two of them walked off to stash their surprise, Calvin and Jinx walked around to the front of the house. Jinx made his way over to the front stoop, taking a seat on one of the brick stairs as Calvin played around with his new rifle.

“Calvin, I got a question for you,” Jinx began.

“What do you want to know?” Calvin replied.

“When you and Burch were on your own, did you shoot anybody that saw you?” Jinx asked.

Calvin racked his brain for a moment before nodding. “I can't say for certain, but I think so. Although, I'm pretty sure it's the same guy I shot last, and he didn't make it. Why do you ask?”

“Because Lucas only knows for certain that there's three of us. Me and Zion from the gun store, and Burch who took his toy out for a joyride,” Jinx explained.

“So you want me to be out of sight, out of mind, huh?” Calvin guessed.

“Yeah, that's what I'm thinking. I'm going to talk to him man to man out in the street. I'll have Zion backing me up, and I'll have Burch down the street zombie sitting,” Jinx detailed.

“Where do you want me?” Calvin inquired.

“Wherever you think you're going to be most effective with that thing,” Jinx replied, pointing down to Calvin's new rifle, prompting him to give the weapon a hug.

“How much time we got before it's showtime?” Calvin asked.

“About forty-five minutes,” Jinx estimated.

Calvin stood up, walking over to the middle of the street with Jinx following behind. He stood there for several moments, taking long looks in both directions. After another minute of contemplation, he pointed towards a large tree a block down.

“I'm going to get up in that big boy,” Calvin decided.

“You're going to be exposed up there,” Jinx warned.

“I'm also going to have full view of the battlefield. And if I get up high enough, I'll be able to keep an eye on our rear too,” Calvin explained.

“What if you need to get down in a hurry?” Jinx questioned.

“I saw some rope back in the APC that I think I'll borrow. I guess with those boys only using the top entrance they've had to rappel down some stuff before. I'm going to do the same thing if it comes down to it,” Calvin reasoned.

“OK, if that's where you want to go,” Jinx agreed.

“I want to go back to my house and curl up with my woman for some much-needed R and R. But as far as this moment goes, yeah, I guess that's where I want to be,” Calvin stated.

“Do what you need to do, and let me know if you need anything,” Jinx offered.

“You got it, Jinx,” Calvin acknowledged.

“And Calvin?” Jinx called.

“Yeah, buddy?” Calvin answered.

“If you see anybody, and I mean anybody other than Lucas trying to get the jump on us, you do not hesitate or wait on them to fire first,” Jinx instructed.

“I'm your angel in the sky,” Calvin assured.

Jinx nodded as Calvin rushed off to get prepared for the assault. Left alone in the middle of the road, Jinx looked around the neighborhood, taking in its beauty. Thoughts of children running around playing and parents mowing the lawn and grilling out began creeping into his mind. With a whistle blaring out behind him, the vision of a bygone era vanished.

“Yeah, Zion?” Jinx called.

“Come on, man, we need you,” Zion urged.

“I'll be there in a second,” Jinx replied.

Jinx stood there for another moment, taking in the beauty of the neighborhood before letting out a sigh. “It's a shame we might have to wreck this place because it is beautiful.”

Jinx and the others used the next forty minutes to fortify their positions, preparing for the worst while hoping for the best. With a few minutes to spare, Jinx plopped himself down on the front stoop of the house, cracking open a bottle of water and enjoying the moment of quiet. The moment was short-lived as the radio sprang to life.

“Hello, Jinx, I am approaching your position and will be in Fishers Corner in a matter of minutes,” Lucas's voice crackled through the radio.

“I'll be in the street awaiting your arrival,” Jinx replied.

“Wonderful. And as agreed, I am coming alone,” Lucas confirmed.

“Let's all hope so,” Jinx muttered.

Jinx glanced back to the front window, where Zion was sitting with his shotgun at the ready.

“It's showtime,” Jinx announced.

Zion gave him a nod as Jinx got up, grabbing the radio and an extra bottle of water as he strolled up to the street, stopping just shy of it. As he gazed out past the houses and into the field on the other side, he spotted a lone figure walking towards him. The man was dressed in black combat gear, walking with a sense of pride and confidence. Even from a distance, Jinx spotted the assault rifle that was slung over his shoulder, just like the one he had hanging off of his.

“I guess next time I should say come unarmed,” Jinx chuckled to himself at the oversight as Lucas made his way towards the street. He didn't speak a word until stopping just shy of the road, directly across from Jinx.

“Jinx, I presume?” Lucas greeted.

“I am. You must be Lucas,” Jinx responded.

“That's me. As advertised, completely alone,” Lucas confirmed.

“Bit of a long walk, was it?” Jinx inquired.

“Not the longest I've had since all this began. But definitely longer than I would have liked,” Lucas admitted.

Jinx pulled out the extra bottle of water, holding it up so that Lucas could see what it was before tossing it in his direction. Lucas caught it and the two men held them up like they were clinking wine glasses from a distance before drinking.

“The hospitality is appreciated,” Lucas said.

“It is my fault that you had to walk, so I figured it was the least I could do,” Jinx remarked.

“If you'd like to call your men on the boat to ensure their safety,” Lucas offered.

Jinx nodded and pulled out the radio, quickly changing the channel to the right one.

“Corporal Parker, do you copy?” Jinx called.

“Yeah, I'm here, Jinx,” Corporal Parker responded.

“What's your status?” Jinx inquired.

“Your friend Lucas and his men left about ninety minutes ago,” Corporal Parker reported.

“Are you sure?” Jinx questioned.

“Positive. We've had Dave flying around ever since they left, and we haven't spotted anyone,” Corporal Parker confirmed.

“Good. Does Dave have the heavy-duty drone?” Jinx asked.

“We have a team set up for that, but yeah, he's got one,” Corporal Parker replied.

“Good. I want him to start flying over bags to the men on the roof across the street from the gun store,” Jinx instructed.

“Corporal, you weren't serious with that promise, were you?” Corporal Parker asked, disbelief evident in his tone.

“I'm deadly serious, Parker. Fifteen bags. Tell him to get moving on them now. And if you don't, I'm going to tell my new friend Lucas here he can have his way with you. Is that understood?” Jinx demanded.

“Yes, Jinx, I'll take care of it,” Corporal Parker complied.

As the radio went dead, Jinx looked over to Lucas, who immediately grabbed his radio.

“Roof team. In the next few minutes, a drone will be dropping off fifteen bags of ammunition. Let me know when it arrives, and do not interfere with the drone,” Lucas instructed.

“Yes, sir,” came the reply from the militiaman on the other end.

“Well, Jinx, you're a man of your word. I appreciate that,” Lucas said.

“We both want the same thing here. Nice little hostage exchange, and everybody home by dinner,” Jinx remarked.

“So what's next, Jinx?” Lucas asked.

Before Jinx could respond, the radio communicator in Jinx's ear came on.

“Nine o'clock! Nine o'clock!” Calvin's voice alerted.

Jinx turned his head slightly to his left, spotting a heavily armed militiaman beside a tree, aiming his rifle towards him. At no more than thirty yards, Jinx knew that if the man was even a decent shot, he had him dead to rights.


CHAPTER TEN

Jinx's gaze was fixed on the gunman just down the road, his head and weapon barely poking out from behind a tree. A split second later, Jinx watched as the man's head exploded in a gory display as a bullet ripped through it.

Jinx quickly pulled his rifle to the ready, as Lucas did the same.

"What the hell, Lucas? We were doing so well," Jinx exclaimed.

"I promise you, Jinx, he's not with me," Lucas responded.

"Bullshit!" Jinx shot back.

Before Lucas could respond, the earpiece in Jinx's ear began screeching.

"Incoming from the field! Two pickup trucks!" Calvin's voice rang out.

Jinx looked past Lucas, spotting one of the trucks between the houses, watching as it bounced across the open field. He then aimed his rifle directly at Lucas.

"Looks like your friends are here. If you got something to say, you better say it now," Jinx said, his voice hard.

Lucas lowered his assault rifle, raising his hands into the sky. "I am a man of my word, Jinx. I came here alone."

Jinx stared at Lucas, trying to get a read on him. However, he was forced to break away from the road as the two trucks approached the neighborhood. Calvin tried to relay a message to Jinx, but it was drowned out by the gunfire coming from the other side of the street. Bullets impacted the ground and the house Jinx ran towards, narrowly missing him.

Zion opened the door, allowing Jinx to dive inside as the bullets continued to fly. He slid to a stop on the hardwood floor before getting up and rushing over to the window, where Zion fired a couple of rounds from his shotgun.

"Well, that didn't go as planned," Zion remarked.

"Where the hell did Lucas go?" Jinx asked.

"He was there when you started running. The next time I looked, he was gone," Zion replied.

More bullets crashed through the window, forcing the two of them back behind cover. Jinx readied his assault rifle, popping out and taking quick aim across the street. Three well-armed men came running out from behind cover, rushing towards the street. Before Jinx could squeeze the trigger, one of the assaulters' heads exploded from the side.

One of his partners turned towards the tree, trying to spot where the attack came from, only to receive a bullet to the face. The last standing man screamed out something as he raised his rifle and opened fire towards the tree. Jinx got him in his crosshairs before squeezing the trigger, sending a round into his neck, dropping him to the ground to drown in his own blood.

"Calvin! Calvin! Are you good, buddy?" Jinx shouted into his communicator.

The only thing Jinx could hear through his communicator was yelling and bullet impacts. He managed to make out two words through the audio carnage.

"I'm bailing!" Calvin's voice echoed.

"Dammit," Jinx muttered.

"Is Calvin OK?" Zion asked.

"Yeah, but we lost our eye in the sky," Jinx replied.

Jinx's radio communicator came to life again, only this time there was a whisper coming through it.

"I got three of those assholes coming towards my position. My guess is they're trying to flank you. Might want to keep your eyes out," Burch's voice warned.

"I'm on my way," Jinx responded.

"You cover the other side. I got this," Burch insisted.

Burch took his hand off the communicator, readying his assault rifle with his good arm as he walked cautiously up towards the front window. The curtains were drawn shut, but they were thin, and he could still see outside. Burch positioned himself at an angle to the window, using the door for some cover.

A few seconds later, he spotted the first man moving by the window, his gun trained on the house Jinx and Zion were in.

"Bide your time, Burch. Bide your time," he muttered to himself.

Burch continued aiming his rifle through the window, watching as the second man came into view. He continued following the man with the rifle, not firing until the third man appeared in his view. As soon as he saw the front edge of the next man's rifle, Burch squeezed the trigger as quickly as he could. A trio of rounds ripped through the window, cracking into the side of the middle man's head.

A split second later, the other two men turned and opened fire through the front of the house, forcing Burch to dive to the ground. He landed on his bad arm, forcing a yelp to escape his lips as pain surged through his body. Burch got onto his back, firing towards the front door, hoping to deter the men from coming in. The concentrated fire on the front door extinguished that hope.

Burch scrambled to his feet, darting into the kitchen and over to the side room. He heard heavy footsteps coming from the front room as the two gunmen entered. Burch kept his aim trained on the door towards the front of the room, expecting someone to burst through it at any moment. Instead, the footsteps moved deeper into the house, completely ignoring the front entrance to the room.

"Move, move!" Burch muttered under his breath, motivating himself to move. He took several quick but quiet steps towards the front door of the side room, pausing just before opening it, listening for the attackers. When he heard the back door of the side room begin to open, Burch darted out into the front room, aiming his rifle towards the back and firing several times. Due to only having one good arm, his aim was off, the bullets impacting the wall, forcing one of the attackers behind cover.

Burch quickly reached out, turning the knob of the closet door where the zombie was trapped, barely pulling it open so that it could escape. As the gunshots came back in his direction, he rushed out the front door, hitting the release for the trap that they had set earlier and slamming the door shut behind him. Burch got out into the yard, the entire neighborhood descending into chaos. Gunfire was popping off in all directions, mostly concentrated on the house that Zion and Jinx were in.

"Get to cover, man!" Burch shouted.

Burch broke from his position, rushing around to the side of the house. He waited, gun at the ready for someone to come out from the house. As he waited, he heard a scream coming from inside, followed by multiple panic shots going off, as if someone was surprised by the creature he left for them. A moment later, more screaming came from the front of the house as the trap on the door was sprung. Burch aimed his rifle towards the man but didn't fire as he saw him writhing on the ground in pain.

It was hard to tell exactly what was happening to the man, but there was smoke rising from his flesh, and his screams could be heard over the intense gunfight happening just a couple of doors down. Burch lowered his weapon, shaking his head in disgust at the sight before turning and running towards the back of the house. He knew he needed to get to Jinx, but he stopped dead in his tracks when the back field came into view.

"Mother of God," Burch gasped.

Fifty zombies were shambling in their direction, drawn to the gun battle. Burch clicked on his communicator before yelling, "Fifty of those things coming on from the rear!"

Zion heard the urgent warning as he stepped out in front of the window again, sending another shotgun shell across the street. As he ducked back behind cover, he spotted two men breaking from their position and sprinting in his direction. Zion quickly pumped his weapon, only to find there wasn't another shell to chamber in.

"That's why I hate these things. Always running empty when you need them the most," Zion grumbled.

Bullets began peppering the front of the house, forcing Zion to take cover in the small space between the door and windows. He made himself as small as possible, hoping that the brick outside would be enough to stop any round sent his way. A few seconds later, a concentrated stream of gunfire blew open the lock on the door. The flaming hot fragments from it landed on Zion, who just stood there without reacting. While painful, he channeled it into his rage, preparing to strike as the first gunman kicked the door open.

As soon as the man stepped across the threshold, Zion grabbed a knife from his belt and swung it at chest level. He had enough force behind it that the blade went through the man's protective vest and straight into his chest. The gunman was dazed for a moment as the life seeped out of him, giving Zion time to grab him by the vest. He let out a grunt as he turned, yanking the man from his feet, and throwing him through the window and back out into the front yard.

Before the body landed on the ground, his partner began firing wildly through the door. Zion hit the deck, the bullets narrowly missing him. The gunfire continued for several tense moments before falling silent. Zion looked back towards the front of the house, confused about why the gunman had stopped firing. Enough time had passed for him to reload, yet no more shots were coming his way.

"You're welcome, Zion," Calvin's voice came through the communicator.

Zion cracked a smile as he pulled himself up off the ground. "Good to see you're still kicking, Calvin. Where the hell are you?"

"I made it into the house where the tree is," Calvin replied.

"Do you see Jinx?" Zion asked.

"I don't, but I see that horde coming our way from the rear," Calvin answered.

"You cover the front and keep an eye out for Jinx. I'll take care of our guests," Zion instructed.

"There's fifty of them," Calvin warned.

"Good, I could use a workout," Zion responded.

Zion walked towards the back of the house while loading more shells into his shotgun. He stopped at the back window, staring out into the field and spotting the dozens of spread-out ghouls shambling their way.

"Let's clean 'em up," Zion muttered.

Zion stepped out the back door and was immediately startled by Burch, who raised his gun at him.

"Damn man, you gonna give me a heart attack," Zion exclaimed.

"Where's Jinx?" Burch asked urgently.

Before Zion could answer, several gunshots went off at the house a couple of doors down. "I'll handle these things. You go help him," Zion said.

Burch nodded and rushed off towards the house, as Zion cracked his neck. "Let's start clearing these things out," he muttered to himself.

Zion casually strolled into the field, honing in on his first victim, a tall, badly decomposing creature that was having trouble navigating the field. Rather than fire his weapon, Zion flipped the shotgun over, using the butt of the rifle to cave in the head of the creature in a single blow. As it fell, two more creatures lined up to attack Zion, who casually aimed his weapon and fired. The shotgun shell ripped through both of the zombies' heads, dropping them to the ground. Zion stood tall, chambering in another round before yelling out, "Yeah, come and get some! I have enough for everybody!"


CHAPTER ELEVEN

A few moments earlier, Jinx had made his way to the back of the house, bursting outside with his gun raised high. He glanced out into the field behind the house, spotting a number of zombies shambling in their direction.

"It's always something else to deal with," he muttered to himself.

Jinx turned and began moving quickly up the row of houses, knowing that there were likely gunmen coming his way. As he passed the back door of the first house, he was startled when a zombie smacked up against the glass. He aimed his gun towards the ghoul, who was flailing helplessly against the glass, but quickly snapped back to the moment and continued to the next house.

"Please tell me we cleared this one," he said to himself.

Jinx got to the back door, peeking inside and seeing that it was clear. He turned the knob and quietly got inside, shutting it behind him before moving towards the front of the house. As he approached the front door, he spotted a chemical trap above the door that only needed to be armed. Jinx rushed towards the line on the wall; however, as he got close, he spotted movement outside. Three men were moving swiftly across the front yard, two of them already past the window. Without thinking, Jinx raised his weapon and fired towards the last man in the formation. The bullets ripped through the window, striking the man in the side and sending him to the ground. A split second later, gunfire erupted from outside, splintering wood and shattering glass.

Jinx dove back into the kitchen, crawling on the floor as the assault continued unabated. As he got to the kitchen, he heard the front door being kicked in, prompting him to roll over and send a barrage of bullets towards it. Despite his best efforts, his aim was off, the bullets slamming into the wall and frame of the door. However, the threat of being shot was enough to force the attacking gunman back behind cover, giving Jinx enough time to crawl into the kitchen and around the wall. Jinx quickly popped out his magazine, loading in a fresh one as he heard two sets of footsteps coming from the front room. He knew that if he stuck his head out from cover, it was likely to be shot off, so instead, he thrust his weapon around the corner and began firing wildly. He wasn't sure if he hit the target, but he knew his cover was blown as bullets began ripping through the wall.

Jinx stayed low as he crawled through the kitchen, the enemy fire sending drywall and wood splinters flying through the air as multiple gunmen fired towards him. It took a moment of crawling for him to reach the corner of the kitchen. He ducked behind a small island in the middle of the room, aiming out from behind cover. Jinx reached up for his communicator to call out for help, but before he could speak, one of the gunmen stepped into the kitchen and unleashed a torrent of bullets in his direction. Jinx darted around to the other side of the island, sliding on the floor and aiming his weapon towards the kitchen doorway. As soon as he was clear of the island, he pulled the trigger as quickly as he could, sending a handful of rounds towards the door and forcing the gunman back behind cover.

Jinx continued to lie there, gun aimed at the doorway and the majority of his body protected by the kitchen island. A tense silence followed for several seconds, where nobody fired or made a move.

"You know, you can just go back the way you came and we can call it good," Jinx called out.

"Yeah, we could. But where's the fun in that?" the gunman responded.

"You and I have very different definitions of the word fun," Jinx retorted.

"What can I say? I like what I like and I'm unapologetic about it," the gunman said with a chuckle.

"Fair enough. But just so you know, while it's not at the top of my list of fun things to do, I get the feeling that popping you in the face would bring me some joy," Jinx replied.

"You're assuming you'd get the chance to. What's to stop me from just tossing in a grenade and calling it a day?" the gunman asked.

"Well, we both know that it would be a dick move for starters. Do you really want that kind of reputation?" Jinx questioned.

The gunman chuckled again. "As far as anybody will know, you're the one who pulled the pin. I was just quick on the draw. Hell, I might even throw in a little flair, like I shot the grenade and set it off in your hand."

"Well, there goes my hope of talking my way out of this situation," Jinx said with a sigh.

"What makes you say that?" the gunman asked.

"Because anybody who is stupid enough to think shooting a grenade sets it off clearly isn't going to be able to negotiate in good faith," Jinx explained.

"Enjoy your express elevator to hell, my man," the gunman said.

Jinx focused intently towards the door of the kitchen, ready to pull the trigger as soon as he saw so much as a hand. However, before he got the opportunity, four gunshots went off from the front room in rapid succession. There were two sets of two shots, like someone was double tapping the gunmen. As soon as the gunshots ended, Jinx heard two bodies fall to the ground. He looked towards the kitchen door, seeing a bloody hand holding a grenade in it. Jinx held his breath until he saw that the explosive device still had the pin in it. He let out a sigh of relief as he began to relax.

"Burch, is that you?" Jinx called out.

"I'm afraid not, Jinx," a familiar voice responded.

Jinx's tension snapped back to full as he aimed his rifle back towards the kitchen door. "Lucas, what in the hell are you doing?"

Jinx continued to aim as Lucas stuck his empty hands in through the door. "I'm unarmed, and I'm going to come in now. Given how I just saved your life, I would appreciate it if you would refrain from putting a bullet in me," Lucas said calmly.

"Just move slow and keep those hands where I can see them," Jinx ordered.

Jinx pulled himself up off the ground while keeping his assault rifle trained on Lucas, who slowly stepped into the kitchen. His hands were raised high, and he spun around slowly so that Jinx could get a good look at him.

"My handgun is holstered, and I have no intention of drawing it again," Lucas assured him.

Jinx gave him a once-over before motioning for him to lower his hands. "Just don't make any sudden moves."

Lucas nodded as he folded his arms and leaned up against the wall.

"Now, what in the hell is going on? Are these guys not with you?" Jinx demanded.

"In the loosest possible sense, yes, they are with me," Lucas replied.

"I'm going to need a little more than that," Jinx said, narrowing his eyes.

"These men are, or were, militia. Some are military; however, most are not. They're not from Bend; rather, they're from Mandras, a small town to the north," Lucas explained.

"If they're with you, then why in the hell did you shoot them? I mean, don't get me wrong, I'm thankful that you did; I'm just confused," Jinx said.

"Do you fully agree with everything your side does?" Lucas asked.

"What do you mean?" Jinx replied, puzzled.

"I mean, do you agree with every decision your side makes? Are you a true believer? Do you agree with every order that is handed down from above?" Lucas clarified.

"I can't say that I do. There are a lot of things I would have done differently if I had been in charge," Jinx admitted.

"I'm glad to hear you say that, Jinx. Because I am the same way. My people have done a lot of good since the apocalypse began. Saved a lot of lives and really made a difference when there was nobody else who could. However, some of the people in charge see the world very differently than I do," Lucas explained.

Jinx motioned towards the dead man lying in the kitchen doorway. "And I'm guessing that they're a part of the decisions that you don't exactly approve of."

"They are indeed," Lucas confirmed.

"Who are they?" Jinx asked.

"They are one of several kill teams that the higher-ups have decided to set loose on the region," Lucas replied.

"Kill teams?" Jinx echoed in disbelief.

"I'm afraid so. A handful of ex-military true believers managed to convince someone high up that it was time to wage full war on the military. Rather than endanger trained men for what would essentially be risky missions, the order was given to clear out the prison in Mandras and set them loose," Lucas explained.

"Jesus. That sounds like a powder keg just waiting to go off," Jinx said, shaking his head.

"And it already has, several times. I've heard rumors of these teams running wild on civilians. People who just wished to be left alone. Even with those reports, the higher-ups decided they were doing more good than harm, so they let it slide," Lucas said.

"So how did they find us?" Jinx asked.

Before Lucas could answer, there was a light tapping sound at the door. Burch stood there, his rifle pointed directly at Lucas, who didn't move.

"I believe we have company," Lucas said.

Jinx tossed his weapon down onto the kitchen island before walking over to the door and opening it up.

"Put your gun down and come in. Everything's fine," Jinx said.

Burch was confused but did as instructed. As he entered the house, Jinx looked out and saw Zion cracking zombie skulls in the field.

"He seems to be having fun," Jinx remarked.

As Jinx shut the door, he clicked on his communicator. "We're clear, everybody. Lucas is on-site and with me. He is not to be shot at. Repeat, he is not to be shot at."

"Uh, you mind filling me in here, Jinx?" Burch asked.

"Bad guys are dead on the floor, Lucas saved my life, and now we're chatting," Jinx summarized.

"Fair enough," Burch said.

"So, Lucas, you were saying how they found us?" Jinx prompted.

"I don't know exactly. They have the same radios we do, so it's possible they have been monitoring our chats today," Lucas speculated.

"And if that's the case, then saving my skin wasn't the only reason for you to take them out. If word got back about you negotiating with us..." Jinx said, trailing off.

"What can I say? Self-preservation is a powerful motivator," Lucas admitted.

"So what now?" Jinx asked.

"You give me my vehicle so I can go save my men, and then we call it a day," Lucas said.

"It's parked right out back and ready to go," Jinx replied.

"I do appreciate it, Jinx," Lucas said.

"There's one more thing though," Jinx said.

Lucas watched as Jinx walked over to the refrigerator, which had a magnetic notepad on it. He yanked it down and began writing a series of numbers on it before handing the paper over to Lucas.

"When you get back to Bend, I want you to find a radio. I will be at that frequency every night at midnight for one hour," Jinx instructed.

"While it may appear as though I am against my people, I assure you that I am not. I will not betray them," Lucas said firmly.

"Nobody's asking you to. But if they're sending out kill squads with no supervision, these skirmishes could turn into a full-blown war if we're not careful. Having some back-channel communications might not be the worst card to have up our sleeve," Jinx reasoned.

Lucas thought about it for a moment before nodding. He then extended his hand for a shake, which Jinx happily accepted.

"It's been a pleasure, Jinx. Be safe out there," Lucas said.

"You as well, Lucas," Jinx replied.

Lucas nodded to Burch before exiting and heading back to the APC. As he fired it up and drove off, Jinx and Burch stood in the doorway of the house, looking out to Zion, who was mopping up the last of the zombies.

"Well, that was an unexpected development," Burch said.

"But a welcome one," Jinx replied.

"So now what?" Burch asked.

"We get packed up and head home."


CHAPTER TWELVE

The next day, Jinx and Zion stood on a dock by the river. In front of them, a couple of boats were anchored just offshore, with several drone pilots sitting on the deck. All of them were intently focused on their job of flying the heavy-duty drones back and forth from the gun store, dropping off the ammunition bags that Jinx and Zion had packed up. Both men watched as one of the drones flew in and began hovering over a small spot in the field next to them. As it got within a few feet of the ground, it released the payload, dropping the fifty-pound bag of bullets, which was quickly collected by a soldier and brought over to the pile.

"I think we did some fine work, if I do say so myself," Jinx said.

Zion nodded. "Got the bounty, survived relatively unscathed, and cracked more than our fair share of skulls. You're right, we did do some fine work today."

The duo exchanged a fist bump as they continued to watch the fruits of their labor fly in from town. While they watched, Corporal Parker walked over to them in a friendly manner, like he was about to catch up with old friends.

"They told me that I could find you here," Corporal Parker said.

"Corporal Parker?" Jinx responded.

"That's me. You must be Jinx."

"I am. This is my good friend Zion."

Parker extended his hand for a shake, which Zion reciprocated. "It's good to finally meet you in person."

"Likewise. How are you and your crew holding up?" Jinx asked.

"Private Simmons is OK, getting patched up by a proper doctor. His hand hurts, but I think he's excited about having some time off to recuperate. And Dave, well..." Parker trailed off as he pointed to Dave, who was standing on the bow of a boat with a big grin on his face as he piloted a drone.

"He looks like he's having fun," Jinx observed.

"For most of us, zombies roaming the earth was the worst thing to ever happen. To Dave, I think it was the best. All that man wants to do is fly a drone, and now he gets to do it," Parker explained.

"Ain't nothing wrong with a man following his dreams. Like this crazy son of a bitch over here," Zion said, smacking Jinx on the arm.

Jinx gave a reluctant nod and shrugged. "I'm a pyro who loves explosives. It's not my fault that it's suddenly an in-demand skillset."

"You're damn good at it, and thankfully, you're damn good at negotiations. If you hadn't pulled out some magic, I don't think I'd be here right now," Parker acknowledged.

"That was more luck than anything. If Lucas hadn't been a willing negotiation partner, that could have gone south," Jinx admitted.

"Regardless, I'm very thankful for what you did. I won't forget it," Parker said, nodding to Jinx.

Their conversation was interrupted by someone yelling from a distance.

"Corporal Parker, your ride is about to leave!" Sergeant Cooper shouted.

"I'll see you guys around," Parker said, hustling off to catch his ride back to Seattle, hopping into the back of a large transport truck filled with ammunition.

"Come on, let's find out about our cut, get it loaded up and hit the road," Jinx suggested.

"Sounds good to me. I'm ready to sleep in my own bed for a change," Zion agreed.

The two of them walked over towards Sergeant Cooper, who was waving in another transport truck so that it could be loaded.

"Excuse me, Sergeant, is this one for us?" Jinx asked.

"Corporal Jinx, just the man I've been looking for. And you must be one of his civilian friends," Sergeant Cooper responded.

"The name's Zion," Zion introduced himself.

"Good for you. Corporal Jinx, I regret to inform you that my orders are to take all of the ammunition back to Seattle for disbursement," Sergeant Cooper stated.

"And I regret to inform you that someone's going to have to carry your broken-legged ass back to Seattle if you don't give us what we earned," Zion threatened.

Sergeant Cooper recoiled due to the threat, but Jinx stepped in between them, preventing an escalation. "I think what my friend here is saying, just give us our cut and we'll be on our way."

"I'm sorry, Corporal, but I have my orders," Sergeant Cooper insisted.

"I'm sure you do. If you'll just contact Captain Odom, he'll be able to..." Jinx started, but Cooper raised his hand, interrupting him.

"This order came straight from General Stephens," Cooper said.

Jinx was ready to continue his argument, but the mere mention of General Stephens caused him to stop. "Alright, Sergeant, you have yourself a good day."

"For what it's worth, Corporal, I think it's bullshit too," Cooper added.

"I appreciate that, Sergeant," Jinx replied.

Even though his job was right there at the back of the truck, Sergeant Cooper slinked away just to put some distance between himself and Zion, who was clearly fuming.

"You know there's going to be consequences for this, right?" Zion asked.

"Yep. Come on, we gotta get back so we can rip this band-aid off," Jinx said.

Zion and Jinx marched off towards their vehicle. Zion stayed silent, the rage bubbling just beneath the surface, while Jinx engaged in some calming breathing exercises, hoping that Zion would subconsciously join in because he knew the fuse on a powder keg had just been lit.

A few hours later, Jinx drove their SUV straight up to city hall, and before he was close to stopping, Zion had already bounded out of the car. Jinx slammed on the brake and threw it into park, sending Calvin and Burch lurching forward.

"Calvin, get Burch to the doctor," Jinx ordered.

"What are you going to do?" Burch asked.

"Try and stop Zion from sending more people to the doctor," Jinx replied.

Jinx ran after Zion, who was at the front door of City Hall, with so much rage etched onto his features that the guards simply stepped aside. As Jinx got up to the guards, he barked an order out to them.

"Nobody else comes in unless I say so," Jinx commanded.

The two guards nodded as Jinx ran down the hallway, trying to catch up with Zion, who was already at the conference room door.

"Zion, wait!" Jinx pleaded.

The plea fell on deaf ears as Zion shoved the door open with so much force that the glass cracked when it slammed against the back wall. The sudden violent action caused Sergeant Dickerson and Captain Odom to jump out of their chairs and back up against the wall, terrified of the raging beast standing before them.

"It was out of my hands! It was out of my hands!" Captain Odom exclaimed.

"Well, if your hands are that useless, maybe you don't need them anymore!" Zion threatened, taking a step towards the Captain before Jinx got there. He darted in front of the big fella, getting him to stop before he did something that couldn't be taken back.

"Everybody settle the fuck down! Now we're going to settle this like adults," Jinx commanded.

"What if you don't like the outcome?" Sergeant Dickerson asked.

"Then I don't think it matters what I say, because Zion here is going to settle it by playground rules," Jinx replied.

"And not one of your candy-ass rich person gated community playgrounds neither. It's going to be an inner city, rusted out slide with junkie needles waiting in the sand below kind of playground," Zion added.

Jinx motioned up to Zion, giving the Sergeant and Captain a nod to make sure they understood what the stakes were. Both of them nodded and took their seats, giving things a moment to calm down before talking. As everyone took their seat, Jinx let out a sigh of relief that no blood had been spilled or bones broken, but he knew that could happen at the drop of a hat.

"Captain Odom, why don't you start out, and please explain in very, very apologetic terms why we got screwed," Jinx said.

"When I agreed to the deal with you for the ammo, I checked it out with Clint and Corporal Gadd, who are the right-hand men for General Stephens. They weren't pleased with it, but they agreed nonetheless. Something changed this morning, and I don't know what," Captain Odom explained.

"You're going to have to do better than that, Captain," Zion demanded.

"I don't know what to tell you, Zion. I thought the deal was in place, but the rug was pulled out from under me too. I'm sure you can smell the faint hint of piss lingering in the air, which should tell you that I'm the last person that would do something to get on your bad side. Just that door slamming open was enough to put me on edge," Captain Odom admitted.

Zion stared down the Captain for a few seconds before sniffing a few times. The pungent smell invaded his nostrils, prompting him to crack a smile and nod at the Captain, putting the terrified man at ease for the moment.

"Captain, I'm going to be blunt with you. This needs to get resolved," Jinx stated.

"It is resolved, Corporal. Now you're a soldier, and the order has come down, so I expect you to understand that," Captain Odom said.

"Well, I'm not a soldier, so I don't understand. Why don't you explain it to me," Zion interjected.

"This conflict has multiple fronts, and with the leaks, nobody outside of those at the top has the full picture. They estimated you got just shy of a hundred thousand rounds from that gun store, and I've been assured they're being put to good use," Captain Odom explained.

"We're also on the front lines down here, Captain. So what's our cut?" Jinx asked.

"They're sending five hundred rounds," Captain Odom replied.

Zion scoffed as he smacked the table in frustration, while Jinx just sat there, staring off into the distance as if he was deep in thought. There was some indiscriminate screaming and name-calling coming from Zion, which Jinx completely blocked out. After several moments of this, Jinx stood up from the table, prompting confusion on the part of everyone else.

"Corporal, where are you going?" Captain Odom asked.

"I'm going to go inform the rest of my team," Jinx replied.

"Inform them of what?" Sergeant Dickerson inquired.

"That I'm resigning from the military and that I suggest they do the same," Jinx stated.

Jinx didn't look anybody in the eye as he walked towards the door, both the Sergeant and Captain beginning to panic as they realized he wasn't bluffing.

"Jinx, wait, please," Sergeant Dickerson pleaded.

"I'm sorry, Jinx, but it's out of my hands," Captain Odom reiterated.

Jinx stopped at the door, pausing for dramatic effect before turning around and speaking with a raised, yet controlled voice. "Then you better get it into your hands. Because five hundred rounds is nothing compared to what we're dealing with to the south. That is a full-blown army down there, and after the hornet's nest we kicked up over the last couple of days, I fully expect there to be blowback. Now if you're not going to arm us properly so that we can defend ourselves, we're going to do the only thing we can, which is surrender."

"You've killed their men, do you really think they'll accept your surrender?" Sergeant Dickerson asked.

"I have no illusions about what they're going to do to me," Jinx replied.

"But if it prevents an all-out assault on this town, then so be it. Now I'm going to go check on Burch and see how that bullet wound is doing. And when I come back, you better have some good news for me," Jinx warned.

"Or else your ass is going to be packing some bags real quick. Because y'all won't be staying around here for very long," Zion added.

Zion got up and exited the room with Jinx, leaving the Sergeant and Captain to figure out a way to deal with the situation.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Jinx strolled out of City Hall, holding his head high as Zion jogged to catch up to him. As they reached the street, Zion finally spoke up.

"That was a ballsy move back there," Zion said.

"Something's gotta give, especially if there are felon kill teams roaming the countryside," Jinx replied. "There's going to be blowback to taking that team out, and I get the sense that Lucas might put the blame on us."

Zion nodded. "To be fair, we did kill the majority of them."

"Yeah, that's true," Jinx admitted.

"So do you think it's going to work?" Zion asked.

"We should be able to get something out of it," Jinx said.

"It better be all of it, or else there's..." Zion began, but Jinx interrupted him, catching the big fella off guard since it was something he rarely did.

"If it's a reasonable offer, we're going to take it," Jinx asserted.

"Really? After all we went through, you're OK with them not living up to the deal?" Zion questioned.

"Yeah, I know. I'm pissed about it, but going to Bend is a bluff. And even if it wasn't, I'm not sure I'd want to go down there. We have problems on our side, but at least we're not sending out kill teams comprised of violent felons and unstable ex-military," Jinx explained.

Zion contemplated for a moment before ultimately nodding in agreement. "I trust you, man."

"Good. Now let's go get a cup of coffee and make them sweat for a little while," Jinx suggested.

Zion let out a laugh as the two of them walked across the street towards the cafe to indulge themselves.

Half an hour later, the duo strolled back across the street towards City Hall, where the two guards quickly let them in. Jinx noticed the expression on their faces, a mixture of fear and concern.

"Looks like word spreads fast around here," Jinx remarked.

The two men walked back into the conference room, where Captain Odom was talking into a satellite phone. When he spotted the duo, Odom gave them half a smile and a thumbs up before waving them in.

"That looks promising," Jinx noted.

"Thank you, Gadd. I really appreciate it," Captain Odom said as he hung up the phone, tossing it onto the table with a little flair, clearly happy about the discussion.

"Good news, I take it?" Jinx asked.

"Damn well better be," Zion added.

"That was Corporal Gadd, and he..." Captain Odom began, but Jinx interrupted with vitriol.

"The same Corporal Gadd who made you promises that he didn't keep?" Jinx snapped.

Odom took a deep breath, holding his hands up, hoping to calm Jinx down. "I know, I know. But he was in the room with General Stephens, who confirmed everything."

"So what are we getting?" Zion asked.

"A lot of the ammunition has been allocated to some hot spots that have sprung up. And before you ask, I don't know where. They didn't say. And if I had asked, they still wouldn't have said because of the leaks," Captain Odom explained.

"You didn't answer the man's question. What are we getting?" Jinx pressed.

"I was able to get you ten thousand rounds of ammunition. About two-thirds of it rifle, with the rest a mix of shotgun and handgun," Captain Odom said.

Jinx looked over to Zion, the two of them having a silent debate, questioning if it was enough. After a few moments of contemplation, Zion spoke up. "That's half of what we agreed to."

"I think we're entitled to a little something extra to make up the difference," Zion suggested.

"That's going to depend on what you want. As long as it's not bullets, I might be able to pull some strings," Captain Odom offered.

"What do you think, Jinx? Anything in particular you want?" Zion asked.

"Some quality of life items might be nice," Jinx replied.

"Yeah, I heard y'all have power up there in Seattle," Zion said.

"It's a little spotty at times, but yeah, the lights are on most of the time," Captain Odom confirmed.

"Good, then they should be able to spare some solar generators for the town here," Jinx suggested.

"And some entertainment to go along with that power. Some movies, music, video games," Zion added.

"And some big ass televisions to watch it all on," Jinx said.

"That all sounds doable. Is there anything else?" Captain Odom asked.

"Yeah, liquor, and lots of it," Zion stated.

"That's going to be a tall order. It's in high demand, but I'll see what I can do," Captain Odom promised.

"If you can't manage to get your hands on some bottles, some distilling equipment will be just fine," Jinx said.

Both Odom and Zion looked at Jinx with confused expressions. "I know a guy with a killer moonshine recipe," Jinx explained.

"OK, I'll make the call and it'll be delivered in the next forty-eight hours," Captain Odom assured.

"Now we're talking," Zion said, extending his fist for a bump with Jinx, who happily reciprocated.

"And now that we have that out of the way. Zion, would you mind giving us the room?" Captain Odom asked.

Zion looked over to Jinx with concern. "Are you good, brother?"

"Yeah, I'm alright. Go grab us a table at the cafe. I'll be there in a minute," Jinx said.

Zion nodded as he got up from the table and left the room, leaving the three soldiers to themselves.

"If you're going to read me the riot act, let's just pretend that you did and call it a day," Jinx said.

"It's not that. Someone would like a word with you," Captain Odom replied.

Odom dialed up the satellite phone again, immediately putting it onto a speaker device set up on the table. A moment later, a man's voice came over the speaker.

"This is Clint," the voice said.

"Clint, this is Captain Odom down here in White Salmon. I have Corporal Jinx on the line as you requested," Captain Odom said.

"Thank you, Captain. Corporal, before we start, please accept my heartfelt apology about the ammunition. The situation on the ground has changed dramatically in the last forty-eight hours, and the matter was removed from my hands. However, I understand a counter offer has been made," Clint said.

"And we accepted with some non-bullet related additions," Jinx confirmed.

"Wonderful. Now, what I'm about to tell you does not leave this room. Not to your squad, not even to Zion. Is that clear?" Clint asked.

"I'm listening," Jinx replied.

"I heard that you had a run-in with one of their kill squads," Clint stated.

"We did. Thanks for the heads up those exist, by the way," Jinx said.

"I'm glad you made it out OK. And my apologies, I honestly had no idea they were operating that close to Bend," Clint continued.

"Well, they were. But this one isn't going to be doing any more damage," Jinx assured.

"That's good to hear," Clint said.

"So what's on your mind, Clint? I'm assuming it's not just to congratulate me on taking out a team of killers I wasn't warned about," Jinx questioned.

"No, Jinx, it is not. As I'm sure you know, we have a mole within our ranks," Clint revealed.

"Yeah, I kind of gathered that when the militia showed up and started taking shots at us," Jinx responded.

"Look, I'm going to level with you. The ammunition you got for us is going to help, but we're still severely outgunned. I'm pretty sure we have the manpower over them, but it doesn't do a lot of good if we don't have the weapons for them to use," Clint explained.

"How can I help?" Jinx asked.

"I've been tasked by General Stephens to root out the mole by any means necessary. And I want your help to do it," Clint requested.

"Go on," Jinx encouraged.

"Over the next few days, I'm going to be giving bogus reports to people I suspect. I'm going to need you to, well, I don't really have a polite way of saying it. I'm going to need you to be the bait," Clint explained.

"Of course you do," Jinx replied dryly.

"You seem to have the trust of everyone around you, and quite frankly your threat to walk in order to protect the civilians proved it to me," Clint said.

"If I agree to help you, you and I are the only ones who know what the plans are. I speak to you and only you directly, everybody else is cut out of the loop. Even Odom and Dickerson,” Jinx stipulated.

"I agree. And for the record, gentlemen, I don't suspect you, but we're not taking any chances," Clint said.

"So when do we start?" Jinx asked.

"I'm having my first dummy order going out tomorrow morning. I'll contact you this evening to go over the details," Clint explained.

"I'll be ready and waiting," Jinx assured.

"Thank you, Corporal. Captain, will you take me off speaker? I need to talk to you for a moment," Clint requested.

"Of course, Clint," Captain Odom said.

As Odom picked up the receiver, Jinx got up from the table to leave. Sergeant Dickerson followed him out of the room, stopping him in the hallway.

"You certainly have a set on you, don't you, Jinx?" Sergeant Dickerson remarked.

"Just standing up for what I believe in, Dickerson. Just standing up for what I believe in," Jinx replied.

The Sergeant nodded at Jinx as the Corporal turned and walked down the hallway.

The last few days had been draining, but from the sounds of things, Jinx knew it was only going to get tougher and more dangerous from here on out.

THE END
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CHAPTER ONE

Day Zero +63

Emmett, Idaho. Just to the northeast of downtown Boise.

The sun hung low in the morning sky as Private Kowalski ran through the back alley of the mid-sized town. With a deft move, he darted around the outstretched hands of a zombie, which grasped nothing but air. Kowalski glanced back as he rushed past the ghoul, spotting the dozen others he had maneuvered around. Between their deteriorated state and the freezing cold temperatures, the zombies weren't moving all that fast, making it easy for Kowalski to make his way deep into the town.

"Two more blocks, you got this, Kowalski," he muttered to himself.

The sniper let out a huff as he picked up the pace, continuing to rush down the alleyway toward the outer edge of town. After blowing by a few more zombies, he reached his destination: a two-story brick building that sat on the corner. As he stopped and looked around for a way up, he could hear moaning coming from around the corner. Even without seeing what was making it, he knew it was a mob larger than he wanted to deal with.

"I swear to God, if there's nothing at this place, I'm going to lose my shit," Kowalski grumbled.

As Kowalski looked around for a way up, he noticed movement coming from the corner of the building. A large zombie shambled around, drawn to the muttering that the Private was doing under his breath. Moving on instinct, Kowalski strolled over to the creature, casually drawing his knife and jamming it into the ghoul's forehead in a seamless motion. The bloody blade was sheathed before the zombie hit the cold pavement.

"Are you in position yet, Kowalski?" Sergeant Copeland’s voice crackled in his ear.

Kowalski reached up to his ear, adjusting the earpiece's volume so that Copeland's voice didn't deafen him. "Almost, Sarge. Just need to get up top."

"Copy that," Copeland replied.

Kowalski continued to look around the alley for something that would help him get up to the roof; however, nothing stuck out. Outside of the shambling corpses that were coming his way, there wasn't anything in view.

"Christ, did none of these businesses take out the trash?" Kowalski muttered under his breath.

With no other options, Kowalski turned his gaze skyward, spotting a drainage pipe that stopped seven feet off the ground. He couldn't tell if it was purposely built that way or if the building was just in a poor state of disrepair. Whatever the reason, he knew that it was his only way up.

"I swear, nothing's ever easy," he sighed.

Kowalski backed up as far as he could, planting his back against the wall of the other building before pushing off with everything he could muster. With several quick steps, he built up his momentum before leaping up. Kowalski planted his foot on the brick, pushing up as hard as he could, giving him just enough height to grab onto the bottom of the drainage pipe. It took him a moment to steady himself, wrapping both arms around the pipe and planting his feet against the wall.

With a subtle grunt, he began pulling himself up, glancing back down to the alleyway to see the zombies he had darted around catching up to him. As they shambled up, they pressed themselves against the wall, reaching up towards their meal.

"That is not a crowd I want to surf on," Kowalski remarked, a wry smile forming on his lips.

He let out another grunt as he slowly made his way up. As he pulled himself up onto the roof, he stayed low, crawling along it toward the front of the building. The moans below got louder as he got closer to the edge, and while he couldn't see the full street from his vantage point, he could see enough—dozens of ghouls all milling about in the intersection, just waiting for something to draw their attention.

Kowalski stayed low until he was within a few feet of the edge. Once in position, he grabbed the large sniper rifle that was strapped to his back, taking a moment to get it set up. Peering through the scope, he honed in on a large factory a few hundred yards away across a large open field.

"Hey Sarge, I'm in position," Kowalski reported.

"Good job, Kowalski. Did you have any trouble?" Copeland asked.

"A few of the locals seemed eager to introduce themselves to me, but I pushed through them like a pop star through paparazzi," Kowalski quipped.

There was a light chuckle coming from the other end of the communicator before Copeland continued. "So talk me through it, what do you see?"

Kowalski settled in, looking carefully through the scope toward the factory in the distance. Scanning the outer edges of it, he spotted a few dozen zombies pressed up against the fence and wandering aimlessly, with none of them being interested in anything in particular.

"It's just the usual assortment of stragglers, at least along the southeastern fence," Kowalski reported.

"What about our militia friends?" Copeland asked.

"You mean the militia friends that the scout swore they saw? The same militia friends that made me have to run through the zombie gauntlet to get into position? Those militia friends?" Kowalski replied with a hint of sarcasm.

"I'm guessing by your snarkiness that you don't see any of them," Copeland observed.

"No, Sarge, I don't. I don't even see signs that anybody alive has been here in weeks. None of those things are pooling up near the building. I don't see a string of corpses on the ground. Just nothing. Are you sure the scout wasn't just a moron?" Kowalski asked.

"He has a good reputation, Kowalski, so if he said he saw the militia in the area, then I'm inclined to believe him," Copeland responded.

"Well, if they were here, then they were surgical as hell and did a great job of cleaning up after themselves. Because I'm not seeing anything," Kowalski concluded.

"Copy that, Kowalski. We're in position and are about to move up to the target," Copeland informed him.

"Well, I'll be here freezing my ass off, so don't be too long," Kowalski said, his voice tinged with mock annoyance.

"We'll be quick. I've seen your ass, Kowalski; there isn't much there to freeze," Copeland teased.

Kowalski let out a laugh as he raised his middle finger in the air in the general direction of the Sergeant.

"I saw that," Copeland remarked.

"There's no way in hell you saw that," Kowalski retorted.

"You're right. I assumed you were flipping me off. Thank you for confirming it," Copeland responded, a grin evident in his voice.

"Dammit," Kowalski muttered, shaking his head.

Copeland let out a laugh as he clicked off his communicator and turned towards the rest of his team. Private Johnson and Private Baker were busy checking their weapons and getting mentally prepared for the raid, the three of them standing in the kitchen of a small house.

"Kowalski says there's no sign of the militia," Copeland informed them.

"So it's a clean run then?" Baker asked.

"Just the usual assortment of shamblers. It should just be another walk in the park," Copeland replied.

"Yeah, well, hopefully this park has what we're looking for. This is what, the seventh one of these factories we've hit? And not a single one of them had anything. No payloads, no raw materials, nothing," Johnson complained.

"Twenty bucks says it's empty," Baker offered.

"Twenty bucks? Don't go breaking the bank there, big spender. If you're that confident, then why don't you bet something real, like some rations? Instead of offering up something that's completely worthless these days," Johnson shot back.

"Because truth be told, Johnson, I don't really care. I was just hoping you'd say 'you're on' and drop the whole whining act without overthinking it. But I guess that's on me for assuming you didn't have a brain," Baker replied with a smirk.

Johnson shot Baker a glare, prompting some laughter from both men.

"If you two have wrapped up your little comedy routine there, can we get this show on the road? Or do you have a second act?" Copeland interjected, his tone half-serious.

Both Privates looked sheepishly at the ground as they shook their heads. "Sorry, Sarge. It's just frustrating out here," Johnson admitted.

"Yeah, I know, Johnson. But look at the bright side—at least you aren't freezing your ass off on a rooftop like Kowalski," Copeland said, attempting to lighten the mood.

Johnson let out a chuckle as he nodded in agreement. "Come on, let's get up there and see what we can see," Copeland instructed.

Copeland led the trio out of the small house that was to the southwest of the factory, which was a few hundred yards away from their position. As they stepped out into the yard, all three of them got their assault rifles in the ready position. The trio moved swiftly across the open grass, rushing across the field toward the factory. It took a few moments of running through the open area before they got close to the fence and the handful of creatures that were still oblivious to their presence.

Copeland made a series of hand motions to the others to cover him as he slung his rifle over his shoulder and yanked out his knife. The Sergeant made a beeline toward the closest zombie, jamming the blade deep into the back of its skull and dropping it to the ground. Copeland wasted no time in dispatching the other three nearby ghouls, slipping the knife into their brains with relative ease before tossing them aside.

"Are we still good?" Copeland asked, glancing back to Baker and Johnson, who had their eyes trained on the surrounding area, scanning for any sign of militia movement. The only things they saw, however, were zombies shambling about.

"Nothing but the locals, and they're a good ways off," Johnson replied.

"Well, let's get inside before too many of them decide they want to pay us a visit," Copeland urged.

He turned his attention back to the fence, pulling out a pair of wire cutters and quickly snapping links from the fence. After a few seconds, he had made a hole big enough for them to squeeze through.

"We're in. Let's move," Copeland directed.

The three of them got inside the perimeter of the fence, immediately hearing a loud clattering coming from their left. They turned and watched as a horde of ghouls pushed their way through the front gate, which had partially collapsed.

"That's either a hell of a coincidence..." Baker started.

"Or somebody was expecting us," Copeland finished.

Copeland clicked on his communicator, yelling into it as the three of them ran across the parking lot towards the factory. "Kowalski! We got some trouble over here. What do you see?"

"Still just the locals, Sarge. Nothing fast-moving or armed. What are you seeing?" Kowalski responded, his voice tense.

"The front gate just collapsed and let a whole mess of those things inside the perimeter," Copeland explained.

Kowalski adjusted his aim, focusing on the front gate. His attention was drawn to a set of black tire marks on the ground just before the gate. Upon further inspection, he noted some damage on the portion that was still standing.

"I think you can relax, Sarge. I don't believe this is a trap," Kowalski said.

"You better be damn sure about that, Kowalski," Copeland warned.

"It looks like someone slammed into the gate with their car at some point, and it did some damage to it. I don't think it was set up to fail," Kowalski explained.

Copeland let out a sigh of relief as the three of them continued running up to the factory entrance, stopping ten yards from the side door that led into a small office area. The Sergeant turned and scanned the area, seeing dozens of zombies shambling inside the compound and spreading out, only a few of them having laid eyes on them.

"Let's hope you're right, Kowalski. We're about to head inside. If you see anything—and I mean anything—that looks suspicious, I want to be the first to know about it," Copeland instructed.

"Copy that, Sarge," Kowalski replied.

"And be ready to haul ass if this goes south, because we may not have time to wait at the rendezvous point," Copeland warned.

"It wouldn't be the first time I've had to hitchhike home," Kowalski said.

Copeland chuckled as he clicked off the communicator, turning to his comrades. "OK, let's get inside."


CHAPTER TWO

Copeland moved up to the door of the office portion of the factory, peering through the glass into the darkened room. Much to his relief, he spotted no movement.

"Baker, hit that glass," Sergeant Copeland ordered.

The Private stepped up, using the butt of his rifle to break out the glass before returning to his position. Copeland gave a quick glance inside to ensure that it was clear before reaching in and throwing the lock open.

"We're in," Copeland confirmed.

He readied his sidearm along with his knife, wanting to be prepared for anything as he led the trio inside. Johnson brought up the rear, securing the door as Baker pulled out a flashlight and began shining it around the small office area.

The entire area looked virtually untouched from the pre-apocalypse days. Computers sat darkened in a handful of cubicles that were set up in the middle of the room, while the individual offices that lined the walls had their doors shut.

The trio moved forward, with Johnson pulling out his flashlight as well. The two Privates looked inside every office as they walked by, hoping to see something of value. Unfortunately, the only thing they saw was stacks of paperwork that were never to be finished.

Copeland led them up to the door leading out of the offices and into the main section of the factory, stopping before opening the door to look out. The main floor was mostly bright as the sun came pouring in through the skylights above.

"What do you see, Sarge?" Johnson asked.

Copeland didn’t answer as he continued staring out, his eyes straining to see into the shadows. After several moments, he finally spotted some movement, prompting him to pull back from the window.

"I got movement," Sergeant Copeland reported.

Both Johnson and Baker gripped their rifles a little tighter, ready for action should the need arise, while Copeland continued staring out onto the factory floor. After several moments, the source of the movement was revealed: a lone factory worker.

The man was badly mangled, missing several chunks of flesh from his extremities, making it difficult for the creature to walk. As Copeland continued focusing on that ghoul, a couple more staggered out into the light, their faint moans echoing throughout the cavernous building.

"I spot three of those things, which means there's probably more of them wandering around," Copeland said.

"If those things are wandering around free in here, there's a good chance we're alone in here, right?" Baker asked.

Copeland thought it over for a moment before nodding to Baker.

"More than likely, but we need to stay alert. Now I want you two to cover the left side, I'm going straight ahead. Kill everything you come across, and meet at the back wall," Copeland instructed.

"And if there's too many for us to handle?" Johnson asked.

"Start shooting and retreat back to the offices. And stay on comms in case I have to call an audible," Sergeant Copeland replied.

The three men nodded at each other before engaging in a group fist bump, then turned their attention to the door.

"Here we go," Copeland said.

He threw open the office door, walking with purpose down the rightmost aisle of the warehouse. With his footsteps light, the former warehouse worker never saw him coming, the Sergeant’s knife slamming into the side of the ghoul’s head.

Copeland made sure to wrap the creature up with his free arm, gently lowering it to the ground in an attempt to minimize the noise. With that one taken care of, he turned his attention to the next two, which were ten yards away.

The Sergeant walked towards them with no sense of urgency, cracking his neck as he drew closer. He let out a light clicking sound to get their attention.

"Yeah, come say hello," he taunted.

The two ghouls let out a moan as they both shambled in his direction, lining up one right behind the other. Copeland moved to his right, getting the creatures to move with him. As he got within striking distance, the Sergeant darted forward, grabbing the lead zombie by the shirt and driving it backward into the other one.

The lightweight creatures were no match for the muscular Sergeant, the force of his shove sending them both backward into the machinery. The ghouls flailed about as Copeland pressed his forearm deep into the chest of the lead zombie with enough force that its ribs began to crack.

With the zombies pinned, Copeland had no problem ending their afterlife with a couple of well-placed stabs to the side of the head. Before he could let up pressure and drop them to the ground, he was startled when a series of gunshots echoed throughout the factory floor.

"Dammit," Copeland muttered.

He stepped to the side of the ghouls, taking up some cover beside one of the large machines while he figured out where the shots were coming from. After several more went off in the distance, he managed to figure out they were originating from the same direction, a few yards back on the next aisle.

Relieved that there didn’t appear to be any return fire, Copeland got on the radio.

"Johnson, Baker, what in the hell is going on?" Sergeant Copeland demanded.

Several more seconds of rapid gunfire went off before silence fell over the factory floor.

"We're all good, Sarge," Johnson replied.

"What in the hell was all that?" Copeland asked.

"Why don’t you come over to our aisle and take a look for yourself," Johnson suggested.

Copeland let out a huff as he pulled himself out from behind cover and began walking down the aisle in search of a crossover point. As he crossed over through the machinery and into the other aisle, he stopped abruptly as he spotted the cause of all the gunfire: a couple dozen corpses lay strewn about on the factory floor, with the two Privates standing proudly on the other side of the carnage.

"I didn’t hear any gunshots coming from your side of things, so I’m going to assume that you didn’t have nearly as much fun as we did," Johnson remarked.

"Just a couple of close encounters," Copeland replied.

He motioned for the duo to move towards him, which they did as they continued talking.

"As soon as we came around the corner, we were greeted by the welcoming committee," Baker explained.

"Where in the hell did they all come from?" Sergeant Copeland asked.

"My guess is up there," Johnson said, pointing behind Copeland towards the middle part of the warehouse, where piles of camping gear sat, most of it unpacked.

The Sergeant stared at it for several moments, trying to make sense of it all.

"As horrible as all this is, it just might be the break we’ve been looking for," Copeland said.

"What makes you say that, Sarge?" Baker asked.

"Because if there were this many of those things here, it’s unlikely the Chosen or the Militia came and cleared this place out," Copeland explained.

The two Privates exchanged a nod, hoping that the Sergeant’s suspicions were right.

"Come on, let’s start checking for supplies," Copeland ordered.

The others nodded as they fanned out and began inspecting the warehouse. Thirty minutes went by, with the soldiers checking every box and room they came across, but to no avail.

"Goddammit! Where in the hell is everything? Was this place not operational when all this bullshit started?" Johnson exclaimed.

He took out his frustrations on one of the corpses, delivering a forceful kick to the side of its head, snapping it to the side.

"You really need to get that temper under control, Johnson," Baker remarked.

Private Johnson attempted to form words, but only frustrated gibberish managed to come out of his mouth.

"I couldn’t have said it better myself," Baker quipped.

"Dammit, Baker, this doesn’t make any sense! If this many of those things were in here, then how did anybody clean it out without laying a finger on them? Because I didn’t see another body in this entire place!" Johnson ranted.

He let out his frustrations again by kicking another zombie in the head, the audible crack of its neck causing Baker to wince. Rather than look away, however, Baker began staring at the felled creature, a middle-aged man with a beard.

"You know, I wonder," Baker mused.

"Wonder what?" Johnson asked.

Baker didn’t respond as he pulled out his flashlight and began shining it on the corpses on the ground, confusing Johnson. He walked around to several of them, focusing on the corpses of the men while ignoring the women.

"So are you going to tell me what in the hell you are doing? Or do I have to guess?" Johnson asked, clearly frustrated.

"I don’t think this group has been in here all that long. Maybe a few weeks at most," Baker replied.

"And how did you come to that conclusion?" Johnson questioned.

"Look at the men, look at their faces. Every single one of them has a beard," Baker observed.

Johnson let out an enthusiastic laugh, shaking his head and struggling to breathe for a moment before composing himself.

"You do know that this is Idaho, right? Hell, I’m pretty sure it was a state law that men had to have beards to live here," Johnson joked.

"That’s cute, but I’m being serious. These aren’t full beards, they’re scruffy. Like someone wasn’t able to shave for a few weeks," Baker explained.

Johnson calmed down enough to pull out his flashlight and began shining it around on the faces of the male corpses. It took several moments before he began nodding slowly.

"Well, as stupid as that might sound, I think you might be right," Johnson conceded.

"What is Baker right about?" Sergeant Copeland asked, startling Johnson as he spoke while coming around the corner.

"Christ, Sarge, maybe a little warning next time," Johnson replied, catching his breath.

"Sorry, but what’s he right about?" Copeland repeated.

"The men all have weak beards, like they just weren’t able to shave for a few weeks. It could explain why they were in here and everything was gone," Baker elaborated.

"It’s a solid theory, but at the end of the day it doesn’t really matter why. All that matters is that we came up mostly empty-handed," Copeland remarked.

Both Baker and Johnson gave the Sergeant a confused look.

"Mostly empty-handed?" Johnson echoed.

Copeland reached around his shoulder, pulling out a small leather document case and holding it up proudly.

"That’s a solid-looking bag, Sergeant. The warm tones really bring out your eyes," Johnson teased.

"It’s what’s inside the bag, dumbass," Sergeant Copeland retorted.

Baker let out a laugh at his friend’s expense as Copeland opened up the bag and pulled out a handful of documents and a map.

"I found a corpse at the loading dock that had this bag on him. If I had to guess, I’d say he was one of the Chosen," Copeland revealed.

"What makes you think that?" Baker asked.

"He was better dressed than anybody in here, still had his gun too. And somebody shot him in the head after he was bitten," Copeland explained.

"So the Chosen came here and cleaned the place out?" Johnson asked.

"It would appear so. Luckily for us, whoever this guy was had intel on their entire operation, so maybe we can get lucky and find out where they took all this stuff," Copeland replied.

"Maybe I’m just being paranoid, but doesn’t that sound a little too convenient?" Baker asked.

"It does, but at this point we don’t really have a choice, do we?" Sergeant Copeland replied.

Baker and Johnson exchanged glances before shrugging and nodding in agreement.

"So what now?" Baker asked.

"We get the hell out of here," Copeland decided.

He clicked his communicator on.

"Hey, Kowalski, how are we looking out there?" Copeland asked.

"The gate crashers are spread out all over the place, so it shouldn’t be a problem to get back through the fence," Kowalski replied.

"Good. We’re on the move. Once we’re out of sight, get to the rendezvous point," Sergeant Copeland instructed.

"Copy that. Just make sure you have the car nice and toasty, I can’t feel my fingers anymore," Kowalski said.

"You got it, Kowalski," Copeland confirmed.

He clicked off the communicator before pulling out a larger walkie-talkie.

"Base, this is Alpha team, we’re on the way home."


CHAPTER THREE

Captain Kersey walked through the silent factory floor. It had been nearly two weeks since the bullet-making machines were last in operation, the need for them nonexistent after running out of raw materials. The bags under the Captain's eyes had become a constant feature, etched deeply into his face. The factory was designed for many things, but comfortable sleeping was not one of them.

As he made his way toward the front of the building, Corporal Bretz called out, “Morning, Cap.”

“Morning, Bretz,” Kersey replied, his voice heavy with fatigue. “I hope you have some good news for me.”

Bretz smirked. “So, did you want to grab coffee before I started disappointing you? Or do you just want to dive in this morning?”

Kersey let out a deep sigh, then motioned for the Corporal to continue.

“A couple of our scout teams got into some skirmishes with the militia,” Bretz began.

Kersey's face tightened with concern, but Bretz quickly raised his hands to stop him from speaking. “Relax, everyone's fine, at least on our side. But the men weren't able to finish scouting their areas.”

Kersey nodded, his expression grim. “We haven't found anything worthwhile in weeks. Unless they were playing defense, I can't imagine we would have found anything anyway.”

Bretz chuckled, though it held little humor. “That's the spirit, Kersey. Nothing like a little optimism to start the day off right.”

“Yeah, I know, Bretz. I should be the upbeat one. But my God, this whole mission has been an exercise in futility. What little we did manage to scrape together was stolen while in transport. And we haven't found squat since. Every single factory has been cleaned out. Unless Copeland's team struck gold this morning.”

“And that's the other bit of news,” Bretz added.

“They're back already?” Kersey asked, a hint of hope in his voice.

“Just rolled in a few minutes ago.”

“And what did they find?”

“Nothing in the way of raw material,” Bretz said, shaking his head. “That factory was just like the other six we've checked—completely cleaned out.”

“And the beat goes on,” Kersey muttered.

Bretz leaned in slightly. “They did find something of interest, though.”

Kersey stopped in his tracks, curiosity piqued. “What did they find?”

“Come on, they're getting set up in the conference room.”

Kersey's pace quickened as he resumed walking, his excitement barely contained at the prospect of good news.

Captain Kersey threw open the door to the conference room, startling Sergeant Copeland and the rest of his squad. “Tell me you have something good.”

“I just might, Cap,” Sergeant Copeland responded, a small smile playing on his lips. “I just might.”

Kersey and Bretz took seats beside Copeland, who had a treasure trove of paperwork spread out in front of him. A map lay in the center of the table, its focus on downtown Boise, with a bright red circle drawn around Ontario in the northeastern corner.

“As I'm sure you know by now,” Copeland began, “the warehouse had been completely cleaned out. We're not entirely sure when it happened, but our best guess is a few weeks into the outbreak.”

“I'll take your word on that,” Kersey said. “Continue.”

“During our search of the facility, I came across the body of who I suspect was a member of the Chosen. I found a bag filled with what you see here, lying beside him.”

Bretz leaned forward, examining the papers. “And what is all this?”

“From what I've been able to gather so far,” Copeland explained, “it's a manifest of everything his team had taken from the area.” He reached down to a leather-bound notebook on the table and flipped through the pages. Kersey and Bretz crowded closer to inspect it as well. While the writing was hard to make out, it was clear that it was a list.

“So, what have you found on their list?” Kersey asked.

“It's really hard to tell, Cap,” Copeland admitted, squinting at the pages. “I don't know what this guy did for a living, but I'm confident that it didn't involve legible penmanship. Regardless, this is the best lead we've had in weeks, and I think it's in our interest to check it out.”

Kersey reached down and adjusted the map, focusing intently on the bright red circle around the town of Ontario. “So, what do we know about this place?”

“Not much,” Copeland replied. “Outside of that, it's just across the border on the other side of the river.”

“Why haven't we sent scouts up there yet?” Kersey asked.

“We did, last week,” Bretz said.

“And?” Kersey prompted.

“They didn't make it across the river due to how many of those things were clogging the streets,” Bretz explained.

“Did they find out anything useful about the town? Or did they just take one look at the scene and nope out of there?”

Before Bretz could answer, there was a knock at the door. Bretz stood up and opened it, accepting a file folder from another soldier. After a polite nod, he shut the door and began inspecting the contents.

“Let's see,” Bretz began, flipping through the pages. “It's a decent-sized town of over eleven thousand. Not much of note in the majority of the town. Just the usual assortment of homes, strip malls, grocery stores...” He trailed off, reading silently for a moment before continuing. “Okay, here we go. There is an ammunition factory to the north of town that's situated in the middle of a large industrial zone.”

“Does it say what else is up there?” Kersey asked.

“Looks like a few other factories and a lot of warehouse space,” Bretz replied.

“Which would be the perfect place to set up if you wanted to consolidate your holdings,” Copeland added. “Plenty of space, easy access to a factory...”

“And lots of locals to deter anybody from trying to take your stuff,” Kowalski interjected.

“If there's that many of those things up there, then how in the hell were they moving through them?” Johnson asked.

“As long as the driver was careful, a tractor-trailer would be able to punch through a mob that size with little problem. Trust me on that,” Bretz assured him.

“Damn straight,” Baker added, prompting the rest of the men to chuckle, remembering the trucker convoy through Seattle at the beginning of the invasion.

“Well, let's go get it then,” Kersey declared.

The others in the room glanced around at each other with worried looks, prompting confusion on Kersey's part. “Or not. This is the biggest break we've had in weeks. What's the problem?”

“Baker, do you want to field this one?” Sergeant Copeland asked, turning to the private.

All eyes fell onto Baker, who hesitated before speaking. “It just feels all too convenient, Cap. The militia knows that we've been clearing the factories one by one, so they know that we'd eventually hit the one we did today.”

“So you think one of them planted this information?” Kersey asked, frowning.

“I mean, it's what I would do,” Baker admitted. “Getting in and out of that factory was low risk. And from the scouts' description, Ontario sounds anything but low risk. One bridge across the river and thousands of those things roaming about. They wouldn't even need to set a trap for us, just plant the bait and let us walk ourselves right into danger.”

Kersey stood there for a moment, a stern look on his face as he contemplated the situation. “Copeland, you found the intel. What's your assessment? Did the scene look staged?”

“My eyes tell me that it looked legit,” Copeland replied cautiously. “The dude got overrun by those things, and one of his partners took mercy on him with a shot to the head. However...I wouldn't put it past the militia to sacrifice someone just to make it look legit.”

“Especially after what they did to the leader of the Chosen,” Kowalski added, his voice darkening. “While I'm not going to lose sleep over that bastard suffering, I have lost a few winks due to those pictures.”

Kersey fell silent again, running through every scenario he could think of. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he spoke. “I understand the concerns, and after listening to you, I share them. I think there's a not insignificant chance that this is a deliberate trap. However, I also know that unless we're able to pull a rabbit out of the hat and get production going again, the militia is going to have the upper hand against our troops back in Seattle. All the hard work we did before was undone when the transport team didn't make it to Spokane.”

Kersey looked around the room at the other soldiers, and one by one, they nodded in agreement.

“What the hell,” Kowalski said. “It sounds more entertaining than just sitting around here waiting to be picked off by the militia.”

“And it's not like we weren't going out into danger anyway,” Baker added.

“The question is, how do we do it?” Bretz asked, looking toward Copeland.

“My team can get in there and find out what the situation is on the ground,” Copeland offered.

“Thanks, Sarge,” Johnson said sarcastically. “Appreciate that vote of confidence. I just wish it was general praise and not volunteering us.”

“I know it's a new concept for you, Johnson,” Kowalski teased, “but this is what happens when you're good at your job. You get more work.”

Johnson chuckled, playfully flipping Kowalski off.

“Okay, Sergeant, the job is yours,” Kersey said, turning serious again. “How do you want to proceed?”

Copeland pulled the map closer, studying it intently. “It looks like there are two bridges over the river and into town. The interstate from the south is a no-go. Most likely too many cars and too wide open.” He focused on the bridge on the eastern side of town, staring at it for several moments before shaking his head. “Hey, Bretz, when the scouts showed up, they came in from the east, didn't they?”

Bretz grabbed the scout's report, giving it a once-over before nodding.

“So the bridge to the east isn't viable either,” Copeland concluded. “Which means we're going to have to go with a water crossing.”

“Nothing like joining the polar bear club before an ambush,” Kersey muttered.

“Don't worry, Kowalski,” Bretz said with a grin. “I'm pretty sure there's a raft around here somewhere.”

“Where in the hell did we get a raft from?” Johnson asked, bewildered.

“One of the scouting targets was on the other side of that lake we landed in when we got here,” Bretz explained. “It was safer to cross it than go in directly, and they kept it.”

“Well, damn,” Kowalski muttered.

“What are you mad about, Kowalski?” Copeland asked with a smirk. “You don't have to go swimming now.”

“Yeah, but we just used up our good luck for the mission. I hate it when that happens right out of the gate,” Kowalski grumbled.

Copeland just shook his head as he turned back to the Captain. “We'll get across there and see what the situation is. If it looks like the real deal, we'll figure out what we need to do from there.”

“And if it's the trap we all think it is?” Baker asked.

“Then I'll lead the charge to come get you myself,” Kersey declared, surprising the men with his resolve.

Copeland blinked in surprise. “Captain, are you sure that's wise?”

“Most of the men in here don't have that much combat experience, at least not against trained soldiers,” Kersey explained. “Besides, we've kicked over every stone in the city and haven't come up with anything. If this doesn't pan out, then our mission here is pretty much over. So if you get in trouble, we're going to come get you out of it.”

Copeland nodded, appreciating the Captain's commitment, before looking around at the rest of his team. “Okay, boys, gear up. We're moving in twenty.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Sergeant Copeland led Kowalski, Baker, and Johnson towards the river on foot, having left their vehicle a half mile behind them. The hike through the open terrain had been a chore, especially while lugging a small rubber raft with them, but they knew that making too much noise could potentially make a crossing impossible.

As they approached the riverbank, the group spotted a cluster of trees and took cover behind it. Kowalski let go of the raft as the group dropped it to the ground, the sniper collapsing into it, completely out of breath.

"You know, Sarge," Kowalski said between labored breaths, "I just wanted to thank you again for volunteering us for this detail."

"I'm just looking out for your well-being, Kowalski," Sergeant Copeland replied, a hint of dry humor in his voice.

"How in God's name is this good for my well-being?" Kowalski asked, incredulous.

Copeland smirked. "You're a free spirit, Kowalski, and if you had to spend another day cooped up inside that factory, it might have pushed you over the edge."

Kowalski let out a sigh in response, too out of breath to form more words.

"Okay, boys, let's see what we're dealing with," Sergeant Copeland ordered.

Copeland moved up towards the edge of the trees, pulling out binoculars as he did so. Baker and Johnson flanked him, each with their own set of binoculars. All three men let out deep sighs as the town on the other side of the water came into view. The row of businesses along the waterfront stretched on for a mile, with hundreds of zombies milling about in the area.

"Well, that's a problem," Johnson remarked.

"Maybe if we moved further north before crossing?" Baker suggested.

"According to the scouts," Copeland responded, "there's a huge mob in that area, and not much in the way of cover outside of the building they were attracted to. At least here we have some options."

"Yeah," Johnson muttered, "some options of where we want to get stuck."

Before Copeland could respond, Kowalski joined them on the line. With a light smack on Baker's arm, the Private handed over his binoculars for the sniper to look through. At the first sight of the creatures, Kowalski let out an impressed whistle.

"That's quite the crowd," Kowalski said, shaking his head.

"We'll be alright," Copeland reassured them. "We're going to cross, stay on this side of the buildings, and get up towards the north. It shouldn't be more than a few miles."

"To where the mob that's so big we can't cross is?" Baker asked skeptically.

"If we're moving quietly and quickly enough," Copeland explained, "we should be able to get by them. Assuming the scouting report is accurate."

"Because those always are," Johnson muttered under his breath.

"We'll be alright," Copeland repeated.

"Guess I better get stretching then, because that's going to be a hell of a run," Baker sighed.

"What if we drove instead?" Kowalski suggested.

All three of the soldiers turned towards Kowalski with confused looks etched onto their faces.

"And what if we sprouted wings and just flew there?" Johnson quipped.

"I'm serious, Johnson. I think I found us a vehicle," Kowalski insisted.

"Even if there was one we could get to, that battery is long gone," Baker argued. "Two months sitting idle, we'd be lucky to get the dash lights to come on, let alone getting it to turn over."

"It's a good thing it's at the mechanic then," Kowalski said with a smirk.

Kowalski handed the binoculars back to Baker, who joined the others in looking back across the river.

"Straight across from us, then two blocks to the north," Kowalski instructed.

The men all followed the sniper's directions, honing in on the mechanic's shop.

"Well, I'll be damned," Sergeant Copeland muttered.

On the corner sat a mechanic's shop with an open bay door, a shiny red SUV sitting just outside in the parking lot. A dozen zombies milled about in the general area, their focus drawn in multiple directions.

"I've heard worse ideas, especially from you, Kowalski," Baker admitted.

"I figure we can get in through the open bay door, grab one of those battery jumpers, and we're on the road," Kowalski explained.

"Do you think the gas is still good in it?" Johnson asked.

"It's fifty-fifty," Copeland replied, "but I think it's worth the risk. That's a good find, Kowalski."

The sniper nodded to the Sergeant as the group got themselves into battle mode.

"As soon as we're clear of the trees, we haul ass to the river," Sergeant Copeland directed. "We get across and up to the shop. Kowalski, you're going to find what we need to get that SUV going. Baker, you're on key duty. They should be in one of the packets at the front desk. While you do that, Johnson and I will keep the crowd occupied."

The three soldiers nodded to Copeland, who extended his fist for a group bump before motioning back towards the raft.

"Let's do this," Copeland commanded.

All four men positioned themselves around the raft, gripping it tightly as they emerged from the trees. Once everyone was clear, they moved as a single unit, legs pumping as they sprinted across the open field towards the river. In a matter of moments, they reached the water, skillfully tossing the raft into the river and jumping in.

Johnson and Baker grabbed the oars, paddling with intensity as they quickly traversed the river. The foursome reached the opposite bank, which had a slight incline leading to the road. Their boots splashing down in the shallow water drew the attention of a handful of creatures on the bank. With a collective moan, the trio of ghouls shambled towards them, losing their balance on the incline and tumbling down into the water, narrowly missing the soldiers as they went by.

"Baker, Johnson, get up that incline and start cracking skulls," Sergeant Copeland ordered.

The two Privates nodded and broke from the raft, quickly ascending the incline with their knives at the ready. Johnson barely got a single step on level ground before a zombie lunged for him. With a deft duck down, the soldier avoided being grabbed, allowing him to plant his shoulder into the midsection of the creature.

"Up you go!" Johnson grunted as he lifted the zombie up before slamming it headfirst into the hard ground, snapping its neck.

Baker, meanwhile, was busy delivering head strikes with his knife, dispatching a couple of creatures in rapid succession and giving the soldiers some breathing room from the welcoming committee. Copeland and Kowalski joined them at the top of the incline, both of them blowing right by the two Privates as they rushed towards the mechanic's shop.

"Let's clear the way!" Sergeant Copeland urged.

Copeland picked up a head of steam, lowering his shoulder and plowing through a couple of creatures that were shambling in his direction. As the others followed, their collective footsteps on the pavement drew the attention of the zombies in the area. Within seconds, a chorus of moans filled the air as more and more zombies took notice of them. None of that concerned Copeland, who continued to plow through zombies on his way towards the mechanic's shop.

As he reached the parking lot, the Sergeant finally drew his knife, rushing up towards the closest creature and driving it deep into its skull. Rather than let it drop to the ground, he grabbed it by the throat, lifting it off its feet and shoving it towards two other nearby zombies. The weight of the lifeless corpse was more than enough to knock the two zombies backward to the ground. Copeland wasted no time in rushing up to them, delivering forceful head strikes with his knife.

"Kowalski, Baker, get our ride going! We'll hold them off," Sergeant Copeland commanded.

Copeland stared out towards the mass of ghouls that were shambling in their direction as Kowalski and Baker rushed by them. A few seconds later, Johnson took up position beside the Sergeant, both of them having their knives at the ready.

"Hit them hard and hit them fast. We don't have to take them all out, just keep them occupied," Sergeant Copeland ordered.

Johnson nodded as the two soldiers let out a grunt before rushing towards the front edge of the horde. Meanwhile, Kowalski and Baker rushed inside the mechanic's through the open bay door.

"Find those keys and get the hood open!" Kowalski instructed urgently.

Before Baker could respond, he was greeted by a zombie lunging at him from the darkness. His instinct took over, swinging the knife upwards as hard as he could, managing to catch the creature underneath its jaw. The ghoul stumbled for a second before dropping to the ground, the knife sliding cleanly out in the process.

"I'm on it," Baker replied, "just make sure you can start it up."

Kowalski nodded as he pulled out his flashlight, shining it around the small mechanic's bay.

"Come on, come on, where are you hiding?" Kowalski muttered to himself.

The light scanned the back wall of the shop, quickly darting from the shelves to the floor, revealing nothing but collections of tools and various car necessities like oil and air filters.

"Damn it, come on, you have to have one of these," Kowalski grumbled.

He abandoned the back wall, focusing his attention on the area in between the two bay doors. He shoved tools and various other things out of the way in his frantic search, finally dropping to one knee and looking underneath the table.

"Now we're cooking!" Kowalski exclaimed as he reached out and grabbed the small battery device, which wasn't much bigger than a car battery. As he stood up, he spotted Baker, who was coming out from the front part of the store carrying a handful of clear plastic pouches.

"The keys have to be in one of these," Baker said as he handed one over.

Kowalski nodded as he strained, lifting up the heavy battery and following his comrade back out into the parking lot. The sniper set the device on the ground, picking up the leads and getting them ready.

"Any time now, Baker!" Kowalski urged.

Private Baker reached into the first pouch, hitting the unlock button on the keys found inside. When nothing happened, he dropped the pouch and went into the next one. After several of these, he finally found the correct set. With a satisfying thunk, the locks on the SUV unlatched, allowing him access.

"We're in!" Baker announced as he quickly popped the hood and helped Kowalski attach the leads to the battery.

"Get inside and start turning that key!" Kowalski ordered.

Baker did as instructed, hopping into the driver's seat and turning the key. The engine whined for several seconds before ultimately not starting.

"We need to give it a minute to charge!" Baker called out.

"Damn it," Kowalski cursed.

Kowalski turned around to see Johnson and Copeland engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the encroaching mob of zombies. While they were holding their own against the front line of the creatures, a logjam of them was beginning to form just a few yards back.

Kowalski moved with haste, drawing his handgun and positioning himself to the side of the other two soldiers. Without warning, he began firing, squeezing the trigger quickly and dropping ghouls just behind the front line with ease. He finally paused after emptying half a magazine, prompting Copeland to yell out.

"What in the hell are you doing, Kowalski?" Sergeant Copeland demanded.

"We needed a minute, and it didn't look like we had one," Kowalski explained.

Copeland nodded before returning to the fight. Kowalski fired several more times, helping to stem the tide of creatures from overwhelming his friends. The fight was soon interrupted by the sound of the SUV's horn honking.

"We're rolling!" Baker shouted from inside the vehicle.

Kowalski sprinted back to the SUV, yanking the connectors from the battery and grabbing the jumpstart device. As he jumped into the back of the vehicle, the other two soldiers joined him.

"We're in! Get us the hell out of here!" Sergeant Copeland commanded.

Baker didn't waste time, putting the SUV into drive and hitting the gas. The vehicle lurched forward as he peeled out from the parking space and onto the road. The soldiers bounced around the interior of the SUV as they smacked up against zombies that were attempting to grasp at them. After a few seconds, however, they were in the clear, with enough space between the zombies that Baker was able to steer around them.

"Well, that was fun," Johnson remarked, catching his breath.

"Is everybody okay?" Sergeant Copeland asked.

"Yeah, we're good, Sarge," Kowalski confirmed.

"Alright then. Baker, start heading north," Sergeant Copeland instructed.

"Copy that, Sarge," Baker replied, focusing on the road ahead.


CHAPTER FIVE

Baker kept the pedal to the metal, speeding around the northern part of the town toward the industrial district. While the streets themselves were mostly clear of zombies, hundreds stretched down side streets and into the fields to the north.

"Mother of God," Kowalski muttered. "That must be the horde the scouts were talking about."

Copeland and Johnson looked north toward a writhing mass of rotting flesh clustered by a building just off the river.

Johnson squinted, confusion evident on his face. "What the hell is that place?"

"It's right on the river," Kowalski replied. "Could be boat rental? Fishing supplies? Who knows. All I know is, I don't want to drive up there and find out."

"Ain't that the truth," Johnson agreed.

Baker, gripping the wheel, glanced at Copeland. "Do you have any idea where I'm going, Sarge?"

Copeland went back to studying the map as closely as he could, pulling out a small magnifying glass to get a better idea of where the target was and how to get there.

"This circle is pretty damn big," Sergeant Copeland said, "but best I can tell, it's another mile up."

"Jesus," Johnson whispered.

Kowalski shook his head. "Yeah, Sarge, let's hope you're reading that wrong, because a mile is not a lot of space between us and the fishing horde."

Sergeant Copeland's expression hardened. "It just means that we're going to have to move fast, Kowalski."

Kowalski and Johnson shared a concerned look, knowing that as soon as they fired off a single shot, the mob would start shambling in their direction.

"Hey, Sarge, I think we're here," Baker announced, breaking the tension.

Copeland looked up from his map as the soldiers in the back seat leaned toward the middle to see out the front. A few hundred yards up were several warehouses that lined the road, with a few dozen more just beyond them, stretching in all directions.

Johnson's eyes widened. "How in the hell are we supposed to find them in here?"

"Baker, pull in between those first two buildings and park it," Sergeant Copeland ordered.

Baker hesitated. "You want to walk it?"

"We have to assume that this place is still guarded by Chosen members," Sergeant Copeland explained. "Do you really want to let them know that we're here?"

Baker let out a long sigh before shaking his head and following the Sergeant's orders. "Well, what's a little more cardio."

Baker pulled the SUV to a stop in the road between two warehouses. A handful of zombies took notice and began wandering in their direction, with a few more emerging from behind parked transfer trucks docked in the bays.

"Kowalski, get up top and see what you can see," Sergeant Copeland commanded. "We'll handle the company."

"I'm on it, Sarge," Kowalski replied, throwing open the door, slinging his sniper rifle over his shoulder, and jogging down the road.

As Kowalski approached the first truck, a zombie came staggering out from the other side. However, he paid the ghoul no attention, simply darting around it and continuing on. Thirty yards down, above one of the parked trucks, Kowalski spotted a ladder that had been bolted onto the side of the building, stretching down toward one of the parked trucks.

"Bingo," he muttered to himself.

Kowalski picked up the pace, jumping onto the back bumper of the truck and grabbing onto the railing that ran vertically alongside it. A few seconds later, the sniper managed to scale it, rolling onto the roof of the truck. As he got to his feet, he glanced back and watched as Copeland rushed up and began slamming the zombie's head into the back bumper of the truck.

"Well, that was graphic," Kowalski muttered, shaking off the violent imagery. He turned his attention to the ladder on the side of the building. While it was a few feet off the top of the truck, he had no problem jumping up and grabbing onto the bottom rung.

Upon reaching the roof, Kowalski rolled to the ground, wanting to remain out of sight in case someone was watching. He pulled his rifle around, peering through the scope to get a lay of the land. To the north of their position lay half a dozen more warehouses, stretching on straight down the road. At the far end of the row stood a giant factory, taking up both sides of the road.

"That's gotta be the ammo factory," Kowalski murmured to himself. "Now, where oh where are you hiding the goods at?"

Kowalski scanned the rooftops of the other warehouses that stretched out all around them, thinking aloud as he did so. "These assholes were a lot of things, but stupid wasn't one of them. So they're not going to be hiding the stuff at the factory, right? Surely they had to suspect somebody was going to come by eventually."

As the sniper continued to scan, he stopped abruptly at movement on a rooftop. "Well, well, what do we have here?"

Kowalski adjusted the magnification on his scope to get a better view. At the far corner of one of the warehouses, he could see a figure wrapped up in a sleeping bag, sitting up straight and barely moving.

"So are you alive?" Kowalski whispered to himself. "Or are you just one of those things wrapped up like a burrito?"

Kowalski continued staring at the figure, looking for anything that would tell him if it was alive or dead. Finally, he spotted it—a small cloud of vapor as the hot breath met the cold air.

"I got you," Kowalski said, making a mental note of the warehouse, which was three rows down. Before coming back down, he scanned the rest of the rooftops but found nothing.

Kowalski made his way back down to the road below, pausing at the top of the truck to watch Sergeant Copeland crack a couple more heads. Once the coast was clear, the sniper climbed down and joined his squad.

Sergeant Copeland looked at him expectantly. "What do you have for me, Kowalski?"

"There is one very cold rooftop guard three rows up," Kowalski reported.

"Good work. Did you spot anything else?" Copeland asked.

"I'm pretty sure that building at the end of the road here is the ammo factory," Kowalski replied. "It's bigger than anything else here."

Sergeant Copeland nodded. "One thing at a time." He let out a clicking sound to get the attention of the other privates, motioning for them to move back to the vehicle.

"OK, we have our target, three rows up," Sergeant Copeland said. "There's one guard on the roof, so we have to assume there's more inside."

Johnson, always the practical one, asked, "So what's the play?"

"We're moving up two rows," Sergeant Copeland explained, "then we're going to breach the warehouse across from them. Reevaluate from there."

"What about those things wandering around?" Baker asked, motioning to the zombies nearby.

"Just push through them," Sergeant Copeland replied. "Depending on what we find in that warehouse, they might come in handy."

Johnson frowned. "You're expecting us to be outmanned?"

Sergeant Copeland met his gaze steadily. "With the way this week has gone, are you expecting anything else?"

Johnson cracked a smile, nodding to the Sergeant.

"Get your gear, let's move out," Sergeant Copeland ordered.

The men nodded before moving to the back of the SUV, popping open the hatch and loading up with gear. While the majority of the ammunition had been lost in transport to Spokane, Captain Kersey had been smart enough to hold back a significant amount for his men. As a result, all four soldiers were loaded for bear.

Once the men were ready, Copeland moved them out, taking point as the rest of them fell into line behind him. The group moved with haste, staying close to the side of the warehouses as they went. Copeland held the men up at the edge of the first building, looking both directions before crossing. He motioned for the men to move quietly, as a few dozen zombies were stretched out over the length of a warehouse in each direction. The men softened their movement as they crossed, relieved not to hear a chorus of moans following them as they continued moving up.

A few moments later, they found themselves outside the warehouse directly across from the target. While it was locked up tightly with all the bay doors closed, there were some offices on the corner with a glass door leading inside.

"Johnson, get that door open quietly," Sergeant Copeland instructed.

Johnson nodded and took point, darting out and running across the open space toward the door, while the others trailed behind him. As the private's footsteps echoed slightly in the empty space, a few zombies took notice, letting out moans as they shambled out from behind a nearby truck.

Copeland smacked Baker on the arm, motioning for him to follow before telling Kersey to follow Johnson. The Sergeant led the charge toward the four zombies that were packed tightly together just behind the truck. Copeland picked up steam, lowering his shoulder and plowing through them, sending bodies flying in every direction.

As he turned around, he spotted Baker driving his knife into one of the fallen ghouls. Copeland quickly joined the fray, drawing his knife and attacking one of the other fallen creatures. Within seconds, the threat had been neutralized. The two men ran back to the door, where Johnson had managed to break the lock and get it open.

"I'm taking point and going to make a play for the door to the warehouse," Sergeant Copeland said. "I want you three to clear out everything behind me."

The men all nodded in agreement as Copeland breached the building, his knife and flashlight at the ready. As he entered the office area, which ran for a good fifty yards along the backside of the building, he moved with haste toward the warehouse entrance.

Copeland ran down the aisle between a line of cubicles and small offices. As he went, he kept his head on a swivel, trying to spot any signs of trouble. Much to his relief, he didn't see any movement, nor signs of struggle. Within seconds, he was at the door to the warehouse, which remained closed. He checked the lock, seeing it was secure before turning around to face whatever threats he may have overlooked. Instead, he was greeted with his squad strolling through the office area.

"Looks like we're clear then?" Sergeant Copeland asked.

Johnson shrugged. "I don't think anybody's been in here in months."

Kowalski walked up to the door leading to the warehouse, unlocking it and peeking through the crack. He let out a chuckle as he threw the door completely open.

"I think it might be longer than that," Kowalski remarked.

The rest of the men looked through the door, seeing that the entire space was empty, prompting everyone to let their guard down.

"I guess they were just getting set up when everything ended," Baker mused.

"That's good for us because we know nothing's hiding in there," Johnson added.

Kowalski turned to Copeland. "So what's the play, Sarge?"

Copeland stepped into the vacant warehouse space, looking around to get the lay of the land. A row of bay doors sat closed directly across from them and right in front of the target. Against the wall was a ladder that stretched all the way up to a hatch leading to the roof.

"Kowalski, I want you up top," Sergeant Copeland instructed. "When we're ready to move, I want you to take out our rooftop neighbor, then cover us while we investigate."

"You don't want me over there with you?" Kowalski asked.

"No, I'm going to need your eye in the sky," Sergeant Copeland explained. "If that guard has friends inside, we're going to be making a lot of noise and drawing attention our way."

"You got it, Sarge," Kowalski agreed.

"OK, men, let's move like we have a purpose."


CHAPTER SIX

Kowalski paused at the top of the ladder, gathering himself before opening the hatch to the roof. He took a deep breath and steadied himself.

“OK, Sarge, I'm in position,” he said into his communicator.

“Stand by,” Sergeant Copeland replied.

Copeland, Johnson, and Baker stood by the bay door on the corner of the building, peering out through the narrow crack between it and the track on the wall. The tension was palpable, and the air was thick with anticipation.

“What do you see?” Johnson asked, breaking the silence.

Copeland squinted, assessing the scene. “It's about a forty-yard run to the target, and there's a lot of corpses on the ground between here and there, so watch your step.”

Baker glanced nervously at the door. “I can't imagine it's just one dude on the roof taking that many things down.”

Copeland nodded in agreement. “I tend to agree, which is why we're going to be going in hot. We have to assume that when Kowalski knocks out their rooftop guard, they're going to be on to us.”

Johnson motioned for Copeland to step aside so he could get a better look outside. Straight across from them was a row of bay doors, with the one on the corner having a ramp leading right up to it. However, to the right, he noticed that one of the bay doors was opened slightly, just a couple of feet.

“I think I found our way inside,” Johnson said, stepping back and pointing to the right so that Copeland could easily spot it.

“Given how stuffy it is in here, I can see why they left the door cracked,” Copeland remarked. “At least they'll have some fresh air while we're putting them down.”

“So no prisoners?” Baker asked, a hint of concern in his voice.

Copeland's expression hardened. “These people enslaved others who were just looking for help, and killed those who refused. I think we should show them all the courtesy they deserve.”

“So no prisoners then,” Baker repeated, this time with a bit more resolve.

“We're going to move quick, get inside, and do a little misdirection,” Copeland instructed. “I want you two getting to the exterior wall towards the offices.”

“What are you going to do?” Johnson inquired.

“I'm going to find myself a nice hiding spot while they converge on you, then introduce myself,” Copeland replied with a grim smile.

Baker let out a small chuckle as he and Johnson exchanged a fist bump. “Just once it would be nice to not be the bait,” he mused.

“Maybe one day, Baker, but not today,” Copeland said as he walked over to the regular-sized door beside the bay entrance. He gently turned the deadbolt, minimizing the audible thunk.

“Hey, Kowalski,” Copeland called into his communicator. “We know what we're doing and we're in position. We move on your mark.”

“Copy that, Sarge. Sixty seconds,” Kowalski responded, his voice steady despite the tension.

Kowalski looked up at the hatch to the roof, taking a moment to steady himself before reaching up for the release. He twisted it to the side, unlatching it but hesitating. “Please be looking away, please be looking away,” he muttered to himself.

With a grunt, Kowalski pushed the heavy metal hatch upwards, flinging it open. The door slammed onto the top of the roof, making a louder-than-expected noise that sent a jolt of adrenaline through his system. He moved as fast as he could, quickly ascending the ladder and getting low so that the lip of the roof would provide him with some cover.

Without wasting a moment, he slung the rifle off his shoulder and scanned the other rooftop. “Dammit!” he cursed under his breath as he saw the bundled-up guard beginning to stir, startled by the sudden loud noise. Fortunately for Kowalski, the guard was wrapped up snugly in his sleeping bag, making him easy prey.

“At least you're going to die warm,” Kowalski muttered as he got the man in his sights. He squeezed the trigger, sending a well-placed round right into the man's chest. The figure fell lifeless onto the rooftop, but Kowalski kept his aim on him for several moments, making sure he was indeed down for the count. Once he was satisfied, he clicked on his communicator.

“You're clear, Sarge. Go!” Kowalski confirmed.

Copeland burst through the door as soon as he heard Kowalski's voice, leading the charge across the open area towards the other warehouse. The trio rushed across the road, navigating through the maze of corpses on the ground.

As they got within fifteen yards of the partially open bay door, they noticed it was beginning to inch closed. A split second later, a man took a knee at the corner, aiming a hunting rifle in their direction.

Copeland raised his rifle and squeezed the trigger several times, his aim panicked. While the bullets missed the man, they were close enough to force him back behind cover. The impact caused the door to stop moving just long enough for Copeland to reach it.

Rather than wait at the base of the truck bay to clear the area, Copeland leapt up as he got close. His jump was forceful enough to propel him inside the warehouse, sliding along on his stomach across the floor for several inches.

For a brief moment, his eyes met the armed man's, and Copeland could see the bewildered terror in the man's gaze. While the man's reaction was delayed due to his inexperience, Copeland's multiple deployments had removed any hesitation.

With a squeeze of the trigger, Copeland sent a single round through the man's chest, splattering blood onto his partner who was just behind him, trying to lower the door with the chain.

Copeland quickly adjusted his aim, firing off another shot and putting down the other man before he had a chance to reach for his weapon. The Sergeant then popped up to one knee, sweeping both directions for more threats but finding none.

“Come on, get in here!” Copeland called out, his voice urgent.

Johnson and Baker took a few seconds to climb in through the open bay door as Copeland continued his watch. In the distance, they could hear several sets of footsteps running, along with some yelling, all of it coming from one direction.

“You boys get a move on, I'll see you in a minute,” Copeland ordered, vanishing into the shadows cast by the large stacks of boxes in the middle of the warehouse.

“I guess that's our cue,” Johnson said, glancing at Baker.

Baker nodded, and the two men took off running away from the yelling and footsteps, both of them spreading out enough so that if someone took a shot at them, they’d have a tougher time picking a target. They didn't have to wait long.

Several gunshots echoed from the opposite side of the warehouse, the bullets whizzing by the two soldiers as they ran.

“Move up!” Johnson yelled out, spinning around and firing several rounds downrange. He wasn't aiming at anything in particular, just trying to buy them a few seconds to make it to proper cover. After shooting, he took off running again, allowing Baker to provide cover fire.

Their shots were essentially firing into the darkness at the far end of the warehouse, but it did the job of stopping the return fire.

The two of them made it to the back wall of the building, spotting the door to the offices in the middle. As they ran up, a man opened the door, gun in hand, drawn to the noise and commotion.

Johnson didn't break stride as he lowered his shoulder and slammed into the door, the heavy wood cracking the man in the face and sending him to the ground. Before Johnson could raise his rifle and finish the job, a bullet ripped through the door, grazing his arm.

Instinct took over, and Johnson dropped to the ground as more bullets tore through the wooden door. Raising his rifle, he fired several shots through the lower portion of the door towards an unseen enemy, sparing a brief moment to adjust his aim and put two into the chest of the wounded man just off to his side.

Johnson rolled over to his stomach, positioning himself at the side of the door, gently pulling it open. It only moved a few inches before more bullets ripped through the top portion of it again, the muzzle flashes inside the darkened office drawing Johnson's attention and giving him a target to fire at.

With three quick trigger pulls, the man inside the office collapsed to the ground in a heap, his breathing ragged as blood clogged his airway.

“We gotta move, man!” Baker urged, rushing into the office.

Johnson quickly scrambled to his feet and joined him, just as bullets flew from the side, slamming into the door as he cleared the threshold.

Both men did a quick sweep of the small office area, which consisted of little more than a handful of cubicles that had been turned into a makeshift sleeping area. With nobody else in sight, they took up positions behind cover, aiming their guns toward the door.

“You're hit,” Baker pointed out, noticing the blood on Johnson's arm.

“It's just a flesh wound. I'll be alright,” Johnson assured him, trying to focus.

Baker was concerned but put it aside, focusing on the door. The duo could hear movement outside—footsteps and murmuring to go along with ammunition being loaded into rifles.

“As soon as you see that door move, you unload on them,” Johnson instructed. “We just have to keep them busy for the Sarge.”

As if on cue, Copeland emerged from his hiding spot between stacks of boxes, his assault rifle at the ready as he moved silently to the back wall of the building. His movements were swift and deliberate, knowing that an attack on his men was imminent.

The Sergeant made his way to the office side of the building, pausing at the edge of a stack of boxes to survey the situation. He spotted four men, two on either side of the door, all of them clutching their rifles tightly and debating who would make the first move through the door.

It took a few moments of indecision before one man was volunteered. Despite being twenty yards away, Copeland could hear the man sigh heavily, the reluctance evident in his demeanor.

With the barrel of his rifle, the man began to pull the door open ever so slightly. It didn’t move more than six inches before a barrage of bullets ripped through it, forcing him back in a panic.

The others immediately focused on the man, checking to see if he was alright. It was the opportunity Copeland had been waiting for. Stepping out from behind cover, he took aim at one of the men and squeezed the trigger.

The bullet tore through the man’s chest, dropping him to the ground. Before his body hit the concrete floor, Copeland had already fired another round into the man standing next to him. The two remaining men had barely registered what was happening when Copeland's rifle barked twice more, each shot finding its mark with lethal precision.

Within seconds, the scene fell eerily quiet. The four men lay motionless, their blood pooling on the cold, unforgiving floor. Copeland moved cautiously, stepping over the bodies as he approached the office door, his rifle still at the ready. He spotted one of the downed men struggling weakly, trying to grasp his rifle.

“Oh no you don’t,” Copeland muttered as he delivered a final shot, ensuring the man wouldn’t pose a threat.

Satisfied that the immediate area was secure, Copeland kicked away the remaining weapons before knocking on the office door.

“You boys alright in there?” he called out, his voice calm and authoritative.

“Yeah, we’re good, Sarge,” Johnson replied, his tone steady despite the chaos they had just endured.

“Well, come on out then. We have a lot of work to do and not much time to do it.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Copeland, Baker, and Johnson had swept the entire length of the warehouse, meticulously checking every aisle between boxes, listening intently for any potential stragglers. As they found no one in their search, they began to relax, all except for Johnson, who took it upon himself to yell out a threat.

"Alright, assholes, listen up! If there's anybody left alive in here and you're thinking of ambushing us, just know that we're cold, tired, hungry, and have been bored out of our everloving minds for the last few weeks. So make no mistake about it, if you take a shot at us, we're going to enjoy ourselves at your expense!"

As Johnson stood there, a smug look on his face, both Baker and Copeland exchanged confused glances.

"What?" Johnson asked, noticing their expressions. "I want them to know we're not to be messed with."

"By threatening to sexually assault them?" Baker responded, eyebrows raised in disbelief.

"What? No, no! I mean we're going to rough them up, break a few bones, stuff like that," Johnson hastily clarified.

"That's not how it came off," Baker retorted, still skeptical.

"You can't be serious, Baker. Come on, Sarge, back me up here," Johnson pleaded, turning to Copeland.

Copeland merely cocked his head to the side and shrugged, offering no support.

"Oh, for the love of God," Johnson sighed before yelling out again, "Just to be clear, we're not going to violate you, just break some bones and stuff like that."

Johnson looked back at his two squadmates. "Is that better?"

"I feel better," Baker said with a nod. "Sarge?"

Copeland could only roll his eyes before clicking on his communicator.

"Kowalski, do you copy?" Copeland asked, his tone serious.

"Loud and clear, Sarge. How are you looking in there?" Kowalski's voice crackled over the radio.

"We cleared out the Chosen, and there's a lot of stuff to go through," Copeland replied, scanning the warehouse.

"Well, you better hurry it up because all that gunfire got the attention of the locals," Kowalski warned.

"How bad is it?" Copeland asked.

"Best I can tell, there's fifty to sixty of those things coming around the building, and another hundred or so are starting to come our way from down the street," Kowalski reported.

"What about that mob we drove by?" Copeland asked.

"Standby," Kowalski responded before pausing the conversation. He turned and walked to the other side of the rooftop, making some adjustments to his scope until it was at maximum magnification. Once in position, he aimed back towards the road they had come in on, peering into the distance. While it was difficult to make out in detail, he could see a large mass on the road, appearing to head in their direction.

"Hey, Sarge, it looks like we got some of their attention," Kowalski said, his voice tense.

"Dammit. How loud were those gunshots?" Copeland asked, his frustration evident.

"They didn't sound too bad from where I was standing. And I can't imagine my one shot got their attention. Maybe some of them spotted us driving in and started a conga line?" Kowalski speculated.

"Possibly. I want you to stay on top of them and let me know when they're within a quarter mile," Copeland instructed.

"Copy that," Kowalski acknowledged.

"Oh, and you have the big radio, right?" Copeland added.

"Yeah, I got it. Do you want me to let Cap know what's up?" Kowalski asked.

"If you don't mind," Copeland responded.

"Will do, Sarge. Good luck, and hope you find something," Kowalski signed off.

"You and me both," Copeland muttered as the line went dead. Kowalski reached into a small bag on his hip, pulling out a larger walkie-talkie. It took him a moment to power it on and get the right frequency dialed in.

"Captain Kersey, it's Kowalski, do you copy?" Kowalski called out.

"Give me some good news, Kowalski," Kersey's voice came through, tinged with hope.

"We've secured the warehouse. Copeland, Johnson, and Baker are going through the inventory now," Kowalski reported.

"That sounds hopeful," Kersey replied.

"Better than anything we've come across in recent weeks," Kowalski agreed.

"Fingers crossed for some ammunition materials," Kersey saidn.

"I wouldn't be mad at a couple of boxes of snack cakes," Kowalski quipped, earning an audible laugh from the Captain over the radio.

"Never change, Kowalski, never change," Kersey chuckled.

"I wouldn't dream of it, Cap," Kowalski responded with a grin.

"So, what's your transportation situation looking like?" Kersey inquired.

"I think a polite way of putting it is that it's less than ideal," Kowalski admitted.

"How bad is it?" Kersey pressed.

"Well, we managed to borrow someone's SUV, but we haven't found anything big enough to move weight. So if you have any bright ideas, I'm open to them," Kowalski explained.

"Can you get stuff to the river? Maybe we could..." Kersey began, but Kowalski cut him off.

"Well, Cap, that's the other problem we're facing. We may have inadvertently drawn a few thousand of those things in our direction," Kowalski confessed.

There was a long pause on the radio before Kersey spoke up again. "How did you manage to accomplish that?"

"I'll be honest with you, Cap, I don't know. We were a good quarter mile from the back end of the mob when we drove by. And I've only fired one shot from a mile, mile and a half away. It doesn't make any sense," Kowalski replied, frustration seeping into his voice.

"That doesn't sound right," Kersey said, clearly puzzled.

"Tell me about it. Everything we know about these things tells me they shouldn't be headed our way, but when I look through my scope, there they are," Kowalski said, still trying to make sense of the situation.

"What about other movement?" Kersey asked.

"We have some of the locals shambling our way, but nothing we can't handle," Kowalski answered.

"I mean, are they all coming in your direction?" Kersey clarified.

Kowalski was confused for a moment before it clicked. Ignoring the radio, he sprinted back towards the other side of the building, realizing he hadn't heard what Kersey had said next. The sniper looked down towards the street, expecting to see the zombies congregating around the warehouse, but didn't.

Half of the creatures were focused intently on the partially opened bay door, while another group of twenty or so had shambled back towards the ramped bay door.

"I think we might have trouble, Cap. I need you to hang on," Kowalski said urgently, clicking on his local communicator while taking a knee on the rooftop to minimize his exposure.

"Sarge, I need to know exactly where you are," Kowalski asked, his voice stern.

"What are you talking about, Kowalski?" Copeland replied.

"Just tell me," Kowalski insisted, the urgency in his voice catching Copeland off guard.

"We're on the far end of the building to your right. Now tell me what in the hell is going on," Copeland demanded.

"I think we have trouble," Kowalski began to explain, but his words were jumbled with static and distortion.

"Say again, Sarge, I didn't copy," Kowalski repeated, straining to hear through the interference.

He listened again but could only hear static. It took a moment for a horrible realization to dawn on him. Someone was jamming their signal.

"Dammit," Kowalski cursed under his breath.

He quickly pulled out the larger walkie-talkie, hoping that the extra power it provided could override the jamming. He hit the button and began speaking rapidly. "Cap, we're in trouble! Someone is jamming our signal!"

Kowalski stopped talking, hoping for a response. All he could hear, however, was Kersey's faint voice coming through the static, too low to understand.

"Son of a..." Kowalski trailed off as he pocketed the walkie-talkie and swung his rifle around, ready for action. For safety, he stayed low as he moved up towards the small wall at the edge of the rooftop to get a view of the street below.

He focused his attention on the ramped bay door on his left, watching as the mob around it grew to fifty creatures, with dozens more shambling down the street.

"Why are you guys there? There's nobody close to that door," Kowalski muttered to himself, puzzled.

He listened intently while looking through his scope towards the door, hoping to get a clue as to what was holding them there. It took several moments before he heard the faint sounds of a song.

"What the hell?" Kowalski whispered, straining to make sense of it.

While he couldn't quite make out the artist, it sounded like a nineteen fifties big band type song.

"At least they have some class," Kowalski remarked dryly.

He adjusted his aim to the base of the bay door, hoping to spot something. The throng of creatures pressed up against the door made it difficult to see clearly, but before too long, he spotted a small canvas bag sitting right in front of the door.

"How in the hell did they do that without me seeing it?" Kowalski wondered aloud, his mind racing.

As he processed the implications, a terrifying thought struck him—someone had him in their sights. Rather than swing his head around quickly, which would alert his would-be watcher that he knew something was up, the sniper scanned the area in front of the warehouse while looking out of the corner of his eye.

Kowalski couldn't see anything on the adjacent buildings to his left or right, which meant they were likely behind him. As he turned his head as far to the left as he felt comfortable doing, he spotted the roof hatch that was five yards away from him.

"Just do it, but don't half-ass it," Kowalski told himself, steeling his nerves.

He took a deep breath before dropping straight to the rooftop, laying as flat as he could. A split second after he hit the roof, a gunshot from behind him echoed, and the whizz of a bullet buzzed overhead.

Kowalski crawled as quickly as he could towards the open hatch as another shot rang out. The bullet hit just in front of him, mere inches away from his face.

"Holy shit!" Kowalski exclaimed.

He got within a few feet of the hatch, scrambling to his feet and diving forward, headfirst into the opening. As his head cleared the threshold, another bullet impacted the ground just off to the side of him, narrowly missing him.

Kowalski grabbed onto the ladder rung as the rest of his body fell through the opening. Much to his surprise, he had enough strength to hold on. His legs flew past his head, slamming into the metal ladder as he steadied himself.

Kowalski took a moment to get situated on the ladder, turning himself around and steadying himself before descending. He took a few steps before planting his boots on the outer portion of the rail and sliding down to the ground floor.

As his boots met the concrete, he drew his handgun, sweeping the cavernous space for threats but not seeing anything.

"They've gotta be coming this way. What the hell do I do?" Kowalski muttered, weighing his options.

After a brief moment of consideration, none of them particularly good, he let out a deep sigh, shaking his head as he ran to the other side of the warehouse.

"I gotta get back up top to cover the others. And take out that son of a bitch who thought they could take a potshot at me when I wasn't looking," Kowalski muttered, pumping his legs hard, the thought of the rival sniper causing rage to build within him.

Stopping just shy of the door, he approached it cautiously, not wanting to be spotted through the small window. Making sure he was out of a clear line of sight, Kowalski positioned himself just to the side of it, looking back towards the office section of the building.

"Jesus," Kowalski whispered in disbelief.

He watched as a well-coordinated team of six men moved across the space between the buildings, approaching the office entrance they had gone through earlier.

Looking down at his handgun, Kowalski knew that if he engaged them with no cover, he'd be cut down in seconds.

"Think, Kowalski, think!" he urged himself, shaking his head in frustration.

Rolling the dice, Kowalski looked fully out the window, relieved when he didn't end up with a hole in his head.

Across the street, he saw several bay doors open and movement inside of them.

"My god, they sent everybody after us," Kowalski murmured.

He knew he couldn't go out that way either, leaving him with only one choice: the other side of the building and into the road where hundreds of zombies were congregating.

"Well, here goes nothing."


CHAPTER EIGHT

Kowalski darted across the vacant space inside the warehouse, getting halfway across before the door to the corner office area opened up. The door was thrown open with great force, slamming into the backstop as the lead militiaman stepped out. Kowalski heard him yelling something, but due to the distance between them, he couldn't understand it. The gunshots that soon followed led him to believe it was some variation of "freeze."

Kowalski could feel the bullets whizzing by his head as he continued to run. He adjusted his path, steering himself around some of the support beams in the middle of the floor, which provided him with a sliver of cover. Bullets pinged off the metal beams as the gunfire intensified behind him. However, he never looked back, instead focusing on the regular-sized fire door at the corner of the building.

“Please be unlocked, please be unlocked,” Kowalski muttered under his breath as he put his head down and charged toward the door. He lowered his shoulder and plowed straight into the crossbar release. Much to his relief, the door flung open, his momentum carrying him into the road between the two warehouses.

Waiting for him just outside the building was a throng of creatures, hundreds of them. Most of them were pressed up against the adjacent warehouse, desperate to get inside. However, several took notice of the sniper as he ran into the back of one of them. Kowalski shoved the creature forward into other nearby zombies, drawing all of their attention. Within seconds, a dozen ghouls were moaning and coming in his direction.

Kowalski raised his handgun, firing one shot into the lead ghoul, dropping it and creating a tripping hazard for the others, buying him precious seconds. “Get running, man!” Kowalski muttered to himself, motivating himself to move. He turned to his right and moved quickly up the street as the ghouls fell into line behind him. He managed to get thirty yards up before gunfire erupted behind him, bullets smacking into the pavement around him.

Kowalski glanced over his shoulder, aiming his handgun in the general direction of the warehouse and firing. He was pretty sure he didn’t hit anything, but the return gunfire was enough to make the militia take cover. Kowalski ran as hard as he could towards the next intersection between warehouses, continually glancing over his shoulder for the militia. He let out a sigh of relief as the zombies that had been interested in him were now attracted to the gunfire from the militia.

While it was hard to tell exactly what was happening from a distance, it appeared as though the militia was having a difficult time getting the fire door shut. “That’s what you get, assholes,” Kowalski muttered under his breath, turning his attention back to the upcoming intersection as a dozen creatures began shambling out from around the corner. The sniper moved away from the building, putting a good ten yards between himself and it.

As he crossed over the intersection, he looked down the road and spotted dozens more ghouls shambling in his direction. “Well, that’s not going to work,” Kowalski murmured, shaking his head as he continued working his way up the road towards the next warehouse. His attention was grabbed by a shattered window on the next building. The floor-to-ceiling glass was in shambles, lying in pieces on the ground as if someone had shot it up in order to get inside. “I think that’s as good as it’s going to get,” Kowalski said to himself.

He ran towards the open window, spotting a couple of zombies shambling out from the interior of the building, drawn to the gunfire. Not wanting to give away his position, Kowalski drew his knife, readying it for battle as he approached. The first ghoul tripped over the debris on the ground, falling face-first onto the pavement. Rather than take it out, Kowalski planted his foot on the ghoul’s back and propelled himself forward, his blade leading the charge.

The next zombie let out an excited moan that was silenced as the tip of the blade pierced through its eye. Kowalski didn’t break his momentum, ripping his weapon free as he rushed by into the darkened office area. He managed to get a few steps inside the building when he heard movement and moaning, forcing him to take cover behind the front reception desk.

Kowalski remained motionless for several moments, hoping that the noise of his entrance hadn’t drawn too many ghouls in his direction. Despite his hoping, he heard several sets of footsteps shambling towards him. Kowalski ran through every curse word he had ever heard in his mind before poking his head over the edge of the desk, peering out into the darkness to see what he was up against. It was difficult to get a good read on things, but with the limited vision, he could still spot six distinct figures moving.

Retreating back behind cover, Kowalski thought to himself, “Whatever you’re going to do, Kowalski, you better think of it fast.” He poked his head back over the edge, trying to find a way through the office. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he managed to spot a door that he hoped would take him out into the warehouse. “OK, that’s your play. You’re going to run through this office, shove anything that’s moving to the ground, and get out into that warehouse,” he instructed himself.

Kowalski paused for a moment, his thoughts still racing. “Then what, dumbass? What if there are more of those things out there? Well, you’re going to keep running, that’s what you’re going to do, and you’re going to find a way up to the roof so you can put a round in the ass of that dipshit that was taking potshots at you. That’s what you’re going to do.”

Despite his best efforts to psych himself up, Kowalski was still hesitant. While he wasn’t able to get himself moving, the zombie coming around the corner of the entrance did the trick. “Jesus!” Kowalski yelled out in surprise as the ghoul shambled in from the outside, immediately moaning when it laid eyes on him.

Kowalski jumped up, lunging forward to deliver a forearm into the chest of the ghoul, sending it staggering back. The clatter it made as it collapsed to the ground was more than enough noise to draw the other zombies in his direction. Before Kowalski could emerge from behind the front desk, two ghouls closed the gap, blocking him from getting into the aisle. The sniper didn’t panic, however; instead, he stepped back a couple of steps while smacking his hand on the desk. “Yeah, that’s right, come on, line up behind them,” he muttered.

Much to his surprise, the zombies did as instructed, lining up behind their friends who were coming around the corner of the desk. Before the leaders got within arm’s reach, however, Kowalski leapt over the desk, landing in the aisle away from the creatures and quickly making his way down it. Only one creature stood between him and the door to the warehouse, and with one forceful shove, the rotting corpse found itself face down in a cubicle.

Kowalski rushed to the door, not pausing before throwing it open and running into the warehouse, which was stacked floor to ceiling with boxes. While it was dark, enough light was pouring in through the skylights that the sniper was able to get a lay of the land pretty quickly. “Ladder, ladder. I need a ladder,” Kowalski muttered as he let out a frustrated grunt. The goods on the racks prevented him from being able to see the walls. Despite the obstacles, he managed to spot a catwalk that ran along the center of the building. “Now we’re cooking,” he said to himself.

Kowalski found his way to the outer wall, shining his flashlight down the aisle to make sure the coast was clear. With nothing standing in his way, he picked up the pace, rushing down it towards what he hoped would be a ladder. “Now we’re talking,” he muttered, nodding his head excitedly as he found a ladder against the wall that led all the way up to the catwalk. “Just have to hope that there’s roof access,” he said to himself.

After a lengthy climb, Kowalski found himself on the catwalk, giving him a bird’s eye view of the warehouse. As he walked along it towards another small ladder in the middle of it, he looked down at the goods that were stacked high. “That figures,” Kowalski muttered, shaking his head as his flashlight illuminated the boxes on the nearby racks, revealing that they were filled with office equipment—chairs, desks, filing cabinets. All things that would have been quite valuable before the apocalypse, but now were worthless.

Kowalski stopped at the base of the ladder, looking up towards the hatch leading to the roof. He swung his rifle around, loading it up so that it had a full magazine. The sniper focused on the task at hand, thinking intently about where he thought the other sniper was. “The shot came from behind you, not from the side. So he’s at least one row back,” he muttered, turning his body around, orienting himself before continuing. “You have to assume that their comms are working, which means this asshole is going to be looking for you,” Kowalski said, taking a deep breath before beginning to climb the ladder. He paused briefly at the top before grasping the handle and twisting it unlocked. “Here goes nothing,” he muttered as he opened the hatch as quietly as he could, managing to get it open without it slamming.

He then climbed out onto the roof, staying on his stomach in the hopes that the edge of the rooftop would shield him from view. Once on top, he brought his rifle around, giving it one last check before nodding to himself. “Pop up, aim and shoot. You got this,” Kowalski muttered, steadying himself for a moment before quickly popping up to one knee and aiming his rifle in the general direction of where he thought the sniper would be.

With a quick scan of the rooftops, he spotted a lone figure a couple hundred yards away. It took him a couple of seconds to get him within his sights, lining up the shot. Kowalski paused for a moment, watching his rival talking on the radio, completely unaware that he was living his last moments. “Got you, asshole,” he muttered as he squeezed the trigger, sending a round right into the man’s chest, dropping him into a heap on the roof. At this close distance, with the caliber of weapon he was using, even if the sniper had a vest on, it wouldn’t have done him any good.

Kowalski stayed low, looking around to the other rooftops to make sure they were clear. Once he was sure he was the only one with the high ground, he collapsed onto the roof, lying on his back. “Well, that’s one problem down at least,” he muttered to himself, clicking on his communicator, hoping that the jamming had stopped.

“Sarge, do you copy?” Kowalski said, letting out a sigh when there was nothing but static coming back over the line. “OK, run through it, man. You’ve got at least one militia strike team setting up shop across from the warehouse. There’s thousands of those things coming our way, and a couple hundred of them knocking on the door to the warehouse. About the only thing that’s working in your favor at the moment is that they can’t get into the building,” Kowalski muttered, trying to think through the issue.

Before he could continue, a deafening explosion ripped through the air. The rooftop rumbled beneath his back, prompting him to get to his feet and rush towards the edge of the building. A giant black cloud of smoke rose from the warehouse, the bay door completely obliterated by the explosion. While the first few rows of zombies had been decimated by the blast, hundreds more were lined up and ready to take their place.

Kowalski watched helplessly as they began filing into the building, walking right up the ramp.

“Now what?”

The End
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CHAPTER ONE

Sergeant Copeland paced back and forth inside the office area of the warehouse, wrapping up his conversation with Kowalski.

"Will do, Sarge. Good luck, and hope you find something," Kowalski said.

"You and me both," Copeland replied as he clicked off his communicator. He walked out of the office and into the main section of the warehouse, where Privates Johnson and Baker were already looking through boxes.

"Give me some good news, boys," Copeland said, his voice echoing slightly in the large, open space.

"Nothing of particular interest so far, Sarge," Johnson responded, glancing up from the box he was inspecting.

"So nothing usable?" Copeland asked, a hint of frustration in his tone.

"Oh, don't get me wrong, it's plenty usable," Johnson clarified. "It's just not what we're looking for. These five stacks of boxes here are all camping gear. I'm not saying we need to be carrying it all out with us, although I wouldn't say no to some of the camping stoves. Can't have too much hot food."

"Yeah, no kidding," Copeland muttered. "Go ahead and work up about a quarter of the way and come back on this side."

"You got it, Sarge," Johnson replied, already shifting to the next box.

Copeland walked away from Johnson, moving over to the next aisle, where he spotted Baker munching away on something as he ripped open the cardboard box in front of him.

"I hope you saved some for me there, Baker," Copeland called out, his voice startling the younger soldier.

Baker flinched, nearly dropping the snack he was holding. "Damn, Sarge, you're gonna give me a heart attack."

"So will that snack cake if you eat enough of them," Copeland quipped.

Baker chuckled, then motioned to the top of a nearby box. Sitting atop it was a freshly opened box of snack cakes, conspicuously missing two treats. "Help yourself, they're still surprisingly fresh."

"I think I'm alright, Baker," Copeland replied, shaking his head slightly.

"It's got chocolate cream in the middle," Baker tempted.

Copeland paused, contemplating for a moment before cracking a smile and grabbing a couple out of the box. Before opening his, he yelled out toward the other aisle, "Hey, Johnson, coming in hot!"

He tossed one of the snack cakes over the wall of boxes in front of him. The sound of crinkly plastic echoed through the warehouse as Johnson caught it.

"I appreciate it, Sarge!" Johnson's voice called back, muffled by the distance.

"So, Baker, have you found anything of value over here? Besides a fifth grader's lunch?" Copeland asked, returning his attention to Baker.

"Nothing yet, Copeland," Baker said, his tone slightly resigned. "The next box up from you is stuffed full of winter jackets, this one is blankets, and if the labeling is correct, the next one up here is filled with kerosene heaters. All useful stuff if you're trying to keep a large population alive during the winter."

"But not so useful when it comes to making bullets," Copeland observed.

"I'm afraid not," Baker admitted.

"Get a quarter of the way up and clear the other side. I'm going to start checking the boxes on the bay side," Copeland instructed.

Baker nodded as Copeland opened up his snack cake, shoving half of it into his mouth in a single bite. He mumbled to himself, savoring the treat while walking over to his first box to investigate.

"OK, tell me you have something good for me," Copeland said as he approached the box.

He shoved the rest of the snack cake into his mouth and drew his knife, slicing open the cardboard to reveal the contents inside. Copeland let out a sigh as he saw packages of dry pasta inside.

"Well, at least we don't have to worry about going hungry," he muttered.

Before he could move on to the next box, his communicator clicked on, with Kowalski speaking in a serious, almost panicked tone. "Sarge, I need to know exactly where you are."

"What are you talking about, Kowalski?" Copeland asked, his brow furrowing.

"Just tell me," Kowalski insisted, his voice unusually stern.

The tone caught Copeland off guard, causing him to snap into the moment and take the request seriously. "We're on the far end of the building to your right. Now tell me what in the hell is going on."

"I think we have trouble," Kowalski said, his voice low and tense.

"What kind of trouble?" Copeland asked, his heart rate quickening as he listened intently for the response, but only got static in return.

"Kowalski. Kowalski! Can you hear me?" Copeland's voice grew more urgent as he tried to re-establish the connection.

Nothing but static filled his ear. "Dammit, this isn't good," he cursed under his breath.

Copeland slung his rifle off his shoulder, getting it ready before running over to the others. "Baker, Johnson, we got trouble," he called out as he approached.

Both privates dropped what they were doing and rushed over to the Sergeant, getting their weapons ready. "What is it?" Baker asked, his voice tinged with concern.

"I don't know exactly," Copeland admitted. "Kowalski just radioed in saying that there was trouble."

"He could just be overreacting," Johnson suggested, though his voice lacked conviction.

"I don't think so," Copeland replied, shaking his head. "Before I could get details, our signal got jammed."

"The militia?" Baker asked, his eyes widening slightly.

"That would be my guess," Copeland confirmed, his jaw tightening.

"I can get up top, see if I can spot them," Johnson offered, already scanning the area for a way to climb.

"No, it's too dangerous," Copeland countered quickly. "If the militia is converging on us, they're going to have snipers."

"Then what do we do?" Baker asked, his voice steady but anxious.

Copeland contemplated for a moment, looking back and forth between the bay doors and the loads of unchecked boxes. "Militia or not, we still have a mission. While I keep watch at the door, I want you to spot check the boxes. Every third one, rip it open and see if there is anything related to bullet making."

"But, Sarge," Johnson started to protest, but Copeland cut him off.

"Do it now," Copeland ordered, not raising his voice but speaking sternly, with a hint of fear that both privates recognized immediately. They nodded and ran off to do as ordered.

Copeland rushed over to the bay doors, making sure to stay away from the windows on them. Before he reached the wall, he heard a gunshot go off in the distance, putting him on edge. The Sergeant picked up the pace, planting his back against the wall and looking out the window from the side. As he got a lay of the land, more gunshots echoed in the distance, but he didn't see any militiamen.

"Somebody's taking shots at Kowalski," Copeland muttered, his concern deepening.

Even though he knew he was unlikely to get a response, he clicked on his communicator. "Kowalski, do you copy?"

Nothing but static filled his ear. "You better be safe, Kowalski. If you let another sniper take you out, I'll never let you live it down," Copeland grumbled, trying to keep his worries at bay.

He did his best to put Kowalski out of his mind as he made his way down the exterior walls toward the bay door that was still partially open. The Sergeant wasn't within twenty yards of the door when he realized something was horribly wrong. Several arms flailed about, stretching over the threshold and reaching for the corpses of the Chosen on the ground that were just out of reach. Copeland approached cautiously, not wanting to draw their attention, but despite his best efforts, a couple of ghouls noticed him.

Their moans grew excited, the creatures shoving their comrades out of the way to move down the line and get closer to the Sergeant. This caused the other zombies pressed up against the opening to look in his direction.

"Well, so much for stealth," Copeland muttered, taking a few steps back.

He stopped a few feet shy of the opening, still well out of reach of the creatures, taking a knee so that he could look out into the street between the warehouses.

"Now what in the hell do we have here?" Copeland's gaze fell on the bay door with the ramp at the corner of the building, a good seventy yards from where he was. Dozens of zombies, possibly approaching a hundred, were lined up on the ramp, trying to push their way through the doors.

"Something is definitely not right here," Copeland observed, a sense of dread creeping over him.

He moved away from the wall, preparing to dart across the opening when gunfire erupted from the warehouse across the street.

"Kowalski," Copeland whispered, his grip tightening on his rifle.

He paused, listening carefully to the gun battle being waged across the way, trying to get a read on exactly where the shots were coming from. Once he realized they were moving from his right to left, he darted across the opened bay door.

Copeland slid to the ground, flipping over onto his stomach and prepping his assault rifle. He tracked the gunshots as they moved across the warehouse, toward the corner of the building. Without warning, the door flung open, and Kowalski burst out into the street, straight into a zombie.

Copeland tensed up, trying to line up a shot but not able to get a clean look at the zombies Kowalski was dealing with. He relaxed once he watched his sniper break away from the pack and put some distance between himself and the warehouse.

"Please be dumb enough to show yourself. Please," Copeland muttered under his breath, aiming his weapon toward the door.

He didn't have to wait long. Copeland popped off several rounds as soon as the door began opening, his aim off ever so slightly, the bullets smacking into the wall of the building rather than the gunman. He heard more shots going off in the distance, assuming that it was Kowalski also popping off covering fire.

Copeland kept his aim trained on the door, making sure that the militia wasn't going to follow Kowalski. He cracked a smile when he saw the zombies just outside their door begin shambling toward the other warehouse. The militiamen fired a few shots into the mob, trying to get the door shut, but it was to no avail. They continued to struggle, firing several more bullets into the mob.

"Tear them up, boys," Copeland whispered with grim satisfaction.

He got up from his position, yelling out into the warehouse, "Johnson, Baker, where are you?"

"Close to the ramp door!" Baker's voice echoed back.

Copeland pulled himself off the ground and began running through the warehouse, eventually finding an aisle where he could cross over. Within seconds, he spotted Baker and Johnson, who were ripping open different boxes in a frustrated manner.

"Son of a bitch!" Johnson cursed, kicking a box before taking a moment to compose himself.

"I take it that you boys haven't found anything?" Copeland asked, though he already knew the answer.

"Not a damn thing, Sarge," Johnson replied, shaking his head in frustration.

"It's like these assholes just raided Super Centers and called it a day," Baker added, his tone equally irritated. "Nothing but warm clothes and non-perishable foods."

"If they cleaned out the other factories, they didn't bring that stuff here," Johnson speculated.

"It could be in another warehouse," Baker suggested, though even he didn't sound convinced.

"One that they left unguarded? Unlikely," Johnson countered.

"It doesn't matter, at least not at the moment," Copeland interjected. "The militia is tied up for the moment, but I don't think it's going to stay that way," Copeland finished.

"Is that what all the gunfire was about?" Baker asked, his expression turning serious.

"Yeah, they were taking some shots at Kowalski, but I got them pinned down across the street with the help of our undead friends out there," Copeland explained, glancing toward the bay doors as if expecting more trouble to erupt at any moment.

"So what are we doing, Sarge? Are we staying and fighting them?" Johnson asked, his voice betraying a mixture of eagerness and anxiety.

"To hell with that. If they want this place, they can have it," Baker said firmly, shaking his head.

"Hell no. I'll defend those snack cakes with my life," Johnson joked, trying to lighten the tension.

"Baker's right," Copeland said, ignoring Johnson's attempt at humor. "There's nothing for us here, and certainly nothing worth dying for."

"There's bound to be a fire exit on the other side of the building," Baker suggested, already looking in that direction.

"Good, let's find it and sneak out before—" Copeland began, but his thought was abruptly cut off as a deafening explosion rocked the building.

The blast, not more than thirty yards from their position, knocked them all to the ground, their ears ringing from the shockwave. The only thing that spared their lives were the stacks of boxes between them and the detonation. Copeland rolled on the ground for a moment, disoriented, as the high-pitched ringing in his ears gradually began to subside.

"Sarge! Sarge! Are you OK?" Johnson's voice pierced through the lingering haze, his face appearing above Copeland as he grabbed him by the shirt with both hands and yanked him up off the ground.

"We have to move! We have to move!" Johnson urged, his voice filled with panic.

Copeland was still out of it, struggling to make sense of what Johnson was saying. However, the urgency in his tone spurred him into action, and he began moving with Johnson away from the source of the explosion.

As they stumbled away from the blast site, Copeland caught a glimpse of the bay door—or rather, what was left of it. The explosion had blown it clean off its hinges, leaving a gaping hole in the side of the warehouse. Daylight poured in through the opening, along with dozens of zombies, drawn by the noise and the promise of fresh prey.


CHAPTER TWO

Johnson continued to yell at Sergeant Copeland, hoping to shock him out of his daze. "Sarge, I need you to get your ass moving!" he shouted, his voice laced with urgency.

Copeland let out a grunt, as if he was trying to will the fog out of his brain. The gunshots popping off just a few yards away helped snap him back to the moment. The Sergeant looked over to see Baker squeezing off round after round in an attempt to stem the tide of zombies pouring in through the blown-open bay door.

"Sarge!" Johnson called again.

"I'm with you, Johnson, come on," Copeland responded, his voice now steady as he began moving down the aisle away from the zombie mob. Johnson rushed over to Baker, giving him a forceful smack on the arm to get his attention. The two Privates quickly joined Copeland, rushing down the aisle just behind him.

The three of them continued moving at a rapid pace, only stopping when they were a good fifty yards away from the zombies. Looking back, they spotted a few dozen of the ghouls shambling in their direction, while others were wandering over to the back aisle.

"Are you two OK?" Johnson asked.

Baker let out an angry grunt as he popped a fresh magazine into his rifle.

"I'll take that as a yes. Sarge?" Johnson continued.

"Yeah, my ears are ringing, but I'll manage," Copeland replied, shaking his head slightly as if to clear the noise.

"So what in the hell do we do?" Johnson asked, his frustration starting to show.

"The plan hasn't changed. We get back to the fire escape and get the hell out of here," Copeland said firmly.

Both Johnson and Baker nodded, and the trio began walking towards the back wall. They knew that time was of the essence, but they were still feeling the effects of the blast and needed time to recover.

The trio reached the back wall, all three of them readying their rifles as they paused outside the fire escape door.

"OK, we get out this door and move quick to the right. The last time I saw Kowalski, he was moving in that direction, so that's the way we're going too," Copeland explained, his voice steady.

"Going to where though?" Baker asked.

Copeland hesitated before responding, running through the possible destinations in his mind. After several seconds, he let out a sigh, knowing that none of them were particularly ideal. "If we can make it, let's get up to the factory," he finally said.

"That's a hell of a haul," Johnson remarked.

"I know, but it's a lot bigger than any of these warehouses, so even if we're outgunned, we'll at least have a fighting chance," Copeland replied.

The two Privates nodded in agreement as Copeland did one last check of his rifle before motioning towards the door. "Let's do this," he said.

Copeland placed his hand on the release bar of the fire escape door, pausing for a second before pushing it open. The door moved no more than six inches before gunfire erupted outside. Copeland fell backwards to the ground as the bullets pinged off the metal door, slamming it back shut. Baker reached down, grabbing Copeland by the arm and yanking him up.

"Jesus, Sarge, are you OK?" Baker asked, concern in his voice.

"Yeah, just pissed," Copeland grumbled as he got to his feet.

Johnson moved to the side of the door, hitting the release again and pushing it open ever so slightly. Once again, a torrent of bullets smacked up against it.

"What in the hell did you do that for?" Baker demanded.

"The more they shoot, the more attention they draw to themselves," Johnson replied.

Baker begrudgingly nodded, realizing that Johnson had a point. "Could either of you tell where the shots were coming from?" he asked.

"There's another warehouse behind us, so they're probably set up at the bay doors," Copeland speculated.

Baker looked along the back wall of the warehouse, seeing nothing but stacked boxes and concrete, with some movement in the aisle a hundred yards away. He studied the shambling zombies for a moment, trying to get a read on how fast they were moving. "I figure we have two minutes before those things are on us," he said, his voice calm despite the situation.

"So let's try a different exit," Johnson said.

"Great idea, Johnson. Which one do you want to try? The one in the office, which they undoubtedly have covered? Or do you want to try your hand at the bay doors, where a few hundred of those things are waiting for us?" Baker shot back, his frustration evident.

"Either one sounds like a better option than this one!" Johnson retorted.

"I'm not so sure. If one of us gets prone and somebody else pushes the door open, I figure we'll have a second or two to squeeze off a shot before they spot us," Baker mused, thinking aloud.

"At which point you're dead because there's definitely more than one shooter across the way," Johnson said.

"Then we try the offices," Baker suggested.

"It's the same choke point," Johnson pointed out.

"Yeah, but there are windows facing the warehouse next door, so we can lay down some covering fire. Plus, there aren't any bay doors on the next building facing this direction," Baker explained, trying to bolster his argument.

"Which I'm sure they've thought of," Johnson said, a hint of sarcasm in his tone. "If they know they can't watch a door, they'll either have sniper coverage, or they rigged the door. Or both."

Baker thought about it for a moment before letting out a frustrated yell, knowing that Johnson was right. All the while, Copeland remained quiet, contemplating their next move.

"We're going out through the bay doors," Copeland finally decided.

Both Johnson and Baker turned towards Copeland with confused looks. "Are you serious, Sarge?" Baker asked.

"They're not going to be expecting it, that's for sure," Copeland replied, a hint of a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

"Oh, what the hell, let's do it," Johnson said with a resigned shrug.

Baker let out a sigh before nodding to Copeland. "OK then, let's move," Copeland ordered.

The squad turned away from the fire escape door, but not before Johnson gave it one more push open, which again drew gunfire coming from across the street. The trio rushed across the exterior wall of the building, moving past the offices while glancing up the center aisle. Nearly a hundred zombies were shambling towards them, closing the gap to within fifty yards.

Copeland reached the bay doors first, looking up the row towards the open one, which was still jam-packed with creatures reaching over the threshold. Ten yards past the door was the front edge of the horde of interior ghouls, drawn to the noise their comrades were making.

"Well, we ain't getting out that way," Johnson said.

Copeland didn't panic, instead positioning himself so that he could look out through the crack between the bay door and the wall. The warehouse across the street still had all the bay doors closed, at least the ones he could see. Copeland moved to his right so that he could see the fire escape door to the left on the adjacent building. He let a small smile escape his lips when he saw that it was wide open and zombies were shambling inside.

"We're in business, boys. If there is anybody across the street, they have their hands full," Copeland said.

"It's about time something went our way," Johnson muttered.

"Baker, get this door open," Copeland ordered, motioning towards the chain on the side of the door.

Baker grabbed the chain and started pulling it open as quickly as he could. Both Copeland and Johnson took a knee to either side of the bay door, training their weapons on the warehouse across from them, just in case there was resistance.

Baker moved his arms as fast as he could, his muscles burning as he continually yanked on the chain. It only took a matter of seconds before the door was high enough for the others to be able to see outside. There were a few zombies within ten yards of the door, who immediately began shambling in that direction due to the noise. Once Copeland realized nobody was shooting at them, he slid out through the door, hitting the ground and immediately drawing his knife.

The Sergeant honed in on the closest zombie, driving the knife deep into its head before kicking the ghoul off. As it slammed to the ground, he rushed towards the next one, delivering another kill shot. "Well, come on!" Copeland's words reached Baker and Johnson, both of whom quickly jumped down to the ground and joined the fray. Both soldiers used the butt of their rifles to crack the skulls of approaching zombies.

The noise they were making drew the attention of the horde by the open bay door. Their moans filled the air as they turned and shambled towards the fresh prey.

"Get up the street, go!" Copeland ordered.

The three men broke away from the fight, running hard towards the side street between the next row of warehouses. Baker led the charge, reaching the open area first. As soon as he crossed the threshold, a gunshot rang out from the other side of the warehouse they had just exited. The bullet whizzed by Baker, causing him to pump his legs faster.

Copeland heard the shot as he approached the edge of the building. He diverted his route, taking up position at the corner with his rifle at the ready. "Keep running, Johnson!" he shouted.

The Private did as instructed, picking up his pace and moving as quickly as he could. As he crossed into the open space, Copeland came around the corner with his rifle, immediately spotting a moving truck that was parked at the far end of the street. The Sergeant caught the glint of a sniper's scope coming from the roof of the truck. "Got you," he muttered under his breath.

Copeland aimed quickly, squeezing the trigger and sending several rounds toward the top part of the truck. He couldn't tell if his shots hit the enemy sniper, but he saw flailed movement coming from the man. The Sergeant didn't wait to see if it was a kill shot before following in Johnson's footsteps and running across the space between the buildings. As he ran, Baker and Johnson stood like sentinels in front of the next building, covering the Sergeant as he sprinted.

"I told you they had those offices covered!" Johnson called out.

"Yeah yeah, whatever. Now what?" Baker replied.

"Keep moving!" Copeland barked.

The trio turned and continued running towards the factory, which was still several buildings away. They barely made it halfway up the next warehouse before gunshots erupted behind them, forcing them to take up a defensive position and return fire. All three men aimed towards an open bay door in the building across from them, laying down suppressing fire. They managed to drive the shooter back behind cover, giving them an opportunity to move towards a truck that was twenty yards up from their position.

The gunfire started up again as they got within five yards of the truck. Rather than go around it, all three of them dove underneath it, crawling as quickly as they could as the bullets smacked into the side of the truck. The trio emerged and scrambled to the sides, planting their backs against the wheel wells for extra protection.

"Well, this is going well," Baker muttered sarcastically, glancing at Copeland.

Copeland looked up alongside the rest of the building, which only had thirty more yards to go, and there was nothing standing between them and the next street. "This truck should give us enough cover to get up to the corner of the building," he said.

"Then what?" Johnson asked, his voice edged with anxiety.

"We move back a row and keep moving," Copeland answered.

"What the hell, that's good enough for me," Johnson said.

As the trio got to their feet, they heard footsteps echoing off the pavement ahead. A lone militiaman came running around the corner, his rifle at the ready, raising it towards the three soldiers. Before any of them could react, a gunshot popped off from a rooftop across the street. The bullet ripped through the back of the man's head, blowing out the front portion of his face and permanently dropping him to the ground.

The three men looked up to the rooftop, spotting a smiling Kowalski. "That's my boy," Copeland muttered, a grin spreading across his face.

"Keep moving, I'll cover you!"


CHAPTER THREE

The trio of exposed soldiers didn’t waste any time. They broke from their position, sprinting up the wall of the warehouse. Once they reached the corner, Copeland took cover, readying his rifle and aiming it back toward the open bay door across the street.

“When I give the signal, I want you to haul ass across the street,” Sergeant Copeland instructed. “Get up to the building that Kowalski is in and let him know where we’re going.”

Baker glanced at him. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to make sure that sneaky bastard taking potshots at us regrets his life choices,” Copeland replied.

Johnson and Baker nodded, preparing to run, just waiting for Copeland to give them the go-ahead. After several tense seconds, the Sergeant was ready for action.

“Move!” Copeland barked.

He led the trio out from behind cover, his eyes locked down the sights of his rifle toward the open bay door. The door was emerging from behind the back end of the transfer truck they had been using for cover.

Baker and Johnson put their heads down and pumped their legs hard, concentrating on one thing: getting across the street. A single shot rang out from the warehouse in the distance, the bullet whizzing by them as they ran.

Copeland took aim and squeezed the trigger several times, sending rounds toward the open door. He couldn’t see anyone inside, but the incoming fire confirmed they were there. His shots sparked against the metal door, signaling his aim was in the right area. He kept firing as he moved across the street, only stopping when he no longer had an angle.

“Everybody good?” Copeland called out.

“Yeah,” Johnson replied, “but it would be nice if those bullets stopped getting so damn close.”

Baker chuckled. “Be careful what you wish for, Johnson.”

He motioned toward the wound on Johnson’s arm, prompting a playful middle finger from the other soldier.

“Come on, let’s get up to Kowalski,” Copeland ordered.

The Sergeant led the men up the side of the building, spotting a parked tractor trailer thirty yards ahead. They quickly ducked underneath it, getting to the other side when they were forced to stop dead in their tracks.

“That’s not ideal,” Johnson muttered.

Fifty yards ahead, dozens of zombies poured out from the side street. Several of the ghouls immediately locked onto them, letting out excited moans as they shambled in their direction.

“Do we go around them?” Baker asked.

“And get back into the line of fire?” Johnson countered.

The Sergeant ignored the back-and-forth, instead putting his fingers into his mouth and letting out a deafening whistle before yelling, “Kowalski!”

A few seconds later, the sniper let out a whistle of his own from above them at the corner of the next building. “What’s up, Sarge?”

“How are we looking on that side street?” Copeland asked.

“There’s another thirty or forty of those things stretched out, but most of them are just mingling,” Kowalski reported.

“We’re going to cut through this warehouse and make a play for the factory,” Copeland informed him.

“Sounds good, Sarge. I’ll cover you for as long as—” Kowalski’s sentence was cut short as bullets smacked into the roof’s edge, mere inches away from him, forcing the sniper to drop out of sight.

Baker responded immediately, rushing to the corner of the truck and firing in the general direction of the shots to get them to stop. After a few bullets flew, he managed to spot the culprits: three militiamen at the corner of the previous building.

Adjusting his aim, Baker landed a shot right in the chest of one of the gunmen, dropping him to the ground, but not killing him. “Damn vests!”

The other two militiamen returned fire, bullets pinging off the back of the truck. Baker fired back before taking cover to reload and yell to the others, “What are we doing, Sarge?”

Copeland looked up the building wall, hoping to spot a way inside. While the bay doors were locked up tight, there was a pedestrian entrance thirty yards up. The Sergeant calculated that the door would be in the militia’s line of sight.

“We’re going into the warehouse! There’s a door thirty yards up!” Copeland shouted.

“What about these assholes?” Baker asked.

“You and Johnson cover us, and I’ll take care of the door,” Copeland instructed.

Several more bullets smacked into the back of the truck, keeping Baker behind cover. “What the hell are we waiting on?” he demanded.

“Move!” Copeland ordered.

He sprinted toward the door, moving quickly. Behind him, both Baker and Johnson kept a steady stream of bullets flying back at the militia, keeping them at bay.

“Get there, man, get there!” Copeland willed himself forward, even when a few poorly aimed shots flew toward him. But the gunshots weren’t the only threat; the mob of ghouls was getting closer and closer to blocking their escape route.

As Copeland reached the door, he didn’t bother turning the doorknob. Instead, he raised his rifle and pumped half a dozen rounds into the locking mechanism. Within seconds, the door was freed from the frame.

“We’re in, move!” Copeland yelled.

He turned and opened fire toward the militia, who were still pinned down at the corner of the building across the way. Johnson and Baker took advantage, both of them rushing toward the open door.

While Copeland fired, he kept the encroaching horde in the corner of his eye, watching them get within five yards before acting. With a deft move, the Sergeant spun around and pumped rounds into the three lead creatures, dropping them into a heap and causing a logjam of zombies as they tripped over the fallen bodies. He didn’t linger, immediately turning back and firing the last remaining bullets from his magazine toward the militia, giving his men the time they needed to get inside.

“We’re good, Sarge!” Johnson yelled out as he rushed by, and Copeland didn’t waste time joining them.

The Sergeant hadn’t made it two steps inside the building before he was greeted by gunfire. He aimed his rifle in the direction it was coming from, relieved to see it was only Baker, who had taken down a zombie.

Johnson pulled his flashlight and quickly shined it in the immediate area, which was bathed in shadow. With a quick sweep, he saw that they were the only things moving. “We’re clear, at least right here.”

Johnson flinched as more gunfire erupted outside. He aimed his rifle toward the open door but didn’t see any sign of the militia. However, a few seconds later, the first of the zombies shambled into the opening, letting out an excited moan.

“Well, at least they aren’t shooting at us,” Johnson remarked.

“Come on, we have to keep moving,” Copeland urged.

The Sergeant motioned for the others to follow as they jogged along the bay doors toward the factory. All the while, they heard gunshots going off outside.

“Do you think that’s Kowalski?” Baker asked.

“That boy has more lives than a cat, so I wouldn’t put it past him,” Copeland replied.

The group listened as more shots went off before falling silent.

“Either he put them all down, or…” Johnson trailed off, not wanting to finish the thought.

“It doesn’t matter; we can’t do anything for him right now anyway,” Copeland said firmly.

Despite their obvious worry, the trio pushed on, making their way to the far wall of the warehouse, which was solid with no exits. At the other corner, however, there appeared to be a small office area.

“This way,” Copeland directed.

He led them down the aisle toward the offices, weapons raised and at the ready. Upon reaching the door, the Sergeant moved swiftly, pulling it open and letting the two Privates rush inside.

The office area was tight, with only a couple of cubicles in the middle of the floor. Both Privates swept the room, yelling out “clear” before the trio took up a position beside the front window.

Looking out into the street, they spotted a couple of dozen creatures spread out thinly. Most of the ghouls were shambling down the side street, drawn to the recent gunfire.

“We’re what? Three blocks down from the factory?” Copeland asked.

“Something like that. It should be a straight shot down this street. The worst case is that it’s one more block to the south,” Baker replied.

“We can manage that,” Copeland affirmed.

Johnson broke away from the others, spotting a small window along the southern wall that gave him a vantage point to look back in the direction from which they had come.

“What do you see, Johnson?” Copeland asked.

“Not much, a few dead zombies in the road, and that’s about it,” Johnson reported.

“How many?” Copeland inquired.

“Fewer than a dozen,” Johnson replied.

“They most likely came through here,” Copeland mused.

“And if those boys we were shooting at got a message out, then they’re going to know exactly where we are,” Baker warned.

“I’m hoping that Kowalski managed to take care of them,” Copeland said.

“And if he didn’t?” Johnson asked.

“Then this is going to be a short trip. Regardless, we can’t stay here,” Copeland stated.

Johnson let out a sigh before nodding in agreement. “Well, let’s get it over with then.”

Copeland reached out and unlocked the exterior door, the thunk of the deadbolt attracting the attention of a few nearby zombies. “Just blow by them,” he instructed.

The two Privates muttered “yes sir” as the Sergeant threw open the door, bolting out from the building and running straight for the nearest creature. With a forceful shoulder strike, the ghoul stumbled to the ground, clearing the path forward for the soldiers.

All three of them ran as hard as they could, sticking close to the building for some semblance of cover. As they moved, they were forced to duck underneath a couple of trucks parked at the warehouse, relieved that there was nothing on the other side.

The trio continued moving up the street, the ammunition factory coming into view at the end of the next block. The fence around it was high—eight feet with barbed wire—however, at some point, a large vehicle had smashed through a portion of it, creating a massive hole.

The factory itself stood tall, much taller than any of the warehouses, with two metal towers sticking out from either side.

Copeland stopped the group at the corner of the last warehouse, poking his head out from behind cover to check for threats. While there were no militia, he spotted several zombies roaming around the grounds of the factory.

“There’s a couple dozen of those things roaming about, but I don’t see anybody with guns, so that’s a plus,” Copeland observed.

“So what do you want to do?” Johnson asked.

Copeland pulled out his binoculars, looking out toward the main factory building. The structure appeared to be in good shape, with no discernible damage. One of the large bay doors just off to the side was wide open, with a handful of zombies milling about. The one thing he didn’t see were corpses on the ground.

“It looks like it’s just a handful of those things, which we can handle. So we’re going to get inside, secure the building, and hope to god that Kowalski isn’t too far behind us,” Copeland concluded.

Baker and Johnson gave a confident nod to the Sergeant.

“Let’s move out."


CHAPTER FOUR

Kowalski opened his eyes, looking up to the sky as the sun momentarily blinded him. It took him a moment to figure out where he was—on the roof of a warehouse. However, everything came flooding back to him as he began to move.

An intense, white-hot pain shot through his body, radiating out from his chest. Kowalski let out a grunt, which only caused him more discomfort.

"What the hell," he muttered.

Kowalski reached down towards the pain, only to recoil as his fingertips touched a hot piece of metal embedded into his protective vest.

"Son of a..." he cursed under his breath.

Kowalski pulled himself up, looking down at his chest, seeing a bullet that had been right on target for his heart, only to be stopped by Kevlar. He tried to get up but continued sitting there as even the simplest of movements caused him pain.

"I'm going to kill that bastard. And I'm aiming for the head," he vowed, his voice low and dangerous.

Kowalski flinched when gunshots began popping off on the street below. The firefight was intense, but despite his best efforts, he wasn't able to pull himself back up into a firing position. The soreness coursing out from the impact forced him to sit there for another few moments.

"Come on, Kowalski, pull yourself together, man. They need you," he urged himself, his tone a mix of frustration and determination.

Kowalski let out a low grunt as he forced himself to move, rolling over and getting to one knee. He checked his rifle, popping in a few more rounds to top it off before inching towards the edge. The gunshots below stopped abruptly, making Kowalski fear the worst.

Even though it was tremendously painful, Kowalski took a deep breath to center himself before moving the last few inches so that he had a view of the militiamen across the street.

Kowalski saw one of the men on the ground in intense pain from taking a round to his vest. The other two men were still behind cover, aiming towards the position where Copeland and the others were.

"Just give me a target. One clean shot," he whispered, his eyes narrowing as he focused on the task.

Kowalski kept his sniper rifle trained on the corner of the building, waiting for the first gunman to step out. He didn't have to wait long. As soon as one of them stepped out, Kowalski didn't let him take a second step, squeezing the trigger and sending a round straight through his forehead, sending him collapsing to the ground in a heap.

"There's one," Kowalski said to himself, satisfied but still tense.

He kept his aim, waiting for the next one to step out, but the man was smart enough not to expose himself. Instead, he extended his rifle around the corner, aiming it in the sniper's general direction and pulling the trigger.

A torrent of bullets flew towards Kowalski, who ducked back down behind cover. He was far enough back on the roof that it cut off most of the angle for the militiaman.

Kowalski bided his time, waiting for the gun to fall silent before popping back up and focusing on the corner of the building. The gunman poked his head around the corner, but not quite far enough for Kowalski to have a clean shot.

That didn't stop him from pulling the trigger, sending a round into the side of the building. The bullet shattered on impact, sending shards of metal flying towards the man who recoiled back behind cover.

"That's going to have to do," Kowalski muttered.

He got up from his position, running as hard as he could back towards the roof hatch. Despite the pain coursing through his body, he pressed on, knowing he didn't have long to get to safety.

He heard a few more gunshots go off behind him as he ran, hoping that they were intended for him and not the others.

"You boys better be safe and heading to the factory because the last thing I want to do is clear out shamblers," he grumbled as he reached the hatch, putting his feet on the ladder and beginning to descend.

He managed to get a few rungs down before gunshots inside rang out, the bullets slamming into the ceiling and forcing him back up top. Kowalski rolled over onto his back as the bullets continued to slam into the ceiling. While he was relieved they weren't strong enough to punch through, he knew it wouldn't be long before there wasn't a rooftop to protect him.

Kowalski pulled himself up and began running towards the other side of the building, hoping that there was a ladder. It took several moments for him to reach the far edge of the building, looking down and letting out a sigh when he saw it was nothing but a flat wall.

"Well shit, now what?" he muttered, frustration clear in his voice.

Kowalski moved over to the bay door wall, looking down and still seeing no way to climb down.

"Think, man, think!" he urged himself, staring down, hoping that inspiration would strike him.

Finally, an idea sparked, even if it wasn't a particularly good one. Twenty yards back, a tractor-trailer was backed up to the building. However, it was a good ten-foot drop from the rooftop to it.

"You're going to break your neck if you do that," he told himself, his gaze fixed on the truck.

Kowalski stared at the truck for several moments before glancing back to the rooftop hatch, knowing that he had incoming. He let out a frustrated grunt before running over to where the truck was.

Standing atop the roof and looking straight down at the truck didn't ease his concerns; if anything, it amplified them.

"Why did I think this was a good idea?" he asked himself, shaking his head in frustration.

Kowalski knew this was the only way. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and climbed over the edge of the building, holding onto the rooftop so that he could get as low as he could before letting go. With one more look down to confirm that he was directly above the top of the truck, he let go. A split second after releasing his grip, his feet slammed into the trailer, sending more pain rampaging through his body.

He immediately collapsed onto the roof of the vehicle, the wind partially knocked out of him. It took him a few seconds to regain normal breathing, which was followed by a string of curse words.

"I really hate my job," Kowalski groaned.

He heard a few gunshots go off from down the street, provoking him to move quickly. He rolled towards the side of the truck, flinging his feet over the edge first and attempting to grasp onto the ledge. Despite his best efforts, his momentum was more than his hands could handle, and he plummeted to the ground below.

Kowalski knew he was in trouble as he was falling, preparing himself to land hard. As soon as his feet touched the pavement, he leaned back, hoping to take some of the strain off his knees and ankles, knowing that a major injury would be his end.

Kowalski tumbled backwards, landing hard on the ground, knocking what little breath he still had in his lungs out of him. As he lay there in pain, he heard the unmistakable sound of a zombie shuffle and moan coming from just up the road.

Kowalski rolled over, spotting half a dozen creatures that were shuffling in his direction, the closest ten yards away and closing.

The sniper attempted to let out a quip to calm his nerves, a typical coping mechanism for him, but the lack of air in his lungs managed to produce a sound that resembled a dry heave rather than a witty comment.

Kowalski reached for his handgun but thought better of it, knowing that if he opened fire, he would be letting his would-be assassins know exactly where he was. So he begrudgingly drew his knife before staggering towards the first creature.

Kowalski let out a pained grunt as he lunged forward, swinging his blade in a hopeful manner rather than a precise one. Much to his surprise, the knife found the eye socket of the first zombie, dropping it to the ground.

Kowalski pulled his weapon free before putting his head down and picking up as much steam as he could. He hit the next creature square in the gut with his shoulder, shoving it backwards into the next two, creating a lane for him to escape.

The sniper made it to the side of the building, ducking around the corner and moving as fast as he could towards the next street. Much to his surprise and relief, nobody was taking a shot at him as he went.

As he made the turn, he saw that there wasn't a zombie within thirty yards of him, all the way up to the next truck. As much as it hurt him, he pressed on, getting around the truck and taking a knee behind it to regain his composure.

It took a solid minute of deep breathing to fully regain the use of his lungs, but finally, he was breathing well.

"OK, it's the home stretch. Suck it up and get moving," Kowalski muttered, steeling himself for the final push.

He willed himself forward, every muscle in his body screaming at him with every step, yet he continued moving. It took a couple of minutes before he was at the last warehouse before the factory. He took a knee at the corner to survey the scene, spotting the gaping hole in the fence along with the trail of bodies leading up to the building.

"Please tell me you did this, Sarge," he whispered to himself, pulling out his flashlight and aiming it in the direction of the building, clicking it on and off in a specific manner.

"Come on, come on," he urged, hoping for a response.

A few moments later, a small light flickered on and off from the building in the appropriate rhythm that let Kowalski know it was a friendly.

"Now we're talking," he said with relief.

Kowalski broke from cover, moving quickly across the open space and up to the building. As he approached, Johnson stepped out with his rifle at the ready, aiming it back towards the street.

"Jesus, Kowalski, you look like shit," Johnson remarked, his eyes wide with concern.

"And I feel even worse," Kowalski replied, his voice laced with exhaustion.

Johnson stepped out, grabbing onto Kowalski to help him inside the building. He walked him over to a desk, setting him down in a comfy office chair.

"Where are the others?" Kowalski asked, looking around the room.

"They're doing a sweep of the place. But damn, man, are you OK? Are you hit?" Johnson asked, concern etched on his face.

"Took a round to the vest, then fell off a roof. Twice," Kowalski admitted, grimacing.

Johnson thought about it for a moment before walking over to a desk and yanking open several of the drawers. When he didn't find what he was looking for, he moved on to the next desk, rattling a few more drawers before spotting it.

"There we go," Johnson said, walking back over to Kowalski and tossing him a bottle of ibuprofen.

"Here, this should help," Johnson offered.

"How in the hell did you find this?" Kowalski asked, catching the bottle.

"These people work in a factory, so they're bound to get headaches," Johnson replied with a shrug.

Kowalski chuckled as he threw a small fistful of pills into his mouth and downed them. "I hope these kick in soon," he said, leaning back in the chair.

Before Johnson could respond, Copeland came back into the office, a grin spreading across his face when he spotted the sniper.

"You're a hard man to kill, Kowalski," Sergeant Copeland said, clapping him on the shoulder.

"Trust me, it's not due to a lack of them trying," Kowalski replied with a weary smile.

"Are you good to go?" Sergeant Copeland asked, his tone all business.

"Yeah, I'll manage. Where do you want me?" Kowalski responded, standing up despite the pain.

"If you can manage the climb, I need you up on one of those towers. Don't need you at the top, just high enough to see how bad things are looking," Sergeant Copeland instructed, pointing towards the nearest tower.

"You got it, Sarge," Kowalski agreed.

He pulled himself out of the chair, letting out a grunt as he did. He quickly straightened up, not wanting to let on just how much pain he was in.

It took him a few minutes to walk down the long corridor towards the entrance to the tower, where he was faced with a spiral staircase that seemed to stretch on for eternity. With a deep sigh, he began climbing. After a few rotations, he emerged into the open air, giving him a good view of the entire warehouse district.

"Yeah, one more rotation should do," Kowalski muttered, pushing himself up the final few steps.

He found a nice spot to take up position, collapsing onto the stairs. He pulled out his binoculars to do a sweep of the area.

The first spot he looked at was the target warehouse, which was littered with dead zombies on the ground.

"Looks like they're cleaning house," he observed, his eyes scanning the scene.

Kowalski continued looking, seeing several men moving in and out of the warehouse, some carrying lightweight boxes that were stacked several high.

"That's gotta be food, or else those boys are benching six hundred pounds," he said.

Finally, Kowalski turned his attention towards the thousands-strong mob that was marching towards them. It didn't take long for him to spot them, as they were less than half a mile away from the entrance to the warehouse district and stretched deep into the horizon.

Kowalski lowered the binoculars, letting out a sigh as he sat back in an attempt to get more comfortable and alleviate some of the pain.

"Captain, I hope you heard enough of my message to know we're in trouble. Because we're going to need some backup on this one."


CHAPTER FIVE

Captain Kersey stood in the middle of the break room, the radio firmly in hand as he awaited a response from Kowalski. Standing beside him were Corporal Bretz and Private Wade, both of whom had been listening to the entire conversation.

"I don't like the way this is sounding, Kersey," Bretz said, his voice tinged with concern.

"Me either, Corporal," Kersey replied, his tone equally uneasy.

"Do you want me to get a vehicle ready, Cap?" Wade asked.

"Yeah," Kersey agreed. "And let the others know to be on alert. If our Militia watchers out there see us leaving, they might make a play for the factory."

"Shoot on sight orders?" Wade inquired, his eyes narrowing as he prepared for the worst.

"If anybody gets within a quarter mile, they're to light them up," Kersey instructed with a grim nod.

"Copy that," Wade responded before exiting the room, leaving Kersey and Bretz staring down at the radio, almost as if they were willing it back to life. But nothing came through.

"I'm good to lead this excursion if you want me to," Bretz offered, breaking the silence. "I can take a couple of the newbies and—"

Kersey began shaking his head at the idea, causing Bretz to trail off without finishing his thought.

"This whole thing stinks, Bretz," Kersey said, his voice filled with frustration. "Either the militia planted those docs at the last factory and laid a trap for us, or the info was legit, and the militia is going to pull out all the stops to secure the goods. Either way, our boys are in trouble, and I aim to get them out of it."

Bretz nodded, admiration for his Captain evident in his expression. His mindset was a firm reminder of why he was willing to follow Kersey anywhere.

After a few more tense moments of waiting, the radio crackled to life, but instead of a clear signal, it was filled with static and difficult to hear.

"Cap, we're in trouble! Someone is jamming our signal!" Kowalski's voice came through, distorted and fragmented.

"Say again, Kowalski. You're breaking up," Kersey said urgently, pressing the radio right up to his ear, struggling to hear through the static. While he could hear Kowalski's voice, the poor connection made it impossible to understand what he was saying.

"Let's move," Kersey ordered.

Kersey burst out of the break room, Bretz following close behind as they ran through the factory toward the back. As they exited the building, Wade pulled up in an SUV.

"So we're on?" Wade asked.

"Yeah, they're in trouble," Bretz confirmed.

"I'll get us there quick," Wade assured them.

"We're making a stop first," Kersey interjected.

"Yes sir. Just tell me where we're going," Wade said.

"Get us to that rental truck place where we borrowed the transport vans," Kersey instructed.

"I'm on it," Wade replied, immediately setting the SUV in motion.

As Wade peeled out from the parking lot of the factory, Bretz looked back at the Captain with a confused expression. "What are you thinking, Kersey?"

"Kowalski said they have thousands of those things approaching from the east, so we're going to have to take the long way around and approach from the west," Kersey explained. "That means we're going to be punching through the bridge and the downtown area. And I doubt this vehicle is up to the task."

"Another big-ass truck plowing through zombies," Bretz remarked with a grim smile. "I can see why you brought me along for the ride."

Kersey chuckled to himself before turning his attention to his rifle, giving it a full check as Wade drove them toward their destination.

It took several uneventful minutes before the rental truck place was within their sights. Wade pulled over to the side of the road a couple of blocks away, giving them a chance to survey the situation.

Captain Kersey pulled out his binoculars, studying the site and seeing significant movement in the parking lot. A couple dozen creatures were milling about, but none of them were inside the fenced-off parking area where the larger trucks were situated.

"OK, this is going to be a little trickier than I thought," Kersey muttered as he handed over the binoculars to Bretz, who took his own look.

"Damn it. It looks like some of the crowd we attracted the last time we were here decided to hang out," Bretz observed with a frown.

"How did you do it last time?" Wade asked.

"We went in through the front, picked up the keys and a battery jumper, then headed out," Bretz explained.

"How did you leave the front door?" Kersey asked.

"We didn't think we were coming back, so it's locked up tight," Bretz replied.

"Just a deadbolt? Or is it barricaded too?" Kersey pressed further.

"I don't remember what we pulled in front of the door, only that it was heavy as hell," Bretz admitted.

"Lovely," Kersey muttered under his breath.

"We could go over the fence?" Wade suggested, though his tone lacked confidence.

Bretz shook his head as he handed the binoculars over to Wade, who quickly answered his own question as he spotted barbed wire at the top.

"Or maybe not," Wade conceded.

"I'm pretty sure we have a tarp in the back that we can throw over the barbed wire," Bretz said.

"Been there and done that as a kid. Still have the scars to prove it," Wade replied with a wry smile.

"Gotta love a reckless upbringing," Bretz said with a chuckle.

"So how are we getting in there? Or do you want to go down the street and see if we can find another rental place?" Wade asked.

"We're going in through the front window," Kersey declared, his voice leaving no room for argument.

Both Wade and Bretz turned around to the Captain with bewildered looks on their faces.

"That's a bold move," Wade remarked.

"We're going to have a hell of a fight on our hands because those windows go straight to the floor," Bretz warned.

"I'm sure there are other rental places in the area," Wade suggested.

"We're on the clock, and we know for a fact this place has exactly what we need," Kersey stated firmly. "I don't want to run the risk of the next place we find not having a battery jumper."

"You're right," Bretz agreed, resigned to the plan.

"How close do you want to get?" Wade asked, his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly.

"Edge of the parking lot," Kersey replied. "Wade, you pull them to the left. Bretz, get the gear out of the back, and I'll take care of the window. Once we're inside, I'll cover the window while you two get us a truck."

Wade nodded as he hit the gas, causing the SUV to lurch forward and pick up speed.

Within seconds, they were at the outer edge of the parking lot.

Knowing that they didn't need this vehicle any longer, Wade aimed the front end toward a small pack of ghouls, slamming into them and sending them flying through the air. With the immediate area clear, all three men stepped out of the SUV, raising their weapons and opening fire at nearby ghouls.

Wade made a push to the left, yelling out and firing his assault rifle at a steady rate, his sniper training making the short distance easy kills.

"Yeah, come on, over this way, assholes!" Wade taunted, his voice echoing through the lot.

The noise Wade made was more than enough to draw the attention of the majority of zombies in the lot. As they shambled toward him, a path for Kersey opened up all the way to the front of the building.

The Captain pumped his legs hard, crossing the parking lot in a matter of seconds. However, his footsteps drew the attention of a creature that was near the front of the store.

Kersey aimed past the zombie, popping off several rounds into the window, spiderwebbing the glass and weakening it significantly.

The Captain then turned his attention to the creature, who was lunging for him. Kersey deftly sidestepped it, positioning himself between the zombie and the window, stopping a couple of yards from it.

"Come on now, I don't have all day," Kersey muttered.

The zombie let out a moan, lunging forward again, only to have its arm grabbed and yanked toward the window. Kersey reached down, planting his hand between the zombie's legs and hoisting it off the ground, using its momentum to send it careening through the glass.

The window shattered into a thousand pieces as the creature slammed to the ground inside the store. Before it could get up, Kersey sent a round through its head.

"We're in!" Kersey shouted as he darted inside the building, quickly looking around for anything that might be useful in slowing down the mob, but finding nothing. The only movable piece of furniture, a heavy sofa, was already against the door, and the rest of the chairs were bolted to the wall.

"Damn it," Kersey cursed under his breath.

The gunfire outside continued as Bretz and Wade made their way toward the entrance. Kersey stepped into the doorway, picking targets on the outer edge of the pack and squeezing the trigger. The ghouls smacked down onto the ground, giving Wade a little more space to work with.

A few moments later, both soldiers were through the front opening, the zombie mob slowly shambling behind them.

"I'll hold them off, get the biggest truck you can find up and running," Kersey ordered.

"We're on it, Kersey," Bretz replied as he and Wade darted toward the back area of the shop.

Kersey swapped out his magazine, putting in a fresh one for the impending battle. He stared out the broken opening while backpedaling through the store, raising his rifle and waiting for his moment to strike.

"OK, which one of you wants to be first?" Kersey muttered to himself as he bided his time, waiting for the first creature to reach the threshold before firing. The bullet ripped through the forehead of the zombie, dropping it to the ground. The Captain fired off several more rounds in rapid succession, creating a line of bodies by the window.

Kersey took a few more steps back, watching as several ghouls tripped over their fallen brethren. When one creature managed to step over the obstacle without a problem, Kersey fired a shot, ending the threat and creating another barrier.

Nearly a minute of this went by before a loud honking sound emanated from the back lot.

"That's my cue," Kersey muttered as he slung his rifle over his shoulder before turning and running through the back swinging door and straight out into the back lot through an open garage door. Awaiting him was a twenty-foot moving truck that was rumbling in the lot. Bretz gave him another honk as the Captain approached and got in.

"Looks like you picked out a good one," Kersey said with a grin.

"Just wait until you see what I can do with this thing," Bretz replied, a mischievous glint in his eye.

Bretz threw the truck into gear before slamming on the gas. The truck lurched forward, picking up speed as it hurtled toward the locked chain-link gate.

The front end of the truck slammed into the fence, sending the gate flying open and knocking several nearby creatures down in the process. It took Bretz a few bumpy moments to get it onto the road, but he quickly got it under control for smooth driving.

"Next stop, Ontario."


CHAPTER SIX

Corporal Bretz kept the truck's speed up as he drove along the main road leading across the river into Ontario. While there hadn't been many zombies on the road, when one wandered into their path, he wanted to ensure they plowed right through it. The soldiers inside the cab barely felt it when the truck demolished a zombie, sending the corpse flying into the field beside the road.

Once the truck had settled back into its steady pace, Wade glanced over at Bretz and commented, “Once this thing gets moving, it’s smooth sailing, isn’t it?”

“At least until we come up against a mob,” Bretz replied, his voice steady.

Wade didn’t say anything, not wanting to jinx them. However, as they rounded the next bend, he muttered obscenities under his breath, realizing he might have done just that.

“And there they are,” Bretz said, his tone flat but resolute.

A quarter mile ahead, directly in front of them, was the bridge leading over the river into Ontario. It was packed full of zombies—a couple hundred of them wandering between a handful of discarded vehicles that had been pushed to the side. Beyond the initial mass of rotting flesh, hundreds more were spread out onto the streets. Bretz studied the path carefully, plotting their way through.

“OK, Kersey,” Bretz called back, “where are we going once we get across the bridge? Because the last thing we’re going to want to do is slow down. This thing will punch a hole through them if we’re at speed, but it’s going to be a pain in the ass getting it rolling again if we stop.”

Kersey thought about it for a moment, visualizing the town in his mind. Finally, he spoke up. “We’re going straight through. After a couple of miles, we’ll hang a right to the north and go from there. The town isn’t that big, so the warehouse district can’t be that hard to find.”

“OK, straight through it is. Buckle up, boys, because it’s going to be a bumpy ride,” Bretz warned, his tone serious.

Both Kersey and Wade, who was stuck in the middle seat, did as instructed and strapped in for the trip through town. Once secured, Bretz gripped the wheel with both hands before slamming his foot down on the gas pedal.

It took a moment for the truck to pick up speed, but before long, it was moving at a solid fifty miles an hour. The Corporal let out a yell as they reached the front edge of the bridge horde.

The impact was jarring. Everyone inside the cab lurched forward at the sudden loss of speed as the truck slammed into the mass of rotting flesh. Despite the speed loss, the truck kept pace at forty miles an hour. It continued pushing through the mass, the entire vehicle bouncing up and down as bodies were crushed underneath the tires. It took several tense seconds for them to clear the bridge and get into town.

Captain Kersey stole a glance in the rearview mirror, gazing upon two distinct lines of crushed zombies on either side of writhing bodies struggling to get up. “That’s some good driving, Bretz,” he said, admiration in his voice.

“You may want to hold the praise,” Bretz replied, “because we still have a ways to go.”

Bretz didn’t divert his gaze from the road, staring intently out the front windshield as the truck smashed into more zombies. The next block was quite bumpy but began to smooth out as the zombie congestion eased up. Instead of hundreds per block, there were only dozens. Before the group knew it, they were driving out of the business district, hitting an open area that led into a neighborhood about a half mile ahead.

“Should I turn here?” Bretz asked, his eyes scanning the road ahead.

“Let’s get on the other side of that neighborhood,” Kersey decided. “I’d rather overshoot the warehouse district than drive up on that thousand-strong horde.”

“I’m with you on that,” Bretz agreed. He glanced down at the gauges on the dash, where a few engine warning lights were illuminated. He let out a sigh as he eased up on the gas a bit.

“Why are you slowing down?” Wade asked.

“Because while we got through the mob, they managed to do some damage,” Bretz explained, pointing down to the lights.

Wade let out an exasperated sigh. “Do you think we’ll make it?”

“We’re certainly going to try,” Bretz replied.

Bretz kept the truck rolling into the neighborhood, which had a smattering of zombies roaming about, but nowhere near the density of the horde in town. The neighborhood was quaint, with lots of brick one- and two-story houses, tree-lined roads, and a surprising number of cars still parked in driveways. A few blocks from their position, they saw an open area with a large parking lot on their right.

As their attention was drawn toward it, trying to figure out what it was, tires screeched to their left. Bretz turned his head just in time to see a couple of sedans speeding toward them.

“Oh shit!” Bretz exclaimed, doing his best to avoid the collision, but there simply wasn’t enough time. The first car slammed into the front axle of the truck, jolting the men inside around in the cab. The second car wedged itself underneath the center portion of the truck, carrying enough speed that half of the roof was ripped away. The sound of grinding metal filled the air as the trapped car dragged along the pavement. A few seconds later, smoke poured out from the front of the truck when the broken axle snapped free, causing metal to press against metal.

Bretz had no choice but to slam on the brakes, or else risk a fire breaking out. Before they had come to a full stop, bullets peppered the side of the truck, with one ripping through the driver’s side window.

“Move, move!” Kersey shouted, throwing open the door to the truck and jumping to the ground, stumbling as he landed on the pavement. Almost immediately, he was greeted by a moaning zombie lunging for him.

Kersey used his stumbling momentum to dive to the ground, right into the knees of the creature. An audible snap filled the air as both legs cracked from the impact before the zombie flung backward. The back of its head slammed onto the pavement, cracking the skull and ending the threat.

Kersey scrambled to his feet as the bullets continued to fly toward the truck. He turned to watch as Wade jumped down, but Bretz remained in the cab. The Captain couldn’t see exactly what was happening inside the truck, but the muzzle flashes let him know that Bretz was returning fire.

Kersey put his fingers in his mouth and let out a deafening whistle. “Bretz, move your ass!” he ordered.

A couple of seconds later, Bretz jumped from the truck, landing hard on the asphalt, nearly toppling over in the process. The only thing that saved him was Wade grabbing onto his arm and holding him up.

“I appreciate it,” Bretz said.

“We need cover, now!” Wade urged, raising his assault rifle before popping off a few rounds into the heads of nearby zombies that were getting too close for comfort. Meanwhile, Bretz rushed back to the truck, reaching into the front seat and pulling out a large canvas bag filled with their gear.

“Get to the house!” Kersey shouted, leading the charge across the yard. He lowered his shoulder and knocked a couple of zombies to the ground as he rushed toward the two-story house on the corner. As he reached the door, he tried the handle, only to find it locked. Without a moment’s thought, he raised his rifle and fired through the lock, forcing the door open.

Kersey rushed inside with his rifle raised, immediately hearing moaning and commotion coming from the kitchen on the other side of the living room. Rather than wait for the zombies to emerge, he rushed through the house and around the wall.

A zombie family of three that had been smacking against the back glass patio door turned their attention toward Kersey as he entered the kitchen. They barely managed to emit a moan before the Captain unloaded on them. With three quick shots, the family fell silent.

Kersey finished doing a sweep of the first floor, finding nothing else. As he returned to the living room, both Bretz and Wade rushed in through the door, the Corporal firing several rounds at an unseen adversary.

“Get in here!” Kersey commanded, ducking down as he crossed the threshold into the house. He spun around and flung the door shut just before bullets began flying through it.

All three men took cover as a torrent of hot lead poured through the front of the house. Several seconds later, the gunshots fell silent, as if their enemies were waiting for the soldiers to return fire.

“Wade, where’s your sniper rifle?” Kersey asked.

“Canvas bag,” Wade replied.

“Get it and get up to the second floor. Make sure our friends stay put,” Kersey ordered.

“You got it, Cap,” Wade responded, staying low as he rushed over to the bag, grabbing his sniper rifle, and booking it up the stairs. It took him a few moments to get into position inside the master bedroom at the corner of the house.

“OK, assholes, let’s see who wants to play,” Wade muttered to himself as he peered through his scope, scanning the houses across the street. All he saw were dead zombies in the front yards. It took several moments of intense looking before he spotted movement in the form of a ruffled curtain. Wade didn’t hesitate to squeeze the trigger, sending a round right through the glass. He wasn’t confident he got a kill shot, but he knew it would be enough to make them think twice before pushing toward the house.

As Wade continued his watch, Bretz stayed vigilant at the front of the house. While he didn’t see any militia running around, he did spot several dozen zombies in the streets being pulled in multiple directions.

“I think Wade’s shot is giving them pause,” Bretz observed.

“Good, because we need a minute to think,” Kersey replied, moving to the back patio door. He looked through the gaps in the houses across the way and saw nothing but a handful of zombies milling about. A few blocks up, however, he spotted the building attached to the giant parking lot—a massive three-story brick school building that looked like it had been standing there for decades. As the bullets flew in both directions at the front of the house, Kersey took a knee by the door, staring at the building.

“This is such a bad idea, Kersey,” he muttered to himself, his mind racing as he tried to come up with a plan to get them out of the situation. But the only thing he could come up with was risky. After several moments of contemplation, he clicked on his communicator, hoping they weren’t being jammed.

“Bretz, Wade, can you hear me?” Kersey called out.

“I got you, Cap,” Bretz responded immediately.

“Same here,” Wade added.

“What’s it look like out front?” Kersey asked.

“There’s some movement in the houses across the way, but it’s hard to tell how many we’re dealing with,” Wade reported.

“We have to assume they have us outmanned and outgunned,” Kersey stated.

“What else is new?” Bretz muttered.

“We might want to assume they have reinforcements coming too. If they get us surrounded...” Wade trailed off, knowing he’d made his point.

“Which is why you and Bretz are going to break out of here,” Kersey said, his voice resolute.

“Kersey...” Bretz’s tone was that of a concerned yet disappointed parent addressing a misbehaving child.

“Save it, Corporal,” Kersey cut him off. “It’s what needs to happen. I’m going to cover your escape, then fall back to the school that’s a couple blocks away.”

“And then what? Are you going to enroll in some night classes?” Bretz quipped, his voice tinged with sarcasm.

“I’m going to hopefully lose them in there and regroup with you,” Kersey explained.

“Captain, I don’t know if I like this,” Bretz admitted, his voice filled with concern.

“Luckily, they’re orders,” Kersey replied, “so your opinion is noted, and that’s the end of it.”

“Yes, sir,” Bretz conceded.

“Wade, get down here,” Kersey ordered, “because you two are going to have to move.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Captain Kersey sat at the front window of the house, staring across the street through the growing horde of ghouls that crowded the pavement. He scanned the windows of the houses opposite, noting subtle movements, though nothing concrete enough to warrant a shot.

Meanwhile, both Bretz and Wade positioned themselves at the back patio door, their eyes sweeping the yard for any signs of life. Beyond a handful of zombies on the next block, there was nothing.

"So what's the play, Corporal?" Wade asked, breaking the silence.

Bretz glanced at him, a frown creasing his brow. "We need transportation because that truck is busted."

Wade shook his head, his tone dripping with sarcasm. "No kidding we need transportation. But where are we getting it from?"

"That's a little trickier," Bretz admitted. "I'd be surprised if we could get any of these cars started on the first try."

Wade's voice was tinged with frustration. "Not to mention as soon as we try, we're going to be drawing attention to ourselves."

"Exactly," Bretz agreed.

"So what in the hell are we going to do?" Wade's impatience was clear.

Bretz was silent for a few moments, then a devious smile spread across his face.

"Oh, I like that look," Wade said, grinning.

Bretz leaned closer, his voice low. "How much do you want to bet they went all in with trying to box us in? Like they weren’t banking on someone staying behind to cover."

Wade considered it, then nodded. "Probably a pretty good bet."

Bretz’s smile widened. "Well, while the Captain keeps them tied up, let’s go borrow one of their rides."

Wade cracked a smile, and the duo exchanged a fist bump before Bretz called out, "We’re on the move, Kersey."

Kersey’s response was curt. "Get up to our team and help them out."

"We’ll get there," Bretz replied. "You be safe."

Kersey’s voice carried a hint of dry humor. "I’m a lot of things, Corporal, but safe isn’t one of them."

"Yeah, no shit," Bretz muttered, chuckling along with Wade before they both focused on the task at hand.

Bretz and Wade slid open the back patio door, slipping out with their rifles at the ready, guns trained on the two houses directly behind them.

"Watch the windows," Bretz whispered.

Wade nodded, his tone firm. "If somebody pops up, I’ll put them down."

The two soldiers made it halfway across the yard before gunfire erupted from the front of the house—Kersey laying down covering fire to ensure their escape. Neither man flinched or slowed down as they sprinted toward the next street.

Taking position beside the next two houses, Bretz and Wade ensured full coverage of the street, which was eerily quiet, save for a dozen zombies who had yet to notice them. Wade glanced over to Bretz, who motioned for them to move out and start heading back toward the main road. The two men broke from cover, staying in the grass to remain as silent as possible, all but ignoring the nearby zombies who had finally taken notice.

The creatures’ shambles were no match for the speed of the soldiers, who advanced toward the main road through the neighborhood, which was swarming with more zombies. Oblivious to their presence, the ghouls were drawn toward the gunfight on the next block. Bretz motioned for Wade to take a knee with him, both men crouching low in the front yard of the last house on the block, surveying the area.

Bretz’s gaze remained fixed ahead, waiting intently for a gap in the horde. Wade, however, kept his eyes on the zombies slowly closing in on them from behind.

"We have thirty seconds before we have rear contact," Wade whispered urgently.

"Understood. Be ready to move on my signal," Bretz replied, his voice steady.

Wade nodded, gripping his assault rifle tightly while keeping watch on the approaching assailants. "Fifteen seconds," he warned.

"Not yet," Bretz insisted.

Wade kept his finger on the trigger, his off-hand drawing a knife in preparation for a silent strike. But before he could act, Bretz gave the signal.

"Let’s move!" Bretz ordered.

Both men sprang from their position, sprinting onto the street. Their footsteps on the pavement caught the attention of a dozen nearby ghouls, who reached out helplessly as the two soldiers darted past. As they ran through the mob, several gunshots rang out from down the street, aimed at them. Bullets ripped into zombies, absorbing the hits and preventing the soldiers from being struck, but they knew they had been spotted.

"If they left people by the cars, they’re going to be expecting us!" Wade shouted over the noise.

"Then let’s hope they’re gone!" Bretz replied.

The two men dashed behind the next house, not stopping to see if they were being followed. They continued running down the street, getting half a block up before making a turn toward the road. Bretz took point, pausing at the corner of the house to scan the street, which was littered with corpses. Wade kept a vigilant watch on their rear, fully expecting to see militia members charging after them at any moment.

"We’re definitely in the right area. These boys left a trail of dead," Bretz observed grimly.

Wade nodded. "Let’s follow the bodies, then."

Bretz led the duo out from behind cover. They had barely reached the street when several shots rang out from near the main road. Both soldiers immediately turned and opened fire, despite not having a clear target in sight, only wanting to buy themselves enough time to spot their attackers.

"Top of the truck!" Bretz called out.

Wade immediately adjusted his aim, firing several rounds toward the top of their broken-down truck. The bullets struck the side, narrowly missing the shooter but forcing him to duck.

Bretz, meanwhile, honed in on two men who had taken up a position behind some trees in the front yard of the corner house. He concentrated his fire on the area, hoping to pin them down and allow the zombies to their rear to catch up.

"Let’s move!" Bretz shouted, continuing to fire as Wade darted around him, taking cover behind a tree. Wade quickly dropped his assault rifle to the ground, unslinging his sniper rifle. Dropping to one knee, he aimed at the legs of the closest militiaman. With a single shot, the man’s knee exploded in a display of bone and crimson.

The militiaman dropped to the ground, screaming in agony. Wade, still staring through his scope, aimed for the other gunman, who was visibly contemplating his next move. Wade yelled out as loud as he could, "Drop your gun and get your man! If you are unarmed, I’m not going to fire!"

The militiaman hesitated for a brief moment before cursing under his breath. Wade watched as the man slung the rifle over his shoulder and showed Wade his empty hands.

"Go get him!" Wade ordered.

The man ran out from behind cover, reaching his wounded friend and helping him up as the zombies continued to close the gap. The two militiamen moved as fast as they could toward the house, slipping inside and slamming the door just as the mob reached them.

"We’re clear. Let’s move!" Wade called out.

The two soldiers darted from cover, racing to the alleyway between the next two houses. They stopped in the backyards to get their bearings.

"That was nice of you to let them live," Bretz remarked.

Wade shrugged. "I figured they don’t want to be out here any more than we do, and they’ll pick survival."

"And if they hadn’t?" Bretz asked.

Wade’s voice was cold. "Then they’d be zombie chow by now."

Bretz let out a chuckle as they surveyed the backyards, spotting a few creatures wandering aimlessly, some trapped by chain-link fences, others free-roaming.

"Look, down at the next block," Wade said, pointing.

Bretz followed his gaze to where three black SUVs were lined up on the side of the street. "Either someone was having a pre-apocalypse party for some feds..."

"Or we found our ride," Wade finished, nodding.

The two of them exchanged a look before breaking from cover, moving swiftly through the yards with Wade taking point. As they approached one of the shambling zombies, Wade dispatched it with a swift knife strike.

The soldiers continued moving cautiously toward the SUVs, stopping a few yards away and taking up a defensive position beside a house. They both aimed their rifles at the vehicles, expecting to see a guard, but there was nothing except for a couple of corpses on the ground nearby.

"What do you think?" Bretz asked.

Wade was thoughtful. "I think if I was guarding those, I wouldn’t be doing it out in the open."

"The house in front of it?" Bretz suggested.

"I’d move a little further back, but I’m a better shot than anybody they got," Wade said with a smirk.

Bretz chuckled at his comrade’s bravado, giving him a pat on the back as they moved down the yards. It took a few moments before they found themselves outside the target house. Bretz slung his rifle over his shoulder, drawing his handgun before reaching for the patio door. With a slight push, it slid open silently.

The two men stepped into the kitchen, both on high alert as they moved through the space. Before they could reach the swinging door separating the kitchen from the living room, they heard a man cough in the next room.

Bretz gave Wade a series of hand signals, indicating for him to go high while he went low. The sniper nodded, and Bretz took a knee, gently pushing the swinging door open to give them both a clear shot.

As the room came into view, they spotted a lone militiaman, no more than nineteen, staring out the front window with a rifle in his lap. The kid was clearly on edge, probably due to the gunfire outside.

"Okay, kid, be cool," Bretz said.

The young man nearly fell over from shock, fumbling for his weapon. But as soon as he saw the two soldiers aiming at him, he let the rifle fall to the ground.

"Please don’t shoot! Please don’t shoot!" the kid begged, his hands shooting up in surrender.

Wade’s tone was calm but firm. "Relax, kid. As long as you don’t do anything stupid, we’re not going to hurt you."

"Okay, okay. What do you want me to do?" the kid asked, his voice shaking.

"Do you have the keys for those cars outside?" Bretz asked.

The kid shook his head frantically. "No, I don’t. But they’re in the cupholder."

Bretz gave a small nod. "That sounds like the right answer to me."

"Just take it and go. I swear I won’t do anything," the kid pleaded.

Bretz looked over at Wade. "What do you think, Wade? Does he look like a man of his word?"

Wade gave the frightened kid a once-over before shaking his head. "I’m not entirely sold, but I know a way we can make sure."

The kid’s eyes widened in fear, clearly expecting the worst. Wade, however, motioned for the kid to walk down the hall.

"Get moving. Find the bathroom and get in there, but keep your hands high," Wade instructed.

"Yes, sir. Yes, sir," the kid stammered, moving shakily but quickly down the hall. He found the bathroom and stepped in, all the while keeping his hands above his head. He stood there, staring at the two soldiers, too terrified to make a move.

Wade’s tone was firm as he spoke. "Okay, kid, if you want to live, you need to do one thing for me."

"Absolutely, whatever it is, I’ll do it," the kid promised.

"Sit there and count to a thousand. Once you’re done counting, you can come out. If you come out sooner..." Wade’s voice trailed off, the threat unspoken but clear.

Bretz finished the sentence, his tone cold. "It’ll be the last thing you ever do."

"Yes, sir! Yes, sir! One, two, three..." the kid started counting immediately as Bretz shut the bathroom door.

The two soldiers walked back into the living room. Bretz popped the magazine out of the kid’s rifle, tossing it aside but leaving the weapon itself.

"You almost have to feel sorry for the kid," Bretz said, shaking his head. "Barely out of diapers and on the front line of a war."

"Same thing happened to me," Wade replied.

"Yeah, and look how well you turned out," Bretz shot back, his sarcasm cutting through the tension.

Wade chuckled, the hardened sniper amused by the banter. "Come on, let’s go get our friends."


CHAPTER EIGHT

Captain Kersey had heard his two soldiers escape through the back of the house. He began a silent countdown in his head before unleashing hell on the militia across the street.

"Three. Two. One," he whispered to himself.

Kersey popped up from behind cover, shoving the front of his rifle out of the shattered window and opening fire. In the span of a few seconds, he sent nearly a dozen rounds toward the houses across the street. He didn't have a specific target; rather, he focused his fire on the windows, hoping that one of the militia inside would catch a stray.

A few seconds into his barrage, the three houses across the street illuminated with muzzle flashes, forcing the Captain back down behind cover. Bullets ripped through the windows and the front of the house as Kersey combat-crawled through the living room and back toward the kitchen. Even though he knew he wouldn't hit anything, Kersey popped up and fired a few more shots through the windows before ducking back down for cover. He knew that the bullets would be well spent if they bought his men more time.

This only antagonized the militia across the street, who peppered the house with more bullets. Kersey got flat on the ground, positioning himself in front of the refrigerator. While it wasn't perfect protection, it was close.

"So now what in the hell are you going to do, Kersey?" he muttered to himself, trying to form a plan out of nothing.

As the bullets continued to fly, he knew he had to move.

"They're going to flank you, get moving!" he ordered himself, forcing his body to respond.

Kersey willed himself to move, sliding on the kitchen floor toward the patio door. As he reached it, he noticed that the gunfire coming from the front of the house had died down a bit, as if several of the gunmen had stopped firing.

"Damn it," he cursed, knowing what that likely meant—the militia was on the move.

He put his head down and ran away from the main street, picking up as much speed as he could before reaching the gap between the two houses. As he sprinted across it, he spotted three militia members in the street with their weapons raised toward the house. It took them a split second to notice him running and adjust their aim, which was why their bullets found nothing but air.

Kersey managed to get across to the next house, stopping quickly at the corner to turn and fire several rounds in their direction. While he missed, it was enough to force the trio of militia to scatter for cover. The Captain turned toward the street behind him, pumping his legs hard across the yard. Just before reaching the corner of the next house, more shots rang out from the opposite side of the house where he had started. The bullets smacked into the bricks, several chunks hitting his arm as he sprinted by.

Kersey kept running to the next street, continuing to sprint forward since he didn't have the luxury of stopping and getting the lay of the land. His momentum carried him right into a pack of zombies a dozen thick.

"Oh shit!" he exclaimed, doing the only thing he could—lowering his shoulder and plowing through them with as much power as he could muster.

The first creature he came into contact with heard his approach, turning just in time to receive Kersey's shoulder into its gut. The Captain wrapped his free arm around the ghoul, lifting it ever so slightly off the ground and plowing forward with it. The added weight allowed him to push through the rest of them, but it also caused him to go off balance, and the two of them crashed to the ground shortly after clearing the mob.

The fallen ghoul thrashed about, trying to grab at Kersey, who was flailing himself in an attempt to get away from the creature. With a well-placed kick to the midsection, the Captain managed to separate the two of them, but his troubles were far from over. Just a few yards away stood the mob he had just pushed through, several of them still standing and coming his way with excited moans in their throats. His first instinct was to open fire, but he thought better of it.

"Move, move, move!" he urged himself, scrambling back to his feet just as the gunfire sprang to life behind him. The bullets ripped through several of the creatures, the noise and bullet strikes attracting their attention and buying Kersey precious seconds to put some distance between him and the militia.

As he reached the next house, more bullets tore through the air, striking the ground right by his feet. He took up a defensive position at the corner of the house, turning to return fire. Kersey got the second group in his sights, pausing briefly when he recognized the man leading the charge.

"What in the hell are you doing here, Wayne?" Kersey’s mind raced for a split second, a thousand different thoughts slamming into one another at the sight of Wayne, who was the highest-ranking militia member they had been in contact with. The last time their paths had crossed, Wayne was a terrifying presence, providing photographic evidence of what he had done to Ted Harris, the misbehaving leader of the Chosen. Despite the demeaning punishment, Wayne was firmly in control and almost seemed reasonable.

While a thousand thoughts were competing for Kersey's attention, the one that stood out was a straightforward one. If Wayne was leading the charge, then whatever was in that warehouse was worth killing every single one of them over.

As that split second of chaotic contemplation ended, Kersey aimed just to the side of Wayne, squeezing off a couple of shots, one of which hit the militiaman in the chest protector. Rather than return fire, Wayne stared over at Kersey, as if he were making eye contact, though his aviator sunglasses made confirming that impossible. Wayne got a psychotic-looking smile on his face before giving Kersey a playful wave.

The strange moment lasted a couple of seconds before the gunfire resumed from his men. Kersey fired a couple of retaliatory shots toward the group that was clearing out the zombie mob before turning and running. He darted in front of the next house for cover, looking across the street to find a large manicured field that led right up to the mammoth school—easily three hundred yards of no cover staring the Captain in the face.

"This is going to suck," Kersey muttered to himself, picking up the pace and sprinting as hard as he possibly could across the street and into the field, not daring to look back until he was halfway across.

What he spotted confused him to no end. "What in the hell?" he whispered, continuing to run while his focus was firmly on the half-dozen militia to his rear. Rather than continuing the pursuit, he could see that they were standing together, as if they were talking. Despite the distance, he could see that Wayne was extremely upset about something.

A moment later, three of the men took off running toward the original ambush point. Kersey slowed down, a smile creeping across his face. "Good job, boys, I'm guessing you borrowed one of their vehicles," he chuckled, continuing his run up to the school. He finally arrived and looked in through the window of a classroom, relieved to find it empty. Within seconds, the butt of his rifle was through the glass, and he was climbing through.

Kersey collapsed onto the ground, taking a moment to catch his breath before pulling himself up and making a run for the door. As he reached it, he stopped himself from opening it, spotting movement outside. Kersey muttered expletives under his breath as he drew his knife. With a single move, he threw open the door, darted out into the hallway, and delivered a kill strike to the side of the zombie's head.

As the creature fell to the ground, he heard moaning coming from all sides. His head was on a swivel as he looked up and down the hallway, spotting dozens of zombies shambling about.

"Oh great, it looks like the whole town turned out," he muttered, looking frantically for an escape.

He spotted a sign for the stairs twenty yards away and immediately broke into a sprint, staying low to make it harder for the zombies to grasp him. The darkness in the hallway helped cover his movement, allowing him to get into the stairwell. Several creatures moaned with excitement from the next landing as they began shambling toward him. As the ghouls stumbled down the stairs, he dodged them on his way up to the second floor.

Kersey contemplated going to the top floor, but the dozen zombies on the next landing convinced him that the second floor was good enough. He ripped open the door to the second floor, relieved to see that there was only a smattering of zombies up there, and most of them hadn't taken notice of him yet, allowing him to slip into the first classroom virtually unnoticed.

Kersey rushed over to the window, staying out of sight while looking out toward the field he had just sprinted across.

"What in the hell are you doing, Wayne?" he muttered under his breath, watching as Wayne strolled across the field with two militiamen flanking him, one of the men carrying a large canvas bag on his back. The trio of men stopped thirty yards from the building.

"Good afternoon, Captain Kersey!" Wayne called out. "It is so good to see you again, my friend, even if you are shooting up my men. Now don't worry, I'm not mad. Things got a little crazy, and that's what happens these days—bullets start flying. Now, what is a little out of the ordinary is that some of your boys decided to take one of my shiny black SUVs out for a joyride. Now, from one parent of rambunctious boys to another, can I get your word that when they bring that back, they'll wash it first?"

Kersey cracked half a smile as Wayne continued.

"Now, I totally understand your reluctance on answering me, seeing as how we were just shooting at you and all that fun stuff. But I hope that you can hear me, because this next bit really needs hearing."

Wayne looked over to the man with the canvas bag, motioning for him to pull something out. A few seconds later, Kersey watched in horror as the militiaman pulled out a rocket launcher.

"As much as I like you, Captain Kersey, and I do—I mean that from the bottom of my heart, I do like you—I'm afraid our friendship is at an impasse. The warehouse a mile or so away from us, I'm afraid my orders are to take it by any means necessary. Which means I'm going to have to come in there and get you."

Wayne put the rocket launcher on his shoulder, taking aim and squeezing the trigger. Kersey dove away from the window for cover just before the rocket slammed into the side of the building. A deafening boom echoed through the air as a giant fireball stretched into the sky, thick black smoke coming along for the ride. As the carnage cleared, Wayne looked upon a giant hole in the side of the building, big enough for all three of them to walk through.

"Ready or not, Captain, here I come."

The End
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CHAPTER ONE

Captain Kersey struggled to pull himself up off the ground of the second-floor classroom. The disorientation from the explosion just below him was difficult for him to shake, but he knew he had to. With a forceful shake of his head, he managed to clear some of the ringing in his ears, willing himself back to his feet.

"Wayne, you're a crazy son of a bitch," he muttered, stumbling over to the door of the classroom. He looked out into the darkened hallway and immediately spotted a zombie with its face pressed up against the glass. The Captain drew his knife, quickly opening the door. The sudden loss of support sent the creature falling flat on its face, making it an easy kill.

With one threat down, Kersey stepped out into the hallway, looking down to the far end, which was a couple of hundred yards away. The walls were lined with classrooms on either side, but in the middle to his left was another stairwell. There were only a handful of ghouls standing between him and the stairs.

"You need to get up to the third floor, give them one direction to attack from," he thought to himself, though he wasn't completely sold on the idea. Nonetheless, he started moving towards the stairwell, shoving zombies out of the way as he went rather than killing them. Not only did he need the backup against the heavily armed and well-trained trio of militia that were pushing into the building, but he knew that leaving a trail of corpses in his wake would be like dropping breadcrumbs.

It took the Captain a few moments to reach the stairs, his movements not yet fluid due to the lingering effects from the rocket attack. As he reached the opening, he spotted a few creatures up on the next landing, slowly shambling towards the threshold. Kersey darted to his left, getting them to follow suit. The first zombie stepped over the edge of the landing, falling forward and slamming hard onto the stairs, with the others doing the same. Kersey rushed to his right, giving them space to land harmlessly out of his way as he continued up to the third floor.

Upon reaching the third-floor hallway, he looked both ways and saw a dozen creatures in either direction, none of whom were close to him. The ghouls were spread out pretty well, limiting their threat.

"Think man, think. What the hell are you going to do?" he muttered, checking his remaining ammunition. "Three full rifle mags and two for the handgun. Hopefully it's enough to take down these assholes."

Kersey continued looking side to side, struggling to figure out where he wanted to take up residence. "If they're coming in where I was, that horde on the first floor is going to force them the same way I came. So if I move down the hall a bit, I'll be able to cover both of their entry points."

He looked down the hallway, away from the direction he had come from. With a shrug, he got moving, jogging past a few creatures who were surprised when he rushed by them. The Captain stopped three classrooms down from the stairwell, looking back and seeing a trio of zombies shambling towards him.

"If these things are pressed up against the door, it'll blow my cover," he muttered, letting out a defeated sigh as he drew his knife again. With three swift, precise strikes, he dropped the trio of ghouls to the ground. Rather than leave them there, Kersey grabbed the arms of two of the creatures and began dragging them to the classroom behind him.

With two of the bodies hidden, Kersey darted back into the hallway to retrieve the last one. However, he could hear a couple of gunshots going off from the second floor.

"Dammit, they're not messing around," he cursed, speeding up as he grabbed the last creature by the arm and pulled it as fast as he could into the classroom. Once inside, he pulled the door mostly closed, leaving a few inches for him to aim his gun through.

The ringing in his ears continued to fade, although not fast enough for his liking. Despite the discomfort, he remained focused, his aim trained on the center stairwell. Several more gunshots went off from the second floor, with Kersey doing his best to track where they were coming from. After the next set went off, it was clear they were clearing the entire floor as the noise moved well past the stairwell.

"What are you up to, Wayne?" Kersey's mind raced, trying to predict what his adversary was plotting. He knew that the first floor was a no-go, but if they had control of the second floor, then Wayne would be able to flank him by coming up all three stairwells at once.

"Dammit, that's not good. I need a way out of here," he muttered as the gunshots continued unabated on the second floor, giving him hope that he had a few moments before they moved on his position. "Move man, move."

Kersey finally convinced himself to break away from the door, rushing over to the windows and looking out. "Jesus Christ," he whispered in shock.

Stretched out across the field were dozens of zombies, all shambling out from the neighborhood. The explosion had been loud enough that every creature within a mile radius was undoubtedly coming their way.

"It's only a matter of time before this place is surrounded," he thought grimly, running through several ideas in his head, shaking them off one by one as they popped up.

"You can fight your way out, which means you'll probably get shot in the back on the second floor. Or, you can make your stand here, which means they'll bleed you dry until you're out of ammo," he reasoned, grumbling obscenities under his breath, knowing that those options wouldn't work. In desperation, he opened the window and stuck his head out, looking side to side.

In between the two classrooms was his salvation, a metal drainage pipe that went from the roof all the way to the ground. Kersey looked down, spotting a handful of zombies on the ground below him, with the others spread out along the front of the building.

"Four of those things right at the landing spot, that's going to be a bitch to deal with. And even if you manage to handle them, you still have to fight your way up the side of the building so you don't get shot," he muttered to himself, letting out a sigh as he tried to convince himself this was the way to go. Before he could move down to the end window, however, he heard a couple of gunshots go off from the center stairwell.

The close proximity of the shots snapped him back into fight mode. Kersey moved silently across the classroom, back towards the door and into firing position. The somewhat darkened stairwell illuminated briefly from muzzle flashes as a couple more gunshots went off.

"Come on, show yourself already," he urged, but the disorientation from the blast made it difficult for Kersey to stay perfectly still in his firing position. He swayed just enough that the barrel of his rifle touched the door with enough force to move it open ever so slightly.

The squeak from the old door hinge echoed throughout the hallway, and before Kersey could react, gunshots rang out from his right. The bullets slammed into the edge of the door and frame, forcing Kersey to dive back into the classroom.

"Dammit!" he cursed as the bullet impacts caused the door to inch open even more, giving him a larger firing window. He raised his weapon and squeezed the trigger, sending several rounds towards the stairwell. In return, the militiaman coming up the stairs opened fire, sending more rounds into the classroom.

Kersey continued to crawl backward, staying low to avoid being shot. He returned fire a few more times, hoping to give himself enough time to get to the windows. He crawled to the corner, firing off the last bullets from his magazine before frantically reloading as the gunman from the stairs moved up across the hall. The militiaman sent a few more shots flying towards the Captain, narrowly missing him. Kersey returned fire but stopped when he didn’t have a shot.

"Shit, he got across," Kersey muttered, pulling himself up to one knee, keeping his finger on the trigger while reaching up to the window. It took some wrangling, but he managed to get it open. Before he could escape through it, though, a familiar voice bellowed from the door.

"I gotta hand it to you, Captain, you sure don't give up easy, do you?" Wayne's voice echoed in the room.

Kersey didn’t miss a beat. "Not really in my nature to, especially when I know it inconveniences some people who think it's OK to try and blow me up with a goddamned rocket."

"Wait, wait, wait, now wait just a second there, Captain. Now, I'd like to think I've gotten to know you a little bit over these last few weeks, and knowing what I know about you made me believe that you weren't in that classroom I blew up. Now, if you were in there, then you have my sincerest apologies for the ringing that is no doubt still in your ears. In fact, if it'll help, I can speak up a bit," Wayne responded, his voice filled with mocking concern.

"You know what, Wayne, that would help a lot. Why don't you take a step in here so I can hear you better?" Kersey retorted, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

Wayne let out a long laugh before continuing, "Oh, you are quite the kidder, Captain."

"Trust me, I'm deadly serious," Kersey shot back.

"I'm sure you are, Captain, I'm sure you are. But I'm going to have to take a rain check on that face-to-face. Judging by the tone of your voice, you're more likely to shoot me in the face repeatedly than engage in civil conversation," Wayne replied.

"In my defense, it has been a long few weeks dealing with you guys," Kersey admitted.

"Now before you go taking your frustrations out on me, you need to remember that this here situation is one of your own making. We didn't invite you into our little slice of heaven, now did we?" Wayne's tone grew more serious.

"Be that as it may, we're here," Kersey countered.

"You sure are, and so are we," Wayne agreed.

"So what do we do about our current predicament?" Kersey asked.

"Well now, Captain, there's a number of ways this can play out. The easiest on all of us would be for you to lay down your gun and saunter on out of that classroom with your hands held high," Wayne suggested.

"And then what? A nice comfy cell next to Ted Harris?" Kersey scoffed.

Wayne let out an offended gasp before responding, "Captain, Captain, Captain, I can't believe you'd put that kind of evil on me. We may be on opposite sides of this here situation, but I have respect for you, so I can guarantee that I'll give you every professional courtesy. Top-class accommodations, you have my word."

Before Kersey could answer, he could hear one of the militiamen in the hallway raising his voice to Wayne. Despite the raised voice, Kersey couldn't understand what was being said, but he could hear Wayne raising his voice too. The confrontation between the two militiamen went on for several moments, with the heat level rising the longer it continued.

"Having a little trouble in paradise, Wayne?" Kersey taunted, growing concerned when Wayne didn’t immediately respond. He kept his weapon trained on the door as a few more tense seconds ticked by.

"Wayne?" Kersey called out.

"My apologies, Captain, but it would seem that the two boys who are tagging along with me finally had their balls drop. They're making this decision, not me," Wayne finally replied.

"What decision?" Kersey demanded.

"This one," a militiaman's voice echoed in the classroom as a hand came around the corner of the door, releasing a hand grenade before vanishing back behind cover.

Captain Kersey watched in horror as the explosive device bounced on the floor in his direction.

"Oh my god."


CHAPTER TWO

The explosion ripped through the third-floor classroom, blowing out the windows and sending debris in every direction. Wayne and the two militiamen had stood on the other side of the wall as fragments of desks flew out through the door.

Once the dust had settled, Wayne looked over at the two men who were on the other side of the door, his aviator sunglasses still affixed to his face. Despite not seeing his eyes, the two men knew he was glaring at them.

Wayne's tone was much more serious than the almost playful one he had been using with Captain Kersey. "What in the hell are you looking at me for?" he demanded.

"Just waiting on you to give the order," one of the militiamen replied.

"Oh, you're waiting on me to give the order? I thought you were past the orders stage of this outing," Wayne retorted. "Given how you just threatened me and tossed a hand grenade in there against my orders."

The two men exchanged uneasy glances before turning back to Wayne, who leaned against the wall, seemingly without a care in the world. "Well, go on now, go make sure the grenade did its job," he instructed them.

The two militiamen engaged in a silent debate, as if trying to determine who would take point. Ultimately, the man who had thrown the grenade was nominated. "I'll cover the back wall, you cover left," he said.

The other man nodded as the two of them burst into the room, performing a quick sweep. A light haze hung in the air, but the breeze coming in from the windows helped to push it out.

The leader motioned for the other man to move over to the wall toward the coat closet as he made his way to the windows. The militiaman moved tentatively toward the wall with the coat closet, expecting Kersey to jump out at any moment. When the leader accidentally kicked a broken desk, the man inadvertently fired his assault rifle into the closet.

"What in the hell are you doing, man?" the other militiaman exclaimed.

The gunman nodded apologetically before moving over to the door, taking a crouched position as he grabbed the knob and turned it. With a forceful pull, he swung the door open, relieved to see nothing but coats hanging inside.

"We're clear over here," the militiaman reported.

The leader nodded before approaching the corner of the room, where a significant amount of debris was piled up. He kept his rifle aimed at it, fully expecting Kersey's body to be covered by the rubble. The militiaman reached down, grabbing a large piece of desk and flinging it backward, revealing nothing but more debris and a mangled assault rifle.

"What in the hell? Where did he go?" the militiaman asked, looking back at his partner, who was at the front of the classroom. With a subtle nod, the man motioned toward the window. The leader considered it for a moment before shaking his head. "I'd rather have a three-story drop than face a grenade too," he muttered.

The leader walked over to the window, stepping over the debris on the ground, and stuck his head out without a care in the world. "What in the hell?" he repeated, his confusion growing as he looked down to see nothing but a dozen zombies staring up at him.

"Howdy, asshole," Kersey's voice startled the militiaman. He turned to his left just in time to see the Captain pulling the trigger on his handgun twice. The bullets tore through the back shoulder of the militiaman, causing him to go limp from the pain rocketing through his body.

Kersey was firmly attached to the drainage pipe, gripping it tightly with one hand while reaching down with his gun hand to grab the wounded militiaman by his vest and yank him out of the window. The man let out a scream as he plummeted to the ground below. Kersey stole a glance down, watching as the militiaman crushed a couple of zombies. Seconds later, the man vanished beneath a mob of rotting flesh, his muffled screams filling the air.

His yells were quickly drowned out by the gunfire coming from inside the classroom, as the other militiaman opened fire, sending several panicked shots through the window as he retreated back to the hallway.

Captain Kersey moved back over just enough so that he had a shot toward the door, firing several times at the fleeing man. Most of the bullets struck the door and wall, but one found its target, square in the middle of the man's back. Unfortunately for Kersey, the man's vest was more than up to the task of stopping a handgun round.

"He's at least going to remember me," Kersey muttered.

Kersey looked down, relieved to see that the zombies on the ground directly below him were now focused on feasting on the fallen militiaman. As he began to descend, gunshots ripped through the window, forcing him to go faster than he wanted. His feet bounded off the bricks as he slid down the pole. Within seconds, he reached the grass, his momentum nearly shredding his knees, but miraculously they held together. Before he could start running, several gunshots erupted from above, the bullets slamming into the ground beside him.

Kersey looked back up to the third-floor classroom, firing off a handful of shots at the militiaman, forcing him back inside the classroom and giving him an opportunity to run.

The Captain moved with haste along the side of the building but quickly realized he wasn't going to get very far. The explosion and gunshots had done a great job of drawing in every distracted zombie. Ten yards ahead of him was a pack of ghouls half a dozen strong. Another ten yards beyond them was a horde too many to count.

"Well, now what?" Kersey muttered, with only seconds to decide on a course of action.

He looked out toward the field. Initially, he knew it would be risky due to the potential of militia gunfire, but now the route was all but closed off as hundreds of ghouls shambled in from the neighborhood and downtown area just beyond it.

Kersey let out a frustrated grunt as he looked over to the window next to him, which led into a classroom filled with a handful of creatures. The open door allowed the residents of the hallway easy access.

"Damn it, I don't have a choice," Kersey grumbled.

He raised his handgun and fired a few rounds through the glass, hitting the closest zombie in the head in the process. "Here we go again," he muttered, pulling himself in through the window as the zombies along the building closed the gap.

Kersey felt their fingertips on his boots as he cleared the entrance, falling to the floor. The Captain jumped right back up, forced to fire a couple of shots inside the classroom to clear the path to the door. The noise drew the attention of a creature from the hallway, which shambled in through the door just as Kersey was racing toward it.

With no other options, he lowered his shoulder, plowing into the ghoul and pushing it into the hallway, slamming it into several other creatures. Luckily for the Captain, he managed to keep his footing, giving him a jump on the surprised nearby zombies.

Kersey looked down the hallway in the direction he had come from, seeing a hundred zombies spread out, all of whom were now keenly focused on him. "Well, that's not going to work," he muttered, turning and beginning to run down the short hallway, which led to an open area.

As he emerged into the open space, he saw that it was a cafeteria, and it had been the scene of a horrific battle months earlier. A lot of the tables and chairs were overturned and knocked out of place, bloodstains permeating throughout the space. To the right was the kitchen area, with swinging silver-colored doors leading into it. On the left were several sets of double doors that led into the gym. Straight ahead, however, was what drew the Captain's attention—a wall of glass that led outside. While he couldn't get a good look at the doors themselves due to the zombies, he knew that's where he needed to go.

"Now we're talking," Kersey said, a hint of relief in his voice.

Standing between him and freedom were thirty creatures spread out pretty thinly in the large space, most of them tied up on the overturned furniture. Kersey wasted no time moving through the room, rushing toward the outer wall.

As he made his way across the hundred yards of space, he heard gunshots coming from the rear, echoing down the hallway. But he didn't care, knowing that his exit was just ahead.

At least he thought it was. As he got within fifty yards, the wall of glass came into focus, and his heart dropped. "You've got to be kidding me," Kersey groaned.

The doors had metal security bars running through them, which meant that even if he broke the glass, he still wouldn't be able to get through. Adding to the problem was the fact that the double doors were chained shut, preventing them from being opened.

Just to be sure this wasn't an option, Kersey pushed on the release bar, only to find that they were locked. "Damn it!" he cursed, turning his attention toward one of the large windows beside the doors, relieved to see that there weren't any metal bars running through them.

Without thinking, he aimed his handgun and fired three rounds into it, spiderwebbing the glass, but not as much as he would have liked. Despite the potential setback, he didn't stop, immediately turning his attention toward a nearby zombie that had broken free from an overturned table.

"I appreciate the assist," Kersey muttered, rushing over to the zombie. He smacked the creature's outstretched arms away and spun the ghoul around. He grabbed it by the back collar and belt, lifting it off the ground and throwing it toward the damaged window.

Rather than crash through the glass like others had done, the ghoul smacked against it, sliding down to the ground in a heap. Kersey stared at the window, realizing that it was brand-new safety glass. "I'm in a hundred-year-old school, and I find the one window that was made last week," he muttered in disbelief.

Before he could try again, the gunshots from behind him grew louder and more intense. Kersey turned to see Wayne and his lackey running up the hallway, popping zombies in the head as they advanced.

The militiaman spotted Kersey and opened fire in his direction, forcing the Captain to respond in kind. Bullets flew in both directions as Kersey made a run for the kitchen, lowering his shoulder and plowing through the open door.

His momentum carried him through the door, slamming him into a counter and dazing him for a moment. He snapped back to reality once the bullets flew through the open counter at the front of the wall. Kersey jumped to his feet, firing the last three bullets in his magazine toward the two militiamen, forcing them behind cover just across from him. Wayne stayed close to the hallway, while the other militiaman ran toward the windows, both of them taking a knee behind tables, far out of reach of the trapped zombies.

As he loaded his last magazine, Kersey let out a deep sigh.

“Nothings ever easy.”


CHAPTER THREE

Captain Kersey kept his head low as several shots from the militia whizzed through the serving line opening in the wall. Bullets pinged off the metal pots and pans inside the kitchen, creating a loud but harmless racket.

Kersey squeezed off a few rounds of his own, forcing Wayne and his partner back behind cover. The exchange continued for several volleys until Kersey's ammunition ran dangerously low.

"Three more rounds, dammit, this isn't good," Kersey muttered to himself.

He scanned the kitchen, hoping to find something useful to fight with. His knife was always an option, but he wanted something with more reach. Despite the plethora of pots and pans, nothing seemed particularly useful.

After a few moments of Kersey not returning fire, the gunshots in the cafeteria ceased. Soon after, Wayne called out.

"Are you still with me in there, Captain?"

"Yeah, sorry, Wayne. I got distracted by the lunch options," Kersey replied, a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

"If you're whipping up something, can I place an order?" Wayne retorted.

"If it doesn't involve stale bread and canned meat, I think you're going to be out of luck," Kersey shot back.

"Beggars can't be choosers," Wayne quipped.

As the back and forth continued, the other militiaman's anger reached a boiling point.

"Are we here to kill this asshole or make friends?" the militiaman snapped.

Wayne's playful demeanor vanished instantly, his controlled rage quickly rising to the surface.

"You're here to do what I say and nothing else," Wayne growled. "You saw what happened to your friend when he didn't listen. Now, do you want to shut the fuck up? Or do you want to be zombie chow?"

"Oh, to hell with you, Wayne. I'm going to handle this myself and make sure the boss hears about this," the militiaman declared defiantly.

Wayne's voice softened, almost apologetic. "Once again, Captain, you have my apologies."

Kersey peeked out from his cover, spotting Wayne shrugging his shoulders and adjusting his aim down the hall towards the zombie mob that was shambling in his direction. Wayne fired off a few shots, taking down some ghouls while completely ignoring him.

Kersey stayed low as he moved along the wall, trying to get a better vantage point to see what the militiaman was doing. But when he looked in that direction, he couldn't locate him.

"Where in the hell did you go?" Kersey whispered to himself, continuing to scan the far side of the cafeteria.

Finally, he noticed that the handful of trapped zombies nearby were all looking in the same direction, toward some overturned tables close to a set of double doors. Kersey raised his handgun, aiming it directly at the tables, hoping his hunch was right.

"Come on, show yourself, asshole," he murmured.

Kersey didn't have to wait long. The militiaman soon stepped out from behind cover, a rocket launcher in hand.

"Jesus Christ!" Kersey exclaimed.

He adjusted his aim and quickly fired off the final three shots from his handgun. Much to his relief, the bullets found their mark—two center mass and one hitting the man in the shoulder. The impact sent the militiaman falling backward, his limp arm flailing from the pain. As the man fell, his trigger finger tightened, firing off the rocket that had been intended for Kersey.

The rocket slammed into the double doors, creating a massive explosion that rocked the building. Debris and smoke filled the air, making it difficult to see more than a couple of feet. Despite the lack of visibility, Kersey could hear a chorus of excited moans coming from the gym.

"I gotta get the hell out of here," Kersey muttered.

He couldn't see just how many zombies had been freed from the gym, but given the volume of moans, he knew it was more than he wanted to deal with. The Captain rushed back to the swinging door, plowing through it while drawing his knife. The dust and smoke were so thick that he couldn't see what was in front of him, and it was only when a zombie reached out and touched his shoulder that he reacted.

With a forceful backswing, Kersey caught the zombie in the side of the head with his knife. As he yanked it out, he could hear the moans of several zombies coming up from the hallway.

He debated where to go, wondering if the blast had damaged the windows enough for him to break through. However, he decided against it and began running toward the classrooms.

Kersey kept his momentum up as he pushed his way through the smoky cloud, plowing through a couple of ghouls in the process. As he continued on, the smoke began to clear, allowing him to see a small army of creatures ten yards ahead of him. Before he could plot a course through them, something violently slammed into him from the side.

Kersey's ribs cracked as he was driven into the ground. He instinctively rolled over, using the momentum to throw his attacker off. Despite the pain, Kersey pulled himself to his feet, getting his knife into an attacking position, fearful that it was a runner who had pulled him to the ground. Much to his dismay, the reality was far worse.

Wayne stood a couple of yards away, his rifle aimed directly at Kersey's head. A brief standoff ensued, with the excited moans of the undead bellowing from all around them.

"Now you weren't going to leave without saying goodbye, were you, Captain?" Wayne asked, a smirk playing on his lips.

"To be honest, I was kind of thinking of it," Kersey admitted.

"It's okay, I understand, and I don't take it personally," Wayne said with a shrug. "That's twice today that somebody's tried to blow you up. If I were in your shoes, I'd probably want to get out of here too. So no hard feelings."

Kersey let out a chuckle, shaking his head.

"Might I inquire as to what is tickling your funny bone at this particular moment?" Wayne asked.

Kersey raised his hand and waved it around, highlighting the zombie mob that had them surrounded.

"I just think it's funny that despite your best effort, we're going to have the same fate. Only I'm going to have the easy way out as soon as you pull that trigger," Kersey replied.

Wayne listened intently to the moans that surrounded them, quickly realizing that Kersey was right. He thought about it for a moment before adjusting his aim and firing. The bullet flew right over Kersey's shoulder, slamming into the head of a zombie that was coming up behind the Captain.

The move surprised Kersey, who looked back to see the felled creature collapsing to the ground. As he turned his attention back to Wayne, he was met with a nonchalant shrug.

"What? I have too much respect for you to let you go out with a bite. If anybody is going to kill you, it's going to be me," Wayne said with a grin.

Kersey let out another chuckle as Wayne continued.

"Now, what do you say we set our differences aside for a minute and find someplace safe to continue our conversation?" Wayne suggested.

Before Kersey could respond, Wayne raised his rifle and fired two more shots past him, dropping zombies with each bullet. This prompted the Captain to nod immediately.

"I'm in. Lead the way," Kersey agreed.

Wayne nodded as he reached to his vest, grabbing a handgun magazine and tossing it over to Kersey. With a quick swap, the Captain was armed once again.

Wayne took point, squeezing off round after round into the heads of nearby zombies, creating a pathway through the growing mob of ghouls coming out from the hallway.

"Stay on my ass!" Wayne ordered.

"I'm right behind you!" Kersey replied.

The unlikely duo picked up speed as Wayne continued to fire, shredding the skulls of zombie after zombie as they pressed through the front edge of the mob and into the hallway. As they reached the top of the hallway, the horde thinned ever so slightly, giving them the ability to pick up more speed. Wayne fired off the last bullets in his magazine, clearing the way for them to reach the pack.

"Reloading!" Wayne called out.

He stepped to the side, shoving a zombie to the ground before reloading, giving Kersey a chance to take the point. As soon as Kersey got past his new partner, he fired his handgun several times, dropping a handful of creatures in the process.

As he continued firing, Kersey looked past the next group of creatures in an attempt to figure out where to go. The only open door on the left was the one he had come through, but far too many zombies were in the doorway. On the right, most of the doors were shut, except for one that was twenty yards away. Unlike the other classroom, this one had no zombies pouring out of it.

"Classroom on the right!" Kersey shouted.

"Get us there!" Wayne urged.

Kersey nodded as he continued firing, clearing out the next few creatures as Wayne came up beside him. As the militiaman fired his assault rifle, Kersey stepped back, allowing him to take the point. While he couldn't see Wayne's face, Kersey was convinced the man was laughing like a maniac during the onslaught. All Kersey could do was shake his head and continue following him.

Wayne fired several more rounds into the heads of zombies just in front of the classroom, clearing the way for them to get inside. He darted inside first, immediately spotting a trio of creatures on the far side of the room.

"Hello, boys!" Wayne yelled as he casually walked across the room, pulling out his handgun and executing the creatures one by one at near point-blank range. As he cleared the space, Kersey grabbed hold of the door to slam it shut. However, several creatures managed to stick their arms through the opening before he could.

"I need some help over here!" Kersey shouted.

Wayne turned around to see the situation, casually walking over to the door while slinging his rifle back into firing position. As soon as he arrived, he stuck his rifle into the opening and opened fire, emptying the rest of the magazine into the mob. The torrent of bullets was more than enough to clear the threshold and allow Kersey to slam the door shut.

"Get the other side of the bookcase," Kersey instructed.

Wayne nodded, following the Captain's lead as they grabbed a heavy wooden bookcase and dragged it across the floor. Once it was in place in front of the door, both men breathed a sigh of relief.

"That should hold them," Kersey said, wiping the sweat from his brow.

"We better hope so because I think we're stuck here for a while," Wayne remarked, pointing to the windows, which had a mob of zombies pressed up against them.

Kersey sighed as he walked over to the window, standing on his toes to look out over the mob. Behind the front edge were hundreds more zombies within fifty yards of the school.

"Well, we're not getting out this way," Kersey said, his voice tinged with frustration.

Kersey's heart sank as he heard the clatter of an empty magazine hitting the ground. He didn't turn around as a fresh one was slammed into the rifle, a round chambered.

"So it's like that, huh?" Kersey asked, his tone wary.

"Like what?" Wayne replied innocently.

Kersey slowly turned around, watching Wayne hop up onto the teacher's desk while setting his rifle down on top of it. It took the militiaman a few seconds to figure out what Kersey was thinking, prompting a boisterous laugh from him.

"Oh, the reloading? You think I'm going to go through all that with you and then shoot you in the back? Come on, Captain, don't do me like that. You should know by now I'm not going to pull a weak-ass move like that," Wayne said, shaking his head in disbelief.

Kersey let his guard down, nodding toward the militiaman. "My apologies, Wayne. It's been a strange day."

"Yeah, no kidding," Wayne agreed.

"So, what now?" Kersey asked, looking around the room.

"I say we take five, find ourselves some comfortable seats, and get settled in. Because we have a lot to discuss."


CHAPTER FOUR

Both Wayne and Kersey took their seats in the classroom, trying to get as comfortable as they could. As they got situated, the moaning and banging on the door and windows intensified, the zombies outside growing angrier as they realized they couldn't reach the prey within their sights.

Wayne leaned back in the teacher's chair, planting his feet on the desk before taking off his aviator sunglasses and tucking them neatly into the top of his shirt. He moved at his own pace, with zero urgency, as if he was savoring the moment of relative quiet. After a solid minute of this, Kersey spoke up.

"So, what's on your mind, Wayne?" Kersey asked.

Wayne responded with a hint of amusement, "No small talk there, Captain? You and I just survived one hell of a run through those things. No decompressing, no relaxing, just bam, right to the point. You're ready to get this show on the road."

"In my defense," Kersey replied, "I have nearly been blown up twice today. I'm just trying to get the important stuff out of the way before someone else tries to blow me up."

Wayne let out a laugh, clearly enjoying the Captain's quip. "See, there you go, Captain, lighten up a little bit. You don't have to worry about me shooting you, stabbing you, or exploding you. We're in the same boat right now, and as far as I'm concerned, we're officially at a pause."

"Oh really? For how long?" Kersey inquired.

Wayne leaned forward slightly, a grin forming on his face. "What do you think? Twenty-four hours from the time we get out of here?"

Kersey considered this, then countered, "I'm pretty sure I have a few years on you, so let's make it forty-eight."

Wayne let out another enthusiastic laugh, nodding his head in agreement. "Alright there, Captain, you got yourself a deal. Forty-eight-hour ceasefire from when we get out of here."

"I believe you, Wayne," Kersey said, with a tone of sincerity.

"Good, you should. We are friends after all," Wayne replied, a bit more seriously now.

However, Kersey remained skeptical. "I wonder if your people will see it the same way."

"Oh, they will," Wayne assured him. "Especially after sticking me with those two chucklefucks. I told them I needed trained men, and what do I get? Newbies wanting their first taste of blood. Next thing you know, stuff's blowing up left and right."

"To be fair, you did fire one of those rockets at me," Kersey pointed out.

Wayne leaned back in his chair, feigning indignation. "Hey now, hey now, wait a second. I didn't fire it at you, I fired it at the building."

Kersey let out a chuckle at the gentle ribbing, prompting Wayne to do the same. "Yeah, yeah, I guess I deserved that."

"So, can I ask you something?" Kersey ventured after a moment of silence.

Wayne waved his hand nonchalantly. "Go for it, we got nothing but time here."

He motioned towards the zombies outside the classroom as Kersey took a moment before speaking, wanting to ensure the words came out right. "You know my gun runners a couple weeks back, the ones carrying the ammunition?"

"Yeah," Wayne responded, his tone now serious.

"Did you have a hand in their deaths?" Kersey asked directly.

Wayne put his feet down from the desk, leaning forward and staring straight at the Captain. "Did I directly have a hand in their deaths? No, I did not."

"But indirectly you did?" Kersey pressed.

Wayne shrugged slightly. "Honestly, it depends on how you look at it."

"Enlighten me," Kersey urged.

"Well," Wayne began, "I never laid eyes on any of them. There were a couple of spots on their journey where they could have branched off and gone in a different direction. If they had zigged instead of zagged, then there's a good chance I would have been directly responsible for hijacking the load."

"But not killing them?" Kersey asked, his voice tinged with curiosity.

Wayne's expression softened. "Captain, I don't know what you think about me, but I take no pleasure in killing people. And I try to avoid doing so at every opportunity. Now, don't get me wrong, I'll make a son of a bitch's life a living hell if they deserve it. Just ask good ole Ted Harris how his life is going ever since you turned him over to me. But killing? I'll be quite happy if I never had to do it again."

Kersey's brow furrowed as he questioned, "Then why in the hell have you spent the day shooting at me and my men?"

Wayne's gaze hardened as he replied, "Because just like you, I have my orders."

"Secure the Chosen's warehouse?" Kersey guessed.

"Yep," Wayne confirmed. "Whether we like it or not, our higher-ups want bullets and lots of them. And we're the ones they sent out to make it happen. My hope was that once you saw you were surrounded, you'd surrender and I could trade you for the warehouse, but instead, I get to hang out with you for a while."

"It could be worse," Kersey said dryly, "you could be like your men out there who became zombie chow."

Wayne chuckled as he nodded in agreement. "OK, so my turn to ask you something."

Kersey raised an eyebrow. "I wasn't aware we were playing twenty questions."

"Well," Wayne smirked, "it's either we get to know each other, or we see if they have some board games on the shelves."

Kersey allowed a small smile. "A game could be fun, but go ahead, ask your question."

Wayne inclined his head slightly. "I appreciate that. So my question is, how in the hell did you find this warehouse? Because my boys have been looking for it for weeks."

Kersey sat up and leaned forward, clearly confused by the question. "What do you mean how did we find it? You mean this wasn't a trap?"

"A trap? Of course not, Captain," Wayne replied, his voice genuinely surprised.

"I just told you that I'm not a fan of running around and killing people, so why would I set a trap for you? Hell, why would I set a trap for you at the place I was looking for? My mission is the ammunition, not your head on a pike."

Kersey sat back in his chair, going deep into thought for several moments before breaking out into laughter, confusing Wayne.

"So you were just tracking us the whole time then?" Kersey asked between chuckles.

"That's what we do," Wayne confirmed with a grin.

Kersey continued laughing for a moment before composing himself. "So that info we found was real. Who would have thought?"

"What info are you talking about?" Wayne inquired, his curiosity piqued.

"One of my men found a dead Chosen courier at one of the ammo factories," Kersey explained. "The notebook he was carrying had a list of goods along with a map to the warehouse just to the north of us."

Wayne frowned slightly. "And the notebook said that ammo material was at the warehouse?"

Kersey shook his head. "I don't know. I'm not sure who the notetaker was, but he couldn't write for shit. I think we were more hopeful than anything that they were stashing what they were finding here. Honestly, I'm surprised you didn't already know about this place since you were partnering with the Chosen."

"I really wouldn't call it partnering," Wayne replied, his tone dismissive. "It was more along the lines of we tolerated their existence because they kept watch over the factories."

Kersey looked thoughtful for a moment. "It seems like that might have been a priority for you guys. I'm surprised you would have delegated it."

"Well," Wayne said with a sigh, "if we knew you guys were gonna come a-knocking, I'm sure we would have made it more of a priority. But believe it or not, when the world crashes down around you, the first thought is more along the lines of how in the hell are we going to eat rather than securing a factory."

Kersey considered this for a moment before nodding in agreement. "Yeah, I can understand that."

He looked over to Wayne, who was deep in thought, as if trying to recall something that had escaped his memory long ago.

"Are you alright there, Wayne?" Kersey asked, a note of concern in his voice.

"Yeah," Wayne replied slowly, "it's just something that one of Ted's underlings told me, that's starting to make more sense now."

Wayne trailed off, going back into his contemplation. After several seconds, Kersey spoke up again.

"Don't hold out on me, Wayne. What did he say?"

"It was a she," Wayne corrected, then quickly added, "and before you say anything, just know that I treated her like a lady should be treated. I only mistreat those who deserve it."

"Fair enough," Kersey acknowledged.

Wayne continued, "She said that Ted was looking ahead for ways to secure the Chosen's long-term security, but that she didn't have all the details. She said that she had overheard Ted and some of the others talking about a secret warehouse filled with the things they would need—food, clothing, junk like that. There were some other people she mentioned, but she had never heard of them before and didn't know how they were involved. But it sounded like they were trading for the stuff, not getting it themselves."

"Food and clothing shouldn't be all that difficult to come by, especially if you have a trained army," Kersey mused.

"That's the thing," Wayne said, "the Chosen wasn't anywhere close to being a trained army. They were a bunch of rich assholes who only cared about their own luxury."

Wayne trailed off again as he went into thought. A few moments later, he began cursing under his breath.

"What is it?" Kersey asked, his tone sharp with concern.

"How many factories did you hit?" Wayne asked abruptly.

"I don't know," Kersey replied, counting mentally, "six, maybe seven?"

"And you found jack shit, right?" Wayne pressed.

"Yeah," Kersey admitted, "they had been cleared out entirely."

Wayne again began muttering curses under his breath.

"Wayne," Kersey said firmly, "I need you to talk to me. What is it?"

Wayne looked up. "Well, remember how I said I don't like killing people?"

"Yeah?" Kersey responded, now fully attentive.

Wayne's voice was cold as he declared, "I'm going to straight-up murder Ted Harris when I get back."

"Why?" Kersey asked, genuinely surprised.

Wayne leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. "The son of a bitch double-crossed me. We provided him with some supplies and full autonomy here in Boise so long as he kept a watch on the factories. All the while, that sneaky bastard was trading away the raw material to someone else, stocking up for a rainy day."

"So wait," Kersey said slowly, "there's no ammunition material at the warehouse?"

Wayne shook his head in disbelief. "I don't think there is."

"So our boys are up there, presumably about to throw down with each other, all for what? Random stuff we can pick up at the Super Center?" Kersey asked, incredulous.

"Maybe it's just me," Wayne replied with a sigh, "but that seems like a horrible waste of men and material."

"No kidding," Kersey agreed. "But how do we stop it?"

Wayne checked his watch, a plan forming in his mind. "What time is it?"

Kersey looked down at his watch, shaking his head at the question. "Right at three o'clock."

Wayne nodded as he reached to his belt, pulling out a radio and turning it on with the volume all the way up. He motioned for Kersey to join him at the desk. "Good, then my boys will be making contact any minute now."

"You can't contact them?" Kersey asked, puzzled.

Wayne shook his head. "The signal jammer cuts both ways, but they kill it for a brief moment at the top of the hour for an update."

Kersey walked over to the desk, both of them standing over the radio in silence. Several tense moments passed before the radio crackled to life. In the background, gunshots could be heard popping off.

"Wayne, do you copy? Wayne!" a voice crackled through the radio.

"Yeah, I'm here," Wayne responded, his tone firm. "What in the hell is going on?"

"It's a damn war up here! Those soldier boys are everywhere," the militiaman's voice was frantic.

Wayne took a deep breath before issuing a direct order. "I need you to listen to me, and do exactly as I say. Stop shooting."

"Are you crazy?" the militiaman exclaimed.

"Just do it. And make sure that jammer is cut off," Wayne instructed calmly.

The militiaman hesitated for a moment, clearly thinking the order over before speaking again. "OK, I'll tell everybody."

"Good," Wayne replied, a hint of relief in his voice. "Once things settle down, get your ass back to the radio, because we have a situation down here."


CHAPTER FIVE

Thirty minutes earlier, Bretz and Wade sped down the street in their stolen SUV, weaving between the zombies that had shambled out into the road.

"Do you know where you're going?" Wade asked, glancing over at Bretz.

"Vaguely," Bretz replied. "I'm going to go a few more blocks up then turn to the north."

"That works for me," Wade said, turning his attention to their weapons. He loaded both assault rifles with fresh magazines, checking the half-empty ones for their capacity.

"You've got twelve in your last mag," Wade noted, handing the rifle back to Bretz.

"Good to know," Bretz responded, his focus on the road ahead. He finally made the turn towards the north, speeding along the mostly empty street. They got half a mile up before they could see the outer edges of the warehouse district. Far to the right lay the factory, the towers sticking high into the sky.

"That looks like the place," Wade observed, leaning forward in his seat.

Bretz suddenly slammed on the brakes, well before reaching the district, confusing Wade.

"What the hell, man?" Wade exclaimed, looking over at Bretz.

"Look ahead," Bretz instructed.

Wade did as he was told, spotting a small horde of creatures pressed up against a chain-link fence at the top of the road. The two men stared at it for a few moments, weighing their options.

"We can go around it and see if there's another way inside," Wade said.

Bretz thought about it for a moment before shaking his head. "I don't think that's a good idea. There's a huge horde of those things coming in from the east. Which means if the militia is going to be rolling out of here, it's going to be to the west."

Wade considered this, then proposed, "At least get close enough for me to get a bird's-eye view and see if there's another way in that's a little less zombie-infested."

Bretz looked down the street, spotting a two-story building a few blocks up. "Up on the left, will that work?"

"That'll work," Wade confirmed.

Bretz nodded and hit the gas, staying at a low speed so they wouldn't attract the attention of the zombies with the engine noise. A few moments later, Bretz pulled up to the side of the building, parking just below a fire escape ladder.

Wade opened the sunroof, planting his feet on the seat and propelling himself through the opening. He glanced down at Bretz, who gave him a disappointed look.

"What's that look for?" Wade asked, smirking.

"Really? You're going to put your dirty boots on the seat?" Bretz replied, shaking his head.

"Are you kidding? After what they've done to us today, they're lucky I'm not taking a piss in the back seat," Wade shot back.

Bretz let out a chuckle and motioned for Wade to continue. With a quick climb, Wade found himself on the roof of the building. He took a knee and pulled out his sniper rifle to get a lay of the land. A quarter mile up, straight ahead of them, was the mass of ghouls pressed against the fence. He scanned up and down the street that ran alongside the fence, seeing that dozens of ghouls stretched on for blocks.

"Well, something must have gotten their attention," Wade muttered.

Before he could continue looking, a gunshot went off in the distance, startling him. He went into soldier mode, scanning the distance with his rifle to try and get a read on where the noise came from. When a second shot went off, he was able to hone in on it.

"There you boys are," Wade whispered to himself.

He didn't have a clean look at them, as the warehouses were taller than his vantage point. However, he spotted a lone man on a distant warehouse roof, scanning the area, though not looking in his direction. Wade quickly climbed down the ladder and hopped into the SUV, speaking in an excited manner.

"I found them. They're about halfway down the complex."

"How many?" Bretz asked, glancing over as he started the engine.

"Hell if I know. I couldn't see the streets, just the rooftops. They had someone on top keeping watch," Wade explained.

"OK, so we approach them from the west, then," Bretz said, thinking it over.

Wade nodded. "We might as well push through them here because there are hundreds of those things lining the fence. No matter where we push through, we're going to be dealing with them."

"That's going to make a hell of a noise if we try and rip through the fence. Are they far enough away not to hear it?" Bretz asked, concern lacing his voice.

Wade thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. "Yeah, that's a good point. But what if we went over?"

"No barbed wire?" Bretz asked, his interest piqued.

"Not that I saw," Wade confirmed.

"That could work. I like it," Bretz decided.

"So what's the play once we're in there?" Wade asked.

"We work our way up towards them, you go high, I go low, and we put the hurt on them," Bretz replied.

"What about Copeland and the others?" Wade questioned.

"We just have to hope that they're still alive and kicking. And that they come give us a hand when they hear us kick the hornet's nest, because I can guarantee we're going to be outmanned," Bretz said, grimly.

"What else is new?" Wade muttered, a smirk tugging at his lips.

Bretz let out a laugh as he put the SUV into gear and began driving slowly towards the fence. He stayed on the left side of the road, swinging wide as they reached the end of the street so that they could come up flush against the fence. The zombies by the fence turned their attention towards the vehicle, the low rumble of the engine acting like a siren's call to them. The ghouls smacked their hands on the windows as Bretz gently pushed them aside, stopping just a few inches away from the fence.

"OK, let's move," Bretz instructed.

The two soldiers climbed out of the sunroof, both of them aiming their weapons towards the nearby street on the other side of the fence, just in case someone came by.

"I think we're clear. Get over to the other side," Bretz ordered.

Wade nodded and did as instructed, slinging his rifle over his shoulder before hopping the fence. As soon as his feet hit the pavement on the other side, he went into sentry mode. A few seconds later, Bretz joined him, and the two began moving up the back side of the warehouse.

The route to the first parked transfer truck was clear, nothing but open pavement for thirty yards. The two soldiers paused for a brief moment at the front of it, looking around it to the next part of the lot. A dozen zombies shambled about, all of whom had their backs turned to the duo as they moved towards the gunfire that was occasionally going off in the distance. Past them were a smattering of zombies scattered around the lot; however, it was hard to tell their numbers much further out.

"What do you think? Push through them?" Wade asked.

"How far up was their sniper?" Bretz inquired, glancing at Wade.

"At least four warehouses up, maybe five. It was hard to tell," Wade replied.

"OK, yeah, let's push through them. We'll get two more warehouses up and figure out a way inside," Bretz decided, nodding.

Wade nodded as he pulled out his knife, Corporal Bretz doing the same, both men ready for the run. Bretz led them out from behind cover, immediately breaking into a hard run, making sure his footsteps were heard by the creatures ahead. Several of them turned their attention towards the soldiers, but the duo was moving too quickly for the clumsy ghouls to grasp them as they rushed by.

The first dozen zombies were easy to blow by, but as they reached the driveway separating the two warehouses, they were forced to stop when they heard a large truck engine rumbling. Bretz grabbed Wade by the shirt and dragged him towards the wall, stopping a few yards shy of it when they knew they were out of sight. The Corporal took a half step up, positioning himself so that he could see around the corner and to the street. Several moments passed before a lone moving truck drove by them with only a driver in the cab. They waited for several moments before moving, wanting to make sure that nobody else was coming.

"Come on, let's get moving," Bretz urged.

Both men broke from cover, again picking up speed as they darted across the open space between the buildings. A dozen of the creatures across the way took notice and shambled in their direction. Bretz dodged the outstretched arms of a couple of them but quickly found himself boxed in. Rather than go for a kill strike, he put his head down and extended his arms out, grasping the zombie's shirt and driving it backward until it was back behind the building. With a forceful shove, he sent the creature tumbling to the ground, the back of its head smacking hard on the pavement, ending its unlife.

Meanwhile, Wade was ducking and darting around the outstretched hands of the zombies. One creature reached out for him, and the sniper grasped it by the wrist and flung it by him, crashing into a trio of other nearby ghouls. The two men continued running, getting most of the way up the back side of the warehouse before stopping in a clearing. The fence to their right stopped, allowing dozens of zombies to pour in from the area to the south. The path forward was clogged with creatures, so many that the men knew they weren't going to be able to push their way through.

"Now what?" Wade asked, his breath coming in heavy pants.

"Corner of the next building," Bretz responded, pointing to the next warehouse, which had a wide open bay door that was raised off the ground.

"Good enough for me," Wade agreed.

The two men pumped their legs hard and picked up as much speed as they could as they crossed the side street. Several zombies moaned in excitement at the sight of them, alerting more of their comrades to the presence of a fresh meal. The soldiers paid them no attention; their entire focus was on the open bay door that was getting closer with every step. Within moments, they were at the building, both of them jumping up and managing to pull themselves into the bay just before the rotting hands of the undead arrived.

Wade got to his feet first, pulling out his flashlight and doing a quick sweep of the shadowed area near the open door. He spotted a lone creature a few yards away, which was easily dispatched with a knife strike to the head.

"Are we clear?" Bretz asked from behind him.

"For the moment," Wade confirmed.

"Come on, let's get to the other side and see if we have an angle on the militia," Bretz instructed.

The two men moved swiftly through the rows of boxes and goods, not bothering to check what was in them. A few moments later, they found themselves on an empty wall that had no bay doors, just stacks of boxes stretching on for as far as they could see.

"Well, at least they're not going to surprise us," Wade muttered.

The two soldiers walked along the darkened corridor, shining their lights against the wall, hoping to find a door. It wasn't until they were at the far corner of the building that they spotted one that wasn't completely blocked off. Bretz stepped up to the door, giving Wade a nod before opening it up. The Corporal moved it a couple of inches, just wide enough for the two of them to look down the street.

At the warehouse catty-corner to them, they saw a hive of activity. A large moving truck was parked against a warehouse, and a dozen men could be seen inside the open bay doors loading boxes onto it. On the street were a couple of guards, one of whom took aim and fired a shot into the head of a zombie that had emerged from around a building. They studied the scene for several moments before Bretz pulled the door shut.

"We found what we were looking for. Now let's take the fight to them."


CHAPTER SIX

Corporal Bretz and Wade stared out the door toward the warehouse catty-corner from them, studying the movement of the militia as they loaded the truck with goods.

"So how do you want to do this?" Wade asked.

Bretz looked back into the densely packed warehouse where they were taking refuge. The boxes were stacked high on numerous metal racks that stretched on into the darkness. The skylights above provided a little light, but not enough to fully illuminate the space.

"We're going to pull them in here and play a little cat and mouse," Bretz replied. "There's enough hiding spots in here that we'll actually have a chance against their numbers."

Wade looked up toward the top of the building, spotting a catwalk that ran across the middle of the structure and stretched out to the exterior walls.

"I'm pretty sure I can do some damage up top," Wade said, nodding toward the catwalk. "Draw their attention so you can get the drop on them."

"Might as well go ahead and take out their man on the roof too," Bretz suggested. "It should make it easier for the cavalry to reach us."

"So what's the signal?" Wade asked.

Bretz looked down at his watch, seeing that it was two forty.

"We strike at two forty-five," Bretz answered.

"I better get a move on then," Wade said, the two soldiers exchanging a fist bump before Wade took off running down the darkened warehouse in search of the ladder up to the catwalk.

It took a solid minute of running for him to reach the exterior wall and spot the ladder. With a quick climb, he reached the catwalk, taking a brief moment to look out over the warehouse as he walked toward the short ladder leading to the roof hatch. The beams of light were minimal, creating dozens of shadow-filled hiding spots nestled between the aisles of boxes.

"This is going to be the worst game of hide and seek ever," Wade muttered to himself as he reached the ladder, pausing at the hatch for a moment before opening it up as gently as he could to avoid alerting the rival gunman. After the hatch landed softly, he climbed the final few rungs, crawling out onto the rooftop.

Wade found himself in the middle of the building, giving him a good vantage point to scan the other rooftops. Despite the strong militia presence across the street, the only threat he saw was the lone gunman standing guard above his comrades.

Wade quietly unslung his sniper rifle, swinging it around and getting it set up in front of him. Once it was ready, he glanced down at his watch.

"Two minutes until it's time to rock and roll," he whispered to himself, peering through his scope and lining up his target just across the way. The militia gunman paced back and forth on the rooftop, his attention focused on the street below him, completely unaware that his life was ninety seconds away from being ended.

"That's it, just keep on pacing, my man," Wade whispered. "I can see that boredom on your face, but don't worry, it's not going to be that way much longer."

He glanced at his watch, seeing that it was one minute to go. He began his breathing exercises to steady himself, locking into battle mode as he kept the countdown going in his mind.

"Thirty more seconds," Wade counted down, but he was snapped out of the moment as a bullet struck the rooftop a few yards away from him.

"What the hell?" Wade cursed, instinctively rolling away from his position, fully expecting another shot to come, but none did. He scanned the other rooftops for shooters but spotted nobody.

In the distance, the faint echo of a rifle firing reached his ears, drawing his attention toward the ammunition factory at the far end of the complex.

"Kowalski," Wade realized, aiming his rifle toward the factory and dialing in the distance on his scope to get a closer look. While he adjusted, he spotted a flashlight clicking on and off on one of the towers. Wade aimed his rifle in that direction, seeing a smiling and waving Kowalski.

"Son of a bitch, they're safe," Wade muttered, continuing to look through the scope at Kowalski, who put a finger to his lips as if to say, "Stay quiet." Shortly after doing that, Kowalski pointed toward the main road.

Wade looked over his shoulder toward the road, spotting the thousands-strong horde of ghouls that had been shambling toward the warehouse complex. The gunfight to the south had drawn a lot of their attention, and most of them were moving in that direction.

"Well, at least something good came out of that firefight," Wade muttered, glancing down at his watch, the second hand ticking down.

"Oh shit, Bretz," Wade realized, staying low as he popped up from his prone position, leaving his rifle on the rooftop as he scrambled toward the open hatch. Just as he reached it, however, gunfire erupted from below as Bretz opened fire on the militia.

"Dammit!" Wade cursed, turning around just in time to see the gunman on the other rooftop taking aim and opening fire toward Bretz.

Wade scrambled back to his rifle, raising up just enough for the rival militiaman to notice him and adjust his aim toward him. Wade could see that the man had him dead to rights, so he did the only thing he could do—dive to the rooftop. Several shots popped off from across the way, but none of them found their target.

Wade crawled as quickly as he could over to his abandoned rifle, reaching it just in time to hear the faint echo of a distant gunshot. He looked through the scope to find that the militiaman was slumped over onto his knees, not moving.

"Damn Kowalski, that was a hell of a shot," Wade muttered, snapping back into the moment as the gunfire below intensified. It was hard to tell how many militiamen were shooting at Bretz, but it was more than he wanted to count.

Wade scrambled to his feet, grasping his sniper rifle tightly as he moved toward the edge of the rooftop. It took several moments for him to get a view of the street below and the half-dozen militiamen moving quickly across it in an attack formation.

Wade got one of them in his sights, but before he could pull the trigger, bullets slammed into the edge of the rooftop. His instincts took over, diving backward to avoid being shot.

"I'm so sick of these assholes," Wade grumbled, letting out a grunt as he got back up to his feet, swapping his sniper rifle for his assault rifle and moving quickly to the edge again. This time, as he began to get the battlefield into view, he aimed his weapon toward the open bay doors across the way.

Wade spotted two militiamen who were aiming toward him and immediately began pulling the trigger. His aim wasn't the greatest, but the bullets were on target.

One of the gunmen took a round in the leg, dropping him to the ground in immense pain, while his partner dove for cover.

"That's what you get!" Wade shouted, firing a few more rounds toward the open bay door, but missing as the wounded man's partner grabbed his vest and pulled him to safety.

Wade stayed in a firing position for several seconds, making sure they weren't going to try to retaliate for his strike. His attention was broken when he heard a torrent of gunfire coming from inside the warehouse below.

"Oh god, Bretz," Wade whispered, sprinting back toward the hatch opening as the gunfire inside the warehouse intensified. He slid toward it once close enough, dropping through the opening and grasping onto the ladder for a quick descent.

The gunfire echoed throughout the building, but it wasn't difficult for Wade to get a full view of the battle below from the catwalk. Six muzzle flashes lit up the leftmost shadowed areas of the warehouse. They were split up into three teams of two, popping off at random intervals, all of them focused on a spot near the center of the building. Wade's concern mounted as the gunfight seemed to be going in one direction, with no return fire coming from Bretz.

"Come on, man, where are you?" Wade muttered.

A moment later, his wish was granted as Bretz opened fire from a flanking position. He unloaded half a magazine into one of the teams, which could only respond with a handful of shots. The return fire seemed panicked, as the muzzle flashes flailed about rather than being focused on the Corporal.

Wade focused on the other two teams, willing his eyes to adjust to the darker interior of the building so he could spot them. He aimed his assault rifle in the general direction of where he thought the teams would be and was rewarded when one of them stepped into a beam of daylight.

Wade opened fire, sending several rounds toward the team. From that distance and height difference, it was difficult to be on target, but he got close enough to get their attention.

"Yeah, I'm up here, assholes!" Wade shouted, watching as one of the militiamen fell to the ground, wounded, while his partner returned fire. Most of the bullets missed badly, but a handful of them smacked into the catwalk, forcing Wade to move.

While the militiaman continued concentrating his fire on the catwalk, the other unwounded team below joined in the fray, sending a torrent of bullets toward the running sniper.

"Jesus Christ!" Wade cursed, reaching the next intersection on the catwalk and turning toward the rear wall of the building in an attempt to put some distance between him and the militia below. Much to his relief, the stacks of boxes on the racks provided him with a little cover, cutting off the angle they had.

Wade retreated into the shadows against the wall, slapping a fresh magazine into his assault rifle and waiting for another target to emerge.

"Come on, come on, who wants some?" Wade muttered under his breath, continuing to lie in wait. However, before someone stepped into the light, gunfire erupted from outside. A smile crept across his face when he heard it.

"It's about damn time, Copeland," Wade muttered, staying in position for a few more moments, wanting to make sure the fight inside didn't flare up again. After feeling confident that the battle was exclusively outside, Wade got up and ran toward the ladder to the roof.

Ascending it quickly, Wade got topside, readying his assault rifle as he moved toward the edge of the building. Before he could join the fight, however, the gunshots below fell silent.

"Damn boys, you didn't save any for me," Wade muttered, moving cautiously up to the edge of the building, looking down and seeing a lone militiaman stepping out from the warehouse across the street, his hands raised in the air.

"What the hell? They're surrendering?" Wade muttered, continuing to stare in disbelief at the scene unfolding below, trying to make sense of it all. A moment later, his communicator clicked back to life.

"OK men, I need you to listen to me very carefully," Kersey's voice crackled over the radio. "I've negotiated a ceasefire with the militia, so there is to be no more fighting with them."

Before Wade could respond, Sergeant Copeland's voice boomed over the radio.

"Captain, with all due respect, we're going to need a little more of an explanation. Because they've been trying to kill us all day long," Copeland said.

"I understand, Sergeant," Kersey replied, "but right now there are more pressing matters that need to be dealt with."

"Such as?" Copeland asked.

"Well, for starters, the warehouse isn't going to have any of the ammunition components we need, so there's nothing worth dying over," Kersey explained.

"That's good enough for me," Copeland said. "I'll get the men, and we'll meet you back at base."

"There's more," Kersey added. "Wayne and I are currently trapped in a classroom and are completely surrounded by zombies. So if we're ever going to get out of here, you're going to have to work with them."

Copeland let out a deep sigh as he looked across the street toward the lone surrendering militiaman, who had the same expression on his face that the Sergeant did.

"It looks like you just got the same news I did."


CHAPTER SEVEN

The mood was tense as the soldiers and militia stared each other down. Sergeant Copeland held his gaze on his counterpart, who stood thirty yards ahead of him, neither man moving from their position. Copeland didn't break eye contact as his communicator activated.

“Sarge, this can't be real, can it?” Johnson’s voice crackled through the device.

“Yeah, surely Wayne has taken the Cap hostage, right?” Baker chimed in, his tone uncertain.

“I think it's legit,” Copeland replied. “If it wasn't, I don't think their man would have come out without his gun.”

“Hey Sarge, I think they're legit,” Wade’s voice added. “I have eyes on their men inside the warehouse to your right, and their rifles are slung over their shoulders.”

“Wade, is that you? Where in the hell are you?” Copeland asked, still scanning the area.

“Look up and to your left,” Wade instructed.

Copeland glanced away from the militiaman for a split second, spotting the waving Wade on top of the warehouse.

“Good of you to join us. Is anybody with you?” Copeland inquired.

“Just Bretz, but I don't know if he's OK. There was a nasty firefight going on inside the warehouse,” Wade responded.

“I appreciate the concern, Wade,” Bretz’s voice cut in, slightly strained.

“Corporal, Jesus Christ, it's good to hear your voice. Are you OK?” Wade asked, relief evident in his tone.

“Got grazed, and I'm going to be black and blue from falling off a damn box, but other than that, I'm OK,” Bretz assured him.

“So how do you want to play it, Sarge?” Johnson asked, his voice steady.

Copeland thought about it for a moment, staring down his militia counterpart before scanning the open bay doors of the warehouses, not seeing any of the others.

“Sit tight until you see them starting to come out from cover,” Copeland instructed. “Match whatever energy they're bringing.”

“Copy that,” Baker confirmed.

Copeland slung his rifle over his shoulder and took a couple of steps forward, watching as his counterpart did the same. Both men stopped when they were ten yards away from each other.

“I'm Sergeant Copeland,” Copeland began, his voice calm. “And based on that disappointed look on your face, I'm going to assume you got the same message I just got.”

“The name's Tyler, and yeah, I did,” the militiaman replied. “It would seem as though our respective commanders are taking some downtime together and want us to work together in order to get them out.”

“That's what I hear too,” Copeland acknowledged.

“I think this goes without saying, but I'm not exactly a fan of this arrangement,” Tyler remarked, his voice tight with frustration.

“That makes two of us,” Copeland agreed.

“But it is what it is. So why don't you have your men come out with their weapons down, and I'll have mine do the same,” Tyler proposed.

“Just so that we have an understanding, my man up top there, he will disarm, but he's going to do it last,” Copeland stated firmly.

Tyler looked up to the rooftop, spotting a playfully waving Wade. He then glanced over to the other building's rooftop, hoping to see his own gunman, but let out a deep sigh when nobody came to the edge.

“Is my man dead?” Tyler asked, a grim expression on his face.

“Let's find out,” Copeland suggested.

He reached up and clicked on his communicator. “Wade, is their man on the rooftop dead?”

“I'm pretty sure he is,” Wade responded. “He hasn't moved much ever since Kowalski put a round in him.”

Copeland shook his head in amazement, muttering under his breath. “That boy is one hell of a shot.”

He looked back over to Tyler, who appeared to already know the answer.

“My man took him out,” Copeland informed him.

“I see. It seems like you've done that to a number of my men today,” Tyler replied, his tone laced with bitterness.

“We weren't the ones firing first. Or setting off explosions,” Copeland countered.

“Yeah, fair enough. But from here on out, we need some strict ground rules, or else this has the potential to get really ugly,” Tyler warned.

“Agreed. Did you have something in mind?” Copeland asked, curious.

“We talk out the plan, right here, right now. Once we're in agreement, we stay separated, play our parts, get our men out, and go our separate ways. Does that sound good to you?” Tyler proposed.

“All except one thing,” Copeland replied.

“And what's that?” Tyler asked, narrowing his eyes.

“I want integrated groups. We swap our second in command and one more,” Copeland suggested.

“Now why in the hell would you want to stack that much kindling beside a live fire?” Tyler questioned, incredulous.

“Because it guarantees that nobody is going to open fire on the other group, or try and send some explosives in our direction,” Copeland explained.

Tyler contemplated for a moment before reluctantly nodding in agreement. “OK, fine, we'll do it your way.”

Tyler reached up to his communicator, clicking it on. “Alright boys, weapons down and come out slow.”

He raised his hands up, motioning toward the two warehouses where ten men emerged. One from each side was wounded, having trouble moving. Once Copeland saw that, he waved over to them.

“They can sit down; they don't have to hobble out here,” Copeland called out.

Tyler nodded to his injured men, both of them immediately taking a seat on the pavement, wincing in pain.

“OK Sergeant, I've shown you mine, now show me yours,” Tyler said.

“Alright, everybody come out nice and slow. Wade, once everybody's out here, I want you to start climbing down,” Copeland instructed.

“Copy that, Sarge,” Wade confirmed.

As Copeland's men came out from their hiding spots, Kowalski's voice suddenly crackled over the comms.

“Sarge, we have a major problem,” Kowalski announced.

Copeland tensed up as he responded, his eyes darting around the area looking for threats. “Is it an ambush?”

“No, it's worse,” Kowalski replied, his voice grave.

“Jesus. What is it?” Copeland asked, his heart pounding.

“You know that mob that was heading this way but got distracted by the gunfire down south?” Kowalski began.

“Yeah, what about it?” Copeland asked, his anxiety rising.

“Well, this firefight got their attention,” Kowalski informed him.

“Dammit,” Copeland cursed under his breath.

Tyler could see Copeland talking into his communicator, becoming more agitated during the conversation.

“Is there something you want to share with me, Sergeant?” Tyler inquired.

Copeland didn't hesitate, talking softly to Kowalski before addressing Tyler directly. “Kowalski, go to open channel twelve.”

“Copy that,” Kowalski replied.

“I need you and your men to change over to open channel twelve,” Copeland instructed Tyler.

“What for?” Tyler asked.

“I have a sniper in the tower back there, and we all have a major problem,” Copeland explained.

Tyler hesitated for a moment before looking around at his men. “Do as he says,” he ordered.

The men nodded as they switched to the open channel.

“Alright Kowalski, you're on the air with everyone,” Copeland said.

“OK gentlemen, we have ourselves a situation brewing to the south of us,” Kowalski began. “When we came in from the east, we inadvertently drew the attention of a few thousand of those things. They were distracted and wandering away from us before the latest incredibly loud disagreement, and now they're shambling up to us.”

“How long until they're on us?” Copeland asked.

“Twenty minutes at the most,” Kowalski estimated.

“I don't know what the problem is; we can be long gone by then,” Tyler interjected, his tone dismissive.

“Well, it's a big problem, new guy,” Kowalski shot back.

“The name's Tyler,” Tyler corrected him.

“Good for you. So let me ask you, Tyler, do you have a plan on how to get our bosses out of their situation?” Kowalski asked.

“I have some thoughts,” Tyler replied.

“Do those thoughts involve shooting or blowing something up?” Kowalski inquired.

“Damn straight they do,” Tyler confirmed.

“That's what I figured. So here's the problem: if your first plan fails, or stretches on too long, then we're all going to have a two-front war on our hands. Because from my vantage point, there's not much standing in that mob's way other than grass and some empty neighborhood streets,” Kowalski explained.

Tyler begrudgingly nodded in agreement with Kowalski's assessment. “Alright, mister smart guy, you seem to have all the answers, so what do we do about it?”

“We need a couple of men to stay behind to keep the mob's attention,” Kowalski suggested.

“You seem eager to volunteer for that death run of a mission,” Tyler remarked.

“After falling off the roof and top of the truck, I'm going to be lucky if I can make it down the stairs,” Kowalski admitted.

“I'll do it,” Bretz offered.

“Who the hell is this?” Tyler asked.

A moment later, Bretz came walking out of the open bay door, moving a little slower than normal, but standing tall.

“I'm Corporal Bretz, second in command here,” Bretz introduced himself.

“And I suppose you want one of my men?” Tyler asked, his tone suspicious.

“I could definitely use the help,” Bretz replied. “I don't really care who it is, but if they know how to blow stuff up, that could be a big help.”

Tyler looked over to a shorter man standing to his right, giving him a nod. Alex stepped up, turning his attention to Bretz.

“The name's Alex, and I'll be happy to blow some shit up with you,” Alex said with a grin.

Bretz nodded as he walked over to his new partner.

“Tyler, I'm going to need access to the explosives,” Alex called out.

“Take what you need, just make sure you leave enough for us. Because I get the sense we're going to need some firepower,” Tyler replied.

Alex looked over to Bretz, motioning for him to follow. The Corporal looked back to Copeland, who gave him a confident nod.

“We'll be on comms, so once we get the Captain and Wayne out, we'll set up a rendezvous,” Copeland assured him.

“I look forward to it, Sarge,” Bretz responded.

“With that out of the way, it would probably be best if we got a move on. Because I don't think this is a traffic jam we really want to get into,” Tyler suggested.

Before Copeland could respond, Wade came bounding out of the warehouse.

“The only viable way out is to the west, and there's a good number of those things over there,” Wade reported.

“Don't worry about it; we can punch through them,” Tyler replied confidently.

Tyler motioned up to the moving van. “I'm assuming you have your own transportation?”

“Johnson, go collect our ride,” Copeland ordered.

Tyler didn’t speak further, instead pointing to a couple of men and motioning for them to run off to collect their vehicles. Once they were gone, the two uneasy allies stepped closer together, speaking in low tones so only they could hear.

“Sergeant, I'm not going to mince words. I want blood for the lives of my men you took today. They were my friends, my brothers, and they're gone because of you,” Tyler said, his voice low and full of menace.

“I understand that sentiment, Tyler, and once this little partnership of ours is over, you are more than welcome to come find me in Boise,” Copeland replied evenly.

“Oh, I intend to,” Tyler promised. “But don't worry, I'm a man of my word, and you have mine that you're not going to die today, at least not by my hands or those of my men.”

“Likewise, Tyler. And I just have to say, I hope that you're not one of those pansies who's going to take a shot at me from a distance. I hope you have the balls to walk right up to my front door and challenge me like a man,” Copeland stated, his eyes cold.

“Oh, is that an invitation?” Tyler asked.

“You better believe it. I have plenty of men who are bored out of their minds, so they would gladly build us an octagon if they knew they could watch me choke the life out of you,” Copeland replied, his voice deadly calm.

“You're on, Sergeant. You're on,” Tyler agreed, his eyes burning with intensity.

Copeland continued staring Tyler down as both sides’ vehicles pulled up, parking right beside the duo.

“We have a staging point a half mile to the west. Follow me up there and we'll get our teams together and figure out what we're doing,” Tyler instructed.

“Let's do it then,” Copeland agreed.

Copeland and Tyler finally broke from their stare down, the Sergeant climbing into the SUV driven by Johnson, who noticed a stern look on his face.

“Everything OK, Sarge?” Johnson asked.

“Yeah, Johnson, everything's peachy. Let's get moving, because the sooner we save the Cap, the sooner I can kill that man with my bare hands."


CHAPTER EIGHT

Alex and Bretz stood at the back end of an SUV that they had parked at the western end of the warehouse complex. To the south of them, a chain-link fence held back several dozen excited ghouls, pressed up against it, though none had figured out how to navigate around it to reach the entrance.

Alex glanced at the mass of ghouls and smirked. "That looks like fun," he said.

Bretz nodded. "My partner and I came through that. Parked a couple of buildings up and hopped the fence."

"That's smart, unlike those things," Alex replied.

Bretz shook his head. "I'm fairly confident that their stupidity is the only reason any of us have lasted as long as we have."

"Ain't that the truth," Alex said with a chuckle. "If I had a dollar for every one of those things I've lured over a cliff, then I'd..." He trailed off, realizing what he was saying. After a moment, he laughed and continued, "Well, then I'd have enough dollar bills to throw on the fire and keep me warm all winter long."

Bretz smirked. "As a career military man, I can safely say that I've never experienced that level of warmth."

Alex let out a laugh, nodding along with the Corporal. "I know that pain all too well."

"So you served?" Bretz asked.

"Three tours in the sandbox," Alex replied, his voice tinged with the weight of experience. "I was planning on doing a fourth when the universe had other ideas." He lifted his shirt, revealing a maze of scars on his torso. Bretz winced in sympathy at the sight.

"Nothing like a sandbox souvenir to change your plans," Bretz remarked.

Alex chuckled, then turned his attention to the back of the SUV, popping open the hatch to reveal a treasure trove of goods. Two boxes of magazines sat there, stacked high with rifle and handgun ammunition. Beside them was a small bag filled with explosives. Bretz reached in and pulled one out, letting out an impressed whistle.

"Where in the hell did you boys get C4?" Bretz asked, eyes wide.

"Now, now, Corporal," Alex said with a teasing grin. "I can't be giving away all of our secrets now." He grabbed the block of explosives from Bretz and tossed it back into the bag before slinging it over his shoulder. He then motioned toward the ammunition. "I'm stocked up, so take whatever you need. And don't be shy, because the last thing I want is the man watching my back to run out of bullets."

Bretz raised an eyebrow. "You seem very trusting of someone that was trying to kill you twenty minutes ago."

Alex shrugged, watching Bretz stock up on magazines. "Unlike Tyler, I haven't completely lost my faith in humanity. So I'm banking on the fact that you're an honorable man who keeps his word. And as a backup, I'm banking on you wanting to live to see tomorrow, which is a lot more likely to happen if I'm alive to cover you."

Bretz looked Alex in the eye, nodding before extending his hand for a shake. "You have my word, Alex."

Alex completed the handshake, meeting the Corporal's gaze with gratitude and trust. "It's good to hear it, Bretz. You have my word as well. Now, come on, we got a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it."

Alex reached up and closed the back of the SUV before motioning for the Corporal to follow. As they started moving, Bretz glanced at Alex. "So you have some ideas of what we're going to do?"

"There's a lot of natural gas in this part of the world," Alex replied, his mind already working through the details. "I say we rig a couple of these things to explode and get ourselves to the neighborhood to lay low until the others do what they need to do."

"How are we setting the explosives off?" Bretz asked.

"Remote detonation. We sprung for the high-end stuff, so we're good within half a mile," Alex said confidently.

"That works for me," Bretz agreed. "Which one do you want to hit first?"

Alex glanced down at his watch, noting that they still had ten minutes before the front edge of the mob would be at the perimeter of the warehouse district. "If we double-time it, we should be able to get a few warehouses down and get it rigged."

"Why not just set these up and call it a day?" Bretz asked, curious about Alex's plan.

"These things love following sound," Alex explained. "So I figure we can set one down here to the west and give them some time to wander down here, then set off the one to the east and let them wander back from where they came from. Does that sound good to you?"

Bretz nodded. "That works for me."

"Good, let's double-time it then," Alex said, picking up the pace. The two men rushed down the main road that cut through the heart of the district. It took a few minutes before they arrived at the warehouse where all the goods had been stored.

Alex slowed down as they approached. "I think if we get one more up, that should do."

Bretz nodded in agreement, pointing to the partially looted warehouse. "Did you guys find anything good in there?"

"Just basic stuff like food and things to keep people warm through the winter," Alex replied casually.

Bretz gave him a skeptical look. "Come on, it had to be more than that. I saw a couple of trucks filled with stuff roll out of here, and I wasn't here that long."

Alex shrugged. "I don't know what to tell you, Bretz. It was just food and winter stuff."

"I'm still skeptical," Bretz muttered.

Alex stopped and turned to face Bretz, his expression serious. "How many people are you responsible for?"

Bretz blinked, taken aback by the sudden change in tone. "I'm sorry?"

"It's a simple question, Bretz," Alex said. "How many people are you responsible for? How many people do you have to keep alive?"

Bretz hesitated for a moment, thinking it over before answering. "There's a few dozen of us, give or take."

Alex let out a chuckle, shaking his head as they continued walking toward the office portion of the next warehouse. "A few dozen. That seems quaint."

"Trust me, nothing's quaint when you're trying to ride out the apocalypse in a factory," Bretz replied.

"Believe me when I say I would trade spots with you in a heartbeat," Alex said.

Bretz frowned. "Why would you do that? How many people are you responsible for?"

"Four hundred and thirty-seven," Alex answered, his voice heavy with the weight of responsibility. "And that's just the civilians."

Bretz stopped dead in his tracks, staring at Alex in shock. Alex continued walking up to the glass door, not noticing Bretz's reaction. The Corporal didn't snap out of his stupor until Alex fired a single shot into the lock on the door.

"Four hundred and thirty-seven? That's a hell of a burden, Alex," Bretz said.

"It's not a burden at all, Bretz," Alex replied. "It's a responsibility. And quite frankly, it's one I embrace. Somebody has to provide for these people, and I'm happy to do it."

Bretz nodded, still processing what Alex had told him, as he walked toward the office door. Alex pushed it open with a nod.

"After you, sir," Alex said, motioning for Bretz to enter.

"Much appreciated," Bretz replied, his tone respectful. Both men swung their rifles over their shoulders, drawing their handguns and flashlights. They fell silent, slipping into combat mode.

Bretz took point, dishing out hand signals to Alex, who followed his lead. The two men moved swiftly through the small office area, clearing it of threats before getting their bearings.

"It looks like the door to the warehouse is around the corner," Bretz whispered, his eyes scanning the area.

Bretz led the way, pausing at the door before silently confirming that Alex was in position. With a deep breath, the Corporal opened the door quietly, immediately spotting a shambling creature on the other side and pushing it shut gently.

"One right in front. I'll take him and cover left," Bretz said, his voice low.

"I'll take the right. We move on your signal," Alex replied, his voice equally quiet.

Bretz nodded, swapping his handgun for a knife. He got into position before opening the door again. The Corporal darted out the moment he had the space, rushing up to the unsuspecting zombie and jamming the blade into the side of its head.

Alex exited the office area, shining his flashlight down the darkened aisle and spotting three more creatures about ten yards away. Bretz did the same on the other side, seeing nothing but a short distance to the wall. He turned back toward Alex, who had his light and weapon trained on the ghouls.

"What do you think? Stealth or light them up?" Alex asked.

"It's a big place. We might as well send up a flare and see what we're dealing with," Bretz replied.

Alex nodded, slipping into kill mode. He rattled off three rounds before Bretz could even get his gun out of the holster. All three shots were dead on the money, exploding the backs of the zombies' heads and ending their threat.

"Well, damn, Alex. That's some fine shooting there," Bretz said, impressed.

"That's what happens when you grow up in the country," Alex said with a grin. "My father didn't want me wasting my life in front of a screen, so he'd hand me a box of bullets and empty bottles and send me on my way."

"That's parenting done right," Bretz agreed.

"I'd like to think so," Alex said, his tone warm. The two men paused their conversation long enough to listen into the darkness. The only response they got back was silence.

"At least we know there's not a mob of those things in here," Bretz said.

"A single straggler can be just as dangerous, so let's stay frosty," Alex warned.

"Damn straight," Bretz agreed. "Come on, let's find where we need to go and get this done."

Both men picked up the pace, moving swiftly but cautiously through the darkened warehouse. It took a couple of minutes before they found the maintenance room.

"Cover me. This shouldn't take too long," Alex said as he set to work.

Bretz nodded and stood guard a few yards away from the maintenance room while Alex did his thing. It only took a moment before the militiaman emerged.

"We're good to go. Let's get moving," Alex said.

"That was fast," Bretz remarked.

"It's not all that difficult when you have C4," Alex explained. "Just need a valve turn here and some proper placement there, and you have yourself a recipe for a giant bomb."

"You'll have to teach me that one at the next stop," Bretz said.

Alex nodded as they continued rushing down the aisles, heading back the way they came. Eventually, they reached the office area, where Bretz took point, nonchalantly throwing open the door.

He barely got a full step over the threshold before a creature moaned and reached out for him.

"Jesus Christ!" Bretz exclaimed, feeling the decaying hands of the ghoul on his vest. A loud gunshot echoed from a couple of feet behind him, and as the zombie fell to the ground, Bretz was yanked back by Alex, who continued firing into the office, which was now occupied by a dozen zombies.

After unloading half a handgun magazine into the creatures, Alex reached over and pulled the door shut before turning his attention to the Corporal, who was scrambling back to his feet.

"Are you good, man?" Alex asked.

"Yeah, I am," Bretz replied, shaking off the shock.

"Sorry about the close shot. I know that ringing in your ears sucks," Alex said, offering an apologetic smile.

"It's a lot better than having a chunk taken out of you," Bretz replied.

Alex chuckled as he smacked Bretz on the arm, motioning for him to follow. The duo quickly made their way over to the nearest bay door.

"Pull that chain!" Alex ordered.

Bretz did as instructed, pulling on the chain to the side of the door as fast as he could. The door only got a couple of feet off the ground, but it was more than enough for Bretz and Alex to see what they were up against.

The two men stood a few yards away from the edge of the bay door, looking down at a wall of zombies that were pressed up against it. The entrance was chest-high, so the ghouls were only able to get their arms inside the building, but with their numbers, it was clear that this wasn't an escape option.

"It looks like Kowalski was a little off on his time estimation," Bretz muttered.

Alex let out a sigh before turning to his partner, asking the only question that mattered at the moment.

"So now what?"

THE END
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CHAPTER ONE

Corporal Bretz and Alex stood at the precipice of the open warehouse bay door, gazing down at a sea of hungry creatures that had them squarely in their sights. Decrepit arms stretched over the threshold, grasping at air as the creatures' ribs cracked against the concrete edge. The force of the mob behind them crushed the ghouls against the bay, but it did not deter them from trying to reach their fresh prey.

Twenty yards to their right, a doorway led to the office area of the building, along with an unknown number of zombies. Several of the creatures had been taken out by a torrent of gunfire from the men, but both knew it wouldn’t be long before more ghouls poured through the door.

"Well, this isn't exactly how I thought today was going to go," Bretz muttered.

"We're not beat yet," Alex replied.

"Yeah, I know," Bretz said with a sigh, "but damn, just once I'd like these runs to be easy."

Alex let out a chuckle, nodding. "You and me both, brother."

"So, what's the play?" Bretz asked.

Alex glanced around. "Pretty safe to say that going out through the bay doors is out of the question."

Bretz walked over to the chain beside the bay door, careful to stay out of reach of the outstretched hands of the ghouls below. He gave the chain a good yank, opening the door further so they could get a better read on the situation outside. Hundreds of creatures stretched out over the street between the warehouses, the majority of them directly in front of them and towards the factory to the east. To the west, their numbers were smaller but still significant.

"If we can get out of here," Bretz said, "we should be able to push through them and get to the vehicle."

Alex nodded. "We can try the back door and hope they haven't pushed that far back."

Bretz walked back over to the edge of the bay door, looking to the west and the corner of the building. He spotted several dozen creatures vanishing around the side of the building. "I can't tell if those things are going into the office or if they're headed to the back."

"Let's go have a peek, then," Alex suggested.

Bretz nodded as the two men moved quickly through the warehouse, cutting a straight line down one of the aisles. In moments, they found themselves at the back of the building, looking around for a door.

"I got one," Alex said, pointing to a fire escape door thirty yards to their right.

Both men rushed over to it, stopping just shy of the door to prepare their weapons before daring to turn the knob.

"This door pushes out," Bretz said, "so it's going to be a bitch to close if those things are out there."

Alex nodded, raising his assault rifle to the ready, giving Bretz a wink and a smile. "If they try to get in, I'll make them regret it."

"I guess that makes me the lucky door opener, then," Bretz replied.

"Just stay low, and I'll cover you," Alex instructed.

Bretz got into a kneeling position without a second thought, prompting a chuckle from Alex.

"Something funny?" Alex asked.

"An hour ago, we were trying to kill each other," Bretz replied, "and now you're covering me."

"Life's funny like that," Alex said, then snapped back into business mode, aiming his rifle at head level towards the door. "I'm ready on your mark."

Bretz took a moment to compose himself before reaching up to the door release. "Here we go."

He gave the release bar a push with enough force to open the door a few inches. Within seconds, a set of zombie arms reached in through it, quickly followed by several more. Alex didn't hesitate; he immediately opened fire on the mob outside. Several bullets found their marks, hitting ghouls in the head and dropping them, but one of them fell into the doorway.

Bretz reached out to try and grab the door, but his arm was smacked away by flailing zombies, all of whom were frenzied due to the presence of a meal.

"Forget it, the door's blocked!" Alex shouted.

Bretz disengaged, pushing off and falling backward before rolling over and crawling toward Alex, who was opening fire. By the time the Corporal got back to his feet, the door was halfway open, and zombies were shambling through it.

"Come on, we gotta move," Bretz urged.

"To where?" Alex asked.

Bretz hesitated before answering, knowing that it was a good question for which he didn't have an answer. "The office?"

"That works for me," Alex replied.

Alex fired off a couple more shots before joining Bretz in a sprint toward the offices in the corner. As they arrived, a couple of creatures were pushing their way out from inside. Bretz pulled his sidearm, firing a couple of well-placed shots directly into the heads of the creatures and dropping them. Wanting to get ahead of the situation, he stepped up to the door, firing half a magazine's worth of bullets into the office, striking down several creatures that were shambling towards them.

Bretz looked past them, seeing a couple dozen creatures inside who were now intently focused on them. "It looks like we're getting more popular by the minute."

"Is it that bad in there?" Alex asked.

"There's a couple dozen at least, probably more," Bretz replied.

"We have the bullets to fight through them," Alex said.

Before Bretz could respond, moans echoed throughout the back of the building as more zombies pushed their way through the open door.

"I don't think we have a choice," Bretz said.

He pulled his rifle to the forefront, checking the magazine to make sure it was mostly full before slapping it back in. However, Alex wasn't doing the same. Bretz noticed that his partner was deep in thought.

"Are you good, Alex?" Bretz asked.

"Bretz," Alex said, "do you trust me?"

The Corporal thought about it for a moment before nodding. "I trust that you want to live just as much as I do."

"I'll take it," Alex replied.

Alex reached into his bag of explosives, pulling out a large block of C4 with a digital timer on it. In response, Bretz let out a long sigh mixed with a horrified laugh. "That's a bold move."

"It's not like we can carry it over to the next life if we save it," Alex said with a grin.

Bretz stood there for a moment, deep in thought, before more moans coming from the rear of the building broke his reverie. "What the hell, let's do it."

A devious smile spread across Alex's face as he set the timer for fifteen seconds. With a slight nod to Bretz, he hit start before pulling open the office door and throwing the C4 as deep into the room as he could. "Go, go, go!"

Both men sprinted away from the office area, straight down the row of bay doors as they kept a countdown in their heads. When they reached five, they darted down the next aisle, taking shelter behind a wall of boxes.

A few seconds later, the entire building shook from the force of the explosion. Several boxes near the offices fell off the higher shelves, which was minor compared to a handful of industrial-grade racks collapsing.

"You good?" Alex asked.

"Yeah," Bretz replied. "Let's move before they have time to regroup."

Alex nodded before leading them out from cover, both of them pausing briefly to take in the massive amount of damage from the blast. Debris stretched for fifty yards from where the offices had stood. The collapsed racks had fallen toward the back of the store, creating a barrier for the zombie mob to overcome. The offices themselves were largely gone, reduced to rubble, which was easy for the men to see as sunlight poured in through the giant hole in the outer wall.

"Damn," Bretz muttered. "How much did you use?"

"Enough, apparently," Alex replied. "Come on."

Both men began running as hard as they could, keeping their focus trained on the path ahead. They adjusted their steps to avoid the large chunks of wall and zombie parts in their path, which grew more significant with every step.

As they approached what was the entrance to the office, they got a better view of the street outside. Dozens of zombies lay on the pavement, several struggling to get up from the blast, their missing limbs making it all the more difficult. Past the blast zone, dozens more creatures were converging on their position and quickly forming a wall.

"Light them up and clear a path!" Bretz commanded.

"I'll follow your lead," Alex responded.

Both men emerged from what was left of the offices, maneuvering around the slow-moving corpses confined to the pavement. Once they cleared them, the men raised their assault rifles and opened fire as they ran. Each of them sent half a magazine's worth of bullets toward the growing wall of creatures. Several zombie heads exploded from the torrent of fire, creating a bit of an opening.

With ten yards to go, Bretz and Alex got shoulder to shoulder, picking up as much speed as they could before slamming into the weak spot on the zombie line. Several creatures tumbled to the side, but one managed to reach its hand out and trip up Alex as he ran by.

Bretz cleared the zombie line but spotted his partner falling to the ground just a couple of yards away from the turning creatures. The Corporal didn't hesitate, spinning around and firing his rifle as quickly as he could locate a target. Within seconds, half a dozen zombies dropped to the ground, giving Alex enough time to pull himself up to his feet.

"I'm good," Alex called out. "Let's keep moving."

Bretz fired off a couple more shots before joining Alex in running down the street. They managed to get three warehouses up before spotting more trouble ahead.

"Damn it," Bretz cursed.

Two warehouses up, just in front of their vehicle, dozens of zombies poured out from the south, drawn to the gunfire. The men stood there for several moments, watching as more and more emerged from the side streets.

"Where in the hell did they come from?" Alex wondered.

"Maybe that fence finally gave way?" Bretz suggested.

"Could be," Alex replied.

"So, what do you think?" Bretz asked. "You want to push through them?"

"We still need to cause the diversion," Alex reminded him.

"You don't think one warehouse is going to do the trick?" Bretz questioned.

Alex opened up his explosives bag so that Bretz could look inside. The Corporal took a glance, spotting half a dozen more explosive devices. "You don't mess around, do you?"

"What can I say? I like being prepared for any situation," Alex replied.

Bretz looked back the way they had come, seeing that the thousands-strong horde was still a few hundred yards away and closing. "We get inside this one and set it up quick. Three minutes, in and out."

"That works for me," Alex agreed.

The duo exchanged a fist bump before turning their attention toward the warehouse, looking for a way inside. It only took a moment for them to spot a partially open bay door toward the western end of the building.

The two men jogged over, sliding inside the building and sweeping the immediate area but finding no resistance. The warehouse was mostly empty, with half the space taken up by empty metal racks and the other half filled with boxes. Thanks to this, it only took Alex a few moments to spot the maintenance door on the back wall.

"I think we're alone in here, and I see where I'm going," Alex said. "You stay here and keep watch."

"Just don't take too long," Bretz replied.

"Like you said, three minutes, in and out," Alex assured him.

Alex nodded before turning and running across the warehouse floor. Once his partner was at the maintenance room door, Bretz took a few steps over toward the open bay door, taking a knee so he could look out, watching as the zombies shambled toward them from both directions.

"Just one more push and you're out of here," Bretz muttered to himself, letting out a sigh, hoping that he was right.


CHAPTER TWO

Less than a mile west of the warehouse district, the rest of the militia and soldiers pulled into the fenced-in parking lot of a government office. As soon as they were inside, one of the militiamen emerged from a parked vehicle and shut the gates, locking them in.

The caravan parked just outside the building, prompting a couple of other militiamen to emerge. As they did, Sergeant Copeland gave them a wary look, his finger resting on his handgun, ready in case they hadn’t gotten the message from Tyler that they were supposed to be working together. He kept his eyes trained on them while talking to Kowalski, Baker, Johnson, and Wade.

“When we're out there, I want you to keep your heads on a swivel,” Copeland instructed.

Kowalski replied, “It sounds like you don't trust these guys, Sarge.”

“I trust them about as far as you could throw them, Kowalski,” Copeland muttered.

Kowalski paused for a moment, noticing that Copeland had taken liberties with the phrase. “I thought that saying was always ‘as far as you could throw them.’”

“It is,” Copeland said, “but look at my arms compared to yours. You'd at least be getting closer to the lack of trust level.”

Johnson, Baker, and Wade chuckled quietly, while Kowalski could only smirk and shake his head. “Yeah, fair enough, Sarge,” Kowalski conceded.

Wade chimed in, “So what's the plan if they try something?”

“Waste them all and do what you can to get back across the river,” Copeland replied.

His voice resonated with the other soldiers, who were well aware they were in uncharted territory, stuck in an uneasy alliance with men who would have preferred them dead. As they exchanged glances, they noticed Tyler speaking to the others before waving them over.

“Looks like it's showtime,” Copeland announced.

He led his men out of their SUV and walked toward the leader of the militia squad, who stood with a group nearby. While their hands weren't on their weapons, they were close enough to draw them if necessary.

“So what's the deal, Tyler?” Copeland asked.

Tyler responded, “My man here said that our scout is on his way back. Should be here any minute now.”

“Good,” Copeland replied, “that gives us time to lay down some ground rules.”

Tyler rolled his eyes and shook his head, dismissively waving his hand. “We don't even know what the situation on the ground is, and you're already barking out orders.”

“Not orders,” Copeland corrected, “just some simple rules to make sure everybody is on their best behavior.”

Tyler gave a dismissive wave. “Whatever, man, say what you gotta say, and I'll do my best not to get offended that you can't take me at my word.”

Copeland let out a huff. He knew Tyler had a point; if they were going to get this mission done, he’d have to trust him, even if he didn't want to. Recomposing himself, Copeland spoke in a low but forceful tone. “You know what, I'm just going to keep it simple. If any of my men don't make it back, then I promise you that you've seen your last sunrise.”

Tyler stared at Copeland for several seconds before responding, “Is that it? Are you done?”

“I've said my peace,” Copeland replied.

Tyler stepped up, getting right in Copeland's face. “Good, then I'm going to make you the same promise.”

The two men continued staring each other down, neither willing to budge. As they remained locked in their stare, Kowalski turned and saw the front gate opening, with a man on a motorcycle approaching.

“If you two are done measuring your dicks,” Kowalski said dryly, “I think the scout is back.”

Tyler and Copeland held the stare for another moment before Tyler stepped back and barked out orders in an angry tone. “Get everybody in here, we have a mission to plan.”

Tyler led everyone inside, motioning toward a table set up near the back with poster board and markers. The top board displayed a crude drawing of the warehouse district, showing their previous target and plan of attack. As they approached, Tyler grabbed the top sheet and tossed it aside, revealing a new sheet underneath. He pointed to his scout. “Draw it up,” he commanded.

The scout nodded and began drawing a large square in the middle of the page, writing "school" in the center. He made a small mark on the southwestern wall before continuing to mark it up as he laid out the mission. “OK, this whole situation is a shitshow,” the scout began, “but I'll lay it out as clearly as I can. Now, as best as I can tell, this classroom on the southwest side is where our men are.”

“Do you have an exact location?” Tyler asked.

“I don't,” the scout admitted, “but I assume that it's near the middle of the mob that's pressed up against the wall.”

“How many are we talking?” Copeland interjected.

“On that wall? Hundreds. And there are hundreds more all around the building as well,” the scout replied.

“So shooting our way through isn't an option,” Copeland concluded.

“Not unless you guys have a stockpile of bullets you're not telling us about,” the scout said with a wry smile.

“I'm pretty sure you boys took our stockpile,” Copeland shot back.

Tyler perked up as if to say something, but the scout quickly intervened. “Anyway, shooting through them isn't an option,” he reiterated.

“So what is an option?” Tyler asked.

“Well, if we can thin the mob around the wall a bit, I think we can get a vehicle in there,” the scout suggested. “Drive it right up to the window and let our men crawl out.”

Johnson scoffed. “I don't know what kind of experiences you boys have had with vehicles, but let me tell you, trying to push through even a moderate-sized mob in an SUV isn't going to work. I don't know how they manage it every single time, but those things love to get stuck in wheel wells.”

The scout nodded. “I was thinking of something a little bit bigger. There are still several school buses on the property, far away from the building. One of those should have enough power to punch through them.”

“Getting them started is going to be the problem, though,” Copeland mused. “Those batteries have started to go.”

“Just jump it with the SUV,” Tyler suggested.

“Would that even work?” Baker asked skeptically.

“It might break the SUV battery, but in theory, it should work,” Wade said with a shrug.

“Then we have our plan,” Tyler announced.

“Not exactly,” the scout interjected.

“What's the problem?” Tyler asked.

“Those things are packed so tightly against the building that we're going to need to pull some of them away if we're going to make it through,” the scout explained.

“I thought that's what those two guys we left behind at the warehouses were going to do,” Tyler said.

“It's too far away to really get their attention,” Wade pointed out. “Especially if I'm reading this drawing right, and the side of the building we need to get to is on the opposite side.”

The scout nodded, orienting himself on the paper before marking the warehouse district to the north and the downtown area to the south of the school. “We could always pull those things into downtown,” Baker suggested. “Set off an explosion or some other diversion. That should pull enough away.”

“Well, hell, if you're going to do that,” Tyler interjected, “then we'll just have a couple of guys set up across the street and pop off some shots.”

“Then you'd be sacrificing those men because they'd be caught between two hordes,” Wade countered.

“How in the hell would you know?” Tyler snapped.

“Because we came through downtown, and there were hundreds of those things,” Wade replied.

“And now they're at the school,” Tyler argued.

“Perhaps,” Wade said. “Are you willing to risk your life on that?”

Tyler began to answer but caught himself. He glanced over at his scout, who shrugged. “I'm sorry, Tyler, I didn't go into town. But with as many of those things as are at the school, it wouldn't surprise me if there's more in town.”

Tyler let out a long sigh, doing his best to contain his frustration. “Even if we send a team into town, they're still going to be surrounded. Where the hell are they supposed to go? I can't imagine the bridge is clear.”

Kowalski spoke up. “It's not, but there's another way. There's a raft on the water, a few hundred yards north of the bridge. And there's not much on the other side.”

Tyler studied Kowalski for a moment before nodding. “OK then. I'll lead a team into town to create a diversion. Sergeant, I want your team to handle the rescue itself.”

Copeland raised an eyebrow. “That's funny. You didn't strike me as the type of man who would take the easier job.”

“Yeah, well, I'm just trying to make this as easy as possible since you're so sensitive,” Tyler replied with a smirk. “I figure if you have Wayne, you'll be a lot more inclined to trust that I'm on my best behavior.”

Copeland stared at his rival, seeing the conviction in his eyes, and finally nodded. “OK, Tyler. I want you to take Baker and Wade with you.”

“That's fine,” Tyler agreed. “You can take two of mine as well. Two teams of five should be more than enough to get this done.”

Copeland looked around the room, seeing nearly a dozen militiamen. “It seems to me we have enough manpower to get another team involved,” he suggested.

“Well, you're wrong,” Tyler shot back.

“What in the hell is wrong with you, man?” Copeland barked. “Getting our men out is the top priority.”

“It absolutely is,” Tyler replied. “But it's not my only priority. I have orders that still need to be followed, and those orders require manpower, whether you like it or not.”

Copeland seethed in silence for a moment before nodding. “Fine, we'll do it with a limited roster. My men are up to the task.”

“As are mine,” Tyler retorted.

Tyler looked around the room and pointed to two men standing near the back. Both men were tall, muscular, and had the look of experience etched onto their faces. “Nick, Brody, join the Sergeant here and make sure Wayne comes home safely.”

“Sure thing, Tyler,” Brody replied.

“You can count on us,” Nick added.

The two militiamen walked over to Copeland, getting into his eyeline and giving him a confident nod. Copeland nodded back. Before he could speak up, an explosion went off in the distance.

“What in the hell was that?” Wade exclaimed.

“Dammit, Alex, what the hell are you doing? You're early,” Tyler muttered angrily.

“They might be in trouble,” Baker observed.

“Which is all the more reason for us to get our asses in gear,” Copeland said urgently. “Tyler, how long do you need to get that diversion in place?”

“I can have stuff blowing up in thirty minutes,” Tyler replied.

“Thirty minutes it is, then,” Copeland decided. “Now, when you boys get across the river, there will be an SUV on the other side of the tree line. Baker, Wade, take them to the farm and wait for us to get there.”

“Sarge?” Wade asked hesitantly.

“Yeah, I know what you're going to say, Wade,” Copeland said. “You're going to need a safe house to hold up in, and that one's as good as any.”

“Alright, Sarge,” Wade agreed.

“We'll see you on the other side,” Copeland said, nodding to his men before glaring at Tyler and motioning for his team to follow him out of the building. The Sergeant got behind the wheel as everybody else piled into the vehicle.

“OK, boys, let's all play nice with each other and take the fight to the real enemy. Is everybody with me?” Copeland called out.

A chorus of "yes" filled the vehicle.

“That's what I like to hear,” Copeland said with a grin. “Now, let's get this done.”


CHAPTER THREE

Tyler sat behind the wheel of the SUV as his team piled into it. Baker took shotgun, while Wade hopped into the back along with two other militiamen. Eric and Avery, well-built and stern-looking, carried expressions that spoke of experience.

Wade broke the silence first, saying, "What's up fellas. I'm Wade, that's Baker."

"I'm Eric," one of the men replied, nodding toward his companion, "this is Avery."

Baker grinned, leaning back in his seat. "Are you boys ready to blow some stuff up?"

Tyler's voice was cool and measured. "My men are always ready."

As Tyler drove towards the downtown area, a hint of venom crept into his tone. Baker, sensing the tension, looked over, but it was Wade who spoke up.

"Alright man, look," Wade began, "I get it, this isn't an ideal situation. None of us want to be here, but we are. Now, Baker and I are a lot more laid back than our Sergeant."

Baker chuckled. "I mean a lot, a lot."

Wade continued, "So there's no need to have that attitude with us. We'll do our jobs and follow your lead."

Baker nodded in agreement. "And we're going to have your back just like we hope that you're going to have ours."

Wade glanced at Tyler. "Is that good enough for you, Tyler? Or do you want some sort of blood oath to make this partnership official?"

Tyler's tone softened, though his next words carried weight. "Just answer one thing for me. Did either of you kill my men?"

Baker shook his head, his expression earnest. "The only thing I've killed today are those things."

Tyler's eyes narrowed. "And you, Wade?"

Wade sighed, leaning back. "I wounded one when I very well could have killed him. And believe me, I had every opportunity to. Had him dead to rights, but popped a round into his leg instead of his head. Even yelled for his partner to get him to safety."

He paused, then added, "Which, by the way, once this is all said and done, you may want to check the neighborhood west of where your boys ambushed us. Because I'm pretty sure they're trapped in a house."

Tyler stared at Wade in the rearview mirror, locking eyes with him. After several tense moments, he began to nod slowly. "I can live with that. And thank you for sparing my men."

Wade shrugged. "I didn't do it for you, but you're welcome nonetheless."

Avery, who had been quiet until now, asked, "So why didn't you kill them? If you don't mind me asking."

Wade looked out the window, his voice calm but firm. "Because I assumed that they served, just like me. So not all that long ago we were on the same side. They don't deserve to die just because some asshole three thousand miles away threw a dart at a map and picked Kansas or Seattle."

Both Avery and Eric nodded in agreement as Tyler took the long way around the area surrounding the school. It took only a matter of minutes for them to reach the outskirts of downtown, stopping a block away from the first set of businesses. The buildings stretched on for a couple of miles, with dozens of zombies in the streets, milling about and not paying attention to anything in particular.

"Binoculars," Tyler ordered.

Wade handed him a pair, and Tyler studied the scene more closely. The further up the road they looked, the thicker the mobs were. Tyler muttered, "Dammit," before passing the binoculars to Baker, who reacted with a similar frown.

"How bad is it?" Avery asked.

Baker exhaled slowly. "Well, we're going to have to push through a horde of those things to get into position."

Eric suggested, "Why don't we just set them off here and call it a day?"

Tyler shook his head. "Because we're too far away from the school. It's a good mile and a half as the crow flies."

"So how do we play it?" Avery asked.

Tyler contemplated for a moment, then looked over at Baker. "You boys said you were ready to throw down and follow me. Did you mean that, or were you just talking a big game?"

Baker grinned. "Just tell us what heads you want us to bust."

"That's what I like to hear," Tyler replied. He stared ahead for another moment, mentally walking through the plan. "Yeah, that's going to work just fine. Eric, how many explosives did Alex leave us with?"

Eric reached into the back of the SUV, grabbing a canvas bag and rifling through it. "Looks like we got five."

"Good," Tyler said. "I want three of them prepped for remote detonation."

Eric nodded. "Copy that."

Baker, curious, asked, "So what's the plan?"

Tyler laid it out. "My plan is to pick up as much speed as I possibly can in this thing and plow through those assholes to get to the middle of town. If we're still running, Eric's gonna toss those things out the window, and we're going to haul ass over the river."

Wade's brow furrowed. "And if we're not still running?"

Tyler's grin was almost feral. "Then we get to see just how good of a shot you two are."

Wade and Baker exchanged a concerning glance before ultimately shrugging their shoulders and nodding along.

"It's not the dumbest idea we've ever heard," Baker admitted.

Wade laughed. "Yeah, you should hear some of the shit we had to pull in Seattle."

Tyler chuckled. "It's good to know we have story time for when we get to the farm. Now, is everybody ready to roll?"

A chorus of "yes" filled the SUV, prompting a rare smile from Tyler. "Then let's do it."

He slammed his foot down on the gas pedal, causing the SUV to lurch forward and pick up speed rapidly. By the time they reached the end of the first block, they were moving at forty miles an hour. By the next block, they were pushing seventy.

Tyler called out, "Hang on, this is going to start getting bumpy."

Everyone in the SUV braced for impact as Tyler adjusted his route, just enough to avoid hitting the first batch of zombies head-on. Several creatures bounced off the front corners of the vehicle, flying through the air and crashing into the businesses lining the street.

As they approached the next block, however, the crowd thickened, leaving no room to maneuver. Tyler gripped the wheel tightly as the front edge of the zombies struck the front of the speeding vehicle. The windshield splattered with crimson and bone as some of the more decayed creatures vaporized upon impact. Despite the obstruction, Tyler could still see out as more ghouls slammed into the SUV.

By the time they reached the end of the block, the SUV was moving at only forty miles an hour.

"Come on, just two more blocks. You can do this," Tyler muttered to the SUV as if willing it forward. Despite his encouragement, the vehicle continued to lose speed at an alarming rate.

A horrific noise erupted from the front passenger side wheel well. Tyler struggled to maintain control as one of the ghouls got caught up in it.

"Dammit!" Tyler cursed, slamming his foot on the gas again, hoping to break it free, but the damage had been done.

Baker shouted, "There's an opening up on the right!"

"That's good enough for me," Tyler replied, adjusting course and rolling the vehicle toward the open space at the intersection. Once they were clear of the mob, he slammed on the brakes and threw the SUV into park.

"Everybody out! You know what to do!" Tyler commanded.

All five men stepped out of the SUV, with everyone but Eric raising their assault rifles and opening fire. Within seconds, dozens of rounds popped off in all directions, ghouls dropping to the ground. Eric armed the first explosive, throwing it as far down the road as he could toward the horde they had just driven through.

"Eric, throw the others up this way, and get one inside a store!" Tyler ordered.

"I'm on it!" Eric called back, arming the devices before tossing one into the middle of the street. He picked his target, a restaurant on the corner. Two zombies stood between him and the window, but he didn’t hesitate. He pulled out his handgun and fired two precise rounds into their heads before turning his aim to the window. A few shots later, the glass shattered, and he lobbed the explosive inside.

"We're good, Tyler!" Eric shouted.

"Then let's get the hell out of here!" Tyler yelled.

Baker pointed up the street. "The raft is this way!"

"Take point and get us there," Tyler ordered.

Baker nodded, giving a slight whistle to Wade, who immediately broke from his position and joined him at his side. Together, they moved quickly down the side street toward the river, firing away the entire time and cutting a path through the growing mob of undead.

As the squad rounded the corner to the waterfront street, only a few dozen creatures stood between them and the raft.

"Come on, we can push through them!" Baker urged.

The men formed a V, picking off targets ahead like they were at a carnival shooting gallery. In seconds, the path was clear.

"Where are we going, Baker?" Tyler asked.

Baker broke away from the group, heading over to the riverbank and looking down to spot the raft. "It's here, we're good."

Tyler joined Baker at the edge, giving him a firm pat on the back. "That's some nice work, Baker. Let's get down there and get across."

All five men descended the embankment, quickly paddling the raft across. After some strenuous climbing on the other side, they swept the area and, finding it clear, finally let their guard down.

Wade laughed. "Well, that was fun."

Avery nodded. "You two did some good work out there."

Baker smiled wryly. "Sadly, it's not our first rodeo. Hell, it's not even my first time at that specific rodeo."

The men chuckled before falling silent again.

"Eric, do you have the detonator?" Tyler asked.

Eric pulled it from the bag and handed it over. Tyler glanced at his watch, noting they had two minutes left. "How punctual is your Sergeant?"

Wade grinned. "Extremely."

Baker chimed in, "So punctual it's annoying."

Tyler's lips twitched with a smile. "So if I popped these off a couple of minutes early, it would really stick in his craw?"

Wade's grin widened. "Oh yeah, he would hate you more than he already does."

"Perfect," Tyler said, smirking as he hit the button. A split second later, a deafening boom rose from Main Street. Windows rattled, and the men’s ears rang as fireballs shot into the air, quickly followed by thick black smoke.

"If that didn't get the attention of those things at the school, I'm not sure what would," Tyler remarked.

"That should definitely do the trick," Wade agreed.

"Come on," Baker said, "the SUV is just on the other side of those trees."

Tyler nodded gratefully to the soldiers as they headed off toward their ride, ready for some much-deserved rest.


CHAPTER FOUR

Copeland sat by the front window of a house just across the street from the school. A couple hundred yards away, a writhing sea of rotting ghouls pressed up against the building. The ones that weren't trying to get inside shambled around, drawn to every moan and banging sound that echoed around them.

Behind him, his team prepared for the battle ahead. His soldiers, Kowalski and Johnson, looked over their weapons with one eye while keeping the other on the two militia recruits, Nick and Brody. Despite their shared mission, an uneasy feeling lingered in the air.

Kowalski glanced at Copeland and asked, "How are we looking out there, Sarge?"

"I'm not sure who the scout was," Copeland replied, "but they were damn good at their job. This place comes as advertised."

Kowalski got up from his seat and walked over to join Copeland at the window. Even though he had seen the horde as they drove in, the sniper let out a whistle as he laid eyes on it again. "Even if the distraction goes well, that's going to be a hell of a run."

Nick chimed in, "Do you have eyes on the bus?"

Copeland nodded. "Yeah, it's on the north side of the property. Unfortunately, they're just sitting out in the open, so we're going to have to be quick."

Brody joined the two soldiers at the window, and the three of them focused their attention on the buses, which had a small gathering of creatures around them.

"I have a suggestion if you're open to it," Brody said.

"Speak your mind, Brody," Copeland encouraged.

Brody took a breath and said, "A few weeks back, I had a situation where we needed to distract a horde twice that size. We didn't have the ammo to clear them out, so we had to get creative. After drawing the short straw, I made a run for a bus, sliding underneath and making noise."

"And that worked?" Kowalski asked, raising an eyebrow.

Brody grinned. "I'm still here, aren't I?"

"Fair enough," Kowalski conceded.

Brody continued, "Anyway, making the noise underneath the bus held their attention long enough for my team to take them out from behind with their blades. I think that can work here too."

Johnson, skeptical, noted, "Some of those things crawl."

"Yeah, I know," Brody replied. "But I'm counting on you guys being as good as you say you are. You should be able to clear them out before they're able to overwhelm me."

Copeland chuckled. "If I didn't know better, I'd say you were calling us out."

Brody smiled. "Think of it like a friendly challenge. Only I'm willing to put my ass on the line for it."

"You're going to make the run to the bus?" Copeland asked.

"Yeah, I'll do it," Brody confirmed.

Nick's voice was tense. "Brody, are you sure?"

Brody nodded confidently. "It's all good, man. Somebody's gotta do it, and I know I can. We need to get Wayne out of there."

Nick continued to give his friend a concerned look but let it go after a confident nod from Brody.

Copeland refocused the team. "OK, we know what we're doing. How do you want to do it?"

Brody stared out the window towards the buses for a few moments, formulating a plan in his mind before speaking. "We come at the buses from the rear. Leave the SUV a couple of blocks back. I'll run ahead and get them focused on me, and you move in and do what you need to do."

"Let's pack it up and get to it then," Copeland decided.

He glanced down at his watch, checking the countdown to the diversion. "We have about ten minutes before the other team starts popping off."

The rest of the men grabbed their gear and followed the Sergeant out the back door of the house, where their SUV was parked in the yard. The drive was quick and uneventful, with virtually all the zombies in the area having been drawn over to the school. After several moments, the group was in position, the buses a block and a half ahead of them.

Before they could begin walking towards the objective, Copeland turned and pointed to Kowalski. "Hang back with the SUV."

Kowalski looked incredulous. "Are you kidding me, Sarge?"

Brody added, "Yeah, what he said. You know I'm going to be fighting for my life under there, right?"

"I do," Copeland acknowledged. "I also know that we're going to be on the clock as soon as we take those things down. If they make too much noise, or the diversion doesn't go off in time, we could have a whole lot of attention on us."

Brody thought about it for a moment before reluctantly nodding his head. "Yeah, you're right. Just...work fast."

Copeland gave a reassuring nod. "Those things aren't going to know what hit them."

Brody extended his fist for a bump, which Copeland reciprocated. While it was a small gesture, one the Sergeant had done a thousand times, somehow this one carried more weight.

"Ninety seconds," Brody said.

"We'll be ready," Copeland assured him.

Brody nodded before turning and picking up the pace, his boots heavy on the pavement as he picked up speed. The militiaman raced down the block, the bus lot getting closer and closer. As soon as he stepped onto the parking lot, he drew the attention of a handful of creatures at the back of the buses. The ghouls turned and let out a moan just as Brody plowed through them. Both ghouls tumbled to the ground, smacking against the pavement and drawing the attention of the couple dozen other nearby creatures.

"Here we go," Brody muttered.

He shoved another zombie to the ground before sliding on the pavement beside the bus. He wasted no time rolling underneath the vehicle, drawing his knife and rapping it against the metal undercarriage. "Yeah, that's right, come and get me."

The militiaman kept a keen eye on the zombies surrounding him, knowing it was only a matter of time before one of them tried to crawl underneath. He didn't have to wait long, as a zombie to his right caught wind of the diversion, dropping to its knees and letting out an excited moan at the sight of fresh meat. Brody didn't panic, biding his time for the ghoul to get within reach before striking. He continued tapping on the bus until the ghoul was close enough to touch him. In a single motion, Brody spun the knife around in his hand and stabbed it through the eye socket of the creature.

"Anytime now, Sergeant," Brody called out.

He didn't have to wait long, as Copeland, Johnson, and Nick rushed toward the commotion, knives in hand and ready to strike. The vast majority of the zombies had been drawn to the bus; however, a couple of them didn't take the bait and were shambling toward the trio. With a simple hand gesture, Copeland motioned for the other men to engage.

Neither man broke stride as they slammed their knives into the heads of the ghouls, yanking the blades free in a single motion. Copeland took the long way around, ducking behind the neighboring bus for cover so that he could approach from the rear. As he emerged, he had his choice of a couple dozen targets, all of whom were pushing against one another, drawn to the metallic clanging.

The Sergeant struck with frenzied ferocity, cracking skulls with his blade one right after the other. The ghouls dropped so quickly that the next one in line didn't have time to turn around once they heard their comrades dropping. Nick and Johnson worked in tandem, dispatching the zombies two at a time. It didn't take long for the trio to leave a pile of corpses in the parking lot.

Copeland took down the last standing ghoul, shoving it aside before dropping down to one knee beside the bus. He let out a sigh of relief when he spotted Brody, safe and sound.

"Are you good?" Copeland asked.

Brody had three zombie corpses lying around him and was lying on his back, breathing heavily. Rather than respond, he just gave the Sergeant a thumbs-up.

"Take a minute and gather yourself," Copeland said. "We'll get this bus going."

He stood up, clicking on his communicator and speaking quietly. "We're good up here, Kowalski. Just keep it slow so the noise is at a minimum."

"Copy that, Sarge," Kowalski replied.

While waiting for Kowalski to arrive, Copeland turned his attention to the school, just a couple hundred yards away. For the most part, the horde of creatures was still intently focused on getting into the building. However, a breakaway group of a few dozen had taken notice of them and was shambling in their direction.

"How are we looking, Copeland?" Johnson asked.

"We're on the clock, but should be OK," Copeland replied.

A moment later, Kowalski pulled up, parking in front of the bus and popping the hood. "Nick, give me a hand."

Nick nodded and helped Kowalski hook up the jumper cables to the bus battery. "Johnson, you want to start this thing up?" Kowalski asked.

The Private smirked as he held up his bloody knife. "Sure thing, Kowalski. I do have the key, after all."

While they worked on getting the bus started, Brody walked over to Copeland and joined him in watching the shambling horde. "I'll go ahead and tell you now, Sergeant, I'm not hiding under the bus for that group."

Copeland let out a chuckle and gave his new squad mate a pat on the shoulder. "With any luck, you won't have to."

Before they could continue talking, they heard a trio of explosions going off in the distance. It wasn't as loud as they had hoped, however.

"Jesus, was that it?" Copeland muttered.

"I think so," Brody replied.

Copeland adjusted his focus toward the southwestern side of the school, watching as only a handful of creatures began moving away from the building. The overwhelming majority of them were still pressed up against it. "Dammit, that's not good," he said.

"Is the bus going to be able to get through that?" Brody asked.

"Maybe," Copeland replied. "If we can pick up some speed before hitting them."

He didn't seem confident as he turned back to look at the bus, which was struggling to turn over. "Even if we can get that thing to start, I don't think it's going to be going fast enough to do much good," Brody said.

"I think you're right," Copeland agreed.

He walked back over to the bus, giving the kill signal to Kowalski and the others. "This isn't going to cut it."

"We can get it going, Sarge," Kowalski insisted. "It just needs another minute to charge up."

"The diversion in town didn't work," Copeland replied. "There's still too many of those things around the building."

Kowalski smacked his hand on the steering wheel in frustration before jumping out of the SUV. "Then what in the hell do we do? We just can't leave them trapped in there?"

Copeland went deep into thought for a few moments before turning to Brody and Nick. "I don't suppose you boys kept any of the explosives that Tyler had."

Both militiamen shook their heads. "We didn't have all that many, so we let Tyler take them all," Brody explained.

"What about your man who's back at the warehouses?" Copeland asked.

"Alex? Could be," Nick replied.

"Can you get him on the line for me?" Copeland requested.

"He's on channel six," Brody informed him.

Copeland changed his frequency and clicked on his communicator. "Hey Alex, do you copy? It's Sergeant Copeland."

"This isn't exactly a good time, Sergeant," Alex replied.

"Tell me about it," Copeland said. "I just need to know if you have any explosives left."

"You tell me," Alex replied.

A couple of seconds later, a large explosion went off to the north. It was loud enough for the men to hear but not overly loud that it would pull the zombies from the school toward it.

"I'm glad you still have some, but that didn't sound all that loud," Copeland noted.

"Don't worry," Alex assured him. "That wasn't our big finale."

"Can you get to the safe house?" Copeland asked.

"Yeah, we'll be there in ten," Alex confirmed.

"We'll see you there," Copeland said.

As the line went dead, Copeland gestured for everybody to get into the SUV. "Let's move. It's time for plan B."


CHAPTER FIVE

Bretz kept watch at the edge of the bay door, his eyes scanning the perimeter while Alex rigged the warehouse with explosives. It was taking longer than expected, and Bretz felt the tension build as dozens of nearby zombies began shambling toward them.

"It doesn't look like we're going to be able to get back out this way," he muttered, standing up and taking a few steps back from the threshold as the first of the undead arrived. Within seconds, they were pressed against the edge of the bay, their decaying hands stretching inside, clawing at the air.

Bretz drew his handgun, considering taking a few shots to thin their ranks. But he decided against it, thinking, “All it would do is draw more of your friends to us.” He holstered the weapon, eyes never leaving the growing threat just outside the building.

A full minute passed before he heard running footsteps from behind. Instinctively, Bretz raised his rifle, but quickly lowered it when he saw Alex sprinting toward him.

"Easy there, partner. It's just me," Alex called out.

"What in the hell took so long?" Bretz demanded.

"Door was locked, and it took me longer than I thought to get things rigged," Alex replied, slightly out of breath.

"But this place is ready to blow?" Bretz asked.

"Oh yeah, it's going to go up nice and big," Alex assured him.

"That's good, but we have some other problems," Bretz said, motioning toward the open bay door and the dozens of zombies pressed against it.

Alex glanced at the door and then back at Bretz. "Let's double back," he suggested.

"You want to head towards the big mob?" Bretz asked, raising an eyebrow.

"They should still be far enough back that they won't be an issue," Alex replied, taking a knee to peer out over the street. Most of the zombies in the immediate vicinity were focused on the open bay door, with only a few stragglers in the street. "Look, if we can get out and move fast enough, we should be able to run right by them."

Bretz considered the plan for a moment, then finally nodded. "I'm not a fan, but it's better than wasting a mag of ammo to clear them out."

"Now we're talking. Come on," Alex urged.

Both men picked up the pace, running back the way they had come along the closed bay doors. After about fifty yards, they found a regular door leading outside.

"I think this is our ticket," Alex said.

Bretz nodded, readying his assault rifle, and motioned for Alex to open the door. Alex paused briefly, giving Bretz a nod before pulling it open.

"Oh shit!" Bretz yelled, immediately opening fire at the zombies just outside, hitting a couple in the head and dropping them to the ground just a few feet from the door.

"Shut the door! Shut the door!" he ordered.

Alex didn't bother looking outside, instead relying on Bretz's judgment and quickly slamming the door shut. Seconds later, decrepit hands began smacking against the door.

"Those bastards are moving a lot faster than I thought," Alex muttered.

"It looks like we're shooting our way out of here after all," Bretz replied.

"Not necessarily," Alex said with a wink as he reached into his bag and pulled out a smaller explosive.

Bretz shook his head with a wry smile. "You're really living your best life in the apocalypse, aren't you, Alex?"

"When the world has taken everything, you gotta take time to savor the little things," Alex replied with a grin.

Bretz let out a chuckle as they moved back toward the warehouse entrance. The number of zombies by the bay door had grown significantly. Without waiting, Alex tossed the explosive a few yards deep into the mob, and both men darted for cover.

Alex's communicator crackled to life. "Hey, Alex, do you copy? It's Sergeant Copeland," came a voice.

"This isn't exactly a good time, Sergeant," Alex replied, his voice tense.

"Tell me about it. I just need to know if you have any explosives left," Copeland's voice continued.

"You tell me," Alex said, a devious smile crossing his face as he glanced at Bretz before pressing the detonator. A second later, a giant fireball erupted through the mass of undead, the deafening explosion echoing through the warehouse.

"I'm glad you still have some, but that didn't sound all that loud," Copeland commented.

"Don't worry, that wasn't our big finale," Alex assured him.

"Can you get to the safe house?" Copeland asked.

"Yeah, we'll be there in ten," Alex responded.

"We'll see you there," Copeland said before the line went dead.

Alex motioned for Bretz to follow. They raced back to the bay door, which had been blown off its track. Below, a crater filled with shattered corpses marked where the explosion had hit.

"That stuff doesn't mess around," Bretz observed.

"No, it does not," Alex agreed.

Moans filled the air to their left as the front edge of the horde continued to shamble toward them.

"That's our cue," Bretz said.

Both men jumped down, carefully stepping over the remains of the undead, knowing that even a partially intact zombie could still be dangerous. They sprinted toward their escape vehicle, which was a few hundred yards away. They relaxed slightly upon seeing that the coast was mostly clear, with only a couple of zombies standing in their way.

As they ran, Bretz pulled out his handgun and fired shots at the zombies, each bullet finding its mark. Within moments, they reached their vehicle. Instead of making a quick getaway, however, Alex paused, pulling out the detonator.

"Shouldn't we get further away before you do that?" Bretz asked.

"We're far enough away; we should be okay. Besides, look at how many of those things are beside the warehouse," Alex replied.

Bretz glanced back up the road, spotting hundreds of zombies slowly making their way past the first trap. Despite Alex's assurances, he took a few steps back, ducking behind the SUV. Seeing Bretz take cover prompted doubt to creep into Alex's mind.

"Yeah, you're right. Better safe than sorry," Alex conceded, joining Bretz behind cover. He nodded before pressing the detonator.

The explosion erupted in two waves, the C4 going off a fraction of a second before the natural gas line ignited. The warehouse acted like a massive claymore, metal fragments scattering across the district. The fireball consumed the horde of zombies just outside the building, the heat so intense that both men felt it even from behind cover.

As quickly as the explosion had come, silence fell over the scene. They remained behind cover for a few moments, making sure it was safe, before poking their heads out.

"I bet the Sergeant heard that," Alex remarked.

"Hell, I bet Boise heard that," Bretz added with a grin.

Alex chuckled, slapping Bretz on the arm. "Come on, we have places to be."

Bretz nodded as they climbed into the SUV. Alex started the engine and pulled out of the warehouse district, heading for the safe house.

"So what's up? What did Copeland want?" Bretz asked.

"Apparently, there are some problems with getting our men out, and they need some explosives," Alex replied.

"Well, that's less than ideal," Bretz muttered.

"Tell me about it," Alex agreed.

They drove several more blocks before Alex suddenly slammed on the brakes.

"What are you doing?" Bretz asked, surprised.

Alex held up the detonator, and realization dawned on Bretz. "If we get too far away, it's not going to work, is it?"

"I'm afraid not," Alex admitted.

"Well, hit it and let's go," Bretz urged.

"Let's give it another minute," Alex suggested.

"Why?" Bretz asked, growing impatient.

"Because I want as many of those things to burn as possible. If I hit it now, some of those things are going to wander back the way they came instead of walking towards the fire," Alex explained.

"What difference does it make? We just need to keep them distracted long enough to get the Cap and Wayne, and we're out of here," Bretz argued.

"You may be out of here, but there's still a lot of useful stuff in that warehouse. I still have people to watch over, remember?" Alex reminded him.

Bretz thought about it for a moment before nodding. "And the fewer of those things you have to deal with, the better."

"Exactly. As much as I love blowing stuff up, I'm okay not doing it on a regular basis," Alex replied.

"Fair enough," Bretz conceded.

They sat in silence for several moments, both scanning their surroundings for any surprise threats.

"Can I ask you something?" Bretz finally broke the silence.

"We got the time. Have at it," Alex replied.

"How is life in your camp? Or town. Or whatever you have," Bretz asked.

"While we do have a momentary pause on hostilities, I don't know if it'll last, so you'll forgive me if I don't give away too much in the way of specifics," Alex said cautiously.

"It's okay, forget I asked," Bretz replied.

"No, no, it's not like that. I'll tell you what I can; it's just my higher-ups wouldn't be thrilled if I told you where we were," Alex explained.

"I can understand that," Bretz nodded.

"Believe it or not, life is pretty normal, all things considered. At least for the civilians," Alex said.

"Really?" Bretz asked, surprised.

"Absolutely," Alex confirmed. "I mean, don't get me wrong, it's nowhere near as comfortable as it was before all of this. But we've scrounged together enough solar generators that our community has power at night."

"I would kill for some regular power. Not to mention a house to use it at," Bretz sighed.

"Well, if you ever want to defect, most of our civilians have houses, although they do have roommates," Alex offered.

"But with power, they have television, music, and heat?" Bretz asked.

"They have all three in spades," Alex replied.

"That sounds like heaven. Or at least what passes for it these days," Bretz said wistfully.

"It's a lot more comfortable than my tours in the sandbox, that's for sure," Alex agreed.

"I literally would have killed for air conditioning over there," Bretz chuckled.

"I'm pretty sure we did," Alex laughed.

Their chuckles faded as Alex's communicator crackled back to life. "We're at the safe house. How close are you?" Copeland asked.

"Hey, Sergeant, we're about five minutes out," Alex replied.

"We'll be waiting," Copeland confirmed.

"It looks like we're back on the clock," Alex said.

"And here I was wanting to hear about the menu options," Bretz joked.

"Let's just say that the only people who are happy are the vegans," Alex quipped.

"Ouch," Bretz winced.

"Yeah, tell me about it," Alex sighed, holding up the detonator again. Bretz gave him a nod.

"Hit it and let's roll," Bretz urged.

Alex pressed the button, and a moment later, another explosion rocked the area behind them. Both men glanced back through the rear windshield as a giant fireball illuminated the sky.

"For what it's worth, I hope that took out a ton of those things," Bretz said.

"Same here. Because sooner or later, the non-vegans in camp are going to want to risk their lives if there's even a slight chance of finding some canned meat," Alex replied with a grin.

Bretz laughed as Alex hit the gas, propelling them toward the safe house and their next mission.


CHAPTER SIX

Corporal Bretz and Alex drove toward the government building that had been repurposed into a safe house, spotting it on the horizon as they came around a corner.

"That looks like Kowalski at the gate," Bretz remarked.

Alex flashed the headlights a couple of times, prompting Kowalski to begin opening the gates. The sniper gave the duo a nod as they pulled through, then secured the entrance and joined them by the vehicle.

"That was one hell of an explosion. What in the world were you using?" Kowalski asked.

"Just your basic C4 attached to the main gas line," Alex replied.

Kowalski nodded approvingly. "Yeah, that would do it alright."

"How bad is it down at the school?" Bretz inquired.

"It's not great," Kowalski admitted. "Copeland and the others are waiting for you in the first office there."

"You're not joining us?" Bretz asked.

"Nope," Kowalski responded. "Sarge wants me to keep watch out here in case we draw a crowd."

The duo nodded to Kowalski as he strolled back over to the fence. When they entered the building, they heard Copeland grumbling in the office next to them.

"He doesn't sound like he's in the best of moods," Bretz observed.

"Don't worry," Alex said with a smirk, "I have enough explosives to brighten up his day."

The Corporal let out a chuckle as they entered the office. Copeland paced back and forth by the back wall, while Johnson, Nick, and Brody got up from their seats to greet the duo. After some small talk and fist bumps, everyone turned their attention to Copeland, who was still retracing his steps.

"Hey Sarge, are you with us?" Bretz called out.

"Yeah Corporal, I'm with you," Sergeant Copeland replied, his tone heavy with frustration. "I'm just not happy with our current situation."

Alex stepped forward, a hint of confidence in his voice. "Well, maybe I can do something about that."

He removed his canvas bag and tossed it onto the desk. Copeland peeked inside, spotting a handful of C4 devices.

"Do you have anything less powerful than that?" Copeland asked.

"I'm sorry, but I don't," Alex replied unapologetically. "Generally when I'm asked to blow something up, the more damage I can do, the better."

"Can you do a half block of the C4?" Copeland inquired.

Alex contemplated for a moment before shaking his head. "I'm sorry, Sergeant, but these were rigged by somebody back at base camp. And I'm not ashamed to admit that they know a lot more about this stuff than I do."

"Come on now," Johnson interjected, "it can't be that difficult to reduce the payload on those things. This stuff ain't rocket science."

"True," Alex conceded, "but these devices were made to be deterrents if we needed them. So they're rigged."

"Because of course they are," Johnson muttered, rolling his eyes.

"I'm sorry, man," Alex continued, "but we've been at each other's throats the last few weeks. My people just wanted to make sure we were prepared for any scenario."

"Well, most scenarios," Bretz added with a smirk. "It would have been nice if someone thought of this one."

"I'll drop a note in the suggestion box when I get back to base," Alex joked.

Bretz chuckled as Copeland returned to pacing, his brow furrowed in thought. It took a few moments before he spoke again, letting out a sigh as he did.

"We're going to have to risk it," Sergeant Copeland declared, "because the longer we stay in town, the more likely it is that the warehouse district mob fans out and comes across us."

"So how do you want to play it?" Brody asked.

"Those things stretch about forty yards from the building," Copeland explained. "I think if we can drop the device ten yards deep, there should hopefully be enough bodies to soak up the blast without it damaging the building."

"And if it does damage the building?" Nick asked.

"Then we better hope our men can hold their own until we can get the SUV into position," Copeland replied.

Johnson let out a frustrated grunt, shaking his head and drawing everyone's attention. "I'm sorry, Sarge, but why in the hell didn't we do this plan to begin with?"

"Because it's generally not a good idea to use C4 around people you want to keep alive," Alex explained.

"Yeah, I know, but damn. Maybe next time let's just jump to the chase," Johnson grumbled.

"I hear you, Johnson," Copeland acknowledged, "but this is what we're doing now."

Johnson's frustration got the better of him, rendering him unable to speak anything other than mumbles under his breath. While he ranted to himself, Copeland grabbed the radio.

"Hey Cap, Wayne, do you copy?" Sergeant Copeland called into the device.

"We're here, Copeland. What's the good word?" Captain Kersey's voice crackled over the line.

"Well, we have a plan to get you two out of there," Copeland informed him.

"And the bad news?" Kersey asked.

"We might kill you in the process," Copeland admitted with a grim chuckle.

"I would expect nothing less from you, Sergeant. What's the play?" Kersey replied.

"We're out of options and running low on time, so we're going to have to drop some C4 in that horde," Copeland stated.

There was a long pause on the line before Kersey came back on. "Well, that's certainly one way to go about it."

"I'm sorry, Cap," Copeland continued, "but it's the only way we're going to be able to push up to the building."

"Don't apologize, Sergeant, just get into position and get it done. However, a warning would be nice," Kersey responded.

"We should be ready to go in twenty, and I'll be in touch before we detonate," Copeland assured him.

"Copy that, Sergeant, and good luck," Kersey said, dropping the radio to his side. He glanced over to Wayne, who was doing his best to stifle a laugh.

"What's so funny?" Kersey asked.

"Well, Captain," Wayne replied, "just think about everything we've survived, even before this whole undead hellscape kicked off. By all accounts, you and I should be dead twenty times over."

"And that's funny?" Kersey questioned, raising an eyebrow.

"It is when you consider that we're about to be blown up by our own men," Wayne said with a grin.

"What was it you said to me?" Kersey remembered. "If anybody was going to kill me, it was going to be you?"

"Something like that," Wayne chuckled. "It looks like I'm going to have to settle on being blown up with you."

"If it's all the same to you," Kersey replied with a smirk, "I'd at least like to try and survive this rescue attempt."

"Oh, absolutely, Captain," Wayne agreed, "I'm all about living to see another day. But I'm realistic about our chances."

"You don't seem to have much faith in the men under your command, or mine for that matter," Kersey observed.

"On the contrary, my friend, I have the utmost faith in them, especially the bomb builder," Wayne replied, his grin widening.

Kersey thought about Wayne's words for a moment before chuckling and nodding. "Yeah, fair enough."

Kersey turned his attention to the outer wall of the room, struggling to figure out the best way to reinforce it. However, as he looked around at the children's desks and little else, he knew there wasn't much that could be done.

"If these walls come down, we're going to have guests, and a lot of them," Kersey muttered.

"So what are you thinking?" Wayne asked.

Kersey scanned the room, attempting to formulate something resembling a plan. Finally, something clicked.

"I'm thinking the coat closet at the back will give us some cover for when that blast goes off," Kersey suggested.

Wayne smirked, speaking in a playful manner. "Captain, Captain, if you wanted to play seven minutes in heaven with me, all you had to do was ask."

Kersey let out a chuckle as he playfully flipped off his counterpart, prompting even more laughter from Wayne. It took the Captain a moment to recompose himself, focusing back on the plan.

"So what do you think?" Kersey asked. "Do these walls survive the blast?"

"Probably not," Wayne replied. "I'm pretty sure when my daddy was a kid, he would have complained that this place was old. It looks like there's a lot of years of neglect in these walls."

"OK, let's assume they come down," Kersey continued. "It's going to take them some time for the SUV to reach us, which means we're going to have a fight on our hands."

"Well, let's get us a barricade set up then," Wayne suggested.

"These desks aren't going to trip them up for long," Kersey noted.

"Good thing for us that we don't need them to," Wayne replied.

Kersey nodded at the plan as Wayne got up from the teacher's desk to help the Captain build the barricade. The two of them worked in silence for a few minutes before Wayne finally spoke up.

"So, have you put any thought into what we do from here?" Wayne asked.

"I honestly don't know, Wayne," Kersey admitted. "If there aren't any ammo supplies to be had, we don't really have much of a mission."

"Well, if you and your boys wanted to leave, I can guarantee you safe passage back to Seattle or wherever you wanted to go," Wayne offered.

"I appreciate that offer, but that decision is out of my hands," Kersey replied.

"Is it though?" Wayne challenged.

"I'm still a soldier, and there are orders," Kersey insisted.

"Orders from who exactly?" Wayne scoffed. "Some General who is floating on a ship? Some asshole politician three thousand miles away? If you disobey those orders, who is coming to punish you?"

"If I didn't know better, Wayne, I'd swear you were recruiting me," Kersey said with a grin.

"Oh, hell no, Captain, you're misunderstanding me," Wayne laughed. "While I value our friendship, after being cooped up in here with you, I'm pretty sure I'd be OK not seeing you for a few weeks."

Kersey let out a laugh, matching Wayne's knowing smirk before continuing. "So what are you trying to get at then?"

"We're in a brave new world, Captain," Wayne began, "and your friends back in Seattle are going to have their hands full with my friends from Bend. I'm not trying to recruit you or tell you where to go; I'm just trying to be a good friend and open your mind to the possibilities this new life has to offer."

"So if my men and I wanted to retire to Kuna, you wouldn't be coming after us?" Kersey asked.

"Honestly, Captain, after I tell my higher-ups that there's no more bullets to be had from Boise, I'd be surprised if they even sent us there anymore," Wayne replied. "Frankly, we have bigger issues to deal with, like how to keep hundreds of people warm and fed during the winter that's about to whoop our asses."

Kersey contemplated Wayne's words for several moments before giving him a slight nod. "I'm not saying what we're doing, but the thought of being able to kick back and not worry about someone shooting at me does sound appealing."

"And who knows, Captain," Wayne added with a grin, "after you kick back and mellow out a bit, maybe you'll finally come around on our friendship."

Kersey let out a chuckle, amused by Wayne's constant reference to their supposed friendship. "I don't know what the future holds, Wayne, but I'm pretty sure in a different timeline we very well could have been friends."

"Hell, Captain," Wayne chuckled, "with the way this timeline is going, I'm afraid to think what another one could look like. I mean, what in the hell would we be fighting? Vampires? Werewolves? Hippies?"

"Oh, give me that hippie fight any day of the week," Kersey said, laughing.

"Oh now, Captain, you can't go underestimating those hippies. They're crafty," Wayne countered.

"It sounds like you've had some negative experiences with them," Kersey observed.

"Yeah, well," Wayne replied, "let's just say I ran into some at a festival a few years back and have a two-week blank spot in my memory."

"Please don't take offense to this, Wayne, but that sounds like something you would enjoy," Kersey teased.

"On paper? Absolutely, all day, every day, and twice on Sunday. In reality? Let's just say I have ink where no man should have it," Wayne confessed.

Kersey's mind wandered at the thought, prompting sustained laughter from him. After composing himself, he spoke sincerely. "As a professional courtesy, I'll refrain from pushing further on that."

"That's much appreciated, Captain. That's much appreciated," Wayne replied.

The two men broke into more laughter as they continued building their makeshift defenses for the looming battle.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Sergeant Copeland sat behind the wheel of the SUV, the militiaman Brody riding shotgun. Both of them checked their weapons, ensuring they were topped off with fresh magazines.

Copeland adjusted his communicator earpiece as Alex's voice crackled through.

“Sergeant, do you copy?”

"I hear you loud and clear, Alex," Copeland replied, his voice steady. "What's your status?"

"We are in position and ready to roll when you give the signal," Alex responded.

"Copy that, standby," Copeland instructed before grabbing the radio, flicking it on and speaking with authority. "Alright Captain, we're in position and ready to do this. Are you two ready?"

"Yeah, Copeland, we're ready to go," Captain Kersey's voice came through, tense but determined. "But it's going to be a minor miracle for the outer wall to hold, so don't take too long."

"Don't worry, Cap," Copeland assured. "I'm at the edge of the parking lot with the engine running. I'll be on your position in twenty seconds."

"Copy that, Copeland. Good luck."

"You too, Cap." The line went dead as Copeland clicked on his earpiece again. "OK, Alex, we're ready to go. We move on your mark."

"We're moving now," Alex replied, clicking off his communicator before looking around the SUV. Bretz was in the passenger seat, the explosive device in his hand. Johnson and Nick were situated in the back seat. "OK, are you boys ready to do this?"

"Let me get situated," Bretz muttered, pulling himself up from a seated position, poking his head out of the sunroof. Once he got his feet set, he tapped on the roof of the SUV.

"Buckle up, because here we go," Alex announced, throwing the SUV into drive, accelerating quickly as they emerged from the neighborhood. The tires squealed as they reached the parking lot, cutting the wheel hard to the right so they were lined up with the back edge of the horde.

"Hang on!" Alex shouted.

Everybody braced as the SUV jumped the curb and landed on the grass, the tires quickly regaining traction as they sped across the open area. The majority of the mob paid them no attention; however, several at the back turned their heads at the noise. They excitedly shambled away from the back of the pack, forcing Alex to adjust course so they wouldn't hit them. While he didn't worry about the SUV being able to take the impact, he was concerned about flailing corpses striking Bretz.

After a few seconds of driving, they were directly across from the classroom.

"Throw it now, Corporal!" Alex ordered.

Bretz pulled his arm back and threw the explosive device into the horde. He underestimated his strength; it flew much farther than he had intended. "Dammit!" he cursed, sliding back into his seat as Alex continued driving them away from the horde. They rattled around the cab as they reached the road, finally pulling to a stop at the next intersection.

"Dammit! Dammit!" Bretz repeated, frustration in his voice.

"What is it, Bretz?" Alex asked, glancing over at him.

"I threw it too damn far!"

"How close did you get it?" Alex inquired, his expression tense.

"It's maybe twenty-five yards from the building," Bretz replied.

Alex wore a concerned look as he clicked on his communicator. "Sergeant, we have a problem. The device is too close to the building."

"How close is it?" Copeland's voice was sharp.

"Maybe twenty-five yards," Alex answered.

A long pause followed before Copeland spoke again. "Give me the odds."

"Oh hell, Sergeant," Alex replied, frustration creeping in. "Probably thirty percent chance it collapses the wall. Ten percent chance there's nothing left of the classroom."

"We're going to have to risk it," Copeland decided.

"Sergeant, I can make another pass. We have more devices," Alex suggested.

"Look at the mob, Alex," Copeland countered. "They're pulling back from the building. They're already back twenty yards, and they'll be twice that by the time you get back there. You're not hitting the original target."

Alex thought about it for a moment before smacking the steering wheel in frustration. "I hate to admit it, but you're right."

"You did what you could," Copeland reassured. "Now hit the detonator and light them up."

"OK, Sergeant," Alex confirmed. "It's going up in ten seconds."

"Copy that," Copeland replied. "We'll be ready."

Alex pulled out the detonator, powering it on, his finger hovering over the trigger. He glanced over to Bretz, who looked like he was about to puke from the stress.

"Hey, it's OK, Bretz," Alex said softly. "That was an unbelievably difficult throw. You did the best you could."

Bretz let out a sigh, nodding to Alex, knowing that he was right.

"OK, here goes nothing," Alex murmured. With a single trigger pull, all sound in the area was overshadowed by the detonation. The men inside the SUV were forced to look away from the explosion, shielding their eyes from the brightness and the shaking of the windows as the shockwave rattled it.

As the initial blast subsided, everybody looked out towards the school, hoping that the side of the building was still intact. "Come on, still be there. Please still be there," Bretz whispered to himself.

It took several moments, but finally, they could see the building. Their hearts sank a bit as the walls of several classrooms lay in rubble, the rooftop sagging from the lack of support.

"Oh my god," Bretz muttered.

Alex clicked on his communicator, his voice elevated and frantic. "Sergeant, you need to get in there now!"

Inside the school, both Kersey and Wayne's heads ached from the force of the blast. Their ears rang as they struggled to regain their composure inside the coat closet.

"Are you OK, Wayne?" Kersey asked, concern etched on his face.

"Yeah," Wayne replied, wincing. "Just don't give me a hearing test anytime soon."

"Yeah, no shit," Kersey agreed.

"I'm starting to think they got that a little too close," Wayne commented.

"Let's find out how close," Kersey replied, gripping his gun tightly as he opened the closet door. They stepped out quickly, raising their weapons, but struggled to see through the cloud of dust and debris. While they couldn't see, they could hear the moans coming from just beyond.

"Jesus, it's wide open," Wayne muttered.

Kersey grabbed the radio, yelling into it. "We're exposed! Get us out of here!"

There wasn't a response, at least not one Kersey could hear as Wayne opened fire. The Captain strained his eyes, trying to see what he was targeting. It took a moment before he saw movement. Lots of movement.

"Dammit," Kersey cursed under his breath.

Kersey raised his handgun, picking out shadowy targets through the still-settling dust. He fired off a couple of rounds, dropping zombies as Wayne continued to open fire. Within seconds, they realized that while the outer wall had collapsed, the zombies that had been pressed up against it were still in one piece, pulling themselves off the ground.

"What in the hell are you waiting on, Captain?" Wayne shouted. "An invitation? Well, here it is. You are cordially invited to light these motherfuckers up!"

Wayne dropped his empty magazine, quickly slapping in a fresh one and opening fire on the slowly encroaching horde. Both men fired at every shadow that moved, trying to stem the tide.

Kersey dropped several of them before his handgun clicked empty. Before he could call out for more ammo, gunshots began popping off from in front of them. Several creatures dropped to the ground as Copeland and Brody emerged from the dusty haze.

"We gotta move!" Copeland yelled.

Both Kersey and Wayne broke from their positions, leaping over their makeshift barricade and joining the others in racing to the SUV. Copeland and Brody continued laying down fire, hitting zombies on either side of the vehicle and clearing their path.

A few moments later, everybody dove in through the driver's side doors, piling into the vehicle and getting situated. As soon as the doors slammed shut, Copeland hit the gas, propelling the SUV forward.

Everybody inside the cab bounced around as they drove over several zombies on the ground. There were several tense moments as the SUV struggled for traction before regaining it. Within moments, they were on the street, making the turn towards the intersection.

Copeland pulled up alongside Alex, stopping just beside him as Wayne crawled into the front seat.

"That's some damn fine work, Alex," Wayne praised.

"It's good to see you, Wayne. Are you OK?" Alex asked.

"My ears are going to be ringing until Christmas, but other than that, we're OK," Wayne replied.

"We can all catch up later," Copeland interjected. "Right now, we have to get the hell out of town."

"I'm following your lead," Alex said. "Where are we going?"

"We're going straight across the bridge," Copeland directed.

"What if there's resistance?" Alex questioned.

"I can all but guarantee there will be," Copeland admitted. "When we smack into them, I want you on my ass. Just push us straight on through if you have to."

"You got it, Sergeant," Alex confirmed.

Copeland nodded before hitting the gas, the SUV lurching forward as it quickly picked up speed.

"Look at that," Wayne chuckled. "A man after my own heart. Forget the foreplay; it's straight to the action. I like it."

"You may want to buckle up," Copeland advised.

"Yes, sir," Wayne replied, his tone amused, almost mocking, clearly enjoying pushing the Sergeant's buttons. Copeland, on the other hand, ignored the militiaman, keeping his attention focused squarely on the road ahead.

After a few sharp turns, the convoy had the bridge within their sights, and it was still jam-packed with zombies. It confused the men at first as to why so many were still there until they noticed movement coming from inside the cars. The trapped ghouls acted as beacons for the zombies outside.

"Brace yourselves," Copeland warned.

Copeland sped up as much as he could while keeping control of the SUV, while everybody else tensed up. Both vehicles screamed down the street, crossing the threshold of the bridge and slamming into the hundred-strong mob of ghouls.

Everyone in the lead vehicle lurched forward as they decelerated, only to be jostled about when Alex's SUV slammed into their back bumper, increasing their speed. Copeland struggled to keep the SUV straight but managed to do so as they plowed through the mob of undead. Several tense moments later, they crossed the threshold and emerged onto the road with nothing but clear pavement ahead of them.

They drove around the bend, getting behind some trees for cover before coming to a stop. Alex pulled his vehicle up to the side, stopping so they could talk.

"Are you boys OK? I hope I didn't hit you too hard," Alex called out.

"Yeah, we're fine in here, Alex," Wayne assured. "We're going to need some ibuprofencoladas when we get back to town, but it's better than being zombie chow."

"I'm glad to hear it," Alex replied.

"So now what's the plan?" Wayne asked. "I hope you boys ain't gonna make us hitchhike back to town."

"We have another team at one of our safehouses," Copeland explained. "We're going to rendezvous with them there, resist the urge to whoop some ass, and then we go our separate ways."

Wayne cracked a smile as he chuckled. "Whoop some ass, huh? Sounds like you met Tyler."

"We've met," Copeland confirmed.

"Yeah, that boy's chip on his shoulder has a chip on its shoulder," Wayne laughed. "But he's damn good in a fight, so he's worth keeping around."

"If you say so," Copeland muttered.

Wayne continued laughing as Copeland put the SUV back into gear, looking over to Alex before driving off. "It's a few miles up, just follow me."


CHAPTER EIGHT

Day Zero +70 - 3:47 AM

Captain Kersey stepped out of the small office he had been using as a makeshift bedroom, wide awake and restless despite the late hour. The factory, bustling for the last few weeks, was now mostly silent, save for the sound of frozen rain tapping lightly against the skylights.

Kersey walked slowly down the aisle toward the break room, a hundred yards away, taking his time to look around at the dormant machinery, wondering if they would ever be used again. As he approached the break room, he noticed the light was on inside.

“Who in the hell is up at this hour?” he muttered under his breath as he opened the door, finding Corporal Bretz pouring two cups of coffee.

Bretz glanced up and offered, “I hope you don't mind, but I took the liberty of making you a cup too.”

Kersey raised an eyebrow. “How did you know I'd be up in the middle of the night?”

“Because you've done this for the last three nights,” Bretz replied with a grin. “My room's right next door, you know.”

Kersey chuckled, nodding as he motioned for the cup of coffee, which Bretz slid across the table to him. Both men took a seat, settling in as they savored their drinks.

“So, what's on your mind, Captain?” Bretz asked.

“Just the usual,” Kersey replied with a sigh. “It's too quiet in here, so I can't sleep all that well, and my mind wanders.”

“And you wonder if you're making the right choice?” Bretz inquired.

Kersey's eyes grew distant. “I mean, wouldn't you? We've given so much to the military, lost good friends, and have enough trauma to keep our minds busy for three lifetimes. And now we're calling it a day?”

“No, we're not calling it a day,” Bretz countered. “We're just taking a break for some much-needed R and R. Because God knows we've earned it.”

Kersey shook his head slowly. “I don't know, Bretz. It feels more permanent than that. Doesn't it?”

Bretz shrugged. “I'm sure some of the men feel that way, especially since they're getting fresh, hot cooked meals down in Kuna.”

Kersey chuckled, seeing Bretz's eyes light up at the mention of hot food. “Don't worry, Bretz. We're going to be there by sundown.”

“I'm just saying,” Bretz continued, “I'm sure the men feel like that at the moment. But I know if the situation ever called for it, they'd have their weapons in their hands and be ready to follow you to wherever they were needed.”

“I hope you're right, Bretz. I hope you're right,” Kersey murmured.

“I know I'm right, Kersey,” Bretz insisted. “You're a hell of a leader, and these men would follow you anywhere. Even if it didn't have a home-cooked meal waiting for them.”

Kersey chuckled again, and they continued drinking, sitting in silence as they drained half of their cups.

“Do you want some more?” Bretz offered.

“Yeah, might as well,” Kersey replied. “We still have some work to do before shutting this place down for good.”

Bretz nodded, grabbing the coffee pot to refill their cups. “So, what did Seattle have to say about us taking a vacation?”

Kersey sighed. “It's hard to say.”

“It should be pretty easy to say, actually. Unless...” Bretz trailed off, realization dawning on him. “You haven't told them yet, have you?”

Kersey grimaced. “I haven't talked to them in the last forty-eight hours. I just didn't know how to break it to them, especially after deflating their spirits when I told them there weren't any more bullets coming from us.”

“I can't imagine the pressure those guys are under,” Bretz said, shaking his head. “Clint and Gadd seem capable as hell, but trying to fight a war against the militia with no bullets while keeping a population that size alive? I'm getting an ulcer just thinking about it.”

“Which is why I haven't added to it,” Kersey replied. “They know how to reach me, so if they needed something, they would have reached out.”

Before Bretz could respond, Kowalski's voice crackled over the radio on the table. “Bretz, do you copy? Get the Cap and get out to the front. We have a situation.”

Bretz and Kersey tensed up, setting their mugs down as Bretz grabbed the radio. “I'm here, Kowalski, and I got the Cap here too. What's going on?”

“Just get out to the front,” Kowalski replied, his tone urgent.

Kersey snatched the radio from Bretz's hand, speaking in an exasperated tone. “Jesus Christ, Kowalski, we're going to need some more information. Do we need guns? Do I need to call Kuna and rally the troops?”

“It's nothing like that, Cap. I think Wayne's here,” Kowalski answered, sounding uncertain.

Kersey and Bretz exchanged a confused look before the Captain responded. “Copy that, Kowalski. We're on the way.”

Kersey put the radio down, and they exited the break room, walking quickly toward the front of the building.

“What in the hell is Wayne doing here?” Bretz asked. “I thought you just agreed to weekly radio chats and nothing else.”

“That was the agreement,” Kersey replied, his brow furrowed.

“Christ, this can't be good,” Bretz muttered as they picked up the pace, rushing toward the front of the building.

As they emerged into the bright moonlit night, freezing rain lightly pelted them. A split second after emerging, they heard a loud whistle and looked up to the guard tower, spotting Kowalski. Rather than being in a defensive position, the sniper was standing there casually, no weapon in his hands.

“What the hell? Kowalski, what is going on?” Kersey shouted.

“Just get to the gate, Cap,” Kowalski called down, his voice shaky as if something had disturbed him.

Ignoring Kowalski's tone, Kersey and Bretz walked toward the front gate, opening it up and spotting an SUV ten yards from the entrance. A large white flag fluttered in the breeze from the sunroof.

“Well, a white flag is a good sign,” Kersey remarked, standing in front of the gate.

They waited a moment before the driver's side door opened. A pair of hands jutted up from behind it, and Wayne stepped out slowly, speaking loudly.

“Captain, I am unarmed, and I'm not going to make any sudden movements,” Wayne declared.

Kersey and Bretz stood there, confused. The last time they had seen Wayne was at the safe house, parting on non-hostile terms, agreeing to a weekly chat to keep the peace since there was nothing of value to fight over.

“Wayne, what in the hell are you doing, man? Put your hands down,” Kersey called out.

“Just remember, Captain, I am unarmed,” Wayne repeated.

“Okay, noted,” Kersey replied. “Now put your hands down and come here so we can talk. Come on, we have some coffee brewing in the break room.”

Despite the invitation, Wayne stayed by his SUV with the door open and the engine running. “While I appreciate the offer, my friend, you'll forgive me if I'm a little hesitant given the situation,” he said.

Kersey and Bretz exchanged confused glances before turning back to Wayne. “I mean, yeah, I'm a little pissed I'm out in the freezing cold in the middle of the night, but I'm not going to shoot you over that,” Kersey replied.

“My God, you don't know, do you?” Wayne asked, his voice tinged with disbelief.

“I don't know what, Wayne? Did something happen in Kuna?” Kersey pressed.

“No, Kuna is fine, Captain,” Wayne answered. “It's Seattle, and I just found out about it myself, which is why I'm here in the middle of the night to tell you man to man that I had nothing to do with it.”

“Nothing to do with what?” Kersey asked, his concern growing.

“Yeah, Wayne, what happened in Seattle?” Bretz echoed.

The soldiers could see that Wayne was shaking, clearly rattled by whatever he knew, putting them on edge. “Wayne, talk to me, buddy,” Kersey urged.

“If I had known what they were planning, I would have warned you. I swear to God, Captain. I don't like it when civilians are hurt,” Wayne said earnestly.

“Okay, I believe you, Wayne. Now, what in the hell happened?” Kersey demanded.

“I don't know the details since it's need-to-know, and apparently, I didn't need to know,” Wayne admitted. “But I overheard them talking about taking the fight to the military and hitting them where it hurts.”

“Jesus, do you know how bad it is?” Kersey asked, his voice tight with anxiety.

“I wish I knew,” Wayne replied. “But it was bad enough for me to drive out here in the middle of the night to let you know that I didn't know about it.”

“Okay, I appreciate that, Wayne,” Kersey said, nodding.

“Look, I gotta get back before they know I'm gone,” Wayne continued. “Let's move up our weekly talk to tonight. Nineteen hundred hours.”

“Okay, and see what you can find out,” Kersey agreed.

“You too. And Captain?” Wayne added.

“Yeah, Wayne?”

“I'm sorry. I really am.”

Kersey nodded as Wayne got back into his SUV and drove away, leaving the three soldiers standing in the freezing rain, stunned into silence.

“Come on, we need to get Seattle on the line,” Kersey finally said.

All three men rushed back into the warehouse, moving quickly toward the conference room where a radio was set up. It took Kersey a moment to get it running and connected. He picked up the receiver, holding it tightly in his hand, almost afraid to hit the call button.

“Seattle base, this is the Boise outpost. Do you copy?” he said into the radio.

The few seconds of silence seemed to stretch on for hours before Kersey hit the button again. “Seattle base, this is the Boise outpost. Do you copy?”

Kersey stared at the receiver, willing a voice to come through, but none did. After a solid minute of staring, he placed the communicator back on the table, backing away slowly from it.

“How is there no answer? Somebody is always monitoring that channel,” Kowalski said, bewildered.

“Apparently not,” Bretz replied grimly.

Kersey continued staring down at the radio, hoping a voice would crackle through.

“So what in the hell do we do about this?” Kowalski asked, his voice tinged with urgency. “It's not like we can just pack up and head out on a rescue mission.”

“And even if we could, a handful of us aren't going to do much good,” Bretz added.

“Cap, what do we do?” Kowalski asked again.

Kersey's gaze remained locked on the radio, nothing but static coming through. Finally, after another tense moment, he spoke.

“I wish I knew, Kowalski. I wish I knew.”

THE END
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