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   In the event this log is found with my corpse, I’m Machinist Mate First Class Jackson Creed and it’s been over a month since we arrived back in San Diego following the event. With me is Marine Sergeant Joel “Cruze” Kelly.
 
    
 
   We were both stationed on the USS McClusky, an Oliver Hazard Perry-class frigate out of San Diego. Our ship was overrun by the dead and we barely escaped with our lives. Now we live in the middle of Undead Central.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   32 – Reflections
 
    
 
   21:15 hours approximate
 
   Location: Safety at last
 
    
 
   The ceiling loomed overhead, leaving us in near darkness; every time I looked up into the void, I half-expected a shuffler to pounce. Might have been some kind of PTSD, always fearful of things that weren’t there. After the last eight or nine weeks, I expected horror at every turn. I expected a horde of Zs to stumble on our location and devour us right the fuck out of sleep.
 
   But things had changed, and we were in the safest location we'd found since Joel Kelly and I had landed in San Diego.
 
   There was light, because wind-up emergency flashlights hung from the shelves. My new friends had given me a simple job. They’d asked me to make the rounds along the second and third rows and recharge the little suckers before I hit the rack for the night. Fair enough. I’d been a guest at their house. It was the least I could do. 
 
   I got it: everyone did their part. It might be “free” to stay here, so to speak, but everyone had to have a job. They said they’d find something for Christy to do, but for now she helped me. 
 
   At three-foot intervals, the little lights hung from hooks. It was a simple matter of taking each one down, spinning the little wind-up generator for a minute, and then hanging it up again. It was better than crawling around in the bilge on a US Navy vessel.
 
   The command center had a bunch of emergency radios that worked on the same principle. They were true apocalypse-ready devices that worked on a charge, and they even had USB ports, so you could charge just about anything short of a laptop. Of course, they lacked an actual radio station instead offering nothing more than static.
 
   Laptops and tablets were hooked up to generators when we could spare the juice, but for the most part, they stayed off. There was a whole packet of beat-up cell phones from various bodies or stores. I grabbed a few and tried them for tunes. I was on the fifth one before I found some soothing music. Christy found something with Taylor Swift and was delighted.
 
   I finished hanging another light and realized I’d reached the end of the aisle.
 
   Christy shot me a smile in the waning light. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail and poked through the back of a ball cap. The hat sported a NYPD logo, and had previously been worn by my friend Joel “Cruze” Kelly. More a best friend with an attitude. He’d been a Marine and was good at watching over our shoulders, tracking Zs with his assault rifle, and shooting anything that looked at us in the wrong tone of voice.
 
   “You doing okay?” I asked Christy.
 
   “Yeah. It’s weird to feel safe. Like this is a home,” she said.
 
   “It does. I hate to be a spoilsport, but remember where we live. Things can change in a minute, so we have to always be vigilant,” I said.
 
   “I know. I heard enough of Joel’s training. But I can pretend that we’re safe for now. It helps me sleep.”
 
   I gave Christy an awkward half-hug and she threw her arms around me.
 
   “Jeez, Christy, I won’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   “I had the same thought about you, Jackson.” She smiled.
 
   I missed my friends. Joel Kelly had taught me an awful lot about surviving this nightmare world. He was a very capable fighter, and I’d tried to soak up every lesson he lobbed my way. Whenever it got hairy, the first thing I used to do was panic. Then Joel would shoot me a stony look and say something like “Get your shit together, squid.”
 
   Anna Sails had been a mystery from the first moment I met her. She was cute but deadly. Short, blonde and entirely capable of whipping out a handgun and shooting Zs in the face without batting an eye. It turned out she was some kind of soldier for Bright Star. A lieutenant commander of all things. 
 
   Later, we’d had a night together, which went against military rules. I was just an enlisted puke. Had we been caught a few months ago, they’d probably have tossed me out of the service and kicked her down a few ranks. To me, it had been worth it--and still would be, if the world were a better place right now.
 
   I tried not to think about our other friend Roz. We’d slept at her pad in the early days after Joel and I had crash landed into San Diego. She’d had to kill her father, because he’d turned into a Z. She and Joel had become close, but then she’d been attacked by a shuffler and nearly killed. 
 
   He’d done something to her, and when a bunch of guys from Bright Star had saved us, they’d taken one look at her and whisked her away in a large truck. The vehicle had been armed with a full complement of medical professionals, and they hadn’t wasted any time getting fluids in her via IVs. They’d also started taking blood the moment she was situated. As far as I could tell, she was completely unconscious when they’d performed her work. Or maybe they’d knocked her out with some kind of drug or chemical agent.
 
   I feared to consider what was happening to her. Her face had been savaged, and she’d lain in a near-coma state for hours after we'd escaped the battle in our nice new house in the burbs. Of course it wasn’t that great. No power and no running water. Not to mention the assholes who’d tried to crash our party and take our supplies. 
 
   We’d become separated when a fight had erupted between the so-called Reavers and Bright Star. Personally, I didn’t think anyone had been all that smart in the fight. With humanity dwindling, we should have been working together. But bullets had been exchanged and bodies had fallen. Now a cloud of nuclear fallout rained down on parts of Los Angeles, and I’d been told it was all thanks to the mercenary army that Anna had worked for.
 
   I hadn’t seen Joel in a week, and I still felt the loss in my gut. He wasn’t dead, as far as I knew; he and Anna Sails had departed while we fought a wave of zombies and Reavers. The zombies had been the real threat. Now that I’d spent some time with the Reavers, I understood what in the hell was going on. This statement comes with a few caveats.
 
   One: These guys seem to mean well. They are all about fighting the zombie hordes, freeing cities, and keeping people safe. We’re inside a giant fortress now. Something that took them months to build, reinforce, and set protocols upon.
 
   Two: These guys may not be all they seemed to be. They claim to be the good guys, while Bright Star--a mercenary group who appear to be setting up shop as the new enforcers of the US of A--seem more interested in nuking the fuck out of cities.
 
   Three: I don’t really have a choice. They rescued us, and I am very thankful that they came along when they did.
 
   How we got here was quite a story in itself.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   20:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Deadlands of CA
 
    
 
   The night after the battle between Bright Star and the Reavers was spent with us all huddled together in the cold, fucking miserable. I talked about that in the first entry. Why did I skip ahead? Because this is my damn journal. Maybe I’m losing my mind. I’ll try to keep the rest of this in order.
 
   This was the night before we met Diane. Shit, did it again.
 
   The day before, we’d set up in a home that had been partially gutted inside and out. 
 
   We found another house with a bashed-in door, and I managed to move the door across the porch, maneuver it into the home, and press it against the entryway as another form of protection. 
 
   Christy and I spent half an hour removing drawers from a dresser, putting the dresser in front of the door, and then replacing all the weight. It wasn’t very good protection. It was just as half-assed as we had energy for.
 
   Frosty found a spot on the living room floor to stretch out, and watched us with her big brown eyes.
 
   The back door had simply been kicked in by someone who came before us, so I closed it and rigged the old latch with a screw I dug out of a kitchen drawer. It didn’t quite fit, but I also turned up a large screwdriver and had a go at the obstinate pieces of metal for ten minutes before it was firmly seated.
 
   Whoever had been here ahead of us had taken almost all of the blankets in the damn house. 
 
   The floors had been pissed on, and more than one wall was splattered with blood. The kitchen’s cabinets had been picked over more than once, and offered little more than a few spices, broken wine glasses, and a bottle of soy sauce that was hidden in a floor cabinet toward the back. 
 
   It had a few drops left in it, so Christy and I spent a few minutes dabbing some on our fingers in an attempt to feel like we were eating actual food.
 
   The carpet on the stairs had been mostly ripped off. Couldn’t figure that one out, except maybe some dumbass liked the color. A recently-used fireplace lay in the center of the room. Parts of burned furniture were stacked on the sides. We had no kindling or paper to speak of, though.
 
   The downstairs bathroom had been well used. I should have taken the door being stuck shut as a sign. After my gag reflex recovered, I asked Christy not to go in there, due to the threat of bacteria. Instead we found a corner upstairs, and used it when we had to go, thus making even more of the house a biohazard. 
 
   The rest of the house was done up in shades of post-apocalyptic, with a side order of one dead body in the main bedroom. He’d been shot in the head, but he didn’t look like a zombie. I stepped over his body and slid the comforter off the bed. As my foot crossed over his chest, I half-expected his eyes to pop open, horror movie style, and for him to try to take a bite out of my boot.
 
   We used the remains of a chair to jam the lock on the front door, but it wouldn’t hold up to more than a light pounding. It wasn’t that great, but it was better than nothing. Plus, all of that racket would make a great alarm.
 
   Christy and I went out at night and raided nearby locations for supplies, but came up with a big fat goose egg. We had to be extra quiet and creep around, hoping to avoid contact with the Zs. Now that Joel, Anna, and Roz were gone along with most of our supplies and weapons, we were really in a bad spot. I had my wrench, but that’s where my luck ran out.
 
   People moved to Southern California because it has a temperate climate that stays close to the seventies for the most part. This year was different, and as winter approached it was also growing colder than usual. Not to mention grayer. I’d almost gotten used to waking up to clouds. 
 
   I didn’t have a theory on this, because I’m not smart enough to interpret climate change or the effect of having millions of powered homes, buildings, cars, and other heat-producing things suddenly going dead. 
 
   We huddled together under four thin sheets, using the cleanest to buffer the rest. We’d had to strip those from beds, and who knew what had happened on them before we showed up? We could have stayed in a bedroom, but Christy and I felt safer in the large living room so we could keep an eye on the door.
 
   We were close to being out of ammo, but Christy still slept with her snub-nosed .38 revolver under her pillow. I kept my wrench close at hand, and my nearly-empty Springfield next to my own pillow.
 
   Sometime during the night, Frosty decided that she wanted to cozy up with us, and found a place next to Christy. With the dog so close, I slept, knowing that she would wake us if anything tried to get in. I was too tired to bother keeping watch. After the last few days, I hurt everywhere, and couldn’t keep my eyes open if I tried.
 
   We rose before dawn and moved out of the complex.
 
   “Are we going to go find Joel and Anna?”
 
   “I wish we could, but that was a nuke that went off north of here. I’m worried about fallout,” I told Christy.
 
   “Are we coming back to this place tonight?”
 
   “Maybe. We might find somewhere better." 
 
   “Zombies and fallout? That's a gnarly combination. Do you think they’ll mutate into even weirder things, like the Toxic Avenger?”
 
   “How do you even know about that movie?”
 
   “I love that flic. It’s one of my favorites,” Christy said.
 
   I chuckled.
 
   “It is. I like the classics,” she assured me.
 
   “Classics, huh?" 
 
   “Yeah. I like bad horror movies. At least I used to,” she said. “Then all of this happened, and now we’re surrounded by real horror.”
 
   “That’s real deep, Christy.”
 
   “Shut up, ya big dummy,” Christy smiled.
 
   I had to give her points for maintaining a cheery attitude after the day we’d had. First we’d been woken by Zs assaulting the nice new house we’d taken over. A place with a great vantage point, and the threat that had been in the neighborhood--raiders interested in our stuff--had been dealt with. 
 
   There was nothing diplomatic about that fight. It had been about a group of half-assed civilians thinking they each had a pair. Joel Kelly and Anna Sails had put an end to that bullshit. I'd shot a few times, but mostly missed. If not for them, we’d have been overrun.
 
   Then the shufflers had hit the roof, and the shit had hit the fan. Fleeing in our beat up RV, we’d been pushed into a corner and ended up stuck in a dead vehicle, completely surrounded by Zs, and more shufflers beating at our roof and doors.
 
   Lucky for us, an offshoot of the group that Anna had claimed to serve had come along and saved us. The next few hours had been something like elation. They'd promised us food, a warm place to sleep, water, and maybe a shower. But all of that had been lost.
 
   A battle had ensued and Christy, Frosty the wonder dog, and I had become separated from our friends. When we’d finally fought our way out of a dilapidated building overrun with the dead, it was to find that we’d been left behind. Joel and Anna had escaped with the remainder of Bright Star.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   10:30 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Deadlands of CA
 
    
 
   I thought I’d come up with a plan if I stared at the television long enough. It didn’t work, but there was some weird satisfaction in pretending like things were normal. Like Alex Trebek was going to come on at any moment and challenge me to answer questions about shit that didn’t matter anymore. At this point, I’d even take Will Ferrell’s imitation of the Jeopardy host.
 
   Then my thoughts turned dark. What would happen to the world in the next few years? We’d all die, and our history would be lost and forgotten. Books would mold and turn to ash, or lumps of something that used to be paper. Computers wouldn’t fire up again, and all of that knowledge would be just a bunch of forgotten ones and zeroes.
 
   Being in the zombie fucking apocalypse can get a guy down. Anyway, I sat staring at the dead boob tube and considered our options.
 
   We could sit around and feel sorry for ourselves, or we could go out there and find some trouble--and by trouble, I didn’t mean the kind that invited Zs.
 
   I chose the second option, because I didn’t want to think about sitting around waiting for Zs to sniff us out. Besides, we didn’t have a damn thing to eat, and we had no way to filter water from the hot water heater. 
 
   Christy and I took a chance on it anyway, because we were both so thirsty that the alternative was to just think about the water, and that was worse.
 
   I let about half a gallon flow out of the release valve, and then we put glasses under the flow.
 
   We stared at each other for a few seconds, like we were daring the other to take a sip.
 
   The water was clean, if a little bit yellow. Probably just rust, and that wouldn’t kill us. The days hadn’t been too warm, but I worried about bacteria growing in the heater.
 
   “Think it’s safe?”
 
   “The way I see it,” I said, “before the power went out, this water was probably kept at a cozy hundred and twenty degrees, give or take. Then it cooled. If some tiny creepy crawlies are in there, we’ll know soon enough.”
 
   “What kind of creepy crawlies?”
 
   “The kind that will make us spend most of the day on the crapper. We might puke our guts up. The next problem will be that after we’ve lost all of that water, we’ll be dehydrated, and it will seem pretty attractive to drink more of that bad water.”
 
   “Can we heat it up?”
 
   “Don’t see why not. We just need to start a fire and put some in a pan, boil it, and then wait for it to cool.”
 
   Christy sighed.
 
   “I know. We don’t have any matches or a lighter. All that stuff was in my backpack.”
 
   “This sucks,” she said and poured the water on the carpet.
 
   I did the same thing, and it did indeed suck.
 
   “Wait. Is that a gas stove in the kitchen?”
 
   “Don’t know, why?”
 
   “Because it will have a sparker if it’s a gas range. We can maybe make some tinder and get a small fire going,” I said, and rose to my feet.
 
   The hope in Christy’s eyes died as soon as we entered the kitchen.
 
   Not exactly modern; the appliances were probably from the late eighties. Kenmore brand all around: fridge, which we’d opened and immediately closed, dishwasher, which had been open when we’d arrived, leaving dirty dishes on display. They'd smelled almost as sour as the fridge so we’d closed it.
 
   The oven, sadly, had round heating elements.
 
   “This sucks,” Christy said again.
 
   “Yeah it does,” I agreed.
 
   We set out an hour later to scout, but I doubted we’d be back. There was nothing here, and it was in our best interests to get on the move.
 
   I thought about the Hungarians we’d run into a few days ago. Dori and Tomas had claimed to live in some kind of commune or community. Any chance we had of finding them was about nil. Besides, I wanted to get out of the area. I worried about fallout from the mushroom cloud we’d seen the day before.
 
   We ran into a little bit of trouble after crossing a few streets and peeking into stores. All had been ransacked, of course, bled to the goddamn bone they were so empty, but that didn’t stop us from hoping.
 
   A pair of Zs set their sights on us as we rounded a building. Christy drew her gun, but I motioned for her to wait.
 
   Frosty growled low in her throat and made for them. I grabbed her by her collar and patted her head. I whispered for her to stay. She looked at me like I was crazy.
 
   Come on, lemme at 'em, her eyes said.
 
   Christy held onto Frosty. I’d have loved to let her loose, but she had a habit of barking when she was taunting Zs, and we didn’t need that.
 
   I lowered eight pounds of steel and advanced on the pair.
 
   They weren’t a very cute couple. They were both tall and she was dressed like a fitness instructor--blue leotard and yoga pants, but no shoes. She was lithe, and even though she was dead she walked with something like grace.
 
   He was missing most of an arm. The rest of him was dressed in a nice suit. He still wore stylish wire rimmed glasses, but they were at a weird angle, because his ear had nearly been torn off, and hung in a bloody mess along his neck.
 
   I kicked the female zombie in the knee and she stumbled to the side. My wrench flew up and caught the guy under his chin. His rancid head practically exploded.
 
   She struggled to her feet, so I pushed her down. She fell on top of her partner and they struggled together.
 
   “Let’s go. These guys aren’t going to be any trouble for a while,” I said.
 
   “Not going to finish them?” Christy asked.
 
   “What’s the point? Two less Zs in the world won’t make a damn bit of difference.”
 
   “What if they come across other people who aren’t nice?”
 
   “What have others done for us?” I answered with a question.
 
   “Bright Star saved us. What about them?”
 
   “Jesus, Christy. You’re like my conscious now.” I said.
 
   It only took a minute to dispatch the pair then we moved along.
 
   “We’ll stay low and find somewhere to hide out by tonight."
 
   Christy shrugged but followed my lead.
 
   Frosty sniffed my blood-covered wrench, made a small whimper and moved on ahead of us.
 
   An hour later, we spotted the strip mall.
 
    
 
   ###
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   33 – A Life in the Day
 
    
 
   12:45 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Deadlands of CA
 
    
 
   When they found us, Christy and I had been stuck in a little T-Mobile shop, huddling in the dark. Our rescuer had tried to explain the ways of the new world, but none of it made sense. 
 
   She talked about how Bright Star were trying to sterilize the cities. Gather the Zs together and nuke the shit out of them. I didn’t buy it for a second, but then I’d seen it myself: a mushroom cloud the size of God’s middle finger had risen to the northwest.
 
   We had a lot of questions, but she told us to hold them for now. I protested, but she didn’t relent, and kept her mouth shut about everything except getting back to whatever base they were heading to.
 
   Her name was Diane, and she’d talked me down from doing anything stupid. It turned out she’d been on patrol with some friends--men and women dressed in black who’d been termed Reavers. Why black? I’d asked. Because it keeps us from shooting at each other, she’d replied.
 
   That was simple enough, but I’d heard from another survivor that they were doing weird shit up here, maybe sacrificing people. Another rumor was that they were a cult.
 
   As far as cultists went, Diane was nice enough. That’s my way of saying I didn’t believe half of what I’d heard. One thing was for sure: someone had been shooting at us, and they’d all worn black.
 
   Frosty was greeted with rubs and treats. The dog took to people like she always did, with a happy, lopsided grin, and a wagging tail that was a weapon in itself.
 
   Pretty much the opposite of how she treated Zs, which was with something like anger and curiosity. I’ll never forget the day that Anna Sails and I found the half-Labrador Retriever mutt. She’d been leading a pair of Zs on a merry fucking chase, taunting the undead bastards. Anna and I had put the Zs down and then holed up in an apartment for the night. 
 
   Since then, Frosty had become like part of the family. She was smart enough not to bark to draw attention unless she was in a playful mood.
 
   Our new companions traveled in style. The vehicle they cruised around in was a brand-new Cadillac Escalade, fully loaded. I gawked at the interior and the soft leather seats. All of the material was stitched except for the wood trim. I touched a piece and realized it was actual wood. 
 
   Thing probably would've cost me a few years' salary in the old world. Now it was just a piece of metal whose value was in transportation--and probably knocking down Zs.
 
   Diane and her crew had taken us to a small camp, a once-upon-a-time little boutique mom and pop shop that had sold used clothing. Now it had been converted to a small base, complete with corrugated metal doors with murder holes cut into the top, so any bad guys would get a surprise if they tried anything stupid.
 
   She introduced me to the leader of the outfit. His name was Douglas and he had a long and thick white beard around a craggy face.
 
   The four or five people inside were reserved, but they asked about injuries, and more importantly, asked about any bites. We assured them we hadn’t been attacked but that wasn’t enough.
 
   Diane took Christy into a back room, but left the door open. We all turned around while my friend was inspected. I fumed silently at the injustice she had to endure. How dare they treat her like this?
 
   I was next. They instructed me to remove my clothes and show that I didn’t have any bite marks.
 
   “The fuck, man? I’ve seen these things bite, and the person on the receiving end of chompers turned fast. If I’d have been bitten, you’d know.” I protested.
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Strip or walk.”
 
   I complied, but I wasn’t happy about it. While they looked me over, I noticed a number of bruises on my sides and chest. Made sense, since I’d been kicked around pretty hard for the last few of weeks. I had a couple of half-healed lacerations, one of which looked like it might have an infection. I studied it while they studied me. After I put my clothes back on, Douglas handed me a small packet of antibiotic cream.
 
   “Use it sparingly, but use it. A cut like that wasn’t a big deal a few months ago. Now it can turn real bad real fast, and I don’t think you want to experience amputation without anesthesia.”
 
   I shuddered and applied it to the cut, then folded over the top and stuck it in a pocket.
 
   We stayed at a checkpoint for a few more minutes. Diane took us back to the SUV and told us to chill out in the back. Someone brought me a sandwich made out of a huge roll that was crusty and yeasty. 
 
   Egg salad wasn’t my favorite, but I consumed it in a few bites before realizing it was probably made out of powdered eggs. At least there was a generous amount of mayo to help the glob slide down. How long had it been since I’d tasted actual baked bread? 
 
   A small jug of water was passed around, and I drank heartily. The real treat was a brown bag. Diane gave it to me and Christy to share. Inside were a couple of freeze-dried apricots, and cranberries.
 
   “Holy shit,” I sighed.
 
   "Enjoy that. We had a huge stockpile, but it’s all going to go bad soon,” Diane said.
 
   “Thank you,” Christy and I echoed.
 
   “Where did you get the food? The bread tastes fresh,” I asked.
 
   “It’s a few days old, but it’s not bad. Best we can do under the circumstances.”
 
   “Best damn bread I’ve had in my life,” I smiled.
 
   “Is she hungry?” Diane nodded at Frosty.
 
   “Yeah. The mutt eats more than me and Christy if she can.”
 
   “I know. We have a few dogs back at base, but none like her. They come from the outside world, if we can get them to trust us, and the good ones make excellent guards.”
 
   Diane dug around, found some scraps from a previous meal and passed them back. I opened the crumpled brown paper bag and took out bread crust and some kind of jerky that was covered in dirt and carpet debris. My guess was it had been dropped, and found later. Yesterday I would have brushed it off and devoured it.
 
   Frosty didn’t care, and ate every bit I gave her. But the dog was big and needed more. Diane dug out another bag and handed me a hunk of the same crusty bread I’d eaten. It was stale, but I managed to nip a few crumbs before Frosty inhaled the rest.
 
   “There’s a large cache of dog food. We’ll give her some more protein when we’re back,” Diane said.
 
   Diane had pale skin and dark hair. She wore it in a bun, but when we got into an SUV she let it down and left it to float around her shoulders. She bore a freshly-healing scar over her left eye that looked like a frown. It split over her right eye, and one branch faded to her hairline. She was kind of cute, but it was hidden behind how tired she looked. She wasn’t exactly slight of build, and was probably five foot ten.
 
   “I guess eggs are easy. Just need water,” I said.
 
   “If we could have chickens we would. The problem is that chickens make a hell of a lot of noise, so we make do with what we have. Add in a bunch of ranch dressing, some seasoning and you can hardly tell.”
 
   “Diane,” Douglas said from the front seat said.
 
   “Sorry, I ramble a lot,” she said.
 
   “It’s okay. I’m interested in how you all have survived like this,” I said. “Besides, anyone who puts ranch dressing in instant eggs is a fucking genius. I used to drown them in tabasco, but I always knew I was eating instant eggs.”
 
   “That’s the problem: until we get to know each other I shouldn’t be talking. It is unwise, as I have been assured many times, to trust easily.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. “I get it. Had a few scrapes myself.”
 
   I tried to keep it light, but I had the feeling no one was buying my act.
 
   She had a point, though. Girl didn’t know the first thing about us, except we’d been on the run, we looked exhausted, and we were both splattered with blood from our escape through the overrun apartment building a couple of days ago.
 
   “We need to collect any weapons. No offense,” the other guy said.
 
   Douglas was in his fifties and wore his hair in a halo that was cropped close to his scalp. This contrasted oddly with his flowing beard. I had no doubt he was used to issuing commands and having them followed. I didn’t know much about our new friends, but I recognized former military bearing. 
 
   The other guy, the driver only had one hand, and whenever we got out of the vehicle he tended to keep his wrist tucked close or covered with a shirt sleeve, like he was ashamed of his missing appendage. His name was Steve.
 
   We turned over our pitiful supply of handguns, but I kept my wrench close. Steve looked it over, studied my eyes and how I tried to shield the weapon. He nodded like he understood.
 
   Christy showed a short knife.
 
   “Keep it. Better safe than sorry. We brought in a group a few weeks ago and one of the guys had a gun hidden in his bag. He wasn’t exactly right in the head, and tried to take a couple of us out. Said he was working for God and had to spread the word of Jesus to the infected. I hated it, but we had to put him down.”
 
   “Just like that, no trial or whatever?” I swallowed.
 
   “Dude was nuts and waving a gun. He wanted to get out. We let him out and then Steve here calmly put a bullet in his skull.”
 
   “Damn. That’s cold,” I said.
 
   “It’s a cold world,” Steve said and made eye contact in the rear view mirror.
 
   Diane had taken a seat with us, and spoke kind words to Christy from time to time. I didn’t trust a goddamn person in the vehicle except for Christy, so I kept my mouth shut. During a quiet moment when Diane had gotten out to confer with her friends, I’d leaned over and whispered to Christy.
 
   “Not a word about our former companions. You’re my kid sister, we’ve been on the run from San Diego, and that’s all they need to know.”
 
   Frosty was riding on the floor underneath my feet. She’d turned her head, tongue lolled to the side, to regard me.
 
   “That goes for you too,” I told her.
 
   “I know, Creed. I’m not dumb,” Christy rolled her eyes.
 
   Frosty’s tail thumped the floor.
 
   “I just don’t want them knowing about our association with the others. No matter what’s going on out in the world, we need to focus on survival.”
 
   “Got it,” Christy said with a scared little half-smile.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   13:45 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Deadlands of CA
 
    
 
   When we left the safe house, Diane hopped in the back and sat next to me, crunching me into the middle. Frosty sat up and pushed her head between us so I could scratch her ears. Diane rubbed Frosty as well, assuring the dog that they could be buddies. I didn’t bother telling her that since she’d given Frosty food, the dog was now her new best friend. 
 
   Diane stared outside as the Escalade buzzed along a couple of roads. The driver seemed to know this area well, and chose backroads over larger four-lanes.
 
   “Remember when it took thirty minutes to get out of a town during rush hour? Now it can take three times longer if you don’t know the lay of the land,” Diane mused.
 
   Frosty tried to crawl up into Diane’s lap, which was amusing in its own right. The dog was big enough to take up half the seat by herself. She petted the dog and told her she was pretty, which was funny considering the mutt had scars, tan and yellow tufts of hair and generally looked like she was a reject from a puppy mill.
 
   “Not really. I spent a lot of my last few years at sea or in foreign ports.”
 
   “Must have been nice. I always wanted to travel.” Diane said.
 
   “You a merchant seaman?” Douglas asked from the front seat.
 
   “I was in the Navy,” I said.
 
   “I did a stint in the National Guard when I was a kid. I hated it,” Douglas said.
 
   “Now you have your new group, Reavers. Interesting name.”
 
   “We didn’t pick it,” Diane said. “It’s not a pretty world out there. Zombies in every building, filling the streets, and meanwhile the US Government is at a loss as to how to contain. Remember all the news feeds when the virus first hit? How it broke out in a few cities overnight? How did that happen?” Diane asked.
 
   “I was out to sea when it happened, so I missed the outbreak. We rolled up on shore a week or so after the shit hit the fan. San Diego was already overrun. We managed to hide and move north, but it wasn’t easy. What we’ve heard about the first few days doesn’t amount to much. Rumor and speculation mostly,” I said.
 
   “Nice that you and your sister found each other and got out of the city,” Diane said, but her tone didn’t say anything about how nice it was. She sounded a little bit hostile.
 
   We needed to maintain the illusion that we were together because we were family. No sense in going down the rabbit hole of how we had been stuck with a Marine, not to mention Anna, a member of Bright Star. If they found out about our association, I doubted we’d be welcomed with open arms. 
 
   But I knew the look that Diane had just given me. She thought Christy was some kind of companion to me, the kind that doesn’t have a choice. Christy was the best, truly like a kid sister, and she was a teenager to boot. I’d protected her from day one, and didn’t plan to ever stop. Not only that, but she’d saved my ass on more than one occasion.
 
   “So you all got together and decided it was time to protect the world from Bright Star?” I changed the subject.
 
   “Not really,” Douglas looked over his shoulder. “Little more complicated. Rumors persisted at the start of the outbreak that a terrorist organization had unleashed something. Then those rumors turned into grumblings as the virus spread--grumblings that there was more at work than just a terrorist group. Who has that kind of technology, anyway? That shit’s the stuff of thrillers and bad SyFy Channel movies.”
 
   “So what happened?” I asked.
 
   “Not sure, but there was a period of time when Bright Star were suspected of being the architects of the virus. Something that got out by accident.”
 
   “How does something like that get out by accident, at multiple locations, and at the same time and how about the fact that barely anyone’s heard of Bright Star before a few months ago?”
 
   “Million dollar question,” he said.
 
   “So no one knows where the virus originated from nor how to stop it. That’s just fucking great,” I mumbled the last part.
 
   “Does it really matter anymore? Most of the US is dead and shambling around looking for flesh. Parts of the world are rumored to be virus-free, but how long can that last? Once the US economy collapsed, the rest of the world wasn’t far behind. Last I heard, you could take a wheelbarrow full of Euros and buy a loaf of bread. Just like the end of World War I,” Steve interjected.
 
   Douglas fired up the SUV and we pulled out of the parking lot. He checked a map and then eyed a street sign. The vehicle sped up and poked along abandoned roads for a few minutes.
 
   I picked out figures behind drawn curtains. Zs roamed the streets in small groups, but most gave us no notice. 
 
   “This has been great and all, food, a free ride, and getting intimate with the little strip search. Lemme guess, you guys used to work for TSA.”
 
   Diane chuckled.
 
   “Nothing wrong with being overly cautious,” Steve said from the driver’s seat.
 
   “Guess not. So now that we’ve checked each other out, are you indicating that we're welcome with open arms into your little utopia?" I asked.
 
   "First of all, it's no utopia. We work. We only accept people who are skilled, and by skilled I mean good at stuff other than bashing in heads," Steve nodded at my pipe wrench.
 
   “I was an engineer,” I said.
 
   “Great. We got enough pencil pushers.”
 
   “No. I was in the Navy and I used to work on big engines. I also worked on our desalinization plant, so I can turn salty water into clean water with the right equipment and chemicals,” I said.
 
   “That’s interesting. Not that we have easy access to sea water, but it’s an option we can consider. We’ll get you checked in, and if you work out, great, if not, no hard feelings.”
 
   “No hard feelings, like a bullet to the head?” I asked.
 
   “Christ, man. We’re not fucking savages. We’d send you on your way with a sack lunch and a handshake. Just don’t take it personal. Every person on site has a clearly-defined job, and if you don’t fit in, then have a nice life. Just don’t fuck with us in the future.”
 
   I chewed on that for a second. Did I really want to get stuck with a bunch of farmers who were interested in the future of mankind? My future of late involved looking for a place to hide, scrounging food, and shooting things in the head.
 
   “I’ll be honest. I’m sick to death of constantly looking over my back, hiding, running, scrambling for guns and food. I’ve had enough of this apocalypse. I’d love a place to call home.”
 
   Christy looked at me. “What about…”
 
   “I know. We left friends back there, or maybe they left us. We’ll probably never see them again. We have to do what’s right to survive,” I said. As far as motivational speeches went, it was nothing stellar.
 
   I bit my tongue and hoped they didn’t ask too many questions. It was fine to mention we’d had companions, but that’s all these folks needed to know.
 
   Christy clammed up and lowered herself back into the seat. She crossed her arms over her chest and didn’t say another word for a while.
 
   I got it. She was worried about Anna and Joel. Not to mention Roz. The last time we’d seen her, she was in the back of a truck, and having suffered an attack at the hands of a shuffler, she’d been a bloody mess.
 
   But what concerned me was the fact that she had been acting weird, not to mention vomiting up food and blood after the attack. I didn’t want to speculate on what form of virus the shuffler might have infected her with. She hadn’t turned while we were all together, so there was still hope.
 
   Where was she now? I wanted to go back for them. All of them. I was mad at Joel, but maybe he had a reason for deserting us. We’d had strong words with each other, and I'd thought for a minute I’d been looking into the eyes of an enemy, but I'd understood: his girl was hurt, and he was doing everything he could to find help.
 
   We crossed at least one main road and then shot across an empty four-way stop. They cut across another street and entered a rural area that was all small buildings, restaurants, and apartments. They drew up in front of a church that had been half-burned to the ground. The other half was covered in soot and ash, but still stood, including most of a cross on what had been a white tower. They pulled around to the back of the structure, but not before Steve hopped out and moved a few shrubs aside. This revealed a path that was well-worn. The driveway allowing access to the back was all bumpy dirt, so Douglas took it slow. 
 
   The SUV came to a stop a few seconds later as Douglas picked his way over holes and drove over a bunch of standing water. Steve stayed behind and covered the entryway, then jogged to catch up with us.
 
   The back of the church butted up to a few houses and was surrounded by sequoias. A car was parked at an angle that would allow a quick exit from the location.
 
   The men poked their heads into the back of the broken wall and called softly. They exchanged looks, and Diane stiffened in her seat.
 
   “Everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I think so,” she said. “I hope so.”
 
   Steve carried a handgun--a 9mm, if I’d had to guess. Once again, Joel Kelly's influence on me over the last few months shone through. From the second Steve had pulled the gun, I'd started to think about magazine capacity and caliber.
 
   Douglas carried what looked like an MP5, but the profile was a little off. I studied the gun and wondered what it was. Diane had tucked Christy’s snub-nosed revolver, and my favorite gun--my Springfield XDM--into her backpack, and had placed it in the rear of the vehicle, nestled among a variety of gear. I looked in the rear of the SUV and wished the weapons were in my hand instead of stashed away. I caught sight of a couple of tents, sleeping bags, and a portable cooker.
 
   “Everything okay?” I asked Diane.
 
   She stared out the window and didn’t seem to hear me or just pretended not to.
 
   “Diane?” I asked.
 
   She spun and looked at me in surprise. Then her expression softened.
 
   “Sorry, I zoned out for a moment.”
 
   “It’s cool. I zone out a lot. I’m good at it. When I worked on the ship I knew how to take a nap standing up,” I said.
 
   “How do you sleep standing up?” Christy asked.
 
   “You work for three days in a row without sleep and then you just sort of find a corner, lean against a wall, close your eyes, and sleep,” I said.
 
   It was true. We’d once done an operational readiness at sea for a week. I was on port and starboard duty, but during my off shift I still had to work. I’d figured out how to grab a clipboard to log readings, find a place with little foot traffic, and take my standing nap.
 
   “During the first few days of the apocalypse I barely slept,” Diane said. “I’d doze, but it was like every single noise, every single pop or crack, I was convinced it would bring a zombie. I was so tired I was seeing things.”
 
   “I still see things,” Christy said. “I see my brother with the Zs. I dream about him chasing me down and eating me while I scream his name and beg him to stop.”
 
   “Jesus, Christy. I didn’t know,” I said.
 
   “In time you’ll…” Diane didn’t finish, because someone smashed into the door.
 
   I’m not going to lie. The three of us screamed in unison. Now, in a horror movie, this would be the part where one of your friends was fucking around and trying to scare you. This wasn’t a horror movie.
 
   The Z had attached itself to Douglas’s back, and rode him like a bizarre game of chicken fight. Douglas swung around and slammed into the side of the car. He reeled away, Diane right behind him. She came out of the passenger side, gun raised, before I could even catch my breath.
 
   Another Z chased Steve, who fell backward, landed on his butt and fired into the air. The rotter was dressed in black, and its head was a mass of wounds. It fell on Steve and drove him to the ground, putrid hands reaching for his head, mouth looking for his neck.
 
   Three more shambled out of the building, and that’s when I snapped out of it. I didn’t know these guys from Adam, but they didn’t seem like the tightest group of Z hunters I’d ever come across. On the other hand, I’d had the shit scared out of me by sneaky Zs more than once in the last few weeks.
 
   I fell out behind Diane. She advanced on Douglas, drawing her sidearm.
 
   The Z that was on Douglas was a big one. He had the tattoos of a surfer riding high on his formerly body-sculpted frame. Short blonde hair stained a shade of dark blood didn’t add to his looks. His face--probably tanned and looking photoshopped back in the day--was now a mass of bite marks. Part of his nose was missing, and teeth shone through a hole in his cheek.
 
   Diane lifted the gun, but didn’t fire, for fear of hitting Douglas.
 
   The older man struggled to get out from under the Z. He got his arm up, locked it under the surfer’s chin and pushed, but the man had weight on his side.
 
   I pushed Diane away, grabbed the dude, and hauled him off Douglas. He flopped to the ground, and stared at me with milk-white eyes.
 
   “Shoot him, I’ll help Steve,” I said.
 
   Steve at least had his gun out, but he fired it in a panic. The round struck the Z in the gut,--a woman in her twenties--and stopped her momentum. She flailed her arms and knocked the weapon down. Steve took a step back and fired again, but this shot wasn’t anywhere near her head. She reached for him and got ahold of his shirt. He batted at her arm, but she had a strong grip.
 
   Another pair of Zs left the building, and I couldn’t help but feel for our new friends, because this pair were dressed in newer looking street clothes, just like our new companions.
 
   “Down!” I yelled at Steve.
 
   He backed up a step and ducked, ripping the woman’s hand free of his shirt. He turned to find me advancing on them both.
 
   The pipe wrench--an extension of my arm--swung around and caught the Z across the neck. Bones cracked and the rotter slipped to the ground in a heap. I leaned over and smashed her skull to pulp. Blood flew, and pink matter splattered the ground like puke.
 
   Steve lifted his gun and shot at one of the two new Zs that moved on us, but shifted his aim at the last second.
 
   “Dude,” I said.
 
   “I know them,” Steve replied.
 
   “Knew them,” I said.
 
   “Fuck me, that’s Marquitz and the other one is Kenny. I liked Kenny,” he trailed off. “Maquitz was kind of a loud mouth.”
 
   The first one went down with a crack to his skull. The gun boomed behind me a couple of times, but I was focused on my targets, and trusted these guys were at least good enough not to shoot me in the back. 
 
   That’s what adrenaline does to you: makes you forget that you’re in the line of fire. Or as Joel Kelly would have called it, a bone-headed move.
 
   Steve found his guts and backed me up by advancing and shooting his former teammate. It was a beauty of a shot that snapped the Z’s head back and took him off his feet. Kenny and Marquitz were now just another pair of bodies.
 
   When I turned to find out how Douglas was doing, I found Diane standing over a twice-dead corpse, smoking gun in hand. She pointed at me. I shrugged, ‘what’?
 
   She pointed again, and I turned to find that all of the noise had attracted some unwanted attention. A bunch of shamblers left homes near the church and moved on our location. I took up my wrench to go to war but Diane called me back.
 
   “This place is blown so we need to move on,” she called.
 
   I nodded.
 
   I reached out and helped Douglas off the ground. He felt over his limbs, face and neck. “Christ, thought I was a dead man.”
 
   “You had ‘em,” I said, trying to sound encouraging.
 
   Christy banged on the window and pointed at the opening opposite us. Two Zs had found us, and were already on the car. One of them moved fast. It went for the side of the SUV and then scrambled on top. Another fast-moving Z backed him up by moving around the rear of the vehicle.
 
   “Oh fuck me running,” I said.  We were about to fight a pair of shufflers.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   14:15 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   Shufflers aren’t your garden-variety Z, not by a long shot. They are smart, fast, and a total fucking anomaly. Bad enough the new world order was slow-moving dead people with an appetite for flesh. Shufflers--as I’d taken to calling them during one of our first engagements, due to their ability to skitter around like freaky crabs--knew how to work in groups, organize hordes and lead them into battle. 
 
   Joel and I had chased a fresh and young shuffler out of a camper only to have the bastard call for help. Stood in the middle of a damn water reservoir and shouted for his green-eyed pals to come save him.
 
   It didn’t sound human; more like something an ape would scream if it could talk. Since then we’d run into few shufflers--just a few pissed-off ones who probably wondered if we tasted delicious. 
 
   “Kiiiiill,” the shuffler on top of the Escalade hissed.
 
   Shufflers eyes didn’t exactly glow like light bulbs. More of a dull gleam, but they were always easy to pick out. This one’s were no different; his eyes were like something malevolent. The bastard leapt farther than a human could. I backed up a few feet to get room; also to get out of its path. The spritely Z hybrid landed on all fours and sprang for me.
 
   I was already swinging when it leapt, but it got an arm up and took the impact. I hadn’t had a lot of time to get in a good blow, but it cracked smartly and the shuffler howled in pain, or rage.
 
   I kicked out, but the shuffler batted my foot aside and did a damn good job of delivering a tackle.
 
   In the months after the zombie fucking apocalypse, I’d become adept all all kinds of fighting. You couldn’t always count on a weapon, and Joel Kelly had taught me a thing or two. One of the first rules was not to get stuck under a Z.
 
   I grabbed the shuffler’s sleeve, and then did a decent Judo flip by lifting my leg and using the shuffler’s momentum to send him sailing. He landed hard enough to crack bones, judging by the sound.
 
   The second shuffler darted around the Escalade. Diane shot at him. A pair of rapid rounds stuck ground. Steve took a shot and caught the shuffler in the hip. It spun and fell in a heap, but was back on its feet in no time.
 
   I rolled to my side and struggled to my feet. For the last few days I’d been running on very little sleep and way too much anxiety. Now it was like my body was shooting me the middle finger, because it refused to obey all of my commands. I was weak, that much was apparent. I hadn’t had enough to eat for days and now, what little energy I had was rapidly disappearing.
 
   Diane shot at the shuffler, but it darted to the side and then flashed in toward me.
 
   I lowered my chest and got an arm up, fist near my ear, to take the tackle. To the shuffler I must not have looked like much of a threat. Unfortunately for him, I once again used his momentum, and took the blow on the meaty part of my upper arm. Bones cracked in his collarbone and he hissed at me for a second time.
 
   I threw a punch, but it went wide. The shuffler ducked and reached for me, grabbing at my shirt. It was probably a good thing I didn’t make contact. Punching a shuffler full force might have broken every bone in my hand.
 
   I danced back, and lashed out a foot to catch him in the shoulder.
 
   Diane shot again and rounds--probably hollow-point judging by the damage--punched into the shuffler’s chest, blowing chunks of flesh out of its back.
 
   Douglas and Steve fought off the second shuffler, but it looked like it was too late. While these two jerkoffs had been keeping us busy, a small army of dead moved on us from the east and the west.
 
   “In the car, we don’t have any time to waste,” Douglas called.
 
   I slammed my wrench into the shuffler’s body, then kicked him as hard as I could. His ribcage crunched under my boot and he was on the ground.
 
   Douglas and Steve pushed the shuffler away while Diane shot at him. Steve managed to get a blast in, but I wasn’t sure where the round went.
 
   Douglas hustled to the driver’s seat while Diane grabbed my shirt and pulled. I turned and ran the few feet to the car, and then around the hood. Douglas hopped inside and managed to get the big SUV cranked over before I was to the door.
 
   Steve provided backup while Diane slid into the back seat. I was close behind her, but guarded her entry.
 
   Then, Steve did a stupid thing: he gave the shuffler he’d shot a quick salute with his middle finger as he backed into the cab and climbed into the passenger side. The car’s wheels were already spinning as it backed up.
 
   The shuffler rolled to all fours and leapt. It grabbed Steve as he tried to close the door, and pulled him out. The second shuffler fell on him, and Steve screamed. 
 
   I lashed the wrench around and hit one in the side of the head, but there wasn’t a lot to my swing. The shuffler rolled to the side and hissed at me like a pissed-off cat.
 
   Then a sight sent me scrambling after Diane into the back of the SUV. I slammed the door shut and felt like I was about to pass out. My heart pounded in my chest so hard I thought it was going to burst. Panic set in, but there was also a sense of doing something wrong. We couldn’t leave our guy behind.
 
   Frosty wasn’t taking all of this very well. The dog practically leaped into my lap and growled at the window. Her paws scratched at the opening. Her body was completely tense, like she wanted to go out there and rip the shufflers a new one.
 
   A horde of the dead, at least fifty strong, had arrived.
 
   Diane howled in frustration while Steve screamed in pain. Blood arced into the air and chunks of flesh flew. Steve shot until he was empty, forcing us to back away, because he wasn’t aiming at any one thing in particular.
 
   I reached for the door, because I wasn’t about to leave Steve behind, even though I knew he was already a dead man. Fucking monsters! I was going to take each one, give it a name, and then smash curb stomp them into the grave. Frosty would have my back.
 
   Diane reached for me and pulled my shirtsleeve.
 
   “We can’t do anything!” she yelled.
 
   I shook her hand off, but Christy called for me as well, and her voice broke through my fog of rage.
 
   There wasn’t really anything I could do and I knew it. That would be just the way to go: fighting off Zs, taking two shufflers to the ground, and me shot in the head by a man who was being devoured.
 
   “We can’t leave him,” I said.
 
   “Oh, fucking hell, it’s too late. He’s already bleeding out,” Diane said.
 
   I grabbed Frosty around the collar and pulled her back, pushing her to the floor. The dog looked at me like she wanted to go out there and have the last word… that word being a few ripped out throats.
 
   Steve fired one more time. Then his legs stopped scrabbling at the ground as the round punched into his head.
 
   Douglas didn’t wait around to give a eulogy, and instead spun the Escalade hard to the left as he backed up. Gravel and dirt flew as he hit the gas. I held on, but kept my eyes glued to the shufflers who feasted on our companion. 
 
   At least he didn’t feel it. Steve was gone, along with half of his head. The gun still smoked where the barrel lay next to his temple.
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   34 – Bait and Switch
 
    
 
   17:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   “What the hell just happened?!” I practically yelled.
 
   The SUV was quiet with the exception of Frosty’s soft growls as Douglas drove us across the dead town.
 
   Diane stared outside, one hand on the window and the other on her sidearm.
 
   Christy held my shaking hand. Frosty panted between us, so Christy put a hand on the dog’s head and tried to reassure her, but our mutt wasn’t interested in quiet time. She wanted to go back and kick some ass. I felt the same way, but I knew better. 
 
   A pair of shufflers, a checkpoint overrun. A full army of Zs. As far as days starting out, this was not a good one.
 
   “They came out of nowhere,” Diane whispered.
 
   “I thought you all were good at this shit. There were no tactics just now. You went in like they were expecting a church service. No over-watch, no respect for the dead’s need to rip us to shreds…” I trailed off.
 
   Diane turned to answer, but choked back tears instead. Douglas put a hand on Diane’s shoulder. She shrugged it off and moved a half step away.
 
   “That’s never happened before. We have these forward bases setup for a reason. Guys stay and keep watch while we make our runs. We leave them scattered but safe. How the zombies found them is weird,” Douglas said like he was reciting a report.
 
   “Weird? Shufflers and Zs are the new order. You never get comfortable, you never let your guard down. That was a goddamn massacre, and I’m surprised any of us got out alive.”
 
   I was fuming. Who were these fucking amateur hour rejects? I hadn’t seen such a cluster in a long time, and didn’t ever want to see another one. Maybe Christy and I would be safer on our own.
 
   “Thank you, man, for saving us. I’m glad you held onto your wrench. Hell of a weapon,” Douglas said.
 
   He roared through a dead stoplight, and then slowed a block later to hang a left. Cars had been pushed off the road, except for a huge multi-trailer fuel truck that was jackknifed and sitting over the median and sidewalk. Tubes ran out of holes punched in the top. 
 
   I caught sight of a couple of scavengers who ducked into a building when the Escalade passed. One guy wore a hoodie and carried an assault rifle; the other lifted a handgun and didn’t exactly aim it at us--it was more of a warning. Douglas sped on and soon we were past them.
 
   “Not stopping for everyone, I see?” I asked.
 
   “No time, and look at them. They’re well-armed, and probably not interested in our little pitch. I gotta be honest, if not for Diane coming across you both I would have just left you alone. Now I’m glad I didn’t, because you have some decent skills out there, my friend,” Douglas said.
 
   “Steve’s fucking dead, and all you can talk about is shoulda coulda woulda. Christ, Douglas, we just lost a checkpoint and several men, including Steve,” Diane said.
 
   I didn’t say a word, but couldn’t help but nod.
 
   “The next checkpoint will be good, promise. We just left it yesterday. The boys at three delta had been alone for too long,” Douglas said, like he was reading from a script.
 
   Was this fucking guy on something? If one of my friends had just been killed I would have been livid. I would have been looking for stuff to punch or shoot. When we lost the mercenaries at the hotel a month ago, I’d fought harder than I’d ever fought. I’d managed to toss a grenade at a truck and blow that thing and McQuinn’s army a new one.
 
   But here we were, in a Cadillac Escalade, the pinnacle of modern excess, talking about how checkpoints would be okay. These guys didn’t get it. They had no damn clue.
 
   “What’s the plan if the next checkpoint is also overrun? Why don’t you give me back my gun and some 9mm rounds if you have them? I’m not a great shot, but I can hold my own,” I said. “Christy too, she’s a crack shot.”
 
   “You two just chill until we get to the base,” Douglas said.
 
   I sighed in frustration. The thing was, I could get my pack from the back of the SUV and there wasn’t much they could do about it, except wave guns around the already loaded vehicle.
 
   “Know what’s really on my mind? That damn mushroom cloud. How long until the ash blows over us?”
 
   Diane sat up and grabbed a small bag. She dug around and came up with something I hadn’t seen in a while: a functioning tablet. The tiny screen flickered to life as she paged through a number of notes.
 
   “Here’s what happened,” she began. “That was a very small tactical nuke. They were designed for warfare, not for wiping out cities. What Bright Star has done is to begin gathering up the zombies with large noisemakers. They get them into one location and then they blow it up. 
 
   "Collateral damage for anything in the vicinity is bad. Get twenty miles out and with the wind blowing in the right direction, you wouldn’t even know a nuke had been set off. In this case, the bomb went off at a time when the winds were projected to be blowing west. That means that most fallout will float out over the ocean.”
 
   “Fuckers,” I said.
 
   “No, it’s actually not that bad. From what we’ve gathered, the type of weapons are airburst, so the amount of dust and debris is minimal, relatively speaking. It’s enough to cause some problems, but not enough to radiate all of California. As long as that debris is carried to sea we’ll be fine.”
 
   “Where did you learn all of this?”
 
   “We have communications gear and pick up Bright Star's signals.”
 
   “Really? Aren’t those things encrypted?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, but we have similar gear and simply tune into their channels. Enough gets out to tell us what happened.”
 
   Sounded like a bunch of bullshit to me. Anyone hacking military encryption was a goddamn genius.
 
   “What about the fish?” Christy asked.
 
   “Where’d you get the iPad?” I asked.
 
   A functioning tablet? Fuck the nuke, I wanted one of those.
 
   “There will be some exposure to radiation for sea life, but the long-term effects can only be guessed at. Contrary to popular belief, when the Fukushima plant leaked radioactive material into the oceans, it wasn’t as bad as some speculated. But none of that matters now, does it? 
 
   "We are in the middle of the apocalypse. Eaten by zombies is a much more present fate than succumbing to radiation,” Diane concluded her little speech, in a monotone that just about bored me to sleep. The weird thing was that she rarely made eye contact, and often shifted her gaze if I tried to catch it.
 
   She flicked through some kind of encyclopedia on the little screen, and handed the device to Christy.
 
   “The tablet?” I asked.
 
   “One of many. We have a large supply, as well as generators to keep things charged.”
 
   “Tried to call anyone on a cell phone lately?” I asked, thinking of my parents.
 
   “The cell networks have been completely disrupted. We have people working on it,” Diane said.
 
   I practically snatched the tablet from Christy when she reached to hand it back to Diane. I hadn’t seen working technology like this in months. I spent a little time marveling at the display and the icons on the front page. I even started a game of Angry Birds out of nostalgia.
 
   “Please don’t waste the battery,” Diane said.
 
   I handed the tablet back with a grunt after I finished another level. “I need to get me one of those.”
 
   “Maybe we can work something out,” she said.
 
   “Fuck yeah. I’ll teach you all how to fight, how’s that sound?” I joked.
 
   “We know how to fight, but we can always learn more,” Douglas said. “We’re almost there.”
 
   The SUV took a right and pulled up a boulevard. It was getting dark out, so it was hard to make out the signs, but Douglas wisely didn’t turn on the headlights.
 
   When we came in sight of an apartment complex with a huge closed gate, I wondered if we’d arrived at their base.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   17:15 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   Douglas hopped out of the SUV, but left it running.
 
   I smiled at Diane, then reached into the back of the SUV and grabbed a bag. I’d watched her put our guns away, and knew which backpack to choose. She reached for her sidearm, but I showed her one hand, in what I hoped was a sign of peace.
 
   “Diane, please. Your boy out there doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing. He may be more of a hindrance. Please let us help. We want to, but in order to help, I can’t keep swinging this club.”
 
   She considered my words for a few seconds, then sighed.
 
   “I suppose that if you are going to do something stupid, this would be the place. I sense you’re not a bad guy, Jackson. I have concerns, though,” she said, and nodded at Christy.
 
   “Oh, give it up already. She’s like a kid sister to me, no funny business.”
 
   Christy actually recoiled, and stared at Diane like the woman had slapped her.
 
   “He’s a good guy, and eww,” Christy said, pulling her lips back in a grimace.
 
   I didn’t wait around for Diane to argue. I dragged the bag into my lap and fished around until I found Christy’s piece. She took it and inspected the load.
 
   “I have three rounds,” she said.
 
   Douglas waved at the building, and someone waved back. He lifted a latch on the gate and swung it open while looking over his shoulder. I did a visual, checking all directions while I fished out my Springfield XDM 9mm. 
 
   The piece didn’t have a safety per se, but it had a guard that had to be squeezed just along the grip. If it wasn’t engaged, the gun didn’t shoot. A quick look at the nipple on the back of the slide showed it poked up, indicating it was ready to fire, and the ridge along the barrel top was up, so it was locked and loaded. I ejected the magazine, found just a few rounds, and then slid it back home. 
 
   I put the gun in my holster.
 
   Douglas finished maneuvering the big, heavy wrought iron fence out of whatever it was latched to and backed it up. He waved again and looked toward the building, but his companions didn’t appear. He shook his head, grabbed the fence, and lifted then pushed it into the courtyard.
 
   “Got any 9mm?” I asked Diane.
 
   “There’s a box in my bag, just a moment,” she said.
 
   Diane dug out the shells and handed them to me. I ejected the magazine and loaded it with practiced fingers.
 
   “.38 load?” Christy asked like a pro.
 
   “I don’t think so. I have another gun you can use if you have to,” Diane said. “But you’re so young. You shouldn’t have to live in a world that requires you to handle weapons.”
 
   “Tell that to the Zs,” Christy said.
 
   I couldn’t help but grin.
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   17:45 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   Douglas opened the SUV’s door and slid into the front seat. He gunned the big vehicle and moved us behind the gate. He nodded at me in the rear view mirror, then jumped down from the urban assault vehicle. I was close behind.
 
   Frosty looked at me as I opened the door, and whimpered quietly.
 
   “It’s cool, Frosty,” I said, and rubbed her head. “You stay here and guard the vehicle."
 
   Frosty responded by pulling back her gums and growling low in her throat. Her attention had left me; it was on the little building we were about to investigate.
 
   “Someone’s in there,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, our people,” Douglas replied.
 
   I patted Frosty’s head again in reassurance. She nudged my hand, but didn’t take her eyes off the building.
 
   “Can’t help but notice you’re packing heat,” Douglas said as he came around the side of the SUV.
 
   “Who says that?”
 
   “What, packing heat? Didn’t you used to watch movies?”
 
   “Yeah, but most of them were made some time in the last thirty years,” I said.
 
   I closed the door. Frosty crawled into the back seat and stared at me. What I wouldn’t do to have a shuffler-like mental connection to my canine pal.
 
   “I get it. Diane is easier than me. I don’t trust and she does. It will get her killed one of these days.”
 
   “Maybe, but in this case she made the right decision. If I was up to no good I would have killed you by now. So do us both a favor and follow Diane’s lead.”
 
   “I suppose I don’t have a choice now,” Douglas said.
 
   “She’s a little weird, but Diane seems smart.”
 
   “Ah. You probably notice her clipped speech,” he turned to regard me as we lifted the fence off the asphalt.
 
   “A bit. Didn’t think much of it.”
 
   “She’s got a touch of Asperger's--the real thing, not the self-diagnosed kind. You know, meet a person with a weird tic and they tell you they have autism.”
 
   “I don’t know much about it,” I said. We moved the fence into place and locked it.
 
   I looked toward the hotel, but didn’t see men in black. I wasn’t sure if I should be concerned or placated.
 
   “Anyway, I know how she is. She doesn’t see the danger in a lot of situations. Sometimes she’s good at following orders and sometimes she has great ideas. Thing is, she trusts people too easily. But I get it. You proved yourself back at the checkpoint and quite frankly, you saved my ass.”
 
   “Yep,” I said.
 
   “You don’t sound surprised that I’m acknowledging your contribution.”
 
   “I am a little. My companions before, we watched each other’s backs at all times. We worked as a tight team and there was no questioning our loyalty toward each other. You guys, well, as far as survivalists go, I’m sorry to say,” I looked Douglas in the eyes. “You guys fucking suck at this.”
 
   Douglas looked down and cracked a half-smile.
 
   “I know. Hang on, let me move the SUV into the compound.”
 
   “Compound…” I muttered under my breath.
 
   The Escalade surged forward once Douglas was inside, and stopped a few feet short of the gate. Douglas didn’t get out, and I guessed it was his way of saying “Fuck you, close the gate.”
 
   I was tired from days on the run. My body hurt from our escape from yet another damn apartment building not too far from here. Christy and I had faced a number of Zs, including a big one and an almost-as-big mate who'd nearly taken me out. We’d managed to escape and had had very little sleep since. 
 
   Before long I was going to start feeling more serious effects of exhaustion. That included possibly half-hallucinations and a general lethargy that would make me close to useless. I’d been this tired too many times over the last few weeks. A body needed rest, and sadly, there was little to be found in the zombie fucking apocalypse.
 
   The gate closed, and I found that the latch wasn’t much to write home about. There was a thick wire that ran around the chain links and closed against the other end. There had been an electronic lock, but the thing was busted off and had been tossed on the ground next to a dying shrub. 
 
   Something shambled out of the bushes near me and hit the gate.
 
   The Z was a mess. His hair was gone, having been pulled out in clumps. He was missing skin from his forehead. His nose had been bitten off, and and most of his throat ripped out. When his mouth opened, I saw the muscles and tendons moving. I realized with horror that he was trying to swallow. Something pink and wet stuck out of the damage to his throat.
 
   I lifted the pipe wrench off my shoulder, and placed the end right next to the guy's temple. He turned to regard the hunk of metal, eye popped partially out of its cavity. Stuff leaked out and ran down his cheek.
 
   “You are one ugly fuck,” I said. “Batter up.”
 
   I swung the wrench.
 
   The Z dropped without a sound. The worst part was that I had to open the damn gate again and pull the body into some bushes so no one would wander by and wonder if the complex was occupied.
 
   I hoped this was what Frosty had been snarling at.
 
   Turned out, I should have stopped and listened to the dog.
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   18:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   The hotel was was barely even a 2-star. A sign out front advertised day and hourly rates. A couple of palm trees marked the entrance, but other than, that most of the vegetation was unkempt. No telling if the place had looked like this before the event, but I suspected it hadn’t been much better.
 
   The hotel was a shade of brown that looked even worse up close. Paint peeled and flaked, revealing primer. Not all that large: maybe twenty units. The parking lot stretched back into even more rooms in another single story affair, this one U-shaped. There were a few cars, but most of them looked like they hadn’t moved in months; they were covered in dust and debris. 
 
   I walked the entryway, gun drawn, peeking into windows, but nothing lurked behind the glass. Most curtains had been pulled back. I poked my head inside the first unit, numbered 110, and found the lock was busted, like someone had kicked in the door. 
 
   The bed was still made but the top cover was a mess, like someone had slept here. Thankfully there were no bodies to stink up the place. Even more thankfully, no Zs moved within.
 
   Douglas waited with the others. They’d pulled all the way to the rear of the parking lot. I studied his location, looked back along the entryway and shook my head. Fucking amateur hour. If someone turned in here they’d be seen immediately.
 
   I moved along the line of rooms, doing my little inspection routine, and was met with more of the same. I finally met Douglas near the SUV.
 
   “This place is good. We have a small element here who keep an eye on things and report back to us. They rotate in and out, see, we’re not that dumb.”
 
   “You have at least twenty units here. Each one has an open door. A Z can wander in and decide that a room looks nice for the night, or whatever the fuck these things have on whatever is left of their minds. 
 
   "You’ve parked at the very rear of the place, meaning if we were overrun you’d have a hell of a time navigating through a hundred zombies. This is not smart. The church, that was smart. Small and easy to overlook, and yet look what happened to your crew,” I said.
 
   “Hey man, we’ve been doing this for a while, we know how to survive,” Douglas protested.
 
   Christy jumped down from the back of the SUV. She’d tucked her little revolver into the waistband of her pants. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her hair was an unkempt mass. She looked about as tired as I felt.
 
   Diane glided around the vehicle and joined us, but didn’t say a word. She kept her eyes roving over the rooms.
 
   “Like I said, you don’t know what you’re doing. Since I joined you I’ve seen you lose three people--I’m counting the men at the church. Then Steve got killed, and you continue to make mistakes. Park that SUV near the gate with the hood facing the road. We get in a scrape and it’s going to be a mother to escape.”
 
   “I told you, we have men here.”
 
   “Yeah? Where are they?”
 
   “Front office. They waved when we got here.”
 
   I took the Springfield out of its holster.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   17:15 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   The 9mm felt good in my hand. Thanks a lot, Joel Kelly, for making me feel like I’m naked if I don’t have a piece ready--or as Douglas put it, ‘packing heat’. From the way the weapon dragged at my limb, I knew I was at least close to having a full load. Another tip from my former companion.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Douglas asked.
 
   Diane didn’t wait, and also drew her weapon. She double-checked her handgun by sliding the chamber back, then nodded at me and moved away to check corners.
 
   “Where’s your friend?” I asked.
 
   “I’m sure he’s fine. We have a pair here: nice couple named Maggie--or Mags as she likes to be called--and a burly guy named Chuck. He’s the one with the biker mustache. We met them a few weeks ago, and they joined us and agreed to rotate to this checkpoint for a …” Douglas trailed off as I walked off.
 
   The office sat a good seventy-five feet away, but on the opposite side of the rooms I’d already inspected. I moved along the open air hallway, taking a peek in each room as I passed. Christy had my back, and Diane followed her. Douglas stood in the middle of the parking lot with his clueless dick in his hand.
 
   Maybe everything was okay, as he expected, I thought. Maybe I’d turned into a paranoid asshole and needed to relax my guard. Then the voice of Joel Kelly spoke up in the back of my mind and reminded me that I needed to be vigilant no matter the situation.
 
   The office's side door was shut, and the curtains were drawn. I tried to peer into the darkness through the crack between the cover and the glass, but I couldn’t see a damn thing in the murk.
 
   “Mags, Chuck, we’re here,” Douglas called.
 
   Jesus fucking Christ, just call for all the shufflers in the area to show their faces.
 
   I waved my hand at him to shut the hell up. He shrugged and started taking things out of the SUV.
 
   I gently tried the doorknob, but it was locked. Something responded to my exploration inside the office. Whoever was in there wasn’t trying to hide. Hopefully the face of one of his companions would appear and grant me a whole lot of relief. We shifted around to the front of the office. The curtains here were also drawn, but there was a small gap allowing me to see that a figure lurked in the room near the front double glass doors.
 
   “Christy,” I whispered. “Can you sneak under the window and try to get a look inside before we announce ourselves?”
 
   “On it,” she said.
 
   Didn’t feel right about sending her, but she was less than half my size and I could cover her.
 
   Christy ducked and slid along the sidewalk on her butt. When she was under the window she got on all fours and stretched so she could get an eyeful of the office. She peered inside for a few seconds, then looked up and gasped. She backed up and stood, wiping down her hands and knees.
 
   “There’s a guy standing there. He’s big and has a beard.”
 
   “Phew. I’m becoming a paranoid jerk. Must be tired,” I said.
 
   Diane moved around me and went to the door.
 
   “Hey Chuck, why are you so quiet in there?” she asked and opened the door.
 
   I took a few relieved steps, the kind where tension drains out of your body and your anxiety slows enough so your heart doesn’t feel like it’s loud enough to be heard for a block.
 
   Diane had a funny look on her face, like she was trying to remember something.
 
   Chuck’s body fell out onto the pavement in a heap. Part of his back had been ripped out, exposing shattered vertebrae. I lifted my handgun, but the newly-dead Chuck was quick and got a hand on Diane’s ankle.
 
   She kicked free and backed away. Her gun came up fast and she put a bullet in her friend’s head.
 
   Then the thing leapt out of the door. It was fast and mean. Green eyes glowed with malevolence as it sailed past me. I turned to fire, but Diane was right in the middle of my line of sight.
 
   Christy dashed around me and aimed her weapon around my waist.
 
   Diane had good reflexes. She ducked and avoided being snagged by the shuffler. The thing landed on all fours and went for her.
 
   I dove in front of Diane, and managed to knock the bastard down. He flailed away from me, but not before managing to get in a glancing blow that made me see stars.
 
   Christy came in firing. She shot the shuffler, only catching him in the upper arm. He was quick, and for all of Christy’s expertise with her little gun, it’s never easy to hit a moving target, especially when there are people in the possible line of fire. 
 
   The green-eyed howler skittered away like a wounded animal and curled up around the damage. Its leg kicked at the ground as it tried to get away, but we must have hit him in the spine, because his other leg didn’t twitch.
 
   I rolled to the side and with my head swimming, tried to get off a shot.
 
   A female Z stumbled out of the building and hit Diane. She staggered, spun once, and struck the woman in the face with the pistol. She crumpled to the ground.
 
   I shook my head as the downed shuffler swam into view. The problem was that I was seeing two of them, and wasn’t sure where to aim. All I knew was that I wanted to put a bullet in its head.
 
   Douglas was a surprise. He dashed past me with a weapon in hand. He leaned over and did something to the shuffler, something that made it twitch and howl in pain. He hit it again and the shuffler’s legs kicked.
 
   “Move, I’ve got a shot,” I said.
 
   Douglas turned and put his foot on my wrist so I couldn’t even lift the gun.
 
   Diane turned her gun on the shuffler, but she didn’t fire.
 
   “The fuck?” I said.
 
   “Just keep your head on, partner,” Douglas said.
 
   He leaned over and took my handgun.
 
   Christy lifted her revolver and pointed it at Douglas.
 
   “Let him go,” she said.
 
   “Peace, please. Let me explain,” Douglas said, lifting his hand with his fingers extended.
 
   “It’s okay, Christy, don’t do anything,” I said, all too aware that she’d fired two of the three rounds in her revolver.
 
   “Thank you. Now just give me a minute and I promise all will be clear very soon, okay?” Douglas said, his voice dripping with something I’m sure he thought was reassurance. 
 
   All I felt was betrayed.
 
   He slipped my handgun into his waistband and offered me a hand up. I took it, not as a sign of truce, but because I felt dizzy and wanted to puke up my lunch, and that would have been a shame, because I’d just eaten the first real meal I’d had in days.
 
   Diane extracted a walkie-talkie-looking device and triggered a switch in a pattern of short and long presses. She listened quietly until a code was returned.
 
   Back on my feet, I did a quick inspection of my wounds. Another knot on my forehead and a scratch across my cheek. My hands hurt from hitting the ground and my left knee rang like a son of a bitch.
 
   Douglas smiled at me then leaned over and hit the shuffler again. I realized then what he was up to. He had a Taser of some kind, and he was using it with great glee on the creature at our feet.
 
   This guy might actually grow on me.
 
   “I’m next,” I snarled. “I want to zap him until his eyes pop out.”
 
   The shuffler was dressed in a pair of jeans that were covered in dirt and blood. He wore the remains of a tank top that revealed wounds on his abdomen. His face was in pretty good shape except for his nose, which was a mangled mess. I’d seen broken noses before they were reset; this wound was similar.
 
   “We have one. We’re at checkpoint six dot two. Send immediate evac,” Diane spoke into her handheld device.
 
   “I apologize for this whole mess, friends,” Douglas said. “See, we have these checkpoints set up for a reason, and it’s not just to keep us informed on activities around the base. We’ve been laying traps for one of these for a week now. Thanks to you we have one.”
 
   “You motherfucker. You were planning to use us as bait,” I said.
 
   “Not really, you did that yourself. I do thank you again.”
 
   “You can’t hold one of these things, you can’t reason with them. They’re animals. Kill it and get it over with,” I said.
 
   Now that it was curled up in pain, the creature looked very little like a threat.
 
   Diane rushed off to the SUV, opened the truck, and dug around for her backpack.
 
   “We need one, need to study it. They’re special you see, these ghouls. They have a weird sense about them and we need to figure out what it is if we hope to defeat them,” Douglas said, trying to sound reassuring.
 
   “I took to calling them shufflers a few months ago because they shuffle around on the ground like freaky crabs. But things have changed since then. They used to be stronger and faster than your garden-variety Z. But they’ve gotten smarter. I saw one call for backup once, and within moments we were surrounded by the dead. We nearly died. They're the real danger, man, and they need to be eradicated.”
 
   Diane arrived and dropped her backpack. She unzipped the bag and took out a hooded mask like something from a BDSM collection, wads of rags, and rope. Douglas placed thick leather gloves on his hand and grabbed the cloth. He leaned over and shocked the shuffler again. When it opened its mouth to scream, Douglas jammed a wad into the creature's mouth.
 
   Diane moved in and strapped a piece of thick tape over the shuffler’s mouth while Douglas played out the rope. He wrapped it around the creature's wrists and tied them together.
 
   I took a seat and watched as they trussed the shuffler up like a Thanksgiving turkey.
 
   While I admired the way they secured their target, I also felt a great deal of unease. Shufflers had a strange, almost telepathic way to control or at least guide the hordes. If it called to them, I worried we’d be overrun in minutes.
 
   Douglas sat back on his knees and regarded his handy work.
 
   “We’ve been trying to get one of these for a while. That’s how we came under fire the other day from Bright Star. We had a pair on the run, with fifteen of our guys in pursuit. The military guys saw us and started shooting. We lost a number of men during the fight. Men we needed. That’s one of the reasons you’re still here and not left behind. We need guys who know how to fight. We need them badly,” Douglas said.
 
   “You can go fuck yourself, Douglas,” I said. “You put us in harm's way. Not only that, but you’ve lost even more men, thanks to these stupid checkpoints.”
 
   “I apologized. You don’t like what we’re doing, you can just go about your business and say thanks for the food. But one thing you need to understand about our little bases. We left men out here so they could apprise us of possible hordes or shufflers. The green-eyed’s have indeed gotten very smart, as you have observed, and they turned the tables on us, ambushing multiple locations. The men and women we lost were good people and friends. That’s why finally capturing one of the ghouls is so bittersweet.”
 
   “So, research, eh? Got a mad scientist lab stashed away somewhere?”
 
   “Listen, Jackson. We have a location that is safe and secure. It’s well-guarded, and we have food and water. The goods won’t last forever, but we are very selective with who we allow in. You’re in, as far as I’m concerned. You and the girl. But you fuck up and you’re out. I’m just laying it out there.”
 
   “He’s not kidding, Jackson. We are very secure. You will not find a better location, unless it’s in unoccupied land,” Diane interjected.
 
   She looked frazzled from the fight. Diane pushed her dark hair back into place and dropped her piece into its holster.
 
   “I’m not sold. You left us hanging out to dry. Do you do that to everyone in your little palace?”
 
   “It’s no palace, but it’s practically impregnable.”
 
   “Bullshit. No such place exists from what I’ve seen,” I scoffed.
 
   “Your choice, but you need to decide. We’re going there now,” he said.
 
   I looked at Christy. She shrugged.
 
   Douglas and Diane dragged the trussed-up shuffler to the Escalade, being none-too-gentle with him. Diane removed a tarp from the back of the SUV and laid it out on the ground. Douglas rolled the ghoul onto the plastic and they wrapped him up. The pair then spent several minutes struggling to get the body inside the car. 
 
   I would have helped, but I had been squid, and one thing I was good at was looking elsewhere when heavy work was taking place.
 
   Frosty didn’t care for the shuffler being in the back of the vehicle. I had to wrestle her onto the floor, because she snarled and kept leaping at the back seat. Dog wanted a piece of the ghoul, just like me.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked Christy.
 
   “I think we should check it out. I’m tired of being scared all the time,” Christy said.
 
   She leaned over and tried to reassure Frosty with a few pats to the head, but the dog was still freaked out.
 
   If I was alone, I could just wander off now. Or I could just shoot these two and take their car and goods. I’d probably get away from the city, maybe head to the desert and see if it was Z-free. But I wasn’t exactly the kill possible companions guy. I was more of the team player with a smart mouth. But the idea stuck with me, for some reason. Was I really capable of doing something like that?
 
   “I don’t trust them,” I said.
 
   “You don’t trust anyone except Joel and Anna, and they aren’t here anymore,” she said. “I wonder how Roz is doing.”
 
   I was trying to avoid thinking about our friends, and wondering about Roz’s fate wasn’t helping. We’d lost her when the truck the Bright Star guys were driving had taken off. Joel Kelly had looked like he’d wanted to chase them down.
 
   After we'd gotten shot at, attacked in a shitty apartment complex, and somehow managed to survive, Joel and Anna had been gone when we’d managed to escape the building. Everyone had been gone.
 
   During the firefight we’d shot at and been shot at by the guys who we were now about to ally with. How was that going to work?
 
   “If we go, we can’t ever mention Bright Star or our association with them--and by that I mean Anna.”
 
   “I know, Jackson. I’m not dumb.”
 
   “Never said you were. So I guess we’ll go have a hot meal and maybe get cleaned up. If this place is bad news we’ll move along.”
 
   “Think they’ll let us?”
 
   “Only one way to find out. Besides, I was trained by super-soldier Joel Kelly. If I can’t bust us out, I can probably bullshit us out.”
 
   Christy smiled and clapped me on the upper arm. “That’s the spirit.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   35 – Hope in Sight
 
    
 
   18:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   Unlike the guy who had presented himself to us earlier in the day, Douglas was suddenly sure of himself. He took to roads and quickly found a path through the myriad wrecks, abandoned cars, and bodies left to rot.
 
   We came to an intersection between a grocery store and a small strip mall made up of half a dozen Spanish sporting signs. Two of the stores had been burned out by fire, but that wasn’t what made me gasp.
 
   A row of bodies lay on the ground. Each had been shot in the head, execution-style. Men, women, children--none had been spared a bullet. I shuddered, and was glad that Douglas sped on.
 
   Frosty lay under Christy’s feet and didn’t make a sound. She occasionally lifted her nose to nudge Christy or me, but otherwise she was the same chilled-out dog she’d been since San Diego.
 
   After a fifteen-minute ride in which we all sat in discomfort due to what we’d just seen, we drove past a Popeye’s chicken. My first thought was that I’d pretty much kill for a bag of fried chicken. I’d settle for In-N-Out burger while I was dreaming. Hell, serve me up a big steak and baked potato from some chain restaurant like Sizzler for all I care. I just wanted something hot, really bad for me, and tasty.
 
   That wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Everything we came across had been looted five times over. There wouldn’t even be a package of saltines laying around.
 
   We came in view of a massive enclosure.
 
   I couldn’t help it: I smiled.
 
   The building sat dark and hulking. Concrete walls rose at least thirty feet into the air. Near the entrance sat a pair of semi-trucks that were parked at an angle, providing a narrow point of entry to the store. The gaps between the truck beds and the ground had been filled in with corrugated metal.
 
   There were other large buildings near the fortress, but they’d been abandoned, and some burned out. A nearby Home Depot’s doors had been smashed in and the contents dragged into the parking lot. The only thing I saw that was halfway interesting was a pickaxe. Great weapon… if you’re a pro wrestler and can wield that thing for more than half a minute.
 
   An electronics’ store had also been looted and partially burned judging by the scorched exterior. Thankfully, none of those was our destination. Ours was somewhere wonderful.
 
   In the space near the fortress, a message had been painted across one of the semi-trucks in bold black letters.
 
   “No strangers. Well-armed and well-defended.”
 
   I had to give them points for being direct. Which led me to question why they’d picked us up in the first place. The more I learned about our new companions, the more I grew concerned.
 
   “Let me ask you a question, Douglas,” I said.
 
   “Ask away.”
 
   “Love your setup, pretty goddamn clever taking over a Costco. But that sign is making me nervous. If you don’t accept strangers, what are we doing here?”
 
   “Like I said, you proved you’re good in a fight out there. You know how to handle yourself. We lost a few members yesterday when they ran into that patrol. Each was vetted and some were like brothers. But they all started where you are right now.”
 
   “In the back of an Escalade like a fucking rock star?”
 
   Diane snorted back a laugh.
 
   “Wide-eyed and capable. In the early days we let some in--kids, mothers, the occasional straggler. But it began to get crowded, and as supplies diminished, we had to become more selective. Then we missed one of the infected, because someone got careless. That’s why we did the little once-over in your skivvies.”
 
   “What happened?” Christy asked.
 
   “It wasn’t pretty, I can tell you that much. Before we got mobilized and tracked them all down, we lost about twenty-five percent of our population. Cleanup was a bitch.”
 
   “One thing we bring with us is Frosty. She’s pretty adept at sniffing out Zs,” I said.
 
   “We certainly have enough dog food for her. We have enough dog food for a hundred canines. The problem is that they are noisy, so we’ve not kept many around.”
 
   “Not Frosty. She earned her name for a reason,” I said. “And we’re a team. You want us, you get all of us.”
 
   Douglas didn’t answer. 
 
   He maneuvered the Escalade through a series of cars left on flat tires. They provided a gauntlet in the way they funneled any traffic toward the store. I was no tactician, but after spending so much time with Joel Kelly I felt like I’d learned enough about fighting Zs to recognize something clever. 
 
   Not only would this stop humans, it would slow down Zs to a trickle—until the fucking shufflers showed up and started leaping. But even then, the roof would provide excellent overwatch.
 
   “Anyway, you showed you can fight and fight well. That’s why I invited you to try out,” Douglas said.
 
   “Try out? Jesus,” I moaned.
 
   “Don’t worry too much. I’ll speak up for you,” Douglas said.
 
   I wasn’t too happy about this new development. We’d gone from being invited to join new friends--friends who didn’t know shit about fighting Zs--to being bait, and now being forced to test to join a new group. I hated to ask, but did it anyway.
 
   “What happens if we don’t pass the test?”
 
   “Like I said earlier: we’ll send you on your way with some food and a handshake,” Douglas said. “But you have already passed, my friend. Welcome.”
 
   Somehow I didn’t think that was the way we’d exit the building.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   18:15 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   The murk of night was rapidly descending, but Douglas didn’t turn on the Escalade’s headlights. As we grew closer to the building, he slowed and maneuvered around a number of newly-dug potholes.
 
   “Smart,” I observed.
 
   “What’s that?” Douglas asked.
 
   “The big holes. Makes for a difficult road to maneuver. Using cars or trucks would leave obstacles for a force to hide behind while mounting an assault.”
 
   “Smart indeed. Not bad, for a Navy puke.”
 
   “I’ve learned a lot in the last few months.”
 
   “Fighting zombies?”
 
   “And various other elements,” I replied.
 
   The street leading to the Costco was littered with debris and more than a few bodies. If we ever rebuild civilization, one of the first things on the agenda would be cleaning up the dead. Where would they go? 
 
   According to my new friends, Bright Star was in command now, and they were interested in cleansing via nukes. First the world had been overrun by the dead, and now it was being sent back to the Stone Age in nuclear fashion.
 
   Near the warehouse sat a huge motorcycle store. Windows had been shattered and the front door was gone.
 
   “What do you think, Christy? Want to ride a motorcycle out of the zompoc?”
 
   “I don’t know how to ride,” she said.
 
   “That makes two of us, but how hard can it be? I actually rode on the back of one about fifteen years ago. I was just a kid, but it was exciting and terrifying,” I said.
 
   “Exciting and terrifying is the perfect way to describe the new world,” Douglas interjected.
 
   “Did you all remove the bikes from that place?”
 
   “Some. A lot were already cleaned out. Most of the keys were gone. It took a lot of digging to turn up what we needed. Then it took a while to match them up. Pain in the ass when a horde of the infected are interested in flesh and you’re jabbing keys into ignitions hoping one or two will fit before you have to flee,” he said.
 
   “When are riding lessons? I’d like to try being that mobile,” I said.
 
   “You’ll have to ask around, if you want to learn. I think Mateo knows how to drive one. We only use them from time to time. Problem is, you have to constantly be on the move. If a zombie manages to stumble into you, more than likely the bike’s going down.”
 
   “Lot of things to think about out there these days when it comes to Zs,” I said.
 
   I was more worried about the effects of the bomb. Back in engineering school we’d learned about nuclear power plants. Beyond that it was mostly down to a little bit of warfare training, but that didn’t exactly cover nukes, tactical or otherwise. 
 
   In fact, there was an old saying on the ship. If we were about to be hit we had a ten-second rule. That was how much time you had to stick your head between your legs and kiss your ass goodbye.
 
   Douglas slowed as he pulled up to the Costco. He flashed his headlights in a complicated pattern. I counted, trying to get the pauses down, but lost track halfway in. So much for memorizing the pattern and busting in later. Save that shit for a James Bond wannabe.
 
   The parking lot had also been cleaned of vehicles. It was long and imposing, and also filled with more manmade potholes. Not that they would prevent a tank or mounted assault, but it would do well enough if the place came under assault from a regular force.
 
   An assault would be a risky business venture. The roof of the Costco offered an amazing line of fire. In the back of the big SUV, I didn’t have a line of sight to the top of the building, so I couldn’t tell how many people currently had their guns trained on us. 
 
   Even though the warehouse had provided great protection from human marauders, it didn’t help when a bunch of shamblers found the store. Stupid braindead jerks didn’t know they were walking into a firing zone. 
 
   The mini-horde were dressed in the remains of hospital gear, scrubs, lab jackets… one guy even sported a dangling stereoscope. Not my idea of proper medical care; more medical nightmare.
 
   Behind them came what I assumed were their patients. When the group grew to at least thirty and headed for us, I didn’t panic. We were in a huge SUV, and would probably have covering fire from overhead.
 
   Then something hit the roof of the vehicle and skittered away.
 
   I dragged out my handgun and looked for a target.
 
   Frosty snapped to attention and growled. Christy had already equipped her little snub-nosed revolver. She touched Frosty to quiet the dog down.
 
   Night had arrived, and it was hazy outside the tinted windows. A shape flashed beside the car, and then was gone.
 
   The captive shuffler in the back stopped struggling and went still.
 
   “I can’t tell how many are out there, and that’s not good,” I said.
 
   “We have plenty of guys in the building. As soon as they come out to help it won’t take us long to clean up this rabble.” Douglas sounded confident.
 
   I didn’t echo his sentiment--and in fact feared the worst. I’d been in too many situations where a few Zs had turned into a few hundred and then the blood had flowed.
 
   Besides, no one had made a move to support us. If this place was blown, I didn’t know what we were going to do. I’d be stuck with two strangers in a really nice car. Beyond that, I didn’t even know where we’d find a place to hide, not to mention escape any nuclear fallout that might head our way if the winds shifted.
 
   Something else hit the back of the SUV. The unmistakable sound of hands scrambling for purchase made my blood pressure rise. You can only do this shit for so long before it gets on your last nerve, and mine had been spent days ago.
 
   “They’re trying to get in,” I said.
 
   “They’re beasts. Probably just incidental contact back there. We’re buttoned up,” Douglas said.
 
   “I suspect Jackson is right. We have seen strange behavior from the ghouls for a few weeks now. Smart and fast, and they are getting bolder.” Diane echoed my thoughts.
 
   A shuffler leapt for the front of the car and smashed his hand against the windshield. Then he hit it again. Green eyes seething with hate met mine and I shuddered.
 
   I aimed my gun until his forehead was right between my sights, but I didn’t fire. If I did that I’d break the windshield, and probably make us all deaf for the next fifteen minutes. We might not even last that long.
 
   Another shuffler crawled up the passenger side of the hood and hit the window with a rock. A fucking rock!
 
   Glass splintered, and a spider web of lines stretched out from the impact point.
 
   Douglas floored the SUV and it shot forward, shaking the shufflers off. I pressed my head to the glass and tried to get a handle on where the enemy were located. Joel had taught me to see a battlefield in my head: imagine enemy positioning and which directions they might fire from.
 
   A shot sounded in the distance and one of the shufflers fell away. It rolled to the side, clutching its ribs, then staggered to its feet and dashed behind the SUV.
 
   Several more mini-hordes closed in on us from other directions. They clawed their way over fences, but stumbled over potholes. One part of my brain assured me that it was no big deal. We were in a tank, so to speak, and we were mobile. But we had a problem: the potholes were excellent for holding back an assaulting force, but not so great if you were driving in a panic.  
 
   Another shuffler hit the top of the SUV even as the vehicle started to accelerate. The thing leaned over and smashed at the window with some kind of object. Once, twice, then Douglas stopped a third blow by slamming on his brakes. Thank the fuck Christ for physics, because the shuffler didn’t stand a chance against forward momentum suddenly being yanked out from under him.
 
   I got my hand out, and barely avoided striking the front seat. Frosty was hurled across the floor and cried out. She sat up, shook her head, and looked at me like it was my fault.
 
   The shuffler landed at least twenty feet away and rolled end over end until it came to a stop. Douglas floored the SUV again, intent on running over the bastard. The shuffler pushed itself to all fours, then leapt as our SUV was about to hit it.
 
   The shuffler hit the windshield so hard the glass splintered and caved in on the driver's side. I didn’t see the shuffler fall away, but there was no way the uncanny thing survived that. He’d have a broken back at the least, if not a snapped neck.
 
   Frosty snarled and got to her feet. Her lips pulled back from her teeth and she looked like she wanted to jump out of the window and attack. I put my hand on her neck to try and calm her.
 
   Douglas got his hands up and nearly kissed the glass. He had to slam on his brakes again, because the view of the dark world outside was gone. He reached up, grabbed a section of the windshield and pushed. I unbuckled my seatbelt and leaned over the console to help.
 
   Another shuffler hit us from the front. He scrabbled at the truck and then raised a rock and bashed at the window near me hard enough to shatter it.
 
   A hand reached for me.
 
   “Diane, help me steer and keep an eye on the holes. If we hit one, we’ll be stuck.”
 
   Diane leaned over and took the wheel with one hand. Douglas pressed the gas to the floor and then slammed on the brakes. Diane tried to keep us steady, but she had to drive in the dark, and with a shattered windshield.
 
   The shuffler got his hand on my shirt and pulled.
 
   Frosty was having none of that. She growled and then lashed out, head darting forward to grab the shuffler’s wrist. She shook her head, separating several of the shuffler's digits in the process. It fell back, howling. I lifted my Springfield, leaned out the window, and shot at the shuffler. 
 
   Didn’t hit shit, of course; shooting from inside a moving vehicle only works in the movies. In real life you might as well be trying to hit a bottle cap at a hundred feet.
 
   I fired again and scored a shot on the shuffler’s arm.
 
   Frosty darted at the window but I got my hand around her neck and pulled her back. Our dog was a sweetheart most of the time, but when the shuffler attacked, she went into “I’m going to shred your ass” mode.
 
   “Just drive, it’s only a hundred feet away!” I urged Douglas.
 
   He sat up and peered out of the slit between the window and the canopy, then stomped on the gas. Diane tried to keep us steady. The Escalade was no slouch. It rocketed forward, then promptly hit one of the manmade potholes they were supposed to be avoiding. The Escalade’s front end struck something hard, but she was tough and managed to roll out of the rut. 
 
   The rear wheels found the hole and we bounced again, but not without some ferocious noises of metal and plastic grinding on concrete. The SUV came out of the hole and we slid to a halt at a right angle to the building. The engine died, so Douglas slammed it into park.
 
   “Fuck a duck, think I busted something,” Douglas said.
 
   This thing should have been able to take it, I didn’t say out loud. What in the hell had we hit?
 
   “I believe we have two flat tires,” Diane said as the Escalade lurched to the side.
 
   Sure enough, the sound of hissing air made the hairs on my arm stand at attention.
 
   “Fuck it, this boat has power to spare. Just drive on the flats,” I said.
 
   Douglas cranked on the engine a few times and it finally turned over, with an unholy racket. We’d hit something with the underbelly, maybe hard enough to knock a belt off or cause worse damage. He slid the SUV into reverse and then punched the gas. The floating wagon backed out of the hole, ran over something else, and then slid around in a half circle. Christy was thrown into me and Frosty dropped to the floor with another yelp.
 
   A shuffler reached for me, so I beat back its hands.
 
   “Hold on!” Douglas yelled.
 
   The Escalade didn’t exactly lurch forward; it surged a few feet, but steam shot out from under the hood.
 
   “Go, just go,” I yelled. “She’ll hold out." 
 
   Frosty barked to add to the chorus.
 
   But we’d wasted a lot of time, and the hordes of Zs were closing in on us.
 
   Hundreds of them lurched, some moving faster than others. Milky white eyes shone through the murk of night like they sought us out.
 
   Gunshots sounded from the direction of the entrance to the Costco: a few at first, and then dozens more joined the fray.
 
   The horde on the left side of the SUV fell under withering fire.
 
   I risked sticking my neck out the window, and got a look at men and women dressed in black opening up with handguns, hunting rifles, and a few assault rifles.
 
   A group bearing shotguns broke away from their comrades and moved in on one of the hordes to the right of us. They opened fire as they advanced, spraying the crowd with buckshot.
 
   Douglas tried to punch the gas again, but it only bought us a few feet.
 
   “Shit. We’re going to have to abandon the rig and run for it,” Douglas said.
 
   “We need the cargo,” Diane said, looking at him with wide eyes.
 
   “That’s not the only goddamn problem. There are so many of them, and your friends are likely to take us for Zs if we run for the building.”
 
   Douglas cranked the car again and this time it started. He accelerated, but we didn’t move very far, and the sound from under the hood told me we’d done serious damage. Unless they had a shop around here, this thing was dead. This being the zombie apocalypse and all, it would be easier to just go out and get a new rig.
 
   “We don’t have a choice. We’ll be overrun in minutes,” Diane said.
 
   “Jackson, in the back is a large green seabag. Open it and grab weapons,” Douglas said.
 
   He drew his sidearm and rolled down a window. The first shambler was almost on us, so Douglas leaned out, arm straight, and shot the man in the face. Guy had been ambulatory, but not by much. His left leg had been eaten almost to the bone, and most of his right arm hung by bloody sinew.
 
   I got up on my knees and leaned over the back of the seat. Several bags were back there, including our own. The biggest was the tarp covering the shuffler. It twitched up and down as the creature flopped around. I grabbed the bag Douglas had mentioned and pulled it toward me, but the fucker was heavy.
 
   The shuffler moaned through the gag they’d secured around his mouth and fought at his bonds.
 
   I pulled the bag open and found an assortment of weapons.
 
   “What do you all want?” I asked, because it was a smorgasbord.
 
   “I’ll take handguns. A pair of something with high capacity. There’s a box in the back and it’s filled with magazines. Put it on the seat so we can match up weapons,” Douglas said.
 
   “Shotgun for me,” Diane said.
 
   Christy looked scared.
 
   I dumped the bag and rummaged around. A pair of matching handguns stood out. I grabbed them, felt the weight and knew they were loaded. These I handed up to Douglas.
 
   He shot another Z and then fell back inside the vehicle.
 
   Christy took a deep breath, looked at the assortment, and found a small gun for herself. 
 
   Douglas stuffed guns into his belt while I moved aside larger weapons. I found a shotgun and handed it to Diane. She checked the load, then grabbed a bag from between her feet and took out a number of shells.
 
   I took another handgun and felt around the back until I located the box. It was heavy, but I muscled it over the back of the seat and dropped it between me and Christy. Frosty sniffed the container, but when she didn’t find dog treats or a raw steak, she went back to staring out the window, hackles rising as she growled.
 
   “We’re going to have to run for it, but wait until our reinforcements have arrived,” Douglas said.
 
   “How fucking long will that take? We’re going to be overrun at any second,” I said.
 
   “Just keep your eyes on the front of the store. We have a surprise ready.”
 
   “I hate surprises,” I muttered.
 
   “We need to get the shuffler and start toward the store,” Diane said, and opened her door.
 
   She jumped to the ground and lifted the big shotgun. It boomed, and a pair of Zs fell away, one with part of its face missing, the other having taken the blast to his upper shoulder. Diane racked another shell and blew the guy off his feet.
 
   “Do or die,” Douglas said and followed suit.
 
   “Jackson?” Christy grabbed my hand.
 
   “Stay put, I’ll go out and help. If we get overrun, just make yourself really small and keep Frosty quiet. With any luck the Zs will move on,” I said.
 
   “Why the hell would I hide? We’ve been in worse places, ya dork. I’ll go out and help,” she said, and lifted her new gun. She dropped the magazine, inspected the load and then slammed it back home.
 
   She dug around in the box, came up with a pair of matching magazines for her weapon and stuffed those in her pocket.
 
   “Be careful, dude,” I said, meeting Christy’s eyes.
 
   “You too,” she said with a half-smile.
 
   “You stay here, and eat that shuffler if he gets loose,” I said to Frosty.
 
   She stared at me with her big brown Lab eyes.
 
   I thought about grabbing one of the assault rifles and going out shooting. Instead I settled for laying one across the backseat, and placed a pair of fully-loaded magazines next to the gun. 7.62 rounds gleamed back at me as they nestled inside their tight enclosure.
 
   I’d do this the smart way: a gun and a big-ass wrench.
 
   Christy swung out of the door, gun lifted, and aimed at the closest Z. She dropped it like a pro.
 
   Diane dashed around the side of the Escalade and popped the trunk. It rose into the air and the shuffler flopped across the carpeted back. She grabbed for his tarp-wrapped body, but he flailed away from her. She got a hold of a corner and yanked him out. The shuffler hit the ground with a crunch. 
 
   I was going to help her, but I suddenly had other problems: a shuffler landed in front of me. I wasn’t in the mood for his shit, so I swung the wrench around and almost took off his face. The ghoul fell back and didn’t move again. I shot him in the head for good measure.
 
   Douglas dropped to his knees, lifted the assault rifle and started shooting.
 
   Unlike the guy I’d met a little while ago, the one who'd acted like he couldn’t tell which end of the gun spat bullets, this one shot a full magazine, and did some serious damage to the Zs around us.
 
   The reinforcements from the Costco advanced on us, providing covering fire. I got a glimpse of them, and found mostly civilians in regular clothes. Then I noticed there were a couple of guys who were dressed in digital camo and moved like pros.
 
   But we were far from being in the clear. Zs lurched toward us from several directions, and in force. A few shamblers wouldn’t be an issue. A few dozen were a threat. A few hundred meant we were about to be dinner.
 
   “We need to run for it!” I yelled.
 
   “Stay cool, help’s on the way,” Douglas assured me.
 
   He slung his assault rifle over his shoulder and maneuvered around the SUV, drawing a handgun in the process, and shooting at Zs until it ran dry. I provided backup and shot three or four Zs myself, but there were so many, and they weren’t stopping. 
 
   More moved on our position from the street. A lot more.
 
   They did a poor job of navigating the potholes and many fell, but that didn’t stop a Z, not for long. While not completely ambulatory, the Zs had a way of struggling to their hands and knees--unless they were missing a limb--and rising up again.
 
   “What kind of help?” I called.
 
   I shot a Z in the face and knocked another one on his ass.
 
   Christy covered our six while I shot and bashed. She was pretty good with the gun, and hit more than she missed. Wish I could say the same about my shooting skills.
 
   “Reloading. Jackson, hand me your gun,” she said.
 
   I backed up a step and passed the weapon back to her. She handed me a fresh one: a sweet Beretta, if I wasn’t mistaken.
 
   Douglas and Diane dragged the shuffler around the vehicle and in the general direction of the warehouse. Were they leaving us behind?
 
   Something zipped out of the entrance: a loader with a huge front end. The lift had been equipped with something like a big cattle prod. A second lift exited the building, and they converged on our location. 
 
   Both of the little vehicles had yellow cages welded over the driver. The cattle prod at the front was shaped like a V mounted on a T-bar. The bar itself was a blade--a huge fucking knife, to be exact, and that made me nervous.
 
   The first lift tore around potholes and found a pack of Zs in the path of the Costco. It sliced through them, casting bodies to the side. At the same time as it continued to push through the throng, it slowed until it had to back up. The driver, sitting in a constructed cage, roared with laughter.
 
   “They’re clearing a path for us, come on!” Douglas yelled over his shoulder.
 
   I leaned into the SUV and grabbed the bag of guns. 
 
   A Z stumbled into me and I nearly fell down. I managed to swing the sack around and knock him on his rear. The rotter had a missing eye and the other, white and milky, stuck out over a half-torn face. The hole in the side of his face allowed his tongue to peek out. Gross.
 
   Another Z followed, so I moved.
 
   Christy opened the other door and grabbed for Frosty. The dog came out with hackles at the ready and teeth bared. She flashed in, grabbed a Z and yanked its leg until the woman--dressed in a frilly dress covered in blood—fell down. Frosty went for her throat.
 
   Christy called to the dog. Frosty left her target and dashed to her side. I followed.
 
   The mass of Zs coming at us from the starboard side were a gnarly knot of fresh and old. Skin hung in ribbons. Clothes, when actually present, were in tatters. A woman in her seventies--naked as the day she was born, sallow, with hanging breasts that looked like deflated pigskin footballs--was surprisingly lithe. Her limbs were intact, so she made a beeline for me.
 
   I fired, striking her chest, but that only stopped her for a second. The bullet must have passed through her skinny frame, because a stinker behind her--a dude dressed in camouflage and carrying a backpack that was loaded with who-the-hell-knew what--took the round.
 
   He struggled to his feet, but I didn’t wait around to see his next move. Fuck that guy.
 
   The second forklift ripped into the crowd. The driver came straight in instead of sweeping away the leaders of the pack. Bodies flew aside even as the lift’s momentum decelerated. The driver ran into the same problem when the mass of bodies became too much to just summit.
 
   The blades were a great idea for doing damage, but I could have told these guys that it would create mass they wouldn’t be able to drive over. Would have been better--like me with my favorite weapon--to bludgeon the shit out of the Zs. Push them aside with the cattle prod, sure, just don’t leave a pile of body parts to get over.
 
   If I made it inside the building and bullshitted my way into getting a berth, I’d be sure to pass along my brilliant engineering thoughts.
 
   A pair of Zs latched onto the driver’s cage and reached for him. He backed up and ducked to the side. A gun came up and he blew one of the Zs' heads clean off. The echo of the gun was a hell of a blast. He was packing some serious heat. The gun blasted again, tugging his arm up.
 
   Douglas hit a wall and opened up with his assault rifle. He must have panicked, because the shots were aimed at the Zs, but they also crossed the path of some of our rescuers. He fired one-handed, rifle tucked under his right arm. His left arm was wrapped around the bound shuffler. 
 
   Diane struggled to keep up, and had to shoot with her left hand.
 
   I dashed around our crowd, intent on helping my new companions, but a shuffler had other ideas: he leapt out of the horde and landed a few feet to my side.
 
   I fired, but my shot went wide. When the shuffler came for me, I gave him a face full of green seabag. The weight of the guns shoved the shuffler off his feet. I swung with my wrench and caught just a tad of skin. A man would have yelped in pain. This guy, with his green eyes, just snarled.
 
   Then I noticed he wasn’t dressed in rags. Jesus Christ! He was dressed in some kind of armor that would have been in place on a cop going into a riot situation.
 
   Guns scattered as the Z shoved the bag aside. I shot him, but my aim was off and I struck him in the chest.
 
   He fell back again, but the bullet must not have penetrated the Kevlar or whatever the hell he was covered in.
 
   The guy was about my age, and big. His burly arms extended from ripped blue sleeves that had been torn off at the shoulders.
 
   I could stay and fight this fucker, maybe write an epic about it later, but I took the smart way out and ran.
 
   The shuffler didn’t pursue.
 
   I risked a glance over my shoulder and found he was pawing through the remains of the gun stash. He lifted a long rifle and snarled at me.
 
   The fuck!
 
   The shuffler had a weapon, but didn’t seem to have full control of his appendages, because the barrel wavered all over the place. That didn’t stop him from figuring out the trigger mechanism.
 
   A spray of bullets made me hit the deck.
 
   I rolled on my back, and fired from between my legs.
 
   I must have emptied half the magazine, but only a few struck home.
 
   The shuffler spun having taken damage. A chunk of his arm had been blown off, and I was pretty sure I got him on the side of his exposed neck.
 
   I noticed something in the near distance. A jeep had come to rest near the entrance to the Costco. It was red, but not military--more the kind of SUVs you used to see on the road every day.
 
   I rolled over, heaved myself to all fours, and found my feet.
 
   The shuffler dug out another gun, and that made my damn blood run cold. These things were Z-s--smarter than the milky-eyed fools, but still undead fucks. They might have shown some kind of intelligence, sure, even used a rock.
 
   This guy knew what he was doing, and that was scary.
 
   The new gun blasted, so I dove left and took the ground’s impact on my shoulder. Rolling away, I managed to find a new Z, so I kicked it into the path of the bullets. The Z took a round to the lower torso and bent over.
 
   I fired back, emptying my magazine at the shuffler.
 
   Christy and Frosty stopped in their tracks. The dog turned and growled at the ghoul.
 
   “No, go, keep on running!” I yelled to them.
 
   Christy nodded, then seemed unsure. I didn’t blame her. I would never have deserted her, but she'd been left behind before.
 
   The forklift managed to extract itself from the mass of Zs, and came around to help. It plowed into a trio of rotters who had their eyes on me. Thanks, dude. I’d have to find out his name later.
 
   The shuffler leapt for me. He had a handgun in one hand and a knife in the other. I swung at him with my wrench, but he moved aside at the last second and I hit air. The momentum of my panicked swing carried me almost around in a circle.
 
   The shuffler tried to shoot, but there must have been a safety on the gun, because nothing happened. I swung again, and the head of the wrench cracked into his side.
 
   Another Z found me, and latched onto my back. I shook him off and found the shuffler right in my face.
 
   The Z that had been trying to find my neck with his mouth got around my legs, and I was suddenly on top of him, scrambling with everything I had to avoid his bite. Teeth ripped at my jeans, so I kneed him in the face.
 
   The goddamn shuffler was right there. He leaned for me, and that’s when he looked suddenly very surprised. A bullet hole appeared in his forehead and blood blossomed out. The shuffler dropped to his knees and fell over.
 
   The gunshot echoed loudly around the building. I caught a glimpse again of the jeep, with a silvery barrel extended from the driver's side window.
 
   Thank god for whoever was in the jeep, because they had saved me. I would make it a point to thank him and the forklift driver if I survived the next few minutes. 
 
   I kicked the Z in the face and rolled free, found my legs, and ran like my ass was on fire.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   36 – Reavers
 
    
 
   19:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   I had an idea for my gravestone: “Never a dull moment.”
 
   I wanted it set in granite and big letters. I wanted AC/DC playing from a stack of speakers the size of the USS McCluskey. I wanted dancing girls, and kegs and kegs of beer. That’s how I wanted to be remembered: in style.
 
   There was a spot on my right shoulder that didn’t hurt and wasn’t too sore. The rest of my body felt like freshly-ground taco meat. I had scrapes on both hands and arms. My left knee hurt from slamming it into a shuffler. My head hurt because I’d been banged around so much over the last few days I was sure I had either a brain hemorrhage or multiple concussions. 
 
   All I really wanted to do was collapse next to Christy and Frosty and sleep for a few days. Make that a week. Wheel in the fucking cart of fruit and meat, a case of shitty beer, and I’d call it a vacation paradise while I was in a coma.
 
   The lifts returned to the building and rolled to a stop. The driver who had saved my ass whipped his vehicle around in a circle until it was facing out. Blood, bits of clothing, and pieces of Z hit the ground.
 
   Men and women moved around the entrance, keeping it clear of Zs. A couple of guys carried bows with quivers of arrows over their shoulders.
 
   “What a mess. Thanks for watching our backs while we got this guy inside.” Douglas clapped my shoulder.
 
   I nearly spun and decked him.
 
   “You didn’t exactly give me a fucking choice when you and Diane took off running,” I said.
 
   “Easy. We had to get this guy inside. We spent a lot of time and a lot of lives securing one of these shufflers,” Douglas said.
 
   They’d dropped the tarp-wrapped body next to a wall. The shuffler struggled against his bonds and keened through his gag. I had the urge to pick up my wrench and silence this son of a bitch for good. I wanted to be sloppy about it too, miss a few times and do some damage before I bashed in his head.
 
   “You need to kill that fucking thing before it brings an entire army of Zs here. That little soirée just now might be an expeditionary force. Imagine if ten thousand of those undead things converged on this location. You won’t be going anywhere for a while,” I said.
 
   “Good point, my new friend,” Douglas said, and nodded toward the front doors.
 
   They were rolled closed and then locked. Another pair of lifts, these larger and mounted with some metallic contraptions that looked to have been constructed out of old shelves, wheeled toward the doors and nudged right up against them. Another guy--dressed in a set of brand-new clothes--urged the drivers to press forward a hair until the doors were completely braced. They set brakes, turned off the machines, and hopped out.
 
   “That’s real neat, but how long would it keep out a force of well-armed soldiers?” I asked, because I was pretty flabbergasted at how well the defenses had been thought out and I was in a pissy mood.
 
   “Hopefully we don’t have to, but if we do we have an escape route planned,” he said, but didn’t elaborate.
 
   Frankly, I’d be surprised if anyone tried to take this place. With the clear line of sight from on top of the Costco, they’d be able to pick off individual soldiers at a hundred yards. Of course, that wouldn’t stop anyone in a fucking tank.
 
   “Like I was saying,” I continued. “Don’t keep that shuffler alive. Kill him and cut him up or whatever. They’re smart, you know, they have a way of communicating with their brethren. I know it sounds crazy but…”
 
   “We are well-aware of their strangeness,” Diane said. 
 
   “Strangeness is one way to put it. I heard one of these things talk a week ago.”
 
   “You had a conversation with a ghoul?” Diane asked.
 
   “More of a one-sided one. He wanted us to all die. We shot him in the fucking head.”
 
   “It is passingly strange, how they are evolving. We have a contingency plan for this ghoul,” Diane said in her monotone. “Our team has been standing by since we captured the creature.”
 
   “Where are they standing by?” I deadpanned.
 
   No one laughed.
 
   Frosty advanced and stood over the shuffler. She growled and threw the thing a feral look.
 
   “Come on, buddy,” Christy said.
 
   She patted Frosty’s neck, but when the dog didn’t back off she put a firm hand on Frosty’s neck and grabbed a little skin. Frosty didn’t take kindly to shufflers or Zs. She looked like she wanted to rip this thing’s throat out.
 
   “Frosty,” I snapped.
 
   She looked at me and then whimpered once, like she was saying, “Come on, man. Let eat his face.” But she relented, and Christy pulled the dog away.
 
   It was like the team had been waiting for me to ask where they were. They arrived and pulled out several tackle boxes, opened them, and sorted things on the ground. One of the men took out a long syringe and filled it from a bottle.
 
   They unwrapped the shuffler and took out measuring tapes. One of the guys called out numbers while another wrote them on a clipboard. The guy with the syringe consulted the page and added a little more of whatever magic juice he was sucking into the syringe.
 
   The shuffler thrashed in his bonds, so the team held him down. The woman cocked her head to the side and breathed through her nose.
 
   “He smells like rotten fish,” she said.
 
   “What are you shooting him up with?” I asked.
 
   She looked me over and didn’t say a word. Like the male members of her little group, she was dressed in fresh clothes that still had pleats and creases in them from being folded up. She was probably my age or a few years older, and not terrible to look at, with long auburn hair that fell around her neck. She pushed it over her shoulder, trying not to let it touch the shuffler.
 
   The guy with the syringe found a vein on the ghoul’s arm and tapped it a few times. Then he slid the needle in and injected the fluid.
 
   “Thorazine. It will put him in something like a coma.”
 
   “Can I get some of that stuff?” I asked.
 
   The shuffler thrashed for a few seconds and then went still, except for the occasional rising and lowering of his chest. Had I ever noticed that before? That the shufflers actually breathed? Zs were weird, undead things. They strode around with holes in various places, dripping blood and guts. The only sound they made was an occasional low moan.
 
   “I don’t think you want to be rendered unconscious,” she said.
 
   “Let me be the judge of that. I haven’t been rendered unconscious for a few months,” I said.
 
   “Were you drugged?” she asked.
 
   “No, shitfaced.”
 
   She shook her head and turned her attention back to the shuffler.
 
   “Have you guys also studied the Zs out there?”
 
   “The what?” the dark-haired woman asked.
 
   “The damn zombies, ever notice they can make noises? Seems to me they’d have to suck air into their lungs to moan, know what I mean? Like, I can’t just make noise unless I exhale.”
 
   “They are infected, not zombies. Zombies don’t even make sense,” she said.
 
   “Lady, none of this makes fucking sense. You got things wandering around out there that want to eat us, fucking eat us, and then these shufflers, ghouls, whatever you want to call them. Damn glowing green eyes and they aren’t even superheroes. At least if they had powers they’d do some good, yeah? Instead they seem to want to kill first and not ask questions later,” I said.
 
   She studied me for a moment, then smiled.
 
   “Zombies are an undead creature that rise from the grave. Haitian myth. Romero zombies also rose from the grave and wanted flesh. Yes, I see what you are getting at. The infected have been just that: infected with a virus that was unleashed at several places across the US in something like a coordinated attack,” she said.
 
   “I heard about that, but I’ve gone a little native out here, you know. Living day to day, hiding in one location or another, getting overrun and chased all over southern fucking California. I don’t know much more than that. Me, Christy, and zombie slayer there,” I nodded at Frosty, “haven’t had a lot of time to sit around and wonder how this all happened.”
 
   The syringe wielding guy put his gear back in his kit and took out a stethoscope. He applied it to the Z’s chest, holding his hands up for silence.
 
   I stood around watching the proceedings, because no one had told me what to do yet. As a former member of the laziest branch of the military, I was pretty good at this.
 
   “His heart beats, but it’s strange. I count only a few every ten seconds,” he said.
 
   “You did just put him in a coma,” I said. I’d been fucking serious. They could shoot me up right now and I’d just find a corner to pass out in. Wake me up in a day and I’d be ready to be action Jackson again.
 
   “This is different. Stranger.”
 
   “Cool,” I said.
 
   “Yes, I’d put his temperature somewhere around eight-five, perhaps eighty.” He opened his kit again and dug around until he found a thermometer.
 
   “If you stick that up his ass I’m going to puke,” I said.
 
   The dark-haired woman chuckled but quickly covered her mouth.
 
   Dr. Needle-Poker shot her a look of irritation.
 
   “Melissa, please check his pulse.”
 
   Melissa pulled a pair of blue latex gloves out of her jeans pocket and slipped them over her hands. She looked at me as she pulled one tight over her fingers with a snap.
 
   I gulped and looked away, but not before I caught her half-smile. Thank the fuck Christ one of these people had a sense of humor.
 
   “So Douglas, question for ya. You got your ghoul thing. Great. Now what in the hell do you plan to do with him?”
 
   “I can fill you in on some details later. For now, why don’t we all go have a nice chat somewhere?” Douglas said.
 
   “What kind of chat?” I asked.
 
   “We’d like to ask you about your experience out there, how you survived, any ghoul encounters, what they were like,” the woman said.
 
   “I’ll tell you how they act. They hunt in packs. They are smart, and they can call for backup and reinforcements if needed. Yeah, that shit is scary. A few weeks ago we hooked up with this group of retired folks who’d setup a nice little RV park. A shuffler--kid, really--got loose and screamed for help. He literally screamed a word. What kind of a Z does that?”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We fought and ran. No choice. Along the way we got separated. I can’t really say what happened to all of the others. They were great people, but I think a lot of them died that day,” I said with a sigh. I left out any mention of McQuinn and his men, because that would mean answering too many questions.
 
   “That is fascinating,” she said.
 
   “Scary as fuck is what I’d call it,” I said. “Want my advice? Kill that thing you captured. Don’t give it a chance to do any more harm.”
 
   “I understand your concern, but he will sleep like he’s in a coma for a long time,” Melissa said.
 
   “Answered enough questions? Look, I appreciate all this awesomeness. The secure location, food, water, I’m sure you all have an amazing system setup. That said, maybe we don’t belong here,” I said, looking among my new hosts.
 
   “That’s up to you. You and the girl want to leave, that’s up to you. But like I said, we could use more help, and you proved that you both know how to handle yourselves out there. You showed me and Diane that you’re not afraid to get your hands dirty when faced with the infected.”
 
   “It’s not so hard,” I said. “You’re out there long enough and you develop tactics for survival. Number one is kill the green-eyed assholes. Number two, you hide and you keep as quiet as possible, and when you are faced with the infected, you always have someone who covers your back.”
 
   “Understood. Now allow me to show you a little of what we have built here. Then we’ll ask you a few questions, and if you decide to stay we’ll get you a place to sleep and some food,” Douglas said.
 
   “You mentioned asking us questions. Haven’t I answered enough?”
 
   “Yeah, nothing formal, but it’s best to get this information before you forget any of it. Kindly leave your weapons here. They will be taken care of and returned when and if you leave,” Douglas said.
 
   “You make it sound like we don’t have a choice,” I said.
 
   “Jackson, once you see the operation we have set up here, you may not want to leave. But we have to take precautions. Very few are permitted weapons in the warehouse. It’s for everyone’s safety, you understand of course,” he said.
 
   “Fine. Fuck. Fine.”
 
   “Glad you came along and helped us out when you did,” Douglas smiled.
 
   For some reason, I did not trust this guy. I didn’t really like any of them except Melissa. I’d probably like her less if she tried anything with those damn gloves on.
 
   “Wait a second, who was the guy in the jeep who saved my ass out there?”
 
   “The jeep?” Douglas asked.
 
   “One of your guys, right? He pulled up just as a shuffler was about to stomp my ass, and took the fucker out with one shot,” I said. “Do me a favor and point him or her out later so I can thank them.”
 
   Douglas’s face furrowed.
 
   “We don’t have anyone out there in a jeep, as far as I know. Was it a military vehicle?”
 
   “No, man. It was one of those Grand Cherokees, I think. It was red,” I said.
 
   “I have no idea who that was,” Douglas said, and led me into the building.
 
   I scratched my head and followed.
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   21:30 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   The interior of the Costco was like some surreal dream come true.
 
   After spending months out in the new world, I’d grown used to seeing homes and stores completely looted. On rare occasions we’d come across a few supplies, but never much, and never all in one location. 
 
   We’d raided countless big stores in the search for goods, but we were always too late, or else the place was so over run with Zs that we had to leave empty handed.
 
   My imagination ran wild when I thought about all of the food and supplies a normal Costco contained. A few people could probably last for years if they managed to button the place up and keep other survivors out. But how many people did they have here? If it was a hundred, the food would be gone in a month or two at most.
 
   I had to consider my options very carefully. If we decided to stay, the other survivors, and us could not live on the contents of one Costco forever.
 
   Near the entrance to the store, tables and crates had been arranged in near rows. Gear, weapons, water bottles, and bags of food similar to the sack lunches they’d given me and Christy littered the surfaces. They had checklists laid out, and names scribbled on them. I tried to get a glimpse at one, but it was unreadable from a distance. 
 
   Not that it mattered, at this point. I wasn’t going to learn anything from a quick look.
 
   They took mine and Christy’s gear and put it in a basket. The guy wrote something on a sheet of paper and jammed the sheet into the bin. He pulled a red ticket out and noted the number, then handed me the ticket like I was waiting to order food at a deli.
 
   “Keep this with you,” he said.
 
   I nodded and put the slip in my pocket. Then I reconsidered and put it in my battered wallet.
 
   “What size pants do you wear?” Douglas asked me. “We have cases of new clothes, and you are more than due for a new pair of pants at the very least.”
 
   He was right. I’d been in the same clothes more or less for weeks. We’d had little opportunity to clean them. I probably smelled like a homeless man who’d been on the streets for a year. I was pretty sure that if I took my pants off, they’d stand up on their own.
 
   I gave him my size, and Christy told Douglas what she needed. He promised to get us a change by the morning.
 
   The guy who’d driven the forklift was hanging out near what used to be the optometry department. He nodded at me so I nodded back.
 
   They’d removed most of the frames and displays. I noted a rack of sunglasses and pulled down a sweet pair of Oakleys. I tried them on while Douglas spoke with Diane.
 
   Frosty sat next to me and panted. I’d gotten used to having her around, and could read her. She wasn’t hot; this was a nervous sort of stance. She looked like she was ready to bolt at any second. I put my hand on her head and rubbed, hoping to reassure her. She stared up at me with wide eyes and licked my hand.
 
   “She’s just anxious,” Christy said.
 
   “I know. It’s probably all the strange new people. Lots of new butts to sniff,” I said.
 
   “That’s gross,” Christy said.
 
   “Nah, it’s how dogs greet each other. They stick their nose in each other’s business. It’s a doggy handshake.”
 
   Christy curled her lips into a grimace.
 
   We moved through the interior of the warehouse, but they kept us close to the front of the building. Most of the big space was dark so it was next to impossible to make out anything in the murk. The place had a musty smell, like wet paper and mold.
 
   I don’t know what I’d expected to find inside. Men and women hovering over fires? People crammed wall to wall in portable beds? Instead the place was so quiet it was damned eerie.
 
   Someone approached us. He looked familiar, and after he drew close I realized it was one of the forklift drivers who’d charged out and helped clear the parking lot.
 
   “You were pretty good out there. Didn’t panic and fought hard, nice work,” he said. He was a lot shorter than me. If the Latino guy was five foot eight, I’d be surprised.
 
   “Thanks, but that was all about survival. You guys have it down with those forklifts. One thing, though. With the blades on the catchers, you’re going to sever legs and other body parts. Hit too many and you’re going to get stuck out there.”
 
   “I know, man. It wasn’t my idea,” he said. “I just work here.”
 
   I smiled, because that sounded like something I’d say.
 
   “Name’s Mateo,” he stuck out his hand so we could shake.
 
   We finished introductions and he petted Frosty.
 
   “Pretty ballsy going out there in a metal cage with wheels, but you gotta do what you gotta do, right? You’ll have to show me how those things work,” I said. “And thanks for coming to our rescue.”
 
   “Yeah. Remember that if you see me in deep shit, okay, brother?”
 
   “Let’s talk,” Douglas interrupted.
 
   “Sure, man,” I said, and followed him.
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   21:50 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
    
 
   It was about an hour later when they cut us loose. Douglas had been interested in all of the Z activity around us. I tried to ask about the nuke to the north, but he said he didn’t know much about it except that Bright Star had figured out a way to get a massive horde of Zs into one location and blow them out of existence.
 
   “But they didn’t even think about the civilians in the city. Didn’t even consider how many of the living they’d kill,” he snarled.
 
   “It’s war, man. Casualties are a given,” I heard Joel Kelly say in the back of my mind.
 
   “But how safe is it? I know you said the fallout would drift out to the ocean, but that was a fucking nuke, man.”
 
   “It was a tiny one. They’ve used them before on other parts of the US. I heard Seattle was one of the first places to go up in flames. The thing is, it’s a big country, and while small sections might be uninhabitable for years, there’s a lot of land left.”
 
   “You sound like you’re defending them.”
 
   “I guess I am, in a way. I don’t approve, but they might have wiped out hundreds of thousands of Zs in the process,” Douglas said.
 
   “And what about the people that were still living in the city when the bomb went off?”
 
   “That is why they need to be stopped. There has to be a better way,” Douglas said, and looked away
 
   They didn’t bother asking Christy too many questions. She said they were more interested in how we’d survived. She told them I’d taught her survival tips like how to make water filters and how to shoot her gun. She was smart, and didn’t mention our other companions.
 
   They took us along a corridor that had been built of shelving units and walls from outdoor storage units. The construction was hasty and thrown together, probably in near-darkness, but it served as some kind of privacy for the inhabitants. Wind-up rechargeable flashlights hung along these sections, illuminating letters and numbers. I ran into Mateo once and we nodded at each other.
 
   It had to be close to ten at night, and I was dead on my feet. We hadn’t slept enough over the last few days and it had been catching up with me since we’d arrived.
 
   Douglas shone a flashlight on the walls until he found what he was looking for.
 
   “Section sixteen. That’s where we have food--keep that in mind. You’ll give your name and they’ll hand over whatever the meal of the day is in the morning, and again at night. You’ll get the hang of it in no time. Most people here are shell-shocked, but they will help. Just ask. That’s how we do things here: we ask.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “Regular meals sounds amazing.”
 
   “It’s not always the best food, but it’s a hell of a lot better than starving. This is a big place, and we’ve kept the numbers down to a minimum. We have a lot, but it’s not going to last forever.”
 
   “Surprised it’s lasted this long,” I said.
 
   I still wanted to know how they’d made the food last for so long.
 
   Frosty stopped every few feet to check out an interesting corner or section of wall. When she paused to sniff, Christy patted her neck and got the dog moving again.
 
   “This place was packed almost to the ceiling. Think about all of the crates of power bars, nuts, dried fruit. There’s a generator humming away on the other side. Mateo--the guy you met earlier--helped with the wiring, so we could keep a refrigerated unit going. But there was no way for stuff to last forever. Milk has an expiration date and we weren’t able to keep a freezer powered. So that was the first to go along with eggs, yogurt… you get the idea.”
 
   “So you all have been here since the beginning of this mess?” I asked.
 
   “More or less,” Douglas said.
 
   I didn’t bother pursuing that line of questioning. If they’d taken this place away from a group of other survivors it was none of my business, and I didn’t need details. I’d just ignore any bloodstains on the walls or in the corners of the building.
 
   We reached a new section marked ‘housing’. He opened a door and led us into a warren of little rooms. Each had been an outdoor shed, and wasn’t much longer than my frame if I stretched out. He took us to number four and gestured at it.
 
   “Home sweet home. I’ll come get you in the morning. Rest up and we’ll talk more. And Jackson, please, don’t do anything stupid. We’re taking a chance letting you into our home, but we need able-bodied men who aren’t stark raving lunatics.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear we’re not stark raving lunatics. Got enough of those out in the world now. I’ve seen shit, man.”
 
   “We’ve all seen shit. Speaking of shit, that dog need to go to the bathroom?”
 
   “Probably,” I said.
 
   “See that wall at the end of this hallway? There’s a door that leads to a section of dirt. Some of the other survivors had pets, so we welcomed them. Let her take care of her business, but clean it up with a plastic bag and toss it in the trash. One thing we have plenty of is Ziploc bags. Over a million by last count.”
 
   “Who counted a million plastic bags?” Christy asked the question I was thinking.
 
   “Diane. She’s like a human computer. She takes a look at a crate and how much is contained in a single box then spits out a number that, as far as I can tell, is pretty accurate. Wish they’d stocked more stuff like powdered eggs instead of baggies.
 
   “We have regular patrols in the store. Be courteous and answer any questions if someone stops you. I’ve circulated your name and likeness among the folks here, but most won’t know you until you settle in and talk to everyone. This is an unusual situation, we don’t allow a lot of strangers. I guess Diane felt sorry for you when she found you. I’m thankful for your help capturing the ghoul,” he said.
 
   “Thanks for taking us in,” I said.
 
   Christy nodded her thanks.
 
   “Don’t make me wrong about you, Jackson. I like you and I think you can contribute to our little commune. Just play it cool and do what we ask. As time goes by and you gain trust, we’ll see what that allows as far as jobs and access to more of the store.”
 
   “Thanks, we’ll do our best to fit in and give back what we can.”
 
   Douglas nodded once, then spun and left us.
 
   I poked my head inside the storage unit and found a pair of sleeping bags. They lay on small foam mattresses. There was also a box of assorted protein bars and bags of nuts and dried fruit. How they’d managed to make this much last for so long was amazing.
 
   There was also a lump of brown stuff in a large freezer bag. I found a small wind up flashlight hanging on a wall and clicked it on.
 
   The bag contained what looked like a hunk of fresh-baked bread. I ripped a piece off and savored the taste. It was definitely bread, but it had been baked over a fire, and had a smoky flavor. It was one of the best things I’d ever had in my damn mouth.
 
   We ate in silence and fed Frosty bits of our food. Then Christy spotted another small bag and opened it to reveal chunks of dry dog food. I fed Frosty and even got a giggle out of Christy when I popped a piece of the mutt’s food into my mouth and crunched down on it.
 
   “That’s gross,” Christy said with a smile.
 
   “It is, but I’d eat it in the zombie apocalypse,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, I think we’ve eaten worse,” she nodded.
 
   Christy stretched out and laid down on her side of the little room.
 
   “What, not going to take Frosty out to the bathroom?”
 
   “You guys eat the same food. You take her and I’ll do it in the morning,” Christy said and rolled over.
 
   I sighed and took the dog to locate the bathroom.
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   03:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
    
 
   I wasn’t much for remembering my dreams, but that night they were vivid. Joel and I struggled to take on a massive horde of Zs while they swarmed around Anna Sails. Roz lurked in the background, but there was something odd about her. She perched on a grassy hill and catcalled us but it wasn’t her voice. She sounded like she was hissing and spitting like a snake. I came to and sat up in the dark.
 
   After lying in silence for a few minutes, Christy rolled over.
 
   “Are we safe here?”
 
   “What time is it? How long have you been awake?”
 
   “I don’t know. I didn’t sleep much. I can’t stand how quite it is in here. Then there’s your snoring.”
 
   “Everyone’s a critic.”
 
   I felt around until I found my flashlight, gave the charging handle a few rough turns and then clicked it on. The little LED bulb came on and flooded the room with dull light. Christy looked tired, but she still offered me a half-smile.
 
   “Are we, Jackson, are we safe?”
 
   “I’d like to say that we are. Got this big concrete building, food, water, warm bodies to protect us. But these people, there’s something off here.” I muttered the last bit.
 
   “The weird thing is how few people are in this building. Have you noticed?”
 
   “You’re thinking too much. Could be hundreds of people hanging around the place. Back in other sections of the building. Maybe they’re packed to the gills in other sections and they’re saving this area for badass zombie slayers like Frosty here,” I said, and put my hand on the dog’s head.
 
   She was stretched out between us. She rolled her eyes to regard me, then closed them again.
 
   “We haven’t seen the whole thing yet. Besides, where are we going to go?”
 
   “That’s true,” she said. “I just don’t like it.”
 
   “I don’t like it either. What bothers you the most?”
 
   “Everything. This place gives me the creeps,” she said.
 
   “It’s just the darkness. We’re used to running from place to place, living night to night, hoping to score a little bit of food. We’ve been on our own for so long. It’s just being around new people that’s got you spooked.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said.
 
   “Paranoia will destroy ya,” I said quoting the old song.
 
   “There was a creepy guy. He kept staring at me and it made me very uncomfortable,” she admitted.
 
   “You point this guy out and I’ll make his face turn inside out,” I said with real anger in my voice.
 
   No one was going to mess with Christy. I would make damn sure of that.
 
   I tossed and turned for another hour, then rose and left Christy sleeping in peace with the farting dog.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   03:15 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
    
 
   I took a stroll.
 
   No one had told me which areas to keep out of, so I wandered. 
 
   I found another row of shelters that were larger than mine. “Must be for Government,” I muttered. 
 
   They were lit by the same dull glow of wind-up flash lights that had been strung up all over the building. They’d never approximate daylight, but it was a hell of a lot better than walking around in the dark. One of the little suckers didn’t glow like the others, so I stopped and cranked the winder until it started to shine.
 
   A lot of pallets were stacked up, but covered in tarps. There were numbers and letters on them that had some clear designation.
 
   Curiosity got the best of me. I looked around, hoping no one was watching, then lifted the corner of the tarp.
 
   Boxes of trash bags lay underneath. I put the tarp back and kept exploring.
 
   The size of the warehouse was immense, with all of the large shelving moved around to create a new kind of warren, it didn’t help but increase the scale of things.  
 
   I once read that Costco moved shit around all the time so it kept you looking for the things you purchased on a regular basis. The psychology was that if you were looking for old stuff, you’d come across new stuff you didn’t even know you needed to buy.
 
   I’d never been a fan of the store. What was the point of a single sailor buying bulk supplies? A friend of mine--a Hull Tech named Jerry--used to buy gallon-sized jars of pickles, then eat every one of the damn things in a couple of days.
 
   I found the freezer sections, but the power had been cut to them. Inside were stacked more pallets of goods covered in even more tarps.
 
   Toward the rear of the building I found a large, blocked-off section. Chainlink fence had been set up here, and the door was locked.
 
   I studied the lock with interest, because it was on the other side of the fence. Who- or whatever was over there had locked themselves in. Behind the fence were a bunch of tall shelving units. They too were coved in tarp.
 
   A woman’s face appeared behind the fence and nearly scared me out of my skin.
 
   “Help you, sir?” she asked.
 
   She was dressed in dark blue digital camo. She had straps and hooks all over her clothing, and carried a handgun in a holster under her arm. She had a knife and another gun on her hip. She was short but stout, and looked like she knew how to handle herself.
 
   “Sorry, just looking around. I got here last night and was looking for a bathroom. Plus I wanted to stretch my legs. I’m used to being on the move a lot if you know what I mean,” I said with a goofy smile.
 
   If the US Navy taught one thing and one thing very well, it was how to act like a dumb sailor so hopefully no one gave you any extra work to do on the ship. Out of sight, out of mind. 
 
   I’d kind of blown that last bit.
 
   “The operation is set up like this: you keep to the front with all the other civilians and you’ll be safe and sound. You come back here, you might have some explaining to do. Are we clear?”
 
   “Sorry, Jesus,” I said.
 
   “Just go find something to do so you’re not in the way,” she said.
 
   “What if something goes down, like an attack on the building? I heard those Bright Star guys are real assholes,” I probed.
 
   “Just go back to the front, sir,” she said, with special emphasis on the last word, like I was pond scum.
 
   A man’s gruff face pushed aside a corner of tarp and looked me up and down. I picked that moment to mosey.
 
   It wasn’t that the guy looked any more badass than the woman. It was what I’d peeked at behind the tarp as he’d shifted it aside.
 
   Sitting around tables, draped across sofas, and sitting on the floor were at least thirty people dressed in paramilitary gear like the woman had on, and they had enough weapons to start some serious shit.
 
   Guess I’d found the Reavers after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   37 – Scouting
 
    
 
   08:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   There wasn’t a whole lot to do during the first full day. A few folks showed us around, then quickly disappeared. I wouldn’t say we had the run of the store, but for the first time we had some freedom of movement. That was welcome. 
 
   For too many weeks, we’d spent our time creeping around, keeping the noise down, hoping that a pack of Zs wouldn’t hear one of us dropping something or farting in our sleep. Killed by Zs thanks to flatulence: film at 11.
 
   I was told several times that the rear of the store was off-limits. I noticed “stay out” signs that I hadn’t seen when I’d been wandering around last night, but they were clearly pointed out to me. Why these folks kept the military guys in the back a secret was a mystery.
 
   Lighting was scarce, but as day came on it illuminated the warehouse from windows set high above.
 
   We ate a meal that consisted of dried fruit, cold scrambled powdered eggs, and chunky powdered milk. On any day prior to the USS McCluskey smashing into San Diego I would have bitched about the food, but now I sucked it down, and praised it as a gourmet meal. It was better than eating half-cold beef stew from a tin. 
 
   What I wouldn’t give for a damn steak. I suppose the only way I’ll ever get a New York strip again is if I go out, find a cow, shoot it, then figure out how to cut the damn thing up.
 
   One of the biggest surprises of the morning was when someone called Christy’s name.
 
   Christy had already taken Frosty to the crapper and returned with a happy mutt. Frosty pranced around us, hopping up and nipping at my hand. I crouched down and rubbed the dog. 
 
   I worked at her ears--something that made her squint her eyes as her tail thumped. She leaned into my hands, then gave me a huge lick that almost made me smile. Simple things like a dog can make a lonely situation like being stuck in a new location with a bunch of strangers almost bearable.
 
   “Christy, is that you?”
 
   Christy spun and regarded a middle-aged couple. The man was in his fifties, and had a shock of white hair that puffed around his head like a halo. The woman's hair was clipped close to her head, and she wore librarian glasses. They wore matching polos and slacks. 
 
   “Huh?” Christy said.
 
   The woman walked toward Christy with her arms outstretched. I had a little PTSD moment and almost reached for a weapon. Damn, don’t go walking around like the dead, lady.
 
   “Oh my god, Christy, I’m so happy to see you,” the woman said.
 
   “You know her?” I asked Christy under my breath.
 
   “It’s us, aunt Tessa and uncle Clarence,” the woman said.
 
   Christy screwed her eyes up tightly and then exhaled slowly. Then she ran into her aunt's arms and hugged her tight. Christy started spilling out her story, saying she never thought she’d see another member of the family as long as she lived. The woman’s companion smiled at the pair, then stared at me. We both stood there with our hands in our pockets while the two girls hugged.
 
   “I’m Jackson,” I said, finally extending my hand.
 
   The guy regarded it but didn’t offer to shake so I dropped my hand lamely.
 
   “Where’s Craig?” Tessa asked Christy.
 
   “He didn’t make it,” Christy sobbed.
 
   “I’m so sorry honey. He was a good boy. I always liked having you two at the house,” she said. “And who’s your friend?”
 
   “He’s the guy who saved me in San Diego. We’ve been on the run ever since. Me, Jackson, Roz, Joel, and Anna.”
 
   I winced as she rattled off the names of our former companions.
 
   “Oh, I can’t wait to meet your friends,” Tessa said. “Be nice and shake his hand, Clarence.”
 
   Clarence stuck his hand out. It was like taking hold of a stiff board.
 
   “They’re gone. Jackson and I are the only ones who made it here,” Christy said.
 
   “I’m sorry, Christy.”
 
   The two embraced for another minute before breaking apart. Tessa looked me up and down, then offered her hand. I guess whatever judgment she made about me helping a teenage girl was going to wait.
 
   “Christy is my great-niece on her father’s side. We haven’t seen each other in a few years. I wasn’t even sure it was her at first, with that rat’s nest of hair,” Tessa said.
 
   “Yeah. Great to meet you and all. Look, before you start giving me any crap about our relationship…”
 
   “Jackson!” Christy said.
 
   “No, I get it. I see how it looks. But I swear to you both, Christy is like a kid sister to me. We’ve had each other’s backs since we met, and she’s a tough kid. I’m proud to call her my friend,” I said, realizing how lame it sounded.
 
   “I’m sure you’ve been a perfect gentleman,” Tessa said.
 
   I fought not to roll my eyes.
 
   “Why don’t we catch up,” the man said, and put an arm protectively around Christy’s shoulders.
 
   She looked between the two of them and me.
 
   “It’s cool, just check in with me later, dude,” I said, and offered my hand.
 
   Christy high-fived me, and the three of them wandered off. Frosty took one look at me and then followed Christy.
 
   “Traitor,” I whispered.
 
   I didn’t want to take it personally. I tried to put myself in Clarence and Tessa’s shoes and thought about how it looked. An older guardian had stepped in and protected Christy, so what was my motivation? 
 
   I was sure that was the question, and quite frankly, thinking about my relationship with Christy being anything other than the friendship we had made me sick to my stomach.
 
   I sighed and decided to go look for Douglas. It was that or go back to my little shed and stare at the wall.
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   09:30 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   We were assigned jobs and told when we should do them. For me and Christy, it was to wander around a couple of rows and wind up flashlights. I did it without bitching, because it was easy. 
 
   A couple of times I was tapped to help move supplies from one pallet to another or pallets from one location to another. We weren’t given a lot of explanation as to why things had to be done; we just did them.
 
   Christy split her time between me and her relatives. I didn’t begrudge them for wanting her near. 
 
   A routine almost set in, and I found it relaxing to just go with the flow for a while. It was refreshing to just do a job and get a couple of meals a day. It was never enough food, but it was better than being out in the cold, wondering if I was going to eat anything the next day.
 
   I wondered how Joel, Roz, and Anna would have taken to this new life.
 
   My thoughts turned to Anna on more than one occasion over the next few days. I missed her and her sharp humor. She was easy to be around, when she wasn’t pushing aside my advances.
 
   I wondered if I’d ever see her again. Knowing Anna, she’d met up with her friends in Bright Star and taken charge.
 
   As for Joel, well, he was my best friend, and even though we’d had harsh words before we’d been forced to split up, I was sure we’d be able to put that aside in the future.
 
   Assuming they hadn’t deserted us on purpose.
 
   I sighed, and went to find some more flashlights to wind up.
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   10:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   “Dude, you can’t go wandering around like that without your mark,” a voice called.
 
   I spun, expecting trouble, and found Mateo. He grinned from ear to ear and offered me a fist bump.
 
   “A what the fuck?”
 
   “Just giving you shit, man. Hey, Douglas was looking for you. I told him I’d hunt you down.” Mateo said.
 
   “I was just looking for him, or looking for something to do.”
 
   “I heard you’ve been doing good stuff. No complaints, and you’re always up for a task when one comes along. They like that here. Complainers don’t last.”
 
   “They kick them out?”
 
   “Don’t know and don’t want to know. It’s not like we’re living in a world where you get to file a lawsuit if you get fired for being a lame-ass.”
 
   “Never thought of it like that,” I said.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about it. Seems like Douglas likes you, and that’s enough. So if you’re a spy or some shit, I guess I’ll have to be just as disappointed as him.”
 
   “A spy? Christ, man. Why would you worry about what Douglas says?”
 
   “Think about it, bro. We have a good setup, and it would be a real nice place for someone to take over. We’ve had spies before and had to send them on their way,” Mateo said.
 
   “Lemme guess: sent them on their way with a bullet to the head?”
 
   “You used to watch a lot of movies. I think they just get kicked out. Honestly, bro, it’s not my business.”
 
   “How’d you end up here, anyway?” I asked.
 
   “Not much to tell. I have a membership card.”
 
   “I don’t. Think they’re going to kick me out?”
 
   “Best not to think about that,” Mateo said, offering a half-smile. “Out there is no fun.”
 
   “Tell me about it. I’ve been on the run for over a month now.”
 
   Mateo escorted me to the chow line, which was really just a couple of tables with rations. I got a packet of oatmeal, a power bar, and an orange. There was even a huge carafe with a spigot. I looked at it like I was dreaming.
 
   “This is better than the chow we've had the last few days,” I said, and suppressed drool from dripping out of my mouth.
 
   “Yeah, Wednesdays and Sundays we get the good stuff. It’s all good, if you ask me. Beats the hell out of starving.”
 
   I poured a little bit of dark liquid into a cup and took a sniff.
 
   “Oh my god. Coffee.”
 
   “Only leaded, man. You want decaf you’re out of luck, because no one else drinks that stuff here,” Mateo said.
 
   An older guy dressed in overalls and sporting a bright checkered red shirt manned the line. He looked me over.
 
   “New here?”
 
   “Yeah. Got here a few days ago.”
 
   He reached under a table and dug out a travel mug. It was covered in dust, and it was bright orange. I couldn’t care less. I snapped the lid off and blew into the interior in an attempt to halfway clean it.
 
   “There’s a Sharpie around here somewhere. Put your name on that and don’t lose it. It’s yours from now on.”
 
   “Thanks, man. I’ll treat it like a diamond.”
 
   Mateo produced a mug of his own and filled it halfway with coffee.
 
   “Damn, I love coffee days.”
 
   “Is that how it’s rationed out?”
 
   “Yeah, man. Can’t have this all the time. We’d get used to living the good life. Next thing you know, we’re tooling around inside in Mustangs and Corvettes with the sun roofs down, looking for a Starbucks drive-through,” Mateo said.
 
   I snorted and followed his lead by filling my mug half way to the top. I took a sip and just about had a fucking orgasm right on the spot.
 
   “Dump your oatmeal in there for a real treat,” Mateo said.
 
   I thought that sounded gross, but he was serious. He ripped his little brown bag open and dumped the oats into the black liquid. Then he put the lid on his mug and shook it.
 
   “That is nasty, man.”
 
   “You get used to it.”
 
   He told me the times when they served the good stuff, but I didn’t have a watch.
 
   “No problem, brother. You like one of those big watches like divers use? Got about a hundred of those left over. Got a few high-end watches too, but you might have to do some favors to get one, if you know what I mean,” Mateo said.
 
   “I don’t want to know what you mean.”
 
   “Just pulling your leg, man. I’ll get you a watch.”
 
   “I think I’d rather watch my dog take a crap.”
 
   We wandered around for a few more minutes before Mateo found Douglas.
 
   I hadn’t seen all of the building, and didn’t know where the damn shuffler was being held. All I knew was that I wanted it erased. Douglas and company were playing a deadly game by keeping it here.
 
   “Jackson, good, glad you’re here. We need someone to scout to the east. There’s word of a horde, and we need to know how large it is. Take Mateo with you. We’ll provide communication from here.”
 
   “That’s it? Go out and see what’s happening and come back?”
 
   “Yeah, earn your keep, Jackson.” Douglas clapped my shoulder.
 
   “I’m pretty sure I can make an educated guess at a horde. We captured a ghoul. Rather than blowing its head off, you brought it home like a rescue animal. Now you want to feed it, give it a name, but there’s a problem: there’s a whole pack of wild animals out there looking for their pal. Dude. Do yourself and everyone here a favor and put that thing down.”
 
   “It’s well-sedated, and hasn’t moved in days,” Douglas said defensively.
 
   “But it’s moved since it got here, which means it’s used that freaky telepathic shit to call its brothers,” I said.
 
   “We don’t know that for sure. They may have some kind of signal, but all that paranormal stuff is probably nothing more than paranoia,” Douglas said.
 
   “Think what you will, man. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Douglas said. “So can you make the scouting run?”
 
   “I’ve been resting up, and if you need me to help, of course I will. I may be a paranoid fuck, but I’m a paranoid fuck who is grateful.”
 
   Douglas nodded and shook my hand.
 
   “Just be careful out there and follow Mateo’s lead. You’ll do fine.”
 
   I wondered if he’d give the scouts manning the two overrun houses the same spiel a few days ago. They were all dead now but Douglas had gotten his prize. It takes a special kind of person to knowingly send friends out to their death.
 
   After he departed, I considered his words. I considered a lot of things.
 
   Far from the boogeymen the Reavers had been made out as, these guys were pretty low-key. They weren’t out reaving or pillaging. They weren’t raping and stirring up shit, looking for a fight. 
 
   They had a little community, and wanted to make the best of their situation. So what was all that talk back in Vista about the Reavers being a cult or a bunch of crazy people fighting Bright Star?
 
   I tried not to think about the guys in the back.
 
   It had been eating at me, so I took off in pursuit of Douglas. He’d rounded the food prep area and was on his way to an office set back near the restrooms. Some yellow caution tape had been set across this area, blocking off the toilets. That made sense to me; you didn’t want people taking a crap back there if the toilets didn’t flush.
 
   “Hey,” I called.
 
   Douglas spun, and instead of the kindly man I’d seen over the last few days, his eyes flared with anger.
 
   “Jackson. Did we have a miscommunication?”
 
   “No, man. I have a couple of questions.”
 
   “Can you save them for after the scouting mission?” he asked. “This is important.”
 
   “Sure, but I gotta know.” I stopped speaking, because I noticed something on the wall.
 
   Someone had done a half-assed job of cleaning it up, but not enough to truly cover up the blood or bullet holes. The painted cinderblocks had been filled with bullets at some point, and then someone had cleaned the walls. They still maintained a crimson hue, though--shades of it in swipe patterns.
 
   “What is it, Jackson?” Douglas asked in annoyance. He stepped in front of my line of sight, blocking off my gaze.
 
   “Damn. That’s a lot of bullet holes.”
 
   “Yes. It was a bloody fight to secure this location from the infected. We had to push them back, and it was not pleasant. Are we done here?”
 
   “Why is everyone so scared of Reavers? From what I’ve seen, you’re all as peaceful as lambs. Got the whole welcome committee, food, a place to sleep. You don’t seem all that scary.”
 
   “I have no idea how we developed that reputation, my friend. The fact is that Bright Star has been spreading misinformation from the very beginning. They’ve done very little to help unless it advances their goals,” he said.
 
   “And what goals would those be?”
 
   “I have no idea, Jackson. Maybe you should go and ask them.”
 
   I bit my tongue, unwilling to admit I’d been with someone in Bright Star for over a month. In all of that time Anna had been secretive, but I’d never seen her do anything except lend a helping hand. 
 
   She’d also lobbed some great one-liners at me, often at my expense. Then there was the night we’d managed to get intimate. Was that clouding my judgment of the force she worked for?
 
   “So if Christy and I decided to leave, you’re still okay with that?”
 
   “As I said before, several times by my count. We’re not monsters, Jackson, and we’re not jailers. If you wish to leave, you know where the door is. Christy, however, she would have to make up her own mind.”
 
   I knew she’d probably want to stay now that she’d found some of her family. I wasn’t about to run away from this safe haven unless I had to. I was sick to death of being chased by Zs, shufflers, and assholes who thought they had the right to use force to take whatever they wanted.
 
   Mateo caught up with me and gave the wall the same strange look that must have appeared on my face.
 
   “We need to gear up, man,” he said.
 
   “Thank you, Mateo. We need this horde scouted and soon,” Douglas said.
 
   Something thumped in the direction of the office he’d been headed toward. Diane appeared in the doorway and gestured for Douglas. The two consulted together while Mateo and I walked away. I kept my eyes on the pair, but also let them drift over the formerly blood-splattered wall.
 
   “Hope we can chat more, Douglas,” I said, trying to sound the way Joel Kelly did when he put a dose of badass Marine into his tone.
 
   I guess he didn’t hear me, because he was already gone.
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   10:15 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   Mateo and I got kitted up over the next twenty minutes. I was handed my pistol and wrench. The gun was welcome, but the eight-pound hunk of steel was a godsend. I felt like I was being reunited with an old friend. Mateo eyed the tool and shot me a questioning glance.
 
   “Never runs out of rounds,” I said as I hefted the wrench.
 
   “Guess not. Just don’t swing and accidentally crush my head.”
 
   “I’ll be careful. I hope I don’t have to swing at anything.”
 
   I was handed a box of Hornady shells. I cracked the cardboard and did a visual. Fifty rounds of 135-grain 9mm. The XDM felt light in my hands. When I dropped the magazine into my palm, I found it had been emptied.
 
   Mateo had settled on a larger gun, and was handed a box of rounds.
 
   “.45?” I asked.
 
   “1911 Kimber, yep. Finest handgun in the world. What ya got there?” He pointed at my sidearm.
 
   We chided each other over our carries. He talked about power, and I talked about capacity. While we chatted I loaded a mag and racked a round into the chamber.
 
   “Hey man, lemme get an extra clip,” Mateo asked the guy behind the gunnery counter.
 
   “It’s called a magazine,” I said offhandedly.
 
   “Whatever, man.”
 
   “A clip is something you put in your hair.”
 
   “Does it matter what the dumb thing is called?”
 
   “Yeah, it does,” I said and then stopped and laughed.
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Nothing. I just realized how much an old friend rubbed off on me. I miss that son of a bitch, even if he did abandon me.”
 
   “If he was your boyfriend, it’s cool. I promise not to get in the way,” Mateo winked.
 
   I shot him the finger.
 
   “Like I said, not in the way.”
 
   I asked for another magazine as well, and more ammo.
 
   “Planning to shoot your way out of a bad place?” the guy behind the counter asked. He was dressed in flannel and wore a black ski cap over his head like some wannabe hipster. His beard was trimmed and neat.
 
   “I’m always planning to shoot my way out of a bad place. That’s why I’m still alive,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, hand over more ammo, bro,” Mateo said.
 
   “Here you go, bro,” the kid said, with derision. If he eye-rolled, I was going to pop him upside the head.
 
   Mateo snorted and took the ammo. He handed me my extras and led me to another table.
 
   “Find your size, man.”
 
   I looked over the assorted armor and located some stuff to attach to my forearms and shins. Like something a skater would wear, the pieces had been  garish, but someone had spray-painted them black. I strapped them on and nodded at Mateo.
 
   “Ready,” I said.
 
   “What about body armor?”
 
   “It would slow me down.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” Mateo shrugged.
 
   Something crashed inside the confines of the building, something from the direction we’d come. I lifted the XDM instinctively and held it near my chest. Press-checking this handgun wasn’t required, because the barrel had a small metal nipple that stood up when there was a round in the chamber.
 
   Another crash and a scream.
 
   “Oh shit,” I breathed.
 
   I used my improvised sling to place the wrench under my arm. Then I snatched up the extra ammo and magazine, and shoved them into my pockets as I drifted toward the noise.
 
   “Hey man, they got that, let’s get started on our mission,” Mateo said.
 
   I moved back into the building, toward the area where I’d left Douglas. Someone stumbled into me; I caught her, and when she spun to confront me, I found Melissa looking up. She was scared, but also looked determined.
 
   “Let me go, I’m fine,” she said, shrugging free.
 
   “Hey, you ran into me,” I said. “Lemme guess. That shuffler got loose.”
 
   “Yeah, but not for long. Stay out of it, Jackson.”
 
   “Stay out of it, my ass. Someone needs to put that thing down.”
 
   The shuffler wasn’t far away. He leapt atop a table covered in food and hissed in our direction.
 
   I lifted my gun and drew a bead on its head. I exhaled as I stroked the trigger, but Melissa knocked my hand up and the shot went into the ceiling.
 
   “No! We can handle this,” she implored me.
 
   Half a dozen guys appeared, and they were not the normal kind of survivors I’d seen sitting around the Costco. These were the guys who were cooling their heels in the rear of the building. Dressed in paramilitary gear complete with guns, long knives, and magazines on ammo belts, they spread out and surrounded the shuffler. 
 
   The thing’s eyes glowed with intelligence as it surveyed the men and women gathered around it. It didn’t take long to come to a decision. It leapt onto a smaller woman--the same one who’d threatened me a few nights ago.
 
   The shuffler’s move was a mistake.
 
   She spread her feet and shifted her body weight as the shuffler landed on her… or should I say, was tossed across the floor like a large bag of flour. She’d gotten her hands up and then slid to the side. The move was fast, and looked like something out of a martial arts movie. 
 
   I pushed past Melissa, intent on killing this thing. Damn the consequences. If the shuffler wasn’t killed, it meant we were all going to die.
 
   I drew a bead on it as it came up on all fours.
 
   Mateo pounded up beside me and grabbed my gun's barrel. He pushed it down toward the ground and then twisted it. I had to either let go of the gun or have my wrist snapped.
 
   “The fuck, man?” I said in indignation.
 
   “Bad hombres, let them do their job,” Mateo said under his breath.
 
   Two of the paramilitary shot the shuffler with Tasers. One missed, but the other struck. He held down the trigger until the charge ran out; then another guy followed up with a blast. The shuffler spasmed on the ground.
 
   Melissa ran to the shuffler's side and motioned for help. She and the others fell on the ghoul and held him down. She shoved a needle into his arm and pumped him full of drugs. After a few seconds, his eyes rolled back in his head, and the faint green glow faded.
 
   “Mateo, I can’t stress this enough,” I said as I holstered the XDM. “That thing will bring a world of hurt down on us.”
 
   “Maybe, but let me give you some advice. Don’t mess with those guys in blue. They aren’t nice like some of us.”
 
   “Jailors?”
 
   “Muscle, pure and simple. No one knows much about them except they keep the peace and they do a lot of patrols. Those guys are well-trained and don’t take any shit.”
 
   “Which is why we’re going out on patrol? That makes no sense, man.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter what they do. We’re going to do our job and smile about it when we get back. I’m not asking questions anymore, because I love coffee and two squares a day too much.”
 
   I bit my tongue and followed, but I had questions--so many questions about this supposed paradise amidst a dead world.
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   10:45 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   We hustled around the side of the building and hopped into a big white Chevy pickup. As I slid inside, I noticed the new car smell. I guess that if you’re going to survive the zombie apocalypse, it’s okay to do it in style. The Escalade had taught me that much. 
 
   Mateo jumped in the driver's seat, and that was fine with me. I was still hopped up on adrenaline, and my hands shook. My heart hammered in my chest. I was mad, confused, and disappointed. These people had no idea what they were doing by keeping that fucking shuffler around.
 
   “You look pissed, bro,” Mateo said.
 
   “I am pissed. That thing’s going to bring a massive horde our way. Probably the same damn horde we’re going to take a look at. Then what? I don’t care what they say, that ghoul is going to be the doom of your sanctuary.”
 
   “Nah, man. It’s secure. A million of those things could stand outside the front door and we’d just lock up and keep it cool for a few days until they wandered away.”
 
   “Or send out those military guys. What’s the story on the back of the Costco?”
 
   Mateo navigated around the large potholes until he found the exit. He took us out to a main strip that was four lanes across, and then ducked onto a side road. Most of the buildings had been burned out, some all the way to the ground. 
 
   The city had probably been a hub a year ago, with people shopping on weekends, going to work on the weekdays. Now it was in ruin, and would probably be overgrown with weeds and crap in a few years.
 
   “I don’t go back there. Those guys are equipped to deal with threats. Some are former military, there’s a few cops, but some were just preppers, or people who had useful skills. I figured that’s why they brought you in: to help refill the ranks. We’ve lost a few over the last couple of weeks.”
 
   “To Bright Star, the boogeyman.”
 
   “I just work here, bro.”
 
   “Maybe I’m just paranoid,” I sighed.
 
   Mateo produced a two-way radio and talked to someone at the base. Another voice chimed in and sent him down another road. He slowed at a three-way stop and checked his map. We’d gone a couple of miles, and with each turn I worried that we were going to get lost. But Mateo managed to take us across a couple of back roads without running into an army of Zs.
 
   Many streets were clogged with cars, but he managed to avoid those. I saw a few Zs wandering around, but the level of activity was low. We came across a subdivision with a large painted plywood sign stuck to two trucks.
 
   “Not welcome, fuck off,” it read.
 
   “Some larger groups have built up little plots around here. We’ve tried to work with them to coordinate stuff, but they usually don’t want anything to do with us. No one trusts each other anymore.”
 
   “Can you blame anyone? It’s the damn end of the world, and people are protecting themselves. When I was with my friends, we came across more than a few groups who wanted to kill us and take our shit. Not that we had much shit.”
 
   “It wasn’t that bad during the first weeks. Remember how the news kept playing off the infection?”
 
   “I don’t man, because I was stuck on a ship. We arrived, me and my pal, Joel Kelly, after washing up at Coronado,” I said.
 
   The ship had been overrun in a matter of hours. The confines of the ship meant there was nowhere to go. We’d been prepping for arrival with a great deal of excitement. The USS McClusky was due for retirement, and that meant we’d be on dry land for a couple of months before getting sent out to new commands.
 
   About a quarter of the ship had been prepping their dress whites so they could go up on deck and stand around with their dicks in their hands while we arrived at base. 
 
   The excitement in the air was cool, but there was always that undercurrent of fear that uniforms weren’t clean, properly pressed, or shoes didn’t have a spit shine. I was supposed to be on duty for the morning, and escaped being sent up top.
 
   Fine by me. I wouldn’t have to deal with Master Chief and his sharp eyes. They always found something, no matter how meticulous we were. That was his job, though: to be a hard-ass and show off his rank. 
 
   Then Zs had happened, and my life hadn’t been the same since. The best part of our arrival had been hooking up with Joel. That guy had saved my life too many times to count.
 
   “You missed all the good stuff,” Mateo said. He’d stopped again at a crossroad, and looked both ways. 
 
   A Z wandered in front of the car. Good-looking girl at one time. She was completely naked and had probably been a beach blonde back in the day. Her eyes had probably been blue but they’d gone the milky white I’d grown to hate. Long legs and limber arms on a torso that might have been at home on the cover of a magazine a few months ago.
 
   Now she was bloated, and chunks of her sculpted thighs had been eaten away.
 
   The Z turned and looked at us. For some reason I held my breath, but she staggered away. I lifted my handgun and reached for the window control.
 
   “Nah, man, let her go. She’s just another lost soul,” Mateo said, and crossed himself.
 
   “Another lost soul that might try to eat us.”
 
   “Don’t you get tired of killing?”
 
   “Is it killing when these things are already dead?” I countered.
 
   “Fair point, my man. Fair point.”
 
   Mateo sped away from the crosswalk.
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   12:10 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   “There’s a safe house around here, but no one’s heard from them in a day. Happens sometimes. If they feel like they’re about to be overrun by Zs, they bug out for a day and come back later,” Mateo said.
 
   “I wondered why we were being sent out. Thought you all had this area secured.”
 
   “Nothing’s secured, bro. It’s the boogeyman out there,” Mateo sighed. “One minute it’s all fun and games, the next it’s running for your life.”
 
   “I haven’t had any fun and games in a while.”
 
   “What, no girl?” Mateo asked.
 
   “Had one, kinda. She and I got separated a few days ago,” I said, and immediately regretted it. Anna was part of the enemy as far as Mateo would be concerned.
 
   “Were you in love with her?” he asked.
 
   “Dude, I don’t know. She was a mess,” I said, hoping he’d drop it.
 
   Mateo found a house with a fenced entryway. He pulled the truck in and maneuvered it around so he was hidden from the road but the front end faced out, in case we needed to make a quick getaway. With the truck close to the fence, we were probably out of sight from all but very persistent prying eyes.
 
   He grabbed a backpack from the rear and dug out a few magazines. He tugged out his sidearm and ejected the mag, inspected the load, and slammed it back home. Then he chambered a round and put the gun back in a drop holster.
 
   I did the same, but tucked the gun under my belt, at the small of my back. I needed to upgrade my gear to compete. In a way Mateo reminded me of Joel, with his efficient movements.
 
   “You military?”
 
   “Nah. I did some ROTC when I was in high school,” Mateo said. “Had a little training with one of the military types. A National Guard named James. But James bought it a few weeks ago.”
 
   I didn’t press, but wondered if James had been one of the paramilitary back at the Costco. It wasn’t any of my business. As long as Mateo knew how to handle himself we’d work well together, assuming I didn’t fuck something up.
 
   I slid out of the truck, dropped into a crouch, and pointed the Springfield in the direction of the house. With the sun rising behind me, I’d be in silhouette, so I kept low. I moved around the back of the vehicle and next to Mateo. We peered at the home, but nothing moved inside.
 
   The front door hung open.
 
   “Let’s B and E,” Mateo said, and moved rapidly to the side of the little white stucco-sided home. 
 
   “B and E?” I asked after I’d huffed it to his side.
 
   “Breaking and entering, bro. Six months ago we’d have been tossed in jail. Now it’s like a daily routine.”
 
   “Don’t I know it,” I sighed.
 
   “Watch the front. I’ll check the back. If you get swarmed, whistle or something,” Mateo said.
 
   “Whistle? Like a show tune?”
 
   “Yeah, man. 'Whistle Dixie,'” Mateo chuckled and moved out.
 
   I moved around the home until I found a low double window. I lifted my head and peered inside, but nothing jumped out. No one pointed a gun in my direction. No Zs smacked into the window like they were stuck in a horror movie. (That was their favorite thing to do: wait until you were close and pop out of somewhere, with the intent of scaring the crap out of any passers-bys.)
 
   I advanced toward the door and pressed my back to it. I took a breath, raised my handgun to my chest, and then poked my head inside, did a quick look and ducked back. Then I did it again, this time looking for a few seconds longer.
 
   No one was banging around, no one was moaning for flesh. Nothing moved in the room, so I dropped to a crouch and moved inside.
 
   I did a quick sweep of the main areas. A dinner table had been smashed to kindling. Placemats and a candleholder lay in the middle of the mess. The cushions were missing from the sofa and the recliner had been dragged into the center of the room. Someone must have sat there and poured lead into the old television, because it was filled with holes. The chair had a number of bloodstains.
 
   “Clear?” Mateo appeared in the hallway.
 
   I jerked the gun up and nearly shot him in the chest.
 
   “Easy, bro.”
 
   “Sorry, nerves.”
 
   “I get it, just don’t shoot me,” Mateo said. 
 
   “I haven’t checked the closed doors yet. Nothing good ever happens behind closed doors in the zombie fucking apocalypse.”
 
   Mateo snorted and pressed his ear to one of the doors, then snapped his head away and motioned for me.
 
   I lifted my hands and shrugged, what?
 
   Mateo pointed his hand several times at the door. Where was Joel Kelly and his complicated hand signals when I needed them? 
 
   “Z?” I whispered.
 
   “Maybe, something moved. Thought I heard a voice. This is a safe house so it should, you know, be safe. We had a team of three out here a few days ago.”
 
   “Seems like your teams are getting picked apart on a regular basis,” I said.
 
   “It hasn’t been like this before. I don’t know what’s going on out here, but it’s not good. According to Douglas they’ve been setting up houses for a month,” Mateo said. “And I know I’m talking loud, now. I’m hoping we have some people left here and they’ve barricaded themselves inside.”
 
   “Why not knock?”
 
   “Tried it, no one answered the door.” Mateo said.
 
   “Yo, anyone in there?” I raised my voice slightly.
 
   No one answered.
 
   “It probably is just a Z in there after all. I bet our team moved out because of some kind of threat.” Mateo said.
 
   “Zs don’t speak,” I said, but didn’t mention bother mentioning that shufflers could talk, after a fashion.
 
   “Sounds like crying,” Mateo whispered.
 
   “If someone was alive in there, they’d have answered by now.”
 
   “Let’s just bug out,” I said, hoping he’d see reason.
 
   Why hang out in a house that might have Zs hiding behind a locked door? We’d be on the dinner menu.
 
   “Can’t. Gotta report this,” Mateo said.
 
   I motioned for Mateo to step away from the door. He backed up and raised his gun.
 
   “On three,” I said.
 
   “Is this the part where I ask if we go on three, or after you say three?”
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   I tucked my wrench under my arm via the shoulder sling so it didn’t smack into my back. With the gun held high and in both hands, I took a stance in front of the door. 
 
   I nodded three times, and on the last number, kicked in the door.
 
   Or tried to.
 
   I’m a big guy with big feet. Joel and I had done this a number of times, and I’d had pretty good luck. But the door was a lot thicker than it looked, and had a deadbolt securing it.
 
   My foot hurt from impact, but I was ready to do it again.
 
   “Stop, man. If someone wants to be locked up like that, they’re no threat. If it’s a Z, what are they going to do, unlock the door?”
 
   I didn’t want to wait around for an answer.
 
   “Let’s just go,” I said—probably the smartest thing I’d said all day.
 
   Then the door opened.
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   38 – Trapped
 
    
 
   12:45 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   The only thing that stopped me from blasting was the fact that Zs didn’t know how to open doors. Sure, it might have been a shuffler, but those guys made a hell of a lot of noise before they did something smart.
 
   Instead of a green-eyed ghoul, a haggard woman with dark eyes pointed a gun at my face.
 
   She was thin to the point of being gaunt. She had ringlets of thick sandy blonde hair framing a lightly freckled face, like she was used to living near the surf. 
 
   I lifted my hands in the air slowly.
 
   “No harm, ma’am,” I said. “We’re just looking around for supplies.”
 
   “Get the fuck out before I put a hole in your chest,” she said.
 
   “Good enough for me, Mateo?” I said.
 
   He shrugged and backed down the hallway.
 
   “Really, we’re not the bad guys,” I said, realizing as I did that I couldn’t say that with certainty. 
 
   We’d just assumed this place was empty and broken in. If she was alone, she was probably scared to death of someone coming in here. Had it been me, I might have shot first and asked questions later. 
 
   But really, who was bad and who was good anymore? I’d done shit I wasn’t proud of, but I felt like I’d also done some good. Like keeping Christy safe. Like helping other survivors over the last few months. I’d shot people, but they’d been a real threat to me and my companions.
 
   “Bro, someone’s outside,” Mateo called.
 
   I moved away from the door, because I didn’t think I’d be able to convince this woman of anything except that she should shoot me in the head.
 
   “In case you’re hungry, I’ll leave a little food at the end of the hallway, okay?” I said.
 
   She didn’t say a word, just kept the gun more or less leveled at me with shaking hands.
 
   I backed off as well, until I was around the corner. I knelt and dropped my bag off my shoulders, and poked around until I found a couple of power bars. Protein would help her. Feeling extra chivalrous, I got out a small bottle of water and left it as well.
 
   “We need to run. Bad hombres out there,” Mateo said as he advanced back into the room.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Don’t know, but they spotted the truck. Not part of the fucking plan, man.”
 
   Mateo had slid the front door closed and locked it. That wouldn’t save us for very long.
 
   “How far to the next safe house?” I asked.
 
   “A few miles,” Mateo said. “This fucking sucks.”
 
   I lowered myself in front of the window and pulled the vertical blinds aside an inch. The men were dressed in military-styled garb, but they didn’t look anything like an organized force. 
 
   Two of the guys were big and wore thick beards. They had long assault rifles over their shoulders and sported a multitude of other weapons, like handguns and knives. One of them was tall and sported a Mohawk, of all things. The tips of his hair were bright green, orange, and yellow.
 
   They fucked around with our truck for a while, trying the doors while one of them kept watch.
 
   “We should go out the back and find a place to hide,” I whispered. “We can’t take them. We’d be lucky to get one or two at the most before they filled this place with enough bullets holes to turn it into Swiss cheese.
 
   “Truer words, bro.” Mateo nodded.
 
   The only problem was that if we went out the back way, the woman in the side room would probably start shooting at us.
 
   I spun at a noise, and found her kneeling down to pick up the food I’d left. She opened the water first, and drained half of the bottle in one go. Then she ripped open the power bar and took a bite. She looked up like she was in heaven.
 
   “You know these guys?” I whispered, pointing outside.
 
   “Yeah. I know them. They left me here,” she said.
 
   She was dressed in a pair of ripped jeans, and a loose sweater that had been light green at one time.
 
   “We’re going out the back, cool? No problems and no one starts shooting.” Mateo looked at me, but I couldn’t read his face.
 
   “Whatever,” she said.
 
   Mateo and I moved toward the back door just in time to see a shape appear near the entry. A hand tried the knob.
 
   “Michelle, your ass better be ready for me,” a thick voice said.
 
   My gut knotted up as I realized what was going on here. She was a refugee, of course, and these assholes had a deal worked out with her--probably something she hadn’t agreed to.
 
   She studied the gun in her hand like she’d never seen it before. She lifted it and put the barrel under her chin.
 
   “Wait!” I said, but it was too late.
 
   “Thank you for being nice to me. No one’s been nice to me in a long time. It makes this easier,” she whispered.
 
   I moved fast and tried to grab the gun, but it was too late. She pulled the trigger on the little revolver, and part of the top of her head blew upward, splattering the wall and ceiling with specks of blood and bone.
 
   The man opened the door with a loud “What the fuck!?”
 
   Mateo shot him twice in the chest. The guy looked surprised as hell, then slumped to his knees. Mateo put two more rounds in him.
 
   One of the heavies dashed around our truck, assault rifle in hand. He rose up and fired a few blasts into the house. They went wide of us, but I didn’t need to get my ass shot off. I drew my 9mm and fired three or four rounds in his general direction. 
 
   (Always keep the lead firing so the bad guys keep their heads down. That had been a lesson courtesy of Joel Kelly.)
 
   That got their attention. The heavies dropped to the ground and started returning fire.
 
   Mateo waved me toward him. I didn’t need more of a fucking invitation, so I followed, but paused to take the revolver out of the dead woman’s hand. It was heavy; with any luck, it still had more than a few rounds. 
 
   We hit the back of the house and dropped next to two windows. One overlooked the backyard, and the other, the south side of the small front yard. Some weeds had gone untended and grew almost to the window. They swayed in the light breeze, making me the outside world look hazy.
 
   One of the heavies opened fire from the other side of the house. He shot wildly, hitting dishes, a cheap chandelier in the dining room, and a picture of a cat hanging onto a wire. The caption read: Hang in there!
 
   When he’d fired dry, I heaved myself up and shot back.
 
   The guy was lying on the ground. He reached under his body, presumably to extract a fresh magazine. Maybe he’d grown complacent, and wasn’t used to others shooting back.
 
   He dug a curved magazine out and fumbled to align it with a Kalashnikov’s receiver. I shot at him three times.
 
   Even though I’d spent a lot of time with Joel the Super-Marine, I wasn’t the greatest shot in the world. Something happens when you’re amped up and adrenaline is rushing through your veins. You’d think that anyone in their right mind who had months of shooting stuff under their belt would be a crack shot.
 
   I shot with the revolver the woman had been holding. My first blast hit the ground next to the heavy's head. The second round went over him. The third stuck him in the thigh. He yelped in pain, and fumbled the magazine.
 
   The gun was empty now, so I tossed it on the floor and went for my sidearm.
 
   Mateo nodded at me and hit the back door. He rushed out and shot at the guy, catching him in the back. I was right behind him.
 
   The guy groaned in pain and reached for the hole below his shoulder blade. I put my gun in the small of my back and tucked it into my belt. Then I grabbed the assault rifle, yanked it out of his hand and grabbed his magazine.
 
   I fumbled with the mag until I figured out that it hooked onto the receiver before it could be slapped on, pulled back the operating handle, and let it slap a bullet home.
 
   I’d never fired one of these before, but I had the general idea.
 
   The rifle lacked a full stock, but I’d seen this weapon in just about every action movie ever made. What bothered me was that I wasn’t going to move around, staring down the barrel. This weapon was more for spraying lead.
 
   Mateo hit the side of the house and took a quick peek inside. A round blew a chunk out of the siding where his head had been, so he ducked back around.
 
   The guy at my feet was having trouble catching his breath. I rolled him over--not to inspect the wound, but to grab more ammo. He reached for me, and blood bubbled from between his lips.
 
   “Please,” he whispered.
 
   I ignored him and took a couple of spare magazines. He had a big knife, too, but I had no way to carry it, so I tossed it into the woods.
 
   Leaning over him, I said “Good luck with the Zs, fucker.”
 
   A pair of guys came at us from the street, firing as they ran. 
 
   Mateo motioned and we ran back toward the house. I dashed into the doorway and dropped next to the window before bullets sprayed the side of the house.
 
   Shit. We were trapped.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   13:05 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   “There’s two in back, two in front. Take our chances and surprise the ones near the truck? They might not expect us.”
 
   “Better idea than what I had, which was to surrender,” I muttered.
 
   We nodded at each other, checked our weapons, and then advanced on the entryway.
 
   No one shot in our direction, so we made a run for it.
 
   The guy must have known the house’s layout well. My guess was that he’d shimmied through a window and been in position when we made for the back door.
 
   He opened the door as we hauled ass down the hallway and made a stiff arm. Mateo got his hands up, but hit the floor when he ran into the man’s arm.
 
   Being right behind Mateo, I stumbled over him. Hands splayed out, I landed half on top of him and half on the ground. The breath left my body and I saw stars. I reached for my sidearm, but a hand stomped down on my hand. I rolled over with a curse and was met by a cold silver revolver. The barrel hung over my face, wide and gaping.
 
   There was a moment when I was certain a bullet would race down the tube and end me. I could almost feel it. Maybe I’d be able to move my head to the side at the last second, then grab the weapon and wrestle it away. I’d be able to shoot this guy and grab Mateo, and we’d make a run for it.
 
   But something happened when I stared down that barrel. I was terrified. I’d been scared half to death for most of the past five or six weeks, but this was literally staring death in the face. 
 
   “Got ‘em, Queasy. Wanna come finish ‘em off?” the greasy haired man yelled toward the doorway.
 
   The guy was dressed in what amounted to little more than rags. His clothes had seen better days maybe six months ago. He reeked of sweat and dirt, and he generally reminded me of a homeless person. But he aimed the revolver steady at my head.
 
   Mateo rolled to the side and put his hands over his head.
 
   “Can I at least get up?” I asked.
 
   I was laying on my wrench, and it was a dull lump in my back.
 
   “Shut the fuck up and stay there. We got questions.”
 
   “I got a question. Why are you being a dick?”
 
   The guy looked at me like I was a bug. “Didn’t I just say shut the fuck up?”
 
   Then he lifted his boot and drove it into my stomach.
 
   The big guy--who must have been Queasy--strode through the door. He was the one with mohawk and brightly-colored hair. He carried a huge assault rifle but he held it in one hand.
 
   Queasy was at least two hundred and eighty pounds, and carried that weight through his entire body. He wore a black leather jacket that was splattered with several shades of red and dirt. A massive beard engulfed his face and hung in greasy strands like his hair.
 
   I know times are rough in the apocalypse, but come on, at least make an attempt to clean up every once in a while. Lots of stores still had racks of baby wipes. Use 'em, dude.
 
   I lay curled up and tried to catch my breath as this dick head found us. He lowered the shotgun and pointed it at Mateo.
 
   “Got a question: where’d you guys get all those supplies?”
 
   “From your mom’s house. Tell her I said hi,” Mateo replied.
 
   That got him a boot in the gut. He choked, rolled over, and gasped for breath. Smartass points for Mateo; not so much for both of us sucking in air.
 
   “Go check the inside of that truck in case there’s more of them out there. I’ll stay here and catch up with our new friends.”
 
   “What about the morons?” Greasy hair asked.
 
   “Fuckers better be out there.”
 
   “Okay, Queasy,” the guy said. “Back in two seconds. Dowser and Little Mike are on the way.”
 
   We were left with a shotgun-wielding maniac named Queasy. Ironically, that’s how I felt lying next to this guy, after getting kicked in the gut. Queasy, Little Mike, and Dowser. Who comes up with this shit?
 
   “Like I was saying, where’d you get all that fancy new gear?” Queasy leaned over and asked me. Not an easy feat with that gut.
 
   “Army surplus. We hit one a few weeks ago and took everything that wasn’t nailed down,” I said.
 
   “Bullshit. You have food, water, fresh clothes. Tell me where you got that stuff and we might let you live,” he said, like he was a Bond villain. No, Mr. Creed, I expect you to die.
 
   “It’s not bullshit,” I said. “Scout’s honor.”
 
   Let me just say that even though I was filling the space with bravado, I was scared to fucking death. But this was the thing about being scared to death: I’d felt like this too many times over the last few months. It used to make my gut clench up. With these assholes holding guns over us, I was trying to play it cool. Instead I felt like I was about to shit my pants.
 
   “We got friends, man, and they’ll be here soon,” Mateo bluffed.
 
   “Perfect. They going to have the same supplies as you guys? Tough old world out there, boys, gotta do what you gotta do to survive. Am I right?”
 
   “Dude, just let us fucking go. Keep all the stuff in the truck and we’ll call it good,” I tried to reason.
 
   “How about this: I blow one of your brains out. I only need one of you to take me to your goody stash,” Queasy said.
 
   He started swinging the barrel of the shotgun between us, aiming at my head, and then Mateo’s. My breath quickened and my gut tied up in a knot.
 
   Someone stumbled through the doorway.
 
   “Did you find the others?” Queasy asked, turning his head casually to the side.
 
   Another set of footsteps.
 
   I took my eyes off the shotgun for a second to see what Dowser and Little Mike looked like and gasped.
 
   The pair of Zs were fairly fresh. One of them lifted his hands and made clawing motions at the air. His girlfriend--a previously cute thing dressed in hot pants and a bright red velvet jacket like she was an escapee from a production of Grease--followed her boyfriend's lead.
 
   “Okay, I’ll tell you. Just don’t shoot us, man,” I pleaded.
 
   That got Queasy’s attention. He licked his lips.
 
   The first Z was almost on him when he finally looked over his shoulder.
 
   “Fuck!” Queasy yelled and spun.
 
   He lifted the shotgun and fired, catching Hot Pants in the side. She spun and almost went down.
 
   I rolled to my left, gripped the pipe wrench, and swung. It was still attached to my shoulder harness, so I didn’t manage much of a blow. Still, I hit Queasy in the ankle. He screamed in pain as he dropped to one knee.
 
   Another Z followed the first pair.
 
   I ripped the wrench free and hit Queasy in the back of the thigh. He sucked in a breath and fell forward.
 
   One of Queasy’s pals came in blasting.
 
   I rolled to my knees and grabbed the AK-47 the fat guy had carried. We didn’t wait around to see how the battle went down. As much as I’d have liked to take another swing at Queasy’s head, I didn’t have time.
 
   Mateo and I fled the hallway and ran back into the kitchen.
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   13:30 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   We’d made a big mistake by leaving the heavier weapons in the truck while we went exploring. But even if we’d had assault rifles and a huge bag of ammo, what chance would we have had against the experienced foes that had come after us? 
 
   I had no delusions about a firefight. I’d seen more than my fair share. They were fast and ugly affairs where it was likely we’d be wounded or killed outright in a few minutes. We may have been able to chase them away, sure, but I had no desire to find out. We didn’t even know how many we’d have faced.
 
   The back of the house opened up near a dirt path. We hoofed it and came under fire again.
 
   At least three figures pursued us.
 
   I found a trash container and ducked behind it. The thing was plastic and wouldn’t offer any protection, so I rose up and fired five or six bullets at our pursuers. The AK-47 hammered back into my hands, but my shots had the effect of making our attackers think twice.
 
   I fired a few more times--compensation for the heavy pull of the barrel. Someone screeched but I wasn’t sure if it was in response to my rounds.
 
   Mateo and I hustled to the street and were about to run across it when someone shot at us from our six.
 
   The blasts kicked up pieces of asphalt. I dove behind a car wreck and took a deep breath. We’d been flanked while we were farting around.
 
   More rounds hammered into the car.
 
   Mateo returned fire, in the direction the shots had come from.
 
   One of the pursuers came into the alley, so I shot at him. Guy was low to the ground and dressed in rags. The heavy who’d been hiding behind the truck strode into view like he wasn’t scared of shit. He carried a huge shotgun now, and fired from the hip. 
 
   At thirty or forty yards the rounds weren’t exactly deadly--at least, that’s what Joel had taught me--but he scared the shit out of me.
 
   I ducked around to the other side of the car and tried to calm my breathing.
 
   The passenger window had been shot through a couple of times, but the frame was still intact as well as a huge shard of glass. It was dirty, so my shape was probably a blur to the men. I took aim and emptied the magazine, spraying lead all over the damn place.
 
   The bolt slammed open, so I fumbled for a magazine.
 
   Mateo put more heat on the targets, dashing across the street toward a burned-out gas station.
 
   I found the button, and the empty magazine hit the ground.
 
   I worked a fresh mag home and shot a few more rounds at our pursuers. Then I followed Mateo.
 
   The men advanced on our position.
 
   I did a quick reckoning. 
 
   I had one magazine left for the AK and one for my 9mm. At this rate I’d be completely out of ammo in a few seconds. 
 
   Why the fuck didn’t these guys just give up? Did they have some score to settle with us? It wasn’t like they knew us. Then again, we’d already dropped a couple of them. Maybe they were just pissed because some of their comrades were down.
 
   A pair of rounds blew past my head. I ducked behind a gas pump, looked at it, and then decided not to find out if these things blew up like they did in the movies.
 
   Mateo moved to the doorway of the gas station and returned fire while I dove inside. I hit the ground hard and swung around. Back on my feet but feeling the effects of the dash and dive, I gasped for breath. My heart thundered in my chest. I had to lean over and put my hands on my knees to steady myself.
 
   “Shit, they’re still coming,” Mateo said.
 
   “Around the side. I saw a strip mall. We can make it.”
 
   “We’re gonna have to,” Mateo said. “How much ammo you got?”
 
   “Not enough. The AK’s about half empty. Got an extra mag for the 9, you?” I asked.
 
   “About the same. Maybe we can circle around the block and get back in the truck while they’re all looking for us.”
 
   “Maybe. That heavy looked like he was going to stay in place. How someone remains that big during the zombie apocalypse is beyond me,” I said.
 
   “Dude looked like a professional sumo wrestler,” Mateo said.
 
   Rounds punched into the gas station. I motioned for Mateo to get ready. He poked his head outside, fired off three rounds and ran. I was right behind him, pausing at the door and opening up with the Kalashnikov. I didn’t hit shit, but those guys kept their heads ducked.
 
   We hauled ass along the side of the gas station, hit a sidewalk and kept on hoofing. The strip mall was across the street, and it looked like it offered very little protection. Still, it was better than sitting here hoping to get lucky with a few potshots. 
 
   Something roared across the road and slammed to a halt. It took up station in the middle of the avenue we’d been planning to dash across. No more than fifty yards away sat the fat guy with the big, bushy red beard. He lifted an assault rifle and aimed it in our direction. 
 
   I grabbed Mateo’s shirt and dragged him behind a small stand of palm trees. It wasn't much protection, but a few shrubs were a dozen feet away. I fired wildly, trying to keep the asshole’s aim from concentrating on us. I may have hit the side of his truck.
 
   “Got you now. Tell you how I feel about you killing my little house slut, you fuckers. I’m going to use the skinny Mexican as my new bitch,” the man yelled.
 
   “It’s Latino, you racist asshole,” Mateo yelled back. He lifted up and fired at the truck.
 
   The man ducked, but his laugh echoed.
 
   The pair behind us moved like they didn’t give a shit that we heard them. They catcalled and hooted as we tried to find cover but we were completely boxed in.
 
   Bullets kicked up dirt near my feet so I tugged my appendages closer to my body.
 
   I couldn’t believe that after all of this time surviving the zombie apocalypse, I was going to die in the dust, shot by some sleazeballs with a grudge that didn’t even make sense. The woman had killed herself, it wasn’t us. She’d been terrorized and brutalized, from what I’d seen. It was no wonder she didn’t want to go another round with those guys.
 
   The guy in the truck fired in our general direction as his boys closed in.
 
   “Gotcha,” a voice said from behind me.
 
   I turned to look the man in the face. The guy who was about to end me.
 
   Only he didn’t look so smug anymore, because his jaw disappeared in a puff of blood and gristle.
 
   The other guy stared at his friend, then ducked.
 
   I got smart and shot him. The Kalashnikov ran dry as I emptied the last half-dozen rounds into his body.
 
   Mateo didn’t wait to be told what to do. He rolled behind the shrub, aimed at the truck and fired three or four rounds in rapid succession. They punched into the door, hit the upper roof, and judging by the squeal of pain, the fat dude, too.
 
   The truck slammed into gear and rolled away with a screech of tires.
 
   Another loud boom sounded and the truck’s rear window spider-webbed. The car rolled slowly to a halt.
 
   “Who the fuck did that?” Mateo said, looking around.
 
   I did as well, but we kept low in case they weren’t friendly. Maybe they’d seen the bad guys and shot them out of some sociopathic need to kill. Maybe they wanted the heavies' supplies. Whatever the reason, they might think we were a threat and decide to erase us next.
 
   A SUV moved up the street and stopped next to the curb. I lifted the 9mm and thought quickly about how many rounds I had left.
 
   “If you shoot me, I’m going to be very fucking disappointed, Creed,” a familiar voice said.
 
   “Well fuck me six ways from Sunday,” I said and pushed myself to my feet.
 
   Inside a red Jeep Liberty sat my friend, Joel Kelly.
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   39 – Watch Your Six
 
    
 
   13:45 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   “How the hell are you here?” I asked the apparition before me.
 
   “Who else is going to save your dumb white ass, Creed?” 
 
   Joel hopped out of the jeep and gave me a quick bro hug.
 
   “I thought you left me behind,” I said when we broke apart.
 
   He was dressed in his camouflage gear. Over that sat the remains of his IMTV body armor. He bore magazines, grenades, and two handguns. Same old Joel, thank fucking God.
 
   “I’d love to sit around and exchange stories, man, but we got some big-ass problems. About a million Zs are advancing on this location. That means the next strike will be here,” Joel said in a rush. “You saw the damn nuke, right? Well, this area is gonna be ground zero soon.”
 
   I stared at Joel Kelly for a few seconds, unsure what to say.
 
   The jeep's back door opened, and out slid Anna Sails. Wherever they’d been over the last few days, they’d managed to clean up. Anna’s blonde bob hung around her face and wind caught wisps and curled blonde strands around her lips. She gave me a half-smile.
 
   I didn’t waste time; I moved in for a hug. She surprised me by opening her arms and not only returning my embrace, but planting a full kiss on my lips.
 
   “I’ve missed you,” she breathed next to my ear.
 
   I didn’t know what to say. Anna and I had always been on… not exactly rocky ground. More like an earthquake zone. We both ran hot-headed, and frequently said things we didn’t really mean.
 
   Maybe I’m just speaking for myself. It was only a few weeks ago we’d had our moment in an apartment building, but since then she’d turned cold and staved off all of my half-assed advances.
 
   “I missed you too, Anna,” I stuttered.
 
   She pulled away and looked me in the eyes. There was something there that was hard to read. Anna and I didn’t exactly have a passionate relationship.
 
   She looked good, considering that like all of us, she'd been stuck in the zombie fucking apocalypse for a few months. Somewhere along the way she’d picked up a more or less fresh set of military styled-pants and shirt. She had several magazines stuffed into various straps and pockets in what appeared to be an adjusted field vest. At her side in a drop holster sat her Smith and Wesson R8 .357 revolver.
 
   “I’m dead, right?" I looked between my friends.
 
   “No, Creed, you’re very much alive, but if we stand around here while you two make out we’re going to be dead very soon,” Joel said.
 
   “How in the hell did you find me?”
 
   “Long story, man. Long story.”
 
   “So yeah, I’m Mateo,” my new friend said.
 
   I’d been so focused on the rush of emotions at seeing friends I thought had abandoned me that I’d forgotten about Mateo. We did quick intros, and I informed Joel and Anna that Mateo could be trusted. 
 
   Of course, I didn’t mention that we’d met the day before and been tossed out on a mission at about the same time we’d shaken hands and decided to play it cool with each other. For all I knew, Mateo was a dickhead hiding behind a smile. But my intuition was usually pretty good, and I felt like I could trust him.
 
   I couldn’t say the same for Douglas and his band of paramilitaries.
 
   “You guys fucking left me and Christy behind,” I said, trying to contain my anger.
 
   I’d been holding this in, but the emotions that had been swirling around my head for the last few days came out in a rush.
 
   “Brother, I know how it looks, but we didn’t intentionally abandon you. Shit got heavy and we were whisked off. We were under fire and the chopper got hit. Then it got real crazy as we rushed into a truck and cleared the zone of operation. It wasn’t until we arrived at the Bright Star base we realized you weren’t with us. You and Christy.” Joel paused and his eyebrows drew together. “Is she okay?”
 
   “She is. We met up with a group that have a base not far from here. They got us out of a jam and gave us a home for the time being,” I said, and purposefully left out any mention of Reavers. “Christy met some family there, an aunt and uncle. Her and Frosty are chilling behind big locked doors and big concrete walls.”
 
   “The Costco. I know,” Joel said.
 
   Then I smiled as everything fell into place. When we’d arrived at the warehouse, we’d been hit by a small horde of slow Zs and a couple of shufflers. I’d fallen and was about to be killed when a shot came out of nowhere. The red Jeep. It made sense now.
 
   “How long have you been looking for me?” I asked Joel.
 
   “Since we got separated. We made it to the Bright Star camp, wasn’t much really. Those guys that saved us from the camper were right about it being a base. They were wrong about how fortified it was. We were there for a day before I talked them into letting me and Anna here go look for you. Got a sniff when we saw a nice-looking white SUV leaving a strip mall. Thought I saw your lanky ass getting inside.”
 
   “So you followed and waited,” I said.
 
   “Damn right. In case you forgot, I’m a Marine, and Marines leave no man behind,” Joel said with a sniff.
 
   “But I’m no Marine,” I said.
 
   “Man, I’ve been saying that since I met you,” Joel said and punched me in the arm.
 
   I stiffened, then laughed and resisted the urge to rub my arm where he’d hit me.
 
   “Roz?” I asked.
 
   Joel didn’t say a word. He just stared into space for a few seconds.
 
   “So you guys all know each other, cool. I need to finish this mission, not to mention checking in pretty soon. So, Jackson, we parting ways now?” Mateo looked up at me.
 
   “We need time to sort this out. I say we find a place to cool our heels for a few minutes, do an abbreviated version of what the fuck everyone’s been up to, and then figure out what the fuck to do next,” I said.
 
   “Thought we just did that,” Anna said.
 
   “We got problems, Jackson,” Joel said.
 
   “Problems, why am I not surprised?” I asked.
 
   “Because we’ve been around each other for too long. This one’s a big one. See, there’s a horde of thousands and thousands of Zs advancing on this area.”
 
   “Been there, done that, didn’t get a cool t-shirt,” I quipped.
 
   “Not like this, Jackson. I’ve never seen this many. Word is that this is unlike anything that’s happened up until now, at least, around southern California,” Joel said.
 
   “So like the L.A. nuke, they’re going to hit this place next?” I asked.
 
   “Just a small part of L.A. went up, from what I hear. They set up some kind of system to draw in the Zs. They announced that people needed to leave. How they did that, I have no damn clue. So then the Zs moved in, but you know how those green-eyed assholes are. They didn’t accompany, got smart or some shit. Anyway, Bright Star got a few thousand into one area and hit it with a small bomb. Guess it was a test."
 
   “A small bomb? That mushroom cloud had a lot of authority,” I said.
 
   Some test.
 
   “Tactical, Creed,” Anna said. “It got the job done.. That’s a lot fewer Zs to contend with,” Anna said.
 
   “Only 300 million to go, give or take,” Mateo said with a smirk.
 
   He was right. Taking out that many was a brilliant stroke, but it was nothing compared to how many the rest of the US of A likely contained. If the virus had spread that far, then it was a fraction of what was needed. 
 
   But what could we do to free the rest of the country? They’d be cleaning up this shitty situation for years to come, and there would always be a fresh undead fuck hiding behind a door, lurking in an alleyway, stuck in a closet, filling a store or home. They’d never get them all. 
 
   And what if they could figure out a way to move all of the Zs somewhere? Then what, make it a giant petting zoo?
 
   “Blowing away half a city seems extreme,” I muttered.
 
   “It does,” Joel nodded. “It is.”
 
   “Let’s get our truck and finish this mission, Jackson. If you’re taking off with your comrades I guess we’ll part as friends here,” Mateo said, and extended his hand toward me.
 
   “No way, man. I agreed to help, and that’s what I’m going to do. Besides, we need to get Christy out of there if we’re all heading somewhere else. What’s the plan, Joel?”
 
   “The only plan was to find you and Christy, then get the hell out of SoCal. Head north, I guess. Nothing left around here, no Marine base to hook up with. Everything we’ve tried has been a big fucking waste of time. I guess maybe relocation is my priority,” Joel said.
 
   I leaned over and whispered to Sails. “No mention of Bright Star. Mateo thinks they’re the goddamn devil.”
 
   “They are,” she whispered back in my ear.
 
   “You two done playing kissy face? Let’s get off the street. Jesus. We just shot the shit out of a bunch of bad guys, and that means the creepers will be creeping around before too much longer.”
 
   “Get the truck, finish the mission, figure out the next move,” I nodded.
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Mateo said.
 
   “We’ll follow. If we see anything I’ll flash twice,” Joel said.
 
   “You’re going with us?”
 
   “Of course, man. We gotta get Christy, like you said.”
 
   “What about you?” I asked Anna.
 
   “I’m just along for the ride until something catches my fancy,” Anna said cryptically.
 
   Did that mean she was going to be along with us until she had a chance to rejoin Bright Star, or was she done with them?
 
   I guess I’d find out soon enough.
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   14:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   We made short work of the truck that the heavies had pursued us in. I tugged the big guy out of the driver’s side and let him flop onto the ground. He had a hunting rifle with a small scope, but it was almost out of rounds.
 
   The rest of his truck was a shithole. Old protein bar wrappers, empty water bottles, and a collection of tiny fingers that made the hairs on my arm stand up. In the glovebox, we found a little Ruger LC380, but it was empty and there was no ammo to be found, so we left it.
 
   Joel had dispatched the guy I’d wounded. Part of his head had been blown out, and his ear hung by nothing but sinew. Somehow he still twitched, so Joel drove a knife in the back of his neck. 
 
   Blood splattered the interior of the truck, making it unsuitable for driving unless I got a plastic shower curtain to drape over the seats. Not that I’m all that squeamish anymore; it’s the feel of fresh blood as it soaks into your clothing. Stuff dries, and gets crunchy.
 
   Joel dug out a box of 7.62 and handed it to me.
 
   “Gave up on the wrench for that thing?” Joel asked, nodding at my acquired AK.
 
   “I’ll never give up my wrench, man. We’re welded together. Grabbed the gun off one of these assholes,” I said, looking at the bodies.
 
   The guy who had come for me wasn’t much older than I was. He had a tattoo on his face and one on his neck. They were old, and looked anything but professional. He wore a heavy jacket over a shirt that had maybe seen better days a month ago. We rolled him over and looked through his pockets but came up nothing usable. 
 
   I walked the battlefield all the way back to the house, collecting a couple of magazines as I went. They’d sent us out on a “scouting mission” with only handguns, and it suddenly seemed like the dumbest thing in the world. They'd said they were short on long rifles, but it seemed like bullshit considering they had a whole paramilitary unit hiding in the back.
 
   I studied Joel. When I’d first seen him for the first time in days, I was surprised at how sallow his eyes appeared. Without access to shaving supplies, he’d grown patchy sections of beard over most of his cheeks and neck. This must have irritated Joel the Super Marine to no end.
 
   I spotted a pair of Zs advancing on our location. They were across the street and heading for the crosswalk like they were out on a family stroll. A man and a kid, old by Z standards. They’d rotted to the state of near desiccation, and the man dragged his foot in a shuffle-step motion. He wasn’t going to be running far.
 
   “Pair of crawlers, but they don’t look like much of a threat,” I said.
 
   We’d gathered in the living room. I for one tried to ignore the corpses.
 
   Joel lifted his gun to high ready and approached the door.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Not not to dangerous, but what if there are twenty more coming this way?”
 
   “There’s always twenty more, bro,” Mateo said. “Then twenty more after that.”
 
   “True,” Joel agreed. “Best we don’t stick around to see how many are interested in taking a bite of us.”
 
   “Joel, these guys have a good setup at the Costco. You and Anna should come back with us. I’ll put in a good word.”
 
   “Can’t do it. They’d never let us in,” Anna said, moving into the room. She must have slipped out the side of the building and found a place to use the bathroom.
 
   Thing about the zombocalypse is that you can’t use most of the bathrooms in abandoned houses. Most of them contain waste that could easily lead to an infection. That’s why we took care of business discreetly. When Joel and I had been stuck in our first fortress back in San Diego, we’d made do with buckets.
 
   Don’t worry, I won’t be writing a chapter on bathroom habits.
 
   “We shouldn’t stay here long anyway. Queasy might have had more of his assholes on the way.”
 
   “Queasy?” Joel asked.
 
   “That big dude you erased a little bit ago. That’s what his comrades called him,” I said.
 
   “Queasy? Damn, that’s a horrible nickname,” Anna chuckled.
 
   “So what’s the big deal with going to the Costco? They have food, water, and a place to sleep.”
 
   “Big things are happening, brother. We spent a day with the folks behind walls,” Joel said.
 
   “Bright Star?” Mateo interrupted.
 
   Joel and I exchanged a look.
 
   “We were just visiting,” Anna said casually.
 
   “I don’t care. Douglas and his crew say they’re a bunch of fanatics who want to burn the world. They fucking nuked L.A., bro. But they have some kind of command and control. They have big guns. They have vehicles. If they really thought we were a threat, they would have taken us out by now.”
 
   “I don’t know their motives. All I know is we stayed for about eight hours, then left to find tall and squidly here.” Joel jerked a thumb in my direction.
 
   “Thought you guys deserted us,” I muttered again.
 
   “I’ll tell you more later. Right now we need to move. With the reports of a massive horde a few miles from here, we need to clear out. When this many Zs gather, it’s up to the guys in charge to clear the area.”
 
   “Clear it? Like come in with gunships?”
 
   “You know what I mean,” Joel said.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” Mateo blurted.
 
   “That’s the other reason we’re here. Let’s just say we don’t exactly approve of the methods that have been employed. No one knows the long term effects of nuking parts of cities. Shit’s going to be uninhabitable for years.”
 
   “Plus there’s the threat of glowing green zombies,” I said.
 
   “What?” Anna asked.
 
   “Like Toxic Avenger or something. Dude’s glowing green. Wouldn’t matter with those shuffler things, green eyes and all. Christy told me all about it.”
 
   Joel blew out a breath and Anna stifled a giggle behind her hand. Damn, but Anna looked good. I’d missed her.
 
   “Nuclear zombies aside,” Joel frowned, as if he were actually considering it. “We have another problem.”
 
   Anna grew stiff and moved a few feet away. She kept her eyes on the red Jeep.
 
   “Of course we do. Nothing’s ever easy.”
 
   “We can talk about it later. Right now we need to pick up Christy and get out the area.”
 
   “Christy’s with her family now,” I said.
 
   “We can’t leave her. What if this whole place goes up?”
 
   I chewed on that for a minute. We couldn’t leave her and Frosty behind. But would that mean we’d need to evacuate all of the Costco? Would Douglas even believe us? Chances were he’d kick me out of the building, or worse. But what alternative did we have? I would never sleep again if I thought I’d had some part in letting a whole group of people die. 
 
   “We should assess the threat, see just how many of those fuckers are headed this way, and bring word back. At least we’d have a general idea of what we’re up against. Maybe that will help convince Douglas that the store needs to be evacuated. There’s a bunch of trucks around the back of the store, and they are ready to be loaded and moved if we have to,” Mateo said.
 
   I poked my head out the doorframe and did a quick scan of the street. A lone Z wandered past the house, but he didn’t seem to be interested in us. 
 
   Damn things were getting skinnier and more rotten by the day. Maybe they’d all drop dead after they'd been infected for a few months. That would be great for every one of us, except when it came time for cleanup duty.
 
   “I don’t like any of this,” I said.
 
   “Well, man up, Creed. We got a mission now,” Joel said. 
 
   “Just about the happiest day of a Marine’s life is when he’s got a mission. The other happiest day is when they put a gun in his hand,” I said.
 
   “I’m glad you’re alive, Creed. I was bored to death without your smart ass popping off every few minutes,” Joel said.
 
   “I thought Marines always popped off after a few seconds,” I said.
 
   Joel chuckled.
 
   “You guys should get a room,” Anna said, smirking.
 
   “So this is what I understand,” I said. “We’re going to assess the level of Zs, go back to the warehouse, convince Douglas to let us all in, get Christy, warn them we’re about to be nuked, and then waltz out of the Costco and head the fuck away from this place.”
 
   “Works for me,” Joel said.
 
   I laughed at how absurd it sounded.
 
   “How long do we have?” I asked.
 
   “No clue,” Anna chimed in. “But not long. Maybe a day, maybe a half day, maybe just a few hours.”
 
   I latched a freshly-loaded magazine against the Kalashnikov’s receiver and snapped it shut.
 
   “One other thing. The guys in the Costco have captured a shuffler,” I said.
 
   “The fuck?” Joel looked at me like I’d slapped him.
 
   “They keep him sedated. Said they want to do research. Douglas--that’s the guy in charge, I guess--he said they have the thing under control, but he doesn’t understand what he’s got.”
 
   “No shit. Damn things are weirdly connected to the hordes. But Douglas is smart. They know how to keep the green-eyed asshole under control,” Mateo chimed in.
 
   “You can’t control these things, you can’t reason. They’re monsters, plain and simple,” I said.
 
   “We don’t know that for sure,” Joel said.
 
   I looked at him incredulously.
 
   “It’s true. Maybe there’s a cure or something. We might learn to live with them, make a truce, or give them sections of land in exchange for mirrors and beads,” Joel said.
 
   “Truce with my fucking wrench,” I said.
 
   Mateo nodded.
 
   “I’m just saying, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to try and figure out what they want,” Joel said.
 
   I thought about the things we’d faced over the last few months, the thinking Zs with green eyes and malevolent intentions. The beasts that had hunted us, trapped us in houses, led Zs to us, planned to feast on us. Fuck those things. If I got to see every one of them dead, I’d be happy. 
 
   And what about Roz? One of them had attacked her, done something to her.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” I asked Joel.
 
   “Nothing, man. Just something to chew on. We don’t have unlimited resources, and we can’t guess what they intend toward the living. We need to study them and at least try to communicate.”
 
   “What about Roz, Joel, what they did to her?”
 
   Joel stiffened and turned. I knew that look and his body language. This conversation was over, thanks to a stubborn as hell jarhead.
 
   Anna nodded, but her eyes kept glancing at the vehicle they’d arrived in. I wasn’t sure, but through the tinted windows, I thought I saw something moving in the back.
 
   Joel was being coy about something, but it wasn’t time to press, not with Mateo here; he’d made that much clear.
 
   I wish now that I hadn’t been kept in the dark.
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   14:30 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   The sound of gunshots must have drawn them.
 
   The fifteen or so Zs came out of nowhere and converged on our location. Joel dropped the first two. Anna drew her .357 and shot another one. Joel motioned at the vehicles, so we piled into our respective transports and peeled away from the scene, leaving a pile of bodies. The heavies we’d taken out would provide a feeding place for the remaining dead and keep them out of our hair while we made our escape.
 
   Predictably, a shuffler moved among the crowd of Zs, followed by another one. They were both a mess, with tattered clothes. One of the guys was young but completely bald, his head covered in bloody patches from where he’d had his hair torn out--whether by himself or someone else, I couldn’t say.
 
   He knelt and patted his head as if he was remembering something. The guy reminded me of a crazy homeless person you’d see in town. The kind that yelled at everyone he walked by. He crouched for a few seconds while the Zs wandered around aimlessly.
 
   The rest of the Zs stopped advancing on us and milled around the shufflers. 
 
   I popped my magazine even though I’d just loaded it, and did a quick inspection. I had a full load, so I snapped it back in and did a port check. I laid the rifle over my lap and filled one of the empty mags I’d found on my way back to the house. 
 
   The shells that Joel had given me were much larger than the 5.56 I was used to, but it only took a few tries to get the hang of loading. The first time I'd done this, back in San Diego, Joel had been patient while I'd built up my fingertips. Then he’d produced a loader and showed me how to use it. I probably called him a few choice words back then. 
 
   Since the Zs had decided to take a breather, Mateo nodded at me, then opened his door and quietly slipped inside. I changed mags to the full one, lifted the AK-47, and slid behind the side of the car so I could watch the horde over the hood. More of the Zs flooded the streets and I cursed our luck for not pulling out sooner.
 
   “Creed,” Joel whispered.
 
   “Zombies, I know,” I whispered back.
 
   “No shit. How many do you see?”
 
   “Maybe fifteen, but they’re acting weird. The two shufflers are freaking me the fuck out, man. They’re low to the ground and they aren’t attacking. It’s like they’re thinking about their next move.”
 
   “Let’s roll out while they’re confused.”
 
   “Couldn’t agree more,” I whispered.
 
   I hopped into the truck. Mateo started the beast. It rumbled to life and then settled to a comfortable angry purr. I rolled down my window and leaned forward so I could get the barrel around the windshield. If they started to move on us, I was going to drop the first line. This gun might not have a scope, and it might pull like a mother, but I’d be able to put thirty rounds into the Zs before they had a chance to attack.
 
   Joel motioned again for us to take the lead. Mateo rolled the pickup down a street named James and then cut across a pair of four-way stops. I studied the Zs in the rear view mirror but there wasn’t much to see. They’d already moved on, with the shufflers in the lead. 
 
   Mateo stopped the car and took out a map. I noticed his hands were shaking.
 
   “You alright?”
 
   “Just getting over what happened at the house. I thought we were dead. That guy was going to shoot us with that big silver revolver. I can’t get that shit out of my head."
 
   “I was scared to death too,” I said, nodding.
 
   “Yeah, but you didn’t show it. You were like that guy with the assault rifle, Joel. How do you know him?”
 
   We came to a house that had been burned to the ground. Mateo pulled over and rolled down his window. He kept his handgun ready, but didn’t get out of the truck.
 
   “We were stationed on the same ship and escaped before it was overrun. We've stuck together ever since. Joel’s taught me a lot about survival; I’ve taught him to sharpen his one-liners and comebacks,” I said.
 
   “Everyone loves a smartass, said no one ever,” Mateo said, smiling.
 
   “Were you expecting someone at this house?”
 
   “Yeah, but they’re all gone. Or dead. This was another safe house.”
 
   A pair of Zs that were half-burned and missing limbs stumbled around the wreckage. The taller man was missing half of his face and kept walking into the remains of the blackened half-wall. The house had been on a huge lot and was probably multiple stories. 
 
   I’d noticed that the so-called Reavers were smart about where they set up shop. High ceilings for overwatch, and fortified walls below. Whoever had taken this place out had been thorough.
 
   “What do you think happened?” I asked.
 
   “There’s another group moving around this area that's causing hell for our teams. I think the guys that got the drop on us at the house were part of it,” Mateo said.
 
   “Is every single safe house gone?”
 
   “I don’t know, man. It worries me. I was scheduled to go out next week and sit around filing reports with home base. I guess that ain’t happening. Whoever is taking out the houses must know where we are. That, or the ghouls are getting smarter and cleaning us out.”
 
   “I wouldn’t put it past them,” I said, and leaned back in my seat.
 
   “Think about that a minute, man,” Mateo said.
 
   “I know. I see it. If the shufflers are starting to do more coordination and they're picking off secure locations, how much longer until they try to find a way to wipe us out completely?”
 
   “I think a hundred thousand Zs might be able to do that,” Mateo said.
 
   “Maybe it was Bright Star being a bunch of assholes,” I said.
 
   “Man, I hate to say it, but I hope you’re right.”
 
   I felt like a bug, like the factions around here were about to squash me, and no matter who won, I was still likely to end up as some fucking zombie’s dinner.
 
   Joel motored behind us. I looked back and caught sight of him and Anna. She gave me a little wave that made me smile. 
 
   A few days apart, and Anna had shown the first real emotion since this entire apocalypse had started. I couldn’t wait to get a minute alone with her to talk about stuff. Then I intended to wrap my arms around her body and lock lips until she told me to fuck off.
 
   At least I’d have that much, if we died in the next twenty-four hours. I’d have a few minutes with Anna, and then maybe I’d be able to face death, be it slow or quick.
 
   Then Anna sat up and spun all the way around in the front seat. Something had moved behind her, something or someone in the back seat. Anna said something to the form, and it disappeared again. 
 
   It was probably just a shadow, and Anna had been talking to Joel. If there was someone else in the SUV, I’m sure Joel would have mentioned it.
 
   Then the figure moved again. That’s when the alarm bells started ringing in the back of my head.
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   40 – Recovery
 
    
 
   14:45 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   I was immensely relieved to see Joel Kelly again, but now I had more questions. The problem was that they’d have to wait.
 
   Although he’d given me an abbreviated version of what had happened while we were separated, I had the impression that he was holding something back. He’d been quiet about Roz, whereas a few days ago he’d been obsessed about her. 
 
   When she was attacked by the shuffler, the dead fuck had done something to her. She’d been bitten--that much couldn’t be denied. She’d suffered a wound to her face, mainly around her mouth. But she hadn’t turned, nor shown the normal signs of infection over the course of that horrible night. Instead she’d thrashed around on the floor of the camper, and her fever had gone up. 
 
   The times we’d seen Zs turn, it had been quick. Get bitten, go into a weird fugue state, and then they died, or came close enough to death before their lids slapped open to reveal milky white eyes.
 
   I loaded the rest of our magazines and kept quiet. Thankfully, Mateo was too busy picking his way along the wreck-strewn road to be in a chatty mood.
 
   The guys from Bright Star had been professional about taking Roz away from us. They’d promised medical care, but they had also seemed excited, like they’d found something they’d been looking for. 
 
   I’d never voiced this to Joel, because we’d exchanged hard words back in the camper before almost being completely overtaken. He had to know, though. He had to know that she might have been infected with whatever created the shufflers.
 
   Then it clicked.
 
   “Stop the fucking truck,” I said.
 
   “Bro, what?”
 
   “Stop, just stop. I need to talk to Joel.”
 
   Mateo scanned the shops and hotels around us. We hadn’t seen any Z activity in a couple of minutes, but that didn’t mean we weren’t being watched and/or stalked. For all we knew, a bunch of guys like Queasy and his gang were waiting for anyone to wander into their line of sight.
 
   “This isn’t a good idea,” Mateo said.
 
   I didn’t say a word, just glared.
 
   He slowed the truck and brought it to a stop. I glanced over my shoulder and found Joel had stopped the Jeep. He stuck a hand out of the window and gestured, “What?”
 
   I slammed a magazine into my Springfield and racked the slide to load a round. I left the assault rifle in the truck, but pushed the wrench under my shoulder.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said.
 
   As we’d been out for the day, it had grown into a balmy mid-sixties, if I had to guess. The humidity reminded me that we were in one of the nicest places in the United States--as long as you ignored the zombies, lack of power and lack of people.
 
   There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky and the sun hung around, promising to warm the day even more.
 
   On one side of the street sat an Urgent Care that had one remaining window. The others had been shattered. A check-cashing store was next door. Someone had smashed everything trying to get in and get at the money. Lot of good it was doing them now.
 
   A small Latino store lay across the other side of the street, along with a Thai restaurant. Nothing moved behind windows, and no one ran out at us.
 
   A low moan rose on the air and made me double-check my surroundings.
 
   Then I was out of the truck and striding toward the Jeep. In the near distance, something moaned again. I ignored it.
 
   Joel rolled down his window.
 
   “Why are we stopping?”
 
   I poked my head inside the truck and found what I’d suspected.
 
   Roz.
 
   She was bound, but not tightly. Her eyes glowed green and she stared back at me.
 
   “Jackson,” Anna began. “Don’t do anything crazy, let us explain.”
 
   I lifted the 9mm. Joel was fast. He slapped his hand over the top of the gun, twisted it away from him and then yanked hard. If my finger had been on the trigger, I would have blown a hole in the windshield. 
 
   “Stop and fucking listen to me.”
 
   “Creeeeeed…” Roz said from the backseat.
 
   I shuddered and my gag reflex kicked in.
 
   “What the fucking hell are you doing with that, that, fucking thing?”
 
   “Listen!” Joel and Anna said at the same time.
 
   “Creeeeeeed…” Roz moaned again.
 
   I backed away from the Jeep and leaned over, putting my hands on my knees. I wanted to shoot her in the head. She’d been my friend, and Joel might have been in love with her, but none of that mattered anymore. The shufflers had pursued us at every turn. They’d challenged us and nearly killed us more times than I could remember.
 
   Joel slid out of the vehicle, quietly closing the door behind him.
 
   “Listen to me, man. You know I’m not stupid, right?”
 
   “You’re a Marine. Stupid is your middle name,” I said, but the joke felt hollow, like I wasn’t teasing, this time.
 
   “Maybe, but let me explain. We recovered her from the wreckage. When I first saw she was changing… I couldn’t do it, man. I couldn’t put a bullet in her skull. Everything I knew about the shufflers demanded that I kill her, but I couldn’t. She was lying crumpled up and I thought for sure she was dead. When I touched her she was cold, man. I sat back to say a prayer, and that’s when she moved.”
 
   “Did she try to eat you right away, or did that come later? How long until she started bouncing around and attacking you and Anna?”
 
   “It wasn’t like that. She reached for me, and made a weird cooing noise. I went for my sidearm, but then she said my name, and I got a look at her. She still had damage on her face, but it wasn’t as bad as I remembered. She held her hands out to me and there was an IV still attached to her arm.”
 
   “What did they put in the IV?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know. She said a few more words--not clear words, but I could make then out. Said she didn’t understand what was happening to her and promised she had it under control. They said they’d given her drugs and the virus was in some kind of stasis, but her eyes were already turning green, man. I was freaked the fuck out, but I couldn’t just kill her,” he said again.
 
   “I could,” I muttered.
 
   “Anyway, we watched her closely. Very closely. I didn’t sleep that first night. We found a house and blocked the doors, then sat with her in the living room and waited. I didn’t have a choice. I tied her up and sat by her side. She didn’t sleep. She just stared at the wall, and twitched every once in a while.”
 
   “I don’t care about this shit, Joel. She’s going to bring a horde of fucking Zs right on top of us and you know it.”
 
   “Think, man, think about what happened fifteen minutes ago. Those shufflers should have attacked. They should have sent all of those Zs against us, remember? Roz kept them at bay. That’s what happened at the house. We found that a bunch of Zs were prowling outside just before dawn. Anna and I set out weapons but Roz intervened. She called for me and told me to duck below the windows. Then she closed her eyes, and after a few minutes the Zs wandered away.”
 
   “Joel, you sound fucking crazy.”
 
   “I know, man. I know how it sounds, but Anna was also there and she saw what happened,” Joel said and nodded in her direction.
 
   “Christ,” I said, and turned away.
 
   “You gotta trust us, she’s been a big help over the last few days.”
 
   “Look, Joel. I know we said some things back in the camper and I’m sorry, but if this is your way of getting us all killed, well, brother, I don’t like it.”
 
   “I’m not crazy. Roz shows signs of the virus, but she’s also herself. I know what she was is gone now. But she said it best: she’s a tool now, something we can use to stay alive.”
 
   “Oh Jesus fucking Christ, Joel. This shit ain’t right,” I protested.
 
   A quick breeze kicked up and with it brought the smell of rot and decay. Something moaned again, this time closer.
 
   Joel put his hand on my shoulder, but I shrugged away from him.
 
   “Talk to her. You’ll understand.”
 
   “You want me to have a chat with a fucking shuffler?”
 
   Joel grabbed my arm and pulled hard. “She’s not a shuffler, she’s something different. A hybrid, I don’t know, but she’s not a shuffler. She’s helping us. Just trust me about that the same way you’ve trusted me with your life for the last few months.”
 
   I pulled away. still pissed. Somewhere in the back of my head I knew that he made sense. But it would also make sense for me to open the back door and shoot the bitch in the face.
 
   The sounds of moans rose on the wind, as did the smell. The street we’d paused on was next to a park that was coved in rotting bodies. A pair of Zs stumbled out of some brush and made for us. Bodies that I'd thought were dead lifted from the ground and found their feet. There was a moment of eerie silence before a couple of Zs became a small horde and all of them turned on us. Rotted limbs, white eyes, and torn or broken skin, it was another nightmare army of the dead, and they all wanted us.
 
   The first pair closed to within thirty feet. I lifted my handgun and pointed at the lead Z: a man in his early thirties with a thin mustache and goatee covered in blood. 
 
   I aimed, but before I could pull the trigger Roz, opened the door. She stepped out and stared at our enemies. Anna must have untied, her because her hands were free. Her eyes glowed a dull green that wasn’t as bright as that of the other shufflers we’d encountered. 
 
   “Wait,” she said in a low voice.
 
   She moved toward the the horde and lifted a hand like she was a crossing guard. The Zs paused and studied her. Then, the guy with the bloody goatee turned around as if some other delicious meal of human morsels had appeared. As one, the rest of the horde did the same. Some took their former places on the ground among the dead, while others simply wandered off.
 
   Roz didn’t speak. She looked me in the eye and gave a nearly imperceptible shrug as if to say See what I did?
 
   I sighed and lowered my gun. I could have easily spun and shot her. Then we would have had a fight on our hands, although it would have made more sense to just get back in the vehicles and drive. More than likely, Joel would have gone nuts and tried to kill me.
 
   “See?” he said.
 
   “I don’t know, Joel, I don’t know.”
 
   “Same thing happened at the house. See how she communicated with the other shufflers and they didn’t attack? She’s on our side.”
 
   Roz approached me. She was still herself, in a way. Her mouth was a mass of wounds and her skin was pale. Formerly a dusky shade just south of a seven-day tan, she was now much lighter. She walked, but not like she used to. It was more of a stuttering step that would look perfect for a shuffler if she were on all fours.
 
   Anna opened her door and joined us.
 
   Roz stared between the three of us.
 
   “Heeelp,” she said in a low hiss. 
 
   Ever tried to hiss words? Can’t be done. Roz, on the other hand, made it sound like a drunk snake had suddenly been given the power of speech.
 
   “You need help, no shit, Roz,” I said.
 
   “She means she’ll help us,” Anna said.
 
   Anna moved next to me and touched my hand. I reacted by grasping her fingers with mine. There was something comforting to holding Anna’s hand, like we’d suddenly decided to reveal a secret relationship. She slipped to my side, shook my hand loose, and put her arm around my waist.
 
   “It’s hard to fucking accept, okay? That’s our friend and now she’s one of them.”
 
   Anna put her other arm around me and looked up into my eyes.
 
   “She’s still Roz, in there, she’s still a friend. We couldn’t abandon her. When we found her she was stuck, and I couldn’t see the damage or the change. We were running out of time, trying to free her and avoid about fifty Zs. 
 
   "When we dragged her out I took one look at her and almost blew her away. She grabbed my gun and pushed it to the side. Then she got up and approached the Zs. She held out a hand and they pulled the same act they just did for you: they left.”
 
   “Fuck.” I’m a man of few words sometimes.
 
   “That’s what I said. We tried to communicate, but she kept covering her eyes and ignore me. She walked away and sat down on a curb while the Zs milled around.”
 
   “I can heeeeelp,” Roz said.
 
   Joel nodded, but didn’t speak. He stood next to her, hand keeping the stock of his assault rifle next to his shoulder, and watched me.
 
   Roz focused on the Zs again, and the ones who were still on their feet wandered away. She turned to me and smiled, something that was horrifying. Between getting in a wreck, turning into a green-eyed shuffler, and whatever other damage she’d sustained, her mouth was a mess: teeth missing, tongue half bitten through, and the wounds on the side of her cheek.
 
   I dropped Anna’s hand and approached Roz. Joel moved to intercept, but I holstered my Springfield and held up a hand in peace. He let me past with a wary look.
 
   “Roz?” I said.
 
   She looked at me.
 
   I reached out with a tentative hand and touched her neck, feeling for a pulse. It took me a few seconds but I found it, strong but very slow. If her heart was beating more than twenty beats per minute, I’d be surprised. Her skin was cold and clammy, and when I removed my hand I smelled it. The faint scent of something fishy made me lower my limb.
 
   “What are you?”
 
   She studied me for a few seconds.
 
   “Your frieeeeend,” she said in a slow hiss.
 
   “Jesus, Roz.”
 
   “Jesuuuus isn’t here,” the smile she tried to display almost made me run away for good.
 
   She turned away and shuddered. Her head shook slightly like she was fighting something. Then she regained her composure and regarded me again.
 
   “Fuckin’ A,” I nodded.
 
   Mateo had joined us at some point and listened in to our conversation. He leaned in to look Roz over, and shrugged.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked him.
 
   “I think that since all this end of the world stuff went down I’ve seen some crazy shit, man. Crazy. How is this any crazier? If I sit around and analyze all of this for too long, I’ll be looking for a loony bin. What I know is that she saved our ass, and I think she’s going to come in very handy, bro,” Mateo said.
 
   Anna took my hand and led me a few feet away.
 
   “I was skeptical at first, but now I’m sure she is going to be essential to our survival. I’m not happy with what’s become of Bright Star. Not gonna lie. This is not what I signed up for. But they don’t care anymore. All they want is to sterilize this area of Zs. That horde is on the move, and they mean to eliminate as many as possible.”
 
   “So it’s true, they’re going to nuke the area,” I said.
 
   She pulled me further away from Mateo, Roz, and Joel, around a small copse. She took my other hand and drew me close.
 
   “That’s the plan, Jackson. I talked to some guys in charge back at their base before we left. Nothing is right over there, nothing at all. Secrets everywhere. Lies. I don’t know who to believe or who to trust. Time was I looked up to Lee but he’s not there either. They want to be the ones in charge. Anyone else tries and they get eliminated.”
 
   “It makes no sense. Why all the fighting? Everyone should be working together,” I said.
 
   “I know but they are more worried about the shufflers than anything else. When they find a large contingency they take them out. Doesn’t matter who or what is in the way,” she said.
 
   “Heading North sounds like a good plan. Away from all of this,” I muttered.
 
   “I agree. And listen, Jackson, I haven’t been very nice to you, and I’m sorry,” she said. “Bright Star was my life for a few years but I’m over it. I just want to survive now, okay, and I don’t want to lose you again.”
 
   “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, Anna. Truth is, I missed you, but you’re right, you weren’t very nice to me,” I said, and wondered when I’d get a shot at acting on a soap opera.
 
   “No, listen. It was so hard at first. It was just a few weeks after I'd lost everything, and I didn’t think I’d ever recover. Then you came along, and I should have shown a little more respect. I know I can be cold.” She looked away for a second.
 
   “Seriously, we don’t have to talk about this now.”
 
   “Yes we do. We might not have another chance for a while, and we might buy it at any time. I just wanted you to know that our time together meant a lot, and I’m sorry that I treated you badly.”
 
   “Isn’t this the speech a guy gives a girl?”
 
   She smacked my chest with her open palm, but it didn’t hurt so much.
 
   “Just stop it and kiss me before they start wondering what we’re doing over here.”
 
   “The only ones wondering are the Zs milling around,” I said.
 
   She smirked that little half upturned lip at me, so I did the smart thing and kissed her.
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   15:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   Mateo snatched up his radio and spent a few minutes speaking with home base, giving an update on our location and the lack of Zs. Sure, we’d seen a few, but it was far from what we’d expected. 
 
   “So where are they?” I asked.
 
   “Got to be around here somewhere. A mass that size doesn’t just disappear,” Mateo said.
 
   “Maybe we’re in the wrong location?”
 
   “Ya think?”
 
   We poked along yet another road that was shadowed by abandoned buildings, stores, and more than one strip mall. All showed signs of abuse, and all showed signs of very few Zs.
 
   The radio buzzed again. Mateo picked it up and talked for a few seconds.
 
   “Shit, man. We got this all wrong.”
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Just heard back from base. Sounds like the horde broke up and the other half is approaching from the southeast. Not a little bunch of Zs either--a massive force. Might be that these fucking things are getting smarter by the day and one was a diversion. We’ve been called back.”
 
   “For a bunch of civilians, these assholes are militant as fuck.”
 
   “I hear ya, but they’ve also provided a very safe place to live.”
 
   “I’ll give you that much,” I said, nodding.
 
   Roz must have been doing her thing back there, because we weren’t being hassled. Mateo stopped a few times to check the map. One time he motored through the center of a four-lane road, then backtracked a half mile. He had to stop again and find an alternate route. 
 
   I waited patiently, hoping we’d reach wherever the hell we were going so we could get the hell back to the Costco. Things were getting tense, sure, but I was worried about Christy. If we didn’t get back in time, she might be trapped, and there was no way we’d be able to fight through a few thousand Zs.
 
   I also hoped to get a few minutes to talk to Anna.
 
   I’d been the best person I could for her and always treated her with respect, but she’d been cold to me; that much was true. But Anna had shown me more than once that she had a soft side. I liked both sides. She could be a badass, hand steady as she held that .357 extended, or she could be vulnerable, like the night we’d been stuck in that abandoned apartment building.
 
   Mateo interrupted my thoughts by coming to a halt again.
 
   “Do you want me to drive while you fucking navigate?”
 
   “No man, I like this. You keep your eyes on the Zs while I jerk off with this map, radio, and car.”
 
   “Sarcasm?”
 
   “Not really, bro, just blowing off steam. Your friend back there just flashed us.”
 
   “Anna?” I asked in confusion.
 
   “I wish. No, the dangerous-looking dude with the big gun,” Mateo said.
 
   “Hah, Joel’s a big old teddy bear Marine. He was born with a gun in hand, but he rolls over if you rub his belly.” I said the last part loud enough for Joel to hear me, because he’d left his truck and approached my side of ours. 
 
   Anna opened her door and covered him. She kept an assault rifle trained around the area, spinning as she assessed threats.
 
   “Roz says there are a lot of Zs coming this way from the East,” Joel said, ignoring my joke.
 
   “That must be one of the masses,” Mateo said.
 
   “One of?” Joel raised his eyebrows.
 
   I told Joel what had been reported back from the base. He chewed on that for a second while he shifted from foot to foot. He held his weapon close to his chest, but his finger was never far from the trigger.
 
   “What’s the big deal? One horde, two horde, three horde, run for your fucking life,” I said in a singsong voice.
 
   “No way they can take on two hordes. They may actually cancel the strike and hold out until they figure out where the Zs are actually heading,” Joel said.
 
   “What are our options?”
 
   “Not many unless you want to just run and leave Christy behind,” Joel said.
 
   “Can’t do that. She’s one of us. Plus she’s like a kid sister to me. But we got fucking problems, man. Look at us. We’re four people with an honest-to-god shuffler along for the ride. 
 
   "The Costco is a fortified base with full coverage from the roof. No way for us to sneak in. Not only that, but they have a damn shuffler with them too, and he’s not in the mood to play nice. So what the hell do we do? Show up and hope our two shufflers don’t sense each other and explode or something? Roz ain’t like them now, but what if she changes her mind?”
 
   “She won’t,” Joel said with confidence.
 
   “Okay, but let’s say that fucking hell freezes over and she does. What are the consequences?”
 
   Joel didn’t reply. Stubborn Marine.
 
   “Stick to the plan,” Mateo said.
 
   I nodded, because we didn’t have a choice.
 
   “So we’re going to continue along this path?”
 
   “Let’s just get a quick look at this horde so we can report back to Douglas and crew. Besides, I heard back that they are packing up.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “If this place is about to get cleaned out, then they want to be far far away,” Mateo said, nodding.
 
   That made sense. No matter what we did, the perception would be that we somehow betrayed Bright Star or the survivors in the Costco. 
 
   Did it matter? Why should anyone else decide who lived or died? We were out here on our own, and the first thing you learned about this whole damn mess was that you looked out for yourself first.
 
   The US of A had been completely fucked over by this virus. I used to wonder about how it started, but now it didn’t really matter. The goal now had to be survival. If we didn’t get our shit together, all of these large and small splinter groups were going to do what the Zs wanted in the first place: to wipe us off the planet.
 
   “What do you think, Joel?”
 
   “We might have time, and Mateo’s right. We need to get a report in to the Reavers. This gets us into the warehouse so we can retrieve Christy and Frosty. Then we hightail it anywhere but here,” he said.
 
   “Another Marine base?”
 
   “No man, that dream's gone. I got word from the base that the majority of military installations have been overrun. There’s also word that some people are setting up Portland as a large center. We could make for it.”
 
   “Long fucking way to Oregon,” I said. “Mountains, rivers, forests, and a bunch of Zs in between,” I said.
 
   “We’re going to fly there,” Joel said.
 
   “Magic carpet?” I asked.
 
   “Anna almost had her pilot’s license before the Zs so she can fly us out of here if we find go find a plane. There’s an airport about five miles northeast of here. We figure out how to get it started, and then we’re airborne.”
 
   “Sounds like a perfect plan. What could possibly go wrong?” I said.
 
   Joel rolled his eyes.
 
   Mateo stood around listening to us but didn’t interject. His face was tight.
 
   A Z picked that moment to come upon us. The rotter was the oldest Z I’d ever seen. At least seventy years old, he staggered toward us on a bad leg, thanks to a broken ankle. He dragged his foot and moaned. He wore a San Diego Chargers cap, but it was holding on for dear life as the old guy lurched.
 
   I snatched my wrench out of the truck and put him out of our misery with a sharp blow. The man’s legs crumpled under him, and he didn’t move again.
 
   “Poor dude,” Mateo said.
 
   I rejoined my friends after using the old man's shredded shirt to clean the pipe wrench.
 
   “Jackson’s got a way with the elderly,” Joel said.
 
   “That did not feel good at all. Guy should have been with his family, not wandering around as a Z,” I said, and shuddered.
 
   “So you guys going to bring me with?” Mateo asked.
 
   “Thought you wanted to stay with your pals,” I said.
 
   “I want to get anywhere but here. I’m sick of this city and how infected it is. I appreciate the safety the Costco has provided, but all that’s about to change.”
 
   A pair of cars zipped up a side street and disappeared. The lead car was sporty and might have been some kind of Hyundai. The second car wasn’t as new and had a city maintenance sticker on the side. 
 
   By my guess, we’d been heading back to the Costco for about fifteen minutes, and had to be close to the warehouse. Those cars could only have come from there.
 
   The lead car came to a halt and then waited while the faster car zipped ahead. In a few seconds, it was gone from sight.
 
   I scratched my head.
 
   “Joel, come here,” Anna called.
 
   In the back of the jeep, Roz was shaking and pointing. She clenched her teeth and tried to make words, but all that came out was a loud, keening noise.
 
   “Roz?” Joel touched her shoulder.
 
   Roz’s green eyes snapped open, and she looked at him like she was seeing a stranger. Her lips pulled back, revealing her teeth. Then she settled, and her expression turned blank again.
 
   “They have onnnne,” she said, and pointed first at herself, and then in the direction the two cars had fled.
 
   “One what?” Joel said.
 
   Then it all came together in my head, and I gasped.
 
   “What?” Mateo said.
 
   “Fuck. We need to go and now. I just realized what’s happening here.”
 
   “What, man?”
 
   “They have the shuffler, he’s bait. I think they…” I didn’t get another word out.
 
   A mass of Zs stumbled into view and made for us. Among the fifty or sixty people lurked at least six shufflers. They moved among the group, snarling and hissing. A pair of them stuck together and hugged the road as they did their weird crab walk.
 
   Roz reached out and grabbed my arm, squeezing so hard I knew it was going to leave marks.
 
   I tried to jerk away. “The fuck, Roz?”
 
   “They want us deaaaad,” she moaned.
 
   “Even you?” Joel asked, concern etched across his face.
 
   Roz just nodded.
 
   Then a second mass came at us on our flank, and I knew we were in deep shit. What I didn’t understand was how they’d managed to get around our guard.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   41 – The Coming Storm
 
    
 
   15:15 hours approximate
 
   Location: Somewhere near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   Joel, Anna, and I had been really good at getting into trouble. Just a week ago we’d been stuck inside a camper while a mass of Zs and shufflers surrounded the vehicle. The five of us had barely managed to escape with our lives, and that was only with the help of Bright Star. 
 
   Now we were once again surrounded. My first thought was that we needed to make for the warehouse and get inside as soon as possible. At least we’d be safe, but we’d also be stuck. We needed to get Christy the hell out of there while we could and then make a clean getaway.
 
   A clean getaway, who writes stuff like that?
 
   The problem was, we had seconds at best to run before we were completely surrounded. Then we only had minutes before we were stuck inside the Costco.
 
   Roz mumbled to herself, but I couldn’t make out the words. She dropped to all fours a couple of times, but then seemed to think better of the position and was back on her feet. Her eyes--a dull shade of green that wasn’t quite as strong as that of the shufflers we’d encountered--studied me, then slid away from my gaze.
 
   We had two vehicles: one that would be recognized by the inhabitants of the Costco, and one that would be a stranger to the people inside. If we showed up in the Jeep, we’d probably be shot. Maybe they’d recognize Mateo and let us enter, or maybe they would just shoot us out of general principle. 
 
   “Joel, Anna, hop in the back of the truck.”
 
   Anna shot a Z in the face, dropping him so he got tangled up with his brethren. Joel pushed a female Z back with his foot and then shot her in the chest twice before blowing the back of her head off.
 
   Mateo made for the truck and dove behind the wheel. A pair of Zs got interested in him, so he shot one in the leg. The Z collapsed, and the female behind him went down as well, so he shot her. 
 
   Just another day in paradise, shooting men and women who used to be friends and neighbors.
 
   “Why do we need to be in the truck?”
 
   “They’ll recognize it and let us in. If we have to stand around all goddamn afternoon explaining who we are, it’s going to get ugly.”
 
   Joel glanced at the Jeep and then back at us.
 
   “I’ve got a better idea. You and Mateo get back to the Costco. We’ll wait at a rendezvous point. If we go in there, we can’t protect Roz.”
 
   Shit, he was right. If we went in with a freaky half-shuffler they’d probably never let her go. It was going to be hard enough to grab Christy and make it out of the building. I didn’t know where Mateo’s loyalties lay, but I assumed it was with the so-called Reavers.
 
   Roz stood stock still and pressed her hands to her temples like she was trying to hold her head together. Her body shook, and when she tried to stand straight, a couple of spasms rocked her back on her heels.
 
   “You okay?” I asked, but before Roz could give some indication I had other problems, and didn’t hear what she mumbled after that.
 
   A fresh pair of Zs staggered toward us, but the larger one had eyes for me and me only. He reached for me even though he was still at least a dozen feet away. I lifted the gun, but Roz motioned for me to lower it. She studied the pair and concentrated hard.
 
   One of the Zs turned and stumbled around in a half-circle before picking a direction and wandering off. I shot the larger one for the hell of it.
 
   A helicopter thundered across the sky. It passed a mile or so from us and came to a hovering stop. Whoever was inside surveyed what we couldn’t see, then turned. They flew a 180, then swept overhead and past us. They came back around and sat overhead for a minute. A hand reached out of the window and waved. Then the chopper swayed to the side and was gone.
 
   “What were they trying to tell us?” I asked Joel.
 
   “Probably something along the lines of 'kiss your ass goodbye.'”
 
   “I thought those guys were your friends.”
 
   “They probably don’t know me from Adam, brother. They just saw some hapless civilians milling around and were trying to warn us or something,” he said.
 
   “I guess,” I said.
 
   Even more questions for later. Right now we needed to work together to get away from this street, because it was rapidly filling with Zs.
 
   “Get Christy and then meet us. We’ll be at the rear. As soon as I see your truck leave we’ll fall in behind.”
 
   Mateo shot another Z. He closed the door and then put the truck in D.
 
   Joel pointed at the map and motioned. I grabbed it and handed it to him. Joel flipped it around and then ran his finger along a road until he found what he was looking for.
 
   “See this?” He pointed at a location. “Mark it. This is our last-chance rendezvous point. We’ll wait as long as we can. Shouldn’t take you more than twenty minutes to get inside, grab Christy and the mutt, and then reach our location. Be firm with…” 
 
   Joel paused, drew his sidearm, and shot an approaching Z in the face.
 
   Behind me, Anna opened up with a few shots. Bodies dropped around us.
 
   “Be what?” I asked.
 
   “Be firm at the base. Tell them it’s imperative that we get Christy to safety. Don’t take any shit and get the hell out of there. We’ll wait for you at the airfield,” Joel said.
 
   I grabbed his hand and tugged him in for a bro hug.
 
   “Listen, if one of us doesn’t make it, it’s been a blast hanging out and killing zombies.”
 
   “Shit, think I feel a tear in my eye,” Joel said, smiling. “Just get your sorry ass to the airfield. Look for the Jeep. If you don’t see it, look for a sign.”
 
   “What the hell kind of sign?”
 
   “Don’t know, but you’ll know it when you see it,” Joel said.
 
   “This sign bullshit. You’re more likely to see Jesus on the side of a telephone pole,” Mateo said.
 
   He dug around in the back of the truck and came up with his backpack. 
 
   “Three o’clock, Mateo,” I called.
 
   He popped back up and lifted his gun. Joel was faster and shot the Z through the throat.
 
   “Thanks, man,” Mateo said, and opened his pack. He dug out a box and handed it to me through the passenger window.
 
   “What’s this?” I asked.
 
   “It’s a radio. Have him tune to channel 221.12 and you’ll be able to communicate,” Mateo said.
 
   I handed Joel the box.
 
   “Thanks, Mateo,” Joel said.
 
   “No problem, man. When you open the box just use the batteries. They’re in the bottom. Fire it up and remember 221.12. Stay on that channel and you’ll be able to communicate. We have relay stations set up all over the city,” Mateo said, smiling.
 
   Joel and I shook hands.
 
   Zs had closed in on our location while we were discussing the radio.
 
   I lifted the AK and ran through my mag with slow, measured shots, clearing the way for us to leave. Now that I had the hang of this rifle, it was easier to drop Zs. I hit empty and dug out my other magazine. I slammed it home and picked out a few more targets to kill. 
 
   This had seemed like a throwaway weapon. I didn’t have any more ammo for the Kalashnikov, but chances were I’d find some 7.62 in the near future. With its simple wooden stock and slightly-heavier-than-Joel’s-AR feel, I was starting to like this thing. Fact was we were back in the truck and had a few weapons we could rely on. I’d probably have to leave the Kalashnikov behind.
 
   Joel ran to Anna’s side and together they dropped as many Zs as they could before sliding into the Jeep. 
 
   Roz moved like she was in a dream. She shuffled to the back door, but Joel took a second to open it for her. She got inside and they were backing up before the doors had shut. As they turned around, Anna slammed on the brakes and leaned out of the driver's side window. She smiled at me, then put her fingers to her lips and blew me a kiss.
 
   I stood there like a dumbass and didn’t offer a return gesture. I didn’t know what to say, so I mouthed, “I love you.”
 
   Anna’s eyes went wide. Then she shook her head slightly. She looked behind her as she backed around in a half-circle, then came to a halt.
 
   “See you soon, big dummy” she said, and gave me a quick smile.
 
   “See you soon, Anna,” I replied.
 
   Then the Jeep spun tires and was heading down the road.
 
   I didn’t need to be snapped out of some magical spell. I was already hopping inside the truck. I was slammed back into my seat, because the vehicle accelerated before I’d had a chance to settle in.
 
   Some of the Zs broke off and followed Joel even though he was already halfway down the road.
 
   We’d been out to find the horde, and instead they’d found us.
 
   But it might all be over at any second. If it was true that this area was about to be nuked, we needed to get as far away as possible. We needed to find a place to hide, and then not come out for a long, long time. Of course, if it was a smaller tactical nuke, we might just be out of the way before the mushroom cloud dispersed. 
 
   I didn’t like our chances.
 
   Mateo revved the truck, and I used that was my cue to get in. He pulled a U-turn in the middle of the street and roared off toward the Costco.
 
   Behind me, the sea of Zs built and surged, led ever onward by the shufflers who directed them like demented generals from hell.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   15:30 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Warehouse
 
    
 
   The Costco came into view a few minutes later.
 
   We’d run the gamut of Zs: everything from slow shamblers to rotters and more than a few shufflers. The shufflers didn’t make any crazy moves. Were they hanging out back there, just waiting to make a move? Were they plotting to gather together for an attack?
 
   I felt like there was a big fucking bullseye hanging over us, and the clock wasn’t helping. I kept glancing at it anyway, watching the seconds tick away.
 
   The front of the building was completely changed. Trucks and cars of all sizes were parked outside in rows. A pair of semis sat along the west side of the store with a team of people set up in a long line moving supplies from the warehouse to the trucks.
 
   Some of the paramilitary guys had taken up station around the operation. They stood with weapons at the ready. Some knelt and pointed their assault rifles at us as we arrived. Others covered the rear. A small group of them advanced on a mini-horde, and dispatched them with cold efficiency.
 
   I couldn’t help but notice that a number of the civilians moving supplies flinched or ducked as the gunshots rang out.
 
   We pulled around one of the large potholes, and then nearly ran into another one. Mateo slammed on the brakes, then crept around the obstacle.
 
   Mateo’s anxiety had clearly peaked. He fidgeted in the seat, cracked his knuckles and kept sighing.
 
   “At least no one’s fired on us. That’s a good sign,” I said.
 
   “Shit yeah, bro. I half expected them to erase us the second we pulled in. Must be Douglas sent word that we were on the way.”
 
   “Do you see him?” I strained to look around the assembly of people, keeping an eye out for Christy.
 
   “Not yet,” Mateo said. 
 
   He found a parking spot that would allow us to be seen as we exited the vehicle and didn’t block the path of the convoy.
 
   I slid out of the driver’s seat and made sure the wrench was securely at my side. I kept both hands in the air. Didn’t want anything to be misconstrued, here. The paramilitary looked like they were in the mood to shoot first and ask questions later.
 
   A woman left the line of civilians and ran to Mateo’s side. It was Diane, and she looked harried. Her dark hair was tied up in a tight but hasty bun and strands hung around her face. 
 
   We’d been gone for less than eight hours, but in that time, everything at the Costco had changed. If nothing else, I had to give them points for being so well-organized.
 
   I felt exhausted. I’d had the shit beaten out of me, been tossed into a fight I hadn’t anticipated, and then been reunited with my friends. It felt like we’d been gone for a week.
 
   The lump under my eye where one of Queasy’s hench-assholes had decked me rang. I touched it gently and winced.
 
   “I’m glad you’re both back,” Diane said between deep breaths.
 
   “Glad we’re back too, and in one piece. That was one fucked-up mission,” I said as I moved toward her.
 
   “We also have not had a good time. Thanks to you and the other scouts, we know the disposition of the horde. It is large, very large. It’s hard to make a clear estimate, but we guess over fifty thousand souls are heading this way.”
 
   “Don’t think you can keep them out of the store? Seems like your best bet is to batten down and wait them out,” I probed.
 
   “That is a large number. Even if we managed to keep all of the doors secure, we'd still have Bright Star to contend with,” Diane said.
 
   “Have they threatened you?”
 
   “Jackson…” Mateo warned.
 
   “What? I really want to know what the fuck is going on. I’ve been lied to since the start, and don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the square meals, the new clothes, the safety. Be nice if things had stayed that way,” I said, because I was about halfway to being pissed off.
 
   “You have not been told everything, but I wouldn’t say you’ve been lied to. Besides, Jackson, we don’t owe you anything. You’re just another lost soul out there. If you are so unhappy, leave. I suggest to the east, since the west will soon be flooded with the dead,” Diane said.
 
   “That’s actually why I’m here. I need Christy. We’re going to follow a different path,” I said.
 
   Diane took a step back and looked me in the eye. She didn’t speak for a few seconds.
 
   “I have a plan," I said, "and I need to make sure she goes with me. Her and my dog. That cool with you all?”
 
   “I’m going too,” Mateo said. “I love the safety of the Costco, don’t get me wrong, but it’s all blown now.”
 
   “So you’ll just desert us?” Diane said.
 
   “Like you said. We can leave at any time,” Mateo said. “Well, it’s time.”
 
   Some of the paramilitary guys moved toward the entrance to the Costco and dropped next to vehicles. Another pair took up station near a pile of lumber and pointed their long guns at the road.
 
   Diane snatched a radio out of her pocket and took a step away from us. She spoke for a few minutes, then walked away.
 
   “Diane, I know what’s going on?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The goddamn shuffler or ghoul whatever you want to call it. I know Douglas took him and is headed for Bright Star’s post. So what then? What will you do with a horde hitting both locations? This is idiocy at it’s finest.”
 
   “Just go, Jackson. Do whatever the hell you want,” she said.
 
   She actually looked pissed, and probably because I’d called her out. She also now understood why Mateo was really leaving.
 
   But considering how many civilians were standing around, I guessed that would have been a bad idea. It was important that they keep these folks in line. They needed this group of survivors, and the survivors needed the protection.
 
   Diane nodded at us and then strode away, back stiff, head high.
 
   “Let’s make this quick, Jackson." Mateo nodded at the group of people working the entrance and sides of the store. “Find her, get the dog, get back here. We’re going to roll out of here like we’re supposed to be on a mission. Hopefully no one will ask why we’re taking off with the truck. I’ll gather a few supplies and meet you back here as soon as fucking possible.”
 
   “Mateo, thanks for your help. I don’t understand why you’re leaving this, but I won’t deny your help.”
 
   “I’ll tell you why:  We’re the good guys, no we’re fighting Bright Star, no we’re establishing a haven and the whole goddamn time we’re supposed to follow and not ask questions.”
 
   “That’s called being in the military,” I chuckled.
 
   “Yeah but you had a goal, right? In the time I’ve been here, no one’s bothered to tell me why we’re doing half the shit we’re doing, so I’m going to try something different,” he said. “Plus, I don’t like the odds here. They won’t get all of the food out, and there’s a lot of hungry mouths to feed. What happens when the remainder of the supplies is gone? I’ll take my chances with you guys, you know what you’re doing.”
 
   “I only look like I know what I’m doing. Joel’s the brains of this operation,” I said.
 
   “Give yourself a little credit, man. You know how to handle yourself out there. I’ll learn and keep up, I promise.”
 
   I nodded and shook his hand.
 
   “I’ll be back, man.”
 
   “If you don’t see me and it’s too late, I stashed the keys under the passenger side floor mat,” Mateo said.
 
   He took out the radio he’d been communicating with and handed it to me.
 
   “You want me to take this?”
 
   “Yeah, man. Just in case. It’s an FRS/GMRS radio. You’ll be able to reach Joel, but you need to be close. These only have a range of about 35 miles, and the more buildings and shit that get in the way, the more it cuts down on communication. 
 
   "If you get lost or can’t reach him, just try for a higher location. Don’t worry, we have boxes of these, and I’ve got one more stashed in my bag. Remember the channel. 221.12. Just tune it and we’ll stay in touch. Remember, if you can’t hear from me, I’ll catch you on the other side, bro.”
 
   “Thanks, but we’re both getting out of here,” I said with confidence.
 
   We nodded at each other, then both moved away.
 
   I took a breath as a wave of dizziness hit. I’d been amped up for too long and needed rest but there was no time.
 
   Gunshots from near the entrance. I spun and half-lifted my AK, but then thought better of it. I had a mission, and running off to investigate whatever was happening wouldn’t get me any closer to finding Christy.
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   15:40 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Warehouse
 
    
 
   The line of people moving supplies stretched for about a quarter of a mile. With all of them in one place, it was easy to see that Christy wasn’t among them. 
 
   I walked it and kept my head down, refusing to acknowledge what I looked like: a lameass unwilling to do his part, like I was trying to avoid the work. I didn’t make eye contact while I looked for Christy. 
 
   Hell, the majority of these people didn’t even know me, and they’d never see me again. I’d be just something to talk about when they were safe. “Remember the asshole who walked around looking for someone?”
 
   I made it inside the building from the front entrance, then immediately next to a doorframe, because shot after shot were coming from out front.
 
   I counted to five, then peeked outside before ducking back around the protection of the concrete-reinforced frame.
 
   A pair of military vehicles had pulled up across the street and the paramilitary were shooting at them. Christ! We had a horde descending on us and these assholes were still shooting at each other. So of course the vehicle returned fire.
 
   “Creed, thought that was you,” a female voice said. “Is the horde that close? I heard shots.”
 
   I spun to find Melissa--the woman who’d helped sedate the shuffler a few days ago--staring at me. She had a clipboard in one hand and was writing quick notes. I grabbed her elbow and hustled her away from the entrance. Most of the civilians working the line had paused and dropped low.
 
   The trucks returned fire and that’s when it erupted into a panic. The workers bulged around the entrance, fighting to get back inside, where it was safe.
 
   “It looks like Bright Star may have been making a patrol and some of those guys from the back of the building opened up on them. Not their finest hour. Probably just trying to feel us out, since we’re outside for a change,” Melissa said, like it was no big deal.
 
   I kept my mouth shut not wanting to reveal everything I knew.
 
   More shots echoed from outside. I peeked again and found another vehicle had taken up station. It had one of those big machine guns mounted on top. The weapon swiveled and shots rattled, kicking up dirt around some of the Reavers.
 
   They ducked, but I knew from seeing one of those things up close that the rounds would punch through just about anything short of a few inches of steel. Joel had once told me that if I ever came under fire from one of those, my best bet was to just stick my head between my legs and kiss my ass goodbye.
 
   “Makes no sense. Why now?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Melissa said. 
 
   “When will Douglas be back?” I asked.
 
   “He left about ten minutes ago.”
 
   “New location?”
 
   Melissa didn’t respond to my probing.
 
   More people fled inside the Costco. They dropped whatever supplies they’d been carrying and took cover. I didn’t blame any of them.
 
   More of the paramilitary guys streamed around us as they ran for the big entrance. One of the them, a guy almost as big as me, carried something that looked like a rocket launcher. Christ, these guys were indeed well-armed.
 
   “Melissa, I know about the shuffler. I know what Douglas is doing.”
 
   Melissa shot me a quick, tight smile but didn’t take the bait.
 
   I was a good thirty feet from the entrance. Reavers pushed over anything they could use for cover. Something pounded overhead and I realized they were shooting from the rooftop.
 
   I scanned the refugees, looking for Christy and Frosty. Where the hell were they?
 
   Melissa took shelter behind a pallet of supplies. I ducked and crawled toward her. A round whizzed overhead, because our location provided a direct line of sight to the fighters outside.
 
   “Where’s the girl and the dog I came in with?” I asked her.
 
   “Not sure. They were hanging around row five or six the last time I saw them, but that was almost an hour ago. It was all hands then, so they probably went out to help move supplies into the trucks.”
 
   “Shit, I didn’t see them. Are they also loading out the back of the building?”
 
   “Of course they are, Jackson. That’s where the ramps are. It makes it much easier to fill the truck with supplies.”
 
   Jesus. Melissa was as weird as Diane. Maybe the pair were related. Now that the bullets had begun to fly, she sounded like she was reciting a dinner recipe. At least she was smart enough to drop behind cover.
 
   “Bye Melissa,” I said.
 
   “This will be over soon, Jackson. No more nukes or hordes. The next location will be secure.” She offered another tight smile.
 
   “You can’t know that. You have no idea if Bright Star will pursue, or if that damn horde will even move on,” I said, exasperated.
 
   “It is no longer a concern. Bright Star will soon withdraw, provided Douglas made it,” she said.
 
   Then she rose, ran to another stack of goods and ducked behind it.
 
   I had to find Christy and get the hell to that airfield.
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   42 – Fresh Hell
 
    
 
   15:50 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Warehouse
 
    
 
    
 
   I should have known what was going on earlier. The cars I’d seen fleeing from Costco. The fact that Douglas was no longer here and the fact that Diane seemed to think that everything was going to be golden in a few hours. 
 
   I wished Douglas the best. I hoped he made it, completed his mission, and then came back here so I could punch his fucking lights out. 
 
   They’d taken the shuffler. Not only had they taken the green-eyed monster, but they’d cut to the east, and that meant they were luring the horde after them and right toward Bright Star. 
 
   They were going to use the shuffler as a distraction, to not only make their escape but also to wipe out the outpost there. Joel and Anna had told me the base wasn’t much, and it was protected by thin walls. 
 
   What they had on their side was the ability to call in reinforcements and strikes. In fact, calling in for nukes seemed to be their main objective, but with them gone and the Reavers on their way to a new location, they’d buy a lot of time.
 
   This was the world now. Not only were we fighting for survival against the Zs, but opposing forces of humans were still trying to do their best to erase each other. Who was right didn’t matter. The only ones who’d come out on top were the dead.
 
   “Christy!” I started shouting as I maneuvered around crates, pallets and people.
 
   A pair of Reavers came at me, with guns hanging from two-point slings. They were both dressed in blue digital cammo.
 
   The woman, I’d seen a few days ago. She didn’t make eye contact, but they expected me to move out of their way, so I did the smart thing and sidestepped them.
 
   “Idiotic,” I mumbled as I moved away. 
 
   “What was that, sir?” They’d stopped and turned to regard me.
 
   “Nothing,” I said. 
 
   “You think we like protecting your dumb civilian asses? Just pick up something and put it on a truck,” the guy said. “It’s not that hard, and if you need some extra motivation I’m happy to help.”
 
   He wasn’t as big as me, but he moved with a steady swagger I’d come to recognize, thanks to Joel. He had that same grace; a guy who knew how to handle himself.
 
   “Protecting us? Protecting us? The only thing you’re doing is making this whole fucking situation worse. It’s like you guys want everyone one dead,” I said in anger.
 
   “You think is making this situation worse? We’re protecting you from all the big bad stuff in the world. In fact, why don’t you grab a weapon, go out there, and provide cannon fodder,” the woman said.
 
   This could go two ways: we could get into a fight and I could get my ass kicked--probably by her--or I could just walk away and find Christy.
 
   “I’ll do that. I’ll go find a weapon and shoot back at humans instead of zombies and ghouls. That sounds like a great idea to me. I’ll probably get shot, but hey, what’s another body in this fucking hell of a world? Just something for the dead to snack on when they get tired of walking around looking for trouble,” I said, trying not to snarl the words.
 
   “That mouth’s going to get you in a lot of trouble, boy,” the man said. 
 
   He didn’t exactly point his gun at me, but he put his hand on the trigger guard and squinted his eyes like he was waiting for me to make a move… or he had to go poop. It was hard to tell.
 
   I could probably draw the Springfield and blow his brains out. Then the girl would erase me.
 
   My hand didn’t hear my brain saying “Walk away.” Instead it dropped to the grip of my 9mm.
 
   The guy tensed.
 
   “Jackson!” Christy yelled.
 
   She must have heard me calling for her. She came around a box of supplies and ran toward me.
 
   Suddenly I had no interest in these dickheads. Let them go and shoot at stuff. They could get themselves killed for all I cared. Christy was here, and that meant half of my mission was complete.
 
   She threw her arms around me, and I hugged her back. The woman in digital camo relaxed. She started to walk away, but I guess tough and dumb wasn’t done.
 
   “How about after all this is over, I take care of the girl for you. She your kid?”
 
   That was it.
 
   I smiled at him and lowered my arm away from my sidearm.
 
   “What’s your name, man?”
 
   He looked taken aback.
 
   I swung my arm up and caught him under the jaw. As he came back on his feet, I followed up with a haymaker that his grandkids would feel. The guy dropped like a box of rocks.
 
   The woman drew on me. She lifted her assault rifle and pointed it right at my chest.
 
   “Sorry, but fuck. He's a dick,” I said in protest.
 
   Famous last words, right? Seems like I have a lot of those.
 
   “Please leave him alone. He’s the only thing I have left in the world,” Christy said, and put herself between me and the woman.
 
   She looked us both over then lowered her weapon.
 
   “He's a dick, that’s true. Just try not to piss off anyone else, 'k?”
 
   She didn’t wait around for an answer, because gunshots near the entrance drew her attention. She stared at her friend for a few seconds, then shook her head and ran off.
 
   The guy at my feet stirred, so I leaned over, took away his gun and ammo belt, and put them on. I considered taking his camouflage jacket too, but decided we didn’t have time to play dress-up. I also considered punching him a few more times to let off some more steam, but I didn’t think my aching hands would take it. 
 
   Punching a dude isn’t like in the movies. It hurts like hell.
 
   I studied the side of the weapon and found out it was a Heckler & Koch. There was an EOTech scope attached to the top. I stared into it and found the floating reticle immediately. Good. The weapon was ready for business.
 
   Instead of further stupidity, I grabbed Christy’s hand, and together we ducked out of the area.
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   16:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Warehouse
 
    
 
   “Where’s your aunt and uncle, and where’s Frosty?” I asked as we hustled away from the scene.
 
   My wrists hurt like hell. I remember back when we were on the ship and I saw my first Z. He’d had his teeth set on me, and I hadn’t known what in the hell was wrong with my fellow sailor. He’d been all blood and piss-anger. I’d had to hit him like that and felt it for days.
 
   “Come on, I’ll show you,” she said, and tugged at my hand.
 
   I stopped and crouched. I took Christy’s thin upper arms in my aching hands and met her eye to eye.
 
   “Christy, listen to me, because there isn’t much time. Anna and Joel are outside waiting for us. It’s too much to explain now, but they believe this whole area is about to be blown to hell. We have a rendezvous point and a plan to get out of here. There may be room for your aunt and uncle, but we need to go now.”
 
   She stared at me, and then cracked a smile.
 
   “Oh my god. I missed Anna,” she said. “How did you find them? Is that why you were gone so long?”
 
   “I missed you too, dude but let’s get in the game. We have to go. Now.”
 
   “Okay, but my aunt and uncle won’t go with us. I already know that. They want to leave with the Costco guys. I told them I was going with you if you came back. They have Frosty this way,” she said, and pointed toward the direction I’d arrived from. 
 
   There was a second door in that area, but it wasn’t open. People milled around in a mass and looked panicked.
 
   “What did they say when you told them you might tag along with me?”
 
   “At first they just said no. Then I reminded them that they weren’t my parents and that I barely knew them. I don’t, not really. We only went to their house a few times. They seemed like they wanted to make a big deal out of it, but no one cares what they think except me. What are they going to do, lock me up? Besides, I don’t care. I want to see Joel and Anna again,” she said with conviction. “Hey, what about Roz?”
 
   I smiled at Christy in what I hoped was a reassuring manner. “We can talk about her later. Right now we have to get out of here, but I’m not leaving without the mutt.”
 
   Christy grabbed my hand and practically dragged me to the location. We covered the fifty feet in no time, and found her aunt and uncle waiting for us. Frosty acted like a puppy for a few seconds while I petted her head.
 
   Civilians near us had seemed to take a liking to the dog, and were all smiles as she greeted me. Made sense. When people get this anxious, it’s probably a safe bet to have a dopey dog to keep their attention off other events.
 
   Then more shots rattled around toward the entrance and many of them ducked.
 
   I barely recognized a single person in this little group. We’d been here for a few days, but Christy and I hadn’t exactly been polite to strangers. Call it distrust built on the fact that we had run into mostly bad people out there.
 
   I grabbed the radio out of my backpack and fiddled with it until I found the station Mateo had listed. He’d told me how to turn it on, but that was about it. I found a switch and spoke into the device.
 
   “Uh, Mateo?” I said.
 
   Christy spoke to her aunt and uncle. They did not look happy. Not happy at all. I was about ready for a scene when Mateo’s voice came back.
 
   “You got 'em?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, but how are we going to get to the truck with all that gunfire?”
 
   “That’s the fun part,” Mateo said.
 
   “We have very different ideas on fun, my man,” I said.
 
   “Listen. Remember that forklift I was using to clear zombies when you arrived? I’m in it now. I made a quick modification. Get to that location and you’ll see what I mean,” he said.
 
   “Okay, man. I hope this works. The guys out front shooting at us seem to mean business.”
 
   “I don’t think they do, bro. They were firing that big gun, but it’s quiet now. Maybe they ran out of ammo, or maybe they just don’t care anymore. Seemed like a scouting mission, anyway.”
 
   “How many are down?”
 
   “Shit. There’s bodies all over the place out there, from both sides, but there’s also a lot of Z bodies. I saw a bunch of ghouls hanging around, but they’re keeping their heads down at the moment.”
 
   I told Mateo I’d see him soon, and then clicked off.
 
   “You can’t take her.” Christy’s uncle said, getting in my face.
 
   “Her choice, man. Not much either of us can do to stop her. We’re going somewhere safe,” I said, keeping it short.
 
   I press-checked the weapon I’d acquired, then did a quick ammo count. I had three extra magazines, but this thing would spit rounds so fast I could be empty in a minute if I wasn’t careful. I found the selector switch and set it to semi-automatic.
 
   A pair of gunshots outside made everyone duck again. I crouched next to a large crate of Tupperware, with Frosty right behind me. It wouldn’t provide a hell of a lot of protection, but it was better than nothing.
 
   “Are you going to shoot your way out?” Christy's aunt challenged.
 
   “Ma’am. I’m sorry you don’t like this, but kindly back the fuck off. We’re going.”
 
   Christy tried to hug her aunt, but the woman shied away. After a few seconds she must have reconsidered, because she put her arms around the girl. Christy’s uncle didn’t look happy. Looked like he wanted to go a round with me. Guess the gun must have put him off, because all he did was sit there and look mad.
 
   I took Christy’s hand, and she took Frosty’s leash. I rose and led her away. I didn’t look back to see the look on her relatives' faces.
 
   I thought we had it all under control. We were about to rendezvous with Mateo and get the hell out of here. That’s when someone ran toward us, followed by at least ten men and women dressed in camo.
 
   “We need to move now, people. Into a truck. Grab anything you can and run. Now, people move!” the leader yelled through a bullhorn.
 
   Behind them ran the rest of the inhabitants of the Costco. Diane was among them, as was Melissa. At first I thought they were after us.
 
   “We need to run,” I leaned over and said in Christy’s ear.
 
   Some of the civilians started screaming. We ran past a door, and that’s when I realized what was happening:
 
   One of the hordes had arrived, and it was making straight for the building.
 
   I tugged at Christy, and together we ran faster.
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   16:10 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Warehouse
 
    
 
   Mateo stood on his lift with his hands in the air as we rounded a row of supplies. I couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret that things had advanced so quickly. If we'd had a little more time we could have rounded up a few boxes of goods. The way things were going, we’d be lucky if we made it to the truck.
 
   Mateo had found a piece of corrugated metal and fixed it to the lift. It wouldn’t stop a heavy round, but it would keep the driver blocked from view.
 
   “Do you seriously think that’s going to work?” I asked.
 
   “Not sure, bro. All I know is that it’s better than nothing. Just stay next to the lift and I’ll get us there,” he said.
 
   “It looks like there’s less shooting now,” Christy offered.
 
   I moved to the opening and did a quick peek. Sure enough. The two forces were breaking off the engagement, or at least focusing on the Zs until they could start shooting at each other again. Several bodies of Reavers littered the ground, but so did a mass of Zs.
 
   “Looks like we have a break in the action. Let’s put this plan in motion, Mateo,” I called back.
 
   I pointed out a spot on the converted forklift that might offer Christy some cover. She crawled on the lift and tried to make herself small.
 
   The paramilitary guys were done shooting at Bright Star, and Bright Star seemed to have had enough of them. Instead they concentrated fire on the Zs closing in, but after a minute or two of sustained fire, they retreated around their vehicles.
 
   We didn’t have a long way to go to reach the truck, but we’d be in range of either side. Plus there were about a thousand Zs moving in on us. Mateo cracked his knuckles a couple of times and then engaged the lift’s engine. It whirred and he moved forward a foot. 
 
   I stuck to the side and kept low. Frosty got a little freaked out at the sound and tried to back away, pulling the leash taut. Instead of dragging the dog, I whispered a few words to her and rubbed her head.
 
   Mateo zipped toward the big open door, and I did my best to keep up while sticking to the covered side. A couple of the paramilitary guys looked over at us like we were crazy. Thanks for the encouragement, guys.
 
   We were in the open, and moving around the side of Costco.
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   43 - Flight
 
    
 
   16:20 hours approximate
 
   Location: The Warehouse
 
    
 
   It seems like we’re always on the run. Or cornered. Or we’re facing insurmountable odds. The thing is, I expected that to be the case as we fled the Costco. After all, we were leaving behind a roof and four walls. Sure, those walls were being threatened, but they could be protection from all the heavies creating the convoy.
 
   Then I thought for sure we’d be overrun by a horde. A dozen shufflers would descend on us. The Reavers and the paramilitary dickheads would shoot us and the truck full of holes. We’d be just one more bunch of dead bodies for the Zs to feast on.
 
   Instead, we made it out without any serious issues. Sure, there were a ton of Zs around. We had fire coming from multiple directions. The Costco was a crazy hive of people running here and there, trucks departing at high speed, and a general lack of any kind of organization.
 
   All that aside, we arrived at the truck, got everyone loaded without a single round being fired our way, and fled the parking lot without being challenged. Mateo maneuvered the massive potholes. Frosty kept her head down as we made a run for it.
 
   This had to be the first time everything had gone according to plan in months.
 
   Too bad our good luck didn’t last.
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   16:25 hours approximate
 
   Location: An airfield near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   “The airfield is less than a mile,” Mateo said.
 
   He had stopped in the middle of the road to check his map. He rolled it out between us, and Christy picked out the roads we needed to maneuver. We were currently blocked by a pair of wrecks near a street named Main. The only main thing about it was the fact that it was a pain in the ass.
 
   Since escaping the warehouse, we’d run into a lot of issues. The roads were a nightmare as Reavers and Bright Star ran in every direction like a zombie chickens with their limbs blown off. Mateo had been forced to navigate around side roads, and on more than one occasion, a huge and freshly-created pile of bodies. Then we’d come to this standstill.
 
   I fiddled with the radio and finally heard from Joel.
 
   “Where are you guys? We have a plane. It’s mostly fueled, thanks to a huge stash of hidden cans. We got lucky with this one, brother.”
 
   “Was it hard to find a thing with two wings and some kind of engine?” Sometimes it’s a good idea to use simple words with a Marine.
 
   “No, smartass. There weren’t many planes left, and most had been broken into or vandalized. I’ll tell you about it as soon as we are the fuck out of here,” Joel said.
 
   Mateo decided to hop the sidewalk and avoid the wrecks. He eased onto someone’s yard, then shot around the mess. We were back on the road in a few seconds.
 
   “Where can we find you?”
 
   “In the northeast corner. Sails is performing a pre-check now. Hurry, man. No telling if and when some major shit is going to go down,” Joel said.
 
   I clicked off, and tried not to let my anxiety get the best of me.
 
   Christy pointed out a cross street and Mateo shot across it, then came to a halt as a dozen Zs crossed a road. He sat idling a hundred feet away as they finished their mindless stroll.
 
   A few minutes later, we located the field.
 
   It was set on a small stretch of land. The airfield was surrounded by a chain-link fence that was at least ten feet high. Shrubs and small trees sat dying next to the location. I spotted a couple of homes, a convenience store, and of course, the ever-present strip-mall. All had been damaged by looters. One of the houses had been burned to the ground, while another still smoked where flames had licked the upper level.
 
   The airfield itself was a mess of planes that had missing wings. A tiny jet of some kind sat with its nose on the ground. The hatch had been popped, and wires and hoses ran outside.
 
   The flight tower was barely taller than a two-story home. Its windows had been smashed out, and someone had covered it in graffiti.
 
   I popped the door open and stood up on the frame to try and find an entrance.
 
   An explosion rocked the ground.
 
   I sat back down and grabbed hold of the dash.
 
   Mateo and I looked at each other. He opened his door and scanned the sky. If something big had just dropped, it would be seconds before we were vaporized.
 
   A massive fireball rose in the direction of the Costco. I waited for the rest of the blast, but it never came.
 
   Then another explosion rocked us.
 
   “Not sure what the fuck they’re using over there, but it’s time to go!” I yelled.
 
   “What was that?” Joel called over the radio.
 
   “I don’t know, man. Something’s going on, but it’s not a nuke,” I said.
 
   Joel breathed a huge sigh of relief. “Where are you?”
 
   “At the fence, trying to find a way in,” I said.
 
   We got back in the truck. Mateo cracked his knuckles and looked at the fence. “Fuck it.”
 
   He hit the gas and the truck backed up onto grass and gravel.
 
   “What are you going to do?” I asked.
 
   “I’m going through,” he said.
 
   I caught a glimpse of something out of the side window. A shape. No, it was a bunch of shapes.
 
   “Dude,” I said under my breath, and pointed.
 
   Christy followed my finger and gasped.
 
   It was an army of shufflers. Not just a few, no. Not ten or fifteen. We’re talking a fucking army of shufflers.
 
   They came from behind houses, trees, and buildings. They walked, ran, jumped and shuffled across the ground. Men, women, and kids. They were dressed in tattered clothing, their lank hair hanging around their faces. Their green eyes seemed to bore into my soul.
 
   I couldn’t help it, I started shaking.
 
   Mateo swore, cracked his knuckles, then punched both feet to the floor. The rear wheels turned and then he took his foot off the brakes and the truck shot forward.
 
   I reached for my seatbelt, regretting the fact that I hadn’t gotten it around me in time. I yelled for Christy to lock hers, but it was too late.
 
   The chain-link fence didn’t look like much of an obstacle. It was thin strands of metal wrapped in a lattice pattern that looked like we could cut through it like a knife through butter.
 
   We did, sort of.
 
   We hit the fence, and it was like smacking into a fucking brick wall. The truck spun to the side, but the fence did give. I was tossed forward, and I got my arm out, hoping I didn’t get smashed into the dash. At the same time, the airbags deployed. And it was like being punched in the face. 
 
   The truck’s wheels continued to roll on the remains of the fence, but something was blown. The front end had been pushed up so far I could see a crease in the hood.
 
   Christy cried out, but Mateo, with blood pouring from his nose, kept on going.
 
   We bumped over the ground, fence screaming as it was dragged behind us.
 
   My ears rang and my head felt like it was stuffed with cotton. I touched my face and found blood.
 
   I shook my head in the hopes of clearing the fog, and got a glimpse of the horror that pursued us: the shuffler army, close behind.
 
   “Mateo, we got problems,” I said, but I felt like I was talking through a mouth full of marbles.
 
   “There, I see them!” Mateo yelled, pointing.
 
   Sure enough, Joel and Anna were jumping up and down in front of a little Piper airplane.
 
   Mateo spun the wheel hard to the right, and the rest of the fence was shaken loose.
 
   The truck sputtered, then came to a rolling halt. Mateo cranked the key, but the engine wouldn’t turn over.
 
   “Shit, what the hell!?” He banged on the steering wheel and tried the key again.
 
   “Stop, it won’t start after the airbags deploy. The fuel pump gets cut off,” Christy said. “Happened to my dad once.”
 
   I snagged the assault rifle off the floor, then opened the door and almost fell out. The ground swam as vertigo ate at me.
 
   Mateo and Christy fell out of the truck as well, and we immediately made for Joel and Anna.
 
   I looked behind me, press-checking the assault rifle as I stumbled over the unfamiliar ground. Behind us, the shufflers were closing in, the leader like a spindly giant. He was a good six-foot-seven, and he was so thin I thought I was seeing something out of a circus, like a guy on stilts.
 
   Head ringing. Blood thumping in my veins. Heart pounding. I ran with Christy and Mateo.
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   17:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: An airfield near Vista, CA
 
    
 
   Joel didn’t waste any time. He dropped to one knee and opened fire with his assault rifle. Measured shots echoed across the airfield as we advanced on his and Anna’s position. 
 
   Anna was working on the plane, doing something with the left wing. She opened the side door and crawled inside.
 
   Joel laid down fire while we hauled ass.
 
   The shufflers hooted and called behind us. I swear they were breathing down my neck. Joel had to break off, because we were coming into his line of fire.
 
   Feet directly behind me, beating at the ground.
 
   One of the shufflers got a handful of my shirt, but I shook him off.
 
   Another reached for Christy, but being young and terrified, she put on an extra burst of speed, small arms and fists pumping as she outdistanced us.
 
   Mateo wasn’t so lucky. He must have been out of gas, probably thanks to running through the fence. The tall shuffler grabbed his shirt collar and pulled.
 
   I spun to help, lifting my rifle, but another shuffler caught me around the waist and bore me to the ground. I made a half-decent throw out of the fall, foot catching the shuffler in the gut, and sent him sailing. Thanks, Captain Kirk, for all of the television training.
 
   Joel took advantage of us being down and moved to the flank. He shot a couple of shufflers, but then he had problems of his own: a small group of Zs came around the flight tower and moved on him.
 
   Anna leaned out of the airplane and fired a few rounds. Then she ducked back in and fucked around with the controls.
 
   I gathered my feet and went after the shuffler who was trying to take Mateo apart.
 
   With my rifle thrown wide, that left my trusty wrench.
 
   The shufflers continued to gather as we squared off. Fucking asshole monsters. It was like they were there to watch us fight in the Octagon.
 
   He’d had Mateo around the shirt collar and was in the process of lifting my friend off the ground. Mateo kicked the shuffler in the leg and got thrown to the ground as a thanks.
 
   I swung for the shuffler’s head, but he slid backward.
 
   I followed my weapon’s momentum with the shittiest roundhouse kick ever and managed to spin all the way around. At least I didn’t fall.
 
   Another shuffler closed in on Mateo. He backed away on his butt, hand at his side. The gun came up and he fired several rounds. The bullets punched into flesh and knocked the shuffler down. They stared at each other from seated positions.
 
   The spindly shuffler swung at me, and almost got a piece. I managed to shift the wrench back around and use it like a baton to block the blow. Then I shifted to my left foot and hammered the fucker across the neck with my hand. Wasn’t much, but it made him shuffle back.
 
   He dropped to four thin limbs and studied me from a few feet away.
 
   Behind him the rest of the shufflers had finished arriving, and had arrayed themselves in a semi-circle. They stared, green eyes bleeding malevolent hate.
 
   The airplane started, first one engine and then the other. One of them choked, almost sputtered out, and then caught again.
 
   Anna yelled something over the roar, but I couldn’t make it out.
 
   Christy had stopped next to Joel and pulled her gun. She aimed, but there was no way she was going to hit a damn thing with me and Mateo in the way.
 
   Mateo fired again.
 
   Mateo’s shuffler keeled over to the side, but another took his place.
 
   “Just leave us the fuck alone!” I yelled.
 
   The shuffler’s desiccated lips drew back in something like a grin.
 
   “Diiiiiie,” it hissed.
 
   He was on me again.
 
   This time I didn’t get any fancy moves in. I swung the wrench, but only got his shoulder. Christ, he was fast for a half-dead circus freak.
 
   His clawed hands ripped at my clothes and sketched lines of fire across my midsection.
 
   Joel advanced on the party, changing magazines as he moved. I had been spun around by the creature’s blow, and caught sight of my pal as he moved with grace, one foot in front of the other, assault rifle at the ready.
 
   He fired at the tall shuffler, but another of the creepers pushed him aside and caught the round.
 
   Joel reached us and stood less than fifteen feet away.
 
   “Next time I won’t miss, you understand me?”
 
   He had his gun trained on the spindly bastard, and his aim didn’t waver.
 
   The shufflers seemed to consult with each other with weird telepathic nods and grunts. They must have come to a conclusion pretty quickly, because the whole mess of them moved.
 
   We were so fucked.
 
   While the tall one was distracted by Joel’s aim, I stooped low and came up, the wrench flying up from near the ground. It caught the shuffler’s elbow, and bones snapped. He howled with fury and took a step back. Not being the smartest cookie in the group, I followed, knowing that I was stepping into the melee and probably straight to my death.
 
   “Creed, get to the airplane,” Christy called from somewhere behind me.
 
   Joel fired freely, hitting a couple of them. They dropped, or curled up around wounds. The tall one ducked and used me for a shield, shifting left and right as I tried to align my body for a swing.
 
   I pulled my handgun and aimed it at the creature’s body, knowing I had very little chance at a headshot this close, especially against a moving target. 
 
   I fired three rounds, but the fucker beat my hand aside and the bullets went wide. Then he hit me so hard I saw stars. The blow came from my left, and got most of my jaw and cheek.
 
   I staggered back, head ringing again. I didn’t have anything left. The little bit of energy I’d been holding onto faded, as did the daylight.
 
   “Just go, leave us,” I yelled.
 
   Joel propped me up. He’d moved behind my position and caught me as I nearly went down. Still kept his assault rifle at the ready with his left hand.
 
   Mateo howled as one of the shufflers went at him. They’d fallen together, Mateo fighting with everything he had. A knife had appeared in his hand, and he stabbed the shuffler over and over, but he was taking serious damage. 
 
   I lifted the gun and tried to fire over Joel’s shoulder, but he managed to bump the gun before I pulled the trigger.
 
   “You’ll hit him, don’t,” he said.
 
   Roz came to our rescue… in a manner of speaking. She must have been hiding before, but now she walked toward our mass, hands at her side, eyes the deepest green I’d seen yet. They emanated fury like a proper ghoul.
 
   Our opponents treated it like a respite and broke off the attack as she walked between us. Even the one who’d been fighting Mateo backed away.
 
   She stared at the tall shuffler. They locked gazes.
 
   “Please go,” Roz said, gesturing toward us.
 
   Joel hauled me away from the group, toward the plane.
 
   I reached for Mateo, but he couldn’t grasp my hand. His midsection was half torn apart, and blood soaked his shirt and jeans.
 
   “Go, just go,” Mateo said.
 
   “Not leaving you,” I said, but Joel just dragged me away.
 
   “I’m done, bro. Just get out of here,” Mateo gasped.
 
   He shifted his gun to his right hand, then lay down. He put the barrel next to his temple and pulled the trigger.
 
   I looked away.
 
   Anna moved out of the running plane, and with Christy's help, they got us into the back. Anna and Joel kept their guns trained on the shufflers as I pulled myself into the backseat. Christy aided me as I got settled, and got a seatbelt wrapped around my waist.
 
   “I’m going to get her,” Joel said.
 
   “The fuck you are. Sit there and let her do her thing. You know you won’t make it, Joel,” Anna said as she screwed around with buttons on the dash.
 
   The airplane shuddered forward a few inches.
 
   “Don’t care. Not leaving her behind,” he said, and opened the door.
 
   I heaved forward and grabbed Joel. I pulled him back into the seat and pressed my head next to his ear.
 
   “Please, brother. We can’t lose you,” I whispered.
 
   Joel fought me, but I held on tight.
 
   The shufflers came to some kind of decision and moved as one, surrounding Roz.
 
   The tall shuffler reached for our friend and pulled her close. He picked her up, and then tossed her on the ground like trash. Roz rolled to her right, then came up, hands extended. The pair grappled, but she was no match for his size.
 
   The other shufflers closed in and ripped at her face, arms, and clothes.
 
   Joel settled his shoulders, then lifted them and surged forward, breaking my grasp. 
 
   The plane rumbled across the grassy ground before we found pavement and bounced over it for takeoff.
 
   He kicked the door open even as we accelerated.
 
   I reached for him, but he yelled at me to stop.
 
   Joel lifted his assault rifle and aimed. The gun went through a half-arc as the plane moved away from the battlefield.
 
   He fired once and then again. The tall shuffler looked up at the gunshots.
 
   The next round found the asshole’s head and splattered it.
 
   “You got him, now close the damn door!” I yelled as wind rushed in.
 
   Joel kept his leg extended, foot propping the door open.
 
   “Joel, we won’t be able to get up to speed, and that fence is coming up real fucking fast,” Anna yelled over the air rushing inside the airplane.
 
   He aimed one more time, and the last shot hit Roz. She’d still been on her feet, but had taken massive damage to her head and upper body. Blood poured freely from several deep lacerations. She dropped to the ground and then turned her head to watch us fly away. I felt like an asshole for abandoning her.
 
   The next bullet found her head and she fell over dead.
 
   Joel swore, and let the airplane's acceleration kick the door closed.
 
   He sat back in the copilot's seat and put his hands over his eyes.
 
   I followed his lead by also sitting back. I pulled Christy close and draped my arm around her shoulder.
 
   Frosty lay her head on Christy’s lap for a rub. Then she decided to lie down in the tiny space between us and the front seats.
 
   The plane lifted off. As we rose into the air, Anna cut toward the north in a wide arc.
 
   I tried to pick out the corpses of Roz and Mateo below, but we were already too far away.
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   20:00 hours approximate
 
   Location: A field somewhere in CA
 
    
 
   “I didn’t know you could fly, Anna,” I said.
 
   “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, Jackson,” she said.
 
   She sat next to me while the four of us stared at the setting sun. 
 
   We’d been in the air for an hour before she picked out a location that had a wide field. There weren’t any homes within a five-mile radius, so she set down. As we descended, she informed us that we needed to brace, because landing was something she’d been working on with her flight instructor. 
 
   I thought that was perfect. We’d escaped from hell only to face a possible crash.
 
   But she set down with only a few bumps, then breathed a very loud sigh of relief. If we’d hit a rock, the plane probably would have tipped over and crushed us.
 
   As we’d flown over Southern California, I’d stared at the landscape and found almost nothing alive. Cars didn’t move, and there was barely any sign of humanity. Sure, a few faces poked up at us, but from a few thousand feet up, it was hard to tell if they were Zs or surviving humans.
 
   Behind us another fireball rose into the air but it wasn’t the same as a nuke’s mushroom cloud. I had no idea what was happening back there but I assumed most of the civilians at the Costco were not gone. I hoped to hell Douglas was one of them. I’d never know his fate or the fate of any of the others and I guess that was fine with me.
 
   “So how did you find the plane?” I asked.
 
   Joel had taken a seat fifteen feet away. He stared toward the sunset and didn’t speak.
 
   “Damned good luck is how. The hangar had a double door, and the plane was covered with a tarp. Getting to it was a bitch. Someone had put some scaffolding against the door, so it wasn’t all that obvious what was there. Joel was smart and recognized the building was too large for the interior, meaning we’d missed something during our initial scouting.”
 
   “He has his moments,” I observed.
 
   Anna pushed my shirt up and looked at the scratches on my chest. She broke out a bottle of alcohol and commenced with cleaning them to my great distress. My head hurt, my neck was sore, and just about every single muscle in my body ached. I needed to sleep for about a week. But somehow, Anna’s touch made it all bearable for the time being.
 
   “Thing is practically brand-new. I suspect someone was hiding it, and wanted to use it as an escape, but they never made it to the airfield. The plane was almost topped up with fuel. We found some extra fuel canisters and stowed them in the back.”
 
   “That’s good news. How far can we go?”
 
   “I don’t know, probably over a thousand miles. Judging by how far we’ve flown, we might make it out of California.”
 
   I nodded and thought about our next move, but did it even matter where we went? Seemed like the whole world was just one big graveyard.
 
   “So, Oregon is the destination?” I said loud enough for Joel to hear.
 
   He just grunted.
 
   “Good as anywhere, I guess. Honestly I don’t know where else to go. The state is probably less populated than California. Honestly, anywhere that looks like a small town surrounded by fields would be better than the overly populated places we’ve been calling home,” Anna said.
 
   I nodded and put my arm around her. She didn’t punch me, so that was good.
 
   Christy went to the airplane and dug around until she found some MREs.
 
   We doled them out, and exchanged packets of food with each other. Anna and I used the portable heating elements in each box to warm the main dishes.
 
   Joel finally decided to join us. He poked around at his food and ate it cold.
 
   “Joel, I’m sorry about Roz,” I said.
 
   “I know, man. Whole bunch of fucking sorry in the world. I really liked her, you know? I might have loved her, but I never got to tell her. When she started to change, I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   “Grief does strange things to you,” Anna said and squeezed my hand. “Makes you forget about what’s in front of you. You did your best to protect her, we all did. But she was one of them. I know that’s a shitty thing to say, but it’s the truth.”
 
   “I know,” Joel said. “I know.”
 
   We huddled together for another fifteen minutes, before the moan of a Z caught on the wind and carried in our direction.
 
   We piled back into the plane, and Anna taxied down the field.
 
   As we roared into the air, I put my hand on Joel’s shoulder and squeezed.
 
   He patted my hand, and I knew Joel was going to be alright in time.
 
   “Fuck it. Let’s see how far this piece of shit can get us,” I said.
 
   “This piece of shit probably cost three hundred grand, Jackson,” Anna said over the headset.
 
   “Well, shit. I should have enough back pay in another four or five years to cover the cost.”
 
   “I thought they paid squids in beer?” Joel chimed in.
 
   “I wish I had some beer. Damn, man. Maybe we can make a beer run when we get to wherever we’re going,” I said.
 
   “Isn’t that how we got into this whole mess?”
 
   “I need to hear this story,” Anna said with a laugh.
 
   “Well what had happened was…” I said in my best imitation of Joel.
 
   He shot me the finger, and I went on to recount how we’d set out one day in San Diego to find beer at his friend’s apartment. 
 
   So I began to recount the story of: "how we’d ended up knee-deep in 'the fuckening'."
 
   This is Machinist Mate First Class Jackson Creed and I am still alive.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The adventure will continue in 
 
   Z-RISEN 5: BARRIERS
 
    Coming in early 2016
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   Afterword
 
    
 
    
 
   It took a few years to reach this point and I hope you’ve enjoyed the journey. The forth book wraps up the story arc but Z-RISEN is far from over.
 
    
 
   The next book will be called Z-RISEN 5: BARRIERS.
 
    
 
   The first book was initially written as a free web serial and it was set in the same world as my Permuted Press novel Beyond the Barriers--the books can be read independently.
 
    
 
   I’m an indie author and I work very hard on my books. I hold down a full time job, have a family, and still manage to get in a few hours a day to write. I love hearing input from readers and the best way to provide that is via a review. 
 
    
 
   When you leave a review on Amazon, Barnes and Noble, Smashwords, or where ever you purchased a book, it helps other readers. This also helps the author out more than you can imagine.
 
    
 
   So please, friends, if you can spare a few minutes of your time, go and review Z-RISEN: REAVERS on amazon. 
 
    
 
   CLICK TO REVIEW
 
    
 
   Be honest and know that I read every review and use feedback to better my writing as well as have a positive impact on future novels.
 
    
 
   Watch for the next book in early 2016. Before that be sure to check out the upcoming series written by Craig DiLouie, David Moody, and me. THE FRONT is a series set during World War II and it will follow the adventures of platoons of paratroopers dealing with a new threat beyond anything the Axis ever threw at them: Zombies.
 
    
 
   Now please enjoy a free short story that was actually written as an homage to my own characters Jackson Creed and Joel Kelly. Night of the Living Old Farts is a comedic piece set in a retirement home during a zombie outbreak.
 
    
 
   16:15 hours approximate
 
   Seattle, WA – currently free of dead
 
    
 
   This is author Timothy W. Long and I am still alive … and writing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Bonus Story:
 
   Night of the Living Old Farts
 
    
 
   “See those knee highs?” Fast Freddie McAlister tugged his glasses down his nose and nodded at the curt form of Mrs. Kale as she sashayed past the converted card table. One eye was partially clouded over with a cataract but his other eye saw well enough considering he’d once taken a piece of tiny shrapnel across the bridge of his nose.
 
   A pile of cards, coins, and mugs of decaf coffee littered the tabletop, covering stains, dents, something that might have been old gum or denture gel, and enough scratches to keep a future linguist busy for years. The table was probably older than McAllister because it’d looked the same as the day he’d arrived at the Shady Vale Assisted Living facility.
 
   A transistor radio that had seen better days scratched through advertisement before switching back to news and weather updates. Every hour on the ten’s, was the channel’s byline. There were days when McAllister heard the same shit so many times he could practically recite the rain forecast word for word.
 
   He leaned over and gave the radio’s knob a slight twist but it didn’t help the scratchy reception.
 
   “You and knee highs. Might be a fetish,” Jerry Winfield replied. He used his handkerchief to wipe a line of sweat off his forehead and then sniffed the cloth.
 
   Jerry was born old. At eighty one years of age he didn’t wear his wrinkles well. They’d settled in some time ago and then worked relentlessly to devour his face. He was bald by choice because a white halo on a black man was reserved for celebrities, or so he’d confessed to Fast Freddie one drunken night.
 
   “The hell you smell it for?” 
 
   “I heard that the thing makes folks smell like vinegar before they turn.”
 
   “Kinda crap is that? Smell like vinegar and I’d say you been pickled,” Freddie said. “I heard that your skin falls off first then you get the taste for brains.”
 
   “Now what in the hell would brains do for one of them things?” Jerry replied. 
 
   “Hell if I know, maybe they think it’ll make them smart. Now let me get a good look at Ms. Kale again,” Fast Freddie, who was anything but, said. “It’s still my turn and I got a hand and a half, son. So get ready to cry. In fact, why don’t you try on some knee highs while you’re at it.”
 
   “No point. I tried yours on last night and they were too loose.”
 
   The two men stared daggers at each other.
 
   “…back to today’s top story. The president stated, that a state of emergency was still in full effect. Local law enforcement, working in conjunction with National Guard say they have stopped the infected from pushing any farther into the city. It is advised that citizens remain in their homes. In other news, Kinnsey Kohan, star of such films as I Was a Teenage Prostitute and Why Me Say Ugly Stuff has issued a statement showing her support for the infected.
 
   The radio tone changed.
 
   “Like, we can’t just keep killing people. It’s like inhumane, like we need peace and calm. We need to put them in camps or homes or something until they can be fixed up. I’m begging you. Stop shooting all of these innocent people in the head.”
 
   “Now for weather…” 
 
   Fast Freddie tossed a few coins into the pot and then considered his cards.
 
   “You gonna play a card or memorize them?” Jerry asked.
 
   “Oh pipe down. I’m about to win back my money from last week.”
 
   “You’re not about to win back a dime, you’re so far in the hole you’d need a spotlight to see the top of the pit.”
 
   Freddie ground his dentures together.
 
   “… It looks like the rains are keeping away for another day and the temperature will hold at a steady seventy-five degrees until night. Not that it matters since we’re all going to be fucking dead in …”
 
   “Oh Joel. Such a joker. How’s that traffic, Buzz?”
 
   “Such a joker my ass. I figure we got another day at the most before this shit hits us.” McAllister observed.
 
   “Christ. What’re we going to do then?”
 
   “I’m planning to do the ten second prayer. That’s about how long it will take to put my head between my legs and kiss my ass goodbye.” McAllister said.
 
   The recreation room wasn’t exactly abuzz with activity. There was the television with its fuzzy picture and even when it was in focus the programming wasn’t that great. 
 
   Another table held the bingo club but Mr. Smith had fallen asleep and was snore-drooling through the numbers. Eight chairs held the women of the second floor and they were judging all who entered the room. The leader was Mrs. Anderson who held court from a lazy boy that was the newest thing in the room. Heaven help anyone who took that seat. She’d throw a conniption then mean girl the offender for the next three months.
 
   Mr. Marquitz and Ms. Martin huddled close together whispering into each other’s ears. Fast Freddie had heard that the two started to see each other a few months after their respective spouses passed away. He knew better than to ask any questions. Let the bitties under the rule of Mrs. Anderson handle that and no one got their desert stolen.
 
    “I can’t take any more of that damn TV since it’s been sanitized of actual news thanks to the goddamn FCC lockdown. Time was we got actual reports and reporters. Now it’s just happy happy crap. Just plain crap.” Jerry said.
 
   “Ain’t that the happy damn truth? The way this thing is progressing, I figure we got about another day at the most before we’re locking doors and boarding up windows.”
 
   “You just said that you daft bastard,” Jerry said.
 
   “Words hurt, Jerry,” McAllister winked. “Like that time I told you about taking your mom back to my place.”
 
   “My mom said you were so small she had to break out a magnifying glass just to find and free your willy.”
 
   The two men stared daggers at each other again.
 
   Fast Freddie McAllister had been hanging out in God’s waiting room for almost a decade. When Jerry Winfield, former Marine and former all around smartass had arrived, the two men’d hit it off like long lost brothers. A year later they hated each other but that didn’t stop them from playing cards and trading insults every Saturday morning. They’d had a group of other card players but they’d died off as the years rolled on so that only the grumpy pair remained.
 
   Freddie had been trying to crack Jerry’s poker face for years but the other man had the dead stare down to a tee. Jerry claimed he’d been a sniper back in the day and Freddie mostly believed him. Jerry also claimed to have met President Johnson but his story changed in detail every time it came up. First it was in Dang Ho, then the meeting had occurred in his home city of Milwaukie. Fast Freddie told his own share of tall tales about epic drinking and whoring nights over seas so the two men just went along with each other.
 
   “Why don’t you just marry the cards?” Fast Freddie said.
 
   “Fine you old bastard. I ain’t got no three’s now go fish.”
 
   Fast Freddie snarled and dug into the pile of cards.
 
   “You guys talking about which vegetables give you a soft BM again?” A female voice said.
 
   Fast Freddie looked up to find a familiar face hovering over the table. She was a fine looking woman if a bit high strung who claimed she’d dated more female stewardesses in the sixties than the men had dated women put together. She wore a white lace shawl over a blue dress covered in yellow flowers. Her hands were wax paper over a spider web of blue veins.
 
   “Well, Miss Cromeenes, what brings you to the shady side of town?”
 
   “The shady side? I thought that was over by the Alzheimer ward. Mr. Brown sells his wife’s pain meds if you have the dough.”
 
   “Had enough pain meds to last me a life time. Why when I was in the shit, back in sixty five …”
 
   “There aren’t enough pain meds in the world to save me from this boring story. I came to tell you boys something.”
 
   “Tell me about that time you had a threesome?”
 
   “Like your ticker would hold up. Now listen. I heard a commotion by the door and I don’t mean the kind of commotion when Mr. Elrod wanders away from ranch. Sounded like a bunch of maniacs trying to break down the door.”
 
   Jerry placed his deck face down on the old card table and stared at Miss Crommenes. “Go on.”
 
   “What do you want, a map? We got zombies at the door and no way anyone’s gonna save us. The staff here is about as brave as their paychecks. I expect a mutiny in the next few minutes.”
 
   “My lock should hold up for a few hours. What say you we go to my place and get more comfortable before we all get eaten?” Jerry said. “I got a bottle of hooch.”
 
   “You save your hooch and I’d rather save my cooch for Mrs. Kale. You boys see those knee highs?” She said.
 
   Jerry rolled his eyes.
 
   It was quiet one moment and then it was chaos as the fire alarm blared loud enough to wake the fast asleep. Eyes opened and legs maneuvered. Arms took up canes and assisted walking devices. A man stumbled into the room, good-looking boy in his early twenties. His pants were down around his ass but it wasn’t a fashion statement. It was more of a: “I’m dead and can’t pull them up” statement.
 
   Another man missing his shirt but wearing a nice pair of trousers and some loafers was close behind but slipped and fell down, arms catching Mr. Half-Pants and taking his trousers to the floor.
 
   “That answers that question.” Jerry said.
 
   “What question?” Ms. Cromenes asked.
 
   “Wondered if their willies shrunk up or just fell off.”
 
   “Why in the blue hell would it fall off?” Ms. Cromenes said.
 
   “Because I don’t know. I ain’t never had to face zombies before.” Jerry protested.
 
   “And the only thing you can think of is his willy.”
 
   “Was thinking of mine, tell the truth, wondering if it’ll stay on while I turn into one of those damn things.”
 
   Both men crossed their legs protectively.
 
   The hallway had always been a morbid affair done up in relaxing pictures of water and mountains. The staff had framed a knitted baby blanket that sported a snowflake in the center and put if on display for winning a contest. That was three years ago and no one had thought to replace it. Mrs. Carlisle didn’t give a shit because she’d died two days after winning her ribbon. Now the hallway was a morbid affair for other reasons.
 
   A staffer pursued the two zombies followed by head nurse Mrs. Herman, a rotund woman who took no shit from any of the residents, followed the staffer. Mrs. Herman was also about three birthday’s away from joining the residents at Shady Vale.
 
   “You there! You can’t come in here. You have to register at the front desk if you’re visiting someone.” Nurse Herman yelled.
 
   “I don’t think they can hear you, ya stupid bitch.” Fast Freddie called.
 
   Nurse Herman’s beady eyes narrowed as they turned on him. Her white lab coat had smears of red and if Freddy wasn’t mistaken, puss, down the front. A handprint on one of her huge boobs didn’t help because he immediately started snickering.
 
   “Mr. McAlister. Perhaps you should retire to your room for the rest of the day. I’m sure all of this excitement is too much for your heart.”
 
   “Like I have a heart.” He muttered.
 
   “Oh give her a break,” Ms. Cromenes said. “She’s just being a bitch because she can.”
 
   “She’s about to be a dead bitch.” Jerry quipped.
 
   The zombie did a slow motion shuffle to find the nurse. He lifted one arm, groaned, and then took a staggering step. Mrs. Herman was not a small woman but it surprised Freddy McAlister when she hauled off and punched the zombie in the face. The man with no pants head snapped back as his nose exploded in a spray of blood. The sound was like a prizefighter knocking out an opponent. The man went right back down and didn’t move for a few seconds.
 
   “We should help.” Freddy said.
 
   “Help who?” Ms. Cromeenes said. “That poor fella’s kids probably felt that blow.”
 
   “I used to be able to hit like that.” Jerry said.
 
   “The only thing you hit was your pillow.” Freddy said.
 
   The two men stared daggers at each other once again.
 
   “You two idiots done looking constipated? Let’s go and help Mrs. Herman.”
 
   “I don’t even like that woman. She’s a pain in my righteous ass.” Jerry said. 
 
   “She might be a pain in the ass but she’s our pain in the ass.” Freddy said.
 
   “Oh alright. Let’s gear up.” Jerry said.
 
   The two men pushed away from the card table. Fast Freddie winced as his left knee popped but pushed himself to his feet and took up his cane. Jerry grabbed his back as he reached his full height of five foot six and a half. Mrs. Kale regarded both men and blew out a breath.
 
   “What. I’m old,” Fast Freddie shrugged.
 
   The man with no pants got his hands under his body and managed to push himself back to his feet. He groaned and took a pair of shuffling steps. One of the orderlies picked up a chair and bashed it across the zombie’s back smashing him back to the ground.
 
   “You get that bastard.” Fast Freddie cheered.
 
   A half dozen more of the things moved into the hallway. Bodies covered in torn and bloody clothing. Exposed body parts ripped and damaged, some were even missing body parts. Fast Freddie hadn’t seen anything like this since he was in the shit back in ‘Nam. One of the poor bastard’s arms hung by skin and sinew. It flapped against the zombie’s body and with each step sounded like an orange being ripped open. They moaned and shambled aimlessly until their milky white eyes settled on the living.
 
   “Oh lord. This is not good,” Ms. Cromeenes said.
 
   Fast Freddie’s attention was pulled to the opposite hallway because an unholy racket had started up.
 
   “That’s not good. Looks like another horde.”
 
   Jerry grabbed Fast Freddie and pointed. “Shit. We’re surrounded. How are we going to get our asses out of this mess?”
 
   “Hold on, you goofballs. That’s just the bridge club.” Ms. Cromeenes said.
 
   “Oh, so it is.” Freddie quinted.
 
   The three pushed themselves to their feet. Fast Freddie McCalister leaned on the rickety table and shook his leg out. Jerry Winfield put his hand behind his back and groaned before stretching to his full height of a stunted five foot eight. Ms. Cromeenes, for all her spit and fire, massaged her neck, adjusted her glasses, and pushed back the gold chain that kept them secured around her neck.
 
   The three groaned.
 
   The new visitors groaned.
 
   The bridge club groaned and turned heel.
 
   “My place or yours?” Freddie asked.
 
   Jerry didn’t answer and moved to the hallway. 
 
   The sterile white walls, floor, and ceiling, reeked of disinfectant and mothballs. Not much to do about the later smell since it was the prevalent cologne in Shady Vale. His grand kids have given Fast Freddie some Aqua Velva back in the eighties but that shit had offended even him and he’d once spent a night in a foxhole surrounded by the dead and dying.
 
   “’bout like today.” He grumbled to himself.
 
   “What?” Jerry said.
 
   “Nothing. Just thinking about my time in the shit.”
 
   “We’re in the shit now, ya old fart.”
 
   “You’re older than me, ya old fart.”
 
   The two men stared daggers at each other for the zillionth time.
 
   Gunfire came from the direction of the East wing. A body dropped and then another. The second zombie wasn’t down for the count, though, and crawled, guts dragging along the floor. Another shot echoed and the dead guy’s head snapped forward and hit the ground.
 
   The rest of the residents had risen to their feet and were proceeding in a non-orderly line in the general direction of their rooms. Mr. Clark, who was at least ninety-five years old, wandered in the direction of the dead before. He was halfway to the mass of zombies when one of the ladies caught up and grabbed him. 
 
   Mr. Clark looked confused before a shot erased the look as well as most of his head. Another shot took out his would be rescuer. More rounds took out part of the horde and sent the residents scrambling.
 
   “Ah shit. We gotta haul ass.”
 
   “The last time I hauled ass it was with this little Vietnamese girl named…”
 
   “Shut up and get your damn legs moving, Jerry Winfield, unless you want to get shot.” Ms. Cromeenes grabbed Jerry’s ear and twisted.
 
   “Ow, Christ alright already. Not like I never been shot at before.” Jerry sniffed and .
 
   “This’ll probably be the last time if you don’t get your legs moving.”
 
   A pair of men in green military uniforms stormed into the room. They took down the rest of the little horde and then spun to shoot back down the direction they’d come. Both were covered in webbed straps, weapons, and grenades. The pair made hand motions and advanced back down the hallway, firing as they moved.
 
   “I said goddamn,” Fast Freddie breathed as he tried to do as Ms. Cromeenes had suggested, haul ass. Wasn’t easy when you were old as dirt and tired all the time. He took enough blood pressure pills, cholesterol pills, pain pills, gas pills, constipation pills, and stomach acid pills, to choke a healthy mule.
 
   Jerry got a step ahead so Fast Freddie sucked it up and swung his cane into action to hobble-catch-up with his friend. His legs and feet ached. His back sang with pain, and his hip, replaced fifteen years ago with titanium, groaned.
 
   Three more military types burst into the hallway perpendicular to them.
 
   “More. Aim for the heads.” One of the men called to his comrades.
 
   “Wait!” Ms. Cromeens yelled. “We’re not zombies.”
 
   The three army guys exchanged glances.
 
   “Sorry, ma’am. For a second I thought you were dead.”
 
   “Well, you little shit, I don’t think your mother would be very happy if you came in and gunned down old ladies, now would she.” Ms. Cromeenes turned her acid tongue on the man.
 
   “I said I was sorry, sheesh.”
 
   The three moved out.
 
   “Damn. We got zombies behind us, and idiots with guns who think we’re zombies ahead. We need to find a place to hide and quick.”
 
   “Rec room.”
 
   “It’s probably locked.”
 
   “Then get the keys off Ms. Herman,” Jerry said.
 
   “Anyone got a better idea? Rec room does have a pool table and television.” Jerry said.
 
   “It’s also got food and water and I need to take my pills. Shoulda taken them an hour ago but all the excitement.” Ms. Cromeenes said.
 
   “I know, doll. I say we try it. That or one of our rooms.”
 
   “Rooms are tiny. Damn things are too small for one person let alone three. I ain’t got no food.” Jerry said.
 
   “Me either.” Ms. Cromeenes said.
 
   “I had a few cans of prunes and some V-8 in mine,” Fast Freddie grinned.
 
   “Well I’ll be dipped. That sounds like enough food to hold us over for a few days.” Ms. Cromeenes said. “Got any mustard greens or baked beans while you’re at it?”
 
   “Oh pipe down. It’s not much but it keeps me going,” Freddie said.
 
   “And going and going and going,” Jerry quipped.
 
   Ms. Cromeenes snickered.
 
   “Fine. We’ll go get the damn key while you wait here. Don’t let anyone shoot us.” Fast Freddie said.
 
   “I’ll keep the bullets from flying.” Jerry said and took a seat along the hallway.
 
   “You’re going to keep the bullets from flying from that comfy chair?” Ms. Cromeenes asked.
 
   “I’m tired. Should be down for a nap now. Give me a minute and I’ll be good.”
 
   Freddie looked Jerry up and down, decided he wasn’t about to keel over, and grabbed Ms. Cromeenes parchment skin lined hand.
 
   Fast Freddie looked back down the hallway to the body of the big nurse he’d hated. She wasn’t moving now but she might be if one of those things had bitten her.
 
   “Come on, Ms. Cromeenes,” Fast Freddie said. “You yell at soldiers while I grab the key.”
 
   “Have fun storming the castle.” Jerry said and sank back into the chair.
 
   “Back soon, Jerry. Don’t die on us.
 
   “What a morbid fucking thing to say. So, same to you, buddy,” Jerry said and winked.
 
   They made it twenty feet when the first obstacle presented itself. 
 
   It was bright one moment and dark then next. The lights went out in the building and that’s when Ms. Cromeenes stumbled. Freddie wasn’t quick enough to catch her arm but she managed to recover without going down. That would have been disaster. As Freddy McCalister well knew, a fall at that age could shatter a hip like glass.
 
   The second obstacle was approaching from the direction of the entrance.
 
   A group of zombies moved into the hallway and regarded the couple. Fast Freddie considered turning on his heel and hauling ass.
 
   “Walkers,” Ms. Cromeenes said and pointed.
 
   “I’ll hold them, you grab the key.
 
   The fleeing residents of Shady Vale had left behind an assortment of assistance devices. Freddie grabbed a pair of walkers and hoisted the aluminum devices in the air. He moved as fast as his shuffling feet could carry him, somehow avoiding blood splatters and limbs.
 
   Something reached for him from the floor but he kicked the twitching hand aside.
 
   Ms. Cromeenes rushed to the side of poor Nurse Herman. Fast Freddie tried to keep an eye on her but he was about to have his own problems. 
 
   The pair moved on him in some semblance of a two-step shuffle. Not exactly a dance, not really a proper crawl. They were damaged but ambulatory and came at Fast Freddie with hisses and moans. He didn’t wait around and leaned into the walkers, hauling them up to waist level. He got his feet going and let out a howl.
 
   The two zombies continued to approach.
 
   Fast Freddie continued to attempt an interception.
 
   “I got it.” Ms. Cromeenes said.
 
   She jingled keys and backed away from the mass of bodies. 
 
   “That’s great, doll. Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”
 
   Ms. Cromeenes backed up a step because the shuffling arrivals had caught sight of them and they were moving faster. One was a man dressed in the remains of a three-piece suit. His companion was a kid about sixteen years old and dressed in a pretty yellow floral print. Her hair was short and done up in blood and gore. The man was missing an ear and an eye. His mouth hung open and his tongue, partially severed, hung and flapped against his chin with each step.
 
   “Oh shit.” Ms. Cromeenes said.
 
   She’d stepped on one of the orderly’s hand and stumbled backward. She got her hands around and managed to plant her ass on the corpse of Mr. Colthurst. Being dead didn’t agree with the old fart, because he reached for her.
 
   “Damn zombie!”
 
   “I ain’t one yet.” Mr. Colthurst gasped for breath.
 
   Freddy tangled up the two zombies but it was a slow fight. He pushed and they pushed back. But he had some momentum on his side and managed to make them trip over each other.
 
   Fast Freddy dropped one of the walkers, lifted the other in the air, and smashed it into the pair. He lifted it again and when he struck again he drew blood.
 
   “We gotta go.” Ms. Cromeenes said and hauled herself to her feet.
 
   The younger of the zombies crawled toward her. Mr. Colthurst rolled to his side but he wasn’t fast enough. The little monster grabbed his sweater, pulled herself on top of him, and ate his face like bread pudding.
 
   The hallway filled with shambling figures. The dead snarled and groaned. They shuffled and hove toward the pair.
 
   “That them or residents?” Freddy leaned over, hands on knees while he sucked in breath.
 
   “I don’t think it’s the bridge club. Let’s shake a leg old man.”
 
   Freddy and Ms. Cromeenes grabbed each other’s hand and walked for it.
 
   The soldiers entered the hallway, got a look at the zombie mess on the floor and opened fire.
 
   “Not us, we’re not dead yet.” Ms. Cromeenes screamed, echoing the words of Mr. Colthrust who was probably one of them now.
 
   Fast Freddy raised his hand in the air and attempted to duck then when he realized he wasn’t about to get one in the head, pointed back down the hallway at the approaching horde. The pair of soldiers moved around them and blew the mess on the floor into an even bigger mess. Bullets ripped up the tiles, struck windows, and walls, and shattered the glass frame around the award winning baby blanket from years ago.
 
   Then the military got a look at the fresh bunch of zombies shambling into the hallway and opened fire in that direction. Bullets flew. People screamed. Zombies moaned. Things flopped around on the ground. It was a big goddamn mess, as far as Fast Freddie was concerned. A real goddamn mess and then some. Wouldn’t he have stories to tell his grandkids if he managed to make it out of here and they ever managed to visit?
 
   “Over here!” Jerry leaned around a corner and gestured with one palsied hand.
 
    “You okay, buddy?” Fast Freddy McAlister slapped his friend on the shoulder and then held on for dear life because his energy reserves were completely depleted. It was time for a nap, not time to run from goddamn zombies. He’d barely finished his breakfast and they’d been planning to drain the dregs of coffee when their high stakes game of Go Fish ended.
 
   “I’m alive. Couple those assholes ran by and waved a gun in my face.”
 
   Ms. Cromeenes took out the keys and started trying them on the lock.
 
   “They’re doing cleanup in the hallway.”
 
   “They took out most of the bridge club and then they got Roger O’Dell.”
 
   “Roger’s gone? Sonofabitch!”
 
   “He dropped his cane and was trying to pick it up. They just gunned him down.”
 
   Someone screamed and called for backup. More pounding of feet in the semi-dark hallway as the soldier’s regrouped.
 
   The three put their hands in the air and started babbling that they were alive. A small group of men and women dressed in military gear ran past. A woman pointed a gun at them and Fast Freddy was sure they were dead. She snapped her gun barrel into the air and nodded at them.
 
   “Thanks!” Freddy called.
 
   “Run!” The woman called and the troops were gone.
 
   “Oh. My. God.” Ms. Cromeenes said.
 
   “That ain’t right,” Freddy said.
 
   “I need to go pee,” Jerry moaned.
 
   Fast Freddie grabbed the keys and started trying them all. Screams and moans filled the space as the two armies met less than thirty feet away. Guns answered groans. 
 
   “Idiot. Now I lost my place. Had about half of those tried out.”
 
   “Why do they need so many damn keys and not a one of them labeled? I hope this goes on my tombstone. Died while trying to find the right fucking key.”
 
   “Fast Freddie McAlister. Your mother would wash your mouth out with soap if she heard you curse so.”
 
   “My mom’s been dead for thirty years but you can spank me later if it’ll make you feel better. Probably make me feel better.”
 
   Ms. Cromeenes rolled her eyes so hard Freddie thought he heard them.
 
   The gunshots got louder as the soldiers fell back. 
 
   “Hot damn. Got the right key.” Fast Freddie said and popped the lock.
 
   The first soldier arrived and he was covered in blood. The next one, the female, looked shell shocked. She hit the wall and then slid to the ground. Her arm held her assault rifle close but it was like she was clutching a lifeless doll. Her fingers flexed and uncurled and then stopped moving. Freddie was shocked when he realized that what he thought was a shadow, was actually a massive bloodstain that covered her neck and combat gear.
 
   “Ah fuck a duck! I think they got mah boy back there.” He triggered the mic next to his mouth. “Armstrong, Tommy Armstrong, man. You down?”
 
   “Keep it quiet, son. We got a place to hide.”
 
   “Don’t let him in, he shot O’Dell, and Mrs. Bradshaw.”
 
   “Accident. I didn’t know they were alive.” The kid protested.
 
   The three residents glared at him.
 
   As far as Jerry was concerned, Mr. O’Dell had been a grumpy old fart with an acid tongue but he didn’t deserve to be sent out of God’s Waiting Room before his time.
 
   “See it was all cool. We had that shit. Had it in the damn bag. Then they swarmed us. Never seen so many. Like it was Christmas and we were the damn present giving mafuckahs. They took out O’Dell then they went after Sissy, there.”
 
   “Sissy, are you okay?” Ms. Cromeenes asked.
 
   “That ain’t her name. Just a nickname. Her first name is Cecilia so we call her Sissy.”
 
   Sissy didn’t care what her name was now. She snarled as her eyes turned white.
 
   “In, you jack asses.” Fast Freddie said gesturing toward the doorway.
 
   But it was too late. The horde had arrived.
 
   The kid lifted his gun and fired. He held his finger down and panic sprayed the zombies. Fast Freddy slapped his hands to his ears but his hearing aids picked up and amplified every shot like a hammer.
 
   Ms. Cromeenes was already inside.
 
   “Walkers!” She yelled.
 
   Fast Freddie and Ms. Cromeenes grabbed a pair of aluminum walkers and prepared to push the hoard back. The kid dropped a magazine to the floor and slammed another one home.
 
   The mass of zombies were more than the kid could handle. The first brushed past him and came at the residents. Ms. Cromeenes pushed the guy back. He fell into the horde taking a couple down in the process. Fast Freddie was just about out of anything resembling energy. He tried to follow Ms. Cromeenes lead but a zombie pulled the walker out of his arm.
 
   The kid fell back, bumping into Fast Freddie as he tried to flee into the room. Jerry wasn’t having none of that because he grabbed the kid by the collar and pushed him back into the horde.
 
   He went down screaming for help.
 
   Fast Freddie managed to hobble back into the room. Ms. Cromeenes was right next to him and together they reached for Jerry.
 
   Jerry’s hand was on his chest. He had a stricken look on his face like he was shot. He gasped for breath and tried to take a step backward. Fast Freddie knew that look all to well. Spend a few years in Shady Vale and you got used to heart attacks.
 
   “I. Can’t.” Jerry said.
 
   “We aren’t leaving you behind.” Fast Freddie said.
 
   “Damn right you aren’t.”
 
   Sissy had other plans. She grabbed Jerry’s ankle and pulled.
 
   Fast Freddie McCalister wasn’t fast enough. He got his hand on Jerry’s arm but his friend was already gone.
 
   Ms. Cromeenes gabbed Freddie’s arm and yanked him into the room then slammed the door shut in a zombie’s snarling face. Behind the door Jerry screamed for help.
 
   They lowered themselves to the floor, back on the door, as she reached up and locked it. Made of heavy wood the entrance would be safe for now.
 
   They panted next to each other for a few minutes while the screams died down. Fast Freddie didn’t say a word, he just stared into space. 
 
    
 
   Morning arrived, bringing soft golden rays though the white velour vertical blinds. The rains from the day before were gone and in its place was something like hope, or so Fast Freddie McAlister reckoned. Considering they’d survived the night, managed to find shelter, and had stayed out of harm’s way. There were worse ways he could have found himself instead of next to a soft warm body cuddled right up to his. The last time he’s spooned with a woman had been at least a decade or two ago but the mechanic’s of the act had not changed as far as he could tell. 
 
   The room hadn’t had much in the way of supplies but they’d found a few blankets and managed to push a couch next to the door to block it. Then they’d slept curled up next to each other for most of the night before daylight peeked in. At one point they’d awaken to fast and steady gunfire but after his heartbeat had slowed he’d drifted back to sleep. 
 
   Fast Freddie thought about getting up and closing the blinds but he was too exhausted to move.
 
   “It’s quiet out there.” Fast Freddie said.
 
   “Yeah. Been quiet for a few hours, I think we’re safe for now.”
 
   “Good. I need water and something in my gut.”
 
   “I’ve needed to use the facilities for a few hours. If I hold it much longer I’m peeing in a corner.”
 
   “Use that one over there.” Fast Freddie pointed. “I had to visit it in the middle of the night. You snore like a train going uphill.”
 
   “Freddie McCalister, I haven’t snored a day in my life. I’m a lady.”
 
   “Sure. A lady. Would my lady like to see if we’re safe?”
 
   The two rose and rubbed aching muscles and joints. 
 
   Fast Freddie’s body felt like he’d been tossed inside of a clothes dryer filled with combat boots. His back screamed when he got up and his titanium hip felt like it’d frozen up. Freddie’s head hurt but he wasn’t sure if it was a headache or the tension in the back of his neck.
 
   They pushed the couch out of the way and spent a few minutes listening at the door. Ms. Cromeenes reached for the handle.
 
   “I’m glad we made it, doll.” Fast Freddie said.
 
   “Me too, you old fart but don’t you get fresh. I have a feeling we’re not out of the woods yet. For all we know there’s a horde right outside the door and we may be stuck here for a few days.”
 
   “Ah, jeez, Ms. Cromeenes, give a guy hope by sleeping with him and then toss him on him out? That how you operate?”
 
   “You don’t have the right equipment for me. Now let’s see how bad the damage is and see if we can get out of this nightmare. I need coffee, breakfast, and some prune juice.”
 
   Fast Freddie nodded as they pushed the couch out of the way. The pair pressed their ear’s to the wood and listened for several minutes but it was quiet.
 
   Fast Freddie took a deep breath and turned the nob.
 
   The door swung open to reveal his pal Jerry Winfield who was a mass of bloody wounds. His cheeks had been chewed away and his lips looked something out o a nightmare.
 
   Fast Freddie wasn’t up to his namesake. He tried to get his hand up but Jerry was already on him. Teeth flashed and blood poured as Freddie let out a horrendous scream of horror. Ms. Cromeens kicked Freddie into the arms of Jerry Winfield and then slammed the door shut as a fresh horde of ancient zombies came at her.
 
   “Well I’ll be dipped.” She said and prepared to wait out the day.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Read the Permuted Press novel that inspired the Z-Risen series. 
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   Beyond the Barriers is a military style zombie book set in the same world as Z-Risen.
 
    
 
   When the dead rise, Ex-Special Forces soldier Erik Tragger flees to the mountains to wait out the end of the world. Cut off from civilization for months, he returns to find cities ruined and ruled by the walking dead.
 
    
 
   Tragger reluctantly joins a group of survivors with a plan: flee to Portland where humanity is carving out a stronghold. But along the way they face opposition at every turn—the dead, rogue military forces, looters... and a new enemy more dangerous than any they have yet encountered.
 
    
 
   Among the stumbling, mindless zombies walk the ghouls. The ghouls are living dead creatures that not only strategize and plan, but also possess the ability to guide their shambling brothers.
 
    
 
   With weapons and supplies dwindling, Erik and his companions will faceoff against millions of the dead who have but one goal: complete eradication of the last of the living.
 
    
 
   Check out BEYOND THE BARRIERS on Amazon
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