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INTRODUCTION
In November of 2016, I was on track to release Z-Risen 5: Barriers. This was to be a quick follow up to Beyond the Barriers: Ghouls but would tell the next story of Jackson Creed, and Joel Kelly. It also gave me a chance to finally merge my Z-Risen world with the Beyond the Barriers characters, something I had been planning for about three years.
The night of the presidential election, I had a little wine and went to bed. The next morning, I woke up and was horribly ill. As the day progressed, I felt like I was coming down with something serious. Then it hit me. Waves of dizziness. I found I had to lay down in bed if I wanted the world to stop swimming.
A few hours later, I got up and that was all I remembered until my girlfriend, Katie, was slapping my face and screaming at me to wake up. I was laying on the bathroom floor completely out of it.
She wouldn't listen to me when I assured her I was okay. I was just sick. Just needed to crawl into bed and sleep. She instead loaded me into the car and rushed me to the hospital. While they were checking me into the ER, I almost passed out again. I was genuinely at a loss as to what in the hell was wrong with me. I was confused, unable to stand, and I felt like I was going to faint at any minute.
They drew some blood, and then next thing I knew I was in a hospital bed. I collapsed once again, but I don't remember this part. I was told, later on, that my heart had stopped beating for a minute.
After doctors looked me over, nurses assured me everything would be alright, it was finally determined I was bleeding internally. I was also informed that I would need to have open abdominal surgery to remove a tumor. This was a shock to say the least. Up until the past week or two, I had felt fine. I had even attended a convention as a guest just a few days before I was taken to the ER. But I had ignored some strange signs. I was weak. Dizzy a lot. Confused at times. I woke up with my hands tingling in the morning. These were all things that really should have alarmed me.
The next few days were a blur. I had 8 units of blood transfused and a surgeon opened me up and removed a tumor that was the size of a golf ball. Talk about real horror. They had to pull out my intestines and find it. I was in such bad shape, I signed a power of attorney before going under the knife because the reality was that I might not wake up.
Well, I woke up in a morphine daze and spent the next four days so blasted by narcotics I thought I was floating around the hospital half of the time.
But I got out, got home, and began the long process of recovering.
Along the way, I had to cancel the pre-order for Z-Risen 5: Barriers. To all who had the book on pre-order, I apologize. I wish the book could have been done in time.
This little incident took a lot out of me, and it wasn't until mid-January of 2017 that I felt recovered enough to begin writing with the same output I'd had before my surgery.
Sorry this book was so delayed, but I hope it was worth the wait.



In the event this log is found with my corpse, I'm Machinist Mate First Class Jackson Creed, and it's been six months 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.
Fleeing Southern California and a massive horde of undead, we ended up at a home in Oregon that now serves as Fortress.




CAN’T KEEP A DEAD MAN DOWN
You can't keep a dead man down.
The Z crashed out of the woods like a mental hospital escapee. Joel and I had been waiting for the shit to hit the fan. The trees had been quietly minding their own business for a half hour when we heard the moans in the near distance. Joel and I had crept along an old wooden fence that probably saw better days twenty years ago. It was moss-covered and ran in long horizontal slats that were cracked in places.
Grass and weeds grew unopposed along its border, which would have made amazing cover. The problem was that Zs didn't care about tactics like hiding and waiting for the enemy. They see a live meatbag and want a bite. They crash through trees, thrash around homes, shuffle around in droves, and are generally big dumb brutes without a hint of manners. Not to mention the fact that it's been a while since this craziness broke out and ammo could be hard to find. Wasting a shot was becoming a serious liability, and I was terrible at shooting a moving target.
I prefer simpler methods of taking out the undead. Something Joel was having a problem with over the last few weeks.
Since we'd flown into Oregon, we had found more of the same shit we'd seen in California, and that was goddamn depressing. I'd half hoped the virus was contained to the south, but the minute we'd landed, Joel, Anna, Christy, and I had been faced with five freshly-turned dead who wanted to eat us. Even Frosty had been a little freaked out before we opened the plane doors. Her lips had pulled back and that snarl, like she wanted to rip the world a new asshole.
You're probably laughing and thinking, "How could you not know the state of the rest of the world?"
Well, assuming anyone ever reads this journal, I think it's safe to say that when all communications are down, the dead are everywhere, people are scraping by just to survive, about the last thing you get to hear about is what Vermont or Seattle is up to.
So, we did what we did best. Stayed low and occasionally kicked some ass.

It was all puppy dog farts and pissed off rainbows after we made our escape from the San Diego region. I should have written about our escape before, but I've been busy with the others, getting Fortress ready, as well as getting my life with Anna on track. So, here's how it all went down.

The last few months have been nice. Real nice. Almost a dream-vacation following the shit we had to deal with in San Diego.
After we'd flown out of Southern California, we'd been in the air for a few hours. Taking a break at night, we'd landed and slept. The next morning, we were back up there and heading north. Even flying low, it was hard to make out which cities we passed. Anna seemed to have some familiarity and called out a few locations, but they all looked the same to me. Cities were deserted or burned out. Open expanses of land without any lights. Even some asshole on the ground who shot at us. Luckily, we were pretty high up and Joel said he couldn’t hit us. What in the hell was that guy thinking? I can't fly away, so why should you?
I tell ya. The zombie apocalypse really brings out the worst in people.
One thing that didn't change was how much abandonment we found. There was some small part of me that hoped, as soon as we got away from our area of operations, we'd find life. Maybe some parts of the state had been quarantined and there were safe zones. Maybe the infection wasn't that bad and entire parts of the country were safe from harm.
I guess I'm a dreamer.
All we found was death and desolation. We found roving bands of slow moving Zs that numbered from the dozens up to thousands. We found piles of bodies when we swept down far enough. We found a lot of armed civilians. Some waved but at least none of them shot at us again.
On one occasion, we'd scouted an area from a few hundred feet up just skimming treetops and occasional buildings. A group of ten people, dressed in rags and looking like they were holocaust survivors, came out of hiding and stared up at us. A little boy, no more than five or six years old, lifted his hand and waved.
Christy had choked back a sob.
"We can't do anything for them," I said.
"I know. It's just sad." She didn't elaborate after that.
Then one of the men lifted his rifle and aimed it at us.
"Seriously?" I said as Anna punched the throttle and made for the clouds.

After passing over some very imposing mountains, we'd swept down to find that at some point we'd crossed into Oregon. Anna informed us of this thanks to a map she'd been following. She pointed out a few rivers and lakes as a sign. I looked out the window and saw nothing but empty land.
Sure, we could set down around here and make a new home, but we'd already discussed the fact that we needed to be somewhere close to a major city. The problem was supplies. We had next to nothing, and that meant that if we tried to live off the land, we'd have to know how to live of the land. None of us had those skills.
According to Anna we we'd be close to Portland soon. That was good because we were about to run out of fuel. But we'd had to find a field that was relatively clear to land in. Anna had spotted an airfield on our approach, but the place was covered in Zs like fleas on a mangy dog. So, she'd ranged out and found a strip of road that was mostly free of abandoned cars. Mostly.
The field had been our best bet but, as she'd warned us, also a risk. Hitting one upturned rock or a log could have sent us flipping over.
I'd clutched Christy's hand while we set down. Turned out my girl was good at a lot of things including landings.
We pushed the plane off the road and used a small copse of trees for cover. After a few hours of hacking at branches, we'd been able to mask the craft from nosey people. If anyone bothered to go poking around, they'd find it with ease. Hiding in the open was sometimes our best bet, but when it came to our airplane, I felt pretty protective. We'd paid a high price to escape from southern California.
Once we'd landed, our initial scouting revealed we were in a section of land that was sparsely populated. I wouldn't call the area farm land, but we did come across a few dairy farms. One of the fields had a lone cow who'd stuck around for God knew what. If the place had a herd of the beasts, they'd either already run off or been killed. How this lone white and black spotted gal had managed to stay in one place, and alive, was a mystery.
Christy had taken a liking to the cow, and so had Frosty. The dog danced around the cow while it watched her with big eyes. We'd tried to milk it to no avail. So, we would have to improvise when it came time to turn her into hamburger. The problem was a lack of freezer space so we'd made due with what we had on hand. That or smoke the meat provided we had a lot of salt.
The house we'd found was set back far enough from a road to allow us to stay hidden. Joel and I had recreated our work on the airplane and used brush to cover the road. It took us hours to erase signs of the roadway leading to the farmstead. Then we'd kicked dirt around until it looked more or less like the rest of the shoulder of the road.
As for the cow, that was grisly.
I told Joel we should just shoot her.
"Shoot her in the heart?" I asked.
"Creed, you know where a cow's heart is?" Anna had asked me.
"Udder the rib cage," I'd tried to joke.
"Oh, you're a real comedian," Joel said. "Go ahead and milk the one liners."
Points for Joel.
"The problem is we're shooting 5.56 here. It's a good round, but it probably won't kill the cow. Aim for the heart and I might hit the ribcage and just bounce around. Cow freaks and runs."
"So what, want me to smack it across the head with my wrench?"
"I hadn't thought of that. Not that I'm doubting your manliness, but it probably wouldn't work unless you took a few swings. Then we got the same problem with the cow running."
"Manliness? I got your manliness right here," I taunted.
"Big caliber handgun, right in the head."
"Now you're talking. Think you can do it?" Joel asked.
Anna Sails had been listening. She glanced down at her Smith & Wesson .357 R8.
We escorted the cow, mangy smelly beast that she was, to a post and tied her up. She looked at us with sad eyes. I looked at her like the porterhouse she was about to become.
She was scared, but she also seemed to be used to having humans around. I petted her on the snout so she lowered her head and looked for something to eat. The grass was cold and drawn up for the winter, but she picked at it anyway.
"Draw straws for who does the deed?" I asked.
"We can't do it. The noise might draw Zs." Joel said.
"Well shit," I said.
In the end, we settled on a solution. We had to tie the beast to a post so it's head was high. Then it was up to me to stun her. I lowered the wrench at looked at the pitiful bovine. She wasn't what I'd call cute, and she smelled to high heaven. I wasn't ever much for killing stuff before the zombie apocalypse, but things had changed. I wanted a steak, ribs, and a roast more than I wanted to look away from a killing.
I readied the wrench while Joel got out his big Marine knife.
"Wait." Christy interrupted. "What if we can figure out how to milk her? If we get a few more cows we'll have plenty of milk every morning.
"But what about beef ribs? Man, I'm drooling just thinking about it," I said.
"A roast. Bet we could find some potatoes around," Anna said.
"I want a steak. Nothing fancy, just a big fucking steak," Joel said.
"You guys are idiots. This can be a source of calcium and protein every day. Got a plan for all the meat?" Christy argued.
"She's making a lot of sense," I said as I gazed into the cow’s eyes.
"Okay, cow. Guess she gets a reprieve," I told Christy. "If you can't figure out how to get some milk, we'll need to finish her off."
"We can always hunt deer," Joel said.
"Yeah. How hard can that be?" Anna smirked. "You guys ever hunted game before?"
"No, but cavemen had that shit down," I argued.
"They did," Anna nodded. "And you're kind of like a caveman with that beard."
"I thought you liked it?"
"I didn't want to hurt your feelings," Anna said.
"Too late now, I guess," I said, and ran my hands over my scruffy chin.
"Look at it this way, man. That cow's huge. You know the first thing about carving out steaks?" Joel had said.
"Nope. I was assuming you could hack it up with your knife. Whatever you hack off we toss on a fire and hope for the best."
Easier said than done. We let the gal stick around for the time being.
After a week, she started chugging out milk. Just took a while to get her glands back in working order. Now I get a white mustache every morning and couldn't be happier.

It was a good thing we found the farm intact. The location itself was weird because we were in a place that had a lot of housing developments. There were also a lot of grocery stores, and even an industrial park no less than ten miles away.
We'd ranged around to find a safe haven to call Fortress, but this house ended up being perfect. The others were either picked over or possibly occupied. Best not to go knocking on a door when there might be a heavily armed person behind it. After a day of walking, we found something we could use.
There was also a serviceable garage in the back that I decided to call a barn because it fit the rustic vibe.
One particular home even had a sign out front that kept us from approaching the front door. It was painted in black on an old piece of plywood and said, "Go the fuck away."
The next house was completely picked over. There was a double wide garage. We poked around and came up empty until Joel noticed the roof was taller than the ceiling. We found a ladder in the back and crawled up into a space that had boxes full of crap we couldn't use, with the exception of some clothes. Then I shined a light in the back and spotted them. A pair of ATV's. After investigating the roof, I found where the floor could be slid away. Attached to the roof was a small winch. After fiddling around, we figured out how to get the little vehicles down. The problem was that there were only two. We didn't have gas and, for all we knew, if they had fuel, it might have gone bad by now.
We put everything back the way we found it for later retrieval.

The house we set up was a two story that was sky blue and had a pair of windows hanging over a triangular porch, giving the place a decidedly creepy, haunted house vibe. Vines snaked up one side of the building. The other side was connected to a large garage that contained an old but fully restored AMC pacer and a tractor. The tractor was cool. The Pacer was weird.
The house had been boarded up, but we managed to pry some wooden slats off a side window and crawl inside. Whoever had deserted the place had been gone for months. A thin layer of dust covered everything, and the smell of must was strong especially from the basement.
We found boxes of belongings down there like old records, photo albums, and a collection of porcelain dolls that gave me the creeps for some reason.
I took the fuel filter out, cleaned it of some gummy gas, and put it back into place. Then I spent some time draining the gas out of the tank, which was a goddamn pain in the ass.
I would have taken my chances with the car, but didn't want to make a worse mess. After finding a container of enzyme fuel conditioner, I poured it in the bucket of gas and waited a day.
Once I poured in a half gallon of fuel, the car started, then died. It took a little more work to get the fuel system cleaned up but, after that, the little engine refused to turn over. In the end, I gave up on the stupid little Pacer. The gas I saved for the ATVs and topped off the tanks.
As for the car, we pushed it into the field and left it to collect dust.
We had minimal transportation, but there was no way we could all fit on the ATVs with our newly collected gear and supplies. I set about working on the tractor but suspected it would also be a lost cause. It also might be of little use. What in the hell were we going to do with the big noisy bastard? It took the four of us, but we managed to push it out of the garage and into the field and left it there.
In the house, Anna and Christy brought supplies out of the basement.
The cool location had been designed like a man-cave, but in one large walk in pantry, we found a cache of canned goods. The owners had put everything they could into jars, and all of them were neatly labeled. We took the oldest and had a veritable feast the first night.
There were several twenty pound bags of rice and beans. Those went over a gas-powered camping stove with water retrieved from a nearby stream. In another corner, we found a couple of fifty pound bags of dry dog food but no sign of a dog. Frosty was thrilled to get something to crunch on, and we started leaving out a full bowl for her every day. The only downside was that the food gave her some horrendous gas the first few days.
Once we got settled, we found some rain reclamation barrels, emptied them, scrubbed the shit out of them with bleach, and then spent hours running back and forth between the stream a hundred and fifty feet away. After an exhausting day, we had enough water for a few days.
And that's how we founded Fortress.

The next day, Joel and I ranged out a little farther from Fortress on foot, and we came across a small bus at a retirement community called Shady Vale Assisted Living. One of the window drapes flapped and an old man covered in blood and open wounds banged on the window. Another guy joined him, and the two of them snarled for our blood.
The bus had been old before the world went to hell and even had wood paneling. The tires were in good shape except for one of the rear ones. It was low, but we would be able to inflate if with some effort and the right tools.
"That thing probably went out of style in the 80’s,” Joel observed.
"Wonder if we can use it to hide in?" I said. "In case we have to go on the run again.
"If it still runs," Joel said, nodding at my observation. "Better than that piece of shit Pacer. I doubt it would get us five miles before it fell apart."
There was one rotting Z onboard, a woman who had probably turned while she was in her seventies. She tried to get to her feet as soon as I pried the door open. It gave with a squeal on hinges that were old and had practically rusted under all the rain Oregon offered.
I smacked her upside the head, and she quit moving. We dragged her corpse outside and left her on the gravel road.
I found the keys still in the ignition. It took a half-dozen cranks and, just as the battery sounded as though it would give up the ghost, the engine turned over with a mean growl.
I listened near the hood and was pretty sure a piston was misfiring. There was a weird thump, but there was also little time to do a thorough investigation. I climbed on board and opened a few windows because the bus smelled like death.
"Let's get this back to Fortress so we can work on her," I said.
"Read my mind," Joel replied.
There was seating for a dozen senior citizens, and the back door was a double with a small lift, presumably for a wheelchair.
Joel put the van in reverse and backed out of the old gravel driveway.
Another Z joined the two men banging on the window. She had white hair that was coated in dried blood. One of her eye sockets had been eaten into and had left a huge wound. She pawed at the window with a half-hand. One of the men, a black guy missing part of an arm and his shirt, opened his mouth and his top denture fell out. He tried to gnaw at the window.
"Think I'm gonna throw up," I said.
"Damn. That brother couldn't catch a break if I threw one at him," Joel said.
The little bus beeped as Joel backed out. He slid it into drive, and then we headed back to Fortress.
We put the bus in the barn and, over the next few days, I spent time getting it into proper working order. This required a few runs to find parts as well as an air compressor so I could inflate the tires.
I had big plans for the transport, but it would require a lot of work.

"The only thing missing is a portal on top so we can get out," Anna said.
"Because that worked out so well before," I said.
We had dismantled the wheelchair lift, which left us with a nifty double door so we could quickly load up. I wanted to build a ramp with a hydraulic lift but that would necessitate the need for a lot of parts. I would need to go and investigate a couple of auto garages. We had run across one but it had been scavenged from roof to floor.
I had dug out an old welder and figured out how to get it working. Back in my days on the ship, a Hull Tech named Smitty had given me a crash course in how to glue metal together. The little inverted arc welder needed electricity so Joel and I went out and dug up a generator. We also siphoned gas from a few old cars and took it back to be treated.
Firing up the generator was a risky business because it was so loud. We dragged it into the back of the barn, and then tried to muffle it by putting old blankets and boxes around. It still rumbled like the devil, and any time you have a persistent noise, Zs were sure to come a calling.
Miraculously, we didn't invite a horde.
When I was done putting the corrugated siding on the bus, we then prepped it for a quick escape. If Fortress was blown, we would have a way to escape. The next task took a few days. I created a wedge out of the metal that was about six feet long and had a slopping curve at the center. I had to drill hole in the front of the bus to attach the device. That required some ridiculously long screws, and there weren’t enough to guarantee it would stay on. I had to come up with a better plan. That, or hope to hell it managed to stay in place if we ran into a big enough mass.
"What the hell is that?" Joel asked.
"It's something I need your help with. We'll use that winch to get it into position, then you help me guide it in place, and I'll bolt it."
"But what is it?"
"It's a Z-scoop, dude," I grinned.
"What?"
"If we have to run. It's like an old train that has to nudge cattle off a track. We'll use it to get out of a horde if we have too," I said.
"You know something, Squid?" Joel said, and wiped a bead of sweat off his forehead, "that's actually smart."
"I have my moments." I nodded.
"Few, and far between, but you have them."

Over the next week, I tuned the engine but the damaged rear tire was an issue. After getting the bus back to fortress, the tire lost air and completely deflated. We had found an old air compressor in the tool shed. I could run it off the generator but the noise was going to be terrible. I thought it would be best to get the tire off first so I could hit it as quickly as possible. The problem was air leaks. I needed to see the entire stretch of rubber and plug any holes.
I rigged a jack and got her ass in the air, then worked the lug nuts off. The tire fell off and hit the ground and rolled before coming to a stop against the wall. It clattered to the ground, and then popped.
Joel had been in the process of cleaning his assault rifle.
"So much for the bus. Unless you know where we can get a new tire on the hub," Joel said.
"I can inflate it," I said.
Joel set his rifle down and walked over to inspect the wheel. He kicked it a couple of times.
"It's off the damn rim," Joel observed. "Unless you have one of those machines like they have at one of those tire stores. Maybe we can fix it in a shop?"
"Nah, just need some fire air."
"The fuck you talking about, Squid?"
"Watch and learn," I said.
Anna came out of the house to see what we were up to.
"He's gonna fix the tire by burning it," Joel said.
"That sounds like a great idea. The smell alone will draw every human in the area to our location," Anna said. She munched on an apple we'd found on a tree a half mile from Fortress.
"Ye of little faith." I grinned.
I grabbed a can of starter fluid, and then dug around in a work bench until I found a box of matches. With Joel's help, I got the tire up on a couple of cinder blocks so it was flat but off the ground.
"When I light it, be ready on that air compressor," I told Joel.
"Is this a good idea? I'm worried we're going to call every Z in the area," Joel said.
"I've dampened the sound," I said and crossed my fingers. "I hope."
A bunch of old blankets might not do the trick, but it was worth a try considering we would gain a working transport. Anna moved out and took up a watch while Christy hung back and covered our flank.
I pushed the tire off the rim and shook up the starter fluid. Used to get carburetors going, the stuff was highly flammable. The smell of gas assaulted my nose so I turned aside.
"Air compressor," I said.
Joel hit the button and it rattled to life.
"As soon as I light it, get that air pumping in the tire," I said.
I sprayed a little more starter fluid on the side of the tire and made a line that was about two feet long so I wasn't in the path when it flared.
Joel still looked unsure, but I struck a match and cupped the flame with my free hand.
The second I touched the match to the starter fluid, a blue flame raced across the ground, up the side of the tire, and then ignited. The space inside the tire held a great deal of oxygen and, as soon as it flared to life, the tire popped off the cinder blocks and fell to the side. Flames licked the hub, but I dashed in and beat at them with a rag.
"Fill it now." I urged Joel.
He moved in and attached the compressor tube and triggered the air. The tire completely inflated in a few seconds. The flames also died out as the rubber met the rim and sealed.
"Hah!" I said triumphantly.
"Where in the hell did you learn that?" Joel asked.
I turned off the air compressor and the generator.
"YouTube videos back in the day. Where else?" I said with a grin.
"Wait. You mean never tried that before today?" Joel asked.
"Do I look fucking crazy?"

While we were prepping Fortress, I tried to engage Joel and ask about our escape from the San Diego area. As we took off in the plane, Joel had taken mercy on Roz by opening the plane's door as it rumbled along the blacktop and finished her off.
After Roz had been attacked then rescued by Brightstar, they'd managed to lose her during an ambush. Joel had found what he thought was her body only to learn she'd been infected. The goddamn shuffler who attacked her had forced something into her mouth after he bit her. She'd been turning into one of them until a doc with Brightstar gave her something to slow the infection. I had speculated, ever since, that there might be a cure in the works.
She hadn't become one of the vicious things we'd fought for months. Instead, she'd become an ally. Then she'd helped us escape before a big shuffler had attacked and nearly killed her.
I missed Roz even if she had been one of those things.
What was crazy was that she'd looked just like a shuffler complete with green eyes that seemed to glow with malevolence. She was able to talk, after a fashion, but her words had been stilted and drawn out. Almost like a hiss. At least we knew the shufflers might be able to be dealt with on a human level. Assuming we ever got to talk with one again.
As far as I was concerned, the only thing I cared about was shooting every last one of the damn things. Nothing less than eradication would make me happy.

We've been here for weeks and things have become stagnant. Not enough food nearby. Plenty of water. It's not like we can go out and plant a damn thing and hope to babysit it. Maybe tomatoes and cucumbers. I guess we could start a patch and try to live on those for a while. There's enough seed packets in this place to restart a small town.
Christy named the cow Betsy, out of irony, I suppose, and the cow, in turn, provided a little nourishment. We have almost run out of the canned goods so it's back to searching for supplies on a daily basis.
Something Joel and I know all too well how to do.




CULT OF THE DAMNED
"Watch the left. Easy on the ammo. Stuff won't last forever," Joel whispered.
"It's like you don't even know me."
"Just saying. We need to be careful," Joel said. "I know we've been through a lot, but it never hurts to go over our operational parameters. That's a fancy way of saying watch your ass."
He lay in the grass, dressed in the remains of his IMTV (Improved Modular Tactical Vest) armor. I wore a pair of overalls that had been fresh a few weeks ago. Now they clung to my body in the brush. I had washed my clothes and skivvies a few nights ago, but they didn't stay clean for long thanks to living in the zombie fucking apocalypse. Anna would probably get on my case as soon as we got back, make me take this stuff to the stream and hand wash them. That or burn them.
I shivered in the cold and tried not to think about the fact that my nuts had withdrawn all the way up to my stomach. We'd spent months in Southern California, and while it occasionally got cold, it wasn't like here where a frost could hang around for days at a time.
Joel and I had taken the ATVs out early to do a scouting run and to scrounge up some supplies. There was nothing like roaring across the suburbs in our little four-wheelers like we were the kings of the undead world. There was no one around to shoot us disapproving looks, and no one to call the cops.
"I still think we need to range out a little farther. This little piece of the world is nice and all but we're going to be out of supplies in a few weeks," I said.
"We should stay put for now. I'm worried about that camp a few miles to the east. If they're hostile we can't hope to defend against them," Joel said.
"What? We got three members of the armed forces, a killer dog, and a teenage girl who chews and spits out bullets for breakfast. We're bad to the core," I said.
Joel chuckled.
"Yeah. We'd last about five minutes."
"I'd be surprised if you were able to last a minute," I said.
"Fuck you, Creed."
"Fuck you right back, Joel Kelly," I said.
Joel winked, clenched his assault rifle, and moved forward a few feet. He got to his knees and scanned the area. With the exception of the solitary Z that staggered toward us, there wasn't another soul in sight.
"I'm going to take him out," Joel said.
"Okay, John Wayne. How about we take this one out nice and quiet. He's alone. No reason to bring out a whole pack if they're in the woods."
Joel nodded. Ever since we'd landed, Joel had been on a freaking crusade to pop any undead the minute they showed themselves. Thing was, he used to be quieter about killing Zs. Now he shot first and we worried about interlopers later.
"Fine. I know you're itching to swing that wrench."
"Me and my wrench are a unique team, Joel." I said. "Put the fear of God in the undead with this mother."
"Whatever. Just get it over with."
As soon as I stood up, the Z took one look and got his hands to chest level. He staggered toward me, oblivious to the fact that an armed Marine was twenty feet away and had a bead on his head.
I didn't give him a chance to engage. As soon as he was close enough, I swung the eight pound hunk of iron around and caved in the side of his head. Blood sprayed, pink and gray matter splattered. He went down, but just before he hit the ground, I swear he blinked. The look in his eye was something like relief.
Probably some involuntary reaction to having your brain crushed. Makes it easier to think of them as mindless monsters who just want to eat your flesh. Better than thinking that this guy had probably once had a family. Maybe some of them were still alive, wondering what had become of him.
"Now wasn't that easier than wasting a round?"
"You're just jealous because you can't hit a moving target."
"I can, sometimes. I get antsy," I protested.
"It's just skill. I've tried to teach you," he said.
Yeah, he'd tried. I was a decent shot, but I'd never be great against moving targets. You had to have a feel for it. You had to know how to lead and guess where that head would be in the next second. I could do it, but it usually took a couple of shots.
"I'm a slow learner. My dad used to say that before he kicked my ass," I said.
"That's a real sad story right there, Sailor. I bet he'd be proud of you now," Joel said. "You're close to a prime example of a zombie killing master."

We rose to our feet and continued our patrol of the perimeter of our new Fortress. Joel took the lead while I scanned the area behind us. There are trees everywhere, and it made the perfect hiding place for Zs. I guess it's not really a hiding place since they're dumber than dumb. A Z only wants one thing, and that's to rip into some fresh flesh. Mindless. Hungry. Lame.
"I'd rather have a full belly and a safe place to hide."
"We been safe for almost a month now," Joel said.
Just like that, another mindless wretch careened out of the tree line. I knocked him into next week before he closed on us.
I leaned over to look the twice dead man over. The guy was about five foot six, and he was really big. His belly should have been distended, but maybe he'd recently had a full meal. He was dressed like he worked on a farm, complete with a flannel shirt, jeans, one boot, and he had a full beard. Either that or he'd been a hipster in life. This was Oregon after all. He had a sock on his other foot, but it was covered in blood from crashing through the woods.
I wondered whose.
His head was turned to the side, cheek pressed against the ground. One of his eyes had popped out. Gross as gross gets.
"Has it been that long?" I said, getting back to my conversation with Joel.
"Yeah. Longest we've had a home since we crashed into San Diego."
"Then that house in the jacked up under development neighborhood. Seemed like we'd never get out of that place alive. How in the hell do cults like that exist?" I said. I didn't mention we'd had the position assaulted by a small human force and had to defend it. I wasn't proud of the fact that I'd killed a couple of men, but I was grateful to be alive.
Christ. Zs everywhere, trying to wipe out humanity, and humans turned out to be just as bad.
"Damn if I know, brother. I'm just glad we got out with our skins."
I checked the corpses pockets, dug out a wallet, and went through it.
"Check this out. Paul here had a few hundred dollars on him." I pocketed the money.
I'd add it to my stash later on. Never knew when the world would return to normal if it made the transition and money was suddenly worth something again. Couple hundred bucks would put me over five grand. I could have had a hell of a weekend in Vegas with that kind of money. Had to admit, though, sometimes it worked well for getting a fire started. It also made good toilet paper. Kinda therapeutic. When I was in the service, I never had enough money. Sure, the Navy provided three squares and a place to sleep, but I used to blow a lot of cash at bars and strip clubs. Yeah. I'm a walking fucking cliché.
"That's great. You can buy a couple of cases of rice," Joel said.
"What I wouldn't give for some hot rice. Hell, I hate sushi, but I'd eat the shit out of a few rolls of raw fish right about now."
"Don't like sushi? Damn, man. That's just weird," Joel said.
"What? I like my meat cooked."
"Shoulda known better. Never mention meat to a sailor."
"I got your meat right here," I said and grabbed my crotch.
"Exactly what I was talking about. Save it for Anna. She seems to enjoy your company. Why, I have no damn idea."
"What?" I said with a grin. "She likes me because I make her laugh."
Joel nodded at my crotch. "Like I was saying."
I shrugged and scanned the woods. One thing about our new home, there was no lack of large foliage. At least the farm was off the beaten path. We hadn't seen many other living humans in the past few months. In fact, we'd rarely seen Zs. Sure, the occasional lost soul wandered around, but we'd worked out a way to lure them in while one of us, me or Joel, finished off the dead with a crowbar upside the head. Then the body went into a shallow grave to keep away bugs and small critters looking for meat.
As far as safe locations went, we were in one for now. How long that would last was anyone's guess.
"Do you smell that?" I asked Joel.
"Yeah smells like smoke," Joel said as he sniffed the air.
Might have been a camp fire. I hoped one of the Zs we'd just killed hadn't taken out someone working on their camp because there weren't any firefighters in case a blaze got loose.
Over the last six months, we had found more than one burned out house, or entire block of them for that matter. A careless spark and a home could go up in minutes. No one was around to put them out. When we had flown over Oregon, I had pointed out an entire city that had been mostly burned to the ground.
The wind shifted direction, and the scent was gone, but I did have a sense as to where it had come from. I nodded to the east and Joel squinted in that direction.
Hills rolled that way and were sparsely covered with trees. I wanted to know if we had new neighbors or if it was someone who'd been there since before we'd moved into the area. It was weird here. One minute you're walking along a crappy old road. The next minute you were in an industrial section or you'd find a bunch of apartment complexes.
There were also numerous strip malls, gas stations, and all manner of little shops. We had come across a specialty sandwich place that had probably been picked clean the same week the apocalypse occurred. The menu had interested me thanks to something called the Turkey Pounder. After I got over a fit of thirteen year-old giggles, I had read the description. A full pound of roasted turkey breast meat on a foot long bun with gravy and cranberry sauce. I still thought about that sandwich to this day. Talk about haunting.
There was a large train depot near us, but we hadn't explored it yet. The tracks led toward the big city, somewhere we were planning to check out in a week or two. If there was going to be any pockets of humanity, that's where I bet we'd find them. What Joel had pointed out was that those pockets might not want anything to do with our sorry asses.
"Maybe someone is cooking?" Joel said and nodded in the direction of the smoke.
"Maybe. Should we say hi?"
"Probably not. They might not want company."
Better to make peace and feel them out now than to have them stumble on us and decide we're easy pickings." I replied.
"I like the way you think, Sailor." Joel said.
"That's not what you said when I suggested outfitting an abandoned pickup with metal sides and front."
"That's because it was a stupid idea. What were we going to do, Jackson? Roll out and announce that our presence to everyone in the area? That's a good way to get the wrong kind of attention. Plus, it would be so loud it would bring every Z in the area our way."
"But it would set a precedent, and it would be perfect for taking out Zs. Put some slits in the back or build up a turret. Shoot anything that surrounds us. It wasn't too long ago we were stuck on a stretch of highway surrounded by hundreds of dead fucks and about to be eaten alive," I said.
“I should patent the word Z-scoop,” I said. “We’ll never get stuck in a horde again. I just need to finalize the design and get it fastened on the bus with something other than a bunch of six inch screws.”
“A z what the hell?"
"Like a cattle scoop on a train. We can barrel our way through hordes."
"Do you remember the camper at all or did you drink that memory away?" Joel said.
"That was just bad luck, man." I said.
We had been on the run, pursued by a force of Zs and ghouls, when our camper had gotten stuck on the road. Surrounded on all sides, ammo running low, we barely made it out alive. Only the intervention of the remnants of the military had saved us. Not that Brightstar had been all that great. They had saved us, sure, but they had also done something to Roz once she was bitten. Something that made her a half-shuffler.
"The camper would have worked but we ran out of ammo," I said.
"Like I don't remember that whole fucking day," Joel said. He removed his cap and shook it out.
I remembered it, too. Joel and I had almost come to blows, then Christy and I had become separated from them. I thought they had deserted us, but it was sheer luck when I ran into Joel once again.
Joel's hair had grown out into a decent fro. He swore he was going to shave himself bald. I thought about doing the same thing. Got so that hair was a pain in the ass. Mine had gotten too long a few months ago that a Z had grabbed it, nearly taking me to the ground.
When we were sure an army of the dead weren't going to come crashing out of the woods, we picked up and headed back to the ATVs.
The walk was less than a mile. We'd tucked our little land crawlers in a copse of bushes and done a half-ass job of covering them with some broken tree limbs. After dragging our camouflage out of the way, we mounted up.
A half-dozen crows flew overhead and took station in a pine tree. They squawked at us but otherwise minded their own business. One thing the new world offered was a distinct abundance of freaking birds. Everywhere we went there were birds. They flew away when we fired up the quad bikes.
A few years ago, I took a week of leave and one of my friends dragged me out to a commercial ATV course. We spent the day screwing around on the four-wheeled bikes. I'd been impressed and seriously thought about buying one. However, being stationed on a ship that is frequently at sea changed my mind pretty quickly. Where would I store it? Plus, I had to be honest with myself. I'd probably ride it once or twice a year at most. It would be cheaper to just go back to the course in San Bernardino and pay for a few hours of fun.
The matching Yamaha Banshees roared to life and pretty soon we were back on open territory, and headed toward the source of the wood smoke. The little ATVs were good at eating up the miles and they ran forever on a tank of gas. We estimated, if we took it easy, we could get three to four hours of driving before having to refuel.
I'd mounted a holster on the side of mine and deposited a fully loaded Beretta M9A1 that held 15+1 rounds. The gun was in easy reach should we come across Zs or humans looking to score. Across the back, I'd rigged some webbing to allow for a Remington model 31L pump action shotgun that was old as dirt. After finding the rifle stashed in a corner, I'd spent some time stripping it, cleaning everything, and then getting used to the feel of the gun. Since acquiring the weapon, I'd become quite fond of it. Joel told me they started making this model before World War II, and it was a classic.
I didn't bother telling him that I liked it because it reminded me of the Terminator movies.
Joel followed his own internal compass and led us through a running pasture that had been grazing land at one time. We passed a broken wooden fence, and then a farm that had been burned to the ground. On one of our first scouting missions, we'd explored the ruins and found only a few corpses. Zs or the living, it was hard to tell.
Joel came to a halt and shut off the ATV. I followed suit. He stepped away from the little vehicle and sniffed the wind.
"Got the scent, Lassie?" I asked.
"Fuck you, Timmy."
I smelled it stronger than before and followed Joel's gaze. A column of smoke rose from inside a large copse of woods. Joel dug a pair of binoculars out of the pack on the back of his ATV and scanned the area.
"Well," I asked after he'd been looking for a minute or two.
"Can't see shit."
"You needed binoculars for that?" I said.
Joel grunted in response.
We pushed the ATV's closer to the woods and took our keys. Moving into the low hanging trees, we found a small game trail and shrugged through foliage, ducking when we had to, and pushing brush aside when forced to. The forest had a clean smell. Damp wood, moss, and unturned earth. The ground was mostly spongy beneath us, but the occasional root tried to trip me up. Of course, Joel kept his footing like a pro. He'd scrounged up some combat boots from somewhere, and although they were too big, he had stuffed torn up socks into the toe to make them fit.
The smell grew stronger as did the voices of people singing—or screaming.
Joel turned to me and I met his eyes. Who in the blue fuck was out making all that noise in the damn woods? I had half a mind to turn and get the hell out of here. If some whackos wanted to go out and dance naked in the forest, more power to them. It sounded like the perfect way to attract a horde of Zs.
We moved closer with me following closely behind Joel. He picked his way over the hard ground and managed to avoid sticks and clumps of leaves.
"Maybe we should just leave," I whispered.
"With people this close to us? I want to know what in the hell they are doing out here," Joel whispered back.
I pulled my 9mm, pulled the slide back, and verified I was locked.
We came across a break in the copse, and the group came into view.
Joel raised his hand, and then lowered himself very slowly to a crouch. I followed suit but moved beside him.
Through the break in the trees, the group were revealed. I squinted my eyes and wondered what in the hell they were doing.
There were only a few people in a pen of all things. They were dressed in dirty clothes, but who was I to judge? Not like we had working washing machines any more. Their shirts and shoes were brown like they'd been made out of big potato sacks. A couple of the women wore dresses that hung low, almost sweeping the ground. They were unkempt. Hair unruly and faces dirty. One of them was just a kid. Couldn't have been more than twelve or thirteen. He had twigs woven into his long blond hair, and his face was covered in mud. Looked more like shit to me.
Around this den of misery prowled a couple of shufflers. Nasty looking assholes, too. A human came out of a small shed and dragged one of the people out of a pen while the shuffler looked on. The door slammed, and then screaming started again. We watched for a quarter of an hour, unable to move as the person went from pleading, to whimpering, and then completely silent. A few minutes later, the man left the shed. He and a buddy dragged a corpse out and tossed it in a pile.
Three or four Zs shuffled aimless around the perimeter.
There was what looked like a dilapidated duplex that was boarded up on one side. Someone exited the left-most doorway and went to pass food among a couple of non-Zs who sat by a fire, shooting the shit.
The immediate area was odd. Trees had been cleared ages ago and grass grown in their place. I suspected this may have been some kind of logging area that had been converted to whatever these people were up to.
Then I noticed something else. One of the windows had been scratched clean in one place, but through one of them I caught a glimpse of several people. One of them was a woman who pawed at the glass, and then was gone from sight. Poor lady had her hair cut almost to her scalp and looked like she hadn't eaten in days. A man took her place and stared out at the whackos. He looked scared out of his head.
Taking in more of the place, I noticed a six foot tall cedar fence running along it's perimeter. Through the overgrown bush, I also spotted some kind of little tents and an outhouse. Whoever these people were, and whatever freaky cult they'd established, they'd been here for a while and intended to stay.
What troubled me was the fact that they had no one on patrol or even guarding the place. Were they that secure? Was the fence electrified? Were the shufflers someone keeping all these assholes in thrall?
"The fuck is this shit?" Joel whispered.
"Cult?"
"Another one? Yeah, I guess. Is that a logo?"
"Logo, that's more like war paint. Recognize it?" I asked.
Joel turned and nodded at me. "I've seen some crazy shit, but worshiping those green-eyed devils is a new goddamn low."
"Did you see the woman in the window?"
"The what?"
"Nothing, maybe I was just seeing things," I muttered.
But had I? Seemed like she was being held captive. I thought about rushing in and demanding to know why they were holding someone captive, but it was really none of my business. Couldn't save everyone in the zombie apocalypse.
The people had painted shapes on the front of their clothing, and it was the unmistakable shape of a bright green eye.
Joel turned and backed out of the little break in the tree line, and I followed as quietly as possible. We hadn't seen any visible weapons, but that didn't mean the crazies weren't loaded for war. They could have guns stashed under their clothes or under rocks and brush.
I was about to mention the woman again when my radio clicked twice.
Joel heard it to so we both scooted back out of our hiding places and picked our way back over path we'd followed. I triggered the radio twice to let Anna know I'd heard her. When we were well clear of the crazies in the woods I squatted next to a hollowed-out log and broke out the little GMRS (General Mobile Radio Service).
"Anna. Everything okay?"
"Where the hell are you guys? You said you'd be back in two hours."
"You miss me, huh?" I replied.
"Creed. We've seen some guys creeping around outside. I'm thinking about just shooting them. Then I'll shoot you when you get back and see if it fixes your sense of humor."
"Who are they?"
"I don't know. I haven't gone out to invite them in for tea and biscuits, yet."
"Thought you said you were thinking about shooting them," I said.
"Or that. Haven't decided yet."
"We can be back in fifteen minutes, give or take," I said.
"I don't need you to knight in shining armor me. I'm just letting you know we have company, I mean had. I think they pissed off a few minutes ago. Probably sensed they were under our gunsights. Christy and I can handle this if they come back since you boys are off having a good time. What did you do, find a case of warm beer and sit around telling war stories?"
"You're grumpy today," I said.
Joel pretended like he wasn't listening, but I caught a smirk as he turned away.
"A few supplies and a weird shuffler-worshiping cult." I replied.
"Did you get pictures?"
I snorted.
"Seriously. I bet CNN will pay top dollar. Hey, while you're out there, if you come across anything that smells like mint, bring it back. I want to make some salsa and we have a serious lack of cilantro on hand."
"What, like go looking for mint leaves?"
"Yes, Jackson. They do grow wild you know. Not all herbs are sprouted in stores," Anna said.
"Uh, okay. I'll be on the lookout." I said. What in the hell did mint even look like?
"If you strike out, there's a place near the stream that may have some. Christy thought she saw some."
"Mint?" I mouthed at Joel. He shrugged and looked away.
"See you soon. Be careful out there," Anna said. "Oh, and if you hear shooting, hurry."
"Thought you didn't need a knight in shining armor?"
"I don't, but I'll take you in those dingy overalls. Reminds me, it's time to wash them. Please," she said. "I'm serious. The other night they got up and walked around the bedroom all by themselves."
"Okay. Okay. I get the message. I'll do our laundry as soon as I'm back and the shooting has died down," I said. "In that order."
"I'll try not to shoot too many strange people," Anna said. "See you soon."
"I hear that," I said and clicked off.
I turned to tell Joel we needed to hustle back, even though he had heard our entire conversation, but his attention had been drawn elsewhere.
The trees rustled fifty or so feet away, and a group of men came out of the woods. They wore the same kind of clothing as the ones in the camp, but they were heavily armed. Between them were four people tied in a line. The first prisoner had curly brown hair going to gray. He spotted me but didn't say a word. Then the man behind him, a Latino stumbled and was prodded back to his feet.
The others were an older man and woman. She had a bloody bandage around one of her arms. They four of them looked like they wanted to start some shit. The main guy especially. When he turned his gaze back on the man who led them, I thought he was going to burn a whole in the man's skull.
He was freaking pissed.
"What fresh hell is this?" I whispered.
"Don't know, brother. But if Anna said things are okay back there, I say we stick around or even get closer. This is too close to us, and we don't need a bunch of whackos in our backyard," Joel said.
"She also said some guys were poking around Fortress. You sure we shouldn't head straight back?"
"We need to head back?" Joel asked.
"She said they have it handled," I said. "But I'm worried."
"They can take care of themselves. Probably just some hungry mouths looking for a handout."
"Maybe it's a lot of hungry mouths armed to the teeth," I said.
I knew they could take care of themselves, but if they were outnumbered ten to one, they would need help.
"Just stay in touch with Anna. If they need us, we're only five minutes out on those ATVs," Joel said. "I want to know what is going on here. If these cult guys come looking for us, we need to know what they’re after."
"Thought you'd just shoot them and ask questions later," I said.
"I like how you think," Joel said and clapped me on the shoulder.
I considered going back alone. Joel could handle himself. But Anna said they had things covered, and she was right. I didn't need to swoop in and rescue her. She and Christy would be able to defend Fortress without much effort. We had made sure of that.
Plus, Joel had a point. We dug out of weapons and waited.




HELL OF A RESCUE
We moved closer to the freaky cult’s location, but kept our heads down. With so much foliage, it was easy to hide but one wrong move and a shuffler might catch wind of us. That meant me. I wasn't exactly a small guy, and even though I'd shed weight since this whole nightmare had started, I still had a frame that was larger than most men. Joel Kelly included.
They escorted the three men and one woman to the pen, but instead of locking them up, they took the rope off the lead man's arms and dragged him into the shed. One of the shufflers detached himself from guarding the pen and crept to the little place of misery. The door slammed shut behind them.
"Fuck. I don't like this, Joel," I said and gritted my teeth.
"It's not our fight. Maybe you were right and we should go."
"There's just the one shuffler. Those other three near the house ran off. Plus, a couple of guards. If we start shooting, those three will be able to get loose and cause some havoc. I want to know what's happening in that shed," I said.
"Not our fight," Joel said more fiercely.
The man they had dragged inside the shed screamed.
I should really listen to Joel more often.
I closed my eyes and tried to find some peace by counting to ten. When I hit five, I clutched my wrench and shifted the Remington to my shoulder. I'd constructed a half-assed sling out of some old rope and a piece of leather, and it worked well enough.
"Cover me. Take out the shuffler first, then at least one of the guards. I'm going into that shed," I said, and then I was on the move.
"Creed, you asshole. Stop!"
I didn't.
I dug out my Beretta but kept the wrench in my left hand. When I broke the tree line, one of the Zs got an eye on me but it stopped and stared dumbly. I didn't give him a chance to make up his undead mind and cleaved in his skull.
He flopped to the ground.
Joel fired and struck one of the shufflers. I breathed a sigh of relief because he had my back. I was doing something stupid and Joel had every right to leave me to it. But I knew the man well enough to know he would protect my stupidity.
It was a good twenty-five feet to the shed, and the group of guards had seen me. I shot one and struck him in the gut. One of them dropped to the ground and aimed an assault rifle at me. I was about to hit the dirt when Joel fired from behind me. The guy let out a yelp, and then struggled to clasp his hand over his shoulder. Blood squirted from between his fingers. Joel fired again, and he stopped moving.
The Latino guy moved fast as a whip and got his rope bound hands around one of the guards. A kid no older than eighteen. They went to the ground, but the prisoner didn't let go. His other friends fell on the kid.
Another shuffler poked his head out of the duplex, but then ducked back. A chunk of wood exploded where his face had been. Damn things must have been becoming telepathic because it should have had a 5.56 round though his noggin.
A guy opened the door to the shed and looked out to see what in the hell was happening. Green eyes locked on mine. I ran as fast as my feet could carry me and smashed into the door. It slammed shut and knocked the bastard flat. I swept the wrench around but the shuffler was already sliding back inside the shed.
The door popped open and a man appeared. We looked each other in the eye.
"The fuck is going on in there?" I asked.
He snarled and went for his gun so I smashed his hand for his effort. He howled in pain and fell away. The door swung open, and I found that a fight had already broken out. The pissed off man they had dragged in there was loose and doing his best to take on three opponents, one of which was a shuffler.
I'm not sure who was more surprised to see me in the doorway. The man they were torturing or the shuffler and his crew of assholes.
With my appearance, the battle inside shifted. The guy punched one of his captors in the face. I came in swinging and put the shuffler down for good with the wrench after she leapt at me. Talk about a hell of a lucky shot. That shuffler had been livid when I opened the door. I crashed into another of the captors and drove him to the ground. Then I swung the weapon, and he didn’t move again.
The older man rolled away from a knife slash from one of the captors. I wanted to come in swinging but feared I would hit the man I had been intent on rescuing. The knife wielder barreled past me and fled for the woods. A shot rang, and he dropped. Thanks for the assist, Joel.
The poor captive had been through hell. He was covered in bruises and there was blood on his face. He had a hastily stitched wound on his arm.
“Shit. I blew it this time. Joel’s gonna give me hell. You ready to move?” I said.
"Who are you?" he asked.
"Jackson. Didn't plan on a rescue operation. We were just checking things out when one of those shufflers caught wind of us. Truth is, I saw them drag you in here and it pissed me off. Gets me into trouble every time. My temper, know what I mean?” I said.
"Not a minute too soon," the man said, and wiped blood off his forehead. “The name’s Erik Tragger. Nice to get rescued by you.”
One of the men struggled to his feet so Erik kicked him in the head, and the captor dropped like a rock. Then he did it a few more times just for good measure. I liked Erik’s style.
I still hadn't fired my weapon so it wasn’t a bad ambush if I do say so myself.
I liked his style, but I didn't know the first thing about him. Why I'd got this hair up my ass to go on a rescue mission was beyond me. The way things looked, he had it under control in here.
"I don't know you from Adam, brother. Appreciate the assist, but you turn on me or my friends and you're not going to like the results. We cool?" I said.
"Yeah, we're cool. Me and my friend came out here to investigate these guys, too. Then they captured us. As crazy as it sounds, I think they wanted to turn us all into ghouls," he said.
"Fuck those guys," I muttered.
I knew he was a target for the shufflers, and that made him a temporary ally. Maybe it wasn't smart, but I unslung the Remington and handed it to him.
"Know how to use this? Probably a silly question considering the way you fought those guys," I asked.
"Yeah, I do," he said. “Fighting’s easy. Surviving’s the hard part.”
“Oh man. You and Joel are going to get along great,” I muttered.
Erik poked his head out of the shed. More gunshots sounded as Joel picked out targets. Someone screamed in pain and didn't show any signs of letting up. I didn't envy that son of a bitch. A bullet wound, even a minor one, was deadly these days.
Erik shouldered the shotgun and dashed into the open. He kept low as he went to assist the others who had been dragged into the camp. I stayed in the shed and covered him with the Beretta.
With so little cover, he got the little band together and made for a low cedar fence. It wouldn't stop a bullet but it would keep them out of sight.
A couple of guys dashed from the compound, firing as they ran. Erik dove around the side of the fence and fired at them. The shotgun boomed loudly and made them drop. I took the hint and opened up on them as well. One of the guys returned fire and almost took my damn head off. I hit the hard ground, and then rolled away.
Joel fired and dropped one of the shooters.
I needed to get the hell out of here. I'd done my good deed for the year and saved Erik. He, in turn, had gotten his friends free. It was time to wrap up operation Watch Jackson Creed do Something Stupid Again and rejoin Joel. I'm sure he'd have some choice words, but it wouldn't be a stretch to say I'd done the right thing.
I made a run for it and pounded around the side of the fence. Erik and his pals were all free. The older guy had managed to pick up a backpack, and he dug through it. He came up with a radio and rolled under a bush. He started talking to someone a few seconds later.
Erik swept the gun around as he tried to pick out new targets. Then he went absolutely still.
"Katherine!" Erik yelled.
Who the hell was he calling for?
"Let's move, kids. Nothing else to see here," I said.
"One of ours is inside the building," Erik said. "We have help on the way."
"Sorry to hear that, but we're not here to fight. This rescue was sort of an accident," I said. "No offense, but I got enough problems without mounting another rescue. Hope you understand."
"It's my girl. She was captured a few weeks ago. I thought for sure she was dead, but I saw her in there."
Was that the short-haired woman I'd seen? If so, I felt sorry for both of them. There wasn't enough therapy in the old world to heal those kinds of wounds.
Erik's friend, the Latino guy, said something in Erik's ear, then dragged him away so they could confer. What kind of help were they talking about? Joel and I didn't need anymore new friends.
Erik shrugged free.
"Can you help me?" he asked.
Then Joel stormed out of the woods. Erik lifted the shotgun, but I batted it down.
"What kind of happy horse shit was that, Creed?" he said. His eyes were tight, and he was pissed. "Almost got your sorry ass killed, and it would have been all your fault. How the hell would I explain that to Anna, you son of a bitch?"
"My bad. I didn't really think about it. Just saw a guy in trouble and had to help. Then all hell broke loose," I said.
Joel rolled his eyes. He checked over his rifle, and then changed magazines. We made hasty introductions. His friends were a guy named Scott, the Latino, and the older man was Thomas. The woman who'd been shot was named Joan.
"How'd you end up there?" Joel asked Erik.
"We got captured a few hours ago west of here. Heard rumors of some kind of ghoul activity and we wanted to make sure the way was clear before heading to our final objective," Erik said.
"Military, huh. What branch?" Joel asked me.
"Ex-Army. Wasn't in long."
Joel and Jackson exchanged another glance.
"Well hell, brother. If we had an Air Force puke here we'd have a complete circle jerk. I'm Navy and my friend here was a Marine," I said.
"Still a Marine," Joel said.
"Right. Once a jarhead always a jarhead," I said.
Erik was itching to move. I could tell by the way he kept glancing at the house and rubbing the shotgun that Erik had no intention of sitting here for much longer. He was going to storm that building and see about getting back his girl.
Joel and I had withdrawn a few feet and crouched next to each other so we could confer on the situation.
"You did your good deed and almost got yourself killed. Now you want to help them assault that building, right?"
"His girl is in there, man. We could at least provide cover."
"It's not our fight. What's happened every single time we've gotten involved in someone else's battle? Anything good?" Joel said.
Damn him for making sense.
He was right. We had hooked up with shadowy mercenaries who nearly got us killed. Then there was the caravan of the retired, a bunch of older people who'd been slaughtered almost to a man. Not to mention the maniacs who had taken over a Costco warehouse and brought an enormous army of ghouls and Zs. On top of that, a bunch of military assholes who wanted to nuke the entire city. That last one had cost us Roz.
"I know, Joel. I know you're right. Just doesn't feel like it. Feels like we're deserting fellow survivors."
"And saving our own asses in the process. Think they would stop for us?" He said pointedly, looking Erik in the eye.
"As a matter of fact, I would. I saved a batch of survivors from a ghoul camp not too long ago."
"Did you get your medal yet?" Joel said.
"You don't know the first fucking thing about me, pal." Erik said.
"And that's the problem. I don't know you or any of these other people. This isn't our problem," Joel's face was like granite.
I touched Joel's shoulder, urging peace. He looked me in the eye, and then backed down but I could tell he wasn't happy.
I clenched my hand on the wrench and thought about our options. Joel was entirely correct to call me out. We should get back to the girls. If some strangers were lurking around Fortress, we should be there to assist.
Thomas tended to injuries while Scott kept an eye on the compound.
Someone started blasting near the house, and that's when I knew we had to come to a decision. I'd done my good deed. Gotten Erik and his friends free, and now it was time for me and Joel to boogey out of there.
Thomas got a call on the radio and, at about the same time, someone started hammering the house with bullets. Then more guns sounded.
"It's Lisa. She's found the compound, and they're pouring fire on it," Thomas said as he put the radio back in his backpack.
"Thanks for all the help. Sincerely, but my girl is in that place, and I need to get her out," Erik Tragger said. "I understand if you guys don't want to help. I really do. Truth is, were I in your situation, I'd probably leave, too."
"Shit," I said and hefted my wrench.
"No, man. We don't have time for this. They have enough support without us," Joel told him.
"Yeah, but it's his girl, man. I understand," I replied.
"I do too, but we don't know them. After all the shit we've seen, you're telling me you're ready to just jump when someone needs help? Ain't no one helped us in a long time."
"Like I said, I get it," Erik said.
He nodded at us, and then launched himself from out of the bushes. His companions gathered their things and followed.
I chewed on the side of my cheek as they departed. This was some shit show we had stumbled upon.
Joel urged me to retreat, but I watched Erik and the others run toward the shed, gather weapons, and then head toward the building.
Smoke broke out of the top floor of the compound. Joel and I moved back but angled to the west so we had a clear view of what was happening. The group assaulting the building came under heavy fire from a couple of shooters on the top floor. The two sides exchanged gunfire, but it soon broke off. An army of ghouls descended on Lisa's people, and it became a ground war as they retreated.
I clenched my wrench and thought hard about our choice not to get involved.
"This ain't our fight, man." Joel said.
"I know." I muttered. "I know."
Erik and Scott made it around the side of the building and managed to find a door, then they disappeared as they went inside. Meanwhile, Thomas and Joan took up station under a window on the side of the house to provide cover. Someone poked their head through and almost got it taken off by Joan. Then a small firefight broke out as they exchanged fire.
The army of ghouls and Zs had retreated away from the building. Gunshots echoed from the battle, but they were out of sight.
Joel grabbed my arm and urged me to follow him.
I turned my back on the house and, together, the two of us made for the ATVs.

We'd gone maybe a hundred feet when I stopped in my tracks. I turned and found more smoke because the upper part of the house almost completely engulfed in flames.
"I can't do it, man. I can't abandon them," I said.
"Jackson, I know you mean well, but it's not like we can make that much of a difference. They got their own thing going on," he said, which was pretty sensible.
"Brother, if it were just some assholes shooting it out, I'd be all for leaving them to sort out their differences. The way things just went down, though, that camp is like a goddamn ghoul factory. How many more are there out in the woods?"
Joel considered my words.
"Look, man, all I'm saying is that it's not just the fact that Erik and his pals are in danger. What if one of those groups gets a hold of us? What about Christy? They'd turn her into an animal just as soon as look at her. Strength in numbers. What if someone like Tragger helped us out. Karma, man."
"So, you want to bank some cosmic energy?" Joel grimaced. "White people are so damn weird.”
"I hate to say it. I'm going, with or without you."
"Of course, you are," Joel rolled his eyes. "Then I have to go back and explain to Anna and Christy why you're dead, or worse, a shuffler, and I had to shoot you in the head. After I winged you a few times, of course."
"That's cold, man," I said. "I'm going."
"Christ, Jackson. Fine. Just do me a favor. Don't charge in like an idiot. I'll provide cover from close to the house while you do what you think needs to be done."
"That's what I'm talking about," I said and actually smiled. "One other thing."
"What's that?"
"That Erik guy has my favorite shotgun," I said.
Joel rolled his eyes.
We advanced through the woods being careful to stay behind cover. Turned out we didn't have to because with all the shooting, there wasn't anyone keeping an eye out for us. They were too busy blasting the shit out of each other.
When we got close, I saw something that made me regret my decision to beg Joel to go back. A fresh group of green-eyed weirdos, with a small army of Zs, approached the home from the side Erik and Scott had entered the building.
Joan and Thomas opened up on them, but the pair of them wouldn't be enough to stop the Zs.
"Watch yourself," Joel said and dropped to the ground.
He slid underneath a large bush and brought his rifle to bear.
Flames had engulfed most of the upper floor, and I feared that Erik and Scott weren't going to make it. Smoke makes you crazy. You can't breathe, and you can't see a damn thing.
Then someone ran out of the building and was brought down by a pair of ghouls. Gunshots sounded from the doorway.
"I guess I'm going to do what I do best," I said.
"Crack some jokes?" Joel asked.
"Crack some heads," I said in my best Clint Eastwood. I tossed in an eyes squint for effect.
"You know that Clint Eastwood was an actor, right? You ain't no Harry Callahan, that's for damn sure," Joel said.
"Go ahead, make my—"
"Dude!"
Then I was on the move.
I angled my approach so Joel would have clear line of sight. As I moved around the shed and along the low fence on the west side of the compound, I got a glimpse of a bunch of people fighting to get free of the doorway. Someone shot a ghoul in the head. Then a Z went down under more gunfire.
Joel went to work. The gun spoke, and a ghoul flopped over with a hole in its head. With the mass of Zs so crowded together, it was like he was playing duck hunt. I tried to anticipate and keep his line of sight clear but barreled into a ghoul and realized I could have taken a bullet. Jesus, this was so stupid. The bastard went down and managed to trip up a Z at the same time. I smashed the wrench into a zombie’s back and shattered his spine. He flopped to the ground and didn't get back up, but his hands scrambled at the grass.
Erik, Scott, and a woman who looked like she had been to hell and back, fought to get out of the doorway. I slammed a Z aside, and then ducked as Scott lifted his handgun and blew a shuffler's head open.
Then there was a break in the army of the damned. I pointed and yelled, "Let's go folks. Your friends are near but about to be overwhelmed. No rest for the goddamn wicked."
I couldn't help but grimace, aware that my face and torso were splattered with blood.
Erik broke away from our group to recover a backpack his friend Thomas had dropped. He tossed it over his shoulder. Then he snatched up an assault rifle, similar to the one Joel carried, and ran for it.
We fell back as a group and retreated toward Joel's position. That's when a pair of ghouls appeared. Long story short, they were shot, several times, by most of us. I put the capper on the woman dressed in a gray pants suit that looked like it had been dragged through the mud, then tossed in a pig sloth. She wasn't that much better looking. Her wiry hair had been coated in what can only be described as shit covered in more shit. She smelled like death. I was glad to make her match her scent. Bye, bye, bitch. Have a nice after-after life.
There were five of us, and that made for an interesting ride. Since Joel was skinnier than me, he was saddled with both Erik and the woman. Scott rode behind me.
"This ain't a date," he said as he grabbed my hips.
"Goddamn right," I said and started the engine.
Erik's girl looked like a wreck, and I hoped she would be able to recover. It wasn't just the damage it was how she would have to deal with things over the next few weeks. I knew all too well how being kept captive, beaten, and tossed around like an old pigskin felt. It felt like shit.
No time for chatter now. We needed to finish our escape before the mass of Zs and shufflers found us.
"Hey, man, this is a smooth ride," Scott said near my ear.
"It gets the job done," I nodded.
I revved the engine, and then roared off with Joel close behind.




NO KNIGHT IN SHINING ARMOR
We raced back toward Fortress.
Joel and I knew this location very well, so finding our way home was just a matter of navigating over memorized paths. What frustrated me was our slow progress. The ATVs were great for moving us over the terrain, but it wasn't like we could do sixty miles per hour. Especially not with our load of other people.
The woods faded as we took to open field again. We passed some abandoned homes and fields. One in particular tugged at my heart. A large fenced off area had become a graveyard for dozens of livestock. After being locked in without humans to take care of them, the cattle had died. Picked to the bones the carcasses had probably stunk to high heaven. Now they were just dozens of white mounds.
Had we not found Betsy, she probably would have been a rotting corpse as well instead of our morning milk supply.
We came around a low rise from behind Fortress. The old home bore signs of our work. The lower half had been completely boarded up, and we'd strung razor wire along the front path creating a barricade. Tin cans hung from wires every foot or so. If a Z wandered into our homestead, we knew about it in seconds. A smart force of armed people could have made a run at us, but we always had someone on watch with night vision goggles, one of the few things we'd escaped San Diego with.
A pair of gunshots echoed, and I pushed the ATV to dangerous speeds. I hit a bump and nearly flew off the seat but clutched at the handlebars. I came down, and my tailbone felt the impact, which would probably leave a bruise. Scott yelped but he managed to hold on. Joel had seen the obstacle and managed to slow the hell down, swerved, and then got back up to speed.
What had I been thinking, chasing after Erik and his pals. I should have been running back to Fortress to assist Anna and Christy even though Anna had told me they were safe and the intruders were nothing to worry about.
Didn't need a knight in shining armor, my ass. Anna and Christy were perfectly capable of taking care of themselves. Joel and I as well. What we had together was teamwork. The four of us hadn't survived the end of the world purely on luck. It took the whole group to keep us alive, and now we were split in half.
"See anything?" I yelled over the rushing wind.
"Not yet, but I heard those shots," Joel called back.
That's what had made my adrenaline race once again. Gunshots near our home.
We came around an old dirt road and pushed the ATV's faster, then cut across the field that had probably housed cattle and skidded to a halt on a section of an old two-lane street. I was off my ATV first, but Joel slid to a halt right next to my vehicle. He was off his vehicle in a flash and running for cover. I grabbed my shotgun, newly recovered from Erik, and followed close behind.
Scott followed, but Erik lagged because he got an arm under Katherine and helped her. I motioned for them to sit tight, but Scott wasn't having any of that, and followed us.
The house was still fifty or sixty feet away but Joel ducked behind a large boulder and lifted his assault rifle. He peered through the scope and sighted along the perimeter as he used the rock for cover. I took up position next to him and tried not to get spooked.
I flanked Joel, and then advanced on the house using trees and brush for cover. Someone waiting up on the rise would be able to pick me off but, so far, no shots had been fired in our direction. Another pair of shots broke the morning air. I picked out the direction and kept my handgun trained. I would have to get a lot closer to be effective with either weapon so I let Joel sit on overwatch. One thing I could count on, if I was about to do something stupid, he'd have my back, as had occurred just a half hour ago.
Of course, that wouldn't help if I had a bullet hole in my chest.
Something crashed through the bushes a few dozen yards to our right. This should be old hat. Waiting for an enemy we couldn't see. Preparing for combat. We'd done it for months and, even though the last few had been relatively peaceful, I knew this could also be our last day among the living.
Several somethings made an unholy racket before the first Z came into view. It was still too far away for me to get an effective shot with the scatter gun. Bad shot or not, at least I'd have some range. Joel motioned for me to keep still and to hold my fire. Good planning. We didn't know what we were facing yet. Could just be one or two, and if that was the case, we'd dispatch them quietly. No reason to light up this whole area with gunfire and draw every undead asshole to us. Not to mention any potential humans looking to storm Fortress.
Another Z was close behind but got hung up on a long branch. The guy was covered in fresh gore that ran down his abused jean jacket and made a spectacularly weird Jackson Pollock.
Yet another Z struck him and the blood covered Z was loose. They advanced toward the street, and then hung a right. I shook my head because when had luck ever been on our side? The Zs actually headed away from us.
I remembered to breathe.
Then a whole troop of the damned followed those. They spread out across the street and shambled away from us. There had to be at least twenty of them, and as good as Joel was at dropping the things, I was not. We'd have been swarmed in minutes and forced to flee back toward the house.
Something stirred in the bushes across from us, and Joel shifted his rifle's aim.
Another Z stumbled out of the woods with his back to us. He hit a rock and sprawled onto his ass with a hard crunch. But like any zombie worth his salt, the guy was unfazed and struggled to roll to his side. Then he was being tugged back into the woods. Something thumped a few times, and it was quiet again.
Joel didn't move. He stuck to the side of the large rock like he was glued to it.
I shifted slightly because my foot felt in danger of going to sleep. Not too long ago, I'd had a nasty sprain that made me limp for weeks. Putting pressure on that leg made me antsy. I adjusted as quietly as I could so I was on one knee with my healed leg pointing back.
The troop of Zs continued their field trip up the dirt road except for one asshole. He must have seen something shiny because he stopped moving and looked toward the woods along the side of the road. Then he stumbled around in a half circle and came back.
The guy was freshly dead, and had the wounds to prove it. One arm hung by sinew and muscle just below the elbow. One of the other Zs took notice and followed him. She was a real keeper. Dressed in the remains of a pink bra, matching panties, and thigh high stockings, one of which hung by a thread along one leg. She'd been dead for a while, and no amount of Victoria Secret was ever going to help her look hot again. Half of her freaking face had been chewed away. Her tongue lolled out and slapped against her chin with each stride. A line of drool and blood dripped from her mouth and splattered across her cleavage.
Joel looked back toward the ATVs, and I caught his drift. There was an unknown presence in the woods across from us and a pair of Zs coming our way. Did we deal with the undead or wait and see who was at our twelve o'clock? I had half a mind to jump on the ATV and lead the Zs far away from Fortress.
"Sit tight," Joel whispered.
"Aye," I whispered back.
The Z couple wandered toward us, but they took their sweet time. The woman slurped and mewed deep in her throat. The male didn't make any noise except for his busted arm thumping against his side. I could make short work of these two with the wrench if I wanted to. But that would give away our location.
We waited. I shifted my feet again, but Joel Kelly was like a rock. He didn't move, just stared down the barrel of his assault rifle barrel and breathed quietly.
Something shuffled in the bushes across from us and someone let out a cry. The pair of Zs took notice and headed for the noise.
Now, we could go now while they were distracted. I wanted to drag Joel away, but I knew there was no way he would back down. Common sense, go away.
A figure moved in the tree line, and then faded out of sight. Something thumped again, and then it was silent again.
For all of three seconds.
The woods erupted with the sound of shuffling Zs. They poured out along the sides of the street. Clumping feet, white eyes, dangling limbs, teeth that were shattered or covered in blood and gore. It was a nightmare.
A pair of men fled, but one of them turned and fired, dropping a Z in its tracks. His companion, a guy with Asian features, bashed a Z upside the head with a crowbar. Thumbs up for the heavy metal, man.
The first guy, an older man with a long beard that sported a lot of gray, lifted a handgun and blasted a pair of Zs. One of them took a shot to the head and dropped the other to the neck. She spun around and flopped to the ground.
Joel started firing.
His AR cracked a half-dozen times. Each shot was slow and measured, and when he fired, he hit someone. The Zs reeled under the assault and fell away. I moved into the open, and took aim at a Z closing in on the guy with the crowbar. He got a hand on one of the Zs, pushed it back, and then swung, catching the drooling bastard upside the head.
Shit. Guess we were doing this.
I came in firing.
Predictably, my first shot missed entirely. Blame that one on my amped-up adrenaline.
My next shot popped a Z right in the side of the head. Blood and gray matter shot out of the exit wound and the guy, who was tall enough to be a basketball player, fell away.
The first group of Zs who'd wandered away from our location turned and shambled back our way.
Well, this morning just went from something peaceful to a situation where we might all bite it.
I looked around, but I didn't even see Erik, Scott, or Katherine. Had they deserted us?
I did a quick calculation in my head. We were about to be hit by at least fifteen Zs and there were five of us, two if our new friends had boogied. Even with our temporary allies, I feared that we wouldn't be able to take on all of the enemies.
I shot another Z and hit him in the shoulder. He spun so I stepped closer and blasted him in the head.
I unslung my wrench and tucked the shotgun under my right arm.
The first Z got a face full of metal. He didn't manage a moan, just dropped to the ground in a heap. I fought off another who managed to get her hand on me. I pushed her away and cracked her across the neck. She might not be dead, but I'd broken her neck, and she fell in a mass of arms and legs, which almost sent me sprawling, but I was able to recover. Then I swung to the right and unloaded a blast right into another Z’s noggin. What was left made me want to barf.
Behind me, Joel moved with efficiency. He called out his movements, and I was all too cognizant of them. If he yelled left, I moved left, and he dropped a Z. If I went the wrong way, I might take a bullet. Thing is, Joel and I had been working as a team for so long it was like we were telepathically connected.
His gun cracked behind me, and each time it did it was like a gong. All I could think about were the Zs we were fighting and the ones who would answer the call of the gunshots.
The other two guys worked as a team as well. They moved around each other and employed a crowbar and guns. They fought a group into the woods swinging as they went and were soon out of sight, but I still heard thumps and gunshots.
Then Erik and Scott came out of nowhere and commenced to kicking ass. Erik wasn't afraid to use his hands and feet. Scott had picked up a large branch and swung it around, knocking Zs on their butts. Erik delivered a beautiful round house kick to a male Z, breaking its leg. It dropped to the ground, and Scott polished him off.
Then Erik pulled another move where he grabbed an outstretched zombie hand by the wrist, pulled the man close as he moved past, leg scissoring at his hip, taking the Z off his. He smacked another hand aside, and then punched a Z full in the face, shattering bones and making the large woman's nose a mass of mangled meat.
Behind me, Joel whistled quietly in appreciation.
"That guy's good." I nodded at Joel.
"Remind me not to get in a fist fight with him," Joel said, then plugged a Z.
We dispatched the first group, of zombies with something like efficiency. A number of them still moved, but they were on the ground, and it would take them a while to get back up.
The bad news was that the Zs who'd been wandering up the street before all hell broke loose were heading back.
I leaned over and took a couple of breaths. Swinging a large wrench sounded good on paper, but try it for a few minutes. Damn thing triples in weight. My arm shook so I changed hands.
Joel dropped to one knee and fired at the Zs. A couple of them fell. I dug out my 9mm and took up a shooter's stance, legs apart, arms extended, hands wrapped around the stock, and started firing. I emptied my magazine, and then reached for another. We hadn't gone out looking for a fight so I only had one spare.
Slapping the mag home, I chambered a fresh round and put a hole in a Z’s forehead just above their left eye before my gun jammed.
Joel covered for me while I got the spent shell out, and then shot until I was down to my last three rounds, which meant I'd burned through a dozen shots in a less than two minutes.
Joel fell back to reload, and I took up my wrench and provided cover.
Erik and Scott joined us, and together the four of us considered our options. The two men who had been working in the woods had faded from sight. They hadn't said a word, just disappeared. I didn't blame them one damn bit.
"What happened back there? Thought you guys left," I said.
"A bunch of them lurked in the woods. They saw us first so we went and took care of them," Erik said.
"Nice," I muttered.
"We should get the hell out of here," Erik said.
"Damn straight," Joel said. "Only thing is I'm worried about how close these guys are to our home. We should lead them away."
"ATV's?" I asked.
Joel nodded, but then seemed to think better of the idea.
"If we cut across that field and keep them in sight, they should follow. See that tree line at six o'clock?" Joel pointed.
"Lose `em in there," I said. “This close to Fortress?”
“Don’t worry. They’ll wander in that direction for days. Brainless idiots.”
“Okay, man. That might work,” I said.
"Probably as good a plan as any. Once we get in the woods we can play it by ear,” Erik said and wiped a splash of blood off his face with the back of his arm. “Katherine is hunkered down. I'll stay with her if you guys can get them to follow."
I kept an eye on the advancing horde. They had closed to about twenty-five feet. If we had enough ammo, we might have been able to drop them all.
The freshest of the Zs, a bastard with a huge beard that was covered in blood, stumbled into a pair of Zs. The trio went down in a heap, taking several more zombies with them. But he was somehow back on his feet first. He outweighed me by at least fifty pounds. I advanced on him, intent on taking out the threat while Joel, Scott, and Erik fell back. But when I swung at him, he managed to stumble on a busted-up leg. I caught his upper arm, but it was like hitting a thawed Thanksgiving turkey.
"Little help here?" I said over my shoulder.
Joel seemed to be having some trouble with his assault rifle. I sized the big Z up, and he did the same of me. Only the way he sized me up was by looking for something, anything, to chomp his teeth into. I swung the wrench back around for a second blow, but he was already on me.
"Hey, guys, little help here," I called again.
"On my way," Joel said.
Erik closed form the side while Scott backed him up.
I knocked one grasping hand away, but the guy got his other on my jacket arm and pulled. I was yanked off balance, though instead of falling, I used his momentum to step to his side. Mistake because a second Z was right behind the bearded zomb-bro.
He took me to the dirt. Got his hands around my midsection like a tackler. I was already off balance and couldn't recover so we sprawled together with me taking the brunt of the impact.
The Z came at my face, but I managed to elbow him across the cheek. Not much behind the blow. Getting the wind knocked out of you will mess up your reaction.
The second Z, all three hundred plus pounds of him, hit the ground and came at me.
With strength failing and my ability to hold back one Z, let alone two, at a new low, it was all I could do to get my boot in the bigger guy’s face. He latched onto my foot and bit my boot. I pulled back and kicked him again.
The first Z wasn't about to give up. His rancid breath and gore covered face were all I could smell and see. Christ, I wanted to toss up my meager breakfast. Something splattered across my forehead, and the desire to wipe it away, like it was a huge spider, almost overrode my sense of self-preservation.
Then the Z was hauled off me.
I pulled back my foot and kicked the bearded Z in the face so hard his bones crunched, but he was far from being out of gas.
Joel stepped over me and fired his rifle a few times.
That's when I noticed Erik had been the one who had drug the rotter off me.
I rolled over and got to all fours. Just a few seconds. That's all I needed. Just a little time to catch my breath. Adrenaline raced through my system, and my heart pounded in my chest. My guts were knotted up.
I looked back and found we were completely surrounded. More Zs had poured out of the woods and were about to make lunch out of us. Jesus! Why in the hell didn't we make a run for it while we had the chance? I was so exhausted I didn't think I'd be able to help break free of this mass.
Then a gun boomed, and I snapped my head back around to find Anna Sails and her handgun. The .357 was a huge weapon, but she always held it in a steady grip. She fired and a Z dropped.
Christy moved behind her and used a little snub nosed .38 to take out targets. They worked freaky well as a team and managed to open a hole in the horde. Joel grabbed the collar of my overalls and hauled me up as he sped past my nearly prone form.
Erik and Joel barreled into a pair of Zs, and our path was suddenly open. Joel used the butt of his rifle to knock a questing zombie back. I managed to lift my arm long enough to get a half-decent swing in and send another Z sailing. But the blow took me off balance, and I was back on my hands and knees again.
I scraped my hands bloody on the ground but made it to my feet and staggered, feeling like one of the zombies until we were through the mass, applying my wrench at every opportunity. I broke arms, shattered clavicles, and caved in a few foreheads.
"Back to Fortress. Let's move it, people," Joel ordered.
That sounded like a fine idea to me. When surrounded by the dead, it's usually the best bet to get the hell out of the mess. As long as there aren't a couple of shufflers, you can usually outrun Zs even at a slow clip. The dead don't exactly have sprinting capabilities.
Erik broke away and made for a low rock wall. He helped Katherine out, and the pair of them stumbled after us. Scott covered them while our group managed to make it back together.
Anna made eye contact with me and gave me a quick grin. I nodded back. Christy shot me a quick salute and wink.
We put some distance between us and the mini-horde, but they weren't giving up easily. Worse, thanks to all the noise, we were drawing more by the second. There were at least thirty or forty. They came at us with arms up, hands dangling, necks cocked, wounds on display. A ragged mass of fucked up humanity if one ever existed.
We had gotten too far from our ATVs, and we would have to come back for them. Plus, there wasn't enough room for all of us if we tried to pile on.
I hustled to Anna's side, and she put her arm around my waist. I resisted the urge to lean on her. My legs were on fire and so were my lungs. We'd been doing this shit for months, and it was still amazing how quickly I could run out of juice. Call it a rush of adrenaline along with a healthy dose of manic over-exertion in a shot amount of time. Anything less than a marathon runner would feel the same damn way.
"Where’d you pick up the strays?" she said.
"Long story."
We broke for Fortress and pounded over the pavement. I hoped it wasn't a bad idea bringing them and Katherine back to our home. Shit. We didn't know them from Adam. Sure, they'd been helpful, but that didn't mean they weren't bidding their time until they could shoot us and steal our goods. But I had a good feeling about them. They, like us, had been through hell, and they were still here.
Joel ran ahead, and then dashed to the side of the road. He dropped to one knee and lined up to shoot more Zs.
"If we can get away without a shot, they won't have any noise to follow," Erik said.
"What do you recommend?"
"They aren't very smart. If we disappear and then backtrack a little bit, they'll stumble into the woods and get lost," he said.
I liked the idea but waited for Joel. He lowered his rifle and nodded once.
"That's smart. You a smart guy all the time?"
"Smart enough to survive out here for as long as we have," Erik said.
"I'm smart, too, but more of the smart ass type," the Scott said.
"I like your style." I nodded at Scott.
Joel picked a break in the woods and we ducked into it. The trees grew close together here and, within a few seconds, we'd faded from sight. The problem was the Zs wandered toward the big copse at an angle from us.
"Go in. I'll distract them, and when they are close lead them straight in. Go about fifty feet, then cut left. I'll be there shortly," Erik said.
"I got your back," Scott said to Erik.
How many times had I said the same thing to Joel, and him to me?
"Thanks for the assist," I said as we faded back into the woods.
"You helped us, we help you. It's not all dog-eat-dog," Erik said.
"It has been since this nightmare started," I said.
"Lotta dogs, not enough meat," Joel chimed in.
"That's so deep, Joel." I said. "You should write a fucking self-help book when the zombie fucking apocalypse is over."
"I'll dedicate it to your dumb ass," Joel shot back.
I stifled a laugh, and we moved out.
"That spot near the rock wall you were hiding Katherine. Make that our rendezvous point. Meet up in fifteen," Joel said.
"On it," Erik said.
Christy grabbed my hand and tugged me into the woods. Anna joined us and covered our back. I couldn't help but notice she kept her gun trained not only on our back, but also our new friends. I hoped this wouldn't become a problem.




LOSS OF A FRIEND
We dashed into the woods and angled our path to the left. This was either a great idea, splitting up our group, or it would make us smaller, more bite-sized zombie chunks. If Erik led the Zs away it would give us a chance to get to Fortress, then he could meet up there later. I didn't have much left. I needed some food as well. Today had started out with some scouting and had quickly degenerated into a complete mess.
Moving deeper into the woods would definitely split up the horde and leave them less organized.
Not only that, but they would get hung up in these damn woods. It was a pain in the ass for us to navigate all the low hanging branches. A Z wouldn't even realize he'd become stuck until he or she struggled long enough for us to escape. Then it could wander around for the next few days and not even come close to us.
In the distance, a dog howled and that made me think of Frosty.
"Where's our killer mutt?" I asked Anna.
"Left her upstairs. She was whining to go out and start some shit," Anna said.
"She misses you," Christy said.
Christy's forehead had a splash of blood across it. I pointed at my own forehead and made a wiping motion.
"I know. I'm a mess," Christy said.
"Maybe our killer will lick it off when we get home," I said
"Yeah. Great plan," Anna interjected. "Get the dog to lick zombie blood. She'll probably go crazy and eat your face."
I leaned over and planted a kiss on Anna's cheek.
"If you get Z blood on my face, I'm going to make you wash it off," she said. "Not the dog."
"I'll wash anything you put in front of me," I said.
We'd been keeping Frosty indoors with the exception of walks along the perimeter of Fortresses every couple of hours. She was smart enough to keep her muzzle closed unless one of the Zs got too close. Even then, instead of barking her fool head off, she'd warn us by dashing in the direction of the threat. She was more about snarls and teeth than sudden bursts of barking.
The sound of Zs moving around our perimeter kept me on edge. I couldn't help but glance over my shoulder at every twig snap, every branch moving with the wind.
A pair of Zs appeared ahead. I dropped one with the crunch of my wrench, and Joel took care of the other one with his big knife. Then we were past them.
When we'd reached what felt like fifty yards, at least as far as Joel's super-Marine senses could be trusted, we hung a sharp left, fighting branches and roots the entire time. Anna took my hand and gave it a squeeze so I squeezed back.
We ran into another Z, but he was stuck to the side of a tree. Someone had rammed a huge spike into his chest and into the bark. The zombie reached for us as we ran by, hands tearing at the air. His feet didn't even touch the ground. Zombies suck but, man, whoever did that was just a dick.
Gunshots sounded in from the direction we'd fled. Erik and Scott must have managed to run into more trouble. I thought about going back to help them because the half-assed plan we'd tossed together sucked.
"This better work," I muttered.
Joel had closed the gap and was at our side as we fought the brush.
"He obviously knows what he's doing if he's leading a bunch of Zs away. Besides we don't know him. If he gets eaten, it's not like he's part of the family," Joel said.
"After all the trouble we went through in rescuing him and his girl? Seems like we all might make a good team," I protested.
"And three more mouths to feed. I saw two other guys out there. Did you bring those strays home as well?" Anna asked.
"Never saw them before, and they seemed to have fucked off," I said.
"We're right here, brother," a voice said to my left.
I spun and lifted my gun. Joel trained his on the men as well.
"Peace. We're not here to cause trouble. Just a couple of travelers passing through."
The man with the long brown and gray beard materialized out of the woods. He was dressed in dark camouflage, and he had his hands up. A hunting rifle was slung over his shoulder by a thick olive green strap. His companion came out as well with his arms up. He bore an impressive number of weapons, including two handguns, a huge hunting knife in a dark sheath, and a shotgun with a short barrel that he wore in a custom holster along his leg.
"I promise you. We mean you no harm," the older guy said.
"Heard that before," Joel muttered.
Joel kept his assault rifle trained on the men. Anna had her handgun in one hand and at waist level. I knew her well enough to know that she could get off a shot before either one of them had time to finish doing something stupid.
I grabbed Christy's arm and pushed her behind me so she was shielded by my frame.
"I'm Jimmy Thomas, and this fella is Alex Johnson. We're with Voodoo north out of Portland. Heard of us?" The bearded man said.
"Nope," I said.
"We're a new force being put together by General Vanderbilt. Our goal is eradication of the dead from this area. We had a base of operations, and you're welcome to join us. Lots of food but, more importantly, we have a near constant supply of weapons."
"The last time we got invited to a base, it wasn't exactly with open arms. Know what I mean?" Joel said.
"It's not like that. There are remnants of the government in place, and they're assisting. We get regular deliveries. Lots and lots of ammo. Here's the deal. We're gonna go in peace. No reason for us to fight. But you wanna see what we're up to, I'll give you a flyer. I need to get it out of my pocket." The man pointed at his tactical vest. "I'll move nice and slow.
"Did you say a fucking pamphlet?" I said.
"No, I said a flyer. But it you want to have relations with it later, that's your call."
I sputtered, and then laughed.
"This is not a joke ladies and gentlemen," Alex said. "I know what it's like out there. I lived it for months. For the first time since the world went to hell I feel like we have a chance at survival."
He slowly lifted a pouch and took out a piece of paper that was folded in half. More of the papers threatened to spill out so he stuffed them back in. Then he proffered the item to me.
I took it and backed up.
"We'll be going," Alex said. "I know my words probably don't mean a lot. I get it. Seen the worst in humanity too many times myself. But I promise you, ladies and gentlemen, this is a real opportunity. A chance to set right some of the wrongs."
As far as speeches went, it wasn't great, but I couldn't help but feel a ray of hope. What if there really was a group out there fighting back.
"I have something you can use right now. Show of goodwill and all that. Mind if I lower my pack?" Alex asked.
Joel nodded but kept his gun steady.
Alex shrugged his backpack to the ground, and then showed us the top. He opened the flap letting us see his every movement. He reached in and took out a clear bag that was filled with a half-dozen brown boxes.
"Courtesy of the United States government," he said and tossed it on the ground in front of us.
Joel let out a low whistle.
"Are those?" I started to say.
"MREs." Anna said.
"Just read that paper and think about it. We take in new people every day from noon to three. You show up, don't do anything stupid, and you'll get in the door."
"What if we do something stupid?" I couldn't help but ask.
"Worse ways to go than a quick bullet to the skull," Scott said.
"How do we know you aren't just collecting people for slave labor or food?" I said.
"Food? Like cannibalism? That's gross, man," Alex said and shook his head.
"Just asking," I said lamely.
"Just read that. If you're interested, show up, and we'll give you the tour," Jimmy said.
He lowered his hands, and then motioned to Tim. The pair nodded at us and backed away.
Scott eyed the MRE's, and then stuffed them in his backpack. I could have sworn he was practically drooling.
The men faded backward and were soon gone. Joel kept his gun trained on them but, from his body language, I knew he was also conflicted. We weren't in the business of shooting other people dead when they looked at us wrong. These guys had helped us, and then offered us something like hope. I was relieved that Anna and Joel didn't start shooting
I looked down and opened the piece of paper.
It was on heavy stock and in black and white. The headline was large and hand written but it was obviously a copy.
"Voodoo North needs you. We're taking back our city and our country."
I read the rest and chewed on it. Anna took it from me.
"All able-bodied men and women are requested to join the effort. Food and a safe place to sleep will be provided," Anna read out loud.
"Ain't that some shit," Joel said.
"There's a map and directions for approaching the location," Anna said and handed Joel the pamphlet.
"We can discuss it later. Let’s get back to the rendezvous point, and then make for Fortress," Joel suggested.
"Why do you think these guys call themselves Voodoo?" I asked Joel.
"Got me. Weird name." Joel said.
"Doughnuts. You guys didn't get out much before all of this," Christy interjected.
"Doughnuts?" I said.
"Yeah. Used to be a popular shop in Portland," Christy said. "You know. Bacon on maple bars and stuff like that.
"That's kinda silly," I muttered, "but it's also kind of awesome."
"Join us today. We have doughnuts," Joel mocked the pamphlet.
"I'd kill a dozen Zs for a doughnut right about now," Christy said.
"Good point," I said.
"Let's move out, people. Rendezvous is in a few minutes." Joel said as he tucked the pamphlet into his pant pocket.

We'd stopped in a copse of trees and crouched down to avoid detection. The rendezvous point was in clear view. Joel stuck his gun barrel between a break in the branches and scanned for enemies. Christy, Anna, and I grouped around so we covered his back and had all other directions in sight.
A group of Zs shambled past us a dozen feet away. They meandered in a slow-moving mass that eventually faded from sight. After a few more minutes, my knees got tired of crouching, and I sat down but kept my eyes peeled.
Anna took a knee next to me and leaned over to plant a quiet kiss on my cheek. I winked at her, and she winked back.
We waited another five minutes, but there were no more Zs. Joel nodded at me, and I nodded back. We'd done the right thing and waited, but Erik Tragger and his companion may have gotten lost.
Then the bushes erupted with activity. Erik staggered out looking so much like a zombie thanks to the wounds on his face that I nearly shot him. Scott fought a Z while Katherine battered the undead man over the head with a rock the size of her fist.
I waded into the action and smacked yet another Z across the face. It went down in a heap, and that's when fresh hell hit. I got taken down from behind. A big basketball player looking asshole wrapped his arms around me and drove me to the ground.
I was lucky I'd chosen to wear my overcoat buttoned up to my face because he bit at my neck. Over and over again. He worried at the fabric, lifting his head and ripping upward. I elbowed him, but I barely had any leverage. Guy was so big I couldn't breathe. I tried to lift my body and roll him off, but he outweighed me by at least fifty pounds.
I was helpless, unable to fight back again.
If not for my friends, I would have joined the Zs right then and there.
Joel came in and grabbed the man but he was so big it took Anna and Christy's assistance to get him off me.
I rolled over and got up on all fours. I'd managed to lose my wrench in the tussle and felt around for it in the overgrowth. I patted the ground pushing leaves and crap around.
"We gotta go. We lost some of them but another bunch appeared out of no goddamn where," Erik urged.
"Shit," Joel said.
Joel ejected his magazine and inspected it. He patted his pockets and his eyes narrowed.
"Time to go, people," he said.
"Hold up. Lost my wrench," I said.
Erik waved for us to join him. Scott stood at his back with Katherine at his side. They all looked harried and were covered in fresh scratches, leaves and, in Erik's case, a large twig in his hair.
Scott spun and fired at a pair of Zs. One of them dropped, but the other one staggered on. He clicked empty, and then took a few steps back. Erik produced a knife, and fighting what was clearly exhaustion, went to work.
Scott fumbled in his pockets, but if he was looking for ammo he came up blank.
I pushed aside more leaves but my wrench was nowhere to be found.
"Let's go, man." Joel said, grabbing my arm and pulling me up.
Three more Zs stumbled out of the woods. My hair stood up on end and chills raced along my spine. I knew this game all too well. Two, then three, next there would be twenty.
"Thought you led them away!" I called to Erik.
"We did. I don't know where these assholes came from. The whole area is swarming," he called back.
Joel got me to my feet as more Zs came into view and made for us. One of them reached for me, stumbled on something that glinted in forest floor, then went down. My wrench!
But more of them came. Five more, then ten. They were an insurmountable bunch, and we had no choice but to turn tail and flee.
We ran out of the woods as fast as feet could carry us. I was still smarting from all the activity during the day and nearly fell half a dozen times. Joel was no worse for wear as were the rest of our party.
We were still a good half mile from Fortress, but we couldn't go there because we would lead them to our home. Joel made for the ATVs and we followed. When we broke into the open area, we found our vehicles still there.
"I'm gonna lead them away. Wait here and I'll be back," Joel said.
"Wait here?"
"Just hit the dirt. I got this."
Katherine didn't need much urging and laid on her stomach. The other's followed suit while Joel fired up his ATV. He headed straight for the mini-horde and stopped a half-dozen feet away from them. The little transport hummed as he stood up.
"Come on, you jerks, and follow the leader."
Joel put the ATV in reverse and backed up while waving his hand.
"This way, this way!" he yelled.
Like a bunch of half-eaten sixth graders looking for a cookie, they surged after him. Joel continued to back up until he had some distance. He rolled in a hundred eighty degrees backward turn, and then surged forward.
"Follow my black ass," he urged the Zs.
"That guy is awesome," Scott said.
"Yeah. He kinda is." I nodded.
“You two make a cute couple.”
Yeah, man. You and Erik do as well,” I quipped.
“You got me there, bro,” Scott laughed.

It was an hour later before we made it back to Fortress in one piece. After Joel had departed, with about thirty Zs in pursuit, he cut across the field we had explored earlier in the day, and then slowed. We stayed low and waited for the mass to move past us. When it was clear, we took another fifteen minutes to catch our breath. We had made it about fifty yards away from the woods, and I itched to go back and find my wrench.
"We don't have time to go find your girlfriend," Anna said as if she had read my mind.
"She's never let me down," I protested. "Been with her since this whole thing started. I found it on the naval base in—"
"I've heard this story a hundred times, Creed. And are you implying that I've let you down?" Anna asked.
"No, baby, of course not. But me and that wrench, we're a pair. Like you and me," I said.
"That's funny. I don't remember agreeing to be in a polyamorous relationship with you and a wrench," Anna said, eyebrows arched up
Joel roared into the drive way and saved my ass from an unwinnable argument.
"Coast is clear for a while. I got them a few miles from here before coming back," Joel said.
"Thanks, man. Thought we were gonna end up as zombie bait back there," I said.
"Nice moves," Erik said.
"It was just the ATV. Allowed me to move fast and keep their attention."
"Do you think they'll be back?" I asked.
"Not sure, man. Shit load of them in the woods. Makes me wonder how many more are in there," Joel said.
Christy had already lowered the ladder so we could scramble up to the second floor. Erik and Katherine had gone in. Christy went with them, and I assumed introduced them to our ragged-ass mutt Frosty.
Scott stuck around and waited on Joel with us.
"I don't know about you guys, but I need some rest. Is it cool to invade your house?" Scott said.
"Man, I hope you all don't fuck us over," Joel said in his classic no nonsense voice.
"I swear to you, brother. We're in this together. After you saved our butts, wouldn't think about it," Scott said.
"So, you would have thought of it if we hadn't saved you?" I asked.
"Depends. You got any refried beans up there?" Scott said.
"No. Shit. We barely have enough food for us as it is," I said.
"We have the MREs," Anna said.
"Holy fucking shit. We're eating a feast tonight." I grinned.

After we got Erik, Katherine, and Scott settled, the three of us gathered around a small battery powered wind up lantern in the living room. We had long since blacked out the windows with a combination of heavy drapes and the old blinds. The drapes had been Christy's idea and were constructed out of some fabric she dug out of an upstairs hope chest.
Christy claimed she had been bored, an entirely accurate description of most days, and had taken up sewing. She worked by hand cutting and constructing the drapes. The fabric was a rich burgundy, but Christy had brightened them up by being on cutouts from kids’ blankets. Disney figures now adorned the inside of the house.
The main room had a beat up old leather couch that had reclining seats built in. It faced a television that no longer worked, and even if it did, all we would get would be static. We had dragged the dining room table in here, an old oak affair that was solid enough, so Joel speculated, to stop small caliber bullets. Good thing to know in case we needed to upend it and hide from intruders.
There was a small hand crank rechargeable radio but it barely picked up anything other than the occasional alert that was months old. As time went on, more and more of these had gone off the air.
One night we had actually picked up a station playing music, stuff from the seventies, but there was no announcer. It was genuinely eerie to find the working channel, and even more eerie when it went off the air and never came back.
A picture of a family of six hung on one wall. An older couple with a host of kids from elementary school all the way to college-aged. We often wondered what had become of the family. Had they run off in hopes of finding a camp? Why leave this place with all the food in the pantry downstairs?
Anna and I shared a chili-mac MRE that was warmed with the included heating unit. You added water, put the bag inside another bag and, in a few minutes, it was piping hot.
It was one of the best meals I'd had in weeks.
We sorted out the package's innards and passed squeezable cheese among ourselves. Two of the MREs had included patriot sugar cookies—an absolute treat.
"Can we trust them?" I asked.
Joel squeezed the last of a pot roast meal into his mouth and savored the flavor. He lowered the packet and tore the sides off so he could lick them clean. Anna and I split the chili-mac package open and followed suit.
"As much as we can trust anyone. I have a good feeling about them," Anna said.
"Had a good feeling about a lot of things. People who have fucked us over. Not sure what to make of them," Joel said.
"Erik told me he and Scott were prisoners in a shuffler camp a week ago. Said they escaped, then came back and flattened the place," I said.
"Don't mean any of that's true," Joel said.
Anna leaned against me and rubbed her stomach. "Damn that was tasty. I say we go find the guys in Portland just for three squares."
I put my arm around her and wanted to just sit here and feel content. The only thing that would have made the night better was if the damn television worked and we had a mindless action movie to watch. I poked through the MRE wrappers and found a package of cheese that hadn't been sucked clean and went to town.
"I miss real food," Christy said.
Frosty wandered into the room and took a seat on her haunches. She watched us while her tongue lolled out. When Frosty was this chill, I knew we were safe for the time being. That mutt had ears that were zombie-seekers. When she got agitated, it meant that the shit was about to hit the fan.
Frosty watched me and licked her chops.
"Come here, girl," I beckoned.
She flopped down next to me, and I let her at one the package. She licked clean every scrap I offered her. I rubbed her head and tousled her ears. Frosty's tail thumped against the floor in contentment.
"Frosty here misses food, too. What's this beast been eating?" I asked.
"Leftovers. I've been giving her milk. Some oatmeal. Wish she had some meat. She caught something yesterday and ate it. Had a little tail," Christy said.
"Field mouse?" I asked.
"Yeah, I think so," Christy said. "I feel bad for her. The dog food from down in the pantry didn't last that long, and it might have been stale. I tried to stretch it out."
I opened a package of vegetable stew and spooned some out for Frosty. Joel shot me a sharp look.
"What. She gets some, too," I said.
"I guess she deserved it, killer that she is." Joel nodded.
"We need to go back tomorrow and find my wrench," I said.
"Man, get something new. Jesus."
"Me and that wrench seen a lot of action together," I said.
"You and your hand have seen a lot of action." Anna poked me in the side.
"Are we going to Portland?" Christy asked.
Joel stared at the lantern for a few seconds before meeting my eye. "What do you think?"
"I think it's what we've been wanting. You know. A place to belong. When Christy and I were at that Costco, it almost felt like we were part of something bigger. Of course, didn't hurt that they had a lot of fucking food," I said. "But that didn't go over so well. I hate making new friends."
"So why did you rush in and save Erik and his crew?" Joel asked.
"I don't know. Seemed like the right thing to do," I said.
"I guess you're right. It's done so no going back now," Joel said.
"Fucking A." I nodded.
"Why do you have to swear so much?" Christy said.
"I don't know, once a squid, always a squid? I never claimed to be that bright," I said.
"Ah, honey. I'm not with you for your brain," Anna said.
"Yeah. It's for my—"
"No. Stop. I can put up with it anymore." Christy's face turned red.
"Sorry," Anna said and poked me in the side. Girl loved physical contact, especially if it involved some form of hitting me.
"Let's sleep on it," I said. "We need to get to know our friends in the morning anyway."
"I got first watch," Joel said.
"Wake me in three," I said.
"I'll take third watch," Anna offered.
"I don't need to say it, do I?" Joel looked between me and Christy.
"No man. The new folks are an unknown. We'll keep an eye on them," I said.
"They do anything stupid—"
"Yeah. Shoot first and ask questions later," I finished Joel's sentence.




HOME ON THE RANGE
After ending my watch, I managed to get a few more hours of sleep before the sun rudely interrupted my dreams. I should have asked Christy to make some heavy drapes for our room. I'd add it to my shopping list for our next excursion.
Watch had been quiet. I peeked in on our new friends, but they had passed out in an unoccupied bed after hauling up enough water for a bath. I was quiet, but I had the feeling someone had their eye on me when I cracked the door open. Neither Katherine or Erik Tragger moved, but I was certain a gun pointed at me from under the heavy blanket. I slowly closed the door and went off back downstairs.
Scott sat on the couch when I came down the stairs and just about gave me a heart attack.
He turned, and I caught the glint of his teeth in the pale light that was provided by a single windup lantern.
"Fuck me, dude. I thought you were a Z for a second," I said.
"Sorry, bro. Thought no one was down here. I caught a few hours of sleep but, man, I get bad insomnia these days."
"Anytime I can sleep more than a few hours, I count my blessings," I said and moved around the couch.
I was worried about what Scott was up to down here. It was one thing to have someone like Joel hanging around, someone I knew and trusted. Scott, Erik, and Katherine were unknowns. For all we knew, they were trying to get on our good side so they could screw us over.
But it weighed on me, this constant feeling of distrust. Ever since this whole thing had begun, we had found very few true friends. Turned out that the Zs weren't the worst enemy in the world. It was other humans who were always maneuvering around us, trying to take our shit or outright kill us.
"The light sucks down here, but I can read that look, man. I know there ain't a damn thing I can say to earn your trust. None of us can. I get it, dude."
Damn mind reader.
"Do you blame us?" I asked.
"We've been pretty lucky. Got a nice group together and had a great protected location where we welcomed new folks. Had groups going out on scouting missions and food runs all the time. But there's always discontent. Always gonna be someone trying to one up."
"The shufflers," I said.
"Heard you call the ghouls shufflers. Yeah"
"Came up with that nickname when we were in San Diego. The first time I saw one, he shuffled around on all fours like a freaky man-crab."
"Not bad. But they've changed. Gotten smarter. They've hunted us a few times," Scott said. "Erik wants to kill every single one of them."
"Me and Joel have the same attitude. Eradicate them all. Problem is, they're like fucking flies. Get them near a pile of shit and they multiply."
I took a seat on the opposite side of the couch and stared at the dead television.
"Way I see it? We're going to have to figure out how to coexist with them. We can't seem to kill them all." Scott had procured a glass of water from the kitchen and sipped it. "So, the question becomes, how do we make peace with them?"
"With a big hammer," I said. "Or a lot of guns. There can be no peace with them. Or the dead. Maybe they will all die out in time. Five years from now, I don't think zombies will be a problem. They rot so fast."
"True. But if there are survivors there will always be potential fresh meat for them."
We sat in silence for a while. I leaned back and closed my eyes even though I kept my hand near my holster. I'd gotten it reloaded and stuffed some extra rounds in my pants pocket. I wanted to trust Scott and his friends. Really wanted to.
But I didn't. None of us could afford to.
I hadn't had enough sleep. Exhaustion dogged my thoughts, and visions of my friends being slaughtered in the house crowded my head. I put my hand on my 9mm and thought about just getting rid of these three. I could do Scott quick, but Erik would be a problem. After watching him in a fight, I didn't want to think about having to take him down.
What was I thinking? I tried to think about happy things like Anna's warm body next to mine. But I couldn't go back to bed, not while we had strangers in the house.
So I stared into space and thought about beer and hot wings and tried not to drool all over myself.

I snapped awake and found myself alone in the living room. Then a noise caught my attention. I looked down and found Frosty staring at me. She was curled up on the floor but staring at me with those big brown eyes. She perked her head up and licked her chops.
My stomach rumbled, and that's when I smelled it.
Someone was cooking.
I stood and stretched. My neck hurt from falling asleep in an uncomfortable position. We had a bottle of ibuprofen around here, and three or four sounded like a great idea. The rest of my body ached, and I had a bunch of fresh scrapes and bruises.
Where was Scott? We had been chatting late at night when I dozed off. He could have taken me out with little effort. Knife in the throat. I cursed myself for letting my guard down.
Someone laughed from the kitchen so I went to investigate. I stood in the doorway for a minute and tried not to drool. My belly rumbled as the smells hit me.
"We made breakfast." Christy grinned.
"While you snored like a freight train," Anna said.
She sat at the table next to Erik and Katherine. Anna was dressed in her usual gear. Dark military pants she'd somehow kept from our days in San Diego. She wore a dark tank top under a thick flannel shirt that was unbuttoned to her midsection.
Scott lounged back in a vinyl covered chair and sipped from a mug. Something steamed from inside.
Katherine showed signs of her ordeal, but she leaned to the side so she could put her hand in Erik's lap. His face was bruised and lacerated, but I'd seen worse. Where were Scott and Joel?
Christy had a feast laid out on the tabletop. She'd saved some of the MRE portions like the coffee packs. A bowl contained something that looked like milk. Probably from the creamer or she had gone out and milked Betsy. There was also a pile of pancakes that made me drool. I didn't even bother with a plate, just picked one up, rolled it into a cylinder, and ate it in three bites.
"I made them with the last of our flour and some eggs that Scott found while scouting."
"The hell did you get eggs?" I asked.
"Lots of birds around her. Just gotta know where to look for their nests." Scott shrugged.
"Dude, you gotta teach me that trick," I said.
"No problem. We can go whenever you like," Scott nodded.
Anna sipped from a mug. She offered it to me. "Drink some."
I took the cup and nearly fell the fuck over.
Coffee.
It was instant, but I took a sip of the hot liquid and let it rest in my mouth like it was some fine wine. I swirled it around, swallowed, and took another huge drink.
"Easy there, Sailor. Get your own." Anna said.
"We have more of this?"
"Yeah. Joel didn't want any and Scott said he got high on life or something," Anna said.
"That sounds like Scott. He's the joker of our group," Erik said.
"Nothing wrong with making the best of life." Scott winked.
Erik's voice sounded gravely and tired. He probably wanted to go back to bed. If even half of the tale he had told us was true, he shouldn't even be on his feet. Man had escaped more death and destruction in a week than we had seen in six months.
I reached for another pancake but Christy smacked my hand. "Get a plate."
Anna snorted.
"Okay, sheesh."
I took out a plate and piled a pair of pancakes on top. The table was covered with cutlery, cups, and dishes. A plastic container of syrup met my eye. I dumped out a stingy amount on my food because it wouldn't last forever. When we had taken over Fortress, we'd found a few large containers of the treat. Now we were down to less than a half pint. I'd found myself pouring some on my finger and slurping it up when my sweet tooth kicked in.
"What's Joel doing?" I asked.
"He went out to check the perimeter. Said he heard something last night," Anna said. "I didn't hear anything on my watch."
"These pancakes are great, Christy. My compliments to the chef," I said as I devoured them in a couple of bites.
"I know your supplies can't last forever. How can we help?" Erik asked.
By leaving us alone, I didn't say out loud.
"We had a goal," Scott said. "To head for Portland and find the rest of our friends. Now that we have confirmation about the resistance, I don't think we'll be here for much longer."
"Just need a day or two to recover, but I know that look on Jackson's face," Erik said. "He'd rather we got out of their hair. Don't blame you one bit either."
"It's not just that. It's hard to find people you can trust. And no offense, but we don't know shit about you three," I said.
Anna's lips tightened.
Christy moved around the kitchen cleaning up pans. She dunked them in a sink full of cold water and scrubbed, but I knew she was listening to the conversation.
"Yeah. Hard to know who your friends are," Scott said.
"We've had a rough time, and I know I can't say much to dissuade you. But please, trust me, I'm not too keen on going back out there. I was held captive, tortured by those things, told I would be joining them soon. They had us locked in a little room with no food or water. The only sustenance they offered was rotted meat. I knew enough not to eat it and was determined to die of starvation before giving in," Katherine said.
Erik put his arm around her shoulder.
"That's horrible," Anna said.
"It was the worst," Katherine said. "Please allow us to stay a little longer. I just need to sleep."
I nodded because I hadn't had time to fully consult with Joel, Anna, and Christy. We needed to decide as a group if they could stay. When they had arrived, they had volunteered to give up their weapons. I had locked them in a chest in mine and Anna's bedroom, but that wouldn't keep them out if they were determined to be armed. A hammer could break through the padlock with a couple of blows.
"Maybe we just need to get to know each other a little better," I offered.
"I'm down, bro," Scott said with a smile. "I can start by offering to help around here. I'm good with my hands. What do you need done?"
"I could use some help on our bus. We're getting it prepped in case we have to hightail it out of this place," I said. "Plus, you gotta show me where to get eggs. If I wasn't worried about drawing Zs here, I'd build a hen house and have them every morning."
Anna sucked in a breath, and I realized I'd given away the fact that we had a working vehicle.
"Cool. Just point me at it, and I'll do whatever you need," Scott said. "No problems on the eggs. I have a few tricks up my sleeves. Happy to help."
I polished off my breakfast and savored the rest of my cup of coffee. Then I washed my plate in the of cold water and dried them with a bath towel. Katherine was silent for the rest of breakfast and quietly excused herself to go lay back down. Erik kissed her and hugged her to him. He blinked his eyes a couple of times so I looked away.
After Katherine went back upstairs, Erik approached me and stuck out his hand. "I didn't get a chance to properly thank you for putting your life on the line. You saved me. You saved Katherine. You have my word I'll do my best to live up to that."
I shook his hand. Son of a bitch had a hell of a grip.
"Anyone would have done the same thing," I said lamely.
"No, not everyone would have done that. Most would have walked away and left us to the dead. You stepped up, and you have my gratitude."
I didn't know what to say so I nodded. Erik also excused himself and Scott went outside. I had the urge to follow Scott to make sure he didn't try to steal something or come back inside with a gun and put us down.
I was alone with Anna and Christy.
"What do you think?" Anna asked.
"I think we should keep an eye on them," I said.
"I can do that. Just be careful around him. I want to trust Scott. I want to trust them all, but we've seen where trusting strangers gets us," she said.
"I know, babe. I know."

Later, I was puttering around the living room, looking at the bookshelf filled with novels. One of the previous owners must have been in the medical field because there were enough nursing manuals to fill a huge box. There were also a number of cookbooks with everything from crock pot recipes to barbecuing outside. I found a slim book and tugged it out.
"The fuck is an adult coloring book?" I muttered to myself.
I flipped through it and put it back.
"Find anything good?"
"Jesus Christ." I nearly jumped out of my skin.
"Sorry," Erik said.
The man had a light footstep. I hadn't heard him come down the stairs. He wore clean clothing, probably borrowed from one of the closets upstairs. We had collected enough to start a thrift shop while out on our runs. The red checkered shirt was a little too big. His pants a little too tight.
"Ever heard of this shit?" I asked and showed him the book.
"No, but it looks pretty relaxing."
"I'll give it to Christy. She's bored half the time as it is. Hell, sometimes I'm bored. Wish I had an Xbox or Playstation. And electricity. Oh, and lots of beer. I'd even kill for a case of natty light at this stage in the game," I said.
Erik took a seat in the reclining chair and tried to look relaxed.
"She okay," I asked.
"She just needs time. I know how it feels to be kept like an animal by those ghouls, and it ain't fun," Erik said.
"Really?"
"Yeah. Scott and I got captured. We were placed in a cage and practically starved. The only thing they would give us to eat was rotted zombie meat. It was a living hell. We only managed to escape with the help of a girl in our kennel."
"Is she with your friends?" I asked.
Erik's eyes tightened and he looked away. His hands gripped the sides of the recliner. "No. An asshole killed her. Shot her while he made us watch."
"Jesus," I said.
"I took care of him. Left him to the dead after I smashed in his face," Erik said.
Erik was growing on me.
"The shufflers have become a lot more organized. I don't know what their end game is, but it's not good for us," I said.
"No, sir, it is not. They want us to join their army," he said. "Or join the help. I don't want to either."
"Alright, man. Gonna go out and do some work," I said.
Erik nodded and turned and looked at the staircase.
"I'll find a way to help you guys. Just need a little rest. I'm so tired. The last few months have been one fucking nightmare after another."
"It's cool," I said even though it wasn't. I wanted Erik and Scott in sight at all times.

Scott proved to be a great help around Fortress. He and I got another piece of siding on the right side of the bus. He worked at putting some murder holes in the metal with a hand cranked drill and saw while I worked with the welder. In a few hours, we had accomplished what I thought would have taken us days.
When the sun started to set, I decided we'd done enough for the day.
Even though Anna kept watch from upstairs, I rummaged around in the garage until I found a wrench. It was short, though, and didn't have a lot of heft. I dug around in the back, pushing aside wooden boxes until I came across a copper pipe. It was hollow, had an elbow joint, and a diameter of about two and a half inches. It wouldn't pack the punch of my old friend, but it might work to bash in Z heads.
"Whatcha gonna do with that?" Scott asked.
He used a rag to wipe sweat off his forehead and neck.
"Remember that wrench I was swinging at that shuffler camp?"
"Yeah. I remember it had someone's scalp stuck to the end."
"Shit. I hit that guy so hard it turned his head inside out. He'll probably thank me when I meet him in Hell," I said.
"Hell ain't a bad place. I hear they have nachos," Scott said.
"Man, I'd be tempted to go to Hell for a plate of nachos. Melted queso all over the top. Shredded chicken, beans, and a big-ass pile of guacamole. Add a half gallon of hot sauce and we're in business," I said.
"Know what you should do with that pipe?"
"Yeah. Bash in Z heads."
"Fill the end with a little Quikrete. I saw a bag in the corner of the farm. Mix a little in a small container, pour some in, let it set overnight, and you got yourself a hell of a weapon," Scott said.
"Dude," I said.
We dragged the 80 lb. bag away from the wall. I cut a small slit in the top while Scott dug around on the workbench until he found an old plastic container coated in old paint.
I poured a handful into the receptacle and added water. I mixed it around with a screw driver, and then added a little more water until it looked about right.
"That looks good. Got a cap for the pipe?"
We spent another half hour turning over boxes and looking in drawers. I finally found a steel cap that screwed into the end. Scott held it while I poured in a few cups of Quikrete. I lifted it, tested the weight, and then added a little more.
"What do you guys have for fresh meat around here?"
"Not much. We have the cow, but she's supplying us with milk. We thought about killing her for meat but decided on the long haul."
"Nothing wrong with meat. You guys got any traps setup for game?"
"I wouldn't know how to rig a trap if it bit me," I said.
"Let's rig up a few deadfalls," Scott said. "I'll show you."
"Squirrels?"
"Whatever. I've had raccoon and it's not bad. Gamey as hell but better than no meat."
"I'm game. Let's do this thing." I nodded.
"Got any string?"
I dug around in a tool box until I found some white twine. "This work?"
"Yep, now comes the hard part."
I set the pipe aside to dry, with the open end upright, and we went out to learn how to set traps.

Scott had me dig out a few large flat rocks. He found the end of a tree that had been shattered, probably in a storm, and dragged it under a pair of trees that had grown close together. He walked around the area until he found some small apples from a tree and picked up a few.
Scott took out a knife and laid cut a few branches off a sapling. He brought them to a clearing we had designated as our work area. He showed me how to cut them into three pieces. The longest piece had a notch cut in the side and a wedge carved at the top. The second stick we carved a matching notch, and then shaved the end into a point.
"This is called a figure four deadfall trap. It's triggered when a little bugger goes for the bait," Scott said.
He laid the parts out until they looked just like a four. I didn't get it, but sometimes I'm not that quick.
"So, the—whatever—approaches, bites into that tasty apple, and then the rock falls on him. Got it."
"Yep. I bet this place is crawling with rabbits," Scott said with a grin. "Rabbit haunch over a fire, that's the shit, bro."
"Didn't know Latino's were into rabbit."
"I'm Mexican. You can say it. It's not a dirty word." Scott winked.
"I'm from San Diego, man. I know."
"Anyway," he said and picked up the three pieces, "once they hit the bait, this big rock drops and kills them. Go out in the morning and collect your bounty."
"And you think this will work?"
"Why not? Less people around these days means a whole lot of game,"
The deadfall was pretty ingenious. Once it was set, he let me cut the next trap, but I fucked it up early on.
"No big deal. Get another twig," Scott said patiently.
The second try went a lot better, and I managed to get the cross sections to match up. The tricky part was putting pressure on with the trigger so the whole thing didn't collapse like a house of cards. Scott made it look relatively easy. I made it look like I was an idiot. Twice I nearly lost fingers when the rock collapsed. After the second time, I learned not to leave my hands under the rock.
"So now we wait," Scott said after he'd set up another trap twenty feet from mine.
"Might be a long wait."
"That's why we will come back in the morning," Scott said.
He rose to his feet and clapped my shoulder.
We spent another half hour gathering apples, and then headed back to Fortress.

The next morning, I couldn't wait. I rose early and left Anna under a pile of blankets. She had worn a gray hoodie to bed and a pair of yoga pants. She rolled over, let out one deep snore, and then pulled the covers up to her chin. One hand snaked under her pillow, no doubt to touch the .357 she always slept with. Everyone needs to sleep during the zombie apocalypse. Anna just preferred to sleep well armed.
I hadn't slept all that great. I kept thinking about Erik's story. The girl he'd befriended only to see her get killed. They were so much like us. I had laid there for hours, hand on the butt of my gun, expecting boards to creak as they made a move. But the only thing that moved that night was Anna when she rolled over and threw an arm over my neck.
I rose at dawn, rubbed my eyes, and thought about going back to sleep. But there was too much to do.
I dressed in the clothes I had worn yesterday, but not before giving them the sniff test and determining they didn't have much left in them. I'd have to go down to the stream later today and wash them.
I could just toss them, but I was pretty fond of the blue uniform I'd been lugging around for the best part of a month. It was a set of Naval officer BDUs I had found in a house we'd cleaned out a few weeks ago. The best part was that they were thick and fit me pretty well even though the legs were a little bit short for my frame.
The pants had a number of pockets, and the thick shirt was perfect for avoiding scratches while crashing through the woods. I buckled on my belt and slid the 9mm inside the holster after double checking to make sure I was locked.
Joel was already up, and like a true marine, he had his assault rifle laid out in pieces. He had a can of motor oil and a rag to clean the gun with. He wore a gray tactical jacket that had more pockets than my shirt and pants combined.
"Cleaning that bolt carrier, eh?" I said.
"Never should have taught you all the part names."
"Oiling the barrel under thingy," I countered.
Joel rolled his eyes.
"Everyone cool last night?" I asked.
"Christy and I took turns keeping watch. It was quiet," he said.
"I'm less worried about them," I said, lowering my voice.
"Me too and, so far, they haven't proven to be a threat. Plus, they are helpful," Joel said. "Except Katherine. That girl is haunted, man."
"I know. Erik said he hopes she will come around. We could always give them their walking papers," I offered.
"Might be best," Joel said, "but I think you made the right call when you went back for them."
"I get that feeling, too." I nodded.
"But the minute they fuck up, I'll know about it," Joel said and slid the bolt carrier assembly back inside his assault rifle with a click.
"I'm going to check our traps. Maybe we'll have some meat this morning."
"If you guys caught a deer, I'll gut the damn thing," Joel said and nodded at the big marine knife at his side.
"Be lucky if we catch a squirrel."
Joel offered his fist as I left, I tapped it and left him with a cloud of gas from last night's dinner.
"You're fucking nasty, Creed!" he called out as I closed the door.
I was pretty sure he chuckled. Might have been a grumble. Hard to tell when it came to that Marine.




WHAT FRESH HELL IS THIS?
The morning air was crisp and cool. I went to the garage and picked up my new weapon. The pipe had been heavy to begin with. Now that it had a concrete cap inside, it was weighted almost as well as my wrench. The hooked end would be perfect for bashing in heads. I'd just have to construct a sling so I could carry it under my arm.
When I got back, I planned to paint it red with the same paint we'd used to write our warning sign on Fortress’s front door.
I walked to the fence and slid aside our handmade gate and stepped out into pasture. The walk was uneventful, but finding the deadfalls was not. Both had collapsed during the night.
Scott's trap had a tail sticking out. When I lifted the big rock, I found a raccoon. The poor guy still had the apple stuck in his mouth and his body had flattened.
My deadfall revealed a rabbit.
I took both carcasses out, tossed them aside, and then spent the next twenty minutes trying to reset the traps.
After a few tries, I got them set and smiled at my work. Then I swore because I'd forgotten the most important part. Bait.
"Fuck a duck," I groaned.
I wandered into the little copse of woods looking for the apple tree we'd found the day before. I had to shrug through branches and bushwhacking leaves before I spotted a half-dozen small green apples on the ground. I picked up a few, found one that wasn't completely mushy, brushed it on my shirt, and then took a bite.
Something moved in the woods.
I ducked and waited, pipe in hand, ready to go to work if I had to.
A twig broke a hundred feet away. Then something hit a pile of leaves. I held my breath, ready for a party of Zs to crash through the woods.
I couldn't stop looking around as I crouched.
Another twig cracked, and then a branch whacked a tree.
I shifted on my knees and tried to get a better look. The low mist was just about to dissipate, and that's when he came into view.
Either way he was gorgeous. Huge antlers and big brown eyes. I considered drawing my 9mm and trying to shoot the elk, but I'd likely miss and bring a hundred Zs our way.
So, I watched him until he wandered away, but I wasn't happy about it. That big bastard would feed us for a week. Smoked meat, stew, ribs! Oh my god, ribs! I put my hand on the 9mm and slid it out.
Something rustled nearby, but I couldn't tear my eyes of the elk. He turned his head as if listening for something. His flank was turned to me, and I was pretty sure I could shoot him in the side, get his heart. Chase him down if he didn't go down. I could probably get off two or three shots. Hell, I'd be a fucking hero even if I did bring every Z in the vicinity our way. We could all hunker down, wait them out. Zs ain't that bright. They see something shiny in the distance and they just wander off.
Just as I had convinced myself I could take him down, something crashed into me. I staggered to the side, got my hand on the ground, and hobble-stepped away.
The elk bolted like a shot, feet easily finding purchase on the forest ground, then he was gone.
The Z was on me.
I'd done the a few things wrong today. Should have gone out with backup. Shouldn't have been staring at an unobtainable goal like fresh meat. They both almost cost me.
The Z was gnarly. Half of his face had been burned off, and the other half was a slag of melted meat and broken pustules. Green oozed from his working eye. His mouth was stuck wide open, and his teeth were a jagged nightmare.
The stench was overwhelming. He hadn't just died, he'd burned up, sat in some shit, and then eaten something rancid. His belly was huge, and it moved as if something was trying to get out.
I tried to roll but it had my feet. Teeth quested for my flesh but locked on to my pants and ripped.
I kicked back and my boot heel hit his head and slid across a lake of slime.
He pulled himself up my legs, hands locking tightly on my thighs as he struggled to find meat. I tried to roll over, but he was a big one and pushed me back onto my stomach.
I dragged out the 9mm but my fear of calling more Zs overrode my desire to blow his brains out.
I got my hands under me and pushed until I was able to roll over.
He pulled on my belt, dragging himself up my body, one good eye locked on my throat. His left hand was missing a few fingers, his right hand, though, was intact if covered in burned and open wounds that wept puss. His fingers latched onto my face, index finger hooked my lip. The desire to give a Z back what they had tried to do to me for so long, that is, take a bite, nearly overrode my common sense.
I batted his hand aside and wished I had a gallon of rubbing alcohol to wash my mouth out.
His weight held me down. I dug around the leaves for my pipe but I couldn't find it.
My right hand looped around and crashed into his head with the butt of the pistol. He slipped to the side but came right back at me. I pushed with both feet, digging at the ground, and propelled myself from his grasp. His mouth closed on my leg but thankfully he couldn't close his jaw so he didn't get a taste.
My questing fingers finally found the pipe. I swung it, and the heavy end that Scott had helped me fill with cement, bounced off the top of the Z’s head. His head fell across my chest and blood erupted, splattering across my torso and face. The Z grabbed my shoulder and pulled himself up. His face came into view, bulging eye on one side and burned out one on the other. I reared my arm back and hit him again. The head of the pipe didn't make contact, but the haft did. I rolled him to the side and struggled to get free. As I got up on one elbow, I swung the pipe again, and this time the weapon did the trick.
The Zs head was completely caved in, and he wasn't ever going to move again.
I reared back with the pipe, and smashed it one more time. Rotted brain matter splattered and coated the ground. His leg kicked so I hit him again for good measure.
Then he was still.
Shaking, body weary from the fight, mind reeling from seeing the elk and being unable to kill it, I packed up my kills, and headed back for Fortress, but not before I finished resetting the traps and adding fresh bait. I desperately needed a bath and a Brillo pad to clean my face and mouth.

"What happened to you?" Anna asked as I closed the bedroom door behind me.
"I got jumped by some gang bangers," I said.
"Glad you fought them off. So how many were there?"
"One," I said and slipped out of my gore-covered flannel shirt.
"One Z did this to you?"
Anna wore a little gray tank top and pink booty shorts. Anyone who knew Anna knew how unlike her that looked. But I wasn't surprised. Anna might be at home with a gun in her hand, or kicking Z ass, but she also wasn't afraid to be feminine when she wanted. She had been doing yoga on a red mat on the floor when I barged in. I was lucky enough to catch her in downward dog. Her legs were toned and her hamstrings practically popped.
"Don't get up on my account. I don't mind the view," I said. "And yeah. It was one bastard. Half his face was burned off. He caught me by surprise."
Anna lowered herself to the ground, extended her head, and then rolled up so her back arched.
"I wasn't planning to get up." She turned and looked at me. "Jackson, you should have gone out with someone. What if one of them had gotten you?"
I dropped my pants next to my bloody flannel shirt, and then pulled my T-shirt off. Jesus, gore had somehow managed to stain it as well. With the wealth of clothing I decided to just toss it in the trash.
"I had it under control," I said.
"Control my ass. Look at your clothes. If you think I'm cleaning those—"
"I know. I got it. I'll wash them in the creek later today."
Anna nodded and rolled over and sat down on the mat.
"Good," she said. "I have a surprise for you."
"I like surprises," I said.
"Look in the bathroom."
I tugged my socks off and tossed them on top of the pile of clothes. I opened the master bathroom door and peered inside. The sink was covered with toothbrushes, toothpaste, mouthwash, some lotions, and a tube of ChapStick.
"What am I looking at?"
"In the tub, Dummy," Anna said.
I walked to the edge of the bathtub and peered inside. Water sat there, nearly halfway to the top. I touched it and found it was a little more than lukewarm.
"Damn," I muttered.
"Christy helped me carry up a few buckets of boiling water. We made a few trips from outside for the rest," Anna said.
"For me? It's not even my birthday," I said.
Anna approached me and wrapped her arms around my waist.
"It was for me, but I decided to give you a few more minutes to get back," she said.
I turned and she met me with a look I couldn't read. "What's wrong?"
"You going out like that without backup. Idiot," she said and thumped my chest with her hand.
"I'm sorry. I just ran out to check out traps. Got some fresh meat for dinner," I tried to sound upbeat but she was right. I was an idiot.
"Just get your clothes off and get in the tub," she said.
"I thought the water was for you?"
Anna tugged her tank top off, and then slipped her shorts to the floor. "It is. Now move."
Following the bath, we didn't leave the bedroom for another hour.

I spent some time at the creek washing my clothes. Christy popped out with me and chatted about everything from the new people to how she was planning to grow potatoes in the backyard. She said she had a plan for how to do it.
"What do you know about growing potatoes?" I asked her.
She crouched upstream from me and dipped one hand in the water. It flowed over her palm before she lifted it to her lips to drink. Her hair had grown long and flowed around her shoulders. Sometimes Anna would braid Christy’s hair but, for the most part, she left it free. She'd put a couple of flowers behind one of her ears.
"I read a book, Jackson. Those things with covers and pages in between."
"Words and stuff?" I scratched my head.
"Yeah. Words and stuff, plus pictures," Christy teased.
"Pictures! That reminds me. I found a coloring book in the living room. I set it on top of the book case for you."
"Do I look like a kid?"
"Yeah. Kinda. But this was called an adult coloring book. The images looked pretty complicated," I said.
"Why would adults want to color?"
"I don't know, to relax and unwind?"
"I'll find you some crayons."
"Cool. You do a page and I'll do one," I said.
"Hah. You're on," Christy smiled.
I scrubbed as much of the blood and gore as I could, then banged the shirt against a large rock. Then I soaped it up again and plunged it into the ice cold water.
"So, potatoes?" I asked Christy.
"Oh yeah," Christy flipped her hair over one shoulder and splashed water on her face. "So you take a potato, cut it into chunks, making sure each piece has at least two eyes. That's the little black spots."
"So not live eyes," I said and opened mine wide and rolled them around in the sockets."
"Good practice for hiding out with zombies," Christy splashed water at me. "So you take the chunks and plant them a four inches deep. Then we mix the dirt with manure from Betsy and spread it on top. Water it and wait."
"I only see one problem with this idea. And it is a good one," I said.
"The poop isn't that bad. I've touched worse stuff over the last six months."
"The potatoes. Where are we going to find them?"
"See, I thought you and Joel could find some on your next run. They look like plants and they have flowers. I can show you a picture," Christy said. "You missed a spot."
"This whole shirt is a loss. That blood's never coming out."
"Just toss it. We have lots," Christy said.
"So you want us to look for potato plants. Anna wants us to look for mint leaves. Anything else we can pick from any hypothetical gardens we come across?" I asked.
"Now that you mention it, how about some strawberries, oh, and tomatoes." Christy laughed. "And a bunch of chicken nuggets if you can find them growing on a tree."
"I think you need a dip in the stream," I said and rose.
"Not this kid." Christy splashed more water at me and dashed back toward the house.
I rose, a knee popped, and decided not to give pursuit. I'd figure out a way to get her back today.

Erik went out with Joel a few hours before noon to hunt, but they came back empty handed. They also didn't come back covered in gore like I had the day before. But he wore a grimace I'd seen too many times. Usually when I'd messed something up and he was considering driving his big Marine knife through my heart.
I had been minding my own business in the dining room, reading from some old entertainment magazines featuring scantily clad women. I had looked at these same magazines a hundred times, and they hadn't gotten any better.
Joel dumped the Remington 783 bolt action hunting rifle in the corner, and then glared at it for a few seconds like it was covered in lice or something.
"What happened, Timmy? No food in the well?" I asked.
"We had a beautiful elk in our sights, about a mile from here. Big and meaty. Would have fed us for days," Joel said.
"Got spooked," Erik said.
"Nah, man. I own it. I got greedy." Joel said. "My bad."
"Could have happened to anyone," Erik said. "Don't blame yourself. We went out as a team so it's a team fail."
"Fuck," Joel cursed.
"Oh shit! I saw that same son of a bitch yesterday, and he nearly got me killed," I interrupted.
“What happened?” Joel asked.
“I kinda got jumped by a rotter. He crashed out of the damn woods and caught me with my pants down,” I said.
“How many times, bro? Don’t go out there alone,” Joel said.
“You do it all the time,” I argued.
“That’s fair because I do,” Joel said. “I’ll follow my own advice from now on.”
“So your Moby Dick? What happened,” I said.
"I got distracted, thought something else was in the woods. I shifted my aim and hit a branch," Joel said. "Rookie mistake."
"Don't be so hard on yourself. It's easy to get spooked," Erik said.
Joel getting spooked? Erik didn't understand that ice ran through Joel's veins.
"Truth is, I was already thinking about ways to make elk. Ribs, steaks, some kind of pot roast. Goddamn. I might have drooling a little bit. Saw something out the corner of my eye and just wanted to look at it with the scope."
"How far were you from the elk?" I asked.
"So close it was pathetic. He just wandered into our line of sight maybe thirty, thirty-five feet away. Then I hit a branch and that son of a bitch bolted like someone lit his ass on fire. I didn't even get a shot off," Joel said.
"We'll go back in the morning. I bet that elk will be back. Give you a second chance," Erik said.
“Uh. Third chance between us,” I interjected.
"Damn, we suck," Joel said.
"We'll get Moby next time," I said.
Fresh cooked meat over a fire. Oh my god. I almost started drooling.
Joel grumped around for a few minutes, dug out some stale crackers from one of the pantries, and munched on them. I turned my attention back to an article about The Oscars from 2011. I wondered how many of these millionaire actors and actresses now wandered the Hollywood streets as zombies.
Scott opened the back door poked his head inside. "You guys hungry?"
Joel scowled and ate another chip.
"Hell yeah, I am," I said.
"Lookie here," Scott said and held up two squirrels.
"Looks like meat's back on the table, boys," I grinned.
“I have to admit the meat last night was pretty gamey, but it was better than nothing,” I said.
“A little fucking gratitude?” Scott looked hurt.
“Dude. Squirrel is the bomb!” I exclaimed.
“Now you’re just being a dick,” Scott said.
Joel frowned, put the crackers back, and went upstairs as he muttered, "Fucking elk, man."

Christy threw down a full house, leaned over, and grabbed her winnings. I tossed my cards on the table in frustration. The single Reese’s peanut butter cup quickly went from the pile into her mouth.
"Damn," Scott muttered.
"Biggest mistake of the apocalypse," I said. "Teaching her how to play poker."
The rest of her winnings amounted to a few baubles. The Reese’s was the prize, and we all knew it. Erik crossed his arms over his chest and glared at his cards.
We'd had a quiet evening and morning. Joel and Erik had gone out hunting again but had come back empty handed again. Scott and I had set a few more deadfalls and managed to snag a squirrel and an opossum, who was a fat little guy. Chopping up the tough meat had been nasty, but now we had a pot of stew on a gas-powered grill in the backyard.
We'd been playing for close to an hour when Scott mentioned the fact that he'd discovered a candy wrapper in the pantry. It had fallen behind the shelves and must have laid on the ground for a year. The wrapper was still yellow, and thanks to how cool the basement was, it was probably okay. I wished I could have found out just how okay.
Christy closed her eyes as she chewed.
"I'm gonna go upstairs and cry for a while," I said and pushed my chair back.
Katherine hadn't played with us, but she had sat by Erik's side and watched us throw cards down. Anna had said she wasn't interested and had stayed upstairs to read. There was a bookshelf in our room with rows of classics and modern novels. She liked to read romance, something I never would have guessed. After the second time I teased her, she said I could quote the first Star Wars movie by heart. Score one for Anna.
Maybe I would read a book. There were a few Stephen King novels, and I'd liked his stuff when I was a kid, and Mom used to toss them on my bed when she had finished them.
Either that or I could sweet talk Anna back into bed.
The best part about our new home was that it was warm again. After a few days of unease, our new guests had not only proved themselves useful, but they had all contributed. Katherine made herself useful by creating a complete inventory of our food and supplies so we knew what we were low on. Her hand written notes became our future shopping lists. By shopping, I meant breaking into abandoned homes and taking everything that wasn’t nailed down.
She even put a map on the wall of the local area and had us detail where we had scavenged. An hour later, Katherine and Erik had departed for a few hours to explore an apartment complex. They returned with a couple of boxes filled with canned goods, some flour, sugar. Fruit, vegetables, and even some chili.
We ate well for a few days.
Then everything went to hell.

It was my turn to hang back and do some stuff in Fortress. I started the morning by stripping a half-dozen guns, cleaning them, and oiling parts. I also loaded mags and double checked our ammo inventory. With increasing runs to abandoned homes, stores, and other buildings, we had an assortment of weapons at our disposal as well as ammunition.
At some point, Erik had taken a seat across from me and helped. He had picked up a Heckler and Koch and stripped it to the bone. He'd pulled the firing pin and inspected it in the light. When he was happy, he resembled the weapon and tested the slide a couple of times.
"You're a pro, man," I said.
"Yeah. Had a lot of practice in the military.”
"I got a lot of practice via Joel yelling at me," I said.
“I can see that,” Erik said. “So what did you do in the Navy?”
“I fixed compressors, packed steam valves, monitored the desalinization plant, and got in a lot of trouble,” I said with a grin.
“So, basically nothing that would help survive a zombie filled world,” Erik replied.
“Pretty much, man. I learned it all OJT, on the job training,” I said. “Although, one time, I got to dig chicken heads and feet out of a main condenser’s pipes while we were in Singapore. It was one of the grossest jobs I ever performed. Until the zombie fucking apocalypse.”
“Thanks for putting your trust in us. It means a lot,” Erik said.
“Glad to have you guys here,” I said, and I meant it.
Since Scott, Erik, and Katherine had proved not to be dicks who wanted to take our stuff, Joel had eased up on his worry. We shared what we found and everyone carried weapons now that distrust was a thing of the past.
One of my favorite pistols had come courtesy of a pile of rotting corpses a mile east of our location. Joel had dug out the Glock 17. I'd taken to carrying as a backup to the Beretta M9A1. There was only one magazine for the Glock, and I was on the lookout for more.
Erik and I chatted as we finished up with the weapons, then we put everything back in neat rows, and Erik excused himself to go check on Katherine.

I practiced field stripping the Glock as well as loading the magazine without looking. That didn't go over so well, and I slammed the metal into my knuckles a couple of times.
I nearly dropped it when someone tapped on the back door. Three knocks, then two, then three more. I moved fast and unbolted it. We had a dead bolt, but after taking over the farm house, we had decided to bolt it up with a 2x4 chunk of wood. I slid this up and worked the locks. The window was covered with the exception of a small murder hole through the corrugated metal that covered the entry way.
Joel was out there with Scott just behind him. The Latino man looked over his shoulder. His eyes were wide.
I slid the door open and moved aside as Joel and Scott rushed in.
"You look spooked. What happened?" I asked.
"Get everyone ready and get everything we can carry. We need to be out of here in two minutes," Joel said as he looked around the kitchen.
"What fresh hell is this?" I asked
"Go. Everyone move it. We have at least two hundred Zs being herded by shufflers and they're headed straight for us."
"It's a nightmare, man. A goddamn nightmare," Scott said, then crossed himself.
"Erik and Katherine are upstairs. Anna's around. Shit," I said, looking between Joel and Scott.
"No joke, brother," Joel said.
I spun and headed for the living room, bellowing at the top of my lungs: "Evac ASAP! We are about to be overrun!"
I pounded up the stairs and nearly ran smack into an opening door as Erik stuck his head out to see what the ruckus was about.
"You kidding?" His hair was frazzled, and his eyes were bloodshot.
"Two minutes. Get Katherine and anything you can carry into the bus," I said as I rushed past him. "Most of the weapons are clean and sitting on the kitchen table."
I ran for our bedroom to find Anna. The door to the bathroom was closed. I yanked it open and found Anna, completely naked, leaning over a large bin filled with water. She had a wash cloth in one hand but her head was in the water as she worked at her hair with some shampoo.
"Anna! We're blown. Time to hustle," I yelled.
She whipped her head out, hand reaching for her holster, which had been left within easy reach on the toilet.
"Don't you knock?"
"Babe, I'd love to stand here and argue while you're in the buff. Really, but we're about to be overrun. Joel said two minutes and that was thirty seconds ago."
"Then get out of the way, you big dope." Anna pushed herself to her feet, splashing water all over the floor. "Bug out bag is under the bed. Grab that green box next to it. I have a few guns stashed there."
She slid into her jeans. I leaned over planted a quick kiss on her cheek. "It's going to be alright."
"You trying to reassure me or yourself?"
"Goddamn I love that fiery attitude." I backed out of the bathroom and went to collect our goods.

Christy came up from the pantry with Frosty in tow. She had a box of supplies under one arm and a tight grip on the dog's leash. Frosty's hackles rose as they reached the top of the stairs. The dog pointed her nose at the back door, and then looked up at me and let out a soft whine.
"Sorry, girl. We're about to do what we do best. Haul ass with a bunch of Zs at our back," I said.
"There's another box at the bottom of the stairs. Can you grab it?" Christy said as she brushed past me.
I had deposited our bug out pack, an old duffle bag with a few clothes, water filters, flint for fires, kindling, a small supply of food consisting mostly of canned beans, a fishing hook and line, and some other survival gear, near the door. I rushed downstairs and heaved the heavy box onto my shoulder. Coming back up the stairs, I nearly barreled into Erik.
"Got everything you need?" I asked as I moved around him.
He opened the back door and nodded. "We didn't have much. I'll go out and take up watch after this load. Be a lot easier with a long gun."
Joel helped move boxes, but he kept drifting to either side of the house to check for threats.
"How bad is it?" I asked.
"Hundreds, and they’re dead set on hitting us. We watched them for a fifteen minutes," Erik said as he hauled a green duffle bag onto the back porch.
"Why can't we wait them out?" I said.
"Too many, and they got shufflers. A lot of shufflers. Seems like they're on a mission," Joel hustled around me and dropped a box near the bus. Kristy picked it up and hustled it in the back door of the transport. Then she was on the move again.
Frosty sat in the driver's seat, peering over the steering wheel.
"Is the bus gassed up?" Joel asked."
Noises from the direction of the front of the house made me stop moving. I craned my head around and listened. Something clanked. No, several something's clanked. They had immediately run into the razor wire and set off our tin can alarm bells. The noise probably just attracted more of them instead of being a simple warning system. I filed that away in case we setup a similar system in the future. Of course, that would mean we would have to survive this one.
Joel was already on the move with Erik close behind.
Joel had a black pistol in each hand, and Erik carried the Remington hunting rifle. The crept to the corner of the house, and then Joel peeked. He motioned, and the pair faded from sight.
"Move it," Anna urged us.
Christy came barreling out of the back door with pair of bags under each arm filled to the brim with small containers of food. A box of noodles fell out and spilled onto the ground. She cursed and delivered the bags to Anna who was busy loading our supplies in the back of the bus.
I wished we'd had another month to work on our transport. I'd had big plans, but now those weren't going to happen. I hadn't even fired up the engine in the last week. That would be the perfect horror movie ending. Get everyone on board and then the bus doesn't start. Then we'd be joining the ranks.
"Move it!" Joel yelled from the side of the house.
Gunfire rippled and made me move double time.
I nearly ran into Christy as I spun. She had Frosty by the scruff of the neck. Frosty wanted a piece. She snarled and pulled back her lips to expose her teeth.
"Get her on the bus," I urged.
"I'm trying. She wants to go eat Zs," Christy said and tugged the dog back.
Frosty went, but she wasn't happy.
I snatched up the last large box and ran for the bus. My pipe banged against my side, striking my hip over and over. I was going to have bruises. I deposited the box, and then unslung the new beast.
Three Zs had broken away and were flanking us.
"I got these," I yelled and broke for them.
I kicked the first one right in the gut and swung the pipe at the woman next to him. Maybe a married couple? I don't know, they looked like they hated each other, and me. And everyone in the world.
Her head turned inside out, and she fell on her BFF, a guy in a torn smiley face T-shirt covered in gore. Sick joker.
He struggled to his feet. I waited, judged, then swung the pipe again. I missed my big wrench but the new weapon was proving to be a suitable replacement.
The guy reached for me and I let him get to his feet. Only I got caught up in the downed girl’s arm and nearly fell on my ass. His rancid mouth came at my face, I shoved him aside and bashed him up side the neck so hard it snapped. Then I caved in his head.
"Stop playing with them and get your ass back here," Anna yelled.
"Just getting the feel for my new weapon," I said, but when I looked, she was already gone from sight and loading the last few items on the bus.
Rattling from the front of the house. They were trying to get in the door but it was boarded up and secured.
More gunfire.
Katherine rushed out the back door with a few plastic bags under her arms. She wore a revolver and a large hunting knife on a belt over dark jeans with a red and black flannel shirt.
"Got everything you need?" I asked as she passed me.
"Enough. Where's Erik?" she asked.
"On our two o'clock keeping them busy with Joel," I said.
She took a step in that direction but seemed to pause. "Okay. If we're ready to roll, call them back."
Anna barreled out of the door with a huge backpack over her shoulders. She had hastily thrown on some yoga pants and a yellow sweater, making her look very different from her normal military garbed self. I winked as she ran to the barn, and she winked back.
They appeared on the right side of the house. I pulled the Beretta, lifted, took aim, and fired. The first shot struck a scraggly Z in the nose. He fell backward and toppled over the old woman behind him. Two more Zs got tangled up and fell into each other.
Anna took up station next to me and her big .357 boomed. Then Christy joined us. Frosty snarled through the windshield and barked a couple of times, but I was too busy to shush her. Besides, what were a few barks compared to the bullets.
Joel and Erik fell back, covering each other as they joined us. In pursuit came dozens. They swarmed the side of the house. They ripped up plants, walked into shrubs, and generally fucked up everything we had been building.
Then something hit the roof. I shot my gaze in that direction and found a pair of shufflers snarling down at us.
The two almost looked like twins. They were round and bald. Dressed in rags, they had stringy hair hanging over their faces.
I nicknamed them Humpty and Dumpty.
"Get everyone on. We're not going out the front," Joel yelled.
Anna and Christy fell back toward the bus. Katherine helped them on board while Erik rushed to cover them. Joel fell back to my side and pointed at the shufflers.
"Let's take them out," he said, aimed, and fired.
The pair disappeared from view as I got a shot off.
"Shit. Humpty and Dumpty got away." I said.
Joel didn't even look at me. He shifted his aim and dropped a Z in its tracks.
“Probably just hiding up there,” Joel observed.
“That’s not reassuring,” I said.
"Everyone's onboard, your turn. I'll go last," Joel ordered.
I knew better than to argue. I surged toward the short steps and pounded up them, then slid into the driver’s seat.
The keys were already in the ignition. I said a quick prayer and then turned them.
My horror movie moment never happened.
The engine sputtered to life, and I gunned it a few times.
Joel walked backwards, picking targets the whole time. He aimed, fired, dropped one. Aimed, fired, popped another in the head. He shot a kid in the neck, guy couldn't have been more than sixteen. He still wore an old parka that was covered in dried blood. His eyes were milky white and his teeth were all jagged ends.
Joel climbed up one step, then got his hand on the doorway to brace himself. He put his back to the stairwell divider and leaned out. Joel had already dropped his AR to his front where it hung by a two-point sling. He pulled a handgun, looked like the Heckler and Koch, and kept on shooting. Erik perched behind me, lowered a window, and started picking out targets.
"We can't get through that mass," I said. We wouldn't make it ten feet. If we got up to speed, we might be able to barrel into the mass and push them aside. At this rate, they had massive numbers on their side as more and more of them came into view.
The driveway was blocked and that left us little choice.
"Just get us out of here," Joel yelled over the moaning horde.
"Sure, man. I'll just wave my fucking hands like Moses. They'll part for us," I called back.
"Creed, just make it happen," Anna urged me.
Well shit, if my lady wanted a rescue, why didn't she say so before? I was happy to let us sit around and become Happy Meals. I rolled my eyes and put the bus in gear.
I hit the gas and the beast rolled forward. The bus was a lot heavier with the new armor, but she was still had a capable engine. Joel ducked inside as a Z took a swipe at him. Before he could shoot it, Erik had already moved to that side and put it down with a single shot.
Then the first of the horde reached the bus and clawed at the windows.




ONCE MORE INTO THE BREECH
The horde of Zs poured around the sides of the houses, and the two shufflers, Humpty and Dumpty, perched on the top of the roof and directed the enemy. Fresh dead came at us in a wave with a more motley bunch behind them. The newer ones were always the most dangerous. They still had a lot of control over their bodies and could take you down if you weren't on your game.
Joel grabbed Scott’s arm and pulled him away from the window.
"I got an idea, you're with me," Joel ordered.
"The fuck is your idea? Go out there and offer them some tacos?"
"Creed, open the door. We're going to take the ATVs and try to get some of these biters to follow us."
“Can you make it?” I asked.
“If you hurry the hell up,” Joel said.
"Stupid, but I like it," I said and hit the door release.
Joel and Scott dashed outside and made for the clump of bushes that obscured the little vehicles. Joel knocked a rotter to the ground, and Scott followed up by stomping its head into goo, but they had a half dozen Zs on them in no time. Joel turned and fired his M4 until they were a pile of withering corpses.
I shut the door, and then focused on the task at hand. Getting us the hell out of here. Joel was totally capable of taking care of himself, and Scott, from what I had observed, would make a good companion.
I pushed the bus forward and shoved first five or six Zs out of the way with the Z-scoop, and was amazed that it even worked. Men and women covered in filth, bloodied, damaged, broken, and in some cases missing limbs. But they didn't feel their own wounds. They had only one desire in life, and it was for our flesh.
I gently tapped the gas again and pushed them toward the house. They parted to the side like a freaking wave. Moses had nothing on me today.
"There isn’t enough room to maneuver?" Erik asked.
"Nope. We’re going to have to change tactics," I said, voice harried, because there were scant feet between us and the house. I could try to back up, crank the wheel, and aim for the road next to the house. Or I could try something else. Something that could get us all killed.
"If you're going to do something, do it now, Creed," Anna said from behind me.
Erik and Katherine hung out of windows on either side of the bus and shot as many of the Zs as they could pick off, covering Scott and Joel while they got the ATVs situated.
"How thick do you think the barn walls are?" I yelled.
"What the hell kind of question is that?" Erik asked.
I pushed forward again trying to make more room. The horde of Zs had increased, and it was like trying to drive through a pool of Jell-O.
The ATVs roared to life and cut across the rearview mirror. Joel revved his engine a few times, and bore down on the horde. He slid to a halt, and yelled "Hey. Look at us."
Scott’s ATV stopped right behind Joel’s vehicle and Scott jumped up on the foot rests then waved his arms like a maniac. Great diversion, guys, just don’t stick around long enough to get swarmed, I mentally urged them.
At least a dozen broke away from the group and staggered toward the two men. Scott shot one in the face, then holstered his side arm. He nodded back toward the bus, then peeled off and rode the ATV fifteen feet away. Joel followed, drawing the Zs after them.
Looking in the rearview mirror, I judged we were still too close so I pushed a few more times until the scoop was right against the back porch. I really should have taken a few measurements before attaching the prod onto the front of the bus. If I had fifteen minutes, and a lot of patience, I could probably have gotten out of the tight spot by pulling forward, then turning as I backed up the eight feet of free space I had, then repeating the turn again and again.
Zs clawed at the front windshield. A man whose face was half-burned off went down. I hit the gas, tap tap tap, and pushed them further and further forward until they were nearly pressed into the back of the house.
They were driven up the porch steps, and one of the railings snapped off. One of the shufflers leapt onto the bus and skittered across the top. I glanced in the rearview mirror. Erik trained his handgun upward trying to guess where the bastard was.
The roof compressed and Erik fired three times. In the confined space, the sound was deafening. I shook my head but my ears ran like a bell.
The shuffler fell of the roof and staggered away while clutching its side. Katherine leaned out to shoot it, but a Z blocked her aim and ended up taking a 9mm round in the chest. It didn't kill it, just knocked it to the side. By then, the shuffler was gone.
"Hurry!" Anna urged.
I tapped the gas again and again, gaining a few inches of precious runway each time. Then we were right up against the press of bodies and the wheels spun.
"Shit!" I yelled.
"What?" Erik yelled back.
"Hope we're not stuck," I said and shifted into reverse. "Everyone sit down and hang on to your butts. This might get interesting."
"We have very different ideas about what's interesting, Creed," Anna shot back.
I looked in the rearview mirror and caught sight of Christy gripping Frosty's neck. The dog was pissed. She bared her teeth and growled like a demon.
I tapped the gas and breathed a sigh of relief when we pulled out of the rut I had tried to drive into the ground.
"Creed!" Anna grabbed my shoulders and pointed.
I followed her gaze and found a dozen shufflers behind the mass. They tore along the side of the house and veered into the bushes like a pack of rabid dogs. Green eyes filled with malevolence met mine.
Joel spun his ATV to the side, and pressed the assault rifle to his shoulder. He aimed and then let out a stream of rounds. They punched into the shufflers, making them leap away. One dropped and didn't move again but his glowing green eyes met mind. I shuddered and focused on the task at hand.
I took one more look, made sure everyone was in a seat, and then pushed the gas pedal to the ground and said a little prayer.
The bus took a few seconds to get up to speed. I tried to aim between two support beams but managed to clip one. It sent the bus careening to the left. I half-expected us to come to a sudden stop and crush the back of our new ride. Maybe it was the reinforced plates we had attached. Maybe it was simple momentum. Maybe someone was looking down from above for once.
The bus smashed through the back of the barn and sent slats of wood flying. The sound was horrendous and told me I had probably caused some serious damage to the vehicle. But the wheels kept spinning so I kept my foot on the gas.
The bus spun hard to the right and sent my passengers sliding around. Christy sprawled across the floor of the bus, yanking Frosty with her. The dog yelped.
The back of the farm land stretched out in the rearview mirror. The bus was already going right so I cranked the steering wheel. We nearly flipped, but the old beast managed to stay righted.
"Creed! Where the hell did you learn to drive?" Anna yelled.
"On the job training. Everyone get in a seat," I called over my shoulder.
Erik pushed a window down and opened fire on a couple of Zs. One of them dropped with a dumb look on his face. The second one took a shot to the shoulder and fell onto his ass, but he was back up in a few seconds.
The horde of Zs and shufflers stalked toward us. One of the green-eyed bastards leapt onto the front of the bus. I kept the wheel cranked and gunned the engine, sending the shuffler flying. As he rolled away, I hit the brakes just before we smashed into a couple of tall trees and put the bus in drive. I pushed the pedal to the floor, and the engine responded with gusto.
The vehicle shimmied, probably from whatever damaged I'd caused as I crashed through the barn wall, but she held it together.
The shuffler came to his feet, and I ran his ass over. The bus thumped up and down, and we sped toward the road. I looked in the rearview mirror and grinned when I caught sight of the body because it didn't move. His clothes, such that they were, had been torn off his upper body, and he was contorted in a way that meant his back had probably been snapped.
"Score one for the good guys," I muttered.
I coasted along the edge of the woods, racing over hard ground until we hit a patch of soggy ground. I gave the engine a little surge, and we managed to not get stuck.
There was a tiny space between the trees I aimed for. It wasn't a lot of room but we might just make it.
Damnit. Our entire nest egg was blown. Our home was overrun. We had barely escaped with a few possessions. I frowned because I was going to miss having an actual bedroom and place to sleep in relative safety. The break had been good for me and Anna. We'd had time to relax and get to know each other a little better.
But here we were again, on the damn run.
I had traversed this area at least a hundred times and knew it like the back of a Zs bashed in head.
The trees rose toward me, and I slowed. No choice. If I kept up at this speed, I'd probably run smack into one of them.
A figure flitted across the opening. Something fast. Then it stopped, and I realized it was Joel. He waved from the back of the ATV. I aimed for him and slowed even more. Erik roared around behind us and came to a sliding halt. He turned, pulled his handgun, and fired at a trio of shufflers. One of them spun off, but the other two dove away. They might be snarling monsters, but they were smart and knew how to preserve themselves when under fire.
The bus responded to a gentle touch, but I still worried about how much it was dragging on the rear right side. It made me keep a little bit of left on the steering wheel.
If the rear end gave out, we would more than likely be caught with our pants down.
I urged the big beast between the trees. We bumped over a huge root. I gave her a little more gas, and she came down with a thump. A much larger bulge rose before my eyes. Joel backed up the ATV and eyed it. He nodded at me and gave me a thumbs up.
Behind us, Scott fired at targets. The horde had caught up with our near escape and filled the entirety of the rearview mirror.
I hit the gas again and the wheels spun on pine needles and soft ground. The bus's momentum stayed true, but we didn't have enough. I took my foot off the gas and hit it again, but the wheels spun again.
"Oh shit," I said.
"What?" Anna asked.
"Just be ready for the worst," I replied.
"That's not reassuring," Erik said.
No shit, man. This wasn't exactly my finest moment.
I brought the bus to a halt and put it in reverse. Behind me, Scott gassed the little ATV and shot away because he was about to be overrun.
The mass of Zs and shufflers advanced on us at a steady snarling rate. The shufflers were smart and stayed a few ranks deep. There was a time when they hadn’t gotten smart and were easy to pick off. Now they preferred to work with meat shields in front of them.
I hit the gas again, but we didn't move.
"Son of a—"
"Creed, get us the hell out of here," Anna yelled.
Frosty growled and bared her teeth. She probably wanted to go out there and drag a few shufflers back to Hell. Good dog.
"Are we stuck?" Katherine asked.
"I hope not," I replied, trying not to show how much I was sweating.
Joel motioned for me to follow. I lifted my hands and shrugged in frustration.
He roared around the tiny space between the bus and the woods with his assault rifle locked under his arm. He fired a burst, but I couldn't see what he hit.
I punched the gas in frustration, but the wheels didn't find anything to bite into except a pile of pine needles that went flying.
"Everyone in the back! Crowd up right over the rear wheels," I yelled.
With a little extra weight back there, maybe we'd get some traction.
Anna, Christy, Katherine, and Erik rose to their feet and moved to the rear of the bus. Erik studied the floor and found where the access panel was to the underside. He stood on it and pulled Katherine close to his body. He wrapped his arm around her, and they both reached out to hold onto the back of seats.
Christy knelt near them, and Anna crowded in.
Someone banged on the back of the bus. Erik pushed down the rear window, and leaned out and spoke with Scott, but I couldn’t make out their words.
"They're going to push on three. I'll count it out," Erik called from the back of the bus.
"Push?"
"With the ATVs. Just get ready on one, two, three!"
I hit the gas and the wheels bit. We moved forward a few feet, and then met with soggier ground. Dammit!"
"Again. On one, two, three!"
I hit the gas, and we surged a few feet. In the rearview mirror, the Zs were only feet away. Joel's rifle banged out a half-dozen rounds and bodies dropped.
If this didn't work, they were going to be swarmed, and there would be no way for them to escape.
I let off the pedal and punched it again. We finally moved, and the bus's front end bounced over the huge root. The scoop rattled against the front of the bus. Shit, the damn thing wasn’t going to last much longer at this rate.
As we came down, I timed our momentum for when the back end would get the most effect from the forward mass slamming into the ground and floored it.
The bus finally caught, and we shot between the trees.
Then an army of shufflers broke ahead of us. I gunned it and smashed into them. They parted, thanks to the Z-scoop, but many fell, and I had to drive over them.
The bus thumped up and down again as we ground bodies into mush.
"Are we clear?" Erik moved behind me.
"Not sure. Open ground ahead, but they seem to have us surrounded."
The ATV's moved ahead of us and into the clearing, then they spun to a halt.
"Fucking hell!" I yelled.
There were more Zs ahead. Too many. They poured out of the tree line and made for the bus. Not dozens, but hundreds. We had a few minutes, at most, to figure out our next plan of attack.

We couldn't afford a moment of indecision, but that's exactly what happened. I was shocked at the amount of zombies. Slobbering, blood-crusted, and moaning, white-eyed jerks.
We had two choices. Either we sat there and waited for them to swarm us, and eventually find a way in, or we hoped the Z-scoop would hold out long enough to break us free.
Joel and Scott spun their ATVs around and made for us. The clearing wasn't more than a hundred feet across, and the mass would be on us in less than a minute.
I hit the door release and Joel pulled up alongside so I could hear him.
"We'll try to draw some of them off you make for the road," he yelled.
"Not gonna work. Just get in and start shooting everything that moves. We'll have to trust that this bucket makes it," I said.
Erik nodded.
"Fuck," Joel said and looked over his shoulder.
Scott took his shotgun from the ATV, turned, and blasted an eager zombie, blowing the guy off his feet. He fired again and dropped a woman with long hair who wasn't going to make it to the dry cleaners today. Damn shame too, because her Sunday dress was in tatters.
Joel clenched his lips and made a decision. He pushed the ATV away, and then moved up the stairs into the bus. Scott followed after, shooting another zombie. The blast took the man in the hip and sheared off most of one leg.
When they were both on board, I closed the door, and cursed the loss of our ATVs. But we had no choice, and Scott and Joel had provided the distraction we needed.
The clearing, such that it was, meandered to the right at a thirty degree angle. It was between a bunch of overgrown brush and was more than wide enough for us on a normal day. Today was anything but. About a billion rotting walking corpses had their eyes set on us.
Something hit the top of the bus and footsteps scrambled. Then another set, and the roof bowed in.
"We got shufflers," I said. “Where did they come from?”
"Damn things are like fleas. Can't ever get rid of the things unless you go with the nuclear option," Joel said.
"Take off and nuke `em from space. It's the only way to be sure." Scott grinned, then his face fell, and he looked upward as feet rattled.
A face appeared, and glowing green eyes met mine. He snarled, and then his head quickly disappeared over the windshield. I didn't even have time to go for my gun.
I put the bus in gear. "Ladies and gentlemen. Please take a seat and prepare for your tour. If you look to your left, you’ll see a bunch of walking corpses. If you look to your right, you’ll see the same fucking thing.”
“Don’t get to eager, Jackson. Nice and steady,” Anna said.
“I know what you like,” I quipped.
“I’m going to shoot you in the junk,” Anna said.
“Oh my god.” Christy groaned.
Humor, man. Even in the worst of times, it’s worth a shot.
I gently applied the pedal, and the bus rolled forward. A pair of Zs in shorts and T-shirts ran into the plow and fell away. I hit a second patch, this one made of up half a dozen, and they parted like grass.
Something struck the top of the bus, hard.
I ignored it and kept us moving forward.
Joel ejected his magazine and slammed another one home. He pressed the stock to his shoulder and moved toward the middle of the bus as he pointed the gun upward.
"Hey, man, you know how loud that thing is in an enclosed space like this?" I yelled over my shoulder.
Joel fired three rounds at the roof. Something fell off the bus and slammed to the ground.
"Yep," Joel answered.
I plowed into another mass of Zs, this time there had to be at least fifteen or twenty. Once we broke free. the true threat lay straight ahead.
I got impatient and hit the gas to speed this along. All the creeping around should be reserved for times we were out on supply runs and not when we were surrounded.
Zs fell away, but they also went down in front of the bus, creating a withering road bump. We bounced over a couple of corpses, and then came to a halt. I slammed the bus into reverse and tried to back up. When that failed, I hit went back into drive and tried my luck. It took a few tries, but we finally got over the hump, so to speak.
"Careful, man. Keep it low and slow," Joel advised.
"I think I got it," I said, and hoped this was true. "Now."
My instinct was to run, full flight. If we got stuck, this would be a giant coffin. We'd all die screaming so maybe we could just blow our heads off. I remembered a time when we had been completely surrounded and stuck in a beat-up RV. Joel and I had counted bullets and made sure we had enough to off each other.
I fought down my instincts to try smashing through the horde again and kept the speed down. Joel hung over me, one hand on my shoulder, the other pressed flat against the roof. Another shuffler hit the top of the bus, then fell away. Guess he didn't plan that so well. I hoped he broke his fucking legs.
The bus slowed as I drove into the bulk of the Zs. I gave it more gas but it was like driving up hill through molasses. Joel and Erik took up position on either side of the bus and leaned out of the windows to pick off a few stray Zs, but the bulk was our issue. If they clogged our path anymore, we'd be stuck sooner than later.
I backed us up, and then gunned the engine again so we could pile-drive on.
Another shuffler faded from sight. Joel tracked him and fired a three-round burst that sent him scrambling.
So it went. We'd made it a few feet, then slow. I'd have to back up and jiggle the wheel back and forth as we drove over Z after Z.
At last, we made it into the clearing and proceeded toward the road I'd been aiming for all along. The entire time, my passengers were tense. I got so tired of them shouting out pieces of advice I finally told them to shut the hell up.
"I'm driving this school bus. Anyone think they can do a better job can have at it," I said.
"You're doing fine, Jackson," Anna informed me with a wink.
I couldn't believe it was working. We had managed to make it out of the mass even though they clawed at the windows on every side. So many dead and rotting it boggled my mind.
But there it was. The road. Straight ahead. It would just be another few minutes and we would skirt a highway toward Portland. We would be free at last.
I drove between two houses we'd designated as unlivable mainly because they had Zs in residence. Plus, one of the homes had been mostly picked over, and the other was a biological nightmare thanks to an exploded septic system. Living there would have meant living near rotted, liquid shit. Hey, rotted liquid shit. I just came up with a new way to describe the world today.
We broke free of the mass of Zs, and I couldn't help but let out a whoop!
I met Joel's eyes in the rearview mirror, and he shot me a thumbs up. Then he turned back to the window and shot a Z in the head. Classy.
We were going to make it after all.
The front of the bus was covered in blood and shreds of clothing. A Z’s arm dangled from the top where it sloped toward the windshield.
But the Z-scoop had held up and done its job.
After we broke free from the mass of Zs, we had made it a mile or two from Fortress, and I thought we were in the clear. Our only issue was that the scoop rattled like the dickens every time I got up to anything over fifteen miles an hour. It bounced up and down and occasionally touched the road before being flung back up. It had to be the shitty screws. They had obviously come loose, and now the noise was going to be worse me standing on the roof bellowing like Tarzan.
There were still a lot of Zs out there, but the mass had dissipated a great deal once we had broken free of the main group around Fortress.
A side window shattered and pieces of safety glass sprinkled across the floor. Christy ducked and pulled Frosty close. The dog whimpered. I nearly slammed on the brakes. If something had happened to her, I was going to go out there and sort things out with my newly-minted lead pipe.
"Everyone okay?" I yelled.
"Yeah. Someone shot at the bus," Erik replied.
“What the actual fuck?” I said in disbelief.
He had ducked down, but his head appeared as he tried to find the shooter. Another blast and another window took a hit.
We slammed into a fresh hell of Zs in the form of a strange flash mob. They jerked as they approached us like there were going to break into Thriller at any second. I slammed on the brakes and nearly went through the windshield for my effort, and the scoop ground into the road, the tip crumpling. We slowed to a crawl as I struggled through them with the huge vehicle.
"Speed up!" Anna called.
"You crazy? There's at least thirty out there, and the shitty cattle prod has just about had it."
Another shot and the window above Katherine cracked. Two more shots followed and did a good job of sending glass flying.
"There, on the roof," Joel called.
Erik moved from behind the seat and took up station next to Joel.
"Where," I asked, struggling to find whatever Joel tried to point out while simultaneously keeping our mass at a slow crawl and ducking so I didn't get my ass shot off.
"Just keep it cool, man. There's a guy up there with a hunting rifle. Luckily, he can't hit shit," Joel said.
"He's doing a great job of hitting our bus," I argued.
"Stay on target," Joel said.
"Sure thing, Obi Wan," I muttered.
Joel opened up with his rifle, firing five or six rounds He ducked back down, ejected a magazine, and then slapped a fresh one home.
"You get him?" I asked.
My nerves were already frayed and someone using us as target practice wasn't helping matters one bit.
"Not sure."
More guns fired and, this time, I did sink towards the floor. Rounds rattled off the siding while others punched through glass.
I broke free of the Zs and said fuck it. I pushed the gas pedal to the floor, and the bus slowly came up to speed even though the Z-scoop bounced up and down like a broken washing machine. We hit a main street, and I found our way free up ahead for at least a quarter of a mile.
Joel and Erik returned fire. Scott joined them and shot back as well. Anna must not have wanted to be left out. She pulled her big handgun and found an empty seat. She looked for targets with her gun trained in their direction.
Three or four rounds rattled the bus again. One of them hit the driver's side window and exited the glass on the door. I exhaled a groan and kept my foot down.
"At least five of them. Eleven o'clock," Erik said and shot in that direction.
"Suppress them, every last one," Joel urged.
Guns boomed, including Anna's. It was like someone had stuffed my ears with cotton and smacked me upside the head.
There was a bend in the road where it split in two different directions like a Y. The right side was overgrown, and a bunch of Zs waited. I took the second path and found more empty road before we came around a curve. I had to slam on the brakes again so we didn't hit an abandoned sports car. It was covered in dirt, and the soft top had been ripped apart from the inside.
I swerved but we still clipped it. I got us back on track and raced up the street.
We had outdistanced the shooters, and I breathed a sigh of relief.
Then the bus went wonky as something exploded. A gunshot's report arrived a split second later.
The bus shimmied to the left so I leaned to the right. The Z-scoop must have seen enough because the top set of screws gave loose, and the end struck the ground. I pushed it along the road like a fucked up snow plow, the noise a horrendous screech. It finally crumpled, and I had to come to a stop. When I backed up, the scoop gave up the ghost and popped free.
The stop was a mistake because another shot sounded, and then something exploded toward the rear of the bus.
"They got a tire," Joel yelled.
"Damn. I know," I yelled back.
I had no choice but to back up a few feet, then crank the wheel hard so I could get around the crumpled remains of the Z-scoop.
The road split ahead again, and I took a right this time. This wasn't getting us any closer to Portland, but it was getting us out of those gun sights. Back before the zombie apocalypse, I would have had my cell phone in one hand while I used a GPS program to locate the quickest path. Now I just played it by eye, so to speak. Joel and I had traversed this area so many times over the last six months, we both know it well, but we approached from a different angle.
The street took us into the outskirts of Portland where there were strip malls, gas stations, and fast food shops.
The bus bumped up and down on the flat tire. There was a 76 Station, and I wished we could stop, jack up the bus, and fix the tire, even if I had to set the damn thing on fire again.
At least the guns had stopped blazing.
"Hey, see that road? It leads to one of the bridges into Portland. According to that map those guys handed us, that's close to our way in," Erik said.
"Yeah. It's blocked though. No way we can make it in this rig," I said.
Sure enough. The ramp crossed a huge river and was packed with abandoned cars. A couple of lone Zs traipsed across it, but they were few and far between.
"So, we do what, just park out front and take a long walk? That's miles," Anna said.
"It is miles, but think about it. That's one hell of a long way for a Z to walk. They'd be able to pick off anyone who didn't belong from a distance," Joel said.
"Sound tactics," Erik said.
Another shot rattled me.
"Fuck it. Let's just get the hell onto the bridge. Maybe our pursuers will give up," I said.
"Maybe. Or maybe we'll be stuck out in the open and easy pickings," Joel said.
I hated it when he made so much sense, but what choice did we have?
The bus was about to give out, and we had no idea who or why people were shooting at us.
Another vehicle sped toward the bridge. This one a big SUV that was painted dark green. It stopped and someone got out and looked around. They spoke into a radio, got back into in, and raced away.
“What’s with all of the activity around here?” I asked.
“Got a bad feeling about this,” Joel said. “I think people have been herded in this direction. Like it’s a big damn trap.”
“I don’t like it when you get bad feelings because you’re usually right.” I grimaced.
The bus fought me as one of the rear tires gave way. Rubber slapped pavement, and the rim ground against the road. Ahead there were a couple of abandoned cars, but we didn’t have time to do stop and find out if any of them had keys or if they even worked. There were simply too many variables.
Erik broke out a pair of binoculars and trained them on the bridge. I focused on getting us around the side of a strip mall so we could use it as cover from whoever was shooting at us.
I fought the steering wheel using every bit of upper body strength I had to make the corner. The noise was horrendous and was sure to call every single Z in the vicinity, not that they weren’t already heading our way.
“Shit. The bridge is going to be a problem,” Erik said.
“What the hell?” I asked him.
I put my hands next to each other, grasped the wheel, and leaned to the right to turn the bus. A big green Ford F250 cut across the street ahead of me and headed for the river. Where was everyone heading?
“Looks like about a hundred zombies. Maybe more. There’s a whole line of military vehicles stuck up there. Maybe we can find some more guns in them,” Erik said,
We finally got around the side of a Greek restaurant. I hit the door release, and Joel was the first one out.
“So, the bridge a go? Or do we need to find a new vehicle and make for the other side of the city. The horde can’t be that large,” Joel said.
“Maybe. I’d like to get somewhere high and see what’s out there,” Erik said.
“We have Zs on both sides and some random shooter or shooters aiming for us. Doesn’t seem like a safe bet,” I said.
“I have an idea. How do you feel about being moving target?” Joel turned to me.
“Not good. How would you feel?”
“Brother, we’ve been targets since this whole thing started. Hear me out,” Joel said.
“Nope. If you want me to go out there and be some kind of bait, I’m out,” I said.
“Just need you to run across the street. You’ll be out of sight before they get a bead on you,” Joel said.
“Then you do it. I’m not going out there,” I said.
“Can’t. I’m going to take them out. I know the direction the shots were coming from. Did you see that little Chevy that was taking up half of the sidewalk? The front end is high enough that I can crawl under it. You make a run, and when I see the glint of a weapon, that guy is dead meat.”
“That’s actually a great plan,” Erik said. “Let’s give them a little more confusion. I’ll draw fire as well while you get into position.”
“Solid plan. Let’s sweep our immediate area and make sure we have a clean AO. If there are a lot of Zs around, no need to be fighting them hand to hand while my ass is hanging in the wind,” Joel said.
“You boys go do your stupid thing. Christy and I will stay back and do a sweep. Let’s just get it done ASAP so we can evac this place. Sitting here is giving me the creeps,” Anna said.
“You sure?” I asked Anna.
Wait. Was I actually agreeing to this stupid plan?
“Yeah, I’m sure, you dope. Just don’t slow down when you start running, oh, and don’t get shot,” Anna said.
“I’ll help.” Katherine rose to her feet.
Her eyes were dark and hollow. She looked like she hadn’t slept in a week. Was any of this a good idea? No. In fact, it was a terrible idea. But there were seven of us, and it made sense to work as two separate teams.
“Good, we’ll need it,” Anna said.
Joel pointed at the cross street. “You guys run for cover under that overhang. If you’re moving fast, you can cover it in a few seconds, but not until I’m in position.”
“How are you going to do that without getting shot at?”
“By crawling. They probably won’t be able to see me. That Chevy’s front bumper is right up against the wall. The shade will provide the rest of my cover,” Joel said.
Erik picked up one of our two M4’s and moved toward the door. “Once we’re across the street, I’ll get on the overhang. Should give me enough room to see over the roof. There may be some cover I can use. I’ll start looking for targets with the binoculars.”
“If you put your head in the air, it’ll probably get shot off,” I said.
“Nah. The roof doesn’t look like it’s flat. There’s got to be an access panel to get up there. If it’s high enough, I’ll use it for cover and shimmy over to,” Erik said. “If there isn’t any cover, we can try a different rooftop.”
“Why don’t we just use the buildings as cover while we get the hell out of this area?” I asked.
“Because we’re going to be sitting ducks every time we need to cross a road. Even if we move at random, or zig zag, a shooter will be able to find us. Even if we split up into smaller groups, it’s still too many people out in the open,” Joel said.
“Shit. This is not good,” I muttered.
“I guess I’ll stay with the ladies and help crack skulls,” Scott said.
“This is the stupidest plan in the world,” I said.
“You got something better, let’s hear it,” Joel said.
“Yeah. Let’s wait here and kill anything that comes near us,” I said.
“Take my binoculars and look at our eleven o’clock. Tell me what you see,” Erik said.
I got out of the driver’s seat and moved to the rear of the bus. The buildings provided limited sight, but I was able to pick out movement a mile away. I adjusted the focus until the objects were clear.
“Holy fucking shit,” I said.
“What is it?” Anna asked.
“Look.” I handed her the binoculars.
“Is that—?” she started to ask.
“Yeah. That’s about five thousand Zs, all heading our way,” I said.

I stretched my legs while Joel and Erik got into position. Anna, Christy, Scott, and Katherine picked up weapons and spread out as they left the bus. They used the building as cover from the shooter, but if they ended up chasing a Z, it might put them out in the open.
Joel gave Erik the thumbs up. He slid along the wall toward the sidewalk, and then went prone. He poked his head around the side, and then pulled back. When someone didn’t blow his noggin off, he crawled toward the Chevy.
Erik hunkered down and motioned me to his side.
“What’s the plan besides not dying?” I asked him.
“I’ll go first,” he said. “I’m going to move fast. You follow when I’m across the street. But stay low. I figure that guy will have his scope following me. If he fires, and he’s using a bolt action, it will take a second for him to reload.”
“What if it’s an AR?”
“Then don’t stop,” Erik said.
Joel’s legs stuck out around the side of the building as he crawled toward the Chevy. This would have been the perfect time to grab one and yell, “Gotcha!” I resisted the urge and, instead, put on my game face.
Joel’s feet disappeared. I moved closer to the edge of the building but was angled enough to see he was still sliding along the sidewalk. He grunted once as he shimmied along the road, and then a fist sized rock flew over his shoulder because it must have been in his way, or he’d tried to Marine his way over the stone.
“You guys ready?” Joel said just loud enough for us to hear.
“You in position?” Erik asked.
“Yep,” Joel answered.
“I’m moving on three. I’ll count down,” Erik said.
“Affirmative. On three,” Joel said.
“This is going to suck,” I muttered.
One. Two. Three,” Erik said.
He broke into a sprint and was halfway across the street before I could take a breath. He ducked and juked, then sprinted full out. He just crossed the threshold of the building across the way when a shot rang out. Pavement exploded as the round made contact.
I said a prayer, and then made the same run.
I tried to sprint as fast as Erik, but he must have something in his legs or feet that made him a natural runner. I had never been anything like athletic and it showed. On my first step, I hit a rock and my foot turned. I about went down and let out a little gasp. I didn’t stick around long enough to see if I was in serious pain or had sprained my ankle again. Instead, I pistoned my arms and made it across the street as another blast rang out. I expected to feel something strike me but, instead, I almost ran into the wall.
As I dove around the side of the boutique fashion store, a shot blew a chunk of plaster off the wall.
Joel’s gun fired. I rolled to my back so I could see his position but he was completely obscured by the Chevy.
The gun fired again.
“Got him?” I yelled?
Joel didn’t answer.
“Don’t break his concentration,” Erik said.
“Break his concentration? I’ve seen that guy surrounded by Zs, fighting for his life, and still have the ability to spout off a one liner,” I said. What did Erik know about Joel anyway? What, they went out hunting together one time and suddenly they were having a bromance?
“I’m sure he’s great under pressure. But don’t make him take his eyes off the target to answer you. Cool?”
“Thought you were going up on the roof?” I said defensively.
“I am. Keep your eyes peeled,” Erik said.
He backed up and jumped in the air. His hands caught the top of overhang. He dangled for a second before looking down. “Little help?”
“Shit, sorry,” I said.
I offered my hands and gave him a boost. He pulled himself up, and then rolled around to look down. I picked up his M4 and passed it to him. When he had the rifle in hand, Erik disappeared from view.
That left me to stand around with my dick in my hands. I pulled the Glock and thumbed the slide, only then remembering it didn’t have a safety. I pulled the slide and verified it was locked.
The store was called Le Fashion Sense. The front two windows had been smashed in. A mannequin stood in the front but was covered in grime. Whatever she had been wearing was in tatters near her feet. I poked my head inside the display, but no rotters came at me. The front door had been smashed open. I stepped inside and crunched over broken glass. The store had circular clothing hangers, but no clothes hung from them. It was like someone had come through and gutted all of the goods. I took a cautions step inside and looked for the cash register. Maybe there were a few bucks to add to my collection.
A pile of empty soda cans sat in one corner. I backed out of the store.
I looked up and down both sides of the street. Anna and Christy stayed near the bus keeping an eye out for potential targets. Staying next to the building also provided them with cover from the shooters. A Z wandered around a hundred feet away, but he hadn’t noticed the girls.
I wished Erik would have left me the binoculars. The horde to the east wasn’t wasting any time as it closed on us. Something leaped around on their perimeter. Fucking shuffler.
A shot ran out and Erik cursed as something plinked from the rooftop.
“Lose your concentration?” I asked.
Erik grunted in reply.
A Z wandered around the corner and set his eyes on me. I waited until he was a few feet away and put him down quickly with the pipe.
Maybe I should have stayed with Anna.
“Will it be easier if I go help the ladies?” I called up to Erik.
“It would help if you’d go out there and be a target again,” Erik called back down.
“Hey, I’ve got an idea,” I said.
I dragged the Z up to his feet. He was only about five-foot five and couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred and twenty pounds, but he was dead and his body was like trying to maneuver a tall skinny sack of potatoes.
I walked him to the edge of the wall, and then slowly pushed him out. Lifting one arm to make it look like he was waving, a shot didn’t take long. Not just one shot but three or four in rapid succession. My zombie pal took them like a champ. I let his body drop, and another blast took most off most of his head.
Erik and Joel fired at about the same time.
“He’s down,” Joel yelled.
I spun and took in the approaching horde. They were a football field’s length away and closing at a snail’s pace.
Another Z rolled up on me. I danced out of his way, spun him so he faced toward the bus, and then pushed. He stumbled out into the open and turned to look me in the eye. This guy was a little bigger than the last son of a bitch, but he was all kinds of rotted. Flaps of skin hung from his skull and bounced off his nose.
“I guess it’s—”
The Zs head disappeared. Joel fired again with Erik right behind him.
“Down,” Erik yelled.
“Are we done here?” I yelled up at Erik.
“Not sure. Sit tight,” Erik called back.
A pair of cars raced ahead of the Z horde cut toward the river. What was everyone up to today? We had, of course, come across other survivors, but they were few and far between.
“We. Need. To. Go.”
“Sit tight.”
Jesus Christ.
Should I go make myself another target? The guys with the long range rifles might get lucky this time. That reminded me, how in the hell was Joel so well hidden?
“Hey, how come they aren’t shooting back at Joel. He can’t be invisible. That gun lights up like a torch each time it fires,” I said.
“He’s using a suppressor,” Erik said.
“Oh. Cool. So, it’s like a spark hider thing. Right,” I said.
“It was in a kit we brought along. Screws onto the barrel and keeps the flash down. Thus the name,” Erik said.
"I learn some new military shit every day. I just wish it was in Call of Duty,” I said.
I walked to the other side of the building and peeked around the corner. No one shot at me. Thank God.
The first Zs from the approaching horde would be on us in a couple of minutes. A shuffler bounced into view, and I aimed with the Glock. Before I could get a bead, and most likely miss, he disappeared into the bunch of rotters.
“You have OCD?” Erik scared the shit out of me.
“Yeah. No. Probably.” I looked up and found him staring down at me from the overhang.
“We’re bugging out. But we need you to run out there and do a quick spin. Need to make sure the shooters are done with us,” Erik said.
“Are you kidding me? Go out there, and do a spin like I’m a fashion model or some shit?”
Erik choked back a laugh.
“Oh, so you’re fucking with me. Great,” I said.
“Just blowing off steam,” Erik said.
He grabbed the edge of the overhang and dropped to the ground, making it look easy. If I tried that move, I’d land on my ass.
Joel stood across from us. I waved, and he motioned for us. Erik ran first and ducked behind the Chevy. I followed a few seconds later and slammed my back against the side of the car.
“Get `em, Timmy?” I asked Joel.
“Not sure, Lassie. I saw one guy go down, but there might have been as many as three,” Joel said.
“I think I got one. He sure got out of the way after I fired,” Erik said.
“I thought you did. Saw him go down through the scope.”
“So we make a run for it now? I’m confused,” I said.
“They might start shooting again,” Joel said. “That’s all I know.”
“I don’t think so. They moved on. I caught one of the men moving toward another building. He took a few pot shots but he was behind some heavy cover. I couldn’t zero in,” Erik said.
“Shooting at us?” Joel asked.
“No, man, That’s the weird thing. They started shooting at another group of people,” Erik said.
“Fuck me,” Joel said. He looked between us before he said. “So we’re not the only human cattle getting herded here.”
“What? Why?” I said.
“The same fucking reason they’ve been moving in on us for the last day. The same damn reason Erik and his crew ended up almost getting killed. They want the bodies.”
“But they were trying to kill us,” I argued. “Doesn’t make any sense.”
“They weren’t trying that hard. A decent shooter probably could have found me under the car.”
“So we need to get the hell out of here,” Erik said.
Christy screamed from across the street.
I was back on my feet in a second. Frosty tore ass out of the bus and went after a shape.
Anna fell back as a Z closed on her. She lifted the .357 and blew it’s head off. Another Z pushed Katherine. She spun to the side and tripped him. The rotter fell on his face, and she stomped the back of his head.
I ran to their side and shot the Z. Frosty had her jaws around another guy’s throat. She worried at him and growled. Christy grabbed the mutt and tried to drag her back.
Joel appeared at my side and helped me get Frosty off. He dug out his knife and planted it in the rotter’s eye, then gave it a twist.
“You okay?” I asked Christy.
“Yeah. He just surprised me. Frosty saved me.”
“Good dog,” I said and rubbed our girl’s head, then tousled her ears.
She didn’t take her eyes off the twice dead corpse.
“We seriously need to clear out of here,” I said.
The group gathered around, but Anna didn’t look at me. Her eyes were fixed on something behind us.
I turned and found out why. A group of people who’d fled the horde were headed right for us.
Dressed in an assortment of street clothes, and bearing an impressive amount of fire arms, one of them, a guy in his fifties, pointed in our direction. Erik turned and squinted.
“I know some of them,” Erik said, and then smiled
“Yeah?” Anna said. “Are they going to be a problem?”
“I don’t think so. But if they’re on the run, then things have gone real bad,” Erik said.
Great. Just what we needed. More bad news.




I HATE MEETING NEW PEOPLE
Joel was on edge. He didn’t exactly lower his gun and, instead, kept it at the ready, left hand on the rail under the barrel, right hand around the grip. Hopefully he wouldn’t start shooting before we could at least hear them out. With Erik going out to meet them, I was somewhat reassured.
But my trepidation stood. I hated meeting new people.
They were an assortment of men and women in the group and a kid about Christy’s age. He had long dark brown hair the flopped over in front of his face. He carried a handgun and had a rifle slung over his shoulder. The others looked harried, and their eyes were hollow and lined with black.
Erik met with a woman, and they spoke closely together for a few minutes.
“What are you thinking?” I whispered to Joel.
“I’m thinking we need to be very careful,” Joel said. “But more bodies mean more guns. More guns means we might escape this alive.”
Erik and the strangers joined us. We didn’t have a lot of time for introductions and when we started spitting names out at each other, most of them flew over my head. I’d have to catch up on them later. There was one guy with hazel eyes named Tim Feely. He carried a huge machinegun with a magazine that must have held at least a hundred rounds.
“Damn that’s a big weapon,” I said.
“M249 SAW. Erik used this gun about a month ago. When he disappeared, I started carrying it. Haven’t had a chance to test it out much,” Feely said.
“So that’s where my gun disappeared to,” Erik said. “I remember you. You were one of the guards at Lisa’s old camp.”
“Yeah, man. We didn’t get to meet before thanks to that horde that nearly overran us. What, you want it back?” Tim Feely said.
“Nah, you hang onto it, kid.”
“Guys, I’d love to stand around, drink wine, and talk about the weather, but we have a problem,” I said and nodded at the massive horde.
“More than a problem. There’s about a hundred green-eyed ghouls directing them. We’re going to have to move it,” the older guy said.
“Dan, it’s been a long time,” Erik said. “Do you have a suggestion?”
“We were going to head for the bridge and try to cross it,” Dan said.
“It might be our only option. We spotted a bunch of Zs up there, but not as many as what’s behind us,” Joel interjected.
“Shit,” Tim Feely said.
“I hate to breakup this reunion, folks, but we need to pick a direction,” Anna said.
“A billion fucking Zs that way.” Joel pointed in the direction we had come from. “Or a hundred on the bridge. The bridge gets us into the city. Anything else puts us farther away from our goal.”
“So it’s the bridge,” I said.
“Let’s do this,” Anna said.
Katherine and Christy got on the bus and dragged our bags of gear and tossed them on the ground. I pulled one open and extracted a couple of magazines. Stuffing them in my pockets, I slid the bag toward Joel.
Our crew snatched up every full magazine they could carry. Christy took out a Beretta and put it in her waistband.
A shuffler appeared fifty feet away. He walked out from behind a building and gave us a green-eyed gaze. One of the men in the group spun and fired a shotgun, but the creeper was gone. I tightened my grip on the heavy pipe and hoped the shuffler made another appearance close to us. I’d like to talk to him about my love of heavy metal. Right upside his head.
“Let’s move out,” Joel stated.
He stuffed another pair of magazines in his tactical vest and turned away. I followed him, but kept my eyes on our six.
The group followed without arguing. The fact was we didn’t know where in the hell we could find safety. If we holed up in one of the buildings, it would only be a matter of time before the location was completely overrun. Even if it had heavy doors and reinforced windows, we didn’t have any food to feed the now fifteen plus members of our new team for more than a few days. No one could carry that much food, and more importantly, water.
“How do we get into that base?” I asked Joel.
“Don’t know, man. Voodoo North might as well be across the country. Once we’re across the bridge, we’ll need to find the base. We have enough people now so we might have a fighting chance,” Joel said.
Erik moved up beside us as Joel set a quick pace. “I don’t see that we have a choice.”
The horde trailed us as they poured onto streets and out of alleyways. I couldn’t even begin to count their numbers.
“If we had a couple of vehicles…” I said.
“Yeah but do we have time to find one?” Joel said.
“Maybe if a few of us scout ahead,” Erik suggested.
“It’s worth a try, but we’re already moving fast.” I panted next to Joel.
“Gonna have to double time it, Squid. You up for the challenge?” Joel asked.
“Sure. Why the hell not. Who’s with me?”
“Me. Let’s go,” Anna said and stretched out her legs as she broke into a run.
“The fastest runner here, great.” I muttered, and then followed.

Anna had always been in a lot better shape than me. All the yoga. Or walks. Or runs. Maybe it was just a girl thing. Maybe for me it was just a I don’t want to get in shape guy thing. Whatever it was, Anna could always outrun me. She dashed across a sidewalk and stopped at a dilapidated, 70’s Buick Century. It was covered in dirt and grime, and the passenger side window had been smashed in. A rotted body lay on the back seat. She reached in, unlocked the door, and opened it.
I knew this scene from horror movies all too well. The body in back would sit up, snarl at her, and then try to eat her face. I tried the driver’s side door but it was locked. She leaned inside and hit the release.
The body still hadn’t moved. I prodded it with the pipe just to be sure. I was met with only desiccated bone and a smell that sickened me to my stomach. Rotted meat. Gross.
No keys to be found. I even lowered the visor but nothing fell. I felt under the seat. Anna didn’t even bat an eye. She dug through the dead dude’s pants and came up with nothing. The group was almost on us so she and I raced ahead.
We were getting closer to the bridge and, at this rate, we would reach it in fifteen or twenty minutes. To the west, a sound rose that chilled me. More Zs flowed onto roads and funneled between buildings.
Coming at us from two directions? This day just kept getting better and better.
A pair of trucks thundered over a road a few hundred yards away and disappeared from view.
Three cars had been in a minor accident ahead of us. A small SUV had rammed into a coupe and driven it into the back of a tiny little car that looked like it would work with a remote control. A body stretched across the hood of the lead car. Anna went to the SUV and smashed in a window.
The little white vehicle was a smart car. I chuckled at the name. Fucking Portland, man. The rear end had been damaged but nothing seemed to be obstructing the wheels.
I opened the door and leaned inside. It was literally the smallest vehicle I had ever seen up close, with the exception of the ATVs. I nearly laughed when I found a set of keys dangling in the ignition. The passenger side seat had blood on the head rest, but it was otherwise in perfect condition. The problem was that it would only sit two people. There wasn’t even enough room in the back for someone to lay down. The seats met a small deck. On second thought, Christy or Frosty might be able to squeeze back there.
I turned the key and the car choked. I turned it again and the engine sputtered.
On the third try it actually started. Well, holy shit. We had found a way to escape in the smallest car known to man. I hopped out and let it run, but not before checking the gas gauge to find there was a quarter tank.
“Let’s keep moving. We can’t fit many in that little thing,” Anna said.
She had already checked the SUV and smaller car without luck.
We raced ahead and stopped at another pair of cars. Both had been pushed off the side of the road. Both had also been looted, and there were no keys to be found. I located a screwdriver on the floor in the back and jammed it into the ignition. I turned it as hard as I could but it didn’t even budge.
“Works in the movies,” I muttered.
Anna found a Toyota truck that was serviceable and whooped when she got the engine to start.
I pounded up the road until I got to her side, then leaned over to catch my breath.
“This thing will run but the fuel light is on,” she said.
The radio came on but there was just static. I leaned in and looked under the seats, but there was nothing but a map of the local area. The kind of thing they make for tourists with large colorful sections of the city laid out.
“It’s something,” I said.
Joel and crew had arrived at the smart car. They pushed the coupe out of the way, and then he crawled inside and put her in gear. Joel drove it onto the opposite side of the road, and then motioned for us to join him.
I ran back to meet Joel even though my legs screamed for a break.
“Got the tiny car and a truck. How many can we cram in the back?”
“That car is a joke, man. The truck? Probably not big enough. We may have to split our groups up,” Joel panted. A line of sweat rolled down his forehead and along his nose.
Anna raced away and tried another vehicle but threw her hands up in the air. The rest of the group arrived and we laid out what we had found. Some of them started piling into the back of the pickup. Eric, Scott, and Katherine piled into the front of the truck. Tim Feely lowered the SAW and pointed it at the truck’s six. That damn thing was a proper machinegun.
Erik backed the truck up. He leaned out of the window.
“What’s the plan?”
“The bridge. Not much else we can hope for unless everyone can swim,” Erik said.
“I don’t think that such a good idea,” I said, thinking of how tired I was.
“No shit. Waters too cold anyway. It was kind of a rhetorical statement.”
“We can cram one more in,” Feely said.
“How about a girl and a dog?” I asked.
Christy looked at us like we were betraying her. She didn’t know the crew in the back of the truck so I didn’t blame her. But we wouldn’t have enough room in the Smart car.
“Barely. That dog bite?” Feely asked.
“Only Zs,” I said.
“I don’t know them,” Christy said under her breath.
“Erik and Katherine are there, plus Scott. You know them,” I replied.
Scott slid out of the passenger side. He went to the back and climbed up between the packed people. “Come on, Frosty.”
Frosty wasn’t having any of that. It took Joel and I to lift her into the back. Christy shot me an unreadable look as she went to the front of the pickup. I waved and she offered a half-hearted wave back. Poor Christy. She had seen some of the worst of the world, lost her brother to that asshole Lee when he tossed the kid out of the chopper, then been stuck with strangers for months. I had always treated her like a little sister and loved her like one.
“You guys better take good care of her,” I said to the mass in the back of the truck. “Or you’ll have to deal with me.”
“We got this, bro,” Feely said.
“Better,” I muttered.
The pickup pulled away and headed toward the bridge.
We approached the smart car.
Anna eyed the two of us.
“Joel, you drive. Anna, you’re in the passenger seat.”
“What the hell are you planning to do, run alongside us on your super-Marine legs?” I asked Joel.
“No. You’re going to drive real slow because I’m going to be on top,” Joel said.
“What?”
“Just pack it up, we only have about thirty seconds before one of those damn shufflers gets here,” Joel urged as he glanced over his shoulder.
“This is nuts, man.”
“Just pack it up!” Joel ordered.
I shook my head in disbelief and got into the driver’s seat. Anna slid into the other door and closed the door. Joel hopped on top of the car and the roof bowed in.
“Roll down your window,” Joel yelled.
I hit the power switch and the window lowered. He reached down and grabbed the top of the car with his fingers inside.
“You good?”
“Go!”
Joel fired his gun three times. I glanced up in the rearview mirror and found a dozen or more Zs and shufflers right on us. I put the car in gear and gently pressed the gas hoping Joel didn’t slide off.
He fired again and hit a shuffler in the upper chest.
A Z jumped over the downed rotter. I pressed the gas a little harder and swerved around the wreck. Then we were on open road and following the pickup.

We only had to make it about two miles. At our current speed, it would take approximately: forever. I couldn’t speed up for risk of losing Joel, and I couldn’t go too slow for fear of the horde approaching from our ten o’clock. The pickup swerved around a mass of Zs that staggered into the main strip. Feely turned the big gun on them and fired. The gun sounded like a freaking chainsaw as it did its job and cut the Zs to shreds. A shuffler danced out of the way and disappeared behind a delivery truck that had been completely burned from the inside out. At least it had been left to block the street, almost like someone had pushed it there on purpose.
Joel crumpled the roof as he spun and one of his feet appeared over my view.
“Can’t see,” I yelled out the window.
Joel shifted so his foot took up the center of the windshield. Then he fired a couple of rounds and made a shuffler fall. But the bastard was back up. I hit a small pot hole and got a cry out of him.
“Sorry,” I said.
“Warn me next time,” Joel yelled back.
Joel fired a few more rounds, but I couldn’t tell what he was shooting at.
The pickup was a few hundred yards away when at least fifty Zs staggered into the road. I slowed but drove toward the sidewalk.
“Hold on, man,” I yelled.
“Oh shit,” Joel said.
“Jackson,” Anna warned.
“I got this,” I said and slowed even more.
The tiny car bounced over the sidewalk, and we drove along it until I found a small alleyway. I cranked the wheel to the right, and we were in the clear again.
Anna pulled her .357 and reloaded but kept an eye on our route.
I cut across a road, and then drove back up to the main strip. The detour had put room between us and the pickup truck, but it also helped us avoid the mass of Zs.
I sped up a little until we were about to hit twenty miles an hour. Erik waved out of the window and I was grateful to see brake lights. He came almost to a halt and Feely jumped out of the back. He and another man, the older guy with the shotgun, spread out and opened up on a fresh group of Zs.
“They’re keeping the road clear for us,” Anna observed as she took out another side arm and loaded a fresh magazine.
“Nice of them,” I said.
Tim Feely and his pal got back in the truck. I kept the speed up and, when we were close enough, I made out Christy in the back of the truck. She waved and I waved back.
The bridge was a quarter mile away and the path appeared to be clear. Erik must have gotten anxious because he sped up. I wished I could keep up but that would probably mean having to deal with one pissed off Marine and at least one broken bone.
I drove around an abandoned red sedan, and then drifted back into our lane.
A couple of the guys in the back of the truck jumped down and joined Feely and the older guy. They setup a line of defense and fired at a target I couldn’t see. Whatever was coming down the cross street had to be big.
A shape flashed from their right flank. Then another. Joel aimed, but he wouldn’t be able to pick off the target without shooting one of ours.
“At your three o’clock,” he yelled.
Feely spun, and then fell back. The shuffler was fast and nearly took Feely down. The older guy fired the shotgun and the shuffler took the brunt of the blast to his chest and shoulder. Another shuffler appeared and launched himself onto the older man. Then the rotten bastard dragged him behind a car. The man screamed, but Feely was already on the way to help.
Joel shifted on top of the roof until it practically bowed in enough to touch my head. What was he doing?
He fired three rounds, and then I realized that crazy son of a bitch was standing on top of a moving vehicle.
I slowed even more until we were practically coasting.
Scott made it around the side of the car, but he shook his head and went back to the truck. Feely wasn’t done and turned his gun on whatever was there. I had a feeling I knew what had happened. The older guy had fought back and been killed. Then Joel had popped the shuffler. Now Tim Feely just wanted to fill the dead fuck with lead.
The truck started up again and drove on. We arrived about thirty seconds later, and I got a good look at what they had stopped for.
The massacre had been quick and brutal. Bodies lay in heaps where they had fallen over each other. A rotter struggled to get out from under the mass, but he clawed at the ground ineffectively.
An eighteen-wheeler blocked a four lane road. As we passed it, I again wondered at its placement. It was almost like it had been moved there on purpose.
We were soon past the bodies. Erik slowed the truck until he was practically at a stop. He flashed his lights, and then the folks in the back abandoned it. We closed to within ten feet, and I slowed. Joel sat down on the roof and swung his legs over the driver side window.
“Stop, I’m going to check it out,” Joel called.
I came to a slow halt, and he hopped off the top. Anna popped out of the car and trained her gun around.
“Oh shit, Creed,” she said.
I turned and found that the pile of bodies was only a temporary road block because hundreds more Zs had already arrived and started to claw their way over the pile.
Joel motioned, and I got out of the car but left it running.
“What’s the hold up?” I called.
“We’re almost out of fucking gas,” Erik said. “Time to hoof it.”
Feely rejoined the crew, and he did not look at all happy. He slung the M249 around and took a few steps away from us. As Zs crested the pile of bodies, he opened up. The gun rattled and fought him. The kid stood his ground and fired until it ran empty, then he dropped it so it hung by the sling and went for his side arm.
Erik pulled him away because we didn’t have time for this shit.
The Zs poured over the piles of bodies with shufflers moving among them. Hundreds of rotters all snarling for our flesh.
A shuffler jumped and landed a few feet away. Anna turned and calmly shot him through the head. He dropped without a sound and lay still.
“Is the truck totally dead?” I asked Erik.
“It’s on fumes. It kept choking so I pulled over,” Erik said.
“Keys in it?” I asked.
“Yeah but there’s not enough gas to get us there and with Joel on the roof of the car, crazy motherfucker. It made sense to make a run for it. Why, what did you have in mind?”
“The usual,” I said. “Something stupid.

I broke away and raced to the pickup. The crew had already cleared out of the back and reequipped whatever gear they had dragged into the truck. Since the larger road was blocked, this was a bottleneck. If I could wedge the gap closed we might have a chance.
“Go on ahead. I’ll catch up in a few minutes,” I told Anna and Joel.
Joel nodded without argument. Anna’s face clouded over, and I thought she was going to smack me.
“Be careful. I’ll never forgive you if you die out here,” she said.
“On it,” I said.
I crawled into the pickup and started it. She sputtered to life, and then nearly died.
Anna and crew raced for the bridge. Shufflers appeared over the top of the little body pile. One of them leapt towards me, and I got the door closed just before he could reach for my face. I fired the Glock and caught him in the side of the head. He had stringy white hair that practically floated around his noggin. The round that penetrated his cheek, and exited near his ear, didn’t make him any prettier, but at least it gave his hair some highlights.
I put the truck in drive and turned the wheel until I was pointed at the sidewalk, then accelerated. When I was as far as I could go, I rolled up the side windows and put on the seatbelt.
Joel waited a hundred yards away guarding the refugees flank. He shot me a quick beckoning motion. Yeah, I get it, do what I’m about to do and hurry the hell up.
At least a half-dozen shufflers were in the alleyway that probably served as a delivery path for trucks. It was too small for a two lane road, and that was just why I thought this was a good idea to begin with. The green-eyed bastards had company in the form of about a hundred Zs. If I didn’t judge this correctly, I was going to be one sorry squid in about three seconds.
But I had this covered. I would simply button up this hole, then get the hell off the truck, and be back with my companions in a few seconds. Easy peasy.
I put the truck in reverse and it sputtered. Shit. This thing really was low on gas. I backed up, angling the wheel hard to the left. There was no way I was going to have a straight shot so I made the decision to correct as I accelerated.
Four shufflers got out of the alleyway before I could plug the hole and raced toward Joel. If many more of them got out, they’d create a force that could completely harry our crew while the rest of the Zs had time to close. They wanted to use this as a staging area? Fine. But it was a bottleneck, and I was going to be the fucking cork.
They weren’t.
“Come on, baby. Just a little more fuel,” I said, hoping the car gods were smiling on me today.
I got up to speed, managed to fight the wheel until the rear of the truck would just slide into the alley, and then the engine sputtered and died. I quickly slammed it into neutral and let momentum do the rest until it rolled to a stop.
I put the emergency brake on and considered my options.
The back of the pickup rammed into the half-dozen shufflers, then partially rolled up the pile of bodies. Somehow, I’d managed to avoid hitting the walls on either side but that left me in a very bad position. I was so close, on the driver’s side, that I wouldn’t be able to open the door far enough to get out. I maneuvered over the console in the middle of the truck and got in the passenger’s side. A shuffler appeared in the window as I went for the door handle.
The Glock was a cannon inside the truck and my ears, already ringing like hell, took the full force of the noise. I dug into my right ear with a finger and opened my mouth a couple of times in an attempt to make it pop.
The shuffler was gone. I looked over the back of the seat and found another one creeping up the tailgate and into the cargo area. Shit, the door wasn’t going to let me free without me spending a lot of time wiggling out.
I covered my left ear, looked away, and fired three rounds into the windshield trying to spread out my shots.
The Glock clicked, and I took out my last magazine and reloaded.
The rounds had created holes that splintered outward but they hadn’t busted the glass. I used my elbow and struck one of them. Glass tinkled across the dash, but the window didn’t shatter like I’d hoped.
I turned and put my back against the passenger side seat and kicked with both legs. My feet went right through, leaving more safety glass all over the front of the hood and inside the cab. I dragged my feet back and the cloth ripped. Son of a bitch. So much for safety.
I hit it again and widened the hole. This shit wasn’t this hard on TV shows. Shoot the window, and then kick out the windshield.
I used my elbow again to clear a hole. One of the shufflers jumped on the roof. I fired a couple of rounds upward, and he fell away.
Then I did the stupid part of this plan. I kicked open the two doors and wedged them against the wall. Zs were dumb and when they tried to get around the side of the truck, they would hopefully end up reinforcing the barrier with their weight.
I kicked more of the glass out of the way until I had a hole I could get out of and put my pipe on the dash. I’d already lost my wrench, no way I was leaving this weapon behind.
Maneuvering my body in the tiny space wasn’t ideal because it made me feel exposed. The feeling was even worse when I stuck my head out of the hole, leaving me completely exposed. I pushed my way through expanding the portal in the windshield.
My right hand was next, and I got it up just in time to shoot at a shuffler as it closed in on me. Behind him there were many more. I’d plugged the hole and stopped the horde for now.
I sidled out of the truck and got my ass as far as the dash. I found a pair of shufflers waiting for me.
Dumb ass number one had a scar that ran down his forehead and nose. Looked like someone had taken a hatchet to him. He barely wore clothes outside of some superman boxer-briefs that looked ridiculous and were literally covered in shit. His shirt was little more than a tank top and might have been yellow at one time. Now it was just a putrid brown like he had slept in vomit.
Dumb ass two was a woman. One of the first female shufflers I had run into. She was a looker by comparison to hatchet-to-the-face. Little upturned nose, pixie haircut that might have been rainbow-colored at one time, and a nose ring that stuck out of a crusted over putrid hole. Seriously, it leaked puss and probably smelled like death itself.
She wore a jean jacket over a black T-shirt. Her pants, such as they were, had been ripped from knee to hip. Neither one of them wore shoes.
I shot at hatchet face, but he dove behind the pickup’s cab. The girl crawled up the hood of the truck, fingers scrambling for purchase on the smooth surface. I swung around and took a swipe at her with the gun. I caught her upside the head, and she fell on her face. I fired a round and it entered her back. She rolled off the truck and fell on the ground in a heap.
I got most of my upper body out of the windshield and struggled to pull my hips through. Safety glass tore at my overalls and jacket, making me slow my movements. This stuff was supposed to be safe but it felt like I was going to be torn open with every movement. Instead of freaking out, I trusted that the makers weren’t blowing smoke and this stuff would eventually shatter.
I put my hands on the hood of the truck, even though this meant releasing my weapons, and pushed with everything I had. Finally tinkling chunks of glass rewarded my effort, and I got my butt out. The female hipster shuffler picked that moment to leap onto me.
She came off the ground like a damn spring, and one hand hit my chest, knocking me flat. I battered her head with my fist and was rewarded with a dazed look. The nose ring glinted at me, so I grabbed it and ripped it free. She shrieked like a banshee, and renewed her assault.
Kicking with both legs, I got free of the glass, and slid backwards. She was off balance so I scissored one leg around and caught her midsection. She scrambled for purchase but fell backwards with a thump. Hatchet face crawled over the cab, eyes green, angry, and they glowed with malevolence.
“You’re one ugly fuck, know that?” I said.
“Join usssss,” it answered.
I shot him in the face. The bullet split his cheek and exited the side of his head. He flew back and flopped across the cab.
I hauled myself out and, with shaking hands, got to my feet. Jesus. I was beat.
I tried to roll to the side so I could find a graceful way off the hood, but I ended up sprawling off the side and smacking the road hard. My right hip took most of the brunt and screamed in pain.
The hipster shuffler dove out of a shadow, and hit me. It might have been from watching Erik fight. I took weight of her body and turned so she flew past me. As she rolled across the ground and came to her feet, a shot rang out.
Half of her head disappeared in a puff of smoke.
Thanks, Joel.




A SHIT SANDWICH
Joel had stayed behind, of course.
There was a small part of me that was assured I wouldn’t ever fall to a Z because Joel always had my back, and I always had his, and that was stupid.
We had survived this long due to teamwork, plain and simple. But what if one of us did ever join the crawlers? In my case, I’d probably last a few days without my buddy being around. If I bit it, he’d probably be okay.
“You’re supposed to be hauling ass to the bridge,” I said as I limped to meet him.
Not a minute too soon either. While I had plugged up one hole, there were still plenty more Zs behind us. The burned-out truck that had acted as a barrier must have been pushed aside because the horde spilled into the main drag and came roaring after us.
“I got halfway there and figured you were going to do something that might get you killed,” he said.
He brisk-walked as I came up beside him, and we made for the rendezvous location. Erik and his crew had already started raising hell judging by all the gunshots.
I wished I had thought to move the Smart car closer. It was a block away, and it was now swarming with Zs, and shufflers. It would have made our journey a lot more enjoyable.
Something thundered from the direction of the city. Joel and I picked up speed as we made for the bridge, but I was seriously winded. My sides hurt from being reborn via a Toyota pickup windshield, and I had bruises and abrasions on nearly every inch of exposed skin. Falling on my side had only added to the pain. Each time my right foot made contact with the road, my joint screamed in agony. After a thirty second brisk run, I had to slow down.
“Don’t give me any ‘go ahead without me’ shit,” Joel said.
“Wouldn’t think of it, but I am in a lot of pain. I fell and landed on my hip,” I said.
“Just keep moving,” Joel urged. “It’s not that much farther. Come on, Squid, I’ll find you some painkillers as soon as we’re safe.”
“Now we’re talking. What kind of painkillers? I took Oxy a couple of times, post-surgery, not as an addict.”
“You want Oxy, I’ll get you Oxy. Joel Kelly’s girls get the best.”
“That’s the kind of shit that’s going to get you smacked upside the head, my man.”
“Oh lord, don’t want one of my girls mad. What else can I get you?” Joel shot me a smirk.
“I know you’re trying to distract me. Appreciate the effort,” I said.
“You know it,” Joel replied.
Behind us, the horde grew by the second despite my best efforts to prevent it. There were so many, and there was no telling where they were all spilling out of. We had seen a few cross streets blocked off but there were dozens more.
They filled every part of the street, but at least they were at least fifty yards away. That would change when we tried to get across the bridge. They would have us trapped, and then it would come down to who had the most. Us with bullets, or them with teeth, and claws?
Anna had waited for us at the entryway to the bridge. She waved us on but kept her gun at the ready. Footsteps from behind, but I didn’t dare look.
“We gonna make it?” I asked.
“Time to turn on the jets. Whatever you have left, now’s the time to use it,” Joel said between breaths. “The vehicles can act as cover.”
My hip screamed in pain with each step. I gasped for breath, but Joel was right. We had no other choice except diving into the river.
“I see you’re still alive. Nice limp,” Anna said as we joined her.
Erik’s group had pulled ahead and were in the process of maneuvering around abandoned cars. Ahead lay a mass of Zs, but it was small compared to what pursued us, but we were still going to be shit sandwiched in.
We hustled onto the bridge, stepping around a motorcycle that had crashed into the back of a minivan. No point in checking on any of those means of transport. Even if one worked, there was no way in hell we could maneuver around all the abandoned cars. Not only that, but a long line of military vehicles waited ahead as a host of Zs prowled around a half mile from them.
I had this insane hope that we could somehow break free of the mass, then make it to the green trucks. They were probably stuffed with weapons and bodies. The way our day was going, we’d get there just in time and find it filled with Zs.
Erik and his pals didn’t stop moving. We followed in their path and made okay time considering I was in full limp mode.
I’d heard thundering from the city a few minutes ago, and now it picked up. Something rose a few miles to the east, no, several somethings. I pulled up short and leaned over and put my hands on the side of a car. The horde behind us was an inexorable tide that we wouldn’t escape. Shufflers played hell with my imagination as they wove in and out of the mass.
“Creed. You need to suck it up,” Anna said.
She had stopped with me and aimed her gun back at our six. I nodded at her and wished I had the energy. I just needed a few seconds to catch my breath. Every inch of my body ached, and my legs were on fire. My hip had gone almost completely numb, and there was no way I was going to get a hot soak in a tub anytime soon.
Erik’s group shot into a horde that closed on them. There were at least a hundred, maybe more, but I didn’t see any shufflers. Thank God for small favors.
“Sucking it up. Aye,” I said to Anna who wavered before me.
I stood up and nearly fell over because I was so lightheaded. My leg had grown numb all the way to my foot, and when I stopped moving, it locked up. I moaned in agony and saw stars.
“Just lean on me. We’ll make it,” Anna said and took my arm under her shoulder.
I nodded, and together we went to join the fight. But the fight was really far away, and it looked like I would never find it’s end. So, the end reached up and found me.

Something scratched my leg. I glanced down and found Frosty. The dog whimpered and looked at me with big brown eyes.
“Hey, girl. Where did you come from?”
Something wasn’t right. Gunshots echoed up ahead. Bodies flopped to the hard pavement and didn’t move again. The haze of gunfire smoke rose, and I thought I was seeing things. This was all wrong. I was back at home, in bed. Fortress was still on one piece, and Anna was next to me. Nice lazy morning. Sunshine and water.
Then the smell hit me. It wasn’t fresh morning air, it was smoke and spent rounds. Blood, and guts. It was the rotted remains of the dead walking around in their Sunday worst.
Something else hit me. Hard.
I shook my head and touched my cheek.
“Creed! Get the fuck up!” Anna yelled from far away.
“Ow,” I said.
“If you don’t get up you’re going to feel even worse pretty soon,” Anna said.
I opened my eyes, and that’s when I realized I was on the ground. Frosty was indeed there. She stood over me guarding my position. Christy was also there, and so were Erik and Scott.
They had formed a defensive circle around my body and fired at shapes nearby.
I rolled over and a wave of nausea made my stomach churn.
Swallowing hard, I wished I had a gallon of water. Joel must have read my mind. He handed me a bottle that must have been salvaged from back at Fortress. I spun the top off and drained the entire thing in five or six long swallows.
“On your feet, squid. Ain’t got time for this shit,” Joel ordered.
I took his offered hand, and he helped me up.
Tim Feely moved around our perimeter, shooting bursts of rounds from the M249 that shredded Zs with a sickening quickness.
“How long was I out?” I asked.
“Not long. Doesn’t matter. Just start shooting. We’re making a break for those military trucks,” Joel pointed.
“That’s a long damn way off,” I said.
“No shit, Professor Obvious. Now let’s move out,” Joel said.
We moved as a group and turtled up so guns protected all sides. Shufflers moved along the perimeter of the main mass and taunted us. I found my Glock and ejected the magazine. Shit, four rounds left. I dug out a handful of bullets from my pocket and loaded as I moved.
Anna covered me, picked out targets, and only fired when she had a clean kill. When I was cocked and locked, I put my hand on her shoulder, and she moved behind me.
We had so far to go, and there were so many threats to prevent us from reaching the end of the bridge. Fuck metaphors, this was real life.
Once again, the sound of thunder from the city pulled my attention. I risked a glance that way and could not believe what I was seeing.
“Am I still out of it?” I said.
“What?” Anna replied.
“Look to your eleven o’clock,” I told her.
Anna glanced that way, and then stopped in her tracks. Joel Kelly let out a low whistle as he also took in the sight.
Helicopters. Five of them all flying low, rotors thumping, and all equipped for one thing.
War.
They swept in over the block we had just fled from and three of them peeled away. A gunner hung out of one, his hands on a huge machinegun. A second helicopter took point, with its nose pointing toward us.
“Oh shit, they’re going to take us out!” Tim Feely yelled and swung the gun around.
Erik was grabbed the man’s arm and forced the barrel down. “Just wait!”
The shufflers took notice and faded back into the horde. The mass of zombies stretched as far as I could see into the outskirts of the city we had just fled.
One of the choppers moved in on us, rotors spinning, noise deafening, until it was right over our location. A man in full military garb including a tactical vest, BDU’s and a headset, leaned over and waved. Christy waved back. He pointed toward the military vehicles and gestured that way. Then he moved his hand faster.
“Is he telling us to go jerk off?” I said.
“He’s telling us to hurry the fuck up,” Joel replied.
The helicopter did a hundred and eighty-degree vertical turn so a gun pointed outward. The gunner gave us the thumbs up, and then pointed toward the end of the bridge where it met with Portland proper.
We made a run for it and not a second too soon. The machinegun opened up and sprayed a line of lead at the advancing horde. Zs and shufflers blew apart where they stood. The front line disintegrated as limbs and heads got lopped off.
The second helicopter swung around and took up station directly overhead. A gunner went to work and cleared a path. Abandoned cars and trucks took the brunt of the blasts. Glass shattered, and metal screamed as it was punctured by high speed rounds. The Zs were no match and went down as they were blown apart.
After that, it was just a matter of stepping over corpses and body parts. We limped our way towards the line of trucks, and that’s then the second surprise met us.
Men and women dressed in military and civilian clothing dropped from the back of trucks I had assumed had been abandoned. Some of them pointed weapons at us while others gestured for us to lower ours. A man dropped to the ground and said something to two others. He wore an olive green jacket over a khaki shirt. He also bore an impressive number of ribbons on his left breast.
The older guy had a closely trimmed white beard and piercing blue eyes.
“Goddamn,” Joel whispered next to me.
“You know him?” I asked.
“No, but look at those stars on his shoulders.”
“Are we supposed to salute?” I asked.
The man closed on us flanked by two hard faced men bearing automatic rifles.
“Easy, ladies and gentlemen. Easy,” he said.
“Are you the welcoming party, uh, sir,” I asked.
“I guess that about sums it up. You all just about spoiled our surprise. Got about hundred and fifty folks here waiting to mow down that horde. Gave us a hell of a scare when you started drawing even more on our location,.” He had a stern and gravelly voice.
“Didn’t know you had an ambush set up,” Joel offered.
“Good thing for you we did. I’d say you all had about a minute before you were zombie chow. I’m not saying you’re a bunch of slackers, it’s more about numbers and you didn’t have them.”
“Lower your weapons,” the man on the right said.
“Sure. Mind telling us who you are?” Erik joined us and asked the men.
“We’re out of Voodoo North, and we’ve been planning this offensive for a few days. Didn’t know we were going to end up on a rescue mission. But it’s time for you all to put the guns down and join us. If that’s not to your liking, you’re free to go. Just don’t start any shit, and we won’t throw any back in your face,” the man said. “I’m General Arthur Vanderbilt, by the way.”
Joel lowered his gun and let it swing loose on his two-point sling.
Erik slung his over his shoulder.
“Offensive?” Erik said.
“That’s right. We’re here to clean out this part of the city. We’ve been blocking streets off so we could funnel them all into a kill zone. Well, shit being shit, the plan became just that. Those green-eyed creepers jumped the gun and made the first move,” Vanderbilt said. “But I’d like to take out as many as we can before they can escape.”
“I’m sorry but what in the blue knuckle fuck is going on here. You’re tossing around words like offensive and blowing bridges. Just how organized are you all?” I said.
“Oh, we’re organized, and we’re a force to be reckoned with. But we need more men and women like you. All the bodies we can find, as a matter of fact,” Vanderbilt said. “The living breathing kind, not the crap out there.”
“Hey, man,” a guy broke away from the group of military folks.
“Hi,” I said. “Oh, snap.”
“Yeah. Alex. Glad you guys made it,” Alex said.
It was one of the men we had run into in the woods a few days ago. He’d given us some MREs and told us to come to the city. Hell, I still had the pamphlet in my pocket.
“I know I’m going to sound like a dick. Really. But we’ve been fucked over by more than one group claiming to have our best interest in mind,” I said.
“I’m hurt, brother. I gave you my favorite MRE by accident,” Alex said. “I meant to hand you the beef enchilada.”
“You had beef enchilada? See, now I’m not sure we can be friends,” I said with a lopsided grin.
“I’ll make it up to you. We have cases of the stuff.”
“No shit? I guess we’re gonna be friends after all,” I said.
Overhead, the choppers moved closer to the end of the bridge. One of them had rockets hanging from launchers, and they put them to use. Explosions shook the ground, and I ducked for cover. General Vanderbilt wasn’t even phased.
“Easy, son. Just a few explosives to even the odds. Got another big group of survivors heading this way and we need to clear a path,” Vanderbilt said.
Joel laughed as he turned to watch the fireworks.
“The hell is so funny, Joel?” I asked.
“This whole thing. We’ve been on the run for six months, and now we’re suddenly in the middle of something huge.”
“Yeah. Big explosions. I get it,” I said.
“No, man. War. This is what we’ve been looking for. A way to take the fight to the rotters and the shufflers. We’re finally here,” Joel said.
Jesus. Was that a tear in his eye?
“Guess that gives you Marine wood, yeah?” I quipped.
“Since Roz, it’s about the only thing that does.”
Joel lowered his rifle and placed it on the ground. He stood at full attention, and then snapped a picture perfect salute for General Vanderbilt.
“Marine Sergeant Joel Kelly reporting for ass-kicking, sir,” Joel bellowed.
“Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me,” I said, and then I collapsed in laughter.
“The hell is so funny?” Anna squatted next to me.
“Joel. What an asshole. Show him a bunch of guns and he’s suddenly a Marine again,” I said.
“Once a Marine, always a Marine,” the two men flanking the general echoed.
I laughed until tears ran down my eyes. Frosty must have enjoyed my deranged moment because she put her head in my lap and thumped her tail against the pavement. I rubbed her head and wondered if we had actually found a permanent home.
I guess we were about to find out. Joel was in, and when Joel was in, I was in.
Anna choked back a laugh, and then turned a serious eye on me.
“If you’re losing it, you should tell me now,” she said.
“I got lost a long time ago. Thank God I have you and Joel to keep me sane,” I said.
“Sometimes you say the sweetest things, and sometimes you say the dumbest things.”
“Which one was that?”
She pulled a cloth out of her pocket and wiped blood off my chin and lips. Then she leaned over and planted a kiss on my lips.
“What do you think?”
“Can’t think right now. I’m dazed.”
“Get a room, you two,” Joel said.
It took both of them to get me to my feet. A couple of guys dressed in BDUs with medical arm bands came out to meet us.
So that’s how we ended up in the largest organized army the US had seen in a long time. But that story will have to wait. For now, it’s time to catch up on some rest. It’s also time to see about some painkillers. If nothing else, I’d like to spend the next few days in a coma.
This is Machinist Mate Jackson Creed, and I am still alive.
The end
The saga will conclude with Z-Risen 6
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CHAPTER ONE
It’s been another wild week for the white house. President Henderson has faced an unprecedented amount of negativity from the press, and now it has spilled over into the congressional house. Democrats have put up staunch defenses regarding any executive actions or bills the President has tried to pass.
In what is being called a civil win for liberals, the executive action to limit protesters from taking to the streets has been blocked by a federal judge in New Hampshire. Judge Forestal said in a statement. “The liberties that are protected by the first amendment shall not be infringed upon, and that includes the right to protest.”
President Henderson has vowed that he will work to pass his agenda no matter what it takes if it means ensuring the safety of the American people.”
Thursday morning started out with an overloaded trouble ticket queue, a pissed off customer, and a severe lack of caffeine.
Bradley Adams day only got worse from there.
Little Jenny had been up most of the night with a cough and the sniffles, and he and Monica had taken turns tending to their daughter. Consequently, Bradley only slept for three and a half hours. The alarm annoyed him with its insistent beep. Nine minutes after pressing snooze the damn thing chattered again. The next time it went off he cracked open an eye and cursed because he had exactly twenty-eight minutes to get to work.
His mad rush left little time to grab a cup of coffee, shave, or even shower. If he weren’t already on his boss’s shit list, Bradley would have simply called out. Instead, he hurried out the door, forgetting his id badge, and to retrieve his conceal and carry, a Smith and Wesson M&P 9 Shield, from the basement. He had intended to tuck it into his laptop bag before his wife got up. It was probably an offense that would get him fired, and his ass kicked by his wife, but Bradley felt like it was worth it, considering how badly things had degenerated in the country over the last few weeks.
Then the Bronco had given him trouble, acting like it was also planning to have a bad day. After cranking over the ignition five or six times, the engine finally fired up with a roar that was music to his ears. As the heater warmed up, the cabin filled with the smell of gas thanks to almost flooding the carburetor. He backed out of his driveway, slammed on his brakes to avoid getting his rear end sheared off by a fast-moving station wagon, and then set his sleep deprived eyes on the main road.
After arriving at the office, throwing his bag under his desk, and firing up his computer, he had less than a minute to spare. The next two hours had fled in a fog. He alternated between staring at the trouble ticket queue, closing his eyes for a few seconds in a vain attempt to snatch a respite, and then trying to appear busy anytime his manager wandered by Bradley’s cubicle.
He really needed to focus, and get back to work, but with the office buzzing about the unrest in Chicago, he had trouble concentrating on his job. That and staying awake.
More often than not, he found himself on a major news site, reading the ticker at the top of the page as well as news articles and opinion pieces. How was anyone supposed to get any damn work done with all the crazy stuff going over the last month? Immigration bans, a new war in Syria on the horizon, the North Korean dictator posturing, and making threats, not to mention the stock market in a nose dive thanks to Chinese banks talking about calling in their debts from the US.
Bradley tore his gaze away from the computer and got up to stretch his legs. It was after 10 AM, and if he hustled, he could probably make it to the corner coffee stand on the corner, and be back all within his fifteen-minute break.
Instead he got a call to head up to accounting. Great. Just fucking great. What fresh hell had Ed created this time?
His desk was covered in computer parts: hard drives, a power supply that was missing its cover, a broken motherboard, and a strip of RAM that was scorched. One of them had been extracted from a computer on the seventh floor because it kept throwing errors. Piece of crap was made in Taiwan, and Bradley was surprised it still worked. AlgerTech was low on money, and they had to cut back on the IT budget. That meant when a part went bad, a replacement had to be salvaged from an old PC. Ordering new stuff was out of the question.
Ed was an asshole, there was no way around it. He had been one of the most vocal anti-President Henderson employees in the office. Ed had even put a cutout of the president’s face on a five-inch dart board, but he’d driven a knife into the center. Something that pissed off Bradley every time he saw it.
Ed Reels had been a jerk from the moment Bradley arrived to look at the broken PC.
“Look who it is,” Ed had said. “The face of the right.”
“I don’t want to talk politics,” Bradley said.
“Of course not. It’s not like we have issues. Everything is just hunky dory in Rightville. You guys got your man, and now the country is in the dumpster,” Ed taunted.
“Same old broken record, eh, Ed?” Bradley said.
“Yeah a broken record by my favorite band Impeached. Ever heard of them?”
Bradley rolled his eyes, and bit his tongue.
Ed was a portly man with thick rimmed black glasses, and his forehead gleamed with a sheen of sweat. His clothes smelled like they hadn’t been washed in a month. Bradley had heard rumors that Ed’s spouse had left him for a younger man, but Ed still wore his wedding ring and kept his wife’s picture on the desk. She had a sweet smile and hair in tight curls that hung around her face.
“Whatever, Ed. I just need to crack open your case. Why don’t you go and take a break,” Bradley gritted his teeth.
“Don’t even think about looking at what’s on my hard drive. I keep important company finances, and you’re not the right pay grade, know what I mean there, Brad? Wouldn’t want all of those big numbers confusing you.”
Bradley shot him a tight smile and held down the lighted button on the front of the Dell until it powered off.
“Don’t! Oh man. That’s not cool. I don’t know if I saved.” Ed had panicked.
“Your computer’s been locked up for half an hour, Ed. Didn't you save your work? I should think that a smart accountant like you would back your work up every five minutes.”
“Damn, damn, damn!”
“Calm down, Ed. Don’t want you stroking out right in the middle of the floor,” Bradley poured mock concern into his voice.
“I’m going to make sure you lose your job if a single file isn't saved. I swear to God.” Ed rose to his feet, a blood vessel pulsing over his left temple.
“Like I said, Ed. Why don't you get some coffee, or better yet, a glass of water? You look stressed.”
Some of the other accountants prairie-dogged over their cubicle walls. A tall skinny guy, Bradley was pretty sure his name was Garry, put his glasses on as he rose. His lips tightened but then quirked up in a half-smile.
Garry was probably hoping for an incident, and ready to egg on the combatants.
“Yeah, Ed. Take a chill pill. Or better yet, are you up on your medical marijuana card? The liberal dream. Pot for everyone, story at eleven.” Garry said, his voice sonorous like he was narrating a PBS documentary.
Bradley wished he felt calm, hell, maybe he needed to get a pot card. It might help take the edge off because he could seriously use it right about now.
In fact, he’d like to punch Ed right in the face. But if he lost his cool, then he really would be looking at the unemployment line, and with job losses at a ten year high, he wasn't likely to find a new job any time soon.
He loved almost everything about brash President Henderson, but his promise of job growth had been stagnant. The issue wasn't his bills to increase job growth, it was his constant battles with Democrats in the house. They wouldn’t let him get a single thing done without an all out war in the media.
“Is Ed losing his mind again?” an attractive woman asked.
She had long blonde hair and looked like she should be in a fashion magazine rather than in an accountant’s office. Her name was Jessica Carpenter, and almost every man in the office was guilty of checking her out because she loved to strut around in short skirts.
Bradley was a happily married man, and he kept his eyes in their sockets.
“He's having another great day, yep. Got his big boy undies in a twist again,” Garry shot back.
“Screw you both.” Ed halted in his tracks and turned.
“You’re not my type,” Garry said.
“Not gonna happen,” Jessica said. “You probably have a micro-thingy anyway.”
“You can’t talk to me like that. I’ll tell HR,” Ed shot back.
“Tell them. I’ll tell them how you tried to take a picture down my shirt. You think I didn’t notice, but I did, Ed. I saw you.”
“That’s preposterous! I’d never do something like that. You think I’m some kind of pervert?” Ed yelled.
Other faces popped up from cubicle walls to take in the action.
“Just a perv, not some kind of perv,” Garry offered with a laugh.
“You’re so clean, right? Don’t you have someone to suck somewhere?” Ed’s face turned livid and bright red.
“Oh. Good one, Eddy. I may have one to suck later. I’ll text you the location if you want to watch,” Garry said.
A couple of women at the end of the row laughed.
Ed stalked past them, eyes burning into both until he took a left toward the elevators.
“Did he really do that?” Bradley asked Jessica.
“He did. He’s always staring at me. Watching my legs when I walk by his desk. Creeps me out,” she said.
“Every man in the office stares at you,” Garry had rolled his eyes.
“Except you, Garry. I don’t have the right equipment.”
“No, ma’am, you do not,” Garry winked.
Bradley wisely kept his mouth shut.
He cracked open Ed’s case and pulled both memory chips. He wanted to avoid any further confrontation, so he pocketed them, and then headed back downstairs to find a matching pair of modules. Bradley planned to get them as soon as possible and leave Ed to stew in his own crap.
Bradley was happy he wasn’t in this department. The men and women were vicious.

The IT department looked out over a parking lot. Rows of cars stretched to the street. If he squinted his eyes, he was able to make out his silver, 1996 four-wheel drive Ford Bronco. He wished he was in it now and going home.
AlgerTech shared the building with an internet marketing company and a radio station that played classical music. They piped the feed directly into the elevators, making it hard to stay awake whenever he had to travel more than a few flights.
The IT department’s walls were white. Just white. There was a big screen television that used to rotate channels on a daily basis. The company had the attitude that a minor distraction was good for productivity. It wasn’t like anyone had time to sit around and stare at the TV all day anyway. There was always work to complete. Computers to load, printers to fix, and network passwords to reset. His trouble ticket queue was so full he wouldn’t be caught up until tomorrow morning.
Once Paul had taken over, the new supervisor had demanded they leave the television off. He didn’t agree with the companies reasoning to have it on. Since it was his IT department now, no one argued. Paul was fast to write people up, and if you got three of those, it was adios, amigo.
There was a mission statement printed on a poster, corporate stuff Bradley had been asked to read and sign the damn thing. The words had been printed in an annoying large white font on a serene background of a waterfall.
The rest of the walls were dull and devoid of art. In his cubicle, he kept pictures of his kids and wife in a picture frame and often stared at them when a customer was difficult on the phone. There was one of Junior in a baseball outfit, his son held a bat, and he had a big goofy grin plastered on his face. The picture was five years old, but it still made Bradley smile.
In little Jenny’s picture, she held an Easter basket from when she was three, and in the other hand, a large pastel egg. The egg hadn’t survived the trip home, but Bradley’s memories had.
He also had a small American flag pinned to a cubicle wall and a wooden sign that said Proud American in red white and blue.
One of the techs, a guy named Vinay, was the most flamboyant of the bunch of IT nerds. His walls were covered in magazine cutouts of fast cars and Bollywood actors. Bradley liked Vinay. The man was slightly older than him, had a thick Pakistani accent, but he also had a killer sense of humor. Or he had, until President Henderson had come down hard on immigration.
Bradley had once asked Vinay if he was worried about the mass deportations.
“I don’t know, man. It seems so far away from us. I have a green card, you know, but sometimes it feels like that might even be temporary,” Vinay had said.
“I don’t think Henderson is going to go that far,” Bradley said. “He’s just doing what’s right for America.”
“Tell that to the Native American’s who used to live here,” Vinay chuckled.
Bradley’s phone rang. He lifted his headset and placed it over his head, then hit the answer button.
“Bradley Adams speaking.”
“Brad. Can you come home?” Monica asked.
“Honey? What’s wrong?” Bradley didn’t allow his voice to rise in panic.
“Everything is wrong, honey. It’s the news, they’re saying the fighting is spreading. The kids and I would feel safe if you were here,” Monica said. “I’ll make you meatloaf and mashed potatoes.”
“I appreciate the bribe, baby, but I have to finish my shift. I can’t take another early day for a few weeks. Jenny’s doctor appointment last Friday cost me.”
“Just tell that asshole to give you a break. Like his life is so incredible,” Monica said. “I’m worried about Bradley Jr. He’s been so weird, and he said he would be late after school. I said no way, no way he was going to walk home with all of this happening.”
“He’s a teenager, baby. He just needs to blow off steam with his friends,” Brad said.
Junior was a good kid, but he had ideological choices that didn’t mesh with the rest of the family. When other kids rebelled by turning to cigarettes, pot, or alcohol, Junior sneaked out to rallies in town. He had even joined a group of liberal-minded kids his age who seemed to think they were going to be able to change the world. Kirk was the worst of them. His father was a drunk, and his mother was dead. Kirk did whatever he wanted to with barely any adult guidance.
“It’s more than that, and you know it. You have to talk to him,” Monica said. Her voice cut out for a second as something buzzed loudly in the background.
“Grinding coffee beans?”
“I’m so tired, babe. I tossed and turned all night, and I need some caffeine. I didn’t want you to go to work today. Just please come home. Tell Paul to kiss your butt.”
“I can’t tell my boss off,” Bradley lowered his voice. “I need this job. We need this. I can’t let us down again.”
“You didn’t let us down, and you never have. When jobs go bad, there’s nothing you can do about it, but you always come back. You’ve had to get other jobs, and this won’t be any different. We can talk about it later, I just want you home,” Monica said, voice rising. “I’m very worried. The news, Brad, it’s all over the news. There was a mass shooting in New York and another one in Jacksonville a few minutes ago”
“I’m a long way from those cities,” Bradley said.
“But there’s a big protest in Chicago today, the biggest yet,” Monica said.
“I’m a long way from Chicago, too.”
“You are. But what if it keeps spreading?”
Bradley refreshed his web browser to find the headlines in bright red.
“Shit,” he muttered.
“I don’t like that kind of language,” Monica said.
“I’ll put a quarter in the swear jar later,” he said.
“Bradley, are you wasting valuable company resources on the phone and the web?” A sharp voice asked.
No point in hiding it. He turned his head to find Paul McLaren standing directly behind him. Bradley’s stomach sank.
Paul was only a couple of years out of college, but he had risen rapidly in the company because he was a complete kiss ass. During Paul’s first year with the IT department, he had been an okay guy. Shared jokes and sent out the occasional funny email or internet MEME. But his attitude had changed when one of the other guys and he had nearly got fired for slacking off all of the time. He quit drinking and started to read books about succeeding in business.
After that, Paul had started to come in clean shaven and tended to wear slacks and pressed button down shirts and liked to cozy up to upper management. Then he began going to lunch with the department manager. Within a few months, the two were like best friends. It wasn’t long before Paul was made a lead over the help desk.
Bradley would give anyone a chance no matter what position they were in. All he wanted was for that person to earn his respect. Paul turned out to be the kind who demanded respect.
“It’s my wife, Paul. She’s worried about the stuff in Chicago,” he pled his case.
“That’s a long way from here. Get off the phone and get back to work or I’m going to write you up. This is your last warning,” Paul said.
Bradley gripped the edge of his desk until his knuckles tightened.
“Tell Paul to go screw his buddy, Rob. Those two are homosexuals if I’ve ever seen them,” Monica said.
“I have to go, honey. I’ll be home as soon as possible,” Bradley said and clicked off.
Paul stared at Bradley for several seconds.
“Sorry, it won’t happen again,” Bradley said. His hand shook from gripping the edge of his desk.
“See that it doesn’t,” Paul said. He had a superior way of speaking that grated on Bradly’s last nerve.
Bradley nodded, hoping Paul would go crawl back into his office and watch cat videos or porn.
“You needed something?” Bradley asked, hoping Paul would just leave him alone with his bruised ego.
“Yeah, almost forgot. Ed Reels in accounting threw a big baby fit this morning. He left and swore he was done working here. Go grab his computer,” Paul said.
“He left? I was up there when the rest of the accountants were picking on him,” Bradley said and rose. “I took a memory chip out of his computer because it was throwing. I have a replacement ready to go. Took it from Janice in accounting’s old computer.”
“No one liked that guy. He’s kind of a dick,” Paul said. “Hustle up. We have more tickets in the queue and Vinay seems to have disappeared on his lunch break. I need you back here ASAP so no smoke breaks, got it, compadre?”
You’re a dick, compadre. Bradley didn’t dare say out loud but rose to his feet.
He was a few inches taller and had about thirty pounds on Paul. He didn’t like to appear intimidating, but there must have been something in Bradley’s body language that made Paul back up.
Paul swallowed and took another step back.
“Sure. I’ll be right back after I install this in his computer,” Bradley picked up the memory chip and showed it to Paul.
“Yeah, okay,” Paul said.
Bradley stepped out of his cubicle and maneuvered up the hallway toward the stairwell. He would take those instead of the elevator. Walking briskly up a dozen flights was the perfect way to blow off steam, and finish waking up.
His decision probably saved his life.




CHAPTER TWO
Chris Miller, according to his current identification card, but whose real name was Roger Stephenson, met his drop in front of a coffee shop near Avalon Park. He wore a light Chicago White Sox jacket, a ball cap, and dark shades. He packed a Heckler and Koch VP9, an extra magazine, and his backup was a Glock 26 Gen 3, tucked inside an ankle holster.
The streets were sparse with traffic as he wove his way along the sidewalk, eyes plastered to the sidewalk.
He smelled the place before he saw it. The boutique shop roasted their coffee beans, and the smell permeated the air. He had never developed a taste for coffee. But he did enjoy the smell of ground coffee, or in this case, freshly roasted beans.
When he had been in Iraq, the other guys called coffee shops green beans, of which there was a surprising amount. If he had to drink the stuff, he preferred it Turkish style. Instant crystals, dissolved in hot water and thick as syrup thanks to all the sugar.
He stopped a block away, next to a Hummer H2, and leaned over to tie his shoe but his eyes never left the front of the store. He stood up, adjusted his jacket, and then crossed the street.
His contact was named Lawson. A hard ass who he’d worked with on a couple of missions. He didn’t like Lawson because the man got off on torturing people. He had been the sort of man who was brought in for special cases. Stuff that wasn’t talked about, it was covered up, and most Americans were led to believe that water boarding was instrumental in extracting information.
If they only knew about the work he’d witnessed. Sleep deprivation combined with being tied into painful positions for hours at a time. Rubber hoses, acid poured on exposed skin before being neutralized, electric leads applied to genitals and, of course, a whip with metal bits worked into the braids. Lawson was the kind of guy who delighted in some truly horrific treatment of high-value terrorists.
All Chris Miller knew at this point was that he would receive his orders, meet with a team, and execute whatever Lawson handed over. From there, he was free to move on for the time being, at least until a new mission popped up.
He approached the coffee stand and went inside. Lawson had two drinks in hand and approached Chris.
“Yo,” Lawson said.
Carl Lawson was a big man. He had closely cropped black hair a pepper gray soul patch under his bottom lip, and a three-pronged scar that creased his forehead. Rumor was, Lawson was such a bad ass, he’d stopped a bullet with his head in Qatar. Chris knew the truth. Lawson had been hit with an iron bar while hunting down a group of illegals in Dallas. His mission had failed, and he’d been stuck in the hospital for a week, while they tried to figure out if he would be able to think straight again. As far as Chris was concerned, that had never happened.
“Thanks for the drink,” Chris said and accepted the cup.
They walked out of the door and paused in front of the building.
“No fucking problem, brother. Got you some foo foo shit with lots of sugar and cream,” Lawson smirked.
“Cut the crap, Lawson. What’s the job?”
“Something special. Real special. You do good, and it’s your ticket out for good,” Lawson said.
“About damn time,” Chris said.
“What’s wrong? I remember you being the guy who’d take out any target. Just give the word, and Stephenson’d handle it.”
“Miller,” Chris said.
“What the fuck ever, Miller, just do what you’re supposed to.”
“I always do. I don’t need someone like you to judge my work,” Chris said.
“God’ll do that, yeah? Just don’t screw this up,” Lawson said and turned away.
“Hey. You have something for me?” Chris said.
“Bottoms up, motherfucker,” Lawson said as he walked away.
Chris walked in the opposite direction. When he was a sufficient distance away from the coffee store, he fingered the bottom of the cup and found a bump.
Chris flagged down a cab and handed the man twenty bucks to take him four blocks away. By the time he had arrived, Chris had removed the tape from the bottom of the cup, folded it in half, and slipped it into his pocket. When the cab dropped him off, he tossed the cup, and whatever shit was inside.
He got out and took a bus a mile away, then walked a few blocks. The brown row house had white lace curtains hanging in the front windows and a three foot tall metal angel in the yard.
He had arranged for the Air BnB with a bogus credit card and ID. Once he had arrived, last night, Chris had swept the house for cameras or audio recording equipment.
Chris entered the guest bedroom and took the piece of tape and unfolded it to find an SD card. Chris removed his black backpack from under the bed, then took out his secure Android device. He powered the phone down, removed the SIM card, and slid the battery cover off. Then he inserted the new SIM card and restarted.
When it had booted up, he entered a long password, and then opened the card. On it was a hidden text file. Once on the screen, the file contained three columns of numbers. He removed a paperback copy of Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 and began the task of decoding the message. The first number was the page. The second number was the sentence, and the third was the word.
He scratched out the message on a pad of paper, then sat back and read it. Then he read it again.
Chris let out a long, low whistle.
He removed the SIM card and took it and the note to the kitchen. Using a lighter, he torched the paper in the sink and put the SD card on top. When it had burned out, he ran the water, washed it down the sink, and then ran the garbage disposal for a long minute.
Chris returned to the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed. He took long relaxing breaths in through his nose for four seconds, held them for two, and then breathed out through his mouth for four.
Chris took out his backpack again and slung it over his shoulder.
This was going to send ripples through the entire country. A heinous act was about to occur, and he was going to be one of the perpetrators.




CHAPTER THREE
Senate bill S. 542 went to the house today and was approved by sixty-seven percent. The controversial bill strips immigrants with Muslim backgrounds from entering the country. It also makes it legal for anyone who is in the country as a legal immigrant to be detained, and possibly deported, if an investigation reveals the person had spoken out against the United States even if it’s on social media.
Opponents of the bill have called it a heinous stripping of rights that violates the constitution. The president has said that the bill will make our borders safe.
Over twenty thousand jobs have been opened for customs and immigration enforcement to hire additional staff. They will range from public health officers, law enforcement, to border patrol agents.
The first nine flights had gotten increasingly hard. He felt winded, but in a good way. Bradley worked out when he could spare the time. It wasn’t that he was interested in becoming a body builder. It was more of something that had been ingrained in him since he was a kid. A sound mind was first. A sound body was a very close second.
Bradley only had one floor to go when he heard the first unmistakable pop. Then three more.
Bradley ducked and pressed himself against the wall. Another pop and a woman screamed. His eyes followed the long line of the stairs. He could be down them in seconds.
His heartbeat increased and his vision narrowed. Breathing came ragged, and he froze as memories flooded his head.

The woman had been caught in the crossfire. They had been pursuing a jihadi named Ahmed Salim and his merry band of assholes. Bradley was on point and had spotted the man duck into a building.
Jones leaned around him and popped off a few rounds.
Then an MRAP rolled onto the scene and was practically blown sideways by an IED. The soldiers inside would hopefully be okay because the truck was designed for that kind of punishment.
His squad scrambled to find cover when someone opened fire from a rooftop fifty yards away. The MRAP returned fire and suppressed the target.
Bradley used the shots as cover and moved fast. His legs pumped as he reached a smoking red car that had been bombed all to hell a few hours ago. A mangy dog with a bushy tail ran across his line of sight and disappeared in an alley.
The jihadi knocked open the window, and the barrel of an AK appeared. Then the car took almost a dozen rounds that stitched their way across the metal. Bradley kissed the ground and prayed a 7.62 didn’t find his head.
“Move up, move up.” Koch motioned for the rest of the squad to use the building as cover and flank the man in the house.
Bradley lifted his rifle over the hood of the car and fired in the general direction of the shooter.
“Frag out!” Jones yelled.
Bradley kissed the dirt again. He sucked in breath after breath, knowing he was in danger of hyperventilating. He willed his heart to stop racing, but adrenaline had other ideas. The ground wavered, and he tasted dirt and piss. Bradley lifted his head and sprayed out a huge sneeze that made his head spin.
The explosion blew the door off the wall.
“Cover that window,” Koch called.
“Roger,” Bradley replied.
Bradley popped up and ran full speed for an overturned cart. He dove behind it as the AK’s barrel reappeared. Bullets smacked into the ground, but none managed to find him.
Koch must have gotten his men into position by then because all hell broke loose.
“Drop it, drop it!” Koch screamed. Another door kicked in. Feet pounding on a wooden floor.
Someone screamed, and gunshots rang out.
Bradley pushed himself to his feet and trained his weapon on the doorway. The jihadi exited at high speed, and Bradley dropped him with one shot.
His heart raced so fast he thought it was going to burst through his chest, but he’d completed the mission, and the jihadi was down. Praise God.
The AK sounded again but was cut off. Another scream, one more shot, and then the house was silent.
“All clear,” Koch called from inside the house.
The door opened, and Koch’s face appeared under his tan helmet through the entryway.
Bradley lowered his weapon and let it swing down on its two-point sling. He stepped out of cover and approached the house.
“You got one,” Koch said as he poked the target Bradley downed.
“Yeah?” Bradley said.
“Wait a minute,” Koch said.
He crouched next to the corpse.
Bradley approached and studied the body of the first man he had killed. Then the world spun around him and threatened to swallow him whole.
It was a woman dressed in black.
“Shit happens out here. We got your back, brother.” Koch said and stood up.
“I didn’t—”
“It happens. Caught in the crossfire. Look on the bright side, one less breeder in this hell hole,” Koch said and went to issue orders to the rest of the squad.
She was serene in death. Lips parted, one eye open, the other would have been, but there was a wound there where his 5.56 round had punched through her head. Blood pooled in the dirt.
The swirling intensified. He thought he was going to pass out. Faint. Die.

Another scream and a pop. Bradley’s heartbeat galloped like a racehorse, and his vision narrowed again until he only saw the metal stair railing.
Something thumped against the door, and Bradley turned to make a run for it.
The door opened, and someone fell inside the stairwell. He flinched, but then realized it was Jessica. Blood had splashed her face, and white blouse.
She reached out and found the wall.
Bradley snapped out his reverie and rose. His left knee popped, but he ignored the sharp pain as Jessica fell toward him. He caught her and lowered her gently to the cold hard pavement.
“It’s okay. Okay. Not that bad. I don’t even feel it. Charlie will be so worried. Tell him at the hospital I…” then she stopped talking and her eyes stared at the ceiling.
“Jessica?” Bradley shook her. “Jessica? I’ll get help. Hold on.”
But she wasn’t breathing.
“Stay with me,” Bradley slapped her cheek with gentle blows.
A puddle of blood collected beneath her, just like the woman in Afghanistan. He fought the sinking feeling, the white haze, and let muscle memory take over. Bradley tilted her head back, so she had an unrestricted airway. He planted his palm between her breasts and placed his other hand on top. Fifteen compressions, then he pressed his lips to hers and blew while holding her nose.
“No. Please no,” a hysterical man yelled.
Two pops and then a groan. One more pop and the guy didn't make another sound.
Bradley ripped Jessica’s shirt open to find the wound. He could use part of the fabric to stanch the flow of blood. Then he stopped and sat back.
She had a pucker just left of her sternum, and bright red seeped from the gunshot. He looked up and caught her eyes. They were open and vacant.
Bradley sat back and lifted his hands to find they were stained with her blood. What was he supposed to do now? How was he supposed to feel? The only thing that came to mind was horrified. He was absolutely horrified that this shooting had taken place.
The elevator next to the stairwell dinged. The sound of the doors sliding open. Then they glided shut, and it was quiet.
Bradley knew he should run, but he needed to render aid. Cowards ran, and he'd met a few of those when he was in the Army.
He stared at Jessica. She could be a pain in the ass at times, but she didn't deserve this. No one did.
Bradley leaned over and straightened her shirt, pushing it closed over her exposed lacy black bra. Blood no longer flowed from the wound because her heart had stopped beating. It pooled under her though. She had been hit with a large caliber round that must have passed through her body.
Someone moaned for help from the other side of the door.
Bradley’s stomach flip-flopped. He couldn’t wait any longer. He rose to his feet and turned to face the door, and pressed his ear to the cold metal. Nothing but silence met him.
He placed his hand on the handle. The blood made his grip slick as he turned the knob.
The door slid opened on quite hinges so he peeked and then ducked back around the doorjamb. When no bullets found his head, he opened the door an inch and, with one eye pressed to the opening, took in the scene.
A body lay on the ground next to the row of walls and didn’t move. Five or six shell casings scattered on the floor, copper gleaming in the overly bright overhead lights.
He dropped to a crouch and entered the room with his body low, knees bent, and Bradley moved at a snails pace. He took a step and then waited. If the shooter was still here, he didn’t want to give away his entry.
Turned out there was no need for him to be quiet.
Bradley sucked in a breath when he stepped onto the eighth floor. His hands shook and his vision once again narrowed.
Garry may have been the man who had moaned in pain. It was hard to tell now because no one moved. As he crept along the cubicles, he found nothing but bodies. Some had sought shelter under their desks, others behind filing cabinets. They had been shot in their workspaces and most finished off with a round to the head.
Bradley pushed his fingers against Garry’s neck but didn’t find a pulse. He counted six bodies. Some were people he had known, worked with for half a year. Others were the sort who barely said a word to him. Albert Cross had been a friendly guy in his sixties who had shared Bradley’s love of the Chicago Bears. He and Albert had struck up a work friendship that involved sending football stats to each other during the last season.
Albert was face down. He had a bullet hole in his hand, three in his back, and his head had been partially blown open. Blood and pink matter seeped from the wound.
“Hollow points,” Bradley muttered. Nothing else left wounds like that. “Jesus save us.”
Then panic got the better of Bradley and he ran.

The only safe place he knew of in the building was his cubicle. His mind reeled as he took the stairs two at a time. Get his bag. His stuff. Get the hell out of this hell hole. He would have gone straight to his Bronco but his keys were in his bag. He needed to run. Just run until he couldn’t run anymore. Bradley would never characterize himself as a coward, but the war in Afghanistan had changed him in ways he didn’t understand. Monica had urged him to see someone, a specialist who dealt with PTSD, but he never made an appointment even though he assured her over and over again that he would follow through. There were men who suffered much worse than him, and why should he his needs outweigh theirs?
But the overwhelming feeling of dread and horror clouded his mind. The narrow focus of his vision kept intruding. He was lightheaded and understood on some level it was because he was taking short and sharp breaths. His heart still raced in his chest and made him feel queasy.
Bradley flung the door to the second floor open, took a left, and headed straight for the IT department. That’s when a pop sounded. Someone screamed, and a man yelled for mercy.
Bradley came up short and gasped.
Ed Reels stood there. He wore body armor, which molded itself to his portly frame, and what appeared to be a black Molle combat vest filled with magazines. Another gun rode high on his right hip in a molded holster. He wore a combat helmet with straps that hung along his ears. Ed held one gun in his right hand, which he worked. An empty magazine hit the ground and fast as a whip, Ed slapped a fresh magazine home and triggered the slide release in a well-practiced move.
Bradley nearly giggled when he thought of Ed sitting alone at home practicing that move in front of a mirror over and over until he had it just right.
Bradley got a look at the guns and was pretty sure they were Glocks. Then he got an even better look as Ed turned and met Bradley’s eyes.
Paul lay on the ground with both hands pressed against his midsection while blood seeped between his fingers.
“Help,” Paul groaned, voice ragged, and worn.
“Looky what the cat dragged in, and just the fucker I was looking for. Such a smart guy, right? Such a smart guy,” Ed said. “Gonna be a not so smart dead guy soon.”
His face was livid, eyes wide, cheeks covered in a spray of blood that had even splattered his lips and teeth.
The gun. That was all Bradley saw. It rose, a looming hole that carried his death. Some part of Bradley’s mind realized the barrel was large and he guessed it fired .45 rounds. That would explain the wounds. If they were indeed hollow points, he was surprised Paul was still alive.
“Ed, no! Think about what you’re doing!” Bradley yelled as he lifted his hands, so they were level with his head.
Ed moved toward Bradley until mere feet separated them. “What I’m doing? What I’m doing? You assholes don’t deserve to live in this fucked up world. Bunch of kiss asses for a president who hates you. Do you know how bad it is out there now? You don’t because it’s all being suppressed from the mainstream media. Doesn’t matter anyway. Won’t matter to you anymore.”
This wasn’t simply a workplace shooting brought on by sudden rage. With the gunshot wounds Bradley had witnessed, as well as Ed’s military-inspired garb, he had to have had this in the works for a long time. All of these thoughts swirled in his head. His heart already labored, kicked into overdrive. Adrenaline pumped through his veins. His vision widened as he considered the fact that he was about to die.
“You’re right, Ed. You’re right,” Bradley tried.
“I know I’m right. No, you’re right, like in Rightsville. You guys all love that. Doesn’t matter now. Bye, Bradley.”
Instincts kicked in.
Bradley swept his hand perpendicular to his face and slapped Ed’s wrist. Then he locked his fingers and pulled as he moved in. His left hand shot up and grabbed the slide of the gun as it went off. The sound was deafening in the space. The rear sight ripped along his palm, sending searing pain up his arm.
But Ed was a big guy and barreled into Bradley until they both struggled for the gun. Bradley used his right knee and drove it into Ed’s hip. He’d been going for a ball shot, but he was working in a panicked state. Ed pushed as he struggled to get his gun back, but there was no way Bradley was going to let go.
Bradley whipped his leg around until his right foot was behind Ed, then he pushed with his hands holding onto Ed’s wrist. The move should have taken Ed off his feet, but they both ended up going down.
Ed went crazy. He thrashed his legs, striking Bradley over and over as they rolled. Ed’s breath was a rancid mix of old coffee and bad breath.
With Ed having weight on Bradley, it was a struggle just to maintain his grip on the gun. It fired again, and the bullet whizzed past his head and struck the wall. The sound was an ear-splitting blast that made his head ring.
Bradley wretched the gun sharply until Ed screamed. He pushed again, and something snapped, probably Ed’s finger that was locked against the trigger guard.
Ed smacked Bradley in the face so hard he saw stars. He nearly lost his grip on the gun. He pulled again, and this time the weapon came free.
He rolled off Ed, and then came up in an unsteady crouch, gun at his side.
“Screw you!” Ed screamed. “Screw all of you!”
Bradley lifted the gun and put two left of center mass, then he shifted and put one in Ed’s right eye. Then he fired one more time as Ed’s face took on a blank look. This time the round punched into Ed’s chin and blew him off his feet.
Ed flopped to the ground and his legs kicked. His bowels let loose with a rip and the smell of shit suffused the room.
Bradley fell on his butt, gun extended. He pointed it at Ed and mentally dared the man to move again. He didn’t even realize his finger squeezed until the gun bucked and the bullet struck Ed in the chest. Maybe he had been wearing body armor, perhaps it was just part of his Molle combat vest. Didn’t matter because Ed was dead, man. Dead and gone from this world, and Bradley had killed him.
Bradley pushed with his feet until he scooted to the wall. He pressed his back there and pointed the gun at Ed just in case the man zombied-up and came at him again.
His face ached from where Ed had gotten in a punch. He panicked and ran his hands over his body. The gun had fired several times, maybe he was shot and didn’t even know it. The right side of his head ached from the concussion, and his hearing was gone in that ear, having been replaced with the pealing of bells.
But his hands didn’t find any wounds. When he pulled them away from his body he gasped because he saw blood. Then he remembered that it was Jessica’s, not his.
He sucked in a breath and fought the overwhelming panic that threatened to engulf him.
But he was alive, and the Ed was dead. The man would never be a threat to anyone again. Christ, how was he going to explain this to the police? He held Ed’s gun. He had fired it. Bradley had killed with it. Wait. Paul would back him up. How was his manager doing?
Bradley couldn’t move.
As he did his best to focus on his breathing and bring himself down, his vision once again narrowed to a pinpoint tunnel, so he turned his attention to the gun in his hand. It was a Glock, as he had suspected. A Glock 37 to be exact.
Time passed at a snail’s pace.
He turned the gun in his hands and studied the weapon that had killed at least eight people. Was it that many? He hadn’t checked that many bodies, not that he had to. They had all been murdered execution-style with shots to the chest and head. Except for Jessica, who had managed to escape immediate death only to die in his arms.
Paul groaned and turned his face so he could meet Bradley’s eyes. The two stared at each other.
“Am I going to live?” Paul asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t know a fucking thing,” Bradley said.
The sound of whining sirens reached him at some point. He finally lowered the Glock and ejected the magazine. Then he worked the slide and ejected the unfired round. He placed the gun on the carpeted floor next to his leg and waited for the police to arrive.
He didn’t have to wait long.
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