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        In the event this log is found with my corpse, I'm Machinist Mate First Class Jackson Creed. It's been seven months since we arrived back in San Diego following the event. With me is Marine Sergeant Joel "Cruze" Kelly.

      

        

      
        We were both stationed on an Oliver Hazard Perry-class frigate out of San Diego. Our ship was overrun by the dead and we barely escaped with our lives. Now we live in the middle of Undead Central.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THIS AIN’T CLUB MED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        12:30 hours approximate

        Location: The Gray Zone

      

      

      Hundreds of Zs were right behind us!

      All screaming for our blood.

      Smoke poured out of the surrounding woods.

      Clawed hands reached.

      They broke from the tree lines, the surrounding homes, and apartments.

      Voices groaned for our flesh.

      Thousands of them!

      Our truck rumbled ahead until it hit a mass of rotters. We flew forward and then the vehicle was dead in the water.

      The five of us bailed. Joel in the lead, me dragging ass with Anna and Christy partially propping me up. Our yellow retriever Frosty strove ahead. She leaped and ripped out the undead guy’s throat.

      The Z hit the ground. Frosty raced back to help us. Tongue lolled out over blood-stained jowls. Her sleek dark yellow fur painted rotted red.

      Our friends appeared ahead.

      Erik Tragger ranged with Katherine. They helped clear a path to the bridge.

      It was no use!

      We were cut off and completely surrounded.

      They had overrun our base.

      No direction left to take.

      Nowhere left to hide.

      No one to call for help.

      Then the most unlikely thing happened. Explosions rocked the ground. Fire raced across the masses. Helicopters arrived and hovered overhead. Gunners opened fire on the Zs. We had a chance!

      “Creed.” Anna turned to me. Her trusty Smith and Wesson R8 steady in one hand. Her other, a fist on her cocked hip. She wore red lipstick and a little black nightie with lace trim. Looked good with her shoulders, arms, and legs bare.

      A shuffler lunged from behind and grabbed her.

      Sank his teeth into her head. Mouth filled with strands of flesh ripped away. Lines of blood flew.

      “Creed!” she screamed.

      “Anna!” My eyes shot open, and I sat up.

      Drool ran from the corner of my lips to my chin. I self-consciously wiped it away with one hand.

      “Hey. Did you have another nightmare? You okay?” Anna asked from beside me on the couch.

      “Um…” The fog of sleep clouded my head. “Yeah?” More a question than an answer.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        12:45 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      They’d had us sit in a living room in a trailer home that partially blocked the center of a bridge. A bridge that led to a large island just north of Portland. It had the bare minimum in the way of furnishings. The couch was lumpy and too soft in the middle. There was barely any support, and my back wasn’t too happy. Then I’d dozed off and now pain emanated from a point near my hip to my knee. Damn sciatica.

      Leaning forward, I crossed my leg and pressed down on my knee to relieve some of the pressure.

      A faded poster adorned the far wall. It hung at an angle because one tack had ripped through the edge. A cat dangled from one paw and looked cute with its big dopey eyes. A message underneath read: Hang in there.

      I’m trying, cat. I’m trying.

      Faux wood siding and light green shag carpet made this place ugly with a capital fucking U. A folding card table sat in the corner with a pitcher of water and some plastic tumblers. The best thing here, aside from us, of course, was a drip coffee maker that still worked. I’d dumped enough coffee grounds into the filter to make three pots. It was so strong it made the hair on my arms stand at attention. My cup was at room temperature. Tasted good. I slurped the liquid down like it was from a Starbucks and made by a barista named Starr.

      “Wanna play cards?” Christy appeared from the other room. “We have a game of rummy going and Joel sucks.”

      “Joel sucks. You don’t have to introduce cards into that statement.”

      “Hey,” Joel called back indignantly.

      “I call ‘em like I see ‘em.”

      “Yeah? I’ll be calling your mom soon.”

      “Good. Bitch owes me two hundred dollars,” I replied sharply.

      What had happened to my parents? My dad had been an asshole, but he didn’t deserve to be eaten by Zs. For all I knew, they were still alive and in hiding. Somehow, I doubted it.

      “We’re up soon.” Anna poked me. “They just called in the group before us. Erik, Scott, and Katherine have already gone through.”

      “Reminds me of the time Christy and I accidentally joined the Reavers. They had taken over Costco and they brought us in. Inspected us like cattle. At least those guys had provided food and water after they learned we weren’t infected. Even weapons. You know how that all ended.”

      “Let’s hope all is what it seems here,” Anna said.

      “What are the chances?”

      I didn’t mention Bright Star. The name always brought a grimace to Anna’s face. I also didn’t want to spend any time with my brain spinning over the fights the Reavers and Bright Star had been in.

      Bright Star had allegedly been the ones who’d set off a tactical nuke in San Diego as a test. They had set up big noise makers to lure in the infected. The Reavers had set out to stop them from burning any other cities. Two groups of assholes going against each other while the world burned. Damn, but humans were stupid animals.

      “Yeah. But we have to play the game if we want three squares and a place to sleep,” Anna replied.

      “Life in the zombie fucking apocalypse,” I mused out loud.

      “We’re alive. We’re safe, for now. It could be a lot worse.”

      I crossed my arms and frowned. “This couch is killing my back.”

      “More like the Zs killed your back when we got away. That was some escape,” she said.

      I leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Hell of an escape.”

      “You smell.”

      “You smell great,” I lied.

      She looked down at her gore covered shirt, pants, and boots. “Doubtful.”

      “I was trying to be polite,” I said.

      “Noted.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        13:05 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      My old man used to say: “When life gives you lemons, throw those fucking things in the trash.”

      Personally, I’d take a lemon right about now. Or lime. Plus, a bottle of vodka or tequila. It’s been so long since I had a decent drink. Joel had taught me it was a bad idea to have too much to drink out in the wild. It could easily lead to a date with the biters, or worse, getting turned into a shuffler.

      If you’re not always aware of your surroundings, and ready for Zs, you might as well put a big “kill me” sign on your back and run screaming Rick Astley’s Never Gonna Give You Up at the top of your lungs.

      My pal and I have lasted longer than most out here. I’m talking, of course, about Joel “Cruze” Kelly, a Marine with a gun for every occasion, and me, Jackson Creed, a man with a smart-ass quip for every encounter. For the past half year, we’d been tossed in a shit-sandwich. Joel and I had literally crashed into San Diego in an escape raft that had been taking on water. We’d seen everything from tiny horrors, like a kid getting snatched up and turned into a shuffler, to full scale hordes of undead chasing and devouring survivors ‘en masse’.

      How did we even get here?

      Months ago we’d been stranded among thousands of Zs. Joel and I had set about establishing safe havens we always named Fortress. It took a lot of work to keep from being found, and even more to locate food and supplies to survive from day to day.

      Fat lot of good that did us. All we ended up doing was meeting new and interesting people and killing some of them before they tried to kill us. We even ran into a crazed bunch of dickheads who’d thought they were going to set up their own empire down in San Diego. With the help of a bunch of retirees from an RV camp, we’d taken the fight to those guys and made our escape. I hope their leader, McQuinn, is roasting in hell.

      There had been a short period when we’d seen something close to order. A group of mercenaries from the now—I assume—defunct paramilitary group known as Bright Star had been Anna’s outfit until she’d dumped them like a bad habit. I say defunct because there hasn’t been a lot of communication. Not a lot of organized fighting that we’ve seen. They might still be alive and working in various US cities, but somehow, I doubt it.

      Anna comes up to my neck. She might be small, but she’s strong. Anna wears her blond hair in a bob. When it gets long, she cuts it. She said the main reason was to keep the hair off her neck and out of her eyes. I told her I thought she did it for me. She said that she had better ‘do it for me’ no matter how her hair looked.

      Checkmate, ego.

      I would do anything for Anna.

      When we’d met her, she’d been with a couple of guys named Donny and Marcus, and they had all saved our asses. Joel and I had raced away from a massive Z incursion on the back of a military vehicle. Later, our group had been whittled down by losses. Along the way, Anna and I became a thing. She was tough, and that’s how she had survived not only the loss of her kids, but the zombie apocalypse. She had my back. I had hers. She was good with a gun, but she’d stab a bitch if the need arose.

      She had once pulled her Smith & Wesson R8 .357 revolver and had held it inches from Donny’s face. I swear she’d been about to end that man’s whole life just because he’d made a flippant comment about where she should sleep that night.

      After that, Donny had kept his thoughts to himself.

      Later, we’d moved up the west coast at a slow but steady rate.

      A woman named Roz had been with us for a while. She and Joel had been a thing until a shuffler had bitten her. Before she could turn into one of the green-eyed bastards, a bunch of men in black had whisked her away in a truck. Joel had followed, while Christy and I had ended up with the Reavers.

      As strong as Joel was, I knew it still ate him up that he’d been unable to save Roz.

      Just a few days ago, we had almost bitten the dust thanks to a massive incursion of Zs that had overrun our farm. It had been the longest stretch of peace we’d experienced since the world had gone to hell. Our home had been seriously idyllic. If you had hired one of those “slice of Americana” type artists, they could have painted for days.

      We’d even had a freaking cow at the farm. Fresh milk had become my favorite thing to drink. Poor gal. I assume she had either run away or now was just another corpse.

      Prior to the farm, we had rescued a couple of new friends from a weird shuffler cult. We’d brought them home, and they had been a lot of help in keeping the farm up and running, and free of Zs. Erik Tragger, his girl Katherine, and his smartass pal Scott. Joel said Scott was a lot like me.

      I didn’t see it.

      We had settled into a routine, so you can guess what happened next. A horde of the dead had swarmed us. We had piled into a shitty excuse for a bus, one that had been partially retrofitted for Z combat, to make our escape. That whole day had been a slog of epic proportions, as we had come under fire from not only rogue military types, but I swear to God those stupid shufflers had shot at us as well.

      The damn things could talk, so why couldn’t they pick up a gun and try to kill us?

      Luckily, we had made a successful run for it, joined up with some other survivors, and then waged all-out war until a group of military folks had rescued us.

      I suppose an army is the best way to describe them. Not a ragtag bunch either. We’re talking full-on gunships and weapons-mounted assault vehicles. Men and women in military garb sporting weapons and explosives. They had practically obliterated the masses of Zs and shufflers and they claim to have help from the remnants of the US Government, and are led by a seemingly straight shooter named General Arthur Vanderbilt.

      I don’t know the guy from Moses, and will reserve judgment for later.

      That’s a Marine for ya.

      Our brief glimpse behind the scenes had ended as soon as we were “welcomed” into the fold. Sure, we got a big speech about how we were fighting for liberty, and the heart and soul of our country. They offered us a comforting sense of being in a place with other humans who weren’t trying to kill us, but that was where it ended.

      We were all searched, and our weapons removed. We were advised to follow some simple rules that came down to: Don’t be a dick. Don’t steal. And save any murderous urges for the Zs.

      I could get behind all of that.

      The part that wasn’t emphasized was that we were going to have to stay put until they could sort us into a zone on Hayden Island.

      A bearded, weary looking guy, with a scar across his nose and left eyebrow, entered the trailer door. He wore a military style jacket and bulging cargo pants. He carried a pistol in a black holster at his hip.

      “You’re up next,” he said. “I’m Pete.”

      Pete moved to the coffee percolator and poured a cup. He sniffed, frowned, and took a sip. “Jesus. This is terrible.”

      “Uh. My bad. I haven’t made coffee in a long time,” I said.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t make any ever again.” He frowned.

      “Cool. Cool. Cool.”

      “Anyway. It’s your turn. Follow me.”

      Christy, Joel and Frosty came in from the other room. Grumpy Pete actually smiled.

      “Your dog.”

      “Yeah. Was that a question?”

      “Is she nice?”

      “She’s a sweetheart unless you’re a Z. And she’s nice and quiet. You don’t have to worry about her causing trouble. They told us dogs were welcome here,” I said wearily.

      “Z as in zombie?” The guy got on his knees and said, “Hey, pup. Hey,” and held out his hand.

      “Short for zulu, I guess.” I shrugged.

      Frosty approached with a tail wag. She sniffed Pete. Must have thought he was okay because her tail started going with gusto.

      “You’re a beautiful pup,” Pete baby-talked to her while he rubbed her neck.

      “Frosty came up with us from California. She’s a great companion,” I told Pete.

      Pete produced a leash and hooked it to Frosty’s collar. He kept rubbing her head and scratching her neck. He even produced something that looked like a dog biscuit and fed her the treat.

      “She reminds me so much of my dog. I lost her back about the time all the shit went down. One of those zombie bastards pulled her down. Killed her while I tried to drag him off. I miss her. She was my best friend,” Pete said with what sounded like genuine sorrow. “I’ll take good care of her. Promise. We just need to look her over. I’ll see you on the other side of the gate.”

      “Take care of our girl,” I said. It took a lot of trust to see Frosty go. I prayed this guy wasn’t up to some shady shit. If she wasn’t handed back over as soon as we got through, I was going to raise unholy hell.

      “I will. Come on, Frosty.” He led her out. “Good name, too. This gal is pretty chill.”

      “Don’t know her real name. Frosty seemed to fit.”

      At the mention of her name, Frosty’s head turned and she gave me a tongue wag for the effort.

      “Bye, Frosty.” Christy rushed to Frosty’s side and hugged the dog.

      Pete led Frosty outside. Then it was our turn.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        13:15 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      I squinted in the daylight as we left the trailer. Sunshine had broken through the constant clouds. It wasn’t as bright as a summer’s day, but it was enough to almost put a smile on my face.

      They took us to a large tent that was broken up into portions made of dark vinyl curtains. Men and women dressed in scrubs moved around the space, going into and out of the little sections.

      A man with a pump-action shotgun stood off to the side. He wore a face mask, but it didn’t stop his intent eyes from following every move we made.

      A guy in blue scrubs sat behind a desk. He wrote a few notes down after we’d given our names. The guy picked up a long metal device and clicked it on. He showed the light against his hand and then turned it off.

      “I’m going to take a peek in your eyes. Please don’t move and try not to blink. This won’t take long.”

      It felt like it took an hour. He shone the light in and had me look left to right. He pulled my eyelid wide open and had me look down. The tiny bulb left flashes behind as I tried my damnedest not to blink. I couldn’t take it any longer and blinked rapidly. He seemed satisfied, looked at the name and number on my id tag, and jotted something on his clipboard.

      Another guy appeared. He noted something on his clipboard, then nodded at the armed guard.

      “What’s up?” My eyes roved between him and the guy with the gun.

      “I’m Nate. Time to get naked,” he said, then spoke louder so the others could hear. “We need to look you over for bite marks or other signs of an infection. We’ll take you one at a time. You’re first.” He pointed at me and gestured toward a little section of the tent off to the right.

      “Look, Nate. You seem cool and all, but you’re not taking her clothes off under any circumstance.” I nodded toward Christy.

      “I got her.” A woman dressed in similar scrubs with a few faded bloodstains joined us.

      The guy with the bright light finished looking into Christy’s eyes and wrote on his board again.

      “Anything happens to her.” I let the words hang.

      “She’ll be fine,” the woman said. She gestured for Christy. “My name’s Ellen. I’ll take good care of you. We’ll have a private space.”

      “Yeah. I’ll be fine,” Christy said over her shoulder as Ellen escorted her away.

      My narrowed eyes followed until they were out of sight.

      Anna was next for the bright light treatment.

      “Uh,” I began. “Look. We’re impressed by your diligence and all, but not one of us would be standing here if we’d been bitten. It’s been almost a full day since we came here, so this feels unnecessary.”

      “If you’re afraid of shrinkage, I’ve seen it all. Either you all get the inspection, or you don’t get in,” the guy with the shotgun growled.

      Anna grabbed my arm. “Like you have trouble taking your clothes off. Ever. Just do it.”

      This was so much like our introduction to The Reavers, it wasn’t funny, for fuck’s sake. Was this the new way of checking for the super Z flu? Someone needed to develop a simple blood test to do all this.

      I followed the guy in for my forced checkup.

      I can assure you, there was no shrinkage.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        14:00 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      After the inspection, someone escorted us through a massive metal gate that sat at the far end of the bridge next to an offramp that led down to the island. I hadn’t been aware a small land mass sat between Oregon and Washington. Smart setting up a base here. There were big box stores off to one side. I spotted a Home Depot, a Target, and other buildings. A bunch of military vehicles were parked around the lots. There was even a place for a helicopter to land. Two of them were on the ground and currently being guarded by men with automatic weapons.

      Now that we had our bill of clean health, we moved along the barricades. A twelve-foot fence had been built up on either side of the two-lane road. The other side was blocked off from access at the concrete divider and another barbed wire topped chain-link fence. I followed the road toward town with my eyes. At the other end, they had blocked it off with waist high, heavy barriers.

      On either side of the bridge, turgid water lapped against both shores. There was a good-sized marina a mile or so up the coast, but most of the boats were missing, leaving only piers. Some ships listed to the side from disuse. Others were in good shape. There was even a fifty-foot yacht with bundled up sails. The thought of getting on any kind of water vessel sent me reeling. After fighting Zs in the cramped passageways of my Navy frigate, I was fine with never getting on one again.

      The next stage was a line of about two dozen people who had probably just come out of the same inspection as us. Most were scraggly, dressed in rags, some carrying suitcases, or kids. Babies screamed while mothers shushed them. They coughed, hacked, rubbed noses, and presented a pretty sad mix of humanity. It was the smell that really brought back how long we had been out of civilization. Body odor, clothes that hadn’t been washed in weeks, and the stench of the dead plastered to jackets, pants, and boots.

      I don’t know about anyone else, but I kept a sharp eye out for anyone who looked like they might have either the drooping eyes of a soon-to-be-Z, or glowing green ones,  though I seriously doubted any Zs or shufflers could have made it through the medical inspection we had been subjected to. Christy said Ellen had been polite and hadn’t made her too uncomfortable. I was just glad the four of us were back together.

      All we needed now was to get Frosty back.

      Anna crossed her arms and let out a heavy sigh. “This is some shit.”

      “What? All us sad people waiting to get in?”

      “Not just that. For all their bluster, this isn’t exactly Club Med,” Anna said. “More like club dread.”

      She looked rough. Well, we all did. After the last few days of being on the run, fighting at every turn to survive, we probably looked just like the others I’d mentally judged.

      “There’s a fun movie called Club Dread,” I said. “It’s about a bunch of drunks getting murdered on an island. It’s hilarious. Plus, it has lots of boobs.”

      “You’re a boob.” Christy rolled her eyes.

      “Takes one to know one.” I winked.

      “The actual Club Med is a private, all-inclusive resort. I think it’s owned by the French.” Anna rubbed her nose, turned her face to the side, and sneezed a couple of times.

      “Bless you,” Christy said.

      Pete showed up a few minutes later with Frosty. She wagged her tail as he brought her to us.

      “Hey, Frosty,” I greeted her.

      “If you ever need anything for her, just ask for me. Most of the regulars know who I am. I’ll get her whatever you all need. She’s a good one.”

      “So, she passed the onboarding test?”

      “Yeah. She’s good. They just needed to look her over. Dogs haven’t picked up the virus, but you never know. Anything allowed through to Hayden Island goes through the same routine. We can’t have an outbreak here.”

      “I hear ya.” I nodded.

      Pete gave her one last scratch and went back to the gate before heading out. He was probably off to help greet others.

      Now we were in a line that looked like something out of a documentary about refugees in third world countries, but there was one difference. Every one of these refugees had survived for months in a world overrun with horrible killer creatures.

      That meant that everyone here was probably a fighter. Or a stone-cold murderer.

      “When this is all over, how about we head to Club Med and vacation on the beach?” I suggested.

      “That’s a great idea, Jackson,” Anna said. “All we have to do is find a boat, sail around Mexico, and then we’ll be on our way. Assuming we don’t die on the trip, not to mention surviving what you so lovingly refer to as ‘the zombie fucking apocalypse.’”

      “We’ve lived this long. Even the shufflers can’t kick our ass,” I said with a cocky grin.

      “The shufflers have kicked our asses on more than one occasion,” Joel interjected.

      “Yeah,” I said and held my arms out to the side and lifted them in the air. “But, we’re still here.”

      “We’re still here.” Joel frowned as he looked around at the dirty faces of the other refugees. “But for how long?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        14:20 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      Our next stop was inside a shipping container that had been converted to an office, of sorts. A plug-in heater sat near a desk and glowed. Warmth suffused the little room. It was reassuring to see this place had power, and enough of it for stuff like a space heater.

      What the hell was up with summer here? We were rolling into June, and it was constantly gray. Or raining. Or both. We ducked in through the plastic overhanging curtain.

      A balding man with a red face sat behind the desk with a stack of folders and a large box that glowed. He looked weary and like he wanted to be anywhere but here.

      “Name?” the guy asked. Wind whipped at the plastic, and drops of rain pattered across the top. It was hard to believe, but he had a laptop under the box so that only the keyboard protruded. How long has it been since I saw a working computer?

      He sized me up like I was cattle.

      “Jackson Creed,” I replied. “We’re all together.”

      “Your first name is Jackson?”

      “Yeah. Why? Do I know you?” I squinted as I tried to place the old timer.

      “Don’t think so. Just an unusual name for a—" He paused as he looked at Joel. “You know.”

      “That’s Joel Kelly,” I said. “Do you know him?”

      “No. I… I mean, come on. You guys are fucking with me, right?”

      “No, dude. The black dude’s named Joel. I didn’t ask to be named Jackson. It just happened.”

      “Sorry. No offense.” He looked down and fought a smile. “Just kinda funny.”

      I stared at him until he became visibly uncomfortable. For cover, he typed something on his beat-up laptop.

      “Do you have any military experience? Particularly fighting experience?” He asked after a minute.

      “Yeah. I was in the Navy,” I said.

      “What did you fight in the Navy? Ghost turds?”

      “Man, we’ve been fighting since day one. Me and my Marine pal here. I don’t even know how many of those things we’ve killed. Don’t even get me started on the nuke down in L.A.” I protested.

      “Nuke? Like you nuked L.A.?” His eyes narrowed and his voice rose. “Look, bud. We’re looking for military experience, not tall tales. It’s cool that you were in the Navy, but unless you went BUDS, you wouldn’t have the skills we need. I get it, you’re good at hiding and kicking the roamers in the balls. We’re all good at that or we wouldn’t be here. Can you handle a gun?”

      What the fuck was this guy’s problem? “Of course, I can handle a gun, but I do better with a big fucking wrench.”

      “Wrench, huh?”

      “Hey. I’m Marine Sergeant Joel Kelly, and I can tell you we’re more than used to successfully fighting those monsters,” Joel interjected.

      “Fine. Whatever.” The guy rolled his eyes, then jotted something on a notepad, then he turned his attention to the laptop and banged away on the keyboard. He hit it so hard the box bounced with every keystroke.

      Anna walked up next to me, and I wasn’t sure what she was going to say when the man asked her about her military experience. She played it smart and went over her time in the Air Force and left it at that.

      The note taker spent a few minutes collecting more information, then pointed at another line behind a gate. A pair of men with automatic rifles stood guard. “This is a fully guarded location. We permit no weapons without a waiver. No roamers will or can get to you. If you have any hidden weapons, you are to surrender them now.”

      “Dude. I’ve seen Zs, and the green-eyed bastards can get into places you can’t imagine. How in the hell can you guarantee this place won’t come under attack?”

      “Because the island was cleansed months ago, and there’s only one way on or off,” the guy said.

      “I hope so,” I said. “I really hope so.”
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        14:45 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      We took a fifteen-minute stroll, under guard, to an off-ramp. I didn’t know if these folks were former military, but they sure seemed to know how to run things like the first day of bootcamp.

      The group of three men and one woman didn’t talk; they just gestured and looked bored as they walked us from the off-ramp along a street that was lined with closed down fast-food places.

      No less than Burger King and Taco Bell taunted me. There was a gas station and what looked like a strip mall beyond that. A boarded up Mexican restaurant sat farther away. I had come across these kinds of buildings many times before. The hunger for a hot meal prepared by a moody teenager never went away. I could practically taste machines filled with boiling lard, frying up potatoes and chicken strips.

      Our next stop along the people grinder was a converted Holiday Inn. One side of the building was typical of hotels. It had three stories. The other side comprised a single story. The place looked run down. Weeds had overgrown the grass strips that lined the location. Trees along the front were a little unruly, and a lot of trash littered the parking lot. The wind picked up and snagged a plastic bag, sending it flying down the road.

      A large parking lot surrounded the hotel, mostly devoid of cars and trucks. A few sat off to one side, while half a dozen military vehicles perched next to a sidewalk lined with trees that were coming into bloom. Sometimes it was hard to remember that spring had already arrived, and summer should have been on the way.

      The rain had turned into a constant drizzle, but at least it wasn’t pouring down the back of my jacket. The area smelled clean, and that's a hard thing to explain. Maybe it was the rain. Maybe it was being next to the water. Maybe it was simply being away from rotting corpses. The surrounding area had to be secure. Instead of constantly ducking into cover or looking for a place to hide from the Shufflers and roamers, we walked in the open.

      Men and women dressed in military garb and sporting rifles and sidearms, either patrolled or stood guard.

      “They're miked up with communication gear.” Joel pointed at a guard as the man put his hand to his ear and spoke into a microphone.

      I lowered my voice. “I gotta admit. These guys have a good setup here. And they seem smart. Is it wrong that I keep waiting for a rogue element to pop up? Or they’re about to put us into a grinder and turn us into food? I’m getting paranoid, man.”

      “A little paranoia is good. Keeps you on your toes. We have each other’s backs, right?” Joel said.

      The others nodded, because of course they did. We’d been in this mess together for a long time.

      “That might end up being us,” Anna interjected. “Out walking a grid, or on guard duty.”

      “If I get three squares and a warm place to sleep, I'll do it,” I said. “I'm about sick to death of living day to day.”

      “Good point,” Anna agreed.

      We entered by a pair of sliding doors that would have whisked open at our approach back in the day. They had been blocked open and heavy plastic drapes flapped in the breeze.

      A bright overhead light illuminated the front desk. That was a true oddity in this undead day and age. My guess was that it was from generators somewhere close. That meant they had fuel and a lot of it to keep this place going.

      It was like a dream come true. We were back among actual humans who weren’t trying to kill each other, in a location that was well protected, and we were even seeing signs of power, even if it was from generators.

      We joined yet another line and waited for our turn. Ironically, they had turned the front desk into a check-in station. The guy behind the desk wore a yellow hoodie and a Seattle Mariners ball cap. There was an open graphic novel in front of him.

      “Welcome to the hotel Zombiefornia.” He looked up and met my eye. “Just kidding. Sometimes that gets a laugh.”

      “They sent us over here,” I said awkwardly.

      “Yep. Names, please?”

      We went down the list while he poked away at a laptop keyboard. It was still hard to believe they had working computers. What a time to be alive.

      I noticed what he was reading, frowned and pointed at the open book. “Really, dude?”

      “What?” He shrugged.

      “The Walking Dead?”

      “It’s a good story.”

      “Have you been out there?”

      “A little. The book is better,” he said.

      “The book is better than the movie playing out there?” I couldn’t help but chortle.

      “Look at it this way, dude. Sure, it’s a fiction book. It’s also a way to prepare for the worst.”

      “Huh,” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      He went back to banging on his keyboard.

      “You guys have a working network?”

      “Sorta. It’s hard wired and works most of the time. When we have power. That’s a few days a week. Big intake day, so they let us have the magic juice to make the computers work.”

      “Cool.”

      He looked us over one more time. “The dog. She won’t shit in the room, right?”

      “Nah. She likes to poop outside right after she rips the face off a Z,” I said with a half grin.

      He stared at me blankly.

      “She’s house trained, and she’s very quiet,” Anna put in.

      Christy added, “And she’s smart.”

      Frosty sat on her haunches and regarded us. I rubbed her head and got a grateful lick. Damn, but this dog needed a bath. You couldn’t be a stone cold Z killing machine without picking up a little stank along the way.

      “Fine. You’re in rooms 314 and 316. We have some extra space right now, but don’t get too used to it. You might have roommates in the coming weeks. Just how it is. We don’t have a fantasy suite for everyone. Might get you moved sooner. Depends on the residential sections or what’s going on out there? More info soon, and all that. Elevators don’t work.” He looked up. “Take the stairs. You’ll have to bring water up to flush the toilet. There are buckets outside by a big truck with ‘water’ written on the side. There are ‘Occupied’ signs in the room. Put one on your door so no one bothers you. There should be some food available in the morning, but don’t expect waffles.”

      “Don’t Expect Waffles should be the title of my autobiography,” I quipped.

      “What?”

      Anna rolled her eyes. “Don’t mind him. He’s had a few head injuries.”

      “He’s had a Few Head Injuries would be the sequel,” I told Anna.

      She lightly kicked me.

      “So, what are we supposed to do after we get settled?”

      “There are a lot of jobs. Someone will come around.” The guy went back to reading his graphic novel. He looked back up as we turned. “Oh, and don’t do anything stupid while you’re here.”

      “Fucking stupid is my middle…”

      “Jackson…” Anna warned me.

      “What?” I shrugged.
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        16:05 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      

      Anna and Christy claimed a room. Anna and I planned to spend as much alone time together as possible. I made sure it was okay if Christy hung out with Joel.

      Joel’s eyes were on Christy. His face betrayed his emotions. It was like he was staring at a long-lost relative. He put one arm around her shoulder and gave her a half hug.

      “Oh, heck yeah. He’s my bestie.” Christy smiled.

      “I thought Frosty was,” I said. “Wait a second. Where do I rate?”

      “After Anna and then Frosty.”

      “Dead last?”

      “Leave her alone,” Anna chided me.

      Christy burst out laughing, then threw her arms around me in a big hug. “Just busting your balls.”

      I turned to Anna and muttered, “Can you believe the mouth on this kid?”

      “I don’t know why you’re shocked. You two curse like a couple of sailors.” Anna shook her head.

      “Hey!” Joel protested.

      Christy looked smug. “Yeah. You’re always swearing. I’m just a kid, you know.”

      I threw my hands up and got out of this argument.

      Anna and I entered a room and quickly put the occupied sign on the door, then shoved the desk chair up under the doorknob so no one would burst in. I expected Joel would do the same thing and probably set up his bed so his eyes were always on the entryway. Technically, Anna and Christy were going to sleep in one room, putting Joel and I in this one at night. For now, we needed to do a little catching up.

      Our room smelled like mothballs, mildew, piss, and a coppery tinge. Blood. Probably cleaned up by now, but I was sure someone had spilled it in this room. Our place had a window that faced away from Portland. The river flowing around the island was turgid. Washington State was just a few miles that way, but I’d had enough of this rainy place. It was time to migrate somewhere warmer. Assuming I could get Joel to leave his “Oorah! Let’s blow some shit up!” dreams behind.

      The bed sagged. In the center sat a thin blanket and a set of red and black flannel sheets. None of them reeked all that clean, but we had certainly slept in much worse. A television was attached to the wall, but I doubted it would ever work again. Plus, what in the hell would we be able to watch? Even if we had power, we’d need a DVD player and some disks.

      The bathroom wasn’t exactly clean, but there was something so cool and unexpected sitting on the counter I had to pick up the container and look inside.

      “Holy shit,” Anna said when she joined me.

      I pulled one out and sniffed. It made me want to sneeze.

      “I haven’t seen disinfecting wipes in ages.”

      “We can put those to good use wiping this place down,” Anna said, “In fact. I’ll take care of that if you’ll take those jugs and go get us some water. Then we can take a bird bath together and get in bed.”

      I looked from Anna to the empty water jugs, then back at Anna. “I’ll be right fucking back.”

      Each of the containers was plastic, thin, and held five gallons of water. I couldn’t help but grin as I left the bathroom and went to fill the jugs. A bath and bed with my girl couldn’t have sounded any more inviting.

      We were all next to each other, but we had some privacy for now. Erik Tragger, and his girl Katherine, and their BFF Scott had been assigned to a different floor. I was sure we’d run into them over the coming days.

      Grabbing the buckets, I waved to Anna and made my way to the stairs.

      Practically racing to the lobby as I left the stairwell, I ran into a guy who had been chatting with the desk attendant before we had arrived. He was about twenty-five or so, had long sandy brown hair, and a dark beard that he somehow kept trim, so it rode his chin and came to a small point.

      He introduced himself as DJ Waterfield. I asked him about life on Hayden Island.

      “So, yeah, bro. This place sits just north of Portland. There’s a highway that runs through it. We have it buttoned up, sure you noticed when you got here. So the big road, I-5, is a multi-lane highway. It’s blocked off real good. We’re safe here in case you’re curious. I’ve been here for months, and we haven’t seen a single zulu on the island. I go out on supply runs from time to time. Hey, I noticed you and your pal are big guys. Word is you know how to handle yourselves. Maybe you can help us with a supply run. I can put in a good word.”

      “That would be great. Thanks,” I said, barely paying attention. “Uh. I gotta get some water. Talk later?”

      “Yeah. Man. Yeah. I’ll be around,” DJ clapped me on the shoulder, went to the door, and pointed at the big truck. “Get water there, man. It’s good. We have a—what’s it called—water cleaner thing.”

      “Desalination plant?”

      “Yeah, man. That’s it. How’d you know what they’re called?”

      “Navy. I used to do maintenance on desalination equipment.”

      “Wow, bro,” he grinned. As he walked away, he started humming “In the Navy” by The Village People. I could have gone my entire life without hearing that ever again.

      I hustled outside, filled our jugs from a spigot, and then headed back to the stairs. By the time I dragged myself up the stairways, my arms felt like they were dragging bodies. I was completely out of breath and covered in sweat.

      I knocked twice. “It’s me.”

      Anna slid the chair away and opened the door. She wore her shirt and nothing else.

      “Come on, Creed. Let’s get wet.”

      “I love it when you talk dirty.”
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        09:30 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      We sat on our asses while the days passed.

      I’m not complaining.

      Helicopters arrived almost daily. They either landed or dropped supplies from cables. Our view didn’t allow us to see much of the island. I did not know where they stored all the food and whatever items of mass Z extinction they were having delivered.

      I ran into DJ a few times. He informed me that some of the major streets in and through Portland had been cleared of old vehicles. This allowed the inhabitants of Hayden to move around the city and collect supplies. It also made it easy for the military to keep order and the streets clear of Zs.

      Rumors were spreading that the horde we had fled from was just the beginning. There were rumblings among the others that an even larger bunch was heading our way and soon it would be all out war if we were going to keep the island free of the menace. This always piqued Joel’s interest, but so far they hadn’t come for him and his Marine gun toting badassdom.

      They had a great setup here, but I was glad they were realistic and understood that no fortress was safe forever. They would run out of bullets before they ran out of Zs. That was a fact.

      For the time being, I was content to stay warm, and have access to steady food, even if it was civilian MREs.

      There was water, and a purpose in life that didn’t involve hunting, or being hunted every day. The power came on for an hour every third day and it was a chance to use a washing machine, or cook something on our little induction cooker. Not that there was much to cook. Just about everything we consumed came out of plastic.

      One day, they informed us the hotel would have hot water for fifteen minutes. It had taken a minute or two for the pipes to clear. Mineral deposits had yellowed the water before it streamed out clear and gloriously steaming. Anna and I had spent the entire time under the flow, and it was probably the best shower of my entire life.

      Anna was happy with us playing house again. Christy was delighted that there were kids her age running around. She and Frosty frequently went out to the parking lot to play with them. Joel was a mopey fuck, just the same as usual. He grumbled about not being assigned to a unit yet. He complained about being stuck in a room with nowhere to go. He bitched about the lodgings and the food. Poor guy. I think Joel missed his automatic rifle. At least Christy was able to keep him company.

      Anna was content to rest. Christy was content to be around other kids her age. She and Frosty were treated like celebrities because dogs, for the most part, were a liability. Despite what we’d told the guy at intake, Frosty occasionally shit on the floor. That dog was just living her best life.

      There was a fair share of mutts around the base. If they could be trained to keep their barking down, they were welcome, and dogs were excellent at sniffing out Shufflers. Frosty didn’t care for the dead, and she was an equal opportunity killer, be they shufflers or rotters.

      A nice older woman who didn’t say her name stopped by with a gigantic bag of dog food. It looked like it had come from Costco or the boarded-up Petco on the west side of the island. Frosty didn’t care. She ate it with gusto. Of course, she had the shits for the next twenty-four hours.

      We found a Monopoly game and got back to playing like we’d done on the farm. Erik and Katherine stopped by occasionally and played cards with us. One day, Erik surprised us with a bottle of scotch. It was the stuff you’d find on the bottom shelf, but we made a night out of it just the same. Where it had come from was a mystery. I didn’t ask questions, just appreciated the liquor.

      Like I said, it was a pleasant break, and we could catch up on some much needed rest and fix up our various aches, cuts, scratches, and pains.
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        10:30 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      There were some military engagements in the distance. We didn’t go along, thank the fuck Christ. Helicopters occasionally crossed the sky. Even a few jets, an oddity by now, but they weren’t airliners or fighters, just fast planes. They’d fly overhead, or off in the distance, and then they’d be gone.

      One morning, Joel and I went downstairs to fill our water jugs. We exchanged jokes and talked about those fraught times down south in San Diego. Joel almost sounded nostalgic when he discussed our adventures. I thought of them as old nightmares.

      On the fifth day at the hotel, we ran into DJ Waterfield next to the water truck. They’d just dropped off a new one and there was a line. I hadn’t seen him in a few days. He looked us up and down and grinned from ear to hear.

      “Hey, guys. Wanna get out for a little while?”

      “Describe ‘out’,” I said suspiciously.

      “Right. Right. Sorry. So you guys are team players, right?”

      DJ wore a black rain jacket that had a big Gortex logo on the bottom. That stuff worked because rain ran off his hood, down his shoulders, and across his chest and left little beads behind. Strands of wet hair hung over his face. He pushed it back as he looked us over like he just found us in the bargain bin at Walmart.

      “Yeah?” More a question than an answer.

      “So check it. We need some guys to help do a little grunt work out in town. Probably not too dangerous. Just a team of four.”

      “What kinda grunt work are we talkin’?” Joel asked.

      “So yeah. One of our patrols found an apartment building. But see, it was the building right next to it. No name. Just a big storage unit. So everything’s been picked over in that area. Right? My bud Alan was like “oh. I bet there’s some good shit in there,” and there was. So yeah. He got it open, and it was empty. Right?”

      I looked at Joel. Joel’s poker face looked back.

      Rain continued to piss down while DJ beat around the bush.

      I held out my fist and pointed up with my index finger.

      “What’s that, man?” DJ asked.

      “A point. Are you going to get to one soon?”

      “Fuck. Sorry, man. I’m one of those, what do you call it? ADD guys. Thing about the apocalypse, bro, Adderall’s in short supply. I used to get some, but Lem over in B section started chopping and snorting that stuff up. Made him crazy. Dude got eaten on a patrol. Fucking mess. He was still flopping around when we found his remains. That was gnarly.”

      I checked my nails and wished I had some nail clippers. Anna wasn’t around so I bit at one that had been particularly broken.

      “Fuck. I did it again.” Doug let out a huge sigh. “Okay, this place. They got this big door open. Right? Nothing inside. Then one of the guys. He’s cool. Cat named Diego. He goes in, looks around, and finds another fucking door buried under a stack of rotting trash bags filled with shit. They force it open and viola de fucking da. It’s an underground storage unit with, get this, boxes of soap, toothpaste, deodorant, and all kinds of other stuff, like lotions and makeup. Speaking of toiletries, they got toilet paper. It’s like a prepper’s wet dream, man. We’re gonna haul it all back here for dispersal. Course, we get the first pick of the goods. Know what I mean? The rest. Yeah. It earns us some goodwill. That’d go a long way toward getting you guys in with the boss.”

      “Boss? Who would that be?”

      “Me.” A man appeared behind DJ. He moved into the light, such that it was, and lowered his hood. He was an older guy with a scruffy gray beard and a shaved head. Sharp close-set eyes met mine. His were blue and almost luminous. “Name’s Alan Gerard. I’m the section lead. You guys help us out and we’ll get you and your family here moved up. Get you some responsibilities.”

      “You know, Alan, no offense, but I’m enjoying sitting around. Not being chased by Zs. Not having to bash in heads every hour. I have a warm bed and a full belly. Now you want us to go traipsing out into the world and bring back some supplies? Is that the gist?”

      “That’s the gist of it.”

      “Why us?” I thought it was a reasonable question.

      “I asked DJ about some good people who might like to earn some goodwill from the upper ups. It’s cool. There are plenty of others who’ll jump at the chance to get some soap and shampoo.”

      “Later, man.” I waved once. “Thanks for stopping by.”

      “Just hold up a minute,” Joel said.

      Joel had been mostly quiet. I knew this guy and when he got that faraway look in his eye, I knew his brainpan was still alive and he was plotting something.

      “Yeah?” Alan said.

      “What aren’t you telling us? We’re still new here and all of a sudden you want us to help you with this mission? You don’t know us. You don’t know shit about us.”

      Alan looked over his shoulder. DJ stepped into the light and gave us a once over before speaking. “You’re right. We don’t know you and we’re desperate. The two of you survived out there a lot longer than most, and we can use the expertise.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I stared at Joel and hoped he heard my telepathic message that I wasn’t interested.

      “Okay,” Joel said.

      Oh, come on…

      “You know that big incursion a week ago? The one that brought thousands of the monsters out of the woods?”

      “Yeah. We were right in the middle of it,” I said.

      “In the middle of it? I doubt that, bro,” DJ said. “Heard it was huge and a lot of ‘em got wiped out. Not many civilian survivors is what I heard, man.”

      “Dude. We had a nice little setup in the woods. Minding our own fucking business. Then we were overrun and forced out. We barely got out alive. We have seen some shit, and that, pal, was some shit. So the few civilians that made it out? That’s us.”

      “So, you guys are quick on your feet. You’ve, as he put it,” Alan gestured toward me, “Seen some shit.”

      “A river of it,” I said.

      “There’s going to be more. A lot more. We think we have a few days. Then a wave of rotters unlike anything we have ever seen will be here.”

      “Bigger than what we just escaped?”

      “Bigger. They’re gathering from all around. We don’t know how or why, but they’re coming.”

      “We’re on an island. They won’t be able to reach us. Right?”

      “Yep. But that means we’re going to be isolated. Any little pockets of supplies we can pick up now will last longer.”

      “Last longer? Should we be planning an evacuation instead of doing supply runs?” I asked what I thought was an obvious concern.

      “We have a lot of troops coming in. Better weapons.”

      “Weapons? What kind of weapons? If it’s nukes, count me out. We saw one of those go off down south.”

      Alan shrugged.

      Something about all of this didn’t feel right. I wanted to pull Joel aside and discuss it more, but he seemed determined to go along. But, why?

      “Me and this guy are good out in the field. Count us in,” Joel said before I could protest any farther.

      “One more thing. There’s a fifth wheel trailer we need to bring back. It’s in a safe spot,” Alan added. “For now. We need retrieve it ASAP.”

      “Get some supplies and a trailer and be back before lunch?” I asked. “I’d be a lot more pliable if there was a pizza party involved,” I said.

      “Tell you what,” Alan met my eye. “I know where a box of pizza MREs are being kept. They’re yours.”

      Not gonna lie. That was the icing on Joel’s shit cake. I was in.

      They gave us pieces of paper with official looking orders and signatures. Told us to head to the north gate in an hour. We’d be met by Alan and DJ. Then it was off into town or wherever they wanted us. I felt frustrated by Joel’s actions and wanted to yell at him.

      He ignored my stare until DJ and Alan walked away and were around the corner.

      Joel spun and held one hand up and put his finger to his lips. I nodded, and we went back upstairs without another word.
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        11:00 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      Anna sat in the corner reading a romance novel. Next to her, Frosty perked up and gave me a little head tilt. She was probably ready for a walk. That dog was always ready for a walk and always ready to give a guilty look when we didn’t do her bidding.

      “Hey, guys.” Anna didn’t look up from her book.

      Christy sat at the desk and read from a graphic novel with Japanese art style. At least she wasn’t reading a damn zombie book.

      I gave Anna the five second rundown of our conversation with Alan and DJ. Joel stepped into the room.

      “The fuck, Joel?” I said as soon as the door closed.

      “What? Look at the offer. We get some recognition. We might get access to some weapons. More importantly, we get off this island so we can scope out the town. If we have to run, I want to know what we’re running into or from. This won’t take long. Plus. The leader is going to toss us a box of pizza MREs.”

      “What!” Christy’s eyes lit up.

      “It won’t take long for me to crawl back into bed and take a nap,” I said. “But. Pizza. Hmm.”

      “Shut up and go help your friend, Creed. You’ve been bitching about being bored on an hourly basis since we got here,” Anna admonished. “Try to find me some lotion while you’re at it. I’ll let you rub it all over me later.”

      “When you put it that way.” I leered.

      “If you two need a minute alone, I’ll be outside.” Joel took a step toward the door.

      “Just go, Creed. We’re not going anywhere and you’ll be back in a few hours. Bring us back some goodies.”

      “I need more books. Stephen King or Dean Koontz will work,” Christy said.

      “Shouldn’t you be reading Harry Potter?” I asked her.

      “Yeah. When I was twelve. Jeez, Creed.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Oh. You’re thirteen now. Big difference,” I teased her.

      “Okay. Lotion for my lady. Adult horror novels for Christy. Need anything while I’m out, Frosty?”

      She cocked her head, her tongue lolled out, and she panted.

      “Have fun storming the castle,” Anna said.

      I crossed my arms and looked at my best friend and the woman I loved, and my adopted kid sister. Three of my favorite people in the world, who were currently ganging up on me. “Jesus wept,” I muttered.

      “I’ll meet you out front in a few.” Joel ducked out of our room.

      Anna stood, stretched, and then crossed to me. She put her hands around my waist and pulled me close. “Do I have to say be careful?”

      My lips were on hers. She folded into me and, for a few seconds, all the other shit in the world stopped. Why exactly was I leaving this? Because Joel was right. We were a team, and if our way of life was being threatened by the shufflers, I was going to be the first one to start bashing in green eyed skulls. That meant we needed to know all that shit he had pointed out.

      “Take it easy, Christy.”

      “Later, gator.” She waved.

      I broke from Anna and walked to the door.

      “Hey, Creed,” Anna called.

      I stopped and turned. “Yeah?”

      “I love you,” she said.

      That made me smile for real. Not gonna lie. “Love you too, babe.”

      She blushed, and that was enough of a goodbye for me. I’d be back tonight and hopefully with some lotion. Then we would figure out what to do with the evening, although I had something in mind.

      “I love you, Creed,” Christy sing-songed with a laugh.

      “Back at ya, kid,” I told her.

      I waved and then headed out to see what fresh hell Joel was dragging me into.

      A familiar pair of faces appeared under the overhang. Both wore hoods, but lowered them when they spotted us.

      “Hey, Erik. How’s life treating you and Katherine?”

      “We’re living it up. You?”

      “About to head out and help with a supply run in town. Shouldn’t be gone for more than a few hours. Wanna come along?”

      Erik’s brow furrowed. “Not today. I’m happy to rest up. We have a few injuries and wounds to recover from.”

      Katherine offered a small smile.

      “How’s Scott?” I asked.

      Erik shrugged. “He’s around here somewhere. There’s a girl he likes.”

      “And you’ve been encouraging him.” Katherine poked Erik in the side.

      “Go Scott,” I said.

      “We can talk later. You and Anna feel free to stop by anytime,” Erik said.

      “And bring Christy and that dog. She’s such a good pup,” Katherine said warmly.

      I nodded at her words. “Count us in.”

      “Tell Joel I said to keep an eye on you,” Erik said.

      “He’s the reason I’m going on this wonky mission. That damn Marine doesn’t know when to say no.”

      Erik snorted.

      “What’s happening with the war?” Katherine asked.

      I shrugged. “What war? All that talk when we got here about eliminating the Zs. Taking the fight to them. Liberating the rest of the city and keeping it free. Well. Here we sit.”

      “I heard there’s going to be some action soon. They’re waiting for reinforcements. More ammo from the east. More gunships and explosives.”

      “Blow up too much of the city and there won’t be anywhere to live.” I pointed out.

      “Filled with ghouls and undead won’t work, either,” Erik said.

      “So we’ll live in a town of ash.”

      “Or somewhere else,” Katherine added. She wiped a line of water from her forehead where it had dripped from her hood.

      Erik had stayed with us for a short amount of time at the farm, and I recognized his poker face.

      “You’re not planning to stay,” I said quietly.

      He glanced at Katherine. “Not sure, yet. We’re not scared to fight, but we don’t want to be cut off on this island if we can help it.”

      “I hear ya.” I nodded once.

      “You guys be careful out there,” Erik said.

      “Take it easy, Erik,” I said. “Good seeing you again, Katherine.”

      “You too, Jackson.” Katherine smiled warmly.

      A few minutes later, Joel appeared. He wore a thick blue jacket he must have dug up somewhere. It looked like it would be good in the rain. It had a hood. The remains of his old IMTV body armor had practically disintegrated from one too many engagements out in the wild. I knew he’d put together another set the first chance he got.

      Alan and DJ met us near the lobby a few minutes later.

      “So, are you guys ready for a quick in and out?” Alan asked.

      “That’s what she said,” I dead panned.

      Alan looked confused.

      “Sorry. Yep. We’re your huckleberries,” I said.

      “He’s your huckleberry. I’m here for the exercise,” Joel said.

      “We’ll get that for sure. Let’s go find our ride,” Alan said.

      It was overcast. A bunch of small trees had been planted on the side of the street at some point. Not a single one of them had leaves.

      We set off for what should only take a few hours and we’d be back for dinner. We’d be returning heroes with books, lotion, and hopefully some toilet paper.

      All in a day’s work in the zombie fucking apocalypse.
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        11:25 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      Alan exchanged a few words with the bored-looking gate guard. The guy looked me and Joel up and down and waved us through.

      The four of us walked up the off-ramp, down the two-lane highway, toward the imposing metal gate. A military truck loaded with supplies approached from the other side and headed down the way we’d come.

      Along the west side of the island most of the buildings were boarded and locked up tight. Alan pointed out that they might be opened in the future depending on need. There were restaurants, clothing stores, a few antique stores, and of course, more fast-food joints. Beyond those lay the larger warehouse furniture and goods locations.

      It felt good to walk. I had on clean clothes, socks, skivvies, and my boots weren't waterlogged for a change. I looked forward to the day I came across one of those military surplus stores so I could replace them. They'd been through hell in the last few months, just like me. They were also falling apart and had maybe three or four missions before they had to go to the great big boot heaven in the sky.

      There was a dented blue paint-scraped Ford Ranger Supercrew outfitted with a trailer hitch awaited us. Next to it sat a large blocky vehicle covered with a huge tarp.

      "What's that?" I asked. My feet carried me next to the vehicle. "Ambulance? Zamboni?"

      "That's my baby. Real Zulu crusher. It can go just about anywhere except water, and you can survive in it for days if things are terrible. I made a prototype back before this all started. Created the real thing once I found the right truck. We're not taking it today because it burns fuel like a bitch. Plus, it doesn’t suit our mission today. This is a quick in and out trip."

      "If I had a dollar for every time it was supposed to be a quick mission…" My Voice trailed off.

      "The way there is clear. The way back is also clear. Plus, we have these." He showed me a handheld walkie talkie.

      “Good range?” Joel asked.

      “We can get around twenty miles.”

      “How far are we going?” I put in.

      “Less than ten,” Alan replied nonchalantly.

      I glanced at Joel. He didn’t say anything.

      Alan took us to a weapon's locker that was operated by a pinch-faced woman with a dark blue scarf around her neck. Around her waist, she wore a leather belt with a holster at her left hip. A huge revolver sat there.

      She looked us up and down, said nothing, turned, and unlocked the door. Her hand stayed on the revolver's grip. She came back with a pair of knives. One had a six-inch folding blade. The other was in a sheath with a belt. Joel took that one, removed the blade, and tested it against his arm. He didn't look impressed.

      "A gun? Those work well against the Zs," I said.

      "Yeah? They also work well against stealing our shit." She didn't look up from writing in a logbook.

      "Why would we steal from you? This is the safest place I've been in months," I argued.

      "Because people do stupid stuff in the zombie fucking apocalypse. Or haven't you been paying attention?" she said fiercely.

      A chuckle burst past my lips. "Okay. You got me there. How about a wrench? Got one of those sitting around? It's good for crushing zombie heads."

      She peered at me like I was daft. "Christ. Would an old rifle barrel suit your highness? It don't got a home. Take it to bash in whatever you want. Just don't use it on Alan or DJ. Else, I'll come find you and return the gesture about fifty-seven times. Got me?"

      "Message received," I said honestly.

      She went in the back, closed and locked the door behind her. A minute later, the door unlocked. She opened it and stepped through, then turned and locked it again. She balanced it under an arm against her chest while locking the door. Her other hand never strayed far from the hand cannon at her side.

      It was probably from a hunting rifle. Not ideal, but it was a pipe. It had a hard sight on one end so that would offer help with gripping with my pinky wedge right up against the sharp corner. Early in the Z-poc I had learned the hard way that knives and sharp objects stuck and could be ripped out of your hand. Jam a large knife in a Zs head, and it could fall away, taking the knife in the process. "This'll work for now."

      She took the folding knife and put it behind the counter.

      "Really?"

      "You get one. Not both."

      "Come on, Creed. We got this." Joel grabbed my arm and turned away.

      "Sorry we can't hook you up with better weapons," Alan said when he saw what we came back with. "We've had some problems with new folks. The last time we went out with a fresh squad, they stole the vehicle and all the supplies we had amassed. Never saw those guys again. So don't be surprised if we keep you on a short leash. K? I'm not too worried since you're leaving your friends behind. More than likely, you ain't gonna run off and desert them."

      "Anna and Christy are more than friends. They're family. Hell. Anna and I are just south of being a married couple."

      "You two fight like it," Joel interjected.

      I held my extended arms to the side and gave a big shrug. "I'm in it for the makeup sex."

      Joel stifled a laugh.

      "Bottom line is, you don't fuck around and fuck us over. Do a good job and we'll see about getting you better jobs and better weapons when the time comes," Alan said.

      "We're on a trial period. I get it," Joel replied.

      Joel and I piled into the back of the truck in the cramped backseat. Alan drove, and DJ sat in the passenger seat. He carried a hunting rifle with the barrel sticking out of the partially lowered window.

      There was talk of making multiple trips, but it remained to be seen how much Z activity existed in the area. I pointed out that sometimes going somewhere new will bring them out. DJ rolled his eyes and muttered, "Noob".

      We weren't the only ones heading out on supply runs. A few other trucks rumbled up to the gate and departed with crews of three or more. As they left, each stopped by a guard post and showed a piece of ID.

      "Hey. Are they using normal driver's licenses? Government id? I have my Navy card stashed in my wallet."

      "We have our own cards. You'll get one if you stick around and do nothing fucking stupid."

      "Fucking stupid…"

      "Creed," Joel shushed me.

      I shrugged and turned my eyes back to the city. Once more into the breach and all.
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        12:05 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      We departed the island through the double metal reinforced gates onto I-5, a winding freeway that ran from Canada to California. The large road crossed Hayden Island. In the daylight, it was easier to see the constructed wooden towers that had been built up and supported by teams of three on either side of the island entrance. If someone or something breached the first gate, there was a hundred-foot-long kill box.

      A few bodies moved with the water current. One of them hung up on a rocky outcrop before turning slowly in the river and floating away. We were a few blocks into our drive away from Hayden Island, and so far we had only observed a few Zs wandering around. A few turns later and things changed. A half dozen Zs just wandered onto the scene. They didn’t seem to care about us as they shuffled around the buildings.

      "Hey, Joel. What does that guy remind you of?" I pointed at a tall dude with desiccated orbs that rolled around in his eye sockets.

      "You, when you haven't slept?"

      "Haw," I snorted. "I was gonna say, a Walmart greeter."

      "Wasn't that going to be your dream job after you got out of The Navy?"

      "You and me, pal. Matching wheelchairs."

      "You guys are a couple of comedians," DJ said.

      “That we are.” I agreed with DJ.
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      I wasn't sure if DJ would be good in a fight, but he was proficient at talking. He went on almost nonstop as we headed into the city. "Look at that zulu." "I miss Starbucks." "Wow. A red Cadillac." "A GameStop. I used to play zombie games. That was stupid…"

      I rolled my eyes. Joel sat with his arms crossed and looked out the window. We came to a stop so Alan could consult a map. Across the street, a skinny one-armed Z with a limp wandered onto the road. Joel made finger guns and fake blew the guy away, complete with sound effects.

      We'd teamed up with others, but Joel and I were used to being a well-oiled Z killing machine. DJ looked like he knew how to handle the hunting rifle. Alan appeared to be more than competent. Still, these were new folks to us. I prayed they weren't complete idiots.

      The journey wasn't a lot to write home about. They had predefined paths to follow. It was like someone had driven a tank, or a big truck with a plow, through town. Vehicles had been pushed onto sidewalks. We rolled past a few rotting body piles. Some had been covered with tarps, but not all. I tried to ignore the stench.

      We finally pulled off next to a grocery store that backed up to a residential area. Houses dotted the road. Some newer, but most appeared to have been built at least fifty years ago. A big two story had a large yellow warning sign on the side along with tape that warned of danger. Some of it had fallen away, revealing holes in the side. The roof barely clung to life.

      “This is a safe spot. Let’s scout the location. I’ll come back for the truck when we’re sure it’s clear,” Alan said. He pointed to the northeast. “The trailer is about a mile that way. We’ll grab it on our way out.”

      “Why not just drive the truck over there now?” I asked.

      “An abundance of caution. A bunch of green eyes were spotted in the area the day before yesterday. If we catch even a whiff of them, we’re out of here. Keep it quiet, cool?”

      I nodded, and we set out.

      A few minutes We took up stations next to a church on a dirty road littered with the remains of humanity and that included bones and other stuff. Dead animals and people, most partially gnawed on, were a common sight. This, and the rainwater-soaked graveyard, made for a terrible place to be traipsing about.
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        12:35 hours approximate
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      Joel and I paused at an intersection and waited for a pair of Zs to wander by.

      The male Z didn't have either hand, and the woman's entire upper torso looked like it had been partially chewed up by a garbage disposal and then spit back out. The guy stumbled on the sidewalk and his leg snapped at the knee. He fell on his face and didn't move again for a few seconds. Then he pulled himself forward with his hands. His broken leg slowed him down. The rotter didn't care, he kept on plugging away.

      I scanned the area for shufflers. None of them popped up for tea and biscuits.

      "Have you noticed how gnarly those things are getting?" I whispered.

      "Some of them have been dead for weeks and months. I'm surprised they haven't rotted to their bones yet," Joel said.

      "We've been seeing more and more of that. Some scientists think all the afflicted will be rotted before much longer. It's the green eyes we have to worry about." DJ crouched next to us and whispered. "Fucking ghouls."

      "We call 'em shufflers on account of the way they look like a weird crab when they're down on all fours," I said.

      "Huh," DJ replied. "I've never seen one up close. But if I do, I'm gonna put a bullet in its skull. Maybe two."

      I brushed off his bravado. From what I'd seen, DJ was a lot of talk, and not so much action.

      "So, if they're going to fall apart, why don't we wait it out?" I asked. “Shufflers excluded, because they don’t seem to rot. Just stink like dead fish. Evil bastards.”

      "Look at it this way," Joel said. "If there were three hundred sixty some million people in the US, and ninety percent of them turned, that means there's still thirty-six million out there. It's a lot, it's also a lot that can still get the disease. Those shufflers ain't going to wait around. They're getting braver and braver, and they'll go after every enclave like ours they can get to. Remember what Erik said when he met one? The shuffler said to him? ‘We’re you. Just better.’ Fucking chilling."

      "Look at you, dropping big numbers. Since when does a Marine know how to do math?" I whispered to Joel.

      "Hey, man. Even a jarhead like me finished high school. There's hope for you yet." Joel touched my shoulder in lieu of slapping it.

      "He's right. There are a lot of survivors in hiding or in sections of the country where people are more spread out. I've heard entire cities in Montana have been untouched by the dead."

      "Well, hell. Why don't we catch one of those choppers and head that way?" I quietly commented.

      "Because the fight is here." Joel’s voice was fierce. "I'm going to kill every shuffler I can. Fuck ‘em all. Let God sort ‘em out."

      I snorted.

      The other Z tripped on her leg-dragging pal because she got turned around and didn't see him. She collapsed across his back and the two worked at trying to become untangled, but it was like a twister game being played by a pair of blackout drunks.

      Joel motioned, moved out, and I followed close behind.

      Four roamers crept out of a building and made straight for us.

      "Quietly," DJ whispered.

      "This fucking guy," I muttered as I moved away.

      We advanced up another block. Joel and I had our eyes peeled, so far there wasn’t a hint of a shuffler.

      I couldn’t help but notice our clothes looked pretty poor compared to these two. DJ wore a set of blue BDUs with a dark jacket bearing the Gore-Tex logo, and a well-worn US Army ball cap. Alan wore similar garb.

      "Think I can get a jacket like that when we get back?" I asked DJ.

      "Oh yeah. We can check. Should have asked before we left. I think there's a big box of them."

      "No shit?"

      He nodded. "Yeah, man. They found them about a week ago at an outdoor outfitter place. When we get back, I'll get a couple for you guys. Cool?"

      "Very cool. Thanks," Joel said.

      We arrived at a nondescript building with a wide driveway, and took shelter next to a burned down health food store.

      The building’s door nearly blended in. It was gray and undistinguished. Alan pulled it open with a screech of rusted metal. The noise set me on edge. I kept my head on a swivel, for any curious Zs.

      The ground was dusty, and it smelled like mildew. Alan handed over a small LED flashlight. I shined it around the corners of the room and found water had leaked in and spoiled some boxes that had been left in corners. They were empty but were still perfect breeding grounds to make this place stink. There was a large bloodstain on one wall. No bodies. Whatever violence had occurred here was old.

      Alan moved to the center of the space and shoved a moldering box aside. Underneath sat a small metal door. He lifted an inset ring and hauled it open.

      DJ walked into the space and shone his light into the hidden room. "We got lucky here. It was a patrol looking around. Moved some of those soggy boxes. Boom. Wouldn'tcha know it? This appears. So, they mark it, lock it, and then move on. They got chased around for a while and lost track of the location. Alan found it yesterday. Today we came back ready to haul. I’m pretty sure a hoarder put all this stuff here, and never came back for it. Or they were, well, you know." DJ pulled his bottom lip under his teeth, widened his eyes, and stuck his arms up like a zombie.

      "What if someone came along and emptied the place? They might have seen Alan looking around." I stood and scratched my back with the gun barrel.

      "Time to find out. I doubt anyone came back here since yesterday,” DJ said. “Wait until we get back with all the goods. Gonna put in a good word for you guys. It's gonna be lit!" DJ practically danced a two-step.

      I couldn’t figure out if these guys weren’t taking this seriously enough, or if they were overconfident. We weren't on a field trip; we weren't doing a Costco run. We were out in the middle of the zombie fucking apocalypse. One wrong move and we could be overrun at any second.

      Wait a minute. When did I become Joel Freaking Kelly?

      “You guys start moving boxes up here. I’ll go get the truck,” Alan said. Once we finish, we’ll pick up the Cherokee and head back.”

      “Cherokee?” I asked.

      “The trailer. It’s a Cherokee fifth wheel. It’s in near perfect shape.”

      “Gotch.” I said. “Do you need backup?”

      “Nah. It’s pretty clear right now. If I’m not back in a few minutes, just wait longer.” He grinned, and set off.
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      With the flashlight in my mouth, I took the couple of stairs to the bottom, then hefted my sad weapon, and shone the light around the room. Just like they'd said, it was filled with boxes. The space was no larger than twenty-five feet square, but it was jammed to the top with goods. I started dragging the boxes closer to the entrance so I could use the light to see what they contained.

      Alan backed the Supercrew up to the door. He killed the engine and came in to check on our progress.

      I found cardboard cases of toilet paper, each holding seventy-two rolls. These I handed up to Joel. He took the boxes and shoved them off to the side. DJ shuffled them out near the truck.

      This might actually end up being a clean and quick operation, after all. It had only taken twenty or twenty-five minutes to get here.

      A full case of bar soap went up to Joel. He grunted as he tossed it on the floor and slid it across to DJ. I grinned, found an even heavier box, and slung it at Joel. He grumbled as he pushed it from my hands. "Are you trying to find the heaviest boxes to throw at me?"

      "Actually. Yeah." I laughed.

      "Ass," Joel muttered as he shoved another box toward DJ.

      More boxes revealed makeup and, sure enough, just what Anna had asked for, a small box of body lotion. Removing one tube, I shoved it into my jacket pocket.

      Moving back into the room, I shuffled more boxes of toiletries toward the ladder. One of them had a bunch of toothpaste tubes and toothbrushes. Bingo!

      As I brought the box to the ladder, a noise from above stopped me in my tracks.

      "Shit," I muttered, then raised my voice a little. "Joel. Hey, Joel. Is that what I think it is?"

      Joel didn't answer, because he was no longer there.

      I crept up the ladder until I could see the floor above.

      "Joel," I hissed.

      Nothing.

      Grabbing my lame excuse for a weapon, the gun barrel, I ascended the ladder. Fake club cocked in one hand with the tip behind my head, I crept forward. That's when I saw Joel.

      He stood near the truck with the knife in his hand. Alan and DJ were crouched on either side of the garage door with weapons drawn.

      "Zs?” I whispered.

      Joel waved his hand up and down. I shut up and froze. My eyes roved outside, but it was gray and starting to rain. Then I saw it.

      On top of a building crouched a form in a dark poncho. It was in the shape of a man. The figure didn't move, and I wondered if I was seeing things. Then the thing turned away, but not before I got a flash of green eyes.

      "Uh. Oh shit." I backed up, then my voice rose.

      "What?" Joel asked.

      I pointed. Joel's eyes followed, but when both looked at the roof, the damn thing was gone.

      "Shuffler was there," I whispered.

      Joel's eyes narrowed.

      DJ looked at the same spot. "I don’t see nothin'. But zulus are creeping around.”

      "If he saw it, it was there," Joel said.

      "Okay. Wasn't questioning it. Just didn't see it myself is all," DJ said.

      I couldn't tear my eyes off the roof. Where'd it go?

      A moan sounded somewhere in the near distance, followed by another.

      DJ poked his head around the corner of the building and almost paid for his lack of diligence with his life. The shuffler was almost silent. It leaped off the ground, struck him in the chest, and took DJ off his feet.

      Clutching the rifle barrel, I moved in to help. Joel was first and stabbed the thing in the shoulder. He'd probably been aiming for its back, because the ghoul's head was down. The shuffler ripped free and fell back with the knife still sticking out.

      Green eyes flared hate in Joel's direction.

      Alan came around the truck with a handgun. He aimed and fired off a pair of rounds.

      The shuffler disappeared around the side of the building. Alan went after it, and DJ, back on his feet and dusting his hands off on his pants, followed. He fumbled for his gun and lifted it as he broke into a run.

      "Wait, guys!" I called after them.

      I looked at Joel. He stared back at me and slowly shook his head. "This shit again."
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      Joel and I could have loaded the goods while those guys ran around chasing a shuffler, shooting off their guns, and attracting every Z in the area. We could have gotten in the truck and hid, or if the keys were there, we could have taken off, or driven around the side of the building and picked them up.

      These choices flashed through my mind, but Joel chose the one I knew he would.

      "Come on." He waved as he set off after our new friends. Idiots that they were.

      "I knew you were going to say that." I followed.

      Just as Joel rounded the building, he came up short. I had stretched out my legs to catch up and promptly ran into him. We both stumbled but stayed on our feet.

      "Mother…" I didn't have a chance to finish my curse.

      There were at least twenty of them. How they had made it this far without being seen or heard was beyond me, but there they were. There was no sign of the shuffler. Leave it to one of them to walk in a room, take a shit, and leave before anyone saw them.

      DJ held back a Z with one hand. The other pressed his gun up under the woman's rotted face and pulled the trigger. How the wig had stuck around on her head this long was a mystery. It flew off along with a chunk of her skull, some gray brain matter, and black goo that was passing for blood.

      Alan had two on him. Joel rushed to the first one and pulled it off. He'd lost his weapon, but the marine in him wasn't dissuaded. He grabbed one of the Zs and rammed it into the wall headfirst. The Z struck hard and fell on its knees, then collapsed with a cracked head.

      There were more of them coming. I flailed around myself with the rifle barrel and beat one down while another grabbed my arm and tried to bite me. My jacket stopped the bite from penetrating, but it still hurt like hell. Rage blinded me. I snatched the little guy by the leg and arm, lifted him in the air, and slammed him like a sack of potatoes. He bounced and tripped up another Z.

      “Assholes!" My voice seethed.

      Rifle barrel in hand, fist at the ready, I pulled a snarling Z off DJ while he smashed it with the butt of his gun.

      Alan fired a few more times, but all the noise and activity had caught the attention of every drooler in the vicinity, and they were heading for us. At least a dozen of them flowed around the truck as they came at us, with more behind. Great. Now we were cut off from our ride.

      I tossed aside a Z as I made my way to Joel. He'd found a brick and was putting it to good use. A tall Z with a skullet of long white and gray hair surrounding his bald head, fell to a strike. Then Joel flailed to the right at a heavyset guy, but hit him with a glancing blow. The rotter backed up. A second Z came for Joel, which pulled my friend's attention off the first. My hand fell on the tall guy's arm, and I yanked him away. The bigger Z ran at Joel, hit a little hole in the ground, and fell into him. The pair of them hit the wall, hard. Joel grunted in pain and shoved the guy back.

      I turned to find the rest of our team, but DJ was no longer in sight. Alan had also disappeared.

      I hated being right.
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      Joel and I hustled to catch up with DJ and Alan. They’d had to fall back around the back of the building. As we looked for them, DJ yelled, “Over here!”

      They were trying to get back to the truck.

      Alan reached into his jacket and pulled out a large, sheathed knife. He ripped it away from his side and threw it at Joel.

      Joel caught it and yanked out the blade. It looked remarkably like his old ka-bar. I swear he smiled before he put it to good use.

      The mass of Zs was already here, and they were looking for blood. They blundered onto the overgrown lawn. One of them stumbled onto a patch of grass that was overrun with weeds and slipped. Two rotters set their eyes on Joel.

      Joel stabbed the first Z in the head. I came in low, swung my improvised club up, and cracked the second dead fuck right under the chin. Her head popped up, and almost sprang free from her spine, then she dropped and didn’t make another move.

      DJ hit one of the second pair with a kukri style blade. He swung it overhead, and it smacked into the man’s skull, then the Z turned to the side, pulling DJ with him. He tugged, but the large blade stuck.

      “I’m on it!” I pointed at the Z.

      “No. She’s mine.” DJ grunted.

      He kicked her, but she didn’t fall. With both hands on the blade’s haft, he pulled  a couple of times as he tried to free the blade. All it did was create a funny little marionette scene as he danced around her grasping hands.

      With an irritated grunt, I moved in. The rifle barrel smashed into the top of her head. I hit it with the intention of not only killing the Z but also knocking his machete free since he seemed so attached to the stupid weapon.

      It came loose. The woman fell without a peep. DJ also dropped. As he had given the knife a last pull, I’d hit it. Maybe I was trying to be a dick. Some things are hard to quit. DJ stared at the dead woman as he plopped into a puddle. I offered my hand, but he smacked it away. “I said I fucking had it.”

      “We’re a team out here, right?” I asked him. “That means we stick together. No one is keeping a zombie head-bashing count.”

      “Fuck, man. Sorry. Sorry, man. Just all this shit, you know? It’s just a lot. It’s a lot!”

      “I hear ya, pal. Just stick close. We’ll cover each other’s asses, cool?” I offered.

      More crawlers were already coming for us. My eyes roved the buildings and sidewalks, looking for a shuffler. There had to be one around here guiding this mass. It was too convenient that they popped up wherever we ran.

      There had been six of them, and now they were down. As a bonus, they had done it without Alan firing another shot. The boom had scared me for more reasons than one. We weren’t in the clear, yet. We’d made it around the other side of the building, but now we had to get back to the truck.

      Alan pulled his pistol as he hustled us around the building.

      “Got an extra one of those?” I asked him.

      “Nope. I wish I had ten of them.”

      “Don’t fire unless you have to. No sense pulling an entire horde here.” I offered advice, even though I hoped he didn’t require it.

      I ran to the side of the building and looked back at the way we’d come and found that we were fucked if we tried it. There were probably a hundred Zs now, and they were heading our way.

      I turned and said, “Run!”

      We ran. Again.

      The second wave of Zs came from a different side street and gave slow chase. That’s the one good thing about rotters. They’re slow as hell and unlikely to run you down. But a bunch of them can overwhelm you and start a long and painful death before your eventual re-life as one of them.

      No fucking thanks.

      We had to rush across another street, and now we were two blocks from the truck. Office buildings dotted the landscape another street over, while apartments or condos made up the other. A warehouse sat in the distance and there was a grocery store yet another street over at a four-way crossroad. Across from us sat a quaint little deli. I couldn’t see a name because the windows had been smashed in. Chairs, and tables were pushed over. I moved so I could get a good look. The place was completely trashed, from Zs, or looters, it was hard to tell.

      There wasn’t a single location here that hadn’t been looted. My guess was that the looter had put all the goodies in this building and covered them. DJ was probably right on that one.

      From most of those directions, crawlers were on the prowl, and we’d made all the noise they needed. Now they were drawn to this location. If we didn’t get to the truck soon, we were going to be trapped.

      Alan took out his radio and started calling for backup.

      We were nearly blocked-in next to a CVS pharmacy. The windows had all been busted out and the store completely looted. Half the shelves lay on their sides and there wasn’t a single useful item in sight.

      We came to a stop and rested, our heads on a swivel. Moans and groans all around. Backs to the wall of a small home improvement store. The sign had fallen, and I couldn’t read the text because the neon bulbs had been smashed.

      “We’re gonna have to do something stupid.” Alan said and took a few deep breaths.

      Sweat dotted his forehead.

      DJ’s eyes were wild and roved all around us.

      “Well,” I began. “Fucking Stupid is my middle—"

      “What do you have in mind?” Joel interrupted me.

      DJ leaned over, put his hands on his knees, and breathed in and out fast.

      “We’re going to have to split up into two teams. We’ll have to draw them away from the truck. Once the truck’s no longer surrounded, we’ll get in and rendezvous with the other team. We need a place to meet.” Alan looked between us. “Here?”

      “I mean…” I shrugged.

      “You can take DJ. Joel and I will get the truck.”

      “Me and Creed work as a team. We’re good. You two get the truck. We’ll go pull them to the residential area,” Joel said before I could suggest that we get the truck.

      “If we’re gonna do this, we need to move now before this entire area is a dumpster fire of zulus. Then we’re never getting to the truck.” Joel’s head constantly moved back and forth as he looked for targets. “We need guns. We’re already blown, so might as well get to shooting.”

      “We brought little,” Alan said. “We’ll have to make do with what we have.”

      He still didn’t trust us. For all we knew, he had two more handguns stashed under his jacket. DJ had left his hunting rifle behind. That figured.

      “Hey, man. We’re in a deep world of fucking hurt right now. A couple of pistols would go a long way to making this scheme work,” I argued.

      “Sorry.” Alan shrugged.

      Joel crouched next to Alan and DJ. He used a piece of bark to sketch out a rough outline of our area. I joined him and dropped to a crouch as well.

      “Our move is to go back the way we came. It’s busy with Zs, but there aren’t as many as going that way.” He pointed at the corner we’d just used. “Instead of a straight path, we cut over a block this way.” He drew a small arrow. “And come to the truck’s location from the back. That means the back of the building. Once we’re there, Creed and I will make them follow. We’ll cut back the way we came and meet right here.”

      Alan chewed on that for a second. “We’ll stick together until we circle around the block. Then DJ and I will peel off and rush the truck.”

      This plan sucked, but it was the best we had right now.

      I held my hand in a fist. The others looked at it in confusion.

      “Come on. Four musketeers and shit.”

      Joel shook his head, stood, and motioned for me.

      What’s the worst that can happen, right?

      Joel grabbed my arm and tugged. When I looked at him, he jerked his head in the truck's direction. “Come on, Creed. Let’s do this.”

      “When you get to the truck, just don’t fucking leave us behind.” I stuck my finger in Alan’s face.

      His eyes narrowed.

      “We’re not leaving anyone behind,” DJ said.

      I gave them both a flat stare and hoped they understood the gravity of my non vocal threat. The fact was they could hop in the truck and desert Joel and I.

      A few choice curse words wanted to leave my mouth as Joel practically dragged me away. DJ and Alan trailed us.

      “Your turn. Tell me what you think,” Joel asked quietly.

      “I think this simple supply run just became a nightmare. I’m still not sure of those two,” I whispered.

      “I think they mean well. Just keep an eye on them.”

      I nodded once.

      Peeking around the corner, I didn’t like what I saw. A bunch of them were bearing down on us. The truck was out of sight, but it wasn’t far. If we went one block east, and then cut to the left, we’d be able to draw them off.

      Looking up, I scanned the top of the building. Even if we made our way up there, no other roof tops were close enough for us to jump.

      We’d have to hoof it and hope for the best.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        13:50 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      It took us ten painful minutes to get there. We’d planned to cut over one way, but it was blocked, so we ended up going an entire city block farther. We ducked, wove, and fought our way through mini masses of Zs. Most were slow, but a few gave us chase. After we were out of sight, most simply let up. Luckily, Alan and DJ knew better than to start shooting just yet.

      A run-down movie theater with six screens took up most of it. I knew there were six, because it was plastered on the burned-out neon sign out front. The double set of doors had been boarded up, but one side was smashed in. There was no fucking way we were going to go stumbling around dark movie theaters teaming with the dead.

      We ducked around the corner and paused next to a bunch of dumpsters behind a locked fence section.

      “The fuck would anyone lock up dumpsters?” I wondered out loud.

      “Big homeless problem in Portland,” Alan replied between gasps.

      I figured this guy would have been in better shape.

      “Huh.” I nodded.

      “I see that look.” Alan sucked in a breath. “It’s my lungs. Damn things are going bad on me. Probably cancer. I used to smoke like a chimney.”

      “That blows,” I said.

      “Real funny.” DJ didn’t laugh.

      “Sorry. I honestly didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I thought it was funny.” Alan grinned.

      “Let’s go.” Joel didn’t let us rest any longer.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        14:05 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      At our next rest stop, we were almost back to where we’d started and the Z population was picking up significantly. I’d remarked about a rundown home when we arrived, and when it came into view, I was happy to see something like a landmark I recognized.

      Alan once again leaned over and gasped for breath. He opened his jacket, pulled a thick section of the interior over his face, pressed it tightly and coughed long and hard.

      Joel and I exchanged uneasy looks.

      His coughs were muffled, but they sounded like gunshots to me. We were going to have to pick up the pace, and I wasn’t sure Alan had it in him.

      When Alan was finished coughing, he pulled his face out of his jacket. There was a trace of blood on his lips. He wiped it away. “What? If Walter White can run a meth empire while dying from lung cancer, I can make it to the truck. See you guys at the rendezvous point,” Alan said.

      DJ offered a half wave. The pair of them set off at a jog.

      “Let’s move out.” Joel pressed us to get this stupid plan back on course.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        14:15 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      We shoved our way through a few Zs, tossing them to the ground as we moved. Zs ain’t exactly the smartest cookies in the cookie jar. Knock one over and they couldn’t do much more than grasp for your legs, mouths wide open, gumming the air as they struggled to find their feet. This was an effective way to not only stop them but to slow down the ones behind. A half dozen downed Zs make a significant barrier.

      “I hope they know how bad this is getting,” I said.

      “Yeah. I should have said something about time. We don’t have a lot of it.”

      The level of Z activity was growing by the minute. When we had arrived, there had barely been a dozen roamers. Now there were hundreds, and they weren’t milling around. They were hunting for prey.

      My eyes scanned the rooftops again for shufflers. So far, they were keeping away. Or biding their time.

      “I don’t see them either; doesn't mean they ain’t there,” Joel said.

      “Yep.”

      “Look. They reached the checkpoint. Let’s go make some noise.”

      The next part of this hastily-put-together plan was the one that was the most dangerous. To us.

      Rounding the corner just a couple of hundred feet from the truck’s location, we found an enormous mass of them. They walked in circles, into walls, tripped over sidewalks, blundered through puddles, and fell over each other.

      Alan and DJ reached the end of the street, turned, and waved.

      “That’s us,” I said.

      “Let’s go.” Joel didn’t wait for me to acknowledge. He hooted and ran straight for the biggest mass of Zs.

      I followed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        14:25 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      We careened into the flash mob of the dead like bats out of hell. I hooted and hollered for them to get in line and follow me. Heads turned. Eyes set on us. Milky and dead, they bored into our skulls. Soon, the moaning mass came at us as we turned left and started clapping our hands.

      DJ and Alan had come to a stop across the road from the building we had raided. They crouched next to an outgrowth of shrubs. Alan had to engage with a Z and he put it down. The rest were more interested in us.

      “This way you ugly fucks!” I hooted as Joel and I cut to the left and started to back track.

      Our path took us around the block until we were next to the residential section. Looking back over my shoulder told me we were doing a good job of leading the Zs away. A pair of them closed on us. Joel grabbed my arm and pulled me after him as he hooked to the right.

      When we’d rolled into this neighborhood, I had noticed this dilapidated home on the edge of the commercial district. It sat near a few apartment buildings and appeared to have been in the process of collapsing when the Z-poc hit. It was a real piece of shit. Someone had graffitied the blue walls with an unreadable script. Faded yellow paint on a gutter hung onto the roof by bubblegum and prayers.

      We reached the end of the road, and that’s when I realized we had miscalculated. It was all fine and well to lead the Zs away from the truck, but we’d ended up not only stuck with this mob, but a fresh and huge one from Arrow Street, according to the sign over the road. They came at us like we were moving steak dinners and they hadn’t had a meal in weeks. The last part of that was probably true.

      “Oh shit,” Joel said what I was thinking.

      Still clapping my hands, I followed him toward the beat down house because it was the only clean direction we could go without being overwhelmed.

      Behind us, the sound of gunshots rang out. They blasted about a dozen times before falling silent.

      Then the shufflers hit us.

      They were slick, the pair of them, grumbling like a couple of morons with marbles in their mouth. Was that a new way of communication for them? I’d heard these things talk before and it was creepy. This was like some mumble rap gone worse than normal.

      The woman was faster and she jumped on Joel. He spun at the last second, ducked, and shot his arm to the side in a clean clothesline. I’d have given him an 8 for style alone.

      The shuffler squawked as it flipped backward and hit the ground.

      I went for more of a brute force method with the green-eyed dude.

      Looked like he was fifty, maybe older.

      Had no hair.

      His face was greasy, and tears filled his glassy green eyes. Maybe some kind of Z allergies had gotten to him. He was a big guy, but not bigger than me. Still, he had that preternatural way of moving. He zigged as I spun to confront him. Old dude shuffler moved past me and rushed to attack Joel.

      His hands were claws. They lashed out at my friend. I was slow compared to the shuffler, but Joel was almost ready. He smacked aside the shuffler’s hands. That gave me time to grab him by the neck. His skin was slimy, and I immediately thought of dead fish.

      “Why do you guys have to smell so fucking gross?!”

      His momentum as he spun for me allowed my feet to sidestep. With a flick, and Joel’s persistent hands, we sent the ghoul flying into the wall. It crunched and pieces of wood shattered and fell. I had to back up as the gutter gave up the ghost and plunged to the ground. A piece hit the female shuffler across the shoulders just as she was coming to her feet. It crashed around her and elicited a grunt.

      Joel’s knife went flying as he fought off the ghoul I’d tossed against the side of the house. I leaned over, snatched it up, and plunged it into the neck of the female shuffler.

      She reared back with a roar of pain.

      My left arm snaked around her chest. I held on and pulled her back, then dug the knife in deeper. With a grunt, I ripped it free and partially severed her head.

      Black cold blood oozed across my arms. She fell away without another sound but carried my rifle barrel with her.

      With that bitch out of the way, it was time to turn my attention to the second ghoul. Joel fought it off.

      I grabbed it around the neck. My hands were slippery with shuffler goo, and they slipped loose. The creature dove at Joel and got its arms around his waist. They crashed into the wall. The wood must have been rotten, because it split and the pair of them crashed through. I dove after Joel and that’s when I realized my mistake.

      Bursting through the wall caused part of it to cave in and fall. The floor above shifted and crashed around us.

      My hands reached for purchase.

      There was nothing there.

      Darkness.

      The shuffler screeched.

      Somehow, I was on top of the fucking thing.

      I was falling!

      The ground came up hard.

      The shuffler bounced with me on top.

      Breath exploded from my chest.

      A body slapped down next to mine.

      Joel cried out loudly in pain.

      The shuffler didn’t move.

      Neither did I.

      All I could do was lie there.

      Hello, literal rock bottom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE FUCKENING STRIKES BACK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        14:55 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      I’ve landed in some appalling places since the damned zombies took over the world and set about ruining my life.

      There was the day we found that gross dude holding Zs as sex slaves. He’d also tried to kill us. During that first week in the zombie fucking apocalypse, we’d run into a lot of crazy stuff, but that guy had been an actual monster.

      A few weeks later, Joel and I had gotten ourselves stuck in a partially flooded cellar. We’d had the place on our radar for a few days. We had been getting more desperate as days had drug on and that had meant taking chances on the search for more supplies.

      We’d scored a big fat nothingburger for our efforts.

      Zs had surrounded the place. They had probably been unaware we were even there. Creating even a single noise would have had us trapped for good. We’d had to freeze our asses off in place while they’d shuffled around the building.

      That cellar had been disgusting by an order of magnitude. It was the bodies in the mud, skin sloughed off, floaters with bone showing. One corpse, a poor kid, her face sticking out of the water with a rictus leer. Lips pulled back. Black teeth in bloated gums.

      The smell, oh my god. The smell had been horrendous, and we had spent at least six hours there.

      As the night had worn on, it had become colder and colder. After what felt like days, we’d made a break for it and with pure luck had made it back to Fortress in one piece.

      I’m not one to reminisce, but that night had been a cake walk compared to this moment.

      How fucking stupid had we been for letting those jabronis talk us into helping on a big supply run? I wanted to bash my head against a wall for a few minutes. Luckily, the fall had already done most of that work.

      Joel groaned next to me and rolled over. It was nearly pitch black and I couldn’t tell what the hell we were turning in. It could have been a pile of wet carpet. Might have been a mush of bodies.

      The shuffler beneath me didn’t move. Thank god, because I had passed out at some point, and yeah. I had slept with a shuffler. Anna was going to laugh her ass off. Assuming I ever saw her again to tell this tale.

      No idea how long we’d been down here. Could have been minutes. Could have been hours. My head spun.

      I rolled off. My stomach rebelled, and I tried not to vomit.

      Almost made it.

      An acrid stream of puke erupted from my mouth as I gave the shuffler a chunky shower. Kinky!

      A crow cawed somewhere overhead. That heartless jerk was probably waiting for us to die so he could eat our eyes and rip out our tongues.

      A break in the roof above provided little light. It wasn’t much, but at least we weren’t operating in pitch black.

      “Joel,” I whispered.

      “Go away.”

      I kicked the shuffler, but it didn’t respond. I sat up and studied the corpse. His green eyes were now a dull gray that bordered on white. Dead or not, I wanted to put a bunch of bullets in its head.

      Joel lay next to me, curled up, and he wasn’t moving, so I poked him. “You sound alive. Are you alive?”

      “I feel like shit,” Joel said.

      “Agreed.” I withdrew my hand.

      “I guess they left us.”

      “Maybe they’re looking for us now, but with all the damn Zs up top, I’d rather not risk a bunch of them falling in here with us.”

      “Yep. The fuckening strikes again.” I coughed a few times. “Again.”

      “How many times does this make?”

      “Brother, I have lost count.”

      “Just rest. We need to regain our strength. With any luck, the Zs will clear out once they realize we’re gone. I’m sure those guys took off. Not much we can do about it. Just…” I almost drifted off, even though I was cold. “Just rest.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to think of happier times.
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        15:15 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      Somewhere above us, a pack of Zs moaned.

      The crow cawed above us again, so I gave it a strongly worded middle finger.

      I picked myself up and felt around my body for tears or breaks. Any kind of wound in the zombie fucking apocalypse could go septic really quick.

      “We don’t have a single weapon. Welcome to the suck.”

      “You know, Joel, just once, it would be great if you could be the voice of happiness.”

      “I’m more of the voice of reason kinda guy.” Joel groaned, his voice clearly trying to mask his pain.

      “I can’t fault you there,” I said truthfully.

      The little room at the bottom of the stairs was dark, with only a sliver of light shining from a break in the wall above. Soggy wood made up the floor. There might have been carpet, but it had probably gone to rot, thanks to the elements. One thing I had learned about the Pacific Northwest was that it was cold and wet most of the time. What I wouldn’t give for a dose of San Diego sunshine.

      I shivered in my wet clothes. A fire would do wonders. It would also bring about the wrong attention. “We need to get somewhere dry and safe. Find some weapons. Hopefully scrounge up some food.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Or we can stay here and wait for the Zs to find and eat us. It’s a simple choice.”

      “Sometimes you gotta embrace the suck,” Joel murmured.

      Across from me, in the room’s corner, was something horrifying. It had been hard to make out in the dull light. As we’d sat here, hurting, wishing we were anywhere else, the sun had moved. Now the light illuminated our surroundings a little better.

      Unfortunately, the illumination brought the bodies into view. I shuddered, and I’ve seen some disgusting things, as I mentioned earlier. This, though. This…

      Rotting to the bone, the heap of bodies made up a tangled knot of misery. Most didn’t twitch. Some had a few teeth. For many of them, they only had gums. Lips, desiccated and pulled back, couldn’t close. Their mouths were in a perpetual gasp of horror. A few of them regarded me with mucus covered eyeballs flopping around in hollow sockets.

      It was hard to get a count. So many of the bodies had decomposed into each other. Clothes had either rotted away or been eaten by rodents. A squeak confirmed this theory as I pushed myself up. Tiny feet skittered, and the beady eyes of a rat met mine. It had an oozing chunk of flesh in its little mouth. The rodent disappeared into darkness.

      “Jesus. Fucking. Christ,” I enunciated under my breath with a long sigh.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        15:30 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      I helped Joel up. He leaned heavily against me and struck his thigh two or three times with a balled-up fist.

      “Yeah. Show that leg who’s the boss.”

      “It’s like a charley horse that won’t let up.”

      “Can you walk?”

      “I can manage if I shake this out.”

      “You probably hit something in the fall. You’re gonna have a hell of a bruise on your leg.”

      “Bruises I can deal with. The question is, can we get out of here?

      That was The Question. There was a doorway above, but the stairs were in a heap on the ground.

      “Hey. See what’s left of the stairs?” I pointed.

      “Yeah. A pretty sad looking collection of busted boards and two-by-fours.”

      “Maybe we can use it. Make us a stair. We just gotta get about a foot or two higher, and one of us can jump to it.”

      Joel’s eyes followed the wall to the door. He rubbed the back of his head. “I mean, it might work. Would help if we had some nails and a hammer.”

      I shifted a few pieces around. Most were long, rotted, flat boards. A few under the top of the pile were in decent shape. Some corners had crumbled and fallen away, but the mid sections were solid. I leaned one against the wall and pressed it with my foot. It held enough to reassure me it might hold up if we got enough of them together.

      Joel leaned against the wall.

      “I’d help, but I know how you get.”

      “Help by finding us something we can use as weapons.”

      Joel shook his head. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m so fucking out of it right now. My head’s pounding. My ribs, man. Entire chest feels like I got a weight on it.”

      I looked at Joel’s face. His eyes were weary and red. His skin was ashen, but mine probably was as well. It was cold here, and we were both wet with no way to get dry. I involuntarily shivered.

      “Yeah. You look rough,” I said honestly. “Catch your breath.”

      I went back to work. I could pull out a few nails, but most were stuck fast, and nothing less than a claw hammer or small crowbar was getting them out. If some of the smaller wood didn’t have soft ends, I might have been able to wedge them in under a nail and pop them loose. My best efforts resulted in a busted knuckle and a few curses.

      A rainstorm moved overhead. The air whistled loudly through the home. Water sprinkled in through the cracks and holes above, making my already chilly work even colder.

      “We need a fire. Gonna fucking freeze.”

      “Grab some sticks and start rubbing,” I turned my head to the side and said over my shoulder.

      “We got nothing, man, fucking nothing.”

      “We’ve been in worse scraps.” I tried to sound optimistic.

      “We have? More like…”

      I turned and found Joel slumped against the wall.

      “You okay?”

      “I don’t know. I feel kinda woozy. I’m sure it’ll pass soon.”

      “Damn,” I muttered. I needed to get us out of here.

      It wasn’t pretty, but my hastily constructed box had four sides of almost equal height. I was going to have to rely on leverage more than anything else. Once I put the top on, we’d have to go really slow.

      I considered using a two by four as a hammer to bang one part into another. They had nails. That just wasn’t in the cards unless I planned to attract every Z in the vicinity.

      The mostly finished frame wouldn’t last for long. The soggy parts were going to be the real problem. A last piece of wood went in between opposing corners. Once I put a large board on top, it might collapse on us. Hopefully, the crossbeam would help keep the whole thing from collapsing.

      I kept glancing at Joel to make sure he was okay. He was unsteady as he moved aside objects in his search for weapons. An old couch sat rotting in a corner. I’d already thought about using it for a boost, but the back was so rotted it wouldn’t hold my weight. I don’t know how old the thing was. It had been left under a crack and it looked like a steady stream of rain runoff had nearly disintegrated the entire piece of furniture.

      The box, for what it was worth, was a piece of shit. I shoved the sections against the wall and put a pair of boards on top. One of them wobbled as I put one cautious foot on the top.

      “We got this,” I said to Joel, trying to sound confident.

      Joel shuffled close and leaned against the wall next to my creation. He looked it over, looked up at the door above, and blew out his breath. “Man. I don’t know if this is going to work.”

      “Got a better idea?”

      He shrugged.

      I pointed at the loose board close to him. “Wedge your leg against that so it doesn’t fall apart. Once I’m on top, you’ll have to climb up as well, so I can boost you up there. Can you handle pulling yourself up?”

      “I think so. One way to find out.”

      “We only got one shot at this.”

      “Really?”

      “I was adding dramatic tension.”

      “Whatever. Just get your dumb ass up there so I can get my dumb ass up there.”

      “Good enough for me.”

      The box wobbled as I slowly rose to my feet. I stretched my hands up and needed three or four more feet to reach the second floor. Why in the hell did we have to end up in a house with a basement set two stories deep? If it had been a single floor, I’d have been able to hoist myself up an hour ago and gotten us the hell away from this pit of despair.

      I considered jumping, but I was afraid that if I missed, this entire house of cards would come crashing down with me on top. A nail through my rib cage was not a good idea in the zombie fucking apocalypse. Or a broken leg, for that matter.

      Already unsteady on the platform, I leaned forward and put both hands on the wall to stay steady. Joel had closed his eyes. I snapped my fingers, and he shook his head and nodded.

      The board beneath me wobbled. I flattened my body against the wall and held my breath as I balanced. “This isn’t going to work.”

      “Nah. We got this. Probably,” Joel said.

      Joel cautiously put his foot on the stand. I braced for it, but reached out and took his hand. Together, we balanced on the board. He then turned and put his back against the wall. The entire platform trembled, but somehow held us in place.

      “Here comes the tricky part.” I pointed up. “I’m going to boost you.”

      “I got this, man. I got this.”

      I took a breath. “Alright.”

      I turned and put my body against the wall like Joel had done. He leaned across my chest and placed his hand on my shoulder. Then he was facing me. I laced my fingers together and offered them.

      The weariness in Joel’s eyes was hard to avoid. He looked downright worn to the bone. A splash of blood had stained his forehead. I followed the stain and got a look at the damage. He’d need something to close that wound. If we got out of here, that is.

      “Up, up, and away,” Joel mumbled.

      With his boot in my hands, I heaved Joel up. The board teetered dangerously beneath my feet. It took every ounce of strength to hold him up and keep my back pressed against the wall with both feet pushing to keep it steady.

      “Almost,” Joel said.

      He crawled up, feet now digging into my shoulders.

      “A little higher,” Joel called down.

      I stretched to my tiptoes.

      Legs shook from the effort.

      A cramp started to develop in my right calf.

      I tried to straighten more, but Joel’s weight was too much and I felt as if I were about to fall forward and drop us both.

      The entire platform shook.

      It was going to give!

      He gave one last heave and then he was off my back.

      “You did it!” I almost clapped.

      Premature celebration much?

      Joel let out a little cry of shock. I spun and found him with half his body shoved through the doorway. Something smashed into something else and suddenly the telltale call of a Z came out loud and clear, a moan that was almost a groan, and wasn’t a noise any human should ever make.

      A body hit the wall above. Joel flailed. My platform shook. Joel tried to come back down, must have thought better of it, and shimmied up again.

      “Hey, Joel. Hey. Careful, man!”

      Another crash and suddenly I had a problem. A rotted Z careened over the edge and dropped. Hard to tell with the gunk. Mold, yeah. Mold! And general rot that clung to his body.

      It came down with a literal splat.

      I dove off the platform just as it turned into a pile of boards. Scrambling for purchase, my feet slipped, and I flailed right into the opposite wall.

      Rubbing my head, I turned to the side to keep my eyes on the creature from the black abyss. He lumbered to his feet, groaning and moaning the entire time. Goo oozed down his face. The thing’s head was so large it looked like a pus-filled water balloon about to pop.

      I wanted to scream.

      It wanted to scream.

      Probably.

      I honestly couldn’t figure out what that gaping maw was up to.

      Balloon Head was on me before I could stand up. I lashed out with my leg and caught it near the kneecap. Didn’t do shit. The huge pus bag fell toward me. Not gonna lie, I shoved myself back with a little cry of terror.

      “Joel!” I hissed.

      No answer. Something crashed into something else up there. A heavy object fell on the floor and the frame shook.

      I cast around for a weapon. Found a hunk of rotting wood, and grabbed one end.

      The Z rushed forward on all fours, head hanging low, eyes somehow glued to me, green drool dripping from its mouth.

      My panic swing ended in a ‘whoosh’ as I missed.

      Teeth gnashed for my shin.

      I put my boot to good use and kicked away the dreadful monster. Pus and whatever waterlogged shit kept this thing alive exploded across the soggy floor.

      Another loud rumble from above, followed by a grunt. Might have been human.

      “Joel!” I tried again. Voice low so as not to attract any more wandering water drenched rotters.

      I raced away from the Z and hit the wall, jumped on the remains of the platform, and tried to launch myself up. I put as much as I had into it but missed the top by a good eighteen inches.

      Came down hard and dislodged the top board.

      The entire box fell down and me with it.

      Pain exploded in my hip.

      My elbow struck the edge of a chunk of wood and the feeling went out in my right arm.

      “Mother…” I didn’t get a chance to finish my curse.

      Like a goddamn windup doll, it was on me again.

      Clammy hands closed on my wrist.

      It yanked.

      I yanked back.

      Dazed, trying to find which way was up, I lashed out with my free arm and struck the creature.

      It was like hitting a wet bag of sand.

      My fingers dug for purchase and came away with a lumpy handful of skin and pure gore.

      Skin crawling.

      Blood pounding in my head.

      Heart about to thunder out of my chest.

      I pulled away and barely avoided getting bitten.

      Back on my feet, I found a corner, assessed my situation, and found it wasn’t good. The Z outweighed me by a good fifty pounds.

      I dug around and pulled out a piece of the door’s frame. It had a sharp end that wasn’t completely soaked through and rotted. Or so I hoped.

      Balloon Head got back to his feet and set its one good eye on me, the other being covered in slouched-off flesh. Looked like dripped candle wax.

      I swung the board with both hands. Hard.

      Hit the guy like a truck.

      He didn’t even stagger.

      Its head slammed to the side, but the creature crashed toward me. Balloon Head’s weight was too much, and it drove me back into the wall!

      I used the piece of wood in both hands to shove the thing back. He redoubled his efforts; I braced one end against the wall. My other hand grabbed Balloon Head by the, well, hair, if that’s what you can call it. Muck covered and slippery mass of fibers would be another way to put it. Smelled like rotted bacon. I gagged as I pulled it forward into the piece of wood. The chunk went into the covered eye socket, sank a little deeper, and got stuck. Presumably in his eye socket.

      Watery pus exploded all over my hand and arm. Turning my face aside meant I didn’t get a mouthful of the muck. Thank god!

      That didn’t prevent me from holding a handful of rotted skin as Balloon Head pulled away. The gnarly bastard just wasn’t going to give up without a bite, and I had a great deal of interest in keeping my skin in one piece.

      I shoved Balloon Head into the wall repeatedly until the improvised stake pushed through his ocular orbit and into whatever hunk of decay made up his brain. The Z finally stopped fighting and slumped forward onto me. I pushed his waterlogged body away.

      Walls shook around me.

      “Joel,” I called gently. Out of breath, it was barely a hiss.

      No answer.

      “Joel,” I tried again.

      A grunt that didn’t seem to come from a Z sounded from above.

      “Dude. Are you in danger? Are you still alive?”

      Stupid question. Like he’d be able to answer if he was dead. Or a Z. The only thing he’d be doing right now is stumbling around looking for a meal.

      “God dammit,” I seethed.

      The Z next to me didn’t so much as grunt in agreement.

      I tried to snap my Z goo covered fingers as an idea occurred.

      The wall was soft. I knew this because my attempts to stick a couple of rusted nails had resulted in nothing more than lines being dragged into the remains.

      Dragging myself to my weary feet was a chore.

      Lifting the corpse was like trying to pick up a gigantic bag of sodden potatoes. I got Balloon Head up with my arms under his pits. Stumbling steps brought me close to the exit. The dead guy’s legs dragged between mine as I shuffled him closer.

      “Hang in there, Joel.” I judged the distance from the ground. “If this works.” I added under my breath.

      One foot in front of the other. As fast as I could. I needed to be doing fifty in a school zone.

      My movements drove the stake deeper into his head and more importantly, into the wall. He started to slide but caught a stud. I shoved his head forward until the stake met the back wall. It wasn’t perfect, but it might work for the few seconds I needed.

      Now that Balloon Head was stuck, I had my own boost.

      Another bunch of banging from upstairs brought me around. I’d sort of drifted. My head was a haze. Exhaustion lurked just over the edge. I could close my eyes for a minute. Just close them. Quickly. Then you’d be back at it with fresh energy. Joel would be fine until then.

      “Nope.”

      My jump wasn’t perfect, but it carried me up. Scrambling for purchase, my feet dug into the remains of the Balloon Head’s pants. Hands digging in mush. Hair sticking to my fingers. A week of showers might clean off the gunk and stench.

      Hands scrambling between trying to Spiderman my body up the wall and balancing on Balloon Head. One foot on his shoulder. Then the next. My rotter ladder wobbled. A crack and pop. I knew what that meant. The chunk of wood was about to give out.

      My arms stretched.

      Fingers quested for the top.

      It might as well be a hundred miles up.

      Even if I could jump, it wasn’t going to give me more than four or five inches of advantage.

      I had to think of Joel!

      I pulled back my leg and kicked in the wall next to the dead Z’s head. It crumpled, and I suddenly had purchase on the stud next to Balloon Head’s skull. The frame wasn’t just for holding him up. It would work for me too!

      I punched my hand into the wall until I found another piece of horizontal frame.

      Kicking in with my other foot, the tip felt for the next stud until I found it.

      “I’m coming Joel,” I whispered as loud as I dared.

      More soggy particle boards caved in. Wood paneling fell away in hunks.

      I clambered up and finally got my hands on the doorsill.

      It was wet.

      Slippery.

      I fought for purchase as my leg found the last crossbeam, almost heaved myself up, but the remains of the wall below caved in.

      “Son of a--!”

      I pulled.

      Feet thrashed around for anything.

      Got a hold of something that felt solid.

      My foot slipped, my body slid backwards, and I flailed again.

      Got a hold of something that didn’t break off. Said ‘fuck it’ and hurled forward.

      I shoved against the side of the entryway and fish-flopped across the floor. Rolling over, my eyes took in the abyss I’d just escaped.

      Almost blew out a sigh of relief.

      The noise drew my attention. I turned and found I’d escaped the fire and now faced a flaming fuck you Creed fire.
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        15:55 hours approximate

        Location: Hayden Island

      

      

      Joel was nowhere in sight, but a bunch of rotting corpses were. They were held back, barely, by a pair of old straight back walnut-colored chairs that had been wedged against the doorway, making a barrier for the dead. Thanks for that, Joel. All those Zs pouring into the pit would have had me eaten before supper time.

      It was the only way forward. I’d have to deal with the biters if I was going to find Joel.

      A set of stairs rose into the darkness on my left, but I would have to get through the Zs to reach it.

      My immediate concern was the Z trying to get in my face. Or knee. An icy hand closed on my ankle. He was missing both legs, but that didn’t stop him from slithering around with his innards dragging behind.

      I shook it loose.

      Leaning over, my hands clutched him by his shirt collar. I grabbed around his waist and tried really hard not to think about the flopping guts. Damn fabric ripped. It only brought him closer to me. His mouth gaped open and slapped onto my foot. One of the few reliable things in the zombie fucking apocalypse were my boots. His teeth pulled but they couldn’t penetrate the tough leather.

      I tried again. This time I wrapped my hand around his waistband. Instead of pulling, I dragged him until he was near the pit. With my hands on his belt and waist, I tugged him toward the pit. Guy was snarling. Foaming at the mouth. He tried to turn around and find me. In the near dark, he was just a shadowy, brainless mass. I kicked him in the face, and he fell into the pit.

      Now all I had to do was contend with the rest of these fools. And not get bit. And not get my throat ripped out!

      I crept forward and considered the Zs held back by the chairs. Joel had done a neat job of locking them together. It had created an idiot box, and those idiots were currently confused about how to reach me. A simple heavy shake would break the barricade. I didn’t point this out to them.

      A woman in red. A dude in blue. Clothes faded, ripped, wet. Faces a mass of horror. Something moved under her cheekbones. Maggots fell off the guy’s arm. Barbie and Ken had seen far FAR better fucking days.

      A couple more Zs stood behind them and when they saw me, they must have found what they were looking for in my skin. My fan club came at the barricade in force. Eyes casting around, I found out why Joel wasn’t here anymore. The mass must have forced them out. After Balloon Head had fallen into the pit, I guess Joel had managed to get the blockade up for me.

      “Joel!” I called. Now that I was out of the basement and could apprise the situation, I didn’t have to worry about keeping quiet. There were already a fuck ton of Zs in front of me. What difference would a few more make?

      “Creed. You got out? Hurry, man. We got serious trouble!” he quietly called from above.

      “I’m stuck here. How do I get to you?”

      “Make a hole, Squid!” he shouted back.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I said under my breath.

      Barbie and Ken pressed against the top chair. One of the back supports audibly cracked. I took in my surroundings and didn’t find a damn thing that would work as a weapon. Behind me was the abyss. Ahead lay a half dozen groaning, sodden, mold, and pus-covered former human beings. They were the slow ones, so at least I had that going for me. I’d take a shuffler-free Z dance troupe any day of the week.

      All I had were my hands and feet. Joel would have been here to help if he could. That was a given. Whatever threat he faced had to be worse than this. I needed to reach him.

      Ken fell over the chair. Just like Mr. Missing His Legs, I grabbed this dude by the shirt collar and the remains of his waistband. With a grunt, I threw him into the pit.

      Barbie was next. She went for my face. Her skin felt like cold and rotten Jell-O. She was small and easy to move. Picking her up while avoiding her mouth wasn’t easy. Once her thrashing body was over the chairs I pushed her toward the big hole. Spinning, I added a not so gentle ass kick to send her over the edge.

      A gratifying splat sounded from below.

      I ripped away the top chair. There was a fresh group deeper in the room. I’ll just refer to them as The Queasy Quartet. Three men and a little girl who had probably been eleven or twelve. She didn’t have a face. It was just hunks of dried up meat over bone. One eye appeared to have been pecked out by a bird or torn apart by an animal, judging by the empty orb. The other eye worked and darted back and forth as she frothed at the mouth.

      She shoved herself through the others and rushed forward. It wasn’t hard to slide to the side and avoid her lunge.

      “Bye, ya little brat.”

      No time for gloating. Two of them lumbered toward me. Both appeared to be waterlogged, both had a hard-on for me, and both were dressed in what I can only assume were local clothes. Flannel. Cargo pants. One of the guys wore a single Croc shoe. His other foot was bare and decayed to the bone.

      He also didn’t have a left hand. I worked fast. Grabbed him and sent the bastard stumbling toward the pit.

      Only three more. Wait. It was two down. Where had the third rotter come from?

      What did Joel say? Make a hole?

      Time to get at it.

      I lowered my shoulder and bum rushed them. One of them smashed into the wall while the second grabbed my shirt and wouldn’t let go. Dragging the Z behind me, it was a struggle to break his grip. The second Z turned and came at me. I broke the gripper loose and tossed him into the other Z. They didn’t go into the pit, but they fell over in a tangle of limbs.

      I broke free of the last Z and rushed toward the stairs. Joel had found a small breakfast table and angled it so one leg locked into the stair’s railing. The flat part blocked off the stairs from Z access, and I guessed this was where the queasy quartet had been hanging out, hoping for a Joel sandwich.

      It took some effort to unhook the table and pull it away so I could get around. I shoved the end back in place just in time to stop the Zs from following me.

      The steps were falling apart, just like the rest of this fucking place. Part of the upper floor had slid down when we’d smashed through the wall. The other half was still intact, but the stairs groaned with each step.

      “How safe is the floor up here?” I called quietly to Joel.

      “Not great. Watch your step. Try to stay close to the port side, Squid.”

      “Roger that.”

      One foot in front of the other, I hugged the left wall. There was a slight tilt. With each step, I expected the floor to give out, but it held.

      There were two doorways upstairs. One of them was closed. I reached the open door and looked inside. No Joel. The floor had caved in, leaving a gaping portal to hell. Aka the ground below.

      I opened the other door and found him sitting on a bed with his hands on his knees. He lifted one, palm out and thrust it toward me.

      “You okay?”

      “Stop. Don’t come in here.”

      “Cooties?”

      He pointed down.

      Oh.

      The floor bore a large crack. It ran from the door to the bed. Bedroom furniture had slid across the floor and now perched precariously near the center of the room. I moved my foot slightly and the entire second story groaned.

      “I see what’s got you glued to that bed,” I said.

      “I’m afraid if I move the crack’s gonna give, and down we go.”

      “I see why you didn’t come downstairs.”

      “Yeah. I’m hurt, man. My chest is fucked. I feel like I fell down a well, and I didn’t find little Timmy.”

      “That’s because little Timmy crawled out and commenced beating zombie ass.”

      That got a chuckle from Joel, but it also brought a grimace of pain.

      A line of blood trickled down his arm.

      “What you’re going to do is stand and launch yourself at me. I’m going to catch you. Then we’re out of here.”

      “Oh, Creed. Can’t you carry me out of here like a blushing bride?”

      “Covered in a fuck ton of gunk like that? Not a chance,” I said.

      “Don’t let me fall.” Joel cautiously rose to his feet.

      “Wait. I have a great idea.” I snapped my fingers.

      “What?”

      “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

      “Creed. Don’t do anything--”

      “You know me. My middle name is Fucking Stupid.”
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        14:55 Hours approximate

        Location: Pit of Despair

      

      

      Once I was back in the hallway, he wasn’t under the threat of plunging twenty-five feet to the ground with potentially hundreds of pounds of furniture to crush him.

      On the way up the creaking stairs, I’d noticed the wood paneling, shitty to begin with, was peeling off in long strips. It was the kind of fake wood they had put in homes decades ago. By itself, the paneling would be weak and useless.

      If DJ and Alan were still here, they’d be able to help get something like a rope to Joel so we could pull him up if the floor gave out. But they weren’t here. If they were smart, they would have already headed back to the island.

      Don’t think of that. Solve this one piece at a time. Get Joel out of that room. This was something I could focus on right now.

      Long slats of compressed wooden boards came off in my hands. Ripping and tearing, I got a five or six foot long section off in one piece, pausing periodically to listen for Zs. They were outside. Roaming. Probably looking for something to do with their time. Must be a real bitch running around without a life goal, or a working brain, for that matter. Probably make great defense contractors.

      The board split in the middle when I applied enough pressure by wedging against the ground and my foot. That left two. I repeated the process and now had four long parts.

      Returning to the room, I carefully stacked the pieces on top of each other and put them lengthwise on the floor, then used my foot to shove them closer to Joel. Sitting down allowed me to hold onto the door frame and drive the boards farther across the floor without putting any weight on the large crack.

      “You made a plank. You expect me to walk that?”

      “It’s a springboard. All you have to do is get a small running jump. I’m here. I’ll make sure you won’t fall.”

      “Unless that cracks, breaks, and sends me through the roof just as fast.”

      Looking around the room, I crossed my arms over my chest. “Got a better idea?”

      Joel pushed himself to his feet and wobbled, then steadied himself by holding his hands out to the side.

      “You good?”

      “No. But I’m on my feet.”

      I pointed at the blood leaking down his arm.

      “Shit,” Joel muttered. He reached into his jacket and tested his arm.

      “Wrap it when we get out of here. We’ll find something to use.”

      “Yep.”

      Joel put his foot on the edge of the plank, as he’d called it. There were eight or nine feet between us. Maybe more. Joel was a slim, trim killing machine, but he probably weighed in the neighborhood of one eighty-five.

      He took a deep breath, winced at the effort, and then took a shuffling step forward. Joel stretched his foot forward a little more. He lightly pressed the surface. Apparently satisfied, Joel put his foot on the board and then looked at me.

      I held my hands out. “You got it.”

      Joel’s body trembled before he made the leap.

      Voice a bark of effort. Pain masked behind the sound.

      Hit the board near the middle and off to the side of the creaking crack in the floor.

      Wood snapped.

      Pieces fell.

      The furniture shifted and slid toward the center of the room.

      Joel’s vault was a little stronger than needed. He slammed me into the door frame. My left hand grabbed the doorsill and held on, so we didn’t fall into the railing and tumble off the stairs and into the remains of the Queasy Quartet.

      “It worked. It actually worked,” I said.

      Joel shifted free of me and grabbed his rib cage. He leaned over and groaned.

      I patted his back.

      “The floor held,” Joel said. “Miracle.”

      It wasn’t.

      With a rending crash, the entire room dropped. The walls cascaded down with a noise that sounded like the entire neighborhood was collapsing. Dirt, debris, pieces of wood, wallpaper, the bed, all of it went down.

      Joel and I backed out of the room and froze. We probably had the same thought. What was keeping the rest of this house of cards from crashing?

      I pulled my shirt up to cover my nose and waved away the cloud of detritus that filled the air in front of my face.

      I stepped back, and the stair landing groaned. I froze like a kid playing red light, green light.

      “Don’t. Move.” I advised.

      The stairs started to collapse. Quietly at first, just wood cracking. Then more and louder pops. Timber collapsed around us. I held onto Joel with one hand, and the doorway with the other. Our perch shifted, and it seemed like we were going to end up tossed into the room with the Zs.

      My eyes widened, and I excitedly pointed down. Joel groaned, but we had no choice.

      I quickly lowered myself into a sitting position again. The bedroom floor had completely collapsed, leaving a slope to the floor below. A floor that now merged with the house’s backyard.

      “Come on, Joel. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      We put our feet on the remains of the surface and slid to the bottom.
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        17:30 approximate

        Location: Portland, OR

      

      

      It was dusk, and the area was miraculously low on Zs. I limped with Joel holding onto my shoulder as we headed back to the building we’d been raiding earlier in the day. Another miracle? It wasn’t fucking raining at this particular moment. Would wonders never cease?

      A Z wandered toward us, but he was alone. I looked around for something to use as a weapon, but there wasn’t even a brick. I walked around the guy. He wore a thick silver parka with the inner lining hanging out of holes. The rotter grabbed for me, but Mr. Hands was slow. Grabbing the back of his jacket, I yanked him to the ground.

      “There ya go, pal. Have a nice… whatever,” I said as he thrashed around trying to find his feet.

      “You done fucking around with that thing?” Joel asked.

      “What? He looks good flailing around on the ground instead of trying to take a bite.”

      I rejoined Joel, and we ran for the truck. More like a half jog combined with limping. Joel clung to my shoulder while we made our way toward the building. If Alan and DJ were waiting, or had come back for us, we’d have to find the rendezvous point.

      We rounded the corner, and my mouth dropped open. The truck was still there, parked right in front of the hoarder’s building. “Holy shit. Where are those guys? Why would they leave the truck here?”

      “Dunno, man. We’ve been gone for hours. It’s nearing night,” Joel said. “Figure it out later.”

      Joel clung to me. One hand over my shoulder. His grip had been strong. Now I was practically holding him upright. After the nightmare of that damned house, and the abyss we’d almost perished in, it was a wonder I was still on my feet, let alone dragging my pal along for the slow walk.

      The rain kicked up again and made our already miserable existence even more shitty. Shivering in my wet clothes, I prayed they had left the keys in the truck. If not, I’d have to go back and locate the remains of Alan and hope he had them in his pocket. Assuming he was dead. Why else wouldn’t they have taken the truck?

      Joel must have read the look on my face. “They have radios. Might have been cut off when they tried to get to the truck. Had to run for it and call for backup.”

      “Or they’re roaming around now looking for a Creed and Joel Kelly Happy Meal.”

      “I ain’t happy.”

      “You rarely are,” I chided Joel.

      As we approached, Joel pulled himself away and looked around the rear of the truck, where it was backed into the garage. “Stuff’s still here. Not loaded. Sitting in boxes.”

      “Figured as much. They ain’t here, but everything else was left behind. Something happened.”

      On my three o’clock a bunch of shamblers looked dead set on reaching us. They were slower than the groups that had chased us all over the fucking city earlier. I chalked it up to being soaked from the rain because their clothes dragged and pulled them down. Those that were dressed, anyway.

      The truck door was unlocked. I shoved it open and leaned into the cab, looked around, and let out a little grunt when I found the keys sitting in the ignition. We were in luck for the first time in fucking forever.

      The key turned, and the truck rumbled to life, but it emitted a loud ding due to the open door. “Yes.” I turned to Joel. “Hop in. We’re out of here.”

      Joel got into the passenger side with a visible wince. He sat rigid in the seat and held his left arm across his rib cage.

      The gear shifted smoothly into drive and I gently hit the gas so I didn’t send him flying. Joel was hurting. We had to find Alan and Doug ASAP, then get back to base.

      “If we go back to the island without them, it’s going to look pretty bad,” I said.

      “I know. We might not have a choice.”

      “We should at least look for them,” I suggested.

      “Agreed. They might be holed up. Drive slow.”

      Joel opened the glove box, but it was empty. He cracked open the center console and let out a gasp of pleasure. Nestled inside was a pair of old soda bottles filled with water. He popped the top of one, sniffed, and handed it to me. I drank most of it before coming up for air. The water tasted old. It also tasted incredible.

      It would have been great to find some food, but we were out of luck for now. Even the boxes I’d dug up under the building had been bare of edible supplies. My stomach grumbled when I thought of the MREs we’d been eating on the island. They weren’t five star cuisine, but they were good enough for me.

      Behind us, the pack of undead had grown until they flooded the street. They must have come from all the side buildings. Whatever their source, we had no way of taking that road and the freedom that would have accorded us. Instead, I headed to the nearest cross street and found it to be rapidly filling with Zs. Not that they were fast, not even close. But enough of them had created a traffic jam.

      I took the next side street and tried to make for Hayden Island, but that direction was blocked with overturned cars. A semi had jackknifed and partially destroyed a little boutique store filled with what were probably yoga pants, based on the decidedly cursive font used on the window. Couldn’t make out the name, just the letter strokes.

      A female mannequin hung over the truck. She wore something bright, but it was soaking wet and covered in rotted foliage. Probably from the bare trees. They must have looked good in the summer. Now they were skeletons.

      It was another street over when I had the opportunity to bring the truck to a halt. My eyes roved across the road ahead. I tried to pick out a path, but I was afraid anything I chose would get us even more stuck. There was room to the right of the semi. But not enough to squeeze through.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      Joel rolled down the window and stuck his head out. His head pivoted back and forth.

      “See any shufflers or Zs?” I asked. My eyes roved my side of the truck, but the road was empty of anything that moved.

      “Nah. We can move on.”

      I put the truck in reverse as Joel rolled up the window. He leaned forward and put the heat on full blast. Warm air blew in. I shivered and wished it would reach scorching levels soon. We needed to get out of our wet clothes as soon as possible.

      “You doing okay?” I checked in on Joel. I’d barely talked to him since we had escaped from the dilapidated house.

      “Got a little beat up. I’ll be okay. Just need some rest. We also need some weapons, and with a quickness.”

      “Agreed,” I replied. A thought occurred to me. “This sucks. If we can’t find DJ and Alan, we can’t go back. They’ll toss us in whatever they’re using for a jail and throw away the key. They might just drop us in the damn river and say adios. We went out with two regulars and came back with just us.”

      “We could always go back and get the supplies. Show up back at the island,” Joel pointed out. “Maybe Alan called the base, and they came to pick him up.”

      “I hope that’s what happened. Hope those guys aren’t hiding out somewhere and we have the only means of transportation back.”

      I backed up and poked into an alley. It ran between a diner and a CVS store that had been completely looted. A half dozen Zs hung around inside. Drooling blood. Hands out. Eyes glazed. One of them turned and met my eyes, then advanced even though we were a good fifty feet away.

      I came to a stop because we were about to be cut off in all directions.
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        18:00 approximate

        Location: Portland, OR

      

      

      We had to get the hell off the street. The sun was setting, and we were running into increased Z activity. Staying out much longer was going to leave us in a very precarious situation.

      I roared between the buildings and had to take a left. I’d hoped to go right and find our way back to the highway, but another parade of the undead damned blocked our way. Must have been fifty of them out there. This was a big truck, but I knew we’d get bogged down if we tried. You can only run over so many large squishy targets before a vehicle can become stuck. Joel and I knew this from experience.

      I’d been so distracted with finding open streets I hadn’t paid attention to the front dash. Another loud ding sounded. I looked down and my brows furrowed. “What the?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Joel slumped in his seat. He shifted around and groaned at the effort. His eyes were dog tired.

      “Didn’t we take off with about a quarter of a tank of gas?”

      “You tell me. I rode in the back with you.”

      “Son of a bitch.” I couldn’t believe it. “If it weren’t for bad luck-”

      “You don’t have to say it.”

      “We’re low on fuel.”

      “Huh,” Joel said.

      The gauge hovered just over the E.

      “We can’t stop here.”

      I pounded the steering wheel and set the truck’s direction away from our new home. A street opened. I surged forward and then kept on driving. We only got a few more miles, weaving between offices, strip malls, and burned to the ground big box stores. Cleared streets in one direction, completely clogged in the other. Cars and trucks had been shoved over sidewalks, into buildings, and clogged up paid parking lots. Indecision ate at me as I tried to find a location that could work as a temporary fortress.

      Everywhere I looked were Zs. Not a mass of them, but enough to be a danger. Joel was in no shape for a sustained run, let alone for a fight. The console emitted another ding. We were almost out of gas. Alone. Stuck in hostile territory, and we didn’t have a single weapon between us.

      I aimed for a gas station and used the last of our fuel to close within a couple of hundred feet.

      “Got a plan?” Joel asked.

      “Get out of the truck and get out of sight. Cool our heels and reassess our situation in the morning.”

      “I’m beat. I’m following your lead.”

      “I got your back, Joel.”

      “I know.”

      The engine suddenly sputtered and died. It rolled forward until we were dead in the water.

      Behind us, dozens of Z voices rose.

      “Ain’t this just the fuckening?” Joel grumbled.
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        19:20 approximate

        Location: Portland, OR

      

      

      There was a freeway entrance not far to our south, but it was completely clogged with dead cars. The Hayden clean-up crew must not have made it that far yet. The chance of us snagging a running vehicle out of that mess would have been slim.

      We had also learned over the last few months that vehicles were iffy at best. Gas can’t sit around forever without going bad. Some fuel conditioner can help, but first it had to be found.

      An electric car is great and all, but the batteries would have been long depleted by now.

      I stepped out of the Supercrew. My eyes did a quick recon of the surrounding area. A couple of Zs roamed the road a block away. They hadn’t noticed me, and I was in no hurry to get their attention.

      Ducking around the back of the Supercrew, I found a line of shimmering liquid. Dropping to a crouch, my eyes followed it under the truck and made a guess that a bullet had punched through the gas tank.

      A bike lane ran along the side of the four-lane road without a bike in sight.

      Opening the passenger door, I helped my pal down. Joel slumped against me as I made for the gas station. Long abandoned, the pumps couldn’t provide us with fuel if we begged them. If we had tools, we would have been able to get into the large underground tanks that held the building’s supply. Donny and Marcus had been pros and had kept their HUMMER running during our escape from San Diego.

      A large building appeared ahead. In the drizzle, I couldn’t make out the name, but it looked like a sports arena.

      The gas station was a 76 with a small garage. Someone had smashed the attached convenience store windows. I avoided the shattered shards of glass littering the entryway and poked my head inside. Joel hung back and watched my six, even though that involved leaning against the wall.

      The attached store’s interior was a mess. Three rotting bodies lie near each other. I couldn’t even tell if they had been men or women. One skull was missing its top, hair and all. Another deader lay in one corner. Two legs that stuck out from around a counter made a third. None of them twitched. I snapped my fingers just to be safe. It’d be just like a corpse to sit up and set its eyes and teeth on us.

      The shelves were completely bare. Someone had spray painted ‘suck it’ on a wall.

      I took that personally.

      Moving around the store, I investigated every square inch, hoping to come across anything looters may have missed. I found candy and potato chip wrappers, as well as empty packs of cigarettes, and a huge pile of ashes and butts.

      There was a partially opened door behind the counter with a MANAGER sign in the middle. I pushed the door in and found someone who had probably filled the role. The dead guy slumped at the desk. Back of his head caved in. Dried blood stained the various papers, a clipboard, and faced receipts littering his desk. Crimson splatters kissed the wall.

      I pulled the drawers out and found timecards, pens, post-it notes, and a hand-held calculator. My hand found a sharpened pencil. Hey, if it worked for John Wick, maybe it would work for me. Just jam it into Z’s eye and slam them into a wall. Easy peasy. I chuckled and tossed it back into the drawer.

      The second drawer revealed more of the same crap. However, it rattled oddly. I drew it all the way out and dumped the contents. The underside had a pleasant secret taped to the bottom.

      “Huh,” I said, as I peeled off the pint of rum. “What have we here?”

      My sudden joy turned to sadness. The damn thing was empty. Should have known from the lack of sloshing. Spinning the top off, I took a smell just for old time’s sake.

      Could this supply run get much worse?

      The other drawer had nothing taped to the bottom. Checking the file cabinet revealed bundles of papers, receipts, and other useless crap.

      Sticking my head back out, I whispered to Joel, “You doing okay?”

      “Yeah. Find anything?” Joel’s weary voice asked.

      “Not much. I’m about to give up.”

      “Good. My skin’s crawling.”

      Mine too, I didn’t need to say.

      The rest of the office was a bust. I ducked out and went for the real prize.

      An attached garage had a sign out front that proclaimed cheap oil changes and tire repair. I entered the garage and cursed the lack of light. Standing still for a minute or two assured me there probably wasn’t a Z lurking in here.

      “I can’t see shit,” I quietly called to Joel.

      “Give it time. Your eyes will adjust.” Joel advised me as he left the front and followed me into the attached building and took up station at the door.

      I walked into a room that was bathed in shades of black. Illumination broke through the repair shop door’s dirty windows. A bright summer day might have provided light, but it was getting late and the sky was a deep gray that threatened more rain was on the way.

      I carefully stepped around the garage lift and found a back door. There was a lock that quietly slid open. Relocking it, I returned to Joel.

      “We have an exit.” I pointed at the back. “Let’s rest and catch our breath.”

      “Good idea. Can you sweep the room? Make sure there are no surprises of the biting kind.”

      “Already on it.”

      The garage was about fifty feet across. Just big enough to get a car in the door and up on the rack. Several standing tool boxes sat in disuse. Drawers open, tools on display, the few that remained. Someone or someones must have gone through them and removed a lot of items. A tire mounting machine sat in shadow with a partially attached tire.

      After I was sure no Zs were sleeping off a hangover of flesh, I dug around the toolbox until I found something very welcome. I couldn’t help but smile as I hefted my find.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Joel asked. He had taken a seat next to the door after we’d walked the room a few times and verified it was secure.

      “Damn right. Feels good to have a weapon.” I grinned.

      The pipe wrench was two feet long and had a huge heel jaw. It would be perfect for bashing in Z heads.

      I’d had one like this, maybe a little smaller, for almost our entire adventure. I’d lost it while on the run from a bunch of Zs out near the farm.

      The large toolbox had locking wheels. After pressing them, I was able to maneuver the big metal box in front of the entryway and engage the locks again.

      I took a seat next to Joel. It was cold and I couldn’t help but shiver in my wet clothes. I’d worn cargo pants, a wool blue checkered shirt, and a black rain jacket that clearly wasn’t up to the task.

      “I hope those guys are okay. Alan and Dan. Maybe they got back safe.”

      “Maybe they got chased away and some Zs ate them. Or shufflers got ‘em.”

      My brow tightened. “You know something, Joel, I haven’t seen that many shufflers here. Not in the city. Where are they all hiding?”

      “Don’t know. Don’t care. They can stay the hell away for all I care.”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” I replied. “Gonna look around the back. Maybe I can find some towels. I feel like a Creed popsicle in these clothes.”

      Joel nodded.

      Water dripped from a hole in the ceiling. It had formed a rivulet which ran into the space below the lifted garage lift. I stood under it for a minute or two and let the liquid run over my lips and into my mouth. It wasn’t a lot, but it was better than nothing. A small trash can sat in the corner. Leaning over, I moved aside grease stained paper towels, and found an empty soda can.

      Placing it under the drip, I would have more than a few drops in the morning to share with Joel.

      I poked around the dark garage. Near the back, I located a partially crushed cardboard box. Feeling around inside revealed something soft. Pulling the clothes up, I fought back a hard-earned smile.

      I tossed one garment to Joel when I returned. “Here. Get down to your skivvies and put this on. It’s not perfect, but it’s better than us sitting around in wet clothes.”

      Joel grunted and struggled to stand. I had to help him get out of his shirt, but he was on his own with his pants, even though I offered a hand for support while he slid them over his boots. Our new outfits, a pair of overalls with the gas station’s logo sewn on the front, were a lot better than us sitting in our wet garments and getting hypothermia. Goddamn, but we needed a fire in a bad way.

      “Give it to me straight, boss. What’s hurt?” I asked Joel.

      “Everything, man. I might have a cracked rib. Might have thrown out a few muscles in my right leg. It hurts like a bitch. Same with my arm. I stopped the bleeding for now, but it’s gonna start again if I get too active. Probably need stitches. You might have to go on without me.”

      “Oh, shut the fuck up,” I said and then lowered my voice. “Go on without you. Typical dumb-ass Marine.”

      “S’not like that, man. I’m hurt. You go on and get help. I’ll stay right here.”

      “Not gonna happen. Now shut up. We’re going nut to butt, and I don’t wanna hear about it, or about me deserting you. Idiot.”

      We’ve had to snuggle up before. It happens when you’re stuck in the post apocalypse and you don’t want to freeze to death.

      We shared our body warmth. I slept for a while. So did Joel. It was dumb of us to not rotate the watch, but I was dog tired, and Joel slipped into sleep within minutes. The doors were locked. The streets were quiet.

      For now.

      It wouldn’t last, because it never did.
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      Morning arrived.

      It sucked.

      My entire body felt like I’d been beaten with baseball bats. Why couldn’t someone leave a bottle of ibuprofen lying around? My arms were stiff from climbing the wall out of the pit. They felt like they were covered in bruises. My hip ached. Shoulders felt like I’d hauled around concrete bricks the day before. Neck sore. Head throbbing. My long suffering ankle barked in pain as I stood.

      All in all, I didn’t need just some minor pain meds. I could use a hefty dose of Oxy and maybe a beer to swig back the pills. That might be questionable behavior at best, but this was the end of the world. I questioned most of my behavior every day.

      Joel rolled over and groaned.

      I felt the way he sounded.

      Wan light streamed in from the garage door’s small dirty windows. It was easier to make out shapes and objects. It had stopped raining at some point and now the clouds were rolling back in, promising another gray day.

      The improvised water collection device only yielded about four ounces of liquid. I drank half of it slowly and tried to ignore the taste of dried soda and a hint of mold. The soda had been a generic brand of orange. If the rain kicked up, I would rinse it out and collect water.

      I left Joel alone to rest and resumed searching the garage. Our clothes, left to dry on the garage lift, were still damp to my touch. I didn’t dig around in the standing tool boxes yet for fear of waking Joel. He needed rest more than I needed to be banging around.

      In the back I found the box that had contained the overalls. Pushing it aside yielded a small brown paper sack. I popped the lid open, and my eyes widened.

      “Jackpot.”

      I practically drooled when I pulled out the bag of potato chips, a pack of Twinkies, and the real treasure, a sealed bag of teriyaki flavored beef jerky. I’m pretty sure I blinked away tears. We were going to need more water to offset the salt, but that was a problem for three hours from now Jackson Creed. Current Creed’s needs involve food.

      I squinted at the last thing in the box and lifted it out. I held it up to the light. “Fucking good luck.”

      My belly grumbled.

      “You still alive over there?” I noticed Joel had stopped whistling breaths.

      “I guess. Fuck. I’m in a lot of pain.”

      “I got good news.”

      “We’re about to be rescued?”

      “Since when does a Marine need to be rescued? I thought they fought tooth and nail until they made rescue unnecessary. Come on, real life action figure.”

      Joel blew out a breath. “About that good news?”

      I shook the bottle I’d pulled out of the box. Pills rattled in the plastic container. “Generic Tylenol. About a half bottle. Found us some chips and jerky. Not a lot of food, but enough so we can toss back some pain management meds.”

      I brought the bounty over and laid it out. Joel grunted as he sat up and put his back to the wall. “Nice. Don’t suppose you found a few guns?”

      “Not yet. But we have snacks.”

      Joel licked his lips. I pointed at the soda can. “There’s a little rain runoff in there. Drink it all.”

      He didn’t argue. Joel tilted the can and slurped down the few ounces of water it offered. He didn’t even make a face at the taste.

      “I should never have talked you into coming out here.”

      “I’m a grown ass adult, Joel. I can decide for myself. No need to blame yourself.”

      “Yeah, but. Sorry, man.”

      “Same shit. different day all over again, am I right?”

      I pulled myself over to sit next to Joel.

      We ate the Lay’s potato chips and almost got into a fistfight over who was going to lick the bag. Interspersed with the snack was our foray into the jerky. As expected, it was too salty, but also sweet. I didn’t look at the expiration date. We had much greater concerns at the moment. Carbs and protein were going to fuel our return to Hayden.

      “Check it,” I said and produced the Twinkies.

      “I don’t even like those things and I can’t wait to eat one.” Joel’s eyes lit up.

      “Not enough cream for you? I know how you like it.”

      Joel actually blew out a half laugh. It was something.

      “They taste like over processed pure sugar. Ain’t good for you. Now, gimme.”

      The little cakes were stale. Contrary to popular belief, Twinkies didn’t have half a half-life. I tried to enjoy mine, but I ate most in one bite. Closing my eyes, I slowed down and savored the rest.

      “We need to get on the move. I know you’re hurting, but Anna and Christy are on their own,” Joel said.

      “They have Frosty.”

      I grunted. “True. She’s a hell of a tough dog. She’d probably eat the face off anyone who tried to fuck with our girls.”

      “Our girls, huh?”

      “You know Christy is like a sister.”

      He nodded. “Truer words, man. Help me up.”

      Joel rose on shaky feet. He cast his eyes around the garage and spotted our clothes.

      “Not quite dry yet,” I said.

      “I guess they’ll have to do. Leave on the overalls. Should keep us warm.”

      I nodded and got dressed. Joel brushed me off when I tried to assist him. He slid into his pants and then shirt and jacket.

      “I’ll go through the toolboxes now that we have some light,” I said.

      Joel pulled on his shirt. “Find us some more jerky. We need the protein.”

      Starting at the big cabinet serving as a barricade, I pulled out the top drawer and found items that would have been perfect for last night. A small LED flashlight. Clicking it on and off worked. This made quick work of the rest of the area. I didn’t turn up any more food, but I found a lot of things we could use as weapons, short of an actual weapon.

      Wrenches, large screwdrivers, hammers, and a small sledgehammer with a short haft that would have made Thor proud. There were a couple of socket sets, all neatly lined up and ready for use. I found a pair of DeWalt electric screwdrivers. Great. If I had the sudden urge to build a piece of Ikea furniture, I would be in luck.

      I shone a working flashlight over the boxes in the back and found one more piece of treasure.

      Walkie Talkies!

      A thick rubber band held them together. Separating them, I turned each on and off to verify they were live, and shoved them in my pocket.

      “Hot damn,” I muttered.

      I looked in the space below the car lift, but it was full of brackish water. I wasn’t about to go wading in that. Anything useful would have spoiled and or rusted.

      It wasn’t a complete bust, but it was disappointing. I had hoped to find more food or some drinks. Almost everything of use had been looted long before we arrived. It was sheer luck that someone had buried their lunch in a bag in the back of the room.

      “Hey, Joel. I’ve been thinking about this. You should stay here. Rest. I’ll range out and try to find supplies. You need at least another day to recover well enough so we can head back. Heading back means fighting our way there. Fighting our way there requires weapons and a Marine who is in tip-top Z wrecking condition. So that’s what I’m going to do. I’ll be checking in regularly with these.” I fished the little walkie-talkie out of my pants pocket and tossed it to Joel.

      “These work?” He turned the device over in his hands.

      “Turn it on and find out,” I said and powered mine on. The green light was strong.

      “These are GMRS. Probably get at least twenty or thirty miles if we were in an open area. All these buildings are going to block the signal. You might get a few miles,” He clicked his on. “I’m on channel fifteen.”

      I tuned mine to the same channel and got feedback. Joel quickly shut his off. “Test it when you get out there. About a block away.”

      “Cool,” I said.

      “If it doesn’t work, come back and we’ll figure out another plan.”

      “First thing I’m going to do is investigate Alan’s truck. Maybe something we missed.”

      “Hit other cars' glove boxes and trunks. You know the drill.”

      “Just like San Diego,” I said almost fondly and hefted the big wrench.

      “Son of a bitch. You got your old girlfriend back.” Joel pointed at the tool.

      “You know me.” I grinned.

      “Do I have to say it?”

      “I know. I’ll be careful. I won’t forget to call. You stay out of sight and rest. If you have to run, call me. I’ll be back in minutes.”

      Joel nodded, leaned his head back, and tried to look relaxed. He was anything but. I knew this guy, and I knew he didn’t like the idea of us splitting up.

      “Back in ten or fifteen,” I moved toward the back door. “Lock this when I’m out.”

      Joel held up his walkie. “Use it.”

      “On it, boss.”
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      I set out with a wrench in one hand, radio in the other, and a flashlight and a long flathead screwdriver in my front pockets. My clothes were mostly dry. I’d put them on top of the overalls, making me a bulky walking target. Even though they had dried out during the night, they smelled like death, and that was being polite. These things needed to be tossed into a pyre.

      Sticking close to buildings, I stayed out of sight as I progressed toward the truck. It was still sitting there, dead in the middle of the road.

      The roads were empty. A light breeze chilled my skin. I looked up and found the sky was mostly clear, but clouds were heading this way. Buildings rose around me. Apartments or offices, it was hard to tell the difference. Normally, I wouldn’t dare enter a closed-up building without Joel. It was a risky operation, because opening the wrong door could unleash a party of six, all with eyes and teeth on my flesh.

      One location interested me, but I was going to approach it carefully.

      Waterlogged pieces of paper, empty cups, soda cans, and rotted bodies littered the sidewalk. A trash can had been knocked down. As I approached, something moved within. As I cautiously backed away, a pair of eyes met mine. A shiver lit up my neck, but it was short-lived as the raccoon stuck its head out and regarded me.

      “What’s up, trash panda?”

      The little guy strutted out and regarded me. If I had some extra scraps, I would gladly share.

      Across the street, a pair of late model compacts were practically glued together, thanks to a violent crash. I approached them and looked in the windows. A dead guy sat in one. Luckily, he wasn’t moving. He’d rotted to almost skin and bones. His head was cocked to the side, and a hole was present in his temple. I followed the path and found the bullet’s exit on the roof. I moved to the other side of the car and checked the door handle. It didn’t budge. The doors were locked. He’d killed himself, so the gun must still be in there.

      My head craned around until I found a small silver revolver.

      “Score,” I muttered.

      I still had to get inside.

      The only useful thing in the other car was a blanket. It had a red and blue checkered pattern. Damn thing was also wet and smelled like mildew. Moving back to the locked car, my eyes roved my surroundings for threats, but nothing stood out. That didn’t mean I wasn’t being watched.

      Holding the folded blanket against the window, the pipe wrench made quick work. Instead of a crash, the glass quietly imploded and tinkled inside the passenger side, bouncing off the seat and hitting the floorboard. It still sounded like a cannon to my ears.

      My eyes roved the area for half a minute. Satisfied Zs weren’t about to bum rush me, I leaned into the car and clutched the revolver. The dead man wasn’t ready to let go. The desiccated hand was locked around the handle. I pulled harder and his wrist gave way. Now I was holding a gun and a hand.

      “Gross,” I muttered and pulled the fingers off the revolver, then dropped the hand in the gutter.

      “Got anything else in here?” I asked the dead guy.

      He didn’t answer. Thank God.

      The glove box had a map and some papers that looked like a job application. I shoved those to the floor and located a box of .38 rounds in the back. “Damn good luck.”

      Sadly, the box only contained seven extra rounds. I shoved them in my pocket and leaned all the way over the rotted corpse to trigger the trunk release. It wouldn’t give. I hit it again, and the rear lock triggered.

      “Huh.”

      The keys were still in the car. I turned it and got a dim light on the dash. Did I just hit the jackpot?

      Turning it all the way, several clicks greeted me. Sure sign that the battery was just as dead as the guy in the driver’s seat.

      I took a seat next to the dead guy and pulled out my radio. We’d both tuned to channel 15. I clicked it three times.

      “Kelly here.”

      “Joel Kelly, my old pal. I met someone. He doesn’t talk much,” I whispered into the radio’s receiver.

      “You know I hate meeting new people.”

      “He’s dead.”

      “So you’re out there carousing with dead dudes? Sounds about right.”

      “I found a snub-nosed .38 revolver and twelve rounds. He used one to say, ‘Goodbye, cruel world’”.

      “That’s a better find than a kick to the face. Now go find me an M4 or something else that spits out a lot of rounds.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. Get some rest.”

      “Ten four. Kelly, out.”

      I stashed the radio in my jacket pocket.

      Now on to the gross work.

      Averting my eyes, my fingers checked his jeans pockets. He had a few bucks, some change, and a small pocket-knife. I pulled up the blade and flipped it open. It was made by Coast and the blade appeared to be sharp. At three inches long, it wouldn’t be very useful in a fight, but it might come in handy.

      Nothing of note in the back seat, so I moved on to the trunk. Bingo. A piece of luggage. When I sorted through the bag, though, all I found were clothes for a kid and a little blue teddy bear.

      The next car had been cleaned out.

      I reconsidered the buildings along the street. Most were only four or five stories and were used for office space. One of them caught my eye because a large brown sign out front proclaimed “Space for Lease” along with a phone number.

      Hmm.

      The next stop was Alan’s truck.

      I opened the door with the key and shined the light under the seats. Came up with a big zero. Not even a piece of crumpled up paper. Say one thing for Alan, that guy ran a tight ship. I hoped he was still alive and kicking.

      It couldn’t have been over ten minutes since I set out before I heard the first moan. Not loud.

      Not close.

      Not yet.

      “Gotta hurry this shit up,” I muttered.

      I was about to abandon the vehicle when something caught my eye. I touched the back seat and noticed it was loose on one side. Pushing up, the seat lifted to reveal a small storage space.

      Lying in a leather holster sat a glistening revolver. It was huge. I lifted the belt out and was shocked at the weight.

      The belt and holster smelled of fresh leather. They were clean and well oiled. I slid the pistol out and inspected it. “Damn,” I muttered.

      It was a .44 caliber Ruger Redhawk. Releasing the cylinder, I spun it. Six gleaming rounds stared back at me. This thing would have some serious stopping power. It would also be loud enough to alert half the city. A line of rounds lined the belt. Twelve death dealers all in a row. The belt went around my waist. I cinched it up and found a small piece of leather hanging off the holster and tied it around my thigh.

      “There’s a new sheriff in town,” I whispered in a bad Clint Eastwood and added an eye squint.

      Trash panda sat across the street watching me. He wasn’t impressed.

      With the pipe wrench in one hand, a big ass revolver on my side, a second one in my pants pocket, and some rounds, I was close to feeling like I could protect myself. Now I needed a big assault rifle for Joel to swing around and mow down Zs with. Barring that, maybe a rocket launcher, or a box of grenades. Either of those would get Joel’s spirits up, and other things. Probably.

      Another moan. This one even closer.

      I quietly closed the truck door and lowered myself with my back to the truck.

      “Found a second gun,” I got on the walkie and sent to Joel. “I’m going to check out one more location and then I’m coming back.”

      “Roger that,” Joel replied.

      My eyes tried to be everywhere at once as I set off at a slow trot, but not before I went back and grabbed the wet blanket. Tiny chunks of safety glass fell to the ground. I froze and waited. When a bunch of rotters didn’t come for me, I moved on toward my last destination.
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      FOR LEASE

      I was irresistibly drawn to the sign in front of the long, squat office space.

      I didn’t want to get my hopes up. Just a quick peek inside, and then I’d go back and check on Joel before investigating cars in a different direction. The pile up at the freeway entrance might be worth a shot.

      I approached the front door. A frosted slab of glass made it almost impossible to see through. It was a vestibule with a set of sliding glass doors I was sure I could force apart. They were probably used to maintain the building’s environment.

      The door was flanked by two sets of windows that were divided into two-foot-high sections. A metal frame lined each. I would go in through one of those, because shattering the front door’s double paned glass would sound like a cannon.

      My walkie clicked.

      I lifted the device and turned so I could keep my eyes on the street and the concrete staircase running up the east side of the building. It would be like a bunch of Zs to sneak up on me.

      “Creed here,” I whispered.

      “How far out are you?”

      “Two blocks to the south. There’s an empty building with a ‘for lease’ sign out front. I’m going to take a peek inside. I gotta hunch.”

      “What kind of hunch?”

      “I’ll tell you as soon as I find out. Gimme about five.”

      “Cool. Kelly, out.” He clicked off.

      I held the blanket over the small side window, against the dull silver frame that lined it. I had to hold it with one hand and then pray this would not be too loud. My prayers weren’t answered.

      The glass didn’t tinkle inward. It shattered like, well, broken glass. Shards hit the interior. I used the blanket to quickly brush away the worst of it so I could climb inside without getting cut.

      Something moaned. Something else groaned.

      Feet slapped on concrete.

      “Fuck me sideways,” I said and shimmied inside, pushing the blanket in ahead of me so I could use it again to smash any more windows that got in my way.

      Get out of sight!

      I hadn’t had time to make sure I had cleared the glass. It tugged at my jacket and pants. A piece tore into the fabric and pain blossomed down my left arm.

      No time to check the wound.

      The call of the dead drove me inward.

      Several more Zs called out to me in that low voice they projected. Like a cross between a cry for help and anger all at the same time. Wordless, and driven by the need to consume every living thing in their path.

      Scrambling back, I ran into a problem.

      This was a vestibule. An enclosed space with a sliding glass door and walls of glass. Outside, the Zs had figured out where I was, probably from my feet scrambling at the ground and the broken shards.

      I was stuck against something around knee height that appeared to be made of marble. A planter with a fake indoor tree. Outside, my feet scrambled for purchase, but there was a lot of broken glass on the ground. I shoved and got nowhere.

      A shadow crossed in front of the frosted window. A second figure sent my nerves into overdrive. I was hanging out like a pair of chicken legs fresh out of the oven, as far as my undead friends knew.

      “Fuck!” I groaned and pushed against the metal bar, running horizontally across the window. The space between the window and me was a few inches. I was so cramped in this space that I could hardly breathe.

      Hands on my foot, I yanked it back.

      Another grab. Soft, questing fingers, cold as ice, gripped my ankle.

      A powerful kick dislodged the Z, but another hand quickly took its place.

      I put all I had into moving the planter. It finally budged an inch or two. Not enough to pull the rest of my body inside.

      My fingers fumbled for the revolver, but the fact remained that I couldn’t see where my target was on the other side, thanks to the frosted glass. It was just an indistinct shape. One blast and every single Z in the immediate area would be here in minutes. Then it would be a Creed sandwich up for grabs.

      I shoved and pushed myself harder against the planter.

      They went for my feet.

      I kept kicking them away.

      A bunch of clammy fingers touched the skin above my boots.

      Panicked, I flopped onto my side.

      A second set of hands held my boots. I tried to kick, but with two Zs holding me, my leg barely budged.

      I grabbed for the edge of the door.

      My hands closed on cool metal.

      My arms strained as I pulled myself across the floor.

      The pair of hands seemed determined to never let me go.

      No time for rest. They were going to be on me in seconds if they figured out how I had gotten in here. Sure enough, a rotting Z head poked inside the window. I made quick work of it with my pipe wrench. Just one enormous blow and it was all over for that son of a bitch. Seizing his shirt, I dragged his body in and pinned him against the same planter that had hindered me.

      “Stick around,” I offered the twice dead corpse. No, I was not proud of that quip.

      This left me with a problem. I’d planned to leave the way I had come in. I would need another exit.

      More silhouettes began to form beyond the fogged-up window outside the door.

      I was trapped.
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      I wedged the tip of the screwdriver in the crease between the interior double glass doors. A few taps, and it slid in. Putting pressure on the handle with both hands, I pushed. The tool bent the more I pressed. Rocking it back and forth a few times finally worked.

      It wasn’t a lot of room, but I got the pipe wrench handle wedged in and applied pressure. Arms straining, I shifted my body so I could lean into it. With a groan from the door, not me, they slid open. With both hands on one side, I put all my weight on the door. They parted wide enough for me to slip through.

      There were no pounding feet, groans or moans. No air whispering through sucking chest wounds or sticky rotting skin peeling away against the floor or walls.

      It was blessedly quiet.

      “Phew.” I blew out a breath.

      I hoped my logic was sound. This being a locked up building, up for lease,  meant there probably had been no meetings going down when the Z infestation hit. Joel and I had crept into too many buildings filled with rotters and shufflers.

      The main reason I’d chosen it? It should be large enough to house vending machines.

      Please be true.

      Please be full of snacks and soda, and bottled water.

      It was dark, but the LED flashlight illuminated the entryway.

      They had laid the same granite or marble that had made up the planter over the double desk across from the doors. A receptionist and/or security guard would have sat there. Maybe a cute little brunette with shiny nails and lipstick. Shirt showing a hint of cleavage. Or a serious-looking dude in a brown suit ready to smile helpfully, or kick your ass out if you got out of line. Cliches, sure. But I missed them. Missed the old world and what used to feel ordinary. What we had lost over the last half of a year.

      “I’m looking for Mr. Smith. Dude owes me twenty bucks,” I muttered to the air.

      No one popped up from behind the desk. No Zs came rushing into the hallway.

      Rounding the desk, I found a clipboard, pen, some business cards, and a sheet of paper with a few handwritten names next to a stack of dust-covered brochures from a realty company. A plate of what had probably been cookies were a mass of rotten lumps.

      A white coffee cup with gold script lay on its side. I turned it over so I could read the writing.

      “Another meeting that could have been an email.”

      I feel ya, former snarky office worker. What would that email look like today?

      
        
        Hey fam,

        No meeting today. We’ll be too busy fighting zombies.

        Have a nice fucking life!

        —Jackson Creed

      

      

      I snorted.

      Turning away, something caught my eye near the rolling office chair. My foot shoved the seat to the side so I could pull up the leather bag. The purse was filled with stuff. Dumping the contents on the desk, I found a ring of keys, a dead iPhone, wallet, more pens, business cards, another small flashlight, and a handful of individually wrapped hard candies.

      No one left their phone behind like this. That meant there were either corpses in here, or Zs. Probably both.

      I sucked on one, found it to be not so fresh anymore, and shoved as many into a pocket as I could comfortably carry. Popped another one just for the hint of mint and sugary bliss.

      On second thought I pulled the treats out and shoved them back in the bag and draped it over my shoulder to function as my man purse. It would come in handy until I found something else to haul around any supplies I stumbled across.

      Clicking the flashlight a few times revealed it was dead, so I left it on the desk.

      Moving away from the entry and toward the hallway, my eyes lit upon the very thing I had hoped to find.

      “Bingo.”

      I ran my hands over the machine like I’d just found the holy grail.

      There was a credit card reader on the front of the soda dispenser. I couldn’t tell if it had any bottles inside, but my luck had been good so far.

      Next to it sat a mostly empty second machine. The banner across the top said ‘Snacks’. It had a few rows of sparsely populated treats: potato chips, pretzels, Goldfish, and some candy bars. Rows of goodies just waiting for my drooling mouth.

      It wasn’t a feast, and it wasn’t enough to live on, but it was a hell of a lot better than eating air.

      I went back for the blanket. Chunks of glass scattered across the floor as I dragged it back into the hallway.

      I tossed the ends over the top, so the wet blanket hung over the front. Glancing around, I hefted the wrench and wondered if I was about to make a huge mistake. The dampener had worked well enough so far.

      The tool struck and shards of glass exploded inward and fell inside the machine and across the floor. I paused again because I thought I heard a noise. Faint. Only once. Like a finger snap. Or a twig breaking. The familiar itch between my shoulder blades increased.

      Shoving as much as I could in the bag, I moved away, wishing I had something larger to haul the goods back inside, but I had a sinking feeling that searching out a larger container was out of the question right now. I wasn’t alone here, and speed would be of the essence.

      My hand flashed inside and pulled out a bag of jalapeno flavored Cheetos. Ripping it open, I sniffed once, then upended the bag into my waiting mouth. It tasted like a five-star gourmet meal served by a stiff douchebag named Armond.

      Chewing fast, I shoved more Cheetos in. I wanted to bathe in these things. Christ, if I got a bag of these back to Anna, she would probably give me a lap dance. Or a stern look until I handed them over.

      I tossed the empty bag on the floor, pulled out another, and repeated the process of shoving them down my throat.

      Did the soda machine contain anything? Coke, Sprite, an energy drink, and best of all, bottled water were all advertised. I moved to the side and studied the lock. It was a huge padlock and had a thick metal ring that appeared like it would thwart anything less strong than a high-speed diamond blade.

      I wrapped the lock with the blanket and then used the pipe wrench to hit it a few times. It bounced up and down, but the hasp didn’t crack. I hit it harder, each blow making a dent in the pipe wrench, but barely a mark on the lock.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      I scratched my head a few times, then snapped my fingers. “Wait.”

      The keyring sat at the bottom of my man purse. I dug it out and looked at the dozens of keys. With a shrug, I turned the lock up and started with the first key, then each one down the ring and tried the next. Most didn’t even fit, and that helped me quickly narrow it down.

      From the depths of the dark building came a sound like a moan that froze me in place.

      My eyes widened.

      Breath caught in my throat.

      I listened and waited. After I got to the count of one hundred, I decided it had been a trick of my imagination. Yeah. That’s it. Just another weird sound in this weird dead town.

      Maybe it was the wind. Yeah. The wind.

      Funny what your starving and thirsty mind can convince you of.

      The eerie sound repeated. I was sure of it this time. Shit!

      The next key slid into the lock. My head darted around as my eyes sought out threats. Nothing in sight. No sound of feet or hands on the floor or walls. No rush of Zs. Just the silent building.

      The lock dropped open. Pulling it out, I placed it on the ground and slowly pushed the door wide. It swung out heavily and as soon as the opening was roughly a foot and a half wide, the metal hinge let out a loud screech. No time to stop now. I shoved it around until I could get a look inside.

      “Holy fuck balls,” I uttered before I could help myself. Drinks sat in the machine. Water being one of those. I pulled out a bottle like it was the damn holy grail. I practically dropped to my knees to say a prayer to zombie Jesus.

      The cap came off, and I had half of it downed before I came up for air.

      No more moans. Again, I reassured myself it had probably been noise from outside. Or the building shifting. Yeah. That’s the ticket. A building that’s weathered the Zpoc has suddenly decided to settle.

      Okay. Time to get the hell out of here and return to the garage and Joel.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        08:00 approximate

        Location: Portland, OR

      

      

      Swinging the bag off my shoulder, I opened it and found there was enough room for three waters and a few sodas. I shoved a couple into my jacket pockets. The last thing I took out was a Dr. Pepper. Hadn’t had one of those in an age. This thing could have gone bad by now, but what the hell? I spun off the top, and the CO2 escaped with a familiar fizzy noise.

      I sniffed the soda. Didn’t smell bad at all. A sip reassured me it hadn’t gone over. In fact, it tasted so good I downed most of the bottle before coming up for air. Goddamn. Water and a Dr. Pepper on the same day. It was a zombie miracle.

      Eyes darting wildly, I backed out of the hallway as I drank the rest of the Dr. Pepper. The gun gently slapped against my thigh in a reassuring manner.

      That sickening feeling deepened as another Z moaned. As an added bonus, something groaned.

      I wasn’t alone.

      It wasn’t just one moan. There were dozens. Then the clawing and shuffling of feet. I cast about. Where were they? I hadn’t had a chance to even scope out the rest of the building yet. Was there even a place I could hide? No. I needed to get the hell out of there right damn now.

      The entryway wasn’t a good idea. I’d have to remove the body, slide back out, and avoid the Zs now crowding the doors. I still had the keys. Just needed to find another exit. Surely this place had several. If I couldn’t locate one quickly, I was prepared to make a hole with my wrench. Plenty of large windows just waiting to get their feelings hurt by a couple of pounds of metal.

      I heard more Z noises. More bodies coming out of their undead slumber. I knew that sound too well. The way those bastards rose from the ground in all their rotted glory. Slowly at first, then quicker when they sense they’re about to get a bite.

      I backed down the hallway, eyes roving over doors and conference rooms. I couldn’t see any Zs one in them. No one was behind me, so far. Just sounds from above. I hoped the things up there were locked in, but that begged the question: How were they still functional months later?

      Stopping in place, I closed my eyes and visualized the exterior. It was rectangular. I’d entered the front right off the street, gone left and found this hallway. I’d made one more left. The building wasn’t huge, so it stood to reason that if I went back the way I’d come and followed the hallway past the vending machine, I would reach the end and probably find a door leading out.

      I backtracked until I could orient myself to the soda dispenser, then I ran toward the end of the hallway. Flashlight in hand. Shaky light darting around.

      There it was! The place would have illuminated the large red exit sign if it had power. I pushed the door handle and stepped into complete darkness and realized my mistake. I was in a split-level hallway with stairs leading up and down. I took a step toward the back and found another exit sign, this one pointing up. Made sense since this was on a partial hill and there had been a walkway to the street on the west side.

      The door clicked closed behind me. I rushed back and swore because it was locked.

      The hallway was probably fucking with the acoustics. I now heard shuffling feet and the ever-scary sound of Z moans. Which direction should I take? Below was probably a floor that held the heating and water units to the building. But why would any Zs be down there?

      Above would lead to more office floors that should be empty.

      Where did I want to be trapped? Tough call.

      I rushed up the stairs and reached an exit. Fumbling at the handle, I pushed, but the door didn’t budge. I slammed the handle a few more times, played the light over the lock.

      Above me, the sounds of Zs grew.

      They weren’t locked behind a door. They were in the fucking stairwell!

      The first Z made it to the flight above.

      I fumbled with the keys and nearly dropped one.

      Had to put the flashlight in my mouth to keep testing the locks.

      First key wouldn’t even slide in.

      Second one did, but wouldn’t turn.

      Shit!

      Another key. Another miss.

      My hands trembled.

      Panic ate at the back of my mind.

      The first Z appeared, and he was a fucking mess. Rotted to the bone. Mouth a gaping holocaust survivor frown. Skin desiccated on bone.

      Behind him came more.

      So many more!

      Slammed another key in, but it also didn’t turn.

      Shined the light to my left.

      The Z snarled and lunged at my face.

      Smacked away the hand and desperately tried another key. This one fit!

      Didn’t turn. Christ!

      I was out of time.

      More rotters came at me.

      With a curse, I yanked the keys free and fled down the stairs and into darkness.
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      On any normal day, this would be the moment Joel went balls out, guns blazing, while we beat a carefully planned retreat. We’d cover for each other as we backed away from the threat. My ears would ring. Joel would grimace while he snorted his weapon’s expelled gasses. Rounds would evaporate heads. Bodies would fall and create a perfect Z roadblock. Stumbling idiots falling all over each other. Us free to fade into cover.

      We’d high five and go back to cracking wise-ass comments to each other. This had worked since we literally crashed into San Diego. Now, here I was, all alone, with two guns to my name and barely enough rounds to get me out of this exact type of situation. Plus, I was in the fucking dark!

      The flashlight was still in my mouth.

      Light darted around the stairwell as I ran.

      I broke to the right and fled down the stairs. The light flickered and danced around the vestibule.

      I hit a turn and raced down the next set of stairs.

      Ended up right where I didn’t want to be.

      I faced yet another locked door.

      This time, there was no other way to go.

      I should have never broken into this building!

      I’d have to fuck around with these damn keys again.

      Dropped them as I tried the first.

      Light shining on the floor, I located the ring.

      Behind me, hands scrambled on the wall. Feet pounded on stairs.

      The sound of jangling keys echoed loudly, calling to the Zs.

      The next key wouldn’t fit. Another was too small. The next was too large. Why did this shit always happen to me and Goldilocks?

      As I spun, the first Z was almost upon me. The pipe wrench in my left hand wasn’t as accurate as my right. I swung it anyway. Connected. The rotter’s teeth exploded out of his mouth and hit the wall like a spray of Tic Tac candies.

      Head caved in, eye socket crunched closed, the Z hit the ground.

      I hoped it was the only one.

      It wasn’t.

      I tried another key. Same story.

      The second Z arrived, and he was a lot fresher and more bitey than the last. An eyeball dangled across his cheek, and slapped the side of his face as he snarled and walked toward me. He had a big old mop of blond curls. Most lank and greasy with gore. He snarled. His mouth was a desolate landscape of broken and missing teeth.

      I swung the pipe wrench and whiffed. I had to kick him back and swap the keys with the wrench.

      Almost dropped my weapon.

      Fumbled and indeed dropped the keys. Fucking, again!

      I lifted the wrench, but it smacked his hip and got snagged in his long flannel shirt.

      “Ugly fuck,” I growled and pushed him back. He hit the side of the hallway and sort of shook his head. The dangling eye gave up the ghost and fell out, bounced across his chest and was gone in the dark.

      This time I got Mr. One Eye with another uppercut. Sent his head flying back. Hit that fucker so hard his body followed. Head askance on what was probably a broken neck, it flopped forward. My big boot lashed out, and I sent him flying. I was shocked his head stayed on.

      The Z stopped flopping toward me. Pink and gray matter splooged out of his head via a gigantic crack.

      I snatched up the ring. Shit. Had to start over in the middle of the set. Note to future building managers. Label the goddamn keys!

      The random key slid in. I turned but met resistance. Son of a bitch!

      Two more Zs appeared. They looked fresher than the last pair I’d put down. A tall woman and a short, pudgy lady wearing a pants suit. She was wearing a name tag, though it was mostly stained with blood. Only the first two letters were visible: Su-.

      The dynamic duo came at me, all clawing hands and snarling teeth.

      I stumbled back and struck the door. In the enclosed space, I didn’t want to fire the big gun. It would deafen me. My ears would ring for an hour. Plus, every Z in the building would suddenly be interested in the downstairs action.

      Su- was the first to get in my face. I kicked her back. The second of the dynamic duo went for me. The pipe wrench came around and caught her in the shoulder, sending her smashing into the wall. Su- struggled to her feet and snarled.

      “I’m not up for a threesome, ladies.”

      Su- got a kick to the knee for her trouble, sending her backward to hit the stairs and crash to her back like a wet meat bag. The sound. Ugh.

      The taller lady didn’t have a name tag. She was just a pain in the ass. Her left eye was a glassy shade of blue or gray. Blood had pooled in one. I had her all lined up. Just a matter of raising the wrench and letting force and gravity do the job of severing her from the living world for a second time. Just as I would have made impact, she stumbled on her friend.

      Fell forward.

      Her hands gripped my jacket.

      She dragged at me.

      Planting one foot and bending at my aching knee, I shook her hands loose. It left blood and goo stains on the fabric. I’d have to burn this thing by the time this day was over.

      If I survived.

      Both were at my feet. Su- first. The side of her face had taken a glancing blow from my wrench. I desperately swung again and got her good this time. Hit like a truck. She flailed as she flew to the side and took Tall and Bitey with her.

      While the pair of them battled each other for a way off the floor, I tried more keys and located the one that worked on the lock.

      “Sorry, ladies,” I told them, slid through, and slammed the door in their faces.

      Only, it didn’t slam. It struck the door jamb and rebounded. Putting my back to the door, I tried the lock on the other side, but it didn’t work. Lifting the key chain, I shined the light and found the problem. In my haste, the key had snapped off in the lock.

      The door popped open again. Damn, the bolt was stuck in the open position.

      I did the only thing I could think of. I slowly lowered myself to the ground and put my back to the door. Hopefully, they’d stop trying to come through once they realized the door wouldn’t open.

      For the next fraught ten minutes, I put all my weight against it and pressed. At least one of the dynamic duo was persistent and continued to groan and test the door.

      Then it stopped.

      How had this all gone so wrong? It was supposed to be a quick in and out job. I was running around like a befuddled janitor trying to remember which key worked in which door, and it was exhausting.

      Behind me, the Z footsteps shuffled around, but they had lost interest in the door.

      At least it allowed me time to catch my breath again.

      I’d been determined to get all the bottles to Joel, but for the time being, I needed water.

      With cautious fingers, I removed a bottle from my man purse and slowly twisted the top until it came loose.

      The water had tasted like it had been in plastic for too long. It was still incredible. I placed the empty near the wall, slowly shrugged my man purse back over my shoulder, and rose to my feet.

      The Zs didn’t burst through. I took a small step away and waited.

      I held my breath.

      Time to head toward the next door of doom.
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      The next hallway was completely dark. Flashing my light around revealed stark gray walls. The only way to proceed was down. I took them cautiously, hoping this wasn’t about to be filled with Zs. It would be hell to go back the way I’d come. Then I’d have to escape the dynamic duo’s clutches.

      It was quiet here. No scrambling of feet, moans, or snarls. About a dozen feet into the corridor, I spotted streaks of blood on the wall. Like someone had dipped their hands in a bucket and dragged it across the surface. Pipe wrench at the ready, keys shoved in pocket, right hand on the pistol grip, I continued on. The backup gun in my back pocket was reassuring. I adjusted it just to make sure it would come out easily if needed.

      I took another few steps and the line of dried blood ran to the floor and stopped.

      Ten or fifteen feet and there was a new streak.

      The flashlight beam cast about, taking in the floor, walls, and ceiling. My guess was that I was now under the building. There should be rooms along the path. Heating units or AC.

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes when I got a look at the end of the hall. Another fucking door. At least the Zs were on the other side of this one, and they would not be chasing me. I could leisurely figure out how to get it unlocked.

      As I drew closer, my light picked out peculiar details. I’d expected something with a sign that proclaimed it to be for “maintenance only” access. Something that appeared to have been ripped out of a Mad Max film took me by surprise. I approached the improvised door and put my hands on the surface. This was weird. I’d already fought what felt like a dozen stupid doors.

      Casting the light down revealed a small sledgehammer. The haft was only eighteen inches long, and from the looks, it had been shortened, and the end was sanded smooth.

      I hefted the mallet. Damn thing had to weigh at least ten pounds, like something Thor would be proud of. I love my wrench, but goddamn. It felt good to heft such an enormous weapon. I lowered the bag and shoved my wrench inside, then quickly spun to inspect the door.

      My radio beeped. I lifted it and whispered, “Creed here.”

      Joel’s voice came in, scratchy and far away. It amazed me that I could hear him at all. “Status check.”

      “I’m alive. Found some food and water. Also, something weird.”

      “Something weird, like you’re going to…” he faded out, “…don’t do any…”

      “If you can hear me, I can’t hear you, bud. I’ll get to higher ground and contact you in a few minutes. Creed out.”

      It was clear to me that I was at the bottom of the building and this might be my only way in or out.

      I clicked off. The radio clicked three times, meaning he acknowledged my message.

      Now what to make of this barricade?
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      Behind me, the unmistakable sound of a door slamming into the wall made my skin crawl. It was a longshot to think the Zs wouldn’t knock it open again. The dynamic duo wasn’t down for the count. Worse, the level of activity suggested they were no longer alone, judging by the pounding of feet and clawing of hands on the walls and floor. I had little time.

      With no visible way to open the door, I put my shoulder against it and shoved. It didn’t budge. Shining my dim light on the barrier revealed nothing I could use or even grasp. It was like someone had welded it together out of scrap metal.

      I tapped gently at the surface. “Uh. Anyone there? I’m about to be eaten,” I whispered as loud as I dared.

      Tap tap tap.

      No one opened up.

      “Shit.”

      Running my fingers along the seam revealed a small space. I dug around in my pocket and pulled out the screwdriver. The head fit. Gave it a shove, and it sank in. I had to pound the end a few times, but it slipped in a little farther until it was past the tip. The door loosened. I was able to slide it farther down until I met resistance. The screwdriver didn’t just get stuck; it ran into something solid.

      I glanced over my shoulder. They weren’t there yet.

      Slipped the screwdriver in a foot lower and again shoved. The tip broke through.

      A Z wandered into the passageway behind me.

      It snarled.

      I flashed the light at Tall and Bitey, then frantically back to the door.

      Remain calm. Remain calm. Easier said than done, so shut the fuck up, brain.

      The screwdriver slid up and met resistance again.

      Flashlight in mouth, my head swiveled around to spot my approaching doom.

      It wasn’t just Su- and Tall and Bitey. They had been joined by three other rotters.

      One was huge, with a long thick beard covered in blood and gore. Pieces of what looked like bone were stuck in the man’s facial hair. He wore a Japanese ‘waifu’ shirt. Bright pinks and blues were an odd contrast to real blood and Z goo.

      I pushed harder and something gave.

      Metal rubbed on metal.

      Flashlight on the Zs, I couldn’t look away even as my hands frantically worked to figure out this stupid locking mechanism. Felt simple, like a bar, of all things. If it was seated in a joint, it might pop out.

      Hands reached for me.

      I shone the light down as I pulled away and found the smaller of the Dynamic Duo had crawled to me. I stomped, but my boot turned on her thick skull and I almost fell.

      The bearded guy got wind of me. He put his hands up and clawed the air as he advanced.

      I fumbled with the screwdriver again.

      Dropped it. Tried to grab it on the way down.

      Fucking missed!

      The tool struck the now Not So Tall and Bitey’s head and bounced into the dark.

      “Dammit!”

      I had missed catching the screwdriver, but it reminded me of the sledgehammer near my feet.

      I snatched it up, surprised again at the weight.

      Put it to good use!

      I swung at Tall and Bitey’s face. The big hammer caved in her skull like a disgusting water balloon. It wasn’t even a challenge to the enormous weapon. Rotted brains splattered the floor and my legs. I shook off a chunk. It sailed across the hallway and slapped against the wall, where it promptly slid down.

      With a shudder, I spotted my screwdriver and leaned over to pick it up.

      I slipped on goo.

      Almost fell!

      Reached over and my hands closed on the handle. It skittered out of my grip. Another step and the screwdriver was back in my free hand.

      Back up! I avoided the woman and her leaky head.

      The tool banged back in the slot.

      Feet on the stairs behind me. Focus!

      My head whipped around. They arrived in a rush. Smashed into each other and the wall across from me. I shoved the screwdriver up and almost let out a cry of joy as the locking mechanism lifted.

      It was heavy, but the door budged, and grated across the concrete with a groan.

      That explained the weight. It was just poorly aligned with the slim hallway.

      I shoved harder and made a six-inch gap that became eight. The scrambling pile of Zs came at me. Clutching, clawing, crying for my flesh. I very much liked all of my skin attached.

      I grabbed the sledgehammer on my way through.

      They were too close when I finally made a large enough gap to slip through. One Z got a hold of my shirtsleeve and ripped it.

      I yanked back and freed the fabric. A quick shove and the off balance drooling woman fell on her ass. On the other side of the door, I put my back against the cold metal and pushed it back into place.

      I felt around near the sides of the frame and found a simple prong welded to the wall, with another across the door. The engineering was crude, but effective.

      I picked up the metal bar and carefully slid it back into place. On the other side, Zs struck the surface.

      “Pound sand, bitches,” I muttered.

      With the door secured, I was able to step back and consider yet another gloriously boring plain walled corridor. No evidence of blood on the wall or floor. No Zs crowding me. Silence in the hallway.

      I moved on at a slow pace. Whoever had created that barricade might not take too kindly to me being here. Someone might shoot me before I even spotted them.

      I moved a few dozen feet down the hallway, lifted the radio in my free hand, and pressed it three times. Several seconds later, there were three return clicks.

      “Hope you’re holding up, brother,” I whispered.
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      The little flashlight had served me valiantly until this point. The light shone across the plain pathway, but it was growing dim. I turned it off, unscrewed the back, and flipped the two batteries around. The light stabbed out brightly for a few seconds, then dimmed again.

      I shook the light, but it didn’t work. I was going to be in the dark soon.

      Then I wasn’t.

      Rounding the corner, yet another doorway appeared, but from the bottom, wan yellow light poured.

      “The fuck?”

      Fumbling in my pocket, I pulled out the keys, but they turned out to be unnecessary. The doorknob turned in my hand and I was greeted with more light. I blinked my eyes quickly, then entered the room and spotted the source. Two light bulbs suspended from the ceiling.

      The large room contained AC and heating units. Huge machines that hadn’t been operational in months. Ducts had been run along the floor to the heating unit. I followed them to a second hallway. There had probably been a door here at one point, but it was long gone. Come to think of it, I had a suspicion it had been used to block access to this area, the very door I’d just crept through.

      The room smelled of oil and something like car exhaust. A couple of large red canisters sat in a corner. Each had a long yellow spigot. I picked one up and sloshed it around. The smell was unmistakable. Diesel gas.

      Shining the light around the large space, I stumbled upon a pair of dead generators with exhaust hoses connected to the tube via duct tape. What the duct? I almost cracked up at my own dumb internal humor.

      What in the fresh hell had I stumbled into down here? Not only had they blocked the hallway with a large, heavy, improvised door, someone had set up a power station. Were they still down here? Was I about to have a close encounter with some apocalyptic cult who worships a bomb? Alpha and Omega. Melted faces and Charlton Heston.

      A toolbox sat on the floor. It was old, made of metal, and had a huge dent on the top. I opened the box and found a large black flashlight. It was LED and super bright. The button on the butt turned green, which probably meant it had a full charge.

      I replaced it with my own sorry little light.

      An ancient poster of Brooke Shields in a bikini sat rotting on the wall. Pieces had cracked and fallen off. Someone had drawn nipples on her breasts. Classy.

      Gotta admit, I was starting to feel right at home. Big machinery, reeking fuel, and hot babe posters. It’s like I was back in the Navy.

      A cry echoed from the hallway. Not a Z, but a woman. I ran into the dark corridor and then came to a dead stop. I didn’t know what I was walking into. Could this be some kind of trap? Was someone playing the “woman in distress” trick?

      Creeping along. Flashlight off and shoved in a back pocket. Sledgehammer at the ready. Liquid sloshed in my bag. More lines ran along the wall. Power, and what appeared to be high pressure air.

      “The fuck is going on down here?” I whispered.

      Someone had gone through a lot of effort to drag new machines and fuel into this space. Looking at where this was situated, the noise would be nearly impossible to hear above ground.

      The passageway ended in an enormous hole in the wall. I poked the light inside and scanned. They had dug out here and widened it enough to walk while crouched. They hadn’t completed this job overnight. It was a meticulous endeavor.

      Moving into the smaller tunnel, I shone the light on the ground and found it to be clear of dirt or debris from the dig. The passageway expanded out for another ten feet and then I was in a second room. Dim light bulbs hung from the ceiling and provided a little illumination.

      This room was smaller than the last. Wires ran into large metal boxes covered in tarps. I lifted the side of one and found a huge black device laying on its side. More cables ran from the box to another crate.

      I crouched over the devices and realized what they were. Batteries. Whoever lived down here used the generators to charge the cells. Those provided power as evidenced by the light bulbs. I looked under more tarps and figured they had to have at least eight or nine of these things.

      A regular metal door was across from me. It swung open with a touch, and behind it was the zillionth freaking passageway of the day.

      The cry came again. Closer this time. Then the telltale sound of Zs followed. Something bashed into flesh. A couple of curses resonated.

      I had a second to consider my options. Barricade myself in here until the excitement wore down, then go out when the screaming was over. The problem with this plan, of course, was that I’d be leaving others to their own fate. Joel would have charged in there and asserted dominance over any Zs. Shoot first, and count bodies later. That was his unspoken motto.

      If I stepped into a situation where strangers were clearly not invited, I might be up against a double threat of Zs and people who might just as likely go after me as the enemy.

      The clearly terrified woman yelled again.

      I rushed to the passageway and followed it around to a door that had been locked and welded in place. I’d gone in the wrong direction. I hastened back along my path until I entered a room that looked out of place in the zombie fucking apocalypse.

      Test tubes, beakers, bottles, and a computer with an ancient-looking keyboard. A wall covered in scribbles that looked like some high math shit. Or formulas. Frankly, I was too much of a dumbass to make much out of it. Might as well have been written in ancient Hittite. Cables ran to the desk and then snaked back across the floor. Above, a half dozen LED light bulbs provided enough light to keep the location fully lit.

      The craziest thing was the lack of blood, body parts, dirt, or dust. This place was clean.

      Across from the entryway stood a trim woman with light brown hair, dressed in high-waisted jeans and a thick blue sweater. Near her, a guy in cargo pants and a black hoodie slumped against the wall. A pair of Zs with caved-in skulls were laid out in front of him. At least he’d taken a few of them before they killed him.

      She strained to close a heavy metal door while a Z hand reached for her. The woman smacked it away. Another hand reached for her as she strained to push them away, but it was a losing battle.

      I rushed toward her.

      She got one look at me, eyes on my clothes, and I knew exactly what she was thinking.

      I looked like a fucking Z.

      “I’m not one of them. I’m here to help!”

      Yeah. It sounded about as stupid as you can imagine.
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      “Bloody hell!” The woman spoke with a British accent, her voice full of surprise.

      She gasped and took a step back. Big mistake. A rotter clawed for her shirt.

      Brushing past her, I hit the door and shoved it closed over the Zs limb, trapping it in place. The sledgehammer came around, breaking an arm with a thud.

      The second Z wasn’t having it. He shoved back and almost dislodged me. Both of them sought to break through. I put my back to the door and dug in my heels.

      Another arm shot through and went for my face.

      Got my hair. Yanked hard.

      “Buy me a drink first!” I yelped in pain.

      “What? Who?” The British lady backed away toward the man on the floor.

      I swung the hammer up and struck hard.

      The other Z’s hand floundered as it dropped free.

      “Help me, lady. Jesus!” I met the woman’s eyes. Did she really need an invitation?

      “Did you call me lady Jesus?”

      “The fuck? Did I just run onto the set of a British sitcom?”

      She looked between me, the Z, and the guy near her feet. She looked flustered.

      I jumped as the dead fuck pounded against the door, the sound reverberating throughout the room. I slammed my back against the door again. From the other side the groans, moans, and snarls of more Zs made my blood run cold.

      “Little help?” I frantically asked her.

      “I got you,” the guy on the floor said, rolled his head around, and looked up. He had a nasty bite on his forearm, so he wasn’t long for this world. Pointing at him, I bellowed, “Kill that guy before he turns! Do you have a gun?”

      “You’re not supposed to be here. Who are you? And leave him alone. He’s fine.”

      Another Z must have gotten in on the action, because the door bucked again and I almost flew across the room.

      Desperate measures called for loud ass guns.

      The pistol came out of my holster. I cocked it and turned so my left shoulder pressed against the door and put everything I had into keeping it shut against the protruding arm.

      Let me tell you, the term ‘rotter’ was perfect for this asshole. He looked like someone had shoved his head inside a giant garbage disposal and run it for a few minutes.

      I angled my hand, stuck the barrel into the gap, and pulled the trigger. The boom was enormous in the tight space. I shot another round and prayed they would all retreat from the entrance. It didn’t work, and now I couldn’t hear shit.

      A shape appeared next to me. The man helped me shove back the rotters with a crowbar. I couldn’t help but spot the bite mark. How was this guy still functioning after being bitten?

      Thinking fast, I said, “On three. I’ll pull the door open a little. You knock them back. I’ll close it.”

      He gave a nod to show that he understood.

      I holstered the gun and let up on the door. The fresh pair of Zs tried to claw their way in. I batted aside a hand while the guy shoved them with the crowbar. He kicked one of them in the knee hard enough to snap bone. The biter fell in a tangle of legs.

      My new, soon to be Z friend flipped the crowbar over, lifted it, and brought the heavy curved side down on the Zs head. A satisfying crunch, and that walking corpse was a goner.

      The door finally shut. The other guy moved in with a bar. He motioned for me to move and slapped it in place, blocking it from being opened, just like the entryway I’d come in through moments ago.

      I turned and put my hands on my knees and realized I was in a room with strangers, one of whom was about to become one of the dead things. The gun was back in my hand in a flash. I raised it and pointed it at the guy’s head.

      “Hold the fuck up!” he yelled.

      “Sorry, bro. You don’t want to be one of them,” I advised heavily.

      “Stop this. Put your gun down immediately!” the British lady yelled, almost drowning out the other guy.

      I turned and found a compact sub-machine gun pointed at me.

      “You first,” I protested. “This guy’s about to become a zombie. Sorry to break it to you.”

      “No, I’m not,” he lifted his hands and held them at waist height in a near shrug. “I’ve been immunized. The virus can’t touch me. Much. It still sucks. Like, my skin’s crawling, and I feel like I’m getting a fever, but that’s it. So, be cool, man. Be cool, and we’ll be cool.”

      “Immunized? The fuck are you two on about? Ain’t no vaccine for this.”

      “But there is,” she said. “I’m a virologist, and I helped create the drug.”

      My head flashed back and forth between the doc and Mr. So-Called Immune.

      “She ain’t lying, dude. We’ve come a long way and seen a lot of shit. I’m telling you, man. She may be the only thing that can stop this virus from spreading any more. I’m Jake, by the way. Jake Turner.”

      “Creed. Jackson Creed.” I slowly lowered the gun. “Can we agree not to shoot each other for the time being?”

      Her eyes didn’t leave me as she pointed her gun barrel down, so that was a relief.

      She wore an old purple backpack that was jammed full of stuff. There was no way of knowing what was inside, but it seemed to be heavy. She also sported a pair of magazines in a pouch on a webbed belt.

      Jake also had a backpack. His was olive, with light camouflaged print. I wouldn't want to leave that in the woods because it'd be hard to locate.

      “Shaken or stirred, Mr. Creed?” Jake asked. He lightly drawled my last name with a southern accent.

      “If it's got enough of a jolt to make my hair bristle, I'll drink anything, no matter how it's mixed.”

      “My man.” Jake lifted his hand, made a fist, and held it out.

      I studied him for a moment. His eyes were clear. His pallor hadn’t changed. He didn’t look confused, hungry, and braindead all at the same time. I’d seen enough people get bitten to know the signs.

      Shaking my head, I held my fist up, but barely touched his.

      “Um.” I started.

      “It’s a long story, and I fear we don’t have time to recount it. We need to escape this place,” Elizabeth said.

      “So you’re, like, a doctor of viruses?” I tried.

      “Yes. I’m also an MD sort of doctor. I was previously employed at the CDC. My name is Doctor Elizabeth Breeze,” she said.

      I blinked.

      “Don’t even say it,” Jake advised.

      I squinted at her. “Hold up. Wait, wait, wait. Elizabeth Breeze?”

      “Dr. And no.” She stuck her index finger at my face. “I’m not…”

      “Like, the porn star?” My mouth hung agape.

      Before the world went to shit, I used to watch porn. Who didn’t? Somehow, one of the biggest names in the biz was standing in front of me.

      Her eyes narrowed, her face tightened, and her mouth pursed. I knew that look from Anna all too well. “I most certainly am not. Our names are a coincidence. Nothing more.”

      “Told ya,” Jake said.

      “Okay. Sorry. It’s kind of a compliment, if you ask me,” I asserted.

      “A compliment?” she asked fiercely.

      “Yeah. Like Elizabeth Breeze is hot. Like smokin’ hot. You’re in good company.”

      Her eyes blazed so fiercely I thought she was going to shoot me. “Have you been struck in the head?”

      “Okay. Won’t bring it up again,” I lied.

      “See that you don’t.” Elizabeth wagged her finger at me again.

      “Look, folks. We don’t know jack shit about each other. I’m here looking for supplies. I got separated from some friends, checked this building, and ended up down here. Got chased, to be exact. “This place is crawling with Zs. I found a set of keys. They got me almost this far. That last door didn’t have a lock.” I didn’t mention Joel or the fact that I had been living on Hayden Island. I wasn’t sure how much I could trust Jake and Elizabeth.

      “Roger made that thing. We didn’t know what was on the other side of the door leading into the building. If raiders, or I don’t know, angry undead office workers decided to do some exploring down here, we needed to keep them out of the lab,” Jake said.

      “Lab?” I asked.

      Elizabeth allowed the MP5 to swing next to her side. She took Jake’s arm in hand and examined the bite.

      “Improvised. There were supposed to be more people in the other- ow!” Jake exclaimed as she pushed on his bite mark.

      Elizabeth glared at Jake.

      “Can we go over all of this at a later time? Right now, we must devise a plan of escape,” she said.

      “Sure. Fine.”

      Elizabeth removed a large piece of gauze from her fanny pack and a small bottle, before warning Jake. “This is going to sting.”

      She squirted what looked like pure alcohol. He was clearly unprepared. The liquid sprayed over his cut, making Jake grit his teeth and shut his eyes. “Fuck balls. That hurts like hell.” He made a fist with his other hand and struck his leg. “Ow!”

      “So hold up. You can’t turn from being bit. How in the hell did you find a cure?”

      “She did. Her and another guy,” Jake said, but his voice faded as he said those last two words, like he didn’t mean to.

      “How do we know we can trust him?” Elizabeth whispered to Jake. She tried to be quiet, but I heard her even though my ears still rang from discharging a large caliber gun in the space.

      “Hey. How about because I came down here? Heard you. Helped you. I have guns, and I haven’t been a threat. That good enough for ya?”

      Elizabeth put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes again.

      “I mean…” Jake shrugged.

      “We’re going to have to work together if we want to get out alive. Am I right?” I asked. “Or do you live here? That’s a lot of equipment in the other room.”

      “We used to. Had to move. This is the old lab.” He jerked his thumb at Elizabeth. “We had to come back for some old supplies and notes. Stuff on the computer. Do you know how fucking hard it is to keep a computer running these days?”

      “I can imagine. That your setup then, with the batteries?”

      “Yeah. Roger figured some houses around here might have those Tesla batteries. It’s Portland, after all. We spent a week combing homes until we’d gathered a few. Wired ‘em up, and we use the generator to charge them.”

      “Smart.” I nodded. “Real smart. I’m impressed.”

      It's certainly a relief knowing you're impressed. Now, can we get out of here?” Elizabeth asked brusquely.

      “Not so fast there, Professor.” I held up my hand. “This cure you were talking about. Can I get some of that?”

      Elizabeth looked me over, then cast an unreadable look at Jake. He gave a barely perceptible shrug.

      “If you help us get back to our base, I’ll give you the vaccine.”

      I smiled. “Cool. How many can you spare? I have a girl and two friends. What about dogs?”

      “Oh dear. You understand that this is an experimental procedure. Our resources have been quite limited. Creating the vaccine has its problems. Maintaining the vaccine has been challenging. I simply do not know if it will cause long-term issues in the body.”

      “Yeah, but it’ll prevent short-term issues with being bitten. Know how many times I’ve barely escaped a dangerous situation? Me and Joel,” I slipped and named my pal. “Shit,” I muttered. “We were in San Diego and had to fight our way up here. We’ve had losses.”

      I didn’t feel compelled to mention Hayden Island or the forces that were assembling. Despite their assurances and story, I elected to remain cautious.

      “Let’s get out of here first, and then we can discuss what we can do for each other,” Elizabeth suggested.

      “You got my help.” I paused as I considered my words. “But, see, there’s my friend. He’s hurt, and he’s stuck in a garage a few blocks from here.” I cast about, wondering what direction. Since I’d gotten my dumb-ass stuck underground, I wasn’t sure which way was north.

      “This is getting complicated.” Jake frowned.

      “Hear me out. Joel’s a good guy. He’s a Marine. I’m Navy. Used to work on large machinery.. We were on a ship off the coast of San Diego. The two of us barely managed to stay alive. Joel and I have been together ever since.”

      “I’m certain you’re a lovely couple. However, time is of the essence.”

      “We’re not a couple like that. Just a pair of people tossed into the meat grinder. But if you want to get back to wherever you’re heading, you might need our help,” I offered.

      Lowering myself to the ground, I sat back and took a brief break. I was beat. My legs hurt. I had barely recovered from wounds sustained when we made our escape from the farm. The Tylenol had reduced the pain, but it was starting to wear off.

      Jake asked, "Didn't you say your friend was hurt?"

      He had me there. “A little. He’s resting. Give that man a gun and he’ll be back on his feet in seconds. Goddamn Marines never quit.”

      Elizabeth blew out a breath. “We don’t know you.” She inclined her eyes toward Jake. “How can we trust you?”

      “Lady. I don’t know if I can trust you, either. But you gotta admit I came along at the right time, did the right thing, and have done nothing shady since. Can you give me that?”

      She looked up and didn’t meet my eye. Half a minute of silence passed.

      “I mean…” Jake said again.

      “My work, and I do not say this lightly, may be the most important thing in the world right now. I was there at the beginning. This vaccine could go into production. However, I lack the resources.”

      Jake had been pressing some gauze to the bite. He lowered the cloth. “We need to get out of this building and get out of Portland.”

      “How do you know you won’t change in the next few hours, or days?” I asked Jake honestly.

      “Because it’s not the first time. A month ago, I got bit by a snaggle-tooth woman. Gross fangs. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have sworn that zombie chick had sharpened them. Hurt like a motherfucker.”

      “He’s quite careless,” Elizabeth said crisply.

      “I am not. If I recall, and help me out here if I’m off base, I was pulling the biter off of you.”

      “Yes. Well. It was a confusing moment for both of us.” She sniffed and looked away.

      “Yeah,” Jake said. “Confusing moment.”

      I looked at the pair. “Lover’s spat?”

      “Absurd.”

      Jake shot me a wink.

      “So, she gave you a shot. Now you can’t turn. How does it work?” I asked.

      “It’s complicated. I should be able to explain later.”

      I’d been content to sit here and catch my breath, but she was right. “So the plan is: get you out, get my pal out, and then once we’re not fighting for our lives, we figure this all out. Sound about right?”

      “That’s a lot of ‘outs’,” Jake said.

      I smirked. “Three and you’re what?”

      “Outta here!” Jake exclaimed and jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

      “Honestly.” Elizabeth admonished.

      “Okay. So you also got the shot?” I asked Elizabeth.

      “I did. The first one. We have not tested my immunity as well as his.” She nodded at Jake.

      “Hey. It still sucks to get bitten. Even if it doesn’t turn me into a zombie.”

      “Or a shuffler,” I said.

      “A what?”

      “The green-eye bastards. I started calling them shufflers on account of the way they hobble along on all fours. That’s when they aren’t jumping like psychotic frogs. Or trying to summon a horde. Joel and I have experienced a few close calls with them.”

      Jake and Elizabeth exchanged a wordless glance. Their poker face skills were strong.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Um,” Jake started. “We’ve had run-ins as well.”

      “Hard not to around here. There’s this guy I know named Erik. Claims he had an actual conversation with one of them. They had a little underground enclave south of here. Erik got in a big firefight with some rogue military dude, and he barely escaped getting killed. Ended up in an underground lair. Anyway, he said they want to conquer us. I believe it because I had a close encounter, as well. A group of misguided human traitors bound together by a shuffler cult. That’s where I met that guy, Erik. We helped each other out.”

      “A conversation?” Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “What sort of conversation?”

      “You gotta ask him. If you can find him. I think he, his girlfriend, and his friend already left the island.”

      “Island?” Jake perked up. “Is there a hatch and a smoke monster?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the Lost tv show reference.

      Shit. I’d mentioned too much. “Nah. Over on the big, isolated island outside of Portland. You guys should bring your stuff there. Share it. They have a connection to DC. Got supplies coming in every week. They’re building up an army. Word is there’s a huge incursion of Zs headed our way.”

      “How long have you been with them?” Elizabeth asked me.

      “Not long. Less than a week.”

      “And you trust those in charge?”

      “I don’t know. They have food and clean water. They’re organized.”

      “Indeed.” Elizabeth looked away.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Shall we discuss this further once we are on safe ground?” Elizabeth suggested.

      “Fine.” I nodded. “You guys got secrets. I got secrets. Let’s help each other out and take it from there. Cool?”

      “Very good, then,” Elizabeth said sharply. “Shall we?”

      “We shall,” Jake said, and stood up.

      “Works for me,” I said honestly, and pushed myself to my feet.

      “Right. This door is a loss. You came in the last resort escape route. That leaves one option,” Jake said.

      “There’s another option besides your last resort option? How many doors into this joint do you all have?”

      “It’s not really a door. More of a tunnel. It’s going to be a tight fit, especially for you.” Jake sized me up. “But I think you can make it.”

      “A tunnel?”

      Elizabeth put on a tone like a schoolteacher. “Yes. As in an escape path.”

      “And there’s too many out there, right? Like, how many is too many?” I asked because this was starting to sound more and more outlandish.

      “Too many. They caught us unawares. Some noise drew them to our location. There’s another problem. A vast horde of the dead are hanging out on the outskirts, about three or four blocks from here,” Jake said.

      “If she’s the only one with the cure for this, why the hell are you all running around out here? Shouldn’t you leave Captain Kirk on the ship and send out some red shirts?”

      “See, dude. That was my exact question, too.”

      “You did not know what to retrieve, and you couldn’t bring it all,” she admonished Jake.

      “Hmm,” I muttered.

      There were secrets here, but honestly, they weren’t my business. Mine was now concerned with the vaccine. I wanted to get my hands on a few doses, for Anna and Christy, if no one else.

      “Where is this exit?” I asked.

      “Back the way you came. We’ll have to move a big box, but it should get us out safe and sound.”

      “Lead the way, boss.” I gestured vaguely toward the only remaining way out of the room.
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      Jake was equipped with a large flashlight, much like the device I had found, and he carried a handgun. Looked like a Glock or Sig Sauer.

      “That a nine-millimeter, or forty?” I asked Jake.

      “Good eye. It’s a nine. I’ve had other guns, but it’s easier to find rounds for this,” he said.

      “Agreed.” I nodded once and didn’t mention that it sounded like something Joel would have expertly uttered.

      I covered their six as we walked back to the room with the batteries. This let me monitor them in case they pulled something.

      Desperation makes strange bedfellows.

      In the room with the batteries, Elizabeth moved around with the flashlight held high. There was a small desk in the corner that I hadn’t noticed when I’d passed through here in the dark. She felt along the side and toggled a switch. The room had barely been lit before. Now a few more overhead lights came on and illuminated the room.

      The desk had papers scattered around and a blue three-ring binder. She snatched it up, lowered her backpack, and jammed it inside.

      “That looks important,” I observed.

      She didn’t bother answering. Just looked away and went through the drawers. Nothing else caught her eye.

      “Can you help me over here?” Jake gestured toward the large box in the back of the room.

      I had noticed the crate as I’d passed through this room. The two of us pushed, strained, and groaned. The box moved, inches at a time, until it revealed a hole in the wall. It wasn’t much, but it was wide enough for me if I got down real low. This would not be comfortable.

      “Who’s going first?” I asked.

      “I’ll go,” Elizabeth said as she brushed past me.

      “I’ll cover our six,” Jake added.

      That put me in the middle. Made sense. I was the new guy. They didn’t trust me. Well, I didn’t trust them yet, but what choice did I have? There were two hallway exits, both currently occupied by biters of the undead kind.

      “We’ve been through here before and don’t know who created this tunnel. It wasn’t us. We found it like this. It leads topside and empties into a parking garage. There’s not much there. Thieves have stolen most of the cars over time or drained the gas and gutted them. The exit is tough. Big heavy reinforced door,” Jake said.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say several people converted this area to a camp of sorts. We were lucky to find it intact and unoccupied. Roger brought back most of the batteries over the course of a few weeks. Then things in town became tense. So many of the monsters, it became hard to navigate the streets,” Elizabeth said.

      “That was something else. Have seen nothing like that since it all started in Atlanta,” Jake said.

      “Hold up. What started in Atlanta?”

      “Oh, it all started there. Sort of.” Jake said.

      “Wait. We heard it started in several locations at once,” I said.

      When Joel and I had been stuck in San Diego, we’d heard various rumors about the source of the virus. There had been multiple reports of it being released on numerous military bases simultaneously. From what I’d learned, seen, and heard, this fucking thing hit the world like a comet-sized Mac truck and nobody knew shit. Nobody alive, at least. Maybe this lady doc knew her stuff. Or maybe she was just as full of it as anyone I had met so far.

      “It happened at a lab. They took samples to other CDC locations across the US. Idiots tested it. Someone on the west coast got jabbed or something. Might have been an accident. It was an accident in Atlanta. Dude got out, went nuts, and that’s that. Suddenly we got goddamn zombies on both sides of the states.”

      “Welcome to the zombie fucking apocalypse,” I muttered.

      “Ain’t that the truth?” Jake replied.

      “That was back when they were ragers,” Jake said.

      “Ragers?” I asked.

      “Maybe just an Atlanta thing. The zombies were fast and mean. Real fast. They could jump and attack as if hopped up on meth. It didn’t last. Something changed in the way the virus affected them. They started to slow down. We haven’t seen anything like them here.”

      “When we got to San Diego, we found the slow ones and shufflers. I’m guessing the green eyes are the left-over rage guys. Right?”

      “Excellent assumption,” Elizabeth said.

      “At least I got to find out the ultimate zombie question,” Jake said.

      “What was it?”

      “Are the fast ones or the slow zombies the worst? Answer: They’re both scary as hell, man.”

      “For me, I think the ghouls are the worst that’s ever happened. I’ve been face to face with a few. They smell like shit. And fish. Or fish shit.”

      “Possibly a change in body chemistry. Their skin may emit oil as a defense mechanism.”

      “They can emit all they want. I’ll continue to emit bullets, or this,” I said and lifted the sledgehammer.

      Elizabeth sniffed loudly.

      “I hear ya, bro. Atlanta was a literal dumpster fire.”

      “Tell me more about it when we’re out of here,” I suggested.

      “If you both are quite done being long-lost brothers, can we get to it?” Elizabeth said and moved into the tunnel.

      “Yeah,” I said with a nod and dropped to my hands and knees behind her.

      “Do I have to say it?” Elizabeth looked over her shoulder and asked me.

      “Huh?” I tried to sound innocent.

      “Stop staring at my bottom.”

      “Uh. I’m not. Got my head on a swivel in case…” I trailed off as something in the distance crashed. The sound didn’t come from ahead of us; it was back near the way we had come.

      “Go!” I gestured.

      Elizabeth squirmed into the tunnel and proceeded on hands and feet. I got right behind her and didn’t have to worry about staring at her ass because it was too dark. I shuffled forward, big ole hammer haft in one hand, my other as balance, ready to go for my gun.

      Jake was next and crawled in after me, but he came backwards as he strained to pull the crate box back in place.

      As much as I appreciated my new friends, there was something off about these two. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. It wasn’t just the fact that they withheld some information, it felt as if some of their conversations with me had been rehearsed.

      If they were leading me into a cannibal cult, I was going to be very disappointed. Who’d want to eat my flesh, anyway? It was probably tougher than cowhide.

      What choice did I have right now? Zs had blocked the other ways in and out of the basement.

      I tried not to think about what would happen if we were crawling into a horde of rotters. We’d be well and truly fucked.

      The various sounds of groans, running feet, and snarls made me want to push Elizabeth to go faster. Zs had made it through the door, and they were inside the room.

      Jake let out a last grunt and what little light had been provided by the overheads was now gone as he muscled the crate over the access tunnel entrance.

      Once more into the bullshit breach I went.
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      We’d gone thirty or forty feet when Elizabeth emerged into a cramped space that at least allowed us to stand. It was entirely too quiet here. So much so, our footsteps, to my ears, sounded like bricks dragging on sandpaper.

      The shuffling feet of Zs had faded, but it would be just like those IQ test rejects to dislodge the crate accidentally and follow us. I don’t know how they always seemed to sniff out humans. Maybe we bathed too much, or not enough. Maybe they just loved the smell of humans because they missed that about themselves. Would have made a great Jerry Springer episode.

      Our flashlight beams stabbed out around us. I kept mine front and center, so we didn’t give away our location. We were probably far enough away, but I’m alive because I’m an overly cautious guy.

      “How much farther?” I whispered, which drew a sharp hiss from Elizabeth.

      Sorry, Mom, I mouthed.

      Jake must have caught it because he stifled a laugh. He looked like he wanted to add something, but probably kept his mouth closed for fear of setting off the doctor’s ire. Well, I would try to follow his lead since he’d been with her for a good while.

      I still got the feeling these two have or have had a thing for each other.

      It was obvious this passageway had not been designed for regular use. Everywhere I looked, there were dusty cobwebs. The floor was dotted with rat droppings. There were pieces of dirt and chunks of loose concrete on the floor. I was surprised rodents weren’t bustling around under our feet. Then I imagined zombie rats.

      I shuddered. What a nightmare. Imagine. I’m minding my own damn business, when a hundred undead rats with glowing green eyes decide to have some Creed steak.

      My radio clicked a couple of times, making me flinch.

      Doc spun and shot me a sharp look. She was good at that.

      I shrugged but clicked back three times. Joel was still alive.

      Ahead, something crashed through the floor, sending a shower of concrete and debris in its wake. Dust motes fired in all directions, becoming glowing bullets in the dark space.

      The doc had been there, and now she was gone.

      “The fuck?” I whispered.

      “What?” Jake asked.

      “She’s gone.”

      “The fuck?” He echoed my words.

      I lowered myself and found the answer. The floor had fallen away. As I crept closer, I found a gaping hole. “Uh. Doc?” I called quietly.

      “I’m here,” she answered.

      I’d have to get closer to see her, but I didn’t trust the floor.

      “Hey,” I said to Jake. “Grab my legs or ankles. Hold on while I see what happened.”

      “You okay?” I turned and asked.

      “Scraped up. Hanging by a thread. I believe we just found a sinkhole.”

      “You found it. Can you get out?”

      “I need help.”

      Her flashlight beam shined up.

      Flat on my stomach, I pushed aside my hammer and backpack. Jake grabbed my ankle. I looked back and found he’d braced himself between the two walls. “I got you,” he said.

      I hoped so.

      Scooting forward, I found the hole in the floor. It dropped away into darkness. “This wasn’t here before?”

      “Nope. But we haven’t been down here in weeks. No telling what happened.”

      “This ain’t ideal,” was the best I could come up with.

      When I got close enough, I found her. Elizabeth clung to a piece of rebar with one hand. The other was against the sides of the hole. If she moved, she was going to slip deeper. It wasn’t an enormous drop. I wouldn’t be able to reach her hand unless I was ready to commit to having half my body hanging free. She reached for me, but a good three feet separated us. If she moved any more forward, it looked like she would slip into the depths.

      There was a noise of activity coming from beneath. Something was moving down there.

      “Do you hear that?” I asked her.

      “Yes. Dreadful.”

      “Zs,” I said over my shoulder for Jake’s benefit.

      “Are they closing in on her? We need to get her out, now!” His voice rose in panic.

      “I can’t see them. They’d have to climb a wet hill of rock and mud. I think this is a sinkhole. That means even if we get her out, this entire area could collapse on us.”

      Jake swore.

      “Hold on tight. I’m gonna do something stupid,” I told Jake.

      “I’m usually the one doing the dumb thing. What are you planning to do?”

      “You’re going to brace yourself. I’m going to be a ladder. I better get bonus points for this one.” I said.

      “Deal.” Jake lowered himself while he kept his grip on my ankles. He scooted forward on his butt until he was close enough to almost see over the edge. He braced his legs against the side of the passageway.

      “You good?” I asked.

      “As I’m going to be.”

      I sighed heavily. “This is so fucking dumb.”

      Elizabeth offered me a warm smile, I guess with thanks. “I’m in your debt.”

      “Don’t get too deep into debt yet. We might both go in the hole if this piece of shit floor doesn’t hold us.”

      She leaned forward. Her hand almost brushed mine.

      Below, the noise increased. Someone moaned. Another person groaned in answer. Splashing water. Thrashing bodies struggling out of the muck. I’d heard this same fucking noise more than once, sad to say. I knew what it meant. We were about to have company of the rotting sort.

      “You’re going to have to lower me a little more.” I said.

      “I was afraid you were going to say that. You’re a heavy mother fucker.”

      “Blame it on a week of solid MREs.”

      “Sounds gassy,” Jake said as he slid his feet forward a few inches.

      I couldn’t hang over any farther without falling in. At least that’s what it felt like. “Shit. Pull me back. We need to come up with a better idea.”

      Jake cursed as he pulled me back. The harsh edge of the collapsed floor scratched against my mid section, snagging the cloth.

      “Hold up,” I said.

      It took a few seconds of rocking back and forth to loosen my jacket so I could withdraw.

      “Where are you going?” Elizabeth pleaded.

      “Just a minute. We need to lower something so you can reach us.”

      Below came the sound of more Zs. We didn’t have much time.

      “Oh, dear,” she said softly.

      “The fuck can we use?” I whispered to Jake.

      He cast about. Panicked. Eyes darting around the little space.

      He snapped his fingers. “Wait.”

      Jake lowered his backpack, unzipped the top, and hunkered down with his flashlight. Nestled inside were sealed vials, papers, a book, and something that looked like insulin bottles clanked around. Reaching deep inside, he pulled out a bunch of rope that was barely thicker than twine. It couldn’t have been more than a dozen feet long, but it would have to do.

      “You’ll have to double it up. Wasn’t meant for anything more than tying stuff together.”

      “Back in position,” I said, and dropped to the floor.

      With feet braced against the side of the passageway again, I scooted forward. Shining the light inside, I let out a curse. The damn Zs were on the move. Lots of them. I lost count after about fifteen. They looked just as gnarly as the rotters that had been at the bottom of the pit back at the old collapsing house Joel and I had barely escaped.

      “Please,” Elizabeth pleaded.

      She lowered the MP5 from her shoulder, ejected the magazine, and looked at the top. The doctor slid it back into the gun, and chambered a round. All of this was done with the same efficiency I’d observed Joel use in the past.

      “If you shoot, you’re going to bring every Z within a half-mile radius.” I said.

      “I am quite aware,” she replied. “However, if I don’t shoot, they will soon drag me away. I’m certain my screams will be as loud.”

      “You gotta point there, doc.”

      I doubled the rope and tossed the end over the side as I slid forward. Jake lowered himself behind me and grabbed my belt. Just as she reached for the end, her footing slipped. She slid down a half dozen feet and scrambled upward. Her feet seeking purchase, she ended up sliding even farther down.

      The light picked out more and more Zs arriving by the second, and low and behold, a pair of green eyes glowed among them.

      Shuffler.

      “Ah ,shit.”

      “Hurry!” Elizabeth called.

      “We’re trying.”

      I couldn’t keep my eyes off the ghoul. It seemingly moved from shadow to shadow, darted among the Zs, and just when I thought he had disappeared, it’d pop up on the periphery, move away from the light, dash forward, and generally creep me out. I’d witnessed these things do crazy shit, but this guy was more erratic than any green-eye I’d ever seen.

      “If we can’t get to her, lower me down. We’ll figure it out.” Jake let go and stood up.

      “You go in there, and you’re probably not coming back out,” I warned him.

      “I don’t care. Can’t leave her down there. She’s too important.”

      He tried to brush past me. I stopped him at first, but his pleading eyes convinced me to let him go. He reached the hole and shined his flashlight beam into the space. “I’m going down there. Help me.”

      “Dude, I can’t stress this enough. You go down there and you’re both going to die screaming.”

      “Don’t care. I’ll figure a way out.”

      I couldn’t help but put myself in his shoes. If that was Anna down there, I would have jumped.

      The Zs advanced on Elizabeth. I pulled the .357 from my holster and pointed it at the lead. Elizabeth was faster. She aimed and fired. The MP5 was a small gun, but it echoed madly in the open space. She dropped the lead Z. The next few fell as well, with holes to the head. She was an excellent shot.

      Getting into the party, I fired the gun. It boomed in my hand and struck a Z under the chin, lifting the creature and throwing it back into the mud.

      The green eye appeared near the back. I aimed, but it was suddenly gone again before I could shoot it.

      Jake leaped across the gap in the floor. It was about four feet across, but he hit it like a champ. He turned and lowered himself toward the hole.

      A dozen more Zs, clothing dripping with water and muck, stumbled toward Elizabeth. With mere feet separating her from the threat, the shuffler appeared to her left. It wore a black poncho and moved in a weird, erratic, but fast motion. Elizabeth whirled, but she held back from shooting the thing. I aimed the gun and put the poncho’s head in my sights.

      “Wait!” Jake pleaded.

      The shuffler moved close to Elizabeth. She lowered the gun and leaned in to talk to it in a whisper. No idea what was said. She was suddenly in his arms, and climbing up onto the thing’s shoulders. It stayed steady and helped her. As she rose to a height where we could reach her hands, the poncho tilted, and a green eye met mine.

      “Greetings,” the shuffler said with no inflection, voice like a raspy old man cough.

      “The fuck!” I pointed the gun.

      “No!” Elizabeth shoved the gun barrel up. “Leave him be. He’s just helping me.”

      “I don’t believe it,” I said more to myself than for my new friend’s benefit.

      We hauled Elizabeth out of the pit. She staggered into Jake’s arms and held him tight. “Thank you,” she said.

      “Just what in the wide wide world of fuck is even happening? That thing helped you. Why?”

      The shuffler leaped to the ledge. It caught the edge and then hauled himself upright. The black poncho swirled around and sprayed the area with water droplets. He didn’t look at me, but stood with Elizabeth and Jake. He held up a hand that looked mostly human except for some scaling and a little desiccation. Kind of like a mummy hand without the wrapping.

      “I. I don’t. I don’t have time.” His words came out staggered, deep, and with a rasp. “They come. Many. They come for the city.”

      “Say what now?”

      My hand trembled from wanting to blow this shuffler off its feet and back into the hole.

      I was still standing across the gaping hole, on the other side, having a conversation with a goddamn shuffler. Joel would never believe this. Where was my cell phone when I most needed the camera?

      “A massive army converges from all sides,” Elizabeth told us.

      I guess I stood there with my mouth hanging open. None of this made any damn sense.

      “He’s going to lead them away,” Jake put in. “We need to hustle. Can you jump the gap?”

      I looked down and found the area below swarming with Zs. At least a hundred of them had found the place and were converging on us. “Where are they all coming from?” I asked, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      “Later. Let’s go. He’s going to lead them away so we can escape, but we must get to the garage.” Elizabeth said and gestured for me to jump. She shined her light on the hole. Jake did the same, so I could have a clear view of both edges.

      The trio moved aside. I backed up on aching legs, fully aware that they might give out. Not clear the edge. Fall in. Or dangle from it like a Creed sandwich.

      “Fuck it,” I muttered and ran.

      I pulled my last step up short, so I didn’t go careening into the pit. I jumped, cleared the hole, and scored about an 8.5 for style.

      Standing with them, panting, fear of the dark and the Zs below getting to me, I was about to shit my pants.

      Then he turned to look at me.

      The man—he had been a man—bore signs of whatever the virus did to humans. His cheeks were sunken, missing flesh in a few places. Part of his right ear was just gone. Those eyes were intact, though. Green. Bright. Like they had some kind of luminescence behind them that shone through. The fucking thing stared at me without blinking. Like it wanted into my brain.

      I slowly lifted the gun.

      Quick as a whip, his hand shot up and caught my wrist in an iron grip. I could have pulled the trigger, maybe taken his leg off. Or got him on the hip. Might have hit Elizabeth.

      His lips peeled back to reveal teeth that were surprisingly mostly there. A gap to the right on the bottom. The gum was brown and had partially grown over the hole. I couldn’t look away as he talked. That tongue. Jesus. Like a piece of rotten pork.

      He spoke slowly in that voice. Haltingly. Haunted.

      “Peace. Please… I. I wish to warn you. As… As doctor Breeze has said. They come. For the city. Tens of thousands. They come.”

      “There's nothing here. This is a city of the dead. Who the fuck cares?”

      “A test. This is a test of defenses. More will come. More will fall. Many cities… still occupied.”

      I didn’t mention the island. I didn’t have to.

      “They know. They know of the island. It may hold. It may fall.”

      “I have to warn them.”

      “No need. No. No need,” he gasped and coughed. Sounded like something wet rattled in the back of his throat. “They. They are aware.”

      “Am I tripping balls?” I asked.

      “Welcome to my life,” Jake said under his breath.

      “Why are you helping them? Us?” I asked.

      “He was there at the beginning. He traveled here with us. We came looking for a lab. It’s too much to get into now. Can we please get out of here? Talk later,” Elizabeth said in a breathless voice. “It’s just there.”

      She pointed to the end of the hallway with the light. A door waited.

      “I will… will. I will distract,” the man said in his halting speech.

      “Thank you, Latimer.” Elizabeth put a hand on his shoulder.

      The look on her face was hard to read. Pity? Shame? Revulsion? I think she went through all three in a second.

      He didn’t say another word. Just raised his black hood, turned, and jumped into the hole in the ground.

      “What in the actual fuck happened back there?” I asked as I followed them.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “This ain’t a Facebook status. That ghoul knew you. It helped you. Why would it do that?”

      “He helped us all, wouldn’t you say?”

      It had caught my hand and helped me across the gap. I would have made it on my own, though. Didn’t need that green eye creeper along for the ride. I briefly contemplated going back and shooting him in the back of the head with a juicy .357 round. Elizabeth and Jake seemed to love the thing from hell. I imagine that would turn out well.

      Wait until Joel heard about this shit.

      “I guess. That doesn’t explain what the hell is going on. Every shuffler I’ve come across has tried to either kill me or direct a bunch of mindless Zs to do it. There’s never been a heart to heart. That shit was whack!”

      “It is whack, man. This whole nightmare is whack. But there’s a reason he’s like that and it goes back a ways. There’s, like, too much to explain right now,” Jake said, turning and speaking over his shoulder as he hustled up the passageway.

      “Walk and talk?” Elizabeth gestured ahead and followed Jake.

      “We used to work together. We were friends. When the virus broke out, well, he got it. Sort of. He’s an anachronism. Are you familiar with this word?”

      “Yeah. Kinda. Not really.” I shrugged.

      “He is a person that should not be. He should not exist. And yet, he does. He has the power of the green eyes. Probably the most powerful of them. Yet he has held onto some of his humanity while many others have faltered.”

      “Power of the green eyes. Fucking freaks of nature,” I muttered.

      “Be that as it may, they exist and so do we. We must find a way to coexist, or they will win,” Elizabeth said.

      “The government is working. Limited. They have military resources. That’s how Hayden Island has remained untouched. They get supplies flown in,” I argued.

      “Be that as it may, this is a losing battle. Every time someone dies out here, they may become infected with the virus. They may even become a ‘shuffler’, as you call them,” Elizabeth said.

      We continued to hustle up the passageway. I was exhausted, and this little chat was making me feel uncomfortable. Sure, life in the zombie fucking apocalypse has been a shit show of epic proportions. It’s hell on earth most of the time. That didn’t mean we had to give up hope of ever beating the Zs. Besides, most of the early Zs were in such a state of rot they weren’t really a problem.

      I thought of the pit and the corpses that someone had piled in a corner. Rotting in the flesh. The pile of bodies hadn’t been able to move. Most only possessed the power to moan or gnash their gums since their teeth had already fallen out.

      “It’s a waiting game. They’re rotting where they stand. Given enough time, we'll reclaim everything.” I pointed out.

      I recounted what I had seen in the pit, because it had been a good reminder that the Zs were rotting away where they walked.

      “They are. But there are a lot of survivors. My estimates put the infection rate at around seventy-five percent. As more die they become fresh,” she paused before saying, “infected.”

      “Zombies. It’s okay to say zombies,” Jake said, his tone one of exasperation.

      “Or Zs if you’re into brevity.”

      “Fine. Zs,” she enunciated the letter.

      “As soon as this vaccine is out in the wild, it will stop the infection, yeah?” I asked.

      “It won’t be that easy. There aren’t enough people to go back to the way it was. All of our jobs are gone. Cell phones are dead. Power stations are no longer tended. Will we even have enough engineers to get them back up and running?” Jake offered.

      “People can be trained. There will be manuals. Even a hole snipe like me can figure stuff out.”

      “Hole snipe?” Jake asked.

      I snorted. “A nickname for my old job in the Navy.”

      We hustled down the passageway, chatting as we picked our way through the dark. I feared another cave in, but Jake had his eyes glued to the ground in front of us.

      A doorway loomed. Jake rushed the last few yards and tried to open it. He turned and said, “Shit.”

      “Locked? I thought you guys came from that way,” I said.

      Jake shushed me. He put his ear to the door and listened. I waited, rather impatiently, for him to figure out whatever in the hell he was trying to do. My bag of drinks dragged on my shoulder. The hammer was heavy. The gun slapped my leg with each stride. My lower back ached, and I was famished.

      Now that we were out of the strange alleyway, not to mention away from a subterranean area filled with the dead, I could take a brief break, put my hands on my knees, and catch my breath.

      Latimer’s green eyes still haunted my thoughts.

      Jake pulled away from the door. He tapped the surface two times, paused, rapped two more times, long pause, four more times.

      He backed up and waited. And waited.

      “Is that the magic code to open the door?”

      “It’s supposed to be. Roger is on the other side, waiting for us.”

      I counted to ten.

      “Is he, though?” I asked.
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      Jake frowned and tried the code again.

      “Maybe it changed. Did you get a memo?” I asked.

      Jake shot me a flat look. “Funny.”

      Elizabeth had had enough. She pushed Jake aside and struck the door. “Roger. Open the door immediately.”

      Something moved on the other side. Something hit the floor, followed by a curse.

      “He fell asleep again.” Jake sighed.

      “Idiot,” Elizabeth muttered.

      Metal ground on metal. The door shifted, got stuck, shifted back again.

      “Son of a…” a voice said from behind the barricade.

      A grunt and the entry popped open. A man poked his face out, looked at me, and demanded, “Who in the world of shit are you?”

      “I’m Jackson Creed. Who are you?” I lifted the hammer and let the head rest on my shoulder.

      “He’s cool.” Jake brushed past us, and into the garage.

      The man stepped aside and rubbed his eyes, confirming that their ace in the hole may have indeed been asleep. Sloppy. Like Joel always says, “Getting sloppy gets you dead.”

      Jake ushered us inside.

      They weren’t kidding about the garage. Beams of light poured in from the floors above. The next floor up was open to the elements and along the wall a few cars sat in various states. Some looked nearly brand new, except for smashed out windows. Others were spray painted and beat to hell. The Dodge Caravan was missing one of its doors, and the ripped-out driver’s seat had been abandoned next to the van.

      A small vehicle was in use as a barricade in the doorway to the stairs. Roger’s work? Probably not. That was a group effort type situation. It was a smart move, though. Nothing like a heavy vehicle to create a barricade. Someone had spray painted the words NEVER THOUGHT IT’D BE ZOMBIES across a wall in red letters. The paint had run, leaving streaks like blood.

      “Yep.” I frowned at the wall.

      “Right? Now, how about some answers?” Roger asked.

      Roger was a little on the portly side. He wore a set of camouflage clothing that had seen far better days and carried an assault rifle like something that would have given Joel a hard-on. He was practically a kid, about Jake’s age or maybe a year or two younger.

      “Nice gun.” I nodded at his weapon. “Got any extra? My bud Joel would lose his mind if I brought him one.”

      “No. Does it look like I have extra guns?” He looked at Jake. “Who the fuck is this guy?”

      “I told you. My name’s Jackson.” I took a step closer to Roger. “I’m former Navy. Now I just smash problems. Do you want some answers? What is, ‘I helped your friends out of a gnarly fucking situation, for four hundred dollars, Alex?’”

      “You two,” Elizabeth admonished. She turned to Roger. “Mr. Creed helped us out of a very bad spot. If not for him, we might not be standing in front of you.”

      I might have put on a smug smile and tried to look like I did that shit every day.

      “What’s going on here?” Roger’s eyes darted between me and Elizabeth.

      “He’s a good dude. There’s nothing going on here except he saved our asses.” Jake tried to sound reasonable. “Give the guy a chance.”

      Roger blew out a sharp “pfft.”

      “So, Roger. What’s your poison there?” I nodded again at the gun.

      “It’s an old M16 we found a few weeks ago. It’s been my go-to. Why?”

      “Just curious. Know where I can find one just like it? Or two, for that matter.”

      Roger rolled his eyes. “Good luck. That’s all I can say.”

      I shrugged and turned away, hoping this guy wasn’t a dick who had already decided to literally shoot me in the back.

      “Let’s just leave this guy and get back to our base,” Roger drew close to Jake and whispered.

      “Dude. Just be a team player. I just told you. He’s cool,” Jake whispered back.

      Elizabeth offered me a pitiful look. “Ignore him.”

      A box of soda cans sat on top of a rusted Camaro’s hood.

      I didn’t dare hope, but I had to ask. “Those wouldn’t happen to be…”

      “No, they’re not.” Roger moved in front of the box.

      “If those are Monster energy drinks, I’d sure appreciate one. I can trade you an honest to god Coke in a plastic bottle.”

      “You’re shitting me. You don’t have one…” He trailed off when I pulled the bottle out of my bag and handed him the drink.

      Roger’s face turned from cold indifference to pure shock and glee, like I’d just handed him the holy grail. “Help yourself, bro.”

      I did. I took a Monster drink and shoved another in my bag. Took out a ginger ale and put it in the box as recompense. Joel was going to shit when I handed him the drink. It wasn’t an M4, but it was a good find.

      I sat down against the Camaro’s front wheel and popped the top. It fizzed over the edge. Not a drop hit the ground. I slurped it up, drank a quarter of the contents, and let out a slow sigh. Life hadn’t been great over the last six months, but right now it was a little on the acceptable side.

      A chill breeze blew in from above. It was cold and carried a hint of fog. I knew this because my flashlight picked up water molecules in the air. They danced to my breath, fading away and drawing closer. It was almost hypnotic. The sudden quiet, a semi-cold energy drink, companions who weren’t complete fuck ups, and the way morning was breaking…

      It was all swept away in a heartbeat when a long, sonorous howl echoed in the distance. The tone repeated a few times. Then it grew into a truly frightening chorus.

      “Well. That’s new,” Dr. Elizabeth Breeze said.

      I drained the drink, belched behind my hand, and picked up my bag.

      “Right. Weapons ready. We’re on the move.” Roger dashed toward the east part of the building.

      “How far are you all from your base, or wherever you’re setup?” I asked as I caught up with Roger.

      “None of your business. That’s how far,” Roger growled.

      “Whatever, dude. I was thinking about helping you guys get back. Looks like you got this one in the bag.” I clapped his shoulder.

      Roger’s look was anything but friendly.

      The big garage door was shut, and there didn’t seem to be a way to open it. We had to crawl, one by one, over an old faded yellow Toyota Tercel to exit from a side doorway.

      With the five of us on the move, we probably looked like candidates for zombie stew. I felt like shit, and probably looked like it considering I was covered in dried Z goo, and various other putrid things my clothes had picked up in the last twelve hours. Ahead of me, Roger was the only one who didn’t look like he’d spent a week sleeping on Skid Row.

      My head swirled as about a bazillion beautiful little pieces of caffeine entered my veins. I welcomed the rush, but it couldn’t erase the immense tiredness I felt in every bone and muscle.

      The street looked unremarkable by zombie apocalypse standards. A few dead bodies and crow nibbled skeletons in rotted clothing hung out of cars or lay on the sidewalk or street. A few busted up cars dotted the side of the road. Doors hung open on each. Whatever goods had been inside now lay in piles, because scavengers had clearly picked the vehicles clean. Businesses were partially boarded up. Office buildings had busted out windows. Even the graffiti was fading or being washed away by the sun and rain.

      An eighteen-wheeler had smashed into a building and crushed its lower half. Judging by the scorch marks, it had caught on fire and burned most of the place to the ground. A young female Z had been pinched between a wheel and a fire hydrant. How long she had lain there was anyone’s guess.

      It couldn’t even groan. Just lay there pitifully. I took pity, walked the dozen yards to it, and smashed its head in with the hammer. Left a bunch of mushy brain goo and what looked like maggots behind. With a shudder, I wiped the hammer’s head against the remains of her pants. Mostly smeared it around. Shaking off more of the gray matter left the hammer a little cleaner.

      Jake walked alongside Elizabeth and had a brief exchange. I couldn’t make out anything they said. I also couldn’t tell if they were lovers or were barely tolerant of each other.

      I jogged to catch up with the group.

      “Hey, Captain Trips,” I called to Roger as he strode ahead of us. Gun at the ready. I hoped he knew what he was doing with that weapon. So far, he’d seemed like a scared kid to me.

      “Huh?” He looked confused. “Thought you left.”

      “Left? What? No, man. Just taking pity on a Z,” I said. “Don’t you want to know where we’re going?”

      “Oh. I know where we’re going. You can leave at any time. Now’s good.” He gestured vaguely toward a four-lane intersection jammed with stripped cars off to the right.

      I grabbed him by his arm and pulled him up short. “Hold on. They said they were going to help me get Joel out of a jam. He’s not far from here,” I said, looked around, and was completely lost. I reoriented on the building I had entered, but it was a full block away.

      He read the confusion on my face. “Sorry. That guy’s not our problem, nor are we on a quest to find him. What we’re doing is more important than any one person.”

      Elizabeth and Jake drew abreast. She looked between us. “He’s right, unfortunately. Latimer changed our plans.”

      “Hold the fucking fuck up,” I growled.

      “You should go now,” Roger said lightly.

      I couldn’t believe this shit. Putting my life on the line for Jake and Elizabeth had been for jack shit. The urge to hit Roger in the fucking face with my hammer grew with every beat of my heart.

      “Fine. Fuck off, then,” I muttered and turned away.

      “Jackson, wait,” Jake said and followed me.

      I ignored him and stormed off.

      “Hold up. I’m going with you,” Jake said as he hurried to my side.

      “Creed. Hear us out, please,” Elizabeth pleaded as she also caught up with me.

      My eyes scanned our surroundings for threats. A good way to keep your mind busy is to remind yourself that there is always something out there wanting to end your life. Or a potential person you thought was a friend looking to stab you in the back.

      “Nothing you can say. You all go on and have a nice… whatever.” I broke into longer strides. Being taller than any of my former companions had its benefits.

      “Jackson Creed! Stop right this instant.” Elizabeth’s voice carried the tone of an angry school teacher.

      “What?” I rounded on her.

      “Listen.” Elizabeth stopped me with a hand on my arm. “Roger can be brusque, but he is right. I need to get back to our base immediately so we can pull out of this area. I urge you to carry the warning about the Zs, as you call them, to your people. This will be unlike anything we have ever seen. A mass of coordinated infected all converging on this location. Thousands and thousands of them. They are already on the move. We can’t afford to be stuck here.”

      “We’ve seen it before, and we survived.”

      “Then I wish you luck.”

      “Well, shit!” Jake exclaimed.

      Across the street, at least a dozen Zs appeared. These weren’t the rain drenched slow moving specimens. They had a little more pep in their step. Elizabeth’s face hardened. She turned to rejoin Roger, but he was already on the way back to her. He lifted his rifle and advanced.

      The sound of shuffling feet and groans from the dead drew my attention, because more of them were arriving to our left. I pulled the pistol, hit the cylinder release, and replaced my spent shells. Up it came. I had six and another eight or nine lining my belt. Plus, my little backup gun sat safely in my pants pocket.

      It wouldn’t be enough.

      “This is not ideal,” I stupidly stated.

      I hustled away, ignoring the others. If they came along, great. If not, well, best of luck to them. Soon, Jake, Elizabeth, and Roger were hot on my heels. I looked back quizzically and found out why. Their chosen route had been blocked. The two-lane street was filling with shamblers.

      “Herding us?” Roger asked aloud.

      “I fucking hope not,” Jake shot back.

      “Oh, so now you’re all team Creed?”

      Roger didn’t look at me.

      “Hey, man. I’m sorry about that. I got your back. Promise,” Jake offered earnestly.

      “See how long that lasts?” I said under my breath.

      As I hustled beside them, my mind wavered between need and want. I needed what Elizabeth had provided. Everyone did. Assuming it worked. After their little stunt, I couldn’t help but let the betrayal eat at me.

      But not without Joel.

      As I followed the others, the location began to look familiar. We cut behind another office building, and suddenly I recognized a familiar sight. It was the Supercrew truck Joel and I had been forced to abandon in the center of the street.

      “There you are!” I greeted the vehicle. “Joel’s over here,” I called as I veered toward the pickup.

      “Does that thing work?” Jake yelled at me.

      “Outta gas. There’s a hole in the tank. It would work if it could hold fuel,” I said.

      “Okay, at least we have a plan,” Jake replied.

      Before I could tell Roger to fuck right off, the garage came into view.

      I yanked out the radio and hit the button four times.

      It took Joel a few seconds to answer. “Creed? Where are you?”

      “About a block away. A bunch of rotters will be there soon. Get out of there. We’ll meet you outside. Go out of the garage, angle toward the front of the building. You should see us.”

      “Us?” Joel asked.

      “Long story. We gotta get the fuck out of here. Meet us out front.” I clicked off.

      “Roger. Kelly, out.”

      “There.” I pointed at the garage at the end of the street.

      “They have gas?” Roger asked.

      “Fuck if I know. They got no power,” I said. “Did you hear me? The truck has a hole in the gas tank.”

      “I heard you. We might be able to make a plug. Something temporary that will get us out of here fast.”

      “What’s this ‘us’ shit?. You were just trying to desert me a minute ago.” I rushed alongside Roger, eyes on the station as I looked for Joel.

      “The needs of the many, man. It’s a cold ass world in zombieland.”

      I stopped and grabbed Roger’s arm above the elbow and I was not gentle about it. He came up short, spun, and had a retort ready. I beat him to it.

      “It’s an inhospitable world. Yeah. It’s colder when you stab your fellow members of the human race in the fucking back. That makes us little better than the Zs.”

      He bit back whatever he was going to say and shrugged away from me with a violent arm wrench.

      Roger put his gun to his shoulder. Ahead, a pair of Zs had found us, and now they wanted a date. They were a couple of cuties. The taller one had a bob. Blood had matted her light brown hair to the side of her head. The other was much taller, and walked in one high heel shoe. Just one. Her other foot was mostly a stump, making every step look like she was drunk. She might have been in her thirties or forties. A long dress brushed the street because it hung off one shoulder. It had a mostly red flower print that had plenty of gore splattered across the fabric.

      “Hold your fire, it’s just two,” I advised the group.

      Moving to a quick jog, I closed the distance and hit the shorter one under the chin. The hammer was like a bazooka blast. It lifted the Z off her feet. She flew back and hit the ground for the last time. Tall and gnarly reached for me. I batted her hand aside and then kicked toward her ankle, but hooked my foot and pulled it back, sending her flying off her feet. She hit the ground hard. Head smacked into the pavement. Green slime spewed out of her mouth.

      Roger strode in and hit her on the head with his gun stock until she stopped moving.

      “You’re welcome,” he said and hurried away.

      What a little shit.
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      I led the way. It wasn’t far. A hop, skip and a really fast jump.

      “Jooooel,” I sing-songed into the radio. “Where the fuck are you?”

      A figure appeared. I squinted to make sure it was him and not some hot to trot Z that looked like Joel.

      “Hold up,” I said and gestured for the others. “Don’t shoot him.” I specifically aimed the second part at Roger.

      “This garage is perfect!” Roger whooped. “Hey. How far back to your truck?”

      “A block or so. Why?”

      Roger brushed past me and rushed to the gas station. He shot Joel a half wave. Joel looked after him in confusion, then at me. I shrugged as I ran to his side.

      “What’s the situation?” he asked, then put his hand on me for support. I looped my arm under him and held him steady.

      “SSDD. Same shit, different day. I brought friends. And that guy.” I pointed at Roger.

      “The fuck is he doing?”

      “Don’t know, but we must get back to the island, and I mean now. Like right fucking now. Big things are happening and that includes a big, and I mean big, pack of Zs heading there.”

      “SSDD,” Joel said and put his hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Rest helped.” Joel pushed away from me and stood on his own.

      “Hullo,” Elizabeth said as she arrived.

      “Yo,” Jake added.

      I did quick introductions but held back on much more. If we sat out here exchanging stories, we’d be overrun. Roger disappeared into the garage. Jake followed him in, then quickly came back out with a screwdriver.

      The sound of tool box drawers opening, metal hitting the floor, and a few curses came from Roger’s expedition. What in the hell was he looking for?”

      “Found it!” he rushed back out excitedly with a pair of tubes in one hand.

      “Found what?” I asked.

      “KwikWeld. The truck. Where’s the hole in the gas tank?”

      My opinion of Roger may have gone up a half tick. “Bottom right side, just under the rear.”

      “Jake. You good on the fuel?”

      “Yep,” he replied.

      I was ready to roll with Joel, but these two had just surprised me.

      “Jake’s the helpful-looking guy. Elizabeth is a doctor. The other guy’s a dick. Keep your eye on him,” I said to Joel.

      “Noted.”

      He did look better. Joel kept a hand over his midsection and he had a limp, but a little rest had done him well.

      “My brother, I have two things that are going to melt your Marine heart,” I said.

      Reaching into my side pocket, I pulled out the little revolver I’d picked up from the suicidal guy’s corpse, along with the extra shells. The second surprise was in my backpack. I dropped it to the ground with a heavy clunk. Pulling out the wrench, I considered it, then set it aside. The hammer was my new jam. Digging into the bag again, I found a bottle of water and the extra energy drink, and handed them to Joel.

      He inspected the pistol and shoved the weapon in his back waistband. The extra rounds went into his pocket. He froze when I came up with his second surprise.

      “Is that what the fuck I think it is?” His mouth dropped open.

      He dropped to a crouch and opened the water and the energy drink, and took turns drinking them dry. The entire operation took less than a minute.

      “Got that healing potion in ya,” Jake called from over near the pumps.

      Joel gave him a thumbs up.

      “What are you packing in that holster?”

      “It’s a .357. Would you believe it was in a space in the back of the truck under the seat? This and just enough rounds for an emergency.” I pointed at the belt.

      “Do we have time for that?” I asked Jake.

      Elizabeth had rushed into the garage. More parts clanged around. A hose flew out the door and fell near Jake.

      Zs began to appear. The fresher ones always came out of the woodwork first. They moved singly, then in pairs. Soon enough, we would see a lot more, unless someone dropped a rocket launcher, or tank, in our lap in the next few minutes.

      Elizabeth raced out of the garage and deposited a plastic gas container next to Jake.

      Jake had pulled up what looked like a small version of a manhole cover, and dragged it a few feet away.

      Elizabeth took up station next to an overturned mid-size sedan and expertly checked her weapon. She removed an extra magazine and put it in her back pocket.

      “How long?” she called out to Jake.

      “Soon,” Jake said.

      “If Roger isn’t back in the next minute, how shall we proceed?” Elizabeth said to Jake.

      “He’ll be back. He’s a dick, but he doesn’t let us down.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I muttered to Joel. “You got a little gas in the tank?”

      Joel grunted. “What do you think?”

      He leaned over and picked up my wrench and hefted it in his hand.

      “Let’s get at it,” I said to Joel.

      We moved toward the threats.

      “We’re gonna keep the stragglers off you. Elizabeth, you take the fast ones on the outskirts,” I pointed to the other side of the gas station entryway where a burned-out delivery truck sat. “Use that as your second position. Please raise your gun barrel if you run behind us. I don’t want an accidental bullet in my ass. Cool?”

      “I don’t hit what I’m not aiming at,” Elizabeth said with a sniff.

      “I hope she knows what she’s doing,” Joel said under his breath.

      “Hell, Joel. I hope we know what we’re doing.”

      Joel and I loitered near the truck Elizabeth would use. The hammer felt good in my hand. Heavy. I gripped the hammer in my sweaty hand, feeling protected.

      The first Z to arrive on the outskirts was just a little guy. No more than seventeen or eighteen. He should be sitting at home trolling others on the Internet or watching porn. Instead, he was a mindless shambler with a partially eaten face, half a left hand, and a limp. Didn’t stop him from eyeballing me.

      “Dammit. I can’t get the tube in!” Roger cursed.

      “You guys better hurry up,” I called unhelpfully to them.

      Then we were out of time. The dead were here, and we were about to be trapped.
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      Roger raced back toward us, panting and sweating. He waved at Jake and slid to a stop next to his friend.

      Jake used the large screwdriver to work the metal coverings off the holes in the ground. Roger grabbed them, and together they rolled them aside. Finally, Roger pointed. “This is the one.”

      I went out to meet the first of the Zs. The hammer went to work and crushed a rotter’s head before the guy could even reach for me. Smacked a second one into eternity. Joel hung back, off to my right, to keep them from getting to Jake and Roger.

      “I can’t wait much longer,” Elizabeth called to me from across the entrance.

      As soon as she started shooting, the noise was going to draw a hell of a lot more Zs than this mass.

      “You guys about ready?” I called over my shoulder.

      “Making progress,” Jake replied.

      “Make. Progress. Faster.” I punctuated the last word by crushing a Z’s face with the hammer.

      The next rotter only had one arm. Didn’t make him much less dangerous. His mouth was more alarming than some hand that might or might not work anymore. Half his teeth were gone, the rest cracked and rotted. The hammer made short but disgusting work of him and his gaping maw.

      Elizabeth’s gun ripped a half dozen rounds across the battlefield, punching a Z in the chest, knocking another to the ground, and striking a rotter right between the eyes.

      The mass may have been loitering if not slowly heading our way. Now there would be hundreds of these bastards on the attack, and we would either have to shit or get off the pot.

      They were coming in large numbers. For us. Joel hadn’t made a noise for a minute. I looked over and didn’t see him. I spun and found him talking to Roger. Roger said something back and then nodded at the gun he’d left on the ground near the hand pump. Jake ran a hose into the hole in the ground. He had to rip it back out, and then try again.

      Then I had to look away and deal with a pair of Zs. They weren’t much effort, both missing body parts, or parts of body parts. I put them down and then had the unpleasant experience of dealing with a new threat.

      He wasn’t any bigger than me. He wasn’t taller or wider. He didn’t have green eyes. They were more of a flat blue that wasn’t natural. His head was elongated, wider, thicker. It didn’t fit the rest of his body at all.

      His hands weren’t hands. They’d been replaced with metal rusted hooks; I swear he bled tetanus.

      What was this thing? Who had made him?

      Frothing at the mouth.

      Snarling like a dog.

      He came out of the crowd at a run.

      I had seen nothing like this Z. He wasn’t a shuffler. He wasn’t a fresh dead. He was a fucking juggernaut.

      The dude wore a pair of overalls with the name Clyde stitched into the top right below his breast. One strap was broken, the other hung by threads. A strong breeze was going to snap off the damn thing. The juggernaut would have his pants around his ankles. Cue the giggle track.

      Sadly, as much as I’d like to see a stupid big-headed Z flopping around with his pants around his ankles, it didn’t happen.

      I swung for the big guy’s head. He ducked. Not far, but enough to throw my aim off.

      “The hell…”

      Behind me, a long gun boomed. I didn’t have to turn to know Joel was using Roger’s gun. It banged again, and a Z dropped in the middle of the street.

      The juggernaut had avoided my first blow. I would love to say that his eyes were empty, milky, or even had a hint of green because that would put me in a familiar situation, however, they were red rimmed with blood pooling in the iris. This guy was off in all the wrong ways. He could sidestep. His head followed me when I dealt with a threat. He didn’t rush in, and didn’t slow walk.

      He turned to come back at me, ripped his arms up, and hooks passed inches from my face.

      With the big hammer in my right hand, I ducked, and tried an uppercut that should have taken most of his face off, thanks to the tool’s weight.

      Juggernaut pulled his face back, grunted, and shifted to the side. He was big, but he was slow.

      That wasn’t all.

      He was—I hate to say it—calculating.

      Before I get too far ahead here, it’s worth considering the fact that early in the Z-poc I’d wondered if Zs would someday develop from the mindless shitheels we were used to fighting. The shufflers didn’t count; they were their own damn thing. But what would happen if they suddenly figured out how to do more than rush straight for us?

      This. This fucking guy right here.

      The juggernaut roared and went for a bear hug. I pushed his arms away. Being on the huge side, this fella couldn’t exactly stop in his tracks. He roared past me, stumbled, and smacked into the side of a rusting red sedan.

      I should have pulled my gun, but I’d been intent on handling this guy with brute force.

      “On your nine!” Joel yelled.

      Joel moved around me and shot at the guy. Juggernaut, on the move again, took the shot like a champ. It punched into his shoulder and spun him around. He used the opportunity to duck behind the rusting car and appear at the other end.

      By that time, they had forced Joel to shift the barrel to the right and shoot a rapidly approaching rotter in the face. Guy had already been moving at a fast clip. A few more seconds and he would have broken past our line.

      “Asshole,” I said, and went out to take care of Juggernaut for good.

      “Creed,” Joel hissed at me.

      “I got this.”

      I didn’t.
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      Juggernaut roared out of cover and came right at me. The hammer came up, a smooth swing. Would have taken off a Zs jaw and sent it to Z heaven or Z hell. He wasn’t having it. The big man danced back. Claws came around and swiped at me. Ruthless, dripping orange, they looked sharp enough to satisfy Wolverine.

      Gunshots continued to snap out and pick off targets that got too close. “Don’t shoot me in the ass!” My head swiveled slightly, and I yelled over my shoulder. I don’t think anyone heard me. “Don’t shoot me anywhere,” I added anyway.

      The stupid big Z kept darting around as I repeatedly swung.

      “Enough,” I muttered.

      Moving the hammer to my left hand, I pulled the revolver and had it almost at the ready when Juggernaut smacked the barrel aside. The hook struck so hard it numbed my hand and sent the gun flying. I hadn’t even had a chance to aim.

      Regular slobbering Zs appeared. Then even more of them with their blood-drool, and shittily dressed in last year’s undead fashions, were on the way.

      “Fuck it,” I snarled at the big guy and backed toward the gas station. “Joel!”

      “Kinda busy here!” he called back, gun banging out rounds as he dropped threats.

      Shaking my tingling right hand, I cast about for the gun. Juggernaut, clumps of blood leaking from his gunshot wound, stalked my every move. I don’t know what was scarier. His ugly face, or that he didn’t even rasp out breaths as he hounded me.

      It looked like Roger and Jake were having some luck with the pump and canisters, but it was slow going. I don’t know how much they needed, but I voted for the amount needed to carry us a mile or so away from this nightmare.

      The truck was behind the gas station, about two blocks away. So far, the way was clear.

      “We need to hurry the fuck up!” I yelled. Probably unnecessarily.

      The doc was a pretty good shot. She hit a few targets with well-aimed blasts, dropping them. Some took rounds in the chest or neck. No matter what movies and television shows portray, hitting a moving target in the head is very difficult, unless you’ve been practicing your entire life.

      A head exploded in a spray of blood and gore. That would be Joel Kelly perfectly demonstrating my thought.

      I ducked a Juggernaut swing. If nothing else, I could keep this guy busy while the others worked.

      My next shot got him good, but he’d been on the move, and the hammer struck him in the upper chest. He reeled away and then dashed off.

      Good riddance to that fucking guy.

      Three Zs headed for me. Joel blew one off its feet. I waited for the others. Joel probably knew I could handle the two slow ones. He picked another target and one more gunshot dropped a Z in its tracks.

      I moved away from the gnarly couple. As they got closer, the hammer did its job and crushed skulls.

      Ahead of me were dozens of them. Most were slow. There was, of course, a shuffler. I glimpsed him before he disappeared into the throng.

      “Almost there!” Roger yelled.

      “Falling back!” Elizabeth said.

      “I’m covering!” Joel called.

      I backed up another step. “Hey, we have about thirty seconds at best! Then we’re going to be in a world of hurt.”

      “We’re on the move. Back the way we came, yeah?” Jake asked.

      “We’ll cover while you try to get the truck going. If it doesn’t start soon, we’ll need to run and figure out a new plan!” I yelled over my shoulder.

      I didn’t add we were about out of options.

      The juggernaut had been using some slower Zs as cover. It brushed past them, eyes set on me, and came in like a stinky, giant bowling ball and  me low in the gut. I choked out a gasp and then I couldn’t breathe. Joel rushed in from the side. He was quickly met by a couple of fresh looking Zs. Elizabeth backed up and fired at a threat that was almost on top of her. Backing up a step, she exchanged her magazine in a flash and started shooting again.

      I couldn’t breathe, and the chonky Z kept pushing me around. It was all I could do to hold him with his claws hooked over each other.

      Joel came to help. He got in a kick that rocked the juggernaut before he had to fall back again. A thin Z closed on him. He struck the creeper across the face with his gun barrel, then tried to shoot the bastard in the face, but his gun clicked empty.

      The morning light grew dim.

      The threat loomed large.

      My midsection rebelled.

      Joel shrugged off a Z and, using the gun stock, struck it in the face, once, twice, and a third bloody time.

      “Creed!” he yelled.

      Claws ripped free and went for my face.

      I moved it out of the way at the last second.

      Joel used Juggernaut’s momentum and kicked it again, making the beast fall.

      Metal scraped the pavement as it arrested its fall with the hooks.

      I remembered how to breathe again.

      The juggernaut surged off the ground.

      I backed up a few steps, eyes furiously darting around the oncoming Zs.

      There were too many for us to handle!

      I used my size-fourteen boot against Juggernaut’s chest and kicked.

      He fell to the side.

      Didn’t stay down for long. Trolled toward me.

      I went the other way, because there it was. My gun!

      Falling on hands and knees, I scooped up the big weapon.

      The juggernaut’s hook rose in the air. The next blow would pick me up off the ground and end my life.

      I took careful aim. Juggernaut stumbled just as I fired. The blast should have taken his head off. Son of a–!

      Another Z staggered into me, throwing off what would have been a follow up shot.

      I barely had time to push the reeking kid away.

      On my knees, I was trapped between these two with more on the way. Joel grunted behind me as he fought off yet another.

      I looked around for our companions, but they were nowhere in sight.

      “Fuck!” I exclaimed, then fired again and only shot the juggernaut in the other shoulder.

      He flew back and landed on his ass.

      I had time to reorient myself.

      Get to my feet.

      Shake off a Z with a push, then shoot it in the face.

      Where was Juggernaut, and where was my hammer?

      There. A dozen feet away. Rushing toward the weapon, I cast my eyes all around us, but Jake, Roger, and Elizabeth were gone.

      Fuckers had left us behind.

      I had to protect Joel.

      Backing up, I staved off the juggernaut as it came for me again.

      I needed just one clean shot.

      The son of a bitch bobbed as I aimed. Lowering the barrel, I shot him in the leg instead.

      He didn’t cry in pain or shock, just stumbled, corrected, and continued to slash at me.

      At least he now had a limp.

      I grabbed Joel by the shirtsleeve and pulled him back. Together, we took a few steps, but Zs arrived on all sides.

      Joel had slung the M16 over his shoulder with a two-point sling. He gripped my wrench in one hand.

      Disoriented in the mess, I pulled us into a jog.

      The juggernaut staggered after me. Why me? There had been a bunch of humans around. Why not chase after Roger?

      There had to be a few rounds left in my gun. How many had I fired? It came up, I aimed, and had to shift at the last second as a Z in a ripped, orange and blood-splattered dress charged right at Joel. The shot wasn’t clean, but it took the side of her cheek off, spun her to the side, and made her flop to the ground.

      “Thanks,” Joel said as he pulled me back from another juggernaut slash.

      “We need to run,” I told him.

      “Yep,” he said.

      “Where’s the revolver?” I asked him.

      He fumbled in his overall pocket and muttered, “Shit, I don’t know. I ran empty. Might have dropped it.”

      There was a perceptible movement that I recognized as defeat.

      Joel’s shoulders had fallen, and his head had lowered just a little. Enough so that I could read his body language and I didn’t like what it said. The rest while I was out finding supplies had done him well, but the last few minutes had tapped out whatever energy he had gained.

      Joel leaned heavily on me as we backed up. The juggernaut didn’t care. He was all about his pound of flesh. Or in my case, a couple of hundred pounds. This guy was going to feast on us and there was nothing I could do about it.

      “Lemme go, Creed. You can’t make it while also holding me up,” Joel said.

      He tried to push away from me, but I wouldn’t let him. I backed up until we were near the gas tank in the ground. I gave a furious glance over my shoulder, up the road, and confirmed that we had been abandoned.

      I clenched the hammer haft hard in my left hand. My right was sweating over the pistol’s grip.

      “Nah, man. We’re going out together, or we run. Got anything left in you, Marine? Oorah, and shit.”

      He again tried to push me off.

      “You know, this ain’t the first time you’ve tried the whole ‘go on without me', and I’m still here, buddy. We’re going out together.” I gasped out as the juggernaut picked up steam.

      Not me this time.

      He went after Joel.

      The bastard had been forced to keep his distance since I’d shot him in the leg.

      I hauled Joel back, but the Juggernaut slashed out, caught him by the overall, and tried to haul Joel away from me. Joel fought off the beast, and I refused to let go of my pal. With my right arm locked around Joel, my left holding the hammer, I had no way to fight him off except for my feet. I kicked, but it was weak, and barely rocked Juggernaut.

      Putting the gun between us, I didn’t have time to aim, just time to do damage. I pulled the trigger, and the hammer slapped empty.

      The beast snarled at me as it tugged Joel toward him.

      Mouth agape.

      Broken teeth ready to bite.

      Joel dropped in my grip, then suddenly straightened. His arm came up in a brutal blow that was capped off with the pipe wrench. It caught the juggernaut under the chin. Bone cracked. Teeth snapped. Blood and yellow pus flew. I jerked us away as the hooks came free thanks to the juggernaut suddenly being rocked.

      Joel sagged again in my arms.

      It had been almost enough. The juggernaut still had a little more vitriol left and surged toward me, despite its dogged movements. I finished it with a smart crack from the hammer. It struck his head and caved the bones in.

      He fell and almost took Joel with him. I pulled Joel away. His overalls ripped, but he was free.

      “Just go. Get back to Anna and Christy. I can hold them here for a few minutes.” Joel again tried to shrug free.

      He gripped my wrench in one hand, but it sagged.

      “Not gonna happen.”

      My body was a mass of hurt. Injuries throbbed from the night in the pit, followed by barely enough sleep and a running nightmare of deep diving into some Portland buildings, which had resulted in even more scrapes and bruises.

      Dozens of Zs stalked toward us as I pulled Joel back.

      They’d left the pump behind, in the hole, and that’s when I decided that if we were going to make a last stand here, it was going to be explosive.

      Very explosive.

      “Keep falling back,” I told Joel as I let him loose.

      He didn’t reply. Just looked at me and gave a light nod.

      Leaning over, I grabbed the pump, pointed the hose at the ground, and gave the crank a few turns. Fuel spewed out as the Zs continued their slow march toward us.

      I leaked some of the gas along the side of the hole and around the tank itself.

      A few fresh freaks broke out of the crowd and put a little pep in their step. Joke’s on you, dickhead. Joel and I have been doing this for so long, our meat is probably too tough to eat.

      “What are you doing?” Joel asked me as he backed away.

      “I’m about to make a fire. If we’re going out, we’re going out in style.”

      I had to shove back a Z with my hammer as I continued to run the pump. Slashed him while I was at it.

      “Nah, man. I don’t wanna burn.”

      “Then man the fuck up, Joel. We will be completely overrun soon,” I advised sharply.

      It worked. Joel took a few more tentative steps away. I had to stand up and smash down another Z, then a second.

      There had to be enough fuel on the ground now.

      A third Z rushed me. I shook it off with Joel’s help. With one hand still on the pump, I was bent over and had little leverage. My back groaned as I tried to stand, but the bastard draped himself over me while attempting to eat my ass.

      I don’t play like that is what I wanted to quip. I didn’t have it in me, and kept working.

      I lifted him and shrugged his body to the ground. Behind me, Joel smashed the Z’s head with the pipe wrench.

      He grabbed me and pulled me away.

      At least a dozen Zs had made their way behind us, cutting us off from the road. We might have a chance at the garage. Maybe hole up in there. Ride it out.

      Joel and I clutched each other as we turned and found ourselves boxed in.

      The reek of gas was all around us. My hand had a little feeling again. I dropped my hammer, pulled the revolver’s barrel release, and flung it open with a twist in the air. Spent shells clattered across the ground. I shoved one in and snapped it close, being careful to make sure it was next up when I cocked the gun.

      Dropping the gun in my holster, I picked up my hammer.

      Joel clung to me for support.

      I took a swing at a fast-moving Z on the right.

      Made contact.

      Crushed the side of his head. Fresh gore and a couple of teeth flew.

      Goo splattered my already disgusting clothing. They would make a good coffin, I guess.

      Three of them came at me and that’s when I realized I had nothing left in the tank. I was dog tired. Body beat to hell. It was a struggle just to hold the hammer.

      Dropping it to the ground, I pulled the gun. One shot, into the metal cover from the gas tank, should set off a spark. I went to the side and used my shoulder to push one of the Zs into a second one.

      Grabbing Joel again, I shrugged his arm over my shoulder and fell back. Lifted the gun as I prepared to set the fire. Maybe we could escape before the entire place exploded.

      A shot sounded, and the Z with the gaping maw who was just about to eat me suddenly didn’t have a face. Another blast and another Z fell. Two more gunshots, and we had a way free.

      Another Z reached for me. I tried to knock the hand aside, but it was very insistent. Maybe it was the fumes mixed with my overall exhaustion, but I felt like I was going to collapse.

      A second hand grabbed me and pulled. Same for Joel. We were moving, then. Fast. An arm was under my shoulder. “We need to get out of here. Now!” Jake’s familiar voice yelled.

      Roger had Joel. More gunshots rang out and more Zs dropped around us.

      “The fuck were you guys?” I managed as we staggered back.

      “We pushed out. Had to circle around. Roger went to the truck and fueled it up. Then we came back for you. Elizabeth has our six.”

      “I thought you left us,” I said.

      “We wouldn’t be here without you. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, but we’re not that heartless.”

      “I pumped gas all over the ground,” I said as we pushed through the Zs.

      Elizabeth continued to clear the chaff with her gun. She popped off round after round and hit most of her targets. Luckily, she didn’t hit us.

      “Dude. I coated the ground with gas,” I said again.

      “No shit?” Jake said.

      “Yeah.”

      “If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, Roger had the same thought.”

      A half dozen or more Zs followed as we half-walked, half-staggered up the sidewalk. One of them got too close and Jake tripped the dead bastard.

      I shrugged out of his grasp and went to work with the hammer. Got one Z across the cheek. Not a huge blow, but it was better than nothing and the woman with one eyeball, no ears, lank red hair, and about a tackle box worth of nose rings, fell away with a snarl.

      They were still all around us, but at least the truck was close.

      We no longer faced a few dozen. There were hundreds and more pouring in from every side street.

      “The truck’s working?” I asked.

      “Hopefully. You have the keys, right?” Jake said as he pulled a knife and drove it into a Z’s head. It got stuck about halfway through the bone. He struck the pommel with his other hand and the rotter dropped dead.

      Came back for the keys. That made sense.

      “We didn’t come back for the keys. We could have run.” Jake must have read my mind.

      “Get the fuck behind something!” Roger yelled.

      He’d left Joel standing in a space clear of Zs. In his hand, he carried a scavenged glass bottle with a piece of fabric hanging from the top.

      “We need to hustle!” I yelled and kicked it up a notch.

      Gun still blazing, Elizabeth cut a path for us. Roger ran toward the mass of Zs. He clicked a lighter a couple of times. Couldn’t get it lit.

      A huge shape appeared thirty or forty feet off to our left. In horror, I realized it was another juggernaut.

      This guy was bigger than the last one. He had the same hooks for hands, and he wore a military helmet.

      “Son of a…”

      Roger stopped, calmly turned his back to the light breeze, and tried to get a flame going.

      Jake pointed at the new juggernaut. Elizabeth nodded, turned the gun, and opened fire on the beast.

      Three or four rounds struck home.

      Stitched the guy from sternum to chin.

      One ricocheted off the helmet.

      “Shit,” Roger exclaimed as the juggernaut aimed for him.

      He glanced around, spotted his rifle hanging from a two-point sling over Joel’s shoulder. Reached into his back pocket, pulled out a magazine, and threw it at us.

      It clattered across Joel’s chest. He used both hands to catch it before it found the ground.

      In a well-practiced movement set, Joel ejected the empty mag, slid the fresh one home, pulled the charging lever, and put the gun stock against his shoulder.

      “Shoot and scoot,” I loudly advised.

      Not waiting for confirmation, I grabbed the back of his overalls and pulled as I backed away from what was about to become a mass of flaming Zs.

      If Roger got the Molotov lit. He continued to fuck around with the lighter. Shook it. Spun the wheel a few times. Shook it again.

      “Spark the fuse!” I howled at him.

      He looked at me in confusion.

      Then at the bottle.

      He cursed and held the lighter under the wet wick, and spun the wheel a few times. The sparks did the trick. The flame started small and quickly spread over the fabric.

      The juggernaut closed on him as Elizabeth continued to take potshots, but that goddamn helmet was proving to be an issue by protecting Z's huge head.

      “Cover me,” I said to Joel. “And yourself.” I added.

      If I didn’t get in front of the kid, he would never be able to get close enough to toss that Molotov at the puddle of gas. The Zs were probably helping to spread it now, but I’d only had time to crank out a half gallon, maybe three quarters at the most.

      To top it off, rain started pissing out of the sky again. Just what we needed. Water to dilute the small amount of accelerant I’d provided.

      Joel struggled to a crouched position. Soon rounds burst forth and Zs dropped. He didn’t have a chance at the juggernaut because both Roger and I were in the way. Plus, Roger had a bottle filled with gas, and it was on fire.

      He surged forward and cocked his arm back to throw.

      I cut right in front of him, had a split second to prepare, and hit the juggernaut like a linebacker. A weak linebacker. But it rocked the big Z to the side and kept it off Roger, so he’d have a chance.

      Would have been nice if the big Z had gone down peacefully.

      Nope. He took me along for the ride.

      The hammer came loose and clattered across the pavement.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the flying Molotov.

      Struggling to break free and not get pierced by one of his evil Wolverine claws, I went to punch and felt it all the way from my knuckles to my forearm. Yeah. I hit the helmet.

      “You fuck!” I screamed at the thing.

      It snarled and shoved me off like pushing away a child. A hook-hand followed, aimed for my chest. I pulled back, and it missed by an inch at the most.

      Where was the explosion?

      “Where’s the explosion?” Jake once again echoed my exact thought.

      Not that I had long to contemplate. The juggernaut heaved itself forward. Air groaned out of its chest, probably from a gunshot, and it sounded like a weird, juicy fart.

      It made a slow turn, looked at me, and snarled.

      A round plinked off its helmet and sent his head flying back. Not for long. His eyes blazed that weird blue hate. Like they were digging for my soul. Snarling lips. Trademark jagged teeth. What the fuck did these guys feed on during the day? Rocks?

      A weak flame appeared. It spread. I’d like to say I sat and watched, but I had other things I needed to attend to, like being squashed by this big boy. Going beyond my capabilities, I had no way of stopping him.

      He rolled forward. Hooks came for my chest.

      His mouth aimed at my head.

      Was this going to be how my life ended, taken out by this piece of shit?

      If I had a Magic 8 Ball, and shook it right then, I’m sure the answer would have been: all signs point to yes.
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      “Get to cover!”

      “Help Creed. He’s…”

      “Out of rounds. Who has more?”

      “Down. Down. Down!”

      “On your right!”

      Voices called out all around, but none of them were near enough to help me.

      Nothing like being tossed around for a couple of days. Beat to a pulp. Left behind by people you thought were your friends. Chucked into another grinder, spit out, and then beat up again. I’ve had bad days in the zombie fucking apocalypse, but this was the worst yet.

      It was also about to be my last.

      The juggernaut’s hooks and mouth loomed large. I put one hand up. Caught the huge Z and paused his descent.

      Wait. Wait!

      I’d barely had time to load one round to start the fire at the gas station.

      I struggled to shift the juggernaut to the right so I could access my holster. My arm screamed in pain. Inextricably, his mouth lowered and was inches from my nose. Was that how I was going out? Nose first?

      The gun slid out of the holster. I cocked it with my thumb as I lifted the revolver. Mucus slobbered down my neck. I turned and caught some on my cheek as the juggernaut fought for a bite.

      Gun up. Shoved it under the helmet.

      His teeth were a quarter inch from me.

      I closed my mouth and clamped my eyelids tightly. Pulled the trigger. The boom was enormous and felt just like another exploding gas station.

      I was suddenly rocked!

      Lifted off the ground.

      Slammed down with a two hundred plus pound asshole on my chest.

      What little breath I had left exploded and left me gasping.

      The air grew hot.

      The roar was deafening.

      Like every bullet I’d ever fired, all rolled into one.

      The sky lit up as bright as day.

      Was I dreaming?

      Was I concussed?

      Was I still among the living?

      Was Jesus about to show up in a clean white robe and high five me for surviving the zombie fucking apocalypse for this long?

      More like the devil was here to collect his dues.

      As flames rose into the air, I found I still couldn’t breathe. I tried. Lord, but I tried. There was no air. I was suffocating.

      The weight on my chest shifted. I found daylight tinged with gray and rain. It pattered across my face and reminded me I was still alive.

      I blinked my eyes to clear them.

      A shape loomed overhead. Christ, not another zombie!

      Close. It was Joel Kelly, and he looked like shit.

      “You gonna live?” He offered me his hand.

      Another figure appeared. Jake grabbed my other hand, and they hauled me to my feet.

      “The fuck happened?” I shook my head. Next to me lay the body of the juggernaut. I wished I could take a minute to inspect this weirdo.

      “No time, squid. We gotta get out of here.”

      “Okay,” was the best I could come up with.

      “He’s in shock. I think we all are,” a woman said.

      Elizabeth Breeze. That was her voice.

      “I’m still alive?” I looked from face to face.

      “Not for much longer, you keep asking stupid fucking questions,” Joel said.

      Roger moved out ahead of us. Hand raised, he gestured for us to follow.

      I took a step and made the mistake of looking behind me. The gas station that had stood half a block away was now a roaring fire. Behind it loomed dozens, no, hundreds of Zs. Some of them had gone full ‘flame on’ as they wandered after us.

      I was horrified to see that we had done little to stop the tide. I had been sure this would send them all packing. Reroute them at the very least. They were everywhere. On top of buildings, and coming between them. In the street, and crawling over car husks. A teenage Z stood on a fallen big blue US Postal mailbox for some damn reason.

      “Got the keys?” Roger fell back and prodded me.

      “Yeah.”

      I felt around in my front pockets, located the keychain, and removed it. Then I had second thoughts. “You can have them as soon as we’re all in the truck.”

      “Come on, man. We don’t have time for this shit,” Roger said as he motioned with one hand to pick up the pace. “The KwikWeld’s in place. It didn’t have time to cure, but it’s what we have to work with. Cross your fingers or pray it holds long enough to get us the hell out of here.”

      “You get the keys when we’re there,” Joel emphasized.

      I didn’t say that in our current state, they could probably take both of us easily and wrestle the keys away. Joel might get in a few blows. I wouldn’t, but I might get in a few mean words.

      Elizabeth drew up alongside me, offered me her shoulder, and helped me keep up. She was slight, but surprisingly strong. For the next minute, we made decent time and as we moved, and my head started coming back together. It felt like the last part of a hangover when you take a shot of whiskey, and the pain in your head finally responds to the hair of the dog that fucking bit you.

      That’s how I felt. Magnified to the power of ten.

      Somehow, I had hung onto the bag of beverages. It became all I could think about. I unzipped the top as we limped along at speed and dug out the first bottle that my hand encountered.

      “Thirsty,” I muttered. I’d done a lot of muttering.

      “Sip. Then share,” Elizabeth said in her crisp British accent.

      “Yes, Mom,” I replied.

      She loosened her grip. I thought she was gonna punch me. Instead, she pulled away, lifted her MP5, and aimed at a target.

      Not content to chase us away from the gas station, they were appearing ahead, which would block our path to the truck.

      Speaking of. There she sat. The Supercrew was only fifty feet away. We might actually pull this off!

      “Gimme the keys and I can make sure the damn thing starts. When you guys get there, we’ll be ready to run,” Roger pleaded.

      I staggered—kinda like a zombie—yeah, along after them. My one hand was full of drink. The other went almost mechanically to my front pocket and pulled out the truck keys.

      I held them out, Roger snatched them, turned and raced off.

      Elizabeth blasted a Z with a single shot. The gun clicked empty. She ejected the mag, and reached for another.

      Might as well make the best of it. I spun the top off the water bottle while she inserted a mag and slapped the charging handle.

      I slammed back half of the bottle and then gasped for air before I realized I looked like an asshole.

      “Here,” I offered Elizabeth.

      She nodded gratefully, then shot a Z in the chest. A second bullet tore through the dude’s throat. A third entered his cheek, and he dropped away. Another one down meant a clearer path. I handed her the bottle, and she drank the rest with a grateful smile.

      Roger sprinted ahead and was almost to the truck. I half expected a green eyed shuffler to dash out and fuck up our already totally fucked up day.

      But he made it. If I’d been carrying a banner, I would have waved it in his general direction.

      A Z peeled off from the side of the road and came right at us. Elizabeth had her gun pointed in the opposite direction.

      I dragged the hammer up.

      Felt like it weighed a hundred pounds.

      At least I could swing it. Damn thing crushed in a green and bloody tank top wearing man. He’d wasted away to mostly skin and bones, anyway. Looked like a damn walking skeleton. Woulda fit in on the set of an old Sinbad movie. The sailor, not the comedian.

      The truck roared to life. Roger stuck his hand out the window and fist pumped.

      “Oh, hell yeah,” I said, mainly for my benefit.

      Elizabeth shot a Z twice, blowing holes in his neck and forehead. More rounds stitched out before she said the words I’d dreaded. “I’m out.”

      She lowered the gun, so it hung from her sling, and pulled out a compact pistol that couldn’t have held seven or eight rounds.

      It was more than I was carrying. All I had was a bag of drinks, an empty revolver, and a huge ass hammer that felt as if it weighed fifty pounds.

      “We’re almost there!” I yelled.

      Roger stuck his hand out the window and waved for us to hurry. He pulled the truck into a sharp turn, put it in reverse, and then backed up to close the distance.

      The exhaust smoke was such a welcome sight. Also, the truck. It had taken gas like a champ and was ready to carry us away. Our noble steed.

      Jake helped Joel up first. My pal scooted into the cargo bed, and put his back against the cab. Elizabeth and I followed and sat down with our arms over the sides of the bed. Jake ran to the front and jumped into the passenger seat.

      “I can’t believe we made it,” I said.

      “We’re not clear yet, and that quick weld might not even hold. Be ready for anything!” Roger yelled out the driver’s window.

      Behind us, a second explosion lifted the truck up and set it back down. My head came down hard on the rear as I lost my seating. Another of the gas station’s storage tanks must have cooked off. It lit the sky in violent shades of amber and orange. Yellow outlines painted the back of my eyelids when I blinked.

      Roger pulled away, swerved around a car wreck, slowed for a pair of Zs who must have been stupider than usual as they blundered into the truck’s bumper.

      The mass behind us kept on coming. I’d barely seen any shufflers, but the number of green eyes in the horde more than made up for it.

      From the side streets, the rest of whatever horde from hell we’d stirred up had arrived. They slobbered their way from between buildings, around cars, trucks, over piles of burned up trash and bodies and furniture tossed in the streets. Masses of them. Off in the distance, the same kid was still perched on a mailbox, hands out, waving his arms like an idiot. I went to shoot him the finger and our ride suddenly went sideways.

      We were in the clear, about to sail off into the distance on our metal steed. Maybe have a few drinks and toast to our survival. I guess someone else had other ideas. That someone else being another one of those fucked up juggernauts. Only he hadn’t rammed us, he’d run straight into the street and stood there like a moron.

      I’d barely caught a glimpse of the dude. Roger screamed. Jake cursed. Joel had been halfway passed out. His eyes shot open. All of that turned into chaos in a split second. On the road for one minute. Tossed in a heap the next.

      It was the perfect encapsulation of the last two days.

      Roger wasn’t able to stop or swerve out of the way. The juggernaut turned into a cannonball and rushed us. It struck the truck. Roger lost control, and the truck swerved.

      A rending crash. Plastic and steel met wood as we slammed into a telephone pole. Clipped it on the front right corner. Made my teeth slam together. Can’t believe I didn’t bite my tongue in half.

      I ended up on top of Joel. He groaned. I groaned. From the front seat, Roger swore like a sailor. Trust me on this one. Jake yelled at Roger to move. Roger yelled back for Jake to get out of the truck. Elizabeth had been tossed from the back of the bed entirely. Somehow, she leaped to her feet and brushed debris off her jacket.

      “Creed. You might have to feed me to the zombies, after all. I ran out of anything like reserves about an hour ago,” Joel said as he sat up in the truck bed.

      “Keep up that gallows humor, buddy,” I advised.

      “You really are the worst driver,” Elizabeth said to Roger.

      He tried to turn the engine over. It sputtered, caught, and then died.

      “Shit!” Roger and Jake exclaimed at the same time.

      “Easy. Don’t flood it,” I loudly advised.

      “No shit.” Roger said and tried again.

      The engine caught. It flared to life. The truck shuddered as it pulled away from the telephone pole. Groaning from the impact, the enormous piece of wood cracked near the ground. It popped and splintered. I grabbed Joel just as it came down. The fat piece of wood might have flattened us. It did a good job of that on the truck bed.

      The cargo bed rocked, rebounded, and the truck bounced up, sending the top of the pole rolling off the vehicle.

      Yet another explosion punctuated the day. It blew huge chunks of the gas station’s overhang into the air. Pieces landed among the hordes. Some splattered around us. I dragged Joel next to the truck bed so we didn’t get flattened.

      “For the love of god,” Elizabeth said as she covered her head with her hands.

      “Ain’t no god here. Just the devil,” Joel muttered.

      Truer words.

      Roger cursed when the engine started again and then sputtered out.

      “Do we continue trying the car or run?” Elizabeth asked, wide eyed, as the horde closed in.

      The truck caught, turned over, and came to life.

      The damage from the wreck, combined with the force of the telephone pole destroying the truck bed, had crushed the right rear struts onto the tire. It was partially sheared off, making the truck useless. We couldn’t even push the piece of shit if we had to.

      My bag had been tossed out of the truck. I picked it up with the few drinks I could find. A couple of waters, one Sprite and a Coke were my rewards. At least we’d have drinks with the dead.

      “Shit. We’re not going anywhere in that.” I groaned.

      Joel limped toward me, shook his head, and started off. He moved at a slow pace. I didn’t need to know where we were going, but away from the monsters was a really great decision right now. It would keep us alive for a good ten minutes. Fifteen if we were lucky.

      “Bust into a building and hold them off?” Jake suggested as he, Roger, and Elizabeth joined us.

      We ran, okay, more of a fast limp.

      I wiped the moisture off my forehead. It was blood because, of course, it was. Probably mine. My hair, clothes and exposed skin were coated in stuff I didn’t want to think about.

      “How close are we to the water? I need a bath.”

      “I wasn’t gonna say anything,” Joel said. “Now that you bring it up, you stink.”

      He limped along beside me. I put my arm under his and helped him along. Behind me the slow-moving army pursued.

      “You’re pretty ripe yourself,” I said.

      “That’s what all those Zs want from us. They’re hungry for military stank.”

      What in the hell were we going to do? Joel and I were too beat up to help the doctor. She had to get her research into the right hands.

      “You guys go ahead. We’ll catch up,” I called to Roger, Jake, and Elizabeth.

      “He’s right,” Roger said. “Nothing is more important than Elizabeth and the stuff in her bag.”

      “We can’t fucking leave them. What’s wrong with you?” Jake demanded.

      Elizabeth hustled ahead and got between them. “I’m sorry, but Roger is right. This material must reach a CDC clinic at the very least.”

      “Go on,” I waved, too exhausted to do anything else. “It’s fine. We got this,” I lied.

      Roger looked back at me. They had pulled ahead about a dozen feet. I didn’t expect the look on his face. His mouth drooped, and his eyes narrowed. Roger mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

      I offered a half smile. Best I could do, considering we were about to be killed.

      Sometimes sacrifices have to be made. If Dr. Breeze hadn’t been blowing smoke up our ass, she was probably the most important person we had met since this crazytown zombie fucking apocalypse had struck. I’d seen the results of the vaccine up close. It worked, by god. It worked!

      The horde would be on us in minutes. I’d tried to ignore them, but it was no use now. The way forward was miraculously free of Zs, but our other three sides were not, and we were about to have that fucking triangle close on us.

      Ahead, Roger stopped in his tracks. He looked like he was about to come back for us, but Elizabeth urged him to continue. I waved them off. Good luck, brochachos.

      Slobbering, groaning, moaning, racing, and just overall in a pissy and hungry mood, the mass of Zs moved in for the kill. Again. We couldn't go much farther because we were too hurt and barely had weapons for protection. A building at the intersection looked like a good place to make a last stand. That was, if we could get in.

      “Make for that structure. We can board up our entry point if we hustle,” I said to Joel.

      I felt like I was dragging a Z myself. Joel couldn’t help but let out little gasps of pain as we tried to run. I kept his arm locked over my shoulder, practically carrying him. Maybe he could hop on my back, and I could give him a piggyback ride all the way to safety.

      Christ, I was in a lot of pain.

      Something roared. My head, already on a swivel, found the source. An actual fucking jet flew by. It was high, but it was a fighter. Looked like an F16. A few seconds later, a second zipped by. Now what fresh hell was this?

      No less than three military gunships pounded overhead. They found something a mile or so away and it was sudden chaos as guns and missiles were launched.

      Too far away for us to see; it must be a large horde.

      A Z grabbed at me.

      Caught my jacket and pulled.

      I shook it off and tripped the guy dressed in a dark blue jacket that was soaked with water, blood, and yellow pus. His face was a nightmare, like it had dragged him across concrete for an hour or more.

      The smell was horrendous! Rotted meat and dumpster remains mixed together in a potent undead cologne.

      Another Z grasped for me. Caught Joel. Tried to pull him away.

      In the near distance, a purring motor sounded like a goddamn clarion call. My eyes darted around, but I couldn’t find the source.

      I jerked away from a drooling Z and pulled Joel along. Something had a hold on him, and I was now dragging my Marine pal and a dead guy. Another one grabbed me. I swung to the side, held onto Joel, and smacked away the arm that refused to let go. The Z had no choice when its bone broke thanks to the huge hammer.

      We made it to the window, Zs in a daisy chain behind us, while others closed in from the sides. I reared back and hit the glass with the hammer. The damn stuff had a film like coating, probably to prevent sunlight from blinding the office workers. Or it was designed to keep robbers and vagrants out. It was working.

      I hit the window again, and it cracked, but the glass continued to spiderweb out.

      “Son of a…” I didn’t get to finish my sentence.

      The Z was bigger than me, but slow, and he didn’t have many teeth. His maw gaped horrendously as he closed on us. The Z grabbed Joel and tore him away from my side.

      Giving up on the window, I spun and went after the Z, but there were at least a half dozen with him, and they formed a formidable wall.

      I smacked one across the jaw while Joel fought his new handler.

      Another rotter pushed past Joel’s Z and lifted her hands. Claws went for my eyes. She was spry compared to most others. Skinny, fresh, and hungry. She would have made a great advertisement for a yoga studio a year ago. Now she was a wasted husk that wanted–do I even say it? Okay. She wanted man flesh.

      I swung with an arm that felt like rubber. I barely had control and only hit one of her grasping hands. The other caught in my overall strap and wouldn’t let go.

      With both hands, I lifted the hammer above my head, and brought it down on her before she could lean in and sink her teeth into my skin.

      She barely made a sound as she fell.

      I had no time to breathe a sigh of relief.

      Joel had tripped his Z, but another latched onto him, and me! I pulled it away from Joel, and ended up with the Z pressed against my chest with my hammer trapped uselessly at my side.

      The sound of an engine nearby almost got me excited, but I couldn’t tell where it was coming from or who was driving. It might be a military vehicle racing to support the helicopter.

      I wished I had an extra pair of bullets so I could put us out of our misery before they did.

      This was it. I could barely hold the man’s mouth back as his rotted teeth gnashed at my face.

      Next would come the screaming. From both me and Joel.

      A flash of yellow and the Z was gone. Torn out of my arms.

      A dog had grabbed the guy and yanked it off me. It snarled and ripped out the dude’s throat. The sound of fleshy gurgle followed.

      With my arm free, I spun and wailed on the Z holding Joel. It flopped across the ground with a smashed head.

      A pair of gunshots rang out. Zs dropped away from us.

      Bleary eyed, I turned and looked around me. What was even happening right now?

      Another Z’s hands reached for me. I turned and bashed it away with the hammer. I panted and finally looked at the dog that had taken the Z down. My eyes widened in shock.

      “Frosty?! What in the…!” I bellowed.

      A figure appeared and pulled another Z off Joel. She was small but moved with confidence. The girl grabbed the Z latched onto Joel, pulled the head away, and blew the back off. It fell to the ground, and we were in the clear for a brief spell.

      “Christy!?” A question or a statement. It could go either way.

      Another pair of gunshots echoed. I followed the sound and found a huge handgun at the end of a small hand and a slim but muscular arm. Following the arm led to her face.

      “Anna!” I cried in disbelief.

      “Surprise. Are you guys okay? Did any of them bite you?”

      “Not yet,” I said. My voice trembled. “How did you…? No, save it for later. Do you have wheels?”

      “Yeah. Come with us.” Anna grabbed my arm and helped me limp toward the corner of the building. There were plenty of Zs, but we made a path led by Frosty. Fierce as a lion, she tore through the Zs in our way while Anna and Christy helped with lead. Ahead, a man with a big military rifle picked off targets while another guy backed him up.

      It was DJ and Alan. The pair of them fired carefully, aimed and fired at any threats that came at us from the side.

      “Yo!” DJ yelled. “Good job sending up the bat signal. We found ya!”

      “Are we ever glad to see you guys! We thought you were goners,” Joel said.

      “Thank god you got here,” I said with great sincerity.

      “Who the hell else would blow up an entire city block in the general vicinity they’d gone missing?” Anna lightly punched me in the upper arm. “You. Only you would light up the sky like that. It made our job easy.”

      “I had help. Let’s do story time later. There are two men and a woman on the run. They aren’t far ahead of us!” I bellowed as they helped us get out of danger.

      “Where and why?” Anna asked me.

      Beautiful Anna. My savior. I still couldn’t believe she was here, along with Christy and Frosty. I had so many questions. Gotta be honest here. If we weren’t beat to fucking hell, exhausted, and about to keel over, I might have shed a tear.

      Might have…

      Behind us, they kept on coming. Not just dozens. Hundreds. They crawled over each other, on top of each other. Some had to have been crushed under the mass of bodies. I swear to god every fucking Z in the immediate vicinity wanted a piece of us.

      Alan raced around the truck and jumped in the driver’s seat while DJ provided him with covering fire.

      Anna opened the back door. I got a look inside, and my mouth dropped open. So, this was the fabled truck Alan had hinted at. I’d asked him if it was an ambulance or a Zamboni.

      It was a fucking armored truck.

      The rear was a mass of weapons in neat rows on the walls as well as supply bags, bottles of water, and even some MREs in a plastic case. I practically drooled at the sight. I’m sure Joel, hurt as he was, already had a gun in mind.

      They helped him up first.

      Frosty jumped up in the back and turned to snarl at the Zs.

      “Atta girl,” I nodded.

      Christy was next. She took a seat near the door and turned her little pistol on a guy in a pair of shorts and not much else.

      Christy lifted the gun, squinted down the sights, and shot him in the face. He spun to the side and latched onto another Z. The pair fell together, feet and legs thrashing against each other.

      “Nice one,” I told her.

      “Come on, you boob. We’re getting out of here.”

      I couldn’t help but give Christy a grateful smile.

      Anna was next in. She leaped into the back with a graceful jump.

      It was a struggle to get in the back. Joel leaned over and clasped one hand while Anna grabbed my right arm because I wasn’t about to drop my blood splattered hammer. I put a foot on the bumper and then pushed, only to find that nothing happened. My legs betrayed me, and I almost fell out of the back.

      I would have hauled Anna and Joel with me.

      DJ came up and put his hand on my butt and shoved. I fell forward, splayed out, and wondered if this would be a good time for an old-fashioned “Creed laughs at the world” hysterical chuckle.

      It wouldn’t be the first time.

      The unmistakable thumping of helicopter blades shook us as a couple more of them passed by.

      “The fuck is going on?” I asked.

      I pulled myself into one of the seats.

      DJ beat her to the punch. “Whole area’s about to get toasty hot. That’s why we need to adios this place.”

      “We don’t have much time. The three who helped us can’t have gotten far. If they’re still alive, we have to pick them up,” I said.

      “We need to get back to base before we get stuck out here with this fine vehicle. You and your pal were a detour thanks to your gal. She’s very persuasive,” he said.

      There was a door with a window set into the forward wall. Through it, the passengers and drivers would have been able to move between the cab and the rear. Set in the door was an open window. Alan looked in, counted, and asked, “Everyone’s here. Take a seat, and hold onto your butt.”

      “You guys came back,” I told Alan.

      He looked over his shoulder. “We got pushed away from the rendezvous location. We worked our way back, but you guys were gone. We tried for the truck, but by then we had radioed for backup. A team extracted us. We left you the truck.”

      “So that’s why it was still there,” I said.

      “Yeah, man. We wouldn’t leave you if we didn’t have to. We’d planned to come back today and expand the search.”

      So they weren’t complete assholes. I felt better, but it didn’t help that I felt like utter garbage. I was so exhausted, I felt like I could fall asleep sitting up.

      My eyes snapped open. Speaking of not leaving anyone behind…

      I rushed to the little window and yelled at Alan. “Hey. We have to save them. They ran that way.” I pointed. “Three of them. They helped us. More importantly, they have something that is going to save the world.”

      “No reason to be so damn melodramatic,” Alan said as he hit the gas. “The only reason we’re out here is because of her.” He shot Anna a look. “And the fact that I feel like shit, and so does DJ. We had no intention of abandoning you guys. So, we came back with help, but no more detours.”

      “No!” I said fiercely. “We have to pick them up. The lady is a doctor. A virologist. She has a vaccine for the disease that causes Zs. No joke.”

      “Get the hell out of here.” Alan stopped the truck.

      “She might be the key to turning this whole thing around.”

      “Even if that is true. I can’t risk it. Sorry, pal. We’re heading back to base.”

      Alan put the truck in gear and backed up.

      I pounded the seat in frustration.
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      Joel looked like he was about to start drooling as he eyed the various weapons on the wall. His eyes followed the ladder running from the floor to the turret above.

      “I’m going up top to look for them and provide cover,” Joel said. He looked at DJ. “Hand me a gun. Something with a little range and a small scope.”

      “Can’t do it, man. You’re not cleared for…”

      “Cut the bullshit and give me a fucking gun!” Joel snapped.

      “You trusted me,” Anna touched the gun nestled in a holster at her side. “Trust them. Please.”

      “…like I could stop you,” he muttered under his breath.

      DJ looked between them, shook his head, and pulled a rifle off the wall.

      “Christ!” Alan said through the window. “Fine. You got three minutes. If we can’t find these people by then, we’re out of here. Got it?”

      It was a chance, and a chance was all we needed.

      Joel stood and unlatched the turret door. He stepped on the ladder’s first rung and pushed the hatch open. It swung over and smacked into the top of the truck with a clang.

      Joel climbed the short ladder until his head poked out. He pulled the rifle up, then moved up another step.

      Even though we were moving, the mass of Zs behind us was only increasing.

      Multiple windows had been hacked into both sides of the truck. I moved to one and hit the improvised latch. The thick hunk of glass set in metal slid down, allowing a view and portal for my gun. I stuck the MP5 out and lowered myself to take in the Zs. My eyes roved the landscape for them. Moving to the other side of the truck, I looked for my new friends.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “You’re swearing a lot again,” Christy admonished me.

      “Shit. Sorry about that, ya boob,” I told her.

      She gave me a mock angry face. “I told you. You’re the boob.”

      “Why don’t you help me look for three people? A woman and two men. They ran that way.” I pointed roughly toward the front of the truck.

      “Okay,” Christy said.

      She moved next to the window and turned to see outside.

      I frantically scanned the area. They couldn’t have gone far. I feared the three of them had been pulled into the mass of Zs.

      Anna hauled out a bottle of water and handed it to me. I took it and sipped. Then I tilted the container up and drank every drop. I needed about ten more of those.

      “I’m so thirsty,” I muttered. “And I stink.”

      “Yeah, you do,” Christy said.

      “I’ll shower as soon as possible. Then I’ll burn these clothes,” I said as my eyes darted back and forth at Zs, debris, and wrecked cars.

      “Where did you even get those dope overalls?” Anna asked.

      I sighed heavily. “It’s a long story.”

      “Joel,” Anna stood up and handed him a couple of bottles of water.

      He’d taken a seat on top of the truck. When I looked up, I could see him sitting, one hand gripping the side of the turret while the other held the rifle. Joel gratefully took the water and drank it as we rolled forward.

      Alan poked along at a snail's pace as he drove onto sidewalks, around wrecked vehicles, and over bodies.

      Frosty put her chin on my leg. She looked up with those big brown dog eyes. I patted her, and she pulled back. I didn't blame her since my hand was coated in dried Z ooze. She licked her chops and her eyes looked from left to right. I knew what she was thinking. Can I go kill some Zs?

      Anna had her eyes glued to the window opposite me.

      “I see em!” Joel leaned down and called into the truck. “Two blocks up on your right. But there’s a lot of shit between them and us.”

      “Where?” I asked and swapped places with Anna.

      “I think I see ‘em. Two guys and a woman, right? They’re running and there’s a world of hurt on their tail,” Alan called into the truck.

      “Yeah. That’s them!” I exclaimed.

      “Sit tight, folks,” Alan advised, then drove off the road and up onto a sidewalk to avoid a large delivery van that had crashed into a pair of sedans, leaving the street blocked.

      I squinted my weary eyes and spotted them as well, but not for long. The two-way road was ringed in by shops, office buildings, more stores, and the occasional apartment. A street sign on the left might have read Broadway, but it was covered in dirt, making it hard to read.

      A bumped over a set of rail tracks set into the road.

      There was a Starbucks and a Nordstroms on opposite sides of the street. We rolled right on through without stopping to place a coffee order or pick up new clothing. Lord knows I needed a change of drawers.

      Then I clearly saw Jake, Elizabeth, and Roger. They ran, and behind them were dozens of Zs.

      Up on top of the truck, Joel went to work with his gun. A Z closing in on Roger bit it hard with a round to his neck. His head flopped to the side, followed by his body.

      “Good kill!” I yelled up to Joel.

      “You’re goddamn right,” he leaned over and said to me.

      He was a crack shot, but in his current state, I prayed he didn’t accidentally shoot my new friends.

      I’m not sure how he was doing it. Joel should be dead on his feet, but weird things happen when you give a Marine a big rifle. They find targets and light them the fuck up.

      He fired again and dropped a second Z that was reaching for Jake. At the gun blast, Jake ducked and spun to see where the shot had originated. I stuck my hand out to wave, but I doubted he saw me.

      “We got a problem, boys and girls. The way ahead is blocked,” Alan turned and yelled into the cab.

      He drove off the curb and slowed.

      It wasn’t hard to see why. The masses of the dead were creating a choke point in the street. Bad enough cars had turned it into something that resembled a chaotic wrecking yard. Now it was filled with Zs. My friends were on the run toward a green shack-looking building at least eight feet tall that butted up to a two-story office building.

      Even though the Zs were in pursuit, it left a gap near the rear edge of the building they would soon be next to.

      “I have a really stupid plan,” I said.

      “My plan involves turning around and getting the hell out of here!” Alan yelled.

      “We’ve been over this. We can’t leave them. What’s the value of an actual doctor to the island's inhabitants?” I yelled.

      Alan’s eyes narrowed. He chewed his cheek.

      He said nothing but crept the truck forward, pressing through the masses. They didn’t move, but it shoved aside the Zs, or they fell underneath and became instant speed bumps.

      Joel’s gun banged again.

      “Listen,” I said, loud enough for everyone in the truck to hear. “She’s too important to leave for the Zs.”

      No one cheered.

      “I’m being fucking serious.”

      “I know,” Alan called into the truck. “Now what’s your brilliant plan?

      I pointed at the rear side of the building where the space wasn’t completely filled with Zs. “How close can you get to that wall?”

      “Pretty close. Hold onto your butts back there.”

      It was the back of a retail space and it was a good fifteen plus feet tall. A gray door was the only feature against close set red bricks. It was unlikely that the door was unlocked. Even if I got inside, it might be crawling. I’d have to figure out how to fight my way free, and how to reach the roof.

      “If we get up top, maybe we can fish them out of the sea of Zs,” I said loudly.

      “I like it,” Joel called into the truck.

      “See that little green overhang? Tell them to climb on top.”

      Joel nodded and loudly relayed my plan to them.

      The truck surged forward again and swung to the left. Alan slammed it to a halt and put it in reverse. Thirty or forty feet separated us from the building. He backed in until the rear was nearly kissing the wall.

      The enclosure that would get them about ten or twelve feet off the ground. It probably housed a dumpster.

      The three of them struggled up the container, legs kicking, eager to escape their bitey pursuers. Elizabeth was the first up. She turned to help Jake, leaning back as she grasped his arm and pulled.

      Roger jumped, and got his upper body clear, then scrambled for purchase. A Z grabbed his foot and tried to pull him back into the mass. He flopped over as he pulled himself up, and in a sitting position, unleashed a hell of a thrust kick. It struck the rotter’s head and sent him flying.

      They surged all around the green overhang while Roger, Jake, and Elizabeth hovered back, pressed to the wall, looking up as they undoubtedly wondered if they could make the jump. Then the rush was on. Might have been a scream of rage or a fear from one of the three survivors. A bunch of Zs, tens deep, surged toward them.

      We were about a hundred and fifty feet away from the trio. It might as well have been an ocean’s distance. The amount of Zs had done nothing but grow, and now they were taking an interest in our truck.

      “Stay there! We’re coming for you!” I yelled.

      Roger took a step forward and kicked a Z in the head, because it was trying its best to crawl up there with them. He sent that guy flying. Elizabeth used her gun to butt another rotter. It floundered, fell, and was promptly marched over by her pursuers.

      I stuck my head near the opening in the roof and said, “Joel. Make room.”

      “Come on up.” Joel slapped the side of the exit.

      I grabbed a Remington pump-action shotgun, flipped it over and checked it was loaded. A longer version of the MP5 Elizabeth seemed so fond of was next. I hung it by a sling under my left arm.

      The truck’s roof was flat with the exception of a short metal ladder set into the top. Next to it were a couple of slots the device would hook into. With the truck being a good ten plus feet off the ground, it made sense to have a ladder available.

      Elizabeth waved at us. She either understood or was saying goodbye.

      Zs continued to flood around them. Hands reached. Voices groaned.

      “Christy. Hand me that hammer.” I pointed.

      Bracing against the open turret, I shoved blood splattered weapon on top, and moved up the ladder a couple of steps until my upper body was up in the open. Another step allowed me to sit down and swing my legs up. Joel secured himself to what looked like a handrail that was welded to the top. The streets were filled with Zs.

      The all too brief respite in the truck had done little to erase my fatigue. I’d have to lift myself off the top in a single jump, catch the edge of the building, pull myself up, and make a run across the rooftop. Assuming there were no Zs, and from the looks it was empty up there, I’d be able to help them to the roof. Then we would race back here, get back in the truck, tuck everyone in and read them a bedtime story. Easy peasy.

      “I’m right behind you,” Joel assured me.

      “Are you really in any condition for that?”

      “No. But we always do dumb shit together.”

      DJ poked his head out, looked at us, and then started up the ladder.

      “I’ll help,” he said.

      I moved aside to give him room. He carried a military style long gun, and he had a pistol strapped to his side and a few extra magazines along his belt.

      “I’ll go up first since I’m in better shape than either of you,” DJ said to me. “You’re next.”

      “Thanks, pal,” I said with a tight smile.

      DJ got close to the truck’s edge and looked up at the roof. He backed up a step, bounced slightly on the balls of his feet, then sped forward. He leaped and his upper arms and body caught the edge of the building.

      DJ hauled himself up and was out of sight. He reappeared a second or two later and gestured. “Toss my gun.”

      I moved to the edge and handed it up to him.

      Before I could prepare to jump, Anna’s head appeared.

      “Coming to watch my back?” I asked her.

      “I’m just coming along in general,” she said.

      Thoughts about arguing with her must have flashed across my face. She didn’t have to say anything. I knew that stubborn look.

      “Want me to toss you?” I asked her.

      “Toss yourself. That way, I can push you up if you need help,” she said.

      “I’ll stay here and cover from the truck,” Joel offered.

      I nodded my thanks.

      “Catch,” I lifted the MP5 style gun from the roof and showed it to DJ. He gestured and I tossed it. The shotgun was next.

      I jumped, and it wasn’t pretty. The leap was fine, but my landing wasn’t. My left elbow cracked painfully against the ledge that ran along the roof. Pain shot up my arm. “Ow.”

      “I got ya.” DJ grabbed my hand and pulled. Bracing my feet against the wall helped me get up. When my waist hit the edge, I was able to wiggle back and forth and scramble across the gravel covered roof.

      Anna shot across the space. Her fingers caught the edge, and she skillfully launched herself up to the top.

      “That’s my girl,” I muttered as I set off to the other side of the building to find our new friends.

      “Don’t forget it,” she replied sweetly.

      “Hey Joel,” I turned to my friend, “hand me that hammer.”
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      Having a couple of guns, my girl also carrying guns, with Joel as our backup, also with a gun, felt good. Basically, your all-purpose, fully loaded, Z-killing squad of badasses.

      For added protection, I left my hammer near the ledge as a last resort.

      DJ took point and led us to the other side of the building. He leaned over and spotted our new friends and then gestured frantically.

      “Get to the wall. I’ll take out those two crawlers,” DJ said to the trio.

      He put his gun to his shoulder, aimed down the iron sights, and fired. Then he fired again. Anna drew up next to him while I monitored our rear.

      There were no Zs up here, thank the fuck Christ, but there was a small room with an open door that led into the building. Hopefully, that space wasn’t filled with Zs.

      What were the odds, right?

      Right?

      The first one wandered out of the entryway, eyes to the sky, sightless, but staring just the same. She was tall, lithe, and rotten to the core. I mean that literally.

      “Huh,” I said and lifted the MP5. It had a folding stock. Extending the stock and putting it against my shoulder, I put the woman in my sights. A quick glance. Jake was almost up on the roof with the help of Anna and DJ. They had both of his hands in strong grips, and he was scaling the wall with his feet.

      Anna looked between the new threat and me. I tried to give her my best “I got this, babe” look. She frowned slightly.

      I turned, aimed, and dropped the Z in her tracks. Took three rounds, but she was meandering sideways.

      Joel’s head popped up over the side of the building.

      “I got it.” I offered a thumbs up.

      “What about that one?” He pointed.

      Well, shit. Another Z had made the scene. He was your garden variety drooling blood creeper. He had his head on straight, but one arm hung behind him like it had been dislocated and then tossed over his shoulder. The appendage flapped against his back with each step.

      It only took two rounds to drop that guy.

      DJ leaned over and gestured again for the next one. I hoped it was Elizabeth.

      “You came back for us!” Jake called to me.

      “Mainly Elizabeth,” I replied.

      “Haw. Well, thanks, man.”

      “Less talk. More haste!” Anna yelled.

      “That’s my girl.” I grinned.

      “She looks… capable.”

      It was my turn to snort.

      Two more Zs crawled out of the doorway. Okay. I got this, too.

      The first fell to a gunshot, but the second was going to be a pain in the ass because he wore a heavy helmet. He might have been a riot cop. Hard to tell, since he wore a pair of navy-blue pants and nothing else. Whatever other clothing he’d been clad in was long gone.

      I aimed for his head, but he stumbled, and the bullet ricocheted off the hard helmet and flew away. I dropped the MP5 to my side and picked up the 12-gauge. A few steps and I was only a dozen feet away. I racked in a shell, carefully aimed, and took off most of his head.

      The shotgun blast rocked my arm back.

      “Are we about done here?” I looked around and yelled.

      “Working on it. Are you clear?” Anna yelled back.

      “Yep,” I said confidently.

      Elizabeth appeared, but a Z must have grabbed her because she was almost yanked out of Anna and DJ’s hands. Jake rushed back to help them.

      That’s when all hell broke loose from the direction of the doorway.

      Three Zs appeared almost together, followed by two more ugly rotters. They came out of the doorway in clumps, staggering, slobbering, moaning, and drooling blood, bile, and mucus or pus.

      “We got company. A lot of fucking company.”

      Joel fired from below.

      “Joel. Can you help?” I yelled as I switched to the smaller gun.

      “Kinda busy!” he yelled back. His rifle banged away as he kept Zs off the truck.

      “Hurry,” I urged Anna and DJ as I started shooting.

      The last twenty-four hours had been short on one thing, and I for one was glad. Except for the creepy dude Elizabeth had conversed with, they had mostly stayed out of my way.

      Not anymore.

      The shuffler appeared in the doorway. It was a gnarly one. Fresh. Looked human. His clothing wasn’t falling apart. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was the strange one that Elizabeth had spoken to. Maybe he was here to help us out.

      Nope. This guy was no friend.

      His eyes blazed bright green.

      Then he became a flash of movement.

      He ducked behind a Z as I shot at him. The woman I’d winged spun to the side and would have crashed into the shuffler, but he was already on the move. More Zs appeared in the doorway, along with a second shuffler. She wore a jacket and carried a gun.

      “Fuck me,” I swore.

      She was fast. Moved between Zs and aimed at me. I was quicker and shot first. She dove out of the way and then shot back. The blast went wide, but I wasn’t going to be this lucky for long.

      As far as cover, there wasn’t much. A few pipes, but they wouldn’t offer anything I could hide behind.

      I shot back and stayed on the move.

      “Joel. They’re shooting at us!” I yelled frantically.

      “What? Who?” Joel’s head appeared, but he was also busy shooting at Zs on the ground because he was, well, busy shooting at stuff on the ground. Then he got a look at the shuffler. “Holy shit!”

      He turned and opened fire, blasting what sounded like half a magazine at the oncoming Zs. He hit the first shuffler and sent it over the edge of the building. Its cry of pain, or rage, was cut short as it impacted against the ground.

      “Guys. More company. We need to get the hell out of here.” My head whipped around and found that they were in a pulling match with someone or something below. Elizabeth clung to Anna and Jake while DJ moved around the pair with his pistol in hand.

      I didn’t have time to watch anymore because the Zs were advancing, and that second shuffler was nowhere to be found. I shot a rotter, and then the gun clicked empty. I reached for an extra mag and realized I hadn’t brought one along.

      Joel blasted a Z that got too close to me. I raced to the edge of the building and picked up my hammer before they could reach me.

      “Joel!” I called to him. He had turned to engage yet another Z that was trying to climb up the side of the truck via a couple of other undead clumped together below.

      Joel redirected his attention to the roof. He ripped off a few rounds that sent Zs flying. The shuffler was still nowhere to be found. Maybe it ran off.

      Fat chance.

      “You got them yet?” Joel asked me as he changed magazines.

      “They’re working on it. I ran out of ammo.” I showed him the gun.

      “Christy. Toss up a fresh gun,” he turned and said into the truck.

      A rifle like Joel’s appeared. He lifted it and handed it up by the barrel, being careful to angle it away from his body in case of a discharge. I grabbed the stock just as one of the Zs reached me. Tossing the smaller gun back to him, I turned and kicked the creature away, then leaned over for my hammer, picked it up in my free hand, and smashed another Z in the head.

      “Need a little help over here!” I called.

      Elizabeth finally appeared on the roof. She fell forward, hands splayed out where Anna and DJ had ended up tossing her.

      “Come on!” DJ leaned over and waved his hand.

      Anna turned to see what I was screaming about. “Behind you!” she yelled.

      I turned and batted aside a Z. “I know. We need to run. Now!”

      “We have to get Roger,” Elizabeth exclaimed, hopping to her feet.

      The AR style gun had a full magazine and I put it to good use just in time to blow a Z off its feet. The dude took two to the chest and one to the face. He didn’t get up again. Moving forward, I took careful aim and did my best to drop every Z I could put under my sights.

      Even though they were slow, hitting moving targets is hard. For every rotter I dropped, I missed two or three shots. It didn’t take me long to blast through the entire mag and still more were pouring out of the door.

      A shotgun blast sounded. To my right, Alan was pulling himself up off the back of the truck. He fired again, and then dropped the gun to his side and leaped and landed about as well as I had a few minutes ago.

      “Let’s go, folks. Now!” Alan bellowed.

      Joel popped up and covered for Alan.

      “Here,” Alan said, and held up a spare magazine.

      He tossed the mag and I caught it with one hand, pulled the spent magazine free, and replaced it.

      With the three of us going to town on the Zs, we had cleared a bunch of them, and it looked like no more were coming.

      “We got this, fam!” I called to everyone on the roof.

      “No, we don’t!” Anna yelled.

      She and DJ struggled to bring Roger up. Anna was there trying to assist, but it wasn’t going so well. I unhooked the pump-action shotgun from my sling and held it out for Jake. “Here, man. It’s ready to fire.”

      Jake grabbed the gun with a grateful nod.

      With Alan as backup, I rushed to see what the holdup was. When I reached Anna and the others, I got a good look. A couple of Zs had clambered over their dead brothers and sisters, giving them extra height. One had latched onto Roger and was trying to eat his leg.

      I aimed at the Z.

      “Don’t hit me!” Roger’s eyes were huge.

      “I’m trying not to. Stop moving so much!” I yelled back.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Roger demanded and kicked a Z in the face before it could sink its teeth into him.

      Now free from one, a second Z grabbed his pant leg. Anna and Jake put their backs into it and hauled.

      I had nearly forgotten about the shuffler. It hadn’t forgotten us.
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      The green eyed shuffler came up from the other side of the building. Nearly silent, it Spider-Man'd its way up to the roof and dove toward us. I turned, fired, missed, and got knocked aside.

      Tried to fire again, and the gun jammed.

      Backing up, I racked the charging handle and tried to clear it.

      The shuffler snarled and spun on me.

      It grabbed the barrel.

      Pulled it to the side along with me.

      The breech cleared, and I fired, but the barrel wasn’t pointed at the shuffler, and the round struck the roof.

      Evil green eyes seethed. Malevolent intelligence shined.

      When all else fails, go for the classics. I punched him in his ugly fucking face.

      It barely registered. He snarled and yanked again, trying to dislodge the rifle from my grip.

      Almost succeeded. A weak kick got him in his shin.

      He felt that.

      The moment allowed me to wrestle the gun back.

      Ripping another round off, the shuffler ducked, and again shoved the barrel up as its other hand shot out, grabbed my throat, and squeezed.

      We danced back as I tried to shake him off.

      Where in the hell was my hammer? I could end this thing’s entire life with one blow.

      Yanking my arm down, I broke his grip and punched him again, but the blow was weak. I didn’t have the distance required to create any actual speed.

      The shuffler staggered to the side, but not for long.

      Pushing me closer to the edge of the building, I feared he wanted to throw me off.

      I dug my feet in as we struggled for the gun.

      Alan came in like a blur. He hauled the shuffler off and threw it aside. His handgun came up to finish the green-eyed jerk. It ducked the shot, and caught Alan around the waist.

      Alan struggled to break free. I aimed at the shuffler, but he was smart and turned, so Alan’s back faced me. Alan shoved his handgun next to the shuffler’s head. It didn’t even hesitate and fell back. The two of them flew off the roof. Alan screamed as he plunged. I raced after them, which is a bit of a stretch. I limped with purpose.

      They had landed in a heap of snarling Zs. Alan struggled to fight them off, but he was quickly overwhelmed. I aimed at the mass. There were no obvious targets that I could pick out that weren’t moving. One poorly aimed shot, and I might hit Alan.

      Teeth gnashed.

      Alan’s blood flew.

      He screamed as he put his gun barrel in the face of the Z trying to rip out his innards.

      Alan blew the guy back. Another Z’s teeth closed on his neck.

      Alan shot him, then turned the gun against his own temple.

      “No!” I yelled.

      He fired. Alan’s head rocked to the side as the round exploded out the other side.

      “Goddammit!” I snarled in frustration.

      “Dude!” Jake yelled.

      I spun and found the second shuffler. She must have been hiding behind the rear of the roof access. Green eyes met mine. I wanted to blast the bitch, but she was gone again in a flash. Jake had spotted her because a chunk of wall blew off as he fired.

      Joel shot at her. He cursed and had to turn his attention back to the truck. With Alan now gone, it was just Joel, Christy, and Frosty to keep our transport safe.

      More Zs came out of the door. Were they just feeding in from the street now?

      “Eyes on that entryway,” I said.

      “What?” Jake called back over his shoulder.

      “They won’t stop coming through that door. We need to close it!” I yelled.

      “Here, Creed!”

      Joel tossed me something round. I fumbled the item, and it hit the ground. “What?”

      “Dude!” Jake and Joel exclaimed at the same time.

      I popped off a round and hit a man just below his throat. He fell back, but would not be down for long. Reaching for whatever Joel had thrown, I figured out why he and Jake had yelled at me.

      It was a grenade.

      I swapped the gun to my other hand, palmed the grenade, and ripped the pin free.

      I threw it right in the doorway. It hit a Z, bounced across her head, and flew into the stairwell. The grenade clanked on metal, and across more metal. Sounded like it was falling downstairs.

      “Fire in the hole!” I yelled, ducked, and covered my head with my arms.

      The explosion arrived, but it felt distant. One of the Zs flew out of the doorway, but it didn’t really put a dent in the flow.

      “Try to keep it in the upper stairwell.” Joel tossed me a second grenade. “Cook it for about two seconds.”

      I caught the grenade this time and yanked the pin. Still squeezing the lever, I pulled back to throw, but the second shuffler picked that damn minute to reappear and come at me.

      Fumbling with the gun, I wasn’t used to handing it with my left hand and got a shot off, but it wasn’t on target. The round struck a different Z and knocked it off the building. The shuffler’s green eyes held that deep luminescence that didn’t get any easier to digest. Not one for the supernatural myself, there was an unmistakable sense of eerie whenever I was in the presence of one of these things.

      With the grenade in one hand and the gun pushed against my chest, it was a struggle to keep from getting my face bitten off.

      DJ grabbed the shuffler and hauled it back, but she had a tight grip. She turned and snarled. He would have put a round in her head, but it might have hit me.

      She grabbed his arm, and they fell to the gravel covered roof in a tangle of limbs. DJ punched her. She slashed at him. He got on top. Then she flipped him over.

      I released the grenade’s lever and yelled. “Fire in the hole!”

      Counted to two, swung my arm next to my hip, and underhanded the grenade through the doorway.

      Practically dead on my feet, I spun, grabbed the shuffler by the remains of her jean waistband and hauled her off DJ. She didn’t weigh more than a buck twenty five, so I tossed her at the approaching Zs.

      The grenade exploded and blew a couple of Zs out of the entrance.

      “We’re out of here.” Jake clapped my shoulder.

      Spinning to the side, I found they had rescued Roger, and now we were free to get the hell off this roof.

      “Where’s Alan?” DJ screamed.

      “Alan didn’t make it. Shuffler got him.” I pointed at the spot where Alan had fallen.

      DJ raced frantically to the side and peered over the edge. He put his hand to his mouth, gasped, and barely covered a cry of horror, or rage.

      “Let’s go,” Anna said as she brushed past me and grabbed my hand.

      She shot a Z in the head for good measure, then holstered her gun.

      “Come on.” She lifted her hand, crooked it at the wrist, and gestured for us.

      Elizabeth was next with the help of Anna. Joel stayed on his gun and kept the Zs from crawling up the side or back of the armored truck. They surrounded the cab, and that was going to be an issue. Alan had been in the driver’s seat, but he’d been forced to get out and come to our aid. He’d paid for that with his life.

      A pair of Zs in identical clothing, with similar head wounds in the form of missing skin and bone, made for me. I shook my head and realized it was just one. I was so tired. How was I still on my feet?

      Overhead, a couple of helicopters cut through the air. I couldn’t help but glance up. Felt like waving, truth be told. They wouldn’t have seen me. All they probably saw was a bunch of brainless Zs on a roof having a Z party of the damned.

      We had to get out of here.

      I staggered as I moved to cover our crew. Roger came up beside me and clapped me on the shoulder. I stumbled.

      “Thanks for the rescue,” he said.

      Sweat and grime dotted his face. His hair was lank and hung over his forehead, almost touching his eyes.

      “You look the way I feel,” I told him.

      We fell back, keeping the Zs off our exit point. I picked up the hammer and tossed the gun to Joel. He snatched it and handed it to Christy. Jake was next to jump onto our ride.

      Roger and I contained the zombies by shoving them back. Since I’d tossed the second grenade, the flow had lessened.

      DJ rejoined us and helped. He kept looking at the side of the building where Alan had fallen. His eyes were red rimmed and wet. I wouldn’t have suspected those two were so close.

      “You’re next. We’re right behind you,” I told DJ and pointed toward the truck. “You good?”

      “Maybe he’s not bit. Maybe he landed in those bushes. I can’t leave him.”

      “He’s gone, man. We need to get out of here before we join him.”

      “He can’t be gone.” DJ openly wept.

      “Let’s go!” Joel bellowed.

      Jake shoved a Z down and moved toward the truck. He batted down another rotter and pushed it off the side. It landed with a heavy thump next to the truck.

      We were in the clear. The few Zs that were mobile looked like hell and could barely walk.

      DJ once again went to look over the side. He lowered himself to a squat and put his hand on the edge and peered down.

      “DJ!” I yelled at him.

      “Just a minute. I think he’s down there. We’re close, you know. Like close. I can’t lose him. He’s… he’s everything,” DJ said mournfully.

      “We have got to leave! Come on, DJ!”

      “Bro!” Jake yelled.

      The mass of Zs below wasn’t letting up, and we still had to figure out how to get someone in the cab to drive us out of here. Someone was going to have to risk it, and I had the feeling that person was me.

      I looked back at Joel. He waved frantically at me.

      “Hold on,” I said and went to grab DJ.

      There was no point. The flash came out of nowhere. One minute DJ was there, the next a figure came up from the building side and grabbed him. DJ let out a scream of shock as he fell away.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      As DJ fell near his friend’s body, the shuffler looked almost gleeful as he pounced on DJ.

      A pair of Zs dropped on top of him and went for his throat.

      I lined up my shot and put one right in the shuffler’s head. DJ had no chance. If I let him live, he might become a shuffler. He would surely turn into a rotter. My next round silenced a screaming in pain DJ.

      With a heavy heart, I turned and walked back toward the truck.

      I was the last one off the roof. Moving at speed, I almost got tripped up by a Z that had made it to its knees, hands like claws, mouth a hole of horrors. Dodging to the right, I resisted the urge to kick it in the face.

      “Last man out,” Joel said.

      He was sitting, gun cradled against his chest, while a half dozen fresh Zs clawed for the top of the truck. Groaning men and women and there were more on the way. A veritable graveyard of bodies that would never find peace six feet under.

      I handed Joel the long gun, then ran back and grabbed my hammer. As I passed the kneeling Z I gave it a good smack. He fell over, the side of his head caved in. “Sorry, dude,” I offered.

      “Come on,” Joel said.

      “We still have to get in the driver’s seat,” I said as I dropped to my gut, turned, and lowered my legs toward the truck’s roof.

      Joel grabbed my leg to steady me. It took a push off the building, but I landed on my feet and didn’t knock Joel over.

      He nodded. “I know. Got any bright ideas?”

      “You’re usually the idea guy,” I said.

      “Don’t look at me. I’m currently the ‘shoot shit in the head’ guy.”

      “We’ll have to clear a quick path for one of us to get in the truck and pray he left the keys in the ignition.” Jake stuck his head up through the turret.

      “I didn’t think about that. I guess we can wait until the Zs have cleared out.” I suggested.

      Joel sighed and looked toward the turret. “Man, I’m so tired I can barely see straight.”

      “Happened to me a minute ago. I was seeing double.”

      “We been in the shit before. But this time, we really in the shit.”

      “No shit,” I said and offered a half smile. I don’t think I pulled it off.

      “Okay, boys. What’s the plan for getting one of us behind the wheel?” Anna popped up and asked.

      “I don’t know,” Joel said.

      I shrugged because I was out of energy, and, frankly, brains. My own. Head felt like mush. I might as well be one of the Zs.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “Gents. We need to figure this out. Stat,” she said.

      “Here’s an idea. Just hear me out. Let’s all get in the truck and take a nap,” I suggested.

      Anna gave me a flat stare.

      “I like it,” Joel said.

      Anna rolled her eyes. “You guys.”

      “I have an idea,” Jake’s muffled voice said from inside the truck. “It’s not as good as taking a nap, but you guys might like it.”

      Anna shrugged and went back down. Jake appeared and quickly laid out the plan. Joel and I looked at each other, but this time, I didn’t even need a telekinetic connection. I knew what he was thinking because we said it at the same time, “What’s the worst that can happen?”

      “You had to jinx it, didn’t you?” Anna looked up and shook her head.
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      We barely got a break. Working inside the truck wasn’t easy. We had to maneuver around each other as we got geared up. While stuck in the truck, Christy had discovered that the rear seats had baskets underneath. She’d pulled a few out and found body armor.

      Not the heavy-duty IMTB gear Joel had worn at the start of this whole mess. It was the stuff cops wore to a riot. It was black and looked cool, but before I could mention how much I hurt, and how unlikely I could fight while wearing the armor, Roger and Jake pointed out that they would.

      Joel and I asked questions, but Anna was the one who had nodded sharply and said, “This might just work.”

      Back up on top of the truck, the four of us assembled. Jake and Roger had to put on the armor up there or they wouldn’t have been able to get out of the turret. Christy stayed inside with Elizabeth, both as our ammo and gun person. Elizabeth stayed because she was too important and all that stuff. ‘Nuff said.

      Joel was the heavy. Anna was the second heavy. Both were kinda gun nuts, so this worked out well. They would stay on top of the truck’s roof and shoot anything that looked like it moaned for a living.

      I was the dumb one.

      Jake and Roger had armed themselves with sub-machine guns. One of them had been the Heckler and Koch UMP I’d used on the roof. They had handguns, ammo, multiple magazines, knives, and even some police batons.

      “Can we call this plan a heist? It involves an armored truck.”

      “I like it,” Jake enthused.

      “You guys ready?” I asked my heavily-armed comrades.

      “Don’t we look ready?” Anna asked.

      She had a classic M16 style gun cocked against her hip, barrel pointed up. A half dozen magazines dotted her belt and hung from a strap hanging from her shoulder.

      Joel had a similar gun with a shorter barrel, and just as many, if not more, magazines. There were a few handguns laid out on the roof in case things got really dicey.

      “You both look like you’re going to war. Nice.” I grinned.

      I wish we’d had more time to prepare, but if DJ had been right, this whole place would be turned into ash soon.

      I gazed upon the countless undead creatures, their rotting flesh sending a wave of putrid stench my way. We’re talking about a mob of angry rioters with nowhere to be and one single brain cell between the lot of them.

      “Go,” Joel said.

      He and Anna opened fire with the guns while Jake and Roger got into position. Jake slid along the top until he was in a sitting position over the door. I got right behind him, ready to make my big move.

      The short ladder was secured to the top of the roof with butterfly bolts. Joel flipped them open and lifted it out. The mount sat nearby. The ladder thudded as it was locked into place on the roof. It draped down the side, creating a shadow.

      Anna fired first and took out a Z with a pair of clean shots to the head. Joel was right behind her and blasted a lady with a reusable grocery bag still somehow hooked over her shoulder. A cascade of intrusive thoughts took over. I imagined her bag filled with arms and dirty feet. Dirty zombie feet were probably someone’s weird fetish. Maybe she had gone shopping for brains.

      Braaaaains!

      I shook my head hard, tried to crouch, and found that if I dropped too low, I was afraid I might sit down and not be able to get up again.

      “I don’t know if I can do this.” The truest words that had come out of my mouth that day.

      Maybe I was asleep, and this was all a nightmare. Maybe I was about to jump to the ground and my legs would give out. Or I’d faint dead away from exhaustion.

      Suck it up, squid. This is your big moment.

      My eyes focused on the mass of Zs. They didn’t exactly stretch as far as the eye could see. Not in this dark and gray city. But there were more than I could count. Multiply that a few times, and you get the idea.

      At least there weren’t any green glowing eyes in the crowd.

      I pulled my handgun and fired it at a few Zs. In my left hand, the hammer pulled at my arm. It had been heavy. Now it felt like I was carrying a suitcase full of lead. Maybe I could swap it for the grocery bag that dead chick was carrying.

      Don’t laugh! Don’t lose it! Keep your shit together, squid! Joel’s voice sounded in my head.

      The ground swirled.

      When Anna and Joel had dropped enough Zs to allow me some space, Jake and Roger slid off the truck and onto the cab. Then to the ground. They pushed Zs back as they cleared a small space. It took two to hold back the horde. This would allow me to (please god, please) get in the driver’s seat.

      Roger landed roughly with one foot on a Z’s leg. The rotter flopped over, and he rolled his other foot.

      Roger staggered back and hit the door. Jake dropped next to him and steadied his friend.

      Roger gave a thumbs up to Jake. “I’m good.”

      They were good. The pair of them moved out and formed a shield wall. They flailed to the left and right, knocking Zs down with gusto. Anna and Joel kept most of them at bay. The few that got through were summarily put down.

      I lowered myself to the ground, in the sliver of space they had created. I reached for the door, and said under my breath, “Please don’t be locked. Please don’t be locked.”

      Before I could open the door, a particularly gnarly looking Z avoided getting brained, tripped, and fell into Jake. He slammed into me, and I kissed the window.

      “Sorry,” Jake pulled himself back.

      Roger smashed the Z over the head and sent the rotter crashing to the ground.

      I opened the door and slid inside. Well, I’ll be god damned. It had worked.

      “Get up there!” I yelled at Roger and Jake.

      They didn’t need to hear from me twice. Roger pushed aside a rotter, stormed the few feet to the ladder and started up. Joel leaned over and shot a Z nearly point blank while Roger took the couple of stairs. Anna reached out, grabbed his hand, and helped haul him up to the top of the roof.

      Meanwhile, Jake blasted a Z in the head as he moved to the front of the truck. He leaped up and caught the hood. Pulling himself up, the hands of Joel Kelly helped him get all the way up.

      “Everyone in. We’re getting the fuck out of here!” I yelled.

      Jake and Roger ripped off their armor and slid the pieces inside the turret.

      I turned and looked in the back through the open window.

      “Hi,” I said to Christy.

      “You made it. Thank god. It would suck if we had to leave your body behind,” Christy said smartly.

      “Listen to that attitude. How old are you again?”

      “Old enough to survive the zombie fuck…”

      "Hey." I barked a genuine laugh. “Language.”

      She stuck the tip of her tongue out and fought her own laugh.

      Elizabeth’s face was tight and grim while she waited for everyone to get inside.

      Roger and Jake slithered into the truck. Elizabeth smiled at them and then sat down.

      I looked around the side of the steering wheel, and across the dash. Then at the seats, and even the floor. My face fell.

      “Shit…” The word carried as my eyes grew wide.

      Anna was next in the truck, followed by Joel.

      I leaned over and checked the floor again. The passenger seat. I stuck my hand under the chairs. The only thing under there was a well worn and marked up Rand McNally map.

      I slowly turned and looked in the back. “Uh. Guys, I have some terrible fucking news.”

      All movement stopped. The five of them looked at me.

      “What?” Anna’s face fell.

      “No keys. We’re screwed.”

      Because of course we were.

      We were stuck in an armored truck. Zs surrounded us. We were about to get bombed.

      In the back, they started talking over each other. Voices raised, lowered, cursed, and at least one person slammed a fist into the wall.

      “Now, how in the hell are we going to get to the other side of the building and find Alan’s body? We need those keys.” I struck the passenger seat in frustration.

      “Can you pop the plastic and look for wires? Hot wire?” Anna suggested.

      “I don’t know the first fucking thing about stealing cars!”  I said in frustration and slammed my head against the seat back.

      Something sounded weird.

      I turned my head and looked up. Directly above me was a small piece of metal on a hanger. There was a magic word handwritten with a sharpie: KEYS.

      “Oh, holy fuck!” I yelled.

      I half expected the cubby hole to be empty. Instead, it had—KEYS! Taking them out, I found the large one with a shaking hand slid it into the ignition. I turned and the goddamn engine fired up.

      “I can’t believe it. We’re getting out of here!”

      In the rear, my friends let out various sounds of glee.

      Sliding the lever into Drive, I checked the side windows and got a look at the mass of Zs that had not come close to lessening. The truck bumped over bodies. The tires being big and knobby, they found purchase and kept on turning. An armored truck converted to a zombie survival vehicle. I wished I could high five Alan and buy him a beer.

      We hit something else, and I felt the truck sink, but it was temporary.

      Maybe they parted for us, or maybe the scoop shoved them aside. Either way, I was able to slowly extract us from the mass of Zs and find the road.

      “Nice work, babe.” Anna leaned into the window and said, “We should pick up the trailer, and figure out our next move.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Forgot about the trailer. Why is it so important?”

      “Part of the deal was we get you guys as long as we pick up the trailer on the way back. We drove by it on our way here. It’s about a mile away.”

      “Alan really wanted us to get that fifth wheel. Why do we need it? And can we even attach it to this truck?” I asked.

      “He was secretive, but I heard him talking to DJ. It’s filled with food. I don’t know what kind, but food is food.”

      “Well, now. That changes things.” I chuckled.

      Back on the road, Anna guided me. Zs flooded the narrow streets and alleyways, but this beast of a truck cleared a path.
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      It couldn’t have taken more than half an hour. Felt like a taut three days.

      Anna kept the old Rand McNally book in her lap. It was littered with lines and marks in yellow, blue, and red. There were notes scribbled everywhere, probably courtesy of Alan.

      Those guys had come back for us and paid the price. No matter how hard I tried, there were no words that could come close to conveying my gratitude. Not that they would have heard them. Rest in peace, Alan and DJ.

      I lowered my voice, “What are the chances we can get back into Hayden Island?”

      “Hell if I know. Why?”

      I blew out a breath. “Not sure. I think it depends on Elizabeth.”

      “Huh?”

      “Let’s talk about it later,” I suggested.

      Anna made an excellent co-pilot. She kept her eyes peeled and pointed out the paths we needed to take. We drove down roads either swarming with Zs, or strangely absent from them. We came across a Target store. The parking lot and surrounding road was absolutely crawling with mindless rotters. I backed up and found a different route.

      We finally reached a mainly residential section of town near an equipment rental lot. Most of the area had not-so-well-kept lawns, but cozy front porches. I could imagine this place having been peaceful in the summer. Kids playing in the streets, dads barbecuing in the back, moms yelling at everyone. Now it was a graveyard.

      We found the street corner with a little yellow two-story. There was a carport to the side, in the shade, with a Cherokee fifth wheel tucked away behind a tarp. As I backed in and came to a stop, the truck rocked gently, like we’d run over something. I opened the door, looked out, and tried to locate the source for the bump.

      “That was weird,” I said.

      “Maybe the driveway is uneven,” Anna suggested.

      The Cherokee fifth wheel was probably big enough to house a family of four if they didn’t mind tight quarters. I got out of the truck, stretched, and found my back was still an aching mess.

      Opening the trailer’s side door, I poked my head in and found dozens of cardboard boxes piled up in the center. I would have loved to further investigate and do a quick inventory. Also, to determine if the trailer had a full water tank so I could take a well-deserved shower.

      Time, however, was of the essence.

      Jake and Roger hooked it to the back of the truck via a hitch, and we got the fuck out of there with no further delays. No sense sitting around waiting for the shit to hit the fan here. Explosions rocked the ground and sent debris flying high into the air near the area we had fled

      Back on the road, Anna guided me past Portland International Airport via a parallel road to the south. The truck felt heavy and slow because of the fifth wheel. I had to make wider turns when going around corners.

      “So, how’d you meet Elizabeth and those guys, and can we trust them? If they’re full of shit, we can dump them on the side of the road and be about our day. Probably not a good time to go back to the island, though,” Anna lowered her voice and asked.

      “Don’t think we can pull it off?”

      “Let's see. We left with a couple of trusted people, and we show up without them? Plus, a story about a Z vaccine? Really, Creed?”

      I sighed. “I know it sounds crazy. A Z actually bit Jake. He shook it off. I saw this with my own eyes.”

      “That.” Anna looked out the side window. “That is extraordinary.”

      I spent the next few minutes giving Anna the abbreviated version of events and, of course, left out the dumb parts. I emphasized anything that sounded vaguely brave or heroic.

      I glanced at the back of the truck. Elizabeth was giving Joel a look. He had his shirt off and she was going over his wounds. Bandaging him up. She pressed on his rib cage on the right side and he winced. Not a small wince, either.

      “You alright back there, bud?” I turned and raised my voice to be heard in the back.

      Joel winced again as she wrapped a long piece of bandaging around his chest.

      “Yes. No. Sorta,” he said.

      “Suck it up, Marine. We’re not out of the woods yet.”

      “I wasn’t aware we were anywhere near the edge of the woods,” Joel replied.

      “Why do you two talk like you’re in an action movie?” Elizabeth asked. “Honestly.”

      Anna turned with a half smirk and interrupted whatever pithy shit I was about to say. “They’ve been doing it as long as I’ve known them both. Sometimes they try to out ‘action hero talk’ each other. I have stories.”

      “Nah.” I shook my head and blew out a breath. “We do it because if you’re gonna die at any minute, might as well do it with something monumentally stupid on your lips.”

      “For the love of…” Anna trailed off.

      “Yes. Well. Joel needs to take it easy for a while. He has two broken ribs. Various contusions. A sprained wrist. Possibly some internal bruising. His shoulder may have been dislocated, however, it seems to have popped back in at some point. Lots of fluid around the area. He’ll live.” She turned to Joel. “Antibiotics could be beneficial to you.”

      “I need some of those too,” Jake said.

      “Fine. I prescribe antibiotics all around. All we must do is simply find some,” Elizabeth said.

      Anna turned, “See the access panel in the center of the truck? Lift it up.”

      They moved their feet aside. Jake leaned over and felt around. He grunted and something popped, but I couldn’t see what they were into.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Mother of God,” Roger breathed.

      “What?”

      “Hungry?” Jake asked and lifted a handful of MREs.

      “I was just telling Anna, I could eat.” I said. “If we have water. Someone mix me up some bug juice.”

      Jake took on a quizzical look.

      “The drink power in the MRE bag. Mix it with water. Instant bug juice. It’ll put hair on your chest.”

      “Sure, man. You got it,” Jake said enthusiastically. “I could also use some of that. Or some Brando.”

      “Electrolytes. It’s got what plants crave,” I told Jake earnestly.

      We both shared a smile.

      “Hand up an MRE. I’ll feed our growing boy,” Anna said to Christy.

      “Here.” Christy shoved a sealed olive green bag through the open window.

      Anna opened up the bags and took out a small packet. She opened it and handed me a disinfecting wipe. I gratefully tried to clean my hands. They were probably brimming with every alphabet letter of hepatitis.

      “There are medical supplies here. Even some vitamins,” Jake said, looking down again.

      Elizabeth leaned over and pushed things around. She came up with a large brown bottle and turned it so she could read the label. “Amoxicillin. This is just what the doctor ordered. You will each take these three times a day for the next five days. Is that understood?” she finished curtly.

      “Fine by me,” I said honestly.

      Anna squeezed my hand.

      “I suggest we pull over as soon as we’re clear of the city and figure out our next move. Do you want us to drop you guys somewhere?” I said for the benefit of our new companions. “And don’t forget to tip your Uber driver. That’s me.”

      “Yes. I have thoughts and I would like to run them by you all,” Elizabeth said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “An offer. I will give each of you a dose of the vaccine, provided you take us up north. We need to get to the University of Washington in Seattle. They have an operational lab, and I’m expected.”

      “Uh. Hold on,” I said. “That’s a big fucking ask.”

      “Yeah. A road trip to Seattle wasn't on my radar,” Joel commented.

      “I understand.” Elizabeth put her hand to her chest. “This is quite important. Perhaps the most important thing in the world right now.”

      I chewed on that for a minute. Anna looked at me and mouthed, “What?”

      “Look, doc. I’m just gonna be honest. There’s kind of a trust thing here. I don’t have much for you all,” I said as I locked eyes in the rear-view mirror with Roger.

      There was a barely perceptible shake of his head and his lips tightened before he said, “I did what I thought was right. You would have done the same thing.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, bro,” I said sharply.

      “I mean…” Jake offered vaguely.

      “We’ll get clear of the city, then we can hash out what to do next,” I said.

      Elizabeth nodded, but she looked glum.

      It would not be a straightforward decision. Joel, Anna, and I would need to sit down and discuss this. Pros and cons. I had half a mind to find a clear spot and kick them out. Except things might go south really fucking fast since we were all armed, and Roger was a hot head.

      Anna pointed out another street. I took it and glanced at the side-view mirror. Something fluttered on top of the trailer, but it was so brief I wondered if I had even seen it.

      Then a thought occurred.

      Latimer the seemingly helpful ghoul. Was he tagging along for the ride? I had half a mind to stop the truck and find out. With lead.

      We found an open four lane road and then we were clear of Portland.

      “Jackson Creed. I thought we would never find you,” Anna said quietly and touched my wrist. My hand closed with hers.

      “I thought we were going to die more times than I can count.

      Someone must be looking out for us.” I looked up. “The great zombie in the sky.”

      “I thought we had a home on the island,” Anna said.

      “Dammit. We came to this city and got sucked into drama. We were supposed to be part of some grand army. Now we’re supposed to save the world?” I lowered my voice and whispered the last part.

      Anna rolled her eyes at me.

      She pointed at a side street that was miraculously free of Zs. For the next few minutes, we drove in silence.

      Frosty jumped up and stuck her head through the window. I reached back and rubbed her head and ears. She panted in my general direction, then dropped back to Christy’s side.

      “Say it again,” I said.

      “Say what?”

      “What did you say before Joel and I left?”

      “What? That I love you?”

      “Yeah. That’s it.” I smiled broadly.

      “I do. Most of the time.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. When you aren’t doing something fucking stupid.”

      I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. “That is my middle name.”

      “I know.”

      We had the doctor. The vaccine. And we had survived.

      Joel would recover after about a week of rest and a few doses of antibiotics.

      Most importantly, Frosty was here, Christy was safe, and I had Anna by my side.

      I squeezed her hand. She squeezed back.

      

      
        
        This is Machinist Mate First Class Jackson Creed and I am still alive.

        The story continues in Z-RISEN 7: Survivors
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      Just when I thought I was out, zombies pulled me back in.

      I don’t think any author sets out to have a six-year gap between books, George R R Martin excluded. Health and life presented a lot of obstacles until I could get back to this, my favorite series I’ve worked on. I had intended to call Z-Risen 6 the last of the series, but that’s no longer the plan. Z-Risen 7 is already in production. Or, if you’re in the future, it has already been released. I hope you like it time traveler.

      Before you go. I’m a full time author and pay my mortgage and car payment (and medical bills) with my writing. If you could take a spare moments to leave a review for Z-RISEN 6: OUTSIDERS on Amazon, I would be extremely gratefully, and sing the praises of your name. Badly. And only in the shower. Promise.

      
        
        Z-RISEN 6: OUTSIDERS

      

      

      Thank you for your patience, kind reader. Pardon me while I get back to helping Jackson Creed fight off Zs.

      
        
        -Tim

      

        

      
        March 2023 approximate

        Location: Undead Central
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