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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.
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        Location: Portland, OR

      

      

      Once more into the breach. One more time with effort. Time to get some. Coffee is for closers!

      Another day in the zombie fucking apocalypse, another day wondering if I’d sleep in a bed or a grave tonight. Or if I’d be one of those mindless Zs roaming the world looking for love in all the worst places.

      I felt like the minute we left Portland, the sun had broken its days of silent treatment and hit us with a few rays. It didn’t last for long.

      We’d just escaped yet another vast horde of Zs, and I was ready to get some rest and more rest. Story of my fucking life. If anyone ever finds and publishes my journal, please pardon the naughty words. Or hire a sensitivity reader to change the bad words to stuff like puppy dog and kitty cat farts. Assuming the world gets back to something approaching normal. If that’s the case, just toss this book into the trash. 

      I tend to get off track. This guy, DJ Waterfield, had explained how his ADD sent his mind in fifty directions at once. Maybe I had that. Maybe I needed some meds. Lots of meds. I definitely needed sleep. Lots and lots of sleep. And a shower. God, I smelled like shit. Literally shit.

      So yeah. It was a nice day. We were in an armored car. We had guns. Ammo. Food. Water. It was a dream come true. Anna sat next to me and on more than one occasion this morning, I’d watched her smile.

      The sun was up there somewhere, behind clouds. Probably sulking. That’s what I felt like doing, but not until I got a good night’s rest, a shower of some sort even if I had to jump in the cold-ass river that ran next to the city, and who in the hell could figure out when that might happen? Not me, not my friends, and not the other thing I didn’t want to think about.

      More about that later.
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        * * *

      

      We rolled across a road that was relatively clear of the dead. And abandoned cars. And bodies. And trucks, and anything that resembled modern sensibilities. We’d spent half a day figuring out how to get out of Portland. I’d like to say it was a pleasant stay, but that would have been a hell of a lie. That’s a lot of hell in one paragraph.

      Then again, where I had lived in the last seven months? That was anything but normal.

      One damn near-death experience with the very real near-dead. What else do you call millions of vicious, snarling, teeth snapping, unreasonable, and really poorly dressed army of one-quarter wits with barely a brain cell to call their own? Zs, zulus, rotters, shamblers, undead, dead and then some, or the all-time classic: zombie.

      I’m sure some Twitter brain-trust had an immaculate and tidy politically correct term for them. That person, or persons, was probably dead. They had likely gone down screaming, “Oh no! The virus-infected but otherwise really nice people of earth are eating me. Let me make a quick live video about my experience. I’ll include a sick ass dance for the likes.”

      On the heels of yet another escape from the clutches of the flesh eaters, we had piled into this truck and decided to get the fuck out of town. The fact that parts of the city were being systematically eliminated by fire helped spur us to put the gas pedal down. The truck had a hell of a big engine and a gas tank to match. The armored truck was pulling a large RV, making it difficult to accelerate or stop quickly. However, it could still maintain a steady speed. That meant lots of poking up and down roads, attempting to find safe passage.

       The uneven landscape of Portland, made up of countless close-set buildings of different heights, had ringed us in. The area was filled with stores, apartments, offices, hotels, motels, gas stations, drugstores, and many coffee shops.

      Parts of the city were rife with foliage, and it was out of control. Trees were more than happy to welcome spring, and they had the growth to show it. Shrubs and grass were long and untended. In a few years, they would overtake this place. Already I had observed vines creeping along the sides of buildings.

      Other parts were smoking and covered in ash. The place we’d fled was still on fire. The military from Hayden Island had bombed the hell out of the Z horde. Now that we were on our way out of the city, there was no telling how effective it had been.

      We’d had almost a full tank of gas. All we’d had to do was to keep heading toward Washington state. That path had taken us to the border, but the two bridges out of Portland had been inaccessible. The one leading to Hayden Island had been a nightmare of Z activity, and we’d stayed well away. Not to mention the many bombing runs that had been occurring behind us.

      We had moved well away from the city, traveling east until we were in a mostly residential area. We’d seen plenty of Zs, but they were loners, wandering the streets, or standing in homes watching the world rot from behind panes of glass.

      Now we were on a road devoid of life and undead. The truck picked its way around piles of trash, the occasional body, and a few wrecks. A couple of helicopters thundered overhead a mile or so to the west of our location. I glanced over and caught sight of an aircraft shooting rockets at the (presumably) hordes now in the distance. Hopefully, they’d leave us alone. There were several handheld radio units in the truck. I’d turned them off as we’d left, just in case.

      Roads had been mostly cleared of wrecks, thanks to the hard work of the Hayden Island crew. Anna sat in the passenger side seat and guided me along the paths Alan had carefully plotted out in a Rand McNalley map book. I would have loved to use my phone and Waze, or even Apple maps, but that tech was long dead and would probably never work again unless a goddamn miracle happened. A miracle like the eradication of all Zs and a restoration of power, utilities, running water, computers, internet, and of course, connecting to all of those marvelous satellites that were currently swinging their way around the planet in a non stop loop de loop. Then those damn things would have to be reprogrammed, adjusted, and set back on their courses.

      After taking a few twists and turns, we stumbled upon a section of town that hadn't been completely destroyed. We also discovered a secondhand store that was not entirely looted. The body of a man clutching a double-barrel shotgun perched on a chair that faced the door. He’d died at his post. If I had a beer, I’d pour some out. 

      We dug up a few boxes of what appeared to be unprocessed clothes in the back and found things that mostly fit. My Tommy Bahama Hawaiian shirt was too big and too bright, but it was either that or a light blue and pink Pendleton zip up cardigan. Not much else came close to fitting. At least there was a pair of dark gray cargo pants that almost stretched to the top of my ankles.

      “Cute,” Anna said and offered a wink.

      “Thanks,” I replied as I slid back into the truck.

      Roger and Jake had pulled a few things out of the shop and headed back to the RV.

      Just about everything about the truck was well thought out. It was heavy, but the interior’s thick plate walls had been cut out, so only the outside layer of metal offered protection. It was more than enough to keep Zs at bay since they relied on teeth and claws. I crossed my fingers that we wouldn’t have to see if it held up to gunfire.

      The modification allowed for the inside to be filled with weapons of all shapes and sizes. They hung from pegboards running the length of all the walls. When we had met Alan, God rest his soul, he’d told Joel and I he had personally overseen its design, construction, and outfitting. He’d felt guilty about us becoming separated after what had supposed to have been a simple supply run hours before a massive horde of Zs were expected to arrive. He’d set out, at the behest of Anna and Christy, to find us. They had, thanks to us accidentally blowing up a gas station. Again. 

      A small window was set about six inches from my shoulder. It had a sliding piece of glass, but I left it open so I could see Joel, Christy, and Frosty. Christy was stretched out on a chair with a thick graphic novel in hand. It had fallen on her chest. Her eyes were closed, and she slept with her mouth slightly open. 

      I couldn’t see much of Joel. He was in the turret, head stuck up, gun in hand, keeping an eye out for trouble.

      Frosty’s tongue dropped out when I stared at her. She panted and looked up at Joel’s legs like hey, man, I’d love to hang my head out the window, too.

      Frosty had short auburn hair. I was sure she had a little Irish Setter in her DNA. Mostly, she was the lovable street mutt Anna and I had found in San Diego.

      We needed to stop soon before she took a crap in the truck.

      I rolled down the window halfway and shouted, “You good up there?”

      “You know it,” Joel called back.

      Good enough for me.
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        * * *

      

      I had no idea what kind of gas mileage to expect. Full tank or not, the little needle moved to the left at a disturbingly fast rate as we poked around the outskirts of Portland. That would present issues as we’d have to find gas that hadn’t gone bad, and before we reached Seattle. It was only one hundred and eighty miles to Seattle. An afternoon drive were it not for the whole end of the world thing.

      The most out of place element in the vehicle was the smell. It was clean, like Alan had recently gone over it with Windex, and/or ArmorAll. It wouldn’t last now that I was in the driver’s seat. We’d entered, covered in blood and guts, Z goo, and puss. There were probably micro drops on the seats and dash.

      Note to self: Find out if there are cleaning supplies in the truck and use them. This was how we could have and maintain nice things.

      Roger, Jake, and Dr. Breeze had taken to the RV as we’d left Portland. That was fine by me. They had their own team, we had our own team. More importantly, we had a lot of guns in our truck, them? Not so many. Made me feel a little safer. I wouldn’t have a problem with them, except they had almost left Joel and I behind.

      If they tried to fuck us over, I would have no issue leaving them behind somewhere while we rode off with all the goodies.

      The RV contained food, water, and medical supplies. The vehicle even had a flat screen television with a bunch of DVDs shoved in a drawer underneath. Mostly romantic comedies, but a few 70s and 80s b horror movies as well. The Fog, Invasion of the Body Snatchers, The Thing, Evil Dead 2, and Killer Klowns from Outer Space. Drive-in know it all and film host Joe Bob Briggs would have been proud. Not that it worked. There was a battery, but the reserve juice was used to power the mini fridge with Dr. Breeze’s samples inside.

      It was attached to the converted armored truck with a custom hitch. Behind the hitch sat an equally customized battery that Alan, the previous owner, had converted to recharge from the spinning wheels.

      I hadn’t had time to do a full inventory, figuring I’d leave that to Dr. Breeze since she would probably be into that kind of thing. Not to stereotype, but she was British and quite particular. She acted prim, proper, and well spoken. Smart, which begged the question: Why was she hanging out with Jake and Roger? They’d been on a cross-country trip from Atlanta to Seattle, but had stopped along the way to make a laboratory and continue their work to synthesize a vaccine for the Z virus. I didn’t have all the details. Didn’t think I’d ever get them. Those three were tight, and they kept information close to the chest.

      On more than one occasion, I had considered the merits of us kicking them out and going about our normal Z business. There was only one problem. Strike that. Two problems. Maybe more. Let’s recount, shall we?

      One. We were all armed. They had guns. We had guns. If we tried to give them the boot, they might try to take our vehicle. Or just shoot us for good measure.

      Two. We had agreed to take them to Seattle, because they were going to meet some researchers, or scientists, or doctors, or someone at a research facility at the University of Washington. A vaccine! It was hard to believe that the doctor had been able to create this thing in the first place. Or she was full of shit. They were all full of shit. But I’d seen Jake with a Z bite, and he hadn’t changed.

      Three. I’d feel like a total dick for even suggesting it. Probably not for long. I’d get over it in a day, tops.

      Four. She was an actual doctor. She was worth her weight in, as Joel Kelly might say, 5.56 rounds.

      That would be Doctor Elizabeth Breeze. Not the porn star. Note: don’t mention the porn star name thing. She hates it with the fires of a thousand burning suns. Trust me on this one.

      A day of rest was all we’d allowed ourselves. Joel needed it more than anyone. I had been beat up, but that man had cracked ribs, lacerations, and he was exhausted. Don’t tell a Marine he needs a break. That only makes them try harder. 
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        * * *

      

      In the passenger seat next to me, Anna stretched her arm over her head and yawned. She had a Sue Grafton novel spine up on her lap. The well-worn corners frayed up around worn pages.

      Anna’s hair was normally short and blond. After the past few weeks, it had grown out to cover her ears and reach the center of her shoulder blades. Her fair complexion bore the barest hint of freckles. They would be more prominent if we ever got back in the sun.

      “Damn, you look great,” I said.

      She didn’t look up from her book. “Thanks.”

      “Have I said thank you for coming for us?” I asked.

      She put her finger on the line she had been reading and turned to me. “Hey. You would have done the same for me.”

      I nodded. She was one hundred and ten percent correct on that one.

      “So, how did it go down? What made you figure out where to find us?”

      “Not much to tell. Alan returned, thanks to a backup team. They picked him and DJ up about a mile from where we found you. Alan was adamant when they got back. Pretty much beside himself. He was freaked that they hadn’t come back with you and Joel.”

      “And the whole time I thought they had fucked off back to base and abandoned us.”

      “Not really his style from what I saw. Not that he was around much longer.”

      “Rest in peace, dude,” I said somberly.

      We rode in silence for another minute.

      “So, what? You told him you’d tag along if he went back?”

      “I was insistent. Didn’t really give him a choice.”

      I let out a low whistle.

      “What?” She shrugged. “You know how I get.”

      “You really tracked us down. Thanks, babe.” I patted her hand, then gripped it lightly and gave her a squeeze.

      She returned the gesture.

      “It was easy with your calling card. You know, blowing up stuff.”

      I chuckled. “Honestly? That was an accident. But a necessary one. We were completely surrounded. Then those juggernauts showed up.”

      “I’m sorry,” she looked at me and her eyebrow went up, “a what?”

      “Big Z outfitted with body armor, a helmet, and goddamn hooks for hands. I think I need a tetanus shot.”

      “That…” Anna breathed. “That seems unbelievable. Who would make such a thing?”

      “Got me.” I shrugged. “I hope whoever did it has been wiped out of Portland courtesy of the firebombs.”

      The juggernaut had been a howling mess of pissed off Z. It had taken everything I’d had to keep it from sinking teeth into my flesh. That reminded me. “Are you going to take the shot?”

      Dr. Breeze had promised us we could take her vaccine, rendering Z bites inert. At least according to her. The proof was in the pudding, so to speak. When I’d found her, Jake, and Roger, Jake had been bitten, but he had shaken it off. 

      “I want to know more. You said that guy got bit, and he wasn’t infected?”

      “Except for the pain. He said it hurt like a mother.”

      “Hmmm.” Anna said, “At any rate. I’m glad you’re here and not at the bottom of a zombie pit.”

      “You and me, both,” I said. “I prefer to never again wake up in a zombie pit from hell. I still can’t get the smell out of my nose.”

      “You’ll get there, babe.”

      Anna patted my hand again and went back to her book, and I set my eyes back on the road and wished we had some tunes. The truck had an old knob style radio, but it didn’t work at all. At the next opportunity, we needed to find a portable stereo to put up front. And a couple of Motorhead CDs. What better way to road trip through this hellscape?

      I found a road free of debris and made for it. The Historic River Highway cut from Portland and ran in a nearly straight line out of the city. Along the road rose burgeoning life in the form of leafy trees. Tall and proud evergreens stuck up at intervals, or made up entire stretches just a few hundred feet from the street.

      Homes ran the gamut from old to new. Fresh to dated. Decades represented in this strip of land. For every well-painted kept up home, there was a house with rusted cars in front.

      I slowed as we came upon a large red barn with a sign that read: Columbia River Highway Exhibit. The long sliding matching door had been left cracked open. A pair of rotted arms reached around and scratched at the surface.

      The road curved gently to the left. As we came around, a small bridge appeared. White guardrails lined the crossing. To the right there was a brown overpass for pedestrians that led to a long parking lot. A trailer that was smaller than ours had been thrown on its side. It seemed like everything inside had been thrown around the immediate area. Someone dragged out a small mattress, clothes, cups, plates, and even a cooktop, and left them to rot under the Pacific Northwest rain.

      Zs wandered around the location, but they presented little threat to us.

      “Anyone need to stretch their legs?” I turned and asked the others. “This is Glenn Otto Park, and I hope Otto is doing well on this fine day, although he’s more than likely dead. I spot a pair of Zs, but this big parking lot looks otherwise clear. Lots of trees, so we’ll have to keep a watch.”

      “The last time we stretched our legs, we ended up hauling ass back to the truck. Are you sure this time?” Joel asked.

      “How was I supposed to know the portable shitters still had Zs in them?”

      “You could have knocked,” Anna said and shrugged.

      Joel wore a pair of gray camouflage cargo pants and a black sweater. Looked like he would be hot, but his weary face said otherwise. Thankfully, our stops at various stores, both new and second hand, had yielded enough clothing that wasn’t wet or falling apart to get us through a day or two.

      I sighed. “Okay. Not my finest moment. Now if you all don’t come to a consensus, I’m gonna keep on driving.”

      “Nah. I need to pee. Let’s pull over for a minute.”

      With an eye roll, I slowed and turned into the parking lot. I didn’t count, but I would bet about a hundred cars could park here on a normal day. There was a brown building off to the right that was probably the bathroom. Next to it, a bunch of dumpsters overflowed with trash. It scattered across the ground, and down a nearby sloping hill covered in leaves.

      The truck came to a shuddering stop in the center of the driveway. I left plenty of room in case we had to face Zs on either side. The best defense is always to keep them well away, so you have plenty of room to run.

      Roger, Jake, and Dr. Breeze stepped out of the trailer. Jake strolled around in a circle, hands on his back, stretching as he walked. Roger kept one hand on the pistol at his side, and carried a crowbar in the other, a big, old-school hunk of metal painted red and yellow. He’d donned a navy blue ball cap and from beneath the brim his eyes darted around the area. Dr. Breeze yawned and stretched. She looked back toward the RV as if she’d forgotten something, then gave a small head shake and walked away.

      “Dibs on the RV shitter.”

      “No you don’t.” Anna said. “No one wants to go into that tiny bathroom after you. So, I’m going first.”

      “Okay, but I’m after you.” I looked around the area. “Ah screw it. I’ll go make my own bathroom.”

      Anna shrugged.

      “Damn, it’s good to be away from the horde,” Jake said. He stuck his hand in his jeans pocket and pulled out a small vape device. Where he kept finding juice for that thing was a mystery. He took a long pull and then leaned back and blew a small smoke stack worth of white into the air.

      “What is that shit, anyway?” I asked him.

      “Strawberry mango is my current jam. It’s got a little nicotine, but just enough to give me a kick. Know what I mean?” Jake drawled and sucked down another hit.

      “I keep thinking about taking up smoking. Used to do it years ago. Plenty of smokes just lying around,” I said. “Maybe I need to get one of those.” 

      Jake proffered the vape stick.

      “Nah. I’m good,” I said.

      I reached into the truck and picked up my new pal. The hammer haft was about a foot and a half long. The head weighed about five pounds. Technically, it was probably a sledgehammer, but it was the size of a beefy mallet. Instead of breaking stone, I used it to crack skulls. Never thought I’d get tired of my trusty pipe wrench.

      Frosty bolted out and ran in a circle as she stretched her legs. The dog’s pink tongue bounced around as she ran from person to person for a pet. She suddenly came to a halt and stared at one of the Zs on the other side of the parking lot. She looked over at me like she was saying: See that, see the Z? Want me to get it? I’ll get it. Lemme get it!

      The pair were not a cute couple. She had dark skin and wore a bright yellow scarf, but it had slipped down over her face and created a mask. Her mouth gummed the air behind it as she approached. I’d lost track of the guy as he’d wandered into the woods. They hadn’t even noticed us yet, or they were dumber than your average rotting walking corpse.

      Yellow Scarf turned and snarled. Looked us over like we were walking lunch sticks and turned toward us. She lurched on one broken foot that lacked a shoe. Dragged it as she staggered. Nice and slow. That’s how I liked my Zs.

      “I got her,” Roger said and strode away from the truck and made for the wandering Z. He hit her with the crowbar. She staggered to the side. He followed up with another blow that caved in the side of her head. She dropped and only twitched a few times.

      “Nice,” Jake called to Roger. “One hit drop.”

      Roger nodded back.

      “Let’s check out the overturned camper,” Jake said and walked toward Roger while puffing on his vape pen.

      Dr. Breeze was dressed in jeans and a thick flannel shirt. She’d donned a puffy vest and had an MP5 under her left shoulder. I’d seen her in action. The doc knew how to use the weapon like a pro.

      I walked with Anna to the RV’s door and looked inside. I shook my head once again at the bounty. We had been running and hadn't checked the supplies, but there were a lot of MREs, sports drinks, water, and medical supplies. I hadn’t seen this much good news in months, and it was all ours.

      Anna’s eyes roved over the goods as she walked to the bathroom.

      I stayed after she closed the door and looked around the RV. I was about to get inside and do a little investigating, but something was happening outside.

      Through the tree line across the street, I made out a couple of what appeared to be RVs. It looked like there was an entire trailer park over there.

      A Z wandered out of the tree line and came to a stop a hundred or so feet away. He was a big guy and it must have been less than a week or two since he’d been turned. He still had all his limbs intact. His face appeared to have been dragged across the concrete. Bones stood out under ripped skin, and he lacked a nose. But he was still mobile, and able to walk with a slight lurch and stagger.

      A smaller lady Z joined him, but she was an older Z soul. 

      “Uh, guys?” I called out to Roger and Jake.

      They looked over and then gave me a thumbs up.

      “No.” I pointed. “Look at these guys.”

      Yet another Z, a woman this time, appeared and joined her pals. What in the hell were these guys up to?

      I walked around to the back of the truck and found Joel sitting on the bumper. He eyed the gathering rotters and looked at me. Joel had located a rifle he liked. He’d already cleaned, oiled, and loaded it a couple of times. That man loved his guns.

      “I didn’t invite them,” I said defensively.

      He snorted. “What are they doing?”

      Anna reappeared next to the white Cherokee trailer door and crossed her arms. She wore a holster on a belt and her handgun sat high on her hip. I’d also taken to wearing a belt, the same as I had found in Alan’s Supercrew truck. Roger and Jake had applied some Kwikweld, but there was no telling if it would have held up much longer. RIP to the Supercrew. A telephone pole had fallen, crushing the truck’s rear, and ending its career as a potential zombie escape vehicle.

      More Zs appeared on the periphery. They gathered along the ridgeline, just under the overhang of trees, and simply hovered. There was no other way to describe their odd behavior.

      “Breaks over. Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I called loudly and crooked my hand over my head to wave everyone back.

      “Dammit,” Dr. Breeze whispered and rushed back into the RV.

      Joel’s scoped rifle never stopped moving as he scanned the mass. I rushed to the other side of the truck and found a number of Zs gathering across the street as well. Ahead lay the bridge over the Sandy River. It was time to make use of it.

      Roger and Jake fell back.

      Anna had been moving toward the side of the trailer. She put her hand on her pistol’s butt after unsnapping the strap, so she was ready to tug it free. Her eyes were hard as she walked back to the truck.

      “The fuck are they doing?” Joel asked.

      “Shuffler,” I said.

      Joel stepped up into the back of the truck and took to the turret, turning it so he had a full view. They had welded a couple of metal plates up there to provide protection in case the crow’s eye nest came under fire. However, when it came to Zs, you didn’t exactly need thick white iron plates to protect you. A clever hand crank set just under the turret helped turn it so at least someone could get up there without getting shot. Hopefully Zs wouldn’t learn how to shoot anytime soon. Our friend Erik Tragger had told us that a shuffler had shot Katherine, and just the thought sent my inner six-year-old child rushing to hide under the bed.

      “Shit. I was going to use the bathroom since you know who hates it when, well, you know,” Roger protested as he and Jake returned.

      “Turtling?” Jake asked his friend.

      “Turdling, more like.”

      “Ain’t that some shit?” Jake countered.

      These fucking guys.

      Frosty had finished taking a crap or pissing on a Z corpse. She walked back toward us, head down, tail low, only she didn’t trot back to the truck. Her narrowed eyes were on the trailer.

      “Please give me a moment,” Dr. Breeze said loudly as she stepped back out of the trailer.

      Joel gave her a tight look. “No time. Look around.”

      “I know, and I know why they are here. Please. Allow me a moment,” she said.

      Joel wasn’t having it. “We need to move out of here. Now!”

      Dr. Breeze’s face bore a frustrated look. She crossed her arms and stared at Joel. I wasn’t sure who was going to win Most Stubborn of the Zombie Apocalypse, Joel, or the doctor.

      “We are not under assault. I assure you,” she pleaded, then leaned into the trailer and said something.

      “Who the fuck is she talking to?” Joel looked at me and asked.

      I had a sinking feeling. I’d had it since we had fled the city. Just after we’d raced to pick up the trailer, I had thought I’d seen it. Him. Whatever the hell the thing was.

      The Zs assembled along the street and under the trees turned, or in some cases simply walked, back the way they had come. Joel’s eyes grew even more intense as the potential Z rioters assembled for assault.

      “Now. Can we all, as you Americans love to say, take a chill pill? I must share something with you all. Cooler heads must prevail.”

      “Nah. Fuck that. Everyone who wants to continue this trip, get in the truck,” Joel called back.

      “Hey.” I looked up and gave Joel my best ‘you’re not gonna believe this shit’ look.

      He knew me. Knew the look. Knew that something was up.

      “The fuck?” Joel asked as he lowered the gun.

      “Just come down. I think I know what’s going on here.”

      “Pardon?”

      “For the record. I had nothing to do with this,” I said to forestall any near future yelling in my general direction.

      “All of you gather round,” Dr. Breeze said sternly. “Come on.” She crossed her arms again.

      The Zs continued to fade from view. Joel shook his head. Anna’s face bore one of confusion as the threat fell away.

      I dashed toward Elizabeth and leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Things are about to get tricky. Joel is a shoot first and count the body parts later kinda guy. Choose your words very fucking carefully.”

      “I shall keep that in mind,” she said smartly.

      Instead of coming right out with it, she approached Joel as he left the back of the truck and put her hand on his arm. He had his shiny new M4 at the ready. His eyes were moving across the area. I swear he was sad that he wouldn’t be able to open fire.

      “Please put your rifle down. I need you to remain calm when I tell you this,” she said quietly, then looked up. “All of you. The victims that were gathered were a demonstration, and now they are a show of faith. Will you give me that?”

      Christy was still in the back of the truck. She leaned out, wiped sleep from her eyes, and said. “When did we get here?”

      “Few minutes ago. Sleep well?” I asked her.

      How in the hell did that kid sleep through the dog and pony show?

      Frosty sniffed around the trailer, looked at Christy, gave a tail wag, and then went back to walking the perimeter of the trailer.

      “Yeah?” Christy’s reply sounded like a question.

      “Now. As I was saying,” Elizabeth began. “There is something you all must know, but we must go back a little bit.”

      “A little?” Jake interjected with an eye roll.

      “Shush,” she told him. “You see,” Dr. Breeze began. She put her hands behind her back and clasped her hands together. “I worked in a lab in Atlanta. I was tasked with helping my friend and lab partner test a new medication. Its use would have been far-reaching and might have been a cure for Alzheimer's in the future, but something happened. I still don’t know if it was corrupted data, a hack, or simple human error. Latimer was one of the first to fall.”

      “Latimer?” Anna asked.

      “He’s a…” Elizabeth paused. “He was a friend first. More later. He suffered from a condition, and I have no other words to describe it except ‘afflicted.’ That’s where Jake comes in.”

      “Oh, boy.” Jake rolled his eyes.

      She hadn’t come out and said it, but Dr. Breeze and Latimer had been a thing before he had been infected.

      “There was an accident. We’ll leave it at that. The next thing you know, we are hunting for someone who escaped the facility after being bitten.”

      “I know how this movie ends,” I said.

      “Yes. Well. Nothing occurred as planned, with the exception of Latimer.”

      Joel frowned. “Lemme guess. He’s in the trailer.”

      “Very astute. Now, if you promise not to shoot, nor to do anything stupid...” She looked at me point blank.

      I didn’t bother with my signature phrase. There was enough fucking stupid to go around today now that I knew what was in the trailer.

      Elizabeth cracked open the door to the trailer and looked inside.

      I quickly moved to Joel’s side and put my hand on his arm so he wouldn’t super-Marine start shooting. I was torn. I wanted to know more about this guy, but I also felt like he needed to be put out of our misery.

      The trailer door opened and a head in a hooded poncho appeared. He kept his top lowered so we couldn’t see his face. Frosty growled and side stepped. She moved around, hackles up, while she contemplated her next move. 

      Latimer turned and looked at Frosty. She growled again and then simmered down a little.

      I pointed at our dog, “You got lucky. Normally she’d try to rip your throat out.”

      “Greetings. I. Remember you,” he said in that halting way, like it was hard to take a deep breath in order to form words.

      “S’up, Latimer,” I said and nodded.

      He looked up and glowing green eyes met mine.

      Yep. We had a fucking shuffler living in our shiny new trailer.
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      Location: Portland, WA

      Just the other day, I’d found Jake, Roger, and Dr. Breeze while stuck under an office building in Portland.

      Jake was a few years younger than me. He and Roger had a little ’southern tang’ to their voice. They were always “fixin’” to do something.

      Roger ran on the portly side, so he’s been eating well in the zombie apocalypse. He was a little less friendly than Jake, and there was always a hint of sadness about him. I get it. We’ve all lost people.

      Roger could also be a dick when he didn’t get his way.

      We’d been forced to work together, and that had led to us fleeing down darkened hallways. At one point, we had slid to a sudden stop, and the doc had suddenly disappeared.

      Jake and I had tried to reach her, but she had slipped into a sinkhole filled with Zs. It had been dark, and Jake had been frantic and on the verge of leaping down to save her. Then a pair of green eyes had appeared, followed by a man in a poncho. I had wanted to kill him as soon as he appeared, but then he had done the most unlikely thing. The shuffler had put his arm around Elizabeth and catapulted them both to the rim of the giant hole.

      I’d been shook, fam. Not gonna lie. This guy Latimer had saved our asses. Then he’d leaped back in the hole and had led the Zs away. That had been the last I’d seen of Latimer.

      Now here he fucking was. In the undead and smelly flesh.

      Joel’s eyes narrowed and his body tensed. I kept my hand on his arm. Not tight, but my arm was a steel bar that wouldn’t allow him to lift his gun.

      Latimer looked up and his hood couldn’t hide his glowing green eyes.

      “The fuck!” Joel tried to rip the gun up.

      I pushed it down again. “Easy, man. Let them explain. Okay? Or me. I can fill you in. I didn’t get a chance to tell you, but that guy actually helped us.” I pointed at Elizabeth with my free hand. “She would have been killed without him. I was there. He’s not…” I didn’t have the words, because I wasn’t sure what this guy was to us.

      I’d had a clue. When we had fled in the truck, I’d suspected that we’d had a freeloader on the top of the truck. I’d been even more suspicious when I’d detected a thump after arriving to pick up the trailer. I should have pulled Elizabeth aside and asked if Latimer had hitchhiked his way onto our ride.

      Joel’s face was a study in storm works.

      “Remember when Roz helped us after, well…” I hated bringing her up because it pissed Joel right the fuck off.

      Joel slowly lowered the gun, but his face was tight.

      “I remember.”

      “Who?” Elizabeth asked me.

      “She was one of our companions back in San Diego. A shuffler attacked her. Got bit. A group of people from Bright Star took her away and gave her meds. She didn’t turn into a full fledged, uh.” I looked at Joel, but his face was unreadable. “A full shuffler. Kinda like Latimer.”

      “Bright Star sucks,” Roger muttered and looked away.

      It was time for Elizabeth’s face to go through a full battery of expressions in one moment, before she settled on wide-eyed curiosity. Then it fell. “I assume Roz is no longer with you because--”

      “Yeah,” Joel gently cut her off. “She is most definitely not with us anymore. I couldn’t let her go on after, well,” Joel paused, “she was taken by them. She had seconds left at best. I…”

      Dr. Breeze lowered her head. “I’m sorry, Joel. I understand. I truly do.”

      “Elizabeth. And I have a. History. Let us… let us explain,” Latimer rasped.

      “As stated, I have a vaccine. It will protect you from the virus that is carried by the infected. There may be side effects. Honestly, there had been no way or time to test it. I would never have been able to develop it without Latimer. His insight, as an infected, was key.”

      “I was the first guinea pig for the shot,” Jake interrupted her.

      She gave him a sharp look. “It’s true. He was a guinea pig, and the vaccine worked. For how long, though? That is anyone’s guess. However, I have need of Latimer. His blood is essential for my testing.”

      “How about I blow his head off? You can keep all the blood you want.” Joel’s voice was fierce.

      “Dude,” I narrowed my eyes and whispered.

      Joel tugged the gun. I kept it lowered. His eyes burned into mine.

      Elizabeth moved to put her body in front of Latimer.

      “Let’s at least hear him out,” I said.

      He lowered his voice, but it still came out in a snarl. “You remember what happened to Roz. What if he’s planning the same thing for us?”

      Roz’s death had been crushing. They had tried to turn her into a shuffler and partially succeeded. Then the idiots with Bright Star had carted her off for tests. That didn’t go so well, and Joel had been forced to put Roz out of her misery.

      “Joel. I get it. I feel you, bro. But this thing might be… It might be bigger than us.”

      “Listen. All I ask. Is. Listen.” Latimer’s voice was low and husky.

      Joel blew out an exasperated breath. “You did. Brought those Zs here and then sent them away. Some message you sent, asshole.”

      “Merely… Merely a gesture. Of good. Will. Apologies. Your misunderstanding. Of the. The. The situation is fair.”

      Joel shook his head before replying, “More like a show of force. If we don’t do what you want, you’ll bring an army of those things.”

      “Not. That was not. My. Intention.” Latimer’s voice actually bore a hint of outrage.

      “You just thought you’d call a bunch of Zs over for Sunday lunch, then send them on their way. If that ain’t you showing off, I don’t know what is.”

      “Apologies.” Latimer stated.

      Latimer looked back down so his poncho hood covered his luminescent eyes.

      Joel looked around the parking lot. His eyes bore into everyone else’s. “Are we really thinking about doing this? What, letting him tag along on our road tour through hell?”

      “We need him. Please understand that, Joel. He has been with Roger, Jake and I since this all began. We desperately require his help, not to mention his blood. He is a powerful ally.”

      Joel’s pressure on his gun let up. He twisted his hand quickly and jerked it out of my grip. Without another word, he turned and went back to the truck.

      “I’ll talk to him,” I said. However, I wondered what I would say.

      “I… I appreciate it. It.” Latimer told me.

      “He ain’t sleeping in the fucking truck,” Joel turned and yelled as he crawled back into the rear of the truck and got out a bottle of water. “Stay in the RV and stay out of my sight.”

      Latimer turned. His head cocked to the side. “There are more. More like me. They will… Prove challenging.”

      “The fuck does that mean?” I asked him.

      Elizabeth’s face darkened. “There are those who do not approve or like what Latimer has become. They see him as a threat.”

      “Hold up. Who sees him as a threat? Other shufflers?” At my mention of the word shuffler, Latimer’s head cocked slightly.

      “Yes. Time is soon. Up.”

      “Alright, folks. Looks like we’re rolling out again. Someone cover the vehicles. I still need to take a leak,” I said. “Is it safe now?” I asked Latimer.

      “Yes.” He sort of hissed/spoke.

      Joel followed me until we were far enough not to be heard by the others. He kept his voice low. “I ain’t happy.”

      “You and me both.”

      “That’s all you got?”

      I stopped and partially turned to look at Joel. His eyes were tight, and his knuckles were white where they gripped his gun.

      “Don’t blame me. I didn’t know they invited him along. I had a suspicion, but who the hell would believe they wanted to be locked up in a trailer with him?”

      “Cure or not. I don’t want him around us.”

      “Agreed, Joel. We get them up north and then drop them off and get back to whatever we were doing before.”

      “What we were doing before was trying to fit in with a new outfit. That went to hell. This was after we had a nice setup out in the woods. Also went to hell. Before that, we were down south. Also went to hell,” he said.

      “I get it.”

      “I wish I did. We’ve done things right. Tried to, anyway. Now look at us.”

      “Think of it this way.” I turned and pointed at the truck. “We have a sweet zombie apocalypse vehicle. Could be worse.”

      “We also have a damn ghoul hanging out with us. Things are worse.”

      “Just a day or two. They’ll be out of our hair, and we can figure out our next move.”

      Joel and I spoke for another minute, but I wanted to get Anna in on our plans. No sense in getting carried away only to have her shoot us down. We were a team, which meant we all needed to be on the same page.

      Functioning toilet in the RV or not, I wasn’t about to get in the trailer with Latimer. I found a tree and quickly took care of business. Giving it a few shakes, I zipped, spun, and headed back.

      To the east, across the large parking lot, stood a small white building with a drive in. The sign proclaimed they served ice cream, sandwiches, beer and wine. Good lord. What I would give to pull up to that place right now and order half a dozen beers. Maybe stuff for the others. But beer first. They could keep the wine. I had better things to do than drink something that smelled like spoiled grape juice. Above the sign sat a long red board.

      Someone had painted: ‘DRIVE THRU SERVICE UNAVAILABLE DUE TO END OF THE WORLD’.

      “Now ain’t that about a bitch.” I chuckled.

      Diagonal to the building was the two-lane road we’d used to reach this location. A tractor sat rusting on a stretch of grass surrounded by a strip of dirt road that appeared to have served the purpose of allowing cars to turn around.

      Beyond the drive-in, a green truss bridge sat under lattice work. On either side, a small river simmered in inky grays and whites.

      That’s when trouble found us.

      The first shuffler appeared across the street, under a Douglas Fir. He stood near the tree trunk and then faded from view. In the shadows, I was only able to make out their eyes.

      A pair of Zs appeared next to the drive-in building. Didn’t look to be much of a threat. Just your run-of-the-mill rotters. Mostly dressed, one lacking shoes. She might have been a teenager. Looked older than Christy but had a distinct lack of life in her eyes.

      Her companion was an older guy. Grandpa?

      “Okay. A few Zs are heading this way,” I called as I walked back to the truck. “Not much of a threat.”

      I wanted to eat my words. The Zs that had shown up and left, thanks to Latimer, were back. However, their numbers had grown.

      What in the hell was Latimer trying to prove this time?

      They ringed the parking lot, but dozens of feet separated us. Joel popped up in the truck turret. He stood on the ladder. His rifle moved with his eyes as he either counted threats or was having trouble deciding when to start blasting.

      These Zs hadn’t started closing in on us, making them not much of a threat. A few slow movers weren’t going to take a lot of effort to defeat. If a few dozen appeared, that would be another story.

      Elizabeth and Roger took to the trailer. Jake said something to them and then raced to the back of the truck. He grabbed his gun of choice, a wooden stock AK-47 from the look.

      Anna jumped into the passenger side as I rounded the truck. Reaching for the door, a scream drew my attention. I should have got in the truck and left. Everyone else was ready, but that noise caught my attention. Taking a step toward the road, I peered toward the RV lot.

      “Hey,” I said loudly. “I think someone’s in trouble.”

      “I’m looking. All I see are Zs.”

      Joel was the authority here since his rifle had a scope.

      It wasn’t someone in trouble. A number of Zs had appeared and one of them was howling.

      So. That was fucking new.

      “Right. We’re out of here,” I said.

      I grabbed the door handle, pulled it, and opened the door. Anna was putting on her seatbelt, but her pistol was in her lap. With my hand on my side arm, I got in the truck and pulled the door shut.

      Joel slapped the roof a few times.

      “I’m on it,” I said.

      This would be the part where I turn the key and the engine doesn’t turn over. I stare at the dash, try again, and cry in frustration. I’ve seen that movie. Everyone gets eaten by zombies. At least one of the characters runs off for no reason whatsoever, and is quickly chased down.

      None of that happened. The engine roared to life. I slammed it into gear and hit the gas.

      Joel started firing as I pulled out of the parking lot, avoiding the pair of Zs that had appeared. Around the other side of the building, they had been massing. At least a dozen and they looked fresh, although a few of them appeared to have come out of the river. Water zombies? No thanks, man.

      Joel was still paying the price. Elizabeth had bound his ribs with a medical wrap, and she had sutured a couple of cuts and applied antiseptic to his various scratches. She had put us both on a five-day regimen of amoxicillin and had repeatedly asked us when we’d had our last tetanus shot. Mine was two years ago, so I was good to go.

      The mass of Zs headed for the street. I kept my eye on them, because I was going to send them flying if they got in the way. Owing to what was probably a cattle plow on the front, this beast would shove them aside. Any that went down would be crushed by the big knobby tires.

      “Well, shit,” I said into the truck’s interior window, “looks like these Zs are a fine breed of stupid. We’re going through them, so hold onto your butts.”

      It was a good plan. No reason it shouldn’t work.

      Then Joel started shooting. I looked left and found a bunch of Zs running. Not shufflers. Zs. They weren’t shambling. They were full on hauling ass right at us. A girl around seventeen, who probably would have been sitting at home making TikTok videos about whatever was going on in her life, let out a blood-curdling howl as she ran. The bitch looked downright malevolent. Add to that, her eyes were blood red. Not like covered in blood. Just plain blood filled.

      “Yo. We need to tell the doc about that,” I told Anna and pointed.

      Joel dropped her. She floundered as she hit the pavement and came to rest a few feet from the truck.

      I sped up because an army of Zs had decided to come for us from the direction of the RV parking lot. Our ride was a beast, but it came at a cost. I don’t know how much the truck weighed, and we were also hauling a large fifth wheel. Hitting the gas wasn’t really an option.

      We only had a few hundred feet to go to reach the bridge. The Sandy River Bridge had an intricate latticework. It was two lanes of metal decking, and it was narrow. On a positive note, nothing blocked the bridge entrance. That wasn’t true of the other side.

      We dove over the grate. The truck whined as I pushed her up to speed. The RV tugged at the back, so I applied more gas.

      Someone had shoved a big green dumpster across the opposite side, reminding me of how we had rescued Elizabeth, Jake, and Roger. The area had been completely overrun, forcing us to get on top of the building next to the dumpster. Pulling them up, getting back in the Z Crusher, and making our escape had been harrowing to say the least.

      “What fresh hell is this?”

      “Looks like a dumpster,” Anna said.

      She had rolled down the window and now trained her gun to the front.

      “Shit. I hope it isn’t filled with explosives on a trip timer that goes off when it’s moved, thus destroying the side of the bridge and dumping us in the water.”

      “Now why in the absolute hell would you say that?” She looked over at me and asked.

      “Just saying.” I shrugged.

      “Saying, what?” Joel called from back in the truck.

      “I was just telling Anna that the big dumpster blocking our way might be a bomb, and down we go,” I replied.

      “It ain’t a bomb. Push through it,” Joel advised. “It’s on wheels. Plus, we’re heavier than that thing unless it’s filled with lead.”

      My eyes were glued to the side mirror. Behind us, the red eyed Zs raced in our wake.

      The litter-strewn bridge creaked and groaned, but otherwise held up. When I reached the other side, I slowed and shoved the big box out of the way with the handy front scoop. It rumbled across the road as it was pushed back, but otherwise didn’t offer any resistance. Or if it did, our vehicle was so heavy it didn’t matter.

      Behind me, some of the pissed off Zs were still tailing us, but they were losing steam fast. Some had fallen, frothing blood and bile. Somehow the screamer was still kicking around, and she was howling again. What was her damn problem, and how in the world was she able to make that much noise?

      Our truck trundled off the bridge and came out on a two-lane road that flowed north and south. On my right were a pair of cars. One white, and one gray. They were buttoned up. I had half a mind to investigate, but common sense kicked in.

      “You saw that too?” Anna pointed back at the cars.

      “Yep,” I replied. “Weird. I wonder if they’re expecting trouble.”

      “Probably escape vehicles in case things go to hell,” Joel offered from the back. “In case of red eyed Zs. Those damn things were fast. Ain’t seen nothing like that before.”

      “I’d rather not see it again,” I said. Jake had mentioned facing off against what he called red eyed ragers in Atlanta. What were they doing here?

      I chewed on that as I drove and kept my eyes studying the side mirrors in case those fast Zs were still trying to catch up.

      “I really don’t care for those fast things,” I muttered.

      Anna nodded. “Same. Scary.”

      The road ahead was ringed in on both sides by trees, grass, and numerous other types of foliage, some of which were creeping into the woods. On the left a thin line of trees rose from a gentle bank that led to the shores of Sandy River. Gray and brown water flowed below. It bubbled over rocks and lapped at the shore.

      A wrecked silver Subaru had been abandoned in a ditch with its ass hanging over the road. I slowed to get around it. In the front sat the rotting remains of a person. They were so gone I couldn’t tell if it had been a man or a woman.

      The brush just to the right rustled. From the back of the truck, Frosty’s low growl made me sit up and take notice. A Z hovered in a ditch. Just stood there watching me. He wore a thick winter jacket and a checkered blue scarf wound its way around his neck. The wind kicked up and flapped the end into his face. He just stood there and took it. Idiot.

      Another Z appeared a few car lengths ahead. She stumbled into the road and took a few steps in our direction. I didn’t have time to react more than yelling, “Hold on!”

      She exploded in a spectacularly gross fashion. Like a meat bag dropped from space. Blood and parts flew everywhere. I hit the wipers, but it left a long smear of yellow puss and blood. I couldn’t figure out how to get the water to dispense and had to let them sweep back and forth, doing absolutely fuck-all to clean the glass.

      “That is so gross.” Anna said exactly what I was thinking.

      “Damn thing just walked in front of us.” Joel dropped out of the turret. “I almost got pegged by her head. Son of a bitch.”

      “Sorry. Crazy Z didn’t want to continue its unlife, I guess. I’m going to have to stop and clean that shit. You got my back?” I asked Joel as I slowed.

      He nodded. “Always.”

      Joel slithered back up the ladder.

      I came to a shuddering halt. The truck, even at sub thirty miles per hour, was doubly heavy due to the Cherokee. I left the engine running, cracked open the door, and looked up and down the road. Anna pulled her pistol as she opened her door and stepped outside.

      “Got a rag back there?” I leaned back in and asked Christy.

      Jake joined the party. He stepped down the trailer’s steps and looked up and down the road. “Everything good?”

      “Yeah. Creed got Z goo on the windshield!” Anna called back.

      “Roger and I will cover from back here,” Jake replied. “See those ragers? Weird.”

      “I don’t like ‘em. I prefer my Zs dumb and slow,” I said.

      Joel looked me up and down. “Takes one to know one.”

      “I’m glad you’re feeling better.” I half laughed, half scoffed.

      Christy found a rag and tossed it into the cab.

      “I don’t suppose there’s a squeegee back there?” I asked her.

      “Nah. But here’s a little water.”

      “Damn. This thing should have windshield wiper fluid.” I leaned in to grab the bottle, and looked over the dash while I was at it. I spotted a button and hit it. A pump sounded, but no water came out to splatter the windshield.

      “Time to get gross,” Anna said.

      “You say that so easily,” I chided her.

      “That’s because you’re the one doing the deed,” she said.

      “Speaking of doing the deed…” I winked as I backed out to consider the smeared mess.

      Anna rolled her eyes and said, “About that. Unless you find us a five-star hotel with a working shower, we’re not doing much more than sitting a comfortable distance apart. You kinda stink.”

      “Fuck. I know,” I said honestly. “Sorry. I’ll get cleaned up soon.”

      The water helped. Helped smear even more blood. Joel leaned over and sprayed a little water from his own plastic container. It dribbled across the top of the truck and dribbled down the glass.

      “Uh. Thanks?” I looked up and said.

      Joel gave me a thumbs up. “I’m here to help.”

      After the wipers got done smearing the goo, I went to work. The rag and water more or less made the glass see through, at least in the center.

      Something, or someone, rustled in the foliage on the left side of the road. I leaned in and picked up the hammer in case I needed…to wait for it… get in the swing of things.

      A figure appeared. Real nasty rotter missing half a jaw. The working part gummed at the air. Exposed muscle flexed against a background of mottled gray and yellow. One arm worked, the other was snagged in his pants. Those damn things were ripped to shreds, along with his legs. How some Zs managed to get up in the morning for another day of carnage was beyond me.

      His pants were soaking wet, and the shredded pant legs dragged the ground. It looked like he might have been hanging out in the river or had crossed it to say hello. How neighborly.

      “You got him, Creed?” Joel asked.

      “Yep. Might as well keep gunshots to a minimum. No telling who or what is out there.”

      Three strides and I was close enough to put him down. The hammer head struck his skull with crushing authority. The shambler dropped and twitched a few times before going still.

      “Sorry, man,” I told him.

      He didn’t thank me.

      A pair of figures splashed around in the water. I squinted and found one of them had locked eyes with me. She was at least fifty feet away and had been obscured by foliage. Now her attention was on me. She snarled, and that’s when I realized she had red eyes. Like the worst case of flaming pinkeye. I wondered who had farted in her face.

      Shut up, Seth Rogen voice, I chided my inner twelve-year-old.

      “Hey, guys. There’s one of those…” I didn’t get any farther.

      She and her friend tore ass across the riverbank. Water splashed as they ran at me.

      “Clear right!” Joel yelled.

       I didn’t wait around and broke to my left, making sure to leave a wide area of attack for Joel. He banged out a shot, followed by another.

      Jake and Roger came around the side of the trailer with guns at the ready.

      “Dammit. All this noise is going to attract unwanted attention,” I said over the gunshots.

      Joel fired one more time, splattering open a Z’s head at fifty yards like he was playing a video game.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Anna advised.

      “Crossing your field of fire,” I said to Joel.

      He nodded and pointed his rifle barrel up.

      Rushing to the side of the truck, I got in and slammed the door shut. My eyes checked the side mirrors. How many more were in the river, or coming from that side of the street?

      “We’re all in.” Joel slapped the truck’s roof.

      With the windshield dripping watered down blood and ooze, I put the beast in drive and lurched forward. To the left side, more ragers appeared.

      No time to stop and gather everyone around for campfire story hour. I was getting us the hell out of there.
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        * * *

      

      A mile or two later, I let out a sigh of relief. Sure, we had adequate protection, but I wasn’t ready to get involved with some new Z variant. I’d had enough of that with the Juggernauts in downtown Portland. Hopefully, I’d never see one of those fucking things again, because they had kicked my sorry ass.

      “You’re going to follow this until you find the rest stop. It’s not far. After you pass it, you’re going to take a right on to a highway called I-84,” Anna said as she looked up from the map book.

      “How wide is I-84?”

      “Two lanes.”

      “Hmm,” I muttered. “Hope we don’t run into a blockade. Some assholes might be set up to rob and kill anyone who comes along.”

      The road wound ahead. I had to keep it at a slow pace thanks to having a lookout, and it was a fine way to head up the road. It beat the hell out of walking. Or running from Zs. Even if we got swarmed while inside the truck, we could button up and have enough food to last for days. The guys in the RV would be toast, I guess. Unless Latimer broke out his Z superpowers. What we lacked was a toilet. But we had plenty of plastic bags. We could always launch turd bombs at the Zs from the luxury of the rear of the truck.

      Wouldn’t that be some shit?
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        Location: Bonneville, OR

      

      

      The road ahead wound up through a forest and was intermittently broken by side roads. The street had very few wrecks along the sides. There wasn’t much room for one vehicle, and this was along a sparsely populated area. Anna’s navigation kept me from wandering.

      I kept my eyes on the road and continued to pick the way around abandoned vehicles. We reached a rest area a few minutes later, but after a quick vote, we moved on without stopping. We’d been on the road for a few hours and had barely made it over twenty miles.

      A threesome of lady Zs in their mid-to-late rotting sixties formed a semicircle and munched on what appeared to be a seagull carcass. They were under the railroad overpass we had to drive through. A semi that had crushed itself against the wall blocked the right side and effectively barricaded the southbound lane.

      One of the trio of the damned looked up. She was a hot mess of ugly and blood stains. Her dress had been ripped at neck level and torn open to reveal a grime covered bra.

      Joel and Anna had swapped places so she could stretch her legs and provide cover from the turret. She had equipped herself with an M4-style weapon. I kept the window cracked so I could hear her in case she spotted something.

      Joel was looking better than yesterday, although he let out low, involuntary groans of pain whenever he changed his posture. The doc had put a wrap around his ribs, but he still hurt, and our run-in at the rest stop hadn’t helped.

      “Watch your head!” I bellowed into the back of the truck.

      Anna slapped the top a couple of times. I slowed down because the last thing I wanted was to repeat Operation Exploding Zs. The last one’s blood still painted parts of the windshield.

      “Sorry, ladies,” I said and drove toward them.

      The scoop gently pushed two of them aside. Ms. Open Dress was the exception. Her threads caught on a piece of the front. She wouldn’t, or couldn’t, let go and she still clutched the dead seagull. The poor guy’s head was fully in her mouth. She sucked on its neck as I took her along for a ride.

      “Damn, Creed. You got a hitchhiker.”

      “Is it the hot one?” Anna called into the truck.

      “The hungry one. Check her out,” I said.

      Now clear of the railroad crossing, Anna got back up in the turret, but she quickly slithered back inside. “Hey. Do you see the upcoming rest stop? I say we pass it real fast.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “I’ve had enough rest for the day.”

      Joel squinted as he stared at the map. “Take the next major exit. That’ll take us along a road that should get us to a bridge out of this state.”

      “How far is the exit?” I asked Joel.

      He held up his hand, stretched his forefinger and thumb away from each other, and said, “About that far.”

      “Smart ass,” I rolled my eyes.

      “Just stay on it if you can. Pray it ain’t covered in busted down cars.”

      “If we get stuck, it’s gonna be a bitch to turn around and back up,” I said as I eyed the four-lane highway ahead.

      “We can turn around here and take a chance on side streets. Might have to hole up somewhere off the road for the night. Probably not a good idea to be out cruising around at night.”

      “I want to get into Washington today,” I said.

      I did, and I also wanted some rest.

      Christy had found an instant energy drink mix in the back and prepped a plastic water bottle for me. I took it from her and drank the contents. If we were going to be out there clearing stuff, I needed everything I could use to stay alert.

      I slowed down as we approached. The rest area lay to the right. It was almost completely devoid of abandoned vehicles. A pair of compacts sat next to each other, but all the windows had been busted out. It wasn’t even worth stopping.

      The seagull slurping lady’s feet almost touched the ground, and her clothes must have become stuck in the grates. Her dead seagull was her only friend, and she wasn’t about to let it go. Most of the neck was down her throat. The lady’s mouth worked up and down as we picked our way onto the on-ramp.

      “Should we do something about her?” Joel asked.

      “Yeah. Let’s give her a name. What would you call an undead bridge rider?”

      “I mean, shouldn’t we cut her free?”

      “How about Helen? Does she look like a Helen to you?”

      Joel fought back a chuckle. “Nah. She looks like a Meatbag.”

      “Oh shit. That’s perfect,” I said. Leaning back, I called into the back. “Hey. We’re gonna keep her and call her Meatbag.”

      Christy was deep in Salem’s Lot by Stephen King. She looked up and said, “You guys are so gross.”

      Frosty was curled upon the floor. She looked up at the chatter. Must have decided it wasn’t important and gone back to doggo dream land.

      “She started it,” I told Christy.

      She rolled her eyes and went back to reading.

      “Can you believe that kid is reading horror books in the middle of this?”

      “Why not? Shit, I might read that after her.”

      “Don’t you mean you want someone to read it to you?”

      “Would you, Creed? And act out the characters. You already got that womanly scream down. Doing the voice won’t be a stretch.”

      I chuckled, mainly because I was pleased Joel was feeling well enough to crack a few jokes at my expense.

      The road wasn’t a complete nightmare, after we boarded I-84 at a sedate pace. The few cars, SUVs, and a variety of delivery vehicles had been long ago raided. Broken glass and belongings strewn across the pavement were the order of the evening. I ran over several empty suitcases, clothes left in piles, and, sadly, more than one corpse that was little more than bones.

      At one point, we came upon several wrecks. Joel was ready and had me pick my way to an off-ramp. That secondary road had its own issues, but for the most part was easy to navigate. Fifteen or twenty minutes later, we were back on I-84.

      We had about an hour before dark, and I was convinced we could reach Washington by then. The expansive Columbia River flowed between Washington and Oregon, and a couple of large bridges connected the two states. Unfortunately, both major paths in Portland had been blocked. However, Anna had told Joel to look at a page she’d marked up that led to an alternate path. He flipped to the page and showed me.

      “Bridge of the Gods? Really?”

      “I didn’t name it,” Joel replied.

      “Maybe there’s a sign that says, ‘Thor was here’.”

      The road split to a gently curving off-ramp that would allow us passage. I kept my eyes peeled, but with the approach of night, it wasn’t clear yet what condition the bridge was in.

      I considered pulling over and scouting the bridge, but we were already on the way around the bend and up the incline. The bridge was next to a trailhead, but the parking lot was empty. I guess any potential hikers had better things to do, like surviving the zombie fucking apocalypse. Trees grew thick and sparse here. On one hand, it was idyllic. On the other, it could hide masses of Zs with ease.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Joel said as his head swiveled around, taking in the landscape and looking for threats.

      “Could be hundreds out there.”

      “Right. But it’s not well populated here. Why would a bunch of Zs be in the woods?”

      “Because our luck is fucked.”

      As I crested the hill and came to the top, I spotted our first obstacle.

      “Huh,” Joel said.

      Anna dropped into the back of the truck and leaned over to talk through the window. “Hey. Do you guys have a plan for that?”

      The truck came to a stop. I opened the door, pulled out the hammer, and stepped outside.

      Glass was scattered all around the white concrete toll booth. A body lay slumped over in the toll booth, but it was old and truly dead. Their skull was cracked and there were bite marks on the dead person’s remaining taut skin. A sign proclaimed, “ALL VEHICLES MUST STOP AT TOLL BOOTH”.

      A little white Honda had come in at an angle and smashed into the toll booth. It must have been going pretty fast to get wedged in like that, meaning we’d have to push it out of the way.

      The red stop sign hung upside down, and there was a long maroon stain traced its way across the O in STOP. The slight overhang may have preserved it from the elements, or it had dried and stained months ago, and was not a permanent fixture on this Bridge of the Gods.

      On the return side of the toll booth, a small delivery truck lay on its side, and there was no way we were getting around that.

      Jake and Roger got out of the Cherokee and joined us. Jake let out a low whistle when he saw the entrance.

      “We can probably move the car,” Roger suggested. “See if you can put it in neutral, and we’ll pull it out of the way.”

      Moving to the car’s side, I peered inside. The impact had done a number on the Honda. Both side windows were smashed into tiny shards of safety glass. The front end had crumpled and whoever had been inside the car had gotten a full dose of airbag to the face. Beyond the toll station, it appeared someone had been Wicked Witched to death, with the delivery truck on top of their upper half, leaving just a pair of legs in jeans and black tennis shoes sticking out.

      Joel, with his rifle in both hands, walked around the wreck and then twenty yards up the bridge. He stopped and studied the path ahead before returning.

      “How’s it look?” I asked as he came back.

      “It’s not gonna be easy. There’s a bad crash ahead. We’ll have to move the cars. One of them punched through the railing. Might be able to push it off with the truck and send it to the river below.”

      “Is there another way across?” I asked.

      “We got this,” Joel said confidently.

      Leaning into the car, I turned the key, expecting nothing to happen, and I was right. But the middle gear shifted into neutral. The interior smelled like wet rot. The back-end seat had flopped over in the crash and been smashed into the front seats. Something twitched in the depths. I had no desire to find out if it was an animal or a rotter.

      I got on the front, while Jake and Roger took the back. Joel covered for us as we moved the car. In its current condition, something had locked up, and the wheels didn’t want to turn. I shoved, they pulled, and soon even Joel tried to get involved.

      “Hey. Take a minute, man. You’re in no condition for this,” I told him.

      Anna got out of the truck and rushed over. She gave Joel a disapproving stare. He stepped back, shrugged, and went to guard our six.

      The four of us got in the car and pushed, pulled, shoved, hit it from the side, and at one point even attempted to lift. That’s when I realized it was probably the crushed front right tire that was holding things back. Scraping metal, grinding rubber on pavement, parts tinkled as they hit the deck. We groaned with effort as we got the little Honda loose.

      “The back’s exposed now. Think we can pull it back?” Joel asked.

      Roger nodded and turned toward our ride. “Be right back. There’s some rope in the trailer.”

      Good. Put it around Latimer’s throat.

      Joel’s head snapped around. He went rigid and slowly lifted his gun.

      The long trailer partially blocked the view of the woods. He stepped toward the side and then moved around it. Joel tried to move like his old self, but he was still pretty banged up. He visibly winced, but that damn Marine’s gun never wavered.

      I knew that look and stance too well.

      Zs.

      Roger burst out of the trailer with a length of rope in his hand and almost ran into Joel. He came to a stop and looked at him quizzically.

      Joel shook his head and then jerked it to the side in a clear go ahead. His “I got this” Marine look. He wasn’t going to handle it if dozens of them appeared. We needed to act fast.

      Roger rushed toward us, but I had already heard the sound. Something was moving in the bushes.

      Jake had Joel’s back. He picked up his AK-47 and moved to the other side of the trailer. “Clear,” he called.

      Roger tossed the rope toward me.

      I dropped to the ground and rolled under the car. There wasn’t anything to tie it to, so I got creative and looped it between the wheel and the wheel well. Catching the axle and pulling the rope taut, I tied it into a quick knot and prayed it would hold.

      “Movement. Lots of movement,” Joel called to us.

      “On it,” Anna said and went to assist.

      “Get the ghoul to help us out. Why else are we dragging his ass around with us?” I called back.

      Anna banged on the trailer’s wall. “Little help out here?”

      The rope came up short. I tugged more under the car and doubled over the knot. Roger had already moved to the truck’s front end and looped it between the metal scoop and the body. He ran the length under and then dropped to the deck and slithered underneath.

      The rope went taut as he yanked it his way, and called back to me, “Almost got it.”

      Elizabeth appeared in the trailer’s doorway and stepped down. Her head snapped to the rear of the trailer and watched Joel and Anna as they advanced on the wood line.

      I slithered out from under the car and went to assist Roger.

      Elizabeth carried her MP5 and a couple of extra magazines in her back pockets.

      “Get Latimer on this!” I yelled to her. “Keep them back.”

      She didn’t reply, just shook her head and went to help cover with Joel and Anna.

      “Hey. Did you hear me?” I said loudly to Elizabeth.

      “Yes. He is trying. Something is different here,” she said over her shoulder. Her brows were tightly pulled together.

      “Trying?” I muttered, then added louder, “Try harder!”

      Roger choked back a laugh.

      “Right?” I asked him.

      “That fucking guy,” he said under his breath.

      I pulled the rope and made sure the knots were strong. I wasn’t sure if it would hold. Only one way to find out.

      Moving to the cab, I jumped up and put the truck in reverse. This was going to get really tricky, really fast. Roger moved alongside the truck on the other side. I started the vehicle while he opened the other door and swung it wide.

      “You’re gonna want to cut to the right. That’ll turn the trailer. We can’t get it stuck,” Roger said.

      Looking in the side mirror I put the truck in reverse and backed up while following Roger’s advice. The Honda was wedged in between the toll booth and the wall.

      “You got this?” Roger asked me.

      “Yeah. What are you thinking about doing?”

      “I’ll scout out on the bridge. There are a few wrecks, but I don’t see any crawlers or ragers.”

      I shook my head. “I do not care for ragers. Why’d you bring them with you?” I asked with a slight smirk.

      He blew out a breath, “Pfft. I’d have been pleased as goddamn punch to leave them in Atlanta. Things are creepy as hell. Give me slow moving drooling zombies any day over them.”

      Behind me—gunfire. I knew it would only be a matter of time before we ran into this shit again.

      Joel must have made the determination that they couldn’t control the approaching Zs by bashing in heads. That meant we had minutes. Every Z in the vicinity, and hopefully there weren’t many, would be heading this way. More blasts. I was at an angle that made it impossible to see what they were shooting at.

      Focus on the current problem. I had an amazing Z killing team covering for us.

      The Honda budged. Barely, but it moved. I gently pressed the gas, and the car pulled away a few inches. Another pair of gunshots shattered the afternoon air.

      Roger turned and looked back. He’d made it almost a hundred feet up the bridge. He spun on his heel and ran back toward the truck.

      “What are you doing?” I mouthed when he was close enough to read my lips, and added an upward hand gesture in what I hoped was the universal sign of what the fuck?

      “Keep working,” he advised, as he raced to the back of the truck.

      Christy stuck her head in the rear window. “I’m gonna go help.”

      “Take Frosty,” I advised.

      “She’s about to rip my arm off,” Christy said and was visibly jerked away as Frosty tried to break free.

      “Turn loose the hounds,” I said.

      Christy let go and gave a hearty, “Go get em!”

      Frosty was away and god help any Zs that got in the way. A flash in the mirror drew my attention. The Z was faster than normal, but not for long. A gunshot dropped it like a brick.

      “Clear rear!” I yelled and tried again with the truck.

      I gently pressed on the gas pedal. The truck moved, and the rope went taut again. The only thing that didn’t budge was the damn stuck Honda. I gave it a little more gas with no effect, except my rising fear that the hastily tied knots were about to give way. Why couldn’t we have dug up a length of metal chain, some thick links, and possibly a welding machine? We’d have this bitch out of the way in no time.

      More gunfire urged me to figure this shit out.

      The issue was the angle. I needed to come at this from a different one. Right now, the truck was situated such that I was pulling the Honda against the wall, not away.

      I shoved the truck in drive and cut the wheel hard to the left and inched forward. Then back a little. A little more left.

      “We need to get out of here!” Joel yelled.

      “Fuck my life.” I groaned. If Joel was urging them to run, shit was getting out of control.

      With the truck coming in at a sharper angle, and the rope just about at the extent of its lifespan, yeah, I hear the humor. I put the truck in reverse, fully expecting it to snap as soon as I hit it. That’s how our luck typically held up.

      Bad situation, check.

      Zs on the attack, check.

      No clear way ahead, triple fucking check.

      I eased the gas pedal down and cranked the wheel hard to the left. The rope once again went taut. The car groaned, but I kept at it. Metal scraped on pavement and screamed as it was dragged across the concrete wall. The car’s front had ended up smashed into the tollbooth, and the angle helped provide leverage. If the rope slipped, I feared it would break.

      But the damn car finally broke free. The truck surged backward as the Honda came loose. I pulled it back and then away from the entrance. There was enough room to get through!

      I jumped out and pulled a knife, then rushed to the front of the truck and cut the rope. I dove back for the cab and found the hammer. The haft was cold, but it felt good in my hand.

       I followed the sound of gunfire and found out.

      The Zs were a bizarre mix of slow and fast. There were no shufflers, but Zs with red eyes raced about, trying to take down our team. Slower rotters made up the rear guard. Dozens and dozens of them. They were covered in dirt, water-soaked clothes, leaves, and pine branches. Gaping and disgusting mouths showing teeth ready to rend and tear.

      Joel, Jake, and Anna had formed a front guard while Roger and Christy were at the rear covering their six. A pair of Zs made straight for Anna. The dude on the left had blood-red eyes. He snarled and rushed her. She smoothly shot him in the face, and then went for the second one, but Jake popped the rotting woman in the cheek. The round must have bounced around in her brainpan because it exited the opposite side of her head. She dropped and stopped moving.

      Blood, guts, and zombie goo splattered the ground and still more of them came at us.

      “We’re in the clear. Let’s go!” I yelled and motioned for them to break for the vehicles.

      Anna’s head whipped around. She gave me a thumbs up, then turned and blew the head off yet another Z.

      Roger moved forward and put his hand on Jake’s shoulder. Jake looked at him and gave a small nod. He backed up a few feet while Roger covered him. The doctor joined them as they demonstrated a neat retreating rear guard move. Joel was a force unto himself. He fired, shifted the gun, fired again. Sometimes two rounds, but one more often did the trick. Wherever the Marine’s sights fell, a Z was going to hell.

      The entryway butted up against the curved road, but beyond that lay a parking lot for the trailhead. Few cars remained there, and a cursory look had revealed them to be empty with broken windows. So where in the hell had all these Zs come from?

      “Let’s go!” I reiterated with a shout.

      Frosty was in the mass of Zs. She loved to get in the middle of a group and cause havoc. Like a puppy with a bunch of brand-new toys. She taunted them with bites, dragged them down, and if a Z tried to get a hand on her, she was ready to rip them a new one.

      But she hadn’t been around the new red eyed variety, and neither had we. I was shocked by their movements. Jerky, almost spastic. They didn’t groan, they snarled. They didn’t moan, they cried out. Not voiceless, far from it, but their sounds weren’t even human. One of them started screaming. This shit again?!

      At least six freaks with blood-red eyes broke from the tree line and dodged around their buds. Joel went to work, but he had to stop firing to change mags.

      “More on the way. Let’s clear this area. Everyone on board!” Anna yelled as she fell back.

      “Didn’t I say just that?” I asked her.

      “Probably. We were a little busy.”

      Elizabeth had already reached the trailer and was heading toward the side door. Jake and Roger covered each other as they fell back.

      “On your right, pal,” I said to Joel as I went to back him up.

      “Why are you here? If the truck’s cleared, get moving. We’re right behind you,”

      “Frosty ain’t. Come on, dog!” I yelled for Frosty.

      “Frosty!” Christy added and snapped her fingers.

      Frosty seemed to be going back and forth between being confused at these new Zs and delighted to have a new variety to fuck with. She finally dashed between the legs of a red eyed Z, took a few bounds, and then turned to look back. Classic Frosty. Taunt, run, taunt, and throat rip.

      Only these guys weren’t like shufflers.

      “Get us going!” Joel yelled at me.

      “Not without you, pal,” I loudly countered.

      Frosty jumped up to snap a Zs nose off its rotting face. The rotter stopped in its tracks. Red eyes tracked Frosty, then reached out to grab her. She twisted out of his wasted hands, but he followed our dog and fell toward her.

      Frosty yelped as the Z grasped her around the waist and tried to bite her back. She kicked, twisted, and ripped the Zs head around.

      I was already on the move. The Z snarled and went in to try for another bite. Joel expertly dropped a Z to my left that had its eyes and teeth set on me.

      At Frosty’s side, I grabbed the snarling hell freak’s hair and pulled. Its head snapped up and red eyes met my decidedly white pair. There was no sign of the mindless drooling creepers we had been fighting for months. This thing was mad as fuck. The guy had lacerations, a missing ear, and hate in his heart. He was also heavily bearded, that stuff being filled with little twigs, dried blood, and what was probably dried flesh. His hiking clothing was thick and still mostly in one piece. Made it easy to grab a bunch of flannel shirt and pull the dude up.

      Frosty broke free. She yelped as she raced around my side.

      I hit the Z on the head hard enough to reset brain matter. It must have sloshed around and decided it was still doing okay despite the fact that I’m sure I cracked a bone. However, Frosty had jostled my arm as she’d broken free, and the blow hadn’t been full force.

      Still, that hammer should have set hiker bro to rights.

      His breath was a nightmare that a gallon of old school Grandpa Listerine wouldn’t fix.

      With his feet planted, the guy shot forward. His free working arm looped over and caught me across the temple. I suddenly saw stars and had the desire to back out of this wrestling match. Or crawl away.

      Frosty hadn’t abandoned me. She growled deep in her throat, grabbed the guy’s arm and pulled. It broke him away. Through the haze, I saw about a dozen fresh Zs on the way, and all their angry red eyes seemed to be locked on me.

      Joel shot my nemesis in the face. He was suddenly there and pulling me along.

      “Let’s go,” he urged me.

      “Creed, out.” I got a middle finger away before we raced back toward the truck.
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      As Joel rounded the trailer, his legs almost gave out. He planted himself against the side of the RV and lowered his head. One hand on his knee, he leaned forward and took a few deep breaths.

      “Gonna make it?” I yelled at him.

      He gave me a thumbs up.

      Days of being on the run, hounded, beaten, tossed in a shit-sandwich of misery, had all converged. I felt for him because I was in just as bad a shape. I rushed back and helped him into the truck.

      Jake appeared and covered for us. He then dashed toward me while digging in his pocket. He produced a handheld radio that was a little larger than a walkie talkie. It had a couple of dials and buttons.

      “Found these in the back. I tuned it to our channel. Just hit the button to talk.”

      “Thanks!” I said enthusiastically. “This will actually be a huge help.”

      “Roger said they have a pretty long range. Miles.”

      “Awesome.” I put the radio in my pocket.

      Jake slung his gun back to the front, moved toward the RV, and opened fire with a fresh magazine of 7.62 rounds. They hit like fucking baseballs thrown at about a thousand miles an hour. Holes appeared in flesh. Blood and Z goo expelled from exit wounds. He’d aimed low, and I wanted to say, “head shots, dude,” but he was smarter than I’d expected. The red-eyed howlers flopped across the ground as their lower appendages were suddenly useless.

      Anna was already on the driver’s side. She stood on the door frame and gestured madly for us. Roger jumped in the back of the truck, while Jake was last, and got in the trailer. He slammed the door shut and the lock audibly shot home.

      Roger appeared a moment later in the truck’s turret. He aimed at a pursuing Z and fired one shot. I didn’t look back and assumed the rotter had met its end. Again.

      I staggered to the truck. Christy helped Joel into the back. Frosty was already there. She danced back and forth like she was our cheerleader. She snarled again and looked like she was about to go back for a second round.

      “Hold her,” I told Christy.

      “I’m trying. She’s freaking out,” Christy said as she grabbed Frosty around the neck and found her collar.

      “That makes two of us,” I told Christy.

      “Three.” She nodded at Frosty.

      Joel leaned back and pointed toward the way we’d come. Roger’s feet were on the RV ladder rungs leading to the turret as he tracked targets. His gun boomed and ragers dropped.

      “Come on, if you’re coming!” Anna yelled into the back.

      I glanced back and blanched. Dozens of Zs were closing in. A pair of them latched onto the trailer and tried to scale the side, but they were having trouble finding purchase.

      Anna revved the engine in a clear “we’re moving” sound.

      “I’m coming up front,” I yelled and jumped out of the back.

      The door slammed behind me and locked shut.

      Racing to the passenger side of the truck, I slid into the seat, knocking Anna’s book onto the floor in the process. Gasping, trying to blink away the haze, I reached for the seat belt and missed as Anna lurched the truck forward. The Honda had been moved, but its ass butted out. She angled the truck and then spun the wheel to the left as she gunned it. The force struck the back of the little car and shoved it the rest of the way out of our path.

      Anna straightened the wheel as she eased the truck ahead.

      “It’s gonna be a tight fit,” I said.

      “That’s what she said,” Anna muttered.

      I didn’t have time for an LOL. My mouth was too wide open as she expertly threaded the needle and drew us and the trailer through the former toll booth. In the side mirror, I tracked the Zs who were on our tail. Roger hit one in the chest and knocked it off his feet. The Z flopped over, and then tried to get back up, but the round must have struck the Z in the spinal column. All it could do was flail around and scream.

      I had feared the trailer might not make the narrow passage, but we didn’t get stuck, and Anna guided us across the toll area and onto the grated bridge.

      Below us, on either side, the river appeared. It was gray, and waves violently lapped at the shore. The bridge extended across the water and I’m sure would have provided a gorgeous view if the clouds hadn’t just rolled back in. To the right, a number of piers broke the waterfront. Two had half sunken boats. The others were empty.

      The tire noise changed to a low whir as we crossed onto the grated section of bridge beneath us. They had pushed a couple of cars to one side, but so far, the bridge provided no obstacles. Anna slowed when we were clear of the Zs. I kept checking in the side mirror, but the creepers were far behind us. I was surprised more of them weren’t on our ass. Or we were simply outpacing them, and they were going to show up an hour later.

      Hopefully, we’d be well and truly away from this damn state.

      I sat back and closed my eyes for a few glorious seconds. It felt like I was about to fall asleep and start drooling all over myself in this unforgiving seat.

      “Damn. I need rest.”

      “Soon. I’m sure we’ll find a place to rest,” Anna said and patted my hand, and then added, “Another fine mess we’ve gotten ourselves into.”

      “What are the chances the rest of the way over the bridge will be a cakewalk?”

      “Are you trying to jinx us?”

      “No. I just know how our average day plays out.”

      “Oh, ye of little faith.”

      Faith in the inexplicable frequently got me deep in a world of shit. That’s exactly what happened a minute later.

      The way had seemed clear, but as we drove across the bridge, a mass rose before us. Dark gray, so it almost blended in with the water, bridge, and stupid dark weather.

      The truck looked like it was used to deliver produce and had probably been refrigerated. How it had hoped to pass under the overpass on our side was a mystery because it looked too tall. At least at first glance. Since it was on its side, the damn thing was just a big, ugly barricade.

      “Huh,” I muttered as I brought the truck to a slow stop.

      “I see it.” Joel leaned in and said, “Looks too big to move. Worth a try, though.”

      What other idea did we possibly have?

      “Uh. Hey, guys. So, if you’ll be so kind as to keep going, we won’t be attacked by the furious mob of dead who are right behind us.” Jake’s voice came over the radio.

      Anna opened the door and stood on the running board. She grabbed hold of the cab and swung around to look back the way we had come.

      “Joel, we might have a problem,” I raised my voice so he could hear me since he had gone back up top.

      “Take it slow,” Joel yelled back. “I’m standing up here.”

      “Grab hold of something!” I yelled back.

      The top of the truck had a few handholds. He could lock his foot under one for extra support. Joel knew what he was doing. I did not. What I knew was there was an obstacle, and it had to be moved.

      The bridge was wide enough for two lanes of traffic, but as I looked around, I became all too aware of how precarious the world looked from up here. Visions of shifting large trucks around kicked in a dose of vertigo. If we went down into the water, we would not survive. It was too high up.

      Anna hopped out to look ahead and said, “Take over.”

      I slid into the driver’s seat while she scouted ahead. She rushed back, shaking her head, and got in the passenger seat.

      “Can we get through?” I asked her.

      “It’s gonna be tight. It doesn’t appear to be wedged against anything. Damn thing might slide out of the way with enough pressure.”

      She rolled down the window, turned, and extended her .357 pistol.

      I gulped down my roiling belly and eased the truck forward.

      The delivery truck obstacle sat across the bridge, with the cab hanging over the edge. It had broken through the metal railing and bent them back. Now rusting, they were going to be a problem when I got to the vehicle. I wanted to push it aside to make way, but I was unsure if it was stuck on the bridge struts.

      The scoop touched the truck's belly. I gave it a little more gas. With a groan of metal on iron grates, the vehicle shifted forward, then hung up. I backed up a little and turned the wheel toward the edge of the bridge. Pushing again, the truck shifted a little more before I was revving the engine and we were no longer moving.

      “Shit!”

      Putting the truck in reverse, I pulled away and prepared to try again.

      Gunshots sounded from the rear. I glanced back, but most of the bridge was obscured by the trailer.

      I picked up the radio and called back to Jake, “How many are back there?”

      “I guess ten or twelve. Maybe more.” He paused for a few seconds before coming back. “Uh. Yeah. More on the way. How long until we’re clear?”

      “Soon,” I said, “I hope.”

      “We’ll start raising hell back here,” Jake replied. “Roger’s going up top to help Joel.”

      “Roger on top of Joel. Roger that.”

      Anna’s look was borderline disapproving, and barely contained a knowing smirk.

      “You keep trying. I’ll back those guys up,” she said and jumped down from the truck and slammed the door closed.

      “Be careful,” I called after her.

      She waved back and then was on her way toward the back of the trailer.

      The truck nudged forward. I pushed, and the other vehicle scraped across the grates again. I gave the truck more gas and moved it on another foot.

      Leaning out the open window, I yelled, “Hey! I need to back up. Get clear.”

      Shouts of acknowledgement came back.

      This time, I angled the truck so I could push toward the center. It had worked with the last damn stuck vehicle. After backing up about a dozen yards, I turned the wheel hard to the right and attacked the delivery truck from the middle. It moved this time. I had hoped the front being hung up on the broken railing would work to hold the front in place while I pivoted it out of our way. The engine groaned and wheels slipped.

      Behind me, the gunshots rose and became more frequent. They were giving the Zs hell back there. In the passenger side rear mirror, I caught a glimpse of Anna lining up a shot and blowing a Z off its feet.

      The red eyed prick had been running. Running!

      I spun my attention back to the task at hand. No sense getting too worked up about what was behind when I had a huge truck to move. Christ, this thing was big.

      The tires spun again as they ground for purchase while simultaneously hoping the ass end of the truck didn’t get hung up on the railing on my side of the bridge. It lurched, and the huge bridge shook. I paused and looked back and forth between the rear of the truck and the not so clear path ahead. Shaken, but determined, I hit the gas yet again.

      Some luck at last! The other truck moved again, and this time I was able to keep going. Easing forward, I shoved until the other vehicle’s ass end was almost parallel with me.

      “Backing up again!” I yelled.

      “We’re clear,” Joel’s voice came back, punctuated by a pair of high velocity rounds.

      The gunshots echoed up and down the little valley. We were about to become very popular unless we got the hell out of here soon.

      One more push and I had the truck shoved as far as it would go. Using our vehicle as a bulldozer probably wasn’t in the truck’s manual.

      I gave it another strong push just in case, then backed up once more and judged we could get through. The effort had smashed the truck’s top against the railing. It had burst along the seams and the top had torn away like a big can of aluminum ripped apart.

      I slowly advanced and sure enough, we were in the clear. The tipped over truck hadn’t taken kindly to all the pushing and shoving. I sat up higher and drove at a snail’s pace. As soon as the truck was around the overturned truck, I yelled outside, “We’re out of here. All aboard!”

      I slowed and brought our truck to a halt and looked to my left to examine the obstacle now that it was out of the way. Huge hunks had been rent into the underbelly. In the rear-view mirror, Anna and Joel raced back toward the truck.

      Frosty stood in the back and looked at me.

      “What?” I asked the dog.

      “She’s acting weird,” Christy said.

      I nodded. “Yeah. She wants some Zs to add to her kill list. I feel ya, Frosty.”

      Christy shook her head and lowered her voice. “I don’t know. She’s worried about the way we’re going, not the way we’re coming from.”

      I spun in the seat and squinted. Our path ahead was similarly empty of threats unless they were coming up the opposite riverbank, or out of the woods. Even if a hundred of the dead bastards gathered in the street and put up a protest, we’d still be able to push through them.

      She grabbed Frosty, and this time doubled up her leash so the dog wouldn’t be able to pull free. Frosty offered Joel a rapid tail wag as he rushed back and crawled into the back of the truck. He paused for a quick head rub before heading up top to cover for us from the turret.

      The others were already in the trailer. As Anna slid in the passenger side door, breathless, and already reloading her hand cannon, I gave the truck some gas to get us the hell out of here.

       We had this one sweet-ass ride, and I wasn’t about to do anything stupid.

      Yet.

      “Careful,” Joel smacked the roof.

      “I see it,” I said and wondered what he was talking about.

      “Behind. You can’t see it. Cut to the right a little and then hard left. Need to clear the truck. The trailer’s ass end might not…”

      I was already through. What was Joel even talking about?

      It was only when we were almost clear that the truck ground to a halt. There was some drag and at the sound of metal scraping on metal, I brought us to a quick halt.

      “I told you!” Joel added insult to injury.

      In the rear-view mirror, I found the problem. I observed in the rear-view mirror that the back of the trailer was caught on a jagged chunk of truck and held tight. I could probably rip us free, but it might tear the trailer off the jack.

      Putting the truck in reverse, I eased back, but the trailer front turned toward the right side of the bridge.

      I grabbed the radio and called Jake. “We’re stuck. Can you guys see how bad it is?”

      “All hands on deck!” Joel yelled.

      I looked back and found out why. The mass of remaining Zs, both normal slow fucks and red eyed ragers were approaching. I tried backing up and driving forward again, and again it didn’t work.

      Jake and Roger raced out of the trailer to the other side to check out what was hanging us up. I got out as well but grabbed my hammer from beside my seat.

      The .44 Ruger Redhawk rode my thigh in its holster. I had a pocket full of rounds and at least two full reloads lining my belt.

      Rushing back, I reached the rear of the trailer and immediately saw what the problem was. I’d had to repeatedly beat the shit out of the delivery truck to move the damn thing. The trailer’s rear contained a metal grate that could drop down, and it had the spare tire attached. It was supported by a long bar and that was now hooked on a hunk of metal that protruded from the back.

      Staring in disbelief, I nearly missed the Z. This fucking guy was rotted to the bone. He probably had worn a shirt and jacket, and at least some of that remained on his upper torso. However, it was melded together along with pus and dried blood. He must have been living in the damn woods.

      He was slow, drooling, and only one eye moved, the other appeared to have been knocked out, or a bird had made a treat out of the oozing Z truffle.

      “Creed,” Jake said as he joined me.

      I nodded, picked up the hammer, and advanced.

      “What do you guys think?” I asked Jake and Roger as they rushed over to look at the back of the trailer.

      Roger removed his ball cap and swore. He leaned over and pressed on the metal bar. Jake joined him and they pushed down, but it wasn’t moving.

      I crushed the Z with one big swing. His head came apart and rotted brains splattered the grate. Chunks slipped between the metal and fell into the water below.

      There wasn’t much time left. That guy had been a motivated outlier. The others were on the way and some of them were running.

      “Guys. I have an idea, but it’s going to take all of us.” I yelled, “Anna. Can you take the wheel again?”

      “What am I, Jesus?” she asked.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Sure. Just get ready,” I said as the others raced toward me. They weren’t the only ones. The Zs at the end of the bridge were also on the way.

      I hopped on the back of the trailer and jumped and came down heavily on the bar. The trailer barely budged. I’d need more than one person up here. If we could get the trailer to drop a few inches we could get free.

      “Uh. Creed?” Anna yelled back.

      I spun and my mouth dropped open. From the other side of the truck came the gnarliest, rottingest, grossest Zs I’d seen in a long, long time. They dripped… putrid. I don’t know what else to call it. One of them crawled on top of the overturned cab and I got a look at a pair of green eyes, although they were faded.

      “Latimer. Make yourself fucking useful!” I bellowed.

      The other Zs shambled around the truck and set their eye sockets on us. It was then that I realized what had happened. These guys must have been stuck in the delivery truck. All that pushing and ripping had torn it open. For some stupid reason, a bunch of Zs had been locked in there. Maybe they’d been on their way for medical treatments, or study, or just because they sucked.

      Whatever the reason, they were here, and they wanted to exact revenge on the living. Okay, that’s a little melodramatic. With one hand on the back of the truck to steady myself, I had to jump down. I had no idea how many of us it would require trying this stupid plan.

      The skeletal shuffler’s dull green eyes locked on me as it and quickly closed the space between us.

      I jumped down from the back of the trailer.

      Swung just as the shuffler would have landed on me.

      Contact!

      That fucker’s head exploded. I didn’t get the satisfaction of a laugh because I was promptly covered in twice-dead shuffler gore. It stank, too. Like someone had taken rotten meat, mixed it with balut, and dumped it on top of a pile of dog shit. Oh. What’s balut you ask? Just pickled and fully formed chicken embryos in the shells. It was all I could do to not toss my last meal all over the bridge.

      “Shuffler down.” I panted and gestured for Jake and Roger to join me. “Up top. We gotta rock this bitch, so she breaks free. We’ll jump up and down while Anna pulls.”

      Roger appraised the situation with a glance. “What if this doesn’t work? We should get out the saw. There’s one in the back that will cut through metal.”

      “We don’t have time.” I pointed at the new threats coming from the front, as well as the rapidly advancing Zs from both sides of our vehicle.

      Joel went to work. He leaped from the back of the truck to the top of the trailer. He must have had a clear view from both sides because he went to work with the gun.

      “Keep your head down!” Joel yelled at us.

      “Joel!” I yelled back. “We have to get free. We need to get on the back of the trailer. Don’t shoot us!”

      “Roger that.”

      I crawled up and pointedly ignored Roger’s idea to waste time busting out a saw. We had seconds, not minutes.

      Another shuffler appeared around the side of the truck and this guy was even gnarlier than the first. He was emaciated to the point of looking like a holocaust survivor. Like he was melting in place. His appendage dripped what I can only describe as pink phlegm. His eyes were a dull green, but they still held nothing but malevolence. I was already on the back of the trailer with Jake coming up beside me. Roger loudly sighed before saying, “Fuck it,” under his breath. He got up there with us and held on.

      Mr. Phlegm Dripper set his green eyes on my ass and advanced. He got on all fours and did the freaky shuffler walk. I wanted to get down and help him to hell. One big bash and he’d be done for.

      Anna leaned out of the cab and shot a Z. The bullet ripped through the remains of his neck and sent his head flopping to the side. He took one more step before his brain gave up the ghost. He dropped to the ground and didn’t move again.

      “On three,” I said and quickly counted down. We jumped, and upon landing, the back of the trailer sank.

      “It’s not gonna work!” Jake exclaimed.

      “It’s gonna work!”

      The shuffler didn’t want it to work. He wanted something else entirely.

      “What the fuck is up with Latimer? Can’t he help us?” I breathlessly asked.

      “I got him,” Joel called as he leaned over the side.

      Just as he fired, the creeper jolted to the side like he was a jumping tick. His hands grabbed the side of the trailer and he pulled himself along the top.

      “Anna! Get ready,” I yelled.

      She stuck her hand out the window and gave me the thumbs up.

      “One,” I called loud enough for everyone to hear us.

      The shuffler dropped from the trailer and slid under it as Joel came aimed at him.

      “Two!”

      Where the fuck had Mr. Phlegm Dripper gone?

      “Three!” I yelled for more than one reason. The shuffler had scooted under the trailer. His puss covered hand shot out and grabbed my ankle.

      Trying to kick it away, I slipped. I’d been grasping the trailer’s roof with the same hand that held my hammer. My poor grip led to me being ripped free. I fell, slammed into the ground, and saw stars. Then the fucking green eyed freak advanced on me.

      Christ! Why hadn’t I asked Dr. Breeze to administer that vaccine yet? I had no fucking desire to feel his teeth rip into my flesh and then turn into one of them.

      My foot lashed out, but the shuffler was ahead of me. He crawled across my lower half, pinning my legs against each other. Going for my gun, he leaned over to bite at my hand.

      Jake, hanging by both hands, slid to the trailer’s end and kicked the shuffler in the head. It rocked him and allowed me a chance to grab the hammer. His hands were lighting fast and grabbed my wrist. Mr. Phlegm Dripper was a lot stronger than he looked.

      “…You. You shall. Die…” His voice was one of exertion.

      He pulled my wrist toward his mouth. I grabbed his head and pulled back, but he whipped his slime and blood froth covered face and went for my hands again. Son of a…!

      The shuffler suddenly went still. Then his head shot up. With eyes opened wide, Mr. Phlegm Dripper bolted upright.

      It was all the time I needed. I reared the hammer back, and absolutely annihilated his head. Suddenly, I had a dead shuffler sprawled across my body.

      “That’s right, bitch. I’m Thor!”

      Getting to my feet, I looked up and locked eyes with Latimer in the rear window. So that’s why the shuffler had gone stiff in my arms. Dammit, I needed to save my ‘that’s what she said’ jokes for Anna.

      Latimer inclined his head slightly and then disappeared.

      We ain’t square, asshole.

      Spinning around, I found the next problem.

      The red-eyed ragers had nearly made it to us. One of them loped like a cursed dog as he made for us.

      On my belly, I aimed and pulled the trigger. The rager had been less than fifteen feet away when I snuffed out his red-eyed flame. There were more behind them.

      “Now!” Joel yelled.

      Above me, Roger and Jake were back on the back of the trailer. Joel had joined them. They jumped and slammed down. The trailer’s ass sank. Anna was on the damn money. She surged the truck ahead and ripped it free.

      “We’re in business!” I yelled.

      Snagging my hammer from the ground, I spun and raced for the truck. A rotting Z that reeked of death got in my way, so I smashed him to the side. Anna shot another Z, tossing the rotter on her back. Joel moved across the top of the trailer, his footsteps light as he practically danced across the surface. He leaped onto the truck just as Anna pushed the gas down for real. The trailer shuddered as it lurched forward.

      Christy opened the back door as I ran.

      Behind us the red eyed ragers had arrived.

      The span of the bridge and our nearness to the end had provided us with plenty of distance from the fast Zs. Not that they were able to exactly race, being half rotted and all, but here they were, dashing, loping, trying to reach us. Hands stretched outward. One of them tripped and fell on her face. She skittered across the grate, leaving skin behind in one hell of a road rash accident.It reminded me that I never wanted to run into a horde of those things.
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        * * *

      

      Anna probably had her foot to the floor as she rode the gas pedal for all she was worth, but it was no easy feat to get the beast and the trailer up to speed.

      I raced alongside the trailer. “Come on!” Christy yelled at me.

      “I’m trying!”

      The back door banged against the truck’s rear as I strove for the little entryway. I caught Anna’s eyes in the side mirror. She motioned for me to hurry up. What was wrong with these people?

      The ragers had reached the trailer and now they went into a frenzied state, like they realized we were about to get away.

      Anna slowed the truck, and I was finally able to reach the trailer’s front, but she slowed too quickly, and Christy was forced to get out of the way as the rear door slammed shut.

      I put on an extra burst of speed and reached the driver's side door. Anna opened it and then crossed to the passenger side. I pulled myself in and put my foot against the gas and let her rip, such that the truck was able to rip.

      “Thanks,” I said between gasps for air.

      “Just say you hate my driving,” Anna stone cold replied.

      I sucked in a few breaths and looked at her. “I didn’t say…”

      Her big grin let me in on the joke.

      “Haha.”

      She smacked my shoulder. “Eyes on the road, Creed.”

      “You got it, boss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OF SLEEP AND SHOTS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Location: Washougal, WA

      

      

      

      In the excitement, I’d almost missed the big green sign. Then I wished I hadn’t.

      
        
        WELCOME TO WASHINGTON

      

      

      Someone had mounted a pair of human heads on spikes over on top of the ‘welcome’ sign. Blood had run and created maroon lines, but it wasn’t enough to cover up the hand scrawled message below.

      
        
        GO BACK

      

      

      “Jesus. How bad can it be here?” I still hadn’t caught my breath, but I was sure as hell glad to be in the driver’s seat and not on the ground.

      Looking out the side window, the Zs still pursued, but they were fading behind us. Joel had already slithered back into the truck so he could grab some fresh magazines. I glanced in the back and found him sitting in a seat while stripping and cleaning over his rifle. I said nothing. The guy needed to catch his breath, at the very least.

      “I wish we could go back to the island,” I said and shot the sign with the middle finger. “We were barely settled. Look at us now,” I griped.

      Hayden Island had been a break from Z reality. We’d had rooms. Water. Food. I’d slept for over eight hours one night, and I don’t think I had slept that long in weeks. I was lucky to get four hours before going on watch. Just like the fucking Navy, except here, going on watch was life and death. Not cigarette and coffee time in a hot as hell engine room.

      “We’re alive and apparently working on saving the world.” Anna looked over.

      “Yeah. What’s the worst that can happen?”

      “Now we’re screwed,” Christy said from the back. “You cursed it.”

      “Come on,” I mock protested.

      “Nope. Cursed,” Christy replied.

      “Is Frosty okay?” I asked her.

      Christy nodded. “No bites or scratches. I think she’s just mad.”

      Frosty wasn’t one to sit around and let the humans do all the Z killing. She hated the things with a passion.

      “Who do you think put those heads on the Welcome to Washington sign? Are there some Mad Max type hostiles waiting on the other side of the bridge to rob us?” I prayed there were none. If I got in one more fight today, they were going to have to find a big stick and tape me to it so I could stand up.

      “I hope not, but if there are, we have a lot of guns,” Anna said sagely.

      Reaching the end of the bridge, we found a pair of cars had been placed in the way. The vehicle on the left was an old station wagon with some metal plates welded over the facing windows. The other was a small SUV that’d been shot to hell.

      I slowed as I considered the barricade.

      “Push one of them out of the way,” Anna suggested.

      I stopped a few feet away and considered the situation.

      In the back, Joel went up in the turret to scope out the situation. He dropped down less than a minute later and said, “No threats. Just go through it.”

      “We’re stopped again. What’s going on up there?” Jake came across the radio loud and clear.

      “Little obstacle. I’m going to test it. Hang tight back there,” I replied.

      “Roger that.”

      The other car was no match for the truck. I hit it from the front and pushed it across the road. Once it was in the ditch, I waited. No mutants descended on us. Nobody shot at the truck. A mass of Zs didn’t suddenly appear.

      “That seemed too…”

      “Don’t curse us, Creed.”

      “We’re already cursed. We just don’t know it, yet.”

      “Shit. I know it,” Joel leaned in and said.

      I snorted.

      Beyond the car, a sign informed us that we could go west on 14 to North Bonneville/Vancouver, or east to Stevenson/Kennewick.

      “Go left, and don’t stop for a while,” Anna said.

      “You got it,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      One thing about the transition from Oregon to Washington. Not much changed regarding the scenery. Trees, a lot of them, rose along either side of the two-lane road. Douglas-firs, evergreens, and cedar. With the approach of spring, the foliage was turning a decided shade of green, and I was here for it. After the shit weather of the last month, I welcomed something that could be called warm.

      Another wrecked car sat on the side of the road as we passed. It had been covered in metal plates like the station wagon. A body—not much more than a skeleton—was sticking out of the rear window where a plate had been knocked loose.

      I pointed it out. “My guess? They were defending and got overrun. Probably against the Zs across the river. Notice they gave up following us. Maybe they know better.”

      “Happened a while back. Months.” Anna added to my guess work. “Glad we missed it.”

       Beyond the guardrails on the right, a small lake was the same color as the river we had just crossed. A road, or cut off, lay off to the side, and I imagined it used to be a popular fishing spot.

      “Are you sure we’re going the right way? Seems like we’re running parallel to the roads we just left.”

      “Creed. I have spent a lot of time looking through the maps. This’ll take us past some touristy type stops, including gas stations. Rest areas. Places like that. It will also lead us close to the main highway, I-5, that leads to Seattle. If that’s blocked, there are dozens of side roads we can take. We’ll get there.”

      “Okay. You got me there.” I sat back and took in the scenery.

      “It’s getting dark. We’ll need to stop soon and rest.”

      “I say we start hitting side roads. We can scout ahead and find somewhere nice and quiet. Feels like we’re up in the mountains here. Maybe most of the people are gone or moved on to other places.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Anna said.

      I picked up the radio and called back to the RV crew. “I want to try to put some miles on this thing before we stop for the night.”

      “Good plan. Keep an eye out for an Arby’s,” Jake suggested.

      “I doubt they have the kind of meat sandwiches you’re looking for.”

      “Oh snap. That’s funny. And gross. Not necessarily in that order.”

      “Stick around. I’m full of bad jokes,” I said.

      “And other stuff,” Anna interjected.”

      “Shush, you.”
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        * * *

      

      After an hour of poking around various side roads, we found a home tucked away down a dirt road. Jake and I scouted the location. Anna and Joel covered our six, while Roger got in the truck and got on top to provide overwatch. Joel wasn’t in any condition to provide it, normally his favorite position: a bird’s-eye view of any approaching enemy so he could start popping off rounds. Latimer was a no-show, and that was fine by me. If he wanted to hide in a corner of the RV and leave the rest of us alone, I was just fine with that.

      It took me a few tries, but I got the trailer backed in next to a two-story home and under an overhang. I killed the engine and let everyone know I expected five-stars on Uber.

      “You deserve it. And a big tip while we’re at it,” Anna said.

      “Just the tip? Oh, never mind.” I shut my dirty mind off, for a change. Frankly, I was too damn tired to do much more than groan when I stepped out of the truck.

      Jake and Roger had reported that the house was empty. There was a pair of bodies in one bedroom, making that one off-limits. There were two other bedrooms and a hideaway bed in the living room.

      All I needed was a night of sleep and I’d be ready.

      That would be the  ticket.

      Anna and I made it to one of the bedrooms. The bed had a white and blue striped comforter on top. The pillows were puffy, and the bed was made. Looking over the vanity, I found it was covered in bottles of expired medications for a variety of ailments. Those would go in our stash tomorrow. Never knew when you would need something for arthritis or gas.

      On the dresser were perfumes, creams, and a hand-sized ivory inlaid jewelry box. Floral pink and baby blue wallpaper made this a comforting spot. I imagined an older family living here, grandma with her aches and pains. Grandpa with a little dementia creeping in.

       

       

      Digging around in the bathroom turned up a box of wet wipes. I set about stripping off my gnarly clothes and wiping down every inch of my body. It wasn’t a shower, but it felt good to be free of Z goo. Most of the clothes in the bedroom were too small for me, but I found a large yellow robe that was folded up under the sink.

      When I came out of the bathroom, Anna took one look at me and burst out laughing.

      “What? It fits. I couldn’t even think about putting those old clothes on. They need to be fed into a fire.”

      She smiled brightly. “It’s a good look. Really brings out your eyes.”

      Anna dusted off the bedspread while I continued to nose around the room, looking in drawers and the small closet. A yellowing oak dresser in dire need of a new stain job was against one wall. The top drawer was open. It contained grandma drawers and other clothes that held no interest for me. I shoved them aside, looking for anything useful, like an extra weapon. We were stacked in that department, but it never hurt to find grannie’s .38 snub nose and a few dozen rounds.

      The rest of the drawers were unremarkable. More clothes, but in the last drawer I found something interesting. I held up the bottle. “Babe. Check it out.”

      It was a pint of unopened vodka in a plastic bottle. Not a name brand, just the kind of thing you’d find on the bottom shelf. Guaranteed to do the job and cause a horrendous headache the next day.

      “Oh boy,” Anna said.

      I cracked the lid and sniffed, then I sipped, then I gagged. “Oh, that’s terrible in all the best ways.”

      She put her hands on her hips as she crossed the room to me.

      “Here,” I said after taking another pull. It burned like someone set a pissed-off mule on fire. Kicked like one, too.

      “Grannie’s the best.” I nodded to myself.

      Anna took a shot and then handed it back with an audible, “Gah!”

      Another big drink and I suddenly didn’t want to be on my feet anymore. My eyes nearly dropped closed, and the room swam.

      “I don’t even care what condition that bed is in,” I said as I dropped the robe and slid into the bed.

      The sheets were soft enough. Done up in flowers, and there was the unmistakable scent of mothballs. I didn’t give a shit. This was a bed. It looked warm. I was exhausted.

      “I’ll join you in a minute,” Anna said and went to the bathroom.

      “Wake me up for a watch in case I fall asleep before you get in bed,” I said, pulled up the covers, and promptly passed the fuck out.
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        * * *

      

      I might have dreamed. There was a lassitude that set in and didn’t want to leave. The sun might have woken me, or maybe Anna. My eyes found dull light, so I rolled over and closed my eyes. Anna rolled close to me and put her hand around my waist. She was warm and snuggled up to my back. I could die a happy man. I must have fallen asleep again.

      The next thing I knew, I was smelling a most wondrous scent. Was I dreaming?

      Nope. Sitting next to me in bed was Anna. She wore light green sweatpants and one of the sweaters we’d dug out of the box at a secondhand store. She sipped from a steaming cup.

      “Is that what I think it is?” I asked her.

      “Probably.”

      She took another sip.

      “Can I try?”

      She nodded beyond me to the nightstand. I rolled over and discovered a coffee cup with the phrase ‘World’s Best Grandpa’ on the side. Inside sat a murky liquid. The last time I’d had coffee was from grainy instant powder mixed in a water bottle.

      I sat up, lifted the cup, and drank, then I nearly choked.

      “It’s all they had,” Anna said. Huge grin on display.

      “Tastes like caramel and bad decisions.”

      “It’s flavored Joe, or no Joe. Take your pick.”

      “I’ll take it. It’s strong enough.”

      “I made it just for you.”

      “You really do know the fastest way to a man’s heart, don’t ya?”

      She leaned forward and pointed her index and middle finger at my chest. “Yep. Straight through the rib cage.”

      I sputtered laughter around the terrible coffee.
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        * * *

      

      We reconvened in the living room. Much like our bedroom, the older couple’s main space was filled with mementos of decades past. A well-worn rocking chair sat in one corner. Next to it rose a solid wood entertainment center. Shelves covered in DVDs, and VHS movies, most from the 80s and 90s, sat in irregular lines over a flat screen Samsung television. The walls on either side were adorned with family photos of the couple as well as their children and grandchildren in various locales. The furniture was well-loved, with colorful crocheted blankets on the back and plush cushions and blankets for comfort.

      On the coffee table sat a photo album filled with snapshots of their grandchildren's milestones, from first steps to graduations. A coffee-table book about The Rolling Stones lay next to the album. I flipped to the front page. The binding was stiff and crackled. It was probably a gift from one of their children. I imagined them putting it out before a family visit. Or maybe they had purchased it and sat around, smoking pot, reminiscing about the old days.

      Joel sat on the couch and looked refreshed, but still bore weariness around his eyes. Doc was checking his bandages as well as deeper lacerations she’d dressed the day before. Then she asked in her stern British school teacher voice if we’d been taking our antibiotics as ‘prescribed’.

      I sat in the rocking chair and looked over their collection of Tom Hanks and Billy Crystal movies. A couple of classic Nicolas Cage action flicks were interspersed, as well as Clint Eastwood. “Go ahead. Make my day, and turn on.” I scowled at the television.

      No one laughed.

      “Hey. How come no one woke me up for watch?” I said.

      Anna breezed down the stairs and said, “You needed the rest. We let you and Joel sleep in. It was all quiet on the old people’s front.”

      “Latimer added his help. He doesn’t sleep like a normal person. He was busy roaming the area, making sure we were safe,” Elizabeth said.

      “Isn’t that special? Did he pick up any Z chicks while he was out and about?”

      Elizabeth gave me a flat look.

      Jake wandered into the room. He was dressed in fresh jeans, and the thick flannel shirt he’d found at the same secondhand store Anna and I had acquired our latest spring fashion line. Soon, I’d go upstairs and see if Gramps had any cool duds. Maybe a nice golf shirt and matching shorts or khakis. I should be so lucky. I didn’t know the first damn thing about golf.

      “Is there any more of this?” I held up my cup.

      “The instant’s in the kitchen. Heated water’s in the thermos,” Anna said and pointed toward the back of the room. The open entryway right wall was decorated with collector spoons.

      “We found some expired granola bars in the pantry. They taste fine,” Anna told me.

      “Is it my birthday?” I whispered in awe.

      Christy poked her head in from the kitchen. “When is your birthday?”

      “It’s in the month of nonya.”

      Christy’s quizzical look echoed her question, “What? When? That makes no sense.”

      “Nonya,” I enunciated. “Nonya business.”

      “You’re a boob,” she countered.

      “Takes one to know one.”

      She laughed and then disappeared back into the kitchen. Christy cooed for Frosty before I heard the unmistakable noise of a bag opening and dry kibble hitting a bowl.

      “What’s Frosty having for breakfast?” I called to Christy.

      “They had some fancy brand. Frosty likes it.”

      “That dog will eat just about anything.” Joel sat forward and rubbed his ribs.

      Elizabeth touched his hand and said, “Don’t mess with that. It took considerable effort to bind your chest.”

      “Hurts, you know. Like I got kicked in the chest.”

      Elizabeth stared at Joel like he was twelve years old. “Yes. I seem to remember you being tossed around. How you are able to sit up is a mystery.”

      “He’s tougher than he looks. If you got any crayons, he’ll gobble them up. S’like giving a Marine a health potion,” I said.

      “I’ll settle for some mild painkillers,” Joel said.

      Elizabeth smiled. “That is the first smart thing you have said today. I will be right back.”

      She left the room and headed to the front of the house, probably to get some meds out of the truck. She came back a moment later and looked around the room. “The door is locked.”

      “I got it,” I said and rose to my feet.

      Joel side-eyed me. He didn’t even have to say it. We might be allies with these people for now, but I still didn’t trust them. They could have taken the keys and left in the night, and I had been so tired I would have slept through an army of dead banging down the door.

      I was all for learning to trust our new friends, but they were going to have to earn it after the little incident in Portland. They had gone to get the truck while Joel and I had beaten back a Z mad rush. I was sure they would have left us there, but I’d had the keys then, and I had them now.

      “You know, this distrust is getting on my nerves. Have we not earned a modicum of respect?”

      I pointedly ignored her question and walked to the front door. Stepping outside, I paused and looked around. We had arrived just after dusk, and in the daylight it was no less spooky. Trees rose deeply on either side. A path cut toward a small creek, but for the most part the undergrowth was impenetrable unless you were wearing good hiking boots and a thick jacket.

      The morning air was crisp and smelled of pine and moisture. Fresh dirt and the aftertaste of burned coffee clung to the back of my throat. Pausing on the doorstep, I held a hand up for Elizabeth to stop.

      “What?” she whispered.

      “First rule of Joel Kelly Marine training. Listen, if you can’t see shit.”

      “All I hear is your voice.”

      “Don’t you mean my dulcet tones?” I asked in a mock British accent.

      “There is no reason to be rude,” she said as she brushed past me.

      “Sorry,” I said, and sort of meant it. “You get riled up easy, that's all.”

      She marched toward the back of the truck.

      I glanced at the trailer and wondered if that green eyed freak was in there watching us. Maybe he was communing with the local Zs. Probably checking on the weather and local human supply.

      “He’s not there.” Elizabeth must have followed my dark look.

      I shrugged like it mattered little to me. “Cool.”

      “As I said before, he is no threat to us,” Elizabeth said.

      I unlocked the back of the truck and waited while she crawled inside and opened up the chest of medical supplies.

      “Got anything stronger than Tylenol in there? Maybe a few Oxy will make me feel better about life, and Latimer,” I said with a smirk.

      “OxyContin? Are you mad?”

      “I was kidding,” I said, and muttered, “mostly. I’d trade you for some vodka.”

      She didn’t have to roll her eyes or look at me “crossly”, as she would probably have written in her memoir. Her entire demeanor was a mix of impatient and being cross on an hourly basis.

      “Elizabeth,” a gravelly voice spoke from the woods.

      I spun, reached for my sidearm, and realized I hadn’t even put my belt on. Nor did I have my hammer. There was a Coast four-inch blade in the form of a pocketknife, but that would only get me so far.

      “It’s okay,” she said as she got back down.

      Latimer appeared from between a pair of trees, still in his poncho. The hood was pulled down over his forehead, but his freakishly green eyes stared back. They were luminescent, but not glowing. I’d often thought of the shufflers as having an inner glow that just needed to get out, preferably with a well-placed head shot.

      “Peace,” he said and held up one hand.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and just stared.

      “We. We… need to. Leave soon.”

      His way of speaking between whatever he used as a breath was truly freakish. It was all stuttering starts and stops. Like he’d failed out of the Christopher Walken school of speech.

      “Oh, we do, huh?”

      “There are those. Those who would. Would like to see. Me. Gone.” Latimer rasped.

      “Is that right?”

      “Patronization. It suits you.”

      “Touché, bro.”

      Elizabeth moved, so she stood between us. “Is it them?”

      He nodded.

      “Them?” I asked.

      “Latimer is an aberration. He is like the so-called shuffler, but he’s on our side. Those others want him dead because he refused to lead them.”

      My head jerked back. “Lead them?”

      She nodded.

      “I am.” This time he took an actual long pause. “I am. The first.”

      I shook my head because I didn’t know what the fuck he was talking about.

      Elizabeth filled me in. “When the incident happened at the lab, Latimer became infected. He was in a secure location for study. They sent samples out to other locations. How it leaked at the two other sites is speculation. In Seattle, it may have been a doctor prematurely testing a strain of the virus on his wife. In California, we’re not sure what happened.”

      “Why the fuck would someone test some drug on his wife if it did,” I gestured at Latimer, and then around in the general vicinity, “this shit?”

      “People. People do odd. Things for. Love,” Latimer said.

      Elizabeth looked away.

      “The short version, because time is growing short, is that we must leave soon. Others like him are coming, and with them, a horde won’t be far behind.”

      “Even out in the middle of bum fuck Washington? How many rotters can there be out there?”

      “Enough to prove challenging.”

      I kicked a rock across the ground and muttered, “Fuck me.”

      “More information. More. I will share. My promise,” Latimer put in.

      “What the fuck ever,” I said and went to round up the troops. “Do we have an hour? Two?”

      “Yes,” Latimer said and then faded from view.

      Christy came out with Frosty on a leash and that dog lost her mind. She growled low and practically dragged Christy across the ground. I rushed over and got a hold of the dog. Frosty looked at me and I’m pretty sure her mindset was, “Come on, man. Let me eat the shuffler.”

      Not today. I didn’t say it aloud.

      Latimer returned to the trailer and shut the door. I hauled Frosty around until she calmed down. A few minutes later, she dragged me to the side of the house, where she proudly squatted and took a massive shit.

      After Latimer was out of sight, I decided to have a quick sit-down with the doc. She had something I needed.
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        * * *

      

      The others had gathered anything that was useful to add to our supplies. There was a lot of canned food. No sense in letting it go to waste.

      Dr. Breeze had gone upstairs to look over the medications and collect anything useful. When she came back down, she spotted me and pointed at the couch.

      “Pardon?” I asked her.

      “Have a seat, please,” she said, and then produced a slim black bag from her jacket pocket.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s the vaccine I promised.” She looked up and met the eyes of the others in the room. “Anyone is welcome. It will prevent you from being infected in the case of a bite from one of them.”

      Dr. Breeze unzipped the case. She pulled out a medication vial with a handwritten note on the side that I couldn’t make out. She had half a dozen disposable needles in the container as well. One of them came out, and she pulled back the wrapping to expose the device.

      I was no fan of getting a needle shoved in my arm, but she promised me she was good, and it would barely hurt.

      “Will I get a lollipop after?” I asked her.

      “Like a Dum-Dum? It would suit you,” she countered.

      “Hey,” I protested as I rolled up my sleeve.

      “Take one of those packets,” she said and nodded at a pile of alcohol wipes she had placed on the coffee table. “And use it on your arm.”

      I opened it up and pointed at the top of my arm. “Here?”

      “A little lower. Scrub well. An infection would require doses of our precious antibiotics.”

      “Got it.”

      “Get in there and really clean the entire area.”

      She pulled liquid into the syringe, held it up to the light, tapped it a few times, and then squirted a little out.

      “I heard once that an air bubble will make your heart blow a gasket,” I offered.

      “A little air in your arm won’t kill you. It might hurt.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I was skeptical.

      She leaned forward, put her hand on my upper arm, and stabbed me with the needle. “Quite.”

      My eyes shot open as the liquid entered my body. It was as if she had been aiming for a spot that would hurt the most. The vaccine itself burned like fire. She removed the needle and sat back.

      Couldn’t help it. I stood, and the floor swooned before my eyes, so I sat back down.

      “I should have warned you. The side effects of the vaccine can be a bit odd for some. They will pass,” Elizabeth said.

      I closed my eyes and put my arm over my face. Intrusive thoughts burst into my head. Visions of green. I sensed, somehow, a presence. I knew he, or it, was there. More of them on the periphery. For a split second, I thought they were all staring in my direction like they expected something. Then it was gone, and I snapped back to reality. Rapidly blinking my eyes, I scrubbed them. My nose started to run, and I violently sneezed.

      When the world had stopped whirling, I turned my fierce gaze on Elizabeth. “What in the fuck?”

      “You’ll be fine. You may feel a bit run down, or feverish, but it will go away quickly.”

      Joel and Anna regarded me with varying levels of interest.

      “Who’s next?” Anna asked them.

      Joel muttered something under his breath and left the room.

      Anna regarded me, then looked at the doctor. She then took my spot on the couch and began rolling up her sleeve.

      “Babe. Wait,” I said.

      “I’ll be fine. Ya big baby.” She sent me a soft smile.

      And she was. She took the vaccine like a champ. Rubbed the spot of the shot and then thanked Dr. Breeze.

      I waited for her to show a sign of wooziness, confusion, or even anger. Anna had none of those. What had Dr. Breeze done to us, and why had Anna been so quick to accept the shot after my reaction? Because, dum-dum. It’s better than being bitten by a Z and turning into one of those things.

      I prayed we weren’t in danger of turning into something much worse.
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      Half an hour later, we were back on the road. It took a few minutes of backtracking to find a side street that wasn’t packed with dead cars and covered in bodies. Anna kept her eyes on the road as well as the map book. She’d sketched paths, notes, and possible stops but there was no telling what a location might look like once we were there in the flesh.

      One thing was sure. We would have to scrounge for gas before the day was over. The beast was thirsty, like nothing I’d ever driven before.

      Elizabeth, Jake, and Roger rode in the trailer with Latimer. Joel took to the turret and Anna sat next to me. Christy and Frosty sat in the back, Christy with an electronic tablet she’d found in the house as well as a battery brick that could charge it. She’d been playing a game off and on.

      “What are you playing?” I asked her through the window on the back of the truck cab.

      She didn’t look up. “Threes. You line up threes and add them up. It’s fun.”

      “Math is fun. So claims Christy of House Moving Zombie Smasher,” I said. My eyes shifted to the side and met Anna’s. “Speaking of which, did you look at any of the books we brought along?”

      “Yeah. They’re too easy.”

      Anna and I exchanged a look.

      “How so?”

      “Just too easy. They aren’t age appropriate. I’ve always read higher than my grade. I’ve always been good at math. And now I’m good at surviving the zombie fucking apocalypse,” she said.

      I choked back a laugh.

      Anna turned and looked back into the back. “Christy. It’s. Well. It’s just that we think you should at least continue with some kind of education. You know?”

      “I know what you’re trying to do. I’m a kid and you guys are protective of me. But I’m learning the only skills I need, and that’s how to survive.”

      Christy pulled out a compact semi-automatic pistol. While staring back at us, my attention split between her and the road, she hit the mag release. Caught the magazine and placed it in her lap. With the gun pointed up, she rotated the disassembly lever and slid the barrel off. Put that on the seat next to her. And all of this without even looking.

      Fucking John Wick back there.

      “See?” said, as she quickly put the weapon back together.

      “Huh,” I said.

      Next to me, Anna couldn’t help but chuckle. She said under her breath, “That’s our kid.”

      I chewed on that while I picked my way over the two-lane road. WA-14 stretched along the Columbia river. Trees and foliage were still in bloom and lined the road. To my right, the river moved at an almost languid pace, like it didn’t have anything better to do today. I kept thinking of the house we’d found back in the woods. The location, quiet, and lack of Zs. We might have been able to call that place home for a few months. Instead, here we were. On some stupid goddamn mission again.

      Saving the world? Who was I fooling? I could barely save my own ass while stuck under a building in Portland. I missed the farm we’d set up. And our cow. I hope she’d gotten away, but I suspected she had not. She’d probably been turned into zombie chow.

      As we continued toward Seattle, we kept in touch, via radio, with the trailer people. Yeah. I called them trailer people. Cool, they had a place to sleep and shit. I wasn’t going back there as long as it also contained Latimer.

      For the rest of the day, we drove. Slowly, but we drove. Anna had to work overtime to keep us going north. Many streets were blocked, or required us to move vehicles out of the way during our drive. We’d have to stop, get out, and move cars. This usually involved doing a check for Zs in or around the vehicles. We saw a few Zs, and fewer people. There were times I could have sworn I felt eyes on us, but when I looked in that direction, it was to find only more trees. We passed trails, and a few areas that had worked as coffee or fast-food stops. There were rest areas, but after the way we’d been chased away from the last one, I was hesitant to stop.

      “Hey. Are we gonna stop soon? I need to stretch my legs,” Jake said over the radio.

      Anna picked up the radio and looked at me.

      I shrugged.

      “Sure. Frosty could probably use a break, as well. We’ll see if we can find a spot.”

      A little Subaru blocked the road ahead. I rolled up on it and slowed to a crawl. Anna rolled down her window, stuck her head out, and craned her neck around to see what lay ahead.

      “Gently,” she said.

      “That’s what she said,” I countered.

      She laughed, and said, “Gently’s good. Some of the time.”

      I smiled as I eased the truck forward. The scoop met the bumper and pushed the truck off the road. To my right lay a road with more than a few abandoned cars. It swept up from 14 and curved back the way we had come.

      “If you can get up there, it looks like the land is open. There are a few houses. Looks like it’s mostly farms or grazing for livestock.”

      “More like deadstock,” I said. “Am I right?”

      Anna offered a pity laugh for my joke.

      “Let’s stretch our legs with a big field of view around us. Easy to spot Zs if they’re out there.”

      “Yeah. Go that way,” Joel pounded on the truck. He leaned in and pointed in the direction Anna had mentioned.

      “On it, boss. Er. Bosses.”

      “Don’t forget it,” Anna said. She sat back with a soft smile.

      I took the right and rolled up the winding road. Just like Anna had said, there was a lot of open space up here. Before I could continue in that direction, Frosty growled. I looked in the back and found her on all fours, with her neck hair standing at attention. She growled again and walked to the back door.

      Joel ducked inside and said, “Not sure what she smells. I got nothing.”

      “Keep an eye out,” I looked over my shoulder and replied.

      He gave me the classic ‘do you even know me?’ flat stare.

      “Sorry. Just being cautious.”

      “Maybe she can’t wait and has to take a dump,” Anna suggested.

      “Hang on, Frosty.” I said loudly, then muttered to myself, “that makes two of us.”

      She didn’t. The dog got up and scratched on the door. She whimpered and growled a few times.

      I slowed the truck.

      “Still nothing?” I asked Joel, then got on the radio and asked Jake if they were aware of anything.

      “Latimer says it’s pretty clear out there. Why do you ask?”

      “Frosty’s about to lose her mind,” I replied.

      “Let’s stop. She needs a walk,” Jake said.

      “Stopping,” I replied.

      “I got her leash on. She’s freaking out,” Christy said.

      I rolled to a stop and killed the engine. We’d ascended up a road at a modest five or six degrees. The woods closed in on one side. On the other, there was a large barn with a bit white of circular fence. It appeared to be for horse riding, but the ground was covered in long grass.

      The air up here was clean, but there was the unmistakable undercurrent of animal manure.

      Joel came down out of the turret with his rifle tucked to his side. He opened the door and stepped down. Before I could tell Christy to hold tight, Frosty ripped free, jumped off the back, and dashed up the road like her tail was on fire.

      “The fuck?” I said and set off in pursuit.

      Joel was quick on his feet, even considering his aches and pains. He set off in pursuit, with me close behind.

      “Frosty!” Christy yelled and followed us. “Get back here. Bad girl.”

      Frosty didn’t bark, but with her leash trailing behind, she ran up the street and around the curved road. On the way out of the cab, I grabbed my hammer and made sure the .44 Ruger Redhawk was loaded and in its holster. Alan’s old gun was a beast, and after the incident with Latimer earlier in the day, I’d made sure to have the holster tightly cinched around my waist.

      The gun was huge and had heft to match. I’d only fired it a handful of times, and its kick matched its bark, but we were in Z world, and I was more likely to use the hammer to crack heads if it came down to it. Latimer said it was quiet here, no Zs around, but he’d been wrong about the red eyes, and he might be wrong about the others. For all I knew, he was intent on getting us killed so he and his friends could take the truck and run.

      Frosty barked.

      Frosty barked!

      Our adopted dog was smarter than that. She was always the one to keep a cool head under pressure. Nothing delighted her more than fucking with Zs before she ripped out their throats.

      Another dog barked–answered? Then more barks joined them. Soon, a cacophony of dogs sounding off in various ways echoed around us.

      Joel shot me a sharp look.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged, but put my hand on the gun’s butt in case of trouble.

      Just around the bend we found a dirt road. He and I broke for cover as we realized the barking dogs were just ahead.

      There was an unattended pickup truck that had an attached flatbed. From our angle, I couldn’t make out what was on the back, but it was driving the dogs nuts. There were dozens of them. Mostly larger breeds, but a bunch of smaller dogs hustled around.

      I moved from tree to tree until I was able to see a man sitting on a wooden box. A number of large crates sat around him.

       Wait. Was this guy gathering dogs for something nefarious?

      Back in San Diego, we’d come across a creep who was collecting fresh zombies for a freaky sex dungeon. That guy had been a real monster.

      Joel hunkered down behind an enormous tree trunk and pointed his rifle in the guy’s direction.

      He wore a thick flannel shirt, jeans, and a dark yellow workman-like jacket that was probably a Carhart. He opened a box and reached inside. The dogs started barking like mad as he pulled his hand out.

      I broke from the tree line to stop him. There was no way in hell this guy was going to hurt Frosty or any other dogs. Not on my damn watch.

      “Hey!” I waved my pistol in his general direction.

      He froze, hand still in the box, and squinted at me.

      “Stop! Don’t hurt them!” I yelled as I ran.

      I knew Joel had my back, and kept to the right-hand side of the driveway. Behind him was a large white two story home with an attached carport. Behind that was a small red barn. The door was closed. For a brief moment it transported me back to our time at our own farm in Portland.

      “Uh. Hey,” the guy called to me, “I’m not a threat. I promise.”

      I’d be the fucking judge of that.

      With the gun in an iron grip, sights on his head, I had to wade through the dogs. There were too many breeds to count. Retrievers, sheepdogs, a couple of pitbulls with wide heads and thrashing short tails. Some of them jumped on me, while others wearily moved aside. A standard poodle, white, and looking pretty rough with leaves and twigs in his curly hair, met my eye and started leaping up and down like his legs were springs.

      Dogs barked at me and the guy. I found Frosty and grabbed for her collar, but she wasn’t having it, and danced out of my grasp.

      She had already made friends with a couple of canines. They took their turns doing doggy handshakes in the form of lots of ass sniffing.

      “She’s ours,” I said fiercely. “Mind telling me what you have planned for these dogs?”

      He was older than me by a couple of decades. A thick black and gray beard rode his face almost to his chest. He wore glasses, and even though I had a gun pointed at his face, he wore a little smile.

      “Peace,” he said, “I’m going to move my hand up. That way, my wife won’t blow your head off.”

      “What?” I ducked and looked around. “Are you fucking with me?”

      “Nope,” he said, raised his hand and waved, then called loudly, “Do nothing. Let me talk to them.”

      He knew there were more of us. That’s when I noticed he had a clear earpiece with a cord running down the back of his ear.

      “I’m going to reach into the crate. Okay? There’s nothing to fear.”

      His hand went inside. I tensed up. The dogs went nuts as he lifted his hand out and showed me the contents.

      The nervous laugh I let out turned into a genuine chuckle.

      “You’re feeding them,” I said.

      “Every day. I come out here, and the strays come from all over. When the people died or turned, they left their pets behind. Chloe, my daughter, and my wife Denise help feed them,” he said and threw a handful into the yard. “I’m Coy Reed. Who are you all, and can I ask what in the heck you’re doing up here?”

      The dogs broke for it and swarmed. He pulled a scoop from the box and came out with a bunch of kibble and tossed it as well. Fights broke out, nothing serious, but as he tossed more and more food around, they closed in and ate.

      “That’s…” For once I was at a loss. “That’s honestly the coolest thing I’ve seen in a while, Coy. We’re a little lost. Heading to Seattle. Our mutt there,” I pointed at Frosty, “was losing her mind in our transport. As soon as we stopped, she was out the door and heading this way.”

      Frosty sniffed more butts, growled at one dog, then danced around and played with another. She looked like she was in sensory overload.

      “Of course. Your friends as well.”

      “It’s cool, Joel!” I yelled.

      “I know it is. Me and Roger did some recon. He’s legit.”

      “Guess I ain’t the only one with some backup,” Coy said, and looked after the direction Joel’s voice had come from with a mixture of good nature and concern.

      I turned back to regard the older man. “So you’re out here, living your best life, feeding dogs, while the zombie fucking apocalypse is happening all around you?”

      His look was quizzical. “Is that wrong?”

      “Brother, I got nothing but respect for you,” I said honestly.

      A dark gray pitbull jumped up and put his paws on me. He was so big I staggered like a damn Z out for a morning stroll. I rubbed his head and looked at his collar. A silver tag hung there. While trying to keep my balance, and avoid the dog’s darting face and tongue, I rubbed away the grime so I could see his name.

      I pushed him down and rubbed his back and neck. “Nice to meet you, Reaper.”

      Other dogs leaped around me while the man continued to toss food around him.

      I waded through them and got on the back of the flatbed. He motioned to a large box on his right. I lifted the lid and found bags of dog food. There were a number of brands. “Which one should I open?”

      “Doesn’t matter. They’ll eat just about anything.”

      Made sense. I found one called Beneful and ripped the top off before hauling out a handful. Barks, hungry dog eyes, and wagging tails met me.

      “I used to try putting out bowls. Didn’t work. They got into fights. This way, everyone gets a chance.”

      This guy was my hero.

      “Where do you get all the food?” I asked and started tossing handfuls of kibble around them.

      Joel had slung his rifle over his shoulder. Christy raced ahead of him as they approached because... dogs.

      The man nodded at my friends.

      “There are a lot of stores not far from here. I raided them months ago. Got a whole barn full of food over there. One stop at a Petco and I was in business for months.”

      Christy eagerly pushed through the mass, paused to chastise Frosty for being a “silly girl”, then jumped up on the truck to help.

      “Hey.” Joel nodded.

      I did quick introductions and mentioned his wife was keeping an eye out as cover.

      “How do you keep the infected away?” Joel asked Coy.

      “Easy. They hate dogs. The things are dumb as shit, but the smarter ones, you know.” He rolled his eyes. “Dogs don’t take kindly to them, and the bigger breeds drag them down and finish ‘em quick.”

      “What about the raging red eyed things?” I asked him.

      He shook his head and said, “Not many of them around. It’s this area. It wasn’t densely populated to begin with. Most everyone moved or fled. Any infected were stuck in houses, but my wife and I have cleared the closest homes. Took what we needed. Freed the trapped pets. Now they run free, but they come back every morning for their vittles.”

      I threw another handful of food out. They swarmed the pieces, picking them up and chewing, or simply swallowing as fast as they could.

      A couple of smaller dogs sat on the truck bed and stared at me. There were some Chihuahuas and terriers. Most looked rough around the edges. I fed them as well, and they lapped up the food.

      A trio of dogs raced onto the scene. They were an odd mix. A short border collie with dark hair raced ahead, tongue lolling out. Behind him came a more cautious and taller retriever. Her tongue was splotched with black spots denoting she had a little chow in the mix. The last dog cannonballed straight through them. She was squat with a thick chest and short hair. My mouth gaped open.

      “What in the–?”

      “That’s what happens when a rottie gets with a beagle,” Coy said.

      “Who was on the receiving end?” I asked, even though I really didn’t want to know.

      “I have asked myself that same question.” He added, “Those three are their own little pack. They show up for food, especially the rottie/beagle. I rescued them from a house about a mile from here.”

      The other two followed the beagle as she dashed into the pack of dogs, shoving others aside as she vacuumed up every scrap she could locate.

      I kept my eyes peeled, but there was a distinct lack of Zs, and that was very welcome. It was hard to trust now-a-days for obvious reasons. As far as I could tell, Coy was a straight shooter who wanted nothing more than to help the stray dogs around here.

      “Coy,” I turned and offered him a smile. “You’re doing good work out here. Are you and your family set for food?”

      “We forage, make runs into town. It’s hard, but we get by,” he said as he tossed handfuls of food to the pack of dogs.

      I stood and said, “I’ll be right back.”

      The beagle and her two companions broke free of the pack, and rushed away. The border looked back at me, and I could have sworn he winked. Just a trick of the light, I’m sure.

      “That’s Helo. He don’t look it, but he runs that pack.”

      “Good to know,” I replied.

      He shrugged. His attention never left the other dogs. I became entranced with them as well. They didn’t fight, much. A few growling challenges sounded. There was some posturing, but for the most part, the dogs got along a lot better than most humans I’d come across.

      Walking back to the trailer, I found Jake and Roger had spread out to cover for us, but had given up and were shooting the shit near a clump of trees. I offered them a short wave.

      Once I reached the trailer, I knocked a few times before opening the door.

      “You decent in there? I need to grab something.”

      Elizabeth sat at the small dinner table with her nose in her MacBook. She had a pen in one hand, the end stuck between her teeth. Her other hand dashed around the computer’s touchpad. Piles of paper were scattered everywhere. She had even taped pages to the window and wall. Looked like Greek to me. Lots of chemical symbols and other shit that made no sense to a dumb squid like me.

      “What do you want?” She didn’t look at me.

      “Oh. Just checking in. How are you and tall, dark, and ghoulsome?” I asked as I stepped into the trailer and moved to the boxes of MREs. There was enough food here to keep us fed for weeks. We’d also been picking up supplies where we could.

      Elizabeth turned, an irritated look on her face, like I’d come in here with plans to drop a death-fart and leave her with the aftereffects.

      “Ah. Mr. Creed. Did we stop because you needed a beer run?”

      “That’s funny for a lot of reasons,” I said without laughter. “One day, months ago, Joel and I had set out in San Diego for his friend’s apartment with the intention of finding an ally, maybe getting some food, and, of course, beer. Nothing about that day had gone right. His friend was already dead, and we’d barely made it back to Fortress with all our limbs. The good news was we managed to snag a few cans of shit beer.”

      She had already turned her attention back to her screen. A cord ran along the tabletop to a power outlet connected to the huge rechargeable battery mounted at the head of the RV. I had assumed most trailers had to pull up to electrical ports while on the road. Leave it to Alan to have something larger built in. He’d created the zombie mobile. Why wouldn’t he have thought of everything with this trailer?

      “Just grabbing something for a new friend,” I said.

      Slinging a box loaded with a dozen MREs over my shoulder, I walked back up the road. Christy was sitting in the mass of dogs throwing them pieces of food while basically being puppy attacked by the small dogs. They danced around her while barking and nipping for attention. One of the little Chihuahuas must have eaten her fill. She had already curled up in Christy’s lap, but her little curled tail swung up and down as I approached.

      “Here, Coy,” I waded through the yammering dogs, and put the box on the back of the truck. “There’s a dozen meals for you.”

      “That’s great. I haven’t had a good MRE in a while.” He nodded his thanks.

      “A good MRE is kind of an oxymoron, am I right?”

      Coy laughed and tossed more kibbles around the cart.

      Christy fed the little dog a few pieces by hand and said, “I like ‘em.”

      “You would,” I said. “Look at the company you keep.”

      “Speaking of keep. Can we keep this one?” She looked hopeful.

      “Eh,” I said, pretty sure I visibly blanched.

      “Sorry, kiddo. The little ones actually live with me and my wife,” Coy said. “Her and her sister are inseparable.”

      I blew out a sigh of relief.

      We spoke for a few more minutes, nothing more than small talk, which was fine by me. Coy was a man of few words. He thanked us for the food and buttoned up the boxes. The dogs still danced around his flatbed truck. Some jumped up, like the big brown pitbull, and others tried to get out of the way of the larger breeds.

      Christy said goodbye, and we walked back through the mass of canines.

      “Oh. Almost forgot,” Coy held out a piece of paper. “While you went to get MREs, I jotted down a few notes about how to get up north. If you keep on the same course to Longview, then on up through Pleasant Hill and Chehalis, you’re going to run into a lot of roadblocks. Mainly assholes with guns. Once you reach Centralia, you’re on your own. I haven’t been past that area in a long, long time. So stick to this, and you’ll run into less trouble. Stay off I-5. It’s a nightmare of broken down vehicles. Lots of ambushes. Crawlers all over the place. Keep the big road in sight if you can, just don’t get on it if at all possible.”

      “Thanks, Coy. This is a big help.”

      The big gray pitbull jumped on me, practically pushing me to the ground. His nub of a tail wagged at a record pace.

      “Sorry, Reaper. Gotta head out. You stay cool, bro.”

      Reaper danced around my feet. He was a friendly dog, but that body was a powerhouse. Muscles flexed beneath his skin. He tried to lick and nip my hands simultaneously, with his tongue lolling around. Reaching down, I scratched his neck and back. He promptly flopped over on his back and kicked his legs until I lowered myself to rub his tummy.

      Frosty regarded me from among the other dogs. Jealous much?

      I called to Frosty and snapped my fingers, but she ignored me. I tried again, louder, but she kept on bouncing around, snapping up pieces of food, while nipping at a big yellow and brown retriever. The two seemed to have hit it off. I waved goodbye to Coy as I walked back toward the truck. Frosty still played with the other dogs. She frolicked like a puppy. I’d never seen her so free and goofy. Her eyes didn’t even track me as I walked.

      Christy rushed to my side and grabbed my hand. “Hey. Are we leaving her?”

      I looked down and met Christy’s eyes. “It’s her choice. Frosty doesn’t belong to us.”

      Even as I said the words a hollow pit opened up in my chest. I couldn’t imagine our mangy, all stanked up, retriever not being at our side. She had been our companion since Anna and I had met in San Diego.

      “No,” Christy said. She turned and whistled.

      Frosty didn’t even look in our direction.

      I swallowed loudly. “Frosty!” I yelled.

      She turned to look at us.

      “Come on,” I gestured and slapped my thigh.

      She jumped on Reaper and the two dashed around, tails wagging, as they performed a mock battle. I felt like they were doing it for our benefit. A little show off game for the humans. Look at us. We’re fierce!

      “Frosty!” Christy called; her voice choked.

      “Creed?” Anna walked up the rise and called to me. “Everything okay?”

      “It’s Frosty. I think she wants to stay, and I don’t think we can stop her.”

      Anna frowned as she drew up alongside me. “We’ve had her since we met. We can’t leave her. Come on, Creed.”

      She was right. Why was I even thinking about leaving her? But she had found a pack, and they liked her.

      I turned and walked toward the truck. “It’s her decision.”

      Christy continued calling for Frosty as she joined me. Anna, on the other side, looked over her shoulder repeatedly.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.

      I turned and considered going back and picking the dog up and bringing her back to the truck. However, I didn’t know how that would go down. Frosty might decide she was in a bitey mood, and my arms were fresh meat.

      Luckily, I didn’t have to test her. She had already left the pack and was bounding toward us. Couldn’t help it. I smiled from ear to ear. I held my hand out and got a playful nip.

      “Frosty!” Christy dropped next to the dog’s side and got a full-face lick. Frosty’s eyes regarded me as if to say, “Did you really think you could get rid of me that easily?”

      “I’m glad you came back,” I whispered near her ear.

      As we reached the RV, I found the three dogs who had run off earlier. The beagle sniffed around the hard ground. The large retriever paced in the street, took a squat, and peed while making eye contact with me.

      The third dog, Helo, had flopped on his back, feet in the air, tail wagging. Dr. Breeze had stepped out of the trailer and sat next to him. She rubbed his belly while he lapped up the attention. She leaned over and cooed next to his year. I couldn’t make out the words. It didn’t matter.

      “Well, look at you,” I said to Dr. Breeze.

      She looked up and smiled. “These are beautiful animals. I had a dog as a child. An ugly terrier who used to defecate in my room. She was annoying, but I loved her.”

      I could have been an ass and accused her of being normal person with a heart. Instead, I pointed up the hill. “There’s at least twenty more of them up there. We don’t have to leave right away.”

      Dr. Breeze stood and brushed off her jeans. Helo rolled to his feet, got behind her, and nudged her calf.

      “Hey,” she protested.

      “Border collies will herd you if you let them.”

      She smiled, rubbed his neck, and then set off to go visit with the other dogs. Helo watched her for a few seconds before the rottie/beagle nipped at his legs. The retriever joined them and together they dashed into the woods.
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      Following Coy’s directions was easy enough once Anna had her nose back in the map book. We spent a few hours rumbling along at what felt like a snail’s pace. It was the same old story. Some roads were clear, while others presented problems. I had hoped to make it close to Seattle after hours of driving, but it felt like we were going to have to stop and find a place to hole up for the evening.

      I let the others know that it would be a good idea to stop for gas. No sense in parking somewhere and taking the risk of having to make a run for it in the middle of the night while low on fuel. Jake let me know over the radio that he and Roger would get the pump tools out. I just needed to locate a gas station that was not damaged, and wasn’t infested with zombies.

      The four-lane road hadn’t been a complete disaster. We came across plenty of abandoned cars, but I was able to navigate our long, wide ass through most of them. Occasionally, the scoop was required, but for the most part, we made good time, and it wasn’t a minute too late. All that finagling the road had burned a lot of gas.

      There was a Circle K ahead with an attached Chevron gas station, and it was in an open area. I rolled up on it and Joel got up in the turret and did a scan. He leaned back inside after he was satisfied and said it was clear of Zs.

      I picked up the radio and called to Jake. “Hey. See if ghoulie-man back there senses any shit. And by shit, I mean masses of Zs, or his green eyed Onlyfans subscribers.”

      Jake laughed, but came back a few seconds later. “The immediate vicinity seems to be clear.”

      “It’s kinda nice having our own Z radar alert system,” Joel said before going back up in the turret.

      “I still prefer he wasn’t here at all.”

      Frosty paced in the truck because we had slowed. I was relieved that she had come along, but I understood her desire to stay with her kind, so to speak. Frosty had been with us for months, and I thought of her as part of the family. The part that desperately needed a bath. And her nails were getting out of control. Her pacing brought on the sound of her nails clicking and scratching against the floor.

      A pair of cars had been deserted in the parking lot. Someone had broken into both cars and ransacked them. An expelled airbag hung out of the broken window of a Kia that had had its ass end crushed to a pulp.

      A chain-link fence separated a construction trailer from land cleared by heavy equipment near the four-lane road.

      Joel was on the turret, but it was still a good idea to play it safe.

      Jake and Roger came out of the trailer with their rifles. They spread out and checked the corners before converging on the storefront. Like the cars, the windows had been smashed, and I assumed the goodies had been ransacked.

      Roger raced back to the trailer and hauled out a hand pump and long black tube. Anna, with her trusty .357 in hand, also exited the car and peered around the location.

      “Who’s ready to blow some shit up?” I asked as I stretched.

      Anna’s eyebrows went up.

      “What? It’s how I send up the bat flare, according to you,” I said, referring to the last gas station I’d been at. Jake and Roger had assisted. We hadn’t wanted to blow the place sky high, but Anna and the others had been looking for me. Anna’s eyebrows arched down. “Now why in the hell would you want to do something like that?”

      “It’s my new calling card, like the Joker.”

      “I’m pretty sure that place is still on fire,” Joel remarked as he lowered himself from the back of the truck and moved out, gun at the ready.

      “It’s on fire because it was firebombed on purpose. I only accidentally took out one gas station.”

      “Do we really need to send up a signal of any kind?” Anna asked me.

      “Let’s not send up a signal of any kind,” Joel said.

      “Hey, under Dr. Breeze’s care, you look like you’re back to at least sixty or seventy percent.” I gave Joel an appraising look.

      He shrugged. “That’s enough to keep your squid ass alive.”

      “Hey, Joel. See if they have any crayons in the store. You look hungry,” I shot back.

      Joel shook his head and moved out.

      “Did I tell you we got the shit kicked out of us in Portland?” I put my arm around Anna’s shoulders.

      “Only about five times. Are you done whining yet?”

      “Whining?” I scoffed. “I had to fight armored Zs. Ended up using my new Thor hammer.”

      I reached into the truck and pulled out my new weapon. Better safe than sorry.
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      Jake and Roger weren’t far behind Joel. They advanced around the store while I monitored the crossroad in front of the store. Joel waved from the front of the building. I covered for Jake and Roger as they returned to the trailer and set up the pump and hoses.

      I had parked a few feet away from the small utility hole’s metal covers. Roger had gone to work at one with his crowbar to access the tank.

      Joel raced back to the truck and got up in the turret to provide overwatch. I put the key in the ignition in case we had to button this bitch up and completely scrap our op. There would be other places to fuel up. Best to be cautious in case of Zs. No matter what Latimer said, or pretended to know.

      With the expanse of open space around us, the chance that a bunch of Zs could sneak up was slim. With the exception of the west side. The thick line of trees was a likely place for Zs to charge out of.

      It was so quiet, it came as a shock when the sound of motorcycle engines sounded in the distance. I looked around but couldn’t determine the direction. Seconds later, they faded and were gone.

      The boys worked fast. They had the cover out of the ground, the pump laid out, and lines run in minutes. Roger dropped to the ground and messed around with the entrance to the tank. He turned something, and moved something else. I should really hang over those guy’s shoulders so I could get a firsthand lesson on how to sip gas out of the ground. Might come in handy if and when we all part ways.

      Next time. Right now, I had an inexplicable feeling that someone was out there, just beyond the store. Waiting for something.

      “How’s it going, gents?” I turned and called to the boys.

      Jake looked up. “Looks like the tank has plenty of fuel.”

      “Is it still good?”

      “Do you want a sample glass?”

      I shrugged. “Would it help?”

      Jake got on the pump while Roger ran the line to the truck.

      I walked a semicircle in front of the truck and trailer as I also looked for anything weird or out of the ordinary. Not like a UFO or Sasquatch, but things that didn’t make sense here. The area seemed too pristine. Sure, it would have been sparsely occupied on a good day, but the lack of anything was unsettling, and I couldn’t put my finger on why.

      It took another walk along the perimeter before I realized what had been bugging me.

      It was, wait for it...quiet. Too quiet.

      With the exception of the farm, we had been in formerly populated areas for at least a week. Before that, we’d lived in and around San Diego, moving from location to location. Each place had become our temporary fortress.

      A Z moaned somewhere but I couldn’t figure out the direction. I loosened the gun in my holster in case I had to go Clint Eastwood and pull. For that, I needed all the luck I could get. If one of them appeared in my face, the gun would probably fly out of my hand. Better to stick with the classics and bash heads.

      I turned, because the sound of a car drew my attention to the west. Squinting my eyes, I walked to the end of the driveway and looked both ways. First motorcycles, now a car. At least there were others out there. As long as they didn’t fuck with us, I wished them the best.

      Glancing back, no one else seemed to have noticed. Christy walked with Frosty outside while Anna checked the empty store. I peeked inside and found glass shards on the ground. It appeared to have been shattered when someone threw the cash register through from the inside. It still sat on its side with the drawer out and emptied. Even if it was full of money, a fat lot of good a stack of twenties would do nowadays.

      “Let me know if you find any beer in there?” I called to Anna.

      She turned and shook her head. “This place is as dry as a bone.”

      Another engine rumbled in the distance. Walking into the street, I put my hand on the gunstock and looked up and down the road again. Then I realized I was an excellent target and hustled back toward the truck.

      “Are we good?” I asked Jake again.

      “Yeah. Got it going. We’ll be full in, well, a few minutes or more. Not sure how much that beast can hold.”

      Anna came back out of the store carrying a couple of large red plastic gas containers and placed them next to Jake and Roger. Roger nodded at her and said, “Perfect. We can pack those on top of the truck or on the back of the trailer.”

      Remembering jumping up and down on the stupid trailer’s rear end to get unstuck brought a frown, because I didn’t want to have a repeat of that shit. I spun as the trailer door banged open and slapped against the side wall. Dr. Breeze’s head appeared as she leaned out of the entrance.

      “We need to go. Latimer says we’re about to have unwanted company.”

      “But we’re not full up yet? How long do we have?” I asked her.

      “Not long. Moments.”

      I yelled. “Time to wrap this all up.”

      “Just one more container to fill,” Roger said as he shoved a full one across the ground.

      I raced to pick it up. The smell of gasoline permeated the air. Fuel flowed out of a tube into the third gas container. Roger worked the hand pump as fast as he could while Jake kept it directed into the opening.

      “Guys,” I warned them. “Latimer says we got company on the way.”

      It was like the Zs had been waiting for me to say their name out loud. They burst out of the woods surrounding the garage and they weren’t quiet about it. Shamblers for the most part, but if Latimer had warned us, that meant there were probably shufflers in the mix.

      I went to meet them while shouting over my shoulder, “Pack it all up!”

      Joel rose to a standing position and lifted his rifle. “I don’t have a target.”

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      His lack of eyes on targets was due to our position. The trailer had been backed in and it blocked the back half of the parking lot, so the building obscured his view. He would have to either get down or jump on top of the roof, and there was no way he was in any condition to make the leap. It wasn’t more than five feet, but he was no Spider Man, no matter what my marine pal thought he was capable of.

      Elizabeth rushed out of the trailer and went straight toward Jake and Roger, yelling for them to hurry the heck up. Her words, not mine.

      “Why us? Why do they keep popping up everywhere we stop?” I muttered as I pulled my gun and moved to the building’s edge. “Oh yeah. That fucking guy, Latimer.”

      Something flashed across my vision. I blinked and staggered to the side as a haze enveloped me. Flailing with the hammer and gun, I fell to the side and found myself on my knees, staring at the world through a film of sickly gray and dull green. My vision was blurry, and I wondered how long I’d been kneeling.

      I lifted the gun, aimed, and blew the head off the first Z that wandered around the corner. I hadn’t even spotted him yet. Or had I?

      Above me Joel yelled, “Creed! Get the fuck up!”

      “What the hell!” I roared and surged to my feet.

      He’d actually done it. That crazy son of a bitch had, in fact, jumped to the trailer, and then managed to leap on top of the store’s roof. He covered for me as I shook off whatever had come over me.

      “Idiot. You’re going to break more ribs,” I chastised him.

      “Shut the fuck up and put your game face on,” Joel replied.

      The line of trees was deep and from it came a host of baddies. A deep and glowing green from the depths of the surrounding trees caught my attention. There weren’t just one or two, but an entire host of shufflers.

      I fired blindly until I ran dry, then heaved myself up and flat out ran. At least a half dozen of the things must have come through the store’s back door and now stumbled out the front. Bare feet slapped on concrete. Kids without shoes or socks. No more than a week freshly dead. None of them were older than fifteen or sixteen. Hair lank and wet, dripping water over the horror that was their faces.

      A pair of green eyes appeared behind them and were gone in a flash. I tracked the creature with my gun, as I slid the barrel out and dumped the shells. I pulled rounds from my belt, but my fingers betrayed me and the first fell and clattered across the ground.

      “Joel!” I yelled.

      He appeared over the edge of the building and fired three times; three twice-dead young rotters fell. Behind me, Elizabeth had already rushed back into the trailer. Jake fumbled with a gas canister. Roger hauled him back by his shirtsleeve, but gasoline slopped out of the container. Jake gave up and dropped it when a shuffler took a chance on being out in the open and chased after him and Roger. Roger was cool under pressure. He drew a handgun and fired. The shuffler, dressed all in black, complete with a dark rain jacket that was in tatters, swirled out of the way, juking one way and then the other.

      Jake drew and fired as well, but a moving target isn’t exactly the easiest thing to hit on a good day, let alone under pressure.

      Again, the haze enveloped my eyes, and I was suddenly able to see the shuffler’s darting steps. I slid a round into the .44, slapped the barrel closed, and cocked the huge gun.

      Perhaps sensing I was tracking him, the shuffler dove to the right so Jake and Roger were in my line of fire.

      “Down!” I roared.

      Jake locked eyes with me. He abandoned the gas container and grabbed Roger. The pair ducked, and I had a clean shot.

      I should have missed. The round shouldn’t have been right on target, and yet it was, as if the shuffler’s eyes were the biggest and brightest bullseye in the world. I drilled him right over the bridge of his nose. The bullet’s force lifted the shuffler and threw him back. He’d had brains, of a sort, I guess. Now they were all over the ground.

      “Nice fucking shot,” Jake breathed in obvious astonishment.

      I gave him a short, sharp nod and leaned over to retrieve the hammer. Dropping the gun back in my holster, I backed away toward the truck.

      He wasn’t even visible, yet I knew. Knew! I knew that fucker Latimer stood on the other side of the trailer’s thin wall and watched me. I was fucking aware! Hate radiated with passion from among the sparse covering around us. It also radiated from me, because I did not want to become one of them!

      Groups of Zs still lurked out there and they were gathering against us. Zs from every nook and cranny were on the way.

      Anger boiled in the back of my head. Fighting it down was a struggle. I wanted nothing more than to race into the woods and smash every one of them into next week.

      My hand trembled on the haft.

      Feet ached to rush them.

      Joel whistled loudly, breaking the spell. I looked around and found he was back on top of the trailer. He snapped his fingers at me and pointed at the truck. “Let’s go!”

      Joel pounded across the trailer, jumped onto the truck’s roof, and knelt next to the turret. He aimed and fired at the approaching Zs. Gunshots hammered away and shell casings tinkled as they fell.

      A fresh batch of Zs appeared from around the back of the store and stumbled over the bodies of their friends. A guy in a biker jacket and chaps over blood-stained jeans fell across one of the kids. He bit into exposed skin, thought better of it, shook his head, and got back up. The rest of his gang arrived, but we were all on the move. Anna jumped in the driver’s side door and only turned once to drop a Z that got too close. He fell back across the gas container we’d had to abandon, splashing fuel over the ground. In our haste, we’d had to leave everything exposed. Christ, I hoped this place wouldn’t go up in a huge explosion. Anna would have a field day teasing me about blowing shit up. It would be a whole lot worse if we were here when it went up in flames.

      Jake and Roger grabbed the pump and hoses, then covered for each other as they piled into the RV.

      “Anna,” I yelled. “Can you get us out of here? I need to have a little chat with our friend.” I motioned toward the doorway Jake and Roger had just disappeared into.

      “On it,” Anna replied.

      Slamming the trailer door behind me, I moved to a side window and peered out. Shufflers appeared, along with dozens of Zs. Along their peripheral line, bushes shook. Joel went to work and dropped a couple of the dead, but we were on our way out of here, so he stopped wasting ammo.

      Roger stood panting in the back, at a window. It was open, and he held a long rifle. Jake knelt next to him and reloaded the AK-47’s magazine.

      As the trailer rumbled across the pavement and Anna drove us up the road, I spun to find Dr. Elizabeth Breeze regarding me over a pair of thick rimmed reading glasses. It was like she wasn’t even aware of what had been happening outside. Her laptop sat open on the table. Papers covered in medical script and or formulas lined the walls. Notebooks were opened and lying face down on the surrounding table.

      “Yes?” Dr. Breeze asked me.

      “Creed. What the hell are you up to?” Anna asked over the radio. I located it by sound among the pile of stuff on the table.

      “Be right with you,” I told Anna as the truck lurched forward.

      I slammed the laptop lid closed.

      “Hey!” she protested.

      “Latimer. Get your ass out here before I blow your head off. I know exactly where you are, and I want some fucking answers!”

      Placing the heavy hammer on top of her laptop as she sputtered, I calmly pulled the gun and dumped a shell in the cylinder and carefully lined it up, so it was next up. Then I cocked the hammer and pointed it toward Latimer’s location in the trailer’s front.

      “Peace,” he uttered and lifted one hand.

      I tracked him with the barrel even though I couldn’t see him yet. The trailer front contained a full-size bed, and it was set in a small room with doors on either side. Above it was a place to look out a window. The room was almost pitch dark, but I knew exactly where he was.

      How? Because he was a blob on my periphery, just as the other shufflers had been while I’d moved toward confronting them at the gas station.

      “Easy, man. I had it for a while, too. It went away,” Roger said from the back.

      I turned and found Roger standing, gun in hand, not exactly pointing at me, but I knew he would be able to get a shot off before I reloaded, easily taking me out.

      “Went away? Like you woke up one morning and creepy shit wasn’t sitting…” I struggled to come up with the words. “Like blobs on the outside of your head? Because that’s what it feels like to me. They’re there.” I gestured vaguely toward the back of the trailer. “I can still sense them!”

      Spinning on Dr. Breeze, I wanted to grab the hammer and go ape shit in this little space. Violence, red and virulent, lurked beneath the surface. My surface. Red with rage, I grabbed the table with my free hand and gripped it until I thought my bones were going to crack.

      Keening from somewhere almost broke the hold. Then I realized it was me.

      A hand closed over the gun and spun it to the side. The barrel pointed at the window, but the force was strong as it jerked the gun up and then over, so I was forced to let go. I grabbed the hammer and stepped back.

      “Creed!” Roger and Dr. Breeze said at the same time.

      Latimer stood before me, at his full height. Eyes, green and rimmed with rheumy sadness, stared back at me.

      I pushed, but Latimer was a rock. I shoved him back, this time with my whole upper body. He turned slightly and hooked a foot behind my ankle and pulled me along. I lost my balance and fell.

      Quick as a whip, Latimer dropped on me. His arm was iron as he held the hammer against the ground.

      “I’m going to fucking kill you!” I roared.

      “Stop. Stop this.” Latimer’s voice wasn’t loud. It was halting, but it carried authority.

      The haze faded, and I was left looking like an idiot on the floor. I turned my gaze back to Latimer. “You stink.”

      “Jackson. Can you please tell me what just happened?” Dr. Breeze asked me.

      The sudden and overriding anger was gone, as was my preternatural sense of Latimer and the other shufflers. It left me feeling like myself, but myself with a weight on me, as well as plenty of eyes.

      Beneath me, the trailer bumped over the road. Anna sped up as she raced to get us away from the mob of Zs and shufflers.

      “Get off me.” I shoved Latimer to the side.

      He didn’t so much roll off me as sit back and stand in one smooth and fast motion. He put his hand on the desk near Dr. Breeze’s hand. She looked from me to his appendage, and then back to me.

      Oh.

      Okay.

      I’m slow.

      She still had feelings for this guy/thing. How was that even possible? More questions that needed answers.

      “One. What the fuck is wrong with me? Two. Why the fuck did all those things suddenly appear? Three. Are they chasing you?” I demanded of Latimer.

      “I’ll speak for him. Speech can be problematic, as you have observed,” Dr. Breeze said.

      “Creed. Everything alright back there?” Anna called over the radio.

      I picked up the unit under watchful eyes. “Yeah. Thanks for getting us out of there.”

      “Anytime, babe.”

      With barely a perceptible head shake, Roger asked me, “We good here? You’re not going to start blasting?”

      Latimer held up a hand. “It is. Fine.”

      “You need answers. I shall answer them. Shall we get more comfortable?” Elizabeth asked and gestured toward the booth.

      “Fine,” I growled. “But I’m thirsty. What do we have to drink back here?”

      Dr. Breeze gestured around the space. There were at least fifty boxes stacked against the other side of the room. Most of those were food and MREs, but a number contained cases of soda we’d picked up along the way. We’d had a case of them in the underground lab back in Portland, but none of those had gone with us during our full speed retreat from that fucking place.

      “I’m just reloading. My head’s clearer now,” I assured them as I popped the gun’s cylinder open and shoved bullets in to replace the shells I'd spent at the gas station.

      Roger appeared tense until I shoved the gun back into the holster at my side.

      “Fine.” I looked from him to Dr. Breeze, to Latimer. “Let’s talk.”

      Behind me, a dull thump sounded. Then the noise grew louder, and the day became brighter as more tanks went up.

      You guessed it. The gas station had exploded behind us.

      Hopefully it took out the shufflers intent on killing us. I had a feeling there were a lot more where they came from.
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      Pacing around the back of the RV as it bumped over the road, I realized I hadn't spent more than a few minutes back here since I’d learned of our green eyed passenger. One side of the trailer could extend outward, making a space that would be a nice little living room, complete with seating via a small couch.

      Boxes of MREs had been shoved into corners. I spotted a case of soda. Someone had done a good job of putting them in order with labels written on the side with a sharpie. I found one filled with ginger ale, Coke, and Sprite, as well as a bunch of diet sodas.

      Pulling out a beat up can of Coca-Cola, I popped the tab and sipped cautiously. It was good. Damn good! So good I drank half of it before I came up for air. What followed was a belch that even Latimer had to respect.

      Speaking of that fucking guy.

      After a few more sips, I placed the can back on top of a closed box.

      "Tell me what you didn't say about the vaccine," I spoke in an angry tone, but then lowered my voice to a friendlier tone. “I felt them, man. I felt those shufflers’ presence. It was not cool.”

      “Do you feel them now?” Dr. Breeze asked, her eyes drifting toward Latimer.

      I thought about it as I glanced at him, then looked away. “No. They’re gone now.”

      “We don’t have an…”

      I suddenly seethed. “Am I turning into one of them? Just answer me now. I’ll go and off myself if that’s what’s happening. No way am I becoming one of those shufflers!”

      “You’re not becoming one of them. What you felt was simply a side effect of the vaccine. I’m working to eliminate it. I will explain how it works, but, and no offense, I don’t think you will like the answer, nor understand it,” Elizabeth said crisply. “Has Anna experienced symptoms similar to yours?”

      “I haven't asked her yet. Look. Months ago, me and Joel had this friend in San Diego. Her name was Roz. She got attacked by a shuffler and then this piece of shit group called Bright Star swooped in and whisked her away. I was there. I saw her change. Joel and her, well…” I petered out, but not before Dr. Breeze visibly stiffened when I said the mercenary group’s name.

      “You know them, don’t you?” I probed.

      “Who?”

      “Bright Star. Mercenaries.”

      She blinked a few times. “I know of them. As you said. Mercenaries. They were busy helping during the initial days, mainly on the west coast. I know little more.”

      My eyes narrowed and my blank face stared at Elizabeth, hoping to rattle her.

      “She’s telling the truth. We’ve been with her since the start,” Roger said.

      I didn’t bother to look over my shoulder.

      “Seriously, dude. I was there. There was some shady shit. They tried to keep it hidden. They attempted to cover it up, but that only went so far once they were out there. Latimer actually helped us, but that’s another story, if you know what I mean,” Roger said as he walked over to join us.

      “Bright Star did tests on Roz. Roz and Joel were a thing, but he had to kill her. It almost killed him. He’s been a dour fucker ever since,” I said as my eyes blankly stared at all the scribbled notes on the table.

      “I had nothing to do with Bright Star’s research. They may have had access to our data online, but not for long. The internet started going down a few days after the infected began to run rampant.”

      “Just give it to me straight, Doc.” I tried to sound cool, but that line came out lame.

      The not-so-subtle eye roll confirmed I sounded dumb.

      “The vaccine works like any other vaccine. It was originally in development to help stop Alzheimer in its tracks. Then your government became involved. I imagine you can guess what happened after that. It became a weapon. Latimer was an unwilling victim.” She trailed off as her eyes fell on him. “The side effects will pass. I assure you.”

      Latimer wasn’t exactly tucked in a ball, but he had retreated to a corner and taken a seat, then tucked his legs up and put his back to the wall. The black poncho fell over his face, obscuring him and his creepy green eyes. I wanted to feel sorry for him. I couldn’t, and I also couldn’t sense him anymore, no matter how hard I tried or how long I stared.

      “You as well. Also, are not in my. No longer in my…” Latimer paused as if catching his breath. Whatever that meant to a fucking shuffler. “I also cannot sense you. Any. Longer.”

      “Dude,” I said. “Did you go to the school of How to Talk like Christopher Walken?”

      Latimer didn’t laugh, but I got a pity chuckle from Jake.

      “You know. I’ve never heard you do anything more than talk. Do you laugh? Cry? Breath? Do you guys play Uno back here, or Go Fish?”

      Latimer turned his head so one glowing green eye shone from under his hood.

      “It’s complicated. His existence is, well, it defies a lot of what I know about science.” Elizabeth paused, as if considering her words. “Over the years, our governments have made extraordinary efforts to explore unexplainable phenomena. Or in this case, items that should have been left alone. I should say no more.”

      “Oh, please. Who the fuck cares now? The people who made you sign an NDA are long dead.”

      She looked away again. “I don’t know where the sample originated. I do not know how such a thing was even obtained. There were rumors. It’s all quite outlandish.”

      “More outlandish than the zombie fucking apocalypse?”

      “Tell him.” Latimer said.

      “Yeah. Spill them beans,” I prodded her.

      She crossed her arms, and her face tightened. She clearly wasn’t very excited about sharing whatever she had been holding onto.

      “As I stated, I don’t know where the sample came from. It was unlike anything, well…”

      I tapped my foot. Checked my fingernails.

      “Am I boring you?”

      “Yeah. Get on with it.”

      “She is. A woman of science. Some. Some things are. Hard to talk about.”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes.

      “It may have come from a dig. It may have come from elsewhere. Whatever the case, a previously unknown genome was reconstructed for the purpose of study. This involves rapid sequencing. Your government took some of the work to labs and continued to work on them. This is how I became involved. Latimer and I worked together for months on a vaccine.”

      “Back up. You said the samples may have come from elsewhere. Care to elaborate?” I pointed up. “Like aliens?”

      She scoffed, but didn’t say no.

      Roger let out a long low whistle, followed by a quiet, “Well, fuck me.”

      “So this is alien zombie genome shit? It got out of hand?” I asked.

      “Stop saying aliens. It may have come from ancient human or pre-human remains that were somehow preserved.”

      “Alien mummies. That’s the ticket,” Jake interjected.

      “It was not from alien mummies. Honestly,” Dr. Breeze said in exasperation.

      “How the fuck did we get from an Alzheimer's vaccine to samples from unknown origins?”

      “You are welcome to read my notes.” She gestured around the table.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I muttered. “Just tell me. Is that weird shit gone now? Am I out of danger from turning or whatever?”

      “I have already covered this, Mr. Creed. Honestly, I feel as if you are willfully ignoring my words.” Her eyes narrowed as she spoke.

      “Save the mother act for someone else. If you recall, it was me who pulled your ass out of a terrible situation under that building in Portland. Am I right?” If looks could kill, I think she would have incinerated my soul. I wanted my friends to know what was going on, and find out exactly what the side effects of the vaccine could be.

      “You all are welcome to ignore what I’m offering. It’s your skin. Just know that the side effects fade quickly.”

      Jake spoke up. “Sometimes I wish we could keep them. It was nice knowing where those damn zombies were. Made it easy to plan an escape route. Only lasted for a few days, though.”

      “True,” Roger added.

      “Has it come back?” I asked them.

      Roger shook his head. “Nope. I barely had it to begin with. Just a flash and then it was over in seconds. Small price to pay for immunity.”

      “Hasn’t come back for me,” Jake added, then held up his arm and pulled back the sleeve to display a bandage over the spot he’d been bitten. “I’d be dead now. It’s cool, Creed. You’re gonna be fine.”

      I ground my teeth together as I considered the information.

      “Uh, Creed?” Anna clicked on the radio. “You need to get up here. There’s something happening up ahead.”

      “What kind of something?” I asked her.

      “The kind where everyone needs to gear up. Trouble directly ahead.”

      “Can you back up and go around?” I asked.

      “They’ve already seen us. Plus, well. You need to get up here.”

      I was at the door in seconds. Turning, I said to Dr. Breeze, “This ain’t over.”

      She batted her eyes at me, then pulled the MP5 around and got to her feet.

      “Stop the truck. I’ll find some cover,” Joel’s voice came over the radio. “Creed. You scout this out. Stay on the radio, though.”

      “You got it Sarge,” I said.

      “Hey,” Joel said. “I like that. Call me Sarge more often.”

      “Sure. And you can call me daddy,” I replied.

      “I bet you’d like that,” Joel said, “dumb ass squid.”

      Anna stopped the truck. Stepping out of the RV, I saw the grin on Joel’s face.

      “I guess you’ll have to find out.” I blew him a kiss.

      Poking my head back into the RV, I looked back at Latimer. “How many of them are out there?”

      “None,” he rasped.

      “Really?” I scratched my head. “Shit. Okay. Roger, care to help Joel?”

      He nodded once and pulled a belt around his waist lined with pouches of magazines. He was a little on the portly side, but he didn’t move like it. Roger picked up his rifle and followed me to the door.

      I squinted in the daylight and made for the truck. Anna had been forced to stop next to a pair of overturned motorcycles. The Gold Wings, both red and black, lay on their sides and partially blocked the way ahead. Behind those, and a few hundred feet up the double lane road, sat an old yellow station wagon at an angle that also blocked the right hand side of the street. Both driver’s side doors were ajar, and a bunch of stuff had been dragged out. Bags, books, some empty soda cans, and a dark blue jacket.

      As I moved closer to the front of the truck, I found Anna half out of the vehicle with a gun in hand. Being in an armored truck with bulletproof glass had its advantages. Shooting from the front wasn’t one of them and that’s probably why Dale had put the turret in.

      Beyond the overturned bikes and station wagon, the real problem lay.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “Watch it up there,” Anna called back to me. “They have a lot of guns.”

      Through the partially opened truck doors, I noticed Frosty’s hackles were up, but she made no move toward the exit thanks to Christy’s firm hand around her collar. I moved inside and shut the doors behind me. A quick pat on Frosty’s head got me a quick lick.

      Three quick steps up the ladder, and I was able to stick my upper body out, but stayed behind the welded metal plate in case someone got antsy and started shooting. I turned to ask Christy to hand me a rifle, but she already had an AR ready. I took the gun and lowered the hammer for her.

      “Careful up there,” she said.

      “Lock the back and play it cool. We got this,” I told her.

      She rolled her eyes and said, “Oh good. I was worried I’d have to get up there with you and start blasting.”

      “You’re welcome to,” I replied and gestured for her to join me.

      “I’ll keep Frosty safe, ya boob.”

      I couldn’t help but grin. “You’re a boob.”

      With the rifle in hand, I took a look at the action ahead.

      They were roughly fifty yards away. I’ve seen some wild situations over the last few months. This was different, and yet seemed way too predictable.

      They were arrayed around a group of people. Dressed in jean and leather jackets, the men and women were lining up their motorcycles. Half a dozen hung back and formed a line to guard the rear, presumably from Zs. They drove a variety of bikes, with Harley Davidson being the most prominent. They were well-armed. Very well-armed. One of the men stood at least six foot four. He had a shotgun under his arm, a hunting rifle over his shoulder, and two handguns in holsters. One under his left arm, and another on his hip. Son of a bitch looked like he was out to give Joel Kelly a damn run for his money.

      The others bore an assortment of guns, and they looked to be ready for anything. I was about to suggest we turn around and find another way. With the gun at my shoulder so I could use the scope, I zoomed in on the three people on the ground in front of the gang. “Well, fuck me sideways.”

      I leaned down and in a lowered voice said, “Hey. We know them.”

      “Who?” Christy asked me.

      “Tell Anna it’s…” I was cut off as a gun fired.

      Jerking my head back up, I hastily pulled the rifle to my shoulder and sighted the men ahead again.

      I slithered back down the ladder and leaned over to tell Anna, “I’m going out there. I have to help them.”

      Just then, the radio in the cab squawked. “Joel said we might have to get involved,” came Roger’s voice, followed by a brief burst of static. “Who are they?”

      “Tell him it’s our friends.”

      Anna turned and looked at me, but kept her gun extended in her left hand. I wondered how well she could shoot from her offhand, but knowing her, she was probably a crack shot. She lifted the radio to her mouth and relayed my words. I was already heading outside.

      Jake got out of the front of the truck and hustled back to me as I exited the back of the truck.

      “Hey. I have a plan,” I said.

      “For what? What’s going on? Can’t we just turn around and leave?”

      “You heard me. We know those guys and we have to help,” I said.

      He shook his head before nodding once at the trailer. “This is too important. We should back up and leave. But I see from the look on your face that’s not really an option.”

      It was my turn to shake my head. “It’s not. Anna. Slowly ease us toward them. I’ll walk slowly, but we don’t want them spooked.”

      She nodded, got back in the truck, and put it in gear.

      With my handgun in my holster, and the hammer in my left arm, I stepped out from behind the truck with one hand in the air. I walked slowly as Anna drove slow enough to cover for me in case this went south.

      As I drew to within a hundred feet, I motioned for Anna. She brought the truck to a stop. I carefully went around the front.

      “Hold up. I come in peace. We have food and water!” I called.

      The man had one gun pointed at me, and one at the guy on the ground. He’d been knocked off his feet, and I already knew he was chewing bullets, wanting to get up and punch the big man. Next to him stood a shorter Latino man, and between them, a woman leaned on a long branch that seemed to double as a walking stick for support.

      It was Erik Tragger, his girlfriend Katherine, and their pal Scott. What in the hell were they even doing here?

      “Just in time,” the man with the hand cannon pointed at Erik said without looking at me. “How about you bring all those goodies over here and we can talk? I don’t know who the fuck you are, or why the fuck you’re here, but you can fuck right off for all I care.”

      “That’s a lot of fucks,” I said, trying to sound good nature. “Normally, I have zero fucks to give. So kudos to you.”

      “This is between us.” Erik snapped his fingers toward the guy to get his attention. “Let them leave. I’ll go with you. Just leave all these folks alone. Come on, MacCready.”

      Erik knew this guy?

      “Nah. I think we’re gonna just take your shit and leave your corpses on the road. Whole damn place is covered in corpses, so what’s a few more?” MacReady turned his head toward me. “Nice truck. I want it.”

      Now that I was around the truck, on the road, and on the other side of the station wagon, I got a good look at what we were facing, and it wasn’t pretty. There were ten of them. The sound of running engines somewhere up the road assured me there were more men, unless they’d just left their bikes running for some dumb reason.

      “Thanks, man. It gets me from point A to point B,” I said. I was fighting the urge to gulp and/or look weak. I had to keep his attention while the others got into position. “Like I said. We have some extra food. Do you guys like sodas? Got a few in the back we can spare. They ain’t even expired yet.”

      The guy looked like he hadn’t had a shower in the last few months. I get it. Life sucks, but there is still water around, not to mention unused cases of baby wipes. I’ve had my share of “baths” thanks to them.

      “You got a pair. Give you that.” He pointed the gun at me. “That thing bullet proof?”

      “One way to find out,” I said.

      “I ain’t never seen an armored truck turned into a survival vehicle. Just give to me and you can walk,” MacCready was practically drooling as he studied our ride.

      One of the people next to him said something. The big man looked over and shook his head, then hissed, “Shut the fuck up.”

      I wasn’t sure what the guy said, but I had a feeling he had been advising caution. MacReady, AKA Bearded and Greasy, didn’t look like he cared. His face was firm, eyes hard and unflinching. This dude, like all of us, had seen some shit.

      “You’re not getting our truck. In fact, we can all be friends here,” I advised. “Really. It’s in your best interest.”

      MacReady looked annoyed, but it was not enough for his gun to drift away from Erik, Katherine, and Scott. As I drew closer, I observed Erik had a cut over his eyebrow and a line of blood ran down the bridge of his nose. That would be Erik for ya. He was not one to take more than a teaspoon of crap before he went into cold killer mode. He’d spent some time in the Army and been in Special Forces training, but he was quiet about what had happened to his life after that.

      “If you’d be so kind as to point your gun another way, that would be great,” I said, trying to put on a friendly tone.

      “I’m about to waste you right now. The only thing stopping me is curiosity. What makes you think you, one man, maybe with some backup in the RV, can just roll up on us and make demands? Kind of a death wish if you ask me.”

      I shivered as the wind kicked up.

      “How about if no one gets wasted? Just let these guys go, and we can part friends. Hard enough finding other living folks, am I right? So why fight amongst ourselves?”

      “The fuck have you been living?” The guy’s voice was incredulous.

      “California, until about a month ago. San Diego, to be precise. I was in the Navy. Me and my Marine pal made it up here. It’s kind of a long story. But the point I want to make is that my Marine pal isn’t by my side. We’re kinda inseparable.”

      The biker’s hand dipped a fraction. His pistol looked heavy. “Why the hell would I care about your butt buddy?”

      I snorted. “We’re not like—Oh never mind. The point is, my pal isn’t next to me because he’s a pretty good sniper. I imagine you’re under his sights right about now.”

      The guy took his eyes off me, and more importantly, his gun, as his head whipped around to scan the area. Then he frowned and looked back at me. “You’re full of shit.”

      “He’s not full of shit. He’s talking about Joel. I’ve seen him in action,” Erik put in.

      “Shut up, Tragger. You and me’s got business and you know it.”

      How did these guys know each other?

      I had kept my hands up, but advanced on the men at a slow rate. A couple of his guys had guns out. They kept an eye on me, but a couple of them drifted back, probably looking for cover.

      “Yep. Marine ace Joel Kelly, or Sarge. He likes it when you call him Sarge,” I added.

      The bearded guy laughed, but it was without humor. “You’re so full of shit it’s coming out of your eyes.” He turned and spoke to his crew. “Take what they have. Get it all. Chase them into the woods. If any of them come after you, put ‘em down.”

      “What’s the meaning of all this?” Dr. Breeze’s voice cut in. I hadn’t heard her step out of the truck. Now she stood behind me and off to the side. Her MP5 hung from a sling over her shoulder. At least she’d come ready to back us up.

      MacReady’s eyes widened when he saw her. He scratched his head with his pistol barrel and then looked genuinely at a loss.

      “Can we go about our business? All of this posturing is not benefiting anyone.” Her voice had taken on that school teacher tone again, as if we were a couple of sixth graders getting ready to throw rocks at each other.

      MacReady cocked his head slightly and whispered something to his friend. The other guy nodded once. 

      “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch. You’re who they been looking for, ain’t you?” MacReady asked as he studied Dr. Breeze.

      “Sorry?” she asked.

      “That doc. Big bounty for anyone finding you and what you got. Shit. This just became the best day ever,” MacReady said around a big shit-eating grin.

      “What are you talking about? She’s just a friend of ours. You’re mistaken.”

      He blew out a breath and laughed. “Nope. I don’t think so. They said to bring her in without a scratch. Bonus for her companion. Did you know she hangs out with one of those green eyed fucks? That’s the kind of company you keep?”

      My head spun. How in the absolute fuck did he know, or even care, who Dr. Breeze was? Why did he know about her, and how did he know about Latimer?

      Dr. Breeze didn’t move. For the first time since I’d met her she seemed truly rocked. I didn’t need to be an expert in body language to recognize the truth. Someone really was looking for her and Latimer.

      “Uh,” I said unhelpfully.

      Dr. Breeze lifted her MP5.

      “Wait!” I yelled.

      “Bring her in, guys!” MacReady yelled.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I warned him.

      “I kinda do.”

      He lifted the gun again and pointed it at my face. I froze. I wanted to duck, or drop to the deck, but I froze like a dumb deer in the headlights.

      Just as the barrel of MacReady’s pistol centered on my forehead, it was suddenly flying. The boom echoed around us a split second later. He screamed as his gun bounced across the road, as well as a finger. He cried out again as he lifted his hand to look at the damage. His eyes couldn’t get much wider, but his mouth did as it matched his mounting horror.

      “Wait!” I yelled because the others were already scattering. They pulled out guns as they dove for cover. Snark-filled faces now looked pale as rounds erupted among them. Joel must have been in a forgiving mood because they weren’t dropping like flies.

      I ducked around the side of the station wagon, fully expecting a bullet to smash into my back at any second. I hit the ground hard, then rolled against the tire and held my position.

      Jake had taken to the turret. He popped up and ripped half a magazine toward the running bikers. One went down with a curse while clutching his calf. A shaggy brown-haired guy pulled his pal out of the line of fire.

      Dr. Breeze dove for the RV but ripped half a magazine in MacReady’s men’s direction.

      Engines sounded as the bikers fired up their bikes.

      Four or five guys didn’t get the message and started shooting at us. Rounds popped against the side of the truck and turret, forcing Jake to drop back inside.

      “Erik!” I cried and gestured wildly for them to hurry it up. He was already helping Katherine off the ground. He and Scott helped her as they simultaneously kept their heads down and staggered after us. I popped off a few shots in the bikers’ general direction. 

      The bikers scrambled for cover. Sporadic gunshots rang. Not wildly, but with aimed shots. One of them whizzed overhead and hit the truck. The round splatted against the truck’s windshield and thankfully didn’t penetrate the thick glass, but it left a mark.

      Christy broke from around the truck and rushed toward us with a couple of rifles in hand. Erik gave me an unreadable look as he hustled Katherine around the side of the station wagon.

      “Hey man.” Scott grinned, but hit the deck as more rounds crashed into the ride. “SSDD, right?”

      “We’re getting out of here ASAP,” I breathlessly told them.

      “Works for me.” Erik grunted. “Sorry you got dragged into this. I know those guys, but I don’t know why they want your friend.”

      “We’ll catch up later. Let’s survive the next few minutes, first.”

      “Good to see you,” he told Christy as he pulled an AR style weapon out of her arms. She dropped to the ground next to me. I hovered protectively over her and fired at a guy who stuck his head out from behind an overturned pickup truck. The big gun boomed, making her cover her ears.

       A round smashed out a window, and he ducked with a cry. He was my age and wore a thick leather jacket, but he didn’t look like he knew the first thing about handling a gun. Still, an idiot with a gun can kill you just as quickly as a pro. It just takes one round.

      Erik popped up and lay down covering fire. A gun boomed in the distance and the bike mirror next to one of the guy’s heads exploded. He dropped out of sight. Probably fled to change his underwear.

      Next to him, Scott had armed himself with the same sweet UMP I’d used a few days ago. He showered the general area with half a mag. Rounds ricocheted off metal and asphalt.

      “I don’t know what’s going on. They stopped you guys, now they want our doc. What the fuck?” I asked Erik. 

      “They stopped us, claiming to be looking for someone,” he said and then popped off three rounds before ducking down again. “Turns out me and MacReady have a little history. I thought he was dead. He ain’t.”

      “Clearly,” I said.

      “He used to run with some government hired mercenaries.”

      Bright Star!

      Leave it to Erik to find someone who hated him out in the wide wide undead world. And for that someone to be looking for us. 

      “Thought you were dead, too. Never came back to the island.”

      “We got hung up. Then we got an important delivery dropped in our lap.”

      Christy pulled her handgun out of her packet pocket, but she stayed low. She crawled toward the rear of the truck and said, “I’m watching our six.”

      “Who’s watching your six?”

      “Frosty.”

      One of the bikers ripped a full magazine in our direction. More gunfire from our eleven o’clock meant these guys weren’t total dumb asses. They were trying to flank us.

      Joel, or Roger's gun boomed a few times, then went silent. I knew why, too. They weren’t going to stay in one place for long and offer themselves up as easy targets. 

      Jake yelled for us to hurry and laid down covering fire.

      No shit, Sherlock!

      “Fall back,” I urged our friends. Katherine nodded and kept her upper body behind cover as she hustled toward the truck.

      A biker popped up on my periphery. I snapped a few shots toward him, but he’d already ducked down in a mass of bushes.

      “Come on, Latimer!” I groaned.

      The bikers were doing a good job of coming at us from multiple sides. Soon they’d be on our six, and we’d be screwed.

      I motioned for Christy to run for the truck, but as soon as she tried to stand, a couple of rounds ripped across the station wagon’s roof.

      Erik blasted covering fire in the direction of the shooter, sending the man scrambling with a curse. Christy used the moment and hustled after Katherine. I gulped as she dashed around the side of the armored truck, relieved she was safe. Now all we had to do was gather everyone else and get the hell out of here in one piece. I looked for Joel, but it was like looking for a literal camouflaged needle in a haystack. He was smart and would know when to rejoin us.

      I fell back toward the truck, firing as I ran. The revolver ran empty and not for the first time I wished I had speed loaders.

      Anna cracked off a shot as I neared the truck. To my right and behind us, a figure appeared. The biker had the drop on us. He came up with a large caliber hunting rifle and he probably would have wasted me right then and there, but Anna was quicker and shot him in the chest, blowing him off his feet.

      “Don’t mention it,” she said before I could thank her.

      More of them were closing. I could make out heads in the woods. Gunfire rippled toward us. “Get ready to roll!” I yelled.

      “You’re not going anywhere!” MacReady yelled.

      Jake spun in the turret and fired in that general direction.

      I hunkered down and used the door for cover. More bullets ricocheted around us. Erik attempted to escape, but he had to rapidly retreat when bullets struck the ground inches away from his feet.

      A new sound emerged over the battlefield. I would normally pick that moment to turn tail and run, or rush to fight them with Joel. It came as a surprise to instead feel a sense of relief. One of the bikers screamed. There was a burst of gunfire that wasn’t aimed at us.

      “Infected! Let’s get the fuck out of here!” MacReady yelled.

      The sound of moans rose, and I can’t say I’ve ever been happier to hear them.
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      I poked my head out. Sure enough. The bikers were in full retreat. There was only one problem; some of them appeared to be looking for a side street to flank us. We’d have to haul ass. 

      At least Latimer had come through, after all.

      A guy yelled as a Z appeared from around a tree and snagged him. They both came toward us mainly because Mr. Leather Jacket had a Z hand hooked around his neck. He used a semi auto pistol, grasped in his right hand, to keep the Zs mouth from biting his neck.

      In the chaos, we fled toward the transport.

      “Can you get us off this main drag?” I asked Anna.

      Jake slithered out of the turret, gave our friends a quick “s’up,” then hustled out to cover for Roger and Joel.

      “You drive. I’ll navigate.” Anna had slid across the cab to sit in the passenger side seat. Amazed I wasn’t riddled with holes, I climbed into the cab and glanced at the back as I closed the door. Now that Erik, Katherine, and Scott were in the back, we could button up and back out of here. Frosty tried to dance around and lick each of them. We’d all become fast friends out at the farm, and Frosty hadn’t forgotten them.

      Joel and Roger appeared from behind a copse of trees and motioned for me to keep going. They were a good hundred feet away and didn’t want to be exposed to gunfire until the truck could cover for them.

      I drove slowly, my eyes darting between the mass of Zs, the fleeing bikers, and Joel and Roger’s approach.

      Erik was one of the calmest appearing men I’d ever met. He must have had ice water for blood. Katherine was a study in shattered confidence. I had the highlights of what had happened to them after the infected uprising. I knew that she, much like Anna, had lost her family. A shuffler had also shot her, and she had nearly died. While staying with us at the farm out in the woods of Oregon, she had always had kind words, but there was a haunted look that would sometimes take over.

      Scott was a study on how to survive the zombie fucking apocalypse and keep the humor alive. Joel used to say that Scott reminded me of him. I didn’t see it.

      What I saw was an open road. Hopefully, that was the last we’d seen of the bikers. What were the chances, right?
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        * * *

      

      “Erik. Y’all are a long way from Hayden Island.”

      In the distance, motorcycles raced away from the site.

      “Glad you came along when you did,” Erik spoke up to be heard over the engine sound. His eyes roved across the interior. “You’re doing okay for yourself.” He craned his head around and spotted Anna. “I see you’re still stuck with him.”

      “Haven’t been able to upgrade yet,” she replied.

      “Hey,” I protested.

      Anna patted my hand. “It’s okay. You’ll do, for now.”

      I quickly gave Anna the run down from my exchange with MacCready. She gasped.

      “A bounty? Did he actually say bounty?” Anna asked in disbelief.

      I shook my head. “That’s what he said.”

      Joel and Roger hustled out of the woods and made for the trailer. I slowed, but Dr. Breeze must have already spotted them. The door flung open, and she held out her hand. Roger was the first one in, while Joel slowed and scanned the area as he grabbed the door frame and stepped onto the short ladder.

      “As soon as you can turn around, I think I know an alternate path,” Anna said.

      “Shit,” I snapped my fingers. “Do you guys need anything from your car?” I turned and asked.

      “Not if it means we’re going to get shot at,” Erik said. “We have clothes and other supplies. Not much food,” Erik said. “I’d rather not see him again unless it’s to blow his head off. What’s the story with your new friend? Why would anyone be looking for her?”

      “There’s a lot going on. We can go over it at our next stop. You can meet the doc.”

       “Sure. That guy MacReady used to run with some bad people.  They…” He trailed off and looked at Christy with a soft half smile. “Did I ever tell you that you remind me of someone?”

      “Uh. Yeah. Like fifty times back at the farm,” Christy said.

      “You were stuck in a cage, right?” I asked him.

      “Damn ghouls had us. There was a girl. Not much younger than Christy. We lost her in the escape.”

      “They turned her. Bastards,” Scott said.

      “The shufflers?”

      “Yeah. They had these zombie minions. I thought we were going to starve to death in that cage. Scott and I were offered raw meat. Nothing else. Raw, infected human meat. When we got free, I erased the location. In the process, I killed a guy who was friends with MacReady.”

      Erik and Joel had a lot in common. Me too, judging by the trail of exploded gas stations left in our wake.

      “They gunned her down while we were escaping. Their leader and I didn’t see eye to eye. His guys were a bunch of hard asses. One of them was MacReady. It looks like he survived the shootout. He’s doing pretty well for himself.”

      “Not anymore, with his missing finger.” I countered.

      “Fingers,” Scott said. “I think you guys got him good.”

      Erik’s eyes roved over the interior of the truck. “Last we saw you, well, you were heading out to pick up some supplies for Hayden. That was just before the whole place went up.”

      I needed to hear more about that.

      “Joel and I were stuck in the city after a botched supply run. Two guys, Alan and DJ, returned with Anna, Christy, and Frosty. They rescued us from a very bad situation. We ended up in this vehicle, with an RV, and we’re heading for Seattle on a, get this,” I paused dramatically, “mission to save the world. That’s where the doc comes in.”

      “Like, you guys have a zombie nuke? Only kills the undead?”

      “Not quite,” I replied. “And don’t mention nukes. I’ve seen one go off.”

      “Me, too, bro. I miss the movies,” Scott interjected.

      I shook my head.

      “Dr. Breeze worked for the CDC. She told us about a vaccine she had developed. It prevents Z bites from infecting you. So, we’re taking her to Seattle to meet with a bunch of researchers who are expecting samples so they can start making this stuff.”

      Erik’s face was usually stone. His mouth dropped open.

      “You gotta be shitting me,” Scott said with an incredulous grin.

      I shook my head. “Nope. I’ve had the shot.”

      “Me, too,” Anna said.

      “Anyone else? Or are you both guinea pigs?” he asked. “And how do you know it’s not saline or saltpeter or something that’ll make your,” Scott glanced around and looked a little chagrined. “I mean, does your stuff still work?”

      “He’s fine,” Anna said over her shoulder.

      “Dr. Breeze has taken it. Same for her friends Jake and Roger.”

      “She can shoot me up,” Scott grinned.

      I ignored him for now.

      “Wow. How’d they get the drop on you, of all people, Erik?” I asked him.

      “Wasn’t him. It was me,” Scott interjected. “They caught us off guard while I was driving.”

      “It was no one’s fault,” Erik said.

      “Just wish I would have seen the spikes. I was in the zone. Thinking about Burger King. Remember when you could drive up and order a burger? That shit would be ready in a few minutes. What I wouldn’t give to have that opportunity again. Fill my belly until I puked, man.”

      “That’s really gross.” Christy turned up her nose.

      “Just sayin’.”

      My stomach rumbled. Now that the shakes had worn off, my body craved calories.

      I looked over my shoulder again. “Buncha MREs in the back. Show ‘em, Christy. No burgers, but we have chipped beef and other entrées sure to give everyone gas. Send me up some crackers, or chips, or something.”

      “F yeah,” Scott said.

      While I drove, Erik filled us in on what had happened. I kept the radio keyed open so the crew in the trailer could hear, as well. There wasn’t much to the tale. The island had come under direct threat. Dozens of shufflers had descended on the location and managed to get to the island. He didn’t know how it had happened, but there was speculation that they had boated there, or swam, or snuck in on a truck.

      He, Scott, and Katherine had already been preparing to leave. When Zs had appeared just as the bombs had started to fall on Portland, they had used the cover to get up on the road and take an unattended station wagon. It had been chaotic as the people on Hayden had fought the shufflers and an advancing army of Zs. In the ensuing chaos they had driven across the bridge, while we had spent most of the day driving around. Then it had been a matter of heading north, since they had no destination in mind. Scott said he’d had a family up near Seattle, but he acknowledged they were probably long dead.

      “What happened to the island?” I asked.

      “As far as I know, they repelled the infected,” Scott added to Erik’s tale. “Some kinda weird red eyed freaks were involved. Never seen anything like them. But they went down to gunfire just like any other infected.”

      “We have,” I said. “I hate them.”

      “Fast fucks.” Scott nodded.

      “I’d like to know more about the vaccine, and I’d like to meet the doctor,” Katherine added.

      “So would I, since we’re now caught up in something here,” Erik said.

      “You want out?” I asked. “All jokes aside. You guys are like family, but I’m not going to force you along with us.”

      Erik scoffed. “Not on your life, pal.”

      Katherine and Scott nodded approvingly.

      Just like that. We had the band back together.
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        * * *

      

      Free of the bikers, and heading away from Latimer’s freshly summoned horde of Zs, Anna plotted a path along back roads until she led us to the outskirts of a city named Lacey. I kept the truck at a steady pace, but it was hard to maintain as we ran across wrecks that had to be moved, and bodies if they took up too much of the street. One peculiarity we came across was a pile of dead. None moving, and all shot through the head. They’d been stacked like wood and partially covered with a tarp. Rain and wind had done a number on the covering, revealing the gruesome pile.

      Blood didn’t drench the ground around the gross surprise. It would have been washed away months ago.

      In the distance, the sound of the motorcyclists rose, and then fell away. I hoped they weren’t looking for us.

      While I looked for a place for us to hole up for the evening, Anna worked the maps, but we were in a portion of land between cities that was sparsely populated. She suggested a turn off. I took it and we came across a large wooden barricade that had been built across a two-lane road. Someone had painted TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT in huge letters.

      “Ten-four to that,” I muttered and backed us out.

      We reached a road that was blocked off with a couple of rusting old car wrecks. Beyond that, a series of concrete barriers had been set up with barbed wire running along the tops that led to a huge chain-link fence on both sides. It was hard to make out what lay beyond. All I needed to see was another sign promising death to trespassers.

      We’d spent most of the day driving around the middle of Washington state, and I was beat. Not to mention the fight with the bikers had hyped my system up to the max. I needed a night of rest.

      After another half hour of checking side roads, we located a lone home a quarter mile from an old paved road. Joel got out of the trailer and motioned toward the truck. Erik had opened the back door to stretch his legs. He reached into the truck and came out with an AR style rifle. “I’ll go with Joel.”

      “Watch your asses out there, boys,” I said.

      “Sit your ass in the truck and wait for the men to take this one,” Joel said with a half-smile.

      I stretched my legs to catch up with him and said under my breath, “I haven’t told Erik about Latimer yet.”

      “Shit,” Joel scratched his head. “We’ll have to handle this delicately. I’ll leave it to you.”

      “Why me? Can’t you guys military-bro-code it up out there while you’re scouting?”

      “The less talk, the better. Don’t you know the first damn thing about checking out a potential location? You’d think I taught you better by now.”

      “What can I say? I’m a slow learner.”

      Joel tsked, “That’s the least of your problems, squid.”

      Erik had located a couple of magazines and stuffed them in his front pocket. He pulled the charging handle on his new rifle and checked the chamber, then let it slide back into place. He pointed to the right with two fingers. Joel made a motion, and they set off, but split up to cover both sides of the house.

      Anna walked up the dirt road and joined me. We faded back and stood under a copse of trees. She leaned into me, and I wrapped my arm around her. She kept one hand on her pistol, while the other held me. We didn’t need to talk.

      The home turned out to be long deserted. There was a sign on the door showing an eviction had occurred sometime before the zombie uprising. Joel and Erik went over the home and the surrounding area. They both ranged out to check the woods and other houses. I backed the RV in and hid it behind the home on the overgrown grassy backyard.

      Anna and I paused as we unloaded our bags from the truck. I looked up at the sound. Motorcycles. We heard them off and on all night. I didn’t even have to look at my friends for confirmation. They knew. The bikers were looking for us.
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        * * *

      

      We got a night of rest; we had to decide our next move. Sitting around out here was a good way to burn through our supplies, especially since we now had a few new mouths to feed. If they had been anyone else, we would have left them in a safe location, and driven away. But this was Erik, Katherine, and Scott. We’d become friends at the farm. I knew for a fact they would have our backs no matter what.

      I hoped that would be true when we brought up our ghoulish guest. They knew about 

      The home had four bedrooms, and we were able to make do. Jake and Roger tended to hang out together, but they added Scott as the three of them hit it off. Anna and I found a room that had a comforter on the bed. I barely had my clothes off and got under the covers before I fell asleep.

      What seemed like a minute later, a hand on my shoulder woke me. I reached for it, but it was gone. In the dark, I cursed and thrashed at the blankets.

      “Chill, dude. Fuck. You’re on watch,” Joel whispered.

      “No need to whisper. You sound like a horse walking around this old house,” Anna said.

      The sound of her gun’s hammer being slowly released made me sit up. “You brought your gun to bed?”

      She reached out and patted my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Creed. You’re still enough for me.”

      I wasn’t sure how to take that, so I ignored the comment and Joel’s snicker.

      “I’ll join you. I’ve been awake for the last hour.” Anna sat up and felt around for her pants.

      “See you outside,” Joel said.

      “You don’t have to, babe,” I said.

      “Okay. I’ll try to get some sleep.”

      Good thing it was dark, so she didn’t see my look of disappointment. I felt like she’d just bluffed me in a hand of poker. If I thought she was kidding, that was soon proven wrong as she curled up back under the blanket.

      “Oh. Can you find some of that awful instant coffee if you’re near the trailer? I might snort it in the morning just so I don’t have to put up with the taste.”

      I sputtered laughter as I went out to meet Joel.

      The next few hours passed in quiet, with the exception of the occasional sound of motorcycles in the distance. MacReady and his crew were still out there looking for us. I wondered what kind of reward was worth this much effort. Was Bright Star really still around trying to run the show?

      The only thing they were in charge of was a nation of dead and jack squat.

      Let them try to take the Doc. Fuck around and find out.
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        * * *

      

      Back on the road after a fitful night, I took a break from being behind the wheel and rode in the trailer with Jake and Roger while Anna took a turn at driving. Christy joined me, but Frosty wouldn’t go near the trailer door. Just as well, since she might try to rip out Latimer’s throat. Scott wanted to know more about our new friends and sat near Dr. Breeze.

      We’d had to break the news about Latimer to our old friends. They’d taken it with varying mixtures of horror and outright hatred. Erik's anger towards Latimer subsided after meeting Dr. Breeze and discussing the vaccine.

      A pair of sleeping bags lay rolled up next to a thin portable mattress. There was enough room back here to sleep in a pinch, or in the event of boredom. After a night of sleep broken by two hours of watch in the early morning, I felt vaguely zombieish. I wondered if anyone would mind my lanky ass pulling out a bag and taking a fifteen minute to two-hour cat nap. Meow.

      They kept the pace slow and steady. There was no telling when you would come around a bend in the road and find a pileup of cars and trucks. 

      A few dozen miles to the west was the city of Tacoma, but we were going to stay well clear and pick our way around, being careful to avoid as many major streets as possible. Now that we were reaching large centers of population, there was no telling what state they would be in.

      Would they be filled with Zs? Probably, navigating streets while avoiding getting overrun would be next to impossible. Would they be filled with survivors scavenging for any scrap of food? Highly likely, and we would be a fat catch. 

      We had a pair of side windows cracked and the air smelled clear and clean. It wasn’t raining, which seemed a miracle although clouds had rolled in and painted the sky various shades of gray. Still, a hint of sun shone through at times.

      I’d already raided the soda supply and cracked open a room temperature Sprite. It would have been nice to drink a cold one, but Elizabeth forbade us using the small refrigerator as it contained samples and the vaccine.

      I looked out the side window as we went around a turn and found Erik had naturally taken to the turret. He did a pretty good imitation of Joel’s dour looks while he kept an eye on the path ahead and behind.

      Dr. Breeze worked on her computer while Scott pestered her with questions. On more than one occasion, she asked him to please be quiet. She did it politely, and it worked. For all of fifteen minutes.

      “Hey, doc. I’ve got this scratch on my side. It doesn’t wanna heal right, know what I mean? Wanna take a look at it?”

      “Later, please. I’m busy.” Then she looked up. “Unless it’s infected. Is it infected?”

      “How would I know?”

      “Is there pus, or does it smell?”

      He yanked his shirt up and sniffed. “It doesn’t stink, but I do. Does that shower work?”

      “Yes. Please use it.” She shooed him off.

      “I will,” Scott promised.

      “You remind me a great deal of someone I know,” she said as she met my gaze.

      “I get that sometimes. It’s my charisma,” Scott said. “You were telling me about the vaccine?”

      She dug around in a pile of papers and found a list in her neat handwriting and handed it to me. “I have created a short list of side effects from the vaccine. Those aside, however, I highly suggest everyone take it.”

      I winced as I remembered my experience with the jab. The visions. The sense of Latimer on my periphery. The freaky as hell feeling that I could sense other shufflers around me.

      “Maybe you all should hold off, anyway. There are unexpected side effects. Like gnarly shit,” I said honestly.

      “Like shitting your pants?” Scott said.

      “What?” I nearly choked on my Sprite.

      Dr. Breeze regarded me over the rim of her glasses. “Do these side effects still exist?”

      “Well,” I stared up at the ceiling as I gave it some thought. “I don’t think so. Not recently.”

      Scott rolled up his sleeve. “Hit me, doc. I better get a lollipop after.”

      “Yeah. A Dumdum,” I interjected.

      Scott winced. “There’s more? I assumed you got the last one.”

      I cracked a grin and got one in return.

      Dr. Breeze finished typing something on her computer. She closed the lid. “Since I won’t be getting any work done, I suppose I can stick a needle into you.”

      “Oh. That sounds…” Scott trailed off as his brain outpaced his mouth.

      “Hey,” I leaned over and lowered my voice. “All joking aside. The side effect I experienced was, well, it was weird. Like I was one of the shufflers for a minute. It went away. She played it off.” I jerked my thumb at Elizabeth. “To be fair, I haven’t felt it since. Just a warning.”

      “The question you must ask yourself is, do the benefits of the shot outweigh a moment of temporary discomfort?”

      “Will I be able to communicate with the ghouls? How do I send a mental card of a big middle finger?”

      “Just point it at the guy in the other room.”

      “Actually,” Scott said, “I’d like to pick his two brain cells. Like does he tan? What does he eat if not braaaaains?”

      “Roger and Jake are gonna love you. Sometimes all they talk about is Zs. I don’t get it.”

      Dr. Breeze put her hands on her hips and leaned back. A pop sounded, and she let out a sigh of relief. She reached for the ceiling and stretched. I couldn’t help but catch Scott checking her out. He didn’t stand a chance, but I would be there for the show when she shot him down.

      Dr. Breeze was aloof, and even though she’d been with Roger and Jake for months, she showed very little interest in either of them as far as being romantic attachments. Nope. There was only one person she’d shown interest in. I had caught her, frequently, letting her gaze linger.

      No sense in jumping to conclusions. She might have a thing for Joel, but she had a bigger thing for her dead ex. Dr. Breeze could act like she was as cold as ice, but there was a person under all that, as she might say, pomp and circumstance. She had a heart; I had witnessed it on display while she had played with a trio of dogs.

      Elizabeth retrieved a vial from the refrigerator and gave Scott the shot.

      He looked a little discomforted, but an hour later, he didn’t report any of the side effects I had experienced. Must be nice.

      Hours passed in the trailer. I found a paperback of an old Tom Clancy novel and read the first twenty pages before I dozed off.

      I would have loved it if the day had proceeded like this. That we’d sat around. Played cards, read books, and enjoyed the little sunlight that shone through.

      We didn’t.

      I don’t know who heard them first. Me, or Scott. We both looked up and our eyes met. The motorcycle sounded like it was a half mile or more away, but it was there. Then another engine joined it.

      “Maybe they’re too far away and didn’t see us,” Scott said.

      “Yeah. What are the chances?”

      The radio croaked and Joel’s voice asked if we’d heard it too.

      I picked up the radio and pushed the button. “Yeah. We need to figure out where it is…” My voice trailed off as a couple of gunshots sounded. I hit the deck so fast the entire trailer shook. The sound of motorcycle engines picked up and I swear I heard one of the assholes let out a loud, “Whoop!”
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      I wish I had stayed in the truck. Back here, I felt like I was completely out of control of our situation. If I’d been in the truck, I could be driving us in an equally out-of-control situation. Don’t look for logic.

      Christ!

      Another gunshot arrived just as a slug tore through the trailer’s rear wall and punched through the roof.

      A second loud shot cracked the air, followed by several more, and it was terrifying. At least with Zs, you could see what was coming.

      Jake was already on the move, and so was Dr. Breeze. She dropped next to the table, reached under, and came up with her snug MP5 submachine gun.

      Jake raced to a window, gun in one hand. His hand darted out and pushed aside the brown pleated RV blinds. His head darted around and took in the outdoors before he ducked back in. Scott racked a round into his AR and moved quickly to the back. Katherine came up with a snub nosed revolver, but kept her body behind cover. There were few windows back here, making it hard to see anyone out there.

      We sure as hell heard them.

      Lots of them.

      What may have been only a dozen engines sounded like twice the number.

      I raced back to the table and grabbed the radio. “Hey. What are you guys seeing?”

      “A shitload of assholes on bikes. They have guns. Lots of guns,” Joel replied.

      “Oh, is that right? Guns you say? I couldn’t tell from the shots.”

      “Get your ass down. I’m gonna pull over so I can cover us.”

      “No, man. No! Did you lose your Marine mind? They’re right behind us. We stop for a second and we’re gonna be surrounded. Rounds will punch through like these walls are made of paper. Erik’s in the turret. He’ll call out shots.”

      “Better I’m on a gun than on the wheel.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Then switch with Anna. You can hang your dumb Marine ass out the window and blow puppy dog farts in their general direction.”

      A pair of rounds cracked the air. I hated this! We couldn’t even see where a bullet might come from.

      “Got anything in here that’s thick enough for protection? We need some better cover,” Scott said.

      He took up station next to a window, drew his handgun, and slid the window open. Scott poked his head out to assess the situation, then dashed to RV’s other side.

      “Where are they?” I went to help him.

      “Hard to see from the sides. I think they’re right behind us.”

      “They are,” Roger confirmed.

      Roger went to work with his gun. Rounds blasted and managed to rip away my hearing as well as a section of curtains. An engine revved. Someone screamed as the bike went off the road. I couldn’t see it, but I didn’t need to. Someone just got their day fucked up.

      Dr. Breeze racked a round into her weapon.

      “Hey. Stay down over there. We ain’t come all this way for you to get shot,” I yelled at her.

      She nodded once, but her hands were tight on the gun. She looked ready to jump up and start shooting. All we needed was for her to get shot and throw this entire mission out the window.

      Rounds rocked the air from the direction of the truck. The RV swerved to the side, and I nearly lost my footing. It straightened, and we sped up.

      I made for a side window to assist, even though all I had was a pistol and a full complement of curse words. Pulling the .44, I verified it was loaded. There were another dozen rounds in the belt, plus a few in my left pocket. I got on the couch, leaned over, pushed the curtain aside, and shoved the window open. Being on the trailer’s left side, my view encompassed green trees, fields, and hills. I couldn’t see who was behind us.

      The truck swerved hard again, and I was thrown against the wall. “Ow!”

      I put my hand against the paneling and tried to crane my head around to see what in the hell they were dodging up there. The truck slowed so hard I almost flew off my feet, and then it sped up, but not before another swerve. Then the damnest thing appeared. It was Joel, and he was coming out of the driver’s side door. He slithered out, and put his hand on top, then launched himself up. Grabbing the roof over the back of the truck, he pulled until Erik could lean over and help him up.

      Another sharp turn, and my shoulder took the impact this time.

      Triggering the radio, I said, “I guess Anna just took the wheel?”

      “Jesus wasn’t available,” she replied. “I got this.”

      The bikers must have caught on to the truck’s erratic maneuvers. Something was up. Engines roared as they raced to catch up. They were gaining, and it was only a matter of time before they would be on top of us.

      Erik popped off rounds one at a time. He cursed after each, but he must have scored at least one hit because he let out a little whoop.

      I crawled back to the window. Joel had lashed a rope to one of the inset rails and wrapped it around his hand. He cinched it tight and then kneeled next to Erik and took aim. Christ. He was a goddamn sitting duck. Not that I could see much of him. Soon, more bullets filled the air as he and Erik fired at the bikers.

      Anna strove to get the truck going faster. It was an uphill battle. Literally. As she kept the pedal down, we slowed, thanks to the street that curved up at a steady fifteen degrees. If we were going more than twenty miles per hour, I’d be shocked.

      We drove past a side street where a pair of Gold Wings were coming in fast. Behind them, a woman without a helmet, rocking long blonde hair, sat on a Harley. She had a rifle barrel set in a groove in the front windshield and it wasn’t a stretch to see what a sitting target Joel was. I shoved the window open as far as possible, aimed, and fired. The gun boomed in my hand, but I couldn’t tell where the round had landed. Certainly not in one of their heads.

      I fired again. This time I clipped the man on the right even though I’d been aiming for the woman in the back. Close enough for Government work, if you ask me.

      He howled and tried to slow, but swerved hard and struck his pal. The pair of them went into the woods, screaming. Before I could whoop, another rider roared in and took their place.

      Ms. Big Gun had stayed cool and fired again. I cocked the gun, gripped it in both hands, centered her windshield above the inset weapon, and fired. The gun bucked. I centered again and fired as quickly as I could get the weapon in position. The last round punched into the windshield and her gun was ripped to the side. She hit his brakes with the one hand on the handlebar, but it was too much, and she ended up flipping the bike.

      “Welcome to the find out phase!” I yelled.

      Joel's barrel, hanging over the truck, sent a burst of rounds at the final biker, who slowed and peeled away from us.

      "The one smart guy." Scott had drawn up next to me and pointed at the fleeing biker.

      "I wish the rest would fuck off in the same direction."

      The sixth round went into the cylinder, and I snapped it closed, and not a minute too soon. More engines sounded, but this time they were faster and coming at us. There were about a dozen, and they were armed to the damn teeth. The one thing these geniuses hadn’t thought of was doubling up, and I was glad for it. They rode their bikes, an assortment of Harleys, a couple of Triumphs, and a pair of Gold Wings. These guys could be on Ducatis for all I cared. The one person I hadn’t seen yet was MacReady. I guess getting half a hand blown off was enough to keep him off our ass.

      The RV swayed, but I kept my balance. The bikers were getting closer. Their weapons glinted in the sunlight. We were sitting ducks, and I realized we were going to have to fight our way out of this mess.

      "Get ready!" Joel yelled, his voice barely audible over the deafening noise of the incoming bikes and air racing past him.

      As the bikers closed in, Joel opened fire, his rifle letting out a series of loud cracks. They swerved as they tried to serpentine around the blasts. A couple of them returned fire. Erik wasn’t having it. When they aimed at Joel, he opened fire and sent three bikes off the road. One of them crashed into another and both slid across the pavement. I’m sure the riders paid for it with full doses of road rash.

      “Son of a bitch!” I yelled as four more bikers appeared. Two more came up, as well, but they stopped to help their downed comrades.

      “One crack, man. I’ll take out MacReady if he shows his ugly fucking face,” Scott growled.

      Bullets smashed into the RV above us.

      I dove for cover, pulling Scott down with me.

      The rounds punched through the thin walls, ricocheted around, and pinged off the side of the truck. Outside, Erik loudly cursed, then return fire rattled. Behind us came the satisfying sound of bikes crashing. Screams. Anna swerved again, and the RV’s momentum tossed us to the side. I landed on top of Scott. He pushed me off, rolled to his side, and got up on all fours. He hustled back toward the window with me back on my feet following his example.

      What felt like a thousand rounds followed. I hit the deck next to Scott, sure that we were both about to be erased.

      The side window above the table exploded, sending glass shards flying. The curtains were sucked out and flapped in the wind. Dr. Breeze blew out a breath, hopped to her feet, and peeked out the window. She swung out her gun’s stock and set it against her arm.

      “Hey. Stay down,” I urged her.

      She was cool as a damn cucumber. Aiming out the window, she stroked the trigger, sending three round bursts. Not one, but two bikers screamed as she obviously scored hits.

      “Shoot them!” she urged me with a shooing motion and went back to firing.

      In the rear, Jake and Roger worked as a team. They covered for each other while firing at our pursuers.

      I joined Scott at his window and aimed at the nearest biker. The gun was heavy in my hand, and my fingers shook as I pulled the trigger. The biker's head snapped back, and he fell off his bike. Damn, I got one in a single shot. Must have been pure luck.

      “Don’t get cocky, kid,” Scott advised me sagely.

      “I’m more of a Han Solo,” I said as I loaded the last of my rounds into the revolver’s cylinder.

      Scott had picked up a Remington shotgun from our stash. It loomed large as he racked in a shell and fired. “What the fuck am I? Chewbacca?”

      “Sure. I’ll scratch you behind the ear later.”

       “Promise?”

      Before we could continue our spirited Star Wars conversation, a horrible sound echoed around us. A sudden sinking sensation followed, and I don’t mean it was in the pit of our stomachs.

      The trailer pitched to the side and rubber flapped on asphalt.

      A round had blown out one of the RV’s tires.
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        * * *

      

      We listed to the side as the blown tire flapped. Anna was forced to slow the RV. Joel yelled a curse. I swung my head around and found him practically dangling from the truck top. He had one hand on his rifle and didn’t seem to be too keen on dropping it. His other hand held onto the large metal plate that protected the turret.

      We continued to slow. I raced to the rear of the RV to help Jake and Roger, and also to get a view of our enemies. Jake and Roger covered for each other as they popped up and fired at the bikers. I guess we’d put enough of them down to make them extra cautious, but now they would have free rein to take potshots from behind cover.

      The RV came to a stop with the vehicle increasingly bouncing up and down as the rest of the air gave out of the tire.

      “Two of them are coming in on the right.” Jake pointed.

      “I don’t see ‘em yet,” Roger replied.

      “We’re going to have to set up a screen and keep them back while the tire gets changed,” I said, and turned to yell into the RV. “Put some heat on whoever pokes their head out!”

      “Be careful!” Scott yelled back as he rushed to the opposite side and looked for targets.

      Dr. Breeze took a quick peek outside, raised her MP5, and sent out a furious stream of lead. Screams answered as another motorcycle crashed.

      I was already heading out the door. It slammed open, and I lowered my upper body and raced as fast as I could to the side of the truck that wasn’t facing the bikers. A couple of pot shots rang off the thick metal, but none of them found me.

      Joel was already on the ground, prone, and in the process of slithering under the chassis.

      I dropped into a crouch. “What’s the play?” I asked. My eyes darted around the area, looking for targets. As I scanned the surroundings, my hand went to pull out a few more rounds, but I was out.

      “Don’t get shot. That’s the play.”

      “A little more direction, pal.”

      Opening the cylinder, I found only three unfired rounds left.

      Jake and Roger fell out of the RV. “Hey. Hand me a weapon,” I called to them.

      A sudden burst of gunfire sent them spinning away from the truck. Christy, I presumed, slammed the door shut behind Roger. Frosty growled from within the truck. At least she didn’t try to dive out and get into trouble.

      “Hold on. The back door is a sitting target,” Roger said. “We’ll try to suppress them so you can get back in. Cool?” he asked Joel.

      “Yep,” Joel growled back.

      “No one has an extra gun on them?” I called out for help.

      “What? Did you lose yours, squid?” Joel’s eyes asked from under the truck.

      “Almost out of bullets.”

      “Rounds, man. They’re called rounds,” Joel said in exasperation before ripping a blast of gunfire at the bikers.

      “I know what gets you riled up.”

      Joel didn’t have a handy comeback ready. Instead, he triggered another burst of gunfire, resulting in a scream from among the bushes.

      A half dozen rounds splatted off the side of the truck.

      “Why don’t you guys fuck off? That way, you won’t get killed!” I yelled what I thought was a measured offer.

      “You first, shit for brains. Turn over the doc.”

      “If you leave now, I’ll go back and help you find your fingers!” I yelled.

      “Dude.” Joel choked back a laugh.

      I pointed in the man’s direction. “If he gets mad. Maybe he’ll do something stupid.”

      “They already did something stupid.” Joel lowered his weapon and adjusted his sight.

      “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “They messed with us.”

      “Yep.”

      I blew out a breath that almost turned to laughter. “I was kidding. That’s some shit Clint Eastwood might say.”

      Joel shrugged, slid farther under, and extended his gun. He fired a shot and someone cursed and scrambled back.

      “Okay. Point taken.”

      Jake and Roger had already moved off to cover the RV. Roger covered while Jake worked on getting the spare tire loose. He unfastened the holder and then dropped it. The spare bounced on its side, but they already had a hold on it and tugged it out.

      The old tire was a complete loss from the look. Shredded hunks of rubber were scattered around the rim. More strips lay on the road where we’d been forced to pull over.

      Anna leaned over in the truck and opened the passenger door. With her head perpendicular to the seat, she said, “Hey, hon. So, this sucks.”

      “It does. Do you have an extra gun in there?”

      Anna’s head disappeared for a moment, then reappeared. “Nope.”

      “Shit,” I said and frowned.

      “Hit ‘em with vulgar language,” she suggested.

      “Why is everyone a joker today?” I muttered.

      Anna pointed toward the driver’s side door and said, “I’m gonna go shoot at people. Be safe.”

      Be safe? Thanks a lot, babe.

      “You got this,” she added from inside the truck.

      Okay. Three rounds left. There was a knife on my belt, as well. Big, thick Bowie blade with a razor-sharp edge. There was my hammer, but I’d left it sitting in the back of the RV. Not that it would have done a lot of good against a bunch of crazy fucking bikers intent on wasting us before stealing our shit. They’d have to line up if I wanted to smash in their heads.

      “A bunch of zombies are coming this way. Why don’t you guys leave while you can?” I yelled.

      “The fuck are you, the zombie whisperer?” one of them yelled back.

      And just like that, Latimer had a nickname: The Zombie Whisperer

      “He’s already on it,” Jake said, just loud enough for me to hear.

      “Figured,” I said under my breath.

      That trick had worked once in a relatively sparsely populated area. We were on a two-lane road surrounded by trees, up a hill, and there wasn’t a home in sight. A few miles to the west sat the large city of Tacoma. I doubted a bunch of Zs were hanging out in these woods, and they’d never get here in the next few minutes unless someone bussed them in.

      Shots blasted back and forth. One of them kissed the truck’s lower edge and ricocheted away with a loud ping. A few inches lower and it might have hit me. I backed out from under the truck because it had provided no kind of decent view. Thankfully, the way the RV was angled meant the bikers couldn’t shoot out one of the truck’s tires unless they flanked us.

      I fired once and hit a branch.

      One more shot and someone in the woods hit the ground hard, then cursed. Probably a miss.

      Backing out over the hard, cold asphalt, my hand caught in something sticky. I lifted it and found an old wad of gum that was almost as hard as a rock.

      Scraping against the ground, I slithered a little farther and wiped off any leftover gum goo on my jacket. No sense getting old chewy cooties.

      I’d laugh about myself later.

      “Christy. Can you hand me a gun?”

      “Yeah,” she yelled back.

      “Now you guys are screwed!” I yelled, even though I would be lucky to hit one of them.

      The door slid open a crack. There were splats all over the door, and Christy had to swiftly close it, apologizing as she did so.

      “Son of a …”

      Jake covered for Roger while his friend got the jack out of the back of the RV. They maneuvered it into place. My eyes scanned the area. Wait. Where in the hell were Erik and Joel?

      “I’m coming in,” I told Christy.

      “Okay.”

      The door opened again, and half a dozen rounds struck it again.

      “Fuuuuck.” I breathed the word under my breath.

      More gunfire erupted off to the left. Rounds ripped the woods where I assumed the bikers had taken up station. Someone screamed, and I wondered if it was a biker at all.

      Dozens of shots echoed around me. Jesus Christ! I couldn’t even tell which direction they were coming from. I wanted to dig a hole, get inside, and curl up in a ball.

      Christy cracked the door open again and held out an AR style weapon by the receiver. I gratefully snatched it out of her grip. She tossed a pair of extra magazines out as well, but as I reached for them, a pair of blasts sounded, and chunks of the road blew apart. I ducked back, but not before a round or bit of asphalt kissed my cheek and ripped a line of fire under my eye.

      “Mother fu…”

      I didn’t get to finish my curse because I had to snatch my hand back as more rounds splatted in front of me.

      At least the rifle had a magazine. I tugged the charging handle back to load a round and released it with a satisfying snap. A drop of blood splattered across the barrel. Reaching up, I found the wound and wiped it with the back of my sleeve. It burned like fire, and the material came away with a red streak.

      I stuck the barrel, along with my head, around the truck’s edge and fired in the general direction the shots had come from. They plastered the area with five or six rounds, then I went back into hiding.

      Jake continued to fuck around with a jack. It looked a little larger than a regular jack. The RV lifted by inches as he cranked the pump. Roger kept him covered. I ducked under the truck again, hoping to get a clear line of fire.

      Anna found a target. Her gun boomed three times in rapid succession. In the woods, a man grunted and then fell into the foliage.

      The creeping feeling that I was being watched made me swing around and, sure enough, one of the men had looped around and was heading right for me. He had a gun, but when he raised the revolver and pulled the trigger, the hammer slapped metal. Click.

      I swung the gun around.

      Didn’t get the shot lined up in time.

      The guy was tall and lithe.

      He had a sunken face and an emaciated body.

      Long, dark hair hung over his face. He snarled and got around the gun barrel. I panicked, but he was already on top of me, and knocked the gun barrel aside.

      I surged to my feet, but the guy fell back. He followed me by shifting his aim and pointed the barrel uncomfortably at my eye. I smacked his arm, and his shot went wide, but the blast was like a cannon next to my head. He grunted and kicked at me. Got my shin good. It sent a wave of pain racing up my leg. I cursed and almost fell.

      Grabbing his jacket, I pulled him close and drove my knee right into his fucking balls.

      I’ve never seen a guy go from looking so confident to looking like he shit his pants on live television.

      “Gah!” He howled.

      I shoved him away, and he dropped to his knees. Before I could raise the rifle, a shot rang out and the gunman suddenly looked surprised. Then he dropped to the side without another word.

      I followed the sound of the gun and found Roger with a 9mm in hand. He hovered next to the RV and motioned for me to look forward.

      Moving around the truck’s rear, I found half a dozen bikers were closing in. They moved from cover to cover. With the rifle back at the ready, I aimed, fired, and missed. Fired again. Missed. In my defense, they weren’t stationary targets, and I had barely poked my head out to aim. It made them duck, though. One of them hit the dirt and crawled toward us.

      Jake let out a little whoop when he fit the spare tire on the RV. Roger continued to cover him while he stuck the lug nuts on the wheel. Roger whirled at the motion to their right, but he didn’t fire.

      The bikers were closing in, and that’s when the guns in the trees boomed. Erik and Joel went to damn work. A shot rang out and one of the bikers screamed in pain. A few more shots and they were running. Not just running, but hauling ass like they were on fire. Joel and Erik had completely flanked the bikers and were now making them pay.

      “I think we’re good,” Roger called to me.

      Jake crouched next to him and lowered the jack. The RV tire hit the ground, and held up.

      “We’re in business,” I said and waved in the general direction of Erik and Joel. I didn’t know their exact location, but they were probably waiting for this.

      Bike engines sounded around us, but I couldn’t pick the direction they were coming from. Being slightly elevated between a bunch of trees, with land sweeping ahead and below, it was like we existed in a maze, and the sound was weird here.

      More gunshots rocked the air, followed by something that made me hit the dirt hard enough to taste it.

      A huge gun boomed one round after another. Sounded like the end of the world. Shots echoed all around us. Sent us scrambling. Something punched through the RV and exited the other side.

      “We need to fucking go!” Roger yelled. “That’s a huge gun.”

      I waved again, hoping Erik and Joel were on the way.

      “Put your hand down, squid. Looks like you’re hoping the substitute teacher notices you,” Joel spouted as he crashed out of the foliage and moved toward the back of the truck.

      He and Erik were hunkered down and moving at speed. They covered for each other as they rushed. Erik fired off a half dozen rounds. Then it was Joel’s turn until they were both under cover.

      “‘Bout time. We’re out of here,” I advised them.

      “No shit.” Erik growled.

      He took up position near the front of the truck and glanced over. The big gun boomed again, and a pair of rounds hit the front quarter, making it shake. If they got another tire, we were truly fucked.

      Anna opened the door, slid down, and motioned. I raced a couple of feet and hopped into the vehicle. Already running, I put the truck in D and kept my head down as I slammed the door. We had bulletproof glass, but someone was firing a huge hunting rifle. Luckily, they seemed to be a terrible shot. Or they weren’t used to shooting in the dark and they were just laying down rounds to keep us on our toes.

      Anna was the next in. The back door banged open, and Erik rushed in. Katherine was back there, revolver in hand, and fired several rounds as cover.

      Another round punched through the RV just as Jake and Roger were almost inside. Jake fell off the back, grabbing his neck. He hit the ground hard as Roger made it inside. Joel dashed toward Jake and fell next to him. Another boom sounded and Joel was hit. He grunted and dropped his rifle at his side where it hung by his two-point sling.

      “Joel!” I screamed, but all I could do was watch the action in the rear-view mirror.

      Erik appeared in the turret and started laying down shots. Someone screamed in the distance and the big rifle went silent. Erik fired again and again while bellowing, “Get Joel in the RV! We’re out of here!”

      Jake, back up on his knees, shook his head. Roger and Dr. Breeze hauled Joel and Jake inside.

      “Son of a…”

      “Just drive. Get us out of here, Creed!” Anna said and punched my upper arm for effect.

      Above me, Erik fired round after round. Paused to insert a new magazine and continued the barrage.

      I snapped out of it and hit the gas. We lurched forward, and the RV swayed as it tried to keep up with the sudden motion.

      Behind me a burst of sub-machine gun rounds erupted from the RV, probably from Dr. Breeze, and sent bikers fleeing.
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      The RV had sustained a lot of damage. It shuddered as I tore ass out of the area. My foot was almost to the deck as I tried to urge the truck to go faster. I kept the radio in my lap even though Anna kept trying to take it back. My eyes drifted to the device, and I fingered it every few minutes. She’d go for it, admonishing me for taking my eyes off the road for a few seconds, and then point ahead. “Eyes front, Creed.”

      I snatched up the radio again. “Hey. How’s Joel?”

      “Hold on. The doc’s working on him now.”

      “Eyes on the road, squid,” Joel rasped in the background. “Make sure we don’t run into a bunch of Zs, or more bikers, or hell, a big wreck that will also wreck our ride?”

      I didn’t bother muttering that the Beast would be able to handle any stalled vehicles short of a dump truck. I tried to focus on the road. When Joel had rushed back to the truck just in time to get blown off his feet by a round, I’d damn near had a heart attack.

      “Your boyfriend’s fine,” Anna said and patted my hand on the steering wheel.

      “Yours ain’t,” I muttered.

      “That doc is the real deal. She has the supplies. She’ll get him stitched up in no time.”

      Anna leaned over and dabbed under my eye with a paper towel.

      “Hey.” I tried to shoo her off.

      “Stop. You’re bleeding.” Anna gently shoved my hand aside.

      I touched the wound and found it hot, but it didn’t feel deep. After Anna stopped the blood from trickling down my cheek, she broke out her pen and marked up a map. She turned the page, went back to the large paper map, then to McNally again.

      To the west, several buildings and houses came into view. Then the signs of a former bustling city became clearer. A massive highway that was covered in abandoned cars stretched along the view to the side. In the past half hour, we had gone from trees and sparsely populated areas to the city, and we still had about forty miles to go.

      “Joel’s fine. Just a flesh wound. I have already stitched him up,” Elizabeth’s voice came over the radio.

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I have been in touch with the researchers at our destination, and they’ve prepared a route. All we must do is follow their directions.”

      “Where was Joel hit?” I asked.

      “Shoulder and arm. Please focus, Mr. Creed. He’s going to be just fine. Can you tell me where we are? I need cross-streets, please.”

      Anna took the radio. She held it up and said, “I’m looking now. Hold on.”

      A few minutes later, Anna had a pair of streets. She and the doc conferred as I drove slowly. She pointed out a turn I should take. Then we coasted onto a section of a small town that was completely dark, without a hint of any movement. No one was out. No Zs, survivors, cats or dogs. It was goddamn creepy. Passing by a veterinary and a donut shop took us to a long stretch of road that was mercifully clear of vehicles.

      In the distance came the sound of motorcycle engines.

      “This shit again,” Anna muttered.

      “Eyes up,” I yelled to Erik.

      “On it,” he yelled back.

      In the back, Christy held Frosty close. The dog wasn’t exactly freaking out, but she was on edge. Whatever she sensed out there wasn’t visible.

      Anna guided me into another turn, and we came across an apartment complex. Most of the multi-story buildings had been burned until only the frame remained. Others were still intact. They featured balconies, one of which was covered in overgrown potted plants. They crept up the metal railing, some leafy branches reaching for the floor above. Someone had stretched a sheet across their sliding glass door. The faded black hand scrawled note read ABANDON HOPE.

      Cars lay as burned out or stripped husks. A pair of figures slowly moved across the street. I blasted past them. They didn’t even turn to look at me. Dead fucks rarely know the time of day or the current road conditions.

      A pair of green eyes flashed past as I pressed on. They were off to the side, deep in some side brush. I knew they were there, but when I looked back in the rear-view mirror, they were gone. The back of my head tickled, like that damn vaccine was still lurking in the confines of my brain.

      Anna kept flipping her map around, peering out the window, and then back at the piece of paper, while following Dr. Breeze’s directions. She had a red-light flashlight and kept it trained on the large piece of paper. After a few more minutes of me driving like a bat out of hell, she gave me an exasperated sigh and said, “I have no fucking clue where we are. Find somewhere to stop so I can get a look at a street sign.”

      I nodded.

      To the west of our location, I’d spotted a sign for a small town named Puyallup, but the clouds had rolled in and obscured the view. There had been stores, more than one strip mall, and several apartment complexes.

      Slowing the truck, I rolled down the side window and came to a stop. Anna did the same with her side window. We sat in the middle of a two-lane road and listened.

      “Are we still on the right path?” I asked Anna.

      She turned the map around, peered out the window, then back at the map.

      “Why have we stopped?” Dr. Breeze asked over the radio.

      “We’re trying to figure out where we are. I also need to pee. And check on Joel.”

      “Absolutely not. We are close. No more than an hour if we press on.”

      Crickets chirped their heads off. Frogs croaked en masse, telling me we were near water. A pair of streets shot off to either side. I stepped out and listened but didn’t hear any motorcycle engines. I made a quick pit stop to relieve myself behind the RV.

      Next, I checked in on Joel. He said he was fine and ready to go. He put emphasis on the word GO because that was like a magic Marine word, like Oorah!

      I urged him to take it easy. Dr. Breeze was still concerned about chunks of lead and his gun stock on his shoulder. She said the doctors at UW would get him fixed up. He looked tired, and a line of sweat rode his forehead. He sucked down some bug juice, aka instant sweet juice.

      “We should bag this whole save the world thing and set up a camp. Make a new fortress. We have the people. We have the guts,” I muttered aloud. “Call it Creed City.”

      “Are you stupid?” Joel asked.

      “Are you?” I asked with a shrug.

      Joel rolled his eyes.

      “Hey Joel. Remember last week when we fell into a hole in the ground and got stuck with a bunch of zombies?”

      He cracked one eye open and regarded me. “Yeah?”

      “You were cracking zombie jokes.”

      “I thought that was your job.”

      “Cool. Cool. Got a mirror handy?”

      Joel closed his eyes and muttered, “For fuck’s sake.”

      “Who’s the Z now?”

      “Go away.”

      “Sure. Just wanted to make sure you’re still alive and kicking. Not turned yet.” I leaned forward and put the back of my hand on his forehead and found he was hot.

      “Get your stank-ass hand off me.” Joel shooed me off with a wave of his good hand.

      “What? Just checking to see if you got a fever that only cowbell can cure.”

      Joel and Dr. Breeze stared at me blankly.

      “Really?”

      “So you swear he’s okay?”

      She nodded and said, “He may well have a fever that was brought on by his wounds. Or the vaccine. Or both.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Need I remind you? I’m not a doctor in the sense that I rely on sorcery. My hands aren’t made of CAT scan parts.”

      “Not a magician. Got it,” I said.

      “Shouldn’t you be getting us the hell out of here?” Joel motioned to the door. “I thought you were smarter.”

      “Got you again.” I double finger gunned complete with pew pew noises, turned, and went back outside.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later we were approaching the city of Auburn and hoping we’d lost Steve MacReady and his host of motorcycle riding chuckleheads. Wrecks, piles of trash, skeletons, and, of course, lots of Zs were the order of the night. The RV put an additional drag on the truck thanks to the bullet holes that had punctured the thin walls and windows. Most of the rear window was missing, with shards of glass laying on the floor.

      Anna pointed out that we weren’t going to get much farther on this road. There were countless places that were simply impassible.

      A random left-hand turn took us along a street that led to a series of newly-built houses. The subdivision must have been in the early stages when the world took a turn. Several structures were only wood frames on concrete plots.

      “Hey,” Erik pounded on top of the truck. “We got company coming in from the east. Get us out of here.”

      “MacReady?” I turned and yelled back into the truck.

      “I’m not sure yet, but there’s a bunch of them on motorcycles, so probably.”

      “Son of a…”

      A blast sounded and behind me, the RV rocked to the side. Part of the corner of the roof near the head of the transport blew off.

      “Did they just shoot us with an RPG?” I yelled.

      “I don’t think so. Not sure what the hell that was. Maybe they got lucky and hit something flammable in the RV.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered.

      I sped up, but the RV swayed and pulled at our vehicle.

      “The road to our right is named 167. There should be an on ramp in the next mile. I’ve been assured that one lane is clear all the way from the city of Renton. Before then, we’re going to have to detour, but from there it will be a straight shot to the city.”

      “Great,” I said loud enough to be heard, since Anna held the radio.

      “Over there!” Anna yelled and pointed vigorously at an approaching on-ramp.

      The road split as it led up a slight incline that curved around in a half circle. We’d just passed a county fairground that had a few shambling Zs wandering around.

      A pair of gunshots sounded. I involuntarily ducked.

      Erik went to work with his rifle, cracking shots off at our pursuers.

      I rolled down the window and yelled, “Why don’t you guys fuck the fuck off!”

      They didn’t, but I felt a little better.

      MacReady and his crew weren’t giving up unless they got a hold of the Doc and her pal. They might let Tragger slip, but I doubted it no matter what he said.

      I smelled it before I saw it. Off to the right, a few hundred yards, was a transfer station. Any normal day of the week before the end of the world, there would have been a line of cars and trucks waiting to dump their trash. They had converted it into a different type of dump.

      Three eighteen wheelers had been left with their rear doors wide open. The lead truck had crashed into the entryway to the dump and the cargo had spilled out. The cargo had been bodies. Lots of bodies. Piles of them in white bags. Others in black. They had been stacked and tossed inside the open building and hundreds, or even thousands, more spilled out from within the space. The entire area smelled like rotting death.

      “Christ, that reeks.” I groaned.

      “That is a giant pile of sadness,” Anna said.

      “What is?” Christy leaned over and asked.

      “Trust me. You don’t want to know.”

      “I’m sure I’ve seen worse. I’ve smelled worse.”

      “I haven’t,” I muttered and pointedly looked away as we pressed on.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, we came under heavy fire again. They had a jeep now, as well as more bikers. Were they picking them up along the way like shitty souvenirs?

      Rounds hammered into the RV, shredding the sections of the upper half.

      “We might have to load everyone in the truck and leave the RV behind. It’s becoming a liability,” I said on the radio.

      “Absolutely not. There are too many notes and material vital to our research. It must reach the researchers,” Dr. Breeze fiercely replied.

      “Shit.” I groaned.

      More rounds echoed around us.

      “Bunch of them trying to flank along a side road on the right side!” Scott’s voice was harried over the radio.

      “On it,” Erik said.

      He fired. Scott blasted. Jake and Roger got in on the action. All this crossfire, and from my vantage point, no one was hitting shit. Just bullets bouncing around the area as we fled.

      “Oh dear! We have a serious problem back here.” Dr. Breeze’s breathless voice came over the radio.

      “Bikers shooting at us. Got it. I know!”

      “No, you idiot. The refrigerator is dead. A bullet must have punctured it. The samples are at high risk of spoiling. We must reach our destination immediately.”

      “Lady, do you want to come up here and drive?”

      “Will it get us there faster?”

      “Can you radio for help? If they have an A-10 or some gunships, that would get us there faster.”

      “I’ll ask if they have any random gunships available,” Elizabeth replied. I swear I could hear her eyes roll from here.

      The truck shimmied as I maneuvered around what remained of an old Volkswagen Beetle. It appeared to have been blue at one time. A stinger exhaust jutted from the back. Hanging from that were guts, and by guts, I mean intestines. Human, if I had to guess. I’d seen enough to have a good idea.

      The RV pulled the truck to the side, and I wondered how much longer it was going to be able to hang on. We needed repairs, but first we had to get our cargo into the city.

      “Can we make them walk from here?” I asked Anna.

      She gave me a polite half laugh.

      “Just saying.”

      “Maybe you can deliver the goods and we’ll wait here.”

      “Hmm,” I said and frowned.

      With each mile we ate, the road ate RV pieces. I imagined Roger, Jake, and Scott were running around back there, trying to secure our goodies. No way were we were going to kiss all of our sweet fucking supplies down the drain.

      “How much farther?” I asked Anna.

      She peered at the map and held up two fingers about an inch apart. “About that far.”

      I stared at her flatly. “You and Joel think you’re so funny.”

      “I can tell from the look on your face you’re slightly amused.”

      The highway reminded me of Portland and the roads they had designated for traffic after the z-poc. They had shoved cars, trucks, SUVs, and even eighteen wheelers to the side on the designated roads for traffic after the z-poc. We passed a construction area where the road had been under work before the Zs happened. At least half a dozen pieces of heavy equipment sat behind a heavily fenced-off area. They weren’t run down or covered in rust. The bulldozer had a clean windshield. All of this was a blur, but I snapped my head around and got a good look. Whoever had cleared the roads had used the equipment behind the fence, and probably still used it as needed. I had the sneaky suspicion that someone–or multiple someones–were behind the fence guarding the equipment as needed.

      To the left sat a sloping, tree-covered hill that went on and on. Homes poked out here and there. We’d been trucking up this road for a solid twenty minutes. As I came around a gentle bend, the road opened up to two lanes for a moment, before collapsing into one again as the multitude of stalled vehicles created a tunnel. Emaciated bodies hung from more than a few. Some twitched. Most didn’t move. All of them were rotting.

      Highway exits and entries dotted the road as I tried to keep the truck up to speed. We drove over debris like clothes, trash bags, dead animals, and spilled toys.

      It was an enjoyable break from the bikers. Then shots sounded. Again.

      “I’m on our six,” Joel called over the radio.

      “Who did the shooting? You or them?” I asked. “And are you cleared for that?”

      “What?” Joel responded.

      “You got shot. Should you really be manning a gun right now? Did the doc give the okay?”

      “Would you send me a damn get-well card and get over it? Fuck’s sake, Creed. It’s all good. The wound ain’t even bad. It was a fragment or two. Went in and out.”

      “That’s what she said,” Anna and I said in unison.

      “Would you jokers shut up and watch the road ahead? I’m covering the road behind. Besides, I got Jake and Roger back here to help provide cover. That’s right, son. We have a three-way setup. That’s what she fucking said,” Joel added and repeatedly clicked the radio send button like he was punctuating the funniest joke in the world.

      “Funny.” I didn’t laugh. “Hey. How much longer can the RV hold up? It looks like it’s about to fall apart.”

      “It is,” Joel, Jake, and Roger said together.

      “Just keep driving,” Joel urged me.

      Easy for him to say.
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Creed,” Dr. Breeze came over the radio. “Stop the truck. I need to get in the front and help guide you. The researchers in Seattle have a specific route in mind. Relaying it to you over the radio will be time consuming.

      “Roger that. Joel, how’s it looking back there? Is it safe?”

      “Safe enough if we make it quick.”

      “Hold onto your butts back there,” I replied.

      I brought the truck to a rapid stop. No one started shooting. I’m sure a few more chunks of the RV fell off.

      Dr. Dr. Breeze jumped out of the RV's side door before it came to a complete stop. She carried a brown leather messenger bag with a strap over her shoulder and her MP5 in the other hand. The doctor glanced over her shoulder, but made for the passenger side door. Anna opened it, but before she could get out, Dr. Breeze shoved herself in.

      “Oh,” Anna said indignantly.

      “I’m small, and I don’t bite,” Dr. Breeze said as she squeezed into the seat with Anna.

      They forced Anna halfway off the seat, but there was enough console for her to sit somewhat comfortably.

      The doctor carried a long-range radio. A wire ran from the unit to an earpiece. Lifting the device, she called to the researchers. “We’re ready.”

      She listened and then relayed, “We can be there in roughly thirty minutes. Once we arrive, we will have to cross over to the other side of the highway and make our way into the city. It’s on the outskirts. They have a secure location.”

      I got the truck back in gear and brought us back up to speed.

      “There is a turn just ahead on the right. You are going to take it. The road winds until we reach I-5. There is a clear lane, which means a clear path to our goal. Time is of the essence. These samples are already in danger of spoiling,” she said and clutched the bag even tighter.

      Her cargo was an overflowing messenger bag. Notes, her laptop, and notebooks stuck out on the sides. Glass vials clinked around. Christ. Was that all she’d saved from the RV?

      “Here. Put the bag down here,” I said and pointed under the console.

      Reaching over, I turned on the air and changed the setting so it would blow on the floor.

      “It may help,” Dr. Breeze said. “Very smart thinking.”

      “He has his moments.” Anna crossed her arms and leaned in so our shoulders touched.

      “Oh, yeah. I’m a catch,” I said with a nod.
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        * * *

      

      The exit was clear. I swung the truck at a hard right angle and hoped the RV trailer stayed attached. It held, and we were back on the road, this time facing a long uphill drive. According to a local attractions sign, there was an amphitheater in the area, but I couldn’t see it. Several restaurants and stores lay to the right. A large Goodwill sat forlornly where it had burned to the ground. The only standing reminder was the overhead sign.

      I kept the pedal almost to the floor, but hauling our fat ass up this incline was slow going. I couldn’t help but check the gas gauge every few seconds.

      “Fuck me. I hope we’re gonna make it. We might have to make a pit stop for gas.”

      “We don’t have time for that,” Dr. Breeze said.

      “If we run out of gas, we’re not going to get there at all.”

      She leaned over, squinted at the gauge, and then slowly sat back. “Not ideal,” she said quietly.

      “No shit, doc.”

      “We have movement at 7 o’clock,” Erik said and pounded on the roof.

      “Of course, there is,” I muttered.

      I relayed the info to the others.

      “We’re watching for them. Gotta little surprise,” Joel replied.

      “Wait. What?”

      When Joel had surprises, it generally meant there were about to be gunshots or explosions. Although, explosions normally fell on me if there was a gas station around. The place outside Centralia was probably still on fire.

      A big gun boomed. I swear the RV shook.

      “The hell was that?”

      “We located a scope for Roger’s hunting rifle. It’s probably not zeroed in, but you get the picture,” Joel said before the radio turned to static thanks to another blast.

      “Joel. If you tear your stitches, I will be rather cross with you.” Dr. Breeze said into the radio.

      “They’re still holding up just fine.”

      “Hmm,” Dr. Breeze said.

      The gun boomed again and echoed along the road.

      “Did you get one?” I asked Joel.

      “Not sure, but they peeled off. Maybe that was enough to make them give up.” “I hope so. We have enough problems.”

      Our faithful steed got us to the top of the hill. We had to dodge a few abandoned vehicles, but it was smooth sailing. Our luck held as we finally reached I-5. The massive stretch of road was five lanes wide on either side.

      Reaching the big highway set us on the last part of our journey, according to Dr. Breeze. All we had to do was stay on this road, and we would reach our destination in half an hour. at the most.

      If the RV held up, if we weren’t ambushed, and if we didn’t run out of gas.

      For the next fifteen minutes, I could keep the truck at steady thirty-five miles an hour. We passed a shopping mall with dozens of stores branching off on the side streets. It wasn’t hard to imagine the interior condition from here. The once-gleaming shopping mall now reflected only the desolation that had consumed the world beyond its walls. Its doors, once inviting portals to a heaven of consumerism, now eerily creaked as they swayed on broken hinges.

      Moments later, I took us up a rise that had the truck struggling to keep the RV on the road. It swayed like mad, forcing me to correct the steering wheel repeatedly.

      We passed Boeing Field. It held a few aircraft, but they were shells. There was a large black hole in a runway surrounded by the remains of plane wings, and a tail section. The rest of the airport was devoid of craft.

      But our goal was finally in sight. The city was all towering skyscrapers, office buildings, and a huge highway covered in burned out wrecks we would avoid, thank you very much. Talk about a quick way to come to a complete halt. Everything was dark and appeared to be covered in black ash. Probably a sludge created by burning debris and the near constant rain.

      Back on Hayden Island, we had heard that high yield firebombs had been dropped on Seattle early in the Z-poc. It was said that the military brain trust had eliminated the city hoping to stop the infected from getting loose, but there’s no getting around the dead when they want a piece. I couldn’t imagine what hell the citizens of Seattle had gone through fighting those red-eyed ragers, only to be flash-cooked.

      This place sucked. I was ready to turn around and leave, and we hadn’t even reached the researchers yet.
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        * * *

      

      As we came within a few miles of Seattle, I-5 turned into a mess. Some clean-ups had occurred, but there were abandoned vehicles galore. Long lines of them had been shoved onto the shoulder, sometimes three lanes thick. The worst lay on the south side of the freeway, where the masses of Seattleites had been on the run. People had probably fled southbound, away from the city that had been set on fire, so the northbound direction was relatively clear.

      Multiple US National Guard trucks were present, as well as long abandoned checkpoints. They’d been set up, but no one was manning them now. A tent’s olive drab fabric flapped in the wind where it had been torn from its frame. A sign promising help from the government was splattered in blood and ash.

      Figures moved around the wrecks, but they kept out of sight. Zs, ragers, or survivors. It was hard to tell.

      The gas gauge bell sounded a death knell for our trip, and a red light appeared on the dash.

      “Not ideal, but we are almost there,” Dr. Breeze said. “I think.”

      “You think?!”

      “I’ve never been here before, Mr. Creed. We are looking for a structure that will allow us to cross to the other side of the freeway. The exits are completely clogged with vehicles.”

      I frowned. “I mean, that’s fair.”

      “Look at that.” I slowed and pointed in surprise. “The Rainier brewery. Man, I’ve had some bad hangovers thanks to that cheap beer.”

      “There, do you see it?” Anna’s voice rose in excitement. She pointed to our eleven o’clock.

      “The brewery? Yeah. Do you think they have a few cans lying around?”

      “No.” She smacked me and pointed. “That.”

      “Holy shit,” I said.

      Now that we were almost on top of it, the emplacement was hard to miss. I hit the brakes. The RV pulled to the side and almost dragged us along. It smashed into a deserted military jeep with a rending crash.

      They had built a ramp from one side of the freeway onto the other by ripping up the guardrails on both sides of the highway. It looked precarious as fuck, and barely wide enough for us to pass. It was little more than a slab, like something that would have been used to build part of a road, or an on-ramp. The most concerning part was the steep angle. It was at least twenty degrees down.

      Dr. Breeze pushed her finger against her free ear and concentrated on whomever was guiding us. “You’re going to cross over. There is an exit into Seattle that is clear. I’m told it’s hard to miss.”

      “That’s almost straight down,” I said. “I don’t know if we can do it.”

      “We have to, babe. It’s not that bad,” Anna tried to reassure me.

      The bikers hadn’t given up. The persistent bastards closed in from the south and began shooting at us.

      I backed up and fucked around with trying to align the truck with the bridge as the enemy came thundering in on their bikes. Men in leather hopped off and rushed to find cover.

      Erik pounded away, shooting at them. From the rear, more gunfire sounded as Jake, Roger and Scott undoubtedly gave them hell. They hid behind vehicles as they advanced, covering for each other. Maybe they had left the newbies at home. The last few times we’d fought them, we had sent them packing early into the fights.

      This was going to come down to luck, because I would only be able to see the street we were presumably going to smash head first into once we mounted the cross-over. There were metal chocks to help negotiate the way up, but one had fallen over and there was no time to get out and turn it back over.

      “Christy. Make sure Erik knows I won’t be able to see ahead once I hit the ramp. He’ll have to have to guide me.”

      She relayed my words. Erik stopped shooting.

      “I got a great view from up here,” Erik said as he dropped back into the truck. “The problem is MacReady and his guys. I’ll need my head out in the wind. I’ll crank the shield around, but it will only protect one side. If they flank us, I’ll have to get into cover.”

      “Get on it. We’re going up. Should be across in seconds,” I said, then lowered my voice, “one way or another.”

      Dr. Breeze called back to the RV on the radio. “Hold on back there. We’re going to cross over to the other side.”

      “Are you planning to make us fly?” Jake called back.

      She didn’t answer.

      It was a legit question. The RV was going to push us down. I’d be riding the brakes all the way.

      The concrete slab groaned as the heavy truck mounted it. I tried to surge forward, but the RV had caught on the jeep and now we were dragging that piece of shit, as well.

      A bullet struck the top of the truck just above my window. I involuntarily flinched and ducked my head.

      Giving the RV more gas, we lurched, and the front wheels mounted the slab. Tires spun as I fought for purchase. It bumped again; the artificial bridge loudly creaked and groaned, but we were over the gap separating the north and south sides of I-5.

      “Straighten out. You got this!” Erik called from above.

      My eyes darted between both side view mirrors. Anna held onto my leg and squeezed. Dr. Breezed tried to look cool, but she glanced over the side and gulped loudly.

      I gunned it. The RV tried to pull us back, but with all the torque, I forced us down the ramp.

      “Careful, squid!” Joel unhelpfully yelled into the radio.

      “Shut up, and hold the fuck on!” I yelled back.

      Anna and Dr. Breeze braced themselves against the dash. Fighting the truck, I took my foot off the brakes and let gravity take over. Then we were across and onto the lanes on the other side. They had forced vehicles to the sides. The corridor of vehicles, which led directly to an exit built for southbound cars, had been left. I would have to make a tight turn to get us off the freeway since we were facing it almost straight on.

      A chill ran down my neck. In the rear-view mirror, the RV wasn’t fully over the ramp. Its rear wheel hung off on one side, and we were still dragging the blackened Jeep.

      The truck found purchase on the asphalt, and I pushed the pedal down. I hoped we would shake loose our hitchhiker. The damn Jeep wasn’t about to right itself like the RV had. It needed to let the fuck go.

      Tires spun.

      The truck shook with effort.

      Erik shot at our pursuers.

      They fired back.

      The RV shifted dangerously from side to side.

      “What are you doing up there?” Joel yelled.

      “Fuck it!” I said.

      I hit the gas and the engine roared. We only moved a few inches, but it was enough. The RV finally righted itself, and the errant wheel popped up onto the ramp. Behind me, the RV had dragged the Jeep toward the ramp, and now the entire slab shook again as the other vehicle refused to play along.

      I backed us up a few feet so I could turn the wheel and try to get us to the exit. We were back heavy, and if that Jeep fell, it was going to pull the RV along for the drop.

      “Fuck it, again!” I said, cranked the wheel hard to the right, and gave it all we had.

      That’s when all hell literally broke loose.
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      The slab beneath the truck shook as I tried to force the RV down the steep incline. I had dragged the jeep to the ramp sideways and now it was a very unwanted anchor. Unless someone went back there and broke it loose, we weren’t going anywhere. At least the truck was on the street, but we needed to free the Jeep without the RV breaking in half. The danger was with the Jeep stuck partially on the steep incline. It could shift, fall, and pull the RV along for the ride.

      “We’re latched onto a Jeep and it’s stopping us. Any way you guys can break it loose from back there?” I called back to the RV crew.

      “Dude. We got bikers closing in and they’re shooting first, and letting us fuck around outside last,” Scott’s harried voice called.

      “Dammit,” I muttered.

      “We may have to abandon the vehicles,” Dr. Breeze said.

      “Are you nuts? We fought hard for this thing!”

      “Then hurry up and think of something,” she replied crisply.

      What the hell did she think I was doing?

      I pulled the radio over and yelled. “You all get to the front of the RV, near the door. I’m going to try to pull us over. If it drops, be ready to bail.”

      “How is that going to work?” Jake yelled.

      “Hell, if I know. But our only other choice is to abandon ship.”

      An assault rifle opened up full bore. “Trying to break the Jeep free!” Joel yelled through the radio.

      “What?”

      He paused and the sound of a fresh magazine sliding into the gun sounded.

      “I tried to shoot us loose,” Joel said.

      “Of course you did!”

      We were stuck like a damn pinata. Rounds erupted around us as the bikers shot the shit out of the RV. Erik fired back from the turret, but we would need a small army to suppress these guys.

      “When the hell is the welcome committee supposed to be here?” I asked Dr. Breeze.

      “They’re on the way. I know little more.”

      “That’s not the only thing that’s going to be on the way,” I muttered.

      Zs. They were probably already on the move. We had moments.

      An explosion rocked the ground behind us, and the slab shook.

      “Hey. I’m moving us in five seconds!” I turned and bellowed.

      The explosion had shaken us around, and now it felt like the entire ramp was going to give way. It was now or never.

      I silently reached the count of five.

      With one foot on the brake, holding it as hard as I could, I put my foot on the gas pedal and whispered a silent prayer, then pressed it to the floor.

      Tires squealed as they fought for purchase. My foot came off the brake and we surged forward. The RV, thankfully, held together instead of ripping in half. I kept my eyes glued to the side mirror and watched the Jeep get dragged further onto the slab.  Face tense. Eyes narrowed. I was going to get us out of here alive.

      Erik provided cover fire, breaking only to come down the ladder and reload a fresh mag courtesy of Christy. Spent rounds rattled across the roof top and spilled onto the road. Frosty sat on the floor, panting, but her head swung around, and she stared toward Seattle.

      The Jeep tottered.

      “It’s gonna go over. Get out of the RV, now!” I yelled.

      Erik relayed my words.

      The side door popped open and Joel, with his rifle in hand, slid out, but had to move carefully. He had only three feet of space between the RV and the drop.

      “Please, don’t fall. Please, don’t fall.”

      Scott, Jake, and Roger piled out next and slid alongside the RV. Backs to the wall, they sidestepped as gunfire ringed around us. Luckily, MacReady’s men hadn’t yet flanked the RV’s other side.

      Latimer was the last one out, but he was a wraith. Poncho flapping. Hood down. Green eyes hidden. He dropped from view. His preternatural skills came in handy when he appeared beneath the ramp holding onto god knows what. Then he disappeared from my view.

      A pair of men in black leather advanced on the stranded RV. They popped off a few gun shots and made us keep our heads down.

      Joel was the first to get around the truck. He sprayed the advancing pair with a brief burst, then raced to cover behind one car lining the path to the highway exit.

      At least a dozen men moved toward us up above, putting our group in a terrible situation.

      If I could break free of the RV, we could get away in the truck.

      I backed up a half dozen feet and then hit it again. The RV was still just as stuck, and the Jeep had barely budged.

      “Shit! More of them are on the way. Hurry, Creed!” Erik yelled.

      Jake and Roger, with Scott on their flank, rushed to find cover as the group above grew.

      Suddenly, their shooting died down.

      “Hey. You in the truck!” a familiar voice yelled.

      I rolled the window down a few inches, but kept my head well behind the bulletproof glass. “Can you call Triple A?” I yelled back.

      “Walk away, smart guy. Just leave that doctor lady with us. You can all live. We just want her and anything she brought here. That includes the green-eyed freak she keeps as company.”

      “Oh, is that all?” I yelled back and tried to pull the RV the rest of the way down the ramp again.

      While I tried to keep MacReady distracted, he’d done the same, and his guys were on either side of the ramp. They stayed behind the highway barricade, but their rifle barrels gave their locations away. It also meant bad news.

      “Christ. Too many of them.” Anna groaned.

      “One more time, with effort.” I gritted my teeth. “It has to work.”

      This time I backed up more than a few feet, then slammed the gas pedal down. I expected the truck to surge forward. Maybe hang up again. Hopefully break loose.

      It did neither of those things.

      The vehicle sputtered and died.

      “Shit.” I groaned as the low fuel warning light glared at me.

      I looked in the back and met Christy’s fearful eyes. She held Frosty around the neck.

      Frosty’s head slowly turned, and her ears went up. She dropped her mouth open, and her jowls drew back.

      “Zs,” I said.

      “Hey. Someone’s on the on-ramp.” Jake had popped up next to the truck. He pointed toward the city.

      “Out. Out. Out!” Joel yelled and started shooting. Roger had joined him and provided cover, as well.

      “I’ll go out last. You guys get free and get on that exit. I’m behind you,” Erik said. He picked up a pair of magazines and took the stairs back up to the turret.

      I had six in the .44 in the holster. A quick look out the window and I didn’t see any guns aimed directly at me. Pulling the keys out of the dash, I shoved them in my pocket. Even if MacReady got the truck, he’d have a hell of a time starting it. Assuming he could find gas. I had every intention of coming back for our zombiemobile.

      It was a goddamn shame to abandon all our supplies.

      Opening the door, I triggered the door lock. Grabbed my hammer, and slammed the door shut as I jumped out. A man popped up with a snub-nose revolver in each hand and fired at me. I hit the street hard enough to blow out my breath. Joel shot the guy. The round punched through his shoulder, close to his neck, and he fell back, screaming.

      “Get up, squid!”

      Up on all fours. Scrambling to my feet.

      Anna raced away from the truck and took cover behind the gray concrete barricade separating the exit from the highway. Dr. Breeze was close behind her, clutching her overflowing leather messenger bag. If we could all reach her position, we’d be able to crouch and move down the road.

      I fired wildly as I raced to the other side of the truck. Christy was out there with Frosty, and I had to reach them. Christy kept low as she dashed from the back of the truck to me. Frosty was having none of this and bounded out. She growled, ignorant of the threat from MacReady’s men. She held her head low and trotted toward one of the burned-out cars that made up the corridor leading to the off-ramp.

      Joel and Erik continued to give MacReady’s men hell. Rounds flew back and forth like violent little wasps. One of those in the head and it was lights out for good.

      Before I could move to cover, I ducked in front of the truck and listened. On top of the random shots, I heard footsteps, and they were moving fast.

      “Oh, fuck!” Jake yelled. “Ragers!”

      They came from both directions. Loping on all fours. Their heads appeared on the road above us, as well as on our level.

      “Hey!” a woman yelled. “Yo! Follow me.”

      A group of six people appeared. They wore what looked like bulletproof vests. They carried assault rifles, an assortment of pistols, and knives on utility belts.

      The woman who had called to us ducked behind the barrier and issued orders. Her group spread out and started shooting at MacReady’s men. Two of them covered the flanks.

      She wore a tight leather outfit with what looked like a kevlar vest. She was lithe and petite, but there was something about her that commanded attention. Above her shoulder sat a sword pommel.

      “That’s our cue!” I yelled.

      With Christy’s hand in mine, I ran for the barrier. Frosty shook her head when I whistled to her but spun and raced toward us.

      Katherine had slipped out of the back of the truck and joined Anna. The three hustled together, guarding Dr. Breeze and her precious cargo.

      “You must be our pickup,” the dark-haired woman said. She stayed low while her eyes darted around the battlefield. “We have a truck below. We couldn’t get any closer and risk having it shot up. Are you ready to run?” she asked.

      “Probably?” I said. It felt more like a question than a statement.

      “I’m Dr. Breeze,” Elizabeth interjected.

      “Oh, I know who you are,” the woman in black said.

      “Erik. Let’s hit it,” I called.

      Erik had already slithered out of the turret. Joel sent a furious stream of lead at the attackers while Erik quickly exited the truck and raced toward us. Weird loping footsteps grew in the distance.

      I pulled Christy behind me as the first one arrived with my hand tight on the hammer’s haft. My other drifted toward the holstered gun.

      The creature appeared to have had his right half burned to a crisp. His hands were both covered in scarred skin that was ashen. Bones protruded, but his fingers worked. They grasped a car’s back end, and he leaped on top of the roof in one jump.

      Frosty growled and started after the Z. Christy grabbed the dog by the collar and fought to keep Frosty from running off.

      Above us, near the ramp, a host of ragers were arriving. They walked, ran, paced, loped like dogs, and snarled like animals. Their eyes were blood red.

      “Let’s go!” the leader of our rescue crew bellowed and gestured furiously for us to run.

      I didn’t move until Joel was at my side. He was hurt, but he must have pushed aside the pain and fatigue. I grabbed him under his arm as he nearly sank next to me.

      “I got you, bud,” I said.

      He nodded gratefully and put more weight on me.

      Now that we could see to the end of the off-ramp, I understood why they hadn’t driven straight up here. Concrete barricades blocked the way. My guess was they moved them when needed, but it would require heavy equipment. If they had that, they could help us retrieve our truck once Dr. Breeze was delivered. I did not know what our future held, but Seattle, Washington, sure as hell, wasn’t on my vacation destination list.
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        * * *

      

      MacReady had packed up and his guys were getting on their bikes and trying to make a getaway. I wished them hell. Let ‘em run and get run down. We were under the same threat, but at least help had arrived.

      “What took you guys so long?” I whined.

      “Believe it or not, we weren’t sitting around waiting to rescue a bunch of newbs?”

      I sputtered and couldn’t even answer, too tired to curse this lady out. Newbs?

      “Long story.” Anna panted next to me and spoke up before I could say something stupid.

      “Long story. Short story. I don’t care. I’m just here to do a job.” The woman had no inflection in her voice, like she was ticking things off a grocery list. I’d have to keep an eye on this one, in case she was some kind of psycho.

      Joel clung to me as we trotted down the road.

      The leader of our mystery rescue squad sidled up to Dr. Breeze and said something to her while we trotted. The doc nodded, and they whispered back and forth a few more times.

      Katherine and Anna kept ahead of us with their guns ready. Three of our escorts kept pace with them.

      Christy struggled to hold Frosty back. Our dog really wanted to go fuck around with some ragers. Normally, I’d be all for her messing up some Zs, but these red-eyed freaks were a new beast altogether.

      Below the road, I made out warehouses, streets covered in debris, and stalled vehicles. In the distance, a pair of stadiums sat near the ocean. I wondered if those were being used to help survivors.

      “Seattle got messed the fuck up,” Joel said.

      He was right. Hearing about it was one thing. Seeing the aftermath was something else. Seattle looked like a bombed-out city in a World War II documentary. A blackened and burned nightmare landscape.

      “Pick up the pace. We need to get back to Starbucks, ASAP. All that noise you guys, and whoever in the hell was shooting at you created, is going to bring every rotter in a mile radius. This place is going to be swarming.”

      “Did you say Starbucks? I could go for a big fucking cup of coffee,” I said between gulps for breath. “Pumpkin spice latte for Joel here.”

      “Black coffee, dude.” Joel wasn’t alert enough to smack my upper arm.

      “Our HQ used to be their corporate office. We took it over and kicked out the crawlers. Get in the truck and we’ll be there in a few minutes,” the woman told us.

      The truck was a big Ford F250 that would force us to sit close to each other in the truck bed.

      Half a dozen ragers jumped over the railing and raced toward us. Some of our rescuer’s crew were at the head of the freeway exit, covering for us. I pulled my gun and took aim.

      “Hey. Can you keep the noise down during our getaway? Why the hell are you even carrying that ridiculous hammer if you’re not using it?” the woman asked.

      “I’m not bad with it. Can you use that?” I pointed at her sword.

      She scoffed, reached over her shoulder, and slid out the blade. She didn’t offer any fancy moves, just a cold flash of steel, then she moved on the Zs Like a dervish. The first to reach her met her blade. He came in with both hands out like claws, and his feet carried him in a rush. Dude was an ugly little cuss, with bright red hair made darker by dried blood. He wore a Nirvana t-shirt, but no pants. His dangling bits were a horror. The entire fight took less than a second. She gutted him and was already out of the way when he flopped across the ground, trying to figure out why his insides were now outside. The weight pulled him down and left the Z flopping on the ground.

      She pulled the blade back, close to her chest, horizontally, and with a flick partially severed a second rager’s neck. Christ! I never wanted to be on the other end of that blade.

      I grabbed a rager around the neck as he leaped at me. His mouth was wide open, and his teeth aimed at my face. With his momentum, I swung the guy around and smashed him against the ground. A normal Z would have struggled to get up. This fucking guy rolled to the side, jumped up on all fours, and came at me again.

      I put the hammer into motion. Not a full swing, with not enough time to really rear back, but it got the job done. The rager’s face went from snarling and ugly to crushed to a pulp. He flopped across the ground again and stopped moving for good.

      Joel came in swinging with his rifle. He butted a rager to the side and kicked it when it tried to get back up. He spun the gun around, put the barrel to the Z’s head, but snarled when he remembered not to pull the trigger and risk more noise. Joel settled for another vicious boot to the head.

      Jake and Roger jumped into the fray. They worked well as a team, covering for each other and smacking down the red eyes wherever they struck. Leave it to those guys to handle their shit, since they’d been dealing with fast Zs since day one.

      The woman in black was a damn ninja. Her sword danced around her, a blur that took apart anyone who got too close.

      Katherine hung back behind Anna. My girl pulled a knife and kept herself between the Zs and Dr. Breeze.

      Frosty ripped free and went after a rager. Dragged the gnarly woman down by her pants and danced back. She darted in and ripped the legs out from under her whenever the rotting Z tried to get up.

      We backed up as we fought, but many more were already on the way.

      “No choice. Going hot!” Joel informed us.

      “I got your six,” Erik replied.

      The pair of them advanced on the line of raging Zs, but the woman yelled, “No! Stop!” Her voice lowered to a menacing level. To her or us? “We can’t afford to bring any more. Just run to the truck. We have this covered.” I could have sworn she also muttered “idiots” under her breath.

      “Run?” I laughed and smashed another rager into the pavement with an overhand strike. The hammer head struck with a hollow ‘clunk’ that put an end to the red-eyed guy’s entire second life.

      A pair of raging idiots caught me by surprise. I spun as one came in high, while the second went after my legs. I scrambled back, but it was too late. Hitting the ground on my side, I didn’t smack my head all that hard, but enough to rattle me and send a burst of static along my brain stem. Survival took over. I kicked one of them off, while holding the second back with my upper arm against her neck. She was just filled with piss and vinegar, and slobbering a pink substance. Smelled like a damn exploded sewer.

      That mouth wanted to kiss me with her jagged teeth, and I had no desire to test the efficacy of Dr. Breeze’s vaccine today.

      Around me, Joel and Erik, along with the rest of the crew, fought off the Zs.

      “You smell like shit!” I said to the rager. She snarled and snapped at me.

      The second Z scrambled to his feet. I’d kicked him pretty hard, but these freaking things were just as fast as a fresh ghoul.

      The sound of a vehicle gave me hope. They’d brought the truck! All I needed to do was get out from under this pair.

      I gave the second rager another thrust kick to the chest and sent him flying, but not for long. Snarling teeth snapped in front of my face again and almost bit my nose off.

      I shoved the Z up with a burst of energy, but she fell back on top of me as my arm betrayed me.

      Then her red eyes went still, as the tip of a very sharp metal blade burst through her forehead and stopped a half inch from my face. I blinked away rager goo and found the woman in leather standing over us, sword in one hand. She yanked, and the blade slid free. The second rager lay on the ground with a severed neck. His arms flopped. Just didn’t know he was now twice dead.

      Erik and Scott worked together to pick up a portly rager. They got him by his pants, and bar bouncer threw his ass into the line of rapidly approaching Zs.

      Leather clad woman’s crew moved ahead, shoving Zs aside as we made our way along the sloping road.

      “Thanks!” I said to my rescuer, but she ignored me.

      Our group scrambled over the barricades as the truck approached in reverse, engine whining as it strained against the single gear.

      It was going fast, and just when I thought we were going to get hit, it slammed to a halt on screeching tires. Smoke rose from the burned rubber and permeated the air. Gotta say, smelled better than the rager who had almost snapped off half my face.

      Our group piled into the back of the truck as more ragers closed in. I grabbed Joel, because he was about to jump off the bumper and go back to fighting. “I got more in the tank. Move it, squid.”

      “Dude. Let’s get the fuck out of here. Save some for another day, okay?”

      Joel snapped out of it with a barely perceptible head shake. Dr. Breeze sat down next to him in the pickup bed and patted his hand. He lowered himself next to her and finally calmed the fuck down.

      An older black guy dressed in the same leather and body armor as our pals sat in the driver’s seat. He turned, revealing a salt and pepper beard, but his head was shaved bald.

      “Everyone in?” he yelled.

      I did a quick count in my head. Erik, Katherine, Scott, Jake, Roger, Dr. Breeze, Christy, Anna, of course, and me. Latimer was nowhere to be found. The driver peeled away before I could give him a thumbs up.

      Joel was going to feel this tomorrow. We all were. My arms and legs were already limp spaghetti.

      Our rescue crew raced away from the horde of Zs and hurried after us.

      The truck sped up and blew past them. When we finally reached the end of the long off-ramp, a second truck waited there with the engine running and a driver in the front. He backed up to race back and fetch the others.

      Our new ‘friend’, the sword-wielding woman in black, stood on the back of the pickup bed. She had sheathed her blade over her shoulder and her long, dark hair whipped in the passing breeze.

      Frosty had taken a seat next to me. She panted, tongue hanging out and to the side.

      “Got any water?” I called to the woman.

      “We’ll be there in a minute. Plenty of water for you and the dog. Is that thing trained?”

      “Trained to kill Zs.” I tried a cocksure grin.

      She blinked once and sat on the back of the pickup bed’s gate, but turned so she faced us.

      “Thanks again for the help.”

      The others muttered the same.

      Pointing at my chest and then my marine pal, I added, “I’m Jackson Creed. That’s Joel Kelly. Yes, that’s our real names.”

      She tilted her head slightly. “Why would I care if those are your real names?”

      “I don’t know. It confuses people sometimes. Cause I’m Jackson, and he’s…” I trailed off stupidly.

      “I don’t get it,” she said in a flat tone. “I’m Kate. Just Kate. And yeah. That’s my real name.”

      “Cool, Kate. Great to make your acquaintance,” Dr. Breeze said warmly.

      I introduced the rest of the crew and she got everything from nods to hellos. I didn’t mention Latimer because I did not know how his presence would sit with Kate and her crew. I also did not know where he’d disappeared to. Dr. Breeze didn’t seem concerned about his whereabouts. Considering I’d met him underground, while he’d flitted around like a damn wraith, I was confident he was doing just fine on the outskirts of Seattle.

      After we were all on a first name basis, I turned to Kate. “We got the doc here in one piece and all her research, but I’m sure there’s a lot more in the RV.”

      “There is. I believe I gathered most of the important bits,” Dr. Breeze added.

      “We should go back and get the rest,” I said, head swiveling around the area as I looked for more of those cursed ragers. I gestured toward the highway. “While we’re at it, if we could get help in retrieving our truck and RV, that would be kinda awesome. A few gallons of gas. Then, we’ll be on our way. You can get Dr. Breeze back to her whole saving the world thing.”

      “You guys are only going this far? I thought you were her escort?”

      “I’m sorry?” Anna spoke up over my confused Pikachu face.

      “If you want to bail here, cool. I can get her to the research facility. We’ll get the rest from your transport and send you on your way. Assuming it still works after, well, whatever that was.” She waved her hand at our former transport and its sad end.

      “Wait. Then what the hell is that if it’s not the research facility?” I asked and pointed at the heavily barricaded building we were rapidly approaching. City street buses surrounded it with barricades built on top. Multiple improvised chain-link fences covered in barbed wire ran the length and side of the parking lot. The building beyond was eight stories tall, with a clock tower rising in the center. The white and green Starbucks logo was covered in dirt and ash and hung over the broken clock. Long scorch marks kissed parts of the building, and plywood boarded at least half of the windows.

      “I told you. It used to be Starbucks’ corporate office. It’s sort of middle management,” Kate replied. “They do some sciency stuff here, but the whole ‘cure the virus, save the world’ business is occurring at the University of Washington Tower. It’s about 8 or 9 miles from here, up in the University District.” She pointed north.

      I sat back and chewed on this latest revelation, then turned to Dr. Breeze. “Did you know that?”

      “I did not.”

      Son of a Z bitch!

      In the distance, a woman screamed. A man’s voice joined in. It sounded like they were being chased by Zs, or were in the process of being devoured. Frosty’s ears went up. My hand tightened on the hammer, and I pushed myself up. The others' heads swiveled as they tried to track the sound.

      “Chill. We’re doing that,” Kate said. “Battery powered speakers. Triggered remotely. It makes the crawlers peel off and leave us alone.”

      “Damn. That’s a good move. Why didn’t we think of that?” Scott’s eyes lit up. “We should start putting bluetooth speakers on Zs. Send ‘em over cliffs like lemmings.”

      “Yeah. Sure, dude.” Kate’s tone was noncommittal.

      “Will your crew be okay?”

      She touched a clear earpiece I hadn’t noticed and listened, then turned to me. “Yeah. They’re pros. Few more minutes and they’ll join us.”

      There was something I didn’t like about this entire situation. Had Dr. Breeze been holding yet more secrets from us? Were we walking into a trap of some kind, or was Kate simply the face of yet another organization intent on screwing us over?

      I could still make out our truck and RV up on I-5, and it was a sad sight. Up there, we’d at least have options. MacReady’s guys were still up there, and I guessed they would test the researchers’ defenses in the next twenty-four hours.

      I turned and found Joel staring at me. He didn’t even have to say it. His hand tightened on his rifle, and he gave me the barest of nods.

      “The fuckening is always lurking around a Z cockblocked corner,” I said to no one in particular.

      

      
        
        This is Machinist Mate First Class Jackson Creed, and I am still alive.

         The end

        The series continues in Z-Risen 8: Fortress
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      Hi, friend! I’m so glad you read this book and I hope you enjoyed it. Z-RISEN 8: FORTRESS is already underway. If you’re in the future, you probably already know that. Nice going, Future Man (person).

      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 7: SURVIVORS on Amazon, I would be extremely grateful, and sing the praises of your name. Badly. And only in the shower. Promise.

      Z-RISEN 7: SURVIVORS

      Thank you for your patience, kind reader. Pardon me while I get back to helping Jackson Creed fight off Zs.

      
        
        -Tim

      

        

      
        August 2023 approximate

        Location: Undead Central

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AMONG THE LIVING

          

        

      

    

    
      In case you missed it, and you’d like to learn more about the enigmatic Kate from Z-RISEN 7: SURVIVORS, I invite you to check out my novel AMONG THE LIVING. Kate has been a fan favorite for years. I’m so excited to have her join the Z-RISEN world.

      There is a lot more to come.
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      THE DEAD WALK

      The real battle for Seattle begins in this pre-apocalyptic thriller

      When a supposed gas leak causes the National Guard to forcibly evacuate a Seattle neighborhood, Lester isn't going anywhere. The former dope pusher has a new clientele… the kind that require him to deal lead instead of drugs. Kate has a dark secret: she’s a budding young serial killer. As society collapses, her skill in dealing death may be the one thing that can keep her alive. Mike, a newspaper reporter, suspects a conspiracy lies behind the chaos. He’s driven to find the truth, even if it means dragging his beautiful co-worker into danger.

      When the smoke clears and the body count is in, who will remain Among the Living?
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            PRELUDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lost, and for a time so is he. Breath rasps in and out as her lungs begin to fail.

      Cold, and so is she. Her hand is ice, a rigid claw that grips with the force of a newborn. Skin translucent, wisps of gray hair that struggle to rise as he strokes her arm. Bone thin, old, past her prime and yet barely in her fifth decade.

      Hours spent by her side, and for it her eyes opened but once. She stared past him at the ceiling as if it held less recrimination than his gaze. Milky and gone to smoke, at least the one on the left, while the other is clear and the bluest blue he has ever seen. They pulled him in from the first, dug into his soul and now, twenty-two years later, it continues to haunt.

      The syringe is cool as he rolls it across the tabletop. He picks it up again to feel the weight of the world. Clear and languid, the liquid rests, unassuming.

      If it does what he asks, what he hopes, it will be her savior and perhaps his.

      The brush of alcohol, but she doesn’t stir. Then a stab and the deed is done. Just a waiting game now, and for all the long months he has been away, he will not leave her side until it works—or kills her.

      It may be some time before the tumor shrinks. That thing that looks like a balloon in her head. It grows daily as if pumped full of air. The pressure must be immense.

      The virus is ‘programmed’ to seek out the tumor and enter it. There it will begin eating the thing with a vengeance, his vengeance. Minutes are all it needs to begin working, maybe days until she is coherent.

      She sighs and her head stirs. He leans over and presses his lips to dry skin next to her pale mouth. Then she is silent once again, and he waits.

      The light from the window paints landscapes across the blankets. Mountains made of knees, hips for landfall, waist a pool of lake water. Later, night slips in and the painting is reversed.

      She stirs again, and one eye drifts open. It is clear for the first time in as long as he can remember. The other is still milky and may never recover from the damage.

      “Herb ...” Just a whisper, and he has to lean close.

      “Ruth?”

      “Herb, I feel strange … like my blood’s on fire.”

      “Try to relax, my love. Everything will be back to normal very soon now.”

      “It’s not okay. It hurts. My head feels like it’s going to explode.”

      “I did it, Ruth. All those years of research and I have the cure. Finally. I gave you a shot that is killing the tumor.”

      “I don’t think so, Herb, I don’t think so.” Her eye moves back and forth as if trapped. Her head shakes, and her body shifts under the blanket. The dead eye turns and looks past him at a spot on the wall.

      Blood pours into the other one beneath the surface of the cornea. Within seconds, it is crimson. One side of her face slopes down as if it is about to slide off her head. Oh God, a stroke! He grabs his bag from the floor and paws through it as she starts to shake. She thrashes on the bed, foam bubbling from her mouth.

      He flips the bag over her body and continues to look through it as he holds her down. He is sure he has Coumadin, but Aspirin will do as well, just in case, oh God—just in case. She writhes, and he feels her heart beating through her chest. It rumbles, pounds and then, to his horror, slows down and shudders to a halt.

      “Ruth, my God. RUTH!”

      “Herb,” she sighs, then sits up in bed and sinks her teeth into his exposed neck. He screams, but not for long.

      Dead, and so is he.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            KATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fever dreams rip dread horror through her skull.

      She bolts upright to light shining through the curtains over the bedroom window. Home after a long night, home and safe in bed in her tiny studio. Time to get up and make breakfast. Some frozen waffles would be good with blueberry syrup pooling around the edges. Maybe some bacon in the microwave. Did she buy bacon last week? She must have, because she can smell it. She must have left it out when she got up earlier. Then the dream pops into her mind, and she shudders. Why now, why can’t she just sleep in peace?

      He had been there, the old man, crazier than ever. He had been tearing into her flesh with a belt this time. She tried to hide her face behind her forearms, but the leather struck everywhere. Blows fell over the rest of her naked body, and she screamed in agony until she was hoarse. Almost as bad as the beating was the smell of whiskey as he leaned over to scream profanities at her. He called her things she didn’t understand, a word she had heard referred to as the C word. Bitch, over and over, always bitch and she didn’t even know what it meant. She was eleven years old, and she wanted to die. She wanted to find a real father who treated her like a father should. She was too young to fight back, so she just curled up and hoped it would end soon.

      Fucking pathetic!

      That was the ‘her’ of fifteen years ago, the ‘her’ who gave in to the old alcoholic. He had been insane when he drank, which was most of the time. If it was noon and he hadn’t tipped the bottle into a glass yet, it was going to be a good day. Then he would stare at the marks on her arms and legs and look away as if shamed, but it didn’t stop him from doing it again.

      Every once in a while, he was her best friend. He would take her to the grocery store and let her buy anything she wanted from the toy rack, cheap little things in crinkling plastic containers that she would open in the car as he beamed at her. He would do this to make up for the bad times. But nothing made up for them. He could have bought her a pony and it wouldn’t put a dent in his quota. Truth was she hated the toys, hated how cheap they were, but didn’t want to risk angering him even if he was sober.

      She takes a deep breath as she lies half off the bed, feet on the floor, upper body resting while she shifts her head to the side and studies the man’s thigh drenched in crimson. With a gasp, she is on her feet and away from the blood. The room was familiar when she opened her eyes, but that was owed to her view of nothing but white ceiling.

      It was the smell that should have given it away, should have clued her in to the fact that she was not in her usual reality.

      Last night, she had been the other, and it had been wonderful.

      The imagined smell of bacon had been the body. Blood has congealed all over the bed, on the man, on the headboard, on the wall. She glances down at her naked body and there are drops there as well. In her hair, she is sure of it, and she is also sure that it is completely fucked up to pass out on a bed with a butchered man.

      He is bound to the bed by his wrists, which are pressed tightly together and wrapped in white nylon rope. She picked the stuff because she knew from experience that it would chafe. After he had his fun, was beside himself with need, only then had he consented to having his hands tied so she could straddle his chest and take his enraged cock in her mouth—or so she had promised. She told him she wanted to tease him, draw out his pleasure, all the while her striped back and ass presented to his hungry eyes.

      They always complied. They always gave in. Tying his legs together had been a different matter. Lucky for her, he was in terrible shape and didn’t have the energy to put up much of a struggle. Not with her fondling his cock and whispering words of devotion to his livid eyes.

      Even though he had made her call him master, had used a black leather flogger on her while she had straddled a straight-back chair so that her ass hung off the end, even as the pain had started, built, and had overwhelmed her, even then she had still been the other. The cold, calculating bitch who would have the ultimate climax.

      Kate was a masochist in the truest sense of the word. She found great pleasure in pain, in submitting to the men she would later truss up like pigs. She, however, derived the greatest pleasure from their demise.

      “Was it good for you?” she asks the corpse. She studies the bloody wounds and remembers each one like a snapshot in an old photo album.
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        * * *

      

      The first cut had been to a leg, the next on his chest. Not deep, just enough to bleed. The following had been on his neck, one on each side but not close to his carotid artery. His eyes had nearly burst from their sockets when she started slicing, but he hadn’t been able to scream past the ball gag practically shoved down his throat.

      The blade had been razor sharp, honed by her hand the night before. She had sat on her couch and run it over a stone until it was sharp enough to lift the downy hair of her forearms.

      Like a medical student learning on a cadaver, she had punctured his body at various points, but none that would have caused him to die. In his thighs, calves, feet, arms, and hands. She had straddled his chest and had applied black lipstick around his eyes, so he looked like a raccoon.

      Those eyes no longer looked on her body with lust, his penis had been flaccid like an old sausage. She had turned to fondle it, tease it, but he couldn’t get it up anymore. When he had failed to get excited, she had put the cold knife against the base, which had stopped his struggles.

      “If you can get a big old bonner, I’ll let you go.” She had smiled as she applied his blood to her cheeks and rubbed it around in a circle like the world’s reddest blush.

      He had strained, tried to beg for her to let him go, begged with his eyes, which had filled with tears.

      “You don’t want me anymore, baby? You don’t want me to beg for more pain?” she had asked as she had drawn little nipples with lipstick. Of course the pig didn't answer her. He couldn’t say shit. His giant eyes had shifted back and forth in silent reproach, begging her to let him go.

      “Bet you would promise me the world right now. Bet you would promise me money, maybe a car, anything just so I would let you go. But I’m not going to. I’m going to kill you tonight, Fred or whatever your loser name is.”

      He had shaken his head, eyes as big as saucers.

      “Did you enjoy beating me, you bastard? Fucking asshole. I bet you thought I liked it, that I came for you.”

      He had thrashed beneath her.

      “I saw the mark on your finger where the wedding ring should be. Does Mrs. Asshole know you answer ads on Craigslist? That you like to meet young girls and hurt them? Maybe I should have taken pictures and sent them to her.”

      She had run the knife over his chest. It had still been razor sharp, judging by the way it lifted the hair right off his sweaty skin. Puffs of the stuff, gray and wiry made tiny mounds. She had blown on them and then had cut a letter into his flesh, a big A.

      He had thrashed as she had dug in, his eyes squinted in pain. He had screamed against the gag, but it had sounded mute, so she had cut a second outline around the letter. She had moved the blade around the triangle in the A, then had slid it under the skin. Kate had slipped a finger against the broad part of the upper layer, and then she had torn it off.

      She had spent the next five minutes finishing her artwork, making the letter more or less square. Blood had welled around the angry wound; skin puckered like a pair of lips.

      “Wakey wakey, time for the end game.” She had grinned and as she cut off his dick. As the blood poured out, she opened his nut sac and removed both of his testicles. The knife cut them cleanly, quickly, so she could show him her handiwork before he bled out. She had slapped him, hard, because he might have passed out.

      His had eyes popped open, and he had bellowed against the gag.

      She had placed his member on his chest inside the A and put his still-warm testicles over his eyes. She had held his head tightly so he couldn’t shake them loose. Blood and body fluid had leaked into his eyes, and he had gone crazy, but it hadn’t lasted for long as the bed soaked up his life fluid.

      She had moved flicked his severed penis aside and hovered her head just above the asshole’s chest as his heartbeat had staggered to a slow crawl and then stopped. She had retreated from his body as he had died, just before he had let go of his control.

      A sickening sound as his bowels released had left a river of shit around his legs. The smell of blood and crap had made her want to puke, but she had stayed over him and maintained control.

      Kate had made it to the bathroom, calmly lifted the lid, had leaned over and tugged her black hair back behind her neck just before a furious stream of vomit had erupted from her mouth. She had gagged around the burning fluid, then vomited again. The shakes had set in, so she had sat on the edge of the tub and had waited for them to pass.
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        * * *

      

      Showered, she cranks up the heat in the little room. Kate takes the bag out of the closet and lays out her tools. She sorts his clothes and folds them neatly. She checks his wallet, which informs her that his name is Walter Smith and not Master M as he so blithely told her before he beat the shit out of her.

      Kate folds her clothes carefully and places them in a plastic bag, then she combs the room, picking up anything that looks out of the ordinary. She puts the flogger in a separate bag, and the belt joins it. Her lipstick goes into the same sack, then she takes the binding off his wrists and ankles.

      Kate extracts the small vacuum and plugs in the AC adapter. Transferring the tiny device from outlet to outlet as she runs out of slack on the short cord, she cleans every inch of the tiny room, the chair, the bed, the couch. She slips to the ground and runs the cleaner under the furnishings.

      She packs everything away and then pours a bottle of hydrogen peroxide over his entire body to confuse the scene. She does something different every time because she knows from reading books about serial killers that the way they get caught is by using the same MO, or modus operandi. Next, she takes lint-free polishing cloths and wipes every surface. Then she does it again, followed by disinfecting wipes, as she basically Clorox’s herself out of the room.

      Kate showers one more time in scalding hot water and then dries off with the already wet towel, which she folds and puts in the bag. One final pass of the vacuum followed by cloth before she leaves.

      She dresses in a pair of gray slacks that burn as they slide over her thighs and ass. Then she slips on a pair of dark red pumps. A bra cups her tender breasts, covering the welts that still stand out from the night before. A blue silk blouse whispers over her bruised back. She buttons it up demurely and then goes into the bathroom to put on a blond wig. Kate applies a tint of pink lipstick to her full lips and studies her face in the mirror. Pretty, not beautiful, maybe a bit too long in the chin. Eyes ever so slightly upswept, possibly from an Asian relative a few generations ago. Brown eyes shine without the thick layer of eyeliner she wore when she came in. The half dozen clip-on earrings she wore last night are gone, and it looks odd to leave that side of her head bare.

      Who are you?

      The one you couldn’t be all those years ago.
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